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第一章　四个饥饿的孩子




The Four Hungry Children

一个暖和的傍晚，面包房门前站着四个孩子——没有人认识他们，也没有人知道他们从哪儿来。

面包师的妻子最先发现了这四个孩子，因为他们一直站在她家的面包店外，盯着橱窗里的东西。最小的男孩眼睛直勾勾地盯着蛋糕，大男孩看着一条条的面包出神，两个女孩则凝视着饼干。

面包师的妻子不喜欢小孩子，更加不喜欢男孩。她走到面包房的门口，一脸厌烦地听着几个孩子的对话。

“蛋糕看起来真好吃，杰西姐姐。”说话的小男孩叫班尼，大约五岁。

“蛋糕是好吃，班尼，”杰西说，“可面包更适合你，对吧，亨利？”

“没错，”亨利说，“我们要多吃点面包，蛋糕不利于班尼和维莉长身体。”

“反正我最爱吃面包啦！”维莉说。她十岁左右，有着一头漂亮的棕色头发和一双灵动的棕色眼睛。

“你总是那么懂事，维莉！”亨利对她笑了笑，“咱们进去吧，说不定他们能同意我们在店里住上一晚呢！”

孩子们走进面包店。面包师的妻子站在那儿，一言不发地看着他们。

“请给我们三条面包。”杰西说。

杰西很有礼貌地朝老板娘微笑，可那女人并没有笑，她只是盯着亨利从兜里掏出钱来。她看上去很不耐烦，但还是把面包卖给了亨利。

杰西环顾四周，发现面包房的每扇窗户下面都有一条红色的长凳，凳子上铺了几张红色的垫子。

“您能让我们在这里过夜吗？”杰西问，“我们睡在凳子上就行了！明天还可以帮您洗洗盘子，做些杂活。”

那女人暗自高兴——她很讨厌洗盘子。现在好了，她可以让大男孩帮她干这些活儿了。

“你们的父母呢？”她问。

“都去世了。”亨利答道。

“我们的爷爷住在绿野镇，但是我们都不喜欢他。”班尼说。

杰西赶紧伸手捂住小班尼的嘴，以防他接着说。

“班尼，别说话！”杰西叮嘱道。

“你们为什么不喜欢爷爷？”那女人追问道。

“他不喜欢我们的妈妈，”亨利说，“所以也不会喜欢我们，说不定还会虐待我们呢！”

“你们从没见过他吗？”那女人又问。

“没有！”亨利答道。

“那么，你们怎么会认为他要虐待你们？”那女人问道。

“他从没来看过我们，”亨利回答，“可见他一点儿都不喜欢我们。”

“来这儿之前，你们在哪儿住？”那女人又问。

四个孩子都没吭声。

“请放心，我们会老老实实呆着的，”杰西说，“我们住一个晚上就走。”

“你们今晚可以住在这里，”那女人终于答应了，“至于明天，我们再看看怎么办吧！”

亨利很有礼貌地向她道了谢。

“大家一定都又累又饿了。”亨利说。
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四个饥肠辘辘的孩子就地坐了下来，亨利用小刀把面包切成四块，分给弟弟妹妹们。

“太好吃了！”亨利说。

“真没出息！”面包师的妻子不屑地哼了一声。

她走进旁边的一个房间，关上了门。

“太好啦，她终于走了！”班尼边吃边说，“我看得出来，她不喜欢我们。”

“嘘——班尼！”杰西说，“她能让咱们在这儿睡上一晚，已经很不错了。”

吃完晚饭后，孩子们在红凳子上躺了下来，维莉和班尼很快就进入了梦乡。

杰西和亨利却没有睡着，因为他们听到老板娘和她的面包师丈夫在窃窃私语。

老板娘说：“我打算留下三个大的，让他们帮我干活儿。但是那个小东西，一定得送到孤儿院去。他太小了，什么也干不了，我可不想白白养着他。”

面包师附和道：“好，明天我就把小不点送到孤儿院去，我们留下三个大的，但是必须让他们说出自己的爷爷是谁。”

杰西和亨利一直等到面包师和他妻子都去睡觉了，才在黑暗中坐了起来。

“亨利，”杰西轻声说，“咱们赶紧逃吧！”

“当然要逃，”亨利斩钉截铁地说，“绝对不能让他们把班尼送到孤儿院去！决不！决不！天亮之前咱们就逃得远远的，要不然被他们找到就惨了。对了，千万要小心，一定不能落下什么东西。”

杰西静静地坐在那儿盘算着。

“我们的衣服、肥皂和毛巾都在大洗衣袋里，”她说，“维莉那儿有个小工具袋，我们还剩了两条面包。对了，你拿好小刀和钱了么？”

“拿好了，”亨利说，“我这里还有差不多四块钱。”

“你得抱着班尼，”杰西提醒道，“如果把他弄醒的话，他会哭的。我来叫醒维莉。”

“嘘——维莉，听我说，我们要逃跑啦！要不然，面包师一大早就要把班尼送到孤儿院去了。”

小女孩立刻惊醒了。她坐起来，一骨碌爬下凳子，没弄出一点儿声音。

“我该怎么做？”她细声问姐姐。

“拿着这个。”杰西说着把工具袋递给了她。

杰西将剩下的两条面包装进洗衣袋，然后在屋子里仔细查看了一圈。

“一切都没问题，”她对亨利说，“你快抱上班尼，咱们现在就出发！”

亨利把班尼抱在怀里，走到面包房的门口。杰西拿着洗衣袋，轻轻地打开门。他们蹑手蹑脚地出了门，没发出一点儿声响。杰西轻轻地掩上门，几个孩子仔细地听了听，一切都很安静。于是，他们沿着街道出发了。


第二章　昼伏夜行

Night Is Turned into Day
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很快，孩子们走出镇子，来到了郊外的大路上。一轮满月升上天空，在皎洁的月光映衬下，马路显得异常清晰。

“我们得快点儿走，”亨利说，“但愿面包师和他妻子别醒，不然就会发现我们逃跑了。”

于是，他们沿着大路飞快地前进。

“班尼很沉吧？”维莉问。

“还好，我能抱着他走好长一段路呢！”亨利答道。

不过杰西说：“要想走得更快点，就非得叫醒班尼了。咱们牵着他走才能加快速度。”

亨利听了这话，便停下来，放下了班尼。

“快醒醒，班尼，”他说，“你得自己走路啦！”

“别吵我！”班尼还想继续睡。

“让我来试试吧！”维莉转向弟弟，“班尼，从现在开始，你就是一头小棕熊啦！你必须赶快行动起来，去寻找一张温暖舒适的小床。亨利和杰西也会帮你，我们一起去找小床睡觉，好不好？”

班尼一下子就睁开了惺忪的睡眼，他最喜欢假扮小棕熊的游戏了。亨利和杰西一人牵着他的一只手，继续往前走。

不一会儿，他们路过了几家农舍，但是屋子里黑灯瞎火，悄无声息，一个人影也没有。他们不停地走啊，走啊，直到红彤彤的太阳升起来。

“咱们得找个地方睡一会儿，”杰西说，“我累坏了！”

班尼已经睡着了，亨利又把他抱了起来。两个女孩开始四处寻找睡觉的地方。

维莉终于发现了一个好去处：“看那边！”她指向一个大草垛，那草垛立在一家农舍附近的田地里。

“真不错，维莉！”亨利赞道，“很大的草垛呢！”

他们穿过田地，跑向农舍，接着跃过一条小溪，来到草垛旁。一路上，亨利都紧紧抱着班尼。

杰西很快就在草垛上给班尼垒好了一个舒适的小窝。他们刚把小家伙放进窝里，他马上又睡着了。其他几个孩子也各自做好了自己的小窝。

“晚安！”亨利笑着说。

“应该是‘早安’，”杰西说，“我们白天睡觉，晚上赶路。等天黑之后，咱们再接着走。”

孩子们实在是困极了，很快就进入了梦乡。他们足足睡了一整天，醒来的时候，夜幕已经降临了。

班尼睁开了眼睛：“杰西，我饿了，我想吃东西。”

“可怜的班尼，”亨利说，“我们这就吃晚饭。”

杰西拿出一条面包，切成四块。很快，面包就被消灭干净了。

“我还想喝水！”班尼可怜巴巴地说。

“现在可不行，”亨利说，“咱们得等到天黑后才能去找水喝。农舍旁边有个抽水机，可是如果我们现在离开草垛，立刻就会被人发现的。”

就这样，他们一直等到天完全黑了，才从草垛里爬出来，悄悄地朝农舍走去。农舍四周又暗又静，抽水机就在旁边。亨利尽量悄悄地抽水，连母鸡和小鸡都没有惊动。
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“我想用杯子喝水。”班尼说。

“没有杯子，班尼，”亨利低声说，“你可以扮成一匹小马驹儿，用嘴直接喝啊！”

这下可乐坏了班尼，他不再吵着要杯子了。亨利抽了很多水，井水又凉又甜，班尼喝了个饱。孩子们喝完水，便穿过田野，朝着大路跑去。

“如果听到有人来了，”杰西提醒大家，“我们就赶紧躲到灌木丛后面去。”

话音未落，孩子们就听见一辆马车正朝着他们驶过来。

“别出声，班尼！”亨利低声叮嘱道，“一句话也别说。”

时间紧迫，孩子们麻利地躲到了灌木丛后面。马车越来越近，不一会儿就驶上了山坡。有人在说话——是面包师！

“那几个小鬼到底跑到哪儿去了？”面包师恶狠狠地说，“我觉得他们肯定跑不到西沃城。如果在绿野镇找不到他们，我们就回去吧！”

“好！”他妻子说，“反正我也不想找他们，我讨厌小孩儿。不过再找一会儿吧！就在绿野镇找，不到别的地方去了。”

孩子们胆颤心惊地盯着面包师和他妻子，直到马车走远，他们才从灌木丛后面钻出来，面面相觑。

“天哪，幸好没被他们发现！”亨利说，“班尼真乖，刚才一声都没吭。”

“咱们千万别去绿野镇！”

“可是我们也不知道去西沃城有多远啊！”杰西说。

不管有多远，知道面包师找不到他们，孩子们就放心了。他们沿着大路高兴地走着，一直到凌晨两点，才在路旁发现了路标。

这时，月亮从云彩后面出来了。借着月光，亨利看清了路标。
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“路标上标明绿野镇在这边，”亨利说，“另一个路标指向西沃城。要是我们不想去绿野镇的话，就沿着这条路去西沃城吧！”

他们走了好久，连一个人影都没见着。

“大概没多少人走这条路，”亨利说，“这样也好，咱们更安全了。”

“听！”班尼突然说，“有动静！”

“我也听到了！”维莉说。

孩子们一动不动，静静地听着——是流水的声音。

“我想喝水，亨利！”班尼说。

“我也渴了。走，咱们去看看水源在哪儿。”亨利说。

很快，孩子们就在路边发现了一个饮水的喷泉。

“哇哦，好精妙的设计！”亨利跑了过去，“你们看！人喝水的地方在最上面，中间是饮马的，最下面是给狗狗喝水的。”

孩子们喝了个痛快，水清凉甘冽，好喝极了。

“我困了。”班尼咕哝道。

杰西笑着说：“很快你就能睡觉了。”

这时，亨利发现喷泉旁边的草丛中隐藏着一条小路。

“你们看！”他喊道，“这条路通往树林，我们可以去树林里露宿呢！”

“好地方！”杰西说，“来这儿的人应该不多，看看路上的草就知道了。”说完，他们沿着深深的草丛朝树林里走去。

“离喝水的喷泉也不远呢！”维莉补充道。

“没错！”亨利大声说，“你想得真周到，维莉。”

杰西擦了擦汗：“天还没亮就这么热了！”

“热才好呢！”亨利说，“露宿怕的就是天太冷。大家赶紧去找点儿松针，铺在地上当褥子。”

孩子们钻到树林里，很快就铺好了四张松针床。

“只求千万别下雨！”杰西躺了下来。

她望了望天空。

“月亮被云彩遮住了，看样子很可能会下雨。”

她一边想，一边闭上了眼睛，然后再也不想睁开了。

天上的云越积越多，不一会儿就刮起了风。可是，闪电和雷鸣都没把四个沉睡中的孩子惊醒，他们实在太困了。


第三章　树林里的新家

A New Home in the Woods
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等杰西终于睁开眼睛时，已经是清晨了。乌云遮住了太阳，天上阴沉沉的，四周一片灰暗。她坐了起来，环视了一下周围，又抬头看了看天空。这时，一声炸雷突然响起，杰西意识到真的要下雨了。

“怎么办，我们该去哪儿避雨呢？”杰西想。

风越刮越猛，云越聚越多，闪电好像也离他们越来越近了。

她向树林深处走去，想找一个避雨的地方。

“该往哪儿走呢？”她沉思着。

这时，她隐隐约约看见前面树林里有个庞然大物——原来是辆旧棚车！

“终于找到避雨的好地方啦！”

杰西兴奋地跑了过去，只见眼前是一辆没有车头的棚车，它似乎已经被废弃了很久，连车轨都锈迹斑斑，几乎被杂草和灌木所掩埋。

“如我所料，”她喃喃自语道，“这棚车果然适合避雨。”

她赶紧跑回大家睡觉的地方。这时天空已经一片漆黑，风刮得也更猛了。

“快！快起来！”杰西喊道，“我发现了一个避雨的好地方！赶紧跟我来！”

亨利牵起班尼的手，大家跟着杰西，一路小跑穿过树林。

“要下雨了！”亨利喊道。

“快到了，”杰西大声回答，“前面就是！待会儿你要帮我打开车门，门太沉了。”

棚车的车门下面有个大树墩儿，正好当踏板。杰西和亨利跳上树墩，把那扇厚重的车门推开。亨利伸进头去看了看。

“里面什么也没有，”他说，“过来，班尼，我们抱你上来。”

接着，维莉也爬了进去。最后是杰西和亨利。

一切都很及时，他们刚把车门合上，便下起了倾盆大雨。在呼呼的狂风声中，孩子们听着豆大的雨点噼噼啪啪地打在棚车顶上，都暗自庆幸找到了一个能遮风挡雨的地方。

“多好的棚车啊！”维莉说，“就像一间温暖的小房子。”

不一会儿，电闪雷鸣停了，雨住了，风刮得也没那么猛了。亨利打开车门，大家一齐向外望去，只见璀璨的阳光照在树丛中，水珠不断从树上滴落下来，一条小溪从棚车前流过，经过岩石时形成了一个五彩斑斓的小瀑布。

“太美啦！”维莉惊叹道。

“亨利！”杰西兴奋不已，“我们就住在这里吧！”

“住这儿？”亨利惊讶地问。

“对呀！不行吗？”杰西说，“这棚车作为我们的家再合适不过了，哪怕外面风吹雨打，小屋里也是如此的温暖和干爽。”

“我们还可以在屋外的小溪里洗脸呢！”维莉补充道。

“求求你了，亨利，就住在这儿吧，”杰西央求道，“我们可以去找些碗碟、桌椅来，再铺上四张床，噢，到哪儿去找这么好的家啊！”

“不要！”班尼突然开口道，“我才不想住在这儿呢，杰西！”

“为什么，亲爱的班尼？”杰西惊讶地问。

“我怕车头来了会把我们拖走。”班尼答道。

亨利和杰西听了，不禁大笑起来。“不会的，班尼，”亨利说，“车头永远不会把这辆棚车拉走的，因为这是一辆很旧很旧的棚车了，瞧，连车轨上都盖满了杂草和灌木！”

“这段车轨不能用了吗？”班尼仍然不放心。

“放心吧，它真的没用啦！”此时，亨利也打算在棚车里住下了，“反正咱们今晚是非待在这儿不可了。”

“那么，我能在这里吃晚饭吗？”班尼问。

“当然能，现在就可以开饭喽！”亨利说。

杰西拿出最后一条面包，切成四块。面包很干，班尼吃着吃着就哭了起来。

“我想喝牛奶，杰西！”他可怜巴巴地说。

“班尼确实得喝牛奶，”亨利说，“我现在就去附近的镇上买。”

不过他并没有马上动身，而是先数了数口袋里的钱，又站着犹豫了片刻，方才说出自己的担忧：“把你们几个丢在这儿，我实在不太放心。”

杰西说：“没事的，亨利。等你回来，我们会给你一个大大的惊喜，你就等着瞧吧！”

“是啊，亨利，你快去吧！”班尼说。

于是，亨利穿过树林朝镇上出发了。

等他走远了，杰西才说：“小家伙们，你们猜我们接下来要做什么？你们知道我刚才在树林里看到了什么吗？我看到蓝莓了！”

“噢，噢！”班尼兴奋地嚷道，“我知道蓝莓是什么。我们能吃蓝莓拌牛奶吗，杰西？”

“当然可以——”杰西还没说完就停了下来，因为她听到了一个奇怪的声音：噼啪，噼啪，噼啪……

树林里有动静！


第四章　亨利的两个惊喜

Henry Has Two Surprises

杰西轻轻地说：“别出声！”

三个孩子谁都没说话，只是静悄悄地坐在棚车里，观察着灌木丛。

“那里应该藏着只小熊吧！”班尼想。

果不其然，不一会儿，树丛后真的出现了一只小动物——不过不是小熊，而是一只小狗。小狗瘸着条腿儿，一蹦一跳地走了过来，它举起前爪，轻声呻吟着。

“大家别怕，”杰西说，“不过是只小狗狗罢了，看样子它受伤了。”

小狗抬起头，看到孩子们，摇起了尾巴。

“可怜的小狗狗，”杰西说，“你迷路了吗？过来，让我看看你的爪子。”

小狗一蹦一蹦地来到棚车旁，三个孩子都从棚车里跳了下来。

杰西仔细检查了一下它的前爪：“天哪，小可怜，原来你的脚上扎了一根大刺！”

小狗停止了呻吟，它抬起头看着杰西。

“乖狗狗，”杰西说，“我能帮你，不过可能会有点疼。”

小狗盯着杰西，摇了摇尾巴。

“维莉，”杰西指挥道，“把我的手帕拿到溪水里打湿。”

杰西坐在树墩上，将小狗抱到膝盖上，她先是拍了拍小狗的脑袋，喂它吃了一小块面包，然后就开始拔起刺来。刺很长，但小狗愣是一声也没吭。杰西费了好大的劲，终于把刺拔了出来。

这时，维莉也准备好了湿手帕。杰西把手帕裹在小狗的爪子上，小狗又抬起头看着她，摇了摇尾巴。

“它想说‘谢谢’，杰西！”维莉兴奋地叫道，“刚才它一声也没吭，真的很乖呢！”

“确实是个小乖乖，”杰西说，“我还是抱着它吧，让它的伤腿能休息一会儿。”

“我们有了只小宠物，亨利肯定会很惊喜的！”班尼高兴地说。

“的确是个大惊喜！”杰西说，“不过不是我刚才说的惊喜——我打算摘些蓝莓来当晚餐。”

“那你抱着狗狗，我们去找蓝莓吧！”维莉说。

“好的，你们去采吧，”杰西说，“蓝莓就在那边的几棵大树下。”

班尼和维莉开心地跑了过去。

“哇噢，杰西！”班尼激动地叫道，“你肯定没见过这么多蓝莓！至少有五个！不，我猜有十个！”

杰西笑了起来：“肯定不止那么几个。班尼，把摘下来的蓝莓放到干净毛巾里。”

两个小家伙开始兴致勃勃地摘起了蓝莓，杰西坐在一边，静静地观赏着这美好的画面。

“班尼摘的蓝莓大部分都进了他自己的嘴里呢！”杰西想着，忍不住笑了，“这样也好，起码在亨利带回牛奶前，他不用挨饿了。”

杰西抱起小狗，走到弟弟和妹妹身边，坐了下来。她把狗狗放在膝盖上，也帮忙摘起了蓝莓。很快，毛巾上就堆满了蓝莓。

“要是有盘子该多好啊，”杰西说，“那样我们就能把蓝莓拌到牛奶里吃了。”

“没关系！”维莉说，“等亨利回来，我们就着蓝莓喝牛奶，感觉是一样的啊！”

终于，亨利带着两大包东西回来了，一个纸包里放着四瓶牛奶，另一个纸包里有一条全麦面包和一些上好的黄色奶酪。

他一眼就看到了小狗狗。

“你们从哪儿找来一只这么可爱的小狗？”他惊讶地问。

“是它自己跑来的。”班尼抢着说，“它就是我们给你准备的惊喜。”

亨利走到小狗身边，它朝他摇了摇尾巴。亨利拍了拍小狗：“它应该能当一只很好的看门狗。咦，它的脚上怎么裹着手帕？”

“小狗被刺扎伤了，”维莉说，“是杰西帮它拔了出来，裹上了手帕。虽然很疼，可它一点也没哭闹。”

“它叫望望。”班尼补充道。

“哈，你什么时候给它取的名儿？”杰西笑着问，“不过，这个名字听起来倒是挺适合看门小狗狗的。”
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“你买牛奶了吗？”饥肠辘辘的班尼盯着瓶子问道。

“当然买了！”亨利说，“整整四大瓶呢！”

“可怜的班尼，”杰西说，“我们这就吃大餐——这算晚餐吗？”

“当然算！”亨利肯定地说，“因为我们马上就得睡觉了。”

“从明天开始，我们就可以按时正常吃饭了。”杰西说。

说完，她有条不紊地把洗衣袋铺到松针上当桌布，接着把全麦面包切成五大块，将奶酪切成四块。

“小狗狗不喜欢吃奶酪！”班尼饿坏了，他兴奋地瞅着面包和奶酪。

维莉把四瓶牛奶放到桌子上，杰西则将蓝莓和奶酪摆好。

“居然有蓝莓？”亨利惊呼道，“杰西，你们给了我两个惊喜！”

“不过很遗憾，我们没有杯子，”杰西说，“只能抱着牛奶瓶子喝了。来，大家都坐下吧！”

晚餐开始了。“瞧，班尼，”亨利说，“你要像这样，先吃一颗蓝莓，再咬一口全麦面包，然后吃点儿奶酪，最后再喝牛奶。”

“好的！”刚说完，班尼便迫不及待地往嘴里塞了一颗大大的蓝莓。

小狗也共进了晚餐——它趴在地上，紧挨着杰西。杰西先是给它喂了点儿面包，又掬了些牛奶给它喝。

晚餐过后，每个瓶子里都剩了些牛奶。

“剩下的牛奶就当明天的早餐吧！”杰西说，“今天晚上咱们不用再露营啦！大家赶紧去找点儿松针来，在棚车里铺四张床吧！”

不一会儿，孩子们就抱来一大堆松针。亨利跳进棚车里，杰西给他递上松针，他很快就在车厢的一头铺了四张床。

“这边就作为我们的卧室。”杰西说。

“那另一边做什么呢？”班尼问。

“另一边？”杰西说，“让我想想——它既可以当起居室，又可以用作厨房。”

接着，她大声提议道：“现在我们该去小溪里洗刷刷啦！”她拿出肥皂，向小溪走去。

“班尼，这会很好玩呢！”维莉知道班尼不喜欢洗脸，只好哄着他说，“我们学小棕熊，把‘爪子’伸到小溪里玩水吧！”

孩子们热坏了，都迫不及待地想跳进清凉的小溪里洗个痛快。班尼学着哥哥和姐姐的样子，把凉水扑到脸上，用肥皂洗干净以后，再用毛巾擦干。

“我们还得扯一根绳子来晾毛巾。”杰西说。

说着她把洗衣袋上的绳子抽出来，一头绑在树上，另一头系到棚车上。这样，一根晾衣绳就做好了。她和维莉各洗了一条毛巾，搭到了晾衣绳上。

“这才像家的样子啊！”亨利赞道，“洗得可真痛快！”说完他开心地笑了起来。

杰西却是一副若有所思的样子。

“睡觉之前咱们还得去打点水喝，”她说，“可是用什么来盛水呢？”

“这个简单！把剩下的牛奶汇到两个瓶子里，”亨利说，“这样我们就可以腾出两个空瓶子去装水了！”

“好主意！”杰西赞道，“亨利，你一个人去喷泉接水吧！这样不容易被发现，要是有人来了，你就赶紧躲起来。”

亨利悄悄地出发了。不久，他就带回满满两瓶和白天一样清凉甘甜的水。班尼刚喝了几口，就睡意蒙眬了。

三个孩子将班尼抱进棚车里，杰西把小狗也抱了进去，小狗乖乖地趴在她身边。

“太热了！我们开着门睡好了！”亨利建议道。

很快，他们就进入了沉沉的梦乡。小狗和孩子们都睡熟了。月亮悄悄爬上夜空，可他们谁都没有看到，因为这是四天以来他们头一次在晚上睡觉。


第五章　去探宝

The Explorers Find Treasure

第二天早上，杰西第一个醒来。由于惦记着要做家务，她一睁开眼就蹦了起来。小狗坐在棚车门口，看到杰西下车去取早餐要喝的牛奶，它也跟着跳了下去。

杰西来到小溪前，停下来欣赏了一会儿漂亮的小瀑布。

“我要先去看看‘冰箱’。”她笑着自言自语道。

这是个新奇的“天然冰箱”——昨晚杰西把两瓶牛奶放到瀑布后的石洞里，现在取出的牛奶居然是冰凉凉的。

“牛奶好喝吗？”班尼坐在棚车门口大声问。

“好喝极了！”杰西喊道，“还是冰的呢！”

她带着牛奶，爬进棚车，坐在班尼身边。四个孩子开始享用牛奶早餐了。

亨利说：“今天我要去镇上一趟，看能不能找到点活儿干。我会割草，还可以收拾花园……这样的话，我们的早餐就不会只有牛奶了。”

他洗了把脸，准备出发了。

“杰西，有了狗狗陪你们，我就放心多了，”亨利说，“待会儿见！我中午就回来。”

孩子们目送亨利出了门，维莉和班尼看向杰西。
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“现在我们做什么呢，杰西？”班尼问姐姐。

杰西建议道：“不如咱们去探险寻宝吧！从棚车出发，去找些废弃物回来。”

“什么是废弃物？”班尼好奇地问。

“哦，班尼！”维莉解释道，“这么说吧，废弃物就是别人不要的东西，像旧铁罐子、旧盘子、旧瓶子什么的。”

“可旧铁罐子和旧盘子算宝贝吗？”班尼更糊涂了。

“对我们来说就是宝贝。”杰西笑着答道。

“车轮呢？”班尼又问，“废弃物里能找到轮子吗？”

“会有的，”维莉说，“可是班尼，我们要先找杯子和盘子，或许还有勺子。你不是喜欢用杯子喝牛奶吗？”

“是的。”班尼嘴上顺从地答道。可是两个姐姐看得出来，他还在惦记着轮子。

小探险家们沿着锈迹斑斑的铁轨出发去寻宝了。望望跟在后面，三条腿一蹦一跳地走着，抬着的那条伤腿上仍然裹着杰西的手帕。但是小狗看上去很开心，它爱极了这几个善良的孩子。

孩子们在树林里穿行，不时左右张望，细细搜寻着。不一会儿工夫，他们便走到了树林的尽头，铁轨在阳光下熠熠闪光。小探险家们此时已经登上了山顶，他们俯瞰下去，山下的小镇一览无余。

“亨利现在就在镇上呢！”杰西说。

班尼则紧紧跟随着两个姐姐。

突然，他高兴地叫了起来：“看，杰西！那儿有个宝贝——是个车轮！”

两个姐姐顺着他指的方向望去，果然看到一个大垃圾堆上堆放着许多旧瓶子、旧铁罐子，以及轮子和杯子。更重要的是——还有各式各样的碟子和碗！

“哇噢，班尼！”杰西欢呼起来，“是你第一个发现了宝藏！要是没有你的话，我们可怎么办啊？”

维莉兴奋地跑向垃圾堆，高声叫道：“杰西，这儿还有个白色的水罐！”

杰西仔细查看了一下，水罐上除了一道小小的裂缝外，其他都还完好。

“这儿还有配套的白色杯子呢！”她喜出望外地说。

“杰西，这个大杯子能做凉水壶用吗？”班尼问。

“当然能！还可以用它去接水。”杰西回答，“咱们现在已经找到了两个杯子和一个碗，大家再接着找找勺子吧！”

维莉马上举起她的新发现——五只生了锈的勺子。

“太棒了！”杰西赞道，“咱们可以把碟子和碗都放进这口大铁锅里扛回棚车。”

班尼将他的宝贝——四个差不多大小的轮子小心翼翼地摆在一边，又从垃圾堆里翻出了一个带把儿的粉色杯子，只可惜杯子豁了道口儿。

“这个小粉杯是我的啦！”班尼宣布道。

“希望它能装牛奶，”杰西笑着说，“班尼，杯子很漂亮呢！”

三个孩子把各自找到的宝贝聚集起来，连同轮子一起放到木板上。女孩儿们抬着木板回到了棚车，然后将碗碟拿到了小溪边。

“它们得好好洗个澡！”杰西说。

“当然喽！”班尼点点头，“还有我的小粉杯。”

他小心翼翼地将碗碟递给姐姐——没有哪个男孩子能像他这么细心。

女孩们用肥皂将餐具洗得干干净净，杰西还用沙子磨掉了勺子上的锈迹。

“瞧！”杰西洗着最后一把勺子，“它们看着还行，不过要是用来吃饭就不够干净了。还是得等亨利回来，让他生堆火，烧点热水烫烫这些勺子才放心啊！”

孩子们坐了下来，仔细欣赏着这些宝贝餐具。

突然，维莉叫道：“我知道该把这些宝贝放在哪儿了，快来看看我昨晚在棚车里的新发现。”

两个女孩一齐朝棚车望去。

“你看棚车另一边的门。”维莉说。

只见紧闭的门上钉着两截木头，杰西很快就明白了维莉的想法。她跑进棚车，拿来从垃圾场带回的那块木板，小心地搭在两截木头上。于是，一个完美的碗碟架就做成了！

“瞧！”杰西说。

孩子们迫不及待地想把亮晶晶的宝贝餐具摆到架子上。

“现在就放上去吧，”维莉说，“用不着等开水烫了，先看看它们摆上去是什么样儿。”

宝贝餐具放好以后，维莉又摘来了一些白色和黄色的花儿，插到盛满水的杯子里，放到了架子中间。

“瞧！”杰西退后一步，看着架子。

“你已经说了三次‘瞧’了！”班尼说。

“没错！”杰西笑道，“我还得再说一次呢！”果然，她指向树林，说：“瞧！”

只见亨利正穿过树林朝他们走来，怀里还抱着几个奇怪的大包。不过他说得等到午饭时才能打开包，并告诉他们自己去干吗了。

“你们从哪儿弄来的这些碗和碟？”看到餐具架，他不禁惊喜地问道。

“我们去探宝了，”维莉答道，“还发现了一个大垃圾堆呢！”

弟弟妹妹们开始七嘴八舌地给亨利介绍各自找到的宝贝。班尼专门展示了他的铁罐子、小粉杯和轮子。等大家差不多安静下来了，杰西便拿出了大水壶，让亨利去生火烧水。

“以后我们就要用这些碟子和碗吃饭了，”杰西解释道，“可是凉水根本洗不干净它们。”

就这样，亨利在开阔的地方生了一小堆火，这样不至于引燃其他东西，同时还搬了一些大石头码在周围。

“看来得有个炉子才行！”他说。

杰西用沙子把大水壶清洗干净，灌满水，亨利则将水壶架到火上。水烧热后，杰西将每个碗碟都重新擦洗了一遍。

“总算够干净了，用来吃饭绝对没问题啦！”她高兴地说。


第六章　夜晚怪声

A Queer Noise in the Night

到了午饭时间，孩子们围坐在一起，迫不及待地想看看亨利的包裹里究竟有什么宝贝。

“这是全麦面包和几瓶牛奶，”亨利说，“原本以为没有碗碟，所以我还买了些用手就可以抓着吃的肉干。给望望买的是一根大骨头。”

饥肠辘辘的望望一看到骨头，立马趴在地上啃了起来。

杰西拿出水杯和碗，给每个人倒了些牛奶。接着，孩子们把全麦面包掰成小块，放进牛奶里，用勺子舀着吃。

“真好！”杰西说，“还是用勺子吃饭香！对了，亨利，快给我们讲讲你去镇上的经历吧！”

于是，亨利开始绘声绘色地讲述起来：“咱们住的这座山下就是西沃城——标牌上有名字，我是沿着来时的街道走过去的。小镇的街道漂亮极了，两旁有花有树，还有大房子。有人正在屋外割草，他看上去很和气，好像是个医生。”

“你就是帮他干活吗？”杰西插了一句。

“没错！”亨利说，“他当时热得满头大汗，我正要走进他家，屋里的电话铃响了，他起身就往屋里走，我叫住了他，问他我能不能帮他割草。他说，‘当然，求之不得！’看得出来，他不太会割草。

“于是，我就帮他干活了。他称赞道，‘你的活干得真不错啊，想天天来吗？’他还说从来没见过像我这么会割草的孩子。”

“哇，亨利！”维莉和杰西开心地叫道。

“我告诉他，我很想找活儿干，所以他就让我下午接着去。

“他的房子很漂亮，有车库和大菜园。屋后还有很多樱桃树——简直像个樱桃园。你们真该看看那些樱桃，又大又红，诱人极了！对了，我在厨房附近割草的时候，厨娘还到厨房门口看了看我。”亨利接着说，“她问我喜不喜欢吃饼干，我说喜欢，她就给了我一块。”

“那饼干呢？”班尼咽了咽口水问道。

“她回到厨房后，我就把饼干放到口袋里了。”亨利笑着回答。

“她发现了吗？”杰西担心地问。

“没有，”亨利说，“我一直装着在嚼东西，其实嘴里什么也没有！”

班尼看了看亨利的口袋，它确实鼓得有些古怪。

亨利接着说道：“回家的时候，医生给了我一块钱，厨娘给了我这个小包。”

亨利朝班尼笑了笑，从口袋里掏出一个小包来，里面居然装着十块全麦饼干。

“噢，噢，太好了！”班尼兴奋地大叫起来，“求求你，杰西！我们晚饭吃饼干吧！”

“没问题！”杰西说。

接下来，亨利打开了最后一个包。

“咱们还缺一块桌布，”他说，“所以我就在商店里买了一块，但是还没有缝边儿。”

维莉央求道：“让我来缝吧！”

维莉从工具袋里取出剪刀，把桌布的四个边剪齐。给漂亮的蓝色桌布缝边之前，她先帮杰西清洗了午餐的盘子和碗，在班尼的帮助下把它们收捡妥当了。就在三个人开心地忙活时，亨利向他们道别，再次去镇上了。

望望则努力地用一只爪子刨着洞，看起来想把那根骨头埋起来。

“我来帮你埋骨头吧，小望望。”班尼说。

“用不着，班尼。”杰西阻止道，“望望更愿意自己来。你还是来帮我吧，我想做一把扫帚。”

班尼先还忙活了一阵儿，到处找做扫帚用的树枝，可不一会儿他就枕着小狗在地上睡着了。

两个女孩坐在清澈的小溪边，维莉给蓝色的桌布缝边儿，杰西在做扫帚，她准备用一根长棍当扫帚的把儿。

当亨利回来吃晚饭时，一根长把儿的扫帚已经立在厨房里了，崭新的桌布也已经缝好了边儿。亨利盯着扫帚和桌布欣赏了一会儿，随手递给杰西一个小包。

“哇，是黄油！”杰西喊道，眼里满是惊喜。

的确是黄油——黄黄的，甜甜的。四个孩子已经很多天没有吃过黄油了，他们终于可以坐下来，美美地吃顿晚餐了。

“瞧，这可是一个魔法勺，”亨利说，“要是把它倒过来的话，就可以当小刀用。”

亨利教班尼怎么用魔法勺往全麦面包上抹黄油。对孩子们来说，抹了黄油的面包、肉干、牛奶和饼干，简直是世间的顶级美味。

“你下午干了什么活儿，亨利？”杰西边吃边问。

“我帮医生洗了车，”亨利答道，“还冲洗了人行道，擦了窗户。明天我还要去花园里干活儿。”

说完他看了看小溪，“真想到清凉的水里游个泳啊！”

看着瀑布，亨利愈发觉得身上热热的，粘粘的。

“或许我们可以改造个小游泳池，”他有了主意，“只要用木头建一个水坝就行。”

“没错，当然可以这么做！”杰西赞成道，“我和维莉知道去哪儿找木头和大平板石。”

“真的吗？”亨利问。

“当然！”杰西说，“离这儿不远就有很多。对了，几步远的地方就有个水塘，周围有沙子。可惜水塘不够大，不能游泳。”

“好极啦！”亨利兴奋地叫道，“改天我休息在家的时候，我们可以一起截流建个小游泳池。”

“我的轮子也可以派上用场啦！”班尼说。

“好啊！”亨利说，“我拿轮子给你做辆小车，班尼，那样你就能用小车帮我们搬运石头了。”

“太棒啦！”班尼欢呼道，“我喜欢！”

“好了，好了，现在大家得去睡觉了。”杰西说。

孩子们的确都困了，他们踩着树墩儿，爬进了新家。
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大家都睡着了，只有亨利还醒着，他还在思索建游泳池的事儿。这时，他发现望望也没睡。

亨利拍了拍望望：“趴下，望望。”

可望望并没趴下，反而开始轻轻地叫了起来。

“嘘——”亨利坐了起来，杰西也跟着坐了起来。

“望望怎么了，亨利？”杰西轻声问。

“我也不知道。”亨利有点心惊胆战了，“可能它听到树林里有什么动静！”

“快关上门吧，”杰西说，“我好害怕。”

两个孩子轻轻地关上沉重的车门，然后一动不动地坐着聆听，不过什么也没听到。

“趴下，望望，”杰西又说，“快去睡觉吧！”

可望望不仅没有睡，反而又叫了一声。

“也许有人藏在树林里，或是有人想躲到棚车里来。”杰西小声说。

“有可能，”亨利说，“反正小狗不喜欢这个不速之客！”

紧接着，他俩听到树枝被踩断的噼啪声，望望又叫了一声。

“望望，嘘——”杰西赶紧捂住望望的嘴。

“如果林子里真有人走出来，就会领教到棚车里小狗的厉害了！”亨利说。

他把新扫帚抓在手里，紧张地等待着。

但是并没人来——谁都没有来。他俩一直守在门边，妹妹维莉和弟弟班尼则在一旁呼呼大睡。

“把门打开吧！”亨利说。

兄妹俩轻轻地打开门，又仔细地听了听。小狗不停地嗅着，转了三圈后才把头贴到爪子上，趴了下来。

“望望已经不叫了，看来现在警报解除了。”亨利猜测道，“刚才藏在林子里的可能是只兔子吧！”

终于，现在大家都可以安然入睡了。

他们一直睡到了第二天早晨。


第七章　小洋葱，大美味

A Big Meal from Little Onions

第二天早上，杰西和亨利背着维莉和班尼，又聊起了那古怪的声音。

杰西问：“你真觉得是兔子闹出的动静吗？”

“不知道，”亨利说，“反正当时肯定有人在林子里，那声响分明是脚踩在树枝上发出的噼啪声……好在我们都平安无事。”

“那咱们该怎么办？”杰西焦急地问。

“别担心，”亨利说，“望望是个很棒的保镖，它很喜欢我们，一旦有人想伤害我们，望望肯定会拼命保护我们的，决不仅仅是叫两声那么简单。但是从今以后，我们绝对不能再让班尼一个人到树林里去了。”

“放心吧，我不会让班尼和维莉离开我身边的。”杰西说。

“这就好！”亨利又补充了一句，“还有望望！”

“早安，班尼，该起床了。今天你们得用石头帮我搭点东西。”

“什么东西？”班尼急切地问。

“现在先保密，”亨利笑着说，“杰西待会儿会告诉你们的。”

说完，亨利便匆匆忙忙地跑向小镇去打工了。

医生迎向门口，笑呵呵地打量了亨利一番。

“我母亲会告诉你今天该做什么，”医生说，“她想让你去她的菜园里帮忙。”

医生的母亲是摩尔老夫人，她面容慈祥，看上去非常善良。

“亨利，早上好，”她说，“你会给蔬菜间苗吗？”

“会，”亨利答道，“我喜欢干农活。”

“我一直没空打理菜园，”摩尔老夫人说，“瞧，园子就在那儿！看到了吗？”

到了菜园，摩尔老夫人先拔了根胡萝卜苗出来——它和旁边的秧苗挨得实在太紧了。

“我知道该怎么做了。”亨利一点就通。

他首先从胡萝卜开始，摩尔老夫人看着他拔出一些小胡萝卜苗，给旁边的小苗腾出生长的空间，并把拔出来的胡萝卜苗码成一堆，接着又去给白萝卜间苗。

“看得出来，你是个好帮手，”摩尔老夫人笑着对亨利说，“这间苗的活儿就拜托给你啦！”

说完她便回到屋里，只留下亨利一个人在菜园里。亨利忙活了整整一个上午，给胡萝卜、白萝卜还有小洋葱全都间了苗。

午饭铃响了，亨利却没有听到，仍然在烈日下忙碌着，直到发现摩尔老夫人笑吟吟地站在他面前。

“你已经干得够多啦，”她对亨利说，“下午再继续吧！”

“这些拔掉的小菜苗怎么处理呢？”亨利问。

“全都不要了。”摩尔老夫人说，“你只管堆在一边就行了。”

“要是我拿走的话，您会介意吗？”亨利又问。

“当然不介意，你要拿它们去喂鸡吗？”还没等亨利回答，她又接着说道，“你干得很不错，给，这是一块钱工钱。”

亨利说：“谢谢您！”他暗暗庆幸，不用再回答喂鸡的问题了。

等摩尔老夫人回屋后，亨利拿了一些小胡萝卜苗、小白萝卜苗和小洋葱苗。如果他抬头看看，就会发现摩尔老夫人一直在窗户后望着他，可是他急着要去商店买肉，根本没有发现。
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亨利一回到棚车，班尼就满脸骄傲地告诉他：“建筑已经搭好了，是我帮的忙呢！”

这个“建筑”其实就是一个用石板搭成的炉灶。

“班尼确实干了不少活儿，”杰西称赞道，“他搬了石头，还找到了柴火。”

这个炉灶搭得实在很棒，孩子们和望望在两棵树之间的一块大石头下挖了个洞，把石板铺在洞的底部和四周，还在旁边放了几块大点的石头来挡风。

杰西从垃圾堆里找到了一根粗铁丝，拴在两棵树之间，把大铁锅挂到上面，悬在炉灶上方。炉灶旁边早已准备了足够的木柴，就等着生火了。

“太棒啦！太棒啦！”亨利赞不绝口，“你们真能干！现在，再来看看我的收获吧！”

看到肉和菜苗，两个妹妹兴奋极了。她们用亨利的刀把肉切成小块儿，然后到喷泉那里，将铁锅接满水，把肉放进去，盖上锅盖。亨利负责生火，火很快就烧得很旺了。

杰西在小溪里洗干净择好的菜苗儿。

“要等肉炖上一会儿，才能放菜苗进去。”她说。

水很快烧开了，炖肉汤散发出一股浓浓的香味。望望趴下来看着，贪婪地嗅着这香味，不停地欢叫着。

孩子们围坐在炉灶边享用着牛奶和面包，杰西则用大勺子不时地搅一搅炖肉汤。

“肯定好吃得很呐！”亨利说，“让肉汤多炖一会儿，大家别走开。今晚收工的时候，我带点儿盐回来。无论如何，千万别让火烫着你们了！”

维莉指了指装满水的水罐和茶壶，笑着说：“要是班尼或望望着了火，就用这些水浇上去！”

亨利笑了笑，开心地出发了。他真想多待一会儿，多闻闻炖汤的香味，但是他知道自己必须得去干活儿了。就这样，他又回到了摩尔医生家。

摩尔医生这次问道：“你想打扫车库吗？”亨利高兴地点点头。

车库里乱七八糟的，看到亨利到处翻找着扫帚，摩尔医生不禁笑了。

“我要出门了，”摩尔医生说，“你就尽力打扫吧！”

亨利立刻开始忙活了。首先，他打开所有的箱子，找到一罐油漆和一个长把的刷子，在最大的一个箱子上写了两个字——“工具”，在另一个箱子上也写了两个字——“钉子”。然后，他仔细分拣着车库里的小零碎，把工具放到“工具箱”里，钉子则放到“钉子箱”里。亨利觉得这活儿挺有趣的，因为他喜欢把一切都收拾得井井有条。

亨利找到很多弯弯的锈钉子，他小心地把它们装到口袋里。

“我会跟医生要这些弯钉子的，”他自言自语道，“这些对他没用，对我却有大用处，每根旧钉子我都能用得上。”

收拾完后，他仔细擦干净车库的地板，还洗了刷子。

摩尔医生回到家时，亨利正在往架子上摆刷子、油漆桶和其他家什。

“哇噢，哇噢，哇噢！”看到清理得整齐干净的车库，医生忍不住笑着连声赞叹，连摩尔老太太都听到了动静，从屋里走了出来。

“瞧，妈妈！”他说，“瞧这些工具和架子，再看看我和您的四把锤子，全都找到了——我一直以为它们被弄丢了！你会用锤子吗，亨利？”

“会，当然会！”亨利兴奋地答道。

“那就拿一把去用吧，”摩尔医生说，“反正这些锤子都是你找到的。”

“实在是太感谢了！”亨利激动万分。随后他又把找到的弯钉子也拿了出来，医生说钉子他也可以带走。此时，亨利迫不及待地想回家了，他急着想给弟弟和妹妹展示一下他的新锤子和钉子。

“明天是星期天，可以不用开工。”摩尔医生说，“过了星期天你还来吗？”

“来，当然来！”亨利急切地答道，他其实完全忘掉日期了。

“樱桃到了要摘的时候。”医生看着亨利，神情有些奇怪，“要是摘樱桃的人能跟你一样认真的话，来多少，我们要多少。”

“真的吗？”亨利急忙说，“好，我们一定来！”

与医生一家道别后，亨利便踏上了回家的路。这次他不仅又领到一块钱，多了一口袋旧钉子和一把锤子，还带上了中午留下的那堆菜苗。路上他又顺便买了点儿盐。

刚走近棚车，亨利就闻到了一股浓浓的香味。

“是洋葱的味道！”他大叫着跑到铁锅边，“我最喜欢洋葱了。”

“我最喜欢白萝卜！”维莉说。

杰西小心翼翼地揭起锅盖，把盐撒进去，搅拌了几下。汤汁正咕嘟咕嘟地冒着泡儿，亨利忍不住凑到锅边闻了闻。

“还有长柄勺，真齐全啊！”亨利欣喜地说，“你们在哪儿找到的？”

“我在垃圾堆里翻到了一个铁罐子，”杰西说，“再用一根长棍子做把儿，用铁丝把罐子捆到棍子上，就做成了这把长柄勺。”

说着她用长柄勺把炖汤舀到盘子和碗里，然后在每个碗里放了一把汤勺。

“噢，噢！”班尼兴奋地说，“饿死我啦，我要开吃了！”

肉炖得很烂，蔬菜也很美味。维莉把盘子递给杰西，想再要点儿白萝卜。

“我还想要点儿洋葱！”亨利说。

四个孩子吃得津津有味，直到肚子变得圆滚滚的，再也装不下任何东西了。

“这是我吃过的最美味的一餐饭啦！”杰西说。

“我也是。”维莉说。

“今晚终于有空给班尼做辆小车了，”亨利说，“我们也确实需要一辆推车。”

“用我的轮子做吗？”班尼问。

“当然，用你的轮子做！”亨利答道，“不过等小车做好后，你可得用这辆小车搬运石头噢！”

“没问题！”班尼一口应承道，“我保证能做到。”

“明天是星期天，我可以呆在家里，”亨利接着说，“杰西，星期天我们的小游泳池就准备开工，好吗？”

“当然好喽！”杰西说，“等建好游泳池，我们天天都能洗得干干净净了。”

亨利高兴地开始忙活起来。他用自己的新锤子把弯钉子弄直，很快就有了一大把好钉子。

“班尼，和我一起去找些木板来，”他说，“快走吧！”

不一会儿，兄弟俩就从垃圾堆那儿拖回了一些木板。亨利坐下来，开始着手制作小车了。天色渐暗，没有月光的照耀，他只能在朦胧的夜色中忙碌着。小车终于做好了，亨利郑重地把它交到班尼手上。

“太谢谢啦！”班尼欢呼道。

让两个姐姐欣赏了一会儿后，班尼就拉着他的宝贝小车到处转悠了。夜里，亨利又帮他把车搬回到棚车里。

亨利对杰西说：“但愿今晚别再听到那古怪的声音了。”

“但愿！”杰西说完就笑了起来，“你瞧班尼，人都睡着了，手还放在宝贝车子上呢！”

亨利也笑了，不过这次他笑的是自己，因为他也打算把新锤子放到枕头下面去。


第八章　终于有了游泳池

A Swimming Pool at Last

棚车少年们实在太困了，直到星期天早上十点，他们才睁开惺忪的睡眼。

醒来后，大家匆匆吃完早饭，准备开始修建小游泳池。

“咱们得先在小溪上建一座水坝。”亨利说。

“那就看我的小车的威力吧！”班尼说，“我要用它来运石头和木头。”

“你真行！”亨利笑着说。

孩子们沿着小溪找到了杰西之前所说的水塘，只见水塘里水平如镜，周围的沙子干净而细白。

“用这片水塘来做游泳池，大小是够了，”亨利说，“只是深度还不够。”

他找来一根长木棍，探了探水塘的深度，看到棍子上被水浸湿的部分，他推断出水深大约一英尺（约30厘米）。

“游泳池的深度得是这个水塘的三倍才行，”他说，“那样才既能游泳，对班尼来说又不会太深。好了，咱们开始用石头和木头做水坝吧！”

趁着其他人建水坝的工夫，杰西赶紧将他们的袜子洗了。

“在小溪里干活儿不需要穿袜子，正是洗袜子的好机会。”她把袜子洗干净，挂到晾衣绳上晒干。

修建水坝是个浩大艰巨的工程，不过孩子们欢喜得很。亨利和杰西把木头拖到小溪里，维莉和班尼则用小车搬运着石头。两个小家伙能干极了，可是有的石头实在太重了，他们搬不动，只好不时地叫亨利来帮忙。

“先把石头扔进水里，”亨利指挥他们，“要注意，得扔在这两棵树之间，排成一条线。”

看着水下的石头墙越堆越高，孩子们兴奋不已。

“石头墙可以固定住木头。”亨利说。

终于，石墙堆得足够高，该铺木头了。

“我们先把一些长木桩架在这两棵树之间吧！”杰西说，“树能固定住木桩的两头。”

“好！”亨利大声赞同道，“就这么办！”

可他们刚把第一根木桩扔到水里，架到石墙上，水就从木桩的两头溢了出来。

“哦，天哪！”杰西喊道，“水总是溢出来！怎么办？”

“别担心，我们多放些木头，再用树枝塞住空隙，那样水就不会两边溢了。”亨利说。

亨利和杰西不停地往上堆着木头。趁这个时候，维莉找来很多树枝，塞住了木头之间的缝隙。班尼则捡了一堆石片，堵住了木头两端的洞。孩子们浑身都湿透了，可他们一点儿都不在乎，因为炙热的阳光很快就会把他们晒干的。

摆好最后的三根木头后，孩子们都已经累得气喘吁吁了。他们坐下来，眼看着水塘里的水越涨越高，亨利兴奋得坐不住了。

“瞧，水塘变深了！”亨利喊道，“多平静的水面啊！”

水塘终于满了，水漫过水坝的顶部，形成了一个小瀑布。

“看起来就像磨坊的水渠呢！”亨利说，“现在水塘足够深了，我们几个一起进去游泳都没问题。”

“还是你们男孩子先游吧！”杰西说，“我和维莉得回去做饭了，做好了我们会敲餐钟通知你们的。”

兄弟俩跳进游泳池，扑通扑通地玩起水来。姐妹俩生了火，把盛着炖汤的大锅放在火上，不时搅动着。维莉切了面包，然后从“天然冰箱”里取出又冰又硬的黄油。

一切准备就绪，杰西敲响了餐钟。餐钟其实就是一个从垃圾堆里捡来的铁罐子。杰西用一根绳子把它挂到树上，用勺子敲了敲。然后，她拿来长柄勺，开始盛汤。

“我听到餐钟响了，”班尼说，“望望，快！你不饿吗？”

望望游得正起劲，听到班尼的话，赶紧从水里钻出来，抖了抖身上的水。班尼和亨利穿上干爽的衣服，准备吃星期天大餐。

“让我也敲敲餐钟吧！”班尼说。

“我觉得今天的肉汤更好喝了。”亨利狼吞虎咽地吃着。

“这是因为干了好多力气活，大家都饿坏了的缘故吧？”杰西说，“待会儿吃完午饭，咱们到树林里去散散步！”

“好的，我同意！”维莉赞成道，“我们可以再去寻宝！”

洗干净了所有餐具后，他们便信步向林子里走去。

走到半路，望望突然大声叫唤起来，小探险家们的心一下子提到了嗓子眼儿。

“瞧，那是什么？”维莉叫道。

“好像是只兔子。”亨利说。

正说着，只见一只母鸡飞奔出来，穿过了林子，望望大叫着准备去追赶，亨利赶紧把它叫了回来。

“别追那只可怜的母鸡了。”他说。

“这里有个鸡窝！”班尼大声叫了起来。

“什么？”杰西不可置信地问道。

“窝里还有些蛋呢！”班尼说，“快看！”

杰西顺着班尼指的方向望去，果然看到有五只鸡蛋正安静地卧在鸡窝里。

杰西说，“看来那是只野鸡，想把蛋藏起来孵小鸡。咱们晚餐就吃鸡蛋吧！我可是做鸡蛋的高手。”

杰西开始着手准备晚餐了，她先把鸡蛋打到碗里，搁了点儿盐。紧接着，维莉用勺子将蛋打散。

“倒点牛奶进去，把它们搅和匀了，维莉。”杰西指挥道。

这时，亨利已经将炉火烧旺了。杰西把大铁锅架在火上，搁了点儿黄油进去。等到黄油慢慢化开，逐渐变成棕色时，杰西便把鸡蛋倒了进去。

她喊道：“大家赶紧铺好餐桌，各自坐好，蛋煎熟了咱们就可以开饭喽！”

维莉把蓝色的桌布铺到地上，又摆好了面包、黄油、盘子和勺子。大家围着桌布坐了下来。

“上菜喽！”杰西喊道，“快拿盘子来！”

班尼吃了一口，不禁大声赞道：“噢，杰西，这是我吃过的最美味的料理啦！我找到的鸡蛋加上你的厨艺，真是太完美啦！”

“没错，班尼，”亨利说，“谢谢你们带来的美味大餐。”

“可惜明天我们就只能吃面包，喝牛奶了。”杰西说。

不过你很快就会知道，到了明天，这些孩子将会吃到比牛奶和面包更美味的东西。真相马上就要揭晓了！


第九章　樱桃园趣事

Fun in the Cherry Orchard

直到第二天早上，亨利还在犹豫是否要带弟弟妹妹们一起去摘樱桃。吃早餐的时候，他才把这件事告诉了两个妹妹。

“摩尔医生想多找几个孩子帮忙，咱们大家一起去，杰西，你觉得这样妥当吗？”

“我也不知道，让我想想吧！”杰西说，“咱们有四个人，如果爷爷在找我们的话，我们四个在一起目标就太大了，很容易被发现的。”

“说得没错。”亨利说，“不过我们可以下山后分开走，两人一组。我带班尼在前面走，过一会儿你再带着维莉和小狗跟上来。”

“这个办法好！”杰西赞同道，“反正有望望，我们也跟不掉。”

一切商量好之后，孩子们便取下晾衣绳，关上棚车的门，向小镇出发了。

到了果园孩子们才发现，摘樱桃的原来不止他们四个，还有医生、厨娘，以及两个抬扶梯和果筐的工人。

“亨利，早上好啊！”摩尔老夫人说，“今天能开工吗？”
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“能，能！”亨利赶紧答道，“这两个是我的妹妹——杰西和维莉，她们也可以摘樱桃。我弟弟班尼太小，不会爬树，但是我们得把他带着。”

“没关系，他可以帮忙抬篮子。”摩尔医生笑呵呵地看着班尼，“你们看，今年樱桃大丰收，我们有得忙了。或许小家伙可以帮我们把大筐里的樱桃倒腾到小篮子里去呢！”

“今年的樱桃可甜呐！”摩尔老夫人告诉他们，“你们就尽情地吃吧！”

孩子们虽没有敞开肚皮大吃，不过红红的大樱桃也会时不时“蹦”到他们的嘴里。

要开始摘樱桃了，亨利和两个妹妹爬上了梯子。望望担心地叫了起来，它可不想让杰西冒险去爬梯子，直到看见杰西安然无事，它才放心地坐了下来，抬头望着树丛里的小主人。

班尼欢快地跑来跑去，在忙着给摘樱桃的人们递篮子的同时，也不停地往嘴里塞着樱桃。樱桃园里的每个人都很喜欢班尼。摩尔医生笑眯眯地看着他，简直舍不得挪开眼睛。温柔的摩尔老夫人更是把小家伙当成了自己的宝贝，此刻小班尼正坐在摩尔老夫人身旁，小心翼翼地把大筐里的樱桃倒腾到小篮子里去。

大家被班尼说的种种趣事逗得哈哈大笑，连望望也欢快地叫着。就在这时，医生悄悄地离开果园去打电话了。

摩尔老夫人笑道：“我从没见过这么开心的摘樱桃场面，热闹得我都不想回屋里去了。”

厨娘玛丽似乎也有同样的感觉，因为她一趟接一趟地往果园里跑着。

午饭时间到了，厨娘不得不回厨房了，孩子们则继续摘着樱桃。临近中午的时候，摩尔医生终于回来了。

“你们一定得留下来吃饭！”他征求着孩子们的意见，“咱们就在果园的树下用餐好吗？对了，你们的妈妈不会找你们吧？”问这话的时候，他用奇怪的眼神看着亨利。

亨利一时不知道该如何回答，还是杰西先反应过来：“不会的，我们爸妈早就去世了。”

“那你们更要留下来吃饭啦！”摩尔老夫人挽留道，“瞧，玛丽已经来了！”

厨娘玛丽在树下支了一张桌子，大家围坐在一起，享用了一顿顶顶美味的午餐。饭后，玛丽又走进厨房，端出来几大碗樱桃饺。

“我的鼻子最灵了！”班尼大声欢呼道，“饺子是樱桃馅的吗？”

“猜对啦，小宝贝！”玛丽笑着说，“是用樱桃做的樱桃饺呢！”

吃完樱桃饺，班尼便舒服地枕着小狗打起了午觉。其他孩子则继续忙活，摩尔老夫人透过窗户望着他们。

“多能干，多有教养的孩子啊！”她对摩尔医生说，“真想知道他们到底是谁家的孩子。”

摩尔医生没有回答，他默默地走到果园里，对孩子们说：“你们摘的樱桃已经够多了，今天就干到这儿吧！”

他给了孩子们四块钱，还塞给他们好多好多樱桃。

“您给的太多啦！”亨利说。

“和你们干的活比起来，这算什么！”医生说，“瞧，你们比工人们还出色，因为你们给大家带来了这么多快乐。一定要再来噢！”

“我要天天来！”班尼叫道。

大家都笑了。

孩子们离开果园后，摩尔医生留意到他们并没有一起走，而是两个两个地，分头走到街上。

“真想知道他们是谁家的孩子啊！”他自言自语道。

四个摘樱桃的小工人回到了他们的棚车小家，把所有的东西都仔细检查了一遍。一切都像他们离开时的样子：门关着，牛奶和黄油仍旧放在冰箱里。晚餐时分，孩子们开心地吃了面包、黄油和樱桃，然后就在棚车里睡着了。

这天晚上，摩尔医生正坐着看报纸，突然读到了一则“寻人启事”：
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摩尔医生猛地坐了起来。“5000美元！”他大叫一声，“奥登先生！天哪！天哪！”

他坐着沉思了好一会儿，终于展开了笑颜。

“四个孩子就住在棚车里，可现在我不能告诉奥登先生：他们就是他的孙子孙女。”他自言自语道。


第十章　亨利和自由赛

Henry and the Free-for-All

奥登先生是个大富翁，他在绿野镇和西沃城有好几个大磨坊。

奥登先生很喜欢男孩子，喜欢看到他们活力四射地奔跑、跳跃和玩耍的样子。每年，他都要联合另外三位富翁，在西沃城举办一整天的田径比赛。为了庆祝比赛，那天他的所有磨坊都会停工。

不管男女老少，高矮胖瘦，都可以参加比赛，男孩子们甚至每年还要专门为参赛做特训。

无论是赛跑、游泳还是跳高，每个项目都设了丰厚的奖品。

不过最受欢迎的项目还是被称作“自由赛”的赛跑，因为它的参赛要求不高，而且冠军还会获得由奥登先生亲手颁发的25美元和一个银质奖杯。这个项目的冠军不论是男孩或女孩都获得过，上一届则被一个大胖子夺了魁。

田径比赛日那天，亨利正在摩尔医生的院子里锄草，医生将车停到街上，把亨利叫了出来。

“快上车吧！”他对亨利说，“今天是田径比赛日，我想带你去看看比赛。”

亨利上车后，医生发动了引擎。

“很遗憾我自己没法儿去，”摩尔医生说，“不过我想了解比赛的情况。你去吧，回来告诉我冠军是谁。”

就这样，亨利坐到了赛场的露天看台上，紧接着，一个小男孩也爬上了看台，坐到他的身边。这时，有人大声喊道：“自由赛要开始了，选手们快做准备！”

“自由赛是什么？”亨利问。

“你连这个都不知道？”小男孩惊讶地问，“去年的比赛你没看吗？”

“没有。”亨利老实地回答道。

男孩笑了：“去年的自由赛有趣得很，除了帅哥美女外，还有两个大胖子参加。看到那边的男孩了吗？他可是去年的冠军，你应该见过他啊！他跑起来可快啦，快得你都看不到他的腿！”

亨利打量着去年的获胜者，他看起来比自己年龄大，不过个子却小得多。突然，亨利站了起来，悄悄地离开露天看台，径直向男选手休息室走去。

“你想参加自由赛吗？”一个男人问。

“是的，我想参加。”亨利答道。

于是，那人给了他一件比赛服，让他换上。

“你在哪儿参加的特训？”男人又问。

“我从没参加过特训。”亨利答道。

“可这些选手们整年都在训练啊！”那人强调道。

“反正我也没打算要赢他们。”亨利说，“我只是喜欢跑步罢了，跑起来乐趣多多，对吧？”

“是这样的，”那人连声赞同道，“是这样的！”

亨利巴望着尽快开赛，他真想痛快淋漓地跑上一场。在焦急的期盼中，参赛选手终于可以检录了，这意味着比赛马上就要开始了。亨利抽到了4号。

亨利暗自筹划着：“赛程这么长，刚开始我得节省体力才行。”

比赛的铃声响了，选手们犹如离弦的箭，沿着赛道狂奔，眨眼的工夫，亨利就被远远地甩到了后面，不过他一点都不着急。

“反正只是图个乐子。”亨利只想轻松地跑完全程。

不过很快，他的想法又变了：“反正我已经试过能跑得多轻松了，下面我要看看自己究竟能跑多快。”

接下来，所有人都开始领教亨利的速度了。只见他越跑越快，很快就超过了前面的两个女孩子。然后，他又超过一个胖子和一个小男孩。

比赛的刺激之处就在这里，观众们开始大声狂呼起来：“4号！4号！”

“再快点儿，再快点儿！”亨利催促着自己，“我还能跑得更快。”

他果然做到了，先是超过了25号和6号，紧接着又超过了5号和10号。现在只有16号在他前面了。此时此刻，亨利的目标已经变成了赢得这场比赛。他知道，25美元奖金对弟弟妹妹们来说，有多么重要。

“我一定要赢！”他为自己鼓着劲，“我要超过16号。”

他的步子迈得更快了，终点线已经近在咫尺。

“4号！4号！”观众们欢呼起来，“他要赢啦！”

亨利和16号咬得很紧，他低下头，拼尽全力冲刺，终于领先16号一步，越过了终点线！亨利胜利了！

欢呼声犹如潮水般袭来，几个人高高举起亨利，将他抬到领奖台上奥登先生的面前。

这时，一个声音猛然问道：“孩子，你叫什么名字？”

亨利有点不知所措，他不想将名字说出来，于是回答道：“亨利·詹姆斯。”这的确是他的名字，但并不是全名，他省掉了他的姓——“奥登”。

很快，运动场的大标志牌上就登出了几个大字：
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“亨利·詹姆斯，这是你的奖品，”奥登先生说，“你跑得真快，孩子，我喜欢看你跑步。”

他递给亨利一个银质奖杯和25美元的奖金，并跟亨利握了握手。

在这个当儿，摩尔医生竟然也来到了赛场并爬上了看台，只是亨利没有发现而已。看到亨利和奥登先生正在握手，医生兀自微笑了起来。

颁奖仪式结束后，亨利离开了热闹的赛场，揣着25美元奖金，向摩尔医生家走去。

摩尔医生回到家时，看到亨利正在割草，他不禁又暗自微笑了。

亨利开口道：“我也刚刚回来呢！我马上告诉您那些比赛的冠军是谁。”

摩尔医生没有对亨利说自己也去了露天看台，而是等着亨利告诉他比赛的情况。

“谁赢了自由赛？”他问。

“是我！”亨利答道。

“是吗？”摩尔医生大声赞叹道，“你真是太棒啦！那么，你准备怎么花那笔奖金呢？”

“我打算把钱交给杰西。”亨利回答。

“真不错！”医生又赞道。

当亨利带着25美元回到棚车时，午饭已经准备好了。杰西将剩下的蔬菜一锅炖了，还在上面放了些黄油。大家本来已经饥肠辘辘，正准备开吃，可一听到亨利讲起比赛的事儿，还将银奖杯拿出来展示时，他们激动得连饭都顾不上吃了。

“你赢了比赛，亨利？”杰西兴奋地叫道，“噢，太让人高兴啦！”

“你本来跑得就很快，亨利，我就知道你能得冠军。”班尼欣赏着银奖杯。

“我跟他们说我叫亨利·詹姆斯。”亨利说。

“这么说没错，”杰西说，“这是你的真名儿。”

“我们发财了，是吧？”班尼激动地问。

“还算不上发财。”亨利笑着说，“对了，我买了些晚餐吃的菜。”

杰西向包里看去，只见里面有几个饱满的土豆。

“我会做土豆料理！”杰西开心地喊道，“美味得很呐，你们就等着吧！”

“我可等不了。”亨利笑着说，因为他要回去接着干活儿了。

吃过午饭后，班尼在棚车旁追着小狗嬉戏。

杰西将洗碗布挂到晾衣绳上，对他说：“班尼，你该学学读书认字啦。”

“不要，”班尼皱起了眉头，“这里又没有学校。”

杰西笑了起来：“你是没法儿上学，但是我可以教你。要是我们有课本就好了。”

“课本咱们可以做！”维莉说，“包食物的纸我都留着呢！”

“纸是有了，”杰西回应道，“可是我们拿什么来写字呢？”

“可以用火烧过的棍子呀！”维莉说。

于是，杰西拿出一根长棍子伸到火里面烧焦，然后用烧黑的一头开始写字。

“看到班尼会认字，亨利肯定要高兴坏了吧！”维莉大声说。

不过班尼一点也不想学认字，他只喜欢看两个姐姐做课本。杰西在课本上写了“看”和“我”两个字，她把这两个字教给班尼，可班尼却始终分不清它们。

“这么跟你讲吧，班尼，”杰西又解释道，“‘看’里有个目，目就是眼睛的意思。”

可班尼还是没有听懂。

“这也太难了！”班尼嘟囔道。

“我来试试吧，杰西！”维莉忍不住说，“我们在一张纸上写上‘我’，另一张纸上写‘看’，再让班尼指出哪张纸上是‘我’——学校里都是这样教的。”
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她们写好后，叫来班尼，杰西又让他仔细观察了“看”的构成后，才将两个字放到地上，让他辨认。

“来，班尼，指出哪个字是‘看’。”杰西说。

班尼看着这两个字，仍是一副懵懂的表情。

望望突然叫了起来，把爪子放到了“看”上面。

现在，就算望望认不出另一个字，班尼也觉得它会认了。班尼会让一只小狗超过自己吗？当然不会！他集中注意力，飞快地记住了这两个字。

“多亏了小望望！”杰西不由赞道。

“认字一点儿也不难，”班尼说，“是不是，望望？”

就这样，晚饭之前，班尼已经学会了很多字：
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“真是好宝宝！”杰西夸奖道，“今天就学到这儿吧，我得去准备做晚饭了。”

孩子们生起了火，在小溪里洗干净土豆。接着，杰西用湿纸包起土豆，放到热石头下面的火堆里。

“杰西，你想把土豆烧掉吗？”班尼惊讶地问。

“当然不是，班尼，”杰西回答道，“你就等着瞧吧！”

亨利回到家时，看到杰西正从火堆里拨弄出几个黑不溜秋的土豆。

“土豆烧糊了吗？”亨利问道。

“没糊，”杰西说，“不信你们自己看看！”说着她递给每人三个黑乎乎的烤土豆。

“好烫，”维莉提醒道，“吃的时候要小心！”

“大家先掰开土豆，”杰西说，“再用勺子挖出土豆泥，放上黄油，最后撒点儿盐。我来帮班尼……味道怎么样？”

“哇噢！”班尼喊道，“太好吃啦！”

“我没说错吧？”杰西说，“来，再喝点牛奶！”

“牛奶和土豆，多好的晚餐啊！”亨利感叹道。

“我会认字啦！”班尼边吃边一字一顿地说。

“什么？”亨利惊呼道。

“是的，小班尼会认字了。”维莉说，“今天下午刚学会的。快把你的课本拿过来，班尼。”

班尼现在已经喜欢上读书了。“一点儿都不难，”他说，“望望也会读书呢！”

“噢，是吗？”亨利笑了，“让它读给我们听听吧！”

“望望太累了，”班尼说，“还是我来吧。”

班尼有板有眼地读起了他的新书。

“好样的，乖班尼！”亨利说，“学了这么多，一定累坏了吧？快上床休息吧，我也累了！”


第十一章　医生来帮忙

The Doctor Takes a Hand

四个棚车少年的日子过得开心极了。他们在垃圾堆里又找到了很多宝贝，亨利依旧每天给摩尔医生干活儿。

一天中午，亨利给班尼带回来几双新袜子。班尼兴奋地向每个人都炫耀了一遍，杰西注视着这些新袜子，突然想出了一个极妙的点子。

她马上着手将班尼的所有旧袜子洗净晾干。这天下午，杰西便和维莉一起坐在地上，将针线包放在两人之间，准备给班尼做一只玩具小熊。

“你得给它做条尾巴才行，杰西。”班尼央求道，因为他发现姐姐只缝了胳膊、腿和头。

“小熊没有尾巴，”杰西说，“再说你以前的熊也没有尾巴啊！”

“但是这只小熊必须有尾巴！”班尼不依不饶。他知道，就算他让姐姐缝两条尾巴，姐姐也会答应的。

“那你想要什么样的尾巴呢？”杰西果然答应了。

“又细又长的那种，”班尼开心地说，“这样我就能拉着它到处去逛了。”

“班尼！”杰西笑着叫道。

不过，她还是按班尼的要求，缝了一条又细又长的尾巴。

当杰西把小熊交到弟弟手上的时候，班尼心花怒放：“它叫什么名字，杰西？”

“我还没想呢！”杰西答道，“不如你给它取个名儿吧！”

“好吧！既然是拿我的旧长袜做的，就叫它‘长袜熊’吧！”

“好，就叫长袜熊！”杰西附和着，努力忍住不笑。

从那天起，这只小熊就有了自己的名字——“长袜熊”，而且它还将陪伴班尼度过漫长的岁月。

一个明媚的下午，杰西注意到班尼的头发实在太长了，就用维莉的剪刀给他修剪起来，整个过程班尼都十分配合，一直乖乖地站着。

等到姐姐们去做饭的时候，班尼喃喃自语道：“既然杰西能给我剪头发，我为什么不能用维莉的剪刀去给望望剪头发呢？那样它就会更漂亮了！”

于是，他找来维莉的剪刀，让望望侧身趴下，开始动手给小狗修剪毛发了。

班尼边剪边说：“望望乖狗狗，你既然是杰西的宠物，我就把你的毛剪成Ｊ字形
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 吧！乖乖的，不许动啊！”

望望果然很乖地趴在一边，任由班尼将毛剪出字母“J”的形状。不过这个“J”歪歪扭扭，只可以依稀辨认得出来。

班尼很快就剪光了望望半边身子的毛，只在中间留下了一撮“J”。正当班尼欣赏着自己的杰作时，杰西走了过来。

“班尼！你在干什么？”看到望望的模样后，杰西禁不住大笑起来。

“维莉，快来看！”她喊道，“望望多滑稽啊！”

杰西笑得眼泪都快出来了，维莉也笑哭了——她是真的哭了。

维莉哭了好长时间，怎么也止不住。最后，杰西断定，维莉一定是生病了！

“你得休息一会儿，维莉。”杰西小心翼翼地把维莉扶进棚车，在她身下和周围铺上松针。紧接着，杰西在冰凉的溪水中浸湿了手帕，放到维莉滚烫的额头上。

“真希望亨利能快点回来！”杰西焦急万分，“我们该怎么办啊？”

亨利终于回来了。他看过维莉之后，认为她很可能感冒了。“或许是在小溪边坐得太久了。”亨利推测道。

“要是维莉病得太厉害，就非得去医院了！”杰西担忧地说。

“我知道！”亨利说，“不过最好咱们能自己解决，不然去了医院，我们就得报上她真实的名字了。”

“是啊，”杰西说，“那样的话，爷爷就会找到我们了。”

亨利和杰西坐在维莉身旁，不停地把毛巾浸湿，敷在她的额头上。天黑以后，维莉开始浑身发抖，杰西吓坏了，她赶忙用松针盖住维莉的全身，可是维莉仍然抖个不停。无论他们怎么做都没办法让她暖和起来。

“看来维莉病得不轻，我得赶紧去找摩尔医生来。”亨利说。

说完他撒腿就跑，比田径比赛那天速度还快。飞奔下山后，亨利径直跑进镇上摩尔医生的家里。

“求求您跟我来一下！”他焦急地叫道，“维莉病得很厉害！”

摩尔医生闻言立刻起身：“快，赶紧上车！”

一路上，医生并没有问亨利方向，可车子行驶的路线完全正确。到了树林里，医生对亨利交代道：“你就待在车上好了！”

说完，他独自跑上山坡，径直奔棚车而去——医生居然如此熟悉地形，实在是太不可思议了！

等摩尔医生再次出现时，胳膊上抱着维莉，后面跟着杰西、班尼和望望，大家一起上了车。

“是送她去医院吗？”亨利问。

“不，”摩尔医生答道，“带她去我家。”

车终于停了下来，摩尔医生一把将维莉抱进屋里，对母亲说：“维莉病得很厉害，得赶紧把她放到床上。”

摩尔老夫人忙活开了，她打开被子，准备好枕头。玛丽则从厨房拿来一瓶热水。过了好大一会儿，维莉的身体才渐渐暖和了起来。

摩尔老夫人这才过来招呼其他孩子：“看来今晚你们得住在这儿了！”

她给亨利和班尼铺好了一张大床，让杰西睡在小床上。而维莉的病情实在很严重，摩尔医生整宿都没合眼，寸步不离地守在维莉身边，直到第二天早上。

早晨快十点的时候，一位客人来找摩尔医生，玛丽让他在起居室里等一会儿，正在这当儿，班尼走了进来。

“医生到底在哪儿？”那人急不可耐地问。

“在维莉的房间里。”班尼答道。

“去告诉他，如果他现在下楼的话，就意味着马上能得到5000美元。”客人说。

“他现在不能下来。”班尼说。

“这是什么意思，孩子？”客人问，“他究竟在干什么呢？”

“他在照顾我姐姐维莉，”班尼答道，“我姐姐病了。”

“你的意思是，就算给他5000美元，他也不会离开病人，是吗？”客人问。

“没错，”班尼答道，“就是这个意思。”

客人说：“知道吗？我的一个孩子走丢了，而医生晓得他在哪里，那孩子应该和你差不多大。”

“原来是这样啊！要是你找不到他的话，就把我当成你的孩子吧！”接着，班尼一字一顿地说，“反正我很喜欢你。”

“是真的吗？”客人高兴地大声说，“快过来，坐到我腿上来吧！”

班尼爬到了客人的腿上。“你有小狗吗？”班尼问。

“现在没有了，”客人答道，“它已经死了，不过你可以在我的怀表里看到它的样子。瞧！”

班尼仔细研究着小狗的照片：“它看上去是只乖狗狗呢！我也有只小狗，名字叫望望。”

恰巧在这时，望望跟在摩尔医生身后走了进来。

“早上好！”摩尔医生说，“班尼，你去跟望望玩一会儿吧！”

等班尼跑出去后，客人方才问道：“摩尔医生，我的孙子们在哪里？”

“那个小男孩就是其中一个。”摩尔医生悄声答道。

“刚才那个漂亮小男孩？”客人惊呼道。

“没错！”摩尔医生说，“他们都是好孩子，但是不知道为什么，他们很怕你，生怕你找到他们。”

“你怎么知道？”客人问。

“他们改了自己的名字，”医生神情怪怪地看着客人，“田径比赛日那天，你的大孙子也是改了名字参加比赛的。你当时还见到他了呢！”

“我见过他？他把名字改成什么了？”客人问。

“亨利·詹姆斯！”医生说。

“你是说那个参加赛跑的孩子？”客人大声喊道，“那个在自由赛中获胜的孩子？我很喜欢他！这么说，我就是他的爷爷！”
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 注：J是杰西名字的首写字母。


第十二章　詹姆斯·亨利与亨利·詹姆斯

James Henry and Henry James

摩尔医生叫来了他的母亲。

“妈妈，”他介绍道，“这位就是詹姆斯·亨利·奥登先生，他想把孙子们接回去，跟他一起住。”

“恐怕他们不愿意跟你走呢！”摩尔老夫人说，“除非他们喜欢上你。更何况，在维莉病好之前，他们也不愿意离开。”

“我能见见他们吗？”奥登先生央求道，“我不会告诉他们我是谁的。”

“这样也好，”摩尔医生表示同意，“如果他们和你建立了感情，你再表明身份，事情就好办多了。”

“对！”摩尔老夫人赞成道，“不如你就在我们这里住一阵子吧！孩子们会慢慢喜欢上你的，到时候再告诉他们，你就是他们的爷爷。”

“那就太感谢啦！”奥登先生说，“我先回家取些衣服过来，还要付给你5000美元。”

可摩尔医生怎么也不肯接受这笔钱。

“我只是想让孩子们开心而已。”摩尔医生说。

当玛丽被告之要给大名鼎鼎的富翁奥登先生做饭时，不由得目瞪口呆：“我做的料理怎能合他的口味啊？他那么有钱，什么珍馐美味没尝过？”

“你的手艺招待任何人都不会逊色！”摩尔医生和颜悦色地安慰道，“就做一顿你拿手的鸡肉大餐，再做些樱桃饺就行了。”

吃晚饭时，奥登先生终于见到了他的孙子和孙女——除了维莉之外。看到杰西文静地走进屋里，奥登先生开心地笑了。

“孩子们，”摩尔老夫人介绍道，“这位是亨利先生。”

班尼乐不可支：“亨利哥哥和亨利先生，真有趣！”

亨利与奥登先生握了握手，便在桌旁坐了下来。

“我好像在哪儿见过这个人。”他心想。

孩子们都很喜欢听亨利先生讲的新鲜事，尤其是听他说自家花园里有根大黄瓜，却偏偏长在瓶子里，怎么也取不出来。

“为什么取不出来呢？”班尼好奇地问。

“因为黄瓜太大了啊！”奥登先生答道。

“那当初又是怎么放进去的呢？”班尼更好奇了。

“放进去的时候还是根小黄瓜呢！”奥登先生解释道，“黄瓜在瓶子里照样会长大，结果大到没法拿出来了。”

班尼连樱桃饺都顾不上吃了，迫不及待地央求道：“我想去看看那根黄瓜！”

“你真的想去吗？”奥登先生开心地问，“那好，改天我们一起去把它摘下来！”

“我们可以把黄瓜拿来送给维莉。”班尼提议道。

“好主意，就送给维莉吧！”奥登先生说。

亨利又陷入了沉思：“我到底在哪儿见过这个人呢？真希望能想起来。”

可他始终没想起来，尽管如此，他仍很喜欢奥登先生——所有的孩子都喜欢和善的奥登先生。

几天之后，奥登先生终于可以去探望维莉了。他带着从自家花园采来的漂亮鲜花，轻轻走进维莉的房间。奥登先生抚摸着维莉黑色的头发，对她说，看到她生病，他难过极了。孩子们看着这一切，更喜欢奥登先生了。

他还给维莉绘声绘色地描述着自己的花园，以及花园里的花儿。

“我好想去看看您的花园，”维莉说，“我最喜欢鲜花啦！”

“您会在这儿住多久呢，亨利先生？”班尼大声问。

“嘘——班尼！”杰西制止了他。

“我尽可能待久一点，我的孩子。”奥登先生轻声说。

亨利又看了奥登先生一眼，这句“我的孩子”是多么耳熟，可究竟自己是在哪里听到过，他却怎么也想不起来。

吃过午饭，奥登先生坐在树下，悠闲地看着书。亨利在屋前的花园里忙活，时不时打量奥登先生几眼。

奥登先生从书上抬起头，冲亨利微笑了一下。就在这一瞬间，亨利猛地想了起来：“他就是给我颁发25美元奖金和奖杯的人！难怪我和他握手的时候，会觉得那么眼熟，只是当时太激动，没认出来罢了。”他又瞧了一眼，更加笃定了，“没错，就是他！”

亨利坐下来沉思了一会儿，便起身去找摩尔医生了。

“您认识田径比赛那天给我颁奖的人吗？”亨利问医生，“知道他叫什么名字吗？”

“他就是磨坊主詹姆斯·奥登，”医生回答道，“也就是在绿野镇鼎鼎大名的J·H·奥登。”他躲避着亨利的目光。

可以想见亨利有多么震惊——那个和蔼可亲的客人居然是自己的爷爷！他不知不觉地走出屋外，坐到台阶上，尽力理清思绪。

首先不可思议的是，那客人实在太年轻了，亨利一直以为爷爷应该是个白发苍苍的老人。此外，摩尔老夫人总是称呼他为“亨利先生”，难道是他早已知道内情，才故意隐瞒真相？

正在这时，树下的奥登先生从椅子上站了起来。

“机不可失，”亨利暗想，“我一定要把所有事情弄清楚。”

于是，他紧紧尾随过去，奥登先生正准备走向花园，察觉背后有人，便猛地转过身来，正好与亨利涨得通红的脸相对。

“您就是绿野镇的詹姆斯·亨利·奥登吗？”亨利单刀直入地问道。

“是的，我的孩子，”奥登先生微笑着回答，“我也知道你就是亨利·詹姆斯·奥登，这个也瞒不住你了吧？”

“没错！”亨利平静地答道。

说完，爷孙俩又一次双手紧握。

亨利正开口唤了声“爷爷”，杰西和班尼恰好穿过草坪走过来，听见了这句话。

杰西不由失声惊叫：“爷爷？亨利，你是什么意思？”

亨利赶紧解释道：“杰西，他就是我们一直想方设法躲着的那个人。”

“我一直以为您好老好老……”班尼说，“也以为您脾气很坏很坏——杰西是这么说的。”

“我也是瞎猜的！”杰西尴尬得脸都红了，她压根没想到自己一直在逃避的人竟是如此和善。

爷爷并没有介意，他只是拍了拍杰西的头：“我们去看看维莉吧！”

班尼毫不犹豫地抓起奥登先生的手，一口气跑到维莉的房间，大声宣布道：“这就是我们的爷爷，维莉！他的脾气一点儿都不坏！”

“这话是什么意思？”维莉糊涂了，“难道他不是亨利先生吗？”

“我的全名是詹姆斯·亨利·奥登。”爷爷回答。
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“而我的名字是亨利·詹姆斯·奥登。”亨利大声说。

“这就好，这就好！”摩尔医生放心了。

大家争先恐后地说着话，维莉则牵起了爷爷的手。

“你们住在哪儿？”奥登先生终于提到了这个问题。

在场所有的人——包括摩尔医生和他母亲，都不禁面面相觑，但很快大家便笑了起来。

“你亲自去看看就知道啦！”摩尔医生说。

“什么？”所有孩子一起大声叫道，“难道您在白天也见过它吗？”

“不可以吗？”医生笑道，“要知道我在白天看过好几次呢！”

“见过什么？”奥登先生不解地问。

“我们的屋子啊！”杰西说，“我们一直住在树林的棚车里。”

接着，他们开始给爷爷绘声绘色地描述起垃圾场、盘子、小溪和游泳池的种种趣事。

“孩子们还用松针在棚车里铺了四张床呢！”摩尔医生补充道。

“您怎么知道的？”杰西惊讶地问。

摩尔医生答道：“其实亨利来帮我干活的第一天，我就偷偷跟着他，到了山脚下。”

“可你为什么要跟着他呢？”奥登先生问。

“我很喜欢他，他是个非常好的小伙子，我想知道他究竟住在哪儿。”

“从山脚下能看到棚车吗？”杰西问道。

“当然不能！所以那天晚上我又去了一次，还到山上转了转。”摩尔医生说。

“是十点钟左右吗？”杰西叫了起来。

“是的！”医生回答道，“我还不小心踩到了一根树枝，结果被你们听到了。”

“原来您就是那只‘兔子’啊！”杰西和亨利异口同声地说，“难怪望望叫个不停。”

“我听到小狗的叫声，就知道你们准是住在棚车里，才放心地回家了。”

“您后来还去过棚车吗？”杰西迫不及待地问道。

“当然。趁你们摘樱桃的时候，我特地去棚车里看了看，想知道你们的食物和盘子够不够。”

“你当时怎么不来告诉我这一切呢？”奥登先生问，“难道那时候你还不知道他们是我的孙子吗？”

医生笑着回答：“我已经知道了，不过看他们相处得那么融洽，过得那么开心，就没打算跟你说。直到维莉生病，我才不得不告诉你。”

“真高兴你能通知我！”奥登先生说。

“我也参观过你们的家。”摩尔老夫人说，“我去的那天，看到了你们的餐具，我很喜欢那个大水罐和茶壶。”

“看来除我以外，大家都去过棚车了！”奥登先生说。

“我们立马带您去看！”班尼嚷道，“我还要给您看我的四轮小车，还有我的小粉杯。”

“你真好，班尼。”爷爷高兴地说，“等维莉病好了，我们就一起去。既然你们允许我参观你们的房子，那我也邀请你们去看看我的房子吧！”

“您有房子吗？”班尼惊讶地问。

“当然有！而且只要你们愿意，可以和我一起住在那里。为了找到你们这些小家伙，我可是费了好大的工夫呢！”

没过多久，维莉的病就痊愈了。在一个阳光明媚的下午，大家一起坐在医生的车里向棚车进发了。镇上不少人都透过窗户看着奥登先生和他的孙子们，替孩子们找到了慈祥的爷爷而高兴。

终于到了心爱的小窝，孩子们兴奋地四处蹦跶，并激动地向摩尔医生和爷爷介绍他们的家。望望则到处嗅着，寻找它埋的骨头。四周的一切都没有变化，还是他们离开时候的样子。

“这是为了建游泳池造的水坝。”亨利向爷爷介绍道。

“看看我们的建筑！”班尼所谓的“建筑”实际上只是个炉子，“这个炉子真的可以烧火做饭呢！还有，这是‘瀑布冰箱’，那个是我的小粉杯！”

大家踩着木墩儿，爬进了棚车里，首先映入眼帘的是四张松针床，还有收拾得整整齐齐的餐具。

“这些水罐和水壶都有些年头啦！”杰西笑着说。

孩子们找来蓝色桌布，大家一起坐在小溪边吃起了鸡肉、面包、黄油和饼干，班尼还用他的小粉杯喝了牛奶。

吃完饭，摩尔医生建议道：“咱们走吧！太阳快要落山了，我可不想让维莉再感冒。”

孩子们这才依依不舍地关上了棚车的门，和熟悉的家道别，却迟迟不愿离去。

这时，奥登先生问：“明天你们都会来看我的房子吗？”

“噢，是的！”孩子们齐声欢呼道。现在他们还不知道那房子究竟有多么漂亮，也不知道接下来他们将在那里度过多少愉快的时光。


第十三章　棚车的新家

A New Home for the Boxcar

为了能让孩子们爱上新家，能陪伴自己度过接下来的岁月，爷爷为孙子们精心布置了每一个房间。

爷爷用车将孩子们接了过来，当车停在家门口时，亨利不禁惊喜地叫了起来：“您就住在这儿？住在这么漂亮的房子里？”

眼前的房子确实美轮美奂，周围花园环绕，绿树成荫，鲜花盛放。

“要是喜欢，你们就尽管住下来吧！”爷爷看着亨利的脸，认真地说。

房子里面也同样华丽，到处点缀着鲜花，女仆成群。孩子们迫不及待地跑到楼上，参观爷爷为他们精心布置的卧室。

“哇噢！”杰西发出了一声惊叹，“这一定是维莉的房间。”

眼前的确是维莉的卧室，只见墙纸上绘制着美丽的紫罗兰花，雪白的床上铺着紫色的床罩，桌上摆满了鲜花。

“好美啊！”维莉欢呼着坐到柔软而漂亮的椅子上。

当看到班尼的房间时，所有的孩子都兴奋地叫了起来：只见蓝色壁纸上印着大兔子、小狗和小熊的图案。卧室里除了可爱的小桌椅外，还有一个摇摆木马和一个工具箱。而最引人注目的，是一列停在车轨上的小火车，它几乎跟班尼一样大小。
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班尼迫不及待地跑向火车头，一屁股坐到旁边的地板上：“我能每天开火车吗？”

“噢，那可不行，”亨利说，“只要一开学，你就得去上学啦！”

爷爷笑了：“是啊，小家伙，你会喜欢上学的，在学校里你能学会认字呢！”

“我现在就会认字！”班尼说。

说话间，杰西的卧室到了，大家一眼就看到了望望的小床，它紧挨着杰西的大床。望望立刻欢喜地蹦上自己的小床，闻了闻枕头，转了三圈才趴了下来。

“望望喜欢这张床，”杰西说，“它终于可以挨着我睡了！”

正在这时，门铃响了。接着，一个女仆急急忙忙向奥登先生走来。

“有人来找您，好像是冲着小狗来的。”她禀报道。

一听到“小狗”，杰西的心不由得一紧，她担心事情跟望望有关。

“他们不会是想把望望带走吧？”她悄悄问亨利。

“不会，肯定不会的！”亨利安慰道，“再说，我们绝对、绝对不会交出望望。”

大家跟着爷爷一起下楼去见客人。看到望望不仅没冲着来客叫唤，反而还开心地向他扑了过去，杰西的心里越发紧张了。

“瞧，这是我的小狗。”客人说，“我把它卖给了一位姑娘，不过小狗当天就跑了，现在我得把它还给买主才行。”

“你怎么能肯定这就是你的小狗呢？”奥登先生问。

“不会错的。”客人说，“刚才你们也瞧见了，它认得我。还有，它的一只脚上有个小黑点。只是不知是谁把它半边身子的毛给剪掉了。”

班尼仔细看了看，果然在望望的脚上发现了一个小黑点。

“以前我从没注意过这个黑点呢！”亨利说。

“那么，不管你要多少钱，我都会给你。”奥登先生说，“孩子们很爱这只小狗，想把它留下来。”

“可我已经把它卖给那位姑娘了！”客人说，“我得尽快把小狗给她还回去。”

亨利说：“说不定看到望望被剪得乱七八糟的毛，她就不想要了呢？要是她同意换只小狗的话，你愿意把它卖给我爷爷吗？”

“当然愿意！”那人答应道。

“那我们赶紧去问问她吧，爷爷！”班尼说，“她一定会把望望让给杰西的。望望是杰西的小狗，是杰西帮望望拔掉了脚上的刺呢！”

于是，客人将买家的住址告诉了奥登先生，祖孙五人立刻出发去登门拜访了。来开门的是一个非常年轻漂亮的姑娘，她热情地邀请他们坐下。

班尼迫不及待地直奔主题：“请让我们留下望望吧！我和杰西都不想和它分开，以前我们并不知道它是你的小狗狗。”

姑娘笑了：“我不明白，望望是谁？”

“这只小狗就是望望，”亨利赶紧解释道，“今天有人来到爷爷家告诉我们，他已经把小狗卖给了你，只不过当天狗狗就跑了，跑到了我们家。当时小狗脚上扎了根刺，是杰西帮它拔出来的。”

望望抬头看着姑娘，摇了摇尾巴。姑娘仔细打量了一下望望，不禁大笑起来。

“看这半边身子！”姑娘问，“谁把它的毛剪成了这样？”

亨利答道：“很对不起，是班尼用维莉的剪刀剪的。”

姑娘笑着说：“没什么好对不起的！它看上去多有趣呀！这么说，你们想留着这只小狗，是吗？”

“是的，是的！”杰西忙不迭地说，“只要你同意换其他小狗，望望的主人就答应把它卖给我们。”

“那就放心吧！”年轻的姑娘说，“我同意换别的小狗，你们尽管留下它好啦！”

“太谢谢啦！你真好！”班尼激动地叫了起来。

说着，他猝不及防地飞奔到姑娘身边，坐在她腿上。

“我不想要小狗，我想留着你，小班尼。”姑娘抱着他笑道。

望望终于可以留下来了，孩子们开心得无与伦比。奥登先生立刻将钱付给了小狗的原主人。

那天晚上，四个快乐的孩子和爷爷坐在一起吃晚餐，他们的欢笑声此起彼伏，连厨房里的女佣都被这欢快的气氛感染了。

孩子们如此开心，是因为餐桌旁紧挨着杰西的位置，有一把望望的专用椅，旁边还有专门的女佣负责给它上菜。

住在这么漂亮的房子里，孩子还会想念破旧的棚车吗？当然会！这不，很快杰西就开始挂念起旧棚车了。

终于有一天，她忍不住央求道：“爷爷，我能用树林里的旧宝贝壶再做次料理吗？”

“亲爱的，去厨房做吧，”爷爷说，“想做什么料理都可以，女佣还能给你打下手。”

在大而明亮的厨房做料理固然很好，可还是和在棚车里的感觉不一样。

而之后没几天，班尼也嚷嚷道：“爷爷，我想用我的宝贝小粉杯喝牛奶。”

爷爷这才意识到，哪怕班尼拥有再多的粉色杯子，对他来说，都不及原来那个豁口的小粉杯珍贵。

终于有一天，奥登先生说：“孩子们，我要给你们一个惊喜。”

“这个惊喜漂亮吗？”班尼问。

“不算漂亮，”爷爷笑着回答，“一点儿都不漂亮。”

“那这个惊喜什么时候公布呢？”班尼又问。

“就在今天！不过你们得先去摩尔医生家待着，礼物一到我就马上通知你们。”

“是什么样的惊喜呢？”维莉开始猜测起来。

爷爷笑着说：“但愿你们能喜欢，对了，礼物还挺沉的呐！”

孩子们很高兴再次见到摩尔老夫人和摩尔医生，他们一直待到奥登先生宣布“惊喜已经准备好”，摩尔医生才开车和母亲一起把孩子们送回了家。

奥登先生开心得像个孩子一样，他带着大家走出车库，穿过大花园，来到一个绿树成荫的园子里，只见树丛中有一个大大的喷泉，喷泉旁便是那份惊喜——旧棚车！

孩子们欢呼着跑向棚车，打开车门，爬进去，发现一切都是熟悉的模样：

那把切黄油、面包和蔬菜，割绳子、砍柴火的刀还在，班尼的小粉杯还在，杰西的床还在，大水壶和蓝色桌布还在，水罐和旧茶壶还在，孩子们用旧铁罐子做的餐钟也还在。就连车门外踏脚的枯树墩也搬来了。

班尼用绳子将餐钟挂到树上，拿勺子一遍一遍地敲着。望望在棚车的地板上高兴地打着滚儿，欢快地叫个不停。然后，它便开始四处嗅起来。

“它在找自己埋起来的骨头。”班尼笑着说。

“看孩子们有多喜欢棚车啊！”摩尔老夫人感慨道，“看到他们开心的样子我就高兴。”

“爷爷，谢谢您给我们带来的惊喜！”维莉说，“我们再也不会离开您了。”

“这正是我希望的，亲爱的，”奥登先生说，“从今往后，我们会一直幸福地生活下去。”

的确如此，他们过上了幸福的生活。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 1·THE BOXCAR CHILDREN




Chapter 1　The Four Hungry Children

One warm night four children stood in front of a bakery．No one knew them．No one knew where they had come from．

The baker’s wife saw them first，as they stood looking in at the window of her store．The little boy was looking at the cakes，the big boy was looking at the loaves of bread，and the two girls were looking at the cookies．

Now the baker’s wife did not like children．She did not like boys at all．So she came to the front of the bakery and listened，looking very cross．

“The cake is good，Jessie，”the little boy said．He was about five years old．

“Yes，Benny，”said the big girl．“But bread is better for you．Isn’t it，Henry？”

“Oh，yes，”said Henry．”We must have some bread，and cake is not good for Benny and Violet．”

“I like bread best，anyway，”said Violet．She was about ten years old，and she had pretty brown hair and brown eyes．

“That is just like you，Violet，”said Henry，smiling at her．“Let’s go into the bakery．Maybe they will let us stay here for the night．”

The baker’s wife looked at them as they came in．

“I want three loaves of bread，please，”said Jessie．

She smiled politely at the woman，but the woman did not smile．She looked at Henry as he put his hand in his pocket for the money．She looked cross，but she sold him the bread．

Jessie was looking around，too，and she saw a long red bench under each window of the bakery．The benches had flat red pillows on them．

“Will you let us stay here for the night？”Jessie asked．“We could sleep on those benches，and tomorrow we would help you wash the dishes and do things for you．”

Now the woman liked this．She did not like to wash dishes very well．She would like to have a big boy to help her with her work．

“Where are your father and mother？”she asked．

“They are dead，”said Henry．

“We have a grandfather in Greenfield，but we don’t like him，”said Benny．
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Jessie put her hand over the little boy’s mouth before he could say more．

“Oh，Benny，keep still！”she said．

“Why don’t you like your grandfather？”asked the woman．

“He is our father’s father，and he didn’t like our mother，”said Henry．“So we don’t think he would like us．We are afraid he would be mean to us．”

“Did you ever see him？”asked the woman．

“No，”answered Henry．

“Then why do you think he would be mean to you？”asked the woman．

“Well，he never came to see us，”said Henry．“He doesn’t like us at all．”

“Where did you live before you came here？”asked the woman．

But not one of the four children would tell her．

“We’ll get along all right，”said Jessie．“We want to stay here for only one night．”

“You may stay here tonight，”said the woman at last．“And tomorrow we’ll see what we can do．”

Henry thanked her politely．

“We are all pretty tired and hungry，”he said．

The children sat down on the floor．Henry cut one of the loaves of bread into four pieces with his knife，and the children began to eat．

“Delicious！”said Henry．

“Well，I never！”said the woman．

She went into the next room and shut the door．

“I’m glad she is gone，”remarked Benny，eating．“She doesn’t like us．”

“Sh，Benny！”said Jessie．“She is good to let us sleep here．”

After supper the children lay down on their red benches，and Violet and Benny soon went to sleep．

But Jessie and Henry could hear the woman talking to the baker．

She said，“I’ll keep the three older children．They can help me．But the little boy must go to the Children’s Home．He is too little．I cannot take care of him．”

The baker answered，“Very well．Tomorrow I’ll take the little boy to the Children’s Home．We’ll keep the others for a while，but we must make them tell us who their grandfather is．”

Jessie and Henry waited until the baker and his wife had gone to bed．Then they sat up in the dark．

“Oh，Henry！”whispered Jessie．“Let’s run away from here！”

“Yes，indeed，”said Henry．“We’ll never let Benny go to a Children’s Home．Never，never！We must be far away by morning，or they will find us．But we must not leave any of our things here．”

Jessie sat still，thinking．

“Our clothes and a cake of soap and towels are in the big laundry bag，”she said．“Violet has her little workbag．And we have two loaves of bread left．Have you your knife and the money？”

“Yes，”said Henry．“I have almost four dollars．”

“You must carry Benny，”said Jessie．“He will cry if we wake him up．But I’ll wake Violet．

“Sh，Violet！Come！We are going to run away again．If we don’t run away，the baker will take Benny to a Children’s Home in the morning．”

The little girl woke up at once．She sat up and rolled off the bench．She did not make any noise．

“What shall I do？” she whispered softly．

“Carry this，” said Jessie．She gave her the workbag．

Jessie put the two loaves of bread into the laundry bag，and then she looked around the room．

“All right，” she said to Henry．“Take Benny now．”

Henry took Benny in his arms and carried him to the door of the bakery．Jessie took the laundry bag and opened the door very softly．All the children went out quietly．They did not say a word．Jessie shut the door，and then they all listened．Everything was very quiet．So the four children went down the street．


Chapter 2　Night Is Turned into Day

Soon the children left the town and came to a road．The big yellow moon was out， and they could see the road very well．

“We must walk fast，” said Henry．“I hope the baker and his wife don’t wake up and find us gone．”

They walked down the road as fast as they could．

“How far can you carry Benny？” asked Violet．

“Oh， I can carry him a long way，” replied Henry．

But Jessie said， “I think we could go faster if we woke him up now．We could take his hands and help him along．”

Henry stopped and put Benny down．

“Come， Benny，” he said．“You must wake up and walk now．”

“Go away！” said Benny．

“Let me try，” said Violet．“Now， Benny， you can play that you are a little brown bear and are running away to find a nice warm bed．Henry and Jessie will help you， and we’ll find a bed．”

Benny liked being a little brown bear， and so he woke up and opened his eyes．Henry and Jessie took his hands， and they all went on again．

They passed some farmhouses， but the houses were dark and quiet．The children did not see anyone．They walked and walked for a long time．Then the red sun began to come up．

“We must find a place to sleep，” said Jessie．“I am so tired．”
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Little Benny was asleep， and Henry was carrying him again．The other children began to look for a place．

At last Violet said， “Look over there．” She was pointing at a big haystack in a field near a farmhouse．

“A fine place， Violet，” said Henry．“See what a big haystack it is！”

They ran across the field toward the farmhouse．They jumped over a brook， and then they came to the haystack．Henry was still carrying Benny．

Jessie began to make a nest in the haystack for Benny， and when they put him into it， he went to sleep again at once．The other children also made nests．

“Good night！” said Henry， laughing．

“It is ‘Good morning，’I should think，” replied Jessie．“We sleep in the day， and we walk all night．When it is night again， we’ll wake up and walk some more．”

The children were so tired that they went right to sleep．They slept all day， and it was night again when they woke up．

Benny said at once， “Oh， Jessie， I’m hungry．I want something to eat．”

“Good old Benny，” said Henry．“We’ll have supper．”

Jessie took out a loaf of bread and cut it into four pieces．It was soon gone．

“I want some water，” begged Benny．

“Not now，” said Henry．“You may have some water when it gets dark．There is a pump near the farmhouse．But if we leave the haystack now， someone will see us．”

When it was dark， the children came out of the haystack and went quietly toward the farmhouse， which was dark and still．Nearby was a pump， and Henry pumped water as quietly as he could．He did not even wake up the hens and chickens．

“I want a cup，” said Benny．

“No， Benny，” whispered Henry．“You will have to put your mouth right in the water．You can play you are a horse．”

This pleased Benny．Henry pumped and pumped， and at last Benny had all the water he wanted．The water was cold and sweet， and all the children drank．Then they ran across the field toward the road．

“If we hear anyone，” said Jessie， “we must hide behind the bushes．”

Just as she said this， the children heard a horse and cart coming up the road．

“Keep very still， Benny！” whispered Henry．“Don’t say a word．”

The children got behind the bushes as fast as they could， for they did not have much time to hide．The horse came nearer and nearer and began to walk up the hill toward them．Then the children could hear a man talking．It was the baker！

“I wonder where those children went，” he said．“I don’t think they could walk as far as Silver City．If we don’t find them in Greenfield， we’ll go home．”

“Yes，” answered his wife．“I do not want to find them， anyway．I don’t like children， but we must try a little while longer．We will look for them in Greenfield， and that’s all．”

The children watched until the horse and cart had gone down the road．Then they came out from behind the bushes and looked at each other．

“My， I am glad those people did not see us！” said Henry．“You were a good boy， Benny， to keep still．

“We’ll not go to Greenfield．”

“I wonder how far it is to Silver City，” said Jessie．

The children were very happy as they walked along the road．They knew that the baker would not find them．They walked until two o’clock in the morning， and then they came to some signs by the side of the road．

The moon came out from behind the clouds，and Henry could read the signs．
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“One sign says that Greenfield is this way，” he said．“The other sign points to Silver City．We don’t want to go to Greenfield．Let’s take this other road to Silver City．”

They walked for a long time， but they did not see anyone．

“Not many people come this way， I guess，” said Henry．“But that is all the better．”

“Listen！”said Benny suddenly．“I hear something．”

“Listen！” said Violet．

The children stood still and listened， and they could hear water running．

“I want a drink of water， Henry！” said Benny．

“Well， let’s go on，” said Henry， “and see where the water is．I’d like a drink， too．”

Soon the children saw a drinking fountain by the side of the road．

“Oh， what a fine fountain this is！” said Henry， running toward it．“See the place for people to drink up high， and a place in the middle for horses， and one for dogs down below．”

All the children drank some cold water．

“Now I want to go to bed，” said Benny．

Jessie laughed．“You can go to bed very soon．”

Henry was looking down a little side road， which had grass growing in the middle of it．

“Come！” he cried．“This road goes into the woods．We can sleep in the woods．”

“This is a good place，” said Jessie， as they walked along．“It is far away from people．You can tell that by the grass in the road．”

“And it will be near the drinking fountain，” said Violet．

“That’s right！” cried Henry．“You think of everything， Violet．”

“It is almost morning，” remarked Jessie．“And how hot it is！”

“I’m glad it is hot，” said Henry， “for we must sleep on the ground．Let’s find some pine needles for beds．”

The children went into the woods and soon made four beds of pine needles．

“I hope it’s not going to rain，” said Jessie， as she lay down．

Then she looked up at the sky．

“It looks like rain， for the moon has gone behind the clouds．”

She shut her eyes and did not open them again for a long time．

More clouds rolled across the sky， and the wind began to blow．There was lightning， also， and thunder， but the children did not hear it．They were all fast asleep．


Chapter 3　A New Home in the Woods

At last Jessie opened her eyes．It was morning， but the sun was covered by clouds．She sat up and looked all around her， and then she looked at the sky．It seemed like night， for it was very dark．Suddenly it began to thunder， and she saw that it was really going to rain．

“What shall we do？ Where shall we go？” thought Jessie．

The wind was blowing more and more clouds across the sky， and the lightning was very near．

She walked a little way into the woods， looking for a place to go out of the rain．

“Where shall we go？”she thought again．

Then she saw something ahead of her in the woods．It was an old boxcar．

“What a good house that will be in the rain！” she thought．

[image: ]


She ran over to the boxcar．There was no engine， and the track was old and rusty．It was covered with grass and bushes because it had not been used for a long time．

“It is a boxcar，” Jessie said．“We can get into it and stay until it stops raining．”

She ran back as fast as she could to the other children．The sky was black，and the wind was blowing very hard．

“Hurry！ Hurry！” cried Jessie．“I have found a good place！ Hurry as fast as you can！”

Henry took Benny’s hands， and they all ran through the woods after Jessie．

“It’s beginning to rain！” cried Henry．

“We’ll soon be there，” Jessie shouted back．“It is not far．When we get there， you must help me open the door．It is heavy．”

The stump of a big tree stood under the door of the boxcar and was just right for a step．Jessie and Henry jumped up on the old dead stump and rolled back the heavy door of the car．Henry looked in．

“There is nothing in here，” he said．“Come， Benny．We’ll help you up．”

Violet went in next， and， last of all， Jessie and Henry climbed in．

They were just in time．How the wind did blow！ They rolled the door shut， and then it really began to rain．Oh， how it did rain！ It just rained and rained．The children could hear it on the top of the boxcar， but no rain came in．

“What a good place this is！”said Violet．“It is just like a warm little house with one room．”

After a while the rain and lightning and thunder stopped， and the wind did not blow so hard．Then Henry opened the door and looked out．All the children looked out into the woods．The sun was shining， but some water still fell from the trees．In front of the boxcar a pretty little brook ran over the rocks， with a waterfall in it．

“What a beautiful place！” said Violet．

“Henry！”cried Jessie．“Let’s live here！”

“Live here？” asked Henry．

“Yes！ Why not？” said Jessie．“This boxcar is a fine little house．It is dry and warm in the rain．”

“We could wash in the brook，” said Violet．

“Please， Henry，” begged Jessie．“We could have the nicest little home here， and we could find some dishes， and make four beds and a table， and maybe chairs！”

“No，” said Benny．“I don’t want to live here， Jessie．”

“Oh．dear， why not， Benny？” asked Jessie．

“I’m afraid the engine will come and take us away，” answered Benny．

Henry and Jessie laughed．“Oh， no， Benny，” said Henry．“The engine will never take this car away．It is an old， old car， and grass and bushes are growing all over the track．”

“Then doesn’t the engine use this track any more？” asked Benny．

“No， indeed，” said Henry．He was beginning to want to live in the boxcar， too．

“We’ll stay here today， anyway．”

“Then can I have my dinner here？” asked Benny．

“Yes， you shall have dinner now，” said Henry．

So Jessie took out the last loaf of bread and cut it into four pieces， but it was very dry．Benny ate the bread， but soon he began to cry．

“I want some milk， too， Jessie，” he begged．

“He ought to have milk，” said Henry．“I’ll go to the next town and get some．”

But Henry did not want to start．He looked to see how much money he had．Then he stood thinking．

At last he said， “I don’t want to leave you girls alone．”

“Oh，” said Jessie， “we’ll be all right， Henry．We’ll have a surprise for you when you come back．You just wait and see！”

“Good-by， Henry，” said Benny．

So Henry walked off through the woods．When he had gone， Jessie said， “Now， children， what do you think we are going to do？ What do you think I saw over in the woods？ I saw some blueberries！”

“Oh， oh！” cried Benny．“I know what blueberries are．Can we have blueberries and milk， Jessie？”

“Yes，”Jessie was beginning．But she suddenly stopped， for she heard a noise．Crack， crack， crack！ Something was in the woods．


Chapter 4　Henry Has Two Surprises

Jessie whispered， “Keep still！”

The three children did not say a word．They sat quietly in the boxcar， looking at the bushes．

“I wonder if it’s a bear，” thought Benny．

Soon something came out．But it wasn’t a bear．It was a dog， which hopped along on three legs， crying softly and holding up a front paw．

“It’s all right，” said Jessie．“It’s only a dog， but I think he is hurt．”

The dog looked up and saw the children， and then he wagged his tail．

“Poor dog，” said Jessie．“Are you lost？ Come over here and let me look at your paw．”

The dog hopped over to the boxcar， and the children got out．

Jessie looked at the paw and said， “Oh， dear！ You poor dog！ There is a big thorn in your foot．”

The dog stopped crying and looked at Jessie．

“Good dog，” said Jessie．“I can help you， but maybe it will hurt．”

The dog looked up at Jessie and wagged his tail again．

“Violet，” ordered Jessie， “please wet my handkerchief in the brook．”

Jessie sat down on the stump and took the dog in her lap．She patted him and gave him a little piece of bread．Then she began to pull out the thorn．It was a long thorn， but the dog did not make any noise．Jessie pulled and pulled， and at last the thorn came out．

Violet had a wet handkerchief ready．Jessie put it around the dog’s paw， and he looked up at her and wagged his tail a little．
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“He wants to say ‘Thank you，’ Jessie！” cried Violet．“He is a good dog not to cry．”

“Yes， he is，” agreed Jessie．“Now I had better hold him for a while so that he will lie down and rest his leg．”

“We can surprise Henry，” remarked Benny．“Now we have a dog．”

“So we can，” said Jessie．“But that was not my surprise．I was going to get a lot of blueberries for supper．”

“Can’t we look for blueberries， while you hold the dog？” asked Violet．

“Yes， you can，” said Jessie．“Look over there by the big trees．”

Benny and Violet ran over to look．

“Oh， Jessie！” cried Benny．“Did you ever see so many blueberries？ I guess five blueberries！ No， I guess ten blueberries！”

Jessie laughed．“I guess there are more than five or ten， Benny，” she said．“Get a clean towel and pick them into it．”

For a while Jessie watched Benny and Violet picking blueberries．

“Most of Benny’s blueberries are going into his mouth，” she thought with a laugh．“But maybe that’s just as well．He won’t get so hungry waiting for Henry to come back with the milk．”

She carried the dog over to the children and sat down beside them， the dog on her lap．With her help the towel was soon full of blueberries．

“I wish we had some dishes，” Jessie said．“Then we could have blueberries and milk．”

“Never mind，” said Violet．“When Henry comes， we can eat some blueberries and then take a drink of milk．”

When Henry came， he had some heavy bundles．He had four bottles of milk in a bag， a loaf of brown bread， and also some fine yellow cheese．

He looked at the dog．

“Where did you get that fine dog？” he cried．

“He came to us，”said Benny．“He is a surprise for you．”

Henry went over to the dog， who wagged his tail．Henry patted him and said， “He ought to be a good watchdog．Why is the handkerchief on his foot？”

“He had a big thorn in his foot，” answered Violet， “and Jessie took it out and put on the handkerchief．It hurt him， but he did not cry or growl．”

“His name is Watch，” remarked Benny．

“Oh， is it？” asked Jessie， laughing．“Watch is a good name for a watchdog．”

“Did you bring some milk？” asked Benny， looking hungrily at the bottles．

“I should say I did！” replied Henry．“Four bottles！ “

“Poor old Benny！” said Jessie．“We’ll have dinner now．Or is it supper？”

“It must be supper，” said Henry， “for soon we’ll have to go to bed．”

“Tomorrow we’ll eat three times，” said Jessie．

Now Jessie liked to have things in order， and so she put the laundry bag on some pine needles for a tablecloth．Then she cut the loaf of brown bread into five big pieces．The cheese was cut into four．

“Dogs don’t like cheese，” remarked Benny．The poor little boy was glad， too， for he was very hungry．

Violet put the four bottles of milk on the table， and Jessie put some blueberries and cheese at each place．

“Blueberries！” cried Henry．“Jessie， you had two surprises for me！”

“I’m sorry we haven’t any cups，” Jessie said．“We’ll have to drink out of the bottles．Now all come and sit down．”

So supper began．“Look， Benny，” said Henry．“You take some blueberries， then eat some brown bread， then some cheese， then take a drink of milk．”

“It’s good！” said Benny．He began to put more blueberries into his mouth．

The dog had supper， too．Jessie gave him bread as he lay on the ground beside her， and he drank milk out of her hand．

When supper was over， there was some milk left in each bottle．

“We’ll have the rest of the milk for breakfast，” said Jessie．“Tonight we are going to sleep on beds．Let’s get some pine needles now．”

Soon the children had a big pile．Henry jumped into the boxcar， and Jessie gave him the pine needles．He made four beds in one end of the car．

“This side is the bedroom，” said Jessie．

“What will the other side be？” asked Benny．

“The other side？” asked Jessie．“Let me think．I guess that will be the sitting-room， and maybe some of the time it will be the kitchen．”

Then she said， “Come， now．Come and get washed．” She took the cake of soap and went down to the brook．

“That will be fun， Benny，” said Violet．“We’ll splash our ‘paws’ in the brook just as Little Brown Bear does．” She knew that Benny did not like to be washed．

The children were all very hot， and so they were glad to splash in the cold water．Benny put cold water and soap on his face with the others and dried his hands on a towel．

“We’ll have to have a line to dry the towels on，” said Jessie．

So she took the string out of the laundry bag and tied one end of it to a tree．The other end of the string she tied to the boxcar．This made a good clothesline．When she had washed one towel and Violet had washed the other one， they hung both towels on the clothesline．

“It looks like home，” said Henry．“See the washing！” He laughed．

Jessie was thinking．

“We ought to get some water to drink before we go to bed，” she said．“But what shall we put it in？”

“Let’s put all the milk into two bottles，” said Henry．“Then we can fill the other two with water．”

“Good，” said Jessie．“You go alone to the fountain， Henry．You can hide if anyone comes along．”

Henry went out very quietly， and soon came back with two bottles full of cold water．Benny drank a little， but he was almost asleep．

The other children helped him into the boxcar．Then they all climbed in， Jessie carrying the dog．He lay down at once beside her．

“It is so hot that we’ll leave the door open，” said Henry．

Soon they were fast asleep， dog and all．The moon came up， but they did not see it．This was the first time in four days that they could go to sleep at night， as children should．


Chapter 5　The Explorers Find Treasure

The next morning Jessie woke up first， and she got up at once， for she was the housekeeper．The dog sat in the door of the car and looked at her as she jumped down to get the milk for breakfast．Then he jumped down after her．

Jessie walked down by the little brook and stopped to look at the waterfall．It was beautiful．

“I must look in the refrigerator，” she said with a laugh．

It was a funny refrigerator．There was a rock behind the waterfall， and the night before Jessie had put the two bottles of milk in a hole in this rock．Now she took out the bottles and found that the milk was very cold．

“Is it good？” called Benny， who sat in the car door．

“It is delicious！” cried Jessie．“It is cold， too．”

She got up into the car with the milk and sat down beside Benny．Then the four children drank the milk for breakfast．

Henry said， “Today I’ll go to town and try to get some work to do．I can cut grass or work in a garden or something．Then we’ll have something besides milk for breakfast．”

He washed his hands and face and started out．

“I’m so glad you have a dog， Jessie，” he said．“Good-by！ I’ll be back at noon．”

The children looked after Henry， and then they looked at Jessie．

“What are we going to do now， Jessie？” Benny asked his sister．
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“Well， Benny，” answered Jessie， “we’ll go exploring and look for treasures．We’ll begin here at the car and look and look until we find a dump．”

“What’s a dump？” asked Benny．

“Oh， Benny！” said Violet．“You know what a dump is．Old tin cans and old dishes and bottles．”

“Are old tin cans and dishes treasures？” Benny wanted to know．

“They will be treasures for us，” answered Jessie， laughing．

“And wheels？” asked Benny again．“Will there be any wheels on the dump？”

“Yes， maybe，” replied Violet．“But cups， Benny， and plates， and maybe spoons．You like to drink milk out of a cup．”

“Oh， yes，” agreed Benny politely．But anyone could see that his mind was still on wheels．

The explorers started walking down the old rusty tracks， with Watch hopping along on three legs．The other paw， still tied up with Jessie’s handkerchief， was held off the ground．But the dog looked very happy．He liked these kind children．

They all walked along through the woods， looking this way and that．After a while the old track came out into the sun， and the explorers found that they were on top of a hill．They could look down and see the town below them．

“Henry is down there，” said Jessie．

Benny was walking along behind his two sisters．

Suddenly he cried happily， “Look， Jessie！ There’s a treasure-a wheel！”

The girls looked where he was pointing， and they saw a big dump with many old bottles and tin cans on it．There were also both wheels and cups．Indeed， there were dishes of all kinds．

“Oh， Benny！” cried Jessie．“You saw the treasures first．What should we do without you！”

Violet ran over to the dump．“Here’s a white pitcher， Jessie！” she cried．

Jessie looked at it．It was all right， with only one small crack．

“Here’s a big white cup， too，” she said， happily．

“Can you use a teapot， Jessie？” asked Benny．

“Yes， indeed！” she replied．“We can put water in it．I have found two cups and a bowl．Let’s look for spoons， too！”

Violet held up what she had found-five spoons， covered with rust．

“Good！” said Jessie．“Here’s a big kettle．Let’s pile all the dishes in it．Then we can carry them back to the boxcar．”

Benny had found four wheels just alike and laid them to one side．Now he held up a pink cup．There was a big crack in it， but it had a handle．

“This will be my pink cup，” said Benny．

“I hope it will hold milk，” said Jessie， laughing．“It’s a beautiful cup， Benny．”

The children laid all their treasures， even the wheels， on a board， and the girls carried the board back to the boxcar between them．They put the dishes down by the brook．

“Now we must wash them，” said Jessie．

“All right，” agreed Benny．“We’ll wash my pink cup．”

And never did a little boy hand dishes so carefully to his sisters as Benny did．

The girls washed the dishes with soap， and Jessie used sand to get the rust off the spoons．

“There！” she said， washing the last shining spoon．“How fine they look！ But I’m afraid they still aren’t clean enough to eat from．When Henry comes， we’ll get him to build a fire．Then we can have hot water to rinse them， and they will be very clean．”

The children sat back and admired the dishes．

Suddenly Violet cried， “Oh， I know where to put them．Come and see what I found in the car last night．”

Both girls looked in at the door．

“Look on the door on the other side of the car，” said Violet．

All Jessie saw were two pieces of wood nailed to the closed door of the car．But she knew at once what was in Violet’s mind．She ran to get the board they had carried from the dump and laid it carefully across the two pieces of wood．It made a fine shelf for the dishes．

“There！” said Jessie．

The children could hardly wait to put the shining dishes on the shelf．

“Let’s put them on now，” said Violet， “and see how they look， without waiting to rinse them．”

When they were on the shelf， Violet picked some white and yellow flowers and put them in a cup full of water in the middle of the shelf．

“There！” said Jessie， stepping back to look at it．

“You said ‘There’ three times，” remarked Benny happily．

“So I did，” replied Jessie， laughing．“And I’m going to say it again．”

She pointed into the woods and said， “There！”

Henry was coming through the woods， and he carried many funny-looking bundles in his arms．But he would not open his bundles or tell what he had been doing until it was time for dinner．

“Where did you get the dishes？” he cried， when he saw the shelf．

“We went exploring，” said Violet， “and found a big dump．”

The children began telling him about their treasures．Benny told him about the tin cans and his pink cup and his wheels．Jessie took out the big kettle and asked him about building a fire．

“We want to use the dishes to eat from，” she told him， “and it’s hard to get them clean in cold water．”

So Henry made a small fire in an open place where it could not burn anything．He put big stones all around it．

“We ought to have a fireplace，” he remarked．

Jessie cleaned the kettle with sand and filled it with water．Then Henry put it on the fire．Soon the water was boiling， and Jessie rinsed the dishes carefully．

“Now I know they’re clean enough to eat from，” she said happily．


Chapter 6　A Queer Noise in the Night

At last it was dinner time， and the children sat down to see what Henry had in his bundles．

“I bought another loaf of brown bread at the store，” said Henry， “and some more milk．Then I bought some dried meat， because we can eat it in our hands．And I bought a bone for Watch．”

Watch looked hungrily at the bone and lay down at once to eat it．

Jessie got out four cups and bowls and put some milk into each one．Then the children put in little pieces of brown bread and began to eat it with their new spoons．

“What fun！” cried Jessie．“Eating with spoons．Now tell us what you did in town， Henry．”

Henry began， “The town below this hill is Silver City．I saw the name on a sign．

“I went into the town and walked along the first street I came to．It was a nice street， with big houses and flowers and trees．I saw a man out cutting his grass．He’s a good man， too， I can tell you-a doctor．”

“Did you work for him？” asked Jessie．

“Yes，” said Henry．“He was very hot， and just as I came to the house， his bell rang．He started to the house， and I called after him and asked him if I could cut the grass．He said，‘Yes， yes！ I wish you would！’You see， he wasn't used to cutting it himself．

“So I cut the grass， and he said， ‘Good for you．Do you want to work every day？’And he said he had never had a boy who cut it as well as I did．”

“Oh， Henry！” cried Violet and Jessie．

“I told him I did want to work， and he told me to come back this afternoon．”

“He has a pretty house and a garage and a big vegetable garden．Then he has a lot of cherry trees behind the house—a cherry orchard．You should see the beautiful big red cherries！”

“Well， when I was cutting the grass near the kitchen， the cook came to the kitchen door and watched me．”

“She asked me if I liked cookies．I said I did， and she gave me one．”

“What did you do with it？” asked Benny hungrily．

“When she went back into the kitchen， I put it in my pocket，” said Henry laughing．

“Did she see you？” cried Jessie．

“Oh， no，” said Henry．“I played I was eating it．For a long time I carefully ate away on nothing at all．”

Benny began to look at Henry’s pocket．It did look very funny．

Henry went on．“When I came home， the doctor gave me a dollar， and the cook gave me this bag．”

Henry laughed at Benny and pulled the bag out of his pocket．In it were ten delicious brown cookies．

“Oh， oh！” cried Benny．“Please， Jessie！ Let’s have cookies for dinner．”

“Yes， indeed，” said Jessie．

Then Henry opened his last bundle．

“I thought we ought to have a tablecloth，” he said．“So I got one at the store．But it wasn’t hemmed．”

Violet begged， “Oh， let me hem it．”

She took her scissors out of her workbag and cut the two ends even．But before she began to hem the pretty blue tablecloth， she helped Jessie wash and rinse the dishes and put them away．Benny helped， too．When Henry said good-by and went back to town， all the children were working happily．

Watch was trying to make a hole with one paw to bury his bone in．

“I’ll help you bury your bone， Watch，” said Benny．

“Oh， no， Benny，” said Jessie．“Watch wants to bury his bone himself．You come and help me．I’m going to make a broom for the house．”

For a little while Benny ran around finding sticks for the broom， but he soon went to sleep on the ground with the dog for a pillow．

The two girls sat by the brook．Violet was hemming the blue tablecloth， and Jessie was making the broom with a long stick for a handle．

When Henry came back at supper time， the broom with its long handle stood in the kitchen， and the new tablecloth was hemmed．Henry admired the broom and the tablecloth．Then he gave Jessie a small bundle．

“Oh， butter！” cried Jessie， her eyes shining．

It was butter， yellow and sweet．The four children had not had any butter for many days．At last they sat down to their fine supper．

“Now this spoon is a magic spoon，” said Henry．“Turn it around and use the handle， and it is a knife！”

He showed Benny how to put the butter on the brown bread with his magic knife．With dried meat， bread and butter， milk， and cookies， the children could not ask for a better supper．
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“What did you do this afternoon， Henry？” asked Jessie．

“Well， I washed the doctor's car，” said Henry．“Then I washed the walks and the windows．Tomorrow I'm going to work in the garden．”

Then he looked at the brook．“Oh， how I would love to have a swim in that nice cold water！”

Henry was hot and sticky as he looked at the waterfall．

“Maybe we could make a swimming pool，” he said．“We could build a dam out of logs．”

“Oh， yes， we could，” said Jessie．“Violet and I know where to find some logs and some big flat stones．”

“You do？” said Henry．

“Yes，” said Jessie．“They are not far away．And just a little way below here is a pool now， with sand all around it．But it is not big enough to swim in．”

“Is that so！” cried Henry．“Some day I'll stay at home， and we'll try to dam up the brook and make a swimming pool．”

“You can have my wheels，” said Benny．

“Good！” replied Henry．“I'll make you a little cart with the wheels， Benny， and you can carry stones in it．”

“Yes，” said Benny．“I will．”

“Come now， we must go to bed，” said Jessie．

The children were all glad to go to bed．They stood on the stump and climbed into their new house， and they all went to sleep but Henry．He was thinking about the new swimming pool．All at once he saw that Watch was not asleep．

Henry patted the dog and said， “Lie down， Watch．”

But Watch did not lie down．He began to growl softly.

“Sh！” said Henry to the dog．He sat up．Jessie sat up．

“What is it， Henry？” she whispered．

“I don't know，” replied Henry．He was frightened．

“I think Watch hears something in the woods．”

“Let's close the door，” said Jessie．“I'm afraid．”

The two children closed the heavy door softly．Then they sat still and listened， but they did not hear anything．

“Lie down， Watch，” said Jessie again．“Go to sleep．”

But Watch did not go to sleep．He growled again．

“Maybe someone is in the woods．Maybe someone wants to hide in this car，” whispered Jessie．

“Maybe，” said Henry．“There is something out there that the dog doesn't like．”

Then they heard a stick crack， and Watch barked．

“Oh， sh！” Jessie put her hand over his mouth．

“If there is someone out in the woods， he knows that there is a dog in this boxcar，” said Henry．

He took the new broom in his hand and waited．

But nothing came．Nothing at all．The two children waited and waited．Violet and Benny slept through it all．

“I’m going to open the door now，” said Henry．

They opened the door softly and then listened．The dog sniffed a little．Then he turned around three times and lay down．He put his head on his paws．

“It must be all right now，” said Henry．“Watch knows．Maybe it was just a rabbit．”

So at last they all went to sleep and slept until morning．


Chapter 7　A Big Meal from Little Onions

The next morning Jessie and Henry talked about the queer noise．They did not tell Violet and Benny．

“What do you think it was？” asked Jessie．“Do you think it was a rabbit？”

“I don’t know，” said Henry．“But I think someone was in the woods．I am glad we weren’t hurt．Someone must have stepped on a stick and made it crack．”

“What shall we do？” asked Jessie．

“Nothing，” said Henry．“Watch is a good watchdog．He loves us now， and if anyone tried to hurt us， Watch would take care of us．He would do more than growl．But after this， we must not let Benny go into the woods alone．”

“I’ll keep Benny and Violet with me all the time，” said Jessie．

“Good！” said Henry．“And keep Watch with you all the time， too．

“Good morning， Benny．Time to get up．Today you must build something for me out of stones．”

“What is it？” asked Benny eagerly．

“I’m not going to tell you，” said Henry， laughing．

“You build it just as Jessie tells you， and you will see．”

Henry was so eager to begin work that he ran all the way to town．The doctor came to the door and smilingly looked him over from head to foot．

“My mother will tell you what to do today，” the doctor said．“She wants you to work in her garden．”

Mrs．Moore， the doctor’s mother， had a sweet face and looked very kind．

“Good morning， Henry，” she said．“Do you know how to thin out vegetables？”

“Oh， yes，” said Henry．“I like to work in a vegetable garden．”

“I haven’t had much time to take care of my garden，” Mrs．Moore said．“There！ See that？”

She pulled out a carrot．It had to come out， for it was much too near the other carrots．

“Yes， I see，” said Henry．

He began to thin out the carrots．Mrs．Moore watched him as he pulled out some of the little carrots and put them in a pile．He left the other carrots to grow．Then he began on the turnips．
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“You are a good worker，” said Mrs．Moore．“I can see that．” She smiled at Henry．“You may thin out all these vegetables．”

Then she went into the house and left Henry alone．He worked all the morning．He thinned out the carrots， turnips， and little onions．

The mill bells rang at noon， but Henry did not hear them．He still worked on in the hot sun．Then he saw Mrs．Moore looking at him．

“You have worked long enough now，” she said．“You may come again this afternoon．”

“What shall I do with the vegetables I pulled up？” Henry asked．

“Oh， I don’t want them，” said Mrs．Moore．“Just leave them in a pile．”

“Do you mind if I take them？” asked Henry．

“No， indeed．Do you have chickens？” Then， without waiting for an answer， she went right on， “You have done good work．Here is a dollar．”

Henry said， “Thank you，” and was glad he did not have to answer about the chickens．

When Mrs．Moore went into the house， he took some of the little carrots and turnips and onions．If he had looked up， he would have seen Mrs．Moore in the window watching him．But he did not look up．He was too eager to get to the store and order some meat．

When he arrived at the boxcar， Benny told him， “The building is done．I helped with it．”

The “building” was a fireplace， made of flat stones．

“Benny did a lot of the work，” said Jessie．“He carried stones and found wood for the fire．”

The fireplace was a very good one．The children and Watch had made a hole at the foot of a big rock between two trees．Flat stones were laid on the floor of this hole and around the sides．More big stones were put up to keep out the wind．

Jessie had found a heavy wire in the dump and had put the big kettle on it and tied the ends of the wire to the two trees．The kettle hung over the fireplace， and the fire was laid．Beside the fireplace was a big wood-pile．

“Fine！ Fine！” cried Henry．“You have done well．Now see what I have．”

The girls were delighted with the meat and the little vegetables．With Henry’s knife they cut the meat into little pieces．Then they filled the kettle with water from the fountain and put the meat into it， with a tin plate for a cover．Henry started the fire， and it burned well at once．

Jessie cut the tops off the vegetables and washed them in the brook．

“I’ll put them in after the meat has cooked awhile，” she said．

Soon the water began to boil， and the stew began to smell good．Watch sat down and looked at it．He sniffed hungrily at it and barked and barked．

The children sat around the fireplace， eating bread and milk．Now and then Jessie stirred the stew with a big spoon．

“It will make a good meal，” said Henry．“Keep it boiling and do not leave it．When I come home tonight， I’ll bring you some salt．And whatever you do， don’t get on fire！”

Violet pointed to the pitcher and teapot that she had filled with water．

“That’s to put on Benny or Watch if he should get on fire，” she said．

Henry laughed and went happily on his way．He wished he could stay and smell the stew boiling， but he thought he ought to work．So he went back to Dr．Moore’s house．

He was very happy when Dr．Moore said， “Do you want to clean up this garage？”

The garage was not in very good order．Dr．Moore laughed when he saw Henry look around for a broom．

“I must go out now，” said Dr．Moore．“You just clean this place up．”

Henry began at once．First he opened all the boxes．On the biggest box he painted the word TOOLS with a long-handled brush and a can of paint he had found．On another box he painted NAILS．Then he picked over the things and put the tools in the toolbox and the nails in the nail-box．This was fun for Henry， because he liked to get things in order．

Henry found a lot of nails that were bent and covered with rust．He put them in his pocket．

“I’ll ask the doctor for these bent nails，” he said to himself ．“They are no good to him， but they are fine for me．I can use every old nail I get．”

Then he washed the floor and washed his paint brush．

When Dr．Moore came home， he found Henry putting brushes， paint cans， and other things on the shelf．

“My， my， my！” he cried．He looked at the garage and laughed and laughed．He laughed until his mother came out to see what he was laughing at．

“Look， Mother！” he said．“Look at those tools．Look at the shelf．Look at my hammers．One， two， three， four hammers．Your hammer， my hammer， and two other hammers．They were all lost．Can you use a hammer， Henry？”

“Yes， indeed I can！” cried Henry．

“Take one，” said Dr．Moore．“You found them all．”

“Oh， thank you！” said Henry．He showed the doctor the bent nails and was told that he could have those， too．He could hardly wait now to start home， because he was so eager to show Benny and his sisters his new hammer and nails．

“Tomorrow will be Sunday，” said Dr．Moore．“Will you come again the next day？”

“Oh， yes，” replied Henry， who had lost all track of the days．

“The cherries must be picked，” said the doctor．He looked at Henry in a queer way．“We could use any number of cherry pickers if they were all as careful as you．”

“Could you？” asked Henry eagerly．“Well， I’ll come．”

So the three said good-by， and Henry started for home．He had another dollar， a pocket full of old nails， a hammer， and the pile of vegetables that he had left at noon．On the way home he bought some salt．

When he arrived at the boxcar， he began to smell a delicious smell．

“Onions！” he shouted， running up to the kettle．“I do like the smell of onions．”

“I like the turnips best，” said Violet．

Jessie took off the cover carefully and stirred in the salt， and Henry sniffed the brown stew．It was boiling and boiling．

“A ladle， of all things！” cried Henry “Where did you get it？”

“I found a tin cup in the dump，” said Jessie．“We used a long stick for a handle and tied it to the cup with a piece of wire．It makes a fine ladle．”

She ladled out the stew into plates and bowls and put a spoon in each one．

“Oh， oh！” said Benny．“I am so hungry．I must eat my supper！ “

The meat was well cooked， and the vegetables were delicious．Violet passed her plate for more turnips．

“I’d like some more onions，” said Henry．All the children ate until they could eat no more．

“That was the best meal I ever ate，” said Jessie．

“Me， too，” said Violet．

“I have time tonight to make Benny’s cart，” remarked Henry．“We’ll want a cart．”

“Will you make it with my wheels？” asked Benny．

“Yes， with your wheels，” answered Henry．“But you must cart stones in it when I get it done．”

“Yes，” said Benny．“I will cart stones or rocks or anything．”

“Tomorrow will be Sunday， and I can stay at home，” Henry went on．“Do you think it’s all right， Jessie， to build the dam for a swimming pool on Sunday？”

“Yes， I do，” said Jessie．“We are making the swimming pool so that we can keep clean．”

Henry began happily to hammer out the bent nails with his new hammer．Soon he had some good nails．

“You and I will go and find some boards， Benny，” he said．“Come on．”

Soon the boys came back with some boards from the dump．Henry sat down and began to make the cart．He could not see very well， because it was getting dark and there was no moon．But at last the cart was done， and he gave it to Benny．

“Thank you，” said Benny， politely．

After his sisters had admired the cart， Benny pulled it around just for fun．Then Henry put it in the boxcar for the night．

Henry said to Jessie， “I hope we do not hear that queer noise tonight．”

“I hope not， too，” said Jessie．Then she laughed．“Look at Benny，” she said．“He has gone to sleep with his hand on his cart．”

Henry laughed， too， but he laughed at himself， because he was going to sleep with his new hammer under his pillow．


Chapter 8　A Swimming Pool at Last

The Boxcar Children were so tired that they slept until ten o’clock Sunday morning．

When they woke up at last， they hurried through breakfast and went to work on the swimming pool．

“We’ll make a dam across the brook，” said Henry．

“Here is my cart，” said Benny．“I’ll cart stones and logs in it．”

“Good for you，” laughed Henry．

First the four children went down the brook to look at the pool Jessie had seen．The water was quiet here， and there was clean sand all around the little pool．

“It’s big enough for a swimming pool，” Henry remarked， “but I don’t think it’s deep enough．”

He put a long stick in it to see how deep it was．When he looked at the wet stick， he found that the water was about a foot deep．

“The swimming pool should be three times as deep，” he said．“Then it will be deep enough to swim in and won’t be too deep for Benny．We’ll build the dam here with logs and stones．”

While the other children started the dam， Jessie washed all their stockings．

“We won’t want our stockings on while we are working in the brook，” she remarked， as she rinsed them and hung them on the clothesline to dry．“So this is a good time to wash them．”

It was hard work building the dam， but the children liked hard work．Henry and Jessie pulled the logs to the brook，and Violet and Benny carried the stones， with the help of the cart．Now and then Henry was called on to help with a heavy stone．But the two younger children carried most of them．

“Splash the stones right into the water，” Henry told them．“But be careful to keep them in a line between these two trees．”

The children watched with delighted eyes as the wall of stones under the water began to grow higher and higher．

“The rock wall will help to hold the logs in place，” said Henry．

At last it was time to lay the logs across the brook．

“Let’s lay the first ones between these two trees，” said Jessie．“Then the trees will hold both ends of the logs．”

“Good work！” cried Henry， much pleased．“That’s just what we’ll do．”

But when the first big log was splashed into place on top of the stone wall， the water began to run over the top of the log and around both ends．

“Oh， dear！” cried Jessie．“The water runs around the ends every time！ What shall we do？”

“We’ll have to put lots of logs on， with brush between them，” said Henry．“We’ll put on so many that the water can’t get through．”

They laid three logs across， with three more on top of them， and three more on top of those．Violet filled her arms with brush and held it in place until each log was laid．Benny filled the holes at the ends of the logs with flat stones．Such wet children never were seen before， but the hot sun would dry them off， and no one cared．

When the three top logs were laid in place at last， the four tired children sat down to watch the pool fill．But Henry could not sit still as the water came higher and higher up the dam．

“See how deep the pool is getting！” he cried．“See how still it is！”

At last the pool was full， and the water came over the top of the dam and made another waterfall．

“Just like a mill dam！” said Henry．“Now the pool is deep enough for all of us to swim in．”

“You boys can have the first swim，” said Jessie．“We girls must go and get dinner．We’ll ring the bell when we are ready．”

The boys splashed around in the pool， while the girls made a fire and hung the kettle of brown stew over it， stirring it now and then．Violet cut the bread and then got the butter， hard and cold， out of the refrigerator．

When everything was ready， Jessie rang the dinner bell．This bell was only a tin can from the dump．Jessie had hung it on a tree with a string， and she rang it with a spoon．Then she got the ladle and began ladling out the stew．

“That’s the dinner bell，” said Benny．“I know it is．Come， Watch．Don’t you want some dinner？”

Watch had had a swim， too．He came out of the water and shook himself．The two boys put on their dry clothes and went to Sunday dinner．

“Let me ring the bell again，” said Benny．

“I like stew even better today，” said Henry， eating hungrily．

“That’s because we worked so hard，” remarked Jessie．“Let’s go for a walk in the woods this afternoon．”

“Oh， let’s！” cried Violet．“Let’s go exploring again．”

The children washed the dishes and then started on their walk．

As they went along， Watch began to bark．At first the explorers were frightened．

“Oh， what is it？” cried Violet．

“Maybe it’s a rabbit，” said Henry．

Then they saw a hen running away through the woods．Watch ran after her， but Henry called him back．

“Don’t run after the poor hen，” he said．

“The hen had a nest，” remarked Benny．

“What？” asked Jessie．

“She had some eggs in it，” said Benny．“Come here and see．”

Jessie looked on the ground where Benny was pointing and saw a nest with five eggs in it．

“A runaway hen！” said Jessie．“She wanted to hide her nest so she would have some chickens．We’ll have the eggs for supper．I know how to cook eggs．”

The eggs made a delicious supper．Jessie put them in a bowl， with a little salt， and Violet took a spoon and stirred them as hard as she could．

“Put in some milk， Violet，” said Jessie， “and stir them some more．”

Henry started up the fire．The big kettle was hung over the fire， and Jessie put in some butter．She watched the butter until it was nice and brown， and then she put in the eggs．

“Sit down，” she said．“Be all ready to eat when the eggs are done．”

Violet put the blue tablecloth on the ground．She got the bread and butter and the plates and spoons， and the children all sat ready for supper．

“Here I come！” cried Jessie．“Hold out your plates．”

“Oh， Jessie！” cried Benny．“This is the best meal I ever ate．I found the eggs， and you cooked them．”

“Yes， you did， Benny，” said Henry．“Thank you for a fine meal．”

“Tomorrow we’ll have to eat bread and milk，” said Jessie．

But when tomorrow came， the children had more than bread and milk， as you will soon see．


Chapter 9　Fun in the Cherry Orchard

The next morning Henry thought and thought about taking the other children to pick cherries with him．At last he told his sisters about it as they ate bread and milk for breakfast．

“Dr．Moore said he wanted more children to help．Do you think all of us ought to go， Jessie？”

“Well，” said Jessie， “I don’t know．You see， there are four of us．If Grandfather is looking for us， it would be easier to see four than one．”

“Yes， that’s so，” answered Henry．“But we can go down the hill and through the streets two by two．I’ll take Benny and go ahead．Then in a little while you and Violet can come with the dog．”

“Good！” said Jessie．“Watch can tell where you go．”

The children took down the clothesline and shut the door of the car．Everything was in order．Then they started out．
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When they arrived at the orchard， they soon saw that they were not the only workers．The doctor was there， and the cook， and two men carrying ladders and baskets．

“Good morning， Henry，” said Mrs．Moore．“Can you work today？”

“Oh， yes，” said Henry．“These are my sisters， Jessie and Violet．They can pick cherries， too．Benny is too young to climb trees， but we had to bring him．”

“Maybe he can carry baskets，” said Dr．Moore， smiling at Benny．“You see， this is a big cherry year， and we have to work fast， once we begin．Maybe he can help fill the little baskets from the big ones．”

“Eat all you want，” said Mrs．Moore．“The cherries are beautiful this year．”

The children didn’t eat all they wanted， but every now and then a big red cherry went into someone’s mouth．

Henry and the girls went up the ladders and began to pick cherries．Watch barked for a while．He did not like to have Jessie climbing the ladder．Then he sat down and looked at her up in the tree．

Benny hurried here and there， carrying baskets to the pickers and eating all the cherries he wanted．Everyone in the orchard liked Benny．The doctor laughed delightedly at him， and sweet Mrs．Moore fell in love with him at once．By and by he sat down beside her and carefully filled small baskets with cherries from the big baskets．

The men laughed at the funny things Benny said， and Watch barked happily．By and by the doctor left the orchard to make some calls．

At last Mrs．Moore said， “I never had such happy cherry pickers before．You are having such a good time out here that I don’t want to go in the house．” She smiled．

Mary， the cook， seemed to think the same thing， for she came again and again into the orchard．

After a while the cook went in to get dinner， but the children still picked cherries．At noon Dr．Moore came home．

“You must stay to dinner，” he said to the children．“We can eat here in the orchard under the trees．Will your mother be watching for you？” When he asked this， he looked at Henry in a queer way．

Henry did not know what to say．But at last Jessie said， “No．Our mother and father are dead．”

“Then you must stay，”said Mrs．Moore．“Here comes Mary．”

The cook put a table under the trees， and they all sat around it and ate a delicious dinner．Then Mary went into the house and came out again with big bowls of cherry dumplings．

“I can smell something good！” cried Benny．“Is it cherries？”

“Yes， my little dear，” said Mary．“Cherry dumplings．The cherries are cooked in the dumplings．”

Benny ate his cherry dumpling and then went to sleep with the dog for a pillow．But Henry and Jessie and Violet began to work again．Mrs．Moore looked out of the window at them．

“Just see how those children work，” she said to Dr．Moore．“And they are so polite， too．I wonder who they are．”

Dr．Moore said nothing．After a while he went out to the orchard．“You have worked long enough，” he said．

He gave them four dollars and all the cherries they could carry．

“That is too much，” said Henry．

“No，” said Dr．Moore， “it is just right．You see， you are better than most workers，because you are so happy， Come again．”

“I’ll come every day，” said Benny．

They all laughed．

Dr．Moore saw that the children did not all leave the orchard at the same time， but started down the street two by two．

“I wish I knew who they are，” he said to himself．

When the cherry pickers got back to their little home， they looked everything over carefully．But things were just as they had left them．The door was still closed， and the milk and butter were in the refrigerator．The children made a happy supper of bread and butter and cherries and then went to bed in the boxcar．

That same night Dr．Moore sat reading the paper．All at once he saw the word LOST and began to read．

“LOST．Four children， two boys and two girls．Somewhere around Greenfield or Silver City．Five thousand dollars to anyone who can find them．

James Henry Alden．”

Dr．Moore sat up．“Five thousand dollars！” he said．“James Henry Alden！ Oh， my！ Oh， my！”

He sat still for a long time， thinking and laughing to himself．

“The four children are living in a boxcar， but I shall not tell Mr．Alden that they are his grandchildren，” he said．


Chapter 10　Henry and the Free-for-All

James Henry Alden was a very rich man．His big mills stood just between Greenfield and Silver City．

Now J．H．Alden liked boys．He liked to see them running and jumping and playing．So each year， with three other rich men， he gave a Field Day to the town of Silver City．And even the mills were closed on Field Day．

Every year the boys were in training for the races．And not only boys， but men also， thin and fat， and girls trained for Field Day．

There were prizes for all kinds of races-running and swimming and jumping．

But the best one was a foot race， called a free-for-all， because anyone could run in it．Mr．Alden gave a prize of twenty-five dollars and a silver cup to the winner of the free-for-all．Sometimes a boy won the race， sometimes a girl．Once a fat man had won it．

On Field Day Henry was cutting the grass for Dr．Moore．Suddenly the doctor stopped his car in the street and called to Henry．

“Hop in，” he said．“Today is Field Day， and I want you to see the races．”

Henry hopped in， and the doctor started the car．

“I’m sorry I can’t go，” said Dr．Moore， “and I want to know all about it．I want you to tell me who wins each race．”

Soon Henry found himself sitting on the bleachers．By and by a small boy climbed up the bleachers and sat beside him．Then a man called， “Free-for-all！ Come and get ready！ “

“What is that？” asked Henry．“A free-for-all？”

“Don’t you know？” asked the small boy．“Didn’t you see the one last year？”

“No，” said Henry．

The boy laughed．“That was a funny one，” he said．“There were two fat men in it， and some girls and boys．That boy over there won it．You should have seen him．He ran so fast you could hardly see his legs at all！ ”

Henry looked at the winner of last year’s race．He was smaller than Henry， but he was older．Suddenly Henry stood up and quietly left the bleachers．He went to the room where the boys were getting ready for the race．

“Do you want to run in the race？” a man asked him．

“Yes， I do，” replied Henry．

The man gave him some track clothes to put on．

“Where did you train？” he asked．

“I never was trained，” said Henry．

“These boys have been training all year，” remarked the man．

“Oh， I don’t think I’ll win，” answered Henry．“But I like to run．It’s lots of fun， you know．”

“So it is，” said the man．“So it is．”

Henry could hardly wait for the race to begin．He loved to run．But at last the race was called．It was time to start．Henry was Number 4．

Now Henry began to think．“It’s a long race，” he said to himself．“I must go easy at first．”

The bell rang．Off went the runners down the track．In almost no time Henry was far behind most of the other runners．But he did not seem to mind this．

“It’s fun to run， anyway，” he said again to himself．And he tried to see how easily he could run．

All at once he had another thought．“I have tried to see how easily I can run，” he said to himself．“Now I’ll try to see how fast I can run．”

Then all the people began to see how fast Henry could run．He ran faster and faster， and soon he passed the two girls ahead of him．Then he passed a fat man and a little boy．

The people began to shout， “Number 4！ Number 4！” Here was the kind of race they loved！

“Faster， faster！” cried Henry to himself．“I can run faster than this．”

He could．He passed Number 25 and Number 6．Then he passed Number 5 and Number 10．Only one runner was ahead of Henry now．It was Number 16．Then Henry began to think of winning the race．He knew how much the twenty-five-dollar prize would mean to Jessie and the rest of the children．

“I am going to win this race！” he said to himself “I must pass Number 16．”

He ran still faster．He could see the line at the end of the race．

“Number 4！ Number 4！” shouted the people．“He is going to win！”

When Henry was near Number 16， he put his head down and ran as fast as he could．He passed Number 16 and went across the line！ He had won！

The people shouted and shouted．Some men held Henry up high and carried him to Mr．Alden for the prize．

Then a man asked，“What is your name， boy？”

Henry did not know what to say．He did not want to tell his name．So he answered， “Henry James．” Now this was Henry’s name， but it was not all of his name．

At once the big sign said，
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“Here is the prize， Henry James，” said Mr．Alden．“You can run well， my boy．I like to see you run．”

He gave Henry a silver cup and the twenty-five dollars．Then he shook hands with him．

Just then Dr．Moore came along and climbed up in the bleachers， but Henry did not see him．The doctor laughed to himself as Henry James shook hands with James Henry．

At last Henry got away from the people and started back to Dr．Moore’s．He had the twenty-five-dollar prize in his pocket．When Dr．Moore came home and found Henry cutting the grass， he laughed quietly to himself．

“I just got home，” said Henry．“I will tell you who won all the races．”

Dr．Moore did not tell Henry that he had been up in the bleachers．He let Henry tell him about the races．

“And who won the free-for-all？” he asked．

“I did，” said Henry．

“You did？” cried Dr．Moore．“Good for you！ What are you going to do with the money？”

“I’ll give it to Jessie，” answered Henry．

“Good，” said the doctor again．

When Henry arrived at the boxcar with the twenty-five dollars， he found dinner ready．Jessie had boiled the rest of the vegetables and put butter on top．The children began to eat， but， hungry as they were， they stopped when Henry told them about the race and showed them the silver cup．They were so excited that they couldn’t eat．

“You won the race， Henry？” cried Jessie， delighted．“Oh， I’m so glad！”

“You can run fast， Henry，” said Benny．“I’m glad you won the race， too．” He looked at the silver cup．

“I said my name was Henry James，” said Henry．

“That’s right，” said Jessie．“So it is．You didn’t have to change it．”

“Are we rich now， Henry？” asked Benny．

“No， not very，” said Henry， laughing．“By the way， I bought something for supper．”

Jessie looked in the bag．There were some fat brown potatoes in it．

“Oh， I know how to cook these！” cried Jessie， happily．“They will be good．You just wait．”

“I can’t wait，” said Henry， laughing．Then he went back to work．

After dinner， Benny played around with the dog．

“Benny，” Jessie said suddenly， as she hung her dishtowels up to dry．“It’s high time you learned to read．”

“No，” said Benny．“No school now．”

Jessie laughed．“No，” she said， “you can’t go to school， but I can help you．I wish I had a book．”

“We could make a book，” said Violet．“We have all the papers left from bundles．”

“So we could，” replied Jessie．“But what could we use to make the words？”

“We could use a burned stick out of the fire，” said Violet．

So Jessie put the end of a long stick into the fire and burned it black．Then she used the burned end to make words．

“Won’t Henry be glad when he finds Benny can read？” cried Violet．

Now Benny did not want to learn to read．But he liked to watch the girls make the book．Jessie made the words SEE ME in the book．She called Benny．But he could not tell see from me．

“Don’t you see， Benny？” said Jessie．“This one has an s．It says see．This one has m．It says me．”

But Benny did not see．

“It is too hard for me，” he said．

“I’ll tell you， Jessie，” said Violet at last．“Let’s make see on one paper and me on the other．That’s the way they do in school．Then have him point to see．”

The girls did this．They called Benny， and Jessie showed him again very carefully the word that said see．Then she put the two words down on the ground．

“Now， Benny， point to see，” said Jessie．

Benny looked at the two words．He could not tell．

But Watch barked and put his paw on see．

Now Watch did not know one word from the other， but Benny thought he did．Was he going to let a dog get ahead of him？ Not Benny！ He looked at the words and learned them almost at once．

“Good old Watch！” said Jessie．

“It isn’t hard at all，” said Benny．“Is it， Watch？”
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Before supper Benny could read，
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“Good boy，” said Jessie．“Now I must get supper．”

The children started up the fire and washed the potatoes in the brook．Then Jessie put wet papers around them and put them in the fire under the hot stones．

“Are you going to burn them up， Jessie？” asked Benny．

“Oh， no， Benny，” said Jessie．“You wait and see．”

When Henry came home， he found Jessie rolling the potatoes out of the fire．They were very black．

“Oh， did you burn them up？” asked Henry．

“No， indeed，” said Jessie．“Come and see．” She gave three black potatoes to each one．

“They are very hot，” said Violet．“Look out！”

“Open them，” said Jessie， “and take out the potato with a spoon．Then put butter on top and some salt．I will get Benny’s out．Well， how are they？”

“Oh！” cried Benny．“They are delicious！”

“What did I tell you？” said Jessie．“Have some milk！”

“Milk and potatoes make a very good supper，” said Henry．

“I can read，” remarked Benny．

“What！” said Henry．

“Yes， he can，” said Violet．“He learned this afternoon．Go and get your book， Benny．”

Benny liked to read now．“It is not hard，” he said．“Watch can read， too．”

“Oh， can he？” laughed Henry．“Let’s see him．”

“Watch is too tired now，” said Benny．“I will read to you．”

Benny read out of his new book．

“Good old Benny，” said Henry．“Come to bed now．You must be tired with all that work， and I am tired， too．”


Chapter 11　The Doctor Takes a Hand

The days went by happily for the boxcar children．They found more treasures in the dump， and Henry worked every day for Dr．Moore．

One noon Henry came home with some new stockings for Benny．Benny was very happy about them and made everyone admire them．And when Jessie looked at the new stockings， she had a happy thought．

She carefully washed Benny’s old stockings and hung them up to dry．That afternoon she and Violet sat down， with the workbag between them， to make a bear for Benny．

“You must make a tail， too， Jessie，” begged Benny， watching her put on the arms and legs and head．

“Bears don’t have tails，” said Jessie．“Your old bear didn’t have a tail．”

“But this bear must have a tail，” replied Benny， knowing that Jessie would put on two tails if he asked her to．

“What kind of tail？” asked Jessie at last．

“Long and thin，” said Benny happily， “so I can pull it．”

“Benny！” cried Jessie， laughing．

But she made a tail， long and thin， just as Benny had ordered．

“What’s his name， Jessie？” asked Benny， when at last the bear was handed over to him．

“I haven’t thought about a name，” replied Jessie．“Why don’t you think up a nice name for him？”

“Well， you made him out of my old stockings．Let’s name him Stockings．”

“All right， Stockings it is，” agreed Jessie， trying not to laugh．

And from that day on， the bear’s name was Stockings as long as he lived．And he lived to be a very old bear， indeed．

One afternoon Jessie saw how long Benny’s hair was getting， and she cut it with Violet’s scissors．Benny stood quietly while she did it．

But while his sisters were getting supper， he said to himself， “Jessie cut my hair．I’ll get Violet’s scissors and cut Watch’s hair．He will look better．”

He found Violet’s scissors and made Watch lie down on his side．Then he began to cut the hair off．

Benny said，“Good dog， Watch．You are Jessie’s dog， and so I will cut a J in your hair．Hold still now．”

Watch lay still， and Benny began to cut a J．It was not a very good J， but it looked a little like one．

Soon Benny had cut off all the hair on one side， with a J in the middle．He stood admiring his work， and just then Jessie came to see what he was doing．

“Benny！” she cried．“What are you doing？” Then she began to laugh．

“Oh， Violet， come and see！” she called．“Watch looks so funny．”

Jessie laughed and laughed until she almost cried．Violet laughed until she did cry．

Then she could not stop crying．She cried and cried．At last Jessie made up her mind that Violet was really sick．

“You must go to bed， Violet，” she said．She helped her carefully into the boxcar and put pine needles all around her and under her．Then she wet a handkerchief in the cold water of the brook and laid it on her little sister’s hot head．

“I wish Henry would come home！” said Jessie．“What shall we do？”

When Henry came at last， he looked at Violet and said that maybe she had a cold．“Maybe she sat too long by the brook，” he said．

“If Violet is very sick， she ought to go to the hospital，” said Jessie．

“Yes， I know that，” said Henry．“And we don’t want her to go to a hospital if we can help it．We should have to tell her name．”

“Yes，” said Jessie．“Then Grandfather could find us．”

The two older children sat up with Violet．They put cold water on her head．But after dark Violet shook all over， and Jessie was frightened．She covered Violet all over with pine needles， but still she shook．They could not get her warm．

“I’m going to get Dr．Moore，” said Henry．“I’m afraid Violet is very sick．”

Then Henry started to run．He ran even faster than he had run in the race．Down the hill into the town he ran， until he came to Dr．Moore’s house．

“Please come！” he cried．“Violet is very sick！”

The doctor said， “Come and get into my car．”

He did not ask Henry which way to go， but the car went up the right road．When they came to the woods， he said to Henry， “Stay here in the car．”

He ran alone up the hill to the boxcar．It seemed like magic that he knew where to go．

When Dr．Moore came back， he was carrying Violet in his arms．Jessie and Benny and Watch came， too．They all got into the car．

“Are you going to take her to a hospital？” asked Henry．

“No，” said Dr．Moore．“I’m taking her to my house．”

When they stopped at last， Dr．Moore carried Violet into the house and said to his mother， “Violet is very sick．We must put her to bed．”

Mrs．Moore hurried around， opening beds and bringing pillows， and Mary came from the kitchen with hot-water bottles．After a while Violet began to get warm．

Then Mrs．Moore came to get the other children．“You must stay here all night，” she said．

She gave Henry and Benny a big bed， and Jessie slept in a little one．But Violet was so sick that the doctor did not go to bed all night．He would not leave her．He sat by her side until ten o’clock in the morning．

Before ten o’clock a man came to see the doctor．Mary told him he could wait．So he sat down in the living-room．Soon Benny came in．

“Where is the doctor？” asked the man， crossly．

“He is up in Violet’s room，” answered Benny．

“This means five thousand dollars to him if he will come down，” said the man．

“Oh， he can’t come now，” said Benny．

“What do you mean， boy？” asked the man．“What is he doing？”

“He’s taking care of my sister Violet，” said Benny．“She is sick．”

“And you mean he wouldn’t leave her even if I gave him five thousand dollars？” asked the man．

“Yes，”answered Benny．“That’s what I mean．”

Then the man said， “You see， I have lost a little boy， and I think the doctor knows where he is．My little boy is just about as old as you are．”

“Well， if you don’t find him， maybe you can have me，” remarked Benny．“I like you．”

“You do？” cried the man．“Come and get up in my lap．”

Benny climbed into the man’s lap．“Have you got a dog？” he asked．

“No，” said the man．“He is dead now．But you can see him in my watch．Here it is．”

Benny looked at the dog．“He looks like a very good dog，” he said．“I have a dog， too．His name is Watch．”

Just then Watch came in with Dr．Moore．

“Good morning，” said Dr．Moore．“Benny， you can go and play with Watch．”

Benny ran out， and the man said， “Dr．Moore， where are my grandchildren？”

“That little boy is one of them，” said Dr．Moore quietly．

“That beautiful little boy！” said the man．

“Yes，” said Dr．Moore．“They are all good children．But they are afraid of you．They are afraid you will find them．”

“How do you know that？” asked the man．

“They have changed their name，” said the doctor．He looked at the man in a queer way．“The big boy changed his name on Field Day．You saw him then．”

“I saw him？ What did he change his name to？” asked the man．

“Henry James，” said the doctor．

“The running boy！” cried the man．“The boy who won the free-for-all！ I liked that boy．So I am his grandfather．”


Chapter 12　James Henry and Henry James

Dr．Moore went to get his mother．

“Mother，” he said， “this is Mr．James Henry Alden．He wants to take his grandchildren to live with him．”

“I’m afraid they won’t want to go with you，” said Mrs．Moore， “until they learn to like you．And they won’t want to go while Violet is so sick．”

“Can’t I see them？” begged Mr．Alden．“I won’t tell them who I am．”

“That would help，” agreed the doctor．“If they grow to like you before they know who you are， things will be easier．”

“Yes，” said Mrs．Moore．“Stay here with us for a while．The children will learn to like you， and then we can tell them that you are their grandfather．”

“Thank you，” said Mr．Alden．“I will go home and get some clothes and come back．And I will give you the five thousand dollars．”

But Dr．Moore would not take the money．

“I just want these children to be happy，” he said．

When Mary learned that she was to cook for Mr．Alden， she was frightened．“How can I cook for him？” she cried “He has everything．He is a very rich man．”

“You can cook for anyone，” said Dr．Moore， kindly．“Just get one of your good chicken dinners and make some cherry dumplings．”

At dinner Mr．Alden saw all his grandchildren but Violet．He smiled with delight when he saw Jessie come into the room in her quiet way．

“Children，” said Mrs．Moore， “this is Mr．Henry．”

Benny laughed．“Henry and Mr．Henry，” he remarked．“That is funny．”

Henry shook hands with Mr．Alden before he sat down at the table．

“Where have I seen that man before？” he thought．

The children liked to hear Mr．Henry talk．He told them about a big cucumber in his garden．The cucumber was growing inside a bottle， and he couldn’t get it out．

“Why not？” asked Benny．
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“It is too big，” said Mr．Alden．

“How did it get in？” asked Benny．

“It was a little cucumber when it went in，” said Mr．Alden．“A cucumber will grow just the same in a bottle．It will grow so big you can’t get it out．”

“I’d like to see the cucumber，” said Benny， stopping in the middle of his cherry dumpling．

“Would you really？” asked Mr．Alden， delighted．“Some day you and I will go over and pick it．”

“And we can bring it to Violet，” said Benny．

“Yes， we’ll bring it to Violet，” agreed Mr．Alden．

Henry thought again， “Where have I seen that man before？ I wish I could remember．”

He could not remember， but he liked Mr．Alden very much．All the children liked him because he was kind to them．

At last， one day， Mr．Alden could see Violet and went softly into her room with some beautiful flowers from his garden．The children loved him when he patted Violet’s dark head and told her that he was sorry she had been sick．

He told her， too， about his garden， where the flowers came from．

“I’d like to see your garden，” said Violet．“I love flowers．”

“How long are you going to stay， Mr．Henry？” asked Benny．

“Sh， Benny！” said Jessie．

“I want to stay here as long as I can， my boy，” said Mr．Alden quietly．

Henry looked at the man again．He knew that he had heard him say “my boy” before．Now where was it？ He could not remember．

After dinner Mr．Alden sat under a tree， reading．Henry was working in the flower garden in front of the house．He looked at Mr．Alden again and again．

Suddenly it came to him， as the man smiled over his book．“It is the same man who gave me the twenty-five-dollar prize and the silver cup！” he said to himself．“I didn’t remember him at first because I was so excited when he shook hands with me．” He took another look and said again， “It’s the very same man！”

Henry sat thinking for a little while．Then he got up and went to find Dr．Moore．

“Do you know who gave me the prize on Field Day？” he asked the doctor．“Do you know what his name was？”

“James Alden， of the mills，” replied the doctor．”J．H．Alden， over at Greenfield．” He did not look at Henry while he was saying it．

Poor Henry was so surprised he almost fell over！ That kind man his grandfather！ He went out and sat on the steps to think it over．

To begin with， this man was too young．Henry had thought of his grandfather as being an old man with white hair．And Mrs．Moore had called him “Mr．Henry．” Could it be that the man knew he was their grandfather and hadn’t told them？

Then he saw that Mr．Alden was getting out of his chair under the trees．

“It’s now or never，” thought Henry．“I have to know！”

He walked eagerly after the man， who was going toward the garden with his back to Henry．Then the man turned around and saw how excited Henry was．

“Are you James Henry Alden of Greenfield？” Henry asked．

“I am， my boy，” replied Mr．Alden， with a smile．“Does that mean you know that I know you are Henry James Alden？”

“Yes，” said Henry quietly．

Then James Henry Alden shook hands again with Henry James Alden．

Jessie and Benny came across the grass just in time to hear Henry say， “But， Grandfather ——”

“Grandfather？” cried Jessie．“What do you mean， Henry？”

“Yes， Jessie，” said Henry eager-ly．“He’s the man we have been running away from all this time．”

“I thought you were old，” said Benny．“And cross．Jessie said so．”

“I didn’t know， Benny，” said Jessie．Her face was red．To think of running away from this kind man！

But her grandfather did not seem to mind．He patted her on the head and said， “Let’s go up and see Violet．”

There was no stopping Benny．He hurried into Violet’s room， holding Mr．Alden by the hand and shouting， “It’s Grandfather， Violet！ And he isn’t cross after all！”

“What do you mean？” asked Violet．“Isn’t he Mr．Henry？”

“My name is James Henry Alden，” replied her grandfather．

“And my name is Henry James Alden，” cried Henry．

“Well， well！” said Dr．Moore．

Violet held on to her grandfather’s hand and listened to the rest talking excitedly．

“Where have you been living？” asked Mr．Alden at last．

They all looked at each other， even Dr．Moore and his mother．Then they all laughed as if they never would stop．

“You just ought to see！” said Dr．Moore．

“What！” cried all the children at once．“You never saw it in the daytime．”

“Is that so？” laughed the doctor．“I have seen it many times in the daytime．”

“Seen what？” asked Mr．Alden．

“Our house，” said Jessie．“We have been living in a boxcar in the woods．”

Then they all began to tell him about the dump and the dishes and the brook and the swimming pool．

“They have four beds of pine needles in the car，” said Dr．Moore．

“How do you know？” asked Jessie．

“Well，” said Dr．Moore， “the first day Henry worked for me， I walked after him as far as the hill．”

“Why did you do that？” asked Mr．Alden．

“I liked him．I saw he was a fine boy， and I wanted to see where he lived．”

“But you can’t see the boxcar from the hill，” said Jessie．

“No， but I came back that night and looked around，” said Dr．Moore．

“About ten o’clock！” cried Jessie．

“Yes，” said the doctor．“I stepped on a stick， and you heard me．”

“Our rabbit！” cried Jessie and Henry．“Watch barked．”

“Yes， I heard the dog bark．So I knew you were in the boxcar．Then I went home．”

“But you came back？” asked Jessie．

“Oh， yes．When you were picking cherries， I went up to see your house．I wanted to see if you had enough to eat and enough dishes．”

“Why didn’t you tell me？” asked Mr．Alden．“Didn’t you know they were my grandchildren？”

The doctor laughed．“Yes， I did．But they were having such a fine time that I didn’t want to tell．They got along very well until Violet got sick．Then I told you．”

“I’m glad you did，” said Mr．Alden．

“I have seen your house， too，” said Mrs．Moore．“I went up one day and saw all your dishes．I liked your big pitcher and teapot．”

“All of you have seen it but me！” said Mr．Alden．

“We’ll show it to you！” cried Benny．“I’ll show you my cart made out of wheels， and my pink cup．”

“Good for you， Benny，” said his grandfather， much pleased．“When Violet gets well， we’ll all go up there．If you will show me your house， I’ll show you my house．”

“Do you have a house？” asked Benny in surprise．

“Yes．You can live there with me if you like it．I have been looking for you children for a long time．”

Violet was soon well again， and one afternoon they all started out to see the boxcar．The doctor took them in his car．Many people looked out of their windows to watch Mr．Alden and his grandchildren．They were glad that the children had found such a kind grandfather at last．

When they arrived at their old home， they ran around， all talking excitedly．Watch sniffed and sniffed all around， looking for the bone he had buried．Everything was the same．

“Here is the dam for the pool，” said Henry to his grandfather．

“See our ‘building’！” shouted Benny， for that was what he called the fireplace．“It really burns， too．And this is the refrigerator in the waterfall， and here is my pink cup！”

They all stepped on the stump and climbed into the car．They looked at the four beds and the dishes．

“Here is the same old pitcher and teapot，” said Jessie， laughing．

They found the blue tablecloth， and they all sat down by the brook and ate chicken and bread and butter and cookies．Benny drank milk from his pink cup．

“Come， we ought to go now，” said Dr．Moore at last．“The sun is going down．I don’t want Violet to take any more cold．”

They closed the boxcar door and said good-by．But they were all sorry to go．

“Tomorrow，” said Mr．Alden， “Will all of you come to see my house？”

“Oh， yes，” cried the children happily．They did not know what a beautiful house it was and what good times they were going to have in it．


Chapter 13　A New Home for the Boxcar

The children’s grandfather wanted them to like his house．He wanted them to live with him all the time．So he had made over some of the rooms just for them．

The children went with him in his car to see the house．When the car stopped in front of it， Henry cried in surprise， “Do you live here， in this beautiful house？”

It was a beautiful house．It was very big， with many trees and flower gardens around it．

“You may live here， too， if you like my house，” remarked his grandfather， watching Henry’s face．
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The house was beautiful inside， too．There were flowers everywhere．There were maids everywhere．The children went up to the bedrooms．

“Oh！” cried Jessie．“This is Violet’s room．”

It really was Violet’s room．There were violets on the wallpaper．The bed was white with a violet cover．On the table were flowers．

“What a beautiful room！” cried Violet， sitting down in a soft， pretty chair．

All the children shouted when they saw Benny’s room．The wallpaper was blue and covered with big rabbits and dogs and bears．There were a rocking horse and a tool box and little tables and chairs．And an engine stood on a track， with cars almost as big as the little boy himself．Benny ran over to the engine．

“Can I run this train all day？” he asked．He sat down on the floor by the engine．

“Oh， no，” said Henry．“You are going to school as soon as it begins．”

His grandfather laughed．“That is right， my boy．You will like school．You will learn to read．”

“Oh， I can read now，” said Benny．

In Jessie’s room they found a bed for Watch．It was on the floor by her bed．Watch got in at once， sniffed at the pillow， turned around three times， and lay down．

“He likes it，” said Jessie．“He will sleep by me．”

Just then the children heard a doorbell ring．A maid came up to find Mr．Alden．

“A man to see you，” she said， “about the dog．”

Now when Jessie heard the word dog， she was frightened．She was afraid it was about Watch．

“They won’t take Watch away？” she whispered to Henry．

“No， indeed！” said Henry．“We’ll never， never give him up．”

Henry and Jessie and the other children went down with their grandfather to see the man， and Jessie was more frightened than ever．Watch did not growl at the man．He jumped up on him delightedly．

“You see， he was my dog，” said the man．“But I sold him to a lady， and he ran away from her that very day．I have to turn him over to the lady I sold him to．”

“How do you know he is the same dog？” asked Mr．Alden．

“Oh， he is my dog，” said the man．“You see he knows me， and he has a small black spot on this foot．But someone has cut his hair on one side．”

Benny looked．He found the black spot on Watch’s foot．

“I never saw that spot before，” said Henry．

“I will give you what you want for the dog，” said Mr．Alden．“The children love him．They want to keep him．”

“But I sold him to a lady，” said the man．“I must take the dog to her．”

Then Henry said，“Maybe she will want to change to another dog when she sees his hair．If she will agree to take another dog， will you let my grandfather have this one？”

“Yes， I will，” said the man．

“Let’s go and ask her， Grandfather，” said Benny．“She will let Jessie have Watch．He is her dog．She took the thorn out of his foot．”

The man told Mr．Alden where the lady lived， and they all started out to find her．She was a very pretty young lady， and she asked them to sit down．

But Benny could not wait．He said， “Please let us keep Watch！ I want him， and Jessie wants him， and we didn’t know he was your dog．”

“What do you mean？” asked the lady， laughing．“Who is Watch？”

“This dog is Watch，” answered Henry．“A man came to Grandfather’s house today and told us that he had sold the dog to you．When Watch ran away from you， the day you bought him， he came to us．He had a thorn in his foot， and Jessie took it out．”

Watch looked up at the lady and wagged his tail．When she looked at him， she began to laugh．

“Look at his side！” she said．“Who cut his hair？”

“I’m sorry，” said Henry．“Benny did that one day with Violet’s scissors．”

“I am not sorry，” said the lady， laughing．“He looks so funny．And you want to keep him？ Is that it？”

“Oh， yes，” said Jessie eagerly．“The man will let us have him， if you will take another dog．”

“Don’t be afraid，” said the young lady．“You may keep the dog．I can change to another one．”

“Oh， thank you！ You are nice！” cried Benny．

He ran to the lady and climbed up in her lap before anyone could stop him．

“I’d like to keep you， Benny， in place of the dog，” laughed the lady， putting her arms around him．

How happy the children were to have Watch to keep！ Mr．Alden gave the money to the man at once．

Four happy children sat with their grandfather around the Alden dinner table that night．The maids smiled in the kitchen to hear the children laugh．And the children laughed because Watch had a chair at the table beside Jessie and was really waited on by a maid．

Would you ever think that four children could be home-sick in such a beautiful house？ Jessie was the first one to wish for the old boxcar．

One day she said， “Oh， Grandfather， I’d like to cook something once more in the dear old kettle in the woods．”

“Go out in the kitchen， my dear，” said her grandfather．“The maids will help you．You can cook all you want to．”

Jessie liked this， but it was not like the old days in the boxcar．

Then one day Benny said， “Grandfather， I wish I could drink my milk out of my dear old pink cup．”

His grandfather began to think．He had some pink cups， but they were not so dear to Benny as his old cracked one．

At last Mr．Alden said， “I am going to give you children a surprise．”

“Is it very nice？” asked Benny．

“No， not very，” laughed his grandfather．“It is not pretty at all．”

“When will it come？” asked Benny．

“It will come today．You children must all go over to Dr．Moore’s and stay， until the surprise comes．”

“What can it be？” wondered Violet．

Her grandfather laughed．“I hope you will like it，” he said．“It is very heavy．”

The children were glad to see sweet Mrs．Moore and the kind doctor again．They stayed until Mr．Alden said the surprise was ready．Then Dr．Moore and his mother went back with them in the big car．

Mr．Alden was as happy as a boy．He took them by the garage and through the big gardens．At last they came to a garden with a fountain in the middle and trees around it．Near the fountain was the surprise．It was the old boxcar！

The children ran over to it with cries of delight， opened the door， and climbed in．All the things were in place．Even the old dead stump was there to step on．

Here was the old knife which had cut butter and bread and vegetables and firewood and string．Here was Benny’s pink cup， and here was his bed．Here were the big kettle and the blue tablecloth．Here were the pitcher and the old teapot．And here was the dinner bell which the children had made from an old tin can．

Benny hung it on a tree with a string and rang it over and over again with a spoon．Watch rolled on the floor of the car and barked and barked．Then he began to sniff at everything．

“He’s looking for the bone he buried，” laughed Benny．

“How they love the old boxcar！” said Mrs．Moore．“I like to see them so happy．”

“Thank you for the surprise， Grandfather，” said Violet．“We’ll never go away from you again．”

“I hope not， my dear，” said Mr．Alden．“We’ll all live happily ever after．”

And so they did．




棚车少年2·奇异岛



	
棚车少年2·奇异岛

	
第一章　第一次惊喜





	
第二章　小鬼当家





	
第三章　菜园





	
第四章　拾蛤蜊





	
第五章　暑期计划





	
第六章　博物馆





	
第七章　探险





	
第八章　印第安之岬





	
第九章　一把新小提琴





	
第十章　爷爷来访！





	
第十一章　苹果派





	
第十二章　野餐





	
第十三章　又是大乔





	
第十四章　所有人的生日





	
第十五章　再见，夏天









	
THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 2·Suprise Island

	
Chapter 1　The First Surprise





	
Chapter 2　Housekeeping





	
Chapter 3　The Garden





	
Chapter 4　Clamming





	
Chapter 5　Summer Plan





	
Chapter 6　The Museum





	
Chapter 7　Exploring





	
Chapter 8　Indian Point





	
Chapter 9　A New Violin





	
Chapter 10　Grandfather’s Visit





	
Chapter 11　Apple Pie





	
Chapter 12　The Picnic





	
Chapter 13　Joe Again





	
Chapter 14　Everybody’s Birthday





	
Chapter 15　Good-bye，Summer










第一章　第一次惊喜




The First Surprise

“快告诉我们吧，爷爷，”亨利叫道，“我们可是一路从学校跑回来的呢！”

“告诉我们吧！”班尼一下子扑到草地上，躺在小狗的旁边，“学校已经放假啦，有整整一个夏天呢！就连望望也想知道您准备给我们什么惊喜！”

“维莉和我也是！”杰西说道。

正在花园里看书的奥登先生一脸惊诧地望向四个孩子。

“我说过今天要告诉你们吗？”他反问道。

“爷爷在逗你玩儿呢，班尼。”杰西说。

“逗他？”奥登先生大声说，“我可是认真的！”

但他确实是在和他们开玩笑，并乐在其中。早在春天的时候，他就答应一到夏天就给孩子们一个惊喜。他其实一直盼着孩子们回来，已经等了足足一个多小时。

“现在已经放暑假啦！”维莉说。

“我们可是一路跑回来的呀！”班尼叫道。

“没错，那又如何？”奥登先生慢悠悠地问。

“您说过的，这个惊喜是您15岁时顶喜欢的。”亨利提醒道。

“没错，其实六岁起就喜欢了。”奥登先生望向班尼。

“而且，您还说过，等学校一放假就会宣布这个惊喜的，爷爷。”班尼期待地看着奥登先生。

奥登先生笑了起来。“我是说过，”他回答道，“我这不正打算告诉你们吗？”

四个孩子齐刷刷地注视着他。

爷爷娓娓道来：“从前，我父亲买了一座岛。”

“他买了一座岛？”亨利叫了起来。

“是的，”奥登先生接着说，“岛很小，岛上只有一座小房子和一个马厩，还有一间渔人小屋。我父亲当时只想找一个安静的地方，去训练他的骏马。现在，老船长丹尼尔住在那间渔人小屋里，负责开摩托艇。我打算带你们去岛上看看，要是你们喜欢，可以在那儿待上一个暑假。”

“太棒了！爷爷，”杰西说，“没有比这更好的安排了——就像回到了棚车岁月。”

“能不能让望望也一起去？”班尼摸了摸小狗的头，征询地问。

“当然可以，”奥登先生说，“你们走了，它该多孤单啊！”

“那我们可不可以准备一个炉子做饭？”维莉接着问道。

“你们想要吃饭，还真得自己做。”奥登先生回答，“我会给你们一些钱，买一些锅碗瓢盆什么的。不过你们事先得告诉我需要多少钱，可不准狮子大开口哦。”

孩子们都笑了起来，因为就连班尼都知道，爷爷有的是钱，不管他们想要什么，他都买得起。

“那咱们这就走吧。”班尼迫不及待地说。

四个孩子立刻跳了起来，奥登先生不禁仰头大笑。

“这里离大海远着呢，咱们得开车去！”他说，“之后丹尼尔船长会开摩托艇带我们去岛上。刚好摩尔医生今天放假，我们可以接上他和他母亲，一起过去玩。”

孩子们高兴极了，因为摩尔医生和他母亲是他们最好的朋友。

见到他们前来，摩尔医生显得一点儿也不意外。他扶着母亲上了车，然后一行人便朝着海边进发了。路上，杰西和维莉开始盘算起来，看看到底需要准备些什么。

“咱们得买一些面包和牛奶，”杰西说，“这样就算没有其他吃的，我们也饿不着。”

“给你们小本子和笔。”奥登先生从口袋里掏出了一个蓝色的小本子。

“快把咱们需要的餐具都记下来吧。”维莉说。

还没到达海边，杰西已经将她们所能想到的东西全都记下来了——有餐匙、茶杯、碗、盘子、一把锋利的刀子、一个洗碗盆，以及一个大茶壶。

随即，大海映入了大家的眼帘，奥登家族的摩托艇被拴在一个小码头上。而这位老渔民——丹尼尔船长，正在码头上等着大家。

“你还好吗，船长？”奥登先生一边和他握手，一边说道，“请你送我们去岛上吧，要是孩子们不喜欢，还得再麻烦你及时把我们送回来。”

一听这话，孩子们立刻嚷嚷起来：“我们肯定会非常喜欢的。”
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大家登上摩托艇，出发了。

“那儿就是咱们的岛！”亨利叫道，“是咱们自己的岛！”

班尼开始朝着岛上挥手。

“那儿没人，班尼。你挥手干吗？”爷爷问道。尽管如此，孩子们还是一个个地朝着小岛挥起手来。

“快看，那是我们的小房子！”班尼大叫道，“可是够大吗？能容得下我们所有人吗？”

“呃，不是，”丹尼尔船长说，“那间小屋是我的家。”说完，他笑着看了看奥登先生。

船停靠在一个小码头，他们没走多远，便看到了一间黄色的小屋。

“这间黄色小屋就是给咱们住的吗？”杰西叫道。

“噢，不是！”奥登先生答道，“你们几个孩子得去马厩里住！”

“住马厩！”孩子们欢呼起来，朝着马厩奔了过去。

“这是我听过最好的主意啦！”亨利欢呼道。他打开了马厩大门，朝里面望去。孩子们谁也没有留意到地板是新铺的，大家的目光全都被屋子里的四个围栏吸引过去了。

“这就是我们的卧室！”班尼指着那些围栏，喊了起来。

“太酷了！”亨利说着打开一扇推拉门，朝里面看了看。房间里除了一扇大大的窗户，便没有其他东西了。

“咱们去抱一些稻草下来，铺在地上当床，”亨利看了看楼上，指着面前一叠干净整洁的浅棕色毯子说，“毯子就铺在稻草上。”

杰西却向一只小炉子飞奔过去，炉子是新崭崭的，顶上放着烤箱。亨利也跟着走了过去，停在几只木桶前看了看。

“这儿有两个空桶，”他叫道，“我们可以用它们来当桌脚，再在上面搭上这块长木板，就是一张现成的桌子。”

“太棒啦！”杰西说。

几个大人站在门口，看着兴奋不已的孩子们。

“真不错，那些工人还留下了几个旧箱子，”亨利说，“有了这些木料，我可以做出好多东西来——或许，可以做一个小橱柜来放餐具。”

“噢，亨利，你真的可以吗？”维莉说，“我们没有柜门也行。”

“他当然可以啦，”班尼说道，“他还可以把柜门也一块儿做好。亨利什么东西都会做！”

“那边有泉水，”奥登先生将孩子们领到窗户旁边，向外看去，“这里的泉水永远不会枯竭，不管天气多热，都会像冰块儿一样清凉可口，你们只管放心喝好了！”

“一切真是太完美啦，对吗，亨利？”杰西说，“最重要的东西全都有啦，噢，我真希望今晚我们就能住在这儿！”

“那餐具怎么办？”维莉问。

杰西说：“咱们可以去杂货店买些勺子之类的。爷爷，这岛上有现成的餐具吗？”

“真抱歉，孩子们。除了船长自己的以外，这儿没有餐具。”奥登先生回答道。

“没关系，爷爷！”杰西说，“反正还有好多东西要买呢。我们每样买六份吧，这样就能招待客人了。”

“咱们还有时间回岸上，”亨利看了看表，“我们可以到杂货店去买餐具，还可以买一些面包和牛奶回来作晚餐。”

“而且我也想我的小熊啦。”班尼说。

“很好，孩子们，”奥登先生笑容满面地说，“你们回去拿想要的东西，今晚就可以住在这儿了。”

但是这时，奥登先生注意到丹尼尔船长一副若有所思的样子。

“船长，你在想什么？”他问道。

“这……”丹尼尔船长说，“我刚刚听您提到，这岛上就我一个人住。”

“哦，难道不是吗？”奥登先生注视着他。

“对，不是。还有一位年轻的朋友跟我一起住在小屋里。我想我最好告诉你，他是一个不错的年轻人，很能干，就是身体不太好。”

“他是谁？他怎么了？”正如丹尼尔船长所料，奥登先生立刻严肃了起来。

“我对他知根知底。”丹尼尔船长说着便向摩尔医生使了使眼色，示意他帮忙说说话。

“我去小屋找那人聊聊怎么样？”摩尔医生解围道。

“好！”奥登先生说，“你去看看是怎么一回事儿。”

“我想跟您一块儿去。”班尼说。

“哦，不行，”医生说道，“你们到小黄屋那儿去吧！瞧瞧能从窗外看到些什么。我很快就回来。”

于是，孩子们跑过去沿着每扇窗户看了起来。摩尔医生则跟着丹尼尔船长去看他的朋友了。


第二章　小鬼当家

Housekeeping

两人朝小屋走去。“谢谢你能跟我来，医生，”丹尼尔船长说，“其实没什么可担心的。”

很快，他们便来到了小屋，只见一个年轻人坐在门口，正在修补虾笼。

“你好。”他抬起头来。

“你好，”摩尔医生自我介绍道，“我是一名医生，我觉得应该来看看你。奥登先生把他的孙子和孙女送到了岛上，要和丹尼尔船长一起待上一段时间。”

年轻人微笑着说：“对，这事我知道，很高兴您能来。”

“大乔是一个非常能干的人，”丹尼尔船长插话道，“他帮了我不少忙。”

“我想跟您讲讲我的故事，”年轻人说，“愿意坐下来听听吗？”

“我原来就住在这附近，”他接着说，“去年我去探险，想要挖掘出一些土著人遗留下来的东西。有一天，我从高高的岩石上掉下来，摔断了胳膊，还失忆了好长一段时间，连自己是谁都记不得。”

“那现在你记起自己是谁了吗？”摩尔医生问道。
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“是的，我想我可以告诉您。”年轻人小声地说出了一个名字。

“什么？”摩尔医生听后大吃一惊，“太不可思议了！那你摔下来之后，是谁发现了你？”

“一位印第安老爷爷发现了我，并将我带到了他的小木屋，细心地照料我，还请来医生给我治疗胳膊。我想起了自己的身世之后，便立刻来到了丹尼尔船长这儿。”

“那你为什么不直接回家去？”摩尔医生问道。

“本来我想等伤势痊愈之后再回去的。您知道，我过去是和我叔叔一起生活的。在确定自己复原之前，我这样贸然回家似乎不太好。”

“我明白了，”摩尔医生说，“改天来我家，咱们再好好聊聊。到时候我给你检查一下胳膊。”

“差不多快好了。”年轻人说道。

“很好，”摩尔医生点点头，“你做得没错，刚好能留在这儿帮一下丹尼尔船长。等你认识了那四个孩子，你也会喜欢上他们的。”

“肯定会的，”年轻人说，“我的事希望您能保密，好吗？”

“好，我会的，”医生承诺道，“我会告诉他们，你是丹尼尔船长的老朋友，是来打短工的。孩子们可以叫你大乔。”

“太好了！”大乔说，“也可以叫我的中间名——乔瑟夫。”

摩尔医生和丹尼尔船长一起回到了马厩，留下那个奇怪的年轻人继续修理着虾笼。

“现在你可以放心一点了吧，船长？”医生问。

“是的！放心多了，谢谢你。”

“那个陌生人没什么问题，奥登先生，”摩尔医生说，“大乔是一个很好的帮工，他非常能干，而且丹尼尔船长对他也知根知底。”

“你确定真的没问题吗？”奥登先生严肃地问。

“对，我确定，”医生说，“孩子们会喜欢大乔的。”

“我想去看看大乔。”班尼说。

“现在可不行，”亨利说，“我们没时间了。难道你忘了咱们还得回岸上去买日常用品和餐具吗？”

“我当然没忘！”班尼说，“我一直在等着呢。”

丹尼尔船长将他们送回了岸上，医生和他母亲在商店那儿和大家道了别。

“我们在你们的新家玩得很开心。”摩尔老夫人说。

“我们可以再来吗？”摩尔医生眨了眨眼睛问道。

“随时都可以，您知道的！”杰西微笑着回答，“等我们准备好了餐具，随时欢迎您来。”

“快点啦，杰西，”班尼催促道，“咱们要去买东西了。”

“知道啦！”杰西应道。然后他们走进商店，直接朝放盘子的地方走去。

“我们要买好多餐具呢，”杰西说，“可以给我们一个大箱子吗？这样我们好一边挑一边装起来。”

“当然可以，”女店员说，“这个怎么样？够大吗？”

“正合适，”亨利说，“杰西，看到那个大桶了吗？我们应该买两个，一个用来装饮用水，一个用来装洗碗水。”

“好主意，”杰西说，“希望我们别漏买了什么东西。”

很快，孩子们就买好了所有需要的日常用品。

“四点了，”亨利说，“咱们赶紧回家去取泳衣和毛巾吧。”

“还有我的小熊。”班尼大声提醒道。

“就是忘了所有东西，也不会忘了你的小熊的。”杰西笑道。

“我觉得咱们得在家里再打一个包。”亨利说。

“就把旧衣服打个包吧！”杰西说，“咱们总不能一直穿着校服过暑假吧！”

“我也这么觉得，”亨利说，“穿着一身好衣服，还怎么上岛探险呀？”

“我们要去探险吗？”班尼问。

“对，班尼，”维莉说，“我还要带上画笔，把咱们见到的东西都画下来。”

“好呀！”亨利激动地说。他最喜欢维莉画的各种小图画啦！

说话间，他们已经来到了家门口。“大家清好要带的东西！”亨利说，“然后带到杰西的房间集合。”

管家麦格雷戈太太在门口迎接他们：“杰西，收拾行李之前你们不想看看奥登先生买了些什么吗？”

“当然想看，爷爷买了什么？”杰西满心好奇。

大家上楼后，发现杰西的床上已经堆了一叠崭新的休闲服，还有四双棕色的鞋子。

“爷爷想得太周到了！”杰西欢呼起来，“这正是我们需要的。快换上这些衣服，校服就不用带啦。”

“我喜欢我的新鞋子。”班尼说完便坐到地板上，开始笨拙地脱脚上的旧鞋子。

奥登先生一个人坐在楼下的大椅子上，听着孩子们的欢呼声，脸上溢满了笑容。

“现在该去拿行李箱了。”亨利说。

“等一下！”杰西建议道，“不用把箱子拿上楼。咱们可以每人带一点东西下去。”

“我来拿毛巾和我的工具箱。”亨利说。

“维莉和我拿针线包、画笔、泳衣和其他衣服，”杰西说，“班尼负责拿手电筒和一些小零碎。”

大家两手提满了东西，来到楼下。

“现在看看咱们有没有落下什么。”杰西问。

“哎呀，我的小熊忘记拿了。”话音未落，班尼便冲上了楼，等他再下来时，手上多了一个滑稽的玩具熊。他将小熊放到了箱子旁边。

“这可是最要紧的东西呀！”杰西边说边将小熊小心翼翼地放到了箱子里。

“我们准备好了，可以出发了，爷爷。”见小熊已经装进箱子里，亨利说，“您确定您一个人不会觉得孤单吗？”

“谢谢你，好孩子。不会的！”奥登先生赶紧回答。他知道，要是不照顾好自己，孩子们是不会走的。“就算我能去，也不会跟你们一起去。我需要休息一下，过几天身边没有孩子也没有小狗的日子。”

孩子们头也不用抬，就知道爷爷在眨眼睛。他们太了解爷爷了，爷爷其实很喜欢让孩子们待在自己身边。

“您会有好长一段时间听不到望望朝着送奶工叫了！”班尼说。

“那可怎么办，班尼？”爷爷问，“我会想念清晨的小狗叫和你们的喧闹声的。”

车子发动了，孩子们大声喊着“再见”，奥登先生和麦格雷戈太太不停地挥着手，直到汽车从他们的视野里消失。

“可真是一群好孩子，”麦格雷戈太太说，“小机灵鬼们从来都很有礼貌，就连小班尼走的时候也没忘记跟厨娘道别呢！”

“谢谢你，麦格雷戈太太，”奥登先生说，“你太了解他们了，听到你这么说，我很高兴。”

他笑了笑，又坐回到椅子上。开始想象孩子们在岛上住新家、四处玩耍的情形。

到了码头，孩子们下了车。

“别忘了面包和牛奶，杰西。”班尼提醒道。

“噢，天哪！”杰西叫道，“我们差一点就忘记买食物了。幸亏码头附近有一家商店，咱们得去多买些面包和牛奶。有了这些，就算没别的东西吃，我们也不会饿肚子。”

“可我还得吃蔬菜呢。”班尼说。

“当然，”杰西笑了起来，“我们也会买许多其他东西的。”

“我现在就想吃晚饭了，杰西，”班尼说，“别再谈论吃的了，我快饿得受不了啦。”

杰西乐了：“多亏你饿了，班尼，不然我差点就忘记买晚餐了。现在才六点，咱们只需要一个小时就能准备好晚餐。你看，亨利不是拿着面包和牛奶出来了吗？”

“我等不了这么久啦，”班尼说，“因为麦格雷戈太太交代过，我一个小时后就得上床睡觉了。”

“今晚就不用啦，班尼先生。”亨利也笑了起来。

丹尼尔船长将箱子放进船舱，发动了摩托艇。没过多久，他们就到达了小岛，丹尼尔船长帮孩子们把箱子搬进了马厩里。

“祝你们好运！”丹尼尔船长放下最后一只箱子，“希望你们喜欢自己的新家。”

“噢，肯定会喜欢的！”杰西在他身后说，“谢谢您。您对我们真好。”

“好啦！”亨利说，“大家开始行动吧！”

“噢，太刺激啦！”杰西喊道，“你把箱子打开，班尼和我负责放桌子。”

亨利打开箱子，孩子们好一阵喧闹和欢腾！他们将那两只木桶拖了出来，在上面搭上了一块宽木板。接着，大家一起将蓝白相间的盘子取了出来。

“还好，丹尼尔船长给咱们送了一点儿水过来，我们先把自己马上要用的餐具洗洗，”杰西说，“热水不够，别的餐具就留着明天再洗吧！”

“对呀，”维莉说，“再说我们也没有橱柜，餐具洗好了也没地方放。”

“那就明天整理吧！”亨利笑着说，“明天一早我就把橱柜给做好。”

维莉将面包码到盘子里，杰西拿了两瓶牛奶放在桌上。大家把包装箱当成椅子，坐了下来。他们将面包放到碗里，又倒了一些冷牛奶进去，大家用新勺子吃起了在新家中的第一顿丰盛晚餐。

“咱们还得给望望准备点吃的。”亨利说。可是他不知道，望望已经在开心地啃着两大片面包了。

“我能吃几片面包呀，杰西？”班尼问。

“想吃多少就吃多少！”杰西和亨利异口同声地说。

吃完晚饭，杰西起身太快，连“椅子”都绊倒了。“咱们现在就把这几套餐具给洗了吧，”她说，“然后就可以铺床啦。”

于是，孩子们端着各自的盘子和勺子走到泉水边。泉水很快就溢满水桶，汇成小溪，流向树林里。

“就在溪水里洗碗吧！桶里的水是要喝的。”亨利忙说道。

亨利等着弟弟妹妹们的时候，依稀看到了在房子那头有一片菜园。因为天太黑，只能看到影影绰绰的轮廓。“这真是来岛上之后的一个有趣发现。”他心里暗想。

“我要自己铺床，”班尼说着，朝马厩走了过去，“我想住在挨着杰西的那个围栏边。”

“他这是困了，”杰西看了看自己那块小巧的手表，“八点了，我也困了。”

等到大家都上床之后，杰西突然听到有说话声，便赶紧坐起来。她听到了一个困倦的声音反复说着：“杰西，我想要我的小熊，我要我的小熊。”

她立刻起身，打开手电筒，很快从箱子里找到了那只滑稽的玩具熊，递给了班尼。

等到她再次醒来时，天已经亮了。


第三章　菜园

The Garden

第二天早上，杰西并不是第一个起床的人。六点时，亨利便悄悄来到望望的“房间”，打开推拉门，将它放了出来。小狗静静地跟着亨利，走出马厩来到了泉水边。亨利站在那儿，打量了一下四周，果然跟他昨晚看到的一样，岛上真的有一个菜园，里面种着成排的蔬菜。

“不知道这个菜园是不是丹尼尔船长的。”亨利暗想。

这时，他听到身后传来一阵轻微的声响，于是他转过头去。只见一个年轻人正低着头，朝他走过来。亨利仔细打量着来者，觉得这个年轻人看起来一副十分伤感的样子。不过，当那个陌生人抬起头朝他微微一笑时，亨利就打消了这个想法。

“我是大乔，”他说，“我是来这儿帮工的。喜欢你们的菜园吗？”

“我们的？它是我们的？”亨利惊讶地问道。

“没错，这座岛上有两个菜园，一个是丹尼尔船长的，另外一个是你们的。”

“这怎么可能？”亨利问，“我刚到这儿。”

“哦，你们的爷爷早知道你们可能更乐意自己种菜，可要是等到学校放假后时令便太晚了。于是他让丹尼尔船长先把菜种了下去，还说等你们来了以后，锄草和照看菜园的任务便交给你们了。”

“没问题！”亨利剥开了一粒豌豆，“豆子已经可以吃了。”

“对，”大乔说，“豌豆刚刚成熟，但其他蔬菜还需要再等一段时间。”

“你有没有吃过菜苗？我们吃过一次！”亨利说，“当时菜园里的蔬菜太密了，需要拔一些出来。一想到菜苗可口的味道，我都要流口水了。我那两个妹妹几乎不需要什么调料，就能做出相当好吃的菜来。”

这时，另外几个孩子也出现了。班尼第一个打招呼：“你好，大乔！你肯定就是大乔。这是你的菜园吗？”

“不是，”大乔笑了起来，“是你们的。”

“噢，不会吧？这不可能。”班尼说。

“真的是咱们的，班尼，”亨利说，“大乔和丹尼尔船长帮咱们播的种，你可以给它们锄草。”

“现在可不行，”班尼说，“我想吃早饭啦。”

“我们很快就能吃上，”杰西微笑着对大乔说，“这是维莉，我叫杰西。”

大乔说：“我知道，丹尼尔船长把你们的名字都告诉我了。我感觉跟你们似乎早就认识了。”

“噢，看，”班尼喊道，“豌豆！午饭我想吃豌豆！”

“那就这么定了，”杰西说，“咱们午饭吃豌豆，你们帮我摘一些下来，然后把豆子都剥出来。”

在柴堆那儿和大乔分手后，大家慢慢地朝着马厩走了回去。

“他人很好，对吗？”维莉的话获得了大家的一致赞同。

孩子们摆好面包、牛奶和四个碗后，便小心翼翼地在包装箱上坐了下来。杰西提议道：“吃完早饭，咱们定个暑假计划怎么样？比如说每天上午去游泳，中午做饭，晚饭后要么做手工活，要么去探险。”

“安排做手工活吧，比如橱柜什么的。”亨利看向维莉。

“好主意，亨利！”维莉兴奋极了。

“今天我就给你们做一个橱柜。”亨利很有把握地说。

“咱们现在就去洗碗，然后去摘豌豆，”杰西说，“我们剥豌豆的时候，亨利正好可以做橱柜。咱们顺便把洗碗盆带过去装豌豆吧！”

孩子们拿着碗和洗碗盆朝泉水走去，路过柴堆时，他们看到大乔还在那儿。

“亨利，”大乔叫住了他，并停下了手里的活儿，“你们知道吗？丹尼尔船长每天早晨都会去岸上采购日常用品。如果你们想要买什么，就在纸上写好，然后把纸条放进码头上的箱子里就可以了。午饭前，丹尼尔船长就能把你们要的东西带回岛上来。”

“噢，太好了！”杰西说，“我正在想怎么买牛奶呢。咱们的牛奶快喝完了。”

“把你们需要的都写下来，我现在就给你们送过去。”大乔说，“我这儿有笔。”

杰西和亨利面对面地坐在石头上，思考着要买些什么。

“咱们得买一些做豌豆用的黄油。”杰西一边说，一边将它记在了一张纸上。那张纸也是大乔从口袋里掏出来递给她的。

“我们还需要面包，每天还要喝四瓶牛奶——整整一个夏天都需要。”亨利补充道。
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“还有糖，”班尼叫道，“还要一些狗粮，给望望。”

“对啊！”亨利说，“我差点忘了望望。”

“我想跟大乔一起去，看看那只小箱子。”班尼拉着大乔的手说。

“让他去吧，”维莉说，“他的碗我来洗，而且摘豌豆咱们也用不着他。”

接着，几个大孩子便开始忙活了。他们摘了许多豌豆，除了午饭吃的，还剩下好多。

“够吃两顿多呢！”亨利高兴地说，“而且园子里还会长出不少新豆子。你们两个剥豌豆吧，我赶紧把橱柜做出来。你们放东西需要多少格，杰西？”

“一格用来放勺子什么的。”杰西说。

“一格用来放餐具。”维莉说。

“一格用来放锅和壶，”杰西接着说，“另外还要一格，放其他一些小玩意儿。”

说完，两个女孩便坐在马厩门口剥起了豌豆，亨利则开始做橱柜了。

“咱们什么时候去游泳呢？”杰西随口问道。

“午饭前就可以去，”亨利说，“要是你们做饭太忙，咱们也可以在早餐之前去，而且，下午四点钟的时候可以再去一次。”

“那这样好了！”杰西说，“如果我们想游泳，就早饭前去。如果早饭前不想游，那就下午四点去。或者一天去两次，然后八点睡觉——要不天一黑就睡觉。”

“噢，天哪！我们非要睡那么早吗？”维莉问。

“相信我，你会想那么早睡的，”亨利说，“等着瞧吧。”

豌豆剥完时，班尼也跑回来了。“好大一只箱子啊，维莉，”他说，“上面还有一扇小门，箱子里可以装下好多好多瓶牛奶和其他东西。我喜欢打开小门，从箱子里取东西出来。”

“你都取了些什么回来？”维莉看着他问。

“丹尼尔船长让我带了些信和包裹回。”班尼回答道。

“或许，以后每天这项工作可以由你来做，班尼，”亨利说，“你每天把咱们的订货清单送过去。然后，再把邮件或包裹取回来。”

“这活儿我喜欢。”班尼欢呼道，“丹尼尔船长刚才说，他很快就能把咱们要的东西买回来，到时候我就可以去开那扇小门，把它们全都拿回来了。”

“很好。”亨利说。能找到这么一份既轻松同时又能让班尼开心的活儿，他也很高兴。“过来帮我扶一下这扇门，好吗？”

“噢，咱们的橱柜还有门啊？”维莉惊喜不已。她看到亨利在两扇门上还绑了两条厚实的布条，方便开关。

上午很快便过去了。杰西在小炉子上生了火，用水壶烧开了水，把豌豆放了进去。煮熟之后，她撒了点盐，将豌豆盛到了四个盘子里，并在每个盘子上都放了一块黄油。这时，根本用不着叫大家来吃饭，因为所有人，包括小狗，全都站在周围看着她呢！

“真香啊！”亨利欢呼一声，开始吃了起来。

“噢，太香啦！”班尼也叫了起来。

维莉什么也没说，不过，吃完一盘后，她又盛了一盘。

“我就喜欢这样，”杰西说，“自己动手做的东西，吃起来就是香。”

橱柜做好了，他们在每层格子上铺上白纸，开心地为所有的杯子和碗碟挑选了最合适的摆放位置。到下午一点时，马厩里便已经焕然一新了。孩子们关上橱柜的门，准备和他们的小狗一起去小岛上探险了。


第四章　拾蛤蜊

Clamming

孩子们穿过岸边的草地，在沙滩上坐了下来。

“杰西，你看那个！”班尼指着不远处叫了起来，话音未落，只见一条水柱从细沙里喷射而出，亨利已无暇欣赏这漂亮的喷泉，他一边叫着“是蛤蜊”，一边一跃而起，捡了根木棍，在喷泉旁的沙地上开挖起来。其他几个孩子和望望全都被吸引过去，眼看着亨利从潮湿的沙坑中挖出了一只活蛤蜊。

“噢，要是有铲子就好了！”亨利激动地叫道，“这儿有好多蛤蜊。看那个坑，还有那个！”

“咱们赶紧回去拿两把大勺子和洗碗盆过来吧！”杰西建议道，于是两人飞快地跑回去取工具，留班尼和维莉继续用棍子在沙滩上挖着玩。等到他们回来时，发现班尼又挖到了一只蛤蜊。

“这只我要留着，”班尼满意地说，“紫色的蛤蜊可真漂亮。”

“把你挖到的宝贝都放到这口锅里吧，班尼！”杰西将深底锅递给了他，“不过等你尝过了蛤蜊的美味之后，就不会想留着它们了。”

孩子们纷纷脱下鞋子，准备大干一场。

“这儿还有一个！”班尼大叫道，“我都快忙不过来了。”

望望似乎心领神会。它静静地蹲在那儿，看着班尼用棍子挖了一会儿，也开始用爪子刨了起来。

“好望望！”班尼说，“喜欢的话，我就让你来挖好啦，我来帮你捡蛤蜊吧。”小狗似乎明白了班尼的话，它候在一边，班尼一找到蛤蜊的位置，它就奋力地刨了起来。两个大孩子看到望望爪下沙土飞扬的样子，忍不住笑了起来。不一会儿，锅里的蛤蜊越来越多，孩子们兴奋极了。

“把它们留着明天吃吧！”亨利又将一只蛤蜊扔进了锅里。

“好的，”杰西说，“把它们养一晚上应该没事，咱们可以用海藻将它们盖起来。”

“这么多蛤蜊应该够了。”亨利看了看锅里，接着走进海水里，拔了许多湿淋淋的海藻上来，将它们小心翼翼地铺在蛤蜊上面。

“我好想知道那个岬角后面有什么，”他说，“咱们去看看吧。”

“我们现在要去探险啦，班尼，”维莉说，“你可得把双眼睁大了哦！”

绕过岬角时，班尼的眼睛果然睁得大大的。只见岸边的浅水中，有一张小小的木筏。

“噢，我知道了，这个地方是爷爷专门修了给咱们游泳的！”班尼得意地说。

“绝对是他修的！”亨利说，“这儿的水位还没我高，不过用来游泳是足够了。”

孩子们探险回来时才三点钟，于是大家一致决定换上泳衣去海里游泳。

来到沙滩上，他们一起向浅水跑去。

“好冰啊！”班尼立刻缩回了脚，“我还是喜欢暖和的水。”

“你得把整个身子都浸到水里去！”杰西笑了起来，“像亨利那样做，你就会很快适应了。”
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只见亨利迅速地钻进水里，双手交替，噼里啪啦地游到了木筏上。望望也跟在他身旁一起游了过去。

“感觉好极了！”亨利坐在木筏上喊道，“快点过来，杰西。”

“好的，等我先把班尼劝下水！”她大声回答道，“你要是不把身上打湿，会一直觉得很冷的，班尼。”可是班尼死活也不愿意下去，只是穿着泳衣坐在岸边，朝水里扔着石头。维莉只好留在岸边陪班尼，在浅水里寻找着海藻。杰西见状，便自己向小木筏游去。

正当杰西和亨利坐在小木筏上，踢着脚下的浪花时，一个小伙子向他们走了过来。

“是大乔！”亨利说。果真是大乔，他也穿着泳衣。

亨利看到大乔沿着沙滩走了过来，坐到了班尼身旁。

“今天的水怎么样？”大乔问道。

“冷死了，”班尼抱怨，“就像是冰水一样。”

“那是因为你还没有完全下水的缘故吧！”大乔笑道。

“对，杰西也是这么说的。”班尼说。

“那是岩藻。”见维莉捡起了一把长长的棕色海藻，大乔冷不丁开口说道，“这附近有不少漂亮的海藻。看到沙滩上深绿色的海藻了吗？它们还有红色的呢！瞧，那边的海浪里就是！”说完，大乔跳进水中，维莉则紧跟着他。

“噢，海藻不见了！”她喊道，“真可惜没抓到。”

此时，班尼已经站起身，目不转睛地盯着海浪，连海水冲打上他的脚面都没察觉到。红色海藻随着海浪上下起伏，班尼也情不自禁地跟着追逐起来。

“我抓到啦！”他大声喊道。没错，他手里抓着的，正是红色海藻，而此时他的全身也湿透了。

“好样的，班尼！”大乔微笑着说，“让我看看你的海藻吧！”

“给。”班尼将海藻递给了大乔。他丝毫没有意识到，自己正站在所谓的“冰水”之中。

“嘿，我有个好主意！”大乔说，“将海草在水中像这样涮一下，再捞起来，放到一张写字用的白纸上面，把它们柔软的枝叶全都展开，再用别针固定住……”

“这样海藻就能粘到纸上了吗？”维莉问。

“没错，”大乔说，“海藻里有一种特别的物质，会让它干了之后粘在纸上。到时候，你们就可以用这种纸来写信啦。”

“噢，这主意我喜欢！”维莉叫道，“不过我也想收集一些海藻！”

“好呀！”亨利和杰西游了过来，想看看这边到底发生了什么，“你还可以把海藻的名字都记下来，做成一本小册子。”

“这可能有点难哦，海藻可没有那么多通俗名称。”大乔说。

“你知道的可真多，大乔。”班尼说。

其他三个孩子也有同感，因为他们已经看到大乔是如何聪明地将班尼引到水中，并让小家伙不知不觉地在水中玩了起来。

当他们换好衣服，坐下来吃晚饭时，亨利还在想大乔的事。一直到睡觉，他仍念念不忘：“大乔可真是一个奇怪的帮工，居然知道那么多不同种类海藻的名字。”


第五章　暑期计划

Summer Plan

“咱们得去岛上探探险了！”挖完蛤蜊的第二天早上，亨利说，“说不定哪天就下雨了，而且暑假很快也会过去。”

“今天上午就可以去，”杰西来到马厩门口，“煮蛤蜊用不了多长时间，咱们今天中午就可以吃了它——当然，还要配上面包、黄油和牛奶。要是11点能回来，咱们的时间便绰绰有余。”

“那就这么定了，”亨利说，“带上大水壶吧，说不定可以捡一些宝贝带回来。班尼去哪儿了？”

“那不是么？”杰西指了指远处。

班尼正从码头上回来，手上提着一篮日用品。

“快来，班尼，我们要去探险了。”亨利一边说，一边提起了那个大水壶。

“不是要煮我的蛤蜊吗？”班尼问。

“当然要煮。等咱们回来后，有的是时间煮你的蛤蜊，班尼。”

于是，大家一起来到了沙滩上。

“看，这贝壳可真有趣，”杰西说着从脚边挖出了一块贝壳，“像小船一样。咱们把它留下来吧。”她将那块贝壳扔进了壶里。

“这儿还有一块，也好漂亮，”维莉说，“咱们把找到的贝壳全都留下来吧。”

“杰西，快看那些紫色的花，就在沙滩上，它们真好看！”班尼叫道。

“咱们把找到的花也全都留下来吧。”杰西说，“放到壶里，班尼。”

这时，亨利突然从沙滩上一跃而起，大家都吃惊地看着他。

连望望也跟着亨利跳了起来，杰西诧异地问：“你怎么啦？”

“我想到了一个超棒的点子！”亨利叫道。

“那就赶紧告诉我们吧！”维莉说。大家都在沙滩上坐了下来。

亨利问道：“你们都知道博物馆是什么吧？”

“我不知道。”班尼老实地回答。

“你当然知道，班尼，”亨利说，“你肯定看过博物馆的照片，就是那些里面保存着各种各样的鸟儿、动物和花草的地方。”

“还有贝壳。”维莉补充道。

“没错，”亨利看着妹妹，“你已经知道我的想法了，对吗？”

“是的，”维莉说，“而且我还觉得这个点子真是太完美了。”

“真的吗？”亨利说，“我本来还不太确定呢。”

“到底是怎样的妙点子？”杰西赶忙问道。

“是这样的，”亨利说，“在这座小岛上，咱们肯定可以找到很多值得收藏的新奇玩意儿：就像刚才的贝壳和花……接下来肯定还会有更多的收获，比如蝴蝶、鸟和海藻……”

“我们可以把马厩上的阁楼收拾出来。”杰西说。

“这样咱们也有一个博物馆啦。”班尼迅速回应道。

“这件事情多有意义呀！我真想马上就开始做！”杰西说，“想想看，有了博物馆，就算是下雨天，咱们也有事可干了。维莉负责给每样东西做个小标签，你负责在屋子里搭好桌子，而我可以把收集来的花儿都压在报纸里晾干，把贝壳都装进盒子里。”

“咱们不会去抓真的小鸟吧？”维莉显得忧心忡忡。

“当然不会！”亨利说，“我们用厚纸片剪出小鸟的形状，再涂上颜色——把咱们看到的所有小鸟都做出模型来。”

“然后咱们还可以出去砍一些树枝，把‘小鸟’放在树枝上，”杰西补充道，“我在博物馆里见过。”

“没错！咱们还可以找一些废弃的鸟窝，放到树枝上面。这个夏天，咱们会过得非常有趣的。”亨利满心期待地说。

维莉开始用小本子记了起来：
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“博物馆刚刚兴建，有这些就足够了，”亨利站了起来，“接下来我们要睁大眼睛去寻找宝贝了。”

就这样，探索小队再次出发了。他们仔细地观察着树上的小鸟，摘下小花，连同贝壳一起扔进壶里。

“可咱们不知道这些贝壳的名字，我怎么写标签呢？”维莉将一块细长的蛤蜊壳扔进了壶中，但大家都不知道这种蛤蜊到底属于什么类别。

“或许咱们可以去图书馆借一本关于贝类的书，”亨利说，“爷爷说过，只要咱们愿意，就可以跟着丹尼尔船长一起去岸上。不过，我倒是一分钟也舍不得离开这座小岛！”

“总会有办法的。”杰西说。

果不其然，机会来了。探索小队刚回到马厩，便看到大乔上了摩托艇。

“喂——请等一下！”杰西一边喊，一边朝着码头跑了过去。

“别着急，”大乔喊道，“我等着你们。”

不过，几个孩子依旧飞奔着。

“你这是要去商店吗，大乔？”杰西问。

“是的，”大乔回答道，“你们想要什么我都可以帮你们带回来，而且只需要一个小时的时间。”

“那你刚好要路过图书馆！”杰西说，“可不可以帮我们带一些书回来？”

“没问题，只要在图书馆登记一下，就能拿回你们要借的书。”他说道。

大乔掏出纸和笔，递给了杰西：“把你们想要的书名都写在这上面吧。”

“我写不出来，”杰西将纸笔还给大乔，“我们不知道那些书的具体名字。不过，我们想要一些有插图的书，可以查到花、鸟、贝类、蝴蝶和海藻的名称。”

大乔高深莫测地笑了笑：“我可以问问图书馆里的女孩，让她帮你们挑一些。”

“是的，”亨利赞成道，“她肯定知道。”

不过，当大乔走进图书馆时，他并没有找人帮忙，而是一口气跟图书馆的女孩说了长长一串书名，搞得她手忙脚乱地记了半天。然后，一个小男孩去把这些书全都取了过来。捆好书之后，这位神秘的帮工便离开了，只留下女馆员和小男孩诧异地盯着他的背影。

大乔满心欢喜地回到马厩去见孩子们。他双手抱着一大堆书，只能用脚敲了敲门。

“快请进！”杰西喊道。她盖好了水壶盖子，赶忙迎了过来，“运气怎么样？”
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“我也不知道，希望还可以吧。”大乔说。

“噢，亨利，”杰西说，“我都不知道眼下该先做哪件事才好，不过我想得先把蛤蜊煮好。”

“那当然，”亨利说，“我们饿得都想啃椅子啦，还是等吃完饭再看书吧！”

“你不留下来吃饭吗，大乔？”杰西问，“我把那些蛤蜊清洗了六遍，现在正在火上煮着呢，估计应该快好了。”

噢，大乔是多么想留下来和他们一起吃饭啊！“我……我……”他支吾着。

“太好了！”杰西就当他已经同意了。

“你可是我们的第一位客人噢，”班尼高兴地说，“不过你得自己洗碗。”

“哦，不用，客人不用自己洗，班尼，”杰西叫道，“你不该这么说的。”

“我喜欢自己洗碗，”大乔笑着说，“而且我也想留下来看看那些书到底找得对不对。”

维莉的脸上露出了微笑。

蛤蜊的味道实在是太香了，惹得大家的肚子“咕咕”直叫。趁着杰西融化黄油的功夫，维莉出去从班尼采的紫色小花里抽了五朵，在每人面前放了一朵。

杰西朝壶里看了看，蛤蜊已经全都开口了。她开始将它们盛到平底锅里。

“让我来吧，”大乔说，“那壶太沉了。”

“真是太谢谢你啦，”杰西说，“正好我可以把化好了的黄油盛到杯子里。”她麻利地盛好了黄油，紧接着在五只碗里都倒上了一些煮蛤蜊的汤。维莉将它们一一端上了桌子。

“哎呀，只有四个座位，怎么办？”杰西问道。

“我去柴堆那儿搬个木墩儿过来。”大乔说。

等大乔回来后，班尼问他：“我想知道，你是怎么吃蛤蜊的？”

“要先把蛤蜊掏出来，”大乔说，“像这样！然后泡到蛤蜊汤里，再蘸上一点融化了的黄油。”

“最后再放进你的嘴巴里。”班尼俏皮地说。

大家都被班尼逗乐了，不过所有人都在忙着吃，倒也没多少心思说话。大乔则帮着班尼剥蛤蜊。

“这是我这辈子吃过的最开心的一餐了，”吃完了蛤蜊，大乔说道，“不过我还想帮忙洗碗。”

“好吧！”杰西说，“吃饭前我已经把水架在火上了，如果你真的想洗，那就洗吧！”

洗碗水烧好之后，盘子被洗得干干净净，而且很快就被收进了橱柜里。

直到这时，杰西方才说道：“现在让我们来看看书吧，大乔！”


第六章　博物馆

The Museum

大乔和孩子们围坐在桌子旁，亨利打开包装袋，12本看起来非常有趣的图书展现在大家面前。

“《蝴蝶图集》。”杰西念着书名。

“《贝类图集》。”维莉读道。

“《花草图集》，”亨利说，“噢，这三本书肯定是一个系列。快看，好精美的图片。”

这个帮工似乎和孩子们有着同样浓厚的兴趣，他很快便找出了桌上放着的紫色小花的图片，书上写着它的名字：海边香豌豆。接着，大乔又一一道出孩子们拾来的贝壳的名字。他看到亨利正注视着自己。“这些你是从哪儿学到的？”亨利问道。

“噢，我只是碰巧知道罢了。”大乔说，“我以前在海边住过。”

大乔意识到自己得更谨慎一些了，因为对于一个帮工来说，自己懂的似乎太多了一点。因此，他借口说还要回去干活儿，便匆匆离开了。

大乔走后，亨利提议道：“咱们上楼去看看吧！”他朝楼上跑去，其他人和小狗则紧随其后。

亨利将大窗户打开，四处打量着楼上的房间，只见屋子的一头堆着稻草，角落里放着一把老旧的直背椅子。杰西走过去摇了摇。
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“好棒！”杰西说，“等爷爷来看咱们时它就可以派上用场了。真想不到，咱们居然有了一把给客人坐的椅子！”

“要是有木板就更好了，”亨利说，“我原本还以为在楼上能找到一些呢。”

“这是什么？”班尼问道。

“是木板！”亨利喜出望外地叫了起来。

只见稻草下面正堆着一些八英尺长的木板。

“呀，真好，”亨利惊喜地说，“我们可真幸运！我这就开始行动，把木板扛到树下面去，锯开了做几张桌子。”

“我要把花儿都晾干，”杰西说，“维莉负责把它们的名称都查出来，班尼可以帮忙往楼下搬木板。”

“要风干这些花，咱们得有许多报纸才行，”维莉一边下楼，一边说，“可我们连一张都没有。”

“大乔有，”班尼的话让大家非常意外，“他每天都要订两份，肯定已经攒下了不少。”

“你去问问他好吗，班尼？”维莉说，“跟他要那些旧报纸就可以了，还有，别忘了谢谢人家。”

班尼来到丹尼尔船长的小屋，敲了敲门。

“在这儿呢！”一个声音喊道。班尼绕到了小屋的另一侧，看到大乔和船长正坐在那儿洗鱼。

“你有旧报纸吗？”班尼问，“我们要用它们来夹干花，不是用来看的。”

“当然有啊！”大乔笑呵呵地朝几堆旧报纸指了指。

“噢，一摞就够啦，”班尼开心地叫道，“杰西说只想要一打，她肯定没料到会有这么多。谢谢你，大乔。”

杰西确实非常意外，不过她也高兴极了。

“你那儿有一尺左右长的薄木板吗？”她朝着亨利喊道。

“这块怎么样？”亨利问道。

“太好啦。去拿过来，班尼。”杰西说。

不过，班尼没动，倒是望望屁颠颠地过来了。小狗一听到“去拿过来”这话，赶紧跑出马厩，奔向了亨利。亨利将木板小心翼翼地放到了它嘴里，望望立刻跑了回来，将木板放到杰西脚下。杰西乐不可支，她放下手中的活儿，赏了它一片面包。

两个姑娘像在学校里做手工那样，将鲜花铺到报纸上展开。随后，她们又在花上面压了不少报纸，盖上木板，最后搬了一块石头，放在木板上面。

“我听到摩托艇的声音了。”亨利说。

“我下去看看吧，”班尼说，“说不定有给咱们的东西呢！”

杰西说：“可别这么肯定噢。”不过，让她意外的是，几分钟后班尼果然抱着一个大大的箱子回来了。

“真的有咱们的东西！”他叫道，“丹尼尔船长说是爷爷送来的。”

亨利打开了那个大箱子。

“是毛衣！”他叫道。

班尼很快找到了自己的那件。“红色毛衣肯定是我的，”他说，“我猜紫色的是维莉的。”

还有一件漂亮的蓝色毛衣，是给杰西的，亨利的则是棕色的。他们迫不及待地换上新衣服，想看看自己的新模样。

“爷爷多半是预感到天气要转凉了。”杰西说。

“我也是这么想的，”亨利回答道，“我们很快就会知道这些礼物到得有多及时了！”

晚上，当杰西半夜醒来时，果真听到了雨落到马厩屋顶上的声音。她穿上鞋，将所有的窗子都关了起来。亨利也起身帮她关上了马厩的门。“我想现在应该淋不到咱们了。”他小声说。

“什么地方漏雨了？”杰西轻轻地问。两人仔细听了听，果然听到炉子旁边有滴水的声音。

“千万不能让炉子淋湿了，”亨利禁不住大声喊道，“快拿大水壶来！”

亨利将壶放到了漏雨的地方，落进壶里的雨水似乎越来越多了。

“我们没法睡了，壶里的水随时可能会溢出来。”过了一会儿亨利说。

“怎么啦，杰西？”班尼睡眼惺忪地叫道。

“屋顶漏雨了，”亨利说，“你接着睡吧！”

“我睡不着，”班尼叫道，“我这边的窗子也进水了，都快要把我给淹了。”

“噢，天哪！”杰西喊道，“手电筒在哪儿？”

借着手电筒的光，两个大孩子看到班尼床边的墙壁已经湿了，雨水正顺着窗户流了进来。

“快起来，班尼！”亨利喊着。

班尼磨磨蹭蹭地出来了。“我一点儿也不喜欢这床了。”说着他便哭了起来，“我喜欢爷爷家里的床，我想要回家！那儿又舒服又干爽。”

“好啦，班尼，别这样！”杰西说，“你是一个大男孩了，应该帮我们才对。要是我们把你一个人留在家里，你肯定也不高兴，你说对不对？”

“嗯。”班尼已经完全清醒了，开始帮忙将他的床挪了出来。

“怎么了？”维莉问道。

“马厩漏雨了！”班尼说，“估计你那边也漏了。”

“没，没有，”维莉说，“但我能听到什么地方有漏雨的声音。”

“到处都在漏雨。”亨利担忧地说。

“要有几个水桶就好了，”杰西说，“窗户下面放一个，墙角放一个。”

“我们不能睡觉，”维莉说，“桶和壶里的水迟早都会溢出来的。”

“你们大家先睡吧，”亨利说，“我守着，负责倒水。班尼，你去我床上睡。我想，漏雨的地方应该都已经被咱们找出来了。”

班尼很高兴地躺到了亨利的被窝里，很快便睡着了。亨利守了差不多一个小时，他又倒了一次桶里的水，才蜷缩着身子躺到了班尼旁边，而此刻雨差不多停了。

“我明天得把屋顶修一下，”他暗想，“说不定大乔可以帮我，他是一个非常能干的人。”

第二天早上，雨依然下个不停。孩子们穿好衣服，吃了早餐，看着外面的雨发起了愁。

“咱们还是得有人出去取日常用品才行！”亨利说，“本来应该是我去的，可我担心衣服淋湿，就干不了其他事情了。”

“那你其他的衣服呢？”班尼问。

亨利无奈地指了指炉子上方晒的一排衣服。

“还没干呢，”杰西说，“我现在真后悔把它们给洗了。”

“亨利可以躺在床上等衣服晾干嘛！”班尼说。

“嘿，班尼！”亨利喊道，“你怎么就那么喜欢床？你赶紧帮我想想，看我到底还有什么可以穿的。”

“杰西可以用床单给你做一件衣服出来。”班尼脱口而出。

“还真可以！”杰西说，“多亏咱们带了维莉的针线包出来。我可以用床单给你做一条裤子，在上衣晾干之前，你就先穿新毛衣吧！”

“你真是太好了，杰西，”亨利说，“那现在赶紧想想，需要我带些什么东西回来，这样我只用跑一趟就可以解决问题。”

“我还有个办法，”班尼说，“你干吗不穿你的泳衣出去？这样你的衣服就不会被淋湿了。”

亨利乐了：“这主意好，班尼。要是没有你，我们可怎么办呀？”

“班尼，你真棒！”杰西也赞道。

班尼笑了起来：“我知道，要是实在没办法，你也可以用床单做一条裤子出来的。”

“我去换泳衣，”亨利说，“你们先想好需要一些什么东西。”

杰西说：“我昨天已经预订了些土豆，箱子里应该会有的。另外还需要好多面包和牛奶，你能拿得了吗？还有，我想做蛤蜊杂烩汤，你得去菜园里摘一些洋葱回来。那些洋葱不算太大，但也不小了。”

“我先去摘洋葱，”亨利穿着泳衣出现在大家面前，“待会儿从门外给你们递进来。我想其他的东西一次性拿回来应该没问题。”

亨利把门打开了一条缝，将小洋葱从门缝里递了进来。等到他提着杂物篮子回来时，就像是刚游了泳一样，全身都湿透了。

用毛巾擦干身上的雨水后，亨利换上了干衣服，准备开始干活儿了。

“今天正好可以布置我们的小博物馆。”他说，“我来做些木头盒子放贝壳和蝴蝶。”

很快，桌子上便摆满了木头、纸张、画笔和各种工具。

忙活到11点半，杰西暂时放下了手里的活计，准备开始做蛤蜊杂烩汤了。

“我要用小洋葱来做杂烩汤喽！”她说。

杰西化了些黄油，将洋葱煸炒了一会儿，再放入水、盐和土豆片。等到土豆片煮熟之后，她又加进切开的蛤蜊，最后搁了点牛奶便起锅了。

午餐准备好了。四兄妹坐了下来，喝着热腾腾的杂烩汤，完全忘记了外面的风吹雨打。

“杰西，你真是无所不能！”亨利赞不绝口。

“好吃，好吃！杰西做的杂烩汤真好吃！”班尼说。

午饭后，孩子们画了鸟儿，并且将海藻固定了起来。亨利来到楼上，将做好的桌子摆放好。

天黑时，奥登博物馆便正式开张了。

“我觉得这些鸟儿是博物馆里最好看的东西啦！”班尼说。不过，此时的班尼，还不知道第二天会有更大的惊喜等着他。


第七章　探险

Exploring

第二天早上，雨终于停了，天气格外晴朗。四个孩子先去游了泳，吃过早饭之后，大家提着大水壶再次出去探险了。

“咱们今天去小岛的尽头看看吧！”亨利提议道。

“一路上，我还可以画一张小岛的全景图。”维莉拿出一个蓝色的本子。

他们悠哉游哉地走着，直到小岛的尽头映入眼帘。

“哇，看呀！”杰西说，“好大一堆贝壳！”

“比班尼还要高呢。”亨利欢呼着和其他人一起跑了过去。

“只可惜都脆了。”班尼捡起一些贝壳。

“是碎了，班尼。”亨利纠正道。

“好吧，你说碎了就碎了吧，”班尼说，“又老又碎的蛤蜊壳。一个个都好丑，不适合咱们的博物馆。”

“没错，不过你们看！”杰西说，“全都是蛤蜊壳，似乎有人在这儿坐了好几年，一直在不停地剥蛤蜊。”

“说不定还真是。”维莉说。

“那谁会做这种事呢？”班尼问道。

“我也不知道，班尼，”亨利回答，“我只知道我从未见过这样的东西，就连图片也没见过。”他拿起一根棍子，在贝壳堆里扒拉了起来。

维莉在本子上画了一小幅贝壳堆的图画。接着，孩子们开始探索小岛的另一端，发现那里岩石成堆。杰西、亨利和维莉正在观察高高的岩石顶，突然听到班尼叫道：“快看，有个小山洞！咱们进去吧。”

“果然是山洞。”亨利看了看。

“快进来吧，像我这么做。”班尼跪到地上，手脚并用地爬了进去。

其他几个孩子嘻嘻哈哈地跟着班尼爬了进去。“噢，看起来就像是一个小房间，”杰西大声说，“而且我还看见了另外一个房间。”

“这里真好玩，”亨利环顾了一下四周，“咱们继续往里爬。”

大家跟在亨利后面，爬进了另外一个小洞。此时，大家回过头去，依然还能看到大海。

孩子们坐了下来，亨利用棍子随意地挖着沙子，突然，一块小小的石头显露了出来。

亨利惊呼道：“这是什么？”他捡起石头，仔细擦拭掉上面潮湿的沙子后，不由激动地跳了起来。

“这是一枚印第安人用过的箭头！”他叫道，“你们想不到吧？”

“让我看看，”杰西激动地说，“这肯定是一枚箭头。看到末端这个细小的地方了吗？他们就是在这儿固定箭柄的。”

“他们还会在另外一端插上羽毛。”亨利说。

“这个可以放到咱们的博物馆里。”班尼欢呼道。

“就这么定了！”亨利说，“你想得还真周到，班尼。咱们再挖一下，看能不能找到第二枚箭头。要是印第安人真的在这儿住过的话，那除了箭头，肯定还会有其他东西。”

孩子们赶紧动手开挖，望望见状，也大刨特刨起来。

“要是咱们能找到很多印第安人的遗物，”亨利说，“说不定真有博物馆愿意出钱来买呢！”

“这主意不错！改天咱们早点过来挖。”杰西说，“反正这活儿有趣得很。”
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突然，望望停下爪子，叫了起来。

“怎么了，小宝贝？你想跟我们说什么？”亨利问道。他走过去，将手伸进望望刚刚刨开的洞里，摸出一块平整的大石头来。

“我觉得这应该是一把斧头！”他把石头拿在手里翻来覆去地看着，惊呼起来。

其他几个孩子赶忙围过来看，班尼将它接了过去。望望又叫了起来，不过这一次的叫声却很急躁。接着，它猛地转过头，长嚎了一声。

“有点不对劲，”亨利喊着，“望望从来没有嚎叫过。”

“噢，看，亨利！”杰西惊恐地叫道。

大家全都向洞口望去，只见海水已经淹到了他们脚背的位置。

“咱们快点出去！”亨利一边喊一边朝洞口爬去，“快，能多快就多快！”

几个人拼命地爬了起来，灌进来的水越来越多，望望只能游泳前进了。

“大乔不知道咱们在这里！”班尼喊道，“不然他就可以来救咱们了！我好害怕！”

“别说话，班尼，接着爬。”

很快，他们就爬到了第一个小洞里。

“浪头打过来了！”亨利喊道，“等海浪过去之后，大家赶紧出去！”

海浪扑了上来，从他们的头顶涌了过去。杰西一把抓住班尼的胳膊，将他拖了起来。四个孩子惊恐不已地在水中向前爬着。在又一波海浪到来之前，他们终于逃到了岩石洞壁旁，定了定神后，他们才爬到了贝壳堆上。

“小心！”亨利说，“别掉下去啦！”

回到干燥的沙滩上，杰西不由得松了口气：“哦，谢天谢地！”

“我都快累坏啦！”班尼气恼地说，“差点被那个破山洞给吓死。”

“好啦，”亨利说，“我应该早点留意潮汐的。没有潮水的时候，山洞里是绝对安全的。还好咱们出来了，这也算是万幸了！”

“我我我们真的出来了，”维莉哆嗦着说，“多多多亏了好望望。”她依然没有从惊恐中缓过神儿来，浑身不停地发着抖。

“对，”亨利说，“咱们先歇一会儿，然后原路返回。”

四个孩子慢慢地回到了马厩，大乔看出他们有点不对劲，于是站在小屋那儿朝他们挥了挥手。

“没事吧？”他问。

“有事！”班尼说，“我们被吓死了，还差点没命了！水涌进了洞里，差点把我们淹死了。”

“怎么回事？”大乔担心地问道。

“我们爬进了一个洞里，结果涨潮时差点把我们困住。”亨利说，“我应该早点留意这个问题的，要不是望望叫了起来，我们压根没注意到洞里进水了。”

“看得出来你们都累坏了，”大乔说，“已经没力气做午饭了吧？丹尼尔船长炖了一大锅菜，要不你们拿上自己的碗，过来跟我们一起吃吧？”

杰西看着大乔微笑了起来。“好呀，”她说，“我们这就去拿碗和勺子，很快回来。”

在小屋旁边的沙地上坐下之后，孩子们感觉好多了。热乎乎的炖菜很美味，吃饱的班尼看起来又困了。

“那个洞在哪儿？”大乔问道。

“在小岛的尽头，”杰西说，“我们在里面找到了一些印第安人的遗物。”

“你们都找到什么了？”大乔连忙问。

亨利从口袋里掏出那枚箭头，递给了他。

“我们还找到了另外一样东西，可惜潮汐来了，我们只想着快点逃出去，就忘了带走了。”他遗憾地说。

“不，我带了。”此时班尼都快要睡着了，他迷迷糊糊地说，“就在我的口袋里，但我没力气掏出来。”

大乔将手伸进了班尼的口袋，掏出了那块石头。

“是印第安人的斧头！”大乔立刻说道。

“我原本就觉得像，”亨利说，“不过你似乎很肯定。”

“我想我可以肯定，”大乔反复看了看，“说不定洞里还有其他东西。”

“我是怕了，不敢再去那个破山洞了。”班尼气呼呼地说。

“噢，别这么说！”大乔说，“只要留意潮汐就行。那儿肯定有许多值得发掘的印第安人遗物。你们要是需要同伴，我可以跟你们一起去。”

“哦，真的吗？”亨利惊喜地说道，“那我们肯定会非常安全的。在洞口附近还有一大堆贝壳呢！”

“什么？贝壳堆？”大乔说，“那我一定得跟你们一块儿去！一定要去！”

“为什么？”班尼带着浓浓的睡意问，“你为什么一定要去？”不过话音刚落，他就睡着了。

这倒是替大乔省下了回答这个问题的工夫。他只是笑了笑，说：“我帮你们把他送回去，我看大家都需要好好睡一觉。”

大乔抱起班尼，将他送回马厩，放到了班尼的小床上。杰西、维莉和亨利也一起回到了马厩。过了一会儿，其他三个孩子也进入了梦乡。这时，时间刚到中午。


第八章　印第安之岬

Indian Point

美美地睡了一觉之后，孩子们又活蹦乱跳了起来。

“我想我们又可以重新出发去探险啦！”杰西说。

“没错！”亨利赞同道，“只不过我觉得有点奇怪，为什么大乔对贝壳堆那么感兴趣？走，咱们问问他去。”

在小屋里找到大乔后，亨利开口问道，“你为什么说必须去看看那堆贝壳呢？”

“因为我对这类东西比较感兴趣，”大乔回答道，“一个贝壳堆说明这座岛上肯定有印第安人住过。”

“那快点走吧，大乔，”班尼说，“我指给你看。”班尼拉着大乔的手，想把他拽起来，孩子们都笑了，大乔赶紧配合地站了起来。不一会儿，探险小队便来到了贝壳堆旁。

“你们居然发现了这个，真是太棒了！”大乔激动地说。

“怎么呢？”杰西问。

大乔正在查看其中一些破碎的贝壳。“哦，”他说，“我敢肯定这堆贝壳是印第安人留下来的。你们还记不记得在学校里学过，印第安人会制作一种叫‘贝壳钱’的货币？他们通常会用圆蛤来做贝壳钱紫色的部分。圆蛤也是蛤蜊的一种。”

“你是说他们以前就坐在这儿制作贝壳钱？”亨利问道。

“对，而且我觉得他们也是在这儿晾晒蛤蜊的。”大乔看着一些完好的圆蛤贝壳，回答道。

“为什么？”杰西问。

大乔笑了笑，然后接着说：“这些都是完整的蛤蜊壳，所以，当年印第安人肯定是坐在这儿把蛤蜊肉给挑出来的。他们过去常常把蛤蜊风干，保存起来以后再吃。”

“被杰西猜中了，”班尼说，“她说有人在这儿坐了好多年。”

“可是我不知道他们就是印第安人。”杰西说。

“你觉得我们能不能在这里找到贝壳钱，大乔？”亨利问道。

“找不到的，那可是钱啊！他们肯定把它们都保存了起来。不过咱们说不定可以找到一些他们用过的工具。印第安人过去经常在石头上面打磨贝壳，再用从白人那儿得到的工具打孔。”

“那咱们赶紧挖吧，”班尼说，“要是找到了工具，你就告诉我们。”

“我也想挖，”大乔说，“不过我们应该找一些合适的工具。咱们回丹尼尔船长那儿去拿一些吧。”

“我太累了，”班尼嘟起小嘴，望着大乔，“望望也是。”

亨利笑了起来：“那你就好好地和望望还有维莉坐在这儿吧。千万别走开，也别惹什么麻烦。我们几个拿了东西就马上回来。你们记住哦！”

“没问题。”班尼坐了下来。

“在等的时候，你们也可以自己找根棍子来挖一下，”大乔说，“要是挖到不认识的东西，记得留下来！”

维莉立刻开始查看那些碎了的贝壳。“你怎么不过来看看，班尼？”她说，“在他们离开的这段时间里，要是我们能够发现点什么不是很棒么？咱们试试吧。”

“你试吧，”班尼说，“我不在乎。我唯一能找到的就是这只大鸡腿。”

“鸡腿？”维莉惊呼，“鸡腿哪有这么大的啊！”

“哦，那说不定是马腿。不管怎么说，这都是一根老骨头。”班尼说，“我要把它留给大乔看，他肯定知道。”

维莉继续在贝壳堆里扒拉着：“班尼，你看这些贝壳真的像是人为打碎的，而且很多贝壳上面的紫色部分都不见了。这也就是说，大乔说的是对的，他们确实在这儿制作过贝壳钱。”

“大乔当然是对的，”班尼得意地说，“他什么时候都是对的。”

“真有意思，”维莉说，“大乔只不过是一个帮工，他居然知道得这么多，我怎么想都觉得他来这儿不是为了打工的。”

“说不定他也有其他事儿要做呢？”班尼说，“或者他来这儿也只是为了度假和学习，就像咱们一样。”

很快，大部队就回来了。他们拿来了蛤蜊钩和铲子，大乔还带了一部照相机过来。

“照相机！”班尼兴奋地叫道，“你给望望拍一张它挖掘印第安遗迹的照片吧！”

“我也想这么拍呢！”大乔笑着说，“不过首先得给贝壳堆来张特写，你和望望就这么坐着，这样就能看出贝壳堆有多高了。”

维莉赶紧躲到一边。

“不，不用，”大乔说，“别走呀！我想把你也拍进去。你就站在望望旁边好了。”

于是，维莉站到了望望旁边，大乔拍下了照片。他照了四张，一个角度一张。

“为什么要拍这些照片，大乔？”亨利问道。

“或许我应该告诉你们一件事。”大乔说，“如果我们不采取制止措施，一旦岸上的人们知道了这个贝壳堆，他们便会带着相机和铲子来这里。你们也不希望那样，对吗？”

“当然不想！”班尼喊着，“我们可不喜欢让那么多人来这儿。”

“在你们的爷爷知道这件事之前，你们几个孩子最好别把贝壳堆的事告诉任何人。”大乔说。

“没问题，我们不会的，”亨利说，“等爷爷来看我们的时候，我们再告诉他。现在，咱们挖吧。将来我也想干这一行——像大乔一样，去很远的地方，发掘老骨头和各种遗迹。”

“好样的，亨利！”大乔激动地说，“这是一项非常有趣的工作，不过我得提醒你，它并不总是那么有意思。你可能辛苦干上一年却还是一无所获。”

“就像钓鱼。”班尼说。

“完全正确，”大乔赞同道，“说不定你愿意和亨利一起干这行？”

“不，我可不想呢，”班尼说，“我宁愿钓鱼，这样你们就有鱼吃了。”

“那你现在来帮我们，好不好？”亨利问，“现在我们需要足够的人手。”

“当然可以，”班尼说，“望望，你也可以来帮忙。”

望望听懂了班尼的话，立刻欢叫着抬起了爪子，却见爪子上粘了块白色的骨头。

“是鱼钩！”大乔喊道，“就在你的爪子上，望望！来，让我帮你把它取下来。这是一个用动物骨头制成的鱼钩。”

“也就是说印第安人曾经在这儿钓过鱼，对吗？”亨利问。

“没错，我想是这样。”大乔说，“你们愿意再工作一会儿吗？我想在离开前把贝壳堆下面也挖挖看。”
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“当然可以，”班尼说，“我们还不饿，午饭吃了好多炖菜呢！大乔，你觉得咱们还会发现什么？”

“我也说不上来。”大乔拿起铲子，很快便挖好了一个大坑，大家一起跪在沙滩上，仔细观察着。

“那儿是不是有什么东西？”维莉指着坑里问道，“看起来像是一个盘子的残片。”

“确实是盘子的残片！”大乔说。

“这儿还有一片！”杰西说着将它递给了大乔。

“我觉得这些应该都是同一只碗的残片。”大乔说。孩子们又发现了一些碎片，全都给了大乔。他将残片上面的沙子擦掉，将它们拼凑到了一起。“没错，这是一个吃饭用的碗，”大乔说，“现在我敢肯定印第安人在这儿生活过，他们曾经在这儿捡过蛤蜊，做过贝壳钱。我们可能还会发现更多东西。这座小岛可真是一个神奇的地方。”

维莉看到大乔已经深深地被那个碗给吸引住了。

“这个碗告诉我们的信息远远超过了我们发现的任何东西。”大乔说。

“我看不见得，”班尼冷不丁地说，大家都惊讶地看着他，“我觉得我的马骨头才是最有价值的东西，它告诉我们印第安人曾经养过马。你们看！”班尼指了指那根插在沙滩上的骨头。

“班尼·奥登，”大乔几乎喊了起来，“在白人到来之前，印第安人是没有马的。你在哪儿找到这个的？”

“就在贝壳堆后面，”班尼回答道，“我想咱们现在挖错地方了。”

“这是一根人骨头，班尼！”大乔说，“是骨骼的一部分。你知道骨骼是什么吧？”

“知道，”班尼说，“咱们所有人的身体里都有骨骼，是由骨头组成的。”

“没错。”亨利说，“快指给我们看，你是在哪儿发现它的？”

“就在这儿。”班尼一边说一边来到贝壳堆的另一侧。

“咱们挖吧！”大乔说，“不过一定要小心！坐下，望望！你是一只好小狗，不过这可不是你该刨的地方。噢，孩子们，看呐！”

另外一块骨头赫然出现在眼前。

“要是你们不介意，让我一个人来挖，好吗？你们坐在那儿看着就可以了。”

孩子们坐回到沙滩上，看着大乔慢慢地将沙子挖开。就连班尼也兴奋了起来，因为他又看到了12块小骨头，正并排躺在沙子上。

“这儿应该还有几块跟这些一样的骨头。”大乔说。

“在那儿！”亨利喊道，“快看，大乔！上面还插着箭头！”

“他是被射死的，”大乔喊道，“被弓箭射死的。这是一副印第安人的遗骨！”

没过多久，整副骨架便出现在兴奋不已的孩子们面前。

“哎呀，哎呀！”大乔挖累了，坐回到沙滩上，“我们还不能移动这副骨架，因为没有合适的工具。只要没人知道，它在这儿就很安全。咱们把它再埋起来吧。”

“埋起来？”班尼喊道，“可是我们刚刚发现它呢！大乔，它是属于我们的博物馆的！”

“我知道，班尼，”大乔回答道，“你把它留在这儿好不好——就算是为了帮我。我们改天可以去那个洞里再挖挖看。呃，你现在还不饿吗？”

“对，我还真饿了，”班尼摸摸自己的肚子说，“咱们回家吃点面包，喝点牛奶吧！”

杰西冲大乔微微笑了笑。有时，想要将班尼哄得乖乖的还真是不难呀。“我们可以把这只碗带回去吗，大乔？”她问。

“噢，可以！把所有的小东西都带回去，放到你们的博物馆里吧！”

于是，几个小探险家们收起蛤蜊钩和那些印第安人的小物件，回家吃晚饭去了。

“咱们就把这里叫做‘印第安之岬’吧。”亨利说。

之后，这个名字就这样流传了下来。


第九章　一把新小提琴

A New Violin

几天之后，孩子们吃过了晚饭，正坐在马厩门口休息。

“快听！”维莉突然说。

维莉从来不一惊一乍，所以大家全都诧异地看着她，凝神细听了起来，很快便听到了一阵悠扬的小提琴声。

“是谁在拉琴？”维莉问。

“咱们去看看。”亨利说。

望望直奔向丹尼尔船长的小屋，四个孩子紧随其后。只见大乔正坐在门口，拉着一把真正的小提琴。看到孩子们过来，他并没有停下在琴弦间跳跃的灵巧双手，而是任由欢快的曲子在指间尽情地流淌。等到大乔一曲拉完，班尼才回过神来：“真没想到你居然还有把小提琴！”

“你是什么时候学的？这曲子真好听！能再拉一首吗？”维莉祈求道，“我可不可以摸摸它，就一小会儿？”

杰西和亨利吃惊得都说不出话来，这可一点儿都不像害羞的维莉啊！等大乔把小提琴递给她之后，维莉接了过来，放到了下巴下面。

“随便拉拉看。”大乔说。

“我不会，”维莉说，“我只是想把它放到下巴下搁一小会儿。你介意吗，大乔？”

“不！不介意！”大乔说，“不过你难道不想让我给你示范一下怎么拉吗？”

“现在还不用，”维莉说，“你再表演一首吧。”

她郑重其事地将小提琴递还给大乔，就像是她刚刚拉完一生中最重要的一首曲子一样。于是大乔又拉了两首曲子，其中一首比较舒缓，而另一首节奏比较欢快。

不过，杰西和亨利的注意力并不在大乔身上，而是被维莉吸引住了。大乔拉小提琴时，她一动不动地站在那儿，一脸专注的表情。

大乔也在观察维莉，他确信维莉能学好小提琴。他看得出来，这个小姑娘对小提琴很是着迷。

回到马厩，孩子们还在回味着大乔演奏的美妙音乐。晚上，杰西梦见大乔拉了一首非常悲伤的曲子，维莉似乎都哭了。当她醒来时，才发现自己并不是做梦，哭声是真的——是维莉在轻轻啜泣。杰西立即爬了起来。

“怎么啦？”她跪在维莉的床边问，“你怎么哭了？”

“我……我想学小提琴！”维莉说着，又哭了起来。

“你当然可以学呀！”杰西说，“我知道爷爷肯定会给你买一把小提琴的，而且大乔也会教你的。”

“我不是担心这个，”维莉说，“我是想学琴，可是本该帮你们干活儿的时候，我却一个人跑去练琴，那样不是太自私了吗？”

亨利听到动静，打着手电筒走了进来。

“噢，我的天哪！”杰西说，“你让我说什么才好？亨利，你劝劝她吧！”

“我差不多都听到了，”亨利说，“因为咱们是一起来这儿玩的，她觉得自己独个儿去练琴很自私。是这样吗？”

“没错。”杰西说。

“维莉，你看啊，”亨利说，“只要你肯努力学，那就不算自私了，因为我们大家都想让你学拉小提琴。很多人甚至都不愿练琴呢，是吧？”

亨利的几句话让维莉觉得舒坦多了。很快，他们便聊得兴起，甚至情不自禁地笑了起来。

“嘘！”杰西说，“我们最好小声点，可不能把班尼给吵醒了，不然他会哭闹的。”

杰西和亨利走了，维莉的心情好多了，她开始想象爷爷给她买的新小提琴了。

第二天早上，大乔让丹尼尔船长给奥登先生打了一个电话。奥登先生默默地听完事情的经过，不由地想起了自己小心珍藏的那把漂亮的小提琴。

不过，他只是对丹尼尔船长说：“当然，维莉必须得有一把小提琴。但不巧的是我今天早上太忙了，没办法去给她买。”

“大乔说他可以帮忙去买，”丹尼尔船长说，“他的小提琴拉得很棒。”

“那个大乔可真是一个有意思的小伙子，”奥登先生回答道，“等我过去了一定得和他聊聊。把买小提琴的钱给他，船长，如果他觉得自己能行的话，就让他去挑吧。”

等大乔带着小提琴回到奥登家的小岛上时，看见维莉已经等候在码头上了。大乔坚信，维莉将来必定会成为一位很棒的小提琴手，所以给她买了一把上等的小提琴。

其他几个孩子也飞奔过来看大乔买的新琴。等到大家一一欣赏完之后，维莉便小心翼翼地合上了琴盒。

“我觉得它应该不喜欢待在外面。”她说。

“我觉得也是，”大乔赞同道，“咱们将它拿到小屋里去吧，我这就给你上第一堂课。”

“我要跟你们一起去。”班尼说。

“不行，你得跟我一起留在码头上钓鱼。”亨利赶紧说。

“你们要钓鱼？”班尼问。

“对！”实际上这念头不过是刚刚闪过亨利的脑海而已，“你想想，班尼，我们都来海边四个星期了，还没钓过一次鱼呢。”

亨利猛地发现，其实自己是真的想去钓鱼了。

“在码头下面的一个旧箱子里有鱼线和鱼钩。”大乔说。

亨利果然找到了这两样东西。他在鱼钩上穿了只蛤蜊作诱饵，将长长的鱼线甩了出去，把另一头交给了班尼。班尼几乎是刚接过鱼线，便欢呼了起来，随即开始手忙脚乱地往回收线。

班尼终于把鱼拖上了码头。“太棒了！”亨利喊道，“班尼，你真是个钓鱼高手！等等，我帮你把它从鱼钩上取下来，再用绳子穿起来。”

“好大一条鱼啊！”杰西笑嘻嘻地说，“这么大的鱼你可别钓太多噢，否则咱们得吃一个星期的鱼啦。”

孩子们又在码头上坐了下来，但这次等了好久都没有动静。

“希望我也能钓到一条，”杰西说，“再钓一条和班尼那条一样大的，午餐就够吃了。而且我顶会做刷了调料的烤鱼呢！”

“我都烦了，”亨利说，“不想钓了。”

“我倒不烦，”班尼说，“爷爷告诉过我钓鱼是很花时间的。”

“我想起来了，爷爷带你钓过一次鱼，是不是？”亨利说，“我记得当时我也想去，但我得做作业。”

“爷爷告诉我说，只要想着自己钓不到鱼，那接下来就肯定会钓到一条。我照他的话做，果然钓到了一条，我觉得爷爷的话真的好神奇！”班尼说。

“我明白了。”亨利说完又坐了下来。他将自己的鱼线系到了码头上，果真没再去想鱼的事，而是开始欣赏远处的船只。没过多久，班尼便叫了起来：“亨利！鱼上钩啦！你没看到你的鱼线沉下去了吗？”

大家还没回过神来，班尼便跳到了亨利的鱼线那儿，又拉上来一条鱼。这条鱼和刚刚那条很像。

“嘿，杰西！这一条怎么样？我猜它们是双胞胎！”

“我猜你是咱们家的钓鱼高手——好吧，你和爷爷都是。我连鱼咬了钩都不知道。”亨利不得不折服。

亨利又在鱼嘴里穿上了一根绳子，班尼得意洋洋地提着它们回家了。

“大乔可以帮咱们把鱼清理干净。”班尼说。

“噢，这事我就可以做！”亨利说，“虽然我没钓到鱼，但我还是可以清理它们的。”

“把它们切成两片，好吗。亨利？”杰西说，“我这就进去准备调料。”

班尼一刻也舍不得离开他那两条双胞胎鱼。亨利清洗完毕后，班尼将它们递给了杰西。杰西将它们放进锅里，而班尼还守在那儿看着。杰西在四块鱼肉上洒了一层用面包、洋葱、融化了的黄油以及食盐做成的调料。

烤箱的门关上时，班尼说：“我猜这鱼一定很好吃。”他和小狗一起，坐在了炉子旁边，只等着杰西说开饭。

维莉进来了。她将小提琴小心翼翼地收了起来，却没有谈论上课的事儿。

“什么东西这么香？”她闻到一阵扑鼻的香味，不禁问道。

“是双胞胎，”班尼说，“正在烤箱里烤着呢。”

“双胞胎！”维莉惊讶地问，“他说的是什么意思？”

杰西打开烤箱门，将烤盘拿出来给她看。

“烤好啦！咱们每人可以吃半条鱼。”她说，“班尼先吃，因为这两条可都是他钓到的呢。”她将鱼小心翼翼地分到了四个盘子里。

“我真希望爷爷能够看到咱们吃你钓的鱼，班尼，”亨利说，“你可真是一个钓鱼高手！”

“他明天就要来看咱们啦！”维莉兴奋地说，“他刚给丹尼尔船长打了电话，说要是大家都方便，他明天会过来。”

“我绝对方便。”亨利急忙说道。

“我也是，”杰西说，“可是我们用什么招待爷爷呢？要是有点肉就好了。”

“我觉得爷爷肯定也喜欢吃这些。”维莉说。

“说不定爷爷可以跟我一起去钓鱼，”班尼说，“不过也许我们什么都钓不到。”

“爷爷可没时间钓鱼，班尼，”亨利说，“咱们就从自己的菜园里摘些菜来吃吧。还记得咱们住在棚车里吃的那些蔬菜苗吗？”

“噢，对，蔬菜苗拌黄油！”班尼兴奋地叫道，“咱们就做菜苗吃吧。”

“这个主意更好。那咱们明天的午饭就够丰盛了。”杰西说着，笑了起来。


第十章　爷爷来访！

Grandfather’s Visit

“我们得在十点前准备好，”第二天早晨杰西说，“爷爷让丹尼尔船长十点开摩托艇去接他，他一直都很守时的。”

“一定得让他看看咱们的博物馆，”亨利说，“我知道他对印第安人的东西很感兴趣，但对于花草和小鸟，我就不敢肯定了。”

“我觉得他会喜欢咱们的博物馆的，”维莉说，“门上还有他的名字呢。”她抬起头来，念了一遍：“詹姆斯·H·奥登博物馆。”

“都准备好啦，”杰西说着又看了最后一眼，“咱们这就去码头接他吧。”

奥登先生看到孩子们站在码头上朝自己挥手，非常高兴。

“真是一群好孩子。”他对丹尼尔船长说。

“是我见过的最好的孩子。”丹尼尔船长也朝他们挥起手来。他将船拴到码头上，看着奥登先生欢欢喜喜地跟着这群开心的孩子往马厩走去。

“我想把你们所有的战利品都看一遍。”他坐在客人专用的椅子上，打量了一下四周，“呵，那是什么？一个博物馆？”奥登先生惊讶不已。

说完，爷爷便站了起来。“可以让我看看吗？”他朝楼上看去，兴奋地问。

“您要是不嫌热的话，当然可以呀！”杰西说，“这上面可真是热死啦。”

“不，我不介意。”说着，奥登先生已经来到了楼梯顶上。他一眼就看到了博物馆的全貌。“这个点子是谁想出来的？跟我说说。”

大家告诉了他建博物馆的始末，还向他展示了花草、海藻、盒子里的贝壳和蝴蝶，还有真树上面的纸鸟。

奥登先生盯着那只栖息在鸟巢旁边的蓝色鸟儿看了许久。鸟巢里还有四颗用纸剪出来的蓝色鸟蛋。

“鸟儿们飞走了，留下了这个窝，”亨利说，“所以我们就捡了回来。”

“很好！”奥登先生笑容满面地说，“那么，你找到了些什么，班尼？”

“我在贝壳堆那儿找到了一大块骨头。”

“爷爷，我们得跟您说说骨头的事儿！”亨利笑着说，“咱们下楼吧，您可以坐在靠背椅上听。是这样的，我们发现了一副印第安人的骨架，班尼发现了一条腿骨。大乔说这些非常重要，除了您不能跟任何人说。”

“那副骨架在哪儿？”奥登先生诧异地问道。

“在小岛的尽头，就在一大堆贝壳旁边。”

“没错，我记得我小时候就看到过那堆贝壳。”奥登先生说。

“大乔不让我们碰印第安人的骨头，”班尼说，“他说等我们回家后，您会派工人过来挖的。”

“那个大乔似乎懂得很多，”奥登先生说，“我走之前一定要去见见他。”

“您看这个盒子里的东西，爷爷，”班尼说，“这是一枚箭头，那是一把斧头，还有一个吃饭用的碗，全都是印第安人用过的。这个工具是用骨头做成的，是望望发现的斧头和工具。”

“哇，哇！”奥登先生大声赞叹，“谁告诉你们这些的？有人提议你们建博物馆放这些东西吗？”

[image: ]


“没有，”亨利不解地问，“难道您不喜欢吗？”

“喜欢，亨利，我非常喜欢。只是有点不敢相信罢了，因为我小时候也做过一模一样的事呢！我经常一个人去树林里，坐上好几个小时，只是为了听听鸟儿们的叫声。”

“对，”亨利笑了起来，“我们也在做相同的事情。我们和您一样。”

然后，维莉将小提琴拿来给奥登先生看。令大家意外的是，奥登先生将它放到下巴下面，拉了起来。他拉的曲子非常动听。

“你们还不知道我会拉小提琴，对吗？”奥登先生看着目瞪口呆的孩子们，“这是一把非常好的小提琴，维莉。”

“您真是一位神奇的爷爷！”亨利说，“总会给我们惊喜！我们都不知道您还会拉小提琴呢。”

“我已经好久没练习了，”奥登先生将小提琴递还给维莉，感慨道，“甚至有好些年头没摸过小提琴了。现在，你们还有什么要给爷爷看的呢？”

“您真得去小屋里看看大乔。”班尼提醒道。

“我想大乔今天早上去岸上了。”维莉说。

“这真奇怪，”亨利说，“因为他肯定知道您今天要来。”

“这真是太让我失望了。”班尼喊道，“我想让您见见大乔，他是我在这个世界上最要好的朋友啦！”

“那我也要失望了，”奥登先生换了个话题，“你们这儿什么时候开饭？”

“快了，马上！”杰西说，“您饿了吗？”

“我饿得都能吃下一头牛了。”奥登先生俏皮地回答道。

杰西赶紧在大水壶里加了一些水。“你们几个把桌子收拾好，把牛奶倒上，这样饭一做好，爷爷立刻就能吃上了。”

“哦，也用不着这么着急，”奥登先生说，“我还能支撑半个小时呢！”

没到半个小时，蔬菜苗便已经做好了。杰西把它们盛进一个大盘子里，浇上化好的黄油。当然，还有很多面包和黄油可以用来就着蔬菜吃。为了招待客人，杰西还特地在牛奶里加了两个鸡蛋和一些糖。

“汤太好喝了！”奥登先生赞道，“看来我得常来。”

“您一定要来！”维莉赶忙说，“您暂时还不着急回家，对吗？”

“我想我在这儿待不了多久，”奥登先生说，“而且我还想带你们一块儿回岸上——就去一两个小时。”他赶紧补充道。

“好呀，”杰西松了一口气，“我刚刚还以为您要把我们带走，不回来了呢。”

“你们喜欢这里，是吗？放心吧，不会离开太久的。我只是想带你们去看一些东西。”

没多久，丹尼尔船长便将奥登一家子送到了岸上。奥登先生的车停在岸边，孩子们上了车，来到了一座从未见过的高大建筑前。

“是一家博物馆！”亨利喊道，“看，杰西，看呀！”

亨利指了指大门上方的名字，只见上面雕刻着几个巨大的石头大字：

[image: ]


“我的天！”杰西惊呼起来，“这是用您的名字命名的吗，爷爷？”

“我想应该是，”奥登先生说，“它已经在这儿很久了！”

“原来是您出钱建的博物馆！”亨利说。

几个吃惊不已的孩子跟着爷爷走了进去，一位年轻的姑娘领着大家看了爷爷珍藏的所有展品。最后，他们来到了一个小房间门口，姑娘示意他们进去。杰西是第一个看到门牌的人，只见上面写着：
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“哎呀呀！”亨利看着几只鸟儿惊叫起来，“我们的鸟和您的一模一样！”

奥登先生的鸟也是画出来的，而且同样栖息在真正的树枝上面。

“这些鸟巢也是鸟儿们废弃了的，”奥登先生眨了眨眼睛，“所以我才捡了回来。”

亨利哈哈笑了起来：“您也不想伤害小鸟，是吧？”

奥登先生接着说：“对，博物馆里面的真鸟全都是死后才送到这儿来的。这个博物馆里没有一只鸟是因为我而死的。好了，现在我该送你们回小岛去洗碗啦。”

大家上了船之后，他给了每个人一个盒子。后来爷爷才想起来，他还是没见到那个叫大乔的帮工。


第十一章　苹果派

Apple Pie

第二天早上，天气非常寒冷。班尼一点儿都不想起床。

“太冷了！”他嘟囔道，“我才不要起床呢。”

亨利看了看外面的大海，灵机一动。“我有个主意，”他说，“今天外面太冷了，咱们就待在屋里给小鸟涂颜色吧！”

“好呀！”杰西赞同道，“我来生炉子，再把马厩的门给关上，屋里很快就会暖和起来的。”

刚才还说不想起床的班尼已经拉开了自己房间的推拉门，穿着毛衣走了出来，手里还拿着一只玩具船——这是爷爷给他的盒子里面的东西。

“我喜欢我的新船，”班尼得意地说，“咱们让它出海吧，亨利。”

“放到那个水桶里去吧，班尼，”亨利说，“你玩你的，我们先做准备工作。”

两个女孩帮着亨利将桌子搬到了窗子下面的角落里。随后，杰西拿来了鸟类图册，还找来了一些厚纸板。

“我想用我的新画笔，”维莉也心满意足地说，“爷爷知道我需要一支新笔呢！”

“他还知道我需要一套缝合伤口的工具，”亨利说，“等咱们出去探险或是野餐的时候，就能用上。”

爷爷送给杰西的是一套勺子，总共有六把。

“你今天要用你的新勺子吗，杰西？”维莉问。

“可能吧，”杰西说，“关于今天的午饭我有一个好主意，我想你们会喜欢的，不过得等画完了鸟儿我才告诉你们。”

“那咱们赶紧干活儿吧！”亨利催促道，“我来剪，你们两个女孩子负责上色。”

“把咱们看过的所有鸟儿都剪出来，”杰西说，“鸟类图册上面有它们的名称。”

孩子们忙活了整整一个上午。班尼冷不丁冒出了一句：“亨利，我觉得大乔原本应该留在这儿跟爷爷见面的。”

“我也这么觉得。”亨利说。

“这事有点奇怪，”维莉说，“为什么他连一声招呼都没打，就那么走了？”

“等他回来了咱们得问问他。”杰西清了清嗓子，故作郑重地说，“那么现在，我要公布午餐的惊喜啦——我要做一个苹果派。”

“可是你从来没做过任何派呀。”亨利抬起头来说道。

“对，”杰西说，“不过我现在要做啦！”

她从橱柜里拿出了一锅小小的青苹果。

“这是你从哪儿弄来的？”班尼疑惑地问。

“就在那座黄色小屋旁边，”杰西答道，“那儿有两棵苹果树。”

“我来收拾桌子吧。”维莉说。

“好！亨利，你能不能从这些板子里选一块出来，打磨光滑？我需要一块面板。”

杰西将新做出来的面板清洗了一遍，接着拿起一个大大的绿色空瓶。“这就是我的擀面杖，”她说，“我要试着擀一些很棒的面皮儿出来。”

于是，她开始反复擀起了面皮。擀完一遍后，她在面皮上抹了一些黄油，又擀了一遍。不过，当杰西将底层面皮放到平底锅里时，发现它还是不够大。

“打个补丁吧。”班尼说。

杰西又取了一小块面皮，放到了平底锅边缘，用手指压平。“这可是一个很厚的派哦，”她说，“里面要放好多苹果馅呢！”

班尼看着杰西又擀出了顶层面皮。“这次必须擀得大一些，杰西，”他说，“我们有好多苹果呢。”

杰西又将顶层面皮擀薄了一些，大小刚刚合适。将苹果派放进烤箱之后，她开始在平底锅中加了一些糖和水，熬煮了起来。

“这是干什么用的？”亨利好奇地问。他开始清理桌子上的东西。

“等着看就是啦，”杰西说，“这是做苹果派最好的调料了！现在苹果派里既没糖也没汁水。快把桌子摆好，把面包和牛奶放上去，等派一做好，咱们就可以马上开饭了。”

等到面皮被烤成了漂亮的焦黄色之后，杰西将它从烤箱中拿了出来。她用刀将顶层面皮挑起来，小心翼翼地往苹果馅上淋上了热乎乎的蜜汁，然后将面皮重新盖了上去。

正当杰西要把苹果派切成四份时，有人敲响了马厩的门。

“会是谁呀？”突如其来的敲门声吓了亨利一跳，他手中的杯子差点掉到了地上。

当打开门看到一个高高的男人时，亨利就更加诧异了。

“抱歉，”那个陌生人说，“我去了那间小渔屋，里面没人。”

“您不进来吗？”杰西问道。

“谢谢你，这天气可真冷，”那人微微笑了笑，“哦，你们正打算吃饭呢。我说完话就走。”

“您不坐坐吗？”亨利问道。

“谢谢你。我叫布朗宁，”他一边说一边坐在了客人专用的椅子上，“去年跟我出去探险的一个年轻人失踪了。我原本听说他已经死了，但后来又听说他现在住在奥登岛上。这儿就是奥登岛，对吗？”

“对，”亨利说，“可是，这座岛上除了丹尼尔船长和他的朋友大乔，也没有其他人呀！”

“丹尼尔船长是谁？”布朗宁先生问道。

“噢，丹尼尔船长是一个老人，”亨利回答，“而且我肯定他绝对没去探过险，他已经跟了我爷爷很多年了。”

“那他的朋友大乔呢？”那人又问。

“他很好。他是我在这个世界上最好的朋友，”班尼骄傲地说，“除了杰西、望望和丹尼尔船长——当然，还有维莉、亨利和我爷爷。”

“你最好的朋友可真不少呀！”那人笑着说，“能告诉我大乔的眼睛和头发是什么颜色的吗？”

“他的头发和眼睛全都是棕色的，”班尼说，“而且他还有一把小提琴。”

“那我想他应该不是我要找的人，”客人说，“我从未听说过他会拉小提琴。不过，我还是想跟大乔见一面。”

“你要等等他吗？他肯定很快就会回来的，”杰西说，“不如你干脆留下来，尝尝我做的第一个苹果派吧！”

那人看了看大大的苹果派，“要是你们觉得够吃，我很乐意。”

于是，苹果派被切成了五块。维莉悄悄地又倒了一杯牛奶，腾出了一个座位。陌生人就这样坐了下来，准备开始吃一顿从天而降的午餐。

“我一看到这个派就要流口水啦！”布朗宁先生说。当然了，当杰西将一块块甜美多汁的苹果派盛出来时，所有人都在眼巴巴地看着她。

“牛奶和苹果派搭配得很好噢！”亨利说。

“我原来一直不知道派居然也能这么美味，”吃完饭，布朗宁先生说道，“不过现在，如果可以，我还是想去找找大乔。”

“我们觉得大乔不会只是一个帮工那么简单。”亨利说。

“大乔知道这个世界上的好多东西，”班尼说，“他认识所有的花和鸟，还有蛤蜊壳和印第安人的遗物。”

“印第安人的遗物！”布朗宁先生惊叫道，“那肯定就是他了。他在离开之前是一家博物馆的馆长。我必须见见他。”

不过，布朗宁先生并没有见到大乔。丹尼尔船长回到岛上时，并没有将他带回来。船长说大乔已经离开一两天了。

“那他还回来吗？”班尼急得几乎要哭喊起来。

“噢，会的，”丹尼尔船长说，“他会回来的，别担心。”

布朗宁先生离开时告诉杰西，他很高兴能来这儿做客，因为他遇到了一个小女孩，可以用旧绿色瓶子当擀面杖，做出一个绝妙的苹果派。


第十二章　野餐

The Picnic

大乔回来时，孩子们正在码头上等着他，但此时再去找布朗宁先生，已经来不及了。

杰西开口说道：“知道吗，大乔？爷爷说过在没有大人陪同的情况下，我们不准在野外生火。现在，我们找到了一个非常好的野餐地点，还想邀请一些朋友来岛上的沙滩，参加我们的野餐会。他们可从来都没见过小岛呢！”

“如果真是这样的话，我倒是很乐意帮你们生火。”大乔说。

“噢，谢谢你，大乔。”杰西说。

四个孩子开始用丹尼尔船长的电话分头邀请各自的朋友。所有被邀请到的朋友都说他们会来。亨利的朋友是一个高大的男孩，名字叫莫里斯·王尔德；而杰西的朋友则是莫里斯的妹妹马乔里；维莉邀请了她的朋友芭芭拉·布莱克，而班尼则出乎大家意料地说他想要邀请迈克·伍德——那个小家伙可是一个惹祸精。

“迈克和班尼可真是绝配啊！”亨利说，“不过我觉得他想邀请谁都可以，我们每个人都是这样。”

“午饭咱们吃杂烩鱼，”杰西说，“我们可以随时去丹尼尔船长那儿要几条鱼来。”

“等大家都到了以后，咱们就去摘蓝莓。”亨利说，“这事可不能忘。”

等到客人们都到了之后，望望兴奋极了。迈克将他那只名叫花花的大白狗也带来了。杰西费了好大的功夫，才没让两只狗打起来。不过，两只狗在互相狂叫了一番之后，倒是成为了好朋友。

“咱们来赛狗吧，班尼。”迈克一刻也坐不住。

两个孩子牵好狗，然后同时放开手。两只小狗似乎都明白主人的意思，它们一路飞奔出去，停在了大乔身旁的沙滩上，喘息着。望望熟悉地形，所以率先跑到了那里。

“是花花先到的！”迈克大声说。

“不是它！”班尼叫道，“它连路都不认识！”

“班尼！班尼！”亨利说，“别野餐还没开始，你们倒先打上了。”

“是望望先到那儿的，你知道的。”班尼说。

“花花就是比望望棒。”迈克反驳道。

“花花一点儿都不比望望棒！”班尼吼了起来，“望望就是比花花快，它先到的！”

“这可是你先找的茬儿，班尼！”迈克说。

“我才没有！”班尼叫道。

“有，你就是有！”迈克喊着。

“现在，你们两个小鬼头听我说，”莫里斯抓住了迈克的手，“你给我住口，否则你就回家去。”

迈克开始上蹿下跳，不料却突然跳到了一块非常锋利的贝壳上面。迈克立刻坐到地上，捧着受伤的脚哭了起来。亨利也坐了下来，看了看迈克的伤，拿出包扎伤口用的工具箱。

“现在别动，迈克，”他说，“你这儿有条长口子，不过不深。我帮你缝上。”

这个伤口倒是帮了大家一个大忙，它让迈克安静了整整一个上午，在这期间，四个年龄稍大的孩子和大乔一起去摘了蓝莓。

中午，杰西和维莉看着大乔生了火，烧了一些开水。亨利和莫里斯切了土豆和洋葱，杂烩鱼很快便做好了。

大家都很喜欢这样的杂烩汤，两个男孩还做了不少，足够晚饭吃的。吃过蓝莓，喝完牛奶后，杰西和维莉在海边洗了碗，而班尼则和迈克慢慢走开了。

“留意一下迈克，亨利。”杰西说。

“我盯着他们呢！他们正坐在那边的岩石上。”亨利说。

不过，等他再看时，两个小孩子已经不见了。

“他们能去哪儿呢？”他大声喊着，飞快地站了起来，“这儿也没地方可躲呀，整片沙滩都在我的视野范围内！”

不过，那两个小家伙确实不见了。亨利赶紧爬上几块岩石，直到听到班尼的说话声，才松了一口气。

“我在想这个瓶子到底是谁留在这儿的。”班尼说道。

亨利和莫里斯看了看岩石下面，见到了一个小小的洞穴。

“你们两个小家伙怎么跑到那儿去了？”亨利问。

班尼抱怨道：“掉下来的石头像门一样挡在洞口，我们好不容易才把它给推开，真是重死了。”

“我说，你们两个小家伙给我爬出来，让我们进去。”莫里斯命令道。两个小孩子照做了，哥哥们爬进去看了一圈。他们看到洞里有一张大大的石桌，上面放着一个旧旧的瓶子。

“咱们把这个瓶子拿出去吧，”亨利说，“里面说不定有什么东西。”

“快看，大乔，”莫里斯说，“看看班尼和迈克都发现了什么。”

“瓶子里有一张纸条，”亨利说，“咱们可以拿出来吗？”

“当然啦！”大乔将瓶子倒了过来，“说不定纸条上面写着名字呢！”

“我用小刀把它弄出来吧！”亨利说。小刀刚好可以从瓶口伸进去，亨利轻而易举地将那张纸条取了出来，念道：
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“这肯定是爷爷小时候留下来的，”亨利说，“不过我看不见十字啊。”

“我看见了，”迈克说，“就在那边。”他指了指一块奇怪的石头，它看起来就像是一个十字。

“还有，红石就在那儿！”维莉激动地说，“看！”

“那这事就简单了，”莫里斯说，“你只要在十字和红石之间拉一根绳子就行了。纸上还说什么了？”他又看了看纸条，“六英尺。噢，距离十字六英尺的地方往下挖三英尺深。那儿肯定有什么东西。”

孩子们赶紧将绳子系到了红石上，大家都兴奋不已。大乔给大家指出了六英尺的位置，接着众人开始轮番用勺子挖了起来。在望望和花花的帮助下，他们挖出了一个三英尺深的坑，但里边除了海水，什么都没有。挖了一个小时之后，还是一无所获。

“我们改天再挖吧，”最后，亨利说道，“说不定东西埋在12英尺深的地方呢？这纸条太古老了，上面的数字也看不太清楚。”

除了迈克，所有孩子都累了。一听这话，大家全都开开心心地坐到了草地上。只有迈克依然和花花一起待在沙坑旁边，用勺子继续挖着。突然，他激动地叫了起来。

“是我的，都是我的，是我找到的。你们可不能耍赖，是你们自己不想再挖的。”

孩子们跑到沙坑边，只见迈克正在将一个黑色箱子拖出来，这个箱子上面满是潮湿的沙子。他还在继续叫嚷着：

“是我找到的洞，也是我让班尼帮我推开了门，还是我发现的十字并且把这个盒子给挖了出来，它是我的！”

“别这么多废话。它当然是你的，迈克，”亨利急切地说，“快打开看看吧！”

想要打开盒子并不难，它本身已经十分破旧了。迈克轻轻地将盒盖掀开，孩子们看到一沓旧钞票。迈克一张一张地将那些纸币摊开放在盒盖上。

“五美元！”莫里斯说，“好大一笔钱啊，迈克！”

“爷爷会给他一张五美元的新钞票的，”杰西说，“爷爷肯定想留着他小时候藏到盒子里的旧钞票。你不想要一张崭新的五美元钞票吗，迈克？”

“想！想！当然想！”迈克说。他长这么大，连一美元都没见过呢！

正在这时，孩子们听到海面上传来了喊叫声。接着，他们看到一个孩子正站在一只划艇上，指着水面叫喊着什么。

一个黑色的脑袋露出了水面，然后又消失了。

“有人落水了！”莫里斯惊呼道。

亨利听到大乔自言自语道：“我现在已经恢复了，我不害怕。”

大乔脱下鞋子，纵身跳进了水中，飞快地游了起来。“把船划到这边来！”他冲船上的男孩喊道。

不过那只船却径直从他身旁漂过去了。

“噢，快回来，大乔！”班尼喊道。

“他会回来的，没事儿，”莫里斯说，“他是个游泳高手！看！”

莫里斯话音未落，只见大乔突然潜入水中。等到他再次浮出水面时，已经推着落水的孩子朝划艇游了过去。就这样过了好久，大乔终于把溺水的男孩拖上小船，紧接着自己也爬了上去。

“大乔太棒了！”亨利说，“希望他救得及时。”

“每个人都该学学游泳的，”莫里斯说，“刚才船上的男孩被吓破胆了，只知道站在那儿大喊大叫，连大乔叫他把船划过去他都做不到。”

在这期间，迈克一直没有说话。他只是呆呆地站在那儿，看着水面。这小家伙似乎一时间变成了一尊石像。

“你怎么吓成这样了？”亨利不解地问道。

“我猜落水的是帕特。”迈克神色恍惚地说，他依然目不转睛地盯着小船。

“帕特是谁？”亨利问。

“是我哥哥，”迈克说，“他11岁了。我想水里的那个就是他。”

“你看不了那么远的，”莫里斯说，“迈克，你怎么能肯定是他？”

“我告诉过他野餐会有好吃的，还说我们可以打球。”

“我有点明白了，”亨利看着莫里斯，“那你知道另外一个男孩是谁吗？”

“也许是强尼，”迈克答道，“我也跟强尼说了，而且他知道在哪儿能弄到船。”

“他们怎么弄到船的？”莫里斯问。

“谁知道呢！”迈克说。

“瞧他们都干了些什么！”亨利说，“既不会游泳，也不会划船，就敢出海。”

大乔划着船逐渐靠近小岛。两个男孩一个躺在船舱里，另外一个则坐在船尾。看到小船过来，杰西对马乔里喊道：“咱们到马厩去拿一些毯子和毛巾过来吧。”

“你真善解人意，杰西！”大乔看到两个女孩拿来毯子时不禁赞道，“把它们铺在火堆旁。”杰西和马乔里铺好了毯子，而亨利和莫里斯则在小船靠岸时抓住了缆绳。

“真的是帕特？”迈克吓坏了。

“是的，”强尼回答道，“不过这个人说他没事。”

“算他走运，”亨利说，“幸好碰到了会游泳的大乔。”

帕特躺在船里一动不动，另外几个男孩帮着大乔把他抬出来，裹上毯子，放在火堆旁。

“咱们现在还不能跟他说话，”大乔一边用毛巾帮那孩子擦头发，一边说，“让他先睡一会儿，他累坏了！”

“我想你们也不用再训他了，”强尼此时已经脸色苍白，“我们再也不敢随随便便开船出海了。”

“相信你们不会了。”大乔转身回小屋去换衣服了。

这时，迈克说：“帕特还没吃饭呢，你能给他热一点杂烩鱼么，亨利？”

“他睡得这么香，怎么可能起来吃饭呢？”莫里斯说。

“对，可是他一闻到杂烩鱼的味道就会醒过来的。”迈克说，“说不定我也可以再吃一点，我中午没怎么吃饱。”

“呵，我真不知道该怎么说你！”莫里斯打趣道，“对，你只吃了三大碗！”

“我来告诉你们怎么办吧，”大乔这时已经换好干净衣服回来了，“要是迈克只想吃东西而不想玩的话，咱们几个刚好可以玩球。”

“噢，我想玩！我想玩！”迈克叫着跳了起来，完全忘记了脚上的伤口。

就这样，孩子们开始玩起了球。之后，大家又吃了一些杂烩鱼。果不其然，一闻到食物的香味，帕特立刻醒了过来。

“这是我吃过的最好的野餐啦！”迈克说着，又将碗递了过去。

“嘿，住手！”大乔警告道，“别再给他了，亨利。像他这么大的孩子，一天吃六大碗已经够多了。”

正在这时，丹尼尔船长驾船来接孩子们回家了。看到好朋友要离开，班尼禁不住放声大哭起来。

“哭什么呢，班尼？”迈克问，“我就从来不哭。”

于是当客人们登船回家时，真的没有人再哭了。等到迈克确定自己再也听不到班尼的回应之后，他将手举到嘴边，喊了起来：“花花就是比望望跑得快。”

“好啦，班尼，你也别放在心上，”亨利说，“这一天平安无事就已经很不错啦。”

“说得没错，”大乔说，“这到底是怎样的一天呀！”

直到这时，亨利才开始疑惑，之前大乔救人前为什么要说自己“已经恢复了”？当亨利把疑问说给杰西听时，她也觉得很奇怪。


第十三章　又是大乔

Joe Again

一天早上，班尼说：“我真希望迈克每天都能过来。”

“噢，我可不想！”其他孩子立刻抗议道。

亨利抬眼看了看：“我们并不一定需要有客人跟我们一起玩呀。”

“你不会把大乔也当客人吧？”维莉问。

“噢，当然不会，”亨利说，“他是我们家的一员。怎么了？难道你想邀请他来跟咱们一起吃饭吗？”

“不是，”维莉慢慢地说，“不过，今天他说我上完课之后，得准备给你们演奏一次了。”

“那就把他留下来一起吃饭吧。”杰西说着看了看亨利。

“班尼，你过来，”亨利说，“你知道今天是你的生日吗？”

“不知道。”班尼走到哥哥身边。

“真是的！”亨利接着说，“你想要什么礼物？我们给你买。”

“奶油。”班尼兴奋地说。

“你的意思是奶油冰激凌？”亨利问。

“不，不是。我说的是装在瓶子里的奶油——就像牛奶一样。是一大瓶……不是一小瓶。”

“这倒是一份奇怪的礼物。”维莉说。

“你是想喝吗？”杰西问。

“不是，我想放到黑莓上面，就像‘彼得兔’那样。”

“那咱们就买一大瓶奶油吧，杰西。”亨利笑了起来。

班尼开始绕着马厩蹦蹦跳跳地欢呼起来。

“班尼，”杰西说，“维莉在上课前会给你烤一个生日蛋糕。”

“真的吗？”班尼又欢呼了一声，“我想看着她给我做蛋糕。”

维莉将做蛋糕所需的东西全都拿了出来，一一摆放在面板上。

“我们会在蛋糕的四周插上一圈蜡烛。”维莉说。

“我想在中间也插一支。”班尼说。

“可以，不过我们想把中间留出来……”维莉突然打住了。

“没关系，”杰西说，“班尼不知道我们想把中间留出来做什么。”

蛋糕看起来棒极了。当维莉将它从烤箱里拿出来时，班尼说：“闻起来就跟真的生日蛋糕一样。”

在给蛋糕撒上糖霜之前，维莉将它放在两个盘子上面，等着它冷却。

“咱们坐下吧，”杰西说，“午饭咱们先随便吃点儿面包和牛奶。吃完后，亨利去取奶油和蜡烛，维莉可以去上课，而我就趁这个时候把碗给洗了。”

“我要帮你擦盘子。”班尼说。

“你真是一个乖宝宝！”杰西看着这个懂事的弟弟说道，“连生日这天都一样乖。我肯定你会有一个快乐的生日的。”

他们刚刚完成各自手头的活儿，大乔和维莉便带着小提琴进来了。

“维莉已经准备好为你们演奏啦，”大乔说，“大家都请坐下好吗？”

杰西异常兴奋地坐到了亨利和班尼中间的箱子上。维莉看起来倒是一副沉着冷静的样子。这还是她头一次演奏给除大乔以外的人听呢！她举起琴，等着老师告诉她该站在哪儿。

大乔让维莉面朝门口站着，而他则靠墙站着，便于观察维莉。然后，他们便开始表演了。维莉演奏的那部分非常简单，大乔那一段就难多了。但孩子们的耳朵似乎只听到了维莉演奏的那部分。维莉的反应倒不像姐姐那么热烈。
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“真棒！”演奏一结束，杰西立刻欢叫起来。

“她拉得真的很好，对吧？”大乔转过身来问道。

“真精彩！”亨利说，“她能成为一名真正的小提琴演奏家的，对吧，大乔？”

“她能的，一定会的。”大乔回答道。

“我真希望维莉能再演奏一遍，这样我就能听习惯了。”班尼说。

“那就再演奏一遍吧，”杰西急切地请求，“听一整天我都很乐意呢。”

维莉和大乔又将曲子演奏了一遍。演奏刚刚进行到一半时，布朗宁先生突然出现在马厩的门口。维莉抬眼看了看，脸上露出了微笑，但她并没有停下来。

一曲结束，布朗宁先生叫了起来：“约翰！”

大乔转过身来，“噢，是布朗宁先生！”他伸出手，“见到你真高兴。一切又都回到正轨了。”

“呵呵，见到你我也很高兴，我的孩子！”布朗宁先生说，“我一直在找你，找了好长时间。”

“这些都是我的朋友，”大乔介绍道，“这位是杰西。”

“我们和布朗宁先生已经见过面了，”杰西微笑着说，“我们已经很熟了。大家都请坐吧。”

“我可是永远也忘不了那个能用绿色瓶子做出苹果派的小姑娘啊，”布朗宁先生坐到了客人专用椅上，“还有这个把小提琴演奏得这么好的姑娘。孩子们，你们口中的这个大乔，可是我最好的朋友呢！”

“也是我最好的朋友。”班尼说。

“对，上次你就告诉过我。”布朗宁先生笑眯眯地看着班尼，“不过在成为你最好的朋友之前，他就已经是我最好的朋友了。”

班尼想了想，同意了：“他可以有两个最好的朋友。”

“说得好！你可以让我问问他这段时间去了哪儿，出了什么事吗？”

“大乔没什么事儿。”班尼说。

“没错，”大乔说，“只是有好长一段时间，我身体不大好，甚至想不起来自己是谁，这事儿晚点再告诉你。现在，我已经好多了，准备回博物馆去了。如果我叔叔还愿意收留我的话，我打算回到他身边。”

“他肯定会的！”布朗宁先生说，“你叔叔都快担心死你了。”

“那我越快回去越好。”大乔说。

“他在一家博物馆里工作。”亨利暗想。

“他可真是一个聪明的人。”杰西心想。

“你们不会真的觉得大乔是来丹尼尔船长这儿帮工的吧？”布朗宁先生问。

“不，不是，”亨利说，“我原来就觉得他应该是在博物馆里工作的，只是暂时离开了。”

“当初他给我们拿来那些书的时候，我就开始怀疑了，”维莉说，“他能很快找到贝壳和花草的名字。”

“大乔，”杰西说，“那些书就是你写的吧？我记得当时我们还说过，作者的姓跟我们的一样。”

大乔微笑着，什么也没说。

“我想你们还不知道他是谁吧？”布朗宁先生说。

“我知道，”班尼说，“他懂的东西比所有的书都多，而且他在博物馆工作。”

“没错，”布朗宁先生说，“他是一家博物馆的馆长。那你们知道他的名字叫做乔瑟夫·奥登吗？”

“知道，”班尼说，“这事儿我也知道。”

“他的全名是约翰·乔瑟夫·奥登。”布朗宁先生说，“你们还没明白过来吧？他就是你们的叔叔。”

“什么？”几个孩子异口同声地惊呼起来。

“没错，”布朗宁先生说，“大乔的父亲和你们的爷爷是亲兄弟。”

“大乔，那你也和爷爷一起生活过吧？”亨利问。

大乔看着孩子们：“我在离开之前是在那儿住过，而且现在我还想回去。不过，不知道詹姆斯叔叔收不收留我，我的侄子、侄女们介不介意呢？”

“怎么会介意？”亨利说，“这可真是太棒啦！”

“噢，大乔，”班尼说，“你可以继续成为一个百事通。我乐意跟你住在一起，比跟望望在一起还乐意！”

这一句话，正好道出了大家的心声。


第十四章　所有人的生日

Everybody’s Birthday

“最好马上给爷爷打一个电话。”亨利提议道。

“让我去吧，”班尼说，“今天是我的生日。”

等到班尼从丹尼尔船长的小屋回来后，他说：“爷爷今天就过来，还会把摩尔医生和他妈妈也带过来。”

“太棒了，”亨利开心地说，“我们可以来一场大聚会啦。”

这时，班尼问大乔：“你要不要告诉爷爷，他也是你的爷爷？”

“他不是我的爷爷，班尼。他是我的叔叔。”大乔笑道。

“好吧，那你要告诉他，他是你叔叔么？”班尼问。

“他一眼就能认出我来的。”大乔回答道。

布朗宁先生说：“我倒是觉得，就这么突然让他见到你不大好，约翰。他原本以为你已经不在了，所以伤心欲绝。对于像他这样年纪的老人来说，这样的惊喜不是什么好事。”

“让杰西来缓和一下吧，”大乔说，“我会一直待在小屋里，等时机成熟了再出来。”

杰西答应说她会尽力帮忙的。

于是，大乔回到了丹尼尔船长的小屋里继续待着。一会儿之后，大家便见到摩托艇开过来了。很快，奥登先生和摩尔医生母子俩便出现在了码头上。

“你好，爷爷！”班尼说，“今天是我的生日！”

“我知道，”奥登先生笑着说，“生日快乐！我的孩子！”

大家好像分别了很久，有说不完的话。

“您的篮子可真大。”杰西对摩尔医生说。

“嘘，嘘！”医生笑了起来。他又拿出了一个篮子，大小和包装都和刚才那个一模一样。“是礼物。”他小声对杰西说道。

“我有好大一瓶奶油，是生日礼物，爷爷。”班尼说。

“这事很好笑，爷爷，”杰西无奈地笑了笑，“他就想要那个，所以我们就给他买了。”

“你们做得很对，我亲爱的孩子们，”奥登先生说，“在生日这天，人们想要什么就应该得到什么。”

“我今天还得到了好多惊喜。”班尼接着说。

“好啦，爷爷过一会儿就知道了！”杰西赶紧封住班尼的口。班尼这个大嘴巴不知还会冲口说出什么来。

“这座岛上充满了神奇，就叫它‘奇异岛’吧！这个名字挺合适。”
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“没错！”亨利说，“想想咱们遇到了多少惊喜！叫‘奇异岛’再好不过了。”

“名副其实，”摩尔老夫人说，“但愿你们说的惊喜都是好事儿。”

“全部都是，”亨利怕班尼泄密，赶紧说道，“有蛤蜊，有印第安人遗物，还有小提琴。”

“还有我的生日，”班尼说，“您的血管还好吧，爷爷？”

“血管？”奥登先生疑惑地问道。

“对，”班尼说，“您知道的，有些人的血管就很有趣，当他们突然听到一件好得不得了的事情时，就会血管爆掉，倒下去死掉。”

“我保证好消息要不了我的命，”奥登先生说，“摩尔夫人，看看那片白色的沙滩！漂亮吗？”

“确实非常漂亮。”摩尔老夫人说。

“也是一片盖房子的好沙滩。”班尼跑了过去。

“那咱们就建一栋房子吧。”摩尔医生放下篮子，说道。

杰西正在思索到底该如何告诉爷爷大乔的事，她可不想贸然说出口。不过，班尼似乎让这件事变得简单了起来。

“爷爷，班尼说的爆血管，是真有其事吗？”她问道。

“应该是吧。”奥登先生笑着坐到了一块岩石上，“不过我觉得无法理解。要是有好消息，我才不会轻易错过这一份快乐呢。”

“我觉得也是。”亨利笑着说。

杰西再也等不了啦。“我们有一个好棒的惊喜给您，爷爷！”她站起身说，“来呀！您还记得您承诺过的血管的事吧？”

“您可不能倒下去，因为您已经答应了！”班尼叫道。

“你们说的惊喜是什么？”奥登先生的脸开始变得苍白。他跟着这群兴奋的孩子们往前走。

“尽可能地想想，您最大的惊喜会是什么？”亨利问道。

“那不会是一件事，而是一个人。”奥登先生说。

“完全没错！”杰西叫道，“就是一个人！”

维莉拉起了爷爷的手：“您现在能小跑几步吗？大乔都快担心死了。”

“大乔？”奥登先生刚刚说完，便见到两个男人并肩走了过来。

“我亲爱的约翰！”奥登先生惊呼道。大乔赶紧跑过来，拉起了叔叔的双手。

“詹姆斯叔叔，让我来给您介绍一下我的好朋友，布朗宁先生。”大乔说。

两人握了握手，奥登先生说：“很高兴见到你，布朗宁先生。”

然后，他转向大乔：“你为什么不回家，约翰？你为什么不来见我？”

“在我回家之前，我想先确认自己已经完全康复了，”大乔说，“这事我刚来岛上时就告诉过丹尼尔船长了。夏天刚开始的时候，我也见到了摩尔医生。”

“摩尔医生？这么说你一直都知道他是谁？”奥登先生问。

“对，”医生回答道，“不过我承诺过要保密。我想先自己确认一下大乔是不是完全康复了。还有，这也是他结识自己的侄子和侄女的好机会。”

“我生日这天收到了两份礼物，”班尼说，“一个新的叔叔和一瓶奶油。”

“今天也像是我的生日。”大乔看着他说。

“还有我。”奥登先生赞同道。

“我也觉得今天是我的生日！”布朗宁先生看着他的老朋友。

“今天是大家的生日，”杰西激动地说，“大家都到马厩里享用咱们的生日晚宴吧？我们可以把蛋糕切小一点。”

“这事我也考虑到了，杰西，”摩尔老夫人走到这位“小主妇”面前，“这两个大篮子里有一些火腿片和其他吃的东西。我想你不会介意的，对吗？我听说你们已经有黑莓和奶油了。”

“还有我的生日蛋糕。”班尼说。

“噢，天哪！我还没插蜡烛呢！也忘了撒上糖霜！”维莉惊叫了起来。

“班尼，你和大人们待在这儿，”杰西说，“维莉给蛋糕撒糖霜的时候，摩尔夫人可以帮帮亨利和我。”

维莉在一个碗里放了一些糖和蛋清。等到糖霜做好之后，她将它撒到了蛋糕上面，连后面和侧面都撒了一遍。

“咱们把蜡烛插在蛋糕边儿上，‘望望’就放在中间吧。”她说。这个“望望”其实是亨利买的一只小玩具狗，长得很像望望。维莉将蛋糕放进小橱柜里，蛋糕看上去美味无比。

摩尔老夫人开始将篮子里的食物一一取了出来：除了一大盘摞得高高的火腿片之外，还有许多好吃的东西。

见摩尔老夫人还带了一些盘子和一块桌布过来，杰西高兴极了。她帮着摩尔老夫人小心翼翼地将那块白色的桌布铺到了餐桌上。维莉将蛋糕放在了班尼的座位前。接着，她又在一个碗里插了些紫色和白色的鲜花，摆放在餐桌正中央。

看到蛋糕和上面的玩具小狗，班尼笑了起来：“呵，就像望望站到生日蛋糕中间去了呢！”

现在，大家开始围着桌子一一落座。一些人坐在箱子上，爷爷坐在客人专用椅上，而大乔则坐在一个木墩儿上。

摩尔老夫人将装着火腿的盘子递给了班尼。

“不要，谢谢您，”班尼说，“我不想吃火腿。我就想吃黑莓、糖还有奶油。”

“既然是他的生日聚会，那他想吃什么就吃什么吧。”杰西说。

“你要是不吃一点儿蛋糕，我会很难过的。”维莉说。

“那好吧，”班尼说，“不过我吃了蛋糕之后，除了黑莓和奶油，我再也不吃其他东西啦，就像‘彼得兔’那样。”

“可是‘彼得兔’也没吃到这些东西啊，你不记得了吗？”爷爷说。

“这次他一定会吃到，”大乔说，“我们的‘彼得兔’在生日宴会上终于吃到了黑莓和奶油。”

“那就皆大欢喜了，”奥登先生看着一张张笑脸，说，“就应该这样，因为今天是大家的生日。”


第十五章　再见，夏天

Good-bye，Summer

到了夏末，孩子们正和大乔一起坐在沙滩上。

“我们今晚就得回家去了。”杰西伤感地说。

“爷爷说在开学前他还想带我们去旅行一次。”亨利说。

“我不介意回家，”维莉说，“我想爷爷了，虽然他没说，但我想他一定很孤单。”

“希望明年夏天还能来这儿，”亨利恋恋不舍地说，“我们在这儿度过了一段快乐的时光。”

“我很喜欢咱们这么坐着安静说话的感觉，”大乔说，“因为我想告诉你们一件事情。希望你们不要觉得不开心。”

“什么事？”亨利赶紧问道。

“是关于那个洞穴和贝壳堆的。”大乔说。

“哦，”杰西说，“那就快告诉我们吧，大乔。”

“我知道你们恨不得现在就去那个洞里挖挖看。那个洞是你们发现的，你们还在里面找到了印第安人遗留下来的东西。不过，挖掘的工作应该让一些更加专业的人来完成。”

“你是说你自己？”亨利问。

“不是，不只我一个人，”大乔回答道，“你们的爷爷，也就是我的詹姆斯叔叔，将要派很多人来这个洞工作。他们会带来专业的设备，仔细挖掘，不会错过任何东西的。”

“这样很好啊！”班尼说，“我们不能去看吗？”

“有时你们可以，”大乔说，“有时就不行了。他们要把那个洞顶给炸开。”

他一边说一边观察着孩子们的表情。

“噢，天哪！”班尼大声叫道，“那天我一定要来。”

“是吗？”大乔说，“可那天刚好是你们不能来的时候。”

班尼突然扯着嗓子嚷了起来：“他们炸洞顶的那天我想来！”

接着，他开始嚎啕大哭。只见他一头扑倒在沙滩上，扯着嗓子拼命地哭着，喊着。

“我的天哪！”大乔惊呼起来，他从没见过班尼像这样哭闹，“你们就不能让他停下来吗？他经常这样？”

“不，也不是经常这样。”由于班尼的声音太大，杰西不得不提高了声量。

“听着，班尼，”维莉说，“别哭了，我给你用沙子建一栋房子。”

班尼依然嚎哭不止。
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“你看，班尼！”最后，亨利说道，“你这样会让大乔怎么想？”

不管大家说什么，班尼依旧不停地哭闹。

“对不起，”亨利对大乔说，“他总会停下来的。总有一天他会长大的。”

正在这时，一个温柔的声音传了过来：“大家好——”

是丹尼尔船长的声音。

“我来是……”他刚要说话，但是因为太吵，不得不停了下来。

班尼睁开了一只眼睛。

丹尼尔船长略微提高了声音，接着说道：“我来是想问问，有没有人想跟我一起去抓龙虾。”

一听这话，班尼立刻睁开了另外一只眼睛，哭闹声也随即停下来了。“我要去。”他说。

“咻！”大乔说，“刚才还哭得那么凶呢！”

“就是，”丹尼尔船长说，“我在船上就听到了。”

“他整整一个夏天都没哭闹过了，”亨利说，“现在总算是完事了。”

“但愿如此。”大乔说。

“我们非常乐意跟您一起去，丹尼尔船长。”杰西说。

“随时欢迎。”船长说。

“咱们马上就去。”班尼说道，好像他根本就没哭过一样。

“好吧，船长，我们已经准备好了。”亨利说。

随后，大家都跳了起来，跟着丹尼尔船长翻过岩石，朝着摩托艇走去。

等到大家都上了船，班尼问：“抓龙虾好玩吗，丹尼尔船长？”

“反正我自己很喜欢，”船长回答道，“你们的爷爷也很喜欢。我答应过他，在你们回家之前带你们玩一次。”

船底放着一堆用来做饵料的鱼头和一个大空箱子。丹尼尔船长一一给大家指定了坐的地方。

“对不起，”丹尼尔船长看着望望，“我觉得咱们最好还是别带小狗去了。你们离得开它吗？”

“那我也不去了，”大乔说，“我刚好要打几个电话。你们觉得望望愿意留下来陪我吗？”

“如果杰西让它陪，它就乐意。”亨利说。

“听着，望望，”杰西说，“坐在这儿，陪着大乔！”

望望听话地坐了下来。

“乖狗狗，”杰西说，“它很听我的话呢！”

丹尼尔船长很快发动了摩托艇，孩子们和大乔挥手告别。

“太好玩了！”杰西将手伸进水里，兴奋不已。

“您早就该带我们出来了，”亨利说，“太刺激了！”

“那边怎么漂着一块红色的板子？”班尼指着前方问。

“好孩子！”丹尼尔船长高兴地称赞道，“那是我的一个捕虾浮标，用来标明水下虾笼的位置。班尼，你的眼神真好，连这个都注意到了。”

大家来到那块红色的板子旁边，丹尼尔船长停下了船。

“你能够得到浮标吗，亨利？”停下船后，他问道。

亨利抓住了红色浮标，将它拉出了水面。一段长长的绳子被带了出来，末端连着一个虾笼。

“噢，抓到了这么多的龙虾啊！”班尼激动地说，“真奇怪，它们怎么是青色的，和真龙虾不一样？”

“所有的龙虾都是青色的，班尼，”杰西说，“只有煮熟了才会变红。”

“那这些也会变红吗？”班尼看着那些爪子问道。

“当然。”丹尼尔船长回答道。他打开虾笼，取出了三只龙虾，将其中一只扔进了海里。“太小了，”丹尼尔船长说，“我们得让它再长大一点。”而另外两只则被他放进了箱子里。

“别抓它们，班尼，”亨利警告道，“小心龙虾的大爪子。”

丹尼尔船长在虾笼里又放了一些鱼头饵料，关上门后，再次放进了水中。接着，他发动了摩托艇，大家继续前行。

“谁要是看到了下一个浮标，那里面的龙虾便全归他。”丹尼尔船长眨了眨眼睛，对孩子们说。

“下一个浮标是什么颜色的？”班尼问。

“哦，这一点得说清楚，每一个浮标的颜色都不一样。”船长回答道。

孩子们全都仔细地观察着海面。但除了海浪，什么也没看到。

“呵，那不是另外一个浮标吗？”经过一块蓝色的板子时，亨利突然叫道。

“没错，是浮标，”船长说，“希望下面有龙虾。”

亨利将蓝色浮标拉了起来。“使劲拉，”船长说，“这儿的水很深，所以绳子也格外长。需要帮忙吗？”

“不用。”亨利说。不过绳子拉起来确实很费力，它像是一直延伸到了海底似的。最后，虾笼终于出现在大家的眼前。

“是空的！”杰西叫道，“真可惜！”

“是很可惜啊！”丹尼尔船长将虾笼拿了过来，“这是常有的事。有时这个虾笼里面的龙虾是最多的。你们看到没？里面的饵料都没了。”

他重新给虾笼装上饵料，放了下去。

“下一个还是你的，亨利，祝你幸运！”船长说。

不一会儿，班尼叫了起来：“那个白色的是浮标还是浪花？”

“不是浪花，是浮标，”丹尼尔船长笑着说，“是你发现了这个浮标，亨利得给你一只龙虾才行。”

大家全都注视着亨利往上拉虾笼。虾笼终于出现在了水面上。

“噢，大丰收！”亨利叫道，“有一堆爪子。里边肯定有四只龙虾。不，五只！”

“是六只！”当丹尼尔船长将它们一只一只地扔进箱子里时，杰西说，“足够咱们吃一顿了吧？有六只大龙虾呢！船长，您和大乔也来吃午饭吧，帮我们一起吃掉它们！”

“好的，谢谢你，那我就帮你们煮龙虾吧。”丹尼尔船长说，“我有口大锅呢！等煮熟以后，就可以把龙虾肉从壳里挑出来吃了。”

“可是，我还不知道怎么把虾肉掏出来呢！”杰西说。

“大乔会教你的。”船长说。

“那咱们就在屋外煮龙虾吧！”杰西说。

又拉上来几个虾笼之后，丹尼尔船长掉过船头，朝着小岛开去。

“一共抓到了15只龙虾，”班尼说，“真不少啊！”

“也不算多，”当船再次靠岸时，船长说，“有时候我能抓到两三打。这六只龙虾归你们了。”

等到龙虾煮熟之后，大乔和他的侄子、侄女一起坐在沙滩上掏龙虾肉。杰西和亨利亲自动手，维莉和班尼只是看着。

正干着活儿，只听班尼嘟囔着：“等他们炸洞时，我也要来。”

大乔迟疑着该如何回答，之前他说“不行”时所发生的那一幕还历历在目。于是他小心翼翼地说：“班尼，我很抱歉，但只有参与工作的人才能来这儿。”

“那你会来吗？”维莉问。

“会，维莉。这是我的份内之事。所有挖出的遗物，都会被一家比詹姆斯叔叔的博物馆还要大的博物馆收藏。你们发现的宝贝真的很了不起！”

“大乔，将来我也想做这样的工作！”亨利说，“你会教我吗？”

“当然会，亨利！这一行充满了不可预知的奇迹。今后我们说不定可以一起工作呢！”

“那你会把工人们找到的每一件宝贝都告诉我们吗？”杰西问。

“当然可以啦！”大乔回答道，“等挖掘出来之后，任何一件东西你们都可以看。我很欣慰，你们没有因为不能亲自去挖而太难过。”

“我们都能理解！”亨利说，“这种安排最好不过了。”

“现在所有的龙虾肉都被掏出来了，”杰西说，“接下来该怎么处理它们，大乔？”

“有些人喜欢吃生龙虾肉。”大乔说。

“可我还是想把它拿到炉子上热一下。”杰西说。

大乔微笑着说：“那就炖着吃吧。在龙虾汤里放一些牛奶、黄油和盐，热气腾腾的，一定很好吃。”

“听起来不错。”杰西赞同道。

炖龙虾汤的确美味极了。亨利边吃边说：“我有个建议，今后咱们每个周末都到岛上来，直到天气变冷为止。”

“好主意！”杰西说，“现在我们没有太多东西要打包了，食物已经全部吃光了。”

维莉将餐具放进了橱柜里，杰西将毛巾和毯子分别装进箱子里，以便带回家去洗。亨利把剩下的箱子靠墙摆好，然后关上了所有的窗子。不过，那间博物馆依然保持着原样。

班尼拿着维莉的画、笔和她的手工包。维莉则亲自拿着心爱的小提琴。

当亨利关上门时，班尼说：“再见，马厩！我不会哭的。”

“好样的，班尼！”亨利说，“想想爷爷这段时间有多么孤单，你就不会哭了。”

“我现在想回家了，”班尼说，“我想念家里的小床了。”

亨利哈哈笑了起来，他也想在真正的床上睡觉呢！

丹尼尔船长将孩子们送到了岸上。看到奥登先生停在那儿的汽车，他们立刻跑了过去，争先恐后地同爷爷聊天。

“进来，进来！”奥登先生说，“你们的话我都想听，不过四个人一起说我可听不明白哦！”

孩子们依然一副迫不及待的样子。他们告诉了爷爷浮标、龙虾和洞穴的事儿。

“他们要把那个洞顶给炸开，爷爷！”班尼说。

“真的吗？”奥登先生其实对整件事都了如指掌，“那得闹出多大动静啊！”

“大乔得过些日子才能回家，”杰西说，“他让我们跟您说，他会继续和丹尼尔船长住在一起，不会搬到那间黄色小屋里去。”

“他当然别想去！”奥登先生一声断喝。

孩子们大吃一惊，一时不知道该说什么才好。

还是亨利率先打破了沉默：“爷爷，这件事我们都不明白。为什么我们都不准进那间黄色小屋？它不是属于您的吗？”

奥登先生看着孙子、孙女们，然后轻轻说道：“那是另外一个故事了。”

“我现在不会问的，”杰西赶紧说道，“爷爷，您待我们真好，谢谢您让我们在岛上度过了这么精彩的暑假。”

“小事一桩而已。”奥登先生终于又露出了笑容，“很高兴你们能回家。一想到一大早又能听到望望朝着送奶工叫，我就觉得很开心！”

当晚，杰西回到自己的房间，正要上床时，突然听到班尼似乎在叫自己。

“你是在叫我吗，班尼？”她来到了弟弟的房间。

“对，”班尼此时已经快睡着了，只听他慢吞吞地说，“我说大乔就要来跟我们一起住了，还有他是我在这个世界上最好的朋友。”

“我知道。”杰西说着，帮他拉了拉毯子。

“我最好的朋友还有你、杰西，当然，还有维莉和爷爷……”

“那望望呢？”杰西问。

“对，当然还有望望，还有亨利……”

他停住了。

“还有丹尼尔船长……”

杰西看到班尼的双眼渐渐合拢，他就这样念叨着朋友的名字睡着了。这样也好，杰西想着不禁笑了起来，因为要是班尼把所有朋友的名字都念上一遍，得花多少个时辰啊！

而此时，孩子们最好的朋友正舒服地坐在楼下的大椅子上，开始拟订新的计划了。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 2·Suprise Island




Chapter 1　The First Surprise

“Now，tell us，Grandfather，”cried Henry．“We ran all the way home from school．”

“Tell us！” shouted Benny，throwing himself down on the grass beside the dog．“School is out for the whole summer，and Watch wants to know．”

“Violet and I want to know，too，” said Jessie．

Mr．Alden was sitting in the garden reading．He looked at his four grandchildren in surprise．

“Let me see，was this the day I said I’d tell you？” he asked them．

“He’s joking，Benny，” said Jessie．

“Joking？” cried Mr．Alden．“I mean everything I say！”

But he was joking，just the same，and enjoying himself，too．In the spring，he had promised his grandchildren a surprise for the summer，and now he had been waiting more than an hour for the children to come home．

“School is out，”said Violet．

“We ran all the way home，”shouted Benny．

“Yes，so you said，”said Mr．Alden slowly．

“You said the surprise was something you liked to do yourself when you were fifteen，”Henry told him．

“Yes，or even six，”said Mr．Alden，looking at Benny．

“And you said you’d tell us the minute school was out，Grandfather，”said Benny．

Mr．Alden laughed．“I certainly did，”he replied．“And now I’m going to tell you．”

The four children looked at him．

He began，“Once upon a time my father bought an island．”

“He bought one！”cried Henry．

“Yes，”Mr．Alden went on．“The island is small．There is nothing much on it except a small house，a barn，and a fisherman’s hut．My father wanted a quiet place to keep his best horses．Old Captain Daniel，who runs the motorboat，lives in the fisherman’s hut now．Let’s all go down to the island and look it over．If you want to stay there all summer，you may．”

“Oh，Grandfather！”cried Jessie．“We would like it better than anything in the world．It will be just like the boxcar days！”

“Couldn’t Watch go，too？”asked Benny，with his hand on the dog’s head．

“Certainly，”said Mr．Alden．“He would be lonesome without you．”

“Can we have a real stove，and cook？”asked Violet．

“You’ll have to cook，”replied Mr．Alden，“if you want to eat．I will give you some money for dishes and things．You must tell me how much money you need，but don’t make it too much．”

All the children laughed a little，because even Benny knew that their grandfather had enough money to buy anything they wanted．

“Let’s go now，”said Benny suddenly．

The four children jumped up so quickly that Mr．Alden threw back his head and laughed．

“We will go in the car as far as the ocean，”he said．“Then Captain Daniel will take us in the motorboat across to the island．We might stop and get Dr．Moore and his mother to come along and enjoy the fun．It’s the doctor’s day off．”

The children were delighted，for Dr．Moore and his mother were their best friends．

Dr．Moore did not look at all surprised when they came．He helped his mother into the big car，and off they all went toward the ocean．On the way Jessie and Violet began to plan their housekeeping．

“We have to buy bread and bottles of milk，”said Jessie．“Then we could live，even if we didn’t have anything else to eat．”

“Here’s a little book and a pen，”said Mr．Alden，taking a small blue book from his pocket．

“Write down the dishes we need，”said Violet．

Before they reached the ocean，Jessie had put down all the things they could think of．There were spoons，cups，bowls，plates，a sharp knife，a dishpan，and a big kettle．

Then they saw the ocean and the Alden motorboat tied up at the small dock．Captain Daniel，the old fisherman，was waiting for them on the dock．
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“How are you，Captain？”said Mr．Alden，as they shook hands．“Just take us across to the island．If the children don’t like it，you can bring us right back again．”

The children shouted at this．“We’ll like it all right，”they said．

They climbed into the boat and were off．

“There’s our island！”cried Henry．“Our very own island！”

Benny began to wave．

“There’s nobody there，Benny．Why are you waving？”asked Grandfather．In spite of this，all the children began to wave at the island．

“And there’s our little house！”shouted Benny．“But is it big enough for all of us？”

“Oh，no，”said Captain Daniel．“That little hut is my house．”He laughed and looked at Mr．Alden．

They landed at the little dock，and walked a short way before they saw a small yellow house．

“Are we going to live in that yellow house？”cried Jessie．

“Oh，no！”answered Mr．Alden．“You children are going to live in the barn！”

“In the barn！”shouted the children，as they ran over to it．

“This is the best idea I have ever heard！”cried Henry．He opened the big door and looked in．A new floor had been laid but the children did not notice it．All of them were looking at the four box stalls along the back of the room．

“Bedrooms！”cried Benny，pointing to the box stalls．

“That’s what they are！”said Henry，opening one of the swinging doors to look in．Each stall had a large window and nothing else at all．

“Let’s bring down some straw for beds，”said Henry，looking up the stairs．“We can cover the straw with blankets．”He pointed to a pile of clean，light brown blankets．

Jessie ran over to look at the little stove．It was new，and there was an oven on top．Then Henry walked over to look at some barrels．

“Here are two empty barrels，”he shouted．“We can use them for table legs，and lay this long board across them for a table．”

“Wonderful！”said Jessie．

The older people stood in the doorway，watching the excited children．

“I’m glad the workmen left these old boxes here，”said Henry．“I can make dozens of things out of that wood——maybe a little cupboard for the dishes．”

“Oh，Henry，do you think you could？”cried Violet．“We wouldn’t need doors．”

“Of course he could，”said Benny．“He could make doors，too．Henry can make anything．”

“There is a little spring over there，”said Mr．Alden，taking the children to the window to look．“That spring never runs dry．It is always as cold as ice，even on very hot days，and it is safe to drink，too．”

“Isn’t this perfect，Henry？”said Jessie．“The most important things are settled already．Oh，I wish we could stay here tonight！”

“How about dishes？”asked Violet．

Jessie said，“We can get spoons and things at the five and ten．Are there any dishes already on the island，Grandfather？”

“Not a dish except what the captain has，”replied Mr．Alden．“I’m sorry．”

“Don’t be sorry！”cried Jessie．“It’s lots more fun to buy them．Let’s get six of each thing．Then we can have company．”

“There’s still time to go back to the mainland，”said Henry looking at his watch．“We could go to the five and ten for dishes，and we could buy bread and milk for supper．”

“And I want my bear，”said Benny．

“Very well，my children，”said Mr．Alden，smiling．“You shall go back and get your things and stay here this very night．”

But just then Mr．Alden noticed that Captain Daniel had something on his mind．

“Did you want something，Captain？”he asked．

“Well，yes，”replied Captain Daniel．“I heard you say I was the only one on the island．”

“Well，aren’t you？”Mr．Alden looked at him．

“No，I’m not．I’ve got a young friend staying with me in my hut．I thought I had better tell you．He’s a good young man，handy and all，but he hasn’t been well．”

“What’s the matter with him？ Who is he？”asked Mr．Alden sharply，just as Captain Daniel knew he would．

“I’ve known him all his life，”said Captain Daniel．Then he looked at Dr．Moore for help．

“Suppose I go down to the hut and talk with this man，”said Dr．Moore．

“Fine！”said Mr．Alden．“You go and see what this is all about．”

“I want to go with you，”said Benny．

“Oh，no，”said the doctor．“You go look in the windows of the yellow house，and see what you can see．I’ll be right back．”

So the children went over to look into every window，while Dr．Moore went off with Captain Daniel to see his friend．


Chapter 2　Housekeeping

“Thank you for coming，Doctor，”said Captain Daniel，as they walked toward the fisherman’s hut．“You will see that it’s all right．”

Soon they came to the hut．A young man sat in the door，fixing a lobster pot．

“Hello，”he said，looking up．

“Hello，”replied Dr．Moore．“I’m a doctor，and I thought I would come to see you．Mr．Alden is leaving his four grandchildren on the island with Captain Daniel．”

The young man smiled．“Yes，I know，”he said．“I’m glad you came．”

“He’s a very handy man，Joe is，”put in Captain Daniel．“He’s a big help to me．”

“I’d like to tell you about myself，”said the young man．“Please sit down a minute．”
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“I used to live around here，”he went on．“Last year I went off to explore a place，and dig up old Indian things．One day I fell from a very high rock，and broke my arm．For a long time I didn’t know who I was．”

“Now do you remember who you are？”asked Dr．Moore．

“Yes，I think I’ll tell you．”The young man whispered a name．

“You can’t mean it！”cried Dr．Moore．“How strange！ Who found you after you fell？”

“An old Indian found me，and took me to his hut．He took care of me，and got a doctor to fix my arm．I came here to Captain Daniel as soon as I remembered who I was．”

“Why didn’t you go right back to your home？”asked Dr．Moore．

“Because I wanted to be perfectly well before I went home．You see，I used to live with my uncle．It didn’t seem right for me to go back home until I was sure that I was well again．”

“I see，”said Dr．Moore．“Come over some day to see me，and tell me some more．I will look at your arm then．”

“It is almost well，”said the young man．

“Good！”said Dr．Moore．“You are doing the right thing．You should stay here and help Captain Daniel．You will like the four children when you get to know them．”

“I’m sure I shall，”said the young man．“You won’t tell anyone about me，will you？”

“No，I won’t，”promised the doctor．“I will say that you are Captain Daniel’s old friend and a handy man．The children can call you Joe．”

“Right！”said Joe．“My middle name is Joseph，anyway．”

Dr．Moore and Captain Daniel went back to the barn，leaving the strange handy man still fixing the lobster pot．

“Do you feel better now，Captain？”asked the doctor．

“I should say so！ Thanks for fixing it up．”

“The stranger is all right，Mr．Alden，”said Dr．Moore．“Joe is a very fine fellow，he’s very handy，and Captain Daniel has known him all his life．”

“You are sure then that everything is all right？”Mr．Alden asked sharply．

“Yes，”said the doctor．“The children will like Joe．”

“I want to go and see Joe，”said Benny．

“Not now，”cried Henry．“We haven’t time．Don’t you remember we are going back to the mainland and buy groceries and dishes？”

“Of course I remember！”said Benny．“I’ve been waiting and waiting．”

Captain Daniel took them back to the mainland．The doctor and his mother left the others at the store．

“We had a wonderful time seeing your new home，”said Mrs．Moore．

“May we come again？”asked Dr．Moore，with a twinkle in his eye．

“You know you may，”said Jessie，smiling back．“Come any time after we get some dishes．”

“Come on，Jessie，”said Benny．“Let’s buy things．”

“Right，”said Jessie．And they all went into the store．They walked straight to the piles of cooking dishes．

“We are going to get a lot of dishes，”said Jessie．“May we have a big box first，so that we can put the things into it as we find them？”

“Certainly，”said the girl．“How is this one？ Is it big enough？”

“That’s just fine，”said Henry．“Look，Jessie，see that big pail？ We ought to have two，one for drinking water，and one for dishwater．”

“That’s a good idea，”said Jessie．“I hope we won’t forget anything．”

Soon they had everything they wanted．

“It’s four o’clock，”said Henry．“Let’s go up to the house and get our swimming suits and towels．”

“And my bear，”cried Benny．

“We will get your bear if we don’t get anything else，”said Jessie．

“I think we’ll have to pack another box at the house，”said Henry．

“Let’s pack old clothes，”said Jessie．“We certainly don’t want to wear these school clothes．”

“I should say not，”said Henry．“We couldn’t explore an island with good clothes on．”

“Are we going to explore？”asked Benny．

“Yes，Benny，”said Violet．“I’m going to take my paints and make pictures of things we find．”

“Good！”cried Henry，who liked Violet’s little pictures very much．

By this time they had come to the house．“Let’s find what we want to take，”said Henry，“and bring it to Jessie’s room．”

Mrs．McGregor，the housekeeper，met them at the door and said，“Jessie，don’t you want to see what Mr．Alden has bought，before you pack your things？”

“Bought？ Yes，indeed，”replied Jessie．

Upstairs on Jessie’s bed was a big pile of new play clothes．There were four pairs of brown shoes，too．

“Just think of Grandfather’s getting all these！”cried Jessie．“Just what we need．Let’s each put on one of these suits and not take any school clothes at all．”

“I like my new shoes，”said Benny．He sat down on the floor and began to take off his old shoes at once．

Mr．Alden smiled as he sat alone downstairs in his big chair and listened to the happy shouting．

“Now for the packing box，”said Henry．

“Wait！”said Jessie．“Don’t bring the box up here．Each one of us can carry some things downstairs．”

“I’ll take the towels and my tools，”said Henry．

“Violet and I will carry the workbag，paints，the swimming suits，and the other clothes，”said Jessie．“Benny can bring the flashlight and the rest of the things．”

They all went downstairs with their arms full．

“Now did we forget anything？”asked Jessie．

“We forgot my bear，I guess，”said Benny，who had come downstairs again with a very funny-looking animal in his hand．He laid the bear beside the box．

“The most important thing of all！”cried Jessie，packing the bear carefully in the box．

“We’re all ready to go，Grandfather，”said Henry，when the bear was added to the box．“Are you sure you won’t be lonesome？”

“Thank you，my boy．No indeed！”said Mr．Alden quickly．He knew the children would not go at all unless he were careful．“I wouldn’t go with you if I could．I need a little rest without any children or dogs around．”

The children did not need to look up to see the twinkle in his eye，for they knew very well that he liked to have them near him．

“You won’t hear Watch bark at the milkman for a long time，”said Benny．

“What shall I do，Benny？”asked his grandfather．“I shall miss the barking and noise in the morning．”

“Good by！”called everybody，as the car started．Mr．Alden and Mrs．McGregor waved until the car was out of sight．

“They’re wonderful children，”said Mrs．McGregor．“They are very clever．And yet they’re never too busy to be kind to everybody．Even little Benny，now，didn’t forget to say ’Good-by’ to the cook．”

“Thank you，Mrs．McGregor，”said Mr．Alden．“That means a lot to me because you know them so well．”

He smiled as he went back to his big chair．He wanted to think about the children as they went across the island and into their new home．

The children got out of the car at the dock．

“Don’t you forget that bread and milk，Jessie！”said Benny．

“Oh，my！”cried Jessie．“We almost went over without a thing to eat．How lucky we are to have a store so near this dock．Let’s get lots of bread and milk．If we have bread and milk，we can live without eating anything else．”

“I have to have my vegetables，”said Benny．

“Of course，”said Jessie，laughing．“We’ll have lots of other things．”

“I want some supper now，Jessie，”said Benny．“I don’t want to hear any more talking about it．”

Jessie laughed．“I’m glad you are so hungry，Benny，”she said．“I almost forgot to buy our supper．It’s only six o’clock．We can have supper ready in an hour．Here comes Henry with the bread and milk．”

“I can’t wait an hour，”said Benny．“I have to go to bed in an hour because Mrs．McGregor says so．”

“Not tonight，Mr．Benny，”said Henry，laughing．

Captain Daniel put the boxes into the boat and started the motor．In a very short time they came to the island，and Captain Daniel helped the children carry the boxes to the barn．

“Good luck！”said Captain Daniel，as he set down the last box．“I hope you will like your new home．”

“Oh，we shall！”Jessie called after him．“And thank you．You have been so kind to us．”

“Now！”said Henry．“Let’s get to work．”

“Oh，isn’t this exciting！”cried Jessie．“You open the boxes and Benny and I will set up the table．”

What a noise they made！ Henry took off the cover of the box．The others pulled out the barrels and laid the wide board across them．Then the whole family unpacked the blue-and-white dishes．

“We’ll wash four bowls and four spoons，”said Jessie．“We won’t heat water to wash all the dishes tonight．It is lucky that Captain Daniel brought us a little water．”

“No，”said Violet，“we can’t put things away until we have a dish cupboard．”

“Tomorrow，”laughed Henry，“I will make that dish cupboard the very first thing．”

Violet piled the bread on a plate，while Jessie put two bottles of milk on the table．So with packing boxes for chairs，the four children sat down．They put the bread into the bowls and poured the cold milk over it．With their new spoons，they began to eat their first delicious supper in their new home．

“We must get something for Watch to eat，”said Henry，as the dog ate two big slices of their bread．

“How many pieces of bread may I have，Jessie？”asked Benny．

“All you want！”cried both Jessie and Henry．

When supper was over，Jessie got up so suddenly that her chair went over．“Let’s wash these dishes right away，”she said，“and then make our beds．”

So the children started for the spring，each with a bowl and spoon．They soon saw that the water from the spring came up into a barrel and ran over the top．The stream ran into the woods．

“We had better wash dishes in the stream because we may want to drink the water in the barrel，”said Henry．

As he waited for the others，he thought he saw a vegetable garden on the other side of the house．He could not see very well because it was getting dark．“A funny thing to find on an island，”he thought to himself．

“I’m going to bring down my own bed myself，” said Benny，starting back to the barn．“I want the stall right next to Jessie’s for my bedroom．”

“He’s sleepy，”said Jessie，looking at her little watch．“It’s eight o’clock，and I’m sleepy，too．”

After all the children were in bed，Jessie sat up suddenly and listened．She heard a sleepy little voice saying over and over，“Jessie，I want my bear．I want my bear．”

She got up at once．With the flashlight，she soon found the funny-looking animal in the packing box and took it to Benny．

When Jessie woke again，it was morning．


Chapter 3　The Garden

Jessie was not the first one to wake up the next day．At six o’clock，Henry went very quietly to her “room”and opened the swinging door to let Watch out．The dog came very quietly and followed Henry as he walked out of the barn to the spring．Henry stood still and looked around．He was right．It was just as he thought last night．There was a garden，with rows and rows of vegetables in it．

“I wonder if this garden belongs to Captain Daniel，”thought Henry．

Then he heard a little noise，and turned around．A young man was coming toward him．His head was down as he walked．Henry looked at him carefully．Henry thought the man looked very sad，but he forgot that when the stranger looked up and smiled．

“I’m Joe，”he said．“I’m the handy man．How do you like your garden？”

“Mine？ Is it mine？”asked Henry．

“Yes．There are two gardens on this island．One belongs to Captain Daniel and this one is yours．”

“How did that happen？”asked Henry．“I just got here．”

“Well，your grandfather knew that you would rather plant it yourself．If you did，it would be too late to start planting when you got out of school．So he told Captain Daniel to plant it，and he said you would weed and look after the garden when you came．”

“I will，”said Henry，opening one of the peas．“These are big enough to eat now．”

“Yes，”said Joe．“The peas are just right，but nothing else will be ready until later．”

“Haven’t you ever eaten tiny vegetables？ We did once，”said Henry．“We pulled them because there were too many of them in the garden．It makes me hungry when I remember how good they were．The girls make such good things to eat out of almost nothing．”

The other children appeared at just that minute．But it was Benny who spoke first．“Hello，Joe，”he said．“You look just like Joe．Is this your garden？”

“No，”said Joe，laughing．“It’s yours．”

“Oh，no，it isn’t，”said Benny．

“It is ours，Benny，”said Henry．“Joe and Captain Daniel started it for us，and you may help me weed it．”

“Not now，”said Benny．“I want my breakfast．”

“We’ll eat soon，”said Jessie，smiling at Joe．“This is Violet，and I’m Jessie．”

Joe said，“Yes，Captain Daniel told me all your names．I feel as if I knew you all．”

“Oh，look，”cried Benny．“Peas！ I’d like peas for dinner！”

“Our dinner is all planned then，”said Jessie．“We’ll have peas，and everyone will help pick and shell them．”

They walked slowly back to the barn，leaving Joe at the woodpile．

“He’s nice，isn’t he？”said Violet，as they walked along．They all agreed that he was．

After the four bowls and the bread and milk were set on the table，the children sat down carefully on the packing boxes．Then Jessie said，“I think that after breakfast we’d better make a plan for the summer．Every day we must go swimming，and every day we must cook something at noon．After dinner we must either make something or go exploring．”

“Make something，such as a dish cupboard，I suppose，”said Henry，looking at Violet．

“That’s not a bad idea，Henry！”cried Violet．

“I will make you a cupboard this very day，”said Henry．
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“Let’s wash the dishes and pick the peas now，”said Jessie．“Henry can make the dish cupboard while we shell the peas．We’ll take the dishpan to hold them．”

On the way to the spring with their bowls and the dishpan，they passed Joe at the woodpile．

“Henry，”called Joe，stopping his work，“did you know that Captain Daniel goes over to the mainland every morning for groceries？ If you need any groceries，you may leave your order on a piece of paper in the box on the dock．Captain Daniel will bring your order back to the island before dinner．”

“Oh，how nice，”said Jessie．“I was wondering what to do about milk．Ours is almost gone．”

“Just write what you want and I will take it down now，”said Joe．“Here is my pen．”

Jessie and Henry sat down facing each other on rocks to think．

“We must have butter for the peas，”said Jessie，writing it down on a piece of paper from Joe’s pocket．

“We want bread and four bottles of milk every day all summer，”said Henry．

“Sugar，”called Benny．“And some dog bread for Watch．”

“Good！”said Henry．“I almost forgot Watch．”

“I want to go with Joe and see the little box，”said Benny，taking Joe’s hand．

“Let him go，”said Violet．“I’ll wash his bowl for him，and we can pick peas without him．”

Then the older children set to work．They picked enough for dinner，but lots of peas were left．

“Enough for two more dinners，”said Henry，very pleased，“and more will grow．Now I will start that cupboard while you girls shell the peas．

“How many places will you need to put things，Jessie？”

“One shelf for spoons and things，”said Jessie．

“And one shelf for dishes，”said Violet．

“And one shelf for pans and kettles，”said Jessie，“and an extra shelf for groceries．”

The two girls sat in the open door of the barn shelling peas．Henry began to build the cupboard．

“What time shall we go swimming？”asked Jessie．

“We could go in right before lunch，”said Henry．“Or if you were too busy cooking，we could swim before breakfast，and maybe again at four o’clock．”

“Fine，”said Jessie．“Before breakfast when we feel like it——four o’clock when we don’t．Maybe both and go to bed at eight o’clock，or as soon as it gets dark．”

“Oh，dear！ Do we all have to go to bed so early？”asked Violet．

“You’ll want to，believe me，”said Henry．“You wait and see．”

When the peas were shelled，Benny came running back．“It’s a big box，Violet，”he said，“and it has a little door，and it will hold lots of bottles of milk and everything．I like to open the door and take out the things．”

“What did you take out？”asked Violet．

“Oh，Captain Daniel let me take out some letters and packages，”answered Benny．

“Maybe you’d like to do that every day，Benny，”said Henry．“You may take the order down to the box．Then you may get the groceries and letters when they come．”

“I’d like to do that，”said Benny．“Captain Daniel was there and he said he’s bringing our groceries soon．Then I can open the little door and get them．”

“That’s fine，”said Henry．He was glad to please Benny and get a little work done at the same time．“Come and hold this door for me，will you？”

“Oh，our cupboard has doors！”said Violet．She watched Henry put two pieces of heavy cloth on the doors so that they would open and shut．

The morning passed very quickly．Jessie lighted the little stove，boiled some water in the kettle，and put in the peas．When they were done，she added some salt，and filled four dishes with peas．On the top of each dish she put a piece of butter．There was no need to call anyone，for the whole family and the dog stood watching her．

“Oh，boy！”cried Henry，as he began to eat．

“Oh，boy！”cried Benny．

Violet said nothing，but when her first dish was empty she passed it for more．

“This is what I like，”said Jessie．“Everything seems better when we have to work to get it．”

It was fun to put white paper in the new dish cupboard and find the best places for each cup and bowl．And at one o’clock the barn was once more in order，the cupboard was shut，and the four children and their dog were ready to explore the island．


Chapter 4　Clamming

The children walked through the beach grass and sat on the sand．

“Jessie，look at that！”cried Benny，pointing．As he spoke，a stream of water shot out of the sand．But Henry did not stop to say how pretty it was．“Clams！”he shouted．He jumped up and took a stick from the beach．The rest of the children and the dog ran to watch Henry as he began to dig．Sure enough，he took a real clam from the wet hole．

“Oh，I wish I had a shovel！”cried Henry．“There are lots of clams here．See that hole，and that！”

“Let’s run up and get two big spoons and the dishpan，”cried Jessie．They raced for the tools，leaving Benny and Violet with the stick．When they came running back，they found that Benny had dug out another clam．
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“I am going to keep mine，”said Benny，very pleased with himself．“It is such a pretty purple color．”

“You can put all yours together into this pan，Benny，”said Jessie，giving him a saucepan．“You won’t want to keep them when you find out how good they are to eat．”

The children took off their shoes and set to work．

“There’s another！”cried Benny．“I can’t dig fast enough．”

Watch seemed to know what was going on．He stood still a minute watching Benny dig with the stick．Then he began to dig too，with his paws．

“Good old Watch！”cried Benny．“You can do all my digging if you want，and I will take the clams out for you．”As if he really did understand，the dog waited for Benny to show him where the clam was．Then he began to dig again．The older children laughed to see the sand fly under his paws，but they were very glad to see the pan fill up．

“I suppose these are for dinner tomorrow，”said Henry，as he threw a clam on the pile．

“Yes，”said Jessie．“These will keep all right here．We can cover them all over with seaweed．”

“I think we have enough，”said Henry，looking at the pan．He went to the water and pulled out a lot of wet seaweed．He spread this carefully over the clams．

“I wish we knew what was around that next point，”he said．“Let’s find out．”

“We’re exploring now，Benny，”said Violet．“You must keep your eyes open．”

Benny’s eyes were certainly open when he went around the point．In the water near the beach was a little raft．

“Oh，I know that Grandfather fixed this place for us to swim in！”said Benny．

“Of course he did，”said Henry．“The water here can’t be over my head，but it is deep enough for swimming．”

The children explored until three o’clock．Then they all agreed to go swimming，and went to their rooms to put on their suits．When they came back to the beach，they all walked together into the water．

“Cold！”said Benny，walking out again．“I like warm water．”

“That’s because you’re not in all over，”said Jessie，laughing．“You just watch Henry，and you’ll soon like it．”

They all watched Henry as he went quickly into the water and began swimming hand over hand to the raft．Watch swam along beside him．

“It’s great！”Henry shouted，as he sat on the raft “Come on out，Jessie．”

“I will，just as soon as I get Benny in，”she called back．“You’ll never be warm unless you go in all over，Benny．”But Benny would not go in．He sat in his swimming suit，throwing stones into the water．Violet was down the beach，looking for seaweed．She said she would stay with Benny while Jessie swam out to the raft．As Jessie and Henry sat with their feet in the water，they saw a man coming．

“It’s Joe！”said Henry．It was Joe，and he was wearing a swimming suit．

Henry watched as Joe came along the beach and sat down beside Benny．

“How is the water today？”asked Joe．

“It’s awfully cold，”replied Benny．“It’s ice melted．”

“I guess that’s because you haven’t been in all over，”said Joe，smiling．

“Yes，that’s what Jessie says，”said Benny．

“That is called rockweed，”said Joe suddenly，as Violet picked up a long piece of brown seaweed．“There are beautiful seaweeds around here．See this dark green one on the sand？ And here’s another red one．Look！ There is a piece of it in that wave！”Joe went into the water，and Violet followed him．

“Oh，there it goes！”she cried．“We’ve lost it．”

Benny was standing up by this time，looking into the waves．He did not even feel the water washing over his feet．The seaweed came up on a wave and went down again．This time Benny went after it．

“I’ve got it！”he shouted．He was right．He had caught the red seaweed，and he was wet all over．

“Good for you，Benny！”said Joe with a smile．“Let me take it a minute．”

“Here，”said Benny，handing the seaweed to Joe．He did not know that he was standing in melted ice．

“Say，I have an idea，”said Joe．“Float the seaweed like this in water．Then pick it up by putting a piece of writing paper under it and spread out the feathery branches with a pin．”

“Will the seaweed stay on the paper？”asked Violet．

“Yes，”said Joe．“There is something in the seaweed that makes it stick to the paper when it is dry．Then you can use the paper for writing letters．”

“Oh，I’d like that，”cried Violet，“but I’d also like to make a seaweed collection！”

“Fine！”said Henry，for he and Jessie had come back from the raft to see what was going on．“You can write down the names of the seaweed and make a little book．”

“That will be hard to do．There aren’t many everyday names for seaweed，”said Joe．

“You know lots of things，don’t you，Joe？”said Benny．

The three older children agreed，for they had seen how clever Joe had been in getting Benny into the cold water without his knowing it．

After they had dressed and were sitting down to supper，Henry was thinking about Joe．Later，when he was in bed，he thought，“Joe is a very strange handy man，to know the names of the different kinds of seaweed．”


Chapter 5　Summer Plan

“We must go on exploring the island，”said Henry，the morning after the clam digging．“It may rain any day and the days are just flying by．”

“We can go this morning，”said Jessie，coming to the doorway of the barn．“The clams will not take very long to cook，and that’s all we are going to have for dinner except，of course，bread，butter，and milk．If we get back by eleven o’clock，we shall have plenty of time．”

“It’s settled，then，”said Henry．“Let’s take the big kettle．We might find something we want to bring home．Now where is Benny？”

“There he is，”said Jessie，pointing．

Benny was coming from the dock．He had a basket of groceries with him．

“Hurry up，Benny．We are going to explore，”said Henry，taking the kettle．

“Aren’t we going to cook my clams？”asked Benny．

“Oh，yes．We’ll be back in plenty of time to cook your clams，Benny．”

They started down the beach．

“See this funny shell，”said Jessie．She dug it out with her foot．“It is just like a little boat．Let’s save it．”She dropped it into the kettle．

“And here’s a beautiful one，”said Violet．“Let’s save all the shells we find．”

“Look at this pretty purple flower，Jessie，right in the sand，”said Benny．

“Let’s save all the flowers we find，too，”said Jessie．“Put it in the kettle，Benny．”

Just then Henry began to jump around on the sand．The others watched him in surprise．

“What in the world is the matter with you？”asked Jessie，as Watch began to jump with him．

“I have a great idea！ Oh，boy！”cried Henry．

“Tell us，”said Violet，as they all sat down on the sand．

“Well，”began Henry，“you all know what a museum is——”

“I don’t，”said Benny．

“Oh，sure you do，Benny，”cried Henry．“You must have seen pictures of museums; places where they keep all kinds of birds and animals and flowers．”

“And shells，”said Violet．

“That’s it，”cried Henry，looking at his sister．“You know what my idea is already，don’t you？”

“I think so，”said Violet．“And I think it is a perfectly wonderful idea．”

“Oh，do you？”asked Henry．“I wasn’t sure．”

“What is this idea？”asked Jessie．

“Well，”answered Henry，“we are sure to find some interesting things on this island to keep．We found these things without looking at all．Maybe we shall find lots more——butterflies，birds，seaweed——”

“We could clean out the upstairs in the barn，”said Jessie．

“And have a museum，”said Benny．

“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do！”said Jessie．“That will give us lots of things to do on rainy days．Violet could make little signs for everything，and you could make a table to go around the room．And I will dry the flowers between newspapers and put the shells in boxes．” “We wouldn’t have real birds，would we？”asked Violet，looking worried．

“Oh，no！”cried Henry．“We could cut birds out of heavy paper and color them——every bird we see．”

“Then we could cut down some small trees and put the birds on the branches，”said Jessie．“I’ve seen them in the museum．”

“Good！”said Henry．“We might find old birds’ nests to put up in the trees．We will have plenty of fun this whole summer．”

Violet began to write down in the little book:
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“That’s enough for a beginning，”said Henry，standing up．“We shall have to be on the watch every minute．”

And so the exploring party set out once more，looking at the trees for birds，and dropping flowers and shells into the kettle．

“How can I write the names of these shells when we don’t know their names？”asked Violet．She dropped a long，thin clam shell into the kettle，but nobody knew what it was．

“I suppose we could get a book about shells from the library，”said Henry．“Grandfather said we could go across to the mainland with Captain Daniel if we wanted to，but I don’t want to leave this island for even a minute．”

“Something will turn up，”said Jessie．

Something did turn up．The very minute the explorers came back to their barn，they saw Joe getting into the motorboat．

“Oh，wait！”called Jessie，running down to the dock．

“Don’t hurry，”called Joe．“Plenty of time．”

But all the children kept on running just the same．

“Are you going to the stores now，Joe？”asked Jessie．

“That’s just where I am going，”replied Joe．“I will get anything you want and I shall be back in an hour．”

“Then you will go right by the library！”cried Jessie．“Would you be willing to get us some books？”

“Yes，I can get all the books you want by signing for them，”he said．
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Joe took out a pen and a piece of paper and gave them to Jessie．“Write the names of the books you want and I will get them．”

“I can’t，”answered Jessie，giving back the paper．“We don’t know the names of the books．But we want books with pictures in them to tell us the names of flowers，birds，shells，butterflies，and seaweed．”

Joe smiled in a queer way and said，“I could ask the girl in the library to pick them out for you．”

“That’s right，”agreed Henry．“She would know．”

But when Joe went into the library，he did not ask for any help．He gave the girl in the library the names of so many books that she had to write very fast．Then a small boy went off to get them．When the books were tied up，the strange handy man went away，leaving the girl and small boy looking after him in surprise．

Joe was really delighted to go over to the barn and see the children．He knocked at their open door with his foot，as his arms were full of books．

“Oh，come in！”cried Jessie．She put a cover on the kettle and came over to him at once．“Did you have any luck？”

“I don’t know．I hope so，”said Joe．

“Oh，Henry，”cried Jessie，“I don’t know what to do first，but I suppose I must fix the clams．”

“You surely must，”said Henry．“We are so hungry we could eat the chairs，but I will not open the books until after we eat．”

“Won’t you stay to dinner，Joe？”asked Jessie．“I washed the clams six times and they are cooking now．I think they are almost done．”

Oh，how Joe wanted to stay to dinner！ “I——I——”he said．

“That’s fine！”said Jessie，as if he had said ’Yes．’”

“You’re our first guest，”shouted Benny with delight．“But you’ll have to wash your own dishes．”

“Oh no，he won’t，Benny，”cried Jessie．“You shouldn’t say such things．”

“I would like to wash my own dishes，”said Joe，smiling．“And I really would like to see if the books are all right．”

Violet smiled，because the smell of the clams was good enough to make anyone hungry．While Jessie melted some butter，Violet went out and brought back five of Benny’s purple flowers and put one at each place．

The clams were all open when Jessie looked in the kettle．She began to take them out with a saucepan．

“Please let me do that，”said Joe．“That kettle is so heavy．”

“Thank you so much，”said Jessie．“I can put the melted butter into the cups．”She did this quickly，and then poured the clam water into five bowls．Violet set them all on the table．

“Oh，dear，what shall we do for another place to sit？”asked Jessie．

“Let me bring the block from my woodpile，”said Joe．

When Joe came back with the block of wood，Benny asked，“How do you eat clams，anyway？”

“Pull the clam out，”said Joe．“See！ Then put him into the clam water，then into the melted butter——”

“Then you put him into your mouth，”said Benny．

They all laughed at Benny，but they did not talk much，for they were too busy eating．Joe picked out Benny’s clams for him．

“I never had so much fun at a dinner in my life，”said Joe when the clams were gone，“but I want to help with the dishes．”

“All right，”said Jessie．“I put the kettle of water on to heat before we sat down．You may wipe dishes if you really want to．”

When the dishwater was hot，the dishes were washed and soon were all put away in the cupboard．

Then Jessie said，“Now show us the books，Joe！“


Chapter 6　The Museum

Joe and the children sat around the table to look at the books．Henry took off the paper and found twelve interesting-looking books．

“The Butterfly Book，”said Jessie．

“The Shell Book，”said Violet．

“The Flower Book，”said Henry．“Oh，these three books must belong to a set．Just look at the beautiful pictures．”

The handy man seemed to be just as interested as the children．He soon found a picture of the purple flower on the table．It was the Beach Pea．Then Joe showed the children the names of the shells they had found．He saw that Henry was staring at him．“How did you ever learn all this？”asked Henry．

“Oh，I just picked it up，”said Joe．“I used to live near the beach．”
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Joe saw that he would have to be more careful，because it appeared that he knew too much for a handy man．And so he said he would have to get back to his work．

After Joe had gone，Henry said，“Let’s look upstairs．”He ran up the stairs and the others followed with the dog．First Henry opened the big windows．Then he looked around the room．The pile of straw was at one end．In the corner stood an old straightbacked chair．Jessie went over and shook it．

“Wonderful！”said Jessie．“We’ll use that when Grandfather comes to call．To think of having a real guest chair！”

“I wish we had some boards，”said Henry．“I thought we might find some up here．”

“What is this？”asked Benny．

“Boards！”shouted Henry．

Some eight-foot boards were piled on the floor under the straw．

“Well，now，”cried Henry，“how lucky we are！ I’ll get right to work．I can carry the boards down under the trees，and saw them to make tables．”

“I ought to dry the flowers，”said Jessie．“Violet can look up their names and Benny can help carry down the boards．”

“We ought to have lots of newspapers for drying the flowers，”said Violet，going downstairs．“And we haven’t a single newspaper．”

“Joe has，”said Benny to everyone’s surprise．“He gets two every day，so he must have a lot．”

“You go ask him，Benny，will you？”said Violet．“Just ask him for old ones，and be sure to thank Joe．”

When Benny arrived at Captain Daniel’s hut，he knocked at the door．

“Hello！”called a voice．Benny walked around to the other side of the hut．Joe and the captain sat there cleaning fish．

“Have you any old newspapers？”asked Benny．“Not to read，but to dry flowers between．”

“We certainly have，”said Joe，smiling．He pointed to some piles of old newspapers．

“Oh，one pile will be enough，”cried Benny，delighted．“Jessie only wanted a dozen．Thank you，Joe．She will be surprised．”

Jessie was surprised and pleased．

“Have you a thin board about a foot long？”she called to Henry．

“How’s this？”asked Henry．

“Perfect．Go get it，Benny，”said Jessie．

But she had used the wrong words for Benny and the right words for Watch．When the dog heard “Go get it，”he ran out of the barn to Henry who put the board carefully in the dog’s mouth．Then Watch ran back and laid the board at Jessie’s feet．Jessie was so pleased that she stopped her work and gave him a piece of bread．

The girls smoothed the flowers out on the newspapers，just as they had done in school．Then they covered the flowers with more papers and a board and put a large stone on top．

“I hear a motorboat，”said Henry．

“I’m going down to see，”said Benny．“There might be something for us．”

Jessie said，“Don’t be too sure．”To her surprise he came back in a few minutes with a big box．

“We did get something！”he cried．“It’s from Grandfather！ Captain Daniel said so．”

Henry opened the big box．

“Sweaters！”he said．

Benny took his at once．“I know mine is that red one，”he said．“And I guess that purple one is Violet’s．

There was a beautiful blue one for Jessie，and a brown one for Henry．They all put them on to see how they looked．

“Grandfather thinks it’s going to get cold，”said Jessie．

“So do I，”answered Henry．“I think we shall be glad of these presents very soon．”

When Jessie woke up late that night she heard rain falling on the roof of the barn．She put on her shoes and shut all the windows．Henry got up to help shut the barn door．“Now I guess we’ll keep dry，”he whispered．

“The rain is coming in somewhere，”said Jessie softly．They listened，and they could hear the sound of water dropping near the stove．

“We mustn’t let the stove get wet，”cried Henry，speaking out loud．“Get the big kettle！”

Henry put it under the stream of water．The water seemed to come faster and faster into the kettle．

“We can’t go to sleep because the kettle might run over，”said Henry after a minute．

“What’s the matter，Jessie？”called Benny in a sleepy voice．

“Rain is coming through the roof，”said Henry．“You go back to sleep．”

“I can’t，”cried Benny．“Rain is coming in my window，too，and all over me．”

“Oh，dear！”cried Jessie．“Where is the flashlight？”

With the flashlight，the two older children soon saw that the wall near Benny’s bed was very wet．A stream of water was running in under his window．

“Get up，Benny！”cried Henry．

Benny came out slowly．“I don’t like this bed，”he said．He began to cry．“I like my bed at Grandfather’s house，and I want to go home！ It’s nice and dry there．”

“Now，Benny，don’t be like that！”cried Jessie．“You’re a big boy，and you ought to be up helping us．You wouldn’t like it if we left you at home，would you？”

“No，”said Benny．This idea woke him up，and he started to help move his bed out．

“What’s the matter？”called Violet．

“It’s raining in this barn！”said Benny．“Maybe on you，too．”

“No，it’s not，”said Violet．“But I can hear it coming in somewhere．”

“It’s coming in all over the place，”cried Henry．

“I wish we had more kettles，”said Jessie．“I’ll put one pail under this window and the other pail in the corner．”

“We can’t go to sleep，”said Violet．“The pails and kettle will run over．”

“The rest of you can go to sleep，”said Henry．“I will stay up and empty the pails．Benny，you get into my bed．I think we have found all the places where the rain is coming in．”

Benny was glad to get into bed and he was soon asleep again．Henry sat up for an hour．He emptied the pails once more，and then crawled in beside Benny．The rain had almost stopped．

“I’ll fix the roof tomorrow，”he thought．“And maybe Joe will help me．He’s a very handy man．”

The next morning it was still raining．The children dressed and ate breakfast and then watched the rain．

“One of us must go outside for the groceries，”said Henry，“and I think I’m the one．My clothes are going to get awfully wet，so what shall I do while they dry？”

“Where are all your other clothes？”asked Benny．

Henry pointed to the clothesline over the stove．

“They aren’t dry yet，”said Jessie．“I’m sorry now that I washed them．”

“Henry can go to bed while his clothes dry，”said Benny．

“Say，listen，Benny！”cried Henry．“How would you like to go to bed？ You get busy and think of something I could put on．”

“Jessie could make you a suit out of a blanket，”said Benny suddenly．

“I really could！”cried Jessie．“It’s lucky we brought along Violet’s workbag．I’ll make you a pair of pants out of a blanket．And you can put on your new sweater while your things dry．”

“Good for you，Jessie，”said Henry．“Now let’s be sure we have thought of everything we want，so I won’t have to go out again．”

“I have an idea，”said Benny．“Why don’t you put on your swimming suit to go outside and then your clothes won’t get wet？”

“That is a good idea，Benny．What would we do without you？”said Henry．

“Benny，you are wonderful，”agreed Jessie．

Benny laughed and said，“I know you could make pants out of a blanket if you had to．”

“I’ll put on my swimming suit，”said Henry．“You be thinking of what you want．”

Jessie said，“There will be some potatoes in the box because I ordered them．And all that bread and milk．Do you think you can carry it all？ I am going to make some clam chowder，and I’ll need onions from the garden．The onions aren’t very big，but big enough．”

“I’ll get the onions first，”said Henry，appearing in his swimming suit，“and give them to you through the door．I think I can carry everything else．”

Henry handed the little onions to Jessie through the partly open door．When he came in with the basket of groceries，he looked as if he had been swimming．

After a rub down with a towel，Henry put on his dry clothes and was ready for work．

“This is a perfect day to work on our museum things，”he said．“I can make some boxes for the shells and butterflies．”

Soon the table was covered with wood，paper，paints，and tools．

At half-past eleven，Jessie stopped her work to make the chowder．

“I’m going to use these little onions for the chowder，”she said．

Jessie melted some butter and put the onions in it．Then she added water and salt and the sliced potatoes．When the potatoes were done，she added the cut-up clams and at the very last minute，the milk．

Soon，when dinner was ready，the four children took their bowls of chowder and sat down，not minding the rain at all．

“Jessie，you can make anything！”cried Henry．

“Yum，yum！ Jessie can make good chowder！”said Benny．

After dinner，the children painted birds and fixed the feathery seaweed for their museum．Henry went upstairs to put up the tables．

By the time it was dark，the Alden Museum was very well started．

“I think the birds are the best thing in the museum，”said Benny．But Benny did not know what they were to find the next day．


Chapter 7　Exploring

The next morning the rain had stopped，and it was a beautiful day．First，the four children went swimming．Then，after breakfast they started out with the big kettle to explore again．

“Let’s go down to the very end of the island today，”said Henry．

“I’ll make a picture of the island as we go along，”said Violet，taking the blue book．

They walked along slowly until they could see the very end of the island．

“Look，oh，look！”cried Jessie．“What a big pile of shells！”

“It’s taller than Benny，”cried Henry，as he and the others ran to the shell-pile．

“They’re all broke，”said Benny，picking up some shells．

“Broken，Benny，”said Henry．

“Well，broken，then，”said Benny．“Old broken clam shells．No pretty ones for our museum．”

“Yes，but look！”said Jessie．“They are all clam shells，just as if somebody had sat here for years and years getting out clams．”

“Maybe they did，”said Violet．

“Who did？”asked Benny．

“I don’t know，Benny，”replied Henry．“I know I never saw anything like it before，not even in a picture．”He took a stick and dug in the pile．

Violet made a little picture in her book of the shell-pile．Then the children started to explore the other side of the island．They found that this side of the island was very rocky．Jessie，Henry，and Violet were looking up at the high rocks when Benny said suddenly，“Look，a little cave！ Let’s go in．”

“He’s right，”said Henry，looking in．

“Come on，like this，”said Benny，going in on his hands and knees．

The other children went after Benny，laughing．“Oh，it’s just like a little room，”cried Jessie．“And I can see another one．”

“Nice in here，”said Henry，looking around him．“Let ’s go on．”

They all crawled after Henry and came to another little room．They could still see the ocean，as they looked back．
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The children sat down，and Henry began to dig with the stick，just for fun．Suddenly he dug out a small stone．

“Oops！”cried Henry．“What is this？”He picked up the stone and rubbed off the wet sand．Then he jumped up．

“It’s an Indian arrowhead！”he cried．“What do you know！”

“Let me see it，”said Jessie．“It certainly is an arrowhead．See the little place at the end where they tied it to a stick？”

“They put feathers on the other end，”said Henry．

“It’s for our museum，”cried Benny．

“So it is！”cried Henry．“You think of everything，Benny．Let’s dig and see if we can find another．If Indians lived here，they had more than one arrow．”

The children began to dig．When Watch saw what they were doing，he began to dig，too．

“If we find a lot of Indian things，”cried Henry，“maybe some real museum will buy them．”

“That is a good idea．Let’s come here early some morning and dig，”said Jessie．“Besides，it’s lots of fun．”

Suddenly Watch stopped digging and began to bark．

“What’s the matter，old boy？ What are you trying to tell us？”asked Henry．He went over and put his hand in the hole Watch had dug and took out a big smooth stone．

“I think this is an old ax-head！”he cried，turning it over and over．

The other children came to look，and Benny took it in his hand．Watch barked again，sharply．Then he threw back his head and gave one long howl．

“Something is wrong，”cried Henry．“Watch never howls．”

“Oh，look，Henry！”cried Jessie in a frightened voice．

They all looked at the door and water was coming in almost at their feet．

“Let’s get out of here！”shouted Henry，starting for the door．“Come just as fast as you can！”

They crawled as fast as they could，but the water was quite deep．Watch began to swim．

“Joe doesn’t know where we are！”cried Benny．“Or he would save us．I’m scared．”

“Don’t talk，Benny．Keep going．”

Soon they were in the first room．

“A wave is coming！”Henry shouted．“When it comes，get out fast！”

The wave came up and broke over them．Jessie caught Benny’s arm and pulled him out．The four frightened children crawled through the water，and scrambled along the rocky edge before another wave came in．They rested there a short time and then crawled to the shell-pile．

“Be careful！”said Henry．“Don’t fall．”

“Oh，thank goodness！”cried Jessie，as they came to the dry sand．

“I’m all tired，”said Benny crossly．“And I’m scared of that old cave．”

“Well，”said Henry，“I am the one who ought to have watched the tide．That cave is perfectly safe when the tide is out．Just think！ How lucky we are to be out！”

“W-w-we-did-get-out，”said Violet．“Th-th-thank-good-old-Watch-for-that．”She was still so frightened that she shook all over．

“Right，”said Henry．“Let’s rest a little while．Then we’ll go back the way we came．”

When the family came walking slowly back to their barn，Joe saw that something was wrong．He waved to them from the hut．

“All right？”he called．

“No！”shouted Benny．“We’re scared and almost dead！The water came in the cave almost all over us．

“What do you mean？”asked Joe．He was very excited．

“We crawled into a cave，and the tide came up and almost caught us，Joe，”said Henry．“I should have looked for the tide．If Watch hadn’t barked，we wouldn’t have seen the waves coming in．”

“I can see that you are all worn out，”said Joe．“You are too tired to get dinner．Captain Daniel has just made a big kettle of stew．Why don’t you each bring a bowl down here and eat with us？”

Jessie looked at Joe and smiled．“We will，”she said．“We’ll each get a bowl and a spoon and we’ll be right back．”

When the children sat down on the sand by the little hut，they began to feel better．The hot stew was good．Benny looked sleepy．

“Where was this cave？”asked Joe．

“On the very end of the island，”said Jessie．“We found some Indian things in it．”

“What did you find？”asked Joe quickly．

Henry took the arrowhead out of his pocket and gave it to him．

“We found something else，too，but we forgot to bring it，”he said．

“No，I brought it，”said Benny，almost asleep．“It’s in my pocket，and I can’t get it out．”

Joe put his hand in Benny’s pocket，and pulled out the stone．

“An Indian ax-head！”Joe said at once．

“I thought it was，”said Henry．“But you seem to be sure．”

“Well，I guess I am sure，”said Joe，turning it over．“Maybe there are other things in the cave．”

“I’m scared to go in that old cave again，”said Benny crossly．

“Oh，don’t say that！”cried Joe．“Just watch the tide．There must be some good Indian digging in there．If you ever want company，I could go with you．”

“Oh，would you？”said Henry．“Then we certainly would be all right．There is a big pile of shells near the cave，too．”

“What！ A shell-pile？”shouted Joe．“Then I will certainly go with you．I must！”

“Why？”asked Benny．“Why must you？”But it was the last word he spoke．He was fast asleep．

Joe was saved from answering Benny．He just smiled and said，“I’ll carry him home for you．It will be the best thing for all of you to get some sleep．”

Joe picked Benny up and took him to his own bed．Jessie，Violet，and Henry followed them to the barn．In a few minutes the other three children fell asleep right in the middle of the day．


Chapter 8　Indian Point

After a long sleep，the children were as good as new．

“I feel just like starting out again，”said Jessie．

“So do I，”agreed Henry．“I wonder why Joe was so excited over the shell-pile．Let’s ask him．

“Why did you say you must see that pile of shells？”began Henry when they had found Joe at the hut．

“Because I’m interested in things like that，”answered Joe．“A shell-pile means that Indians must have been on this island．”

“Come right along，Joe，”said Benny．“I’ll show it to you．”He took hold of Joe’s hand and tried to pull him up．The children laughed as Joe got on his feet．In a little while the explorers arrived at the shell-pile．

“What a wonderful thing to find！”shouted Joe．

“Why？”asked Jessie．

Joe was looking at some of the broken shells．“Well，”he said，“I’m sure the Indians made this pile．Do you remember from school that they made shell money called wampum？ Sometimes they used these quahog shells for the purple part．Quahogs are clams！”

“You think they sat here to make wampum？”asked Henry．

“Yes，and I think they dried clams here，too，”replied Joe，looking at some unbroken quahog shells．

“Why？”asked Jessie．

Joe laughed and said，“These are whole clam shells，so the Indians must have sat here to take the clams out of the shells．They used to dry the clams and then eat them later．”

“Jessie knew that，”said Benny．“She said they sat here for years and years．”

“But I didn’t know they were Indians，”said Jessie．

“Do you think we could find any wampum here，Joe？”asked Henry．

“No，I don’t really．They would save it because it was money，but we might find some old tools they used．The Indians used to smooth the shells on stones，and then make the holes with tools they got from white men．”

“Let’s dig，”said Benny．“You can tell us if we find a tool．”

“I’d like to dig，”said Joe．“But we ought to have something good to dig with．Let’s go back and get something from Captain Daniel．”

“I’m too tired，”said Benny．“And so is Watch．”

Henry laughed．“You sit right down with Watch and Violet，”he said，“and don’t go away from here，and don’t get into trouble．The rest of us will get the things and come right back．Remember now！”

“All right，”said Benny，sitting down．

“While you are waiting，you could do some digging with a stick，”called Joe．“Save everything you aren’t sure about．”

Violet began at once to look over the broken shells．“Why don’t you look，Benny？”she said．“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you and I found something good while they are gone？ Let’s try．”

“You try，”said Benny．“I don’t care．All I can find is this big chicken leg．”

“Chicken leg！”cried Violet．“That is too big for a chicken．”

“Well，maybe a horse then．It’s an old bone，anyway，”said Benny．“I’ll save it for Joe．He will know for sure．”

Violet dug at the shells．“Benny，you know all these shells look as if someone broke them．And a lot of the purple part is gone．That means that Joe is right，and they did make wampum here．”

“Of course Joe is right，”said Benny．“Joe is always right．”

“It seems funny to me，”said Violet，“that Joe is just a handy man．I shouldn’t think he would be working here on this island if he knows so much．”

“Maybe he does something else，too，”said Benny．“And maybe he came here to have a good time and learn things this summer，just like us．”

Then the others came back．They had clam hooks and a shovel，and Joe had a camera．

“A camera！”cried Benny．“You can take a picture of Watch digging up an Indian！”

“I wish I could，”said Joe，laughing．“I want to take a picture of the shell-pile．You and Watch sit right where you are．That will show how big the shell-pile is．”

Violet scrambled out of the way．

“No，no，”said Joe．“Don’t go．I want you in the picture，too．You stand beside Watch．”

So Violet stood where she was，and Joe took the picture．He took four pictures，one from each side．

“Why do you want all these pictures，Joe？”asked Henry．

“Maybe I’d better tell you something，”said Joe． “If the people on the mainland knew about this pile，they would be over here with cameras and shovels before we could stop them．You wouldn’t like that，would you？”

“Oh，no！”cried Benny．“We don’t want a lot of people over here．”

“You children had better not tell anyone about this shell-pile before your grandfather knows，”said Joe．

“All right，we won’t，”said Henry．“We’ll tell Grandfather when he comes to visit us．Now，let’s dig．I’d like to do this for a living，Joe——go to far off places and dig up old bones and things．”

“Good for you，Henry！”cried Joe．“It is very interesting work，but let me warn you，it isn’t all fun．You may work for a year and not find anything．”

“Just like fishing，”said Benny．

“Exactly，”agreed Joe．“Maybe you’d like to work with Henry．”

“No，I wouldn’t，”said Benny．“I’d rather fish，because you can eat the fish．”

“You will help us now，won’t you？”asked Henry．“We need every man we can get．”

“Sure，”said Benny．“Watch，you can help，too．”

Watch obeyed，but he soon barked and held up his paw．There was a white bone sticking in it．

“A fishhook！”cried Joe．“Right in your paw，Watch！ Here，let me take it out．It’s a fishhook made from an animal bone．”

“That means Indians used to fish here，doesn’t it？”asked Henry．

“Yes，I think so，”said Joe．“Now，do you want to work just a little more？ I’d like to dig under the pile before we go．”

“Sure，”said Benny．“We’re not hungry，because we ate so much stew．What do you think we’ll find，Joe？”

“I haven’t any idea，”said Joe．He took the shovel and soon dug quite a big hole．They all got down on their hands and knees to look in the hole．

“Is that anything？”asked Violet，pointing．“It looks like a piece of a dish．”

“It’s a piece of a dish！”shouted Joe．

“Here is another piece！”said Jessie，handing it to Joe．

“I think that these are all pieces of a bowl，”cried Joe．The children found some more pieces and gave them to Joe．He wiped off the sand and put the pieces together．“Yes，this is a cooking bowl，”said Joe．“I’m sure now that Indians lived here．We know now that they used to get clams here，and that they made wampum here．We may find more things．This island is a wonderful place．”
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Violet could see that Joe kept his eyes on the bowl every minute．

“That dish tells us more than anything else we have found，”said Joe．

“I don’t think so，”said Benny，to everyone’s surprise．“I think my horse bone tells the most，because it tells that the Indians had horses．See！”Benny pointed to the bone sticking up out of the sand．

“Benny Alden，”Joe almost shouted．“The Indians didn’t have horses before the white man came．Where did you find this？”

“On the back of the pile，”answered Benny．“We’re digging on the wrong side，I guess．”

“It’s a man’s bone，Benny！”cried Joe．“It’s part of a skeleton．Do you know what a skeleton is？”

“Oh，yes，”said Benny．“All of us have a skeleton inside us．It’s made of bones．”

“That’s right，”said Henry．“Show us exactly where you found the bone．”

“Right here，”said Benny，going to the other side of the pile．

“Let’s dig！”cried Joe．“But be careful！ Down，Watch！ You’re a good dog，but this is no place for you to dig．Oh，children，look！”

Another bone came in sight．

“If you don’t mind，please let me do the digging，will you？ Just sit and watch me．”

The children sat back and watched Joe as he slowly dug the sand away．Even Benny was excited，as he saw twelve small bones side by side in the sand．

“There ought to be another set just like these，”said Joe．

“There they are！”shouted Henry．“And look，Joe！ Look at the arrowhead sticking out！”

“He was shot，”cried Joe．“Shot with an arrow．This is the skeleton of an Indian！”

Before long the whole skeleton lay before the excited children．

“Well，well！”said Joe，sitting back to rest．“We can’t move this skeleton because we haven’t the right tools．It will be safe because nobody knows it is here．Let’s cover him up again．”

“Cover him up？”shouted Benny．“But we just found him，Joe！ He is for our museum！”

“I know，Benny，”answered Joe．“Will you leave him here，just to please me？ We can dig some other day in the cave．Aren’t you getting hungry now？”

“Yes，I am，”said Benny．“Let’s go home and get some bread and milk．”

Jessie smiled at Joe．It was so easy to please Benny sometimes．“Shall we take the bowl，Joe？”she asked．

“Oh，yes！ Take all the small things to put in your museum．”

So the explorers took their collection of clam hooks and Indian things and started home for supper．

“Let’s call this end of the island ‘Indian Point’，”said Henry．

And that is what it was always called after that．


Chapter 9　A New Violin

After supper，a few days later，the children sat resting in the doorway of the barn．

“Listen！”said Violet suddenly．

Since Violet never said anything suddenly，everyone looked at her in surprise and listened．Then they heard the sound of a violin．

“Who can that be？”asked Violet．

“Let’s find out，”said Henry．

Watch ran right to Captain Daniel’s hut and the four children followed．There sat Joe in the doorway，playing a real violin．He did not stop when he saw the children．They stared at him and watched his fingers fly as he played a very fast piece．When Joe finished，Benny said，“I didn’t know you had a violin．”

“Oh，please play it again！ When did you learn to play？”cried Violet．“Could I hold it just a minute？”

Jessie and Henry were too surprised to speak．This was not at all like Violet．When Joe handed the violin to her，Violet took it and put it under her chin．

“Play something，”said Joe．

“Oh，I can’t play it，”said Violet．“I’d just like to hold it a minute under my chin．Do you mind，Joe？”

“No！ No！”said Joe，“but don’t you want me to show you how to play it？”

“Not now，”said Violet．“You play some more．”She gave the violin back as if she had played one all her life．Joe did play some more，first a slow little piece，and then a faster one．
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But Jessie and Henry were not watching Joe．They were watching Violet．She stood without moving all the time Joe was playing．

Joe was watching Violet，too．He was sure she could learn to play well，because she seemed to like the violin so much．

When the family went back to the barn at last，they were all thinking of Joe’s wonderful playing．That night，when Jessie went to sleep，it seemed to her that Joe played such a sad piece that Violet cried．But when Jessie woke up，she knew that it was real crying that she heard，for Violet was crying softly．Jessie got up at once．

“What is the matter？”she asked，falling on her knees beside Violet’s bed．“Why are you crying？”

“I-I w-want to learn to play the violin！”said Violet，starting to cry again．

“Of course you shall！”said Jessie．“I know Grand father will buy you a violin，and Joe can teach you how to play it．”

“It’s not that，”said Violet．“You see，I want to practice，and it’s so selfish to go off and practice all by myself when I ought to be helping——”

Henry came in with the flashlight．

“Oh，my goodness！”cried Jessie．“What can I say？ You talk to her，Henry！”

“I heard most of it，”said Henry．“She thinks she’s selfish to practice，when we came down here to have a good time together．Is that it？”

“That’s just it，”said Jessie．

“Now Violet，look here，”said Henry．“You couldn’t be selfish if you tried．We all want you to learn to play the violin．Most people don’t even like to practice，you know．”

Henry’s little talk with Violet made her feel better．Soon they were all talking again，and even laughing a little．

“Sh！”said Jessie．“We’d better be quiet，we don’t want to wake Benny．He would certainly howl．”

The children left Violet feeling happy again，and thinking about the little violin her grandfather would surely buy for her．

The next morning，Joe got Captain Daniel to telephone Mr．Alden．He listened to the story，and thought about his own beautiful violin carefully packed away．

But he said to Captain Daniel，“Certainly，Violet must have a violin．The only trouble is that I am too busy this morning to buy one for her．”

“Joe thinks he could pick one out，”said Captain Daniel．“His playing is just wonderful．”

“That Joe is a very interesting man，”replied Mr．Alden．“I’ll have a talk with him when I come over．Give him the money for the violin，Captain，and let him buy one if he thinks he can．”

When Joe came back to the Alden Island with the little violin，Violet was waiting for him on the dock．Joe was sure that Violet could some day be a wonderful player，so he had bought her a fine violin．

The rest of the family came flying down to see if Joe had had any luck．After they all had seen the violin，Violet shut the box．

“I don’t think it likes to be outdoors，”she said．

“I don’t think so，either，”agreed Joe．“Let’s take it to the hut，and I will give you your first lesson．”

“I’ll go with you，”said Benny．

“No，you had better stay on the dock with us and fish，”said Henry quickly．

“Are you going to fish？”asked Benny．

“Yes！”said Henry，who had not thought of fishing until that very minute．“Just think，Benny，we’ve been here by the ocean four weeks and we haven’t had a single fishing trip yet．”

Suddenly Henry found that he wanted to go fishing himself．

“You will find fishlines and bait in an old box under the dock，”called Joe．

Luck was surely with Henry．He baited a hook with a clam．Then he let down a long line and gave the end to Benny．Almost at once Benny began to yell and pull away on his line，hand over hand．

“Good！”cried Henry when Benny finally landed the fish on the dock．“What a wonderful fisherman you are，Benny！ Wait，I’ll take it off the hook for you，and put it on a string．”

“What a big one！”said Jessie．“Don’t catch many more of those，Benny，or we’ll be eating fish for a week．”

The children sat on the dock for a long time，but nothing happened．

“I wish I could catch one，”said Jessie．“Another fish like the one Benny caught and we would have enough for dinner．And I know just how to bake them with dressing．”

“I’m getting tired of this，”said Henry．“I’m going to stop．”

“I’m not，”said Benny．“My grandfather told me fishing takes lots of time．”

“He did take you fishing once，didn’t he？”said Henry．“I remember I wanted to go，but I had to do school work．”

“He told me that if I think I won’t catch a fish，then I will catch one for sure．And so when I do catch one，I am surprised，”said Benny．

“I see，”said Henry，sitting down again．He tied his own line to the dock．And because he really did not think he would get any fish，he looked out at the boats．Henry had just sat down when Benny shouted，“Hurry！ You’ve got a fish！ Don’t you see your line pull？”

Benny jumped for Henry’s line and before anyone could help him，he pulled in another fish just like the first one．

“Oh，Jessie！ Isn’t that something？ They are two twins，I guess！”

“I guess you are the fisherman of this family，all right，”said Henry．“You and Grandfather．I don’t even know when there is a fish on my own line．”

Henry put a string through the mouth of the other fish，and Benny carried them proudly home．

“Joe can clean them for me，”said Benny．

“Oh，I can do that！”said Henry．“I can clean fish，even if I can’t catch them．”

“Cut them in half，Henry，will you？”called Jessie．“I will go in and start the dressing．”

Benny would not leave his twin fishes even for a minute．After Henry had washed them，Benny brought them to Jessie，and stayed by her side while she put them in a pan．Jessie piled the dressing made of bread，onions，melted butter，and salt on four pieces of fish．

“I guess they will be good，”said Benny，as the oven door shut．He sat by the oven with the dog，until Jessie said that it was dinner time．

Violet came in．She put her violin carefully away，but she did not talk about her lesson．

“What do I smell？”she cried．

“It’s the twins，”said Benny．“They are in the oven baking．”

“Twins！”cried Violet．“What does he mean？”

Jessie opened the oven door and took out the pan to show her．

“They are done．We can each have half a fish，”she said．“And Benny shall have his first，because he caught them．”She put the fish carefully on four plates．

“I wish Grandfather could see us eating your fish，Benny，”said Henry．“You are a very good fisherman．”

“He’s coming to visit us tomorrow，”said Violet．“He telephoned to Captain Daniel and said he would be over tomorrow，if it was all right．”

“It’s all right with me，”cried Henry．

“And me，”said Jessie．“But what shall we have to eat？ I suppose we ought to have some meat for dinner．”

“I think Grandfather would like to eat just what we do，”said Violet．

“Maybe Grandfather and I could go fishing，”said Benny，“but we might not catch anything．”

“Grandfather won’t have time to go fishing，Benny，”said Henry．“Let’s have dinner from our own garden．Remember those little vegetables we had in the boxcar days，Benny？”

“Oh，yes，little vegetables with melted butter！”cried Benny．“Let’s have vegetables．”

“That’s a better idea．Then we’ll be sure to have some dinner，”said Jessie，laughing．


Chapter 10　Grandfather’s Visit

“We must be ready at ten o’clock，”said Jessie the next morning．“Grandfather told Captain Daniel to meet him with the boat at ten o’clock and he is always on time．”

“We must certainly show him the museum，”said Henry．“I know he will be interested in the Indian things，but I’m not so sure about the birds and flowers．”

“I think he will like our museum，”said Violet．“It has his name on the door．”She looked up and read the sign again，“THE JAMES H．ALDEN MUSEUM．”

“Everything is ready，”said Jessie．She took one last look．“Let’s go down on the dock to wait for him．”

Mr．Alden was delighted to see his grandchildren all waving from the dock．

“Fine children，”he said to Captain Daniel．

“Best that ever I saw，”agreed Captain Daniel，waving，too．He tied the boat and watched the old man and his happy grandchildren as they went out of sight into the barn．

“I want to see every single thing you have，”said Mr．Alden．He sat down in the company chair and looked around him．“Say，what’s this I see？ A museum？”

Grandfather was on his feet in a minute．“Are you going to let me see it？”he asked excitedly，with his foot on the stairs．

“Of course！”cried Jessie．“If you don’t mind the heat．It’s awfully hot up there．”

“No，I don’t mind，”said Mr．Alden at the top of the stairs．He saw what the museum was like，with one look．“Which one of you thought of this？ Tell me about it．”

They told him all about their museum．They showed him the flowers，the seaweed，the boxes of shells and butterflies，and the paper birds in real branches．

Mr．Alden looked for a long time at the bluebird sitting near its nest．There were four blue eggs cut from paper in the nest．

“The birds left that nest，”said Henry，“so we took it．”

“Good！”said Mr．Alden，smiling．“And what did you find，Benny？”
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“I found a big bone in the shell-pile．”

“We ought to tell you about that bone，Grandfather，”said Henry，laughing．“Let’s go downstairs and you can sit in the company chair．You see we found the skeleton of a whole Indian，and Benny found his leg bone．Joe says it is very important and not to tell anyone but you．”

“Where is this skeleton？”cried Mr．Alden．

“It’s near a very big pile of shells on the end of the island．”

“Yes，I remember seeing that pile of shells when I was a boy，”said Mr．Alden．

“Joe told us not to pick up the Indian bones，”said Benny．“He said you could get men to do it right after we go home．”

“That Joe seems to know a lot，”said Mr．Alden．“I’ll see him before I go．”

“Look in this box，Grandfather，”said Benny．“That’s an arrowhead，and that’s an ax-head，and that’s a cooking bowl，all Indian．And that’s a tool made out of bone．Watch found the ax-head and the tool．”

“Well，well！”cried Mr．Alden．“Who told you？ Did anyone tell you to make a museum to put these things in？”

“No，”said Henry．“Don’t you like it？”

“Yes，Henry，I like it very much indeed．It just seems strange，because it’s the very thing I used to do myself．I used to go out in the woods all alone and sit for hours listening to the birds．”

“Yes，”said Henry，smiling．“We do the very same thing; we must be just like you．”

Then Violet brought her violin for him to see．To their surprise，Mr．Alden put it under his chin and began to play．He played very well．

“You didn’t know I played，did you？”said Mr．Alden to the surprised children．“That’s a fine little violin，Violet．”

“You’re a wonderful grandfather！”cried Henry．“Always doing something new！ We didn’t know you could play．”

“I am out of practice，”said Mr．Aiden，handing the violin back to Violet．“Haven’t even held a violin for years．Now what else have you to show me？”

“You must come to the little hut to see Joe，”said Benny．

“I think Joe went over to the mainland this morning，”said Violet．

“That’s funny，”said Henry，“because he certainly knew you were coming today．”

“It makes me cross，”shouted Benny．“I want you to see Joe．He’s my best friend in all the world．”

“Then I’m cross，too，”said Mr．Alden．“What time do you have dinner around here？”

“Almost right away！”cried Jessie．“Are you hungry？”

“I am hungry as a bear，”answered Mr．Alden．

At once，Jessie put some water in the big kettle．“You children set the table and get the milk out，so that Grandfather won’t have to wait a minute after dinner is ready．”

“Oh，you needn’t hurry as much as that，”said Mr．Alden．“I can wait half an hour，maybe．”

Before that time，the little vegetables were done．Jessie put them in a big dish and poured melted butter over them．There was plenty of bread and butter to go along with the vegetables．And because they had company，Jessie had put two eggs and some sugar into the milk．

“This is a delicious drink！”said Mr．Alden．“I shall come again．”

“Please do！”cried Violet．“But you’re not going home for a long time yet，I hope？”

“I think I am，”said Mr．Alden，“and I should like to take you all with me．Just on a little trip for an hour or so，”he added quickly．

“All right，”said Jessie．“I thought for a minute that you wanted us to leave the island for good．”

“You like it，don’t you？ No，it won’t take very long．I want to show you something．”

It did not take long for Captain Daniel to get the family to the mainland．They got into Mr．Alden’s waiting car and were taken to a big building they had never seen before．

“It’s a museum！”cried Henry．“Look，Jessie，look！”

Henry pointed at the name over the door，which said in large letters cut in stone，THE ALDEN MUSEUM.

“My goodness！”cried Jessie．“Is that named for you，Grandfather？”

“I suppose it is，”said Mr．Alden．“It has been here a long time．”

“You gave the money to build it！”cried Henry．

The surprised children followed their grandfather inside，where a young girl came and showed them everything he wanted them to see．At last they came to a small room，and the girl told them to go in．Jessie was the first to see a sign which read，THE FIRST COLLECTION MADE BY JAMES HENRY ALDEN WHEN HE WAS A BOY OF FIFTEEN．

“What do you know！”cried Henry，looking at the birds．“Our birds are just like yours！”

Mr．Alden’s birds were painted ones，too，and they were sitting in real trees．

“The birds left these nests，”said Mr．Alden with a twinkle in his eyes，“so I took them．”

Henry laughed and said，“You didn’t want to kill any birds either，did you？”

Mr．Alden went on，“No，the real birds out in the museum were found dead and brought to us．Not a bird in this museum was killed for me．And now，I’ll let you go back to your island and wash your dishes．”

When they got into the boat，he gave them each a box．And it was not until later that he remembered that he had not seen Joe，the handy man．


Chapter 11　Apple Pie

The next morning was very cold．Benny did not want to get up at all．

“No，”he said，“it is so cold that I’m not going to get out of bed．”

Henry looked out at the ocean．“I have an idea，”he said．“It’s too cold outside today．Let’s all stay inside and paint our birds．”

“Fine！”agreed Jessie．“I’ll light the stove and we’ll shut the barn door．It will soon be warm．”

In spite of what he had said earlier about staying in bed，Benny opened the swinging door of his room，and came out wearing his red sweater．He was carrying the little toy boat which was in the package his grandfather had given him．

“I like my new boat，”said Benny，proudly．“Let’s make it go，Henry．”

“Put it in that pail of water，Benny，”said Henry．“You play with your boat while we get ready to work．”

The girls helped Henry put the table in the corner under the window．Then Jessie brought the bird books and some heavy paper．

“I’m going to use my new pen，”said Violet．“Grandfather knew I needed a new one．”

“He knew I wanted a set of things like this，to fix cuts，”said Henry．“It will be handy to have when we go on picnics or exploring．”

Grandfather had given Jessie a set of six cooking spoons．

“Are you going to use your new spoons today，Jessie？”asked Violet．

“I might，”said Jessie．“I have a good idea for dinner this noon．I think you’ll like it，but I won’t tell you what it is until we have finished painting the birds．”

“Let’s get to work，then！”cried Henry．“I’ll cut out paper birds and you girls color them．”

“Cut out a picture of every bird we have seen，”said Jessie．“The bird book tells all the names．”

The children worked all morning．Suddenly Benny said，“Henry，I think Joe ought to have stayed here to see Grandfather．”

“I think so，too，”said Henry．

“It seems very strange，”said Violet，“for him to go off without telling us．”

“We’ll ask him when he comes back，”said Jessie．“And now，I’ll tell you my surprise for dinner．I am going to make an apple pie．”

“But you never made a pie，”said Henry，looking up．

“No，”said Jessie，“but I’m going to now．”

She took a pan of very small green apples out of the cupboard．

“Where did you get them？”asked Benny．

“Near the yellow house，”said Jessie．“There are two apple trees there．”

“I’ll get them ready，”said Violet．

“Good！ And Henry，won’t you smooth off one of those boards for a pie-board？”

Jessie washed the new board．Then she picked up a big empty green bottle．“This is my rolling pin，”she said．“I am going to try to make some good pie crust．”

So over and over she rolled the crust．She put some butter on it and rolled it out again．But when Jessie put the bottom crust in the pan，the crust was not big enough．

“Put a patch in it，”said Benny．

Jessie took a little more crust and smoothed it over the edge of the pan with her fingers．“This is going to be a very deep pie，”she said．“And there will be lots of apples in it．”

Benny watched Jessie roll out the top crust．“Make it big enough this time，Jessie，”he said．“There are lots of apples．”

Jessie rolled the top crust a little thinner．It was just right．When the pie was in the oven，she began to boil some sugar and water in a saucepan．

“What’s that for？”asked Henry．He began to take the things off the table．

“Just wait，”said Jessie．“I think it’s going to be the best thing about this pie．You see there isn’t any sugar in the pie yet，so there is no juice to boil over．Why don’t you get out the bread and milk and set the table？ Then everything else will be ready when the pie is done．”

When the crust was nice and brown，Jessie took the pie out of the oven．She lifted up the top crust with a knife，and carefully poured the hot juice over the apples．Then she let down the crust again．

Just as Jessie was about to cut the pie into four pieces，there was a knock at the barn door．

“Who in the world can that be？”cried Henry．He was so surprised that he almost dropped his cup．

When Henry opened the door，he was even more surprised to see a tall man standing there．

“I’m sorry，”said the stranger，“but I went to the fisherman’s hut，and nobody was at home．”

“Won’t you come in？”asked Jessie．

“Thank you．It is a cold day，”said the man with a smile．“Oh，I see that you are about to have dinner．I’ll just stay long enough to ask you something．”

“Won’t you sit down？”said Henry．

“Thank you．My name is Browning，”he said as he sat down in the company chair．“A young man who went exploring for me last year has been lost．I heard that he was dead．Then later I heard that he was living on the Alden Island．This is the Alden Island，isn’t it？”

“Yes，”said Henry．“But there is nobody on the island but Captain Daniel and his friend Joe．”

“Who is this Captain Daniel？”asked Mr．Browning．

“Oh，Captain Daniel is old，”said Henry，“and I’m sure he never went exploring．He has been with my grandfather for years．”

“How about his friend Joe？”asked the man．

“He’s nice．He’s my best friend in all the world，”said Benny，proudly “all but Jessie，and maybe Watch and Captain Daniel——and of course Violet and Henry and my grandfather——”

“You have a lot of best friends，”said the man，laughing．“Tell me，what color are Joe’s eyes and hair？”

“He has brown hair and brown eyes，”said Benny，“and he has a violin．”

“I don’t think he is the one I know，then，”said the man．“I never heard that he played the violin．Just the same，I should like to see your Joe．”

“Won’t you wait for him？ He is sure to come back soon，”said Jessie．“Why don’t you stay to dinner and help us eat our first apple pie？”

The man looked at the big pie and said，“If you are sure there will be enough，I think I will．”

So the pie was cut into five pieces．Violet quietly got an extra cup of milk and set another place，and the stranger sat down to a strange dinner．

“When I look at that pie，”said Mr．Browning，“my mouth fills up with water．”And certainly everyone was watching Jessie as she took out the big juicy pieces．

“Milk seems to go with apple pie，”said Henry．

“I never knew pie could be so delicious，”said Mr．Browning when dinner was over．“But now，if I may，I think I will see if I can find Joe．”

“We think that Joe is more than a handy man，”said Henry．

“Joe knows everything in the world，”said Benny．“He knows all the flowers and the birds and the clam shells，and Indian things．”

“Indian things！”cried Mr．Browning．“It must be the very one．He was the head of a museum before he went away．I must see him．”

But Mr．Browning did not see Joe．Captain Daniel came back to the island without him．He said that Joe had gone away for a day or two．

“Is he coming back？”asked Benny，getting ready to howl．

“Oh，yes，”said Captain Daniel．“He will come back，all right．”

When Mr．Browning left，he told Jessie that he was glad he came，for now he had met a girl who could make a wonderful apple pie with an old green bottle for a rolling pin．


Chapter 12　The Picnic

The children were waiting upon the dock when Joe came back．But it was too late then to find Mr．Browning．

Jessie began，“You know，Joe，Grandfather said we should never build a fire outdoors unless someone older helped us．Now we have such a good place for a picnic，we thought we’d invite our school friends over for a picnic on the beach．They have never seen the island．”

“I’ll be glad to help you build a fire，if that’s what you want，”said Joe．

“Oh，thanks，Joe，”said Jessie．

The four children invited their friends over Captain Daniel’s telephone．All of them said that they would come．Henry’s friend was a tall boy named Morris Wilder，and Jessie’s friend was Morris’ sister，Marjorie．Violet invited her friend，Barbara Black．Benny surprised them by saying that he wanted to invite Mike Wood，a little boy who was always in trouble．

“Mike and Benny will be quite a pair！”cried Henry．“But I suppose he can invite anyone he likes．We all did．”

“We’ll have fish chowder for dinner，”said Jessie．“We can always get some fish from Captain Daniel．”

“And we’ll all pick blueberries after the others get here，”said Henry．“That will be something to do．”

When the guests arrived，Watch was very excited．Mike had brought his big white dog，Spotty，with him．Jessie had a hard time trying to keep the dogs from fighting，but after a lot of barking Watch and Spotty were friends．

“Let’s race the dogs，Ben，”cried Mike，who could never be still very long．

The two boys held the dogs for a minute，and then let them go．Both dogs seemed to understand，for they raced to the beach where they dropped，panting，on the sand beside Joe．Watch knew the way，and got there first．

“Spotty got there first！”shouted Mike．

“He did not！”cried Benny．“He didn’t even know the way！”

“Benny，Benny！”said Henry．“Don’t start the picnic fighting．”

“Watch got there first and you know it，”said Benny．

“Spotty is better than Watch，”said Mike．

“Spotty is not better than Watch！”shouted Benny．“Watch can run faster than Spotty，and he got there first in the race！”

“You started this fight，Ben！”said Mike．

“I did not start it！”shouted Benny．

“Yes，you did，too！”shouted Mike．

“Now，you listen to me，young fellow，”said Morris，catching Mike’s hand．“You stop，or you’ll have to go home．”

Mike began to jump up and down，when suddenly he jumped on a very sharp shell．Then Mike sat down holding his foot and crying at the same time．Henry sat down，too，and tried to look at Mike’s foot．He took out his box of things for fixing cuts．

“Keep still，now，Mike，”he said．“You’ve got a long cut here，but it’s not deep．Let me fix it．”

The cut foot was a big help to everyone．It kept Mike in sight all morning，while the four older children and Joe picked blueberries．

At noon，Jessie and Violet watched while Joe made a fire and boiled some water．Henry and Morris cut the potatoes and onions and the chowder was soon ready．

Everyone enjoyed the chowder，and the boys had made enough extra for supper，too．After blueberries and milk，Jessie and Violet washed the dishes in the ocean，while Benny and Mike walked away slowly．

“Keep an eye on Mike，Henry，”said Jessie．

“I can see them．They are just sitting over there on the rocks，”said Henry．

But the next time he looked，the boys had gone．

“Where could they go？”he cried，getting up quickly．“There’s no place for them to go，because I can see the whole beach！”

But the little boys were not in sight．As Henry climbed upon the rocks，he was very glad to hear Benny’s voice．

“I wonder who left the bottle here？”said Benny．

Henry and Morris looked under the rocks into a tiny cave．

“How in the world did you boys get in there？”asked Henry．

“The stone came off，”said Benny．“It was like a door，and we pulled it away．It was awfully heavy．”

“Say，you fellows climb out of there and let us go in，”said Morris．The little boys obeyed at once and the two older boys crawled in and looked around．They saw a big stone table with an old bottle on it．

“Let’s take out the bottle，”said Henry．“There may be something inside．”

“Look，Joe，”said Morris．“See what Ben and Mike found．”

“There’s a paper inside the bottle，”said Henry．“Shall we take it out？”

“Why not？”said Joe，turning it over．“Maybe there’s a name on the paper．”

“Let me get the paper out with my knife，”said Henry．The mouth of the bottle was just wide enough for the knife．Henry pulled the paper out easily and read，“‘If found，give to J．Alden．Six feet from cross to red rock，and three feet down．J．A．and R．W．’”

“Grandfather must have left it here when he was a boy，”said Henry，“but I don’t see any cross．”

“I do，”said Mike．“It’s right over there．”He pointed at a strange rock．It did look like a cross．

“And there’s the red rock！”cried Violet．“See！”

“This will be easy，”said Morris．“You run a string from the cross straight to the red rock．Then what does it say？”He looked at the paper again．“Six feet．Well，six feet from the cross you dig down for three feet．There must be something there．”

The children were excited as they tied the string to the red rock．Joe showed them where six feet would be．Then they took turns digging with a spoon．With Watch and Spotty to help，they dug a hole three feet deep，but there was nothing in it but water．After an hour’s digging they had still not found anything．

“We can dig some other day，”said Henry at last．“It may be down twelve feet since the paper is very old．”

All the children but Mike were tired and were glad to sit down on the grass．The little fellow still sat beside the hole with Spotty，digging away with the spoon．Then suddenly he began to shout．

“It’s mine，all mine，because I found it．You can’t say it isn’t，because you all stopped digging．”

When the children ran to the hole，they saw Mike pulling out a black box covered with wet sand．And Mike went right on shouting．

“I found the cave，too，and made Ben help me take the door off，and I found the cross and I dug out the box，and it’s mine！”

“Don’t talk so much．Of course it’s yours，Mike，”said Henry．“Why don’t you open it？”

It was not hard to do this，because the box was very old．Mike pulled off the cover with his fingers，and the children saw a pile of old money．Mike put the money，one piece at a time，in the cover of the box．

“Just five dollars！”said Morris．“What a lot of money，Mike！”

“Grandfather will give him a five-dollar bill，”said Jessie．“I think he would like to keep this old money he put here when he was a boy．Wouldn’t you like to have a new five-dollar bill，Mike？”

“Y-yes，of course，”said Mike who had never had even a dollar bill before in his whole life．

Just then，the children heard a shout coming over the water．Then they noticed a boy in a rowboat who was standing up，shouting，and pointing at the water．

A dark head showed for a minute and then went out of sight．

“There’s somebody in the water，too！”cried Morris．

Henry heard Joe say to himself，“I’m well，now．I’m not afraid．”

Joe took off his shoes，jumped into the water，and swam very fast．“Bring the boat here！”he shouted to the boy in the boat．

But the boat went right past him．

“Oh，come back，Joe！”cried Benny．

“He’ll come back，all right，”said Morris．“He’s a wonderful swimmer！ Look！”

As Morris spoke，Joe swam under water suddenly．When he came up he was pulling the boy to the rowboat．It seemed hours before Joe finally got the boy into the boat and pulled himself in．

“Good for Joe！”shouted Henry．“I hope he got there in time．”

“Everybody ought to know how to swim，”said Morris．“That boy was afraid．He just stood there and yelled．He couldn’t even bring the boat over when Joe asked him to．”

All this time Mike had not said anything．He stood very still as he looked out over the water．The little fellow seemed to have turned to stone．

“Why are you so scared？”asked Henry．

“I think it’s Pat，”said Mike，still staring at the boat．

“Pat？ Who is he？”asked Henry．

“He’s my brother，”said Mike．“He’s eleven years old．I think he was the one in the water．”

“You can’t see that far，”said Morris．“What makes you think so，Mike？”

“Well，I told him there would be something to eat at this picnic，and that maybe we’d play ball．”

“I begin to see，”said Henry，looking at Morris．“Do you know who the other boy is？”

“Maybe Johnny，”said Mike．“I told Johnny，too，and he knew about a rowboat he could get．”

“How did they get the boat？”asked Morris．

“They just took it，”said Mike．

“What an awful thing to do！”shouted Henry．“Besides，they can’t swim or row．”

It did seem so，for Joe was rowing．One boy was out of sight in the boat，and the other boy sat at one end．When Jessie saw the boat coming，she called to Marjorie，“Let’s run to the barn and get some blankets and towels．”

“Good for you，Jessie！”called Joe when the girls brought the blankets．“Lay them down on the other side of the fire．”

Jessie and Marjorie spread out the blankets，while Henry and Morris caught the boat as it landed on the beach．

“It is Pat，”said Mike in a frightened voice．“Isn’t it，Johnny？”

“Yes，”said Johnny．“But he’ll be all right．This man said so．”

“He’s lucky，”said Henry．“Lucky that Joe knew how to swim．”

Pat was very still when the boys helped Joe lift him out of the boat and roll him in a blanket by the fire．

“We won’t talk to him now，”said Joe，rubbing the boy’s hair with a towel．“We’ll let him sleep first．He’s all tired out．”

“I guess you won’t have to talk to him，”said Johnny，who was very white．“We won’t ever take a boat again．”

“No，I don’t believe you will，either，”called Joe，as he went back to the hut for dry clothes．

Just then，Mike said，“Pat didn’t get any dinner．Will you heat up the chowder for him，Henry？”

“He can’t eat when he’s sound asleep，can he？”asked Morris．

“No，but he’ll wake up when he smells the chowder，”said Mike．“Maybe I could have some more myself，because I didn’t eat much lunch．”

“Ho，I should say you didn’t！”said Morris．“Only three bowls full！”

“I’ll tell you what we can do，”said Joe，who had come back wearing dry clothes．“We have just enough to play ball，if Mike is eating and doesn’t want to play．”

“Oh，I want to play！ I want to play！”shouted Mike，jumping up and forgetting about the cut on his foot．

And so all the children played ball．Later，there was more chowder for everyone，and Pat did wake up when he smelled the food．

“This is the best picnic I’ve ever been to，”said Mike，passing his bowl again．

“Hold on，there！”warned Joe．“Don’t give him any more，Henry．Six bowls of chowder in one day are enough for one small boy．”

Just then Captain Daniel came with the boat to take the children home．And now Benny began to cry because his friend was going．

“Ho！ What are you crying about，Ben？”asked Mike．“I wouldn’t cry at nothing．”

So nobody cried when the company started for home in the boat．When Mike could not hear Benny’s answer，he put his two hands up to his mouth and shouted，“Spotty can run——faster——than——Watch！”

“Well，Benny，don’t you care，”said Henry．“Just be glad the day is over with no more trouble．”

“You’re right，”said Joe．“What a day！”

Then Henry remembered that Joe had said he was well again．And when Henry told Jessie about it later，she thought it was very strange，too．


Chapter 13　Joe Again

“I wish Mike would come over every day，”said Benny one morning．

“Well，I don’t！”said all the others at once．

Henry looked up．“I think we can get along without any company at all．”

“You don’t call Joe company，do you？”asked Violet．

“Oh，no，”said Henry．“He’s just one of the family．Why？ Did you want to invite him to eat with us？”

“No，”said Violet slowly．“But today he said I would be ready to play to you after my lesson．”

“Have him stay to supper，”said Jessie．She looked at Henry．

“Benny，come here，”said Henry．“Did you know that today is your birthday？”

“No，”said Benny，walking over to his brother．

“Well，it is，”Henry went on，“and now what do you want for a present？ We will buy it for you．”

“Cream，”said Benny．

“Do you mean ice-cream？”asked Henry．

“No，I don’t．I mean cream in a bottle like milk．A big bottle...not a little one．”

“That’s a queer kind of a present，”said Violet．

“You want to drink it？”asked Jessie．

“No，I want to put it on some blackberries，like Peter Rabbit．”

“We’ll get a big bottle of cream then，Jessie，”said Henry，laughing．

Benny began to jump around the barn and yell．

“Benny，”said Jessie，“Violet is going to bake you a birthday cake before she takes her lesson．”

“Is she？”asked Benny，giving a last yell．“I want to watch her make my cake．”

Violet got out her cooking things．She laid everything she needed on the pie-board．

“We will put the candles around the cake，”said Violet．

“I want a candle in the middle，”said Benny．

[image: ]


“Yes，but we want to save the middle——”Violet stopped suddenly．

“Never mind，”said Jessie．“Benny doesn’t know what we want to save the middle for．”

The cake looked wonderful．And when Violet took it out of the oven，Benny said，“It smells just like a birthday cake．”

Before she put the frosting on，Violet put the cake on two plates to get cold．

“Let’s sit down，”said Jessie，“and have a quick lunch of bread and milk．Then Henry can get the cream and candles，and Violet can take her lesson while I wash the dishes．”

“I’ll wipe the dishes for you，”said Benny．

“Aren’t you a good boy！”cried Jessie．“And on your birthday，too．You will have a happy birthday，I’m sure．”

They were just finishing when Joe and Violet came in carrying their violins．

“Violet is ready to play for you，”said Joe．“Will everyone please sit down？”

Jessie was excited as she sat down on one of the boxes between Henry and Benny．Violet did not seem to be either excited or afraid．It was the first time she had played for anyone besides Joe．She waited now，holding her violin，for her teacher to tell her where to stand．

Joe told Violet to stand facing the door．He stood with his back to the wall，where he could watch Violet．Then they began to play．Violet’s part was very easy，but Joe’s part was hard．It seemed to be only Violet’s playing that the children heard．Violet did not seem like their sister．

“Beautiful！”cried Jessie at the end．

“She’s good，isn’t she？”asked Joe，turning around．

“Wonderful！”said Henry．“She could be a real violin player，couldn’t she，Joe？”

“She could be，and she will be，”replied Joe．

“I wish Violet would play it again，so I would get used to it，”said Benny．

“Do play it again，”said Jessie．“I could listen all day．”

Violet and Joe began to play the piece again．When they were halfway through it，Mr．Browning appeared at the barn door．Violet looked up and smiled，but she did not stop playing．

When the piece was finished，Mr．Browning cried，“John！”

Joe turned around and said，“Oh，Mr．Browning！”He held out his hand．“I’m really glad to see you．Everything is all right again．”

“Well，I’m glad to see you，my boy！”said Mr．Browning．“I have been looking for you for a long time．”

“Here are my friends，”said Joe．“This is Jessie——”

“Oh，we did meet Mr．Browning，”said Jessie，with a smile．“We know him quite well．Please everybody sit down．”

“I could never forget the girl who makes apple pies with a green bottle，”said Mr．Browning，taking the company chair．“Or this little girl who plays the violin so well．You see，children，this Joe of yours is my best friend．”

“He’s my best friend，”said Benny．

“Yes，I think you told me so，when I was here before，”answered the man，looking at Benny．“But he was my best friend before he was yours．”

Benny thought this over，“He could have two best friends，”he said．

“Good for you！ Will you let me ask him where he has been，and what is the matter with him？”

“Nothing is the matter with Joe，”said Benny．

“That’s right，”said Joe．“I wasn’t well for a long time and for a while I didn’t even remember who I was．I’ll tell you all about it later．Now，I’m better，and ready to go back to the museum．And to my uncle，if he’ll have me．”

“Have you！”said Mr．Browning．“Your uncle has almost worn himself out worrying about you．”

“Then the sooner，the better，”said Joe．

“He works in a museum，”thought Henry．

“He is a very clever man，”thought Jessie．

“Did you really think Joe was a handy man working for Captain Daniel？”asked Mr．Browning．

“N-no，”said Henry．“I thought he worked in a museum，but was taking some time off．”

“I began wondering when he got us all those books，”said Violet．“He found the names of the shells and flowers right away．”

“Joe，”said Jessie，“did you write all those books？ I remember we said the name on the books is just like ours．”

Joe smiled，but he didn’t say anything．

“I don’t think you know yet who he is！”cried Mr．Browning．

“I do，”said Benny．“He knows more than what is in all those books，and he works in a museum．”

“That’s right，”said Mr．Browning．“He is the head of a museum．Do you think his name is Joseph Alden？”

“Yes，”said Benny．“I think that，too．”

“Well，it is．It is John Joseph Alden，”said Mr．Browning．“But you don’t understand yet．He is your cousin．”

“What！”cried the children together．

“Yes，”said Mr．Browning．“Joe’s father and your grandfather were brothers．”

“Joe，did you ever live with Grandfather？”asked Henry．

Joe looked at his cousins and said，“I used to live there before I went away，and now I think I’ll go back．That is，if Uncle James will have me and my cousins don’t mind？”

“Mind！”cried Henry．“It would be wonderful！”

“Oh，Joe！”shouted Benny．“You can keep on knowing things all the time．I’d rather have you live with us than even Watch！”

And nobody could say more than that．


Chapter 14　Everybody’s Birthday

“Somebody had better call Grandfather right away，”said Henry．

“Let me，”said Benny．“It’s my birthday．”

Later，when Benny came back from Captain Daniel’s hut，he said，“Grandfather is coming today，and he’s bringing Dr．Moore and his mother．”

“That’s great，”said Henry．“We’ll have a big party．”

Then Benny said to Joe，“Are you going to tell Grandfather that he’s your grandfather，too？”

“He isn’t my grandfather，Benny．He’s my uncle．”

“All right，are you going to tell him that he’s your uncle？”asked Benny．

“He will know me as soon as he sees me，”replied Joe．

Mr．Browning said，“I don’t think he had better see you suddenly，John．He must be very sad because he thinks he has lost you．Sudden news like this is not good for an old man．”

“Let Jessie fix it，”said Joe．“I will stay in the hut until you tell me it’s all right．”

Jessie promised to do her best．

Joe went back to Captain Daniel’s hut to wait．In a few minutes they could see the motorboat coming，and soon Mr．Alden and the Moores were on the dock．

“Hello，Grandfather！”cried Benny．“It’s my birthday！”

“Well，so it is！”replied Mr．Alden．“Happy birthday，my boy！”

Then everyone began to speak at once．

“That’s a big basket you have，”said Jessie to Dr．Moore．

“Sh，sh！”said the doctor，laughing．He took out another big basket just like it and some packages．“Presents，”he whispered to Jessie．

“I got a big bottle of cream for my birthday，Grandfather，”said Benny．

“It was funny，Grandfather，”said Jessie，half laughing．“That’s all he wanted，so we got it．”

“You did right，my dear，”said Mr．Alden．“People should have what they want on birthdays．”

“I got lots of surprises today，”Benny went on．

“He doesn’t know them all himself，yet，”said Jessie quickly．She didn’t know what Benny might say next．

“This island is just full of surprises，and that would be a good name for it——Surprise Island．”

“It would！”cried Henry．“Just think of all the surprises we’ve had．Let’s call it Surprise Island．”

“I think that’s a wonderful name，”said Mrs．Moore．“I hope they were all good surprises．”

“Every one，”said Henry，trying to get Benny to think of something else．“There were clams，and the Indian things，and the violin．”

“And my birthday，”said Benny．“Are your veins all right，Grandfather？”

“Veins？”asked Mr．Alden．

“Yes，”said Benny．“You know some people have funny veins，so when they hear something awfully good，suddenly，they just drop down dead．”

“I am sure that good news wouldn’t kill me，”said Mr．Alden．“Now，Mrs．Moore，just look at that white sand！ Isn’t it beautiful？”

“It certainly is，”said Mrs．Moore．

“It’s very good sand for houses，too，”said Benny，running down to it．

“Let’s build a house，then，”said Dr．Moore，putting down the baskets．

Jessie was trying to think of exactly the right way to tell her grandfather about Joe．She had not wanted to tell the news too suddenly，but Benny seemed to have made it easy．

“I suppose Benny is right about the veins，isn’t he，Grandfather？”she said．

“I suppose so，”said Mr．Alden，laughing．He sat down on a rock．“But I never could understand it．If I had good news，I wouldn’t want to miss the fun．”

“That sounds right to me，”said Henry，laughing．

Jessie could not wait any longer．“We have a wonderful surprise for you，Grandfather！”she said，getting up．“Come！ You know what you promised about the veins？”

“You can’t drop dead，because you promised！”shouted Benny．

“What do you mean？”asked Mr．Alden，looking very white．He started to go with the excited children．
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“Think of the nicest surprise you can，”said Henry．“What would that thing be？”

“It wouldn’t be a thing; it would be a man，”said Mr．Alden．

“That’s all right！”cried Jessie．“It is a man！”

Violet took her grandfather’s hand．“Are you too worn out to run just a little way，now？ Joe is so worried．”

“Joe？”said Mr．Alden．But then he saw two men coming along．

“My dear John！”cried Mr．Alden．Joe ran up and took his uncle’s hands．

“Uncle James，I want you to meet my good friend，Mr．Browning，”said Joe．

“I am glad to meet you，Mr．Browning，”said Mr．Alden as they shook hands．

Then he turned to Joe．“But why didn’t you come home，John？ Why didn’t you come right to me？”

“Before I came home，I wanted to be sure I was all right，”said Joe．“But first I went to old Captain Daniel on the island．I met Dr．Moore early this summer when he came with the children．”

“Dr．Moore，do you mean you knew who he was all this time？”asked Mr．Alden．

“Yes，”replied the doctor，“but I promised not to tell．I wanted to be sure myself that Joe was well again．Besides，it was a good way for him to get to know his new cousins．”

“I got two presents for my birthday，”said Benny，“a new cousin and a bottle of cream．”

“I feel as if it were my birthday，”said Joe，looking at him．

“And so do I，”agreed Mr．Alden．

“I think it’s my birthday，too，”said Mr．Browning，looking at his old friend．

“It’s everybody’s birthday，”cried Jessie．“Can’t you all come to the barn for our birthday supper？ We can cut the cake into tiny slices．”

“I thought of that，also，Jessie，”said Mrs．Moore，going over to the little housekeeper．“I brought over some sliced ham and other food in those two big baskets．I hope you don’t mind？ I hear you have blackberries and cream．”

“And my birthday cake，”said Benny．

“Oh，dear！ I haven’t put on the candles，yet！ I haven’t even frosted it！”cried Violet．

“Benny，you stay here with the men，”said Jessie．“Mrs．Moore will help Henry and me while Violet frosts the cake．”

Violet put some sugar and egg whites into a bowl．After the frosting was made，she put it on the cake，sides and all．

“Let’s put the candles around the edge of the cake and ’Watch’ in the middle，”she said．One day Henry had bought a little toy dog that looked like Watch．The cake looked delicious when Violet put it into the little cupboard．

Mrs．Moore began to take things out of the baskets．Besides a large plate piled high with ham there were many other delicious things to eat．

Jessie was delighted that Mrs．Moore had brought some extra plates and a tablecloth．She helped Mrs．Moore put the white cloth carefully on the table．Violet set the birthday cake at Benny’s place．Then she filled a bowl with purple and white flowers to put in the middle of the table．

When Benny saw the cake and the toy dog he laughed and said，“Ho，that looks just like Watch in the middle of my cake！”

Now everybody began to sit down around the table．Some sat on boxes，Grandfather sat on the company chair，and Joe sat on a block of wood．

Mrs．Moore passed the plate of ham to Benny．

“No，thank you，”said Benny．“I don’t want any ham．I just want blackberries and sugar and cream．”

“Since it’s his birthday party，let him have what he wants，”said Jessie．

“I’ll feel bad if you don’t eat some cake，”said Violet．

“All right，”said Benny，“but after I eat my cake，I don’t want anything except blackberries and cream，like Peter Rabbit．”

“Only Peter Rabbit didn’t get any．Don’t you remember？”said Grandfather．

“He will this time，”said Joe．“At last Peter Rabbit has his blackberries and cream，on his birthday．”

“Everybody is happy，then，”said Mr．Alden，looking around at the smiling faces．“And that is just right，because it is everybody’s birthday．“


Chapter 15　Good-bye，Summer

It was late summer and the children were sitting with Joe on the beach．

“We have to go home tonight，”said Jessie sadly．

“Grandfather says he wants to take us on a trip before school begins，”said Henry．

“I don’t mind going home，”said Violet．“I miss Grandfather，and he must have been lonesome，even if he didn’t say so．”

“I hope we can come again next summer，”said Henry．“We have had such a good time．”

“I’m glad we can sit down and talk quietly，”said Joe，“because I want to tell you something．I hope you won’t feel too bad about it．”

“What is it？”asked Henry quickly．

“It’s about the cave and the shell-pile，”said Joe．

“Oh，yes，”said Jessie．“Tell us the whole story，Joe．

“I know you would like to dig in that cave now．You found it，and you found the Indian things in it．But somebody ought to dig there who understands it．”

“Meaning yourself？”asked Henry．

“No，not alone，”replied Joe．“Your grandfather，my Uncle James，is letting a lot of men come to work at the cave．They are coming over with all their tools to dig very carefully so that they won’t miss anything．”

“That’s all right，”said Benny．“Couldn’t we watch them？”

“Sometimes you could，”said Joe．“Sometimes you couldn’t．You see they are going to blow the top off the cave．”

He watched the children as he said this．

“Oh，boy！”cried Benny．“That’s the day I’d like to come．”

“You would！”said Joe．“That’s just the day you can’t come．”

Benny suddenly began yelling at the top of his voice，“I want to come the day they blow the top off the cave！”

And then he began to howl．Throwing himself down on the sand，he howled and yelled just as loudly as he could．

“My！”cried Joe，who had not heard Benny howl before．“Can’t you stop him？ Does he do that often？”

“No，not often，”shouted Jessie over the noise．

“Listen，Benny，”said Violet．“Stop crying and I’ll build you a sand house．”

But Benny still howled．

“Look here，Benny！”said Henry finally．“What will Joe think？”

In spite of anything they could say，Benny yelled on and on．

“I’m sorry，”Henry said to Joe at last．“He will stop some time．Some day he’ll grow up．”

Just then a voice said very softly，“Please——”It was Captain Daniel．

“I came over，”he began，but stopped because of the noise．

Benny opened one eye．

Captain Daniel went on a little louder，“I came over to see if you’d like to go with me when I get my lobsters．”
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At this，Benny opened the other eye and stopped howling．“I would，”he said．

“Whew！”said Joe．“What a noise that was！”

“It was for sure，”said Captain Daniel．“I heard it down in my boat．”

“He hasn’t howled all summer until today，”said Henry．“He’s getting over it．”

“I hope so，”said Joe．

“We’d like to go with you very much，Captain Daniel，”said Jessie．

“Any time，”said the captain．

“Let’s go right now，”said Benny，just as if he had never cried at all．

“All right，Captain，we’re ready to go，”said Henry．

Then everyone jumped up and climbed over the rocks with Captain Daniel to the motorboat．

As they scrambled into the boat，Benny asked，“Is it fun to get lobsters，Captain Daniel？”

“I enjoy it，”answered the captain．“Your grandfather enjoys it，too．I promised him to take you out once before you went home．”

There was a pail of fish-heads for bait in the bottom of the boat and a big empty box．Captain Daniel told them all where to sit．

“Sorry，”said Captain Daniel，looking at Watch，“I don’t think we’d better take the dog along．Can’t you leave him？”

“I am not going either，”said Joe．“I have to telephone a lot of people．Don’t you think Watch would stay with me？”

“He will if Jessie tells him，”said Henry．

“Listen，Watch，”said Jessie．“Sit down here．Stay．with Joe．”

Watch obeyed and sat down．

“Good dog，”said Jessie．“He understands．”

Soon Captain Daniel started the motor，and the children waved good-by to Joe．

“How nice this is！”cried Jessie．She put her fingers in the water．

“I wish you had asked us to go with you before，”said Henry．“It’s wonderful！”

“Why is that red board floating out there？”asked Benny，pointing．

“Good boy！”cried Captain Daniel，very pleased．“That’s one of my lobster floats．It shows the place where I have a lobster pot in the water．Good sharp eyes you have，Benny，to notice that．”

As they came near the red board，Captain Daniel stopped the motor．

“Can you reach it，Henry？”he asked，as the boat stopped．

Henry caught the red float and began to lift it out of the water．A lot of rope came up，and at last a heavy lobster pot．

“Oh，you caught some lobsters！”shouted Benny．“Aren’t they queer？ These are different from real lobsters——they’re green．”

“All lobsters are green，Benny，”said Jessie．“They turn red when they are cooked．”

“Will these turn red，too？”asked Benny，looking at the claws．

“Sure，”said Captain Daniel．He opened the lobster pot and took out three lobsters．He threw one back into the ocean．“Too small，”said Captain Daniel．“We’ll let it grow some more．”The other two he put into the box．

“Don’t pick them up，Benny，”warned Henry．“You’ve got to look out for those big claws．”

Captain Daniel baited the lobster pot with old fish-heads，shut it，and let it down again into the water．Then he started the motor，and away they went．

“The one who sees the next float first gets all the lobsters in it，”said Captain Daniel．

“What color is it？”asked Benny．

“Oh，that would be telling．Each one is a different color，”answered the captain．

All the children stared hard at the water．They could see nothing but waves．

“Ho，isn’t that another float？”said Henry suddenly，as they went past a blue board．

“Yes，that’s one，”said the captain．“I hope there will be lobsters in it．”

Henry caught the blue float．“Pull hard，”said the captain．“It’s deep here and there will be more rope．Want any help？”

“No，”said Henry．It was hard work．The rope seemed to go straight to the bottom of the ocean．At last the lobster pot came in sight．

“Empty！”cried Jessie．“Too bad！”

“Yes，”said Captain Daniel，taking in the lobster pot．“It often happens．This is the best one some days．Do you notice that the bait is gone？”

He baited the pot again and let it down．

“The next one will be yours，also，Henry．Hope for better luck，”said the captain．

Soon Benny said，“This float is white．Or maybe it’s a wave．”

“No，it’s a float，”said Captain Daniel，laughing．“Henry will have to give you a lobster for finding this float．”

Everyone watched as Henry pulled in the lobster pot．At last it came to the top．

“Oh，there are a lot！”cried Henry．“It’s a pile of claws．There must be four lobsters．No，five！”

“Six！”said Jessie，as Captain Daniel dropped them one by one into the box．“Isn’t that enough for our dinner？ Six lobsters？ You and Joe will have to come to dinner，too，to help us eat them．”

“Yes，thank you，and I’ll boil them for you，”said Captain Daniel．“I have a big wide kettle．When you take the meat out of the shells it is ready to eat．”

“But I don’t know how to take the meat out，”said Jessie．

“Joe will show you，”said the captain．

“Let’s do it outdoors，”said Jessie．

After they had pulled in a few more lobster pots，Captain Daniel headed the boat back to the island．

“You caught fifteen lobsters，”said Benny．“That’s a lot！”

“Not very many，”said the captain when they had reached the island again．“Some days I get two or three dozen．And six of these lobsters are yours．”

When the lobsters had been cooked，Joe sat down on the sand with his young cousins to take out the lobster meat．Jessie and Henry worked，but Violet and Benny just watched．

While they were working，Benny said，“Please let me come when they blow the top off the cave．”

Joe looked a little worried．He remembered what had happened before when he said “No．”And so he said，“Benny，I’m sorry，but only the ones who will do the work can come．”

“Will you be here？”asked Violet．

“Yes，Violet．I have to come．You see this is my work．All the things will go in a museum bigger than Uncle James’ museum．You found some wonderful things．”

“Oh，Joe，I’d like to have this for my work，too！”said Henry．“Would you teach me？”

“Yes，Henry，I’d like to．You never can tell what will happen．We might work together．”

“Will you tell us everything the men find？”asked Jessie．

“Oh，my，yes！”replied Joe．“You can see every single thing after they have dug it out．I’m glad you don’t feel too bad about not doing the digging．”

“We understand，”said Henry．“It will be better this way．”

“Now the lobster meat is all out，”said Jessie．“How shall we fix it，Joe？”

“Some people like it cold，”began Joe．

“Oh，but I want to cook just once more on the stove，”cried Jessie．

Joe smiled．“Then have a stew．Put the lobster meat in milk with butter and salt，and eat it hot．”

“That sounds good，”said Jessie．

The stew was delicious．When they were eating，Henry said，“I have an idea．Let’s come back here weekends until it gets too cold to come．”

“Wonderful，”said Jessie．“Now we won’t have much packing to do．We’ve eaten all the food．”

Violet put the dishes in the cupboard while Jessie put the towels and blankets in boxes to be taken home and washed．Henry stood the rest of the boxes along the wall and shut all the windows．They left the museum just as it was．

Benny carried Violet’s paints，pen，and her workbag．She carried the violin herself．

“Good-by，barn！”said Benny，when Henry shut the door．“I am not going to cry．”

“Good for you，Benny！”said Henry．“Just keep thinking how lonesome Grandfather has been．”

“I want to go home now，”said Benny．“I want to sleep in my real bed．”

Henry laughed．A real bed seemed very good to him，too．

Captain Daniel took the children over to the mainland．When they saw their grandfather waiting for them in the car，they ran to him and all began to talk at once．

“Get in，get in！”said Mr．Alden．“I want to hear all about it，but I can’t understand four people all talking at the same time．”

But the children could hardly wait to take turns．They told him about the floats and the lobsters and the cave．

“They are going to blow the top off the cave，Grandfather！” cried Benny．

“Really？”said Mr．Alden，who of course knew all about it．“What a noise that will make！”

“Joe won’t be home for good until later，”said Jessie．“He said to tell you that he would stay with Captain Daniel．He won’t move into the little yellow house．”

“I should say he won’t！”cried Mr．Alden．

For a minute，the children were too surprised to say anything．

Then Henry said，“Grandfather，that’s one thing we can’t understand．Why didn’t we ever get to go into that little yellow house？ Doesn’t it belong to you？”

Mr．Alden looked at his grandchildren．Then he said quietly，“That’s another story．”

“We won’t ask about it now，”said Jessie quickly．“You have been so wonderful to us．Thank you for our summer on the island．”

“That’s all right，”said Mr．Alden，smiling again．“I’m glad to have you all at home．I believe I shall even be glad to hear Watch bark at the milkman tomorrow morning．”

That night，when Jessie was going to bed in her own room，she thought she heard Benny calling．

“Did you call me，Benny？”she asked，going into her little brother’s room．

“Yes，”said Benny very slowly，for he was almost asleep．“I said Joe is going to live with us，and he’s my best friend in all the world．”

“Yes，I know he is，”said Jessie，pulling up the blanket．

“I mean all but you，Jessie，of course，and Violet，and Grandfather——”

“And Watch？”asked Jessie．

“Yes，of course Watch，and Henry——”

He stopped．

“And Captain Daniel——”

Jessie saw that Benny’s eyes were shut．He had gone to sleep naming his friends．But it did not matter，thought Jessie，smiling．For it would have taken a long time to name all of Benny’s friends．

And downstairs，the children’s real best friend settled back in his big chair to make plans for them．
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第一章　洞穴




The Cave

奥登家四个可爱的孩子和爷爷快乐地生活在一座大房子里。他们的父母早在几年前就去世了，而叔叔大乔也住在这里。大乔虽是大人，孩子们却觉得他依然有颗童心。

四个孩子中，最大的是亨利·奥登，今年16岁，正在上高中。杰西排行老二，也在上高中。维莉今年12岁，长着棕色的头发，是个非常漂亮的小女孩。班尼最小，今年只有七岁。

春季的一天，班尼放学回家，一进屋就听见了电话铃响。接着，他听到管家麦格雷戈太太接起了电话。

“班尼，是你的电话，”管家兴奋地说，“你叔叔大乔打来的。”

班尼冲到电话机旁：“喂，大乔！”

“要炸了，要炸了，班尼！”大乔在电话那头喊道，“工人们已经准备得差不多了，要炸掉那个洞顶。他们说你们几个小家伙也可以到岛上来，但是必须紧紧跟着我，不能乱跑。你叫上哥哥姐姐，赶快来吧！”

“遵命，大乔！”班尼欢呼道，“我们马上就过去。”说完他冲到大厅，准备把这个好消息告诉哥哥亨利。大乔说的洞穴是去年夏天孩子们自己发现的。他们爬进洞穴探奇，没费多大功夫就在沙子里发现了印第安人的工具。大乔说那些都是非常重要的遗物。

现在爷爷派了一些工人去岛上炸掉洞顶，这样就更容易挖掘洞穴里面的东西了。

“是大乔的电话吗？什么事？”亨利走进了大厅。

“他说工人们要炸开洞穴了！”班尼兴奋不已，“去年夏天他还说炸洞顶的时候我们不能去呢，现在好了，他同意啦！”

班尼一步跨过两个台阶，大声喊道：“杰西！杰西！维莉！维莉！”

“班尼，怎么了？”杰西停下手中的作业，抬起头来问道。

“工人们要开始炸奇异岛上的洞穴了，我们赶快去吧！”

“谁说的？”杰西又问。

“大乔说的，”班尼答道，“他刚刚给我打了电话。”

“但是我们得等爷爷回来一块儿去。”维莉轻轻地说。

“爷爷的车正要进院子呢！”亨利朝楼上喊道，“快下来，要不然他就把车开进车库啦！”

奥登先生一开始没听明白他们说的话，因为四个孩子一起嚷嚷，七嘴八舌的。好在司机听懂了，开始调转车头，爷爷坐在旁边，自顾自地微笑着。

“爷爷，大乔给您打电话了吗？”亨利大声问。

奥登先生笑了笑说：“打了！我们去码头吧，再坐摩托艇去岛上。”

“希望丹尼尔船长把摩托艇停在这边，”亨利说，“大乔好像很忙，工人们不会等太久的。”

“嗯，但愿我们到达之前，他们先别炸洞。”班尼不无担心。

“放心吧，不会的。”奥登先生微笑着说，“既然大乔请你们去，肯定会等你们到了再行动的。”

“爷爷，我和您想的一样。”杰西说，“您看，丹尼尔船长已经在码头等我们了。”

果然，丹尼尔船长看着他们走来，脸上露出了笑容。他非常喜欢这些孩子。

“你们终于来了。”他说，“大乔在岛上等你们呢，那些工人们也在等着！大乔说了，你们几个不到，他们就不炸。”

“噢，太好了！”班尼爬上船，安心地坐了下来。

他们很快就踏上了去小岛的航程。去年孩子们在岛上度过了一个快乐的暑假，现在依然很怀念当初发现洞穴时那个激动人心的日子！

班尼看着船长：“船长，还记得吗，是我们在洞里发现了那些印第安人的工具！”

“当然记得，”船长笑着说，“当时你们都不知道大乔的工作是考古吧？”

“还记得发现遗物时大乔有多激动吗？”杰西大声说，“他甚至都不让我们到洞里面去乱挖呢！”

“杰西，他那样做是有道理的。”亨利说，“他希望保持遗迹的完整，工人们很专业，比我们更懂得该如何挖掘。”

“我们到了，要去炸洞顶喽！”班尼看着小岛兴奋地说。

“瞧，大乔在那边，”杰西说，“跟他在一起的那个女孩是谁啊？”

“那不是女孩，”班尼纠正道，“是个阿姨。”

“她也不算很大嘛！”杰西说。

船靠近了一些后，班尼不禁小声赞道：“她真漂亮！”

很快，船停靠在码头，大乔喊道：“孩子们，你们好！这是爱丽丝·威尔斯。她是来考察你们发现的印第安人遗物的，她可是这方面的专家！”

“你的工作肯定很有趣。”杰西说着同爱丽丝握了握手。爱丽丝的笑容很美，杰西很快便喜欢上了她。

“是的，非常有趣。”爱丽丝说，“我想我认识你们每一个人。你肯定是班尼，你是维莉，你是亨利。大乔跟我讲了很多你们的事情。”她说完朝奥登先生笑了笑，似乎跟他很熟。

班尼牵着爱丽丝的手说：“我们快去看他们炸洞顶吧！”

“班尼，待会儿有你玩的，”奥登先生笑眯眯地说，“他们会让你按下把手，启动爆破的。”

“哇，太棒了！”班尼喊道，“把手在哪儿呢？”

大乔一声不响地带着大家往前走，经过一栋黄色的小屋，路过孩子们去年夏天住过的马厩，又走过海滩，最后来到一大群工人跟前。班尼一下子就看到了地上的把手。

“你们终于来了，”一个工人说，“你就是负责启动爆破的小男孩么？来，握住这个操纵把手，用最快的速度按下去。”

班尼照他说的做了，只听“轰隆”几声，远处传来一阵巨响，就像打雷一样。然后，孩子们看见一大团烟雾升起，石块随之飞溅起来。
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“好响啊！”班尼欢叫道。过了很久，大家还能看到石洞里冒出的烟。

“好了，”大乔说，“我们可以过去了。”

他们沿着小路往上爬，很快就来到了洞口。巨石已经被炸成了一堆堆碎石块，工人们正在清理场子。整个山洞都露出来了，孩子们在旁边静静地看着。

亨利最先开口：“如果不清理掉这些石块，就没人能进到洞里挖掘。”

“没错！”大乔说，“清理这些石块还要花好几天时间呢！这里暂时没有什么好看的了。”

“这么说，我们得回家喽？”奥登先生冲班尼眨了眨眼。

“回就回呗！”班尼说，“反正已经炸掉了洞顶，比我想象的还好玩。”

“我们开始挖洞的时候，你们可以再过来玩，”爱丽丝说，“外面的贝壳堆已经清理完了，大家发现了不少宝贝呢！”

“博物馆的人看到这些东西都很高兴，很多宝贝是以前从来没见过的。”大乔说，“这可都是你们的功劳！”

“确实。”爱丽丝说，“我和大乔要弄清它们的来历，可能得花一年的时间，或者更久呢！”

“太好了！”班尼欣喜地叫道，“这样的话你就能来我们家住了吧？”大乔哈哈大笑起来，笑得班尼一头雾水。

吃晚饭的时候，班尼坐在那里，一副若有所思的样子。

“班尼，怎么啦？”亨利轻声问道，“不吃饭了吗？”

“一会儿就吃。”班尼抬起头，“我刚才正在想事情。”

“在想什么？”维莉温柔地问。

班尼慢悠悠地回答：“我在想爱丽丝——我觉得大乔喜欢她，正是因为这个原因他才让我们回家的。”

“哦，怎么了？”杰西笑着说，“这不挺好的么？你不喜欢爱丽丝吗？”

“当然喜欢！”班尼嚷道，“我当然喜欢她，可我要说的不是这个——我觉得大乔要和她结婚了。”

“什么？”亨利惊讶地喊道，“你怎么知道的？大乔今天才刚刚遇到她啊！”

“不，不是今天才遇到的，孩子们，”奥登先生连忙解释，“大乔和爱丽丝从小就一起上学，只是最近几年爱丽丝一直在外地，刚刚回来给大乔当帮手。”

“我倒希望大乔赶快结婚。”杰西说，“他一个人住在房子的顶层一定很孤单，身边只有我们这些小孩子陪伴。”

“还有我这个糟老头儿！”爷爷笑着说，“我今天也仔细观察了大乔和爱丽丝，我觉得班尼说得没错。不过咱们什么也别说，静静等着吧！”

“嗯，我赞成！”班尼说，“反正他们肯定会结婚的！”说完这些，他终于可以安心吃晚饭了。


第二章　婚礼

A Wedding

令孩子们兴奋的一天终于到来了，碎石块终于清理干净，洞里铺满细沙，非常松软，很适合挖掘。岛上又来了一群工人，挖掘工作正式开始了。

“大人们也像小孩一样挖沙子，太有趣了！”班尼说。

“仔细看着，班尼，”爱丽丝说，“他们会把挖出来的东西放到那个大箱子里。”

果然，工人们不时找到一些盘子碎片或者光滑的石头，将它们小心翼翼地放到一个箱子里。孩子们兴致勃勃地观望着，一点儿也不觉得无聊。

从那以后，他们每天放学后都要来岛上，看看工人们又有什么新发现。

一连几天，亨利很晚才能过来，因为他已经做了一年的高中划船队队长，要带领队员们在河上练习划船。只要他一上岛，就会帮大乔把一箱箱东西搬到船上。

可这天的箱子实在太沉，亨利搬不动了。“很抱歉，大乔，”他说，“这比划船可累多了！我们去黄色小屋那里歇歇脚吧！”

大乔也想休息一下，便坐到黄色小屋门前的木头台阶上。

不一会儿，班尼跑了过来，挨个儿往窗户里看：“我们哪天进屋子里瞧瞧吧！”

“是啊，我们从来都没进去过呢！”杰西说，“大乔，你知道爷爷为什么不想提这个屋子吗？”

“不知道，”大乔说，“我从来没问过他，只要一提到这个屋子他就很伤心。这是个秘密，总有一天我要和爱丽丝进去，破解这个谜团。”

“不带我们吗？”班尼嚷着。

“是的，先生，谁都不带！”大乔说。

“为什么不带我们去？你是说真的吗？”班尼问道，他实在无法相信自己的耳朵！

“别逗他了，大乔，”爱丽丝轻轻把手放到大乔的胳膊上，“我们就告诉他吧！全都告诉给大家！”

“哈，不用你们说，我们也能猜到原因。”班尼大声说。

“好啊，你们尽管猜吧！”大乔笑着牵起爱丽丝的手，握在自己手里。

“这太容易猜了，”班尼看着亨利，“我说得没错吧？谜底我早就告诉你们了！”

“也没那么早吧？”大乔说。

“让我猜一猜！”维莉牵着爱丽丝的另一只手说，“你们的秘密和音乐有关系吗？”

“有！”大乔和班尼一齐说。

“每个人都要穿漂亮衣服吗？”杰西微笑着问。

“是的！”大乔和班尼又是齐声回答。

“会有蛋糕，还会有一枚漂亮的戒指，是吗？”亨利问。

“就在这里！”大乔举起爱丽丝的手，手指上果然有一枚漂亮的新戒指。

“奇怪，怎么我们之前都没看见？”杰西疑惑地问。

“并不奇怪，亲爱的，”爱丽丝回答道，“我刚刚戴上不久。”

“而且永远都会戴着。”大乔加了一句。

“爱丽丝，你们准备住在哪里呢？”维莉突然问道。

“你们知道，大宅子的顶楼只有大乔一个人住，”爱丽丝说，“他说需要有人陪，所以我们会一起住在那里。”

“哇，太好了！大乔又可以跟我们住在一起啦，和以前一样！”班尼高兴地喊道。

“爷爷知道了吗？”亨利问。

“知道！”大乔说，“我们昨天告诉他了。他说我们可以住顶楼。毕竟，那是他的房子。”

“婚礼也在家里举办吗？”杰西问。

“对！我们想让维莉用小提琴为我们演奏婚礼进行曲，还想让望望来参加婚礼，给它戴上一条白色的大丝带。”

“望望不喜欢丝带，”班尼说，“但是如果杰西不让它叫的话，它就会乖乖地不叫。婚礼什么时候举办呢？”

“你们一放假就办！”大乔回答道，“这样你们几个就不用太忙了。再说，我和爱丽丝在洞穴那儿还有很多活儿要干呢！”

“我都等不及学校放假了。”班尼说。

“可你们还是要等哦。”大乔说。

奥登家的这场婚礼十分隆重，婚礼结束后镇上的人们还谈论了好几天。婚礼那天，爱丽丝穿着漂亮的白色婚纱，非常美丽动人。维莉用小提琴演奏了婚礼进行曲，现场还有三位乐师为她伴奏。那天，维莉穿着可爱的紫色长裙，杰西则穿着一袭蓝色长裙。

望望戴着白色的大丝带，直到婚礼结束都没叫一声。大家在走廊里跟大乔和爱丽丝道别时，望望才开始叫个不停，好在这时已经没关系了，因为所有人都在大声喧闹。

大乔和爱丽丝走了以后，孩子们觉得空落落的。他们心不在焉地看了会儿书，终于捱到了晚饭时间，杰西说：“不知道他们去哪儿度蜜月了。”

“我也不知道。”爷爷说，“对于度蜜月的地点，人们一般都会保密。”
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“两周后他们就回来了。”维莉说，“我们上楼去看看他们的新房吧！”

奥登先生跟孩子们一起上了楼，望望也跟着来了。只要跟着他们兄妹四个，望望总是很高兴。

奥登先生在摇椅上坐了下来。维莉和杰西则欣赏着蓝白相间的漂亮小厨房。姐妹俩在宽敞明亮的卧室转了一圈后，回到了舒适的起居室。

一尘不染的碗橱里摆满了大大小小的新盘子。“住在这里一定很舒服，”杰西说，“一切都井井有条的，爱丽丝肯定很喜欢。”

“今年夏天我们怎么过呢？”班尼问道，“等大乔回来，他肯定会有些好主意。”

“说不定到时候他们就不想被我们打扰啦！”杰西说，“这不是没可能的。”

“要是这样，我们就自己想点儿好主意，”班尼建议道，“让他们乐意跟我们一起玩。”

“这个办法不错，孩子，”奥登先生笑着说，“要是他们不想被打扰，就会直接说的，你们也不用难过。”

这时，他们听到楼梯上传来一阵脚步声，原来是管家麦格雷戈太太。她个子不高，为人和善，待孩子们非常好。她一头银发，蓝色的眼睛里似乎总藏着一丝忧郁。

“晚饭准备好了。”她笑着说。

“我想再吃点儿婚礼上的蛋糕。”班尼说，“我好喜欢婚礼，麦格雷戈太太，您喜欢么？”说完，他牵起了麦格雷戈太太的手。

“小宝贝，我也喜欢呐！”麦格雷戈太太笑着对班尼说，“你叔叔大乔娶了个好妻子，他自己也很优秀。婚礼办得真好！”

维莉感觉麦格雷戈太太似乎有些忧伤，这种感觉已经远不止一次了。“一定有！”维莉自言自语道，“她连笑的时候都透着一丝难过。”


第三章　秘密

The Mystery

婚礼结束之后，孩子们有些寂寞，都盼着大乔和爱丽丝早点回来。这时，他们又想起了那个黄色小屋的秘密。

晚饭后，温暖的风儿透过窗户吹进来，鸟儿在唱着晚安曲。

奥登先生坐在摇椅上，笑着对大家说：“该准备暑假的活动了吧？”

亨利看了看爷爷：“爷爷，我想问一件事情，您不会介意吧？”

“当然不会！”奥登先生答道，“想问什么，尽管问吧！”

“您可能会觉得这个问题不礼貌。”亨利慢吞吞地说。

“爷爷不会那么小心眼的！”奥登先生朝班尼眨了眨眼，“我知道你们对我总是很尊敬。尽管问吧，别担心！”

“嗯。”亨利说，“您还记得么，去年秋天，我问您为什么不准我们进奇异岛上的黄色小屋，当时您看上去很不高兴，杰西和我都觉得惹您伤心了。”

杰西接着说：“您不记得了吗？您当时说‘这件事还是别提了’。”

“哦，我当然记得，从来都没忘，”奥登先生看着孩子们，“你们四个过来，坐在地上，我把一切都告诉你们，我想是时候让你们知道了。”

孩子们坐了下来，开始听奥登先生讲黄色小屋的故事。

“还记得吗，我告诉过你们，我的父亲曾经在奇异岛上给他的宝贝赛马建了个马厩？我还说过，当时给他喂马的人建了那栋黄色的小屋。那人叫比尔，那年大约30岁，和我差不多大。我非常喜欢比尔。他把赛马照料得很好，他跟妻子住在那栋黄色的小屋里，他妻子人也很好。”

“赛马！”班尼激动地问，“它们参加过比赛吗？”

“嗯，我父亲在世的时候，它们参加过。我父亲就是你们的曾祖父，这个你们应该懂。比尔很爱那些马，他非常善良，是个大好人，只是有点软弱。”

“您是说，他不够强壮吗？”班尼问。

“不是的，班尼。”奥登先生伤心地说，“我不是那个意思。他的身体非常健壮，能举得起一艘小船。我是说他意志不够坚定，谁都可以指使他。”奥登先生说到这里停了下来。

“不要说了，如果您不想说的话！”杰西央求爷爷。

“没关系，我想告诉你们。比尔很懦弱，他哥哥山姆让他做什么他就做什么。而他哥哥交了些坏朋友。”
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孩子们突然屏住了呼吸，他们知道，对爷爷来说这肯定是个很伤心的故事。

“等一下，我去把望望找来！”班尼说，“马上就回来。”

班尼钻进了厨房。大家都笑了，因为他们知道，小班尼总会在苗头不对的时候把小狗找来。他很快就回来了，后面跟着望望。

“趴下，小家伙。”亨利说。望望听话地趴在班尼旁边，把脑袋放在爪子上。

“有一天晚上，”奥登先生继续讲道，“比尔的妻子玛格丽特发现他好像有什么心事，可是他不愿意说出来。玛格丽特躺在床上，突然听到前面的房间传来一阵奇怪的摩擦声，当时比尔就在那个房间里。她悄悄地起来，想去看看比尔在干什么。

“她看到比尔坐在前厅，正读着一张纸，摩擦声已经消失了。比尔问妻子要干什么，妻子告诉了他怪声响的事情，比尔说一定是海浪拍打岩石的声音。

“可是玛格丽特知道，那并不是海浪的声音。她非常担心，于是回到卧室假装睡熟了。果然，不一会儿那个奇怪的声音又响了起来。”

“她一直没弄明白是什么在响吗？”班尼问爷爷。

“是的，没有。直到现在，也没有人知道比尔在屋子里做过什么。这个情况持续了两个晚上，第二天晚上玛格丽特还闻到一股怪味。她以为是油漆味儿，可是当她走出房间去看时，比尔并没有在刷墙，而是在读着什么。

“再后来的一天晚上，比尔去马厩看马，就再也没有回来了。”

“再也没有回来？”维莉问爷爷。

“是的，玛格丽特等了一个小时，提着灯出去找比尔，发现他已经喂了马，可马厩的门却敞开着，小船也不见了。之后，玛格丽特给我打了电话。我赶忙起床穿上衣服，找来了一名警察，丹尼尔船长驾着另一艘船把我们送到了岛上。可是那时天很黑，我们什么也没找到。”

“没有任何线索吗？”班尼问。

“对，没有。”奥登先生说，“第二天，岛上全是警察。他们查看了马厩和码头，搜遍了整个林子，还是没有找到比尔。几天后，他们找到了比尔开走的那艘小船，它被拴在一英里外的一个码头边。”

“他们没有用无线电发消息吗？”班尼问爷爷，“没有联系联邦调查局吗？”

“嗨，你想到哪里去了，班尼！”亨利说，“那时还没有无线电呢。”

“噢，我忘了。”班尼说，“可是他们最终找到了比尔，是不是？”

“没有，他们一直没有找到比尔。”奥登先生停顿了一会儿，又接着讲了下去：

“玛格丽特认为怪味和摩擦声是很好的线索，于是警察把黄色小屋翻了个遍。他们希望能发现信件之类的东西，因为玛格丽特坚持说她看见比尔读过一封信。”

“您是说，也许是一封信吓到了比尔？”亨利说。

“是的，没错，可是他们并没有找到那封信。他们把地毯掀起来，搜遍了桌子，甚至还拿着灯查看了烟囱下面。”

“他们有没有看地板下面？”亨利问。

“没有，他们并没有掀开，但是仔细查看了每块地板，发现所有的地板缝里都有灰尘。”

“那为什么不在报纸上登《寻人启事》呢？”维莉问。

“登了，我们在报纸上天天登告示，整整登了两年，还是杳无音讯。”

“玛格丽特真可怜，”维莉说，“她现在肯定已经老了。”

“是的，亲爱的，”爷爷微笑着说，“她给你们的感觉是老了。”

“给我们的感觉？”维莉惊讶地说，“我们认识她吗？”

“不光认识，而且还跟她很熟。”奥登先生说，“她就是麦格雷戈太太！”

“麦格雷戈太太！”四个孩子难以置信地齐声叫了起来。自从他们来到这里和爷爷一起住后，麦格雷戈太太就一直悉心照顾他们，耐心地听他们讲各种烦心事。他们无法想象她曾经年轻过，甚至还和秘密有关。

半晌，亨利才开口道：“她自己没法儿在岛上独自生活，所以曾祖父就让她来这里住了，是不是，爷爷？”

“是的，他让麦格雷戈太太来这里和我们一起住，给我们当管家。第二年，曾祖父去世了，而麦格雷戈太太就一直住在这里。现在我们从不谈论比尔的事，自从出事以后，再也没有人进过那座黄色小屋。”

“那真是栋漂亮的小屋！”杰西说，“谁知竟然是这么个令人伤心的地方，而且没有人住，怪可惜的。”

亨利坐了起来，把一只手放到爷爷的膝盖上。

“爷爷！”他说，“我们能不能进黄色小屋去看看？说不定还能找到一些线索呢！”

奥登先生看了看亨利，微笑着问：“亨利，你是个好孩子，但是警察都找不到的东西，你们能找到吗？”

“呃，我们也未必找得到。”亨利说。

尽管如此，四个孩子还是眼巴巴地看着爷爷。

突然，爷爷探身过去，问道：“你们真的想去吗？”

他们齐声回答：“当然想去！”

“好吧，那就去吧！你们可以随意四处搜搜，看看能找到什么。”

可是班尼却说：“我不想去。”

“你不想去？”亨利吃惊地问，“为什么？”

“我觉得，不等大乔和爱丽丝回来就去的话，太不够意思了。”班尼说，“他们还在度蜜月，两周以后才能回来。”

“就为这事儿吗？”杰西大声说，“你吓了我一跳，班尼，我还以为你真的不想去了呢！”

“我们愿意等他们。”维莉说，“大乔和爱丽丝一起去的话，会更有意思吧？”

“如果我们能找到线索之类的东西，该有多好啊！”亨利说。

“嗯，那样再好不过了。”奥登先生说，“可是我觉得你们未必能找到。现在先别跟麦格雷戈太太提这事儿，明白吗？”

“我们不会说的。”亨利说，“班尼，你也不会说的，对吗？”

“我从来就不是大嘴巴！”班尼说，“我从来没说过大乔和爱丽丝去哪儿度蜜月了，对吧？”

“莫非你知道？”亨利一脸惊奇地问。

“当然知道！”

“你知道？”奥登先生说，“连我都不清楚呢，从没人告诉过我。”

“他们对我说，婚礼结束两天以后才可以告诉你们，现在可以揭开谜底喽！”

“好吧，他们到底去哪儿了？”杰西大声问。

“他们去了奇异岛上的马厩，”班尼说，“很惊讶吧？他们明明离我们这么近，可是每个人都以为他们去了远方。”

“太不可思议了！他们竟然就在去年夏天我们住过的那个马厩里！”杰西喊道。

“没错！”班尼得意极了，因为连爷爷都很惊讶。

“他们离得这么近，我都等不及他们回来了。”亨利说。

“我今晚睡不着了，”杰西说，“我会一直想着大乔和爱丽丝，还有那座黄色的小屋。”

大家本以为整个晚上都会兴奋得睡不着，但实际上他们很快就恬然入梦了，包括小狗望望。


第四章　铁盒子

The Tin Box

在孩子们望穿秋水、度日如年的时候，大乔和爱丽丝终于回来了，还开回一辆崭新的旅行车。他们把车停在了前门。

“是大乔！”班尼欢呼着跑下台阶，“他开了辆新旅行车！喂，大乔，你们只有两个人，为什么要买旅行车呢？”

“你猜啊！”大乔笑着跳下车，伸手去扶他年轻漂亮的妻子。

很快，另外几个孩子也跑出来迎接大乔和爱丽丝了。他们嬉闹着，将旅行包和箱子抬进屋子里。望望愉快地叫着、跳着，似乎想让大家知道，和大乔久别重逢，它也非常开心。

“我敢说，你们买旅行车是为了带我们一起去玩！”班尼说。

“没错！”爱丽丝笑着对班尼说，“我们一起乘车旅行肯定会非常开心！”

“我们已经想好第一站去哪里了，”班尼接着说，“你们想知道吗？”

“孩子们，孩子们！先让爱丽丝坐一会儿，”奥登先生走到大厅里说，“你们有的是时间，不用着急。爱丽丝，快进来休息一会儿，让他们自己聊吧！”

可是孩子们等不急了，他们七嘴八舌，很快就说出了黄色小屋的秘密。

“原来是这么个故事！”大乔说，“我对那房子好奇很久了，也想去看看呢！”

“我们想等你们回来一起去。”亨利说。

“你们俩都愿意去吗？”杰西问。

“当然。”爱丽丝说。

大乔笑了起来：“哈，看来咱们马上又要重返奇异岛了。”

“今天就去吗？”班尼激动地问。

“对，今天就出发！”大乔和爱丽丝一起回答。

奥登先生笑着说：“先吃午饭吧！”

“好的，爷爷！”维莉说，“爱丽丝应该先看看他们房间里的各种礼物——漂亮的碟子和其他精美的礼物。爱丽丝，它们都是婚礼结束后运来的。”

“还有好多好多吃的呢！”班尼说，“都装在铁罐儿里，有一整条火腿、好几只烤鸡……光顾着看礼物的话，今天中午你们可就没法儿吃饭了！”

“好，那还是先吃饭吧。”大乔说，“等从岛上回来后，你再带我们去参观那些食品罐，怎么样？”

“好啊！”班尼答应道，“我们可以坐新旅行车去码头，丹尼尔船长看到我们肯定会很惊讶。”

“见到我们俩会更惊讶！”大乔笑着说，“他刚刚才送我们回来呢！”

很快，午饭时间到了。亨利正在琢磨去黄色小屋需要带些什么。“我要带上我的工具，”他在杰西身旁坐了下来，“说不定这些工具能派上用场。我想不出还要带些什么东西，你说呢？”

“还要带手电筒！”大乔正巧听到，不禁插了一句，“那里没有电灯。”

“谢谢你，大乔。”杰西说，“你不觉得我们去那儿很傻吗？”

“怎么会傻呢？相反，我觉得很有趣，爱丽丝也这样觉得。”

“你真的挑了个好女孩儿！”班尼说。

“班尼，多谢你夸奖！”爱丽丝咯咯笑着说。

“你们的旅行车上有没有我的位置呢？”出乎大家的意料，奥登先生突然问道。

“当然有您的位置！”维莉走到爷爷面前，“永远都有！”

跟往常一样，看到奥登先生也要去，大家感到既惊奇，又欢喜。

“小屋里有椅子，您可以坐，”班尼说，“我透过窗户看到过。哇，真希望可以赶快到那里！”

大约一小时以后，班尼的愿望就实现了。全家人在奇异岛的码头下了船，来到黄色小屋的门前，走上那四级木台阶。接着，奥登先生亲自打开门，大家进了前厅，四处打量起来。

只见房间的中央摆了张桌子，上面有些旧纸片。屋里有个壁炉，砖砌的烟囱刷成了白色。壁炉对面放着一张书桌，上面积满了灰尘。

“比尔就是坐在这个房间里看信的，大乔。”亨利说。

“古怪的声音也是从这个房间里传出来的。”杰西说。

“现在，”亨利说，“我们四处看看，看什么东西能产生摩擦声。”

“桌子的抽屉？”爱丽丝说。

“书桌的抽屉？”奥登先生说。

“地上的木板？”杰西说。

“还有烟囱！”班尼说。

大家看了看那坚固的烟囱，都朝班尼笑了起来。只有亨利亲切地说：“对，班尼说得对。”

“我们应该检查烟囱上的砖。”班尼说。

“好啊，班尼，你检查那些砖吧，”杰西说，“你忘了么，警察用手电筒检查过烟囱里面！”

“嗯，我记得，可是他们也看过地板了啊，你们说的地方，他们都看过了！”

“是这么回事儿。”大乔说，“那么，我们从哪儿开始呢？”

“桌子抽屉，”亨利说着拉开了抽屉，“没什么东西。”

“拉动抽屉的话，就会发出摩擦声。”爱丽丝说。

抽屉里有两支钢笔，两个鱼钩，还有一把旧油漆刷子。

“油漆！”亨利大声说。

“我觉得不是油漆，”大乔闻了闻那把刷子，“倒像是白色涂料。”

大家一下子兴奋起来。“或许我们能找到什么新线索，爷爷，”杰西说，“警察知道这是白涂料吗？”

“应该不知道。”奥登先生回答道，“如果他们认为是重要线索的话，当时就会把刷子带走。当然，那时的警察并不像现在这样精通业务。如果愿意，你们可以把抽屉拆掉，说不定夹板里藏着什么东西呢！”

亨利用锤子敲了敲抽屉，很快拆下了侧面的木板，但是里面什么也没有。

“再看看书桌，”奥登先生说，“那儿也有两个抽屉。”

“说不定里面有暗格。”大乔说。

他们把两个抽屉都取出来，放到桌子上。“一支笔，几张旧信纸，只有这些。”亨利说。

“接下来该检查地板了，”杰西说，“我们把地毯掀起来吧！”

地上有两块小地毯，大乔仔细地看了看，然后把地毯卷起来，放到椅子上。奥登先生坐在旁边，看着孩子们忙活。他们每人拿着一根棍子，跪在地上，仔细查看了整间屋子的地板，没放过任何一道缝隙。

终于，大乔开口道：“都检查完了！我觉得这些地板没有被动过，这里没有什么线索。”

“那么该检查烟囱了！”班尼喊道，“每块砖都要检查！”

“那得花好几天时间呢。”亨利笑着说，“咱们要把所有的砖挨个儿敲一遍，还得仔细听听，看看哪块砖的声音不一样。”

“让我敲吧，”班尼说，“反正检查烟囱是我提议的。”

“好了，”大乔说，“亨利，就让他敲吧。班尼，我来教你，像这样敲。”大乔用锤子在一块砖上轻轻地敲了两下。

班尼坐在地板上，从第一块砖开始敲起。锤子敲在砖块上，发出“嗒，嗒，嗒”的声响。接着，他移向第二块砖，按照大乔教他的方法一直敲了下去。大家坐下来，笑着看他独自忙活，这么多砖，哪里敲得完呐！

突然，杰西猛地站了起来。“我觉得那块砖的声音很特别！”说完，她来到班尼身边蹲下来。

“我怎么没发现？”亨利说，“班尼，再敲敲那块砖。”

锤子敲在砖上，发出“嗒，嗒，嗒”的声音。

“哦，也许我听错了。”杰西说，“头一次敲的时候，我觉得声音不一样。”
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过了几分钟，维莉又说：“再敲敲那块砖！我的确听到了怪声。”

“维莉，就在第一块的上面，”班尼激动地说，“就在杰西听的那块砖的上面！”

可是其他人没发现有什么特别。

“继续敲，孩子。”奥登先生探过身去，“继续敲！”

孩子们都抬头望向爷爷。看到爷爷激动得脸色发白，他们都很惊讶。

班尼开始敲另一排砖了。突然，奥登先生说：“停，再敲敲那块！”

“最后那块真的不一样！”大乔大声喊道，“班尼，快给我锤子！”

可是，大乔并没有用锤子，只是盯着那块砖。

班尼也看着那块砖，小声说：“白涂料！”

“没错，就是白涂料！”大乔说，“我敢说，这块砖肯定被取出来过，是后来又放进去的。”

“能把它拿出来吗，大乔？”爱丽丝激动地问。

“我试试。”大乔回答道，“咱们可不能把整个烟囱都弄得塌下来。”

“给你螺丝刀！”班尼说。

“正是我需要的。”大乔高兴地说，“没错，这块砖一定被取出来过！”他把螺丝刀插进缝隙，用锤子敲了敲，震掉了一些干了的涂料渣。

“我说的没错吧？”班尼大声喊道，“这是新抹的涂料，和旧的不一样。”

大乔每敲一下，就会掉下一些涂料渣。“抹涂料是为了让这块砖和其他砖看起来一致。”大乔说，“可是涂料的颜色不完全一样。”

“大乔，快把它抽出来！”班尼嚷嚷着。

大乔抓住那块砖，用力往外抽，砖块发出奇怪的摩擦声。终于，砖被拔了出来，掉到地上。

“快看洞里面！快看洞里面！”班尼激动地喊，“里面有封信！”

大乔难以相信眼前的这一切。然而，真的有封信！他取出信，读了起来。

“这是什么意思，詹姆斯叔叔？”他把信递给奥登先生。

“快念给我们听听！”孩子们催促着。

于是奥登先生念道：
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“孩子们，”奥登先生说，“我们现在真的有个谜团需要破解了。”

杰西说：“可是我们并没查到什么线索！”

“黑熊小道，”班尼问，“到底在哪里呢？”


第五章　下一步

The Next Move

奥登先生又读了一遍信，然后说：“杰西，刚才你说我们并没查到什么线索，我可不这么认为。”

“是的。”杰西笑着说，“我也发现了，至少我们知道该到缅因州去调查。”

“对，而且不止这些，”爷爷说，“我还有一件事要告诉你们。就在比尔失踪之前，他替你们的曾祖父卖了两匹赛马，却没有交还卖马的钱。他说很快就还，但是一直都没归还。我一直觉得是比尔的哥哥拿走了钱，比尔去找他讨要那笔钱。现在看来我可能想错了。”

大乔说：“也许比尔没有拿到钱，不敢回来。”

“我们当时也是这么想的。”奥登先生说，“可是在比尔失踪的那一周，他哥哥山姆也死于车祸，我们就没法儿让山姆帮忙找比尔了。”

“麦格雷戈太太知道赛马和钱的事吗？”杰西问爷爷。

“知道！可怜的玛格丽特！从那以后，她就一直被这事折磨着。”奥登先生回答道，“可是她从没想到是比尔带走了钱。”

“詹姆斯叔叔，现在我们有了更多的线索，”大乔说，“至少我们知道，这件事和黑熊小道有关。”

“你知道黑熊小道是什么吗，大乔？”班尼问。

“当然，我15岁那年就走过黑熊小道了！”大乔说。

“你确实走过，孩子，”奥登先生说道，“那是你的第一次旅行，你划了好几英里的独木舟，还扛着小舟走了一段路，回来的时候，身子骨变得非常结实呢！”

“我喜欢那儿，为此还当了两年的导游。”大乔说，“可惜好久没去过了。”

“黑熊小道到底在哪里？”爱丽丝问道。

“我们先回家，”大乔回答说，“我在地图上指给你们看。”

“好的，”班尼说，“我觉得在这间屋子里再找不到什么线索了。”

在回去的路上，爱丽丝疑惑地问道：“我不明白，信里说的‘缅因州小屋’是什么意思？比尔的黄色小屋不是在奇异岛上吗？”

“我们得先解开其他谜团。”亨利说，“之后，也许所有的难题就能迎刃而解了。”

“你们先在门廊上坐一会儿，我去拿地图。”大乔把车停在了门前的台阶旁。

大乔很快拿来了地图，摊在门廊的桌子上。孩子们围坐在桌子旁，大乔用钢笔指出黑熊小道的位置。

“黑熊小道从这里的公路开始。”大乔告诉大家，“紧挨着的是个湖泊，就在这里。湖边有个营地——至少两年前是有的。”

“从湖那儿开始坐独木舟吗？”班尼问道。

“对！沿途风景奇美！我对那条路线非常熟悉，我们要快速地划船，然后上岸，扛着独木舟走——伐木工人把这段路叫做‘扛路’。要这样走上好几英里，连续几天都看不见一座房子。”

亨利和杰西望向爷爷，每个孩子都在用期待的眼神看着摇椅上的奥登先生。

“好吧，我知道你们想干什么！”爷爷笑着点了点头，“你们都想去缅因州找比尔，是不是？”

“是的，爷爷！”班尼说，“每到暑假您就会给我们安排一个活动，现在又到暑假了！这一次大乔和爱丽丝也想去。”

奥登先生严肃地看着大乔，问道：“你们真的想去吗？”

“是的，超想去！”大乔看了看爱丽丝，“我俩都热衷于探秘，也喜欢宿营和划船，而且爱丽丝很擅长划独木舟。再说，我还有两周才上班呢！”

“好吧，只要你愿意那样度过这两周，我倒没什么意见。”奥登先生终于松口了。

“您的意思是说我们都可以去？”班尼大声问道，“爷爷，是吗？”

“是的。”奥登先生说，“不过你们得自己扛很多东西。‘扛路’很累人的，孩子们。”

“亨利很强壮，”班尼说，“他能扛好多东西。爱丽丝也可以，她也强壮得很呐！”

爱丽丝惊讶地说：“哈，多谢你的夸奖，班尼！”

“等回来的时候，我们也会变得结实无比了！”亨利说，“爷爷，我一直在想那封信是什么意思。刚才爱丽丝也说了，信里写的是‘在你的缅因州小屋里碰头’，可是比尔的黄色小屋在奇异岛上啊！”

“我也不明白。”奥登先生说，“但是我知道奇异岛的黄色小屋是比尔自己建的。他哥哥帮了点忙，所有的活儿都是他们兄弟俩干的。”

“又是哥哥？他哥哥和这个秘密有关系吗？”

“嗯，恐怕有关系。”奥登先生说，“我一直都不喜欢他哥哥，因为他总是惹麻烦。”

“您觉得是比尔的哥哥写的信？”杰西问爷爷。

“当然。”奥登先生说，“S.M.就是山姆·麦格雷戈的缩写。”

“哈！”班尼说。

“‘哈！’是什么意思？”大乔笑着问。

“意思是我们该停止讲话，准备出发了。”班尼回答道。

“这是怎样的一家子啊！”大乔说，“总是喜欢找刺激。”

奥登先生说：“你们得赶快着手准备行李了。”

“好，快去吧！”班尼兴奋地跳了起来。

大乔也站了起来，沉吟着说：“我们可以带两艘独木舟。亨利，要是有个帮手，你能扛一艘独木舟吗？”

“肯定没问题。”亨利说，“我们不能拿太多东西，我们得扛食物，还得背背包，对吗？”

“对！”大乔说，“我们可以到了湖边再买帐篷，第一个湖旁边就有家商店，路上吃的也可以到那里再买。咱们的独木舟也不用扛太远。”

“我们开着旅行车去缅因州吧，大乔。”维莉轻轻地说。

“好！”大乔笑着对小侄女说，“我当初就知道这车买得好。现在你们几个快去准备，写下要带的东西。被褥不用带，到了商店再买。”

“不行，大乔！你们得在家里准备好被褥。”奥登先生突然插话说，“我要看着你们把衣服和被褥打包好。我可不想让维莉在缅因州的树林里感冒。”

很快，屋子就变得热闹起来。孩子们楼上楼下来回跑着，望望也跟着上蹿下跳。收拾好要带的东西以后，大乔开始教孩子们制作睡袋：首先把毯子放到地上，对折一下，然后缝上一边，做成一个袋子，再把所有的衣服铺到袋子里。

“接下来，这样折叠起来，”大乔说，“再用带子捆上，我这里有很多带子。”

[image: ]


“我懂了！”班尼说，“带子要绕在背上。我的包一点儿也不沉，还可以背点火腿和鸡蛋呢！”

“只带火腿，不带鸡蛋。”亨利说，“我们没法儿带鸡蛋，是吧，大乔？”

“完整的鸡蛋没法儿带，”大乔说，“只能带鸡蛋干，到时候炒着吃。还可以带一些奶粉和罐装奶。”

“全都是干粮，”班尼说，“不过无所谓啦。”

天黑前，一家人已经准备好出发了。

大乔对奥登先生说：“别担心，詹姆斯叔叔，我保证沿途大家会准时休息就餐的。我们上独木舟之前一定带上充足的食物，接下来的几天即使无法补充食物，也不会挨饿的。”

“好吧。”奥登先生说，“这样一切就都齐备了。”

“还没有，”杰西说，“还没说望望怎么安排呢！”

“噢，我们不能带小狗！”大乔说，“它可能会弄翻独木舟。”

孩子们都在努力想办法，大乔看了看他们，说：“真的，我觉得最好别带望望。”

“你说得对，大乔，”亨利终于让步了，“我们不能带望望。再说了，它在家里也会很开心的。”

“没错！”奥登先生说，“望望可以和我做伴，我们俩都不会孤单的。”

“那就让它待在家里吧，但是等明天再告诉它不能跟我们一起去的消息。”听班尼这么一说，大家都乐了。


第六章　前往营地

Starting for Camp

前往缅因州的旅途很舒适。他们在路上吃了午饭。午饭后不久，大乔开车驶上了一条颠簸不平的小路，小心谨慎地在林地里穿行。突然，他指着路边一处美丽的湛蓝色湖面说：“旅行车就只能开到这里了！”

孩子们欣赏着窗外的美景，大乔把车开到一家小商店门前停了下来，大声喊道：“全都下车吧！”

“游戏正式开始啦！”爱丽丝兴奋地喊着，“瞧，我们要在这儿买多少东西啊！”

商店的老板走了出来，查看是谁家的车停在门口。

“您不记得我了吧，龙先生！”大乔说，“我在这儿当过导游。”

“当然记得，你不是大乔·奥登嘛？见到你真高兴。要乘独木舟旅行吗？这几个都是你的孩子吗？”

“不，不！”大乔笑着说，“这是我新婚的妻子，这几个是我的侄子侄女。”

“您好！”班尼礼貌地问候着，“哇，龙先生，我看到您的独木舟了。”

“独木舟和旅行的全套装备，我这里应有尽有。”龙先生笑着说，“每只船上坐三个人吗？我来安排好啦！你们需要两艘独木舟，还有几顶帐篷。”

大家走进商店。“哇，瞧！”班尼开心地喊道，“各式各样的铁盘子和铁罐子！我们早饭就吃煎饼吧！”说着他便拿下一盒做煎饼用的面粉。

“班尼，”杰西温和地说，“要买什么得听大乔的，他知道我们该带什么。”

“没错，杰西，”大乔说，“不过，班尼说对了，我们是要吃煎饼。你们就等着一大早闻煎饼的香味吧！”

龙先生把东西都放到一个大口袋里。“面粉、盐、糖、火腿、蛋粉、罐装奶、土豆、黄豆、洋葱、水果罐头……”爱丽丝逐个清点着，“带上这些我们就不会挨饿了。”
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“还有吃饭和做饭用的铁盘子。”杰西说。

他们来到商店外面看独木舟。

“我可以帮你们保管旅行车，”龙先生说，“车停在这里就好了。”他把两艘独木舟翻转过来，帮着大乔把它们推了一半到湖中。

大乔道了声谢：“还有件事儿，龙先生，我们问完再走。其实我们来这里，是要找一位失踪的老人。他现在大概七十多岁，已经失踪将近40年了。”

“他叫比尔·麦格雷戈。”班尼补充道。

“真遗憾，我从没听说过这个人。”龙先生摇了摇头。

“好可惜！”维莉失望地说。

龙先生看着这个文静的小女孩。“我会好好留意的，”他又说，“如果听到关于他的任何消息，我就告诉你们。”

“那就麻烦您了。”大乔说，“大家准备出发吧！”

“我要和大乔坐一艘独木舟！”班尼又蹦又跳地喊着。

“嗯，可以，”大乔迟疑了片刻，答应了，“正好你轻，我重。亨利，我把杰西也带上，你就带着维莉和爱丽丝吧！”

“太好了！”爱丽丝朝维莉笑了笑，“我喜欢跟你在一起。如果需要，我还能帮亨利划船呢。”

“我把装食品的袋子、帐篷袋和行李卷放到独木舟的中间，”大乔说，“班尼，你坐到这些东西旁边，别乱动啊！”

“亨利的独木舟里放另外几个行李卷和那几个装盘子的袋子。”

一切准备就绪后，龙先生用力将独木舟推到了湖里。

“哇，可爱极了！”独木舟在湛蓝的湖水中荡漾，杰西兴奋地喊道，“多美的湖啊！”她回头看去，发现亨利正在使劲划着桨。很快，两艘独木舟就并排向前进发了。

“亨利，靠近点儿！”大乔扭头喊道，“这样我们就能听见彼此说话了。”

班尼正在看着湖里的一个点。“水很深吗，大乔？”他问道。

“是的，非常深。”

“深得能栽下一棵树吗？”班尼仍然看着湖中心的那个点。

“可以，湖中心的深度比一棵树要高得多。”大乔笑着说，“为什么问这个？”

“哦，湖里长着一棵树呢！你看，在那儿，就在湖中心，”班尼喊道，“可是它在动！”

“一棵树在动？”大乔惊讶地说，“什么啊，那是只驼鹿！它在游泳呢！那些‘树枝’是它的角，班尼。喂——亨利！快看！有只驼鹿！”大乔指着驼鹿冲亨利喊着。

驼鹿似乎听到了他们的喊叫声，看到独木舟后连忙转过身，快速游向岸边。一到岸边，它就啪嗒啪嗒地踩着浅水，很快便消失在灌木丛里。

“真好！真好！”杰西说，“坐着独木舟旅行，总能遇到有趣的事情。当然，这还算不上大惊喜。”

“留点儿神，”大乔说，“说不定你们还能见到黑熊呢！”

“真的吗，大乔？”杰西问。

“真的，不过不是在这儿。”大乔答道，“黑熊通常不会在这儿出没，但是我们回家前可能会遇到黑熊。”

“快看，有鱼！”杰西兴奋地喊道，“看见那条鱼了吗？刚刚跳出水面了！”

“看见了，”大乔说，“好大一条！”

“我们钓鱼吧！”班尼高兴地喊。

“现在还不能停船，”大乔说，“我们得一直划下去，赶在天黑之前到达营地。”

“我们要在营地里生篝火吗，大乔？”

大乔微笑着说：“当然要！我当过导游，知道怎么生篝火。在缅因州的森林里，只有导游才可以生火。”

“有你这个导游真好！”班尼说，“对了，咱们晚饭吃什么？”

“暂时保密。”大乔说，“还有，到时候可能会有个朋友加入我们的晚餐。呃——不是可能，是肯定会有。”

“到底是谁？”杰西问，“不会是比尔吧？”

“不，怎么会是比尔呢。”大乔赶紧说。

杰西这时才想起来，大乔和龙先生在商店前面低声交谈过，谁也没有听到他们说了什么。

“这个也要保密，对吧？”班尼说。

“没错！”大乔答道。


第七章　林中伙伴

Company in the Woods

亨利几乎和大乔划得同样快，而两个多小时后，大乔发现亨利落到了后面。“亨利，累了吗？”大乔大声问道，随后减慢了速度，等亨利追上来。

“有点累了，大乔，”亨利大声回答，“还有多远？”

“不远了，”大乔说，“瞧那边！”他指着湖边的一个点说，“三棵树旁边就是营地！”

亨利一眼就看到了营地。“我能划到那里。”他大声说。

于是他们立刻继续前进。

“搭帐篷还需要一些时间，”大乔告诉杰西，“咱们得在天黑前早点赶到营地。”

“还要留时间做晚饭。”班尼补充道。

“别忘了我们还有客人。”大乔说着朝杰西眨了眨眼睛。

三棵树成了大家共同的目标。船渐渐靠向岸边，他们看到了可以泊船的沙滩，以及沙滩边的大片空地。

大乔用力一划，独木舟冲上了沙滩。紧接着，亨利的独木舟也上了岸，停在了旁边。大乔和亨利率先跳了下去。

接着，他们扶着其他人下了船，然后把沙滩上的两条船整个儿拖出水面，系到树上。

班尼看了一眼：“这样一来，船就不会漂走了。”

“大家将行头全部拿出来，”大乔大声说道，“放到这边的空地上。这儿是缅因州最好的宿营地之一。”

“还有张长长的木头餐桌呢！”亨利兴奋地喊道，“这里还有坐的位置，果然是个好地方！”

“真好闻！”维莉对爱丽丝说，“我喜欢常青树的气味，这让我想起了在旧棚车里住的日子。”

“可我还是没有看到客人啊！”班尼四处张望起来。

“你会看到的。”大乔十分肯定地说，“大家都饿了，所以第一件紧要的事情就是生火做饭。第二件事是搭帐篷，很快大家都会感到困乏的。”

大乔取出斧子，说：“这里有条小路，我们沿着这条路去树林里砍两棵小树回来，不要常青树！要跟图上的一样，看，树梢只有一边有个分叉，这样我们才能把小树插进地里。”

孩子们看了看图，向小路走去。

“等等！”大乔说，“还得再找一样东西回来。大家见过那种把水壶吊在火上的长树枝没有？我们要找根那样的长树枝，一头有杈，另一头可以吊水壶。”

“没有树长成那个样子的吧？”杰西说，“所有的树枝都是朝一个方向长的，不是吗，大乔？”

“你们四处瞧瞧。”大乔笑着说，“肯定能找到。”

孩子们先去找不属于常青类的小树。维莉最先发现了一棵，大乔说树杈正合适，于是亨利把它砍了下来。很快，杰西和班尼发现了另一棵类似的。

“大乔！别动！我听到了什么声音。”杰西突然说。

大家站在原地，仔细聆听。果然，树林中远远地传来了口哨声。大乔笑着说：“客人来了！”

口哨声越来越近。“喂——”大乔喊了一声。

“喂——”那边传来一个浑厚的声音。这时，孩子们才看到一个穿着褐色大衣的白发男人。他背着一个巨大的背包，脸被太阳晒成了棕色，蓝色的眼睛里透着慈祥。

“这是希尔先生，孩子们，”大乔微笑着介绍道，“龙先生告诉我，希尔先生是缅因州最好的向导。”

“过奖啦！”那人笑着说，“你就是大乔·奥登喽！我来给你们搭半遮炉，做玉米面包吧！”

“玉米面包？”爱丽丝兴奋地说，“我正想吃玉米面包呢！”

“我也想吃！”班尼喊道，“可是，半遮炉是什么？”

“班尼，我就知道你会问，”亨利笑着说，“我们也想知道呢！”

“不！”班尼大声说，“希尔先生，先别急着告诉我们答案。我们看着您搭炉子，就会知道它是什么了。”

“好主意！”亨利说，“不过别忘了，我们还要去找带两个杈的树枝呢！”

希尔先生其实已经看到那种树枝了，但他什么也没说，只是微笑着，等着孩子们自己去发现。

“看啊，看啊！”亨利终于找到了，他抬头看着一棵树说，“那儿有根树枝，两头都有树杈，我从没见过这样的树枝。”

“照着树杈的下面砍，亨利。”大乔说。

就这样，树枝被砍了下来。大乔和亨利又砍了些常青树的树枝，扛回营地，准备做床铺。

接着，希尔先生和大乔给每个人都分配了任务。“太阳落山前，我们必须把一切都准备好，”希尔先生说，“这里晚上会很冷，幸亏你们带了暖和的被褥。班尼——你是叫班尼吗？过来帮我扶着这两棵树。”

很快，两棵带杈的小树就立在地上了，中间搭了根长木棍，带钩的树枝则挂在长木棍上。希尔先生将水壶吊在树枝的钩子上。“看，将树枝推到一边去，”他说，“就可以同时加热两三样东西了！”

“我知道是怎么回事了，”班尼说，“做饭的同时，水也会被烧热。”

“热水是用来洗盘子的吗？”维莉问道。

“是的，洗什么都可以。”

“当然，也可以洗手。”亨利看了看自己的双手笑道。

“不过这里的土很干净，”班尼看着自己沾满泥巴的手说，“很好闻呢，有一种常青树的清香。”他很快就忘了自己的小脏手，因为希尔先生开始搭建能防风的半遮炉了。

“如果下雨的话，这炉子还能挡雨呢，”希尔先生对班尼说，“这是我们做玉米面包的烤箱。”

“哇，好有趣的炉子！”班尼说，“可是它怎么用呢？”

希尔先生笑了笑，说：“先将炉子搭起来，把开口的这边迎着火，看到了吗？炉内温度很高，能把玉米面包烤成均匀的焦黄色。吃完晚餐，我们可以让它另一边朝上，在里面洗盘子。”

“噢，真是个神奇的炉子！”亨利大声说，“班尼肯定不介意在里面洗盘子。”

“现在得去找柴火了，”希尔先生说，“我们要立刻将火生起来。”

班尼蹦了起来，卖力地去找柴火，他已经越来越饿了。

这时，大乔和亨利已经搭起了两顶小帐篷。爱丽丝和杰西在帐篷里面垫上常青树的枝叶当床铺。

“希尔先生在哪儿睡呢？”杰西问。

“哦，他自己有帐篷，”大乔回答道，“他很快就能搭起帐篷，铺好床，也能很快睡着。”

“希望他做好了玉米面包再睡。”爱丽丝说。

“咱们晚餐还要吃火腿和鸡蛋呢！”希尔先生说。

“可是我们没有鸡蛋啊。”班尼说。

“我有！”希尔先生笑着说，“我带了点食物，但是只够你们今天吃的，明天早上我就得走了。”

希尔先生把火腿放到大平底锅里，渐渐地，火腿被煎成了焦黄色，散发出阵阵诱人的香味。接着，他又放了12个鸡蛋进去。大乔说他至少可以吃两个蛋，亨利则说自己能吃三个。

希尔先生将黄油拿了出来，杰西一见便大声叫道：“是真正的黄油呢！你们还记得吗，我们第一次吃黄油还是在棚车里！”

“没有黄油，玉米面包就不好吃了。”希尔先生说。
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维莉在桌上摆好铁盘，大家便开始享用宿营地的第一顿美餐了。

吃完饭，大乔说：“玉米面包和火腿都被消灭掉了。有谁不那么困的，能留下来洗盘子吗？”

“如果用这个好玩的烤箱洗盘子，我愿意。”班尼看着希尔先生把水壶里的热水倒进烤箱里。“可我好困啊，站着都能睡着。”

盘子很快就洗干净，也整理好了。

爱丽丝、维莉和杰西住一个帐篷，亨利、大乔和班尼睡另一个帐篷。他们把被褥铺到常青树枝做的床铺上。不一会儿，月亮升起来了，照亮了沉睡中的宿营地。

可是，一只黑色的庞然大物没有睡，它正在树林里穿行。它嗅到了人的气味，也嗅到了食物的香味。它走得非常轻，非常静。

树上有吃剩一半的火腿，挂得高高的，可是这难不倒它，它站直了身，几乎能将火腿整个拽下来。它极爱火腿，于是高举前爪，抓向美味，可食物偏偏前后摇摆起来。

然而，此刻醒着的不只这只庞然大物。希尔先生早已听到了访客的光临，他等这一刻已经很久了。“大乔！”他在帐篷里喊道，“有客人来了。”

大乔立即醒了过来：“我来告诉孩子们。亨利，快起来！”亨利被惊醒了。大乔又轻轻地呼唤杰西。不一会儿，所有人都醒了。

“哦，天哪！”维莉坐了起来，“那是什么？”


第八章　伐木营地

The Lumber Camp

月光非常明亮，照得四周就像白天一样。

希尔低声说：“别出声，悄悄地看着就行了。”另一个帐篷的门边儿也慢慢地被掀开了。

孩子们看到一只很大的黑熊。黑熊没有听到他们的动静，也没有嗅到他们的气味。它此刻只被火腿的香味所吸引，并不停地用巨掌去够摇晃不已的美味。

“别害怕，维莉，”爱丽丝低声说，“这只熊不会伤害我们，它怕我们。”

就在这时，火腿掉到了黑熊的脚边。黑熊垂下前掌，趴在地上，开始嚼火腿。

“哈！”班尼想，“我们的火腿完蛋了。”

就在这时，希尔先生用手电筒照亮了黑熊的脸。黑熊猛地跳起来，拼命逃到了树林里。

“黑熊可真好玩儿！”班尼笑了，“可它还是把火腿落下了。”

“太刺激了！”亨利说，“幸好希尔先生没睡着，还叫醒了我们。”

大家很快又睡熟了。他们并不知道，大乔之所以邀请希尔先生来，是因为他能让孩子们看到大黑熊。他们也不知道，希尔先生和那只黑熊其实是好朋友。黑熊明白，希尔先生在哪里，哪里就有好吃的。

第二天清晨，希尔先生一边帮大乔生火做饭，一边说：“吃过早餐之后我就得走了。你们出发后，很快就能看到一个伐木营地。”

“真希望您能把那个烤箱留给我们洗盘子用！”班尼说。

“没问题，那本来就是给你们买的。”希尔先生微笑着说。他把火腿洗干净，切成薄片，放在平底锅里，搁在火上煎烤。在清晨凉丝丝的空气中，热燕麦和牛奶散发的香味显得格外香甜。希尔先生在小烤箱里做了“速制面包”。面包一出炉，孩子们就听到树上很多冠蓝鸦开始叫起来。

“它们也想吃我们的早餐，”希尔先生抬头看了看，“大家都坐下来，扔点儿吃的到地上，它们就会靠得很近！”

空中飞满了美丽的冠蓝鸦，有六七只落到了地上，孩子们几乎都能摸到它们了。

“快点出发吧！”班尼终于忍不住了，“我想早点看到那个伐木营地。”他开始收拾盘子、碟子，鸟儿们也飞回了树上。

杰西笑了：“你怎么突然变成好管家了？我们来帮你吧！”

很快，营地就清理干净了，所有的东西都打包放到了独木舟里。接着，希尔先生分别把两条船推到了湖里。

“谢谢您，希尔先生。”大乔对老朋友说。

两只独木舟缓缓地滑入湖中，杰西转身喊道：“谢谢您为我们做的一切！”

孩子们不停地挥手，直到希尔先生转身进入树林。

“他真好，对吧？”维莉说。

“缅因州的向导都很好，维莉。”大乔笑道。

在独木舟的两侧，鱼儿不时地跳出水面。

“大乔，今天可以钓鱼吗？”班尼问道。

“当然，还非钓不可呢！”大乔说，“除非你们想连续三天都吃黄豆。咱们再走两三‘望’以后，就可以停下来钓鱼了。”

“两三……什么？”班尼问道。

“‘望’，”大乔解释说，“看到湖里那个拐弯的地方了吗？你望不到它的另一边，人们就把这种地方叫做‘望’。”

“真是个有趣的名字！”杰西说，“对了，我们用什么钓鱼呢？”

“你没看到希尔先生给我们带来的鱼竿吗？”班尼说，“他带了两根鱼竿，咱们每只独木舟上一根。大家可以轮流钓鱼。”

“钓鱼要用苍蝇做诱饵，”大乔告诉大家，“当然，不是真苍蝇。我的包里有一盒‘灰鬼’牌鱼饵。鱼儿以为它们是真苍蝇，就会追着游，最后上钩！”

独木舟经过了“两望”以后，大乔转身对亨利喊道：“想停下来钓鱼吗？”

“当然！”亨利说，“你教教我们该怎么钓吧！”

“爱丽丝会。”大乔停下手中的船桨大声喊道，“让她教你和维莉吧！”

两只独木舟并排漂在水面上，大乔和爱丽丝把“灰鬼”鱼饵拴到鱼钩上。大乔先把线甩到了水里。

“大乔真帅！”班尼喊道，“看起来很简单嘛！你钓到鱼以后，让我来试试，好吗？”

“当然可以。”大乔笑着说，“不过现在先坐着别动！”

“哇，快看！”杰西喊道，“爱丽丝，有鱼上钩了！快拉上来！”

“不急。”爱丽丝说，“你要不停地拉线，先消耗掉它们的体力。”她慢慢地、小心地拉着线，最后把那条大鱼拖到船上，从鱼钩上取了下来，其他人都羡慕地看着她。

不一会儿，大乔也钓到了一条，班尼都等不急了。

“该轮到我啦！”他喊着。

“好。”大乔说，“你刚刚看到我抛竿了，现在你抛一个试试。”

班尼接过鱼竿，像大乔一样“呼”的一声把线甩了出去。可是，线并没有落到水里，而是飞到了他身后。

“小心！”大乔大声提醒爱丽丝。可惜太迟了！鱼钩牢牢地扯住了爱丽丝的头发，一缕秀发飘散到她的脸上。

“噢，爱丽丝，你光滑漂亮的头发！”维莉说。

“真对不起，爱丽丝！”班尼赶紧说，“我也不知道怎么会弄成这样。”

“没事。”爱丽丝安慰道，“我应该自己当心的。第一次做，谁都难免有失误。维莉，一会儿你也试试抛竿吧！”

维莉立刻转过身，抛出了鱼钩。她说：“班尼，你可别再抛错了。”

“班尼，抛竿可不像看着那么简单，”杰西说，“还是让大乔继续钓吧！”

“没关系。”大乔回答说，“让班尼再试试，他肯定能学会的！”

在班尼坚持不懈的努力下，终于钓到了三条鲑鱼，让他极有成就感。他仔细地端详着鱼身上的每个斑点，好像那些都是他亲手画出来的一样。

大乔说：“鱼已经够吃了。不过，伐木营地的人们也会给我们提供食物，但能吃上我们亲手钓的鱼岂不是更好？”

“瞧那边水里的木头，”爱丽丝说，“营地的伐木工人把木头滚到水里，让木头自己漂到下游。”

独木舟继续向前划，孩子们听到了斧头砍树的声音，很快又听到大树倒地的巨响。最后，他们听到一个伐木工人对他们喊：“喂！喂！”

他们也对他招了招手。“快划，亨利！”大乔说，“我们今晚就住在这儿。”

伐木工人对他们的到来感到很开心，盛情邀请他们留下来吃午饭。

“乐意之至！”大乔说，“我们有很多鱼。另外，我们想在您的营地搭帐篷过夜，可以吗？”

“没问题！”那人爽快地答应了，他是这里的头儿。“喂，厨子！有客人来了！”

厨师抬头看了看，高兴地笑了：“快进来吧！你们想待多久就待多久，想吃黄豆吗？”

班尼走到厨师面前说：“我们都喜欢吃黄豆，不过我们还钓了好多鱼。你看，这几条是我钓的！”

“你能分出来哪些是你钓的吗？”亨利说。

“当然能。”班尼说，“我钓了三条鱼，每条我都认识。它们是这条，这条，还有这条。”

“我看都差不多啊！”厨子笑着说。

“厨子，把鱼做给小家伙吃吧！”老板说，“把他们喂得饱饱的。”

午饭做好了，厨子让班尼去摇餐铃。很快，伐木工人们穿过灌木丛，一路跑过来。

“他们吃饭总这么积极！”厨子说。

伐木工人们给年轻的客人腾出了坐的地方，三张桌子全坐满了。午饭很不错，是黄豆罐头配速制面包。

吃过午饭，头儿说：“比尔，你给客人们表演一下咱们是怎么砍树的吧！”

“比尔？”维莉不禁轻声提醒大乔。他们都想看看哪个是比尔，可是很快就发现那个人不是他们要找的比尔——他太年轻了。

下午很快就过去了。晚饭吃了鱼之后，孩子们都钻进自己的帐篷睡觉了。伐木工人们则住在自己的小木屋里。

“如果晚上你们听到刺猬的声音，千万别惊讶。”老板说，“刺猬喜欢这里的油脂，几乎每天晚上都会来。”

“它们会叫么？”亨利问道。

“会叫，叫声像猪一样，”老板回答说，“它们一边哼哼，一边嚼东西。咀嚼的声音就像有人在锯木头。”

营地里一片寂静，亨利突然被惊醒了，乍一听到锯木头的声音，他以为已经是早上了。但随之而来的尖厉哼哼声，让他瞬间意识到：“是刺猬来了！”

刺猬的声音也把其他孩子吵醒了，两个帐篷的门都打开了。

“好吵啊。”杰西轻声说，“它们在哪儿呢？”

“看到那个球了吗？”爱丽丝说，“桌子旁边的那个？那就是刺猬，正在啃桌子上的油脂。”
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有五只刺猬在边吃边哼哼。孩子们看了好久，直到大乔说：“咱们该去睡觉了，它们差不多要回去了。”随后他拿手电筒朝刺猬一晃，刺猬们就一个个缩成了球，一动不动了。

大乔又晃了晃手电筒，刺猬吓得匆忙逃进了树林。

“真好！”杰西又躺了下来，“咱们今晚午夜看到的一切超有趣呢！”

“我倒希望它们别再来了，”爱丽丝说，“因为大乔说了，明天会很辛苦的。”

然而，就连大乔也没想到，第二天竟然会那么艰难。


第九章　饿得半死

Almost Starving

伐木营地的惊心一夜过去了，天很快就亮了。太阳还没有升起来，工人们就已经起床干活儿了。大家都穿好衣服以后，大乔带着他们去见头儿。

“您有没有听说过一个叫比尔·麦格雷戈的人？”他问头儿。

“这个人失踪了。”班尼补充了一句。

“失踪了？他多大年纪？”

“七十多岁吧！”大乔说，“他已经失踪很多年了。可最近我们发现了一封信，信里说他可能来过黑熊小道。”

“可这里只是黑熊小道的一段啊！”头儿说。

“我知道。”大乔说，“所以我们才会来这儿。比尔非常强壮，我想几年前他可能在伐木营地干过活儿。”

“哦，我去问问工人们。”头儿说，“如果有消息，我会想办法告诉你们的。”

“我们还要去老村子。”大乔说，“要是有任何情况，请派人坐独木舟来找我们，我会付钱的。”

“不用客气！”头儿笑了，“我不会袖手旁观的。只要一打听到消息，我就立刻通知你们。你们要划船走完两‘望’的水路，还要走一‘扛’的路程才能到达老村子。”

“吃饭喽！”厨子摇响了早饭铃。工人们迅速聚拢过来，开始吃大盘里的速制面包。厨子专门给孩子们做了全麦煎饼，让他们就着黄油和红糖吃。

“亨利，今天我来帮你划船！”爱丽丝说。

“那就拜托了，”亨利说，“这样我们走得就更快了。”

早饭后，所有东西都被打包整理好，放到了独木舟上。孩子们没有忘记感谢厨子和热心的头儿。很快，他们又荡舟在湖面上了，天气非常晴朗。一路上，他们看到了两件有趣的事儿：划到第一“望”的时候，一只驼鹿正拼命地游向岸边；在第二“望”附近，他们看到一只漂亮的小鹿站在灌木丛中。

“我喜欢走这几‘望’，”班尼喊道，“真是不虚此行啊！大乔，咱们接下来要做什么？”

“噢，”大乔笑着回答，“等会儿下船的时候，大家得扛着独木舟步行一段路。”他朝杰西眨了眨眼睛。

“我能扛一只吗？”班尼问大乔。

“你扛不动的！”大乔说，“亨利和爱丽丝抬一只，船舱朝上，行李放里面。我一个人扛一只，将船扣在头上走，你和维莉拎几个包。这事儿没有你想得那么好玩呢！前面就是泊船的码头了，离这儿不远还有一大片湖，那是我们要经过的最后一个湖。”

亨利和大乔将独木舟拖出水面，放到岸边。爱丽丝用胳膊夹着独木舟的一头，亨利夹着另一头。大乔则顶着另一只独木舟走下小路，班尼见状，笑个不停。他和维莉拎着几包东西跟在后面。

独木舟很重，幸亏这一扛的路程不远，爱丽丝暗自庆幸道。走到下一个湖边时，大家都坐下来歇息了。

“天气真好！”杰西忍不住叫了起来。眼前是他们所见过的最大的湖，湖水是湛蓝湛蓝的，四周的树叶是墨绿墨绿的。

“我们可以多休息一会儿。”大乔说，“前面的水路还很长，没有多少地方适合登陆做饭。”

休息够了，大乔终于起身，准备出发了。这次，他们不再往湖中心划了，那样会绕很远。

“挨着岸边划，亨利，”大乔提醒道，“这样我们就不用划很长时间。”而他现在还不知道，做出这个决定有多么幸运！

两只独木舟平静地在湖面上荡漾，谁都不会想到大雨即将袭来，直到大乔抬头看了看天空。

“亨利，看！”他大喊了一声。

就在这一瞬间，风突然刮了起来，四周变得黑压压的。平静的湖面上翻起了小浪花，不一会儿，便翻滚成大浪。

大乔停下手中的桨，久久看着岸边，神情很凝重。“亨利，快靠岸！”他大喊着，“以最快的速度，停靠到那两棵大树之间！”他必须提高声音，才能盖过狂风的肆虐声。

他们调转独木舟，每个人都被风吹得东倒西歪。爱丽丝一句话也不说，专心帮亨利划着桨，他们的独木舟首先到达了岸边。这时，雨也下了起来。大雨倾盆，瞬间就把他们淋得透湿，大家一心只想快点上岸。

“加油，亨利！”大乔高声喊着，“这里足够我们两只船停靠了！快到这边来！”

亨利和爱丽丝把独木舟划到两棵大树下，停在了一个狭窄的缝隙里。

“快下来！”爱丽丝大喊，“咱们把船挪到一边，给大乔腾出地方，让他也能靠岸！”大家一起动手，连维莉也来帮忙了，然后他们朝大乔招着手。

“来了！”大乔奋力想将船直直驶入。就在这时，一个大浪将他的独木舟打歪，船上的食品和盘子全掉进了湖里。

“别管了！”他大喊，“掉了就掉了吧，班尼，坐稳了别动！”

用尽全力最后一划，大乔终于把船停靠到了亨利的船旁边。大乔发现妻子的脸都吓白了。

“谢天谢地！”爱丽丝说，“我们都没事了！”她搂住了吓得发抖的维莉。

“咱们不能在这儿干等。”亨利看了看妹妹维莉，“我们真的遇到大麻烦了，所有的食物都没了。”

“我们会饿死吗，大乔？”班尼问。

“饿死？那还不至于，顶多饿得半死吧！”

“好吧，总比饿死强一点。”班尼说。

“别淋着雨说话了，”杰西说，“至少我们有帐篷和被褥，还有半遮炉。咱们得赶紧把维莉弄干，让她暖和起来。”

“我没事。”维莉说。但她可不是没事的样子，而是在一直发抖。

亨利和大乔看了看周围，只看到了大树和灌木丛，没有路，也没有开阔的空地。

“这儿好像不太适合登陆呢！也不适合扎营。”亨利一副忧心忡忡的样子。

“到处都是树和灌木丛，”班尼说，“不过我们可以砍掉一些，这里有斧头！”

“谢天谢地，还有斧头。”亨利说，“我们赶快动手吧！”

“别在这边砍，”大乔说，“地上太湿了，不适合做宿营地。我们去找个好地方。亨利，你去那边看看，我到这边，别走丢了。”

不一会儿，他们俩就跑了回来，大乔脸上还带着笑容。

“发现水了！”他喊着，“那边有泉水，地方很不错。我们可以凑合着宿营，也只能这样了。咱们不用砍太多灌木丛，那边有搭帐篷和生火的地方。”

“你们怎么在大雨里生火呢？”班尼问。

“别忘了，我们还有半遮炉，”大乔说，“快找些大石头和干柴禾，你们很快就能看到火了。”

“可是柴火都湿了。”班尼说。

“没有，下面的没湿。”亨利告诉班尼，“来，杰西，用这把斧子砍树枝！”

杰西负责砍灌木，爱丽丝负责运送。大乔和亨利则以最快的速度支起希尔先生的半遮炉。很快，大乔就生起了火，让维莉坐在旁边，腿上盖着毯子。

“谢谢你，大乔！”维莉高兴地说，“靠着火真暖和。”她不再发抖了。

“太好了！”亨利说，“这个半遮炉真神奇，它还能挡风呢！”

“我能回去看看独木舟里还有什么吃的吗？”班尼问。

“好小子！”大乔说，“这个主意不错！你也可以当缅因州的向导了。”

“班尼，我和你一起去，”爱丽丝看了看大乔，“说不定可以找回一两袋食物呢！”

他们俩出发了！趁这个时间，大乔和亨利搭起了帐篷。大树挡住了大部分的雨水，帐篷里很干爽。

杰西把行李卷拿到帐篷里，解开带子。“不管怎样，”她说，“就算没有吃的，我们还有个干爽温暖的窝可以睡觉。”

大乔有些担心。他知道，对于孩子们来说，饿着肚子走一天一夜会非常艰难。

与此同时，出去找东西的爱丽丝和班尼却很开心。他们看到离岸边不远处的水里有一袋食物。风很大，层层波浪似乎都在把那包食物推向他们。

“要是能抓住它就好了！”班尼说，“里面是土豆和铁罐头。我们拿鱼竿试试。”

“那会把鱼竿弄折的。”爱丽丝说，“这里有根长棍子。”

“爱丽丝，让我去湖里吧，”班尼央求道，“反正我已经湿透了，而且也不需要走多远。”

“呃，好吧。”爱丽丝慢慢地说，“这里的水不太深，慢点走。”

满怀新鲜刺激感的班尼慢慢走到湖里，水没过了他的膝盖。他一只手抓着长棍子，一只手抓着树枝，够了好几次，终于用棍子勾住了食品袋的提手，小心翼翼地将袋子拉了过来。最后，他一把抓住袋子，将它拖上了岸。

“哦，班尼，你太棒了！”爱丽丝激动地说，“大乔该有多高兴啊！”

他俩抓着袋子，把它拖回了营地。

“瞧！”班尼喊道，“是土豆！”

“太好了！有土豆了！”所有人都欢呼起来。他们打开食品袋，拿出里面的东西。面粉、盐和糖都被水冲走了，但是还有土豆和好几罐牛奶。

[image: ]


“碟子没了，”班尼说，“它们都在另一个袋子里。”

“班尼，别操心碟子了！”维莉说，“有土豆就够幸运了，不用碟子我们也可以吃饭的。”

午饭时间早就过了，大家立即开始烤土豆。

“把土豆放到火里，就是这儿！”大乔说，“可能会烤糊，但没办法，我们总得吃点东西。我们还可以用泉水掺着牛奶喝。”

“怎么把泉水放到牛奶罐里呢？”班尼问，“罐子里不是已经装满牛奶了吗？”

亨利想到了解决办法。他跑到自己的独木舟里，拿来了水桶和刀。“现在我们有盘子了，”他说，“我们可以用这把刀打开罐装牛奶，再把牛奶和水放到桶里。”

“罐子空出来……”班尼插了一句。

“就可以当杯子了。”杰西补充道。

“嗯。”班尼说，“不管怎么样，我们不会饿死了，顶多是饿得半死。”


第十章　土豆营地

Potato Camp

“大乔，弄丢食物总比弄丢帐篷好，是不是？”杰西问。

“当然。”大乔一边生火一边回答，“我们在这儿过一夜应该没问题。雨来得快，去得也快。照我看，明天早晨我们就能回到湖上继续划船了。”

杰西想了一会儿，又问：“这么说，我们今天的午饭、晚饭和明天的早饭都得在这儿吃，是么，大乔？”

大乔冲她眨了眨眼睛：“没错，不过明天的早饭就没什么可吃的了。”

“我们可以把土豆留着，一半当午饭，一半当晚饭。”杰西盘算着，“可是没有黄油，也没有盐，只有土豆。”

“总比什么都没有强，杰西，”亨利看着妹妹，安慰道，“我们尽力就好了。现在，咱们该去找木头了，越多越好。反正身上已经淋湿了，找来木头我们就能烤干衣服，也就不用再去淋雨了。”

等土豆快烤熟的时候，大乔的帐篷里已经有了一大堆木头。当然，火堆旁还有六个饥肠辘辘的人。

大乔和亨利用一根长木棍把土豆从火堆里拨出来。

“一人两个。”杰西说着把土豆分给大家，其实是把土豆滚给每个人。“好了，现在再把罐装牛奶倒进水桶里，加一些泉水。”

“好美味的午餐啊！”班尼大声说，“在家的时候我从来不喜欢罐装牛奶，可是现在觉得真好喝。”

这顿午饭看起来很奇怪，没有盘子，只有牛奶罐和水桶。但是，所有人都很开心地用水桶和铁罐喝着牛奶，根本不在乎外面的风雨如何肆虐。

“我们还有东西吃，已经很幸运了。”维莉说，“班尼，多亏你们找到了那个食品袋，要不然大家就得挨饿了。”

孩子们用木棍把滚烫的土豆剥开，再用小木棍挑着吃。

“好烫！”亨利吹吹被烫到的手指，“不过很好吃！”

“这次咱们得慢点吃，”大乔说，“越慢越好。”

“没有盘子要洗，”班尼说，“可惜我们把那个好玩的小烤箱也弄丢了。”

这时，大乔说：“孩子们，让我来告诉你们，接下来该做什么。”

大家都抬起头，仔细听着。

“你们都看到了，这片湖非常宽广，”大乔说，“可是如果我们明天早点出发的话，应该能在中午之前到达目的地。”

“我们在哪里上岸？”杰西问。

“在一个很小的村子旁，”大乔回答，“我以前去过那儿，村子里只有几栋房子和一个小店。”

“村子叫什么名字？”亨利问。

“我也不知道它的真名，”大乔沉吟道，“大家都管它叫‘老村子’。村子里的房子大多很老，只有一两栋是印第安人住的时候建造的。”

“到了老村子后，你也不知道再去哪里了吧？”班尼问。

“是的，我不知道，”大乔承认，“那儿就是黑熊小道的终点了。”

“没关系，”亨利说，“总会有线索的。说不定我们能找到铁盒子，甚至是比尔。我都等不及想去找线索了。”

大乔没有说话，只是低头思考。

“真该把昨天剩的鱼带上的，”杰西说，“那样就能和土豆一起当晚饭吃了。”
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“别想了，杰西。”班尼喝完最后一口牛奶后安慰姐姐，“我现在一点也不饿了。”

大家都大笑起来。“那是因为你刚吃过午饭，”维莉说，“到晚饭时你就会饿了，明天早餐时你会更饿的。”

“好吧，好吧！”班尼说，“明天没有早饭吃，我们都会饿死吧？”

“不会的！”爱丽丝面带微笑地看着小侄子说。

风仍然在刮，雨仍然在下。孩子们把木棍扔到火堆上，喝着水桶里的泉水。杰西把喝光的牛奶罐洗干净，用来给大家装水喝。

吃完土豆晚餐，大家都想赶快睡觉。他们还是很饿，但是至少很暖和，很干爽。

大乔在帐篷里跟女孩儿们道了晚安后，说：“注意一下风！”

“风怎么了，大乔？”班尼坐了起来，“啊，我知道了，风已经停了！”

“没错！”大乔笑道，“风已经停了，我看明天一定是个大晴天，你们就等着瞧吧！”

班尼又坐了起来，他大声喊道：“喂，杰西！”

“怎么了，班尼？”杰西大声回应。

“我们把这儿叫‘土豆营地’吧！因为我们什么都没吃，只吃了土豆。”于是，从那以后，大家就把这个地方叫做“土豆营地”了。


第十一章　老村子

Old Village

大乔说得果然没错，第二天的天气很好，晴空万里，孩子们很难相信昨天晚上有过一场暴风雨。不过，他们已经很饿了。

“今天没有早饭吃，”大乔大声说，“大家能撑得住么？”

“当然能！”班尼说，“只是我希望能早点吃到午饭。”

“嗯，我觉得能行。”大乔说，“咱们到达老村子后肯定能找到吃的。”

“在那儿也能找到比尔。”班尼开心地说。

亨利和爱丽丝开始拆帐篷，维莉和班尼开始收拾行李卷。但是大乔什么也没做，只是坐在一棵原木上，好像在想什么心事。这一点很不像平时的大乔。

“别去打扰他。”爱丽丝轻声叮嘱四个孩子，“咱们继续打包，他一会儿就会来帮忙了。”

可是，大乔并没有过来帮忙。相反，他让大家停下来，和他一起待一会儿。

“我想让大家明白，我为什么带你们来旅行，”他说，“我们可能一无所获。班尼刚刚说‘在那儿能找到比尔’，可我觉得也许找不到，我甚至一直是这么想的。伐木营地的头儿从来没听说过这个人，龙先生和希尔先生也没听说过，他们俩可是常年在这附近走动的。”

大乔停下来，冲班尼笑了笑，继续说道：“而且，也许咱们也找不到那个铁盒子。”

“大乔，你为什么跟我们说这些？”维莉用她柔和的声音问道，“你是怕我们失望吗？”

“你说得没错！”大乔看了看小侄女，继续说道，“我希望你们不要因为解不开黄色小屋之谜而失望。咱们到达老村子后，我也不知道下一步该怎么办。咱们也许能找到铁盒子的线索，也许找不到。”

“我不会失望的，大乔。”班尼大声说，“露营已经很好玩了，就算找不到比尔也没关系。”

“是的，大乔，我们玩得都很开心。”杰西补充道。

大乔的神色又明朗了起来。“真的吗？”他问，“就算什么都找不到，也不会失望？那就好。我带大家远行的目的就是这个，一路上我们会非常开心的。”

“大乔，千万别再担心了，”亨利也说，“露营是我们最喜欢做的事儿。这让我们想起了在棚车里的日子，还有去年夏天在奇异岛上的情形。不过，如果我们继续找线索，你也不会介意吧？”

“当然不会！”大乔说，“其实我自己也想找。只要你们不失望，我就放心了。”

说完这些，大乔也开始忙活起来，专心打包。这时，大家又在他的脸上看到了笑容。

“咱们今天要快点划船，”他告诉大家，“从这儿还看不到老村子，湖前面拐个弯才看得到，我们要在中午前赶到那里，因为大家都饿坏了。”

独木舟又放上了行李，载着六个人在湖上荡漾了，这是漫长旅程的最后一段路。他们划着船前行了很久。

班尼突然问道：“大乔，如果我把‘灰鬼’苍蝇放到鱼线上，把它扔到独木舟后面，你猜会怎么样？”

“呃，”大乔笑着答道，“你可能会把钓鱼竿弄丢，当然也可能钓到一条大鱼。”他很乐意让班尼找点事儿做，这样小家伙就会忘掉饥饿了。

“我要试试！”班尼兴冲冲地说。这次，他很准地把苍蝇穿到了鱼线上，接着将鱼线甩到了小船后面。

“你要干什么？把鱼竿弄断么？”亨利在另一只独木舟上大声问道。

“不是！”班尼大声回答，“我在钓鱼！”

一路上，班尼都在盯着鱼线看。

突然，亨利大喊了起来：“你的鱼竿动了！”

眼看着鱼竿快滑入水里，班尼猛地跳起来，一把抓住鱼竿。

“太酷了！是一条大家伙！”大乔一边喊一边停止划船，过来帮忙。“班尼，慢点收线！不要让它跑了！别激动，慢慢来！”

维莉禁不住笑了——其实大乔比班尼还激动。

那条大鱼挣扎得很厉害，班尼小心翼翼地和它周旋，慢慢地把它拉向独木舟。

“需要我帮忙么，小伙子？”大乔问。

“快来！”班尼向大乔求助，他很怕好不容易钓到的大鱼跑掉。

大乔伸出胳膊，快速把大鱼拽进独木舟。

“是一条大鲑鱼！真是个美人儿！”他大声说，“我们一定能吃个饱。真可惜，你昨天没钓到它。”

“怎么总是这样？”班尼喊道，“昨天咱们几乎要饿死了，而现在马上要到商店了，却钓到了大鱼。”

“没关系。”大乔说，“我们还是会把它吃个精光的。”

他又拿起船桨，使劲朝前划着。经过最后一“望”时，已经接近中午了。他们看到一条小路，一直通向老村子旁的沙滩。

“这里就是黑熊小道的最后一站了，”爱丽丝笑着说，“我们既没找到比尔，也没找到线索。大乔，你现在还兴奋么？”

“兴奋？当然了！”大乔说，“而且我还很饿。你们看前面的沙滩，看到那个来接我们的人了吗？总会有人在那儿迎接独木舟。”

大乔和亨利禁不住划得更快了。不一会儿，独木舟就抵达了沙滩，有人帮他们把独木舟拉上了岸。

“你们好，外乡人，”那人说，“你们是从黑熊小道过来的吗？”

“是的，”大乔说，“现在我们想赶快找个地方吃饭，这几个孩子都饿坏了。老村子里有吃饭的地方吗？”

“当然有，先生！”那人说，“我就开了一家小餐厅，叫‘吉姆小店’。我是吉姆。你们想吃什么我都能做，腌肉、火腿、鹿肉、汉堡包……”

“哇，汉堡包！”班尼打断了吉姆，“我想吃汉堡包！”

“我也想吃！”杰西笑着说。

吉姆也笑了起来。“把你们的行李放这儿吧，”他说，“不会有人拿的。沿着这条路走就是我的小店。”

孩子们一抬头就看到了那家小店。门上挂了一块招牌，上面写了几个黑字：
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大家径直朝小店走去。

“我看大多数露营的人都会来你这儿吃饭吧？”大乔问。

“没错。”吉姆答道，“他们有时还会在店里过夜，然后再走陆路回龙先生的商店。”

“我们可能也会这样。”大乔说。

吉姆小店是老村子里最大的房子。他们走了进去，环顾四周，店里很干净，支着三张桌子，空气中弥漫着洋葱的香味。

“饭很快就好。”吉姆招呼大家，“你们尽管坐，不用客气。每个人都会有汉堡包、洋葱和土豆。”

大家坐了下来，互相看着对方，他们已经等不及想吃饭了。不一会儿，吉姆端来一个白色的大盘子，上面盛满了食物。“放开肚皮吃吧，”他说，“厨房里还有很多。我刚做了两个苹果派，我再去看看能不能找点奶酪跟它配着吃。”

大家开始狼吞虎咽起来。这些食物在几个饥饿的孩子看来，简直是世间最好的美味。“您知道吗，我们连早饭都没吃呢！”班尼对吉姆说。

吉姆笑了。

“是真的，”大乔说，“我们昨天遇到了大雨，弄丢了大部分食物。”

“真不幸！”说完，吉姆赶紧回厨房去拿苹果派。很快，苹果派和又黄又香的奶酪就又被消灭光了。

“啊，现在感觉好多了！”维莉说，“我现在浑身都是劲儿！”

“真高兴听你这么说，”亨利看着妹妹，“你看上去的确好些了。”

爱丽丝对大乔说：“不管怎样，我们都得在老村子里过一夜。我觉得应该找间房子，让维莉在床上好好睡一觉。”

“这个好办！”吉姆笑着说，“你们看到街对面那座又小又旧的房子了吗？那不是我的房子，但一直是我在照看。它空了好多年，有露营的人想过夜，我就让他们住在那儿。我买了很多帆布床放在里面，露营的人一般都不介意三个人睡一间房。”

杰西开始清点人数。“我们也不介意！”她说。

“没错！”爱丽丝笑着对杰西说，“你、我和维莉可以住一间房，大乔、亨利和班尼住另一间。”

“正好有两间屋子，”吉姆说，“算上厨房就是三间了。”

亨利说：“太酷了！一切都很顺利，是不是，大乔？对了，吉姆，老村子里有没有什么好玩的？”

“有啊，”吉姆笑着说，“有人会去捕猎梅花鹿或麋鹿。树林里还住着一位老隐士，胡子又长又白，样子很奇怪，他离群索居，大家却喜欢去拜访他。路的尽头，住着一些印第安人，他们以编篮子为生，大家乐得观赏他们编草篮。”

“哦，那我们去看看印第安人吧。”杰西提议，“他们会介意吗？他们很老吗？”

“他们喜欢这样，不会介意的。有一个很老很老的印第安人，打从出生起就一直住在这里，他很健谈。”

“哈！”班尼看着亨利。

“我也是这么想的。”亨利小声对班尼说，“你是想说‘印第安老人也许能给我们提供线索’，对吧？”

“差不多！”班尼暗自得意道。

亨利付了饭钱，接着，他们沿着小店门前的路往村子里走去。

“大乔！”杰西兴奋地开口说道，“说不定那个印第安老人很久以前听说过比尔，我们可以问问他。”

很快，他们就看到了一个印第安女孩，她正坐在一栋老房子前的台阶上编着篮子。

“看，她编得多快啊！”爱丽丝说，“手指像在飞舞。”

“我要是能像她那样就好了！”维莉说。

“你能的，我可以教你。”印第安女孩突然开口道，原来刚才大家说的话她全听到了。“一点也不难。你看，我这才刚开头。瞧，用这些菖蒲穿进去，再穿出来，上面一根，下面一根。”

小女孩慢慢地编着，好让维莉看清每一个步骤。紧接着，她把篮子递给维莉，“现在你来试试。”

维莉接过篮子，不一会儿，她灵巧的双手就开始上下翻飞了，跟印第安小女孩的动作一模一样。

“太棒了，维莉！”爱丽丝赞道，“你的手真巧，什么都会做！”

“是啊，她能干极了！”亨利笑着说。他笃定地想，接下来该班尼出场了——班尼对姐姐从不吝惜赞美之辞。

然而，亨利看了看四周，并没有看到班尼。

[image: ]


“班尼在哪儿？”他大声问道。

“班尼！班尼！”大乔用最大的声音呼喊。

但是没有回应——班尼不见了！


第十二章　寻找班尼

A Hunt for Benny

没错，班尼不见了！“班尼去哪儿了？”杰西哭了起来。

“没事，大家别慌，”大乔沉稳地说，“我能猜到发生了什么，班尼一定是独自去找那个隐士了。他应该还没走远，我们肯定能找到他的。杰西，别哭，我们现在就去找他。”

“咱们要不要先去问问吉姆？”亨利提议。

“好的。”大乔说，于是大家立即跑回吉姆小店。

看到他们狂奔而来，吉姆赶紧迎向门口。

“我们把班尼弄丢了！”杰西大声问道，“您知道应该去哪里找他，是吧？我们猜他去找那个隐士了，他想给大家一个惊喜。”

“呃，让我想想，”吉姆说，“首先，大家不要慌乱，老村子里有印第安人，他们什么都可以在林子里找到。你们的小弟弟应该没有跑远，你们没请那个印第安小姑娘帮忙吗？”

“哦，天哪！”维莉突然说，“我把印第安小姑娘给忘了，当时我们丢掉篮子就跑了。”

“那么，赶紧掉头，”吉姆说，“我和你们一起去找她，丽塔做向导可比我强多了，她在林子里走，不会发出任何声响。”

吉姆把事情的原委讲明后，丽塔立马站起来，用敏锐的目光望向树林深处。“一开始我是看见那个小男孩了，”她说，“不过很抱歉，我没留意他是什么时候离开的！咱们赶快动身吧！”

丽塔俯下身子，仔细查看灌木丛，“他应该是走的这条小路。大家紧跟在我后面，不要离开这条小路，否则很容易在树林里迷路。”

这是一幅奇怪的画面：六个人紧跟在印第安小姑娘的后面，排成一条直线，沿着小路往前走。而小路时隐时现，有时几乎完全消失了。

杰西紧跟着丽塔，说：“丽塔，班尼不可能知道这条小路，他有可能早就走偏了。”

“不会的，像他这样的小孩儿是不会离开这条小路的，”丽塔肯定地说，“他只能走这条道，我能看到他的脚印，而且这条路就通向隐士住的小木屋。”

他们继续前进，跨过了大大小小的石块和树枝。

“你们唤一下他！”丽塔转过身说。

亨利举起双手，团成喇叭状，大声喊道：“班尼！”

大乔也喊了一声。

大家仔细聆听，却没有听到任何回应。

“就这样继续找吧！”丽塔摇了摇头，“就算我找不到，我爸爸也能找到。”

他们快步前行，默默地走了很久。

突然，印第安小姑娘停下了脚步。“现在大家都得小心了，”她提醒道，“我们已经离隐士的小木屋很近了，如果隐士受到惊吓，就会逃走，我们就没法儿请他帮忙了。”

于是，所有人都蹑手蹑脚地沿着小路往前走。小木屋赫然映入眼帘，大家停了下来。几步之外坐着一位老者，留着长长的白胡子。而紧挨在他身边，又说又笑的开心小男孩，正是班尼！

“哦，是班尼！”杰西小声说。

“嘘——”丽塔赶紧制止。

但隐士已经发现了他们。“他们来了，”他拉着班尼的小手说，“你这个迷路的孩子。”
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杰西迫不及待地大声叫道：“班尼，你可把我们吓坏了！”随之，大家都开始唠叨起来，七嘴八舌的，没人能听清楚一个词。

“隐士人超好，”班尼大声盖住了其他人的声音，“刚才他正准备送我回去呢！他叫戴夫·亨特。”

“是的，”吉姆说，“他是叫戴夫·亨特。”

可出乎大家意料的是，隐士突然站起来，转身径直走进小木屋，猛地关上了门。

“他这个人就这样，”吉姆说，“不愿意说话。”

“刚才他和我说话了。”班尼说。

“差不多所有人都愿意跟你说话，小家伙，”吉姆面带微笑地说，“戴夫不会再出来了，咱们还是走吧！”

于是，丽塔带着大家往回走。亨利让班尼走在自己的前面，这样就能随时看住他了。

路上，吉姆说：“你们就留在这里过夜吧！还可以把那条鲑鱼煮了。”

“咱们非留宿不可了，”爱丽丝说，“维莉刚才受了惊吓，需要好好休息一晚，我们也是。”

回到老村子后，大家停下来和丽塔一一道别。亨利在她手里放了一些钱：“丽塔，明天我们再去跟你学编篮子，今天我们都被班尼吓坏了。”

“我明白，”丽塔笑着说，“谁都不想失去班尼，包括我。”

他们来到小房子前，吉姆说：“你们想住多久都可以。请进吧！如果缺什么，尽管来找我——只要我有。”说完他就告辞，独自回小店去了。

大家走上房门口的台阶，亨利推开门，大家走了进去，首先看到一个有壁炉的小房间。屋内有几把椅子，还有几张折叠起来的帆布床斜靠在墙边，以及一个大抽斗柜。

接着，爱丽丝和杰西看到了隔壁的卧室，再是厨房。

“楼上没有房间，”班尼大声说，“只有楼下有。”

“维莉！”杰西喊道，“快来看看这个可爱的小火炉！我真想自己做晚饭。”

“吉姆说露营的人来这儿，都是自己动手做家务，”爱丽丝说，“再想想班尼钓的大鲑鱼！咱们自己做饭一定乐趣无穷！”

“你们还记不记得在奇异岛上，我们就是自给自足的？”亨利喊道，“大家赶紧去找些木头来生火，我去问问吉姆能不能卖点土豆给我们，当水煮鱼的配菜。”

“我和你一起去！”班尼说。

“也好！”亨利说，“这样我就不会再弄丢你了。”

“我不是故意的，”班尼歉疚地说，“当时我正准备回来，我想先找到隐士，给你们一个惊喜。他说我应该立刻回家，还要送我呢！他喜欢一个人住。”

大乔开始摆放帆布床了。“维莉，你们看这样好不好？”大乔说，“我给你们三个女孩架三张帆布床，你们住在卧室，我们三个男生住在起居室。”

“棒极了，大乔！”维莉说，“不过让我们自己来铺床吧，我们喜欢铺床。”

“我可不喜欢。”大乔说，“你们最好把我的床也铺了。我只负责把帆布床架好。”

下午很快就过去了。不一会儿，班尼带着鱼和土豆回来了，亨利则提了一大筐木头。“太棒了，是干木头！”他笑着说。

班尼说：“我以前从来没想到自己会这么喜欢干木头。”

接着，他们又回到独木舟那儿，取回了包裹。不一会儿，杰西和爱丽丝就把炉火烧得很旺了，而维莉也已经收拾好了土豆。

“咱们在厨房吃饭怎么样？”亨利环顾了一下四周，将桌子放在房间中央。“班尼，你看看能不能找到六把椅子。”

维莉找到了一些厚实的白碟子，布置好了餐桌。杰西把鱼切成六段，放到一个大平锅里开始煎。这么多天以来，这是他们第一次坐在真正的椅子上，用自己的餐桌，正儿八经地吃一顿饭。他们把晚餐的食物吃得一点儿都不剩。

很快，碟子就洗好了，床也铺好了。一切都准备好了，但是天还没有黑。

“不如咱们出去到台阶上坐一会儿吧？”杰西提议道，“我们还不想睡觉。”

于是大家走出小房子，来到木头台阶上，坐了下来。一阵清风吹过树林，不一会儿，一只癞蛤蟆从台阶下面蹦出来。

“它住在这儿，”班尼说，“癞蛤蟆就住在我们的台阶下，我好喜欢！”

“一到晚上它们就会出来捉昆虫。”大乔告诉他。

“奇怪，我总觉得要发生什么事儿。”维莉缓缓地说。

爱丽丝转过头看着她：“的确很奇怪，维莉，我也有这种感觉。就好像咱们已经遇到了一个线索，可是还没把它扒拉出来。”

大乔的话让大家更惊讶了：“我也是！”


第十三章　又是铁盒子

The Tin Box Again

第二天，孩子们很早就起床了。他们吃了早饭，收拾好床铺。

“我们要做的第一件事就是去找丽塔。”维莉说，“我们昨天一心都在想着班尼，怠慢了她。”

“没错！”爱丽丝坐在厨房里的餐桌旁，笑着说，“你们四个人去找丽塔吧，大乔和我留下来给爷爷写信。”

于是，四个孩子沿着小路走出村子去找丽塔。一看到他们，丽塔便赶紧出门迎接。她继续教维莉编篮子。“这只是一个小篮子，”她说，“你想编多大都可以的。”

维莉编好了，班尼说：“好漂亮的篮子，维莉，我们把它送给爷爷吧？”

“好！”维莉高兴地答应道，“他喜欢我们做的东西。亨利，这个篮子咱们得付钱。”

“昨天你们已经付过钱了。”丽塔微笑着说，“篮子，教你们做篮子，以及给你们做向导，这些你们的哥哥都已经付过钱了，他给我的钱太多了。”然后丽塔抓住班尼的手，看着他的眼睛说，“小男孩，以后别再乱跑了，这次你可给隐士惹了大麻烦！”

“什么啊！”杰西喊道，“是给我们惹了大麻烦。”

“不。”丽塔摇了摇头，“戴夫真的很难过。我能看出来，他很喜欢班尼，这是他第一次说那么多话。我爸爸说他年轻时是个很好的人，你们现在住的房子就是他亲手建的。”

“是吗？”亨利大声问，“那他自己住过吗？”

“很多年以前住过。这是昨天晚上爸爸才告诉我的，就在你们找到弟弟以后。爸爸说戴夫以前曾去外地打工，过了很长时间才回来，回来时就像变了一个人似的。他在小房子里住了一个星期左右，直到一天晚上，几个凶神恶煞的人来找他。他们打了一架后就走了，只留下了戴夫一个人。几天后，戴夫就去了树林，建了那栋小木屋，一直住到现在。从那时候起他就不愿意开口说话了。”

四个孩子兴奋地走在回老村子的路上，班尼禁不住喊道：“杰西，杰西，戴夫有可能就是比尔！”

“小家伙，你为什么会这样想？”亨利问。

“是这样的，比尔会建房子——奇异岛上的黄色小屋就是他建的，老村子里的那座小房子应该也是他建的。”

“也许你是对的，班尼！”杰西兴奋地说，“要是没有你，我们该怎么办啊？我们去问问大乔和爱丽丝的想法吧！”

四个孩子冲进小房子时，大乔和爱丽丝刚刚写完信，孩子们便将听到的故事告诉了他们。

“我们住的这座小屋是戴夫建的吗？”大乔说，“那一定是很多年前的事儿了，因为这座房子已经很旧了。”

“大乔，大乔！我有一个新发现！”亨利突然大声说，“你们看看这间房子，像不像奇异岛的黄色小屋？”他指着四周说，“这是黄色小屋的壁炉，这是门，这是窗户。”

“没错！”维莉补充道，“这是卧室。”

“这是厨房！”班尼喊道，“我猜比尔只会建一种房子。”

“对啊，这座老房子跟黄色小屋一模一样！”杰西喊道，“都是一个前门，一面墙上有两扇窗户，另一面墙上有一扇窗户。”

“连烟囱也是一样的！”班尼喊道。

“门前的台阶也是一样的，”爱丽丝缓缓地说，“难怪昨天晚上我就感觉像是坐在黄色小屋前的台阶上。”

“这就对了！”大乔也喊道，“我也有同样的感觉。我们度蜜月时，常在晚饭后在那儿小坐。”

大家惊讶地面面相觑。

“现在，我们把所有的事都联系起来，”亨利激动地说，“一开始，比尔住在这里。后来，他去为奥登曾祖父工作。再后来，他娶了麦格雷戈太太，他们一起住在奇异岛上，并照料曾祖父的赛马。”

“他们就住在黄色小屋里。”班尼插了一句。

“没错！”亨利接着说，“爷爷说过，黄色小屋就是他建的，他哥哥也帮了忙。”

“嗯，他的那个哥哥——山姆，”大乔突然喊道，“不是什么好人。我觉得山姆是解开这个谜团的关键。”

“我也这么认为。”亨利说，“还记得不，比尔卖了两匹赛马，但是没有把钱给奥登曾祖父就跑了。”

“我们的线索越来越清晰了。”大乔说，“正是因为这件事，比尔才消失了。”

“但是这么多年来，他为什么不让玛格丽特知道他住在这儿呢？”维莉轻声问，“他很爱玛格丽特啊！”

“我也不懂。”亨利说，“这也是一个谜团。有可能是他哥哥没把钱送来，比尔没拿到钱就不敢回去。”

这时，维莉轻轻喊了一声：“大乔！”

“怎么了？”大乔赶紧回答道。

“你觉得比尔的哥哥会不会把钱藏在这座房子里？”

“有可能，”大乔若有所思地回答，“看来钱没藏在黄色小屋里。”

“肯定就藏在这儿！”班尼喊道，“所以那天晚上比尔才会偷偷开走小船，来到这里。我敢肯定，那几个凶家伙是一伙儿的，他们是来要钱的。记得不，丽塔说他们还和比尔打了一架呢！”

“推测得好，班尼！”大乔说，“我猜他们是想抢比尔的钱，只是比尔可能自己也不知道钱藏在哪里。”

“这样，所有的谜团就都解开了。”爱丽丝笑着说。

“差不多。”亨利说，“我敢肯定，戴夫·亨特就是比尔。但是，钱在哪里？铁盒子又在哪里？”

“我们找找吧！”班尼提议，“会不会在烟囱里？”

“不可能，”亨利说，“如果钱在那儿的话，比尔早就找到了。”

“说得也是啊！”班尼答道。

“其他也没什么地方可藏了，”杰西说，“只有一个柜子，几个抽屉，还有我们睡的帆布床。”

“大乔，你觉得我们要不要跟隐士谈一谈？”亨利问。

“不要，先不要，”大乔答道，“我觉得他不会开口的。”

“呃，反正我不想一直干坐着，”班尼不耐烦地说，“我们总得做点儿什么吧？”

“好吧！”亨利也站了起来，“我们可以到柜子里找找线索，说不定里面有暗格。”

“让我想想，”杰西说，“柜子一共有三个抽屉，大乔和爱丽丝检查第一个，亨利和班尼检查第二个，维莉和我检查第三个。”

很快，所有人都忙活起来了。他们先把积满灰尘、旧得发黄的纸从抽屉里拿出来，然后敲击每个抽屉，看有没有暗格。但是除了灰尘，他们什么也没看到。

“哈，”班尼说，“现在我们该怎么办，杰西？”

“我怎么知道？”杰西大喊道，所有人都惊讶地看着她。

“你没生气吧，杰西？”班尼问。

杰西勉强笑了一下说：“可能有一点小烦躁。我也希望咱们能在抽屉里找到钱，可是到处都找遍了，根本没有什么暗格。我们出去到台阶上坐一会儿吧！”

大家慢慢走出房门，在台阶上坐了下来。没有人说话，大家都知道，杰西很少生气。

不一会儿，班尼先开口了：“不知道癞蛤蟆去哪里了？我猜它应该还在台阶下面吧？”

除了爱丽丝朝他笑了笑，没有人想回应他。

班尼继续问道：“癞蛤蟆有房子住吗？它住的房子是什么样子的呢，杰西？”

“嗨，班尼！我真的不知道！我很累了！你简直是个包打听，我们要找的是铁盒子，可你却总在纠缠癞蛤蟆的事！”她勉强挤出一丝笑容。

“好吧，杰西，”班尼满不在乎地说，“我自己去找好了。”

果然，小家伙跪了下来，趴到地上，摊平身子，眯着一只眼，仔细搜索着台阶底下。

“我看到它了，它就蹲在里面，刚才它还朝我眨了眼呢！”

班尼捡起一根长木棍。

“喂，班尼，别伤着癞蛤蟆！”大乔叮嘱道。

“嗯，不会的，我只是想看看它的家有多大。”班尼划拉着木棍，静悄悄地爬到台阶后面。那儿有一个很大的洞，通向地下室。癞蛤蟆跳进了洞里，班尼也跟着爬了进去。大家只能无奈地笑笑。他们都知道，班尼准会在地下室爬个痛快的！

果然，不一会儿他们就听到班尼开始自言自语。“这儿有一块很好看的白石头，”他喃喃道，“还有一个旧铁罐，一把螺丝刀。嗯，这把螺丝刀还不错呢！”

然后他不说话了。

但是大家都能听到他在地下室爬的声音。

“别担心，杰西，”大乔微笑着说，“让他玩吧！刚才的不开心他转眼就会忘掉，小孩子都这样。”

这时，班尼又开始说话了：“呀，癞蛤蟆在这里！你好啊，癞蛤蟆先生！你住在哪儿？”

“他跟癞蛤蟆聊得挺投缘呢！”亨利笑着说。

班尼继续说道：“你住在地下室的旧木箱里吗？真有趣！箱子的门是从后面开的，你是从后门进吗？为什么呢？啊哦！亨利，这儿有个铁盒子！”

“什么？”亨利大喊一声，差点儿从台阶上跌下来。

“我找到了！”班尼兴奋地大叫，“一个铁盒子，就在木箱里。”

所有人都在台阶下的草丛中蹲下来。

“快出来，班尼！”大乔喊道，“把盒子拿出来，在外面能看得更清楚。”

“别着急，我出来了。”班尼大声回答。他以最快的速度爬出洞口，先把铁盒子推了出来，接着从台阶下爬了出来。
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“果然是的！”杰西喊道，“就是那个铁盒子！真是难以置信，希望里面真有什么东西。”

“肯定有！”班尼自信满满地说，“刚才我晃了晃。”

大家激动地坐回到台阶上，盯着铁盒子。“亨利，你来开吧！”班尼说，“盒子太紧了，我打不开。”

亨利用颤抖的双手打开了盒子，一沓绿色的钞票出现在他们眼前。

“是一美元！”班尼小声说。

“不对，班尼，是一百大钞！”亨利说，“我以前见过一次。”

“咱们快数数吧！”班尼喊道。

“你来数吧，班尼，这是你发现的。”杰西用柔和的声音说。

班尼实在太激动了，以至于花了好长时间才数完，他大声宣布：“一共有40张呢！40张百元大钞是多少钱，亨利？”

“是四千元，小家伙！”亨利说，“这不就是两匹赛马的价钱么，大乔？”

“差不多。”大乔答道。

“天哪，天哪！”班尼喊道，他已经快兴奋过头了。

大家看看小铁盒和那沓绿色的钞票，又看看彼此。

“大乔，”亨利终于开口了，“接下来我们去哪儿？”

“我想，”大乔说，“咱们待会儿就去找隐士。”

“隐士就是戴夫·亨特，戴夫·亨特就是比尔。”班尼说。

“我也这么认为！”大乔微笑着说，“但即使是这样，他也不一定会开口。”

这时，杰西用胳膊揽住了弟弟：“班尼，对不起，刚才我不该对你那么凶。幸亏你问了那么多问题，如果你没有去找癞蛤蟆的家，我们就永远都找不到小铁盒了。”


第十四章　隐士

The Hermit

孩子们意识到，此时最好去找丽塔。他们把钱放回小铁盒，搁在厨房的碗柜里，便飞奔着跑向村子。

“丽塔，我们想再进一次树林，”杰西大声喊道，“我们想和戴夫谈一谈。你觉得我们自己能找到路么？”

“当然能找到！”丽塔说，“但是戴夫不会跟你们说话的。”

“说不定他愿意跟班尼说话。”杰西说。

“嗯，有可能，”丽塔说，“上次就是这样。”

六个人沿着小路进入树林，当他们到达小木屋时，看到隐士正提着水桶走向屋子。发现有人来，他只是略微停了一下，又继续往前走。

“戴夫！”亨利友善地喊了一声。可隐士并没停下脚步，自顾自地上了台阶，准备走进小木屋。

这时，班尼用最大的声音喊道：“比尔！”

老人猛地停下脚步，水桶顺着台阶滚落下去。他坐在台阶上，双手蒙住脸。

班尼似乎很有把握，他无所畏惧地跑过去，坐在老人身旁，将手搭在老人的胳膊上，“比尔，别担心，我们是来带你回家的。”

“回家？”比尔悠悠地说。他抬起头，看着班尼，“我永远都不能回家，小家伙。”他又看了看在小路上等着的五个人。

“可以的，你可以回家的，比尔，”班尼喊道，“爷爷想让你回家，麦格雷戈太太也想让你回家。”

“麦格雷戈太太？”比尔轻声问道。

接下来发生的事出乎所有人的意料。维莉快速跑到台阶旁，抓住了老人的手说：“班尼说的是玛格丽特。”

老人低下头看着这个漂亮的小女孩：“玛格丽特已经死了。”

“没有，玛格丽特还活着。”维莉说。

“他们告诉我，她已经死了，”比尔说，“他们还说，马厩起了大火，被烧光了，玛格丽特为了救马也被烧死了。”

“噢，不是这样的，比尔！”班尼大声说，“我们去年夏天还在那个马厩里住过，麦格雷戈太太一直在爷爷家做管家。”

“那我也不能回家，”比尔轻声说，“我找不到钱，我拿了奥登先生的钱。”

“我们已经找到钱了。”维莉温柔地说。

“钱在哪里？”老人焦急地问。

“就在地下室的一个铁盒子里。”维莉答道。

“铁盒子？没错！”比尔说，“天哪，天哪！”

大乔也走到台阶旁，说道，“麦格雷戈先生，一切都会好起来的，请您相信我！您的妻子还活着，她一直在等您。我们今天已经找到钱了。”然后，他转向孩子们。

“恐怕比尔太虚弱了，”他对大家说，“承受不住这么多的惊喜。麦格雷戈先生，您能走回老村子吗？”

老人看着大乔和善的脸庞说：“可以，可以，只要你们讲的都是真的。”

“都是真的，我保证！”大乔肯定地说，然后他又转向孩子们，“在回到家之前，大家都不要再问他问题了。不管怎么说，他肯定是比尔。”

班尼不肯放开比尔的手。他一直牵着老人的手，小心翼翼地走在小路上，不时停下来提醒他小心石头。

“小家伙，我熟悉这里的每块石头呢！”比尔说。但是大家都知道，他很乐意让班尼牵着走。

大家带比尔回到了他自己建造的小房子里。爱丽丝扶着他在一张帆布床上躺了下来，杰西则赶紧在他头下垫了些软和的东西。大乔冲到吉姆小店，很快就端回来一杯热茶。

“把这个喝了吧，”他对比尔说，“喝了您会舒服一些。”

比尔喝了热茶，还没等大家察觉，他就睡着了。

“他好疲倦，”维莉小声说，“而且他好瘦啊！看上去像是很久没吃过饱饭了，他肯定饿坏了。”

“以后不会了。”杰西微笑着小声说，“只要他跟我们一起生活，就不会挨饿了。”

大家轻轻带上卧室的门，来到厨房。

“爷爷一定会很惊讶的。”亨利兴奋地说。

“还有麦格雷戈太太。”维莉补充道。

“连我都不敢相信，”大乔说，“我一直以为比尔已经去世了。”

杰西说：“真奇怪，班尼是怎么瞬间让他敞开心扉的，就因为叫了他一声‘比尔’吗？”

“过了40年才开口说话，比尔现在一定很开心，”班尼说，“我可没办法40年不说话。”

“我们才不希望你那样呢，班尼！”爱丽丝笑着说，“我们都喜欢听你讲话。”

“等比尔醒过来，我们得给他弄点儿吃的，”杰西说，“我去趟吉姆小店，看看他那儿有什么。”

“我和你一起去，”爱丽丝说，“我们从后门走。”

两个女孩穿过大路，看到吉姆正在厨房里，搅拌着炉子上的汤，香味四溢。

吉姆转过身，问道：“刚刚和你们在一起的，是隐士吗？”

“没错，是他。”杰西答道，“他的真名是比尔·麦格雷戈，以前给我们的曾祖父干过活儿。”

“我就觉得他有点古怪。”吉姆大声说，“人们都说那座小房子是比尔·麦格雷戈的。后来有一天，戴夫·亨特来到老村子，说房子是他的，还说自己是比尔的表亲。可他又不愿住在小房子里，让我把房子留给露营的人，自己跑到林子里又建了座小木屋住。”

爱丽丝说：“好在现在他肯承认自己是比尔·麦格雷戈了。”

“他肯说话了吗？”吉姆惊讶地问，“我简直不敢相信！这太奇怪啦！他其实是个很好、很和善的老人。我一直挺可怜他，以前只要他从林子里出来，我就会给他一些食物。”

“这就是我们来这里的目的啊！”杰西说，“我们要让比尔吃些东西，这锅热汤就很好！”

正在这时，班尼站在路对面大喊：“杰西，比尔醒了，他饿了！”

“再拿些面包和黄油去吧，”吉姆笑着说，“让他多吃点儿！”

爱丽丝和杰西飞快地跑回家。比尔正坐在椅子上，看上去已经休息好了。

杰西支了张小桌子在他面前，将热汤、黄油和面包一一摆好。比尔狼吞虎咽地吃了起来，他似乎已经饿了很久了。

“比尔，你现在看起来没那么瘦了，”班尼说，“比刚才胖了一点点。”

所有的人都笑了，包括比尔。“他才喝了一碗汤，不会那么快长胖的，”杰西说，“不过比尔，您的脸色比刚才好多了，这倒是真的！”

“我感觉好多了。”老人看了看杰西，又看了看其他孩子，他们都在冲他微笑。

“我猜麦格雷戈太太都认不出您了。”班尼说。

“我能认出她，”比尔说，“不管她变得多老。”

“要是您剃掉长胡子，她可能会更喜欢呢！”班尼说。

“嘘——班尼！”杰西连忙阻止他。

然而比尔并不介意，他甚至还笑了笑。“是时候该把胡子剃掉了，”他说，“那样的我才是比尔·麦格雷戈，而不是隐居的糟老头。”

“杰西！”班尼突然喊道，“你们从哪里找来的汤？我快饿死了！”

“是啊，是啊！”亨利也大声说，“已经过了中午了，我们兴奋得都忘了吃午饭了。”

“别急，”杰西一边说一边站了起来，“我们一会儿就把饭做好。”


第十五章　准备回家

Starting for Home

第二天早晨，大家吃过早饭后都来到台阶上坐下。

“我想回家！”班尼突然说。

“我们都想回家，”亨利说，“但是怎么回去呢？我们带着比尔，独木舟上可容不下四个人。”

“可咱们无论如何得到龙先生的店里去，”杰西说，“否则就拿不到旅行车了。”

“稍等一会儿，”大乔说，“看看待会儿将发生什么事儿！”说完，他朝爱丽丝眨了眨眼。

班尼冲到大乔身边，摇晃着他的肩膀问：“你刚才为什么冲爱丽丝挤眉弄眼的？”

“你想知道吗？”大乔笑着和班尼一起滚到草地上。

“快起来，看看那边是什么？”爱丽丝喊道。她指向路口——从拐角开过来的正是他们的旅行车。

“是旅行车！”班尼大声说，“开车的是龙先生，旁边是他儿子。”班尼高兴得手舞足蹈，又蹦又跳。

龙先生看到他，将车停到小房子门前，走了出来。看到孩子们目瞪口呆的模样，他不由得大笑起来。

“你们没听到吗？”他说，“那天在我的店里，大乔和我订了好多计划。”

“亨利，你应该听到了吧！”大乔笑着说，“当时，我正跟龙先生说‘六天以后来接我们’，你就突然冒了出来。”

“没有，我什么都没听见。”亨利说，“不过龙先生来得正是时候，我们正想回家呢！”

“真想不到，我会期待着结束旅行！”维莉说，“不过现在我真的好想回去看爷爷，我们也好想让比尔快点见到麦格雷戈太太。”

“你们不会已经找到比尔了吧？”龙先生惊讶地问。

“哈哈，我们真的找到了！”班尼开心地说，“还记得戴夫·亨特么？就是那个隐士。”

“当然记得，”龙先生说，“难道他就是比尔？”

杰西说：“没错，这对麦格雷戈太太来说一定是个大惊喜。大乔，我们要不要给爷爷发一封电报？”

“好主意，杰西！”大乔赞道，“我们一找到地方就马上发电报。”

“快点，快点！”班尼喊道，“咱们快出发吧！”

很快，小房子里就开始忙碌起来。大家收拾好行李，放进旅行车的后座。吉姆为他们准备了一大包午餐，在回家的路上吃。

杰西把钱从小铁盒里拿出来，放进她的手提包里。“我来保管这个。”她认真地说。

“咱们带着的这些钞票就好像是一沓废纸。”维莉笑着说。

“它们就是废纸嘛！”班尼一边说一边把自己的行李卷搬到旅行车上。

“麦格雷戈先生，在你们出发前，您要不要把长胡子剪了？”吉姆来送午餐的时候说，“我来帮您剪吧！”

“你觉得怎么样，比尔？”大乔问，“想剪掉吗？”

“当然想。”比尔说，“我不是说过吗，剪掉胡子才像比尔·麦格雷戈啊！”

于是，吉姆帮比尔剪掉了长胡子，还帮他刮了脸。大家都在旁边好奇地观看着。
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“变化太大了！”大乔说，“您看上去帅多了，比尔。”

“真的很帅！”吉姆说，“不信您自己看看，麦格雷戈先生。”

“是啊，您的脸变得又光滑又好看！”班尼说，“麦格雷戈太太会更喜欢您的。”

“哦，天哪！”杰西突然说，“咱们把独木舟给忘了，总不能把它们丢在这儿吧！”

“当然不能，”龙先生说，“所以我才把儿子带来了，我们会把船划回去的。帐篷也不用担心，我们都会一起带回去的。”

班尼拉着比尔的手说：“比尔，你知道麦格雷戈太太住在哪里后，一定会很吃惊的。她现在住在爷爷的漂亮大房子里。”

比尔笑着对小男孩说：“我太熟悉那座房子了。”

“可是这栋小房子怎么办，戴夫——不，比尔？”吉姆问，“还有树林里的小木屋？”

“都留给你吧。”比尔轻声说，“你一直都对我很好，经常给我吃的，可我甚至连声谢谢都没说过。”

“不值一提！”吉姆说，“我才应该谢谢你呢，从来没有人一天之内送给我两栋房子！”

一切都安排妥当之后，由大乔开车，比尔和班尼坐在旅行车的前排，爱丽丝和维莉坐在中间，亨利和杰西则坐在后排。

“我们终于要回家喽！”班尼兴奋地大喊，“大乔，咱们找到了比尔，找回了钱，爷爷一定会非常高兴吧？”

大乔将旅行车调了个头，孩子们则不停地和吉姆挥手道别，直到车子驶出了老村子。

“小伙子，”比尔突然说，“铁盒子里有多少钱？”

“都是百元大钞，”班尼答道，“一共有四千元。”

“四千元！”比尔激动地说，“是这个数！你们知道是谁把钱放在那里的吗？”

“不太清楚，”大乔轻声说，“还是你来告诉我们吧！”

“估计是我的亲哥哥山姆，”比尔难过地说，“现在我终于明白整件事情了。”

“那快讲讲吧，”杰西央求道，“把您知道的都告诉我们吧！”

“好吧。”比尔无力地开口说道，“你们听说过那些赛马吧？我为奥登先生卖了两匹赛马。”

“那位奥登先生不是爷爷，”杰西打断比尔，“他是曾祖父，已经过世了。”

“噢，天哪！应该如此。”比尔说，“不过我打工的时候，已经习惯叫他奥登先生了。你们的爷爷是詹姆斯·奥登。好了，说回我的故事吧！当时我哥哥山姆要我把卖马的钱给他，说他能替我赚回三倍的钱，因此我就把钱给了哥哥。”

“是您住在岛上时发生的事吧？”亨利问。

“是的！他让我什么都别说，直接来缅因州，然后很快就能带着更多的钱回家，还给奥登先生了。”

“后来怎样了？”爱丽丝问。

“我来到了这里，来见我哥哥，”比尔说，“再后来，我听说他被汽车撞死了。我翻遍了整个屋子，也找不到铁盒子。就连他的狐朋狗友也不知道盒子的下落。因此，我锁上了小黄屋，住到了树林里。”

“小黄屋？您是说奇异岛上的小黄屋吗？”亨利不解地问。

“不，我说的是老村子里的那栋小黄屋。”

“可我们住的那座房子是棕色的啊，比尔！”杰西轻声说。

“哦，是的，我的天！”比尔喃喃低语道，“它已经变成棕色了。但是它以前是黄色的，已经有40年没刷过油漆了。”


第十六章　幸福的一家人

A Happy Home

还没走多远，大乔就把车停在了路旁。

“怎么了？”亨利问。

“比尔要虚脱了，”大乔小声回答，“这一切变化对他来说都难以承受。我想在后座上铺一张床，让他躺下来。”

班尼抬头看了看比尔，果然，老人脸色苍白，双手颤抖。

“老天！”杰西说，“是我们让他说太多话了，他还不太习惯呢！”

杰西和爱丽丝帮大乔用毯子在车后座上铺了一张软床。比尔什么也没说，大乔和亨利扶着他的胳膊，搀着他从前座移到后座。比尔立刻躺下来，闭上了眼睛，似乎舒服多了。

三个女孩儿坐在中间，亨利挪到前座陪班尼。

“他会好起来的，”大乔回头看了看比尔，“大家尽管聊天好了，他不会被吵醒的。”

“咱们到下一个村子就给爷爷发封电报吧？”杰西说，“说点什么好呢？”

“就说十个字。”班尼提议。

“别，15个字好了！”亨利说，“我们趁现在把电报拟好吧！我们开头就写上‘找到比尔、钱’。”

“五个字了。”维莉数着。

“‘今天回家’，”杰西补充道，“又占了四个字，一共是九个字。”

“还可以再写六个字，”班尼说，“我们一定要写上‘晚饭要迟点吃’。”

“是啊，咱们肯定赶不上准点吃晚饭了。”大乔说。

这时，爱丽丝插了进来：“班尼，你不觉得咱们得说说比尔么？比如，‘虚弱疲劳’什么的？这样麦格雷戈太太就不会把比尔想象成以前那个可以扛独木舟的壮汉了。”

班尼掰着手指认真算了一会儿，然后大声宣布：“我们可以这么写，‘找到比尔、钱，比尔弱，今天回，晚点吃哈’。”

“不错，班尼！”大乔笑道，“爷爷一定知道电报是你写的！我也喜欢在电报最后加个‘哈’字。”

亨利说：“班尼，千万别忘了你刚编好的电报词儿。赶快多背几遍，一直背到我们到达下一个村子。”

这下班尼有事可做了，等他们在下一个村子停车时，他已经将每个字都记得滚瓜烂熟了。

发电报的女孩正在记录电报内容，杰西突然开口说道：“亨利，发信人咱们就填‘棚车少年’吧！”

女孩停下笔，抬起头惊讶地问：“你们就是住在棚车里的那四个孩子吗？”

“对，就是我们，”班尼骄傲地回答，“我们现在可开心了！”

“你们终于找到爷爷了吧？”女孩看着每张可爱的笑脸，兴奋地问道，“我在报纸上读过你们的故事，却从没想过可以亲眼见到你们。”

“这封电报就是发给爷爷的，”班尼说，“你只要说是棚车少年、爱丽丝和大乔发的，他就知道了。”

“好的，我想他一定会知道的。”女孩笑着说，“我马上就发出去，一个小时后他就能收到了。”

“太好了！”亨利付了发电报的钱，“现在，我们该上路了。”

他们回到旅行车上时，比尔还在睡觉，连午饭时间都没醒，大家也没叫醒他。

“现在对他来说，睡觉比吃饭更重要！”大乔说。

“希望他别是病了。”爱丽丝担心地说。

“不会的，”大乔说，“他只是太兴奋了。这么多年没说话，他一时还不适应。”

“那我们就小心照顾他吧！”杰西说，“可我真想让他赶快把故事讲完。”

比尔几乎睡了一整个下午，快到家时，大家才不得不把他叫醒。他们把车开到爷爷的大房子门口。比尔笔直地坐在车上。

奥登先生正坐在走廊上的一把大椅子上，旁边是麦格雷戈太太。他们都在急切地等待着。

比尔微微起身，向前看去。“是我的玛格丽特！”他几乎要哭出声来，“她蓝色的眼睛还是那么美！”

大乔和亨利搀着老人下了车，走上台阶。

“比尔！”玛格丽特喊道。她紧紧拥抱住比尔，然后扶着他坐到自己的椅子上。“一切都好了，比尔！一切都好了！”玛格丽特一遍遍地说。

突然，楼上传来巨大的声响，似乎是从杰西的房里发出的。随即，望望飞快地冲下楼来，跑出房门，欢快地叫唤着。它不敢相信四个孩子又回到了自己的身边，最后，它才气喘吁吁地在杰西的脚边趴了下来。

“我想它终于可以乖乖吃饭了，”奥登先生说，“麦格雷戈太太也一样，自从你们走后，她就没有好好吃过一顿饭。”

班尼说：“真有意思！为什么会有这么多人吃不下饭？对我来说，绝对不可能有‘吃不下’的时候！”

“班尼，”爷爷笑着说，“一家人在一起，才会有好胃口！我现在好像也胃口大开了呢。我们准备了你们最爱吃的菜——有你的汉堡包，比尔最喜欢的鱼，还有大乔的火腿，杰西的苹果派。”

“没有我的馅饼吗？”班尼拉着爷爷的手问。

“你说呢？”爷爷逗他，“我不信今晚会有谁饿肚子！”

比尔吃东西的样子真是太幸福了！有玛格丽特陪在身旁，他简直像变了个人一样。

“我感觉好极了。”他说。

吃过晚饭后，一家人又来到门廊前坐下。

“大乔，”班尼轻声问，“我们现在可以和比尔聊天了吧？我感觉他已经完全好了。”

“你可以试试，”大乔说，“我们看看他的反应。如果他太难过，我们就不继续问了。”

于是，班尼走到比尔和玛格丽特身旁，将手放在比尔的手上。

“比尔，我们还有几个问题想问你，”他说，“你会不会累得不想说话？”

“不会的，小家伙，”比尔说，“我再也不会感觉很累了，你想问什么就问吧！”

班尼回头看了看大乔，大乔冲他笑了笑。

于是班尼问道：“我们想多知道一些关于你哥哥的事情，他准备怎么把钱变成原来的三倍多呢？”

“一开始我也不清楚，”比尔回答道，“后来我才发现，原来他准备把钱给他的那些狐朋狗友去赌马。”

“哦，那他很可能会输个精光呢！”亨利大声说。

“是啊，我现在也明白了。”比尔说，“他的朋友不是什么好人。如果不是他们来骚扰，山姆可能也不会出事了。可他总是轻信那帮人的话，而我又总是轻信山姆的话。”

他伤心地看向四周。“山姆出事后的一个晚上，那帮人去了缅因州。他们在我的房子里到处乱翻，就是没找到那笔钱，连我都不知道铁盒子藏在哪里，但他们不相信我的话，硬是逼我说出盒子的下落，于是我们大打了一架，他们走后，我就再也没见过他们。”

“就是他们告诉你，马厩被烧光了吗？”奥登先生问。

“是的，他们不想让我回来说出实情，就骗我说玛格丽特已经死了。”

“当时您一定难过得要死！”班尼说。

比尔冲他笑了笑：“没错，悲痛欲绝。没有玛格丽特，我也不想活了。我不想见任何人，况且，没有找到钱，我也没脸回家。于是，从那以后，我便躲到树林深处，过着隐居的生活。”

“幸亏我们找到了您！”杰西说，“幸亏我们坚持去奇异岛上的黄色小屋！现在好了，您可以和麦格雷戈太太一起在这儿住了。是不是，爷爷？”

“当然，只要麦格雷戈太太的房间足够大。”奥登先生幽默地说。

“够大，够大，三间房足够我们两个人住了。”麦格雷戈太太开心地说。

“我可以帮您养马，”比尔说，“您现在还有马吗？”

“有，我们有两匹马，”奥登先生答道，“不过你得先休养一段时间，才能再工作。”

暮色开始四合，鸟儿唱起了归巢的歌儿，一家人静静地坐着，聆听着。

这时，维莉开口说道：“这是座幸福之屋，对吗，爱丽丝？你和大乔幸福地住在顶层。”

“幸福的比尔和麦格雷戈太太住在他们自己的小房子里。”班尼大声说。

“还有我们自己呢，”亨利欢快地回应道，“我们也幸福地解开了所有的谜团，回到了爷爷身边。”

“每年夏天我们都要去奇异岛，住在黄色小屋里。”班尼接着说。

“等等，等等，”奥登先生打断班尼的话，“那是比尔的房子。”

“我知道，爷爷，”班尼说，“他和麦格雷戈太太每年都可以去那儿过夏天，然后我们就去看望他们。”

“好，好，去看望他们。”奥登先生微笑起来。

维莉把手放在爷爷的腿上，抬头看着爷爷慈祥的脸。夜色渐沉，她已经看不太清了，不过她知道，爷爷在对她微笑。

“爷爷，”她说，“您能从那些钱里拿一点出来修一修奇异岛上的黄色小屋吗？屋子里全是灰尘，椅子也都旧了。”

“好主意！”奥登先生用他的大手握住维莉的小手，“我们还可以用那笔钱再多买几把椅子。哦，对了，钱在哪里呢？”

“在我这儿！”杰西立即回答道。她从手提包里拿出钱，递给奥登先生。

“趁开学前，我和比尔可以先把房间里贴上壁纸，刷上涂料。”亨利提议。

“嗯，我们都可以去帮忙，”班尼欢呼着，跳来跳去，“我们把外墙也粉刷了吧！”

“刷墙一定很有意思。”爱丽丝说，“大乔和我下班后也要去帮忙。”

“你们几个小家伙现在又要开始操心新问题了呢！”大乔说，“我们会每天给你们带午饭，直到小房子焕然一新为止。”

维莉挨着爷爷坐到大椅子上，爷爷立刻腾出位置，并用手搂住她。

“爷爷，太好了，您不会再因为黄色小屋伤心了，”她一边说一边把头靠在爷爷的臂弯里，“它又变成了一个幸福的地方！”

“我们还是把它刷成黄色吧，”班尼开心地说，“哈！”

“小班班，这次‘哈’又是什么意思啊？”亨利笑着问弟弟。

麦格雷戈太太微笑地看着比尔，答道：“对我来说，它的意思是‘谢谢你们，孩子们’。”

奥登先生说：“对我来说，它的意思是‘你们都回家了，我太高兴了’。”

“呃，”班尼说，“我的意思是，‘我等不到明天了，真想赶快去粉刷黄色小屋。’”


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 3·The Yellow House Mysery




Chapter 1　The Cave

Four lively children lived with their grandfather Alden in a big house. The children’s father and mother had died years before. Their cousin Joe lived in the big house too. He was grown up and his cousins thought he was great fun.

First there was Henry Alden，who was sixteen and in high school. Jessie Alden came next. She was in high school too. Violet was a pretty dark-haired little girl of twelve， and Benny was seven.

Benny was on his way home from school one day in Spring. The minute he went into the house， he heard the telephone ringing.Then he heard Mrs. McGregor， the housekeeper， answering it.

“It’s for you， Benny，” she said. She was ex-cited. “It’s your cousin Joe.”

Benny went to the telephone. “Hello， Joe，”he said.

“We’re going to blast， Benny！” Joe called over the telephone. “The men are almost ready to blast the top off the cave. They say that you children can come over to the island， if you stay right with me. You get the others and come along over.”

“OK. Joe！” cried Benny. “We’ll come just as quickly as we can.” He hurried to the hall to tell his brother Henry. For this cave was one the children had found themselves the summer before. They had crawled in to see how far they could go. Without trying， they had found some Indian tools in the sand which Joe said were very wonderful.

Now， their grandfather had sent some men to the island to take the top off the cave， so that it would be easier to dig the things out.

“Was that Joe？ What did he want？” asked Henry. He came out into the hall.

“He said the men are going to blast the cave open！” shouted Benny. “Last summer he told us we couldn’t come that day， and now he says we can.”

Benny ran upstairs two steps at a time， calling，“Jess！ Jess！ Vi！ Vi！”

“Well，what’s the matter now， Benny？” asked Jessie， looking up from her school work.

“The men are going to blast the cave on Sur-prise Island， and we have to hurry and go over.”

“Who said so？” asked Jessie.

“Joe，” answered Benny. “He just telephoned to me.”

“But we can’t go without Grandfather，” said Violet， softly.

“Grandfather is just driving into the yard，” Henry called loudly up the stairs.“Hurry and come down before he puts the car away！”

Mr. Alden could not understand a word at first， because everyone talked at once. But his driver seemed to be turning the car around any-way. Mr. Alden was smiling to himself about something.

“Did Joe call you， too， Grandfather？” cried Henry.

Mr. Alden laughed. “Well-” he said， “we’ll go down to the dock and over to the island in the motorboat.”

“I hope Captain Daniel will have the boat on this side，” said Henry. “Joe seems to be in a hurry， and the men won’t wait for us for very long.”

“Oh， I hope they won’t blast until we get there，” cried Benny.

“I don’t think they will，” said Mr. Alden smiling. “If Joe sent for you， he will wait until you have time to get there.”

“Of course he will， Grandfather，” said Jessie. “There is Captain Daniel on the dock already.”

It was true. Captain Daniel smiled when he saw the four children coming with their grandfather. He liked them all.

“I’m waiting，” he said， “and Joe is waiting on the island and so are the workmen. Joe said they won’t blast until you are all there.”

“Good. I’m glad，” said Benny， getting into the boat and sitting down.

They were soon on their way across the water to the island where they had spent such a happy summer the year before. They were all thinking of that exciting day when they had found the cave.

Benny looked at the captain. “I don’t suppose you remember the Indian things we found in that cave， Captain？” he said.

“Indeed I do，” said the captain with a laugh. “You children didn’t know then that Mr. Joe dug up things for a living. But I did. I knew Mr. Joe when he was a little boy.”

“Remember how excited Joe was？”cried Jessie. “He wouldn’t even let us dig any more inside the cave.”

“That was all right though， Jessie，” said Henry. “He wanted things done right. These workmen know how to dig better than we do.”

“And here we are， going to blast the top off the cave！” said Benny.

“There’s Joe now，” said Jessie. “Who in the world is that with him？ It’s a girl！”

“That’s not a girl，” said Benny. “That’s a lady.”

“Well， anyway， she isn’t very old，” said Jessie.

“She’s awfully pretty，” said Benny， as they came nearer.

“Hello， children，” cried Joe， as the boat stopped at the dock. “This is Alice Wells. She came over to look at the Indian things you found. She knows lots about such things.”

“That must be interesting work，” said Jessie to Alice， shaking hands. She liked Alice at once. She had such a beautiful smile.

“Yes， it is，” said Alice. “I feel as if I knew every one of you. This is Benny， I’m sure. And Violet. And Henry. Joe has told me so much about you all.” She smiled at Mr. Alden as if she already knew him well.

Benny took Alice’s hand. “Let’s go right off and see them blast，” he said.
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“This is going to be fun for you， Benny，” said Mr. Alden， smiling at the little boy. “The men are going to let you push the handle to set off the blast.”

“Oh boy，” cried Benny. “Where is the handle？”

Joe led the way without a word. Past the little yellow house， past the barn where they had lived the summer before， past the beach. There beside a crowd of workmen， they saw a handle in the ground.

“Here they are，” said one of the workmen.“ Are you the little boy who is going to set off this blast？ Now， you take hold of that handle and push it down as far as you can.”

Benny did as he was told. From far away down the island came a loud noise like thunder. Then the children saw a great cloud of smoke， and then flying rocks.

“What a noise that was！” cried Benny. They all watched the smoke still coming from the cave.

“Very good，” said Joe. “Let’s go.”

Down the path they went. Soon they came to the cave. The big rocks were broken into small pieces， and the men started to take them away. The whole cave was open. The children watched quietly.

“I suppose nobody can dig in the cave until all those rocks are lifted off，” said Henry at last.

“That’s right，” said Joe. “They will be taking rocks off for days. Really there is nothing more to see now.”

“You mean we’d better go home then？” said Mr. Alden. He winked at Benny.

“Well， I don’t care too much，” said Benny.“ Anyway， we blasted and that’s more than I expected.”

“You will come over many times when we get to digging，” said Alice. “We have already taken away the shell pile and all the things in it.”

“The Museum people were delighted with all the things，” said Joe. “You found some things that they had never seen before.”

“That’s right，” said Alice. “Joe and I are going to try to find out what they all are. I shall be working on them for a year maybe， and maybe longer.”

“That’s good，” said Benny. “You come up to our house and see us.” He was surprised when Joe laughed.

At supper that same night， Benny sat thinking.

“What’s the matter， Ben？” asked Henry kindly. “Aren’t you going to eat your supper？”

“Oh， yes，” said Benny looking up. “I was just thinking.”

“What about？” Violet asked gently.

“Well，” replied Benny slowly， “I was thinking about Alice. I think Joe likes her. I think that’s why he wanted us to go home.”

“Well，” laughed Jessie， “what of it？ Didn’t you like her yourself？”

“Oh， yes，” cried Benny. “I liked her a lot. But that’s different. I think Joe is going to marry her.”

“What！” shouted Henry. “How can you tell？ Joe just met her today.”

“Oh， no， he didn’t， my boy，” said Mr. Alden.“ Joe and Alice went to school together when they were children. Alice has been away a long time. She just came back to do this work for Joe.”

“Well， I wish Joe would get married，” said Jessie. “It must be lonesome for him living all alone on the top floor of this house with a lot of children like us.”

“And an old man like me！” said her grandfather. “But I’ll tell you something. I watched Joe and Alice today and I think Benny is right. But don’t say a word. Let’s wait and see what happens.”

“Yes， let’s，” said Benny. “But you’ll see they will get married all right.” Then he started to eat his supper.


Chapter 2　A Wedding

What a day it was for the Alden children when the rocks were all taken away. The floor of the cave was smooth sand， just right for digging. More men came to the island that day， and the digging began.

“Isn’t it funny to see grown-up men digging in the sand，” said Benny.

“Watch them， Benny，” said Alice. “You will see them put things in that big box.”

Sure enough， the men often found broken pieces of a dish， or a smooth stone， and carefully put them in a box. The children never grew tired of watching them. Every day after school they went over to the island to see what the men had found.

Henry could not come until late on some days， for he had to row with the high school crew on the river. He had been Captain of the high school crew for a year. But as soon as he came， he always helped Joe carry the boxes to the boat.

One day the box was so heavy that Henry could not get it to the boat. “I’m sorry， Joe，” he said. “Let’s stop here at the yellow house and sit down for a minute. This is harder work than rowing.”

Joe was glad too， to sit down on the wooden steps of the little yellow house.

Soon Benny was looking in all the windows.“ Let’s go into this house some time，” he said.

“I wonder why we never did， Joe，” said Jessie. “Do you know why Grandfather doesn’t like to talk about it？”

“No，” said Joe. “I never asked him because he seemed so sad about it. I think it has a mystery. Some day Alice and I are going into the house and solve the mystery.”

“Without us？” cried Benny.

“Yes， sir， without anybody！” said Joe.

“You don’t really mean you’d go without us？” Benny asked. He could hardly believe his ears.

“Don’t tease him， Joe，” said Alice suddenly. She put her hand gently on Joe’s arm. “Let’s tell him！ Let’s tell them all！”

“Ho-hum. Maybe you don’t need to tell us. Maybe we can guess，” cried Benny.

“All right. Go ahead and guess，” laughed Joe. He took Alice’s hand and held it.

“You make it too easy，” said Benny. He looked at Henry. “Didn’t I tell you？ I told you a long time ago.”

“It wasn’t true a long time ago，” said Joe.

“Let’s guess，” said Violet， taking Alice’s other hand. “Does the secret have anything to do with music？”

“Yes！” said Joe and Benny together.

“Will everyone wear beautiful clothes？” asked Jessie smiling.

“Yes，” answered Joe and Benny.

“Will there be a cake， and maybe a beautiful ring？” asked Henry.

“Right here！” said Joe. He held up Alice’s hand. On it was a beautiful new ring.

“Funny we didn’t see that，” said Jessie.

“Not so funny， dear，” said Alice. “It went on just this minute.”

“For good，” said Joe.

“Where are you going to live， Alice？” Violet asked suddenly.

“Well， you know Joe has the whole top floor of that big house all to himself，” Alice said. “He says he needs company， so we will live there together.”

“Oh， boy！ Right in the same house with us，just the same as ever！” Benny shouted.

“Does Grandfather know？” asked Henry.

“Well， yes，” said Joe. “We told him yesterday. He said we could have the top floor. After all， it’s his house.”

“Will the wedding be in our house too？” asked Jessie.

“Yes. We want Violet to play the wedding music on her violin， and we want Watch to wear a big white ribbon and come to the wedding too.”

“He won’t like the ribbon，” said Benny. “But he won’t bark if Jessie tells him not to. When is the wedding going to be？”

“As soon as you get out of school，” answered Joe. “Then， you children won’t be busy. And Alice and I will have done a lot of work in the cave.”

“I can’t wait till school is out，” said Benny.

“I guess you’ll have to，” laughed Joe.

What a wedding the Alden wedding was！ Everyone talked about it afterward for days. Alice was very lovely in her beautiful white dress. Violet played for the wedding on her violin， with three other players. She wore a long violet dress. Jessie wore blue.
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Watch wore his big white ribbon， and he did not bark until it was all over. When everyone was out on the porch saying good-bye to Joe and Alice， he barked and barked. By then it didn’t matter， for everyone was laughing and talking.

The children did not know what to do with themselves right after Joe and Alice had gone. They tried to read. When it was almost time for supper， Jessie said， “I wonder where they are going on their wedding trip.”

“I don’t know myself，” said her grandfather.“ People don’t tell where they are going.”

“They will be back in two weeks，” said Violet. “Let’s go upstairs again and look at their lovely home.”

Even Mr. Alden went up with the children. Watch came along too. He was always happy when he was with his four children.

Mr. Alden sat down in a big easy chair while Violet and Jessie looked again at the pretty blue and white kitchen. They went into the sunny bedroom， and back to the pleasant living room.

The new dishes were set in piles in the clean cupboards. “It will be such fun for them to keep house here，” cried Jessie. “Everything is in such good order. Alice will love it.”

“Won’t we have a wonderful time this summer，” said Benny. “When Joe comes back he is sure to have some fine ideas.”

“Maybe they won’t want us around， though，”said Jessie. “We must be careful about that.”

“Well then，” said Benny， “we can think up the ideas， and ask them to do things with us.”

“A very good plan， my boy，” said Mr. Alden with a smile. “If they don’t want to， they can always say no.”

Then they heard a step on the stairs. It was Mrs. McGregor， the housekeeper. She was a kind little lady， and took fine care of the children. Her hair was white and her eyes were blue.

“Supper is ready，” she said with a smile.

“I hope I can have some more wedding cake，”said Benny. “I just love weddings， don’t you， Mrs. McGregor？” He took her hand.

“Yes， my dear，” said Mrs. McGregor， smiling at the little boy. “Your cousin Joe has a fine wife， and he is a fine young man himself. It was a lovely wedding.”

Then Violet thought， as she had often thought before， that there was something sad about Mrs. McGregor. “Yes，” she said to herself， “she is sad even when she smiles.”


Chapter 3　The Mystery

The children were lonesome after the wedding. They longed so much for Joe and Alice. But just then the mystery of the little yellow house began.

Supper was over. Warm air was blowing through the open windows， and birds were singing their evening songs.

As Mr. Alden sat down in his easy chair， he said with a pleasant smile， “Isn’t it time to think about summer plans？”

Henry looked at his grandfather.

“Grandfather，” he said， “do you mind if I ask you something？”

“No， of course not，” said Mr. Alden. “Ask anything you like.”

“You may not think it is polite，” said Henry slowly.
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“But what is a grandfather for？” asked Mr. Alden， winking at Benny. “I know you are very polite to me always. Go ahead and don’t be afraid.”

“Well，” said Henry， “do you remember last fall I asked you why we never went into the little yellow house on Surprise Island？ You looked very cross for a minute， and Jessie and I were sure we had hurt your feelings.”

Jessie went on， “Don’t you remember？ You said， ‘That’s another story.’”

“Oh， I remember all right，” said Mr. Alden. “I never could forget that.” He looked from one face to another. “If you four children will come over here and sit down on the floor， I’ll tell you all about it. I guess the time has come when you ought to know.”

Mr. Alden waited until they were ready to listen， and then he began.

“You know I told you my father built the barn on Surprise Island for his best race horses？And that the man who took care of the horses built the little yellow house for himself？”

“The man’s name was Bill. He was about thirty years old then and so was I. I loved Bill very much. He took fine care of the race horses， and he lived in the little yellow house with his good wife.”

“Race horses！”cried Benny. “Did they race？”

“Yes， they raced while my father was living. My father was your great-grandfather， you know. Bill loved the horses， and he was a good，kind man. But I must tell you he was weak.”

“Not very strong， you mean？” said Benny.

“No， Benny，” said Mr. Alden sadly. “I don’t mean that at all. He was a very strong man. He could lift the boat. I mean he had a weak will. Anybody could tell him what to do.” Mr. Alden stopped.

“Don’t tell us， if you don’t want to！” begged Jessie.

“Yes， I want to tell you now. I’m afraid Bill was a coward. He would do anything his brother Sam told him. His brother had some bad friends.”

The children were suddenly very quiet. They knew that this was a sad story for their grandfather to tell.

“Let me go and get Watch， please！” cried Benny. “I’ll be right back.”

Everyone had to smile as Benny disappeared into the kitchen. They knew that Benny always wanted the dog when things did not go just right. He came back at once with Watch running after him.

“Lie down， old fellow，” said Henry. Watch lay down beside Benny and put his head on his paws.

“Well， one evening，” Mr. Alden went on，“ Bill’s wife， Margaret， noticed that Bill seemed to have something on his mind. He would not talk about it. After she had gone to bed， she heard a queer grating noise in the front room where Bill was. She got up and went to see what he was doing.”

There he sat，reading the paper. The noise had stopped. He asked her what she wanted and she told him about the queer noise. He said it must have been the waves on the rocks.

“But it wasn’t waves， and Margaret knew it. She began to be very much worried. She went back to bed and pretended to be asleep， and the noise began again.”

“Didn’t she ever find out what it was？” asked Benny.

“No， Benny， she never did. To this day， nobody knows what Bill was doing in that front room. This went on for two nights. The next night Margaret smelled something queer. She thought it might be paint. But when she came out， Bill was not painting. He was reading.”

“Then one night he went out to the barn to see the horses， and he never came back.”

“Never came back？” asked Violet.

“No. Margaret waited an hour. Then she took a light and went out to look for him. He had given the horses water， but he had left the barn door open. The rowboat was gone. Then Margaret telephoned to me. I got up and dressed and found a policeman. Captain Daniel took us over to the island in another boat. But of course it was dark and we couldn’t find a thing.”

“No clues？” said Benny.

“That’s right-no clues，”said Mr.Alden.“ Next day the island was full of policemen. They looked under the barn， under the dock， all through the woods. But they couldn’t find Bill. They found Bill’s rowboat a few days later. It was tied up at another dock about a mile away on the mainland.”

“Did they radio the news？” asked Benny.“ And get the F.B.I. men？”

“Oh， think， Benny！” said Henry.“ There weren’t any radios then.”

“Oh， I forgot that，” said Benny. “But at last they found him， didn’t they？”

“No， they never found Bill.” Mr. Alden stopped and then went on again.

“Margaret thought the clues were the queer smell and the grating noise in the front room. So the police went all over the little yellow house. They thought they might find a letter. Margaret thought she had seen Bill reading one.”

“You mean maybe a letter frightened Bill？” said Henry.

“Yes， that’s right. But they never found one. They took up the rugs. They hunted all through the desk. They even went down the chimney with a light.”

“Did they take up the floor boards？” asked Henry.

“No， they didn’t take them up. But they looked at every board in the house. There was dust between every two boards.”

“Why didn’t they put a notice in the newspapers？” asked Violet.

“They did. We had a notice in the paper every day for two years. But nothing ever came of it.”

“I’m so sorry for Margaret，” said Violet. “She must be old now.”

“Yes， my dear，” said her grandfather with a smile. “She seems old to you， I know.”

“Seems old？” said Violet. “Do I know her？”

“Yes， you all know her very well，” said Mr. Alden. “She is Mrs. McGregor.”

“Mrs. McGregor！” shouted all the children. They could not believe it. For Mrs. McGregor had taken care of them， and listened to their troubles ever since they had come to live with their grandfather. They could not think of her as young， or as anyone in a mystery.

At last Henry said， “I suppose she couldn’t live alone on the island， and so Great-grandfather gave her a home here？”

“That’s right. He asked her to come here to live with us as our housekeeper，and the next year he died. She has lived here ever since. We never talk about Bill now， and nobody has ever been inside the yellow house since that time.”

“It’s such a lovely little house！” cried Jessie.“It’s too bad it’s such a sad place and nobody can live there.”

Henry sat up and put his hand on his grandfather’s knee.

“Grandfather！” he said， “couldn’t we go into the little yellow house？ I do wish you’d let us. Just let us look around. We might find something.”

Mr. Alden looked at Henry and smiled.“ You’re a good boy， Henry. But do you really think you could find anything when the police couldn’t？”

“No， I suppose not，” said Henry.

But just the same， all the children kept looking at their grandfather.

Suddenly he leaned forward. “Do you really want to go？” he asked.

“Oh， yes！” they all answered.

“Well， all right. You may go. You may hunt around all you like， and see what you can find.”

Then Benny said， “I don’t want to go.”

“You don’t want to go！” shouted Henry.“ Why not？”

“Well， I think it would be mean to go without Joe and Alice，” said Benny. “They won’t come home from their wedding trip for two weeks.”

“Is that all？” cried Jessie. “You scared me，Benny. I thought you really didn’t want to go.”

“We’d all like to wait，” said Violet. “It will be much more fun if Joe and Alice go with us.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we found something？Some clue？” cried Henry.

“Yes，it would，” said Mr. Alden. “But I don’t think you will.Don’t talk about this to Mrs. McGregor yet， will you？”

“We won’t，” promised Henry. “Look，Benny， you won’t tell， will you？”

“I never tell secrets， do I？” asked Benny. “I never told where Joe and Alice went on their wedding trip， did I？”

“Do you know？” asked Henry， in great surprise.

“Of course I do.”

“You do？” said Mr. Alden. “I don’t know myself. Nobody told me.”

“They told me I could tell you two days after the wedding. That’s right now.”

“Well， where did they go？” cried Jessie.

“They went to our barn on Surprise Island，” said Benny. “That was another surprise， because they are so near， and everyone thinks they are far away.”

“Just think of that！ Our very own barn where we stayed last summer！” cried Jessie.

“That’s right，” said Benny. He was delighted to surprise even his grandfather.

“Well，” said Henry， “now I can hardly wait for them to come home.”

“I shan’t sleep a wink tonight，” said Jessie. “I shall be thinking of Joe and Alice， and the little yellow house.”

They all expected to stay awake all night， but they were soon all sleeping quietly， even Watch.


Chapter 4　The Tin Box

It seemed a long time to the four children before Joe and Alice came home.But at last they drove up to the front door in a new station wagon.

“It’s Joe！” shouted Benny. “He’s got a new station wagon！” He ran down the steps.“Oh， Joe， why did you buy a station wagon when there are only two of you？”

“Guess！” said Joe， laughing. He jumped out and gave his hand to his beautiful young wife.

Then the other children ran out to see Joe and Alice. Everyone was laughing and talking at once. They took bags and boxes and went into the house. Watch barked and jumped around，to show how glad he was to see Joe again.

“I bet you got a station wagon so we could go too，” cried Benny.

“That’s right，” said Alice， smiling at him.“ Won’t we have a lot of fun in that station wagon！”

“We know where to go first，” Benny went on. “Want us to tell you？”

“Children， children！ Do let Alice sit down one minute，” said Mr. Alden as he came out into the hall. “You have lots of time， you know. Come in， Alice， and let them talk.”

But the children could not wait. Before they knew it， they were telling all about the mystery of the little yellow house.

“What a story！” said Joe. “I’ve wondered about that house myself. I’d like to go inside.”

“We waited for you to go with us，” said Henry.

“Will you both go？” asked Jessie.

“Of course we will，” said Alice.

Joe laughed. “Well，” he said， “it looks as if we would go right back to Surprise Island.”

“Today？” cried Benny.

“Yes， today！” said Joe and Alice together.

Mr. Alden laughed. “Let’s have lunch first，”he said.

“You’re right， Grandfather，” said Violet.“ Alice ought to see the presents in her house. Beautiful dishes and things. They came after the wedding， Alice.”

“Lots of food， too，” said Benny. “All in tincans. A whole ham. And whole chickens and things. But won’t you eat lunch with us just today？”

“Of course we will，” said Joe. “You can show us the tin cans when we come back from the island. How will that be？”

“Fine，” said Benny. “We can go to the dock in the new station wagon. I guess Captain Daniel will be surprised to see us.”

“I guess so， too，” laughed Joe. “We just said good-bye to him.”

Soon it was time for lunch. Henry was thinking what to take to the yellow house. “I shall take my tools，” he said to Jessie， as he sat beside her at the table. “Maybe we’ll need them. I don’t think of anything else， do you？”

“A flashlight，” said Joe， who had heard them.“ There aren’t any lights there.”

“Oh， thank you， Joe，” cried Jessie. “I’m glad you don’t think we are silly to go.”

“Indeed I don’t. It sounds very interesting. Alice thinks so， too.”

“You did pick out a very nice girl，” said Benny.

“Thank you， Benny，” said Alice laughing.

“Is there room for me？” asked Mr. Alden， to everyone’s surprise.

“Room for you！” said Violet going over to her grandfather. “There’s always room for you！”

Just the same， they were all surprised and delighted that Mr. Alden wanted to go.

“There are chairs for you to sit in，” said Benny. “I saw them through the window. Oh， I wish we were there this minute.”

In about an hour， Benny had his wish. The whole family left the boat at the dock on Surprise Island， and now stood at the front steps of the little yellow house. They went up the four wooden steps. Mr. Alden himself opened the door. They went in the front room and looked around.

There was a table in the middle of the room. Old papers were on it. There was a fireplace with a brick chimney painted white on one side of the room. There was a desk on the other side. Everything was covered with dust.

“This is the very room where Bill sat reading the paper， Joe，” said Henry.

“The queer grating noise came from this room，” said Jessie.

“Now，” began Henry， “let’s look around and see what could make a grating noise.”

“The drawer in the table，” said Alice.

“The drawers in the desk，” said Mr. Alden.

“The boards in the floor，” said Jessie.

“The chimney，” said Benny.

Everyone looked at the strong brick chimney and smiled at the little boy. But Henry said kindly， “That’s right， Benny.”

“We’ll look at every brick，” said Benny.

“Yes， you look at every brick，” said Jessie.“ You remember the police looked down the chimney with a light， Benny？”

“Yes， I remember， but they looked at the floor boards too， and all the other things you said.”

“That’s right， too，” said Joe. “Now， what’s first？”

“The table drawer，” said Henry，pulling it out. “Not much here.”

“It grates when you pull it，” said Alice.

There were two pens in the drawer， two fish hooks， and an old paintbrush.

“The paint！” shouted Henry.

“I don’t think this is paint， though，” said Joe. He smelled of the paintbrush. “I think this is whitewash.”

Everyone was excited.“ Maybe we’ll find something new， after all， Grandfather，” said Jessie.“Did the police know this was whitewash？”

“No， I don’t think so，” replied Mr. Alden.“ They would have taken the paintbrush with them if they had thought it was a clue. The police did not work as well in those days as they do now. You can take the drawer to pieces if you want. Something may be hidden in the cracks.”

Henry tapped the drawer with his hammer， and soon took off the sides. But there was nothing there.

“The desk next，” said Mr. Alden. “Two drawers in that.”

“Maybe a secret drawer，” said Joe.

They took out both drawers and put them on the table. “A pen. Some old writing paper. That’s all，” said Henry.

“Now， look at the floor boards，” said Jessie.“ We can take up the rugs.”

There were two small rugs. Joe looked at them carefully. Then he rolled them up and put them on a chair. The whole family went to work. Mr. Alden sat and watched. Each one took a stick and looked in every crack. Up and down the room they went on their hands and knees.

At last Joe said， “All done. I don’t think these floor boards have been moved. I don’t think the clue is there.”

“Well， then， my chimney！” shouted Benny.“ Every， every brick！”

“That will take many days，” said Henry laughing. “First we’ll tap every brick. You all listen and see if any brick sounds different from the others.”

“Let me tap，” said Benny. “I thought of the chimney.”

“Well，” said Joe， “let him tap， Henry. Let me show you， Ben. Tap like this.” Joe struck a brick lightly once or twice.

Benny got down on the floor. He started with the first brick. “Tap. Tap. Tap-tap，” went his hammer. Then he took the next brick. He tapped just the way Joe had shown him. At last the family sat down， smiling. There were so many bricks.

Suddenly Jessie jumped up. “I think that one sounds different！” she said. She got down beside Benny.

“I don’t，” said Henry. “Tap it again， Benny.”

“Tap. Tap. Tap-tap，” went the hammer.

“Well， maybe not，” said Jessie. “I thought it did the first time.”

In a few minutes Violet said， “Listen again to that one！ That one sounds different to me.”

“It’s right over the first one，Violet，” said Benny. “Right over the one Jessie heard.”

But it did not sound different to anyone else.

“Go on， my boy，” said Mr. Alden leaning forward. “Keep on tapping.”

The children all looked up at their grandfather. They were surprised to see that he was excited and very white.

Benny began on another row of bricks. Then it was Mr. Alden himself who said， “Stop there！ Tap again！”

“That last one is different，” cried Joe.“ Give me the hammer a minute， Ben！”

But Joe did not use the hammer. He just looked at the brick.

Benny was looking at it too. “Whitewash！” he whispered.

“Whitewash.，” said Joe. “I do believe that this brick has been taken out and put back again.”

“Can you take it out， Joe？” Alice asked excitedly.

“I’m going to try，” answered Joe. “We don’t want the whole chimney to come down.”

“Here’s the screwdriver，” said Benny.

“Just what I want，” cried Joe. “Yes， this brick has certainly been taken out！” He put the screwdriver at the edge of the brick and tapped it with the hammer. Out came dried whitewash.

“What did I tell you？” cried Benny.“New whitewash. Not like the old.”

More dried whitewash fell out with every tap of the hammer. “This has certainly been painted to look like the other bricks，” said Joe.“But the whitewash is different.”

“Now pull it out， Joe！” shouted Benny.

Joe took hold of the brick and pulled. It made a queer grating noise， as he worked it out. At last it came out and fell on the floor.

“Look in the hole！ Look in the hole！”yelled Benny. “ There’s a letter in the hole.”

Joe could hardly believe what he saw. But there was the letter. He took it out and read it.
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“What in the world does this mean， Uncle James？” he asked， as he handed it to Mr. Alden.

“Read it aloud！” cried the children.

Mr. Alden read:
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“Well， my dears，” said Mr. Alden， “now we have a real mystery.”

Jessie said， “And we don’t know any more than we did.”

“Bear Trail，” said Benny. “I wonder where that is.”


Chapter 5　The Next Move

Mr. Alden read the letter again. Then he said， “Jessie， you say we don’t know any more than we did. But I think we do.”

“Right，” said Jessie， laughing. “I think so myself， now. We know there is something up in Maine anyway.”

“Yes， and we know more than that，” said her grandfather. “I had better tell you one other thing. Just before Bill disappeared， he sold two fine race horses for your great-grandfather. But he never paid over the money. He kept saying he would， but he never did. I always thought his brother got it away from him， and Bill went away to get it back. I may be wrong.”

Joe said， “Maybe Bill was afraid to come back without the money.”

“That’s what we thought，” said Mr. Alden.“ You see， the week after Bill disappeared， his brother Sam was killed by a car. So he couldn’t help us find Bill.”

“Did Mrs. McGregor know about the race horses and the money？” asked Jessie.

“Yes. Poor Margaret！ She never got over it，” answered Mr. Alden. “But she never thought Bill took the money.”

“We know more than that， Uncle James，” said Joe. “We know it has something to do with Bear Trail.”

“Do you know what Bear Trail means？” asked Benny.

“Yes， I went over Bear Trail when I was fifteen years old，” answered Joe.

“So you did， my boy！” cried Mr. Alden. “On that trail you have to go miles in a canoe，and then carry the canoe. You were very strong when you came back from that first trip.”

“I liked it so well that later I was a guide for two years，” said Joe. “But I haven’t seen Bear Trail for a long time.”

“Where is this Bear Trail？” asked Alice.

“Let’s go home，” said Joe for an answer. “I can show you on the map.”

“O.K.” said Benny. “I don’t think we’ll find any more clues in this room.”

When they were driving home， Alice said， “I can’t think what the little house in Maine means. Bill’s yellow house is on Surprise Island.”

“We’ll have to solve the other mysteries first， I guess，” said Henry. “Then maybe we will understand the rest.”

“You all sit on the porch while I get the map，” said Joe， stopping the station wagon at the front steps.

Soon the map was open on the porch table. The children sat around it. Joe began to point with his pen.

“Bear Trail starts from the highway right here，” he said.

“Then you come to a lake. Here it is. There is a camp on this lake. Anyway， there used to be.”

“That’s where the canoe comes in？” Benny asked.
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“Right. It’s a beautiful trip. I think I know exactly where to go from here. You paddle the canoe as far as you can. Then you get out and carry the canoe. The woodsmen call that a ‘carry.’ You can go miles and miles this way. You don’t see a house for days.”

Henry looked at his grandfather. Jessie did the same. Everyone on the porch was looking at Mr. Alden as he sat in his easy chair.

“Yes， yes！ I know what you want！” he said， smiling and nodding his head. “You all want to go up to Maine and hunt for Bill.”

“Yes， that’s it， Grandfather，” said Benny.“ But you always let us do things in summer when there isn’t any school. Joe and Alice want to go too.”

Mr. Alden looked at Joe sharply. “Do you？” he asked.

“Yes， we really do，” said Joe， after looking at Alice. “We both love a mystery. We both love camping and canoeing. Alice is a great paddler in a canoe， and I have two weeks left before I have to go back to work.”

“Well，if you want to spend your two weeks that way， it’s all right with me，” said Mr. Alden at last.

“He means we can all go！” shouted Benny.“ Don’t you， Grandfather？”

“I suppose so，” said Mr. Alden. “You’ll have to carry a lot of things with you. Those ‘carries’ are hard work， my boy.”

“Henry’s strong，” said Benny. “He could carry a lot of things. And so could Alice. She’s very strong， too.”

“Well， well！ Thank you， Benny，” said Alice， surprised.

“We’ll all be stronger when we get home，” said Henry. “I’ve been wondering what that letter means， Grandfather. Just as Alice said， ‘Your little house in Maine.’ His yellow house is on Surprise Island.”

“I don’t know myself，” said Mr. Alden. “But I know that Bill built the yellow house on Surprise Island. He did all the work himself with the help of his brother.”

“Brother？ Does this brother have anything to do with this mystery？”

“Yes， I’m afraid so，” said Mr. Alden. “I never liked his brother. He was always in trouble.”

“You think Bill’s brother wrote the letter？” asked Jessie.

“I certainly do，” said Mr. Alden. “I think S. M. means Sam McGregor.”

“Ho-hum，” said Benny.

“Now what does that mean-Ho-hum？” asked Joe， laughing.

“It means we’d better stop talking and get started on this trip，” said Benny.

“What a family！” said Joe. “Always doing something exciting.”

Mr. Alden said， “You might as well get some of your things ready right away.”

“Oh， let’s，” said Benny， jumping up.

Joe stood up too， and began to think aloud. “We can get two canoes up there，” he said slowly. “Do you think you could carry one， Henry， with one of the others to help you？”

“I’m sure I could，” said Henry. “We can’t take too many things. We’ll have to carry food， and packs on our backs， won’t we？”

“That’s right，” said Joe. “We can get tents up there too. There is a store on that first lake where we can buy what food we need for the trip. We don’t have to carry the canoes very far.”

“We can go to Maine in the station wagon，Joe，” said Violet softly.

“Right，” said Joe， smiling at his little cousin. “I knew that was a good thing to buy. Now you children get to work and write down the things you want to take. We can get blankets up there，too.”

“No， sir！ You take blankets from here， Joe，” said Mr. Alden suddenly. “Get your clothes and blankets made into packs right here where I can see them. I’m not going to have Violet get cold sleeping in the Maine woods.”

Soon there was a great noise around the house. The children ran up and down stairs. Watch went up and down every time. Then Joe showed them how to make sleeping bags. First the blankets were put on the floor and folded once. Then they were sewed on one side to make a bag. Their clothes were put in piles on the blankets.

“Now fold them over and over this way，” said Joe， “and put these straps around them. I have a lot more straps in my camping things.”

“I see，” said Benny. “The strap goes around your back. Mine isn’t heavy at all. I could carry some bacon and eggs too.”

“Bacon，”said Henry，“but no eggs. We can’t take eggs， can we， Joe？”

“Not whole eggs，” said Joe. “Dried eggs. We can have scrambled eggs. Dried milk and canned milk， both.”

“Dried everything，” said Benny. “I don’t care.”

Before night came， the family was ready for the trip.

Then Joe turned to his uncle. “Don’t be worried， Uncle James，” he said. “I promise you we will stop and eat on the way up. We’ll eat well before we go on the canoe trip. Then we will be all right for a few days， if we don’t have so much to eat.”

“Good，” said Mr. Alden. “Everything is ready then.”

“No，” said Jessie. “Nobody has said anything about Watch.”

“Oh， we can’t take the dog！” began Joe. “He might tip the canoe over.”

Then he looked at the faces of the four children. They were thinking fast. He went on， “Really， I don’t think we had better take Watch.”

“You’re right， Joe，” said Henry at last.“We can’t take Watch. But he will have a good time at home.”

“Yes，” said Mr. Alden. “Watch will keep me from being lonesome， and I will keep him from being lonesome.”

Benny made them all feel better by saying，“Let’s have him stay home. But don’t let’s tell him he can’t go until tomorrow.”


Chapter 6　Starting for Camp

It was a pleasant ride to Maine. They ate lunch on the way. Soon after lunch，Joe turned into a bumpy side road and drove carefully through the woods. Suddenly he pointed ahead to a pretty blue lake on the side of the road. “ There is the end of our station wagon ride.”

The children looked out as he steered the station wagon up to the door of a little store，and stopped. “All out！” he said.

“Now for the fun！” cried Alice. “What a lot of things we’ll buy here！”

The storekeeper came to the door to see who was stopping.

“You don’t remember me， Mr. Long，” said Joe.“But I was a guide up here once.”

“Sure I remember you. You’re Joe Alden. Glad to see you. Going on a canoe trip？ These all your children？”

“No，”laughed Joe. “This is my new wife，and these are my four young cousins.”

“How do you do？” said Benny politely.“Oh，Mr. Long， you have canoes over there.”

“I have everything for a canoe trip，” said Mr. Long with a smile. “Going three in a canoe？ I can fix you up all right. You’ll need two. You’ll need some tents， too.”
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They all went into the store. “Oh， look！” cried Benny， happily. “All kinds of tin dishes and tin cans. And let’s have some pancakes for breakfast！” He took down a box of pancake flour.

“Benny，” said Jessie， kindly， “I think you’d better let Joe tell us what to buy. He knows what we can carry.”

“Well， yes， Jessie，” said Joe. “But Benny is right about the pancakes. Just wait until you smell them cooking in the early morning.”

Mr. Long put the things in a big bag. “Flour， salt， sugar， bacon， dried eggs， canned milk， potatoes， beans， onions， canned fruit，” said Alice.“We won’t go hungry with that.”

“Tin dishes to eat out of and tin dishes to cook in，” said Jessie.

They went outdoors to look at canoes.

“I can take care of your station wagon，” said Mr. Long. “Just leave it here.” He turned over two canoes and helped Joe push them half into the lake.

Joe thanked him. Then he said， “Just a minute， Mr. Long. We want to ask you something before we go. We are really up here to look for an old man who is lost. He would be about seventy years old now，but he has been lost for almost forty years.”

“His name is Bill McGregor，” said Benny.

“Never heard of him. I’m sorry，” said Mr. Long， shaking his head.

“We’re sorry， too，” said Violet sadly.

Mr. Long looked at the gentle little girl.“I’ll keep my ears open，”he said. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything about your man.”

“Please do，” said Joe. “We’re about ready.”

“I want to go in the canoe with Joe！” cried Benny， jumping up and down.

“Well， you can，” said Joe after thinking a minute. “You are light and I am heavy. Henry， I will take Jessie， too. You take Violet and Alice.”

“That’s nice，” said Alice. She smiled at Violet.“I’d like to go with you， and I can help Henry paddle if he needs me.”

“I’ll put the bag of food， the tent bag， and one blanket roll in the middle of our canoe， Benny，”said Joe. “Then you sit down near them and don’t move.”

“Henry’s canoe can carry the other blanket roll and the bag of dishes.”

When everything was loaded， Mr. Long gave the canoes a last push into the lake.

“Oh， isn’t this lovely！” cried Jessie， as her canoe began to slide through the smooth blue water. “What a beautiful lake this is.” She looked back to see Henry taking up his paddle. Then both canoes were on their way.

“Keep near me， Henry，” Joe called back.“Then we can shout to each other.”

Benny was looking at a spot in the lake. “Is this water very deep， Joe？” he asked.

“Oh， yes， very deep.”

“Is it deeper than a tree？” asked Benny， still looking at the spot.

“Oh， yes， much deeper than a tree in the middle，” answered Joe laughing. “Why do you ask？”

“Well， there’s a tree growing in the lake over there， almost in the middle，” cried Benny. “But it’s moving！”

“Moving？ A tree？” cried Joe. “Why-it’s a moose！He’s swimming across the lake. Those branches are his antlers， Benny. Hoo-hoo，Henry！ Look！ A moose！” He pointed at the moose as he shouted to Henry.

But the swimming animal had heard the shouts. He had seen the canoes. He turned around and began to swim as fast as he could toward the shore. When he got near the edge，he splashed through the shallow water and ran out of sight into the bushes.

“Well， well！” said Jessie. “Always something interesting on a canoe trip. Wasn’t he a big one，though.”

“Keep your eyes open，” said Joe. “You may even see a bear.”

“Really， Joe？” asked Jessie.

“Well， not right here，” answered Joe.“They don’t come down here very much. But we may see a bear before we go home.”

“And fish！” cried Jessie.“Did you see that fish jump right out of the water？”

“Yes， I did，” said Joe. “He was a big fellow.”

“Let’s go fishing！” cried Benny.

“We can’t stop now，” said Joe. “We’ll have to paddle right along to make camp for the night.”

“Are you going to build a fire， Joe？”

Joe smiled. “Yes， indeed，” he said. “I can build a fire because I was a guide once. Nobody can build a fire in the Maine woods except a guide.”

“I’m glad you’re a guide， then，” said Benny.“What are you going to cook for supper？”

“A secret，” said Joe laughing. “And we may have company. Yes， I think I can promise you company.”

“Who in the world could it be？” Jessie asked.“You don’t mean Bill， do you？”

“No， not Bill，” said Joe quickly.

Then Jessie remembered that Joe had talked quietly with Mr. Long in front of the store. No one else heard a word the two men had said.

“I bet that’s a secret， too，” said Benny.

“Right，” answered Joe.


Chapter 7　Company in the Woods

Henry paddled almost as fast as Joe for about two hours. Then Joe could see that Henry was behind him. “Tired， Henry？” Joe shouted， slowing down and waiting for Henry to catch up.

“A little， Joe，” Henry shouted back. “How far is it？”

“Not very far now，”said Joe.“Look over there！” He pointed at a spot down the lake.“Three trees！ Camp！”

Henry saw the spot at once. “I can paddle that far，” he called back.

So they started out once more.

“It will take some time to get the camp ready for the night，” Joe told Jessie. “I want to get there long before dark.”

“We have to get supper， too，” said Benny.

“Don’t forget the company，” said Joe， winking at Jessie.

Everyone was now looking at the three trees. As they came nearer they could see a beach where canoes could land. Near the beach there was an open place.

Soon， with a strong push of his paddle， Joe sent his canoe up on the beach. Henry’s canoe came along beside it， and Joe and Henry jumped out.

They helped everyone out. Then they pulled the two canoes up on the beach almost out of the water， and tied them to a tree.

“So they won’t float away，” said Benny， watching.

“Take everything out，” cried Joe. “Put it in this open place. Here’s one of the best camping places in Maine.”

“A long wooden table all made！” cried Henry. “And places to sit. That’s good.”

“What a nice smell here，” said Violet to Alice.“I just love the smell of evergreen trees. It makes me think of the dear old boxcar days.”

“I don’t see any company， though，” said Benny， looking around.

“Well， you will，” said Joe. He seemed to be very sure. “The first thing will be a campfire because we are so hungry. The next thing will be the tents， because we will soon be sleepy.”

He took out an axe. “Here is a path. We’ll follow it and cut down two small trees， not evergreens though. These trees must be just right. Look at this picture. See， the top must have a fork. But the fork must be one-sided， so we can drive the tree into the ground.”

All four children looked at the picture， and started to walk down the path.

“Wait a minute，” said Joe. “There is something else we must find. Do you see the pail hanging over the fire on a long branch？ We must have a long branch like that， with a fork at the top， and another to hang our water pail on.”

“But trees don’t grow like that，” said Jessie.“All branches grow one way， don’t they， Joe？”

“You just look around，” said Joe， smiling.“You might find one.”

First the children began to look for a tree that was not an evergreen. It was Violet who saw the first one. Joe said the fork was just right. Henry began to cut it down. Jessie and Benny soon found another just like it.

“Joe！Wait！I hear something，”called Jessie suddenly.

They all stood still and listened. Far in the woods they heard someone whistling. Joe laughed. “Company！” he said.

The whistling came nearer. “Hi！” shouted Joe.

“Hi！”answered a deep voice. Just then， the children saw a white-haired man in a brown coat， carrying a very large pack. His face was brown from the sun， his blue eyes were kind.

“This is Mr. Hill， children，” said Joe， smiling at the stranger. “Mr. Long tells me he is one of the best guides in Maine.”

“Well， I wouldn’t say that，” laughed the man. “I suppose you are Joe Alden. Want me to build your shelter-half and cook you some corn-bread？”

“corn-bread！” cried Alice. “I just love corn-bread.”

“Me too！” shouted Benny.“But what’s a shelter-half？”

“You would ask that， Benny，” said Henry laughing. “But we don’t know， either.”

“No，” cried Benny， “don’t tell us after all，Mr. Hill.We’ll watch you build it，and then we’ll know what it is.”

“Not a bad idea，” said Henry. “Don’t forget we still have to find that branch with two forks in it.”

Mr. Hill could see two or three branches like that， but he said nothing. He just smiled and let the children find a tree for themselves.

“Well， well！” said Henry at last， looking up at a tree. “There is a branch growing both ways. I never knew they grew like that.”

“Cut it just below that fork， Henry，” said Joe.

Soon the branch was cut. Joe and Henry cut branches of evergreens and carried them back to camp for beds.

Then Mr. Hill and Joe put everyone to work.“We must get everything done before the sun sets，” said Mr. Hill. “It gets very cold up here at night. You’ll be glad of your warm blanket rolls.Benny-is that your name？You come and hold these two trees for me.”

In no time the two little forked trees were standing in the ground with a long pole between them. The branch was soon hooked over the pole. Mr. Hill put the water pail on the hook. “You can push this branch to one side， you see，” he said. “Sometimes I get two or three to cook with.”

“I can see how that works，” said Benny.“The water gets hot while you cook supper.”

“Is the hot water to wash dishes in？” asked Violet.

“That’s right， and for anything else you want to wash.”

“Maybe hands，” said Henry， laughing and looking at his hands.

“It’s good clean dirt， though，” said Benny，looking at his own hands. “Smells good. Just like evergreens.” Then he forgot all about his hands，for Mr. Hill began to make the shelter-half to keep the wind from the fire.

“This would keep rain out， too， if we had any rain，” he said to Benny. “And this is the baker where we cook the corn-bread.”

“Oh， that’s a funny dish，” said Benny. “How does it work？”

Mr. Hill laughed. “You set it up with this open side toward the fire， see？ The inside gets very hot， and cooks the cornbread a fine even brown on top. Then after supper， we can set it up on this other end， and wash dishes in it.”

“Well， isn’t that clever？” cried Henry.“Benny won’t mind washing dishes in that.”

“Now somebody had better go and find some wood，” said Mr. Hill. “We must get a fire going right away.”

Benny jumped up and worked hard getting wood for the fire. He was getting hungry.

Meanwhile Joe and Henry put up the two small tents. Alice and Jessie laid the evergreen branches in the tents for beds.

“Where will Mr. Hill sleep？” asked Jessie.

“Oh， he has his own tent，” Joe answered. “It will take him about one minute to put his tent up and make his bed and go sound asleep.”

“I hope he won’t go to sleep before he makes that cornbread，” said Alice.

“We’re going to have ham and eggs， too，”said Mr. Hill.

“But we haven’t any eggs，” said Benny.

“No， but I have，” said Mr. Hill with a laugh.“I brought along a few things. Just for your first day. Then tomorrow morning I have to leave you.”
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How delicious the ham did smell when Mr. Hill put it in the big pan and it began to get brown. Then he dropped in twelve eggs. Joe said he could eat at least two， while Henry said he could eat three.

“Real butter！” cried Jessie， as Mr. Hill took it out. “Do you remember the first time we had real butter in the boxcar？”

“Cornbread isn’t much good without butter，” said Mr. Hill.

Violet began to set the table with tin plates.Soon they were all eating their first meal in camp.

At last Joe said， “The corn-bread is gone and the ham is gone. Can anyone stay awake long enough to wash the dishes？”

“I can， if we can use that funny dish，” said Benny. He watched Mr. Hill put the hot water from the pail into the baker. “But I’m so sleepy I could go to sleep standing up.”

Soon the dishes were washed and put away.

Alice， Violet and Jessie had one tent， and Henry， Joe， and Benny had the other. They spread their blanket rolls on the beds of evergreen boughs.Before long the moon looked down on a sleeping camp.

But softly through the woods walked a large black animal. He smelled people. He smelled food， too. So he walked very quietly.

There was the side of bacon hanging in a tree，up high. That was easy. He could stand up. Maybe he could pull it down. He loved bacon. Up went one front paw and the bacon began to swing back and forth.

The animal was not the only one awake. Mr. Hill had heard the visitor. This was the very minute he had been waiting for. “Joe！” he called from his own tent. “We have a visitor.”

Joe woke up suddenly. “I’ll tell the children，”he answered. “Henry， wake up！” Then Henry was awake. “Jessie！” he whispered. Then everyone was awake.

“Oh， dear！” said Violet sitting up. “What is it？”


Chapter 8　The Lumber Camp

The moon was almost as bright as day.

Mr. Hill whispered，“Look out very quietly.”Very slowly the other tent flaps opened.

The children saw the large black bear but he did not hear them or smell them. He did not smell anything but the bacon. Back and forth it swung as he hit it with his big paw.

“Don’t be afraid， Violet，” whispered Alice.“The bear won’t hurt us. He is afraid of us.”

Just then the bacon fell at the bear’s feet. Down he went on all fours again. He lay down and began to chew the bacon.

“Ho-hum！” thought Benny. “There goes our bacon.”

Just then Mr. Hill flashed a light in the bear’s face. The bear jumped up and ran off into the woods as fast as he could run.

“Didn’t he look funny！” laughed Benny. “But he left our bacon.”

“That was a wonderful sight，” said Henry.“I am certainly glad that Mr. Hill happened to wake up.”

They were soon asleep again. They did not know that Joe had asked Mr. Hill to come because he could show them a big black bear. They did not know that Mr. Hill and the bear were good friends. The bear knew that he would find food wherever Mr. Hill was.

The next morning Mr. Hill said as he and Joe made a fire， “I must leave you after breakfast. When you start off， you’ll soon come to a lumber camp.”

“I wish you would leave that baker to wash dishes in，” said Benny.

“Yes， I brought it for you，” said Mr. Hill with a smile. He washed the bacon well， and cut it in thin pieces. Soon it was cooking in the pan over the fire. Hot cereal and canned milk seemed delicious in the cold morning air. Mr. Hill made “quick bread” in the little baker. As soon as the bread was done， the children began to hear many bluejays in the trees.

“They want our breakfast，” said Mr. Hill，looking up. “Wait until we sit down and then see how near they will come. Throw some pieces on the ground.”

The air was full of bluejays. Six or seven beautiful birds flew to the ground. The children could almost touch them.

“Come on， everybody，” said Benny at last. “I want to see that lumber camp.” He began to pick up the dishes， making the birds fly back into the trees.

Jessie laughed. “What a housekeeper you are all of a sudden，” she said. “Let’s all help.”

Soon the camp was all clean again. Everything was packed in the canoes， and Mr. Hill gave them each a push.

“Thanks， Mr. Hill，” said Joe to his old friend.

“Thanks for everything，” Jessie called back as the two canoes went smoothly down the lake.

The children waved until Mr. Hill turned and went into the woods.

“He was nice， wasn’t he？” said Violet.

“All Maine guides are nice， Violet，” laughed Joe.

Fish were jumping here and there in the water beside the canoes.

“Oh， can’t we go fishing today， Joe？” asked Benny.

“We’ll have to go fishing，”said Joe，“unless we want to eat beans for three days. When we get around two or three ‘looks’ we’ll stop and fish.”

“Two or three what？” asked Benny.

“Looks，” replied Joe. “See that turn in the lake？ You can’t see around it yet. They call that a look.”

“That’s a good name for it，” said Jessie.“What do we fish with？”

“Didn’t you see the fishing rods Mr. Hill brought us？” asked Benny. “He brought two，one for each canoe. We can take turns fishing.”

“We fish with flies，” Joe told them. “Not real flies. I have a box of Grey Ghosts in my pack. They look like real flies to the fish. So they go after them and get caught.”

The canoes passed the next look and the next. Then Joe called back to Henry， “Want to stop and fish？”

“You bet！” called Henry.“You’ll have to show us how.”

“Alice knows how，” called Joe. He stopped paddling. “She’ll show you and Violet.”

The two canoes floated together as Joe and Alice each put a pretty Grey Ghost fly on their lines. Then Joe whipped his line out over the water.

“That’s nice， Joe，” cried Benny. “Isn’t it easy？When you get a fish， let me try， will you？”

“Sure，” said Joe，smiling. “Sit very still now.”

“Oh， look，” cried Jessie. “You’ve got a fish， Alice！Pull it in！”

“Not so fast，” answered Alice. “You have to play these fellows.” She pulled her line in very slowly and carefully. Everyone watched her land the large fish and take it off the hook.

Then Joe caught one. Benny could hardly wait.

“Now it’s my turn，” he cried.

“Right，” said Joe. “You saw me whip the line over the water. Now you do it.”

Benny took the rod. He lifted it just as Joe had done.“Whip！” went the line. But it did not go out over the water. It went backwards over his head.

“Look out！”cried Joe to Alice. But he was too late. The hook caught fast in her hair and pulled it down over her face.

“Oh， Alice， your pretty smooth hair！” said Violet.

“I’m sorry， Alice！” called Benny. “I don’t see how I did that.”

“Never mind，” said Alice. “I ought to have been watching. Everyone misses the first time. Violet will soon get the hook out.”

Violet leaned over at once and worked the hook out. “Don’t do that again， Benny，” she said.

“It’s not as easy as it looks， Benny， to whip that line out，” said Jessie. “You’d better let Joe do the fishing.”

“No， not at all，” Joe answered. “Let him try again. He ought to learn.”

Benny fished and fished. But he found it worth while when he caught three trout. He looked at every spot on the fish as if he had made it himself.

At last Joe said， “We have enough fish now. The men at the lumber camp will want to feed us. But it’s nice to have our own food， too.”

“See the logs in the water over there，” said Alice. “The men at the camp roll the logs into the water and they float down by themselves.”

When the children started off again， they began to hear the sound of axes. Soon they could hear a great crash when a tree fell. At last they heard a lumber man calling to them， “Hi！ Hi！”

They all waved to him. “Paddle in， Henry，”said Joe. “We’ll stay here tonight.”

The man seemed very glad to see them. Right away he asked them to stay to dinner.

“Yes， we’ll be glad to，” said Joe. “We have a lot of fish here， but we’d like to put up our tents in your camp for the night.”

“Fine！” said the man， who was the boss. “Hi，Cookie！We have company.”

The cook looked up with a laugh. “Come in！Stay as long as you want. You like beans？”

Benny went up to the cook. “We just love beans，” he said. “But we got a lot of fish. I’ll show you the ones I caught.”

“You can’t tell them apart，” said Henry.

“Oh， yes， I can，” said Benny. “I caught three，and I know every one. I caught this one， and this one， and this one！”

“They look just alike to me，” said Cookie，with a smile.

“Cook them for the little boy， Cookie，” said the boss. “Fix them all up.”

When dinner was ready， Cookie let Benny ring the bell. The lumber men came crashing through the bushes.

“They always hurry that way to their dinner，” said Cookie.

The men made room for the visitors. There were three tables full of people. Baked beans and quick bread made a fine dinner.

After dinner the boss said，“You show the visitors how we cut the trees， Bill.”

“Bill！” whispered Violet to Joe. They all looked to see which man was Bill. But they knew right off it was not the Bill they were hunting for. He was too young.

The afternoon went by too quickly.After a supper of their cooked fish， they went to bed in their own tents.The lumber men had little log houses.

“Don’t be surprised if you hear porcupines，”said the boss. “They like the grease around here，and they come most every night.”

“What do they sound like？” asked Henry.

“Like pigs，” said the boss. “They squeal and they chew. When they chew it sounds like someone sawing wood.”
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When the camp was quiet Henry woke up suddenly. He thought it was morning and the men were sawing. Then he heard many loud squeals， and said to himself， “It’s porcupines！”

But the squeals had wakened all the rest， and both tent doors opened.

“What a noise，” whispered Jessie. “Where are they？”

“See that ball？” asked Alice. “Right by the table？ That is a porcupine. He is chewing the table to get the grease.”

There were five porcupines in all， eating and squealing. When the children had watched them for a long time， Joe said， “We must get our sleep. They’d better go.”Then he flashed a light at them. They rolled into balls and kept very still.

But when Joe flashed the light again， they went hurrying away into the woods.

“Well，” said Jessie， lying down again， “we see our most interesting sights in the middle of the night.”

“I hope they won’t come back，” said Alice.“Because Joe says tomorrow will be a hard day.”

But even Joe had no idea how hard the next day was going to be.


Chapter 9　Almost Starving

After the day in the lumber camp，the morning seemed to come in no time. Then men were awake and working before the sun. When everyone was dressed， Joe took the children to find the boss.

“I wonder if you ever heard of a man named Bill McGregor，” he said to the boss.

“He’s lost，” said Benny.

“Lost？ How old a man？”

“About seventy， now，” answered Joe. “He has been gone for many years. But we just found a letter saying he might have gone on Bear Trail.”

“This is part of Bear Trail，” said the boss.

“Yes，I know，” said Joe. “That’s why we came. This Bill was a very strong man，so I thought maybe he had worked years ago in lumber camps.”

“Well， I’ll ask my men，” said the boss. “I’ll find a way to let you know if I hear anything.”

“We are going to stop at Old Village，” said Joe. “If you do hear anything about this man，send someone down by canoe. I’ll pay for it.”

“I guess not！” laughed the boss. “Too bad if I couldn’t help you out. I’ll be glad to let you know anything I hear. You have two looks and a carry before you get to Old Village Lake.”

“Breakfast！” called Cookie， ringing the bell.Soon the men were eating great plates of quick bread. But Cookie had made beautiful brown pancakes for the visitors. They ate them with butter and brown sugar.

“I’ll help paddle today， Henry，” said Alice.

“Thanks，” said Henry. “We’ll get along faster that way.”

After breakfast everything was packed up again and put in the canoes. The children did not forget to thank Cookie and the kind lumber boss. Very soon they were on their way down the lake. The day was beautiful. They saw two interesting things. They paddled around the first look and saw a moose swimming to shore as fast as he could. Around the next look they saw a beautiful deer standing in the bushes.

“I like to go around these looks，” cried Benny.“I’m glad we came. Now what’s next， Joe？”

“Well，” answered Joe with a funny smile，“soon we’ll get out and carry the canoes.” He winked at Jessie.

“Can I carry one？” asked Benny.

“No， certainly not，” said Joe. ”Henry and Alice will carry one with the things still in it. That will be right side up. Then I will carry the other upside down on my head. You and Violet will have to carry some bags. Not as much fun as you think.

“You see this lake stops just ahead. But there is a very big lake not far from here. That’s the last lake for us.”

Henry and Joe soon pulled both canoes up on the shore. Alice took one end of a canoe under her arm， and Henry took the other. Benny laughed and laughed as Joe put the other canoe upside down on his head and walked off down the path. Benny and Violet came after with the bags.

It was not very far， and Alice was glad， because the canoe was heavy. Everyone sat down by the next lake to rest.

“What a beautiful day this is！” cried Jessie.She could not help it. The lake was the biggest one they had seen. The water was very blue and the trees were very dark green.

“Let’s rest a long time，” said Joe. “We have a long canoe trip ahead of us. There are not many good places to land for dinner.”

But at last he got up and they were on their way again. This time they did not paddle out to the middle of the lake. It was too far.

“Stay near land， Henry，” said Joe. “Then we won’t have so far to paddle.” But when he said this， he did not know how lucky they were going to be.

The two canoes were going along smoothly.Nobody thought of rain. Suddenly Joe looked up at the sky.

“Look up， Henry！” he called.

Just at that minute the wind began to blow.All of a sudden the smooth lake was very black.Soon it was all covered with small waves， then big ones.

For one long minute Joe stopped paddling and looked sharply along the shore. “Get to shore，Henry！” he shouted. “Just as fast as you can！Land between those two large trees.” He had to shout， for the wind was making a terrible noise.

They turned both canoes. By now they could hardly sit up. Alice paddled without a word.Henry’s canoe went first. Then it began to rain. The rain fell so fast that in one minute they were all wet through. But they thought of nothing but getting to shore.

“You can make it， Henry！”yelled Joe.“There is room for us both to land. Get over to one side！”

Henry and Alice paddled under the branches of the two trees and drove their canoe up into a very small opening.

“Get out quickly！” cried Alice. “Pull our canoe out of Joe’s way， so he can land， too.”They did so. Even Violet helped. Then they waved to Joe.

“OK！”he shouted as he began to paddle straight in. Just then a big wave hit his canoe sideways and washed the bags of food and dishes into the lake.

“Never mind！” he yelled. “Let them go，Benny， and sit still！”

Then with one strong push he drove his canoe up beside Henry’s. He looked at his young wife，who was very white.

“Thank goodness！” said Alice. “We are all safe！” She put her arm around Violet who was shaking with fright.

“We’ll have to do something right away，”said Henry， taking one look at his gentle little sister. “We’re really in a fix. All our food is gone.”

“Are we going to starve， Joe？” asked Benny.

“Starve？ No. But I guess we are going to be very hungry.”

“Just almost starve，” said Benny.

“Let’s not stand here in the rain talking，” said Jessie. “We still have our tents and our blankets. And we still have our shelter-half. We must think of some way to get Violet dry and warm.”

“I’m all right，” said Violet. But she did not look all right. She was still shaking.

Henry and Joe looked around. They could see nothing but trees and bushes. There was no path. There was no other open place.

“Not a very good place to land， or make a camp，” said Henry， much worried.

“All woods and bushes，” said Benny. “But we could cut down some trees and bushes. We still have our axe.”

“Thank goodness for that，” said Henry.“Let’s have it.”

“Don’t cut here，” said Joe. “The ground is too wet for a camp. Let’s try to find a better place. You go that way， Henry， and I’ll go this. Hunt around， and don’t get lost.”

Before long they both came crashing back. But now Joe was smiling.

“Water！”he shouted. “There’s a spring up there， and quite a good place. We can make it do. We’ll have to. We won’t need to cut down many bushes and there is room for the tents and a fire.”

“How can you build a fire in the rain？” asked Benny.

“Don’t forget we have the shelter-half，” said Joe. “You bring in some big stones and some dry wood， and you’ll see.”

“All the wood is wet，” said Benny.

“Not on the under side it isn’t，” Henry told him. “Look at Jessie， with that axe！”

As fast as Jessie cut down bushes， Alice pulled them away. Joe and Henry put up Mr. Hill’s shelter-half as fast as they could. Soon Joe had a fire going. He made Violet sit down before it，putting a blanket over her knees.

“Thank you， Joe，” said the little girl. “The fire feels so nice and warm.” She did not shake any more.

“Good！” cried Henry. “That shelter-half is wonderful. It keeps the wind off the fire， too.”

“Can I go back to the canoes and see if I can find any food？” asked Benny.

“Good boy！” said Joe. “A fine idea. You may be a Maine guide yet.”

“I’ll go with you， Benny，” said Alice suddenly， after a look at Joe. “We might even get hold of one bag.”

Off they went， while Joe and Henry put up the tents. The big trees kept off a lot of the rain，and the inside of the tents was quite dry.

Jessie took the blanket rolls inside before she took off the straps. “Anyway，” she said， “we have a warm， dry place to sleep， even if we don’t have anything to eat.”

Joe was thinking. He was worried. He knew it would be hard for the children to go a whole day and night without eating.

Meanwhile two people were really having fun-Alice and Benny. They could see the one bag of food as it lay under the water not far from shore. The wind was blowing so hard that every wave brought the bag nearer to them.

“If I could only get hold of it！” said Benny. “It has potatoes and tin cans in it. Let’s have the fishing rod.”

“You’d break it，” said Alice. “Here’s a long stick.”
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“Please let me walk into the lake， Alice，”begged Benny. “I’m as wet as I can be already. I don’t have to go in very far.”

“Well， all right，” said Alice slowly. “It isn’t very deep here. Go easy， now.”

What a funny feeling that was.Benny stepped into the lake very slowly. He went in up to his knees. He had the big stick in one hand and he held the branches of the trees with the other. He tried and tried to get hold of the bag. He did not give up until he had hooked the stick into the handle of the bag. Then he pulled carefully. The bag almost floated. Then he caught it with his hand and pulled it to shore.

“Oh， Benny， dear！” cried Alice. She was so glad she almost cried. “How glad Joe will be！”

They both took hold of the bag and pulled it to camp.

“Look here！” shouted Benny. “Potatoes！”

“Wonderful！ Potatoes！” they all said. They opened the bag and took out what was left. Their flour was gone， the salt was gone， the sugar was gone. But there were the potatoes and all the cans of milk.

“No dishes，” said Benny. “They were all in the other bag.”

“Never mind dishes！” cried Violet. “Just think of having potatoes， Benny. We can cook potatoes without any dishes.”

It was long past noon， and everyone began to work.

“Roll the potatoes into the fire， right here，” said Joe. “They will burn， but never mind. We have to eat something. We can put spring water in the milk and drink that， too.”

“How can we put spring water into a can of milk？” Benny asked. “It’s full of milk already.”

Henry had an idea. He rushed off to his own canoe. Soon he was back with the water pail and his big knife. “Now we’ve got a dish，” he said. “We can put the milk and water in this pail， and we’ll open the milk cans with this knife.”

“Then the cans will be empty，” broke in Benny.

“And we can use them for cups，” finished Jessie.

“Well，” said Benny， “anyway， we’re not starving. Just almost starving.”


Chapter 10　Potato Camp

“It’s better to lose the food than the tents， isn’t it， Joe？”asked Jessie.

“It certainly is，” answered Joe， feeding the fire. “We will get along all right for one night. This rain will stop as suddenly as it began. I think by tomorrow morning we can get back on the lake.”

Jessie thought that out. “Does that mean we must have dinner，and supper and breakfast here，Joe？”

Joe winked at her. “Right，” he said. “But I guess we won’t have much breakfast.”

“Let’s eat half the potatoes for dinner and the rest for supper，” said Jessie， thinking. “But we have no butter， and no salt. Just potatoes.”

“Better than nothing，Jess，” said Henry， looking at his sister. “You always make the best of things. Now， let’s get lots of wood. We can’t get much wetter. Then when we do get dry， we won’t have to go out in the rain again.”

By the time the potatoes were done，there was a big pile of wood in Joe’s tent and there were six hungry people sitting by the fire.

With a long stick， Joe and Henry pulled the potatoes out of the fire.

“Two each，” said Jessie. She gave them out. That is， she rolled two potatoes to each one.“Now let’s put the canned milk in the water pail with some spring water.”

“What a dinner！” cried Benny. “I don’t like canned milk when I’m home. But it tastes all right here.”

It was certainly queer not to have any dishes except a water pail and milk cans. But even as the wind kept on blowing and the rain kept on falling， everyone was very happy to have tin cups and a water pail.

“We are pretty lucky to have anything to eat，” said Violet. “If you hadn’t found the bag，Benny， we wouldn’t be eating now.”

The children opened the hot potatoes with sticks. They ate them with small sticks.

“Awfully hot， aren’t they？” said Henry，burning his fingers. “But aren’t they delicious！”

“We have to eat slowly this time，” said Joe.“Make them last as long as you can.”

“No dishes to wash，” said Benny. “Too bad we lost that funny little baker.”

Then Joe said， “Let me tell you just what we have to do， children.”

Everyone looked up and listened.

“This is a very long lake as you see，” began Joe. “But if we start very early tomorrow morning， we ought to get to the end of our trip before noon.”

“Where do we come out， Joe？” asked Jessie.

“We come out in a very small village，” answered Joe. “When I was here， there were only a few houses and a store.”

“What is the name of this place？” asked Henry.

“I don’t think it has any real name，” said Joe，thinking. “They just call it Old Village. Most of it is very old. Only one or two houses were built when the Indians lived there.”

“After we get to Old Village， you don’t know where to go next？” asked Benny.

“No， I don’t，” said Joe. “That is the end of Bear Trail.”

“Well， never mind，” said Henry. “Something is sure to happen. We may find the tin box， or even Bill. I can hardly wait to find clues.”

Joe did not answer. He was thinking.

“I do wish we had saved some of our fish from yesterday，” said Jessie. “We had enough left to go with our potatoes for supper.”
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“That’s all right， Jessie，” said Benny， taking his last drink of milk. “I’m not hungry at all.”

They all laughed. “That’s because you have just eaten your dinner，” said Violet. “You’ll be hungry again at supper time， and then again at breakfast.”

“OK.” said Benny. “Then I suppose we’ll really starve without any breakfast at all.”

“Not quite，” said Alice， smiling at the boy.

The wind was still blowing and the rain still came down. The children put sticks on the fire，and drank the spring water in the pail. Jessie had washed out the tin cans and they drank water because the milk was all gone.

After a supper of potatoes， they were all glad to go to bed. They were still hungry， but they were warm and dry.

From his tent Joe called goodnight to the girls. Then he said， “Notice the wind.”

“What’s the matter with the wind， Joe？”asked Benny sitting up.“Oh， I see what you mean. There isn’t any.”

“That’s right，” said Joe， laughing. “It has just stopped blowing. Tomorrow will be a fine day，I think. Just you wait and see.”

But Benny sat up again. He called out， “Hi，Jessie！”

“What do you want， Benny？” Jessie called back.

“Let’s call this Potato Camp， because we didn’t eat anything here but potatoes.” After that， the children always called it Potato Camp.


Chapter 11　Old Village

The next day was fine， just as Joe had said. It was so fine that the children could hardly believe there had been such a storm. But how hungry they were！

“No breakfast today，” Joe called in a loud voice. “Think you can take it？”

“Oh， sure，” said Benny. “But I hope we can have some dinner.”

“Well， I think we can，” said Joe. “We can surely find something to eat when we get to Old Village.”

“That’s where we’ll find Bill，” said Benny happily.

Henry and Alice started with a will to take down the tents. Violet and Benny began to roll up their blankets. But Joe did nothing. He sat down on a log and seemed to be thinking. This was not like Joe at all.

“Let him alone，” said Alice quietly to the children. “Just go on packing. He’ll soon help，too.”

But Joe didn’t begin to pack. Instead he called them all to stop packing and come to him for a minute.

“I want you all to understand why I took you way up here，” he said. “Maybe for nothing. Benny just said， ‘That’s where we’ll find Bill.’ Now I don’t really think we will find Bill. I never thought so. I think Bill must have died long ago. The boss at the lumber camp had never heard of him. Mr. Long and Mr. Hill hadn’t either and they both have been around here many years.”

Joe stopped and smiled at Benny. Then he went on. “I don’t really think we’ll find the tin box either.”

“Why are you telling us all this， Joe？” asked Violet in her gentle voice. “Are you afraid we’ll be disappointed？”

“You’re exactly right！” said Joe quickly. He looked at his little cousin. “I don’t want you to be disappointed because you can’t solve the mystery. When we get to Old Village， I don’t know what to do next. I thought maybe we might get a clue to the tin box， but we may not.”

“I don’t care， Joe，” shouted Benny. “I’ve had enough fun just camping， even if we don’t find Bill.”

“Oh， yes， we’ve all had fun， Joe，” Jessie broke in.

Joe’s face brightened.“Did you really？”he asked.“Even if we don’t find a thing？ I hope so. That’s why I brought you so far. I thought we’d have fun anyway.”

“Don’t you worry any more， Joe，” said Henry. “Camping is the thing we like to do best in the world. It makes us think of Boxcar days and last summer on Surprise Island. But you don’t mind if we still look for clues， do you？”

“Mind-no！”said Joe.“I expect to look for clues myself. Just don’t be disappointed， that’s all.”

Then Joe hurried around and began to pack with a will. This time the children were glad to see a smile on his face.

“We’ll paddle faster today，” he told them，“because we are so hungry. We can’t see Old Village from here， because the lake turns. But we ought to get there by noon.”

Into the canoes went the things again， and into the canoes went the six people. Off they went on the last part of their long journey. They paddled for a long time.

All at once Benny asked， “Joe， what would happen if I put a Grey Ghost fly on a line and threw it in the water behind the canoe？”

“Well，” answered Joe smiling，“you might lose your rod， and then again you might catch a fish.” He was delighted to give Benny something to do. Then the boy would not feel so hungry.

“I’m going to try it，” said Benny. This time he put on the fly right. Then he threw the line out behind the canoe.

“What are you trying to do？ Break your rod？” shouted Henry from the other canoe.

“No，” called Benny. “I’m fishing.”

On they went. Benny watched his line for a while.

Suddenly Henry shouted， “There goes your rod！”

Benny jumped and caught it just as it was about to slide out of the canoe.

“Boy！You’ve got a big one，” cried Joe， stopping to look back. “Pull him in slowly， Ben！Don’t you lose him！ Don’t get excited， whatever you do！”

Violet smiled. Joe was as excited as Benny.

How the big fish did fight to get away！But Benny played him carefully， and slowly brought him to the side of the canoe.

“Want me to help， young fellow？” asked Joe.

“Please，” said Benny. He was afraid he would lose the big fish.

Joe leaned out and pulled it quickly into the canoe.

“A big lake trout！ And a beauty，” he cried.“He will feed us all. Too bad you didn’t catch him yesterday.”

“Isn’t that always the way！” cried Benny.“We starved yesterday， and now just as we get near a store， we catch a fish.”

“Never mind，” said Joe. “We’ll eat him yet.”

He took up his paddle again. It was almost noon when they went around the last look. Then they could see a road that came right down to the beach from Old Village.

“Here we are at the end of Bear Trail，” Alice said， laughing，“and we have found neither a clue nor Bill. Joe， aren’t you excited now？”

“Excited？ Yes， I am，” said Joe. “I’m hung-ry，too. Look ahead at the beach. See that man waiting to meet us？Someone always meets canoes.”

Joe and Henry paddled faster without knowing it. Soon the canoes slid up on the beach. The man helped pull up the canoes.

“Hello， strangers，” he said. “Taking the Bear Trail trip？”

“Yes，” said Joe. “Right now we are looking for some place to eat. These children are almost starved. Is there any place to eat in Old Village？”

“Yes， sir！” said the man. “I run it myself. I call it Jim’s Place. I’m Jim Carr. I’ll cook you anything you want. Bacon， ham， deer， hamburger—”

“Oh，hamburger！”yelled Benny.“I want hamburger！”

“So do I，” laughed Jessie.

Jim laughed too.“Leave your things，”he said. “Nobody will take them. My place is right up on the road.”

The children saw it at once. There was a board over the door， saying in black letters，J I M’ S P L A C E.
 They all walked down the road toward it.

“I suppose most of the campers eat with you？” asked Joe.

“Right，”said Jim.“They stay overnight sometimes. Then they go back to Mr. Long’s store by road.”

“We may do that，” said Joe.

Jim’s Place was the biggest house in Old Village. As they went in， they looked around. Everything was very clean. There were three tables， and a delicions smell of onions in the air.

“I won’t be long，” said Jim. “Sit down and make yourselves at home. Hamburger and onions and potatoes for everybody.”

They sat down and looked at each other. They could hardly wait. Soon Jim came in with big white plates filled with hot food.“Eat all you want，” he said. “More in the kitchen. I just made two big apple pies. Maybe I can find some cheese to go with it.”

Everyone began to eat. Never did food seem so good to the hungry children. “You see， we didn’t have any breakfast，” Benny said to Jim.

Jim laughed.

“That’s really true，” said Joe. “We got caught in the rain， and lost most of our food.”

“Too bad，” said Jim. He went into the kitchen to get a pie. Soon a whole pie had disappeared， and also some fine yellow cheese he had found.

“Oh， I do feel better，” cried Violet. “I’m ready for anything.”

“Glad to hear that，” said Henry， looking at her. “You do look a little better.”

Then Alice said to Joe， “We ought to stay in Old Village for one night， anyway. I think Violet ought to sleep in a bed in a house.”

“You can do that all right，” answered Jim Carr with a laugh. “You see that little old house across the street？ I don’t really own it， but I take care of it. It has been empty for many years. When campers want to stay overnight， I let them use it. I bought a lot of folding cots. The campers don’t seem to mind sleeping three in a room.”

Jessie stopped to count.“We wouldn’t either，” she said.

“Right！”said Alice with a smile at Jessie.“You and Violet and I in one room， and Joe and Henry and Benny in another.”

“There are two rooms，” said Jim. “Three with the kitchen.”

Henry said， “My！ Everything is working out well， isn’t it， Joe？ Is there anything interesting to see in Old Village， Jim？”

“Oh， yes，” said Jim smiling. “Some people go hunting for deer and moose. Then there’s an old hermit over in the woods. Lives all alone. People like to catch sight of him， he looks so queer with his long white beard. Then there are Indians up the road. They make baskets to sell. People always go and watch them make baskets when they stop over.”

“Oh， let’s go up and see the Indians，” said Jessie. “Do they mind？ Are they old？”

“No， they don’t mind. They like it. Yes， one of them is very old. He has lived there all his life. Loves to talk.”

“Ho-hum，” said Benny looking at Henry.

“That’s what I say too，” said Henry softly to Benny. “You mean the old Indian might give us a clue？”

“Maybe，” said Benny， smiling to himself.

Henry paid for their dinner， and they all went off up the road.

“Joe，”began Jessie，excitedly，“maybe this old Indian has heard of Bill， long ago. We can ask him.”

Soon they could see an Indian girl sitting on the steps of an old house making a basket.

“My， doesn’t she work fast！”said Alice. “See her fingers fly.”

“I wish I could learn to do that，” said Violet.

“You can. I will teach you，” said the Indian girl who had heard every word. “It is not hard at all. See， I have just started this basket. See—I go in and out，over and under，with this sweet grass.”

The girl worked slowly so that Violet could see what she did. Soon she held out the basket.“You try it now，” she said.

Violet took the basket， and soon her clever fingers were going in and out， over and under，just as the Indian girl had done.

“Wonderful， Violet！” said Alice. “You can do anything with your fingers.”

“Yes， she can，” said Henry smiling. Then he thought surely Benny would say something about his sister Violet as he always did.

He looked around. But Benny was nowhere to be seen.

“Oh， where is Benny？” he called.

“Benny！Ben-ny！” shouted Joe as loud as he could.

But there was no answer. Benny had disappeared.
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Chapter 12　A Hunt for Benny

It was true. Benny was not there.

“Oh， what has happened to Benny？” said Jessie， beginning to cry.

“Now，don’t let’s get upset，” said Joe’s strong voice. “I think I know what has happened. Benny has gone off by himself to find the hermit. He hasn’t been gone long， and we can surely find him. Don’t you cry， Jessie. We’ll go and hunt for him.”

“Wouldn’t we save time by asking Jim？”asked Henry.

“Right，” said Joe. With that， they all ran back to Jim’s Place.

Jim came to the door when he saw them running toward him.

“We’ve lost Benny！” cried Jessie. “You know which way to hunt， don’t you？ We think he went to find the hermit and surprise us.”

“Well， now，” said Jim， “the first thing， don’t you get scared. We’ve got Indians here in Old Village that can find anything in these woods. The little boy hasn’t been gone long. Did you ask the little Indian girl to help you？”

“Oh， dear，” said Violet. “I forgot all about the Indian girl. I just dropped the basket and ran. We all did.”

“Better go back， then，” said Jim. “I’ll go with you. Rita is a better guide than I am. She can walk in the woods and never make a sound.”

When Jim told Rita， she stood up at once and looked sharply into the woods. “I saw the little boy at first，” she said. “But I did not notice when he went. I’m very sorry. We’ll start this way.”

Rita leaned over and looked at a bush. “Yes， I think he went down this path. Keep right behind me. It is easy to get lost in these woods if you get off the path.”

It was a strange sight—six people walking behind the Indian girl in a straight line down the path. Sometimes it seemed as if there were no path at all.

Jessie walked just behind Rita. Soon she said， “Rita， Benny would never know this was a path. He may have gone off it long ago.”

“No， he couldn’t， a little boy like that，” said Rita. “He couldn’t get through. This is the only way he could go. He went this way all right. I can see where he stepped， and this is the way to the old hermit’s cabin.”

On they went， over rocks and stones and branches.

“Now， call him，” said Rita， turning around.

Henry put his hands up like a cup and called “Ben-ny！”

Then Joe did the same.

They all listened. There was no answer.

“We’ll find him just the same，” said Rita shaking her head. “If I can’t， my father can.”

They all hurried on. For a long time they walked without talking.
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Suddenly the Indian girl stopped. “Be careful now，” she said. “We are near the hermit’s cabin. If we scare him， the hermit will run away， and then he won’t help us.”

Slowly and quietly they all walked along the path. Then all at once they saw the cabin. They stopped. For on the steps sat an old man with a long white beard. Beside him， smiling and talking away happily， sat Benny.

“Oh， Benny！”whispered Jessie.

“Sh！” said Rita.

But the hermit had seen them. “Come，” he said to Benny， taking his hand. “You are lost.”

Jessie could not wait. She cried out， “Oh，Benny， you scared us so！” With that， everyone began to talk to Benny， so nobody could understand a word.

“The hermit is nice，” said Benny when he could make them hear. “He was going to take me back when I got ready to go. His name is Dave Hunter.”

“That’s right，” said Jim. “His name is Dave Hunter.”

But the hermit surprised them all by turning his back. He went straight back to his cabin，went in， and shut the door.

“That’s the way he is，” said Jim. “He won’t talk.”

“He talked to me，” said Benny.

“Most anyone would talk to you， little boy，”said Jim with a smile. “Dave won’t come out again， so we might as well go back.”

Rita led the way back， and Henry put Benny right in front of him where he could watch him all the way.

As they walked along， Jim said， “You people might as well stay overnight. You can cook your own trout.”

“I think we must stay，” said Alice. “Violet needs a good night’s sleep after that scare. We all do.”

At the village again， they stopped to say good-by to Rita. Henry put some money into her hand. “We’ll see you again about the basket，Rita，” he said. “We were all upset about Benny.”

“I understand，” said Rita with a smile.“I wouldn’t like to lose Benny myself.”

When they reached the little house，Jim said，“You can stay here as long as you want. Walk right in. If you want anything， come over and ask me. Maybe I’ll have it.” With that， he left them to go into the house alone.

They went up the front steps. Henry pushed open the door and they all went in. They found a small room with a fireplace. There were a few chairs and some folding cots leaning against the wall. There was one big chest of drawers.

Alice and Jessie soon found the next room which was a bedroom. Then they found the kitchen.

“There isn’t any upstairs，” called Benny.“Just downstairs.”

“Oh， Violet！” cried Jessie. “Do look at this dear little kitchen stove！ I wish we could get our own supper.”

“Jim said that campers do keep house here，”said Alice. “And think of Benny’s big trout. It would be fun to cook it ourselves.”

“Doesn’t this make you think of keeping house on Surprise Island？” cried Henry. “We’ll need wood for the stove and some potatoes to go with our fish. I’ll go over and ask Jim to sell us some.”

“I will go with you，” said Benny.

“Right，” said Henry， “so you won’t get out of my sight.”

“I really didn’t mean to，” said Benny. “I was coming right back. I wanted to surprise you and find the hermit first. He said I ought to go right back， and he would take me himself. He likes to live alone.”

Joe began to set up the cots. “How’s this，Violet？” he said. “You three girls take the bedroom. I’ll put three cots up for you. Then we three men will sleep in the living room.”

“That’s wonderful， Joe，” said Violet. “But let’s make our own beds with our blanket rolls. We love to make beds.”

“Well， I don’t，” said Joe. “I’ll certainly let you make mine. I’ll just set up the cots.”

The afternoon was passing quickly away. Benny soon came back with the fish and potatoes. Henry carried a big basket of wood.“Nice，dry wood，” he laughed.

Benny said，“I never thought I would just love dry wood.”

Then they went out again to the canoes and brought up the packs. Soon Jessie and Alice had a fine fire going in the stove， while Violet got the potatoes ready.

“I think we’ll eat in the kitchen，” said Henry looking around. He pulled the table into the middle of the room. “Benny， see if you can find six chairs.”

Violet found some heavy white plates， and set the table. Jessie cut the fish into six pieces before she cooked it. Then she put it in a big pan. For the first time in many days， they all sat down on real chairs to eat a meal at their own table. When they had finished supper there was no food left at all.

Before long the dishes were washed， the beds were made， and everything was ready for the night. But it was not yet dark.

“Let’s go out and sit on the front steps，” said Jessie. “We don’t want to go to bed yet.”

The family went through the little house and sat down on the wooden steps. A soft wind was blowing through the trees. Soon a toad hopped out from under the steps.

“He lives there，” said Benny. “I like to have toads living under our steps.”

“They come out at night，” said Joe.“They catch bugs.”

“You know， I feel as if something will happen soon，” said Violet slowly.

Alice turned to look at her. “That’s funny，Violet，” she said. “I feel as if we had done this before. Almost as if we had a clue and didn’t know it.”

Joe surprised them all by saying， “I feel that way， too.”


Chapter 13　The Tin Box Again

The next day the children were up early. They had breakfast. They made their beds.

“We ought to go down to see Rita the first thing we do，” said Violet. “We were not very polite to her yesterday. All we could think of was Benny.”

“Very well，” said Alice laughing. She sat down at the kitchen table. “You four go to Rita’s and Joe and I will write a letter to your grandfather.”

So the four children went down the road. Rita came out when she saw them coming. She began at once to show Violet what to do next on the basket. “This will be just a small basket，” she said. “You can make them as big as you want to.”

When Violet finished her basket， Benny said，“That’s very pretty， Violet. You can give it to Grandfather.”

“So I can，” said Violet， very much pleased.“He likes things we make. Now we must pay for it， Henry.”

“You have paid for it already，” said Rita， smiling. “The big boy paid me for the basket and the lesson and the trip into the woods. He really paid me too much.” She looked at Benny and took hold of his hands. “Don’t you run away，again， little boy. You make too much trouble for the hermit.”

“For the hermit？”cried Jessie. “It was more trouble for us.”

“No，”said Rita，shaking her head.“Dave Hunter was upset. I could see he liked Benny. It is the first time he has said more than one word at a time. My father says he was a very nice young man once. He built that house you are staying in.”

“He did！” cried Henry. “Did he live there himself？”

“Oh， yes. Many years ago. My father told me about it last night， after you found the little boy. He said Dave went away to work， and stayed a long， long time. When he came back he was different. He stayed in his little house for about a week， and one night some mean-looking men came to see him. They had a fight， and then they went away and left Dave alone. In a few days Dave went into the woods and built his cabin and he has stayed there ever since. He wouldn’t ever talk.”

As the excited children started back to Old Village， Benny said， “Jessie， Jessie， maybe Dave Hunter is Bill.”

“Why do you say that， young fellow？” asked Henry.

“Well， Bill could build houses. He built the little yellow house on Surprise Island and he built the little house here in Old Village.”

“Maybe you’re right， Benny，” said Jessie in excitement.“What would we ever do without you？ Let’s see what Joe and Alice think.”

Joe and Alice had finished their letter when the children rushed in and began to tell their story.

“So Dave Hunter built this house， did he？” said Joe. “That must have been a long time ago，for it’s an old house.”

“Joe， Joe！ I have an idea，” cried Henry.“Look around you at this house. Now—all of you pretend for a minute you’re in the little yellow house on Surprise Island.” He pointed around him as he went on， “There’s the fireplace of the little yellow house， and there’s the door， and there’s the window.”

“Of course，” said Violet，“there’s the bedroom.”

“And there’s the kitchen，” yelled Benny. “I guess Bill could just build one kind of house.”

“Why， this old house is exactly the same as the little yellow house！” cried Jessie，“the same front door with two windows on one side and one on the other.”

“The same chimney！” shouted Benny.

“And the same front steps，” said Alice slowly.“Last night I felt as if I were sitting on the steps of the little yellow house.”

“So that’s what it was！” cried Joe. “I felt that way， too. We sat there so many times after supper on our wedding trip.”

They all looked at each other.

“Now， let’s see how this was，” Henry said，excitedly. “Bill lived here first. Then he went to work for Great-grandfather Alden. Then he married Mrs. McGregor， and they lived on Surprise Island where he took care of the horses.”

“They lived in the little yellow house，” said Benny.

“That’s right，” said Henry.“He built it，Grandfather said， with the help of his brother.”

“Oh， that brother， Sam！” cried Joe.“He was not much good. I think Sam is the clue to this mystery.”

“So do I，” said Henry. “Remember Bill sold two race horses and went away without giving Mr. Alden the money.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere，” said Joe.“That’s why Bill disappeared.”

“But why didn’t he let his wife know where he was all those years？” asked Violet gently.“He loved Margaret.”

“I don’t know，”said Henry. “That’s the mystery. Maybe his brother wouldn’t give the money back， and Bill wouldn’t go home without it.”

Then Violet said softly， “Joe！”

“What is it？” asked Joe quickly.

“Do you suppose Bill’s brother hid the money in this house？”

“Maybe，” said Joe， thinking. “But it’s not a yellow house.”

“Of course he did！” said Benny. “That’s why Bill took the rowboat that night and came up here. I bet those mean-looking men were the friends， and they were looking for the money，too. Remember Rita said they had a fight？”

“Good， Benny，” said Joe. “I guess they tried to make Bill give them the money，and Bill couldn’t find it himself.”

“And there’s the mystery all solved，” said Alice laughing.

“Well，” said Henry， “I’m sure now that Dave Hunter is Bill. But where’s the money，and where’s the tin box？”

“Let’s hunt，” said Benny. “How about the chimney？”

“Not the chimney，” said Henry. “Bill would have found the money if it were in the chimney.”

“That’s right，” Benny answered.

“Not much to see，” said Jessie. “A chest and a few chairs. And our cots.”

“Do you think we ought to talk with the hermit， Joe？” asked Henry.

“No， not yet，” answered Joe. “I don’t think he would talk.”

“Well， I’m not going to sit here，” said Benny.“Let’s do something.”

“OK.” said Henry， getting up. “We can hunt for clues in the chest. There might be a secret drawer in it.”

“Let me see，” began Jessie. “The chest has three drawers. Joe and Alice can look in one drawer， Henry and Benny in another， and Violet and I in the third.”

Soon the whole family was busy. First they took the old dusty papers out of the drawers. They tapped each drawer， hunting for a secret drawer. They found nothing but dust.

“Ho-hum，” said Benny. “What shall we do now， Jessie？”

“Oh， I’m sure I don’t know，” cried Jessie. Everyone looked at her.

“You’re not cross， are you， Jessie？” asked Benny.

Jessie laughed a little. “Maybe I am，” she said.“I did hope we would find the money in that chest. But we tapped every drawer. There is no secret drawer there. Let’s go outdoors and sit on the steps.”

The family went outdoors slowly and sat down on the steps. Nobody said a word. Jessie Was not often cross.

Pretty soon Benny said， “I wonder where the toad is？ I suppose he stays under the steps.”

Alice smiled at Benny， but nobody felt like answering him.

Benny went on. “Does a toad have a house？What kind of a house does he live in， Jessie？”

“Oh， Benny！ I don’t know！ I’m so tired！ You want to know everything！ Why do you want to ask about toads now， when we want to find a tin box！” She almost laughed.

“Never mind， Jessie，” said Benny quickly.“I’ll look for myself.”

The little boy got down on his hands and knees. Soon he was lying on the ground looking under the steps with one eye.

“I can see him. He’s just sitting there. He winked at me.”

Benny picked up a long stick.

“Don’t hurt the toad， Benny，” said Joe.

“Oh， no. I’m just going to see how big his room is.” Benny began to move the stick from one side to the other. Then he crawled quietly to the back of the steps where there was a big hole under the house. The toad jumped through the hole， and Benny followed him. Everyone had to smile. They knew that Benny was crawling under the house.

Soon they heard him talking to himself.“Here’s a pretty white stone，” he was saying，“and here’s an old tin can. Here’s a screwdriver. Not a bad screwdriver.”

Then he was silent.

But the others could hear him crawling around under the house.

“Never mind， Jessie，” said Joe with a smile.“He’s having fun. Children forget things very soon， you know.”

Then they heard Benny say， “Well， here’s the toad！ Hello， Toad！ Where do you live？”

“He seems to be having quite a talk with a toad，” said Henry， laughing.

Benny went on，“Do you live in that old wooden box under the house？ That’s funny. It’s open in the back instead of the front. Do you go in the back door？ Why do you do that？ Well，well. Ho-hum—HENRY！ There’s a tin box here！”
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“What？”shouted Henry，almost falling down the steps.

“I’ve found it！” yelled Benny. “A tin box sitting right in a wooden box！”

The whole family was down on the grass looking under the steps.

“You come out， Benny！” shouted Joe. “Bring the box. We can see better out here.”

“I was coming， anyway，” said Benny. He came crawling as fast as he could through the hole. He pushed the tin box ahead of him， and came out from under the steps.

“Sure enough！” cried Jessie. “It is a tin box. I can hardly believe it. Now I only hope there is something in it.”

“There is，” said Benny. “I shook it.”

The excited children sat back and looked at the box. “You open it， Henry，” said Benny，“It’s too hard for me.”

Henry’s hands shook as he pulled the box open. There before their eyes were piles of green bills.

“Dollar bills！” Benny whispered.

“No， Benny， they are one-hundred dollar bills！” said Henry. “I never saw one before.”

“Let’s count them，” cried Benny.

“You count， Benny. You found them，” said Jessie in a kind voice.

Benny was so excited he could hardly count straight. At last he said， “That’s forty， and that’s all. How much is forty one-hundred dollar bills，Henry？”

“Four thousand dollars， young fellow，” said Henry.“Isn’t that what two race horses would be worth， Joe？”

“Just about，” said Joe.

“Boy， oh boy！” cried Benny. He was all tired out with excitement.

They all looked at each other. Then they looked at the tin box and the pile of green bills.

“Well， Joe，” said Henry at last， “where do we go from here？”

“I think，” answered Joe， “that when we get rested， we’d better go and see the hermit.”

“The hermit is Dave Hunter. And Dave Hunter is Bill，” said Benny.

“I think so， too，” said Joe with a smile. “But even now， maybe he won’t talk.”

Jessie put her arm around her little brother.“I’m awfully sorry I was cross， Benny，” she said.“It’s lucky you do want to know everything. If you hadn’t looked in the toad’s house，we would never have found the tin box.”


Chapter 14　The Hermit

Right away， the children wanted to go to see Rita again. Leaving the money in the tin box in the kitchen cupboard， the whole family almost ran up the road.

“We want to go into the woods again， Rita，”Jessie called. “We want to talk with Dave Hunter. Do you think we could find our way alone？”

“Of course you can，” said Rita. “But Dave won’t talk.”

“Maybe he will talk to Benny，” said Jessie.

“Well， maybe，” said Rita. “He did before.”

The family started down the path through the woods. When they came to the cabin， they saw the hermit walking towards his house with a pail of water. He stopped when he saw the visitors. Then he went right on again.

“Dave！” called Henry kindly. But the hermit started to go up the steps to his cabin.

Then Benny called out in his loudest voice，“Bill！”

The pail went rolling down the steps as the old man stopped. He sat down and put his head in his hands.

But Benny seemed to know just what to do，and nobody stopped him. He ran over and sat down beside the old man and put his hand on his arm.“Oh， Bill，” he said， “don’t worry. We’ve come to take you home.”

“Home？” said Bill. He lifted his head and looked at Benny. “I can never go home， little boy.” He looked at the others as they waited on the path.

“Oh， yes， you can， Bill，” cried Benny.“Grandfather wants you to come home， and so does Mrs. McGregor.”

“Mrs. McGregor！” said Bill in a whisper.

Then nobody could believe what happened next. Violet went quickly over to the steps and took the old man’s hand. “He means Margaret，”she said.

He looked down at the pretty little girl. “Margaret is dead，” said Bill.

“No， Margaret is alive，” said Violet.

“They told me she was dead，” said Bill.“They said there was a fire， and the barn burned and Margaret died trying to save the horses.”

“Oh， that isn’t true at all， Bill，” cried Benny. “We lived in that barn all last summer， and Mrs. McGregor is the housekeeper at my grandfather’s house.”

“I can’t go home，” said Bill quietly. “I can’t find the money. I took Mr. Alden’s money.”

“We found the money，” said Violet gently.

“Where？” asked the old man.

“In a tin box under the steps of the house，” answered Violet.

“In a tin box-that’s right，”Bill said.“Oh dear， oh dear！”

Then Joe came up to the steps. He said， “Mr.McGregor， everything will be all right again，believe me. Your wife is alive and wants to see you. We just found the money today.” Then he turned to the children.

“I’m afraid Bill is getting very tired，”he said to them.“He is having too much excitement after forty years. Do you think you can walk to Old Village， Mr. McGregor？”

The old man looked at Joe’s kind face. “Yes，I can， if all this story is true.”

“I promise you it is，” said Joe. Then he said to the children， “Don’t ask him anything more until we get him home. But he is Bill all right.”

Benny would not let go of Bill’s hand. He led him carefully along the path， stopping to show him every stone.

“I’ve seen every stone on this path for many years， little boy，” said Bill. But they all knew that he liked to have Benny help him.

They took him to the little house that he had built himself. Alice made him lie down on one of the cots， and Jessie put something soft under his head. Joe rushed over to Jim’s Place and soon came back with a cup of hot tea.

“Drink this，” he said. “It will make you feel better.”

Bill drank the tea， and before anyone knew it，he had fallen asleep.

“He is tired out，” said Violet in a whisper.“And so thin. He looks as if he didn’t have enough to eat. Almost starving.”

“We’ll soon fix that，” whispered Jessie with a smile. “He’ll have enough to eat if he lives with us.”

The family went into the kitchen. They shut the door softly.

“Won’t Grandfather be surprised，” said Henry.

“And Mrs. McGregor，” said Violet.

“I’m surprised myself，” said Joe. “I thought Bill was dead， for sure.”

Jessie said， “Wasn’t it queer how Benny got him to talk all of a sudden？ Just because he called him Bill.”

“Bill must have felt funny to be talking after forty years，” said Benny. “I couldn’t stop talking for forty years.”

“I hope you won’t， Benny，” laughed Alice.“We love to hear you talk.”

“When Bill wakes up，we must give him something to eat，” said Jessie. “I think I’ll run over to Jim’s Place and see what he has.”

“Let me go with you，” said Alice. “We can go out the back door.”

The two girls went across the road， and found Jim in his kitchen stirring something on the back of his stove. It was soup， and it smelled delicious.

Jim turned around quickly and asked，“Wasn’t that the hermit I saw with you？”

“Yes， it was，” said Jessie. “His real name is Bill McGregor， and he used to work for our great-grandfather.”

“I thought something was queer about him，”cried Jim. “People used to say that little house was Bill McGregor’s place. Then one day Dave Hunter came to Old Village and said it was his. He said he was a cousin of Bill’s.”

“But he wouldn’t live in the house. He told me to use it for campers and he built himself his cabin.”

“Well，”said Alice，“he says he is Bill McGregor now.”

“He talks， does he？” asked Jim. “I can hardly believe it. It must seem strange. He’s a nice， gentle old man. I always was sorry for him. I always tried to feed him up when he came out of the woods.”

“That’s what we came for，”said Jessie.“Something to feed to him. That hot soup would be just the thing.”

“Jes-sie！”Benny called from across the road.“Bill’s awake and he’s hungry.”

“Take some bread and butter， too，” said Jim with a laugh. “That’ll do him good.”

Alice and Jessie hurried back. Bill was sitting up in a chair. He looked rested.

Jessie put a little table in front of him， and set down the hot soup and a plate of bread and butter. Bill ate as if he were half-starved.

“You don’t look as thin as you did， Bill，” said Benny. “A little fatter.”

Everyone laughed， even Bill himself. “I don’t think he grew very fat on one bowl of soup，” said Jessie.“But you do look better，Bill， sure enough.”

“I feel better，” said the old man， looking into the girl’s kind face. Then he looked around at the other friendly faces. They were all smiling at him.

“I suppose Mrs. McGregor won’t know you，”said Benny.

“I will know her，” said Bill， “even if she is old.”

“She might like you better without your long beard，” said Benny.

“Sh-sh， Benny，” said Jessie.

But Bill’s feelings were not hurt. He even laughed a little. “My beard can be cut off，” he said. “Then I will look like Bill McGregor instead of an old hermit.”

“Jessie！”said Benny，all of a sudden. “Where did you get that soup？ I’m awfully hungry.”

“What do you know！” cried Henry. “It’s long past noon and we were so excited we forgot our own dinner.”

“Don’t worry，” said Jessie， getting up at once. “We’ll soon fix that.”


Chapter 15　Starting for Home

The family sat down on the steps the next morning after breakfast.

“I want to go home，” said Benny suddenly.

“We all want to go home，” said Henry. “But how can we？ We can’t take Bill in a canoe. Four people are too many.”

“We’ll have to get to Mr. Long’s store some way，” said Jessie. “If only we had our station wagon.”

“Let’s wait a little while，” said Joe. “Maybe something will happen.” He winked at Alice.

Benny rushed over to Joe and shook his shoulder. “What are you winking at Alice for？” he cried.

“Don’t you wish you knew？” teased Joe. He rolled Benny over in the grass.

“Get up and look what’s coming， boys，”called Alice. She pointed up the road. Coming around the corner was their very own station wagon.

“It’s the station wagon！” shouted Benny.“That’s Mr. Long driving and his boy is with him.” Benny began to jump up and down. He waved with both hands.

Mr. Long soon saw him， stopped at the little house， and got out. He laughed to see the children so surprised.

“You didn’t hear us， did you？” he said. “Joe and I made a lot of plans up at my store that first day.”

“Henry， I was sure you heard us，” said Joe， laughing. “I had just asked Mr. Long to meet us here in six days， when you suddenly came around the corner.”

“No， I didn’t hear a word，” said Henry， smiling. “But Mr. Long came on the right day. We do want to go home.”

“I never thought I would want this trip to end，” said Violet. “But now I want to get home to see Grandfather， and we all want to get Bill home to Mrs. McGregor.”

“Don’t tell me you have found Bill！” said Mr.Long， much surprised.

“Oh， yes，” said Benny. “Remember Dave Hunter， the hermit？”

“Yes，” said Mr. Long， “you mean he is Bill？”

Jessie said， “Yes， and it’s going to be a big surprise for Mrs. McGregor. Joe， shouldn’t we send a telegram to Grandfather？”

“Good for you， Jessie，”said Joe. “We’ll do that， just as soon as we find a place.”

“Come on，” shouted Benny. “Let’s go.”

The little house was soon full of people rushing around， rolling up bed rolls. They put things into the back of the station wagon， while Jim packed a big lunch for them to eat on the way home.

Jessie took the money out of the tin box and put it carefully into her handbag. “I’ll take care of this，” she said.

“We carry that money around as if it were just pieces of old paper，” said Violet laughing.

“It is，” said Benny， as he carried his bed roll to the station wagon.

“Why not let me cut off that long beard， before you go， Mr. McGregor？” asked Jim， when he came over with the lunch. “I can cut it for you.”

“How do you feel about it， Bill？” asked Joe.“Do you want it off？”

“Of course I do，” said Bill. “Don’t you remember I said I would look more like Bill McGregor？”

So the family all watched Jim as he cut off Bill’s long beard， then shaved him.

“What a change！” said Joe. “You certainly look fine， Bill.”
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“A fine-looking man，”said Jim.“Look at yourself， Mr. McGregor.”

“Yes， you’ve got a nice smooth face，” said Benny. “Mrs.McGregor will like you better this way.”

“Oh， dear，” said Jessie suddenly， “we forgot all about the two canoes. We can’t leave them here.”

“Yes， you can，” said Mr. Long. “That’s why I brought my boy with me. We can paddle them back. Don’t worry about the canoes or the tents. We’ll take them with us.”

Benny took Bill’s hand， and said， “You’ll be surprised， Bill， when you see where Mrs. McGregor lives. Grandfather’s big house is very nice.”

Bill smiled at the little boy. “I know that house very well，” he said.

“What are you going to do about this house，Dave-Bill， I mean？” asked Jim Carr. “And your cabin in the woods？”

“You can have them both，” said Bill quietly.“You were always very kind to me， and gave me things to eat when I didn’t even say thank you.”

“That’s all right，” said Jim. “And thank you. Nobody ever gave me two houses in one day.”

At last everything was ready. Bill sat in front with Benny and Joe who was going to drive. Alice and Violet sat behind them. Henry and Jessie sat on the back seat.

“Now we’re really going home！” shouted Benny. “We did find Bill and we did find the money， Joe. Won’t Grandfather be glad！”

Joe turned the station wagon around， and the children waved good-by until they were out of sight of Old Village.

“Little boy，” said Bill suddenly， “how much money was in that tin box？”

“It was all hundred-dollar bills，” said Benny.“And it was four thousand dollars in all.”

“Four thousand dollars，” said Bill in great excitement. “That’s exactly right. Who did you say put it there？”

“We aren’t sure，” said Joe， kindly. “You must tell us that.”

“I’m afraid it was my own brother， Sam，” Bill told them sadly.“I understand the whole thing now.”

“Tell us，” begged Jessie. “Tell us everything you know.”

“Well，” began Bill in a weak voice， “did you hear about the horses？ I sold two fine race horses for Mr. Alden.”

“He was not our grandfather，” said Jessie.“That Mr. Alden is dead.”

“Oh， dear. I suppose so，” said Bill. “He is Mr. Alden to me， because I worked for him. Your grandfather is James Alden. Well， my brother Sam told me to give him the money， and he could make three times as much. So I gave it to him.”

“That was when you lived on the island，” said Henry.

“Yes， he told me not to say a word， but to come to Maine and soon I could come home with a lot of money to pay Mr. Alden.”

“And what did you do next？” asked Alice.

“I came up here to meet my brother，” said Bill. “And then I heard he was killed by a car. I hunted all over my house for a tin box. But I never could find it. His friends didn’t know where it was. So I shut up my little yellow house，and went to live in the woods.”

“Yellow？ You mean your yellow house on Surprise Island？” asked Henry， wondering.

“No， I mean my yellow house right here in Old Village.”

“But the house we were in is brown， Bill，”Jessie told him kindly.

“Well， yes， my dear，” said Bill， almost whispering. “It is brown now. But it used to be yellow. It has been painted since then.”


Chapter 16　A Happy Home

The family had not gone very far when suddenly Joe stopped the car by the side of the road.

“What’s the matter？” asked Henry.

“Bill’s getting too tired，” answered Joe quietly. “This is all too much of a change for him. I’m going to fix a bed on the back seat so he can lie down.”

Benny looked up at Bill and saw that it was true. The old man was very white， and his hands were shaking.

“Oh， dear，” said Jessie. “We talked to him too much. He isn’t used to it.”

She and Alice helped Joe make a soft bed of blankets on the back seat. Bill did not say a word. Joe and Henry took his arms and helped him out of the front seat and into the back. Bill lay down at once and shut his eyes， as if he were very glad to lie down.

The three girls took the middle seat and Henry got up in front beside Benny.

“He’ll be all right，” said Joe， looking back at Bill. “You can talk all you want to. I think he’ll sleep.”

“Let’s send that telegram to Grandfather at the next village，” said Jessie. “What shall we say？”

“Ten words，” said Benny.

“No， you can send fifteen，” said Henry.“Let’s make up a telegram as we ride. We should certainly begin， ‘Found Bill and the money.’”

“Five words，” said Violet， counting.

“‘All coming home today，’”said Jessie.“That’s four more. Nine so far.”

“Then we can have six more words，” said Benny. “We ought to say， ‘We may be late for supper.’”

“We certainly will be late for supper，” said Joe.

Then Alice said， “Benny， don’t you think we should say something about Bill， like ‘Weak and tired’？ Then Mrs. McGregor won’t expect the big strong man who used to lift the boat.”

Benny counted on his fingers for a few minutes. Then he cried， “We can say it this way.‘Found Bill and money. Bill very weak. All coming home today late for supper. Hello.’”

“Wonderful， Benny！” said Joe， laughing.“Your grandfather will know you made up that telegram for sure. I always like to say hello at the end of a telegram！”

Henry said， “Now Benny， don’t forget what you said. Keep saying it over and over until we come to a village.”

This gave Benny something to do. When they did stop at a village he could remember every word.

As the girl wrote down the telegram， Jessie cried， “Henry， let’s say it’s from the Boxcar Children！”

The girl stopped writing， and looked up in surprise. “Are you the four children who lived in a boxcar？” she asked.

“Yes， we did，” said Benny. “We had fun.”

“And you found your grandfather at last，”she cried. She looked from one smiling face to another. “I read about you in the paper. But I never expected to see you.”

“This telegram is to our grandfather，” said Benny. “And you can say it’s from the Boxcar Children， and Alice and Joe. He’ll know.”

“Yes， I guess he will，” laughed the girl. “I’ll send it right off. It will get to him in an hour.”

“Fine，” said Henry， paying for the telegram.“Now let’s get on our way.”

Bill was still asleep when they got into the station wagon again. He was still asleep at lunch time. They did not wake him for lunch.

“He needs sleep more than food now，” said Joe.

“I do hope he isn’t sick，” said Alice in a worried voice.

“I don’t think he is，” said Joe. “I think he’s had just too much excitement. It is such a change from not talking at all.”

“It shows us we’ll have to be very careful of Bill，” said Jessie. “But I can hardly wait to ask him the end of that story.”

Bill slept almost all the afternoon. As they came near home， they had to wake him up. When they drove up to the door of their grandfather’s house， Bill was sitting up very straight.

Mr. Alden was sitting on the porch in a big chair. Beside him was Mrs. McGregor. They were waiting.

Bill leaned forward to look. “It’s my Margaret！” he said， almost crying. “She has the same beautiful blue eyes！”

Joe and Henry helped the old man out of the car and up the steps.

“Bill！” cried Margaret. She put both arms around him and led him to her chair. “It’s all right， Bill！ It’s all right！” she said， over and over.

Just then there was a very loud noise from upstairs. It seemed to come from Jessie’s room. It was Watch. He came rushing down the stairs and out of the door， barking and barking. He could not believe that his four children had come back to him again. At last he lay down by Jessie’s feet， tired out.

“Now I guess he will eat his meals，” said Mr.Alden. “As for Mrs. McGregor， she hasn’t eaten a good meal since you all went away.”

Benny said， “I think it’s funny. We have so many people that can’t eat. I don’t have any trouble eating my meals.”

“Now that we’re all together again， Benny，”said Grandfather laughing， “everyone will be all right. I think I shall eat better myself. We have things for supper that you like best. There is hamburger for you. Bill always liked fish best and that’s what he’ll have. There’s ham for Joe and apple pie for Jessie.”

“No pie for me？” asked Benny， taking his grandfather’s hand.

“What do you think？”teased his grandfather.“I don’t believe anyone will go hungry tonight.”

It was wonderful to see Bill eat. With his Margaret beside him again， he seemed like a different man.

“I feel better and better，” he said.

After supper the family sat again on the porch.

“Joe，” whispered Benny， “couldn’t we talk to Bill now？ He seems all right to me.”

“You can try， said Joe. ”We’ll soon see how he takes it. We can stop if he gets too upset.

Benny went over then to Bill and Margaret. He put his hand over Bill’s.

“We want to ask you just a few more things，Bill，” he said. “Are you too tired？”

“No， little boy，” said Bill. “I don’t think I shall ever be tired again. Ask me anything you want.”

Benny looked at Joe. Joe smiled back at him.

Then Benny said， “We want to know something more about your brother. How was he going to make the money three times as much？”

“I didn’t know myself at first，” answered Bill.“But later I found out he was going to give it to some friends of his to bet on the horse races.”

“Oh， but he might have lost it all！” cried Henry.

“Yes， I know that now，” said Bill. “His friends were bad people， I’m afraid. Sam would have been all right if his friends had let him alone. But he always did what they said， and I always did what my brother Sam said.”

He looked around sadly. “One night after Sam was killed， these men came up to Maine. They hunted all over my house， but they couldn’t find the money. I didn’t know where the tin box was myself. But they didn’t believe me. They tried to make me tell， and we had a great fight. But at last they went away， and I never saw them again.”

“Were they the ones who told you the barn was burned？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Yes. They didn’t want me to go home and tell all I knew， so they told me Margaret was dead.”

“I suppose that finished you，” said Benny.

Bill smiled at him. “Yes， that finished me. I didn’t want to live any more without Margaret，and I didn’t want to see people. Besides， I couldn’t come home without the money， so I went into the deep woods to live alone forever.”

“Oh， I’m so glad we found you！” said Jessie suddenly. “Supposing we had never asked to go into the little yellow house on Surprise Island！Now you and Mrs. McGregor can live right here in her rooms， can’t they， Grandfather？”

“If her rooms are big enough，” said Mr.Alden.

“Three rooms ought to be big enough for two people，” said Mrs. McGregor， happily.

“I can help with the horses，” said Bill. “Do you still have horses？”

“Yes，we have two，”answered Mr. Alden.“But you will rest a long time before doing any work.”

Darkness began to fall. The birds began to sing their evening songs. The family sat quietly for a minute and listened.

Then Violet said， “Isn’t this a happy house，Alice？ You and Joe so happy on the top floor—”

“And Bill and Mrs. McGregor will be in their own little rooms，” cried Benny.

“Don’t forget us，” said Henry， “with our mystery all solved， and getting back to Grandfather.”

“And we’ll all go and live in the little yellow house on Surprise Island every summer，” said Benny.

“Hold on， my boy. Not so fast！” said Mr.Alden. “That’s Bill’s house.”

“Oh， so it is，” said Benny. “Well then， he and Mrs. McGregor can live in it every summer， and we can go over to see them.”

“Well， we’ll see，” said Mr. Alden with a smile.

Violet suddenly put her hand on her grandfather’s knee， and looked up into his kind face. She could not see very well， for it had grown quite dark. But she knew he was smiling at her.

“Grandfather，” she asked， “couldn’t you use some of that money to fix up the little yellow house on Surprise Island？ It is so dusty and the chairs are so old.”

“A fine idea！” said Mr. Alden， taking her small hand in his big one. “We could buy a lot of chairs with that money. And by the way，where is the money？”

“Right here！” said Jessie at once. She took it out of her handbag and gave it to Mr. Alden.

“Maybe Bill and I could paper and paint the rooms before school begins，” said Henry.

“Oh， we could all paint！” shouted Benny，jumping around. “Let’s paint the outside， too.”

“That would be fun，” said Alice. “Joe and I could help you every day after work on the cave.”

“Right now you children have something new to think about，” said Joe. “We will take a lunch over every day， and work until we get the house all fixed up.”

Violet sat down beside her grandfather in his great chair. He moved over quickly to make room for her and put his arm around her.

“I’m glad the little yellow house isn’t a sad place to you any more， Grandfather，” she said，leaning her head back against his arm. “It’s going to be a happy place again.”

“We’ll still paint it yellow，” said Benny.“Ho-hum！”

“What does ‘ho-hum’ mean this time， Ben？”asked Henry， laughing at his little brother.

Mrs. McGregor answered， smiling at Bill，“To me it means， ‘Thank you， children.’”

Mr. Alden said， “To me it means I’m very glad you are all at home again.”

“Well，” said Benny， “what I really mean is that I can hardly wait until tomorrow to paint that little yellow house！”
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第一章　撞门而入




The Door Bangs

奥登家四兄妹的精彩暑假生活是从一声撞门声开始的。

四个孩子和爷爷一起住在大宅子里，日子过得温馨而平静。叔叔大乔已经和新婚妻子爱丽丝去了欧洲。一切似乎都很安宁，直到有一天，“咣”的一声，门被撞开了。

是奥登先生。

班尼说：“爷爷好呀！”

“好。”奥登先生应了一声。

一打完招呼，他就直接朝前厅走去，猛地关上了门。

“咦？”班尼想，“爷爷这是怎么了？”

他跑上楼，杰西和维莉正在看书。

“听着，”班尼大声说，“爷爷肯定遇到什么麻烦事儿了。他‘砰’地闯进门来，只说了一声‘好’，可他平时总是说‘你好，班尼，今天怎么样’。”

杰西立刻合上书，坐了起来。

“告诉亨利了吗？”她问班尼。

“没有，”班尼说，“我直接过来找你，还没来得及见他呢。”

“亨——利！”杰西叫道。

“怎么了？”亨利走进大厅。一听到杰西喊他，他就知道一定是发生什么事儿了。
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“班尼说爷爷刚刚回来，摔了门，也没怎么跟他说话。”

亨利站在门口，愣住了。“爷爷现在在哪儿，宝贝？”他问弟弟。

“在前厅，门从里面反锁着，”班尼说，“关门的时候也是‘咣’的一声。”

“哦，天哪！”亨利说。

“不会有什么事儿吧？”维莉担心地问，她漂亮的脸蛋有些发白。

“我们得去跟他谈谈。”亨利冷静地说。

孩子们互相看了看，慢慢地朝楼下走去。亨利深吸一口气，敲了敲门。

“进来。”奥登先生喊道。他的声音听起来有点儿疲惫。孩子们看到爷爷坐在那儿，头埋在手里。

“爷爷，您别发愁，有什么麻烦事儿尽管告诉我们吧！”班尼大声说。

“是啊，爷爷，”亨利说，“平时我们有烦心事都会告诉您，现在您有了麻烦，就让我们来帮您吧！”

“乖孩子，我倒希望你们能帮帮我，”奥登先生一脸沮丧，“可我不知道你们能做什么。”

孩子们坐在地上，静静地等着爷爷往下说。

“我收到一封信，是关于我姐姐的。你们还不知道我有个姐姐吧？”

“不知道。”杰西说，“我们家真有趣，以前，我们不知道自己有个好爷爷，也不知道大乔居然会是我们的叔叔！”

“亲爱的，的确如此。”奥登先生说。

“那她住在哪儿呢？”班尼问。

“在西部的一个农场里，离那儿最近的地方是赛特维尔镇。”奥登先生一副怏怏不乐的表情，“她叫简，是你们的姑婆。她年纪大了，脾气也很古怪。现在她的邻居马上要搬走了，因为简姑婆太难相处了，谁也不愿意跟她住在一起。可她不想离开农场，我也不放心让她一个人住在那里。”

“爷爷，那您怎么不去看看她呢？”班尼问。

奥登先生无奈地笑了笑。

“简姑婆根本不让我进她家，”他说，“她不喜欢我，当然我对她也不好。”

“跟我们说说那个农场吧！”杰西说。

“那是一个古老的家族农场，”爷爷说，“小时候我在那儿住过。后来，父母带我来了东部，而简姑婆却留在了那里。”

他停下来，独自陷入了沉思，仿佛孩子们不在旁边一样。

“有段时间，她过得还不错，”爷爷继续说，“可不久后，她不得不卖掉了牛和马，现在她只剩下一匹老马和一些鸡了。她眼下一定很穷，可就是不肯接受我给她的钱。”

“真要强！”班尼说。

“说得对，班尼，她实在是太要强了，才会拒绝我的帮助。你们去吃饭吧，让我好好想想。请麦格雷戈太太送点吃的进来，我就在这里用餐。你们都是热心的好孩子，但是你们现在帮不上我什么忙。”

“可是，爷爷……”班尼还想坚持。

“好啦，”奥登先生说，“快去吃饭吧，乖！我得自己好好想想。”


第二章　麦琪的来信

The Letter

孩子们谁也没有动。终于，亨利开口说道：“爷爷，把您一个人留在这儿，我们也吃不下饭。就让我们帮帮您吧！至少告诉我们是谁写的信！”

奥登先生挨个儿看了看孩子们，他们都在关切地看着他。

“好吧，”他慢慢地说，“告诉你们也无妨！信是麦琪写的，她是简姑婆的邻居。我曾先后派去三个保姆，但是每次简姑婆都把她们打发回来了。她不想让任何人呆在她身边，就算是帮忙也不行。”

“这也太恐怖了吧？”班尼感叹道。

“没错，班尼，确实让人很沮丧，”奥登先生说，“简姑婆一直很难相处。”

“那麦琪写了些什么呢？”亨利问。

奥登先生看了看大孙子亨利，从口袋里掏出一封信来。“你们看看就明白了，这就是那封信。”说着他把信递给了亨利。

班尼喊道：“快念吧，大点儿声！让我们都听听信里说了些什么！”

亨利看了看爷爷。奥登先生点了点头，亨利便大声念了起来：
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大家沉默了好一会儿。维莉倚在爷爷的椅子扶手上，看着他说：“爷爷，我觉得我有办法帮得上忙。”

杰西笑了：“维莉，你跟我想的一样吗？”

“我猜是。”维莉微笑地看着姐姐。

“我觉得也是！”杰西大声说道，“爷爷，维莉和我想去照顾简姑婆。”

奥登先生没有回答。
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“就让我们去吧，爷爷。”维莉央求道。

“好孩子，”奥登先生说，“不是我不想让你们去，我只是担心简姑婆会待你们不好。”

维莉说：“我们不担心这个。杰西和我可以做伴儿，而且我喜欢照看病人。”

“我知道，孩子。”奥登先生说，“好几次我生病，你都把我照顾得很好。”

“爷爷，快打电话！”班尼大声嚷嚷着，他一刻也不想再等了，“告诉麦琪，杰西姐姐和维莉姐姐去了，一切都会好起来的。”

“简姑婆没有电话。”奥登先生说。看到班尼一脸惊讶的样子，爷爷笑了笑。班尼以为每家每户都有电话呢！

“不过，我可以发电报，”奥登先生说，“他们可以在赛特维尔的火车站收到。”

“我来查查列车时刻表，”亨利站了起来，“我也好想去，我还没见过农场呢！”

“亨利，我也希望你能一起去！”杰西说，“可是女孩子去会更好一些，是吧，爷爷？如果一下子去了四个陌生的孩子，简姑婆会被吓着的。”

亨利找到了列车时刻表：“明天早上六点有趟车到农场。不过，你们得在车上睡觉了。”

“没关系。”杰西说。

“那么，”爷爷慢慢地说，“你们真要去的话，我就得好好和你们说一下。麦琪的哥哥叫山姆·威克斯，和他妻子住在隔壁。他们人很好，要是简姑婆待你们不好，你们可以去他们那儿住。”

奥登先生早已默默拟好了另一封电报，打算等孩子们一睡着就发给山姆。

“你俩必须答应我一件事，”奥登先生说，“每天得给我发一封电报。”

“没问题，我们保证做到！”杰西立刻答应道。

“快吃饭吧！”班尼说，“爷爷，难道您没闻到火腿和鸡蛋的香味吗？现在您该饿了吧？”

“是呀，好像确实有点饿了！”奥登先生故作讶异状，“在帮助简姑婆这件事上，恐怕谁也比不过你们姐妹俩。”

杰西朝维莉笑了笑，仿佛在说：“有趣的旅行就要开始了！”

维莉已经在想象远方的简姑婆了。

长这么大，她还没见过几个脾气暴躁的人呢。


第三章　冷淡的欢迎

A Cool Welcome

孩子们兴奋极了。管家麦格雷戈太太把一顿丰盛的午餐装进了盒子里，递给杰西。她的脸上带着慈母般的笑容。

班尼看了看盒子：“就算简姑婆给你们的饭不够吃，这顿午餐也够你们顶上两三天了。”

奥登先生开车把姐妹俩送到车站，关切地看着她们并排坐下。

杰西和维莉笑着朝爷爷挥手，直到看不见为止。

姐妹俩坐在火车上，感觉一切既陌生又新鲜，不知不觉几个小时就过去了。她俩注意到一个年轻人正在看书。他个子很高，有着一头柔软的棕色头发和一双棕色的眼睛。他去喝水的时候路过她俩的座位，朝她们微微笑了笑。

姐妹俩也朝他笑了笑。当他再次捧起书的时候，杰西悄悄地对维莉说：“长得挺帅，是吧？”

此后，她们就没有再注意这个年轻人了。第二天清晨，列车开到了赛特维尔。出乎姐妹俩意料的是，年轻人居然开口跟她们说话了：“我也要下车，需要我帮你们拎行李吗？”

“好的，那就太谢谢你了！”杰西说，“那个蓝色和白色的包就是我们的行李。”

“我猜到了。”年轻人笑着说。

他将包拿下来，单手拎着，另一只手则拎着自己的大包。姐妹俩在站台上四处张望，寻找着麦琪。

“很感谢你能帮我们拎包，”维莉说，“你实在是太好了！”

“不用客气。”陌生的年轻人礼貌地回答。

这时，身后传来一个声音：“两位是奥登小姐吗？”

“奥登小姐？”杰西转过身来，“没错，我是杰西·奥登，这是维莉。您是麦琪吗？”

“对，我就是麦琪，见到你们真高兴！”

杰西和维莉俯身拿行李的时候，突然想起了那个年轻人，可是他已经不见了。

“那个人去哪儿了？”杰西问，“就是帮我们拎包的那位？”

“我也不知道，”麦琪说，“他是谁啊？”

“我们以前从没见过他，”杰西说，“不过他真的很热心。”

“很少有人会在这里下车，”麦琪说，“不知道他为什么来赛特维尔。”

“用班尼的话说，他是个‘神秘人’。”维莉微笑着说。

麦琪带她们走出车站，来到一匹黑色的老马跟前。这匹瘦骨嶙峋的老马居然还拉着一辆旧马车。

“上车吧！”麦琪说，“只有一个座位，不过挤得下我们三个。”

麦琪一抖缰绳，老马昂起头，慢悠悠地往前走去。

“它只能走着回去，”麦琪说，“它跟我们以前的马可不一样。以前我们有赛马，还有一群牛，地里还种着小麦。过去的农场真不错，可现在你们的简姑婆没法儿打理它了。你们知道她整天卧床不起吗？”

“知道，爷爷跟我们说了。”

“那他有没有跟你们说过，简自己绝食，还不让我吃东西？”

“说了，太糟糕了！”维莉说。

老马来到一座褐色的旧房子前，在后门口停了下来。姐妹俩下了马车，麦琪打开后门，让她们进了厨房。
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“你们的简姑婆就在那边，”麦琪说，“把包放下吧！我去她的房间告诉她一声。”

“你的孙女们来了。”麦琪说。杰西和维莉看不见和麦琪说话的那个人。

姐妹俩轻轻地走进卧室，只见一个瘦小的女人半坐在一张又大又高的床上。她非常瘦，脸上没有一丝笑容——甚至连看到她们姐妹俩的时候都没有笑。

“你们就是詹姆斯·奥登的孙女吗？”她扯着嗓门问。

杰西大胆地走到床边说：“爷爷很担心您，简姑婆。”

“担心？呸！”瘦小的老太太吼道。可是，她还是忍不住喜欢上了杰西叫的那一声“简姑婆”。多少年了，从来没有人这么亲切地跟她说过话。

她抬起头问了一句：“那个女孩怎么了？不会说话吗？”

“会啊，”维莉微笑着回答，“只是我怕说多了您会厌烦呢！”

奥登小姐一句话也没有说，可是她忍不住想：“我怎么会厌烦这样温柔的声音呢？”

这时，麦琪开口道：“我把她们俩安排到大卧室，可以吗？”

“随便哪儿都行。”简姑婆说完，扭过头朝着墙躺下了。

麦琪走到门外，冲姐妹俩点点头，示意她俩也出来。

“见过这么粗鲁的人吗？”她问姐妹俩。

“没见过，”杰西说，“但我们觉得她很可怜。”

麦琪带着姐妹俩上了楼。

她们走进一个带有许多窗户的大房间，房里有一张又高又大的床。

“简姑婆到底怎么了？”维莉说，“她病得厉害吗？”

麦琪看了看维莉说：“其实我觉得她压根儿就没事。”

“可她为什么总是呆在床上呢？”

“她现在没力气起床，”麦琪回答道，“她没什么念想，也没想着好好生活，所以才不好好吃饭。”

“可我们得吃饭了。”杰西说。

“我也饿了。”维莉附和道。

“那么，我们下楼去厨房吧！”杰西说。

她们下楼时，麦琪温和地说：“你们姐妹俩就把这里当自己的家好了。”

来到厨房，麦琪朝窗户外瞅了瞅。她发现老马仍然站在后门口。

“天哪，我忘了拴马了！”麦琪突然喊道。话音未落，她就冲出门去，把姐妹俩留在了屋里。

这时，维莉扭头看了看简姑婆的房间——门关上了！

“瞧，杰西，”她轻声说，“肯定是简姑婆关的门。这么说，只要她愿意，她就能下床来活动。”


第四章　简姑婆的第一顿饭

Aunt Jane‘s First Meal

“咱们别等麦琪了，”杰西用一副小管家的口吻说道，“开始做晚饭吧！”

很快，维莉就忙活起来，她在碗里打上鸡蛋。杰西则在大平底锅里搁了些黄油，把锅放到炉子上。她们先把干面包片蘸了些鸡蛋和牛奶，接着杰西便开始在平底锅里煎面包片。

“天哪，好香啊！”麦琪一走进厨房就大声惊呼，“这是给她准备的吗？”

“不是，”杰西回答，“我打算给简姑婆做饮料。我们先吃饭好了！”

维莉找到一块漂亮的蓝布和一些小白花布置餐桌，又在桌子上摆了三个精美的蓝色盘子，在每个盘子上放了一副刀叉，盘子旁边放了一杯牛奶。

“准备好喽！”杰西笑着说，“快来，麦琪，坐下吃吧！希望今晚你能吃个饱饭。”

“这是两个星期以来我吃得最好的一次了，”麦琪说，“没想到你这么个小女孩居然还是料理高手！”

她们没听到卧室里传来任何声音。晚餐进行到最后，连麦琪也吃得撑不下去了。
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“现在该简姑婆用餐了。”维莉说着站了起来，打开午餐盒子，拿出一个橙子。

杰西把蛋液和橙汁搅和在一起，维莉说：“我看了都想喝呢！”

杰西轻轻敲了敲卧室的门。

“进来！”简姑婆发话了，“别站在那里傻敲门了。”

她的声音听起来很不耐烦，不过杰西觉得，她一定正躺在那里期待着什么。杰西把杯子放到桌子上，走到床边，弯下腰看着瘦小的姑婆。

“简姑婆，好喝的饮料来喽，”她说，“是维莉和我专门给您做的。”

杰西接着说：“我扶您起来坐着，这样舒服一些。”

出乎老太太的意料，杰西的胳膊很有力，她像抱小孩儿一样把自己抱了起来。然后，杰西拿起杯子，坐在床边。

“慢点儿喝，”她说，“就像班尼说的，‘别太猛’。”

“班尼是谁？”

“哦，班尼是——”杰西顿了顿，“我这个弟弟啊，三言两语很难说得完。”

这时，维莉进来了。她叠起那块蓝色桌布，动作熟练得仿佛她一直住在这里似的。

维莉说：“简姑婆，您肯定没见过像班尼这么有意思的小男孩。他是个乖孩子，总能把人逗乐。他很喜欢我们的小狗望望，总喜欢和它聊天。一旦出了什么事儿，班尼就会第一时间去找望望。”

杰西注意到，姑婆已经在喝蛋液橙汁了，而且喝的速度还不慢。她看上去饿极了。

“你们家里还有谁？”简姑婆问。

“还有亨利，”杰西说，“他是我们的哥哥，很聪明，很善良，也很会关心人。就算他不发威，班尼也非常听他的话。”

“如果他们兄弟俩也像你们一样，我倒挺愿意见见他们的。现在拿上杯子出去吧，我累了。”

杰西弯下腰，扶着瘦弱的姑婆顺着高高的枕头躺下。

“把麦琪叫进来。”简姑婆说。

姐妹俩轻轻走出去，叫来了麦琪。洗完餐具后，她们便在前屋等着麦琪。

不一会儿，麦琪一脸无奈地走了出来。“领教到她的厉害了吧？先是她要我进屋的，现在又不要了。我觉得今晚她算是消停了，你们赶紧去睡觉吧！”

“太好了！”杰西说，“你在哪儿睡？”

“就在挨着厨房的那间屋子，”麦琪说，“如果你们晚上需要什么，就下来告诉我。”

“谢谢你，麦琪，”杰西说，“我们会把这里当自己家的，放心吧！”

“多亏有你们，”她说，“有这么两个可人儿聊天，真让我开心。”

姐妹俩来到楼上的大卧室，爬上床，说了一会儿话。

“星星可真漂亮！”维莉说，“看起来离我们很近！”

“我从来没见过这么亮的星星，”杰西说，“是因为周围没有其他光芒的缘故吧！”

就在她们快要睡着时，杰西突然笑了起来：“维莉，你觉得那个年轻人会去哪儿呢？就是火车上见到的那个。”

“不知道，”维莉回答道，“他好像在空气里蒸发了一样。”

“真是个神秘的人！”杰西说。

说完，她们很快就进入了梦乡。


第五章　农场的一天

A Day At The Ranch

第二天早上，邻居山姆送牛奶的声音吵醒了姐妹俩。她俩听到麦琪在厨房里说：“嘘——山姆·威克斯！你会吵醒她们的！”

“我就是要吵醒她们。”山姆说，“我正想见见她俩呢！”他边说边吹起了口哨。

姐妹俩在屋里的大洗脸盆里一边洗脸，一边笑着。她们也想见见山姆，于是很快便穿戴好了。

她俩走进厨房，山姆打了声招呼：“听说你们是来看你们的简姑婆的。你们打算整个夏天都待在这里吗？”

“山姆！”麦琪叫道，“她们怎么会知道？”

“其实，我们也不清楚要待多久，”杰西说，“这就看简姑婆愿意让我们住多久了。”

“我有点儿担心你们，”山姆说，“怕你们会吃不饱肚子。麦琪饿极了还会到我们那儿去吃呢！”

“哦，”杰西一边往热水里打鸡蛋，一边回答，“我们可以自己去买食物呀，爷爷给了我一些钱。”

“但愿你们买来以后，简姑婆能让你们吃。”山姆说完便转身离开了。
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走到门口时，他停了下来，扭过头对麦琪说：“昨晚有个陌生人下了火车。”

“是的，我们知道！”姐妹俩大声说。

“对呀，你们应该知道。”山姆说。

“我们把他称为‘神秘人’。”杰西说。

“没错，他确实很神秘，”山姆说，“我注意到他，是因为那列快车上很少有人在这里下车。”

看到三个人在漂亮的餐桌旁坐了下来，山姆转过头快步走出了厨房。

杰西笑着把热牛奶倒在一片面包上。

“再放点儿盐，”她笑着说，“简姑婆的早饭就好了。”

她端着盘子走进简姑婆的卧室。

“食物比上次多了一些，是吗？”简姑婆问道。

“没错，”杰西说，“这是牛奶面包片，很好吃的！您先吃着，我来说说今天的安排——上午麦琪要带我们去商店买食物，到车站附近我们准备给爷爷发封电报，告诉他，我们过得很好。”

“这还叫好？呸！”简姑婆不屑道。

“的确很好啊，简姑婆，”杰西平静地说，“我们已经喜欢上这个农场了，它很美！”

“一直以来，我才是唯一真正喜欢农场的人。”姑婆说完便开始吃早饭了，杰西在旁边静静地看着。

“她看起来饿坏了，既然都这么饿了，为什么之前却不吃东西呢？”杰西暗想。

姑婆吃完后，杰西拿起空盘子，轻手轻脚地走出卧室。

走进厨房时，她看到麦琪正在后门套马车。出乎意料的是，维莉已经上了车。

“不锁房门吗？”她问道。

“不锁，我们从不锁门，没人会来这里！”麦琪吆喝道，“老伙计，走喽！”

那匹老马慢吞吞地出发了。在路上，姐妹俩拟好了给爷爷的电报。来到车站后，电报员汤姆·杨帮她们发了电报。

“每天一封电报，这个镇子开始热闹了！”他笑着说。

就在这时，他们听到了列车的汽笛声。“火车每天早上从另一个方向开过来，”麦琪说，“你们想看看车进站吗？”

她们看着火车驶进车站，可根本没有人在这里上下车。

“总是这样，”麦琪说，“这趟火车很快就不会在赛特维尔靠站了，不划算嘛！”

麦琪和姐妹俩来到商店。她们买了足够一星期吃的食物，装到了马车上。由于负重太多，在回去的路上，老马走得更慢了。

当她们回到农场时，发现简姑婆正在发脾气。

“哼！”她冲着麦琪喊道，“你赶着车到处跑，把我一个人丢在这里，万一有个好歹怎么办？”

“可是，简小姐，”麦琪说，“能有什么事呢？”

“我差点儿被人骗得卖掉了农场！这还不算什么事吗？”瘦小的老太太生气地回答。

“简小姐，您一定又在胡思乱想了。”麦琪说。

“胡思乱想？好，你们看这个。”她从枕头下面拽出一张纸来。麦琪和姐妹俩凑到床边，看到了上面的内容。那是一份出价文书，有人要出一万块钱买这个农场。

“看到了吧？”简姑婆说，“竟然想拿一万块钱买我的农场！我已经和那三个人说过了，多少钱我也不卖，我另有打算。”

“亲爱的简姑婆，”维莉轻轻地说，“您是说有三个人进了您的屋子？”

“是的！”简姑婆回答道，“不过别担心，乖孩子，我能对付得了他们。”

说完她又靠着枕头躺下了。

“出去吧！今天好一番折腾，我累了。”

麦琪和姐妹俩下了楼，走进厨房。

“我还以为她巴不得处理掉这个地方呢，多少钱都会卖。”麦琪说。

“我倒觉得幸亏她没卖掉农场，”维莉说，“这个农场多漂亮啊！真想知道她打算怎么处理。”


第六章　金色烟囱

Golden Chimney

“今天我们可要吃一顿美味大餐啦！”杰西笑着说，“只要我不给太多，简姑婆应该会乐意吃光光的。”

“那可不一定，”麦琪说，“两年了，她从来没有好好吃过一顿饭。”

杰西说得没错。看到简姑婆的空盘子时，麦琪惊讶万分。

“真有你们的！”麦琪说，“我从来没见她吃过这么多。”

盘子洗干净以后，杰西轻轻地推开了姑婆的房门。

和上次一样，简姑婆还是躺在床上，似乎在期待着什么。

她问道：“你来干吗？”

杰西轻声回答：“维莉和我想问问您，我们能不能在房子里四处转转。”

“你们随便看吧，”姑婆说，“据我所知，这房子没什么秘密。”

“真的没有秘密吗？”杰西笑道。

“没有，”姑婆说道，“虽然没什么秘密，可这房子也挺特别的。你应该能看得出来，房子是分好几次一点一点盖起来的，由四个部分组成。”

杰西正要出门，姑婆叫住了她：“你们一定得去看看房子另一边的大烟囱。那是最漂亮的部分，是用我们自己山上的石头砌成的。”
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“我们会的。”杰西说。

姐妹俩微笑着对视了一眼，走到了前屋。

“四处转悠一下吧！”杰西说。

维莉笑了起来：“真不知道我们为什么总是喜欢探索旧房子。”

姐妹俩走进前厅，穿过房间，居然在另一边又看到了一个一模一样的前厅。

“房子的这边和另一边完全一样，”杰西说，“瞧！这是厨房，小卧室，两间前屋，还有个侧门。”

“这就是烟囱和壁炉，”维莉说，“真好看！”

“石头又滑又亮！”杰西大声说，“瞧那些黄色的斑点，会不会是金子？”

“比金子还要明亮呢！”维莉说，“那些黑色的斑点也很漂亮。”

来到楼上后，她们发现了八个卧室。

“要是贴上壁纸，刷上漆，这里该有多棒啊！”杰西激动地说。

维莉推开一扇小房间的门，小房间就在简姑婆卧室的正上方。

“哇，好漂亮的房间！”她轻声惊呼，“快来看！”

这是整座房子里最漂亮的一间小房。旧壁纸是淡淡的玫瑰色，窗户上挂着精致的白色窗帘。床虽然不大，但是和她俩卧室里的床一样高，还挂着窗纱一样的白色床帐。

“不知道是谁布置了这个房间，”维莉说，“要是贴上紫色壁纸，就更好看了！我真想住在这里。”

“维莉，这房间很像你的风格呢！”杰西感慨道。

姐妹俩结束了老房子的探索，回到了楼下。

刚回到厨房，她俩便听到简姑婆正在呼唤麦琪。维莉也跟了进去，想看看姑婆究竟需要什么。

“你们看到烟囱了吗？”姑婆问。

“看到了，”维莉说，“烟囱真漂亮！”

“砌烟囱的石头都是从我们自己山上采的，”简姑婆说，“我们本来以为山上全是金子，其实根本不是。”

“黄色和黑色的斑点显得烟囱更漂亮呢！”维莉说。

“没错，要不然我父亲怎么会拿这些石头砌烟囱呢？”姑婆说，“而且他还说过，这个烟囱对他来说，就是一个活生生的教训。每次一看到烟囱，他就会认识到天上没有掉馅饼的好事儿。这样一来，即使找不到金子，他也不会感到失望！”

“这房子真的好漂亮，”维莉说，“好看的东西实在太多了。简姑婆，您能不能告诉我，是谁布置了正上方的小卧室？”

简姑婆沉默了好一会儿，维莉以为她不会回答了，就在这时，她突然开口道：“那是我以前的房间。”她的眼里泛起了泪花。


第七章　兄弟俩来到农场

The Boys Come

两天后，麦琪终于说出了自己的真实想法：每天能美美地吃上三顿饭，让她好过多了，而顶顶开心的是，还有人陪着她说话。

麦琪和姐妹俩坐在后门的台阶上，享受着清凉的晚风。晚餐用的盘子都洗好了。农场上空已经有了稀疏的星星。

“也许我不该过问，”麦琪开口道，“但是我很想知道，你爷爷打算怎么安排你们的姑婆呢？她需要一直有人照料，可是你们俩也不可能整个夏天都呆在这里啊！”

“也许可以，”维莉轻轻地说，“我们喜欢这里，而且我觉得简姑婆现在已经接受我俩了。”

“什么都好——除了一件事以外。”杰西说。

“嗯，我知道是什么，”维莉说，“我们都想亨利和班尼了。”

维莉看起来有些伤感。

“说不定简姑婆也能让他俩来，”杰西说，“那样就完美了。”说完她看了看妹妹。

“明天我们问问她吧！”维莉说。

于是，姐妹俩上楼睡觉去了。

第二天早上，杰西做了一份可口的早餐，端到姑婆的房间。趁小老太太开始吃饭的工夫，杰西在她床边坐了下来。

“简姑婆，我们想亨利和班尼了，”杰西说，“您能不能让他们过来住几天？我敢保证，只要您答应，爷爷肯定会让他俩来的。”

“好吧，”姑婆说，“我答应。”

说完，小老太太抬起头来。

“但是，你们要记着，我可不想见詹姆斯！”她说。

“如果您试着了解他的话，就会发现爷爷人挺好的。”杰西说。

简姑婆笑了笑，“别忘了，我认识你爷爷可比你们早多了。如果那两个男孩跟他一样的话，就让他们滚回去！”

听到姑婆这么说，虽然杰西有些难过，可是她并没有还嘴。她这样做倒是很正确，因为简姑婆已经开始喜欢上她们姐妹俩了。

这时简姑婆心里琢磨着，说什么才能让杰西开心起来呢？

“让班尼把他的小狗也带过来。”她终于想到了这个主意。

杰西的脸上顿时露出了灿烂的笑容。但她没有解释望望其实不是班尼的狗，而是她的狗。

她只是说：“哇，太好了！望望肯定会喜欢这里的，我们保证不让它进您的房间。”

“这倒没关系，”简姑婆说，“要是小狗乖，我倒希望它在我的屋子里待着。”

“望望是只好狗狗，”杰西说，“它还救过我们的命呢！”

姐妹俩赶到车站发了电报。第二天，她们就收到了班尼的回电。他在电文里说：

亨利和我将坐你们上次搭的那趟车。带了望望。给你们带了衣服。向简姑婆问好。班尼。
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兄弟俩来到农场以后，四个孩子聚在厨房里，开心极了！

“你快带他俩去见简姑婆吧，”杰西拉着望望的链子对维莉说，“我在这儿看着望望。”

兄弟俩跟着维莉进了卧室。简姑婆靠着枕头，坐得笔直，她那双蓝眼睛炯炯有神。

“简姑婆，您好！”班尼朝床边走了过去，“我是班尼。您真是个可爱的小姑娘！”

简姑婆惊诧得差点笑出声来。

“那么，你就是亨利，对吗？”她说。

“没错。您生病了，我们都很难过。”亨利说。面对这个古怪的老太太，他实在不知道该说什么。

“谁说我生病了？”简姑婆说，“还好，你们一点儿也不像你爷爷。”

“嗯，是不太像。”亨利附和道。

“没事儿，别担心，”简姑婆解释道，“你们跟他不一样我才高兴呢！她们说的那只狗狗呢？”

“杰西，把望望带进来！”亨利喊了一声。

大家都在期待小狗狗的举动。只见它走到床边，看着小老太太，接着坐在地上，伸出了爪子。

“它想握手呢！”班尼高兴地喊道，“跟它握握手吧，简姑婆，要不然它会伤心的！”

孩子们原以为姑婆会生气。可是他们万万没有想到，她竟然坐起来跟小狗握了握手。

“乖狗狗。”她说着又躺了下来。

望望回头看了看杰西，咧开了嘴巴。

“看，简姑婆，它在笑呢！”班尼高兴地大喊，“它喜欢您！”

“不错不错！”简姑婆说，“至少有小狗喜欢我。你们可以去吃饭了。出去的时候把门关上。这么一折腾，我可累了。”

孩子们回到厨房，坐在餐桌边，聊起了天。

“想不到简姑婆是这个样子吧？”杰西问班尼和亨利。

“她的确有些怪，”亨利说，“可是我喜欢她。”

杰西说：“猜猜我在想什么。要治好简姑婆，咱们几个谁最有戏？”

三个孩子异口同声地说：“望望！”


第八章　简姑婆的护理员

Aunt Jane’s Nurse

第二天，简姑婆的心情又变差了。亨利和班尼本来打算开心地在农场四处转转，结果却见识了姑婆的坏脾气。

“来，简！”杰西和维莉听到麦琪说，“我来给你洗洗脸和手吧！”

“不！”屋里传来一声尖厉的回应。望望看着姑婆的房门，竖起了一只耳朵。

“真拿你没办法，”麦琪喊道，“早饭不吃，不让洗漱，不让整理床，你想让我怎么样——要不要打开窗户？”

“不要！屋里已经很冷了。”小老太太说。

“你刚才还说太热呢！”

“没错，可那是刚才！”

“哦，天哪。”麦琪无奈地说。

姐妹俩面面相觑，望望站起来，看了看门口。维莉把最后一摞碟子放到橱柜里。突然，麦琪从卧室里冲出来，关上门，差点儿哭出声来。

“孩子们，我今天没有一点儿办法了。你们来之前，她一直都是这个样子。我还以为她现在变好了呢！”

“不知道我进去了她会怎么说，”维莉说，“我去试试吧！”

“你真的要进去吗？”杰西问，“说不定她今天对谁都会发脾气的。”

“就算真是这样也没关系，杰西，”维莉答道，“我不会太受伤的。”

“如果她说话刻薄，你当然会受伤害！”杰西大声说，“我也会很难过的。”

“可我还是想去试试，”维莉说，“把肥皂给我吧！”

维莉轻轻地敲了敲简姑婆卧室的门。

“简姑婆，我是维莉。我能进来吗？”

“行，进来吧。”姑婆答道。

维莉轻手轻脚地走进房间，把几张报纸铺到简姑婆床边的椅子上。她把洗脸盆放到报纸上，将热水倒进盆里。

“今天真热，”维莉愉快地说，“我觉得用热水洗洗能让您凉爽一点儿，是吧？”
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“也许吧！”简姑婆看了看漂亮的小女孩。

“我以前总生病，”维莉接着说，“照看过我的护士说的。”

维莉抬起姑婆瘦小的手，用温暖的肥皂水轻轻地洗着。洗完后，她用软毛巾把姑婆的手擦干。

“家里只要有人生病，都是我照顾的。”维莉说，“将来我还想当护士呢。”

维莉又洗了另一只手，然后把简姑婆的头发挽起来，给她洗了脸。

维莉正在给姑婆擦脸时，望望摇着尾巴，慢慢地走了进来。简姑婆看见了它。

“今天我可不想跟你玩，”姑婆说，“快回厨房去！”

望望一声不吭，正要往厨房走。这时，它转身看了看维莉。

维莉说：“望望，你真乖，我喜欢你！可是，简姑婆要你回厨房去。”

望望可怜兮兮地看了她俩一眼，伤心地走了，这次没有摇尾巴。

“算了，”简姑婆大声说，“回来吧，你可以留在这里！我还没见过像你这么通人性的小狗呢。想来就来吧！”

望望高兴地跑过去，把爪子伸到白色的床单上。

“不要！”维莉喊道。

“没关系，来吧！”简姑婆说。

“我们从来没让望望上过床。”维莉轻声说道。

“我喜欢让小狗在床上玩。”简姑婆说。

望望看了一眼姑婆，又看了一眼维莉。

“上来吧！”简姑婆说。

望望用力一跳，跃上了床。它趴在姑婆的身边，把脑袋贴在前爪上，好像不确定自己做得对不对，便一直瞅着维莉。

维莉则看着姑婆，发现她正在冲望望微笑。维莉现在确信，望望做得对极了。


第九章　黄色石头

The Yellow Stones

四个孩子现在又聚齐了，整天都很开心。简姑婆似乎也一天天地好了起来。

一天早上，杰西听到姑婆在叫她。

“我想见见你们大家，”简姑婆告诉杰西，“趁我还不累，把他们几个都叫来吧！”

几分钟后，四个孩子都坐到了姑婆的房间里。望望趴在杰西的脚下，脑袋贴着爪子。它一动不动，只有眼睛滴溜溜地转。

“现在我要你们给我听好了，”简姑婆挨个儿看着孩子们，郑重其事地说，“我要宣布一件大事。”

孩子们从来没有这么安静过。他们老老实实地坐在那里，等着她继续说。

“我要把农场送给你们四个。别，先别说话！我只有你们四个亲人，而且你们都是好孩子，对我也不错。”

孩子们惊讶得一句话也说不出来。

“我知道你们还小，没法独自打理农场，”她说，“所以我会让山姆·威克斯来帮忙，他会替你们管理好农场。庞德先生是我的经纪人，他说这样处理没问题。好了，现在你们有什么话要说吗？”

亨利第一个开口道：“这也太意外了，我们都不知道说什么好呢！简姑婆，这实在是太好了！”

望望走到床边，坐下来，伸出爪子。简姑婆握住它的爪子说：“看得出来，你也觉得这主意不错。如果望望觉得可以，我就相信一定错不了。”

她拍了拍望望，继续说道：“从现在起，农场就是你们的了。只要庞德先生把文件带过来，我在上面签字就行了。我要把农场转给真正喜欢它的人，才不会卖给那三个怪人呐！”

四个孩子轻轻对姑婆道了谢，离开了卧室。

“关于这件事，我唯一不满意的地方就是爷爷。”班尼一下子躺倒在草地上。

“你说得不对，小家伙，”亨利说，“我知道你是什么意思——简姑婆把爷爷撇在外面了。”

“我相信总有一天简姑婆会喜欢爷爷的，”维莉说，“爷爷也会喜欢简姑婆。”

“但愿如此。”杰西说。

他们坐在草地上，看着自己的农场。一条小路从后门通到风车旁边，延伸到马厩，再一直通向公路。他们能看到远处的树林和山脉。从他们坐的地方望去，还能看到长长的鸡舍。

“简姑婆说的那三个怪人会是谁呢？”亨利问道。

“那三个人是趁我们去买东西的时候来的，”维莉说，“他们想让姑婆把农场卖给他们。”

“姑婆肯定很需要钱，”亨利说，“可她并没有卖掉农场，而是转给了我们，不知道会不会后悔。”

班尼若有所思地说：“我觉得咱们应该四处转转，既然是咱们的农场，就得赶紧熟悉一下地形。”

杰西说：“对，今天就行动吧！不过要先问问简姑婆，我们该从哪儿熟悉起。”

孩子们向简姑婆请教时，这位坏脾气的老太太心里高兴极了，这么多年来，还从没人跟她请教过问题呢。

“首先你们要记住，千万别迷路。往前走，经过鸡舍，就能看到一片小树林。穿过小树林，有一块开阔的田地，旁边有条小溪，沿着小溪你们就能找回来。”
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班尼说：“我们要带上午饭吗，姑婆？”

“那当然。”简姑婆尽力掩饰着自己的笑容。

顶着火辣辣的太阳，孩子们走过鸡舍，来到了清凉的树林里。

“这地方真漂亮。”亨利说。

“顶适合吃午饭呐！”班尼说。

哥哥姐姐都被他逗乐了，不过大家也确实饿了。他们挑了个幽静凉爽的地方坐了下来。杰西正要吃最后一块三明治，突然停住了。

“亨利，你看！”她指着不远处的小茅屋低声说，“那里有间小茅屋。”

亨利迅速站了起来。“门开着，”他说，“屋里好像是空的。”

孩子们慢慢地靠近茅屋。屋里什么也没有，可屋前却有个石头砌成的炉灶，只是被灌木遮掩住了。亨利伸手摸了摸石头，望望闻了一下，摇了摇尾巴。

“咱们得赶紧离开！”亨利说，“有人刚刚在这里生过火，就在不久之前。”

孩子们加快了脚步。很快，他们就走到了一片开阔的空地上，那里到处是大大小小的石块。

“连草都没有，这地方一点也不好！”班尼咕哝道。

“可我觉得这里很美啊！”维莉说，“瞧那些岩石上黄黑相间的条纹。”

“连小石子也是黄色的。”杰西捡起一把小石子，将其中的一块扔到地上，小石子顿时摔成了粉末。

“它好像是由黄沙构成的呢！”亨利说，“多奇怪的石头！”


第十章　一份大礼物

A Big Present

第二天早上，山姆来送牛奶时，惊讶地发现四个孩子都坐在后门的台阶上，正等候着他。

“嗨，早起的小鸟儿们，起这么早干吗？”他问道。

“我们想见你了！”亨利说。

“我这不是来了嘛，可是我有什么好看的？”山姆笑道。

“好看，山姆，我觉得你顶好看呢！”班尼说，“而且我们有话想跟你讲。”

“等我喂完鸡再坐下来跟你们聊。”

孩子们跟着山姆来到鸡舍，看着他干活。

“我们想看看你是怎么工作的，”杰西说，“教教我们吧！”

山姆开心地教他们怎么喂鸡，怎么给鸡饮水，怎么拾鸡蛋。

过了一会儿，他们在马厩大门口的箱子上坐了下来。

亨利说：“简姑婆说她要把这个农场送给我们。”

“把农场给你们？”山姆喊道，他实在不敢相信自己的耳朵，“你们太小了，根本没法管理农场啊！”

“庞德先生说了，只要你给我们当经理，就没问题。”班尼说。

“庞德先生？”山姆问，“他来过了吗？”

“没有，但是他给简姑婆写信了，”亨利说，“姑婆说，庞德先生很精通这些事。”
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“他当然精通，可我还是没法相信。”

山姆摇了摇头，继续说：“农场给谁都没什么关系，我倒乐意有机会修理修理这个老农场！如果有钱的话，我可以帮你们把鸡蛋生意做大。”

山姆顿了顿，又摇了摇头：“可我还是没法相信这一切是真的。”

“山姆，你一定要相信呢！”亨利说，“简姑婆说了，这个农场现在就是我们的了，她只需要在文件上签字就行了。”

山姆摘了片草叶子，放到嘴里嚼了嚼，这个奇怪的消息让他有点不安。

“除了卖鸡蛋以外，你还有什么打算？”杰西问道。

“哦，我还打算种小麦。这个农场里的500公顷地都能种小麦。”

“农场有多大？”亨利问。

“从这里一直到山上，所有的地都是你们姑婆的。”

“我们来看简姑婆的时候，压根没想到会发生这样的事。”杰西说。

孩子们和山姆坐在地上，眺望着农场。不久以后，这里的一切都将属于他们。

“还有一件怪事儿！”山姆说，“我见到了你们说的那个神秘人！”

“哦，他在哪儿？”杰西问。

“还在镇上，但是谁也不知道他为什么来这儿。我们赛特维尔镇从没来过什么陌生人，大家都在猜他来这里的目的。”

“你们赛特维尔镇没有警察吗？”亨利问，“我觉得应该留意一下他。”

“不，亨利，”杰西赶紧说，“你要是见过他，就不会这么想了。”

“镇子上从来没有警察，”山姆说，“这儿不需要警察。不过在附近的石溪镇倒是有个巡警，叫贝茨。”

“快看，那是什么？”班尼大喊，“是辆汽车！”

“是庞德先生，我敢肯定！”山姆说，“看来你们说的事儿是真的。”

“庞德先生起得真早！”杰西笑着说，“我们还没吃早饭呢！”

望望站了起来，静静地看着陌生人，轻轻摇了摇尾巴。

“山姆，早上好！”庞德先生打了声招呼，慢慢朝马厩走来。

望望并没有叫，而是慢慢迎向陌生人，尾巴摇得更厉害了。

“你好！你叫什么名字？”庞德先生问望望，“你乖吗？”

班尼说：“它叫望望，很乖的，只有见到陌生人时它才会叫。”

“可你没冲我叫啊，乖狗狗。”庞德先生说着拍了拍望望，又笑着看了看孩子们。

“是你们的姑婆请我过来的，”他说，“我们进屋把事情办了吧！山姆，你也进来。这事简小姐已经决定了，她不喜欢耽搁。”

亨利说：“庞德先生，您能不能等一会儿？见简姑婆之前，我们想跟您谈谈。”

庞德先生问道：“你就是亨利吧？”

“是的，我就是亨利。我们很乐意拥有农场，但这是简姑婆仅有的财产，我们不想拿走。您明白我的意思吗？”

“这好办，”庞德先生点了点头，“我能轻松解决。我可以在文件里加上一条，就说你们从农场获得的钱将用于给你们的姑婆养老。是这个意思吗？”

“这么写会让我们更心安一些，”杰西说，“虽说我们本来就准备照顾姑婆一辈子，但写在文件里会更好。”

他们来到房子门口，麦琪正在那里等着他们。

“庞德先生，见到您真高兴呐！”她打了个招呼，“简一旦决定做什么事，一刻也不能等。她一直在问，您怎么还没到。”

“不会再等多久了，”庞德先生和蔼地笑道，“文件都带来了，我再按照亨利的要求加上一条。”

正如庞德先生所说，没费多少工夫——简姑婆先签了字，接着是四个孩子，最后山姆和庞德先生也签了字。

十分钟之后，农场就变成奥登家四个孩子的了，山姆·威克斯则变成了经理。

“真有意思！”班尼说，“咱们只是签了个字而已，能顶什么用呢？”

庞德先生笑着说：“这意味着，你们几个孩子拥有了1280公顷的土地，以及一座庄园。”

“还有一间被人住过的小茅屋。”班尼说。

“什么？怎么回事？”简姑婆惊讶地问道，“我竟然不知道我的土地上还有小茅屋。”

“我们本来不想让您担心，”亨利说，“但我们确实在树林里发现了一间小茅屋，而且似乎还有人在那里生过火。”

“可是我们没见到住客。”杰西说。

庞德先生的脸变得严肃起来，随即他又笑了笑：“我觉得应该没事，你们吃早饭吧，让我跟山姆谈谈。”

两个大人出去了。杰西吃着早餐，看见他们俩站在汽车边谈了好久。如果她能听到他俩谈话的内容，肯定会很吃惊，也会很激动，因为他俩根本没在谈农场的事情，而是在谈列车上的神秘人，还有树林中的小茅屋。

杰西做好了早餐，用托盘端到姑婆的房间里。这天早上，杰西并没有刻意劝姑婆吃饭，只是把早餐盘子放到她面前。姑婆吃了火腿、面包和鸡蛋，一句坏脾气的话都没有讲。

“简姑婆，”杰西说，“您把农场交给我们，一定不会后悔的。我们喜欢这个农场，会好好打理它；我们也会爱您，照顾您一辈子的——就算是回家以后也会。”

简姑婆叹了口气，要知道之前谁都不愿意照看她。她看上去开心极了。

“现在我感觉踏实了，”姑婆说，“我就知道农场会由真正喜欢它的人来守护。”


第十一章　奇怪的买家出价

A Strange Offer

晚上，亨利辗转反侧，一直在想着那几个妄图买下简姑婆农场的人。他决定和杰西单独谈谈。

可是，班尼一直不让他们消停。这不，他又缠着哥哥姐姐要去马厩看马了。

“这可是咱们的马，”班尼说，“我们得熟悉一下咱家的马儿。”

维莉一打开后门，望望就跑了出来，开始大叫。

“想叫就叫吧，乖望望，”班尼喊着，“反正没人听见，我也要开始叫喽！”

吼了几嗓子以后，班尼朝马厩走去，其他三个孩子则跟在后面。望望在马厩周围跑来跑去地找老鼠。那匹黑色的老马静静地看着他们。

“我们的马叫什么？”班尼问。

“麦琪说马没有名字，”杰西说，“她平时只是说‘出发了，老伙计’！”

“老伙计不是什么好名字，”班尼说，“我们就叫它‘雪球’吧！”

大家都笑了，这匹又老又瘦的马可是全身黑黢黢的啊！不过自此之后，它算是得了个正规的名儿——雪球。

“望望，快来！”班尼说，“我们上楼去瞧瞧干草堆，说不定你能抓到老鼠呢！”

维莉跟着班尼走了，这终于让亨利有了机会。他朝杰西使了个眼色，杰西立刻跟了过去。

“事情是这样的，杰西，”亨利小声说，“我不想让陌生人去打扰简姑婆。”

“我也是这么想的。”杰西轻声回答，“那几个人跟姑婆说农场贫瘠得很，除了几只鸡和旧房子外一无所有。”

“怪就怪在这里，”亨利喊道，“既然农场这不好那不好，那他们为什么要买下来呢？我一定要弄清楚整件事。”

“要不告诉山姆吧！”杰西建议道。

“不仅要告诉山姆，”亨利说，“还要让山姆将这件事儿告诉庞德先生。庞德先生好像什么都懂呢！”

将所有的疑惑向山姆倾吐之后，亨利和杰西感觉轻松多了。他们高兴地看着山姆朝庞德先生家走去。

很快，庞德先生就开车过来了。山姆也在车上，两人的表情都异常严肃。

“山姆和我准备去看看树林里的小茅屋，”庞德先生说，“你们能给我们带路吗？”

“当然，”亨利说，“我们知道位置。”

“咱们一起去吧！”班尼大声喊道。

杰西走到前屋，跟麦琪交代了一声。

“别告诉简姑婆我们要去茅屋那里，不然她会担心的，就说咱们去散步了。我们会准时回来吃饭的。”

其他人已经走到了鸡舍那儿，杰西紧追几步，赶了上去。大家的目标非常明确，因此加快了脚步，很快便来到了茅屋附近。

“别出声，”山姆轻声说，“先看看里面有没有人。”

孩子们在树林里坐了下来。

“有什么变化吗？”庞德先生低声问。

“有，”亨利说，“炉子那边有些柴禾，上次没有。”

他们静静地坐了好一会儿，却什么都没听到，也没有什么新发现。

“算了，”庞德先生说，“就算我们在这里守一整天，也可能一无所获，还是走近看看吧！”

大家走进茅屋，山姆伸手摸了摸炉灶的石头。

“还热着呢！”他说。

他们都摸了摸石头，果然是热的，看来火没熄多久。

“这么说的确有人住在这里。”庞德先生忧心忡忡地说。

“是你说的那个神秘人吗？”班尼问道。

“绝对不是！”杰西说，“他人很好，不会偷偷住在别人的小屋里的。”

他们走出树林，来到一片遍布石块的土地上。

“这些岩石真有趣！”维莉说，“我从来没见过这种黄色的岩石，快看上面那些黑色的条纹！”

“就像老虎一样。”班尼说。

亨利又看了一眼岩石，似乎陷入了沉思。

“这些岩石让我想起了什么……”他自言自语道，“呃，黄色的岩石，黑色的条纹……我肯定在哪里见过这样的东西……”

“庞德先生，您知道这些黄色的石头叫什么吗？”维莉说着，捡起一块石头递给他。

“对石头我不太懂！”庞德先生说，“只知道这种黄色的石头能被研磨成细细的粉末，很久以前，印第安人就是用这种粉末创作沙画的。”

“沙画？”班尼说，“我从来没有听说过沙画呢！”

“它们有趣得很，”庞德先生说，“也非常美丽。印第安人会将五颜六色的沙子——蓝色的、绿色的、红色的、黄色的、黑色的和褐色的——在平坦的地方作画，给相应的地方着色。比如，他们会这样画圆圆的太阳。”

庞德先生很快就在地上画了一个橙色的太阳，让班尼知道沙画是怎么创作出来的。

“我们农场的土地上有这种沙画吗？”班尼满心期待地问。

“没有，”庞德先生笑着说，“这里已经很多年没有印第安人住了。”

“比起陌生人，我倒宁愿让印第安人住在茅屋里呢！”杰西说。

“说得没错！”庞德先生说，“不过别担心。我们明天就去石溪镇，把这些告诉巡警贝茨先生。”

庞德先生瞟了一眼亨利。亨利明白，庞德先生要告诉巡警的事情远不止这些。


第十二章　又见神秘人

The Mystery Man

第二天一早，庞德先生早早过来接孩子们去石溪镇。四个孩子上了庞德先生的车，准备去见巡警贝茨先生。

一路上，庞德先生都很沉默。他有点担心几个孩子，尽管认识的时间并不算长，但他喜欢他们。他也有点儿担心简·奥登。他认识简好多年了，知道简的脾气暴躁，很难相处，但同时也非常同情她。他不想让简和孩子们因为这三个陌生人而担惊受怕。

车开到石溪镇的镇公所，庞德先生停下了车。

“快进来吧，”贝茨先生招呼着他们，“很高兴你们能来，平时可没这么多人陪我。”

“你好，贝茨，”庞德先生说，“这是奥登家的四个孩子。”

“我猜到了。”贝茨先生带着几位客人走进一间小屋，关上了门。

大家都坐了下来。

“快说说，你们带来了什么消息？”贝茨先生问道。

庞德先生说：“我们是来报警的。奥登家的树林里不怎么太平，好像有人藏在茅屋里。”

贝茨先生似乎并不怎么惊讶，只是等着庞德先生继续往下说。

“除此之外，”庞德先生说，“还有三个陌生人很想说服简·奥登小姐卖掉农场，说农场贫瘠得很……哎，我说贝茨，你这样子怎么像知道的比我还多？对这一切，你究竟是怎么想的？”

贝茨先生微笑着坐了下来。“也许你们不需要担心那些陌生人了，”他说，“应该不会再有人在那里住了，至于到底是怎么回事，还是让卡特先生来告诉你们吧！”

“卡特先生？他是谁？”班尼问。

“他是个贵客！”贝茨先生仍然满脸笑容，“啊，他来了！”

一辆车停在庞德先生的车旁边，从车上走下一个帅气的年轻人。他的个子很高，长着柔软的棕色头发。他一进门，杰西和维莉便瞪大眼睛，张大了嘴，面面相觑。

杰西惊讶得快说不出话来。“哦，维莉，”她小声说，“是我们的神秘人！”

“很让你们意外吧？”卡特先生笑着问。

“当然喽！”班尼说，“我们还以为你是坏人呢！反正亨利是这么想的。”

“班尼！”亨利的脸红了，“卡特先生，我并不是真这样想。我只是觉得警察应该……我的意思是……哦，您是个陌生人，所以……”

“没关系，亨利，”神秘人微笑着说，“你那么想是对的。”

“可是，既然你不是坏人，那你是谁？”班尼问。

“我一直在替你们干活，只是你们几个不知道而已。”

“替我们干活儿？”班尼问，“你不像是农场雇工啊！”

“打工的方式有很多种，”卡特先生回答道，“其中一种就是开发铀矿。”

“铀矿？”杰西情不自禁地叫出声来。

“对，”卡特先生说，“寻找铀矿就是我的工作。就在你们农场的一块地里，我发现了铀矿。”

“你的意思是，印第安人画画用的粉末就是铀粉？”维莉问。

“没错！”卡特先生回答道。大家目瞪口呆。

“可是，你怎么知道来这儿找铀矿呢？”维莉又问，“还有，那三个坏人是谁？”
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卡特先生慢慢地说：“我是绿野镇奥登先生的手下，你们可能听说过他。”

“是爷爷！”孩子们齐声惊呼。

“是的，奥登先生派我来为他找铀矿，这个地方的铀矿很多。可到了你们的农场后，我发现已经有人来过了。”

“一定是那三个人！”亨利肯定地说。

“没错，他们也在找铀矿，但他们不是好人。他们每发现一个有铀矿的地方，就想方设法用低价购买，还对土地的主人隐瞒铀矿的事儿。”

“他们也想这样骗我们！”维莉说。

“没错！”卡特继续说，“贝茨先生和我已经把他们抓住了，你们不用再担心被骚扰了。”

“他们就是住在农场茅屋里的人吗？”杰西问。

“是的，不过我一直在监视他们，这样他们就没有机会伤害到你们了。”卡特先生说。

亨利慢慢地说：“这就是说，农场值很大一笔钱，对吗？”

“那当然。”卡特先生说。

“我要去告诉简姑婆！”班尼嚷着。

“我们能告诉别人吗？”亨利问。

“没问题，”卡特先生说，“这已经不是什么秘密了。恐怕你们的农场很快就要热闹起来了。用不了多久，你们这里就会有大批不速之客来造访了，说不定还有人想从你们的铀矿偷矿石呢！”进门之后他第一次露出了担忧的神色。

“我们该怎么办？”杰西问，“简姑婆好不容易好些了，再让她操心就太说不过去了！”

“您能帮帮他们吗，庞德先生？”卡特先生问。

“我可能帮不上什么忙，”庞德先生说，“对我来说，解决这个问题难度大了点。我觉得孩子们需要一个更聪明的人来帮忙，而这个人有足够的钱来开矿。”

亨利说：“我知道这个人是谁！”

四个孩子异口同声地喊道：“爷爷！”


第十三章　雷厉风行

Fast Work

卡特先生说：“我觉得你们的爷爷肯定乐意帮你们。我会去绿野镇，告诉他整件事情的经过的。”

他看了看表，迅速起身，“再见，孩子们，祝你们好运！”

很快，他就消失不见了。

班尼说：“神秘人总是来无影去无踪，对不对？”

“现在棘手的事情是，”亨利说，“简姑婆不让爷爷踏进她的农场。如果爷爷来帮我们的话，她很有可能会生气呢！”

“哦，说不定她会非常高兴！”庞德先生笑着说，“她应该感激你爷爷能来才对啊！你们想，她肯定不乐意让外人随意践踏她的农场。”

回去的路上，孩子们一言不发，大家都在想怎么跟姑婆开口说这件事。

“别担心了，”维莉说，“船到桥头自然直。”

然而，接下来的情形，就连维莉也没想到。

望望正在门口等他们，摇头摆尾地叫唤着。麦琪在厨房里微笑着，简姑婆也在前屋朝他们笑呢！她坐在长椅子上，穿戴得整整齐齐。孩子们从来没见过她如此齐整的样子。

“简姑婆！”维莉大声喊道，“太好了，您终于下床了，还穿好了衣服！还有比这更让人高兴的事吗？”她弯下腰，吻了吻姑婆。

这突来之吻让简姑婆有点手足无措，也很喜出望外。

“我去把厨房的餐桌搬出来。”亨利说。

“为什么不在这张桌子上吃饭呢？”

“这可是您最好的桌子啊！”杰西说。

“别忘了，这也是你们的桌子！”简姑婆说，“我随你们。”

于是，一家人开开心心地坐在桌旁吃起了晚餐。

“现在可以告诉我石溪镇的事了吧！”简姑婆说。

孩子们七嘴八舌，把整件事一五一十地告诉了姑婆。他们告诉姑婆，神秘人其实是个好人。至于那三个坏蛋，为了不吓着姑婆，他们省略了很多细节。

“反正，他们已经被抓住了，”班尼说，“再没法捣乱啦！”

等所有问题都解决后，就只剩下一件棘手的事情——爷爷。

“还会有更多陌生人来这里呢！”班尼说，“卡特先生说，这儿很快就会鸡犬不宁了，有很多人要来看铀矿，说不定还有人想偷矿石呢！”
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简姑婆点了点头：“他认为我们该怎么做？”

“他说，我们没法自己照看农场，”亨利说，“我们必须找个本事很大，又有钱的人来开发铀矿。”

简姑婆慢慢地说：“我知道有个人可以，那就是我的弟弟詹姆斯。”

孩子们静默了一会儿，杰西忍不住开口道：“对，我们说的就是他，简姑婆！”

“可我担心他不愿意呢，”简姑婆说，“毕竟我曾经那样对待过他。”

“我保证爷爷肯定会愿意的。”杰西赶紧安慰道。

“但愿如此，”姑婆说，“我可不想让几百号人整天在我的农场上跑来跑去——不，是你们的农场。我这就给你们的爷爷发一封夜间电报。”

“等您写好了电报，”亨利说，“我就送到汤姆·杨那里，让他今晚就发出去。”

“你们很喜欢你们的爷爷，是吗？”瘦小的姑婆露出一副不屑的表情。

“我们也很喜欢您。”亨利连忙说。

“亨利，快给我拿纸来，”简姑婆说，“趁我还没改变主意。”

孩子们静静地看着姑婆写电文，一声也不敢吭，生怕她随时会改变决定。

“你们听听这样写怎么样，”她终于写完了，“‘铀矿现属于你的孙子孙女，你愿不愿意接手铀矿生意？当然我也同意让你当经理。孩子们和望望向你问好。简。’”

“太好了！”亨利说。

第二天早上，刚刚吃过早饭，发给简姑婆的电报就送来了。

她大声念了出来：“‘乐于接手生意。你不必非得见我。确定一下你自己留多少土地，我们给你扎上篱笆。我会派守卫给你看管房子。詹姆斯·奥登。’”

“派守卫！”班尼激动地说，“好刺激啊！”

杰西喊道：“快看！来了一辆车。”

车上全是电话公司的人。其中一个人客气地问简姑婆，想在哪里安装那些电话。

“那些电话？”班尼问，“是要安两部电话吗？”

“我们要装四部呢！”那人说，“看来你们并不清楚整个安排。”

“的确不清楚！”亨利说，“现在我得去镇上，用那里的电话打给爷爷，待会儿就没机会了。”

亨利带着望望出发了。

能给爷爷打电话实在太令人开心了！

“亨利，仔细听好了，”奥登先生说，“姑婆的农场必须保留，让她能住得舒舒服服的。你有空的时候就让她计划一下，在哪里安篱笆，那样她就不会被打扰了，明白吗？”

“明白了！您的意思是还是由我们来管理农场？”

“没错！”

亨利注意到，爷爷仍然把农场称为“姑婆的农场”。亨利知道，他必须马上着手开始装篱笆。爷爷说“你有空的时候”，实际上的意思是“马上”。

亨利赶回农场，把奥登先生的话转达给姑婆。

“爷爷让我们尽快定好在哪儿安装篱笆。”

“我早就计划好了，”简姑婆说，“这是农场的图纸，我在上面标出了篱笆的位置。”

简姑婆听了听外面的动静，“又来了一辆车。”

“可怜的简姑婆，”杰西说，“您今后没法子清净了。”

“那辆车也是爷爷给您派来的。”班尼说。

果然，来的人正是奥登先生派来安装篱笆的。亨利很开心，姑婆已经准备好了图纸。

杰西问：“简姑婆，要不要让亨利把您抱到床上？”

“不用，我想让他扶我到厨房的窗户边，我想看看车——我什么都想看。”

亨利把姑婆扶到厨房窗户边的一把大安乐椅上。

“爷爷办事的效率够高吧？”杰西说。

“他一直是个雷厉风行的人，”简姑婆说，“过去他性子更急，现在好多了。瞧，又来了一辆车！”

“真不可思议，”维莉说，“这么热闹，我们什么活儿也干不成了。”

班尼兴奋地跑进来，脸上红扑扑的。

“守卫来了！”他喊道，“有了他们，到时候就不会有人整天来敲咱们的门，问铀矿的事儿了。守卫说有那么多人来打扰，我们肯定会很烦，可我怎么不觉着烦呢？简姑婆，您呢？”

“我也不会烦，至少现在没有。”简姑婆说。


第十四章　经理来了

The Boss

“天哪，快看那辆车！”班尼看着窗外喊道。一辆黄黑相间、车身矮长的车停在外面，有人从车上下来，守卫迎上去，询问了几句，然后点点头，那人便径直来到了后门。

亨利打开房门，来客说：“是詹姆斯·奥登先生派我来看望他姐姐的。”

“快请进吧，”亨利说，“这位就是我的姑婆。”

客人微笑着向简姑婆打了个招呼：“詹姆斯·奥登先生是我最好的朋友。”

“请坐，”简姑婆亲切地说，“咱们似乎把客人都迎接到厨房来了，改天一定要开大门迎客！”

“厨房里顶好呢！”那人笑着说，“我叫加德纳，是专门负责采矿的。您弟弟派我来负责您的铀矿。”

班尼问：“您是统管一切的头儿吗？”

“可以这么说。”加德纳答道。

“那能让我们看你们挖矿吗？”班尼又问。

“当然可以！你们的地里已经有人在挖了，想去看看吗？”

“当然愿意！”亨利马上应道。

大家立刻前往铀矿地。

“看到山上的那块白色区域了吗？洞坑就在那儿。”加德纳先生说。

大家走近山洞，只见门口有两个守卫，洞内则站着两个手持长棍的人。

“长棍子就是盖革计数器！”班尼喊道。

“没错！”加德纳先生说。

工人们听到了动静，纷纷抬头张望，当看见是加德纳先生时，一个工人立刻从洞里走出，迎了上来。

“这里一切顺利，先生，”他说，“想听听计数器的声音吗？”

加德纳经理听了听：“好响！让孩子们听听，他们才是矿主呢！”

班尼兴奋得差点儿掉进洞里。

“好清脆的声音啊！”他说。

“这里一定有很多铀矿。”亨利倾听着盖革计数器发出的砰砰声。

孩子们回到家时，简姑婆正坐在前屋的窗户边。

“玩得尽兴吗？”她问孩子们。

“高兴极啦！”班尼说，“我们听到盖革计数器发出了好大的声音，这说明那里有铀矿，简姑婆。”

“是吗？真是个好消息。”她看起来非常开心。

吃完晚饭，孩子们将维莉留下陪姑婆。维莉边做针线活边和姑婆聊天。

“简姑婆，”她轻声问道，“我真不明白，您过去缺钱的时候，为什么不让爷爷帮您呢？”

“我来告诉你整件事的来龙去脉吧！”简姑婆说，“当初，我父母要搬到东部去住。那时候，你爷爷血气方刚，他居然想卖掉农场，做磨坊生意。”

“我有点儿理解了。”维莉轻轻地说。

“你能理解就太好了！”简姑婆说，“当初正是由于我喜欢农场，才坚持留了下来。可是我并不懂经营，也不知道该怎么做。农场从最初的20个雇工，到后来一一被遣散，最后只剩下了山姆，连牛和马都被我卖掉了。”

简姑婆顿了顿，继续说道：“在这种情况下，我怎么能跟你爷爷要钱呢？他从来都不同意我待在这里，我也绝不肯服软和认输。”

“简姑婆，您能告诉我这一切真好！现在让我扶您上床去睡觉吧！”

接连几个星期，奥登家的农场上一片繁忙景象。矿坑挖好了，大型机械从早轰鸣到晚。工人住的房子也盖起来了，镇上还新开了几家商店。火车车次不仅没有被取消，反而每天增开了四列火车，车站楼上多了两个接电话的女孩，整天忙着应付各种各样的来电。一天，简姑婆宣布了一个出人意料的计划。

“我要举行一个大型派对！”她说。

“派对？”亨利问道，“什么时候举行？”
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“下个星期是我的生日，我想办个生日派对。”

“有谁会自己给自己办生日派对啊？”亨利说，“还是我们来给您张罗吧！”

“不要，”简姑婆说，“这是我的派对。如果你们的爷爷愿意，我也想让他过来！”

维莉说：“我太开心啦，简姑婆！我敢保证，他一定愿意来。”

孩子们的愿望终于实现了。

“快给他打电话！”班尼喊道。

简姑婆红着脸拨通了她弟弟的电话。

“詹姆斯，你好！”她干脆利落地说，“我想让你来参加我的生日聚会。”

“呃——呵！”爷爷显然吃了一惊。孩子们能听到他那深沉的嗓音。

“你想让我去，我当然愿意。我还要送一件礼物给你呢！”

“别带礼物，只管来，只要原谅我的过去就行。”

孩子们知道，爷爷现在一定语塞了。

“这个……这个……”他说，“你没什么事情需要我原谅啊！”

“谢谢你，詹姆斯。”简姑婆说。

简姑婆生日的前一天，加德纳先生带着孩子们去火车站接爷爷。

孩子们一见到奥登先生，便兴奋雀跃地欢呼起来，抢着扑上去帮他拎包。汤姆·杨站在车站门口，微笑地看着这一切。

“他在孩子们心目中地位多重啊。”汤姆喃喃道。

孩子们挤进加德纳先生的车里，和爷爷一起回到了农场。

大家进门的时候，简姑婆正端坐在前厅。她和弟弟握了握手。

“詹姆斯，你能来，实在是太好了。”她说。

“我也很高兴能见到你。”爷爷说，“我都快忘了，原来你这么漂亮。”

确实如此！孩子们仔细看了看姑婆，发现她真的很漂亮，蓝色的眼睛非常明亮。

奥登先生说：“我想单独跟亨利说会儿话。”

亨利和爷爷去了后屋。不一会儿，爷爷独自回来了，紧接着，孩子们听到亨利开着加德纳先生的车出了院子。大家十分诧异。

“亨利要去哪儿？”简姑婆问。

“这是个秘密。”奥登先生笑着回答。

亨利很快就回来了。他朝爷爷点了点头：“都办好了。”

“什么办好了？”杰西困惑地想，“难道要等到明天才能揭晓谜底吗？”

晚饭后，爷爷问道：“简，我有个计划，你想听听吗？”

“当然可以，”简姑婆说，“应该是个不错的计划！我过去可从来不愿听你说些什么。”

“那时候是我太专横了，”奥登先生说，“现在不会了。”他笑了起来。

“简，我的孙子孙女都很喜欢你的农场，”他说，“可是他们不能整个冬天都待在这里。”

“嗯，我知道，詹姆斯。”姑婆伤感地说。

“他们想把这座房子的另一半装修一下，让山姆和他妻子搬过来住。我们再在你的卧室和隔壁屋子之间开一扇门，让麦琪住在隔壁，方便照料你。这样你就可以安稳地度过整个冬天了。”

“谢谢你为我考虑得这么周到。”简姑婆柔声笑道。

“这些都是孩子们的主意。”奥登先生说，“他们还想装修一下楼上的房间给自己住。”

“当然可以。”简姑婆说。

“对了，还有一件事。”奥登先生看了看杰西，眨了眨眼睛。

“我听说了你的那个神秘人。”他说。

“神秘人不是我的。”杰西赶紧笑着辩解，“他人很好，是吧？”

“他已经不再是神秘人了，”维莉说，“好想能再看到他。”

奥登先生说：“只要你们邀请，他明天就可以来参加派对。”

“太好了，”简姑婆说，“我不介意聚会的时候来个神秘人。”

“他要飞过来吗？”杰西问。

“不，他已经在这里了，”爷爷说，“我下火车的时候他也跟着一起下了。”

“可是我们并没有看到他。”班尼满脸困惑。

“看来他还是神龙见首不见尾，对吧？”维莉笑道。


第十五章　生日聚会

The Party

第二天，正在凝望窗外的班尼突然大喊了起来：“神秘人来了！但愿守卫能让他进来。”

来者正是约翰·卡特，这位高个子的年轻人有着一头软软的棕色头发和一双棕色的眼睛。他径直走向简姑婆，感谢她的盛情邀请，接着又开心地和孩子们聊起了天。

“卡特，我想给你看一样东西，”奥登先生说，“你们几个小家伙也过来，我们一起去看看另一间厨房里的壁炉。”

“我才不去呢，”简姑婆笑着说，“我太熟悉那根烟囱了。”

他们走到壁炉边，奥登先生问道：“卡特先生，看见石头上黄黑相间的条纹了吗？”

“怎么会这样？太有意思了！”卡特先生叫道，“壁炉居然是用铀做的，还有金子和银子呢！”

“金银含量倒并不多，”奥登先生说，“当然，我们搭烟囱的时候从没听说过有铀。我想这是世界上唯一用铀矿砌成的烟囱了。”

“整根烟囱都是这样砌成的吗？”班尼问。

爷爷笑着答道：“是的，用同样的方法砌成的，只不过屋外的一截比较粗糙，屋里的这截光滑些而已。我父母、我和简，从来没想到这根烟囱里会含有铀矿！”

他们回到了起居室。

杰西说：“简姑婆，还记不记得您以前说过，屋子里没什么秘密可言？可这根烟囱也算一个不小的秘密呐！”

“我当时哪知道这个？”姑婆感叹道。

“我们那时候连这片地都不知道呢！”班尼说，“也不知道神秘人是谁。咱们不如就把这里叫做‘神秘农场’吧？”

“是个好名字！”卡特先生说，“你可以把这名字写在路牌上，挂在路口。”

六点钟，生日派对正式开始了！兴奋之情洋溢在每个人脸上，连望望都不停地欢叫着，但谁都没有去阻止它。

大桌子上铺上了细细的亚麻桌布，八个座位上摆好了简姑婆最精致的餐具，70根小蜡烛插在生日蛋糕上。

晚饭过后，简姑婆说：“你们把盘子拿到厨房去，就搁在那儿，待会儿再洗。我要打开礼物喽！”
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孩子们为简姑婆精心准备了礼物。他们坐在一旁，目不转睛地看着姑婆。

杰西不禁想道：“这就是当时那个卧床不起的小老太太吗？多大的改变啊！幸亏我们来了这里。”

“你们给我的每一件礼物我都超爱！”简姑婆兴奋不已。

“爷爷，我去拿您准备的礼物吧？”亨利大声说。

“好的，乖孩子。”奥登先生笑着同意了。

亨利飞奔向马厩，不一会儿他手里抱着一只黑白花的小奶狗回来了。亨利将小狗放到地上。小狗一副娇柔的模样儿。望望立刻站了起来，瞪着它。

“到这里来，望望，”杰西说，“乖点儿！”

“简姑婆，它的名字叫公主。”亨利说。

“噢，多可爱的小狗啊！”简姑婆说，“是给我的吗？”

“是啊，”奥登先生说，“等孩子们回家以后，就由它代替望望来陪你吧！”

望望摇一摇尾巴，坐下了。

“它还只是个小宝宝呢，望望，”杰西说，“听话，别吓着它！”

“简姑婆，您想抱一抱小狗吗？”亨利问。

他将小狗放到姑婆怀里。望望可不喜欢这样，便坐下来瞪着这只不速之客。

谁都看得出来，简姑婆很喜欢这个小不点，而小狗狗也喜欢她，它躺在她的怀里，眯上了眼睛。

“公主累了，”亨利说，“它随时都会睡着。”

简姑婆静静地坐着，轻轻把小狗抱在怀里，慈祥地看着小家伙熟睡的样子。

望望又挨着杰西趴下了，仿佛在说：“哼，我才不在乎呢，反正我是杰西的狗狗！”

爷爷看着一屋子的家人和朋友。每一个孙子孙女都是他的心头肉，而现在他跟姐姐也重归于好了。

爷爷对卡特先生说：“今天我真的很开心，看看我的这些好孩子们！”

“奥登先生，您真的很幸福。”

“明年我们会更幸福的！”他接着说，“孩子们要回学校了，山姆和安妮会住进来，麦琪和简可以友好相处，而最开心的是我重新有了姐姐！”

简姑婆摇了摇头，眼里噙着泪水说：“不，詹姆斯，最开心的是，我有个好弟弟。”

奥登家的孩子们彼此看着对方，激动得连话都说不出来了。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 4·Mystery Ranch




Chapter 1　The Door Bangs

An exciting summer began for the four Alden children with the bang of a door.

The big house where they lived with their grandfather had been as quiet as a house can be with four children in it. Their cousin，Joe，had gone to Europe with his new wife，Alice. Everything seemed peaceful，until the afternoon when the door banged.

It was Mr. Alden.

Benny said，“Hi，Grandfather！”

“Hello，” Mr. Alden answered.

That was all. He went straight to the front room and shut that door loudly too.

“Well！” thought Benny. “What in the world is the matter with Grandfather？”

He ran upstairs to the room where Jessie and Violet were reading.

“Listen！” Benny cried. “Something terrible must have happened to Grandfather. He banged the door，and all he said was ‘Hello.’ He always says，‘Well，hello，Benny，and how are you today？’”

Jessie shut her book quickly and sat up straight.

“Did you tell Henry？” she asked.

“No，”answered Benny.“I just told you，and that’s all the time I had.”

“Hen-ry！” called Jessie.
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“What’s the matter？” asked Henry，coming down the hall. He knew by Jessie’s voice that something had happened.

“Benny says that Grandfather came in and banged the door，and hardly spoke to him.”

Henry stood still in the door. “Where is our grandfather now，old fellow？” he asked his little brother.

“In the front room with the door shut，” Benny answered. “And a bang on that door，too.”

“Oh dear！” said Henry.

“What can be the matter？” asked Violet. Her pretty little face was white.

“We should go talk to him，” said Henry quietly.

The children looked at each other and started slowly down the stairs together. Henry took a deep breath and rapped on the door.

“Come in，” Mr. Alden called. He sounded very tired. He was sitting with his head in his hands.

“Don’t be afraid to talk to us，Grandfather！” cried Benny.

“That’s right，” said Henry. “We always tell you our troubles. Now you have a trouble，and we’ll help you.”

“I wish you could，my boy，” said Mr. Alden sadly. “But I don’t know what you can do.”

The children sat down on the floor and waited quietly for him to go on.

“I got a letter about my sister. You didn’t know I had a sister，did you？”

“No，Grandfather，” said Jessie. “But we’re a funny family. Once we didn’t know we had a nice grandfather. And we didn’t know that Joe was our cousin.”

“That is true，my dear，” said Mr. Alden.

“Where does she live？” Benny asked.

“Out west on a ranch. The nearest town is Centerville，” Mr. Alden said. He looked very sad.

“Jane is old，and she is a very cross woman. The neighbor who stays with her is going to leave. Nobody will stay with Jane because she is so hard to get along with. She won’t leave the ranch，and yet I can’t let her stay there all alone.”

“Why don’t you go to see her，Grandfather？”Benny asked.

Mr. Alden gave a short laugh.

“Jane wouldn’t let me in，” he said. “She doesn’t like me. I have not been very nice to her，either.”

“Tell us about the ranch，” said Jessie.

“Well，it’s the old family ranch，” said Grandfather. “I lived there when I was a little boy. When my parents and I came East，Jane stayed.”

He stopped. He seemed to be thinking to himself，as if the children weren’t there.

“For a while she did very well，”he went on.“But later，she had to sell the cattle and the horses. She has only one old horse and some chickens now. She must be very poor，but she still won’t take any money from me.”

“Proud，” said Benny.

“That’s right，Benny. She’s too proud to let me help her. Let me have time to think about this. You go eat your supper，and ask Mrs. McGregor to bring me a tray. I’ll eat in here. You are kind children，but you can’t help me now.”

“But，Grandfather，” began Benny.

“No，” said Mr. Alden. “Go to supper like good children. I must think about this alone.”


Chapter 2　The Letter

Nobody moved for a minute. At last Henry said，“Listen，Grandfather. We can’t eat a thing if you stay here all alone. Do let us help you. At least tell us who wrote the letter.”

Mr. Alden looked at each of his grandchildren. They were all watching him with loving eyes.

“Well，”he said slowly，“have it your way. Maggie wrote the letter. She is the neighbor who stays with Jane. I have sent a nurse three times，but Jane always sends her back. She doesn’t want anyone there，even to help her.”

“Isn’t it terrible to be like that？” asked Benny.

“Yes，Benny. It’s a very sad thing，” said Mr. Alden.

“Jane was always hard to get along with.”

“But what does Maggie say？” asked Henry.

Mr. Alden looked at his oldest grandson and pulled a letter out of his pocket. “Well，you may as well know the whole story，” he said. “Here is her letter.” He handed it to Henry.

Benny cried，“Read it out loud！ Then we’ll all know what it says！”

Henry looked at his grandfather. Mr. Alden nodded. Henry began to read.
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For a minute nobody said a word. Violet was leaning on the arm of her grandfather’s chair. She looked at him and said，“I think I know a way to help，Grandfather.”

Jessie began to laugh.“Violet！Are you thinking what I’m thinking？”

“I guess so，” said Violet，smiling at her older sister.

“I guess so，too，” cried Jessie. “Grandfather，Violet and I would like to take care of Aunt Jane.”
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Mr. Alden was quiet.

“Please let us go，Grandfather，” Violet begged.

“My dear girl，” said Mr. Alden，“it isn’t that I don’t want you to go. I just wonder if Jane will be polite to you.”

Violet said，“We’re not worried about that. Jessie and I would be company for each other. And I like to take care of sick people.”

“I know that well，my dear，” said Mr. Alden.“Many times you have made me feel better when I was sick.”

“Telephone，Grandfather！” shouted Benny. He could neverbear to wait. “Tell Maggie that the girls are coming，and everything will be all right forever and ever.”

“Jane doesn’t have a telephone，” said Mr. Alden. He smiled at Benny’s surprised face. Benny thought that everyone had a telephone.

“However，I could send a telegram，” said Mr.Alden. “They send telegrams from the train station in Centerville.”

“Let me look up trains，” said Henry，getting up from the floor. “I wish I could go，too. I have never seen a ranch.”

“I wish you could，too，Henry，” said Jessie. “But it is better for just girls，isn’t it，Grandfather？ Four strange children would frighten Aunt Jane.”

Henry had found a timetable. “There is a train leaving at six o’clock tomorrow that would take you there. You’d have to sleep on the train.”

“We would love that，” said Jessie.

“Well，” said Grandfather slowly，“if you are really going，I should tell you some more. Maggie’s brother，Sam&#8198;&#8198;Weeks，lives next door with his wife. They are very kind people，and I am sure you can stay with them，if Jane isn’t nice to you.”

Mr. Alden already had another telegram in his mind，which he would send to Sam as soon as the children had gone to bed.

“There is just one thing you girls must promise me，” said Mr. Alden. “Every day you must send me a telegram.”

“Of course we promise，” said Jessie.

“Come on，let’s eat！” said Benny. “Can’t you smell the ham and eggs，Grandfather？ Don’t you feel hungry now？”

“Why，yes，I think I do，” said Mr. Alden，surprised. “I really think you two girls might do Jane more good than anyone else in the world.”

Jessie looked at Violet with a smile，which said，“Won’t we have fun？”

Violet was already thinking of her aunt as her dear Aunt Jane.

But then，Violet had never seen many cross people.


Chapter 3　A Cool Welcome

Such excitement！ Mrs. McGregor，the housekeeper，packed a big lunch in a box. She handed it to Jessie with a motherly smile.

Benny peeked in the box and said，“If Aunt Jane doesn’t give you enough to eat，that lunch will last you two or three days.”

Mr. Alden took the girls to the train station. He watched them carefully as they took a seat together.

Jessie and Violet smiled and waved until they could not see their grandfather.

The hours passed quickly for the two girls，because everything was new and exciting. They noticed a young man who was reading a book. He was very tall. He had soft brown hair and brown eyes. Once he passed by them to get a drink of water and smiled at them.

The girls smiled back. When he took up his book again，Jessie whispered to Violet，

“He is very good looking，isn’t he？”

They thought no more about the young man until they came to Centerville early the next morning. There the young man surprised them by saying，“I’m getting off here，too. May I take your bags？”

“Why yes，thank you，” said Jessie.“That blue one and the white one up there are ours.”

“I could guess that，” laughed the young man.

He lifted the bags down. He took both of them in one hand and his own heavy one in the other. The girls looked around the station platform for Maggie.

“Thank you for carrying the bags，” said Violet.“It was very kind of you.”

“Not at all，” said the stranger，politely.

A voice behind them asked，“Are you Miss Alden？”

“Miss Alden？” said Jessie，turning around. “Oh，yes，I’m Jessie Alden. And this is Violet. Are you Maggie？”

“Yes，I’m Maggie. I’m very glad to see you.”

The girls picked up their bags. This made them think of the young man. He had disappeared！

“Where did that man go？” Jessie asked. “The one who carried our bags？”

“I don’t know，” said Maggie. “Who was he？”

“I had never seen him before，” said Jessie. “He was very polite，anyway.”

“Not many people get off here，” said Maggie. “I wonder why he came to Centerville.”

“Well，as Benny would say，‘A Mystery Man，’”said Violet，smiling.

Maggie led the way around the station to a very thin black horse which stood in front of an old wagon.

“Get in，” Maggie said. “There is only one seat，but we can all sit on it.”

Maggie took the reins. The old horse raised his head and walked slowly down the road.

“He’ll walk all the way home，” said Maggie. “He’s not like the hones we used to have. We had riding horses and a herd of cattle，and we raised wheat. It was a fine ranch in the old days. But now your aunt can’t run the ranch any more. Did you know she is in bed？”

“Yes，Grandfather told us.”

“Did he tell you that she doesn’t want to eat，and she won’t let me eat，either？”

“Yes. That seems terrible！”said Violet.

The horse stopped at the back door of an old brown house. The girls got out of the wagon. Maggie opened the back door and let them into the kitchen.

“Your Aunt Jane is in there，” Maggie said. “Put your bags down. I’ll go into her room and tell her.”
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“The girls are here，” Maggie said to someone out of sight.

The two sisters went quietly into the bedroom. They saw a tiny woman half sitting up in a big，high bed. She was very thin，and she did not smile，even when she saw the two girls.

“So you’re James Alden’s grandchildren！” a sharp voice said.

Jessie went nearer the bed. “He is very worried about you，Aunt Jane，” she said.

“Worried？ Pooh！” said the little old lady. But she couldn’t help liking that friendly voice saying “Aunt Jane.” No one had talked so kindly to her in years.

She raised her head and asked，“What’s the matter with the other girl？ Can’t she talk？”

“Yes，” said Violet，smiling. “I shall talk so much you’ll be tired of hearing me.”

Miss Alden said nothing. But she found herself thinking，“I’ll never be tired of hearing that soft voice.”

“I’ll put them in the big bedroom，” Maggie said. “Is that all right？”

“Put them anywhere，” said Aunt Jane. She turned her face to the wall.

Maggie went out and nodded at the girls to come，too.

“Ever see anyone as cross as that？” she asked.

“No，” said Jessie. “We feel sorry for her.”

Maggie led the way upstairs.

They went into a big room with many windows and a big high bed.

“What is really the matter with Aunt Jane？” asked Violet. “Is she very sick？”

Maggie looked at the little girl. “Well，” she said，“I don’t think there’s a thing the matter with her.”

“But why does she stay in bed，then？”

“She isn’t strong enough to get up now，” Maggie answered. “There’s nothing for her to live for. So she doesn’t care about living. I suppose that’s why she won’t eat.”

“Well，we are going to eat，” said Jessie.

“I’m hungry now，” said Violet.

“Let’s go down to the kitchen，then，” said Jessie.

As they went downstairs，Maggie said kindly，“You girls make yourselves right at home.”

When they came to the kitchen，Maggie took one look out the window. She saw the horse still standing by the back door.

“Mercy！ I forgot the horse！” she cried. And she rushed out of the door，leaving the girls alone.

It was then that Violet turned to look at her aunt’s door. It was shut.

“Look，Jessie，” she whispered. “Aunt Jane must have shut that door. It means that she can get out of bed if she really wants to.”


Chapter 4　Aunt Jane‘s First Meal

Let’s not wait for Maggie，“ Jessie said，in her businesslike way. Let’s get dinner.”

Soon，Violet was busy beating eggs in a bowl. Jessie put butter in a big pan and set it on the stove. The girls put pieces of dry bread in the eggs and milk，and Jessie began to brown them in the pan.

“My，that smells good！” cried Maggie，coming into the kitchen. “She going to eat this？”

“No，” said Jessie. “I’m just going to give her something to drink. But we’ll eat first.”

Violet had found a pretty blue cloth and some white flowers. She had set three places with fine old blue plates. A knife and fork were at each place，and a glass of milk.

“All ready！”Jessie said，with a smile. “Come on，Maggie，and sit down. I hope you’ll have enough to eat tonight.”

“It’s the most I have had for two weeks，anyway，”said Maggie. “You are a good cook for a young girl.”

They did not hear a sound from the bedroom. At last，even Maggie couldn’t eat any more.

“Now for Aunt Jane，” said Violet，getting up. She opened the lunch box and took out an orange.

“I could drink that myself！” Violet said，watching Jessie mix the orange juice with a beaten egg.

Jessie knocked gently on the bedroom door.

“Well，come in！” said Aunt Jane. “Don’t stand there knocking！”

Her voice was cross，but Jessie thought she had been lying there waiting for something to happen. She put the glass on the table. Then she went over to the bed，and bent over the tiny little lady.

“Aunt Jane，this is delicious，” she said. “Violet and I made it just for you.”

Jessie went on，“Now I’m going to lift you up higher in the bed，so you can drink better.”

To the old lady’s surprise，Jessie lifted her in her strong arms as if she were a child. Then she took the glass and sat down by the bed.

“Drink it slowly，” she said. “As Benny would say，‘Don’t rush it.’”

“Who is this Benny？”

“Well，”began Jessie.“Benny is—”she stopped. “It’s so hard to tell you about our brother Benny.”

Violet came in，folding up the blue tablecloth. She acted as if she had always lived there.

She said，“Benny is the funniest boy you ever saw，Aunt Jane，and he is good，too. He can always make people laugh. He loves our dog，Watch. Benny and Watch almost talk to each other. Benny always looks for Watch if things go wrong.”

Jessie noticed that her aunt was drinking the egg and orange; and not very slowly，either. She seemed to be very hungry.

“Who else is in your family？” asked Aunt Jane.

“Well，there’s Henry，” said Jessie. “He’s our oldest brother. He is very clever，and very kind and thoughtful. He can make Benny mind，too，without being cross.”

“If your brothers are like you，I’d like to see them，too. Take the glass now，and go. I’m tired.”

Jessie bent down again and lowered the little lady from her high pillows.

“Call Maggie now，” said Aunt Jane.

The girls went out quietly and called Maggie. They finished washing the dishes. Then they waited in the front room for Maggie.

“You see how she is，” said the tired woman.“First she wants me，and then she doesn’t. I think she is finally settled for the night. You might as well go to bed，too.”
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“A fine idea，” said Jessie. “Where do you sleep？”

“In this room off the kitchen，” said Maggie. “If you want anything in the night，you can come down.”

“Thanks，Maggie，” said Jessie. “We won’t feel so strange here，knowing that.”

“Well，thank you both，” she answered. “It’s wonderful to have someone nice to talk to.”

The girls went up to their big room. They climbed into bed and talked awhile.

“How beautiful the stars are！” Violet said. “They seem so near.”

“I have never seen stars so bright before，” said Jessie. “It’s because there are no other lights at all.”

Just as they were going to sleep，Jessie laughed and said，“Violet，where do you suppose that young man went？ The one on the train.”

“I can’t think，” answered Violet. “He just disappeared in the air！”

“A Mystery Man really，” said Jessie.

And so they fell asleep.


Chapter 5　A Day At The Ranch

Sam，the neighbor，woke the girls the next morning，bringing the milk. The girls could hear Maggie in the kitchen，“Shh，Shh！ Sam Weeks！You’ll wake those girls.”

“I want to wake them，” said Sam. “I want to see them.” He began to whistle.

The girls laughed while they washed their faces in the big wash bowl in their room. They dressed quickly. They wanted to see Sam，too.

“Well，well！” he said，as they came into the kitchen. “I hear you came to see your Aunt Jane. Are you planning to stay here all summer？”

“Sam！”cried Maggie. “How do they know？”

“We really don’t know how long we’ll stay，” said Jessie. “We don’t know how long Aunt Jane will want us.”

“I’m worried about you，” Sam said. “I’m afraid you won’t get enough food. Maggie had to eat at our house when she got real hungry.”

“Well，” answered Jessie，dropping some eggs into hot water，“We can buy food. Grandfather gave me some money.”

“I hope your aunt will let you eat it after you get it，” said Sam. He turned to go.

He stopped at the door and turned to Maggie.

“A stranger got off the train last night，” he said.

“Yes，we know！” cried both girls.

“That’s right，you would know，” said Sam.

“We call him our Mystery Man，” said Jessie.

“He’s a mystery，all right，” said Sam. “I noticed him because not very many people get off that fast train.”

Sam watched the three people sit down at the pretty table. He turned and walked quickly out the kitchen door.

Jessie smiled as she poured hot milk on a piece of toast.

“A little salt，” she laughed，“and Aunt Jane’s breakfast is ready.”

She carried the plate into Aunt Jane’s bedroom.

“More food，I suppose，” said Aunt Jane.

“That’s fight，” said Jessie. “It’s milk toast. Delicious！ Now，while you eat，I’ll tell you our plan. Maggie is taking us to the store this morning to buy food. And while we are near the station，we’ll send a telegram to Grandfather. We’ll tell him we are having a fine time.”
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“A fine time？ Pooh！” said Aunt Jane.

“But it’s true，Aunt Jane，” said Jessie quietly.“We love the ranch already. It’s a beautiful place！”

“I’m the only person who has ever really liked this ranch，” her aunt said. She began to eat her breakfast. Jessie watched her.

“She seems almost starved. If she is hungry，why doesn’t she want to eat？” Jessie said to herself.

Jessie picked up the empty plate and left the room quietly.

When Jessie came into the kitchen，she saw Maggie at the back door with the horse and wagon. To her surprise，Violet was already on the seat.

“Don’t we lock the door？” she asked.

“No，we never do. Nobody ever comes here，”said Maggie. “Go on，old boy！”

As the horse walked slowly along，the girls made up a telegram to send to their grandfather. Tom Young，the station agent，sent the telegram.

“A telegram every day. Quite an exciting town！”he said.

Just then they heard a train whistle. “The train goes the other way every morning，” said Maggie.“Do you want to watch it come in？”

They saw the train come into the station. Nobody got on and nobody got off.

“That’s the way it always is，” said Maggie. “Soon the train won’t stop at Centerville any more. It doesn’t pay.”

Maggie and the girls went to the store. They bought enough groceries to last a week and loaded them into the wagon. The old horse walked even slower than usual going home，because of the load.

When they came back to the ranch，they found Aunt Jane very cross.

“Humph！” she said to Maggie. “You go off riding all over the country and leave me here alone so that anything can happen！”

“But，Miss Jane，” Maggie said，“what could possibly happen to you out here？”

“I was nearly fooled into selling this ranch！That’s what could happen，” the little old lady answered.

“Now，Miss Jane，this must be another one of your strange ideas，” Maggie said.

“Strange，is it？ Well，look at this.” She pulled a paper from beneath her pillow. Maggie and the girls came closer to the bed to see what it said. It was an offer to buy the ranch for ten thousand dollars.

“Think of it！” Aunt Jane said. “Ten thousand dollars for my ranch！ But I told those three men that my ranch isn’t for sale at any price. I have other plans for it.”

“Dear Aunt Jane，” said Violet softly，“do you mean three men came into your room？”

“Yes，” replied Aunt Jane. “But don’t you worry，my dear. I could manage them.”

Aunt Jane leaned her head back on her pillows again.

“Go away，now. All this excitement has made me tired.”

Maggie and the girls went into the kitchen.“I’d think she would be glad to get rid of the place at any price，” said Maggie.

“I’m glad she didn’t sell it，though，” said Violet. “It’s such a beautiful ranch. I wonder what plans she has for it.”


Chapter 6　Golden Chimney

“We’ll have a real dinner today，”laughed Jessie.“Maybe Aunt Jane will eat some of this good food if I don’t give her too much.”

“I doubt it，” said Maggie. “She hasn’t eaten a real meal in two years.”

Jessie was right. Maggie was amazed when she saw Aunt Jane’s empty dishes.

“You girls certainly have a way with you，” she said. “I have never seen her eat so much.”

After the dishes were washed，Jessie softly opened her aunt’s door.

Again，Aunt Jane looked as if she had been lying there waiting for something to happen.

“Well，” she said，“what do you want now？”

Jessie spoke softly，“Violet and I wonder if we could explore this house.”

“Go ahead，” said her aunt. “There are no secrets here that I know of.”

“No mysteries？” laughed Jessie.

“No，” said Aunt Jane. “There are no mysteries，but it is a strange house. You’ll find that it was built a little at a time. There are really four parts to the house.”

As Jessie started to go out，her aunt called，“Be sure to look at the big chimney on the other side of the house. It is the prettiest thing here. It was made of stone from our own mountains.”

“We will，” said Jessie.

The two girls smiled at each other and went into the front room.

“Let’s explore the whole house，” said Jessie.

Violet laughed.

“I wonder why we love to fix up old houses？”

The girls stepped into the front hall. They went across it to the other side and found themselves in a front room like the one they had just left.

“This side of the house is exactly like the other one！” said Jessie. “See，here is the kitchen，the little bedroom，two front rooms and a side door.”

“Here is the chimney and the fireplace，” said Violet. “Isn’t it beautiful？”

“The stone is smooth and shiny！”cried Jessie. “See the tiny spots of yellow！ Could they be gold？”

“They look brighter yellow than gold，” said Violet. “The black spots are pretty，too.”

Upstairs they found eight bedrooms.

“What fun it would be to put on new paper and paint！” cried Jessie.

Violet had opened the door of the little room right over Aunt Jane’s.

“Oh，what a beautiful room！” she whispered. “Do come and look！”

It was the loveliest room in the house. The old wall paper was soft rose color. The window had fine white curtains. The small bed was high，like the big one in their bedroom. But this one had a top，covered with white curtains like those in the window.

“I wonder who fixed this room，” said Violet.“Wouldn’t it be pretty with violets on the wallpaper？ I would love to live in this room.”
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“It looks just like you，Violet，” said Jessie.

The girls finished their exploring and went back downstairs.

When they walked back to the kitchen，they heard Aunt Jane calling Maggie. Violet went in to see what she wanted.

“Did you see the chimney？” asked her aunt.

“Yes，” said Violet. “It is beautiful.”

“The stones came from our mountains，” said Aunt Jane. “We thought once that those mountains were full of gold，but the gold was not real.”

“The yellow and black spots make the chimney look very pretty，though，” Violet said.

“Yes. That was one reason why my father used the stones for the chimney，” her aunt answered. “And he also said that the chimney would always be a lesson to him. Every time he looked at it he could remember how he had to work hard for anything worth having. That way，he wasn’t too disappointed that he had not found a lot of gold.”

“This is really a beautiful house，” Violet said.“There are so many pretty things here. Tell me，Aunt Jane，who fixed the little bedroom right over this one？”

Aunt Jane was very quiet for a minute. Violet thought she was not going to answer. Then she said.

“That was my room once，” she said. She had tears in her eyes.


Chapter 7　The Boys Come

Two days passed before Maggie finally spoke her mind. She was feeling much better now with three delicious meals a day. And she enjoyed having someone to talk to.

Maggie and the two girls were sitting on the back steps，enjoying the cool evening breeze. The dinner dishes were done，and the first stars had come our over the ranch.

“Maybe I haven’t any right to ask，” Maggie began. “But I wonder what your grandfather is going to do about your aunt. She needs some care all the time. You girls can’t stay here all summer.”

“Maybe we can，” said Violet softly. “We love it here，and I think Aunt Jane is used to having us now.”

“There is one thing that’s missing，though，” said Jessie.

“Yes，I know，” said Violet. “We both miss the boys.”

Violet looked very sad.

“Maybe Aunt Jane would let the boys come，too，” said Jessie. “Then it would be perfect.” She looked at her sister.

“Let’s ask her tomorrow，” Violet said.

The two girls went upstairs to bed.

Next morning Jessie took a fine breakfast into her aunt’s room. The little lady began to eat，and Jessie sat down beside the bed.

“We miss Henry and Benny，Aunt Jane，” she began. “Couldn’t we ask them to come for a few days？I’m sure Grandfather would let them come if you were willing.”

“Well，” said her aunt，“I’d agree to that.”

The little lady looked up from her breakfast.

“But I don’t want to see James，remember that！”she said.

“Grandfather is really very nice when you get to know him，” said Jessie.

Aunt Jane gave a short laugh. “Don’t forget that I knew your grandfather long before you did. If these two boys turn out like him，back they go！”

Jessie was sorry to hear her aunt talk like that. She did not answer. It was the best thing she could have done. Miss Jane was beginning to love the smiles on these two young faces.

What could she say to make Jessie happy again？she wondered.

“Tell Benny to bring his dog，” she said.

What a smile came over Jessie’s face！ She did not say that Watch was not Benny’s dog，but hers.

She said，“Oh，that’s wonderful！ Watch will love this ranch！ And we’ll keep him out of your room，I promise.”

“Well，don’t promise that，” said Aunt Jane. “I like dogs in my room if they are good dogs.”

“Watch is a wonderful dog，” said Jessie. “He saved our lives once.”

The girls went to the station and sent their daily telegram. The very next day they got an answer from Benny. His telegram said，“Henry and I will come on the same train you did. Bringing Watch. Bringing you more clothes. Love to Aunt Jane. Benny.”

What a happy family it was when the four children were finally together in Aunt Jane’s kitchen！

“You take the boys right in to see Aunt Jane，”said Jessie，holding Watch by a strap.“I’ll keep Watch with me.”

The boys followed Violet into the bedroom. Aunt Jane was almost sitting up against her pillows. Her blue eyes were very bright.

“Hello，Aunt Jane，” said Benny，going over to the bed. “I’m Benny. And aren’t you a cute little lady！”

Aunt Jane was taken by surprise. She almost smiled.
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“And I suppose you are Henry，” she said.

“Yes. We are sorry you are sick，” Henry answered. He hardly knew what to say to this strange woman.

“Who said I was sick？” asked Aunt Jane. “Well，you certainly don’t look like your grandfather.”

“No，I’m afraid not，” said Henry.

“No need to be afraid about that，” answered Aunt Jane. “I’m glad you don’t look like him. And where’s that big dog I’ve heard about？”

“Jessie，bring in Watch，” called Henry.

Everyone watched to see what the dog would do. He walked over to the bed and looked at the little old woman. Then he sat down and put out his paw.

“He wants to shake hands！” cried Benny，delighted. “Shake hands with him，Aunt Jane！You don’t want to hurt his feelings.”

For a minute，the children thought their aunt was angry. But to their surprise，she sat up and shook hands with the dog.

“Good dog，” she said，lying back again.

Watch threw back his head and looked at Jessie. His mouth was open.

“Oh，Aunt Jane，he’s laughing！” cried Benny.“He likes you！”

“Well，well，” said Aunt Jane. “I’m glad the dog likes me，at least. You can go now and eat. And shut the door when you leave. I’m very tired from all the excitement.”

The children went back into the kitchen and sat around the table，talking.

“Isn’t Aunt Jane a surprise？” asked Jessie.

“She certainly is，” said Henry，“but I like her.”

Jessie said，“Just guess what I think. Which one of us will do the most to make Aunt Jane well again？”

And three voices answered together，“Watch！”


Chapter 8　Aunt Jane’s Nurse

The next day was one of Aunt Jane’s bad days. The boys went off gladly to look at the ranch，when they saw how cross she was.

“Now，Jane，” the girls heard Maggie say，“You let me wash your hands and face.”

“No！” was the sharp answer. Watch looked at the door and raised one ear.

“I don’t know what to do with you，”cried Maggie.“No breakfast. No washing. No clean bed. What do you want me to do？”

“Do you want the window open？”

“No. This room is too cold already，” the little lady said.

“You said a minute ago that it was too hot.”

“Well，it was，a minute ago.”

“Oh，dear me，” said Maggie.

The girls looked at each other. The dog stood up and looked at the door. Violet put the last pile of dishes in the cupboard. Suddenly Maggie came from the bedroom. She shut the door behind her. She was almost crying.

“Girls，I can’t do a thing with your aunt today.She was like this all the time before you came，but I did think she was getting over it.”

“I wonder what she would say to me if I went in，” said Violet. “I’d like to try.”

“Are you sure？” asked Jessie. “Maybe she would be cross to anyone today.”

“Never mind if she is，Jessie，” answered her sister.“It won’t hurt me.”

“Of course it will hurt you，if she says mean things！” cried Jessie. “And it will hurt me，too.”

“I’d still like to try，” said Violet. “Just let me have the soap.”

Violet knocked softly on the door to her aunt’s bedroom.

“It’s Violet，Aunt Jane. May I come in？”

“All right. Come in，” said her aunt.

Violet went in quietly and put some newspapers in the chair by her aunt’s bed. On the papers she put the big washbowl. Into the bowl，Violet poured hot water.

“It’s such a hot day，” she began pleasantly. “I think hot water makes you feel cooler，don’t you？”

[image: ]


“Well，maybe，” said Aunt Jane. She watched the pretty little girl.

“I’ve been sick a lot myself，” Violet went on.“And one of my nurses told me that.”

Violet took one of the thin little hands and washed it gently with hot soapy water. Then she dried it on a soft towel.

“I take care of the family when they are sick，”said Violet. “Someday I am going to be a nurse.”

She washed the other hand. Then she pushed Aunt Jane’s white hair back and washed her face.

She was drying her aunt’s face when Watch walked slowly into the room，wagging his tail. Aunt Jane looked at him.

“I don’t feel like playing with you today，” she said. “Go right back to the kitchen！”

Without a sound，Watch started for the kitchen. Then he turned and looked at Violet.

Violet said，“You’re a nice dog，Watch，and I love you. But Aunt Jane said for you to go back to the kitchen.”

Watch gave them both a look and turned sadly to go. His tail did not wag.

“Never mind！”cried Aunt Jane.“Come back！You can stay！ I never saw a dog that minds as well as you do. Come here if you want.”

Watch almost jumped across the room. He put his paws up on the white bed.

“No！” said Violet.

“Yes！” said Aunt Jane.

“We never let Watch get up on the beds，” said Violet softly.

“I always let my dog lie on my bed，” said Aunt Jane.

Watch looked first at one and then at the other.

“Up！” said Aunt Jane.

Watch gave a great jump and landed on the other side of the little lady. He lay down and put his head on his paws. He was not sure that he had done the right thing. He kept looking at Violet.

Violet was watching her aunt smile at Watch. She was sure that Watch had done the right thing.


Chapter 9　The Yellow Stones

Now that the children were together，they were very happy. Aunt Jane seemed to be getting more cheerful every day.

One morning Jessie heard her aunt call her.

“I want to see all four of you children，” Aunt Jane told Jessie. “Get the others in here before I am tired again.”

In a few minutes，the children were sitting in their aunt’s room. Watch lay down at Jessie’s feet and put his head on his paws. Only his eyes moved. He was very still.

“Now I want you to listen carefully，” said Aunt Jane，looking at each of them in turn. “What I have to say is very important.”

Since the children couldn’t be more quiet than they already were，they sat and waited for her to go on.

“I’m going to give you children this ranch. No，don’t say a word！ You are the only relatives I have. You seem to be good children，and you have been kind to me.”

The children were too surprised to say anything.

“I know you are not old enough to manage the ranch alone，” she said，“so I’m going to bring Sam Weeks into it. He will manage the ranch for you. Mr.Pond，who handles my business，says that will be all right. Now，what have you to say to that？”

Henry was the first to speak. “We’re too surprised to say much，Aunt Jane！ It’s wonderful！”

Watch got up and went over to the bed. He sat down and held out his paw. Aunt Jane took his paw and said，“I see you think this is a good idea. If Watch thinks that，I am sure it must be true.”

She patted the dog and went on，“The ranch is yours from this minute. All I have to do is write my name when Mr. Pond brings the papers. I want my ranch to belong to people who love it. That’s why I wouldn’t sell it to those three men.”

The four children said “thank you” very softly，as they left.

“The only thing about this that I don’t like is Grandfather，” Benny said. He threw himself down on the grass.

“You said that wrong，old fellow，” said Henry.“But we know what you mean. It leaves Grandfather out.”

“I believe some day Aunt Jane will like him，”said Violet，“and he will like her.”

“I hope so，” said Jessie.

They sat on the grass and looked at their ranch. The driveway came to the back door. It went past the windmill，past the barn，and then out again to the road. They could see woods and mountains. They could see the long chicken houses from where they were sitting.

“Who were the men Aunt Jane was talking about？” asked Henry.

“Three men came while we were buying groceries，”Violet answered.“They tried to make Aunt Jane sell the ranch to them.”
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“She probably needed the money，” said Henry.“But I’m glad she gave the ranch to us instead of selling it. I hope she won’t be sorry.”

Benny said thoughtfully，“I think we ought to explore right away. If this is our ranch，we should know everything that’s on it.”

Jessie said，“Well，we could explore today. Let’s ask Aunt Jane where to go.”

The cross little lady was very pleased when the children asked her about their walk. No one had asked her advice for years.

“The first thing is，don’t get lost. Go down past the chicken houses and you will come to some woods. Go through the woods and you come to an open field. There is a stream. Follow that stream and you’ll come right back home.”

Benny said，“I think we should take a lunch，don’t you，Aunt Jane？”

“By all means，” said Aunt Jane，trying to hide a smile.

It was very hot in the sun. The children went down past the chicken houses. They came to the cool，green woods.

“It’s a beautiful place，” said Henry.

“A very nice place to eat lunch，too，” said Benny.

The others laughed. But they were always hungry. They found a place where they could sit down. It was quiet and cool. Jessie was eating the last of her sandwich when she stopped，suddenly.

“Look，Henry！” she whispered. She pointed to some bushes not far away. “There’s a little hut.”

Henry got to his feet quickly.“The door is open，”he said. “It seems to be empty.”

The children went slowly toward the hut. There was nothing in it. But in front of it，there was a fireplace made of stones，almost hidden by the bushes. Henry put his hand down and felt the stones. Watch sniffed and wagged his tail.

“Well，let’s be going，” said Henry. “It looks to me as if someone built a fire here，and not too long ago，either.”

The children walked faster now. Soon they came out in a big field filled with rocks and stones.

“There’s no grass here，” said Benny. “This field isn’t very good，I would say.”

“But it’s very pretty，” said Violet. “See the yellow and black lines in those rocks.”

“These stones are yellow，too，” said Jessie. She picked up a handful of the stones. As she dropped one，it broke into a fine yellow powder.

“They seem to be made of yellow sand，” said Henry. “How queer！”


Chapter 10　A Big Present

When Sam came with the milk next day，he was surprised to see all four children on the back steps. They were waiting for him.

“Well，well！Early birds！”he said. “Why did you get up so early？”

“We wanted to see you，Sam，” said Henry.

“Here I am，but I’m not much to look at，”laughed Sam.

“Yes you are，Sam，” said Benny. “I think you are a very fine looking man. And besides，we want to talk to you.”

“Wait until I feed the chickens，and I’ll be glad to sit down and talk.”

The children went with Sam to the chicken houses and watched him.

“We want to know just how you do things，”said Jessie. “So please show us.”

Sam was glad to show them how to feed the chickens，give them water，and get the eggs.

In a little while，they were all sitting on boxes in the big open door of the barn.

Henry spoke up，“Aunt Jane says she is going to give us this ranch.”

“Give you her ranch？”cried Sam. He could not believe his ears. “You are too young to own a ranch.”

“Mr. Pond says we aren’t，if you would be our boss，” said Benny.

“Mr.Pond？”asked Sam.“Did he come here？”

“No，but he wrote letters to Aunt Jane，” said Henry.“He knows about things like that，Aunt Jane says.”

“He would know. But I still can’t believe it.”
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Sam shook his head. “Just the same，” he went on，“I’d like to have a chance to fix up this old place！Now，if we had some money，I could start a good egg business for you.”

Sam stopped and shook his head again. “But I still can’t believe it，” he said.

“You’ll just have to believe it，Sam，” said Henry.“Aunt Jane said the ranch is ours right now. All she has to do is sign some papers.”

Sam picked a blade of grass and chewed on it. He was upset at this strange news.

“What would we do after we got the egg business started？” asked Jessie.

“Well，I’d raise wheat. There are about five hundred acres on this ranch that would grow wheat.”

“How big is this ranch？” asked Henry.

“The fields go way over to the mountains. Your aunt owns all that land.”

“We never thought anything like this would happen when we came to see Aunt Jane，” said Jessie.

The children and Sam sat looking at the big ranch that would soon be theirs.

“There’s another surprise！” Sam said. “I’ve seen your Mystery Man！”

“Oh，where is he？” asked Jessie.

“He is still in town，but no one knows why. We never have strangers in Centerville，and everyone wonders why he is there.”

“Haven’t you any police in Centerville？” asked Henry. “I think this man ought to be watched.”

“Oh，no，Henry，” said Jessie quickly. “If you ever saw him，you wouldn’t think that！”

“Well，we never had a policeman here，anyway，”said Sam. “No need of one. But there is a sheriff in Stony Creek. That’s the next town. His name is Bates.”

“Look what’s coming！”cried Benny.“A car！”

“It’s Mr. Pond，sure as I live！” said Sam. “I guess this story of yours must be true.”

“Mr.Pond is certainly early，” said Jessie，laughing. “We haven’t had breakfast.”

Watch got to his feet and stood still，looking at the stranger. Then he began to wag his tail a very little.

“Good morning，Sam！” called Mr. Pond. He came slowly toward the barn.

Watch did not bark. He walked slowly toward the strange man，wagging his tail more and more.

“Well，hello. What’s your name？” Mr. Pond asked the dog. “Are you a good dog？”

Benny said，“His name is Watch，and he is a very good dog. But he almost always barks at strangers.”

“Well，see that you don’t bark at me，old boy，”said Mr. Pond. He patted Watch. Then he looked at the children with a nice smile.

“Your aunt sent for me，” he said. “Suppose we go in and get this business done. You come too，Sam. Miss Jane doesn’t like to wait，when she has made up her mind.”

Henry said，“Will you wait just a minute，Mr.Pond？We want to talk to you before we see Aunt Jane.”

Mr. Pond said，“I suppose you are Henry.”

“Yes，sir. I am. We’d love to have this ranch. But it’s all Aunt Jane has，and we don’t want to take it away from her. Do you understand？”

“That’s very fine，” said Mr. Pond，nodding. “I can fix that easily. I can add a line saying that the money you get from the ranch will be used to take care of your aunt as long as she lives. Is that what you mean？”

“We’ll feel better that way，” said Jessie. “Of course，we would do it anyway. But it’s nice to have it in writing.”

They walked to the house where Maggie met them at the door.

“I am glad to see you，Mr. Pond，” she said. “Jane can’t wait a minute when she wants anything. She keeps asking why you haven’t come.”

“It won’t take very long，” said Mr. Pond，with a nice smile for Maggie. “I have all the papers right here with me. I’ll just put in another line that Henry wants.”

As Mr. Pond promised，it did not take long. Aunt Jane wrote her name.The four children wrote their names. Sam wrote his. And Mr. Pond was last.

In ten minutes，the ranch was owned by the four Alden children. Sam Weeks was the manager.

“Isn’t it funny，” said Benny，“what you can do by just writing your name？”

Mr.Pond laughed.“It gave you children twelve hundred and eighty acres of land，and a big ranch house.”

“And a hut，too，” said Benny，“where someone has been staying.”

“What？ What’s that？” asked Aunt Jane. “I didn’t know there was a hut on my land.”

“We didn’t want to worry you，” said Henry.“But we did find a hut in the woods. And it looks as if somebody built a fire there.”

“We didn’t see anyone，though，” said Jessie.

Mr. Pond looked very serious. Then he smiled and said，“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Now，you eat your breakfast and let me talk to Sam.”

The two men went out. They stood by the car for a long time talking，while Jessie got breakfast. She would have been surprised if she had known what they were saying. She would have been excited，too. For they were not talking about the ranch，but about the man on the train and the hut in the woods.

Jessie fixed a breakfast tray and took it into her aunt’s room. This morning Jessie did not ask her aunt to eat. She just put the tray down in front of the little woman. Miss Alden ate bacon and toast and an egg without saying a cross word.

“Aunt Jane，” said Jessie，“You’ll never be sorry that you gave us your ranch. We love it. We will take care of it. We love you，too，and we will always take care of you，even after we go home.”

Aunt Jane sighed. No one had ever wanted to take care of her before. She looked very happy.


Chapter 11　A Strange Offer

That night Henry did not sleep very well. He kept thinking of the men who had tried to buy Aunt Jane’s ranch. He decided to talk with Jessie alone.

But it was not easy for the older children to get away from Benny. He wanted to do first one thing and then another. Finally he wanted to go to the barn to see the horse.

“It’s our horse，after all，” said Benny. “We ought to get acquainted with our own horse.”

Watch began to bark when Violet let him out the back door.

“Bark all you want to，Watchie！” shouted Benny.“Nobody can hear yon，and I’ll yell，too！”

After a few good yells，Benny started toward the barn. All the children followed. Watch ran around the old barn looking for mice. The black horse stood looking at them all.

“What’s our horse’s name？” asked Benny.

“Maggie says he hasn’t any name，” said Jessie. “She just says，‘Go on，old boy.’”

“Old Boy isn’t a good name，” said Benny. “Let’s call him Snowball.”

Everyone laughed.The thin old horse was black all over！But from then on，Old Boy was called Snowball.

“Come on，Watch，” said Benny at last. “Let’s go upstairs where the hay is. Maybe you’ll find a rat！”

Violet followed Benny and this gave Henry his chance. He winked at Jessie who followed him outside at once.

“Look，Jessie，” whispered Henry.&#8196;“I don’t like the idea of strange men bothering Aunt Jane.”

“Neither do I，” said Jessie softly. “The men told her the ranch was no good. Just a few chickens and an old horse.”

“That’s it，” cried Henry.“If the ranch is no good，why do they want to buy it？ I think I ought to do something about this.”

“Tell Sam，” advised Jessie.

“I’ll do better than that，” said Henry at last. “I’ll tell Sam to tell Mr. Pond. Mr. Pond seems to know everything.”

After they had told their troubles to Sam，the older children felt better. They were pleased when they saw Sam start for Mr. Pond’s house.

In a very short time，Mr. Pond’s car came up the driveway. Sam was with him. They were both very serious.

“Sam and I want to see that hut in the woods，”Mr. Pond said. “Will you take us there？”

“Sure，” said Henry. “We know exactly where it is.”

“Let’s all go，” cried Benny.

Jessie went to the front hall and told Maggie where they were going.

“Don’t tell Aunt Jane that we are going back to that hut. It would worry her. Just say we went for a walk. We will be back in time for dinner.”

Jessie saw the others half way to the chicken house. She hurried to catch up with them. They walked faster this time，because they knew just where they were going. They soon came to the hut.

“Be quiet，now，” whispered Sam，“We want to see if anyone is here.”

The children sat down in the woods.

“Is there anything different about the hut？”whispered Mr. Pond.

“Yes，” whispered Henry. “There is some wood in the fireplace. It wasn’t there the other time.”

They sat very still for a long time. They heard nothing. They saw nothing new.

“Well，” said Mr. Pond at last，“we might sit here all day for nothing. Let’s take a close look at the hut.”

They walked over to the hut.Sam put his hand on the stones of the fireplace.

“Warm！” he said.

They all felt the stones. They were very warm. The fire had not been out very long.

“Well，someone surely stays here，” said Mr. Pond. He seemed worried.

“Do you suppose it’s your Mystery Man？” asked Benny.

“Goodness no！”Jessie answered.“He’s much too nice to live in a hut on somebody else's land.”

They walked out of the woods and into the field full of rocks.

“Aren’t these rocks funny？” said Violet. “I never saw such yellow rocks. And look at the black lines across them！”

“Like a tiger，” said Benny.

Henry looked again at the rocks. He seemed to be deep in thought.

“Now what is it they make me think of？”he said to himself.“Umm，yellow with black lines. I have seen something about that somewhere.”

“Do you know the name of these yellow stones，Mr. Pond？” asked Violet. She picked one up and gave it to him.

“No，I don’t know much about stones，” he said.“This yellowish rock makes a fine powder. I know that Indians long ago used it for their sand paintings.”

“Sand paintings？” asked Benny. “I never heard of sand paintings.”

“They are very interesting，” said Mr. Pond. “They are beautiful，too. The Indians took sand of all colors：blue，green，red，yellow，black，brown. They looked for a nice，flat place，and painted it with colored sand. They put the different colors in the right places. They would make a round sun like this.”

Mr. Pond quickly made a big yellow sun on the ground，to show Benny how it was done.

“Do you think there are any sand paintings in our field now？” Benny asked hopefully.

“No，”answered Mr. Pond，smiling.“There haven’t been any Indians here for many years.”

“I’d rather have Indians here than whoever is living in that hut，” said Jessie.

“I think you’re right，” said Mr. Pond. “But don’t worry about that. We’ll go to Stony Creek tomorrow and tell the sheriff，Mr. Bates，about this.”

He glanced at Henry，and the boy understood that Mr. Pond would tell the sheriff about some other things，too.


Chapter 12　The Mystery Man

Early the next morning，the four Alden children climbed into Mr. Pond’s car. He had come to take them to Stony Creek. They were going to see the sheriff，Mr. Bates.

Mr. Pond was very quiet. He was worried about these nice children. He liked them，even though he had only known them a short time. And he was worried about Jane Alden，too. He had known her for many years. He knew well enough that she had always been cross and hard to get along with. But he was very sorry for her. He didn’t want any of them to be upset by these three strange men.

They drove up in front of the courthouse in Stony Creek and Mr. Pond stopped the car.

“Come right in，” called Mr. Bates. “I’m glad you came. I don’t often have so much company.”

“Hello，Bates，” said Mr. Pond. “These are the Alden children.”

“I had already guessed that，” said Mr. Bates. He took his guests to a small back room and shut the door.

They all sat down.

“Well，what brings you here？” asked Mr. Bates.

Mr. Pond said，“We came to see you about police business. There is something going on in the Alden woods. It looks as if someone has been living in an old hut there.”

Mr. Bates didn’t look surprised. He just waited for Mr. Pond to go on.

“That isn’t all，” Mr. Pond said. “Three strange men tried to make Miss Jane Alden sell her ranch. They told her it was no good. Say，Bates，you act as if you knew something that I don’t. What do you really think about all this？” Mr. Bates just sat and smiled.

“Maybe you won’t have to worry about those men any longer，” he said. “And I don’t think anyone will be staying in that hut，either. But I’ll wait and let Mr. Carter tell you all about it.”

“Mr. Carter？ Who would that be？” asked Benny.

“He is a very important man，” Mr. Bates said，still smiling. “Here he comes now.”

A car stopped just behind Mr. Pond’s. A good looking young man got out. He was very tall. He had soft brown hair. When he stood in the door，Jessie and Violet looked at him with their mouths open. Then they looked at one another.

Jessie could hardly talk. “Oh，Violet，” she whispered，“Our Mystery Man！”

“Are you surprised？” asked Mr. Carter，laughing.

“We certainly are，” said Benny. “We thought you might be a bad man. That is，Henry thought so，anyway.”

“Benny！” Henry said，blushing. “I didn’t really think that，Mr. Carter. I just thought the police should—I mean—well，you were a stranger，and—”
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“That’s all right，Henry，” said the Mystery Man，smiling again. “That was a smart thing to think.”

“But if you’re not a bad man，who are you？”asked Benny.

“Well，I’ve been working for you，but you didn’t know it.”

“Working for us？” asked Benny. “You don’t look like a ranch hand.”

“There are many ways to work，” Mr. Carter said. “And one of them is looking for uranium.”

“Uranium！” Jessie cried. She had finally found her voice again.

“Yes，” said Mr. Carter. “My job is to look for uranium. I found a field of it right on your ranch.”

“Do you mean that all of that Indian dust is really uranium？” asked Violet.

“It certainly is，” Mr. Carter answered，looking at all the surprised faces around him. “But why were you looking there？”asked Violer.“And who are those three tough men？”

Mr.Carter answered slowly，“I work for a man you may have heard of. Mr.Alden of Greenfield.”

“Grandfather！”the children cried.

“Yes. Mr.Alden hired me to look for uranium for him. There is a lot of it in this part of the country. But when I found it on your ranch，I also found that someone had been there first.”

“That must be those three men！”Henry said.

“Yes. They were looking for uranium，too. But they are not honest. When they found a place that had uranium，they tried to buy the land cheap. They didn’t tell people what they had found.”

“That’s just what they tried to do to us，”Violet said.

“Yes，”Mr.Carter went on，“but Mr.Bates and I caught up with them. You won’t be bothered by them again.”

“Are they the ones who stayed in that hut on our ranch？”asked Jessie.

“Yes. But I had an eye on them. They couldn’t have hurt you，”Mr.Carter said.

Henry spoke slowly，“This means that the ranch is worth a lot of money，doesn’t it？”

“It certainly does，”said Mr.Carter.

“Wait till I tell Aunt Jane！”shouted Benny.

“Can we tell people？”asked Henry.

“I suppose so，”said Mr.Carter.“It is no longer a secret. I’m afraid your ranch will not be quiet much longer. Your place will soon be full of strangers.”Maybe some of them will try to take rocks away from your uranium fields." He looked worried for the first time since he had come in the door.

“What can we do？” asked Jessie. “It would be terrible to upset Aunt Jane iust when she is getting better.”

“Can you help them，Mr. Pond？” asked Mr.Carter.

“No，I’m afraid not，” said Mr. Pond. “It is too big a job for me.I think the children need a smarter man than I am. And they need someone with enough money to dig a mine.”

Henry said，“I think I know the very man.”

The four children shouted together，“Grandfather！”


Chapter 13　Fast Work

Mr. Carter spoke，“I think your grandfather will be glad to help. I can go to Greenfield and tell him the whole story.”

He looked at his watch and got up quickly.“Good-by，children，and the best of luck.”

In one minute he was gone.

Benny said，“Mystery men work fast，don’t they？”

“There’s just one thing wrong，” Henry said.“Aunt Jane didn’t want Grandfather to come to her ranch. Maybe she will be angry if he comes to help us.”

“Well，maybe she will be good and glad！”said Mr. Pond，laughing.“She ought to be thankful if he will come. She won’t like it when people begin to go across her land.”

The children were quiet all the way home. They were wondering how to tell Aunt Jane.

“Let’s not worry，” said Violet at last. “Things always work out all right for us.”

But even Violet was in for a surprise.

Watch met them at the door，barking and wagging his tail. Maggie was smiling in the kitchen. Aunt Jane was laughing at them from the front room！ She was sitting in her long chair，all dressed. The children had never seen her in a dress before.

“Dear Aunt Jane！” cried Violet. “You are up and dressed！ I was never so glad in my life.”She bent over and kissed the little old lady.

Aunt Jane was surprised at the kiss. But she was very pleased.

“I will bring the kitchen table in here，” said Henry.

“Why not eat on the table that is in here？”

“But that is your very best table，” said Jessie.

“It is your table，remember，” said Aunt Jane. “I’d like to eat on it，if you want to use it.”

A happy family sat down to supper that night.

“Now，tell me everything that happened in Stony Creek，” said Aunt Jane.

The children took turns. They told her everything. They told her what a fine man the Mystery Man was. They passed quickly over the three tough men，because they did not want to frighten her.

“They caught them anyway，” said Benny，“So no more trouble from them.”

At last，everything had been told except one thing—Grandfather.

“About these strangers，” said Benny. “Mr. Carter says this place won’t be quiet any more. Everyone will come to see the uranium. And maybe some will take away rocks.”

Aunt Jane nodded. “What does he think we ought to do？”

“He says we can’t take care of it ourselves，” began Henry. “We must have help from some man who can do things in a big way and who has money to have a mine dug.”

Aunt Jane said slowly，“I know one man who can do it. My brother，James.”

For a minute the children could not speak. Then Jessie cried，“Oh，he could，Aunt Jane！”

“And now I wonder if he would，” said Aunt Jane，“after the way I’ve treated him.”

“I’m sure he would，” said Jessie excitedly.

“Well，I hope so，” said her aunt. “I could never stand hundreds of people running all over my ranch—your ranch. I’ll send your grandfather a night letter.”

“If you will write a night letter，” said Henry，“I’ll take it to Tom Young’s house and have him send it tonight.”

“You care a lot for your grandfather，don’t you？”asked the old lady，with a sharp look.

“And we care a lot for you，too，” said Henry.
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“Get me some paper at once，Henry，” said Aunt Jane，“before I change my mind.”

The children were very quiet while their aunt wrote the night letter. They were afraid every minute that she would change her mind.

“Listen to this，” she said at last. “‘Will you take over all business of the uranium fields，now owned by your grandchildren？ For once I am glad to have you for a boss. The children and Watch send love. Jane.’”

“Perfect！” said Henry.

Next morning，right after breakfast，a telegram came for Aunt Jane.

She read it aloud，“‘I shall be glad to take over this business. You do not have to see me. Decide how much land you want to keep for yourself and we will build a fence around it. I will send a guard for the house. James Alden.’”

“A guard for this house！” cried Benny. “Isn’t this exciting！”

Jessie called，“Look！Here’s a car already！”

The car was full of telephone men.One of them asked Aunt Jane very politely where she wanted the telephones.

“Telephones？” asked Benny. “Are you going to put in two？”

“We have to put in four，” he said. “I guess you folks don’t know what you are in for.”

“No，I guess we don’t，” said Henry. “I think I had better go to town and telephone Grandfather now. I may not have a chance later.”

Henry left with Watch.

How wonderful it was to talk with Grandfather！

“Now，listen carefully，” Mr. Alden said，“Your aunt’s ranch must always be kept a pleasant place for her to live. So，when you have time，let her decide where the fence should go. Then she could always do anything she wanted with the ranch itself. Do you understand？”

“I think so. You mean we still might want to run the ranch？”

“Exactly.”

Henry noticed that his grandfather still called the ranch “hers.” He also knew that he must get right at the fence. When his grandfather said，“When you have time，” he meant right away.

Henry went back to the ranch and told his aunt what Mr. Alden had said.

“Grandfather wants us to decide where that fence shall go.”

“I know already，” said the little lady. “Here is a plan of the ranch. I have marked where I want the fence to go.”

Aunt Jane listened.“Here comes another car，”she said.

“Poor Aunt Jane！” said Jessie. “You’ll never get any rest.”

“That’s Grandfather for you，” said Benny.

The men were sent by Mr. Alden to put up the fence. Henry was glad that his aunt had the plan ready in time.

Jessie asked，“Do you want Henry to carry you to bed，Aunt Jane？”

“No. I want him to help me to the kitchen window，so I can see the cars drive up. I want to see everything.”

Henry took her to a big easy chair by the kitchen window.

“Doesn’t Grandfather work fast？”asked Jessie.

“He always did，” said her aunt. “Once he worked too fast for me. But not now. Here comes another car！”

“I just can’t believe it，” said Violet，“We’ll never get any work done.”

Benny came in to tell the news. His face was red with excitement.

“The guards are here！” he shouted. “They will stop people from knocking on our door all the time and asking us about the uranium. They say we will get tired of it. But I wouldn’t，would you，Aunt Jane？”

“I’m not tired of it yet，” said Aunt Jane.


Chapter 14　The Boss

“Boy，look at that car！” said Benny，looking out the window. It was long and low. It was painted yellow and black. A man got out of the car. A guard spoke to him and nodded，and the man came to the back door.

Henry opened the door，and the man said，“James Alden asked me to come and see his sister.”

“Come in，” said Henry. “This is my aunt.”

The man smiled at the little old lady. “James Alden is one of my best friends，” he said.

“Sit down，” said Aunt Jane，in a kind voice. “We seem to have all our callers in the kitchen. Some day we may use the front door.”

“The kitchen is all right with me，” said the stranger，with a quick smile. “My name is Gardner. I am a mining man. Your brother sent me to take care of your uranium field.”

Benny asked，“Are you the boss of everything？”

“That’s a good way to put it，” agreed Mr. Gardner.

“Will you let us watch you dig？” asked Benny.

“Yes. There are some men digging in your field now. Do you want to see them？”

“We certainly do！” said Henry at once.

They started across the field.

“Keep your eyes on that white place on the mountain. The hole is there，” Mr. Gardner said.

When they came to the hole，they saw two guards beside it. Two other men were standing in the hole with long sticks in their hands.

“Those are geiger counters！” shouted Benny.

“That’s right，” said Mr. Gardner.

The men heard his voice and looked up. When they saw who it was，one of them came out of the hole.

“It’s good，sir，” he said. “Want to hear it？”

The boss listened. “Good！” he said. “Noisy，isn’t it？Let the children listen. After all，they own the whole works.”

Benny was so excited that he almost fell into the hole.

“How it snaps！” he said.

“There must be a lot of uranium here，” said Henry，as he listened to the geiger counter pop.

When the children walked into the house again，Aunt Jane was sitting by the window in the front room.

“Did you have a good time？” she asked.

“Wonderful！” said Benny. “We listened to the geiger counter，and it made a terrible noise. That means uranium，Aunt Jane.”

“Does it？ I am glad to hear it.” She seemed to be very pleased.

After dinner that evening the children left Violet alone with their aunt. Violet was sewing.

“Aunt Jane，” she said gently，“I really don’t understand why you didn’t let your own brother help you when you needed money.”

“I might as well tell you the whole story，” said Aunt Jane. “Father and mother went East. Your grandfather was a very young man. He wanted to sell the ranch and go into the mill business.”

“I begin to understand，” said Violet softly.

“I’m glad somebody understands，” said Aunt Jane.“I loved the ranch. So I said I’d stay here. But I couldn’t run the ranch. I didn’t know how. I had twenty men working for me. Then I had to let the men go，one by one. At last，only Sam was left. I sold the horses and cattle.”

Aunt Jane paused.“How could I ask your grandfather for money？ He never wanted me to stay here and I wouldn’t give in and say that I was wrong.”

“I’m glad you told me this，Aunt Jane. I’ll help you get to bed，now.”

Things happened fast on the Alden ranch in the next few weeks. A mine was dug. Big machines worked night and day. Houses for workmen were built. New stores opened in town. The train was not taken off. Instead，there were four trains every day. Two telephone girls stayed upstairs all day to answer the telephones. And Aunt Jane made a surprising announcement.

“I want to give a party！” she said.

“A party？” asked Henry. “When？”

“My birthday is next week，and I want a birthday party.”
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“People don’t give their own birthday parties，”said Henry. “Let us give the party for you.”

“No，” said Aunt Jane. “This is my party. And I am going to ask your grandfather if he will come！”

Violet said，“Oh，I’m so glad，Aunt Jane！ I’m sure he will.”

The children’s wish had come true.

“Telephone to him！” shouted Benny.

Aunt Jane，her face very pink，called her brother.

“Hello，James，” she said brightly. “I want you to come to my birthday party.”

“Ahem！” said Grandfather. The children could hear his deep voice.

“Of course I will，if you want me. I’ll bring you a present，too.”

“No，just come，and forgive me for everything.”

The children knew that Grandfather did not know what to say to this.

“Well，well！” he said，“Nothing to forgive！”

“Thank you，James，” said Aunt Jane.

Mr. Gardner took the children to meet their grandfather’s train，the day before Aunt Jane’s birthday.

When the children saw Mr. Alden，what a noise they made！ They all shouted at once. They rushed up and took his bags. Tom Young stood in the door of the station and laughed.

“They think a lot of him，” he said.

They all piled into Mr. Gardner’s car and drove to the ranch.

Aunt Jane was sitting up very straight in the front room. She shook hands with her brother.

“It was good of you to come，James，” she said.

“I’m glad to see you，” said Grandfather. “I had forgotten you were so pretty.”

It was true. When the children looked at their aunt，they saw that she was really pretty. Her blue eyes were very bright.

Mr. Alden said，“I want to see Henry alone.”

Henry and his grandfather went to the back room to talk. Grandfather came back alone. The children heard Henry drive out of the yard in Mr. Gardner’s car. They were very surprised.

“Where is Henry going？” asked Aunt Jane.

“A secret，” said Mr. Alden，laughing.

Henry came back in a little while. He nodded at his grandfather and said，“All right.”

“What can it be？” wondered Jessie. “How can we wait until tomorrow？”

After supper，Grandfather said，“Jane，I have a plan. Do you want to hear it？”

“I do，” said Aunt Jane. “It seems funny，doesn’t it？I never would listen to you before.”

“I was too bossy，” said Mr. Alden. “I know that now.” He smiled.

“My grandchildren love your ranch，Jane，” he said，“but they can’t stay here all winter.”

“Yes，I know that，James，” she said sadly.

“They want to fix up the other end of this house for Sam and his wife. We can cut a door between your room and the next one. Maggie can have that room. Then you will be safe all winter.”

“You are kind to plan this for me，” said Aunt Jane. She smiled kindly at her brother.

“The children planned it，” said Mr. Alden. “They want to fix the rooms upstairs for themselves.”

“Well，they certainly can，” said Aunt Jane.

“Now，one last idea，” said Mr. Alden. He looked at Jessie，with a twinkle in his eye.

“I heard all about your Mystery Man，” he said.

“He’s not my Mystery Man，” said Jessie，laughing.“But he was nice，wasn’t he？”

“He doesn’t seem like a Mystery Man any more，”said Violet. “I’d like to see him again sometime.”

Mr. Alden said，“He could come to the party tomorrow，if anyone asked him.”

“Very well，” said Aunt Jane. “I don’t mind having a Mystery Man at my birthday party.”

“Will he fly？” asked Jessie.

“No. He is already here，” said Grandfather. “He got off the train when I did！”

“And we didn’t even see him，” said Benny.

“Well，he is still a Mystery Man in some ways. isn’t he？” said Violet.


Chapter 15　The Party

“It’s the Mystery Man！” shouted Benny，looking out the window the next day.“I hope the guard will let him in.”

It was John Carter，the tall young man with the brown hair and brown eyes. He went first to Aunt Jane and thanked her for asking him to come. Then he spoke to all the children as if he were delighted to see them.

“I want to show you something，Carter，” said Mr.Alden. “You children come，too. We’re going to look at the fireplace in the other kitchen.”

“I won’t go，” said Aunt Jane，smiling. “I know all about that chimney.”

When they stood before the fireplace，Mr. Alden said，“See that yellow and black in the stone，Carter？”

“Why，this is funny！” Mr. Carter said，“That fireplace is made of uranium ore！ There is gold and silver in it，too.”

“The gold and silver are not good，” said Mr. Alden. “Of course，we had never heard of uranium when we built the chimney. I think that is the only chimney in the world that is made of uranium ore.”

“Is the chimney the same all the way up？” asked Benny.

Grandfather laughed. “Yes，all the way up. We left it rough outside，and smoothed it inside. My father and mother and I went East，and we had a chimney right here with uranium in it！”

They went back to the living room.

Jessie said，“Aunt Jane，you remember you said there were no mysteries in this house？ And in a way，that chimney was a fine mystery.”

“I didn’t know it then，” said her aunt.

“We didn’t know about the fields either，” said Benny，“or who the Mystery Man was. Let’s call this Mystery Ranch！”

“That’s a fine name！” said Mr. Carter. “You could paint the name on a sign and hang it over the driveway.”

At six o’clock，the birthday party began. Every one was excited. Watch barked and barked，and nobody stopped him.

They set the big table with a white linen cloth. They set eight places with Aunt Jane’s best dishes. The birthday cake had seventy tiny candles on it.

When supper was over，Aunt Jane said，“Take the dishes into the kitchen and leave them there. You can wash them later. I want to open my presents！”

The children had made their presents for Aunt Jane with loving hands. They sat，watching the pretty little lady.

Jessie thought，“How very different she is from the little old lady in bed！ I’m glad we came here.”

“I love every one of my presents！” cried Aunt Jane.

“Now let me get yours，Grandfather！” cried Henry.
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“Very well，my boy，” said Mr. Alden，smiling.

Henry rushed out to the barn. Soon he came back with a tiny black and white puppy in his arms. He put it on the floor. It was very soft. Watch stood up quickly and looked at it.

“Come here，Watch，” said Jessie. “Be a good dog.”

“Her name is Lady，Aunt Jane，” said Henry.

“Oh，what a beautiful little dog！” said Aunt Jane.“Is she for me？”

“Yes，” said Mr. Alden. “To take the place of Watch when the children go home.”

Watch wagged his tail a little. He sat down.

“She’s just a baby dog，Watch，” said Jessie. “You be good，now.”

“Do you want to hold the puppy，Aunt Jane？”asked Henry.

He put the little dog in her arms. Watch didn’t like this. He sat and looked at the stranger.

Aunt Jane loved it. Anyone could see that. The puppy loved her，too. It lay down against her arm and shut its eyes.

“Lady is tired，” said Henry. “She goes to sleep whenever she can.”

Aunt Jane sat very still. She held the baby dog quietly. She was very pleased when it went to sleep.

Watch lay down again，beside Jessie，as if to say，“Well，I don’t care. After all，I’m Jessie’s dog.”

Grandfather looked at his family and his friends. He loved every one of his grandchildren. He was very happy now that he had a sister again.

Grandfather said to Mr. Carter，“This is a very happy day for me. You can see what fine grandchildren I have.”

“You certainly do，Mr. Alden.”

“Now we will all be happy next year，” he went on. “The children will go back to school. Sam and Annie can move into this house. Maggie can stay happily with Jane. And best of all，I have a sister again.”

But Aunt Jane shook her head and said，with tears in her eyes，“No，James. Best of all，I have a brother.”

The Alden children just looked at one another. They were too happy to say a word.


宝贝听书APP
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第一章　黄色沙漠




Yellow Sands

奥登家的四个孩子迫不及待地想重游神秘农场。亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼已经为此筹划了好几个星期。

“我们又要坐那辆可爱的老火车了！”维莉说，“杰西，还记得卡特先生吗？上次坐车时他帮我们拎过包呢！”

“还是我来负责拎包吧！”班尼喊道，“这次卡特先生应该不会出现在车上了。”

“包就交给我好啦，小家伙，”亨利说，“不过这次我们下车的站名可不叫‘赛特维尔’！”

杰西冲哥哥点了点头：“没错，改叫‘黄色沙漠’啦！新站名真好，我们的铀矿看起来不正像黄色的沙漠吗？”

这时，爷爷插话说：“山姆要去接你们，他会帮你们拎包的。”

孩子们开心地笑了。“几个旧包还这么抢手啊？”班尼叫道。

“糟糕的是，望望只能待在行李车厢，”亨利说，“他们不准小狗在火车上到处乱窜。”

“那我也要去行李车厢，”班尼说，“这样望望就不会太伤心了。”

奥登先生笑了：“那恐怕不行呢！不过你们可以时不时地去看一下望望，它就会知道你们在附近了。”
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这天总算到了，孩子们终于要出发去简姑婆的神秘农场了！

亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼都喜欢简姑婆，他们整个暑假都将和姑婆一起度过。

以前，简姑婆的脾气十分暴躁，但是现在她已经变成了一位和蔼可亲的老太太。

到了黄色沙漠站，孩子们下了车，四处张望，寻找以前的那匹黑色老马。老马没见着，倒是看到山姆和麦琪开着一辆旅行车过来了。山姆是农场的经理，麦琪是简姑婆的保姆。

“嗨，山姆！”班尼喊着，“雪球呢？”

“雪球好着呢，”山姆笑着说，“我总觉得‘雪球’这个名字安在一匹黑马身上怪滑稽的！”

“是我给它取的名字，我也觉得好可笑！”班尼说，“雪球在哪儿呢？”

“它过得别提多滋润啦！”麦琪说，“成天都在外面撒欢，去地里吃草。不过跟雪球比起来，还是车跑得快一些！”

“你会开车了吗，麦琪？”杰西惊讶地问。

“那当然，”麦琪笑着说，“山姆还说我开得很不错呐！”

“我们走吧，”山姆说，“望望已经从行李车厢出来了，咱们可以回家了。”

大家各自拎着包上了车。很快，旅行车就驶进了简姑婆的庄园，在新装修的大门上方，写着四个遒劲的大字：
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看到孩子们，简姑婆兴奋极了！望望并没有为难公主——简姑婆新养的小狗。吃午饭的时候，望望卧在杰西脚下，公主则趴在简姑婆脚下，两只小狗相安无事。

“才过了一年，这里就发生了翻天覆地的变化！”简姑婆说，“你们万万想不到，原先的田野上竟然修建了一条长长的步行街。”

“是真的街道吗？”班尼问。

“当然是真的！街上开了不少小店铺，还有一座教堂，一所小学和一所中学！”

“真不可思议，”亨利说，“咱们赶紧去看看吧！”

“想去就去呗！”简姑婆说，“我就知道，你们一心挂念的就是逛街。”

“我们更想见的是您啊，姑婆。”维莉赶紧安慰道。

“嗯，现在不是见到了嘛！”简姑婆暗自开心，“反正午饭也吃完了，你们就尽情地去逛吧！”

“记得回来吃晚饭，”麦琪说，“咱们会有一顿美味大餐的！”

“没问题，一定赶在晚饭前回来，”杰西说，“我们只想去看看老农场变成什么样儿了。”


第二章　遇见老朋友

An Old Friend

奥登家的四个孩子已经是整个农场的主人了，他们当然迫不及待地想知道，自从去年暑假发现铀矿以后，农场到底发生了怎样的变化。

班尼说：“估计爷爷雇了好几百名矿工开采铀矿呢！他们一定有很多孩子，这些孩子要吃饭，要穿衣，要上学，还要去教堂做祷告，于是小镇就繁荣起来了。”

“没错！”亨利笑道，“全被你说中了。”四个孩子边说边笑，走出了后门。

“望望，跟着一起来吧！”亨利问道，“公主能去吗，简姑婆？”

“它就不去了，”简姑婆说，“公主离不开我的。”

被批准和四个孩子一起出去玩，望望兴奋不已，一路上撒着欢儿，叫个不停。孩子们走过鸡舍，只见那里被粉刷一新，整修得错落有致。大家穿越田野，来到步行街上，他们简直不敢相信自己的眼睛，从前的田野上居然有了和城市里一样的街道。

“看那边的杂货店，”班尼说，“还有大超市！我们不用非得自己挖蔬菜了——除非我们自己乐意！”

“好漂亮的服装店啊！”说话间，杰西差点撞到一个小男孩。男孩看起来和班尼差不多大，他两手斜插在裤兜里，边走边吹着口哨。

看到他们四个，小男孩停了下来，仔细打量了一番后，突然叫了起来：“喂，班尼！你不认得我了吗？”

班尼认真看了他一眼。“是迈克！迈克·伍德！”他忍不住叫了起来，“亨利，是迈克！忘了吗，他去我们的奇异岛上参加过野餐会呢！”

“哈，我永远也忘不了！”亨利说，“果然是迈克！你来过我们的野餐会，你的小狗还和望望比赛过。”

“对，”迈克说，“是我的小狗花花，它今天跟我哥哥帕特出去玩了。我还记得，它比你家的狗跑得快多了。”

“胡说！”班尼急了，“它从来没赢过！是望望赢了你家的花花！你都忘了吗？”

“没错，我忘了！”迈克还是不依不饶，“我只记得花花赢了望望。”

“它没赢！”班尼喊道，“花花没去过岛上，它甚至连路都不认识。”

“你们两个小家伙别吵了，”亨利喝道，“别一见面就吵架！”

“我没吵，是迈克挑起来的。”班尼喊道。

“我没有！是你先挑衅的。”迈克反驳道。

“别吵了！”亨利说，“现在都别吵了。你们还是好朋友吗？”

“当然是！”班尼说，“前提是迈克别撒谎。望望就是赢了比赛，我决不会向任何人服软。”

“好吧，”迈克终于让步了，“也许是望望赢了。可是当时的比赛并不公平，花花连路都不认识呢！”

“这还差不多，”班尼也松口了，“我就是要你承认这一点，花花并没有赢得比赛。”

“可以这么说吧！”迈克说，“不过它连东南西北都分不清楚，怎么可能赢？”

“当然不可能！”班尼赞同道，“我就是说嘛，花花又不认识路，那并不是一场公平的比赛！”

“迈克，”杰西换了个话题，“你怎么到这里来了？上次见你时，你住的地方离这里好远呢！”

“是挺远的，”迈克说，“不过我们喜欢这儿。爸爸去世以后，鲍勃舅舅就把我们接到这里来了，还说能给帕特找份工作。对了，你们还记得帕特吗？我哥哥？”

“哦，当然记得，”亨利说，“上次野餐的时候，他差点被淹死！”
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“是啊，帕特现在在矿上替鲍勃舅舅干活儿，不过不是挖矿，是做些外勤。我在矿上打点杂工——我妈妈也是，她帮矿工们洗衣服。”

“你家在哪里？”亨利问。

“就在那儿，”迈克指了指，“那座粉色的房子就是的。这里的房子除了颜色不同以外，其他都差不多——每家都有个小院子，还有枯黄的草坪。跟我们以前的家比起来，新家多了电烤炉和洗衣机。快跟我来，去见见我妈妈吧！”

“好的，”亨利说，“我们非常乐意。”

“帕特不在家，不过妈妈肯定在！”迈克说，“她也许正在做馅饼呢，那我们就有口福啦！”

孩子们走到粉色的房子前。“妈，快看，谁来了？”迈克说。

伍德太太果真在做馅饼，她正从烤炉里取出第三张饼儿，一抬头看见班尼，她不禁爽声笑了起来。

“班尼·奥登，你好啊！”她大声打着招呼。

“您一定没见过我们几个吧！”杰西笑着说，“班尼您倒是见过好多次，在东部的时候，班尼和迈克总是一起去上学。”

“但我听过你们不少事情呐！”伍德太太说，“班尼很喜欢和我聊天。他是个好孩子，迈克跟他在一起，学到了不少东西。”

“班尼跟我玩才大有收获呢！”迈克大声说。

“是的，我也是这么认为的。”亨利赞同道。

迈克惊讶地抬起头，他压根没料到亨利会帮自己说话，一时竟不知该如何接茬了，只好换了个话题：“妈，用你做的馅饼招待邻居们吧！”

“对呀，咱们现在是邻居了！”伍德太太说，“大家敞开肚皮吃吧，我做了各种口味的饼，有樱桃馅的、苹果馅的、还有蓝莓馅的，全都热乎乎的。”说着她切开了馅饼，饼皮儿金黄酥脆，香味四溢。

“正好我午饭没吃饱。”班尼欢呼道。

“大家各自搬椅子，坐到桌边上来吧，”伍德太太招呼道，“迈克，去冰箱取点儿奶酪出来。”

“帕特到哪里去了？”迈克将奶酪拿了过来。

“他去银行了。今天是存钱的日子，帕特每个星期都要去银行帮鲍勃舅舅存钱。迈克，去把他找回来，让他见见大伙儿。”

迈克冲出院子，沿路跑去。伍德太太微笑地注视着他的背影。

“迈克倒不是个调皮孩子，”伍德太太说，“就是话有点多。”

“这个我们都知道。”杰西笑着说。

“他能为朋友做任何事情，”伍德太太继续说道，“在矿上，他卖力地帮工人们干活儿，甚至还帮他们打架。大家爱逗他，爱跟他拌嘴，但人人都喜欢他。”

亨利边吃边赞叹道：“我从没吃过这么好吃的苹果馅饼！”

“我也是，”杰西说，“樱桃馅的一定比苹果馅的还好吃。”

维莉轻声笑道：“我正要说蓝莓馅的最好吃呢！”

“很高兴你们能喜欢，”伍德太太柔声说，“我最爱做馅饼了，可惜总是没空！”

“您很忙吗？”杰西困惑地问。

“当然喽，亲爱的，”伍德太太的声音中透着无奈，“我整天都耗在洗衣服赚钱养家上，好在家里还有台洗衣机。啊，帕特回来了！”

帕特一进门就热情地说：“嗨，班尼，你以前经常来我们家找迈克玩儿呢！”

“这是杰西，”伍德太太一一介绍道，“这是维莉，这是亨利。”

“哦，我都认识，”帕特说，“那次野餐会上，就是他们救了我！”

“是我们的叔叔大乔救了你，”亨利说，“大乔是游泳高手。”

这时，迈克插话道：“我去找帕特的时候，他正好从银行出来。”

“居然还有银行，太不可思议了！”杰西说，“以前这里可只有一望无际的草地和长长的青草。”

“现在这里应有尽有啦！”帕特回答，“连日报都有，报社就在银行旁边。”

“对的，没错，”班尼叫道，“我在简姑婆家里看到报纸了，叫《每日新闻报》，其中一张的头版就是铀矿大楼的大照片。”

“是啊，铀矿总是占着头版的显著位置。”迈克说，“瞧这个，我们一直收藏着这份报纸，照片上有帕特。看到了吗？这就是帕特，矮个子旁边的这个。咦，真奇怪，我好像在哪里见过这个小矮个儿！他不要住在这儿。”

“应该说‘他不住在这儿’。”帕特说。

“好吧，那就‘不住在这儿’好了。”迈克辩驳道，“都怪你总跟我说‘不要’做这个，‘不要’做那个。”

“迈克，那不一样。”帕特无奈地说。

“好了，反正对我来说都一样。”迈克说。

杰西笑了：“迈克有时会让我想起班尼，他俩都喜欢抬杠。”

“我可不是在抬杠，”迈克说，“我在思考！照片上的那个矮个子不要——不住在这儿。他是外地人，可我绝对曾在哪里见过他。”

帕特看了看照片，“我一点儿也不记得了，我甚至都不记得跟他一起拍过照。”

迈克沉默了，他对着照片发起了呆。

“我们得走了，”杰西说，“我们想去逛逛街上的商店，再看看周围的风景。”

“我跟你们一块儿去，”迈克说，“我已经来镇上两个月了，可以给你们带路。”

的确如此，迈克对这里轻车熟路。他带大家参观了超市的自动门，还去了一家卖新车的商店。杰西在一家小店买了五顶大草帽。太阳很毒，孩子们都戴上了新买的帽子。商店里几乎所有的人都认识这四个孩子。原来，自从孩子们拥有了这个有铀矿的农场之后，简姑婆已经在报纸上登过好多次他们的照片了。

逛完了街，杰西提议道：“咱们回家去吧！麦琪说了，她会为我们准备丰盛的晚餐呢！”

“迈克，谢谢你带我们到处参观！”维莉说。

“明天见喽，迈克。”班尼说。

“好，不见不散。”迈克一路吹着口哨回去了。他还不知道明天将会有多么惊心动魄。


第三章　着火了！

Fire！

晚上，孩子们睡得正香，突然被一阵震耳欲聋的奇怪铃声惊醒。醒来后发现还是深更半夜，便又接着睡了。第二天早上，他们从楼上下来的时候，山姆和麦琪正在谈论一场大火。

“是哪里着火了？”亨利问。

“你们半夜没有听到火警的铃声吗？”山姆问，“报童来送报纸了，报纸上肯定登了消息。”

山姆接过报纸，发现满版都是照片。班尼越过他的肩膀看过去。“那是迈克家的房子！”班尼不禁尖声叫了起来。

“报纸上说，伍德家的房子全被烧光了。”

“班尼，让我先看，”杰西叫道，“我看得快一些。”

“我看得也很快呢！”班尼心急火燎地说，“看到那张照片了吗？迈克没事！”

“应该没事，”杰西飞快地扫了一眼报纸，“只是漂亮的粉色新房子、洗衣机，还有电烤炉，全都没了！”

“好在没有人员伤亡，”班尼念道，“狗狗也幸存了下来。伍德家的大狗花花当时正睡在地下室，叫醒了家人。大火是从地下室燃起来的，消防车赶到的时候，整座房子已经烧着了，熊熊大火很快将房子吞噬。”

“除了被子和衣物以外，其他物品都没有抢救出来。当时，伍德太太看到房子已经没救了，就赶紧把被子铺到地板上，将抽屉里的衣服拿出来，用被子裹住，扔到了窗外。”

“哇，她真聪明！”杰西说，“被子和衣物是最宝贵的东西，是吧，简姑婆？”

“那当然，亲爱的。”简姑婆回答道，“问题是，他们一家现在能住到哪里去呢？”

“我现在就过去，”班尼说，“我要去看看迈克。”

“别急，班尼，”简姑婆说，“吃完早餐再去吧。你这一去可不是一时半会儿，我太了解你了！”

班尼知道简姑婆说得没错，便坐了下来，勉强自己吃了一点儿。大家都不怎么吃得下东西，满脑子想的都是这场大火。

“要是没有其他地方可以去，”简姑婆说，“迈克可以来这里住几天。”
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“哦，简姑婆，太谢谢您了！”杰西说，“您真好！可是，我觉得您不会喜欢迈克的，他总是捣乱。”

“我不介意他捣乱，”简姑婆说，“班尼和迈克在一起应该很有趣儿。”

“您说得太对了！”亨利笑道。

“我吃了一个鸡蛋，”班尼问，“现在可以走了吗？”

“当然可以，快去吧！我知道你们都等不及了。”简姑婆说。

孩子们一口气跑到失火的地方，只见四周围满了看热闹的人。那栋漂亮的粉色房子不见了，取而代之的是依旧滚烫的木头灰烬，以及浓浓的青烟。

“班尼——”一声呼唤传来，是迈克！他跑向班尼，号啕大哭道：“班尼，我家的房子全被烧光了，好在我们都逃出来了，幸亏花花救了大家。”

“你们接下来准备怎么办，迈克？”亨利问，“你妈妈呢？”

“她在那儿，”迈克用手指了指，“她和我哥哥帕特可以到隔壁的蓝房子里去住，我想跟卡特先生一起住。”

“卡特先生？”杰西吃惊地问道，“哪个卡特先生？你是说约翰·卡特先生吗？”

“应该是吧！”迈克说，“反正他是叫这个名字。你认识他吗？他为人特别好，很和气呐！”

“他为我爷爷工作，”杰西说，“我们去年夏天见过他，可我们都不知道他一直待在这里。他住在哪儿？”

“就在矿坑附近的绿色房子里。他有好多间房子，都不要用。”

“是‘不用’。”班尼纠正道。

“班尼，用不着你教我！”迈克说。

“好了，好了，卡特先生现在人在哪里？”维莉问道，她及时阻止了一场争吵。

“就在那边，站在我妈妈旁边的那个！”迈克说，“快过去吧，他们正看着咱们呢！”

“卡特先生！”亨利赶紧打了个招呼，“看到你真高兴！你总是及时雨，哪里有难就出现在哪里。”

“我不过是尽力而为罢了。”约翰·卡特眨了眨眼，“杰西，你好啊！维莉，你也来了！班尼还是老样子。”

“迈克的家怎么办？”亨利问。

“这些房子都是铀矿公司的，等火完全熄灭，一切平静下来以后，他们会将粉房子重新修建起来的。”卡特先生说。

“那屋里的东西怎么办？洗衣机呢？”杰西问。

“这个我不知道，但随后保险公司会处理这些事的。”

“简姑婆说，迈克可以到我们家去住。”维莉说。

“哦，真的吗？”卡特先生笑着说，“那你家可要热闹了！你们也肯收留我吗？”

“当然欢迎，你能帮上大忙。”杰西笑道。

“迈克，要是你来简姑婆家，还能独自住一间房呢！”班尼说，“去问问你妈妈，可以搬过来不？”

“没问题，我当然同意，太谢谢你们啦！”伍德太太说，“如果迈克不听话，就让奥登小姐把他送回来。”

这时，班尼冷不丁地插嘴问道：“迈克，你吃饭了吗？”

“没有，”迈克悲号起来，“所有的东西都被烧光了。我没喝牛奶，没吃麦片，也没吃鸡蛋……”

“迈克，快走吧，”班尼喊道，“咱们去餐厅，我还要再吃一个鸡蛋！”

卡特先生看了看杰西，笑着说：“难怪刚才我觉得自己有点不对劲，原来是没吃早餐的缘故！伍德太太，您一定也饿坏了，走，一起去餐厅吃早饭吧！”

“没错，还是听班尼的，”伍德太太笑着说，“他总有好主意。”


第四章　大餐桌

At the Big Table

“咱们坐那张大桌子吧，”亨利建议道，“方便说话。”

“我不想说话，只想吃饭！”迈克嚷道。

“随便你，你不出声，”班尼说，“听我们说就可以了。”

“凭什么？我想说就说。”迈克反驳道。

“那可是你自己的决定，”班尼反唇相讥，“是你亲口说不想讲话的。”

“我只说过我饿了。”迈克说。

“哦，迈克，住口吧！”伍德太太叫道，“尽说些没用的。你难道忘了自己已经无家可归了吗？”

“这场火起得真蹊跷！”杰西说，“快告诉我，你们是怎么知道起火了的？”

“多亏了咱家的小狗！”伍德太太答道，“花花和往常一样，睡在地下室里，昨晚它叫个不停，我意识到准是出事儿了，就赶紧跑下去看，发现四面墙都着火了，所以立刻把小狗放了出去，然后叫醒了迈克和帕特。”

“我不是你叫醒的，”迈克说，“当时我已经醒了。”

“是，儿子，当时你确实是醒着的，”迈克的母亲点点头，“我得承认，那时候你正准备到地下室去牵小狗呢！”

“花花是我最心爱的宝贝！”迈克说，“它又不会自己开门出去，我当然要去救它。”

“对了，小狗去哪儿了？”卡特先生问。

“它被拴在蓝房子里，”帕特说，“它现在见人就狂叫，有些碍事儿。”

“对，我们也把望望和公主留在农场了，”杰西说，“小狗不能呆在有火的地方。”

“房子四面同时起火，确实很蹊跷。”卡特先生沉吟道。

“我在想，是不是有人故意放的火。”亨利说。

“哦，怎么可能！”伍德太太失声叫了出来，“怎么会有人想放火烧掉我们的房子？”

“伍德太太，您今后有什么打算？”卡特先生问。

“我不知道，真的。”她答道，“今晚就先到我的好邻居史密斯太太家的蓝房子里对付一下吧！”

早餐端了上来，八个饥肠辘辘的人开始埋头大吃火腿鸡蛋、吐司、小麦粥和牛奶。餐厅里顿时安静了下来。这时，孩子们听到了一个男人的说话声：“我听说大火是那家的小男孩放的，他纯粹是为了好玩。”
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迈克闻言立刻蹦了起来，飞快地跑向说话的人。“我没放火，”他喊道，“是谁说我放的火？”

很快，四个孩子都聚集在迈克身后。

“迈克绝对不会做这种事情！”班尼大声叫道，“绝对不会！谣言是谁传出来的？”

男人大吃一惊，尴尬地笑了笑，“别激动啊，小弟弟。”

“别激动？”迈克声嘶力竭地叫道，“我都被你们诬陷成这样了！”

“不是我说的，”那人辩解道，“我也是听别人讲的。”

亨利开口了：“你能告诉我们，谁是始作俑者吗？这个谣言对迈克来说太恶毒了。”

“好了，好了，”那人说，“看来你们很为朋友打抱不平嘛！”

“那是当然。”亨利正色道。

杰西说：“没错，迈克确实贪玩，也经常调皮捣蛋，但他绝不会烧自家的房子。”

班尼径直走到男人面前：“更何况，迈克怎么会到地下室去放火呢？他的宝贝小狗就在地下室。”

“是啊，他的宝贝小狗就在地下室。”那人重复了一遍，“这是问题的关键。我相信你们了。”

“那么，谣言是谁告诉你的？”迈克又问了一遍，他的声音已经平静了下来。

“我也不认识他。”那人说，“那是个陌生人，当时紧挨着我，站在看火灾的人群中。我只记得他戴着一顶蓝帽子。”

“如果我碰到这个戴蓝帽子的人，”班尼说，“一定要好好问问他。”

那人注视着眼前的几个孩子，说：“迈克，我也希望能像你一样，拥有这么多好朋友。”接着他又看了看班尼，“这是一位不可多得的好友。”

“他并不要总是站在我这边的。”迈克说。

“是‘不’，不是‘不要’！”班尼纠正道。

“好了，班尼！”迈克叫道，“不要再给我挑刺了！”

“迈克就是这样，”杰西说，“他总想争个赢，但他决不至于放火。好了，小家伙们，快回去继续吃早饭吧！”

孩子们回到座位上。刚才的一幕，卡特先生坐在那里全都看在眼里了。“做得好，杰西！”他说，“是场好戏，我为你们感到骄傲。”

“可你为什么不过来帮我们呢？”班尼问道。

“你们并不需要我帮啊！”卡特先生笑着说，“你们处理得比我还好。而且那人有眼力劲儿，知道我是和你们一起的，如果你们有需要，我肯定会出手。”

迈克继续狼吞虎咽。

“我总算又有胃口了。”他咕哝道。

“你本来胃口就超好！”亨利笑了起来。

“迈克，我喜欢你和我们在一起，”维莉笑着说，“要不是你在旁边，我都吃不下早饭了。”

“是实话，”亨利说，“要不她真的吃不下。”

“从现在开始，大家都要留意戴蓝帽子的人。”班尼喝完最后一口牛奶说道。

“那人也可能会换帽子的，班尼。”迈克提醒道。

“没错，说不定下次他会戴顶黑帽子，或者干脆不戴帽子。”

“我也会留意的，”卡特先生说，“你们放心好了。”


第五章　闲置的屋子

The Empty Room

“我得去铀矿了，”卡特先生说，“要是你们愿意，就跟我一起去吧！”

“我想去邻居家休息一会儿，”伍德太太说，“迈克可把我闹腾累了。”

“那好，我跟你一起去吧，妈。”帕特说，“说不定我能帮那家人干点活儿，也算抵了咱们的住宿费吧！”

“卡特先生，我们几个跟你去矿上。”班尼说，“我们自己的矿，我们自己都没去看过呢！迈克，你也来吧！”

“哈，班尼，你们是去添麻烦的吗？”亨利笑道。

“才不是呢！”迈克嚷道，“我能帮得上忙，我懂的多着呢！”

很快，一行人坐着卡特先生的车出发了。到了矿上，只见大型机械正在施工，四处都是忙碌的工人。卡特先生将车停到一栋大楼前，大楼的一角有间小小的办公室。

“我到办公室去一下！”卡特先生说，“你们就待在车上，看他们是怎么工作的，但千万别靠近工地。”

“我们不能进大楼去吗？”班尼问道。

卡特先生说：“当然可以，不过那只是栋空楼，除了一间大房子外，没什么可看的。我去去就来。”

卡特先生走进办公室，关上了门，迈克猜测道：“我敢打赌，他一定是找保险文件去了，顺便再告诉其他人有关蓝帽子的事儿。”

“准是这样！”班尼说，“咱们去看看那间空着的大房子吧！”

班尼下了车，悄悄地走进空房子，杰西紧跟在他身后。姐弟俩站在房间里，环顾着四周。

“杰西，这么大的房子就这么空着，太浪费了！”班尼说。

“没错，班尼！”杰西回答道。他俩沉默了片刻，杰西回味着班尼刚才所说的话：这么大的房子就这么空着，太浪费了。

“班尼，”杰西兴奋地问道，“你还记得伍德太太说过关于烤馅饼的话吗？”

“记得，当然记得。她说她很喜欢烤馅饼，对洗衣服不怎么感兴趣。”

“就是这个，班尼！听着！如果我们有一个好的烤炉……”

“那么，伍德太太就能烤馅饼了。”班尼补充道。

“而在这间屋子里做馅饼再合适不过了！”是亨利的声音。他们几个不知什么时候也进来了。

一个温柔的声音说道：“我相信爷爷一定会同意我们买烤炉的。”说话的是维莉，她开心地笑了起来。

“我妈妈最喜欢做馅饼了，”迈克说，“她可是这方面的高手。”

亨利笑着说：“既然大家都在这儿，咱们就筹划一下这件事情吧！”

“我妈妈可以卖馅饼给矿工们，”迈克说，“这里差不多有一百万人呐！我们要赚大钱啦。还有，以后不管我什么时候想吃馅饼都能吃到。”

“前提是，咱们得有烤炉。”班尼说。

“再说，这里哪有一百万人，”亨利说，“一百多个还差不多。”

“说不定我们还可以在这里住下来呢！”迈克说。

“等看到简姑婆给你准备的房间，你肯定就不想住在这儿了，迈克！”班尼说，“你和我的卧室是紧挨着的。”

“我们去问问卡特先生的想法吧，”杰西说，“他见多识广，什么问题都能解决。”

不过，烤饼屋的事儿最终却是由伍德太太定下来的。
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第六章　迈克妈妈的小店

Mike’s Mother’s Place

从上车开始，一路上班尼的小嘴就没闲着，迈克也说个不停。

“慢慢来，小伙子们！”卡特先生叹了口气，“一个一个地说！不然我一个字都听不清。”

“那我先来！”迈克说。

“好吧，这回让你先讲！”班尼同意了，“毕竟要说的是关于你妈妈的事情。”

“谢天谢地，班尼，你这次总算靠谱了！”迈克说，“卡特先生，我妈妈确实是个很勤奋的洗衣工，可问题是——她并不爱这行。”

“是吗，迈克？”卡特先生问道，“那你想让我怎么帮她呢？”

“我们为她想好了一份合适的工作，”迈克说，“她那么喜欢做馅饼，为什么不能做馅饼生意呢？她送人的馅饼都有一百万张了。”

“得了吧，迈克，”班尼说，“你再开口提‘一百万’，卡特先生就不会相信你了。”

“行，那就说几十张馅饼好了！”迈克说。

“真有你的，迈克！”卡特先生笑道，“我相信你的话，我自己就吃过不少馅饼呢！”

“听到没？”迈克得意起来，“每个人都喜欢我妈妈做的馅饼，大家一定会愿意去买。”

不过卡特先生又说：“你们光跟我说这个计划有什么用呢？我们得去问问你妈妈，最后的决定权在她那儿。”

看到大家一起出现在蓝房子里，伍德太太惊讶不已。

亨利请求道：“伍德太太，您能跟我们一起去铀矿大楼的办公室吗？就耽误您几分钟时间。”

“没问题，”伍德太太说，“我马上就动身，正好顺路带一张樱桃馅饼给夜班守卫，我认识他。”

“您又做馅饼了？”维莉问道。

“做了四张呐！”伍德太太说，“我准备送给火灾里救过我的好人们。还有一张要给你们简姑婆送去，班尼。我的这位好邻居给了我起酥油和馅料，我只能帮她洗衣服作为回报了。”

迈克朝班尼眨了眨眼睛：“或许还有别的回报方式呢！”

孩子们一路欢声笑语，他们迫不及待地想让迈克的妈妈看到那间空房子，怀着这样的期盼，大家终于到了目的地。

“看，这间屋子空着太可惜了！”班尼叫道，“要是有个好点的烤炉……”

伍德太太一把搂住班尼。“你是个多热心的孩子啊，班尼！”她低声喊道，“我明白你们为我费心安排的一切了。”

“这么说，您喜欢这个主意喽？以做馅饼为生！”杰西问，“您不会感到厌烦吧？”

“老天，怎么会厌烦？我是一辈子都不会厌倦做馅饼的！”伍德太太兴奋地大声说，“我喜欢和面、擀面，喜欢往饼里加樱桃馅儿、苹果馅儿、桃子馅儿或者蓝莓馅儿……而我最喜欢的，是看到大家开心地吃着我做的馅饼！”

突然，身后传来一个声音：“比起看别人吃，我更喜欢自己吃！”大家一起扭头看去。

“是夜班守卫！”迈克叫了起来，“麦卡锡先生，您好！”

“你好啊，迈克！”对方回应道。

“噢，麦卡锡先生，”伍德太太说，“这是专门为你做的樱桃馅饼，希望你喜欢！”说着她把馅饼递给了他。

“这世上还会有人不喜欢你做的馅饼吗？”麦卡锡先生看了看孩子们，“刚听说你要卖馅饼了，是怎么回事儿？”

迈克高兴地绕着屋子蹦跶了一圈。“看啊！”他喊道，“就在这间屋子里，妈妈可以把烤炉放在墙角，在这里烤馅饼，然后在大窗户那儿卖，我们都可以帮她。”

“不错，不错！”麦卡锡先生大声说，“这个好点子是谁想到的？”

“是我姐姐杰西第一个想到的，”班尼回答道，“我是第二个想到的，对吧，亨利？”

“没错，是你们两个的功劳！”亨利说，“我们还得买一个水槽和一台冰箱，麦卡锡先生。至于房子的使用权，咱们要得到经理加德纳先生的同意才行。”

“还得让爷爷同意我们买水槽和别的东西。”维莉说。

“万一你们的爷爷不让你们买怎么办？”麦卡锡先生说，“那毕竟不是一点小钱，并不是所有大人都支持孩子们做这样的事情的。”

“可我们的爷爷一定会！”班尼说，“再说了，我们当时在棚车里生活，没碰到爷爷的时候，还不是一样能应付一切。”

卡特先生对麦卡锡先生点了点头，“奥登先生非常信任这几个孩子，他对他们几乎是有求必应。”

守卫微笑地看着杰西，“真不明白你们这几个孩子还忙活些什么，整个矿不都是属于你们的吗？你们的爷爷不该让你们这么辛苦的。”

杰西摇了摇头，“爷爷从不这么认为。他已经够有钱了，可还是坚持工作，他说‘有事可做的人才是最快乐的’。我们都觉得他是对的，以前我们打工赚到四块钱的时候，是最幸福的！爷爷希望我们毕业后都能自食其力。”

“很少有爷爷像他这样，”麦卡锡先生摇了摇头，“奥登先生自己工作就很勤奋，我知道的。”

“麦卡锡先生，您觉得这个卖馅饼的主意怎么样？”杰西问道。

“我……我想，要买馅饼的人肯定很多，伍德太太一个人恐怕忙不过来呢！”

“您能为我们的馅饼做做宣传吗？”亨利说。

“还用得着我做宣传吗？大家一看到‘馅饼’的招牌就会立马飞奔过来了！”

“招牌？”班尼兴奋地叫道，“您是说招牌吗？那好办，我想到了一个好名儿，就叫‘迈克妈妈的小店’吧！”
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“招牌由我来写吧！”维莉欢呼道。

“好极了！”杰西说，“馅饼店取这个名字再好不过啦！”

伍德太太一直在微笑，眼睛里却闪烁着泪光。“这下好了，”她说，“大家原本只认识迈克，马上也会认识他妈妈了。”

“等快开业的时候，我们给小店拍几张照片。”亨利建议道，“说不定他们可以帮我们登到报纸上。”

麦卡锡先生走到开阔的窗户边。“没错，”他说，“窗户这里很适合卖馅饼呐！”

迈克靠向麦卡锡先生，轻声问道：“我家失火的情景你看到了吗？”

“没有，”麦卡锡先生说，“没看到。”

“那是一场可怕的大火，”迈克说，“所有人都去看了，你怎么没去看呢？你对火灾不感兴趣吗？”

麦卡锡先生看了看迈克，“当然不是，孩子，其实我很想去，可我的职责是在这里值夜班啊！”

“太遗憾了，”迈克说，“当时的情景实在是惊人呢！”

“我知道，”麦卡锡先生说，“那天晚上我恰巧看到矿上有可疑的人，就留了下来，然而我巡视了一圈，却没发现一个人影。”

“迈克，你怎么还不过来！”班尼叫了起来，“你们在聊什么呢？”

迈克的举动让所有人都大吃一惊，他开始边跳边叫道：“蓝帽子，蓝帽子！”

“迈克，你到底怎么了？”亨利问道。

迈克高声回答：“我知道怎么找到那个戴蓝帽子的人啦！”

卡特先生惊讶地盯着这个小男孩：“你果真能找到？你应该加入联邦调查局才对！”


第七章　蓝帽子

The Blue Hat

孩子们都在央求迈克告诉他们，关于蓝帽人他所知道的一切。

“不，”迈克说，“现在还不能告诉你们。我只想告诉班尼——就跟他一个人说。”

“迈克，事关重大，”卡特先生说，“要是你知道什么情况，一定要告诉我。”

“我会的！”迈克说，“你只用再等一个小时就可以了。”

“干吗搞得这么神秘？”卡特先生问道。

“因为我自己也没把握嘛！”迈克说，“在一切都没确定之前，我还想见见帕特。”

“好吧，那咱们回农场去吧！”亨利说。他并不相信迈克真的知道蓝帽人的情况。

“咱们现在好少见到简姑婆呢！”维莉说，“自从来农场以后，我们基本上就没怎么着家。”

“还不是因为那场火灾，”班尼说，“迈克家失火了，我们能不管吗？”

卡特先生将五个孩子送回简姑婆家后，便驱车离开了，说是还有其他事情要办。望望和公主跑出来迎接大家，看到孩子们，两只小狗欢喜得很。

“好极了，”麦琪说，“你们回来得没我预料中晚！咱们午饭来点特别的，怎么样？”

“午餐吃什么？”班尼连忙问。

“热狗！”麦琪说，“简姑婆说你们年轻人都喜欢吃热狗。”

“我们喜欢！”班尼兴奋地叫了起来，“这可不是经常能吃到的。简姑婆万岁！”

“快跟我说说火灾的消息吧！”简姑婆坐在桌子的一头，将热狗分发给大家，她自己却没有吃。

“我不爱吃热狗，”她笑着说，“我还是更喜欢鸡蛋一些。”

孩子们开始轮番向姑婆描述火灾的情况，以及如何再次见到卡特先生，如何为伍德太太做了规划。迈克则反常的沉默，很少说话。

“简姑婆，迈克怕您！”班尼说。

“我才不怕呢！”迈克说，“奥登小姐连一只苍蝇也不忍心伤害——我哥哥帕特说的。”

“迈克，我当然不会伤害你这么可爱的孩子。”简姑婆笑着说，“上楼去看看你的新房间吧，紧挨着班尼的那间就是。”

麦琪说：“我们忙活了一个早上，将床收拾得整整齐齐，干干净净，还腾出了一个大柜子放你的东西。”

“我没带什么东西。”迈克说。

“连鸟窝、石头、飞机模型之类的也没有吗？”麦琪问道。

“哦，这样的东西也能带过来吗？”迈克欢呼了起来。

“当然可以，”简姑婆说，“要是不准你带自己的东西，那待在这里还有什么意思。”

“哇，哇！”迈克欢呼道，“那我也能带花花来吗？”

“那当然！公主还不是经常在屋里陪着我。”简姑婆顿了顿，“就是不知道望望的意思……”

“望望不会有意见的，”迈克说，“它和花花在奇异岛上就没有打过架。”

“没错，”亨利对简姑婆说，“它们一直相处得很好。”

“只要同意花花在这里，我什么都答应。”迈克说。

“不能让小狗爬到你干净的床上去！”麦琪说。

“哦，不会的，在家的时候它就是在地下室睡的。”迈克说。

简姑婆说：“它在这儿可不用睡地下室！你可以把小狗带到卧室去，只不过就像麦琪说的，别让它上床就行了。”

接着，迈克又沉默了，一副若有所思的样子。

午饭后，亨利跟远在几百英里之外绿野镇的爷爷通了电话，说起了火灾的事情。他不知道的是，爷爷早就对这件事了如指掌，原来卡特先生已经打电话向奥登先生汇报了一切。

“你是说你认识那个小男孩——迈克？”奥登先生问道。

“是的，他以前跟班尼一起上学。我们还邀请他参加过奇异岛的野餐会呢！”

“哦，我记起来了，”奥登先生说，“他还有个哥哥，当时差点儿淹死。”

“爷爷真是好记性，什么事情都不会忘记！”亨利赞道，“迈克的妈妈现在无家可归，我们想把矿上的大空房子给她做馅饼店。”

奥登先生问道：“亨利，这就是你们想要的吗？”

“差不多吧！”亨利说，“我们还想买一个烤炉、一个水槽，再买一台冰箱。这儿都能买到。”

“那就去办吧，亨利，”奥登先生说，“反正钱是你们的，矿也是你们的。这是个好主意，也是个善举。那间房子我倒是另有用处，不过不要紧，先解你们的燃眉之急再说。如果你们还需要什么，就去找卡特先生。望望怎么样了？”

“望望就在这儿，正看着我呢，”亨利说，“爷爷，您跟它说几句吧！”

“望望，你好啊！”爷爷高兴地打了声招呼。

“汪——汪——”小狗在电话这头应了一声，还把爪子搭到桌子上，摇了摇尾巴。

“我听到它叫了，”奥登先生笑着说，“我还要再和其他人说几句呢！”奥登先生做事总是这么周全，他轮流跟维莉、杰西、简姑婆和班尼都通了话。

“爷爷，我是最后一个跟您说话的，”班尼说，“可却是第二个想到买烤炉这个点子的。”

“那还用说吗，班尼？”爷爷说，“你要乖乖的，照顾好姐姐们。”

“当然，我会的！”班尼说，“您知道吗？她们想买蓝色的冰箱，我想要白色的。不过，我会让着她们的。”

“好孩子，”奥登先生说，“就说到这儿吧，再见。”

等他们打完电话，迈克提出要和班尼单独待一会儿。

“我们先上去看看你的房间再聊吧！”班尼说。

迈克没想到自己的房间会这么漂亮，他惊喜地四处打量着。

“多么干净整洁的房间啊，小班班，”他说，“关键是紧挨着你的房间！”

“我的墙纸花纹是喷气式飞机，”班尼说，“简姑婆专门为我挑的，她也是爱整洁的人！”

“对了，小班班，”迈克说，“刚才在矿上，我想起了一些事情。”

“什么事？”班尼问。两个小男孩头挨着头，坐在地板上。

“你还记得我说过，把花花拴起来是因为它见人就叫吗？”

“记得。”班尼说。

“它的确当时逢人就叫，看到火也会叫，应该是情绪太激动了。但有一次，它完全是在怒吼呢，小班班。”

“哦，我明白了！”班尼激动地叫起来，“那就大不一样了。它吼叫的对象是谁？”

“就是那个戴蓝帽子的人！”迈克大声说，“我也记不清当时他戴着什么帽子，可我觉得在火灾现场见过他。花花就是朝他吼叫的。”

“花花应该从不乱吼的！”班尼说。

“从来没有！除非有什么特殊原因。”迈克说，“还有件事儿，小班班，你还记得报纸上帕特的照片吗？我原本也应该在那张照片上。”

“是吗？”班尼问道。

“是的，当时我就站在帕特的旁边，那张照片把我给裁掉了。你们来这儿之前，我经常去矿上玩，我认识矿上的每一个人。我亲眼见过那个陌生人，他是个小矮个儿。”

班尼点点头：“你跟他说过话没有？”

“没！可我见他跟麦卡锡先生说过话。我觉得他就是花花吼叫的对象！”

“嗯，那就没错了！”班尼喊道，“就是他造的谣，说火是你放的！”

“没错！”迈克说，“这算一个谜案么？”

“当然算，”班尼说，“接下来，我们该去见见麦卡锡先生了。”
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“对！”迈克说，“但不能打草惊蛇！卡特先生不是说我应该像联邦调查局的探长那样吗？”

“他是那么说的！”班尼说，“我想再看看那份报纸。”

于是，两个孩子跑下楼，去找那张旧报纸。


第八章　秘密

Secrets

大家翻了个底朝天，可就是没找到那份报纸。

“所有的报纸都放在那个箱子里，”麦琪说，“我保管得好好的。”

“其他的都在，只有那一张没找到。”班尼说。

“我倒是有一份，可是和房子一起烧掉了。”迈克说。

“好了，别担心，”简姑婆说，“你们到报社总能再买到一份的。”

亨利说：“迈克，我们要去买烤炉了，报纸随时都可以找啊！”

“这份报纸非常重要，”班尼说，“不过我想现在也不用急着找。”

“好了，快走吧，”杰西催促道，“买齐所有的东西该多有意思啊！我从来没买过烤炉呢！”

“你们不觉得应该叫上伍德太太跟我们一起去吗？”维莉建议道，“她肯定想挑一个自己喜欢的烤炉。”

“对，一定得带上她！”亨利说，“我们快走吧！望望，这次你能跟我们一块儿去了。”公主则依旧留在家里陪着简姑婆。

孩子们一起来到蓝房子邀请伍德太太同去，伍德太太欣然同意了。

“咱们带上花花吧！”迈克提议道，“它才不喜欢被拴着呢，它一定想跟我们一起去。”

“它跟望望能合得来吗？”杰西问。

“试试吧！”迈克说。之后，大家欣喜地看到，两只小狗并肩前行，相安无事。

这是一家很大的商店，里面的货品一应俱全，有桌子、椅子、烤炉和各式餐具。伍德太太逛了一圈，很开心地挑选了一个有着大大烤箱的巨型烤炉，还选中了一台超大的冰箱。

“冰箱是得买大点的，好把馅饼全放进去。”班尼说，“伍德太太，您想要什么颜色的冰箱？”

“什么颜色都行。”伍德太太说。

“姐姐们喜欢蓝色。”班尼说。

“那就买蓝色系列的厨具吧，”伍德太太说，“看，那个蓝色水槽多漂亮！”

店员殷勤地说：“选好以后，我们会给您打包好送过去，请问送货地址是哪里？”

“就是铀矿大楼里的那间大空房子。”亨利说，“我爷爷说，等货送到了马上给你们付款。”

“没问题。”店员笑着答道。

“卡特先生说保险公司会赔偿我们火灾的损失，”伍德太太说，“要真能如此，就太好了，这场大火几乎让我们一无所有。”

“伍德太太，让我们陪你去买碗和碟子吧！”维莉突然欢叫道。

大家都惊讶地看着维莉——她很少这么兴奋。

杰西一把揽住维莉，“亲爱的，我们当然要买碗和碟子。伍德太太，我们一起去方便吗？”

“当然方便，我正需要你们的帮助呐！”伍德太太说，“你们总有好点子！”

“可是你们准备把买好的餐具放在哪里呢？”商店的店主问道，“你们不会是想住到矿上去吧？”

“住矿上？天啊，当然不是。”伍德太太说，“我们只不过要把餐具暂时放在那里而已。”

“可是您为什么不能住在矿上呢？”班尼突然问道，“您总得有个地方住啊！”

“是啊，粉房子重建起来还需要好长时间呢！”亨利补充道。

“说得也是，我也不想在史密斯太太那儿打扰太久。”伍德太太说，“我的确得找个地方住……不知道矿上夜里有没有人？”

“我刚刚查过了，有四个夜班守卫。”亨利说，“还有卡特先生，他住的绿房子离你最近了。”

“那我可以去找卡特先生串门了！”伍德太太说，“不过，咱们现在先挑选碗和盘子吧。”

“这颜色好漂亮！”杰西惊叹道。

他们眼前是五颜六色的盘子和杯子，有粉色、蓝色、黄色、绿色、紫色，还有浅橙色的。

“咱们为什么不每种颜色买一个呢？”班尼建议道，“那样就有六个盘子了。”

“我想买七个！”伍德太太笑着说，“你们一定要经常过来吃饭才行！”

杰西用不容辩驳的口吻说：“伍德太太，干脆买一打吧，每种颜色两个。”

“对，”班尼说，“粉色杯子给我——我每次去您那儿吃饭的时候就用它来喝水。”

杰西笑了。“班尼在家用的杯子就是粉色的，”她告诉伍德太太，“他在棚车里住的时候也有个粉色杯子，我生怕给摔坏了！”

“我们还得买刀、叉、勺子和平底锅。”伍德太太说。

店主一副欲言又止的样子，最后还是忍不住开口道：“伍德太太，我不知道该不该说这话，但假如我是您的话，就不会买这么多东西。”

“为什么？”迈克叫道。

“哦，我不该多嘴的，”店主说，“但是据我所知，你的朋友们将会送很多东西给你。”

“啊，他们的心肠太好了！”伍德太太感动地轻呼，“我怎么没想到这一点。”

“千万别说是我告诉你的！”店主眨了眨眼睛。

“我们不会说的，谁都不会说出去的。”班尼保证道，“没错，如果别人送你的东西和你自己买的一模一样，那多没劲啊！”

“确实如此，你们买的已经够多了，”店主说，“下面的事情就交给我们处理好了！如果你们愿意的话，就坐我们的送货车回去吧，孩子们坐车厢，伍德太太坐在副驾驶的位置。”

“我也想和司机一起坐！”迈克央求道。

“没问题，”店主笑道，“快上车吧！”

两只小狗一直在门外候着。装好货品以后，孩子们和小狗也上了车。

一路上，每个行人都朝车里的孩子们微笑招手，孩子们也同样挥手致意。小狗们则兴奋地叫个不停。

迈克问司机：“这么重的烤炉，你待会儿怎么搬进矿上的小屋呢，先生？”

司机大笑起来：“我的帮手多着呢，你就等着瞧吧！”

“你打电话求助了吗？”迈克说。

“没有，不过店主打过。”司机说，“每个人都有秘密武器，不是吗？快看那边，铀矿办公室旁边！”

车慢慢停了下来。孩子们果然看到有一群人守候在那里，不禁开心地笑了。
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第九章　雷厉风行

Quick Work

送货车停在铀矿办公室门口。一群工人正面带笑容地等候着。亨利、班尼和迈克抢先跳下车，并给杰西和维莉搭了把手。司机扶着伍德太太从高高的副驾驶座上下来。

“我们帮你们把东西搬进去吧！”一个工人说，“告诉我们放在哪儿就行！”

伍德太太、孩子们和司机一起进了屋子，四处张罗着。小狗欢叫着在屋里转着圈儿。

卡特先生闻声走出了办公室。

“卡特先生，是你啊！”亨利说，“我们正要找你呢！”

“我也是！”伍德太太说，“有点事情想征求你的意见。”

“尽管说吧，太太。”卡特先生笑道。

伍德太太迟疑了一下：“我想让小店早点开张，另外，我还想带着两个孩子住进来……”

“我说什么来着！”班尼兴奋地叫道，“既然您要找地方住，为什么不住在这里呢？”

“班尼，你说得对！”伍德太太点了点头，“是你的话提醒了我。对了，卡特先生，孩子们说，夜班守卫每晚都在这儿，会给我提供帮助的。还有，我想用粗木板将这屋子隔成两小间，应该不会太费工夫吧？要是没问题的话，明天一大早我的小店就可以开始营业了！”

“好极了！”杰西叫道，“卡特先生，我们也会帮助伍德太太的！”

“我看没什么问题，”卡特先生说，“我已经和矿上的总负责人加德纳先生谈过了，他说只要我觉得可以，他那边也没意见。”

“哇，太好了！”班尼欢呼了一声，“可是谁来搭木板呢？”

卡特先生笑着指了指正将烤炉抬进来的工人们。

“他们可以吗？”维莉轻轻地问。

“当然可以！”一个工人听到了维莉的话，回答道，“我们今天一整天都不用上班。”

“那你们今天就把隔间做好吧！”迈克欢叫道。他性子急，什么事情都不愿多等。

一个工人冲迈克笑道：“那你得帮我们，小伙子。”

“没问题，我肯定要帮忙！”迈克说，“来，我告诉你们东西放哪儿。”

“这是老板干的活儿！”工人笑了，“请迈克老板吩咐吧！”

班尼评论道：“迈克真的可以当个好头儿——他可以，我也可以。看这里，这扇窗户可以隔到迈克的房间里，旁边那扇就隔到伍德太太的房里去，这样一来，每间房都有窗户了，光线会非常充足的。”

“这主意不赖啊！”那人说，“办公室那边已经有自来水了，我们只要用长管子接上你们的水槽就行了。”

于是，工人们开始在地板上钻孔，其他人则敲打、固定着水管，两只小狗兴奋地叫个不停，屋子里一片沸腾和喧嚣声。卡特先生打了三次电话后，长木板不久就被送到门口，随后也过来了更多帮手。

“我的房间小一点没关系，”伍德太太说，“只要放得下一张床就行。”

“我的房间要大一点，”迈克说，“除了帕特和我的两张床外，我还想给班尼准备一张床，让他随时能到这里来过夜。”

“这个简单！”工人说，“隔成一间小房，一间大房。你们今晚就要睡在这里吗？”

“不是啦！”迈克说，“我们还没有床呢！”

“怎么会没有？”班尼喊道，“快看窗户外面！”

只见又一辆卡车停在外面，车厢后露出了一张床，那是一张军用床。

卡特先生跑下台阶，和司机聊了几句。

维莉猜想司机似乎在说“我很快回来”。一看到孩子们，司机便高声呼唤道：“快来，小家伙们！快帮我把这些东西抬出去！”

男孩们高兴地跑过去帮忙。他们看到床的下面还有些折叠椅。

“这些东西是从哪儿来的？”亨利问道。

“全是邻居送的，”司机说，“大家都想帮伍德太太。这些都是从商店直接运过来的，不过——”他顿了顿，“其他的问题你们就别问我了。”

班尼还是不管不顾地继续问道：“那些木桶是干什么用的？”

“那是两桶面粉。”司机回答。

“是做馅饼用的。”维莉补充道。

“木桶用途可多了，”班尼说，“搭上木板就能当凳子用。”

“还能当桌子用呢！”杰西说，“记得我们在奇异岛的马厩里搭的桌子吗？”
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长木板搭的凳子很快就做好了，孩子们并排坐在上面，看着隔间慢慢成型。

“咱们像在看球赛一样！”亨利说。

“更像看赛跑！”班尼说。

亨利建议道：“改天咱们再举行一次赛跑，让望望和花花公平地比一场，怎么样？”

“你也想这样吧？”迈克问班尼，“望望确实跑得很快。”

“哈！哈！”班尼喊道，“你是怕望望再赢一次吧？”

“不，才不是！”迈克大声反驳，“花花跑得也很快呢！”

“好了，小伙子们，别吵了，”亨利说，“大家要好好相处。快看看谁来了？车上有位太太。”

“是住在蓝房子里的邻居！”伍德太太激动地迎向门口。

“迈克，快来帮史密斯太太搬箱子！”

史密斯太太笑盈盈地走进来，跟大家握了握手，然后说道：“伍德太太，所有的朋友们都想帮你的忙，大家清理了家里多余的物品要送给你，还要给你办个惊喜派对呢！”

“你们真好！”伍德太太热泪盈眶。

“本来派对是定在下周的，但卡特先生打电话说现在办正合适。因此大家今天都会过来。”

“卡特先生说得太对啦，”伍德太太说，“现在正是我最需要大伙儿的时候。”

“箱子里有两张床单和两床毯子，”史密斯太太说，“更多的东西还在路上呐！”

说话间，又一辆车停在门外。接着，一辆又一辆车驶过来。屋子里很快就挤满了人，他们带来的东西正是伍德太太需要的。

“看啊，维莉！”杰西说，“真神奇，那些储物架搭得多快啊！”

“我要把我的粉杯子放到架子上！”班尼高兴地叫道。

“快看窗外！”迈克喊了一声。只见一个客人正被搀扶着下车——是简姑婆！她那双蓝色的眼睛炯炯有神，粉色的脸庞容光焕发。她手里拿着一份报纸，身后跟着公主。

孩子们朝简姑婆跑了过去——除了迈克。迈克只是站在那里，紧紧盯着姑婆手里的那份报纸。


第十章　迈克的主意

Mike’s Idea

“简姑婆，”杰西欢呼起来，“真高兴你能来！伍德太太要在这里住下了，她还要做馅饼卖呢！”

“我知道！”简姑婆笑着说，“我什么都知道，是一只小鸟儿给我报的信。”

“谁？小鸟？”班尼惊讶地问。

“哈，应该说是大鸟吧！”简姑婆说，“是经理加德纳先生告诉我的，他还专程派了车接我过来。”

说着，简姑婆走进了大房子。

迈克马上凑了过来，并伸出了手，简姑婆笑眯眯地把报纸递给他。

她说：“报纸是麦琪找到的。我还没有时间仔细看，但我相信这就是你要的那一份，迈克。”

话音刚落，大家就抢着给简姑婆展示两间新房。

“房间都有门！”班尼说，“总共两扇门，每间房都有一扇。”正在安门的工人被班尼逗笑了。

杰西给简姑婆看了那几桶面粉。维莉则带姑婆参观了储物架，架子上已经摆满了碗和碟子。

这时，简姑婆送的礼物也被人拿了进来：一些水桶、长勺子、小平底锅和几把小勺子。

“伍德太太，以后恐怕你得自己为家人煮饭了！”简姑婆说，“请人做饭对你们来说开销太大了！”

“您说得对，奥登小姐，”伍德太太说，“我也乐意亲手为孩子们做饭。诶，迈克呢？”

迈克不见了。

“他去哪儿了？”杰西着急地喊道，“刚才还在这里的！”

“不要紧！”伍德太太笑着说，“迈克能照顾好自己。他一定又在搞什么新花样了。”

确实如此。迈克现在正在办公室里和卡特先生说话。那张报纸被摊开放在桌子上，两人正在看报上的照片。

“看到这人了吗？”迈克说，“花花就是冲着他吼叫的。他戴的帽子看不出是不是蓝色的，但花花以前一定见过他。”

“我也见过这个人。”卡特先生皱紧了眉头。

“在哪儿见过？”迈克问。

“我也记不清确切的地方了。”卡特先生回答道。

“他到过火灾现场，”迈克说，“我亲眼见过。”

“他一定也来过矿上，”卡特先生说，“这张报纸就是证明。”
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“我想他不是什么好人，”迈克说，“看面相很粗鲁。”

“我也这么认为。”卡特先生说，“迈克，咱们得格外小心。”

突然，一阵敲门声传来。

“进来吧！”卡特先生应道。

来者是班尼。

班尼松了口气：“迈克，原来你在这里！我们到处都找不到你。告诉你，我又有新发现了。”

“快坐下吧，”卡特先生微笑着说，“我们都坐下来，洗耳恭听你的新想法。”

班尼开始绘声绘色地讲了起来：“火灾前，迈克正准备给花花建个新窝，你知道的。”

“不，我并不知道。”卡特先生说。

“他确实已经准备开建了，”班尼说，“不过你也了解迈克的，他做事不是很利落。”

“我很利落好吧！”迈克抗议道。

“好了，迈克，别吵！听我说！你将地下室里堆满了木板，有的放在暖气片旁，有的放在楼梯口，还有的散落在屋子的两边。”

“没错，我是这么放的！”迈克说，“可木板都被码放得很整齐，很井井有条啊！”

“我的意思是，地下室里到处是木板，”班尼大声说，“这就是房子四面起火的原因！你还不明白吗？”

“班尼，你推理得很好！”卡特先生说，“但消防员认为是有人在故意纵火！”

“不是我，不是我！”迈克气急败坏地喊了起来。

“迈克，别激动！”卡特先生严肃地说，“我从没怀疑过你，但肯定是有人放了火。”

“那会是谁呢？”迈克困惑地问，“谁会在花花待的地下室放火，烧毁我的家？”

“我也不清楚。”卡特先生说。

班尼问道：“迈克，你仔细想想，有没有说过得罪人的话？”

“从没说过！”

“绝对说过！”班尼说，“迈克，你一向是口无遮拦的。”

迈克开始回想，“也许是说过吧，可那已经是去年夏天的事了，”他说，“班尼，还记得吗？我当时说，幸好奥登小姐没有把农场卖给那三个人，还说过，只要一见到他们，我就能立刻认出来。”

“哦，难怪！”卡特先生恍然大悟道。

班尼说：“可是迈克，你并不认识他们，也从没见过他们啊！”

“我当然知道这一点！”迈克说，“真后悔当初说了瞎话。应该是照片上这人听到我说的话，以为我真的能认出他来。”

“好了，迈克，”卡特先生沉吟道，“现在总算知道为什么会传出是你放火的谣言了。照片里的那人很可能是听到了你说的话，而且害怕被你认出来，因此一有机会就做出伤害你的事情。”

“可是我们没有证据。”班尼说。

“我们会找到证据的，”迈克说，“等着瞧吧！”

“是的，迈克，我相信咱们能找到证据。孩子们，现在我必须跟你们说一件事儿，我知道你们都很心直口快，可这件事一定不能到处乱说。”

“我不会说的。”班尼保证道。

“我也不会。”迈克也不甘示弱。

“众所周知，去年夏天想买奥登小姐农场的那三个人是诈骗犯，他们一发现铀矿，就隐瞒真相，企图以超低价买到农场。他们在其他州已被联邦调查局通缉了，到这里才被抓住。不过我听说有一个逃脱了。”

“你也是联邦调查局的人吗？”班尼惊讶地问。

“我替你爷爷工作，同时也会协助联邦调查局。我认为，照片上的这人很可能是三个诈骗犯之一，只是照片上看不清他的长相。”

“一定是简姑婆不肯卖农场，让他们气到发疯了。”班尼说。

“对！”卡特先生说，“如果我们不阻止他，他很可能会破坏铀矿，所以我们刚刚增添了两名夜班守卫。伍德太太在这里应该很安全。”

“咱们赶紧去为他们准备过夜的东西吧！”班尼提议道。

他们离开的时候，屋子里的一切仍然井然有序地进行着，大家兴致勃勃地布置着房间：摆放馅饼的桌子被支了起来，面粉桶也被打开了。帕特又带来了更多的客人，他们送了大罐樱桃、桃子、蓝莓和苹果馅料，还有几大袋糖和成摞的馅饼烤盘。

“哦，每个人都这么好！”伍德太太的声音哽咽了。

接下来，烤炉加热了，冰箱启动了，水槽也哗啦啦地注满了水。一罐罐做馅饼用的漂亮水果已经准备妥当，擀面杖和面板也摆到了桌子上。

班尼和迈克来得正是时候，他们帮忙支起了床铺。杰西和维莉则铺上了干净的白床单。

然后，迈克又做了个出乎大家意料的决定：“妈妈，我要到班尼家去住。奥登小姐已经为我准备好了卧室。她说我可以把宝贝全带过去，花花也能进我的房间。我要是不去的话，多辜负他们的好意啊！”

“哈，迈克！”卡特先生大声说，“你变得越来越善解人意了呢！”

“你愿意搬过来和我们一起住，我很高兴。”简姑婆微笑着说。

“去吧，迈克。”妈妈同意了，“你想得很周全！”

“我要跟班尼一起回去，”迈克说，“正好顺路可以聊聊天。”

“是啊是啊！”亨利说，“你俩当然有很多话可以聊！”

“那我留下来照顾您吧，妈！”帕特说。

“好，”伍德太太笑着说，“帕特会照顾我的。卡特先生说今天晚上的夜班守卫从四个增加到六个，不知道是什么原因。”

迈克和班尼看了看对方，彼此心照不宣。


第十一章　馅饼日

Pie Day

入夜了，每个人都又困又乏，就连迈克和班尼也没聊多久。他们给花花铺了块软软的小地毯，可它并没有躺在上面，而是睡在了迈克床下的硬地板上。

“小狗都这样，”迈克说，“从不肯老实地待在为它们安排好的地方。”

“公主总是睡在简姑婆的房里，望望习惯睡在杰西的卧室，”班尼说，“其实，望望是杰西的小狗，不是我的。”

“不会吧？”迈克惊讶地说，“我一直以为它是你的小狗。”

“它是我们所有人的小宝贝。”班尼说。

“我懂的，班尼。”迈克打起了哈欠，他已经困得没法儿争辩了。

“晚安。”班尼说着回到了自己的房间。

两个孩子很快就睡熟了。

与此同时，在矿上的新家里，伍德太太和帕特躺在各自的新床上也进入了梦乡。第二天伍德太太要起得很早。

早上六点钟，伍德太太便叫醒了帕特，并准备了鸡蛋火腿、吐司、麦片粥和两杯牛奶当早餐。

“我已经等不及要做馅饼了，”伍德太太对帕特说，“你赶紧去洗脸刷牙，吃完了早饭过来帮我干活儿吧！”

帕特说：“我猜迈克和班尼也会一大早过来的。他们什么热闹都不想错过，是吧，妈？”

“没错，他们就喜欢赶热闹！”伍德太太宠溺地笑着。

果然，伍德太太还没洗完碗，孩子们就来了。

“我们是搭顺风车过来的，”班尼说，“快看维莉手里拿的是什么？”

维莉捧着一块写有大大黑字的小木板——这就是准备挂在门楣上的小店招牌了。

伍德太太念道：“‘迈克妈妈的小店’，多响亮的名字！”

亨利爬上去，将招牌钉到了门楣上。

“伍德太太，需要我们做什么，您就尽管吩咐吧！”杰西兴奋得双颊绯红。

“来，让我告诉你们一个做馅饼的窍门。”伍德太太说，“千万不能用手碰饼皮儿。擀皮的时候，要把饼皮儿夹在两张光面纸中间。杰西、维莉，你俩把那几个大碗里的起酥油和面粉拌匀。我来教你们！”
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“杰西知道怎么做馅饼！”班尼说，“她是做馅饼高手。”

“我绝对相信这一点！”伍德太太笑着说，“小伙子们，你们把烤炉温度调到400度，你们买的烤炉很好使呐！完了以后，再把30个烤盘放到长桌上，摆成一排。”

不一会儿，大家就各自忙碌起来。伍德太太说：“开张第一天，我只做两种馅儿的饼——樱桃馅和苹果馅的。小伙子们负责开大罐头，然后放到桌子上，千万别让小狗靠过来！”

“我把它们拴起来。”迈克说。

“哦，别！”杰西赶紧阻止道，“别拴望望。听着，望望，卧倒！”望望立刻躺了下来，抬头看着杰西，摇了摇尾巴，果然没有起身。

“要是花花也能这样就好了！”迈克说，“可眼下我只能把它拴起来。”

“以后我们一起训练它就行了！”班尼说，“不过这得耗费整整一盒无花果糖呢！花花要是学会了卧倒，就奖励一颗无花果糖，如果中途它站起来了，你就大喊一声‘错了’……就这么训练。”

“那改天我做点儿无花果饼干好了。”伍德太太笑着说。

伍德太太和孩子们一共做了30个馅饼。姐妹俩帮忙擀着夹在纸中的饼皮儿，再把擀好的皮放到烤盘里。整个过程中，她们的手都没碰到饼皮儿。

“多有趣啊！”维莉说。

“你们这些孩子，帮着干活儿还这么开心。”伍德太太慈爱地看着维莉。

“有客人上门啦！”迈克站在门口喊道，“是镇上的太太。”

女客人笑盈盈地走了进来：“听说你们这里有馅饼卖？”

“没错！”迈克说，“可是馅饼现在还没做好呢！”

“那什么时候能做好，小家伙？”

“我不是什么小家伙！”迈克回答道，“我去问问我妈妈吧！”

“大概十点钟可以做好！”伍德太太的喊声从屋里传来。

“十点左右吧！”迈克又重复了一遍。

“那我待会儿再来吧！”女客人说，“我要苹果馅饼。”

“我们会给你留一份的！”迈克说，“我记得住你的样子，你很漂亮。”

“哦，谢谢夸奖！”女客人笑道，“你是迈克吧？”

“没错，我就是迈克，做馅饼的是我妈妈。”

馅饼终于烤好了，香味扑鼻，金黄酥脆。女客人也回来取馅饼了。

她说：“我跟街上的人一讲，他们都说要过来买你家的饼。”

“希望够矿上的工人吃，”伍德太太说，“我们做馅饼主要是为了他们啊。”

“那咱们赶紧再做一些饼吧！”杰西说，“要是他们买不到会失望的。”

姐妹俩立刻又擀了些皮儿，迈克和班尼则打开了另一罐樱桃罐头。幸亏他们做了这样的安排。中午，休息的哨声一响，工人们就从采矿处蜂拥过来，都想在新开的小店吃上热乎乎的馅饼，很快，所有的馅饼都被抢购一空。

“连我们自己吃的都没了。”迈克郁闷地说。

“别急，迈克，我还留着一张饼呐！”迈克的妈妈说，“就是烤得有点过了，我来把它切成七份吧！”

“我喜欢烤得稍稍有点焦的饼。”班尼说。

大家围坐在长桌旁吃起了午餐。麦琪送来一大篮子三明治和沙拉，还有加了冰块的粉色柠檬水，每个人都吃得香喷喷。

“吃完饭咱们要做什么呢？”维莉问道。

“馅饼是不用再做了，”伍德太太说，“咱们今天做的饼已经够多了。”

“要不然去赛跑吧？”班尼说，“让两只小狗好好赛一场！”

“没问题！”迈克说，“到我家原来的粉房子后面去比吧？现在那儿空荡荡的，场地大着呢！”

听到这话，杰西想赶紧将餐具洗完，她将热肥皂水倒进洗碗盆里，小心翼翼地把盘子逐个放进去，用海绵仔细地擦拭着。“我喜欢干这个！”她自言自语道。

最后，她用热水冲洗了一遍，将它们放到沥水篮中。

“碗碟还烫着呐，它们会自己风干的，咱们可以不用管了。”杰西说。

几个孩子迫不及待地带着两只小狗来到粉房子的后面，手里还拿着刚从商店买的两根大骨头。

亨利发话了：“现在，迈克牵着花花，杰西牵着望望。”

“都站到这根线上来！”班尼说。

“没错！”亨利赞同道，“先让小狗闻闻骨头的味道！然后我拿着其中一根走到篱笆那儿去，班尼，你拿着另外一根骨头，跟着我！”

两只小狗受不了骨头的诱惑，巴不得赶紧跑去追亨利，只可惜被杰西和迈克牢牢拽住了。

“维莉，你来发令！”亨利站在篱笆那边喊道，“数到三，你们就放开小狗！”

亨利和班尼坐了下来，高举着骨头，好让狗狗看见。

“一、二、三，跑！”随着维莉的一声号令，两只小狗犹如离弦的箭一般冲了出去。望望直奔向亨利，花花则跑向班尼。它们的速度都快得惊人，而且不分伯仲，偶尔会互相超越，但很快就被对方追上，然后又开始并驾齐驱。

正在这时，花花突然转了个方向，速度也慢了下来，就像汽车在紧急刹车制动似的。接着，它跑了回去，四处嗅嗅，开始扒拉起来。

“怎么回事？”亨利困惑地喊道。

“花花怎么了？”迈克也叫了起来。

花花继续刨着地面，望望见状也不跑了，它慢慢走到花花身边，也开始用爪子刨起了泥土。

突然，花花发出了一声低吼，这吼叫声显然不是针对望望的。

“那里有什么古怪？”杰西困惑地问。孩子们聚拢过来，仔细打量着两只小狗。泥土飞扬，花花仍然吼叫个不停。

“这里一定埋了什么东西，”亨利说，“说不定是根骨头。”

“不可能是骨头！”迈克说，“花花决不会对一根骨头又吼又叫。”

“好吧，管它是什么，反正它被埋得很深。”亨利说，“瞧这个洞！”

花花龇牙咧嘴地咆哮着，随着一声震耳欲聋的大吼，它用森森的白牙咬住了一件东西，并从洞里拖了出来，然后继续坐在地上低嚎——被拖出的是一顶蓝色的男式帽子！


第十二章　一只空罐子

An Empty Can

花花叼起蓝帽子，走向班尼，班尼激动地叫道：“终于找到蓝帽子了！”

“蓝帽人一定是不敢再戴这顶帽子了。”迈克大声说。

“这充分说明他做贼心虚。”亨利慢慢地说。

“蓝帽人就是照片上的那个人！”迈克又喊道，“这次我绝对能认出他来。”

“我想他知道这一点。”杰西说，“咱们得赶紧把这件事告诉卡特先生。”

“杰西，我敢肯定，卡特先生早就洞察秋毫了。”班尼说。

迈克皱着眉头，看了一眼班尼，似乎在提醒道：“班尼，别说漏了嘴！”

亨利说：“好了，把骨头给小狗，咱们去找卡特先生吧！”

但是还没等他们出发，望望又对着地面一顿猛刨，泥土变松软了，没过多久，望望停了下来，用爪子敲打着一件硬东西。亨利弯下腰，拽出一个大大的空汽油罐。

“太不可思议了！”亨利说，“幸亏我们发现了这个。那坏蛋肯定是泼汽油放的火。”

“花花看到他进了地下室，”迈克说，“所以才会讨厌他。”
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大家边议论边慢慢向铀矿办公室走去。一走进办公室，孩子们就告诉了卡特先生小狗赛跑的事。

“哪只小狗赢了比赛？”卡特先生笑吟吟地问道。

“谁都没赢。”迈克答道。接着，迈克告诉了卡特先生，小狗是如何中途打转去刨地的，还给他看了蓝帽子和空汽油罐。

“这些都是非常重要的线索！”卡特先生激动地说，“你们做得很好！应该用不了多久就可以破案了！”

班尼张了张嘴，似乎想说什么，但他看了看迈克，又将嘴闭上了。迈克赞许地笑了。

等两人走出办公室，班尼才悄悄地对迈克说：“你还记得麦卡锡先生吗，那个夜班守卫？他说那天他正准备去火灾现场……”

“我记得，”迈克说，“他说半路又打转了，原因是看到人影一闪，他得回来保护铀矿。”

“对，”班尼说，“你知道这意味着什么吗？”

“啊，班尼，我明白了！”迈克恍然大悟，“我敢打赌，那人影就是那个想炸铀矿的凶手！他放火的目的是为了转移视线，让大家都去火灾现场！”

“对极了！”班尼说，“我想这件事得马上报告给卡特先生！快，赶紧的！”

两人重新折回办公室，告诉卡特先生他们的新发现，卡特先生不由得赞叹道：“小伙子们，真有你们的！这是个重大发现！我得赶紧行动，再安排两个能干的人处理这件事。”

班尼和迈克欣喜若狂。

“我们真的要跟联邦调查局的探长一起工作了，班尼！”迈克骄傲地说。

“最关键的是要管好我们的嘴。”班尼补充道。

“我想也是。”迈克开始沮丧起来，“糟糕的是，小班班，我们俩都是大嘴巴。”

孩子们都回家吃晚饭了，这让简姑婆很是开心，她喜欢听孩子们七嘴八舌地欢快聊天。尤其是迈克和班尼，常常逗得麦琪笑得合不拢嘴。不过他俩今天说话倒是异常小心。

桌子上的食物很快就被一扫而光。孩子们吃了汉堡、圆面包、西红柿、黄豆和玉米，还喝了好多牛奶。

吃饱喝足后，班尼问道：“简姑婆，您见过迈克竖蜻蜓吗？”

“没见过。”简姑婆回答。

“他可以竖一辈子蜻蜓呢！”班尼说。

“行了，班尼，别说得那么夸张。”亨利笑道。

“那是因为你们没见过。”班尼说。

“我这就做给你们看！”迈克大声说。他用头抵着地毯，慢慢把身子腾空竖了起来。

“好极了！”简姑婆叫道，“迈克，你太棒了！”

花花跑过来，紧挨着它的小主人，趴在地上，眯上了眼睛。

“迈克，花花还真以为你要在那里竖一辈子蜻蜓呢！”杰西说。

“没错。”迈克的声音听起来很滑稽。

“够了够了，小祖宗，”亨利说，“快下来吧！”

“不要！”班尼叫道，“我说了嘛，他可以永远竖下去的！”

“我可不想让他竖一辈子蜻蜓，”简姑婆忍不住笑了起来，“迈克，你会受不了的！”

“怎么会？”迈克说，“我感觉挺好！”

“就是，”班尼点着头说，“迈克能这样保持整整一晚上，除非他睡着了。”

“就算睡着了我也可以的。”迈克头朝下地说。

“好了，迈克，”亨利说，“快起来吧！你倒立的时间够长了！”

可是迈克依然一动不动。“我舒服着呐！”他说，“我甚至还能这样看书呢！我要用头站着休息。”

终于，简姑婆也忍不住开劝了。“迈克，拜托！”她说，“我相信你能倒立很长时间。”

“是一整夜！”迈克还不满足，“您相信我能竖一晚上蜻蜓吗？”

“相信！我相信！”简姑婆大声回答，“快站起来吧！这真是一项绝活儿呐！”

迈克这才站直了身子，整理了一下头发，“其实我还能倒立更久呢！”

接着，亨利又让望望表演了几项绝技：坐直身子、打躬作揖、说话、装死、跟大家握手之类的。作为奖励，麦琪给了他一根大骨头。

男孩们整晚都在耍宝，其间只发生了两次争执。这时，迈克突然开口道：“简姑婆——”他欲言又止。

“尽管说吧！”简姑婆说。

“我应该叫您‘奥登小姐’，对吗？”迈克问道。

“不用，就叫我‘简姑婆’吧，我喜欢你这么叫！”

迈克接着问道：“简姑婆，还记得您给我的那份报纸吗？”

“嗯，我记得。”

“当时您说没看过报纸，现在要不要看一下呢？”

“当然，如果你希望我看的话。”简姑婆回答道。

“就看看这张照片！”迈克从口袋里掏出报纸，“瞧，这是我哥哥帕特。我记得我当时应该站在这里，就在他身边，不过照片把我裁掉了。”迈克比划了一下，将报纸递给简姑婆。

简姑婆一眼看到了照片上的矮个子，立刻皱起了眉头，大声叫道：“我认识这个人！当初打农场主意的三个坏蛋里就有他，就算烧成灰我都认识！”

亨利激动地说：“那是去年夏天的事情了！我们都去买东西了，当时您一个人在家，那几个人趁我们不在闯了进来。简姑婆，您能确定是他们吗？”

“非常确定！”简姑婆说，“我讨厌他们，不管到哪儿都能认出那几张嘴脸！”

“迈克，你觉得该怎么办？”班尼大声问。

正在这时，电话铃响了——是找班尼的。

“你好！”班尼接起了电话。

“我是卡特，”电话那头说，“现在可以告诉大家真相了。我们在铀矿后面找到很多电线，有人要炸掉铀矿。多亏你和迈克，我们才及时发现并拆除了电线。”

“太好了！”班尼说，“我们这里还有个重要消息——简姑婆认出了照片上的人。我敢打赌，他就是那个越狱的家伙。”

“天啊！天啊！我马上过去！”卡特先生说。

卡特先生过来后，问了简姑婆好多问题，最后说道：“现在我们有这么多人证，那坏蛋是跑不掉的，我们一定要把他找出来，只是时间问题罢了！”


第十三章　派对

The Party

卡特先生之前说的“用不了多久就能破案”，实际上时间比他预想的要长得多。从那以后，再没有人见过蓝帽人。尽管班尼和迈克已经万分留意了，也没有发现那人的踪影。甚至这段时间以来，镇上压根儿就没有陌生人出现过。

馅饼店的生意很红火，伍德太太和女孩们每天都会做60张馅饼，它们很快就能被男孩们卖个精光。

“咱们已经赚回本了，全靠大家的好心，保险公司也帮了不少忙。”杰西说。

“是啊，亲爱的，”伍德太太说，“我们现在养活自己完全没问题了。”

“对！”维莉说，“做了这么多馅饼，我们的速度只会越来越快！”

“开馅饼店真是个明智的决定！”亨利说，“人们喜欢吃，我也超爱把馅饼卖出去的感觉。”

伍德太太说：“等你们回去上学以后，我就雇两个女孩子来帮忙。我认识两个很不错的女孩儿。”

“改天我们办个派对吧，”杰西说，“感谢大家的捧场和支持。”

“馅饼派对？”班尼问道，“会发给每人一张馅饼吗？”

伍德太太忍不住笑了起来，“整张饼可不行！一人一块就足够了，再配点儿咖啡。”

“还有牛奶。”班尼说。

“对的，还有牛奶。”伍德太太点点头。

“咱们的派对就定在星期六晚上吧，那样矿上的工人们就能来了。”维莉说。

“那就这么定啦！”班尼赶紧喊道。

“我们去问问卡特先生和加德纳先生有没有空。”亨利说。

“咱们可以白天做馅饼，”杰西说，“晚上开派对。”

所有人都觉得这个主意不错。当他们告诉加德纳先生时，他笑着说：“只管准备吧，我来帮你们。只可惜你们四个孩子秋天开学回家以后，我们这里就要变冷清了。”

星期六到了，伍德太太、杰西和维莉穿上白色的衣裙，戴上了自制的白色帽子。

她们也给男孩们做了白色的帽子和大围裙。男孩们用印模在大围裙上印下了“迈克妈妈的小店”七个大字。为了这次派对，大家还准备了不少牛奶和热咖啡。

客人们陆陆续续地来了。两只乖狗狗在屋子里尽情地撒着欢儿。它们喜欢这里的每一个人。

卡特先生准备了足够多的椅子给客人坐，也准备了电影给他们观赏。

卡特先生介绍道：“这是南太平洋的美丽风光，相信大家会喜欢上那里的香蕉树和猴子的。”

灯光暗了下来，电影开始播放了。客人们饶有兴致地观看着，不时被调皮的小猴子逗得拍手哈哈大笑。望望坐在杰西和班尼之间的椅子上，后面是迈克和花花，卡特先生则坐在后排的边儿上，紧挨着门口。窗户开着，门也是敞着的。班尼悄悄对迈克说：“要是有人想炸铀矿，现在正是下手的好机会！”

“没事儿，夜班守卫看着呢！”迈克低声说。

迈克伸手搂过花花的脖子，除了他以外，其他人都在注视着大荧幕。连他自己都不知道为什么要向门口张望，但他就是情不自禁，花花也是如此。突然，一个人影慢慢从门口晃过，他感到花花脖子上的毛猛地一炸，紧接着，花花冲着门口大声吼叫起来。

卡特先生听到吼叫声，一跃而起，夺门而追。迈克和花花则紧紧跟在后面。

他们看到一个人影跑进了沉沉的夜幕中，不过，花花的速度远比他快得多，它很快就咬住了那人的腿，大声号叫并拽着他，直到卡特先生追了上来，制服了坏人。迈克从来没想到卡特先生的双手居然那么有力。

夜班守卫也迅速赶到，带走了犯人。

“就是那个蓝帽人！”迈克大声喊着。

“没错，迈克，就是他，”卡特先生点点头，“花花认识他。”

“花花这次比在赛跑中跑得快多啦！”迈克说。

“我想是这样的！”卡特先生说，“好了，迈克，现在咱们静悄悄地回去，关于刚才的事情，一个字儿也别提。”

“能告诉班尼吗？”迈克说。

“当然可以，不过你得悄悄告诉他，要是让其他人知道了，派对就搞砸了。”
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第十四章　班尼还是迈克？

Ben or Mike

迈克和花花回到屋里，迈克低声对班尼耳语道：“蓝帽人刚刚被我们抓住了。”

“是吗，他戴蓝帽子了吗？”班尼问道。

“没有，什么帽子都没戴，”迈克说，“就像我跟你说过的那样。”

“你干吗不早点告诉我？”班尼埋怨道，“那样的话，望望和我就可以一起跟去了。”

“来不及了嘛！”迈克说，“嘘——别说话了！”

不一会儿，电影放完了，屋里又变得灯火通明。客人们围坐在桌前，尽情享用着馅饼和咖啡。正在这时，卡特先生悄悄地回来了。

班尼和迈克默默地注视着卡特先生。

“事情全解决了。”卡特先生轻轻对他俩说。

“那个坏蛋去哪儿了？”迈克问。

“他被重新关进了监狱。这次他的牢房是坐定了，他可是被四个州通缉的逃犯啊！”卡特先生说，“多亏你们两个小家伙帮了我大忙！更重要的是，你们保守了秘密。”

“待会儿我要把这句话转述给亨利，”班尼兴奋地叫道，“他总觉得我管不住自己的嘴。”

“我会亲自告诉他的，”卡特先生笑着说，“杰西听了肯定也会很高兴，她待你就像妈妈一样，班尼！”

“我也是这么觉得的。”班尼说。

“她总是那么无微不至地看管着你！”迈克说。

“是照顾！”班尼纠正道。

“好吧，照顾就照顾吧！”迈克点点头。他这次居然没抬杠，让班尼很是惊讶。

客人们纷纷告辞，小店里只剩下伍德一家、奥登一家和卡特先生。

卡特先生说：“大家请坐好，我有事情要宣布。”

待大家安静下来，卡特先生方才说道：“追捕蓝帽人的行动已经顺利结束，犯人已被捉住，真相也大白于天下了。”

“哦，究竟是怎么回事儿？”简姑婆兴奋地问。

卡特先生把整件事情的来龙去脉都告诉了姑婆，特别强调了花花的功劳。

“花花，你可以用不着再吼叫了，”卡特先生拍了拍花花光滑的脑袋，“坏蛋已经被抓走了。”

[image: ]


“真让人高兴！”维莉轻轻地说，“不过，虽然这种事情你们男生觉得挺刺激的，我可不希望再次发生。”

“没错，”卡特先生微笑地看着维莉，“我也不希望再发生了。”

“好吧，万事大吉了，我的谜案算是给破了，对吧？”

“不对，才不是你的谜案呢！”班尼大叫道，“是我的谜案！”

“是我的小狗发现了蓝帽人！”迈克嚷道。

“可是望望也帮了忙，是它发现了汽油桶！”班尼针锋相对。

迈克一时语塞，然后说道：“好吧，班尼，确实是你的谜案，因为整个矿都是属于你们家的。”

“算了算了，”班尼慢慢地说，“就说是你的谜案好了，毕竟整件事情都是从你家失火开始的。”

亨利对迈克笑道：“迈克，你怎么像变了个人似的？”

“我说什么来着？”伍德太太说，“迈克正在变成一个善解人意的好孩子。他不会总吵架了。我早就说过，跟班尼在一起，对迈克有好处。”

亨利也笑了：“我也说过，跟迈克一起玩，班尼才收获多多呢！他俩真是一对儿！”

“是的，小伙子们，你俩是天生的好搭档！”卡特先生眨了眨眼睛，“我要给你们留个悬念——你们明年夏天还能聚在一起，只是不在这里。”

“在哪儿？”杰西兴奋地问，“我们都会聚在一起吗？”

“是的，大家会团聚！但是其他的内容，暂时要保密。”

“哦，又是秘密？我猜又是爷爷准备的惊喜，”亨利说，“他总有令我们出乎意料的点子。”

“好了，我只能告诉你们这么多了。你们几个孩子——迈克，还有你们的爷爷，都和这个秘密有牵连。”

“有花花和望望吗？”迈克问。

“有望望，但是没有花花。”

孩子们绞尽脑汁也猜不透到底是什么秘密。

杰西又问道：“卡特先生，你也在这个秘密里吗？”

“不！”卡特先生神秘地微笑着，注视着杰西，“很遗憾我不在。”

之后，无论孩子们再怎么刨根问底，卡特先生都只是摇头，决不再透露任何信息了。

最后，迈克放弃了：“咱们还是别问卡特先生了，他不要——不会告诉我们的。”

“迈克，你的语法进步神速啊！”亨利说，“说不定你以后会成为一名老师呢！”

“我才不要当老师，我要成为联邦调查局的探长！”迈克说。

“是的，他有这个潜力！”卡特先生说，“我还要告诉你们，尽管迈克和班尼说起话来总是滔滔不绝——但他们绝对清楚，什么话该讲，什么话不该讲。”

班尼沉思了一会儿，然后走到卡特先生面前，将手搭到他的肩膀上，“我想，这个案子叫‘迈克的谜案’是对的！因为是迈克的小狗发现了帽子。就算我在家里陪着爷爷，根本没有来这里，它还是会发现帽子的。”

“班尼说得对！”大伙儿异口同声地说。

“你真是个好孩子，班尼！”伍德太太赞扬道。

“班尼，你真是善解人意！”迈克说，“感谢之至！”

迈克的文绉绉将大家都逗笑了。但大家知道，这的确是迈克的谜案，永远都是！


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 5·Mike's Mystery




Chapter 1　Yellow Sands

The four Alden children could hardly wait to get back to Mystery Ranch. Henry,Jessie,Violet and Benny had planned for weeks what they would do.

"We'll go on that dear old train!" said Violet. "Remember Mr. Carter who helped us carry our bags,Jessie?"

"I'll carry the bags!" shouted Benny. "Mr. Carter won't be on the train this time. "

"Maybe I'll carry some of the bags,old boy," said Henry. "But you know we won't get off at Centerville. "

Jessie nodded at her older brother. "Yes,we will get off at Yellow Sands now. I think that is a beautiful name. Our uranium fields looked just like yellow sand. "
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Grandfather said,"Sam will meet you. Maybe Sam will carry the bags. "

The children laughed. "Fighting over old bags," said Benny.

"Too bad Watch has to ride in the baggage car," said Henry. "But they don't allow dogs anywhere else on the train. "

"I'll ride in the baggage car,too," said Benny. "Then he won't mind. "

Mr. Alden laughed. He said,"I'm afraid you can't do that. But you can go and see him once in a while. Then he will know you are near by. "

At last the day came when they were off to Mystery Ranch where Aunt Jane lived.

Henry,Jessie,Violet and Benny loved Aunt Jane and they were to visit her for the summer vacation.

Once she had been a very cross old woman. But now she was a very pleasant lady.

When they got off the train at Yellow Sands,they all looked for the old black horse. But instead they saw Sam and Maggie with a station wagon. Sam took care of the ranch,and Maggie took care of Aunt Jane.

"Hello,Sam!" cried Benny. "Where's Snowball?"

"Snowball's all right," said Sam smiling. "I always thought that was a funny name for a black horse. "

"I named him," said Benny. "I thought it was a funny name,too. Where is he?"

"He is taking it easy these days," said Maggie. "He stays out in the field all the time eating grass. This car goes faster. "

"You mean you can drive it,Maggie?"asked Jessie.

"Yes," said Maggie smiling. "Sam says I drive all right. "

"Let's go," said Sam. "Now that Watch is out of the baggage car,we are ready. "

Everyone carried a bag. In no time they were going through the new gate to Aunt Jane's house. At the top of the gate were big letters saying,Mystery Ranch.

How glad Aunt Jane was to see them! Watch did not care much for Aunt Jane's new dog,Lady. But when lunch was ready,Watch lay down at Jessie's foot,and Lady lay down at Aunt Jane's foot. So all was well.

"Oh,this place has changed in just this one year," Aunt Jane said. "You would never know it. There is one long street down the middle of my old hay field. "

"Is it a real street?" asked Benny.

"Oh,my,yes! There are lots of stores and a church,and a school and a High School. "

"I can't imagine it," said Henry. "We shall have to go and see it soon. "

"Go any time you like," said Aunt Jane. "I know you are just dying to see that street. "

"We want to see you,too,Aunt Jane," said Violet.

"Well,you've seen me now," said Aunt Jane. "Lunch is over. So you go along and enjoy yourselves. "

"Be back for supper," said Maggie. "We are going to have a fine supper. "

"Oh,we will get back long before supper," said Jessie. "We just want to see what the old ranch looks like. "


Chapter 2　An Old Friend

The ranch belonged to the four Alden children. So,of course,they wanted to see how it had changed since last summer when uranium had been found.

Benny said,"I suppose Grandfather had to get hundreds of miners to work in the uranium mine. And the miners have lots of children,and they must have clothes and something to eat,and a school and a church. So that's how the town grew. "

"Right!" said Henry with a smile. "You have it all worked out. " The four children went out the back door.

"Yes,Watch,you can come," said Henry to the dog. "Can Lady come too,Aunt Jane?"

"No," said Aunt Jane. "Lady always stays with me. "

Watch was delighted to go with the four children,so he barked and barked. He ran along barking. On they went,past the hen houses. These were all mended and painted. They went through a field to the street. It was very strange to see a city street in the middle of the old field.

"There's a five and ten,"said Benny,"and a big super-market! We won't need to hoe any vegetables if we don't want to. "

"What a beautiful dress shop!" said Jessie. Then she almost bumped into a boy about Benny's age. He was walking with his hands in his pockets and he was whistling.

When he saw the children he stopped and stared at them. Then he said,"Hi,Ben!Don't you know me?"
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Benny took one look. "Mike! Mike Wood!" he yelled. "It's Mike,Henry! Remember he came to the picnic on Surprise Island?"

"Well,I'd never forget that," said Henry. "It is Mike,sure enough! You came over to our picnic and your dog had a race with Watch. "

"Yep," said Mike. "That was my dog Spotty. He's out with my brother Pat now. I remember how he beat your dog in the race. "

"Oh,no!" cried Benny. "He never did! Watch was the one that beat Spotty! Don't you remember?"

"No,I don't," said Mike. "I know Spot beat Watch. "

"He didn't either!" shouted Benny. "Spot was a stranger. He didn't even know which way to run!"

"Stop,you boys," cried Henry. "Don't fight the minute you meet. "

"Well,Mike started it," shouted Benny.

"I did not! You started it," shouted Mike.

"Boys!"said Henry. "Stop this minute. Aren't you friends?"

"We're friends," said Benny,"unless Mike tells lies about Watch. Watch won that race and I won't give in for anybody. "

"Well,"said Mike,"maybe he did. But it wasn't a fair race,because Spotty didn't even know the way. "

"O. K. " said Benny. "That's all I care. If you say Spotty didn't beat. "

"Well,maybe he didn't beat," said Mike,"but how could he beat when he didn't know where to run?"

"Well,he couldn't,"said Benny. "That's what I said. He couldn't and he didn't. I never said it was a fair race. "

"Mike," said Jessie pleasantly,"how did you happen to come out here?You're so far from where we saw you last. "

"I know," said Mike. "But we like it here. My Uncle Bob invited us to live here when my father died. Uncle Bob said he could give Pat a job. Remember Pat? My big brother?"

"Oh,yes," said Henry. "He was the one who almost got drowned at the picnic. "

"Well,Pat works at the mine for my Uncle Bob. Not in the mine,but outside. I do all sorts of work for the mine,too. We all work. Mother washes the miners' clothes. "

"Where's your house?" asked Henry.

"Over there,"said Mike,pointing. "That pink one. The houses are all alike,only different colors. Each house has a yard around it,but the grass is dry and brown. My house has an electric stove and a washing machine. It's different from our old house back home. Come and see my mother. "

"All right," said Henry. "We'd like to. "

"Pat isn't home,but my mother is,"said Mike. "She is making a pie,maybe,and we could have some to eat. "

They reached the door of the pink house. "Ma,look who's here!" said Mike.

Mrs. Wood was indeed making pies. She was taking the third pie out of the oven. When she looked up and saw Benny,she laughed out loud.

"Hello,Benny Alden!" she cried.

"You have never seen the rest of us," said Jessie,laughing. "But you have seen plenty of Benny,when he went to school with Mike back in the East. "

"I've heard lots about you," said Mrs. Wood. "Benny is a great talker. He's a fine boy. It does Mike good to play with him. "

"It does Ben good to play with me," said Mike loudly.

"Yes,I think it does," agreed Henry.

Mike looked up in surprise. He did not know what to say. He thought Henry would not agree with him. "Ma makes pies for the neighbors," he said.

"And you are surely neighbors,"said Mrs. Wood at once. "So take your choice. I have cherry,apple,and blueberry pie. All hot. " She began cutting the three pies. The smell was delicious and the pie crusts were brown and flaky.

"I didn't really have much lunch," said Benny.

"Pull up your chairs around that table," said Mrs. Wood. "And Mike,you get a bit of cheese out of the refrigerator. "

"Where's Pat?"asked Mike,getting the cheese.

"Gone to the bank. It's pay day. He puts Uncle Bob's money in the bank every week. You go get him,Mike,and tell him to come home and see the company. "

Mike ran off down the street. Mrs. Wood watched him with a smile.

"He's not a bad boy,is Mike,"she said. "He's just a big talker. "

"We know that," said Jessie,smiling too.

"He'd do anything for his friends," said his mother. "He helps the men at the mine a lot,even if he fights,too. They joke with him and argue with him,but they like him. "

Henry said,"This is the best apple pie I ever ate. "

"I agree," said Jessie. "The cherry must be even better than the apple. "

Violet laughed softly. "I was going to say the same thing about this blueberry. "

"I'm glad," said Mrs. Wood very quietly. "I love to bake pies the best of anything. I wish I had time. "

"Haven't you time?" asked Jessie,puzzled.

"No,dear," said Mrs. Wood. Her voice sounded sad. "I wash all day to earn money to help keep us. I'm lucky to have a washing machine. Here's Pat now. "

When Pat came in,he said at once,"Hello,Ben! You used to come down to our house and play with Mike. "

"This is Jessie," said his mother. "This is Violet,and this is Henry. "

"Oh,I know them all," said Pat. "They saved my life on that picnic. "

"Our cousin Joe did that,"said Henry. "He is a fine swimmer. "

Then Mike said,"When I met Pat,he was just coming out of the bank. "

"It seems too funny to have a bank here," said Jessie. "This whole place used to be great fields of long grass. "

"We have almost everything," said Pat. "We have a newspaper every day. The newspaper office is right by the bank. "

"Oh,yes," cried Benny. "I saw the paper up at Aunt Jane's. The Daily News. It had a big picture of the uranium mine buildings on the front page. "

"Yes,the mine is almost always on the front page," said Mike. "Here it is. We saved this one,because Pat is in the picture. See,right there? That's Pat. Standing by the short man. Gosh,that's funny. I've seen that man before some place. He don't live here. "

"Doesn't," said Pat.

"Well,doesn't,then," said Mike. "You say Don't to me often enough. "

"That's very different,Mike," said Pat.

"Well,it don't sound any different to me," said Mike.

Jessie laughed. "Mike makes me think of Benny,sometimes," she said. "They both love to argue. "

"I'm not arguing," said Mike. "I'm thinking. That short man in the picture don't—doesn't—live around here. He's a stranger. But I know I've seen him before. "

Pat looked at the picture. "I don't remember him at all," he said to his younger brother. "I didn't even know when they took the picture. "

Mike was very quiet for a while. He kept looking at the picture.

"We must go," said Jessie. "We want to go into every store on the street and see all the sights. "

"I'll go with you," said Mike. "I can show you everything. I've been here two months. "

It was true. Mike did know everything. He showed them the door of the super-market which opened all by itself. He showed them a garage where new cars were for sale. Jessie bought five big straw hats in one store. The sun was very hot,so they all put on the hats. Everyone in the stores seemed to know who the children were. Aunt Jane had put their pictures in the paper many times since they owned the ranch where uranium had been found.

At last Jessie said,"Come on,let's go home. Maggie said she had a fine supper. "

"Thank you,Mike,for showing us," said Violet.

"See you tomorrow,Mike," said Benny.

"Yep," said Mike. He went off whistling. He didn't know then that tomorrow would be so exciting.


Chapter 3　Fire!

The children slept soundly. They all woke up once to hear a loud,strange bell ringing. But they thought it was midnight,so they all went to sleep again. When they came down in the morning,Sam and Maggie were talking about a fire.

"What fire?" asked Henry.

"Didn't you hear the firebells ringing and ringing in the night?" asked Sam. "Here comes the paper boy. The news will be in the paper. "

Sam took the paper. It was full of pictures. Benny looked over his shoulder. "It's Mike's house!" yelled Benny at the top of his voice.

"The paper says that it was the Wood's house that had burned to the ground. "

"Let me see the paper,Benny," Jessie cried. "I can read faster. "

"I can read fast enough," said Benny excitedly. "See that picture? It's Mike all right. "

"I'm afraid it is," said Jessie,trying to read. "That lovely new,pink house,and the washing machine and electric stove!"

"No lives were lost," read Benny. "Not even the dog. Their big dog,Spotty,who slept in the cellar barked and gave the alarm. The fire had started in the cellar,and by the time the fire engine came,the whole house was burning. The fire seemed to start on all four sides of the house. "

"Nothing was saved except clothing and bedding. When Mrs. Wood saw that the house could not be saved,she put some sheets on the floor,threw all the clothes from bureau drawers and closets on the sheets,tied them up,and threw them out of the window. "

"Well,wasn't that smart?"said Jessie. "That costs the most of anything,doesn't it,Aunt Jane? The family clothes and bedding?"

"Yes,my dear," replied her aunt. "I wonder what the Wood family will do now. "

"I have to go right down there," said Benny. "I have to see Mike. "

"Wait a minute,Benny," said Aunt Jane. "You must eat your breakfast,first. When you get down there,you won't come back for a long time. I know you!"

[image: ]


Benny knew that this was true,so he sat down and tried to eat. They all tried to eat,but everyone was thinking about the fire.

"Mike could come here for a few days," said Aunt Jane,"if he has no other place to go. "

"Oh,Aunt Jane,thank you!"said Jessie. "You are very kind. But I don't think you want Mike. He would upset everything. "

"I don't mind being upset," said Aunt Jane. "Benny and Mike would be something amusing to watch. "

"You can say that again!"said Henry,laughing.

"I ate an egg," said Benny. "Can I go now?"

"Yes,go along. I know you can hardly wait to get down to the fire," said Aunt Jane.

The children ran all the way. They soon saw a big crowd of people who had come to see the fire. The little pink house was gone. Smoke was still rising from the burned wood,and it was still very hot.

"Hi,Ben!" called a voice. It was Mike. He came running over to Benny. He cried,"That was our house that burned,Ben. We all got out,and it was Spotty saved us. "

"What are you going to do,Mike?" asked Henry. "Where is your mother?"

"She's right over there," said Mike pointing. "She and my brother Pat can sleep next door in the blue house,but I am going to stay with Mr. Carter. "

"Mr. Carter!" cried Jessie. "What Mr. Carter? Do you mean Mr. John Carter?"

"I guess so," said Mike. "That's his name anyway. Do you know him? He's nice and very friendly. "

"He works for Grandfather," said Jessie. "We met him last summer,but we didn't know he was still here. Where does he live?"

"In the green house right near the mine. He has lots of rooms he don't use. "

"Doesn't," said Benny.

"Now don't you go teaching me,Ben!" said Mike.

"Where is Mr. Carter,now?" asked Violet just in time to stop a fight.

"Right over beside my mother," said Mike. "Come on,they are looking at us. "

"Well,well,Mr. Carter!" cried Henry. "We are so glad to see you again. You always seem to pop up when there is trouble. "

"I try to," said John Carter with a twinkle in his eye. "Hello,Jessie! And Violet. Benny is still his same old self. "

"What will happen to Mike's family?" asked Henry.

"All these houses belong to the Uranium Company. So when the place cools off,the pink house will be built again," replied the man.

"How about the things inside? The washing machine?" asked Jessie.

"I don't know,but insurance will take care of some things later. "

"Aunt Jane said Mike could come up to our house,"said Violet.

"Oh,did she indeed!"said Mr. Carter,laughing. "You'll have a lively time! Don't you want me,too?"

"You would be a big help," said Jessie,smiling.

"You can have a whole room,Mike,if you come to Aunt Jane's," said Benny. "You'd better ask your mother if you can come. "

"Yes,I'm willing,and thankful,too,"said Mrs. Wood. "But tell Miss Alden to send Mike back if he gets too much for her. "

Then Benny asked suddenly,"Mike! Have you had anything to eat?"

"No!" shouted Mike. "It all burned up. I didn't have any milk,or any oatmeal,or any eggs—"

"Come on,Mike!" shouted Benny. "I could eat another egg myself. Let's all go to the restaurant!"

Mr. Carter looked at Jessie and laughed. He said,"I wonder what's the matter with me? I never even thought of breakfast!And Mrs. Wood,you must be starved. We'll all go to the restaurant and have breakfast. "

"We follow Benny as usual," said Mrs. Wood smiling. "He has the ideas. "


Chapter 4　At the Big Table

"Let's all sit at the big table," said Henry. "Then we can talk. "

"I don't want to talk. I want to eat!" shouted Mike.

"Then you can keep still all you want," said Benny. "We'll do the talking. "

"But I'll say something if I want to," argued Mike.

"Well,make up your mind," returned Benny. "You're the one that said you didn't want to talk. "

"I only said I was hungry," said Mike.

"Oh,stop it,Mike," said his mother. "All this talk about nothing. Don't you know you have no home?"

"That sounds awful," said Jessie. "Tell me,how did you know the house was on fire?"

"The dog,"said Mrs. Wood. "Spotty was down in the cellar. He sleeps down there. He barked and barked. I knew something was wrong,so I went down to see. There was fire on all four sides. I let the dog out and woke up Mike and Pat. "

"You didn't wake me,"said Mike. "I was awake. "

"Yes,you were,son," agreed his mother. "I will say you were going down to get the dog yourself. "

"Spotty was the most important one," said Mike,"because he can't open doors. "

"By the way,where is the dog?" asked Mr. Carter.

"He's tied up at the blue house," said Pat. "He was in the way,barking at everyone. "

"Yes,we had to leave Watch and Lady at the ranch,too," said Jessie. "A fire is no place for dogs. "

"It is very queer that the fire started in four places at once," said Mr. Carter.

"I wonder if anyone set the fire," said Henry.

"Oh,no!" cried Mrs. Wood. "Why would anybody set fire to our house?"

"What do you plan to do now,Mrs. Wood?" asked Mr. Carter.

"I really don't know," she answered. "I'm staying in the blue house with my good neighbor,Mrs. Smith,for tonight. "

Breakfast came then. The eight hungry people went to work on the bacon and eggs,toast,and cereal and milk. For a minute the restaurant was very still. Then the children heard a man say,"I heard that the boy who lived there set the house on fire just for fun. "

In an instant Mike was out of his chair. He ran over and faced the man who had spoken. "I did not!" he shouted. "Who says I did?"

In another minute all four children were behind Mike.

"Mike never did!"shouted Benny. "He wouldn't! Who says he did?"

The man laughed a little. He was very much surprised. "Well,don't get so excited,sonny," he said.

"Don't get excited?" yelled Mike. "You told a lie about me!"
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"I didn't say it," said the man. "I said I heard it. "

Then Henry spoke. "Can you tell us who told you? You must know this story is very bad for Mike. "

"Well,well," said the man. "You're not afraid to stand up for a friend,are you?"

"No,sir," said Henry.

Jessie said,"Mike likes fun,yes. He gets into trouble. But he would never set his own house on fire. "

Then Benny went right up to the man. He said,"Mike wouldn't set a fire in the cellar anyway. His dog was there. "

"So his dog was there," repeated the man. "That settles it. I believe you. "

"Who told you?" asked Mike. He was not yelling now.

"I don't know him," said the man. "He was a stranger to me. He stood beside me in the crowd,watching the fire. I think that he wore a blue hat. "

"I'll ask him," said Benny,"if I ever see a man with a blue hat. "

The man looked at the four of them. "I wish I had as many good friends as you have,Mike," he said. He looked at Benny. "This one here is a wonderful friend. "

"He don't always stand up for me,"said Mike.

"Doesn't," said Benny.

"Now look here,Ben!" said Mike. "Don't start that again!"

"You see how Mike is," said Jessie. "He will fight over nothing. But he would never set a fire. Come on back,boys,and eat your breakfast. "

The children moved away. All this time Mr. Carter had sat still watching. "Well,Jessie!" he said. "That was just like a play! I am very proud of all of you. "

"Why didn't you come over,too?" asked Benny.

"You didn't need me," said Mr. Carter laughing. "You children did it much better than I would. But the man could see I was with you if you needed help. "

Mike began to eat again.

"That gave me a good appetite," he said.

"Your appetite was all right before," said Henry,laughing.

"I like to have you with us,Mike,"said Violet,laughing. "Now if you weren't here, I couldn't eat my breakfast at all. "

"That's right," said Henry. "She couldn't. "

"Now everyone watch out for a man with a blue hat,"said Benny drinking the last of his milk.

"That man would change his hat,Ben," said Mike.

"Maybe he will have a black hat next time. Maybe no hat at all. "

"I'll watch,too," said Mr. Carter. "You can be sure of that. "


Chapter 5　The Empty Room

"I have to go up to the uranium mine," said Mr. Carter. "You can all come with me if you want. "

"I think I'll go to my neighbor's," said Mrs. Wood. "I'm all tired out with Mike's doings. "

"Yes,I'll go with you,Ma," said Pat. "Maybe I can help around the place,to pay for taking us in. "

"The rest of us will go with you,Mr. Carter," said Benny. "It's our own mine after all,and we haven't seen it yet. You come too,Mike. "

"Well,Benny,you are asking for trouble,"said Henry laughing.

"I'm no trouble," cried Mike. "I might help you. I know a lot of things. "

Soon they were on their way to the mine in Mr. Carter's car. When they arrived,they could see great machines at work. Workmen were every-where. Mr. Carter stopped his car at a large building. It had a small office in one corner.

"I'm going into the office for a few minutes," said Mr. Carter. "You may stay in the car and watch the men. But you must not go any closer than you are now. "

"Can't we go into the big building?" asked Benny.

Mr. Carter said,"Oh,yes,you can do that. But it is empty. Just one big room. Nothing to see. I'll be back soon. "

When Mr. Carter had shut the office door,Mike said,"I bet he's going to find out about insurance on our things and tell someone in there about the blue hat. "
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"Yes," said Benny. "Let's see what is in that empty room. "

Benny got out of the car and quietly walked into the big,empty room. Jessie followed him. They stood looking around.

"A big room going to waste,Jessie!" said Benny.

"Yes,Benny," said his sister. For a minute they said nothing more. Jessie was thinking about what Benny had said—a big room going to waste.

"Look,Benny!" she said excitedly. "Do you remember what Mrs. Wood said about baking?"

"Yes,I do. She said she loved to bake pies and she didn't like to wash. "

"That's just right,Benny!Now listen!If we could get a good stove—"

"Mrs. Wood could bake in it," finished Benny.

"And right here in this very room," said Henry. One by one the others had come inside,too.

Then another gentle voice said,"I'm sure Grandfather would let us buy a stove. " It was Violet. She was smiling.

"My mother likes to make pies the best," said Mike. "On pies she is a wizard. "

Henry laughed. "Well,now that we are all here,let's get together on this. "

"My mother could sell pies to the miners,"said Mike. "There's about a million men,I should say. We could make money. And I could eat pies whenever I wanted to," Mike finished.

"If we had a stove," said Benny.

"Not quite a million men," said Henry. "Maybe a hundred or more. "

"Maybe we could all live up here," said Mike.

"You wouldn't want to live here,Mike," said Benny. "Wait till you see your room at Aunt Jane's. Right next to me. "

"We'll ask Mr. Carter what he thinks," said Jessie. "He knows everything and he will settle it. "

But it was really Mrs. Wood who settled it.


Chapter 6　Mike's Mother's Place

Benny began to talk the minute he got into the car. Mike began to talk too.

"Wait,boys,"said Mr. Carter. "One at a time! I can't hear a word you say. "

"I'll talk first," said Mike.

"Well,you can this time," agreed Benny. "It's about your own mother,after all. "

"That's right,Ben," said Mike. "Thank you. Mr. Carter,my mother works hard at her washing,but she don't—doesn't like it. "

"Yes,Mike," said Mr. Carter. "But what do you want me to do about it?"

"We've thought of a good job for her," said Mike. "She loves to make pies. So why not make pies and sell them?She gives away millions of pies. "

"Now,Mike," said Benny. "Mr. Carter won't believe you,if you say millions. "

"Well,dozens,then," said Mike.

"Good for you,Mike," said Mr. Carter laughing. "I do believe you,for I have eaten many of those pies myself. "

"Well,there you are," said Mike. "Everyone likes Ma's pies and everyone will buy them. "

Then Mr. Carter said,"I think you are wasting time telling me about this plan. Why don't we go ask your mother? She is the one to decide. "

Mrs. Wood was surprised when they all came back to Mrs. Smith's blue house.

Henry said,"Hello,Mrs. Wood. We want you to come up to the office at the uranium mine for a few minutes. "

"All right," said Mrs. Wood. "I'd like to go. I know the night watchman up there,and I'd like to take him a cherry pie. "

"You mean you've made another pie already?" asked Violet.

"I made four more," said Mrs. Wood. "They are for the kind people who helped me get out of my burning house. One is for your Aunt Jane,Benny. My neighbor gave me the shortening and filling for the pies,and I will pay her back in washing. "

Mike winked at Benny. "Maybe,yes," he said. "And maybe,no. "

The children talked and laughed all the way to the mine. They could hardly wait to show the room to Mike's mother. At last they all stood in the big empty room.

"See this room going to waste!" cried Benny. "Now if you had a nice stove—"

Mrs. Wood put her arm around Benny. "What a kind little boy you are,Benny!" she said in a low voice. "I begin to see now what you are all planning for me. "

"You mean you like the idea of making pies for a living?" asked Jessie. "Wouldn't you get tired of making pies?"

"I'd never be tired of making pies,my dear!"cried Mrs. Wood. "I love to mix them up,and roll them out,and fill them with cherries,apples,peaches,or blueberries. And best of all I like to see people eat them. "

A man behind them said,"I'd rather eat them than watch other people eat them. " Everyone turned around.

"The night watchman!" cried Mike. "Hello,Mr. McCarthy!"

"Hello yourself,Mike," said the man.

"Oh, Mr. McCarthy," said Mrs. Wood. "Here's a cherry pie I made for you. I hope you will like it. " She gave him the cherry pie.

"Is there anyone in the whole world that doesn't like your pies?" asked Mr. McCarthy. He looked at the children. "What's this I hear about selling pies?"

Mike began to jump around. "See this room!" he shouted. "Ma can have a stove in that corner. She can bake her pies in it. She can sell them at that big window and we will all help her. "

"Well,well,"cried Mr. McCarthy. "And which of you thought of this?"

"My sister Jessie was the first to think of it," said Benny. "But I was next to the first,wasn't I,Henry?"

"Yes,you were," said Henry. "We have to buy a sink and a refrigerator,Mr. McCarthy. And we have to ask Mr. Gardner,the boss,for the use of the room. "

"We can ask Grandfather to let us buy the sink and things," said Violet.

"Suppose this grandfather of yours won't let you buy all that?" said Mr. McCarthy. "After all,it will cost a lot of money. Not many men would trust children with this plan. "

"My grandfather will," said Benny. "We were all alone in the Boxcar. We didn't know Grandfather then. And we did all right. "

Mr. Carter nodded at the night watchman. He said,"Mr. Alden trusts these children. He always tries to help them with their ideas. "

The night watchman looked at Jessie with a funny little smile. "I can't understand why you children want to work at all. Don't you own the mine?Your grandfather ought not to let you work. "

Jessie shook her head. She said,"That's not the way Grandfather thinks. He has lots of money already. But he says everyone ought to work. Nobody can be happy unless he has some work to do. We know he is right,for we were very,very happy when we didn't have any money at all. Only $4! When we get through school,Grandfather wants us all to go to work for a living. "

"There are not many grandfathers like that,"said Mr. McCarthy,shaking his head. "And I know well that Mr. Alden works very hard himself. "

"What do you think of this pie business,Mr. McCarthy?"asked Jessie.

"I?Hm-m,I think the men will want so many pies,that one woman can't make enough. "

"Maybe you'll tell the men about the pies?" said Henry.

"Tell them? I won't need to. The minute they see a sign here saying PIES they will all come over. "

"Sign?" cried Benny. "Did you say a sign? I'll tell you a good sign. Mike's Mother's Place
 ?"
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"Oh,I'll paint the sign!" cried Violet.

"Wonderful!" said Jessie. "And what a wonderful name for this place!"

Mrs. Wood smiled and smiled,but she had tears in her eyes. "Yes," she said,"the men all know Mike,and they will soon know his mother. "

"We can take pictures of this place when it is all set to go," said Henry. "They will put them in the paper,maybe. "

Mr. McCarthy went over to the big window. "Yes," he said,"this big window will be good for selling pies. "

Mike went over to Mr. McCarthy. He said softly,"Did you see my fire?"

"No," said the watchman,"I missed it. "

"It was a terrible fire," said Mike. "Everybody went to see it. Why didn't you go? Aren't you interested in fires?"

Mr. McCarthy looked at Mike. He said,"Well,son,I was certainly interested. In fact I started to go. But you see my duty was here. I'm a watchman. "

"Too bad," said Mike. "It was a sight. "

"I know," said Mr. McCarthy. "But I thought I saw somebody near the mine. So I stayed right here. I looked all around but I couldn't find anybody. "

"Come on,Mike!"called Benny. "What are you talking about?"

Then Mike surprised everyone. He began to jump up and down and yell,"The blue hat! The blue hat!"

"What in the world is the matter with you,Mike?"asked Henry.

Mike answered,"I think I know how to find out who wore the blue hat," he yelled.

Mr. Carter stared at the little boy. "Do you indeed!" he said. "You ought to join the FBI. "


Chapter 7　The Blue Hat

All the children begged Mike to tell what he knew about the man in the blue hat.

"No," said Mike. "I can't tell you now. I want to talk to Ben about this. I want to see Ben alone. "

"This is very important,Mike," said Mr. Carter. "If you know something it is your duty to tell me. "

"Oh,I'll tell you all right," said Mike. "Only you'll have to wait about one hour. "

"Why all the mystery?" asked Mr. Carter.

"Because I'm not sure," said Mike. "I'm not really sure of anything. I want to see Pat,too. "

"Well,let's go back to the ranch," said Henry. He did not think Mike really knew anything about the stranger.

"We have hardly seen Aunt Jane," said Violet. "We have been away almost all the time we have been here. "

"That was because there was a fire," said Benny. "We had to see about Mike's fire. "

Mr. Carter took the five children to Aunt Jane's house. Then he drove away. He said he had other business. Watch and Lady ran out to meet the children. The dogs were very glad to see them.

"Well," said Maggie,"you are not late. But I thought you were going to be. And we have a very funny lunch. "

"What is it?" asked Benny.

"Hot dogs," said Maggie. "Your Aunt Jane says all young people like hot dogs. "

"We do!" cried Benny. "And we don't get them very often. Hurrah for Aunt Jane!"

"Tell me all the news about the fire," said Aunt Jane. She sat at the head of the table. She gave the hot dogs to the children,but she did not eat them herself.

"I don't like hot dogs," she said smiling. "I like eggs better. "

The children took turns with the news. They told Aunt Jane all about the fire and meeting Mr. Carter again. They told her the plans for Mrs. Wood. Mike was very quiet. He did not talk very much.

"Mike is scared of you,Aunt Jane!" said Benny.

"I am not scared!" said Mike. "Miss Alden wouldn't hurt a fly. My brother Pat said so. "

"I certainly wouldn't hurt a nice boy like you,Mike," said Aunt Jane laughing. "You must go up and see your new room. It is right next to Benny's. "

Maggie said,"We have been working on it all morning. A nice clean bed,and a big empty closet for your things. "

"I haven't many things," said Mike.

"Haven't you any old birds'nests and stones and model airplanes?" asked Maggie.

"Oh,can I keep that kind of things?" cried Mike.

"Certainly," said Aunt Jane. "There's no good living here,if you can't have your own things. "

"Oh,oh!" cried Mike. "Can I have Spotty,too?"

"Yes," said Aunt Jane. "Lady always stays in my room. " She stopped. "But what will Watch say?"

"I don't think he will say much," said Mike. "They didn't fight on Surprise Island. "

"That's right,"said Henry to Aunt Jane. "They got along all right. "

"I'll be fine if I have Spotty," said Mike.

"He mustn't get up on your nice clean bed," said Maggie.

"Oh,no,he sleeps down the cellar when he's home," said Mike.

Aunt Jane said,"He won't sleep down the cellar here. You can have him in your room,but Maggie says not on your bed. "

Then Mike was quiet again. He seemed to be thinking.

After lunch,Henry telephoned to his grandfather miles away in Greenfield. He told Mr. Alden all about the fire. He didn't know that his grandfather knew it already. Mr. Carter had already called Mr. Alden.

"You say you know this boy Mike?" asked Mr. Alden.

"Yes,he used to go to school with Benny. We invited him to the picnic on Surprise Island. "

"Oh,I remember," said Mr. Alden. "He had a brother who was almost drowned. "

"Good for you,Grandfather!" cried Henry. "You never forget anything. Mike's mother hasn't any home now,and we want to give her that big empty room at the mine to make pies in. "

Mr. Alden said,"Is that all you want,Henry?"

"Almost," said Henry. "We'd like to buy a stove,and a sink,and a refrigerator for the room. We can buy them all here. "

"Go ahead,Henry," said Mr. Alden. "It's your money and your mine. It's a fine idea and a kind one. I had a plan for that room,but it can wait. This is more important. If you need anything more,ask Mr. Carter. And how is Watch?"

"Watch is right here,looking at me," said Henry. "You speak to him,Grandfather. "

"Hello,Watch!" called Mr. Alden.

"Bow-wow!" answered the dog. He put his feet up on the telephone table and wagged his tail.

"I heard him bark," said Mr. Alden,laughing. "And now I'll talk to the others. " Mr. Alden always did this. He talked with Violet,and Jessie and Aunt Jane and Benny.

"I'm the last one,Grandfather," said Benny. "But I was the next to the first to think of the stove. "

"I'm sure you were,Benny," said his grandfather. "You be a good boy,and take good care of the girls. "

"Yes,I will," said Benny. "You know what? They want a blue refrigerator! I want a white one,but I'll give in. "

"Good boy,"said Mr. Alden. "Good-by for now. "

After the telephone call, Mike said he wanted to see Benny alone.

"Come up and see your room," said Benny. "Then we can talk. "

Mike had no idea what a lovely room he would have. He looked around in surprise.

"This is neat,Ben," he said. "And right next to you. "

"My wall paper has jet planes on it," said Benny. "Aunt Jane picked it out for me. She's neat,too. "

"Listen,Ben," said Mike. "When we were up at the mine,I remembered something. "

"What was it?" asked Benny. The two boys sat down on the floor. They put their heads together.

"Well,you know I said we had to tie Spotty up because he barked?"

"I remember," said Benny.

"Well,he did bark. He barked at everyone,and he barked at the fire. He was so excited. But once he growled,Ben. "

"Oh,ho!I see!" cried Benny. "That's different. What did he growl at?"

"The man in the blue hat!"cried Mike. "I really don't remember what hat he had on. But I think I saw him at the fire. He was the one Spotty growled at. "

"I suppose Spotty never growls," said Benny.

"Never!" said Mike. "Unless he has some good reason. Now another thing,Ben. You remember the newspaper picture of Pat? Now,I ought to have been in that picture. "

"Why?" asked Benny.

"Well,I was right beside Pat. The picture cut me off. I was always up at the mine before you came. I knew everybody. And I saw that stranger myself. He was a short man. "
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Benny nodded. "Did you talk to him?"

"No,I didn't. But I saw him talking to Mr. McCarthy. And I think he was the man Spotty growled at!"

"Oh,you do!" cried Benny. "Then he must be the man that said you set the fire!"

"That's right," said Mike. "Isn't that a mystery?"

"Yes,it is," agreed Benny. "The next thing to do is see Mr. McCarthy. "

"Right!" said Mike. "But we won't rush it! Mr. Carter said I ought to become an FBI agent. "

"Yes,he did," said Benny. "And I'd like to see that newspaper picture again. "

So the two boys ran downstairs to find the old newspaper.


Chapter 8　Secrets

Everyone looked for the newspaper,but no one could find it.

"All the newspapers are in that box," said Maggie. "I saved them all. "

"They are all here but the right one," said Benny.

"I had one,but it burned up with my house," said Mike.

"Well,never mind," said Aunt Jane. "You can always buy another at the newspaper office. "

Henry said,"Mike,you know this is the time we buy a stove. You can look at the newspaper any time. "

"This is a very important paper," said Benny. "But I guess we can wait. "

"Well,come on then," said Jessie. "What fun it will be to get all those things! I never bought a stove before. "

"Don't you think Mrs. Wood ought to go with us?"asked Violet. "She ought to pick out the stove she wants. "

"Right,as usual," said Henry. "Come on,let's go. Yes,Watch,you can come this time. " Lady stayed with Aunt Jane,as she always did.

The children stopped at the blue house. Mrs. Wood was glad to go with them.

"Let's take Spotty,too," said Mike.

"He doesn't like to be tied up. He'd love to go. "

"Will he like to go with Watch?"asked Jessie.

"Let's try," said Mike. Everyone was glad when at last the two dogs trotted along together.

The store was a big one. There were all sorts of things in it. There were tables and chairs and stoves and dishes of all kinds. Mrs. Wood looked around. She was delighted to pick out a huge stove. It had large ovens. The refrigerator was big too.

"It will have to be big for all those pies," said Benny. "What color do you want,Mrs. Wood?"

"Well,I don't care at all," said Mike's mother.

"The girls like blue," said Benny.

"Let's get all blue things,then," said Mrs. Wood. "Just look at that beautiful blue sink!"

The man said,"We will put them all in for you. Where do they go?"

"In that big empty building at the mine office," said Henry. "My grandfather said to pay you when they were all in. "

"That's O. K. ," said the man with a smile.

"Mr. Carter says insurance will pay for our loss from the fire," said Mrs. Wood. "I hope so,because we lost almost everything. "

"Oh,Mrs. Wood,let's buy dishes!" cried Violet.

Everyone looked at Violet in surprise. Violet was usually so quiet.

Jessie put her arm around her sister. "You dear," she said. "We will certainly buy dishes. Is that all right with you,Mrs. Wood?"

"Yes,I love to have you help me," said Mrs. Wood. "You have such good ideas. "

"Where will you put the dishes?"asked the storekeeper. "You're not going to live up at the mine,are you?"

"Live there? Oh,no," said Mrs. Wood. "But we can put the dishes up there for now. "

"Why couldn't you live there?"asked Benny,suddenly. "You've got to live somewhere. "

"And it will take a long time to build the pink house again," added Henry.

"Yes,I don't like to stay too long with Mrs. Smith," said Mrs. Wood. "I shall have to live somewhere. I wonder if there is anyone at the mine all night?"

"There are four watchmen," said Henry. "I found that out. Then Mr. Carter lives in the green house. That's the nearest house. "
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"I shall talk with Mr. Carter,"said Mrs. Wood. "But we must pick out the bowls and dishes,first. "

"What lovely colors!" said Jessie.

There were plates and cups of all colors,pink,blue,yellow,green,violet and light orange.

"Why don't you have one plate of each color?" asked Benny. "That would make six. "

"I must have seven," said Mrs. Wood with a laugh. "Because you must all come to supper sometime. "

Jessie said firmly,"I think you need a dozen,Mrs. Wood. That would be two of each color. "

"Yes," said Benny. "And then I could use the pink cup—I mean if I ever came to supper. "

Jessie laughed. "Benny has a pink cup at home," she told Mrs. Wood. "He loves it because he had it in the Boxcar. I certainly would not like to break that pink cup. "

"We must have knives and forks,spoons,and pans,too," said Mrs. Wood.

The storekeeper seemed to be thinking. At last he said,"Mrs. Wood,may I say something? I wouldn't buy too many things if I were you. "

"Why on earth not?" cried Mike.

"Well,I can't say too much," said the man. "But I know your friends are going to give you some things. "

"Oh,how kind they are!" cried Mrs. Wood. "I never thought of such a thing!"

"Don't tell I told you," said the man.

"We won't tell,any of us," said Benny. "It would be awful if you bought things,and then people gave you the same things. "

"Really,I think you have bought enough,now," said the storekeeper. "Let's leave it. You can ride in the truck if you want to. You children ride in the back with the stove,and Mrs. Wood can sit with the driver. "

"I want to sit with the driver,too," said Mike.

"All right," said the storekeeper. "Get in. "

The two dogs were waiting outside the store. At last,all the things,children and dogs were in the truck. Everyone laughed as the truck went by.

They waved to the children. The children waved back. The dogs barked and barked.

Mike said,"How are you going to get that heavy stove into the room at the mine,Mister?"

The driver smiled. "I'll have plenty of help," he said. "You wait and see. "

"I suppose you telephoned," said Mike.

"No,but the storekeeper did,"said the driver. "We all have some secrets,don't we? Just look over there,right by the mine office!"

The truck slowly came to a stop. The children stared at the crowd,and then they all laughed and laughed.


Chapter 9　Quick Work

When the truck stopped at the mine office,a crowd of workmen stood waiting. The men were all smiling. Henry,Benny and Mike jumped out of the truck and helped Jessie and Violet out.

The driver helped Mrs. Wood down from the high seat. "We'll help you move these things into the building," said one man. "You tell us where you want them to go. "

Mrs. Wood and the children and the driver went in. They looked around. The dogs ran around barking.

Just then Mr. Carter came out of the office.

"Oh,Mr. Carter,hello!" said Henry. "You are just the man we want. "

"I want to see him too," said Mrs. Wood. "I want to ask him something. "

"Ask away,my lady," said Mr. Carter with a smile.

"Well," said Mrs. Wood slowly,"I can hardly wait to make a pie. And I'd love to live right here in this room with my two boys. "

"That's just what I said!" shouted Benny. "I said you've got to live somewhere,and why not here?"

"Yes,you did,Benny," agreed Mrs. Wood. "That is what gave me the idea. You see,Mr. Carter,the boys say there are watchmen up here all night. They would help me if I needed anything. And it wouldn't take long to put up some rough boards and make two rooms,would it? It would be so handy for me to start my pies early in the morning. "

"Oh,what a wonderful idea!" cried Jessie. "We can help Mrs. Wood,too,Mr. Carter. "

"Yes,I think it could be done," said Mr. Carter. "I have talked with Mr. Gardner,the big boss,Mrs. Wood. He says if I say O. K. ,he says O. K. "

"Oh,isn't this fun!" shouted Benny. "Who would put up the rough boards?"

Mr. Carter laughed. He pointed at the workmen who were bringing in the stove.

"Would they?" asked Violet softly.

"Yes,they would," said a workman who heard what Violet had said. "We have time off today. "

"Then you could make the rooms today!" shouted Mike. He never liked to wait for anything.

A workman laughed at Mike. "You'll have to help us,son," he said.

"Oh,yes,I will," said Mike. "I'll be the one to tell you where the things go. "

"That is called a boss," said the man. "Boss Mike. "

Benny said,"Mike would be a good boss. He really would. And so would I. You see,that window will make Mike's room,and the next window will be Mrs. Wood's room. Every room will have one window so that it will have plenty of light. "

"Not so bad!" said the man. "There is water in the office already. So we will just get longer pipes to go to your sink. "

What a noise there was!Men were cutting holes in the floor for the pipes. Others were pounding away at the pipes. The dogs barked and barked. Mr. Carter telephoned three times and soon some long boards arrived at the door. More men came.

"My room can be small,"said Mrs. Wood. "Just big enough for a bed. "

"Mine ought to be bigger," said Mike. "Because Pat and I will have two beds,and I want another bed for Ben. I want him to sleep up here sometimes. "

"That will be easy," said a man. "One small room,and one big one. Are you going to sleep here tonight?"

"No," said Mike. "No beds. "

"What did you say?" shouted Benny. "Look out of the window!"

Another truck had just come. A bed was sticking out of the back. It was an Army cot.

Mr. Carter ran down the steps and said a few words to the driver.

Violet thought the driver said,"I'll be back soon," but she was not sure. The driver saw the children. He called,"Come on,kids! Help me take out these things. "

The boys were delighted to help. They found some folding chairs under the cot.

"Where did these things come from?" asked Henry.

"From the neighbors," said the driver. "Everyone wants to help Mrs. Wood. These came from the store,but—. " He stopped and said,"Don't ask me any more questions. "

But Benny went right on. "What are those barrels for?"
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"Two barrels of flour," said the driver.

"For pies," said Violet.

"Oh,barrels are very useful," said Benny. "Just put a board across two barrels and it makes a seat. "

"It makes a table,too," said Jessie. "Remember our table in the barn on Surprise Island?"

Soon the children sat in a row on the long board. They were all watching the rooms go up.

"This is like a ball-game," said Henry.

"It's like a race," said Benny.

Henry said,"Some day we ought to have a race. We ought to have a fair race for Watch and Spot. "

"Do you think so?" asked Mike. "Watch is a very fast runner. "

"Oh,ho!" cried Benny. "You're afraid Watch will beat again!"

"No,I am not!" cried Mike. "Spotty is a fast runner,too. "

"Now,boys,no fights!" said Henry. "Just enjoy yourselves. Who's coming now? It's a woman in a car. "

"My neighbor from the blue house!" cried Mrs. Wood. She went to the door.

"Mike,come help Mrs. Smith with that box. "

Mrs. Smith came in smiling. She shook hands with everyone. Then she said,"Mrs. Wood,all your friends want to help. They have looked over the things they can spare and everyone is giving you something. It's a Surprise Party. "

"How kind you are!" said Mrs. Wood with tears in her eyes.

"We planned to have it next week,but Mr. Carter telephoned that now is the time. So everyone is coming today. "

"Well,Mr. Carter is right," said Mrs. Wood. "This is the time I need it most. "

"There are two sheets and two blankets in that box," said Mrs. Smith. "And more are on the way. "

Another car came while she was talking. Then another and another. Soon the room was full of women with baskets and boxes. They brought everything that Mrs. Wood needed.

"Oh,oh!" said Jessie. "Isn't this fun,Violet? Look how fast the men are making shelves!"

"I'll put my pink cup on the shelf," shouted Benny.

"Look out of the window!" shouted Mike. A man was helping someone out of a car. It was Aunt Jane with her bright blue eyes and pink cheeks. She had a newspaper in her hand. Lady walked beside her.

All the children rushed over to Aunt Jane. All but Mike. He just stood and looked at the paper in her hand.


Chapter 10　Mike's Idea

"Oh,Aunt Jane," cried Jessie. "I'm so glad you came! Mrs. Wood is going to live here and make pies and sell them. "

"Yes,I know," said Aunt Jane,laughing. "I know all about it. A little bird told me. "

"Who told you?" asked Benny.

"Well,it was a big bird,after all," said Aunt Jane. "It was Mr. Gardner,the big boss. He sent a car for me. "

Aunt Jane went into the big room.

Mike went up to her and held out his hand. She gave him the newspaper with a smile.

She said,"Maggie found it. I haven't had time to look at it,but I am sure it is the right one,Mike. "

Then everyone tried to tell Aunt Jane about the two new rooms.

"They have doors!" said Benny. "Two doors,one in each room. " The man who was putting up the doors laughed at Benny.

Jessie showed Aunt Jane the barrels of flour. Violet showed her the shelves. There were many dishes already on the shelves.

Aunt Jane had brought some things with her. A man came in with them. He had some big kettles and long spoons,and some small pans and small spoons.

"You have to get your own meals,Mrs. Wood," said Aunt Jane. "I thought the other cooking dishes would be too big for you. "

"You are right,Miss Alden," said Mrs. Wood. "I must cook for my family,too. Where is Mike?"

Mike was not there.

"But where is he?"cried Jessie. "He was here just a minute ago. "

"He's all right," said Mrs. Wood, laughing. "Mike can take care of himself pretty well. He must have some new idea. "

Mike did have a new idea. He was in the office,talking to Mr. Carter. The newspaper was open on the desk,and they both were looking at the picture.

"See that man?" asked Mike. "He is the one Spotty growled at. He is wearing a hat,but you can't see if it is blue or not. Spotty must have seen him before. "

"I have seen him before,too," said Mr. Carter,frowning.
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"Where?" asked Mike.

"I don't know where," answered Mr. Carter.

"Well,he was at the fire," said Mike. "I saw him myself. "

"And he has been at the mine," said Mr. Carter,"for here is his picture. "

"I don't think he is a very good man," said Mike. "He looks rough to me. "

"He looks rough to me,too," said Mr. Carter. "We must keep our eyes open,Mike. "

There was a rap at the door.

"Come in," called Mr. Carter. It was Benny.

Benny said,"Oh,here you are,Mike! We lost you. I have another idea. "

"Sit down," said Mr. Carter smiling. "We'll all sit down,and you tell us your idea. "

"Well," began Benny,"you know Mike was making a new dog house for Spotty. "

"No,I didn't know that," said Mr. Carter.

"Well,he was," said Benny. "And you know how Mike is. He isn't very neat. "

"I am too,neat!" cried Mike.

"No,Mike. Listen!You had boards in the cellar. You had some boards by the heater,and some boards by the stairs,and some boards on both sides of the room. "

"Well,yes,I did," said Mike. "But they were neat. They were standing up,neatly. "

"But I mean they were on all sides of the cellar," cried Benny. "Don't you see? That's why the fire started on all sides of the house!"

"Good for you,Benny," said Mr. Carter. "The firemen think the fire was set by somebody. "

"I didn't. I never did!" shouted Mike.

"Be quiet,Mike!" said Mr. Carter sharply. "I never said you did. I said somebody. "

"Well,who?" asked Mike. "Who would set our house on fire with Spotty in the cellar?"

"I don't know yet," said Mr. Carter.

Then Benny said,"Think hard,Mike. What did you ever say to make anyone mad at you?"

"I never said anything. "

"Yes,you must have," said Benny. "You know you talk a lot,Mike. "

Mike began to think. "Maybe I did say something one day. But it was last summer," he said. "Maybe I said I was glad Miss Alden didn't sell her ranch to those three men. Remember that,Ben? Maybe I said I would know them in a minute if I saw them. "

"Oh,my," said Mr. Carter.

Benny said,"But Mike,you wouldn't know them,because you never saw them!"

"I know it," said Mike. "I'm sorry now I said it. I suppose that man in the picture heard me,and he thought I knew him. "

"Well,Mike," said Mr. Carter slowly,"you see that's why the story started that you set your own fire. The man in the picture may have heard you,and he was afraid of you. That would make him want to do something to hurt you the first chance he got. "

"We can't prove it," said Benny.

"We will,though," said Mike. "You just wait. "

"Yes,Mike,I think we will. Now,boys,I am going to tell you something. I know you both talk too much. But you must not talk too much about this. "

"I won't," said Benny.

"I won't," said Mike.

"The three men who wanted to buy Miss Alden's ranch last summer are known to be bad men. When they found the uranium by accident,they did not tell anyone. They tried to buy the land for almost nothing. They were wanted in another state by the FBI. When they came to this state,the FBI caught them and put them in jail. But one of them is out now,I hear. "

"Are you in the FBI?" asked Benny.

"I work for your grandfather,but I help the FBI too. I think this man may be one of those three,but you can't see his face clearly in the picture. "

"They were mad because Aunt Jane wouldn't sell the ranch," said Benny.

"Right," said Mr. Carter. "He may do something to the mine if we don't stop him. So we are having two more night watchmen. Your mother will be perfectly safe up here. "

"Let's go and help them settle things for the night,"said Benny.

Things were going very well without them. Everyone was rushing around fixing the rooms. A real table was set up for the pies. One barrel of flour was opened. Pat came in with some more men. They were bringing big cans of cherries and peaches and blueberries and apples. They had great bags of sugar. There were piles of pie tins.

"Oh,how kind everyone is!"cried Mrs. Wood.

At last the oven worked,the refrigerator worked,and the sink worked. The cans of beautiful fruit were ready for pies. The rolling pins and boards were ready on the table.

Benny and Mike were in time to help set up the beds. Jessie and Violet began to put on the white sheets.

Then Mike surprised them all. He said,"Ma,I'd rather stay down at the house with Ben. You see,Miss Alden fixed up a nice room for me. She said I could bring all my things,and have Spotty in my room. I don't think it would be very nice for me to refuse it. "

"Well,Mike!" cried Mr. Carter. "You certainly are getting to be a very nice,kind boy!"

"I'm very glad you are going to stay with us," said Aunt Jane with a smile.

"Yes,Mike," said his mother,"that was very thoughtful of you. "

"I want to go with Ben," said Mike. "We can talk. "

"Right! Right!" said Henry. "You can certainly talk!"

"I will take care of you,Ma," said Pat.

"Yes," said his mother smiling. "Pat will take care of me,and Mr. Carter says there are six night watchmen now instead of four. I wonder why?"

Mike and Benny looked at each other. They did not wonder at all.


Chapter 11　Pie Day

Everyone was tired that night. Even Mike and Benny did not talk very long. They put down a soft rug for Spotty,but he would not sleep on it. He lay down on the hard floor just under Mike's bed.

"That's just like a dog," said Mike. "They never stay where you put them. "

"Lady always sleeps in Aunt Jane's room and Watch always sleeps in Jessie's room," said Benny. "He is really her dog,you know. "

"No,"said Mike,"I thought he was your dog. "

"Well,he is all our dog," said Benny.

"I know what you mean,Ben," said Mike,yawning. He was too sleepy to argue.

"Good night," said Ben and went to his own room.

Both boys were soon asleep.

Up at the mine,Mrs. Wood and Pat went to sleep in their new beds. Mrs. Wood wanted to get up very early next morning.

It was about six o'clock when Mrs. Wood called Pat to a breakfast of eggs and bacon,toast and cereal and two glasses of milk. "I can hardly wait to begin a pie," she said to Pat. "You get washed at the sink and then come and eat. After that you can help me. "

Pat said,"I bet Mike and Ben will be up here early,too. They don't want to miss anything,do they,Ma?"

"No. They don't miss very much," said Mrs. Wood with a smile.

Just as she finished washing the dishes,the other children came to the door.

"One of the men gave us a ride," said Benny. "See what Violet has!" Violet had a piece of wood in her hands. There were big black letters on it. It was the new sign to go over the door.

Mrs. Wood read it. "MIKE'S MOTHER'S PLACE. Isn't that grand?"

Henry climbed up and nailed it over the door.

"Now tell us what to do,Mrs. Wood!" cried Jessie. She was excited. Her cheeks were very pink.

"Well,I have a good rule for pies," said Mrs. Wood. "You do not touch the crust with your hands. You put it between two pieces of wax paper before you roll it out. First you girls mix some flour with shortening in those big bowls. I'll show you. "
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"Jessie knows how," said Benny. "She is a fine pie maker. "

"Yes,I am sure she is," said Mrs. Wood with a smile. "You boys turn on the ovens to 400. It's a wonderful stove you bought! Then set thirty of those tins in a row on the long table. "

Soon everyone was hard at work. Mrs. Wood said,"I shall make only two kinds of pie the first day. We'll make cherry and apple. So you boys open the big cans,and leave them on the table. Just keep the dogs out of the way. "

"I'll tie them up," said Mike.

"Oh,no," said Jessie. "Don't tie Watch. Listen,Watch,lie down!" Watch lay down at once and looked up at Jessie. He wagged his tail,but he did not get up.

"I wish Spotty could do that,"said Mike. "I'll have to tie him. "

"Some day we could teach him," said Benny. "But it will take a whole box of fig bars. When he starts to lie down,you give him a piece of a fig bar. When he gets up you say No! loud,like that. "

"I'll make some fig cookies some day," said Mrs. Wood laughing.

They made thirty pies. The girls helped roll out the crust between two papers. They lifted the crust onto the tins without touching it.

"Oh,isn't this fun!" said Violet.

"You children seem to have fun just being kind to somebody," said Mrs. Wood with a loving look at her.

"Somebody's coming!" shouted Mike from the open door. "It's a lady from town. "

The lady laughed. She said,"I hear you sell pies. "

"Yes," said Mike. "But they aren't done yet. "

"When will they be done,little boy?" asked the lady.

"I'm not a little boy,"answered Mike,"but I'll ask my mother. "

"About ten o'clock," Mrs. Wood called out.

"About ten o'clock," repeated Mike.

"I'll be back then," said the lady. "I want an apple pie. "

"We'll save one for you," said Mike. "I'll know you by your face. It's pretty. "

"Well,thank you," said the lady,laughing. "Are you Mike?"

"Yes,I'm Mike,and it's my mother making pies. "

When the pies were baked,they smelled delicious. They were nice and brown. The lady came back for her pie.

She said,"I told some people down on the street,and they are coming to buy pies. "

"I hope there will be enough for the miners," said Mrs. Wood. "We really made the pies for the men. "

"Let's make some more!" cried Jessie. "It will be too bad if the men don't get any. "

The girls soon rolled out more pies. The boys opened another can of cherries. It was lucky they did so. When the whistle blew at noon,the men came pouring out of the mine. They saw the new sign,and they all wanted hot pies. Soon all the pies were sold.

"We haven't any left for us," said Mike sadly.

"Yes,Mike,I saved one pie," said his mother. "It was burned a little. I can cut it into seven pieces. "

"I like pie burned a little," said Benny.

The family all sat around the long table to eat lunch. Maggie had sent up a large basket of sandwiches and salad and pink lemonade with ice in it. Everyone was very hungry.

"What do we do now?" asked Violet.

"We don't make any more pies,that's sure," said Mrs. Wood. "We have done enough work for today. "

"Let's have that race!" said Benny. "Let's race the dogs!"

"O. K. " said Mike. "Let's race them down behind my old pink house. There is a big empty lot there. Plenty of room. "

Jessie wanted to wash the dishes first. She filled the dish pan with hot soap suds. Then one by one,she slid the plates in,and washed them with a sponge. "I just love to do this," she said.

She rinsed them in hot water and set them in the drainer.

"We don't have to wipe them," she said. "They will dry themselves,because they are so hot. "

In a very short time,the children were all in the back lot with the dogs. They had two enormous bones from the store.

Henry said,"Now Mike,you hold Spotty,and Jessie will hold Watch. "

"Right on this line," said Benny.

"Yes," agreed Henry. "Then I will take one bone and go way down there by the fence. Ben,you take the other bone and come with me. Let the dogs smell the bones first. "

The dogs wanted the bones very much. They tried to get away and follow Henry,but Jessie and Mike held them tight.

"You count,Violet," shouted Henry from the fence. "Say one,two,three,go,and then you let go of the dogs!"

When Henry and Benny reached the fence,they sat down on the ground with the bones. They held up the bones for the dogs to see.

"One,two,three,go!" shouted Violet. Away went the dogs. Watch went for Henry. Spotty went for Benny. They ran very fast. They were very even. Once Spotty got ahead. Then Watch got ahead. Then they were even again.

Suddenly Spotty seemed to turn. He slowed down. He skidded,like a car. Then he ran back,smelled around and began to dig.

"What's the matter?" cried Henry,puzzled.

"What's the matter with Spotty?"yelled Mike.

Spot went on digging. Then Watch stopped running. He trotted back to Spotty and began to dig,too.

Spotty began to growl. But he was not growling at Watch.

"Oh,isn't that strange?" said Jessie. The children came up and watched the dogs. The dirt flew everywhere. Spotty went on growling.

"Something must be buried here," said Henry. "Maybe a bone. "

"It can't be a bone,"said Mike. "Spotty wouldn't growl at a bone. "

"Well,whatever it is,it is buried very deep," said Henry. "Just look at that hole. "

Then Spotty began to growl and bark at the same time. He made a great noise. He put his white teeth into something,and sat back with it growling. It was a man's blue hat.


Chapter 12　An Empty Can

When Spot came up with the hat in his mouth,Benny cried,"The blue hat at last!"

"The man was afraid to wear it," shouted Mike.

"This proves that the man was up to no good," said Henry slowly.

"And he is the man in the picture!" shouted Mike again. "And this time I would know him for sure. "

"I think he knows that,"said Jessie. "We must tell Mr. Carter all about this. "

"Well,Jessie,I'm sure Mr. Carter knows it already," said Benny.

Mike looked at Benny with a frown. The frown said,"Benny,don't talk too much. "

Henry said,"Well,let's give the dogs the bones and go up and see Mr. Carter. "

But they did not go. Watch suddenly began to dig again. Then the children noticed that the ground was soft. It did not take long. Watch did not growl,but soon he hit something hard. Henry leaned down and pulled out a big empty gasoline can.

"What do you know!" said Henry. "Lucky we found this. The man must have poured gasoline on the fire. "

"Spotty must have seen him come into the cellar," said Mike. "That's why he didn't like him. "

They all walked slowly to the mine office. They went in and told Mr. Carter all about the race.

"Which dog won the race?" asked Mr. Carter,laughing.
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"Neither one," answered Mike. Then he told them about the dogs turning around to dig. He showed him the hat and the can.

"This is very,very important," cried Mr. Carter. "You have done very well. It won't be long now. "

Then Benny suddenly opened his mouth. He looked at Mike and shut it again. Mike nodded,smiling.

When the two boys went out of the office,Benny whispered to Mike,"You remember Mr. McCarthy? The night watchman? He said he started to go to the fire that night. "

"Yes," said Mike. "And he came right back,because he saw a man running,and his duty was right by the mine. "

"That's right," said Benny. "You see what that means?"

"Oh,Ben," cried Mike. "I bet that man was going to blow up the mine! And he set the fire to get everybody to go to the fire!"

"Right!" said Benny. "I think we ought to tell Mr. Carter right away. It's neat!"

The boys went back alone. When they told this new story to Mr. Carter,he said,"Good for you,boys! It's a fine idea. I shall go right to work. I'll put two good men to work on it. "

The boys were very pleased with themselves.

"We are working with the FBI,really,Ben," said Mike proudly.

"And I suppose the most important thing is not to talk," added Benny.

"I suppose so," said Mike sadly. "It's too bad we like to talk,Ben. "

When the children came home to supper,Aunt Jane was delighted. She loved to hear them all talk. Maggie laughed and laughed at Mike and Benny,but they were careful what they said.

The children ate everything on the table. They ate hamburgers and rolls and tomatoes and beans and corn,and they drank many glasses of milk.

When everything was gone,Benny said,"Aunt Jane,did you know Mike could stand on his head?"

"No,I did not," said Aunt Jane.

"He can stand on his head forever," said Benny.

"Now,Benny,not forever," said Henry.

"But you never saw him," said Benny.

"I'll show you!" cried Mike. He put his head on the rug,and slowly lifted himself in the air.

"Good!" cried Aunt Jane. "That's wonderful,Mike. "

Spotty went over to his young master,lay down and put his head on his paws. He shut his eyes.

"Spotty thinks you are going to stay there forever,Mike," said Jessie.

"I am," said Mike. His voice sounded funny,upside down.

"That's enough,old boy," said Henry. "Come on down!"

"Oh,no," cried Benny. "He can stand there forever,I tell you!"

"But I don't want him to stand there forever," said Aunt Jane. She could not help laughing. "It isn't good for you,Mike!"

"Why not?" asked Mike. "I don't mind. "

"Yes," said Benny,nodding his head. "Mike can stay there all night,unless he goes to sleep. "

"I could go to sleep standing on my head," said Mike,upside down.

"Oh,come on,Mike," said Henry. "Get up! You've been there long enough!"

But Mike did not move. "I'm very comfortable," he said. "You can all read a book. And I'll just stand on my head and rest. "

At last Aunt Jane begged him to stop. "Please,Mike!"she said. "I believe you can stand there a long time. "

"All night?" asked Mike. "Do you believe I could stand there all night?"

"Yes! Yes!" cried Aunt Jane. "Only do come down! It's a wonderful trick. "

So Mike stood on his feet at last,and fixed his hair. "I could have stayed there a lot longer," he said.

Then Henry made Watch do his tricks. Watch sat up and begged. He "spoke. " He was a "dead" dog. He shook hands with everybody. Then Maggie gave him a big bone.

The boys did tricks all the evening. They had only two fights. Then Mike said suddenly,"Aunt Jane—" Then he stopped.

"Go on," said Aunt Jane.

"Well,I ought to say,Miss Alden," said Mike.

"No,you call me Aunt Jane. I wish you would. "

So Mike went on. "Aunt Jane,you gave me that newspaper,you know. "

"Yes,I did. "

"Well,you said you didn't look at it. Will you look at it now?"

"Certainly I will,if you want me to," said the lady.

"It's just the picture," said Mike,taking it out of his pocket. "Just look at my brother,Pat,and remember I was right here,standing beside him. But the picture cut me off. " Mike pointed. He gave the picture to Aunt Jane.

But Aunt Jane suddenly saw the picture of the short man. She frowned. Then she cried,"I know that man! He is one of the men who tried to buy my ranch. I'd know him anywhere!"

Henry was excited. "That was last summer. It was the time you were alone in the house. We all went to the store,and the men came while we were away. Are you sure,Aunt Jane?"

"Of course I'm sure!" cried Aunt Jane. "I never liked those three men. I'd know them anywhere. "

"Well,Mike,what do you think about that!" shouted Benny.

Just then the telephone rang. It was for Benny.

"Hello," said Benny.

"This is Mr. Carter," said the voice. "You can tell the rest about this. We found a lot of wires behind the mine. Someone was going to blow it up. Thanks to you and Mike,we got the wires out. "

"Good!" said Benny. "And listen to this! Aunt Jane knows the man in the picture. He is the man that just got out of jail,I bet. "

"What? What? I'll be right down," said Mr. Carter.

When he came down,he asked Aunt Jane many questions. At last he said,"We know the man,and we can prove it. I don't think it will be very long now. We just have to find him. "


Chapter 13　The Party

Mr. Carter had said,"It won't be long now. " But it was longer than he thought. Nobody saw the man. Benny and Mike were always watching,but they never saw him. There seemed to be no stranger in town.

The pie business was doing well. Every day Mrs. Wood and the girls made sixty pies. The boys sold them all.

"We are making money," said Jessie. "People are very good to us. And the insurance helped. "

"Yes,my dear," said Mrs. Wood. "I think I can earn a good living this way. "

"Yes," said Violet. "We have so much practice,we can make them faster and faster!"

"It was a very good idea," said Henry,"having Mike's Mother's Place. I never get tired of selling pies. The men are so glad to get them. "

Mrs. Wood said,"When you go back to school,I can hire two girls to help me. I know two nice girls. "

"Some day we ought to have a party," said Jessie. "The people have been so kind. "

"A Pie Party!" cried Benny. "Give everybody a pie. "

Mrs. Wood laughed. "Not a whole pie,Benny," she said. "We could give everybody a piece of pie,and some coffee. "

"And milk," said Benny.

"Well,all right,milk," agreed Mrs. Wood.

"Have it Saturday night,when all the men could come," said Violet.

"Have it this Saturday night!" shouted Benny.

"We can ask Mr. Carter and Mr. Gardner," said Henry.

"And we can make pies all day," said Jessie,"and have the party in the evening. "

Everyone thought this was a fine idea. When they told Mr. Gardner he laughed. He said,"Go ahead. I'll help you. It will surely be very lonesome here when you four Aldens go back to school in the Fall. "

Mrs. Wood and Jessie and Violet wore white. They made white caps.

They made white caps for the boys,too. They made big white aprons. The boys got a printing set and printed MIKE'S MOTHER'S PLACE on the front of their big aprons. They had many cans of milk and hot coffee.

Then the people began to come to the party. The two dogs ran around having a wonderful time. They loved everybody,and they were good dogs.

There were plenty of chairs,because Mr. Carter had sent them. He sent movies too.

He said,"I have some beautiful pictures of the South Seas. The people will like to see the banana trees and the monkeys. "

When it was dark,the movies began,The people sat in rows and watched the show. They clapped and laughed at the monkeys. Watch had a chair between Jessie and Benny. He watched the picture with the rest. Next came Mike and then Spot. Mr. Carter sat on the end near the door. All the windows were open and the door was open. Benny whispered to Mike,"This would be a good time for somebody to blow up the mine. "

"No,the watchmen are there," Mike whispered.

Mike put his arm around Spotty's neck. Everyone looked at the picture except Mike. He never knew why he looked out the door,but he did and Spotty looked too. He saw a man walking slowly by. Then suddenly he felt the hair on Spotty's neck move. Spotty looked at the door and growled.

Mr. Carter heard Spotty growl. He jumped up,and dashed out of the door. Mike and Spotty dashed after him.

They all saw a man running in the darkness. But Spotty could run faster than the man. Soon he caught the man's leg. He held him,growling,until Mr. Carter came. Mike never knew how strong Mr. Carter's hands were.
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The watchmen ran up and soon the man was taken away.

"The man in the blue hat!" cried Mike.

"Yes,Mike,I think it is," said Mr. Carter. "Spotty knew him. "

"Spotty ran faster than he did in the race," said Mike.

"I guess he did," said Mr. Carter. "Now,Mike,don't say a word. Just go back quietly. "

"Can't I tell Ben?" asked Mike.

"Yes,if you whisper. Don't let anyone else know about this. It will spoil the party. "


Chapter 14　Ben or Mike?

When Mike and Spotty went back,Mike whispered,"Ben,we just caught the man in the blue hat. "

"You did?" said Benny. "Did he have on a blue hat?"

"He didn't have on any hat at all," said Mike. "I told you he wouldn't. "

"I wish you had told me before," said Benny. "Watch and I would have come,too. "

"I had no time," said Mike. "Sh-h-h,don't say a word!"

Then the show was over. The lights went on. Everyone sat around eating pie and drinking coffee. Mr. Carter came back very quietly.

The boys looked at him but they did not say a word.

"It's all over," Mr. Carter whispered to Mike and Benny.

"Where is that man?" asked Mike.

"Well,he is in jail again. This time he will stay there," said Mr. Carter. "That man was wanted in four states! You boys helped me a great deal. And best of all,you did not talk. "

"Wait till I tell Henry!" cried Benny. "He thinks I can't stop talking. "

"I'll tell him myself,"smiled Mr. Carter. "And Jessie will like to know,too. She's a mother to you,Benny. "

"Yes,I know," said Benny.

"She always keeps care of you,Ben," said Mike.

"Takes care of me," said Benny.

"Well,takes care,then," agreed Mike. He didn't even start to argue. Benny was quite surprised.

With everyone gone,the Woods,the Aldens and Mr. Carter were left alone in the big room.

Mr. Carter said,"Please sit down,all of you. I want to tell you something. "

When they were quiet,he said,"The hunt for the man in the blue hat is over. The man has been caught,and the mystery is solved. "

"Oh,how?" asked Aunt Jane in excitement.

Then Mr. Carter told her about the man. He told her about Spotty growling.

"You don't need to growl any more,Spotty," said Mr. Carter. He patted the dog's smooth head. "The man has gone away. "
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"Well,I am glad," said Violet softly. "I know it was exciting for the boys,but I didn't like it at all. "

"No," said Mr. Carter,looking at Violet with a smile,"neither did I. "

"Well," said Mike,"now it's all over,it was my mystery,wasn't it?"

"Oh,no,it wasn't!" cried Benny. "It was mine!"

"My dog found the blue hat!" shouted Mike.

"But my dog helped him. And Watch found the tin can!" said Benny.

Then Mike suddenly stopped. He said,"Yes,Ben,I think it was your mystery after all. Because it was your mine. "

"Well," said Benny slowly,"maybe it was yours,because it was your house that burned up. "

"Well,well!" said Henry,smiling at Mike. "How you have changed,Mike!"

"That's what I say," said Mrs. Wood. "Mike is getting to be a very nice,thoughtful boy. He doesn't argue so much. I said it did him good to play with Benny. "

Henry laughed. "And you remember I said it was good for Benny to play with Mike!They are quite a pair. "

"Yes,boys,you are quite a pair," said Mr. Carter. His eyes began to twinkle. "Let me give you something to think about. Maybe you two boys will be together next summer,too. But not here. "

"Where,"cried Jessie,"will we all be together?"

"Well,you children will all be together,but the rest is a secret. "

"Oh,a secret? Grandfather's secret,I suppose," said Henry. "He is always a little ahead of us. "

"Yes,I can tell you that much. You children and Mike,and your grandfather are included in the secret. "

"And Spotty and Watch?" asked Mike.

"Yes,Watch,but not Spotty. "

The children were thinking hard. They had no idea what it was all about.

Jessie asked the last question. "Will you be there,too,Mr. Carter?"

"No," said Mr. Carter. He looked at Jessie with a funny little smile. "And I shall certainly be very sorry for myself. "

After that,Mr. Carter shook his head at every question. He would not tell another thing.

Then Mike said,"I'm not going to ask Mr. Carter any more. He don't want to tell us. I mean doesn't. "

"Well,well,you're learning,Mike," said Henry. "Maybe you'll be a schoolteacher yet. "

"Oh,no,I won't. I'm going to be an FBI man," said Mike.

"Yes,and he may," said Mr. Carter. "He and Benny talk all the time. But I want you all to know that they know when to keep still. "

Benny was thinking. Then he went over to Mr. Carter and put his hand on Mr. Carter's shoulder. "I think this really was Mike's mystery," he said. "It was his dog that found the hat. And he would have found it if I had stayed home with Grandfather,and never come out here at all. "

"Good for you,Benny," said everyone.

"What a kind boy you are,Benny," said Mrs. Wood.

"That was good of you,Ben,"said Mike. "Thank you. "

Mike was so polite that everyone laughed. But it was Mike's mystery forever and ever.
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第一章　计划




Plans

冬季的一天，杰西和哥哥亨利正在客厅里聊天。

杰西说：“亨利，爷爷看起来好像有心事，维莉也这么觉着。”

“真的吗，杰西？”亨利问，“难道是爷爷生意上遇到了什么麻烦？”

“看起来不像是遇到了麻烦！”杰西赶紧回答，“我觉得他是在酝酿什么新计划，因为我发现他最近总爱和班尼开玩笑，一个人呆着的时候还会偷偷笑出来。”

亨利说：“哈，爷爷开心就好。除此之外，还有什么异常现象？”

“昨天晚上，爷爷正在客厅里打电话，一看到我下楼，他马上就不说话了。还有前两天，一个又高又壮的陌生人来找爷爷，那人把说话的声音压得很低，时不时还会大笑起来，爷爷也跟着一起笑呢——是那种很开心的笑声！”杰西说。

“也许你说得没错，”亨利说，“我也会好好留意一下。不过只要时机成熟，爷爷肯定会把新计划告诉我们的。”

自这次谈话以后，亨利果然开始关注起爷爷的一举一动了。杰西说得没错，奥登先生看上去的确很兴奋，有一次甚至喜不自禁地话到嘴边了，又硬生生地咽了回去。

终于，在一月的一天，那个陌生人又来了。奥登先生关上门，把客人引进前厅，接过帽子和外套，挂在衣架上，又拉过一把舒适的椅子，请他坐下。

奥登家的四个孩子要是听到接下来爷爷和陌生人说的话，一定会惊讶无比。

爷爷说：“我的孙子孙女们最喜欢去陌生的地方探险，尤其喜欢坐船去。他们几个里，亨利是老大，他和杰西都上高中了。维莉排行老三，班尼是最小的孩子。”

陌生男子笑了：“他们四个都喜欢探险吗？”

“喜欢！尤其让人佩服的是，他们有很强的生存能力，随时随地都能废物利用，你明白我的意思吗？”

“当然，奥登先生！我非常明白，因为我有相同的爱好。我会用棍子、线和曲别针做钓鱼钩，也会用扁平的石板做碟子。”

“我就是这个意思，纳思！”奥登先生兴奋地说，“你果然明白！”
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纳思低头思索了一小会儿，然后继续说道：“我猜您是想让孩子们玩得尽兴，但又不想让他们遇到危险，是吧？”

“没错！”奥登先生点点头，“纳思，我可真要握握你的手了。我现在就去叫孩子们过来，我要把这个好消息告诉他们。你正好可以借此机会了解一下他们。”

奥登先生打开门，大声喊道：“班尼——把亨利、杰西和维莉都叫过来。你们赶紧下来，我有重要的事情要宣布。”

兄妹四人很快就来到了前厅。

“杰西、维莉、亨利、班尼，这位是纳思·莱森先生，”奥登先生笑着介绍道，“从现在开始，他就是你们的朋友了。”

纳思和四个新朋友一一握了手后，大家便坐了下来。纳思轻轻拍了拍小狗：“你一定是望望喽，我早就听说过你啦！”

爷爷开口说道：“现在，我要宣布一个决定了！”

“我就说了嘛，爷爷肯定是在谋划什么事情。”杰西得意地说。

“被你猜到了吗，亲爱的？”奥登先生笑道，“是这样的，我计划了一次全家旅行，纳思先生会跟我们一起去。至于旅行的目的地，纳思先生去过，待会儿他会给大家详细介绍。”

“咱们坐什么去？”班尼急切地问，“飞机还是船？”

“这两样都要坐呢！”奥登先生笑着回答。

“那我们究竟要去哪里？”班尼追问道。

“咱们要去的是南太平洋中间的一座小岛。”爷爷回答。

“哇，太酷了！”班尼大声欢呼起来。

奥登先生说：“我原本是要去旧金山出差，打算把你们一起带去，后来我的一个合伙人说，他们公司的轮船沿途会经过塔希提岛，问我们一家人想不想上岛去看看——船上也就只有我们这几个乘客，于是我很干脆地答应了。”

“这么说咱们要去塔希提岛喽？”亨利兴奋地叫道。

“不是的！”爷爷说，“听我继续讲嘛！我的合伙人把他船上的大副介绍给了我，他就是纳思·莱森。三年前，纳思的轮船在南太平洋上一座美丽的小岛旁撞上了暗礁，两名船员失踪，纳思就是其中之一。”

“他后来得救了吗？”班尼紧张地问。

“当然得救了，两名船员乘着救生艇到了那座美丽的小岛，其他船员则被别的船救走了。纳思和同伴在被过路轮船救援之前，在小岛上生活了很久呢！纳思跟我说了很多关于小岛的事情，那里人烟罕至，也没有什么猛兽，因此安全不成问题。除此之外，岛上有足够的淡水和充足的食物。纳思很想去那儿故地重游，度个美好的假期。”

“那么，我们就是要去这座美丽的小岛，对吗？”维莉轻声问。

“答对！”奥登先生说，“去塔希提的轮船会把我们送到岛上，返航时再接我们回来。”

“哇，这个计划太美妙了！”杰西大声说，“我们最喜欢去偏僻的地方探险了！”

“也最喜欢坐船去！”亨利补充道，“爷爷，您知道我们的喜好，是吧？”

“那当然！对了，猜一猜，这次旅行还有谁会和我们一起去？”奥登先生笑着问道。

“猜不出来，”杰西也笑了，“我们总是猜不中啦。”

“是迈克！”爷爷说。

“迈克？”班尼大叫道，“哦，天哪！我的老朋友——迈克·伍德。这简直是太棒了！迈克和我肯定会玩疯的！”

亨利迫不及待地说：“这真是个超级大惊喜！还有，我记得您刚才说我们还会坐飞机？”

“是的，我们先从新英格兰飞到芝加哥，在那儿接上迈克，然后飞到旧金山。从旧金山开始我们就要改乘船了。”

“可是，我们还得上学呢？”亨利问道。

班尼兴奋地说：“噢，不用上学了，太酷了！爷爷，您就告诉老师说我们要去南太平洋。”

亨利说：“班尼，这样一来，你们全校都知道有个为南太平洋而翘课的学生了。”

奥登先生又笑了，“别担心，学校那边我已经安排好了——这也是我的计划之一啊！我已经和你们的老师商量过，他们会把你们这段时间要完成的课本和作业都交给我。”

“有新的课本吗？”杰西问。

奥登先生笑着说：“有，就在桌子上。”

他递给每个孩子一本书。亨利的课本封皮是深绿色的，封面上用金色的字写着——“亨利”。维莉的课本封皮是紫色的，上面写着“维莉”两个字。杰西的课本是蓝色的，班尼的则是亮红色的。

“先别忙着打开课本，这些课本非常奇妙。”奥登先生说，“留着在船上看吧！”

“班尼，你要在小船上上课了！”杰西说。她担心班尼会不喜欢。

“小船学校？”班尼大声喊道，“太有趣了！不过，到了岛上就不用上课了，对吧，纳思？”

“小家伙，恐怕没时间给你看书了，”纳思回答道，“因为你得忙着在小岛上到处找东西吃，不过那也是一种学习啊！而你，现在最需要学习的是——小船和轮船的区别，要知道小船可以放在轮船上，而我们的轮船个头非常大，任何船都容不下它。”

“哦，我明白了！”班尼说，“它应该叫轮船学校才对！”

“这还差不多，班尼，”纳思说，“轮船学校才是专业水手的叫法！”

“太酷了，”班尼兴奋地叫道，“轮船学校！”

“纳思，小岛漂亮吗？”杰西问，“有没有棕榈树之类的？”

“当然有，岛上很漂亮！”纳思回答道，“要不然我怎么会这么迫切地想再去看看？更开心的是，这次度假能和你们同往。到时候咱们可以一起去钓鱼呢！”

“钓鱼？”亨利兴奋地说，“班尼和我都超爱钓鱼。”

“还有迈克，迈克也喜欢钓鱼，”班尼连忙补充道，“真想赶快见到迈克老朋友！我都等不及了，爷爷，咱们什么时候出发啊？”

“下星期就出发！”奥登先生笑着回答，“就是怕你们太迫不及待，所以我才一直没敢提前把计划告诉你们！”

“那咱们得赶紧准备打包行李了。”杰西提醒道。

“先别急！还有件事我忘了说……”奥登先生抬头看了看杰西——她是最称职的小管家，“你们只用准备一些在船上穿的衣服就行了。至于岛上，那里热得很，你们的婶婶爱丽丝早就把你们夏天的衣服打包好寄出去了，上了船你们就可以看到。”

“爷爷想得太周到了！”亨利忍不住说。

“望望能去吗？”班尼问道。

“真抱歉，班尼，我正要跟你谈谈望望的事……”奥登先生说。

“我知道了，它不能去。”班尼失望地说。

“是啊，望望不能跟去。”奥登先生解释道，“望望不会喜欢坐飞机、坐船，也不会喜欢呆在小岛上。再说了，麦格雷戈先生和太太需要小狗看家，而我们不需要。对了，迈克也不能带花花去。”

“那就行了，”班尼说，“看，狗狗们都不能去，望望，你就别去了吧！”

“望望已经躺在我的脚上睡着了。”纳思轻声道。

“这说明它很喜欢您。”杰西说。

“好狗狗！”纳思高兴地说。这时，望望抬起了头，纳思拍了拍它，“望望，再见啦，我得走了。”

“是的，纳思还有工作要做，”爷爷说，“咱们在旧金山会合吧！”

四个孩子依依不舍，他们已经和纳思成为要好的朋友了。

纳思走后，亨利对杰西和维莉感叹道：“爷爷不仅要带我们去旅行，还安排好了我们的学习，有这样的爷爷，我们实在是太幸运了！”

杰西微笑着说：“没错！爷爷为我们准备了多少惊喜啊！”

不过，大家都不知道最大的惊喜是什么。

甚至爷爷也不知道，连纳思都不知道。


第二章　准备好了！

Getting Ready

第二个星期很快就来临了。奥登一家人正围坐着吃早餐，奥登先生宣布道：“孩子们，咱们明天就要出发了，你们今天就不用去上学了，有好多准备工作要做呢！”

“要做什么准备工作？”班尼问道。

爷爷笑着回答：“班尼，先看看你的椅子下面。”

班尼低下头看了看。“哦，天哪！”他大喊一声，从椅子下面拉出一个亮红色的小箱子。

亨利也看了看自己的椅子下面，拉出了一个绿色的箱子，形状和班尼的一模一样。

杰西笑了起来——她知道自己的椅子下面有什么了。果然，她找到了一个漂亮的蓝色箱子，维莉则找到了一个紫色的箱子。

“爷爷，这些漂亮的箱子都是您准备的吗？”维莉问。

“不是的，”奥登先生答道，“是你们的大乔叔叔和爱丽丝婶婶送的，他们知道你们旅行需要方便随身携带的小箱子。”

“那迈克的呢？”班尼问。

“哦，迈克也有一个，”奥登先生笑着说，“他的是暗红色，你的是亮红色，但愿你俩别为了箱子闹别扭。”

“怎么会？”班尼赶紧澄清，“我们斗嘴向来是闹着玩的，从没当过真。我的箱子是亮红色的对吧？跟消防车的颜色一样，好认！”

“上面有你名字的开头缩写‘Ｂ’呢，凭这个就能认出你的箱子！”亨利说，“说不定迈克的箱子上面也有‘M’标记呢！”

“没错，是有！”奥登先生说，“大家今天就可以开始打包了，捡最紧要的东西带着。”

“最重要的当然是我们的课本喽！”杰西说，“真想赶紧看看新课本是什么内容。”

奥登先生看了看杰西和亨利，“你们的第一课是‘学会感恩’，要给老师写信，感谢他们给你们准备了这么精彩的课本。”

“迈克也要写吗？”班尼问。

“得了，小家伙！”亨利说，“你总是替迈克操心！”

“我们做什么，他就应该做什么嘛！”班尼说。

爷爷拍了拍班尼的肩膀，“班尼，放心好了，他肯定会跟你做同样的事情的。迈克一直在跟我通信，坚持了很长一段时间了。”

“我想起来了，我看到过迈克写的信！”班尼恍然大悟道，“我昨天把信拿给您的时候见过。”

“没错，”奥登先生说，“迈克今天也会打包他的红箱子。等我们到了芝加哥就可以见到他啦。”

看到飞机的时候，孩子们兴奋不已。这是一架喷气式飞机，舷梯紧贴着飞机的舱门。

奥登一家人提着箱子登上了舷梯。

“这是我们第一次坐飞机哦！”班尼激动地朝空姐喊着。

空姐笑着说：“希望你们喜欢！”

奥登先生坐过好多次飞机，班尼的所有问题他都一一回答了。

终于，飞机起飞了。

“迈克一定会怕得要命！”班尼说。

奥登先生笑道，“待会儿就知道他怕不怕了，咱们很快就能见到迈克了。”

飞了没多久，飞机便开始降落了，大家看向窗外，维莉突然叫了起来：“快看，迈克！就是提着暗红色箱子的那一个！”
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“他好像一点儿也不害怕呢！”杰西说，“班尼，对人家好一点儿。”

“我当然会对他好，”班尼说，“他会喜欢喷气式飞机的！我会告诉他飞机的速度有多快！”

迈克见到班尼十分开心，两个小男孩紧紧挨坐在一起，兴奋地说个不停，奥登先生则独自坐在一边打瞌睡去了。

“迈克，你有课本吗？”班尼问。

“有，在我的箱子里。你爷爷让老师专门为我准备的，图片超多！”

“什么，你都看了？爷爷说上船以后才能看呢！”

“班尼，别这样！”亨利说。

迈克辩解道：“其实我也没看多少，只看到一张大鱼的图片。”

“大鱼？”班尼说，“你的课本真好！看来我的书跟你的不一样。”

很快，吃过午饭以后，飞机就再次降落了。

“新鲜有趣的事情太多，”杰西感叹道，“简直让人眼花缭乱，没空思考了。”

“上了船你们就有很多时间去想问题啦！”奥登先生说。

杰西说得没错，奥登先生说得也没错。飞机降落了，大家和空姐告别以后，乘坐着奥登先生事先预订好的车，来到了码头，并登上了一艘名为“海星号”的船。

“咱们到了！”奥登先生说，“先来见见你们的朋友——纳思吧！”

纳思穿着海员的制服出现在大家的面前。

“纳思，你好像变了一个人呢！”班尼说。

“是啊，小家伙，我现在的身份是船员啦！到达小岛之前，我就是这船上的大副……这位是布朗船长。”

船长跟大家握了手。看起来他好像知道每个人的名字。

“爷爷，这艘游船真大，对吧？”班尼说。

爷爷笑了：“是很大，不过它不是游船，是大货船，这艘船很安全，也很干净，它能将咱们带向目的地——要知道，能去小岛的船并不多。”

“船长，请向漂亮的荒岛进发吧！”迈克请求道。

“遵命！”布朗船长乐呵呵地说，“船上除了船员，就只有你们几个客人啦。纳思会带你们去看看吃饭和睡觉的地方。”

船停靠在码头，微微晃悠着。

杰西和维莉被安排到一间小船舱，班尼和迈克则共用另一间小船舱，亨利和奥登先生各自单独住一间。

“这艘船只容得下八个人住，”纳思说，“货舱占了大部分位置。”好在甲板上还有空间，放着七把长椅。

于是，六个游客迅速到长椅上落座。船员们吆喝着，把缆绳抛到甲板上。船徐徐开动了。

“出发喽！”班尼和迈克一起大声叫道。

他俩一路上有说有笑，不知不觉中，船穿过了美丽的金门大桥，进入了太平洋！


第三章　船上的学校

Ship’s School

海鸥追逐着货船，在低空中飞行着，鸣叫着。厨师顺手扔了一些食物给它们，于是聚过来的海鸥越来越多，叫声也越来越大。

“好美的景象！”杰西激动地叫道。她靠近船舷，仔细观赏着。这时，一只大海鸥落到了她身边的护栏上。“瞧这海鸥，多漂亮啊！”

“船长，咱们在海上要走多少天？”亨利问。

“大约两个星期吧！”布朗船长回答道，“把你们一家人放到小岛上以后，‘海星号’会继续朝塔希提航行。”

“一家人？”迈克不禁问道，“我也算这家里的一员吗？”

“当然算，”班尼说，“要不是有你，我还不想来呢！”

“那么，‘海星号’返航时一定会来接我们的，是吗？”亨利继续问道。

“对！你们要和纳思在岛上待上两到三个星期呢！很合你们的心意吧？”

“那当然，”杰西说，“我们喜欢这样的生活：自己寻找食物和餐具，自己去探险。”

此时，已到薄暮时分，天空被红色、粉色和紫色的晚霞所渲染，美到不可方物。
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“我们在家乡从来没见过这么美丽的景色！”维莉说。

直至太阳落山，这美景仍没有半分消退。只是换作满天的繁星在深邃的夜空中闪烁着。

班尼说：“我从没见过这么亮的星星，真没想到原来它们这么明亮。”

船长说：“在这儿你们能看到各种各样的星星——有在你们家乡看得到的，也有在家看不到的。来，我把南十字星座给你们指出来。”

看完星星之后，大家都累了，于是各自回房休息。他们一夜好梦，直睡到第二天早上。

刚刚吃完早餐，一阵铃声突然响起。

“这是什么铃？”迈克问，“听起来像是我们学校的上课铃呢！”

“我觉得就是上课铃，”亨利笑着回答，“快看爷爷，是他在敲铃！”

果然，奥登先生大声宣布道：“从今天起，我们每天早上九点钟要开始上课啦！大家就坐在这几排长凳上学习，这个盒子里有你们需要的东西。”

孩子们探过头去，只见盒子里有各种钢笔、铅笔、颜料和纸。

杰西翻开她那本蓝色的课本。“噢——”她情不自禁地欢呼道，“我的第一课是讲海鸥、星星和鱼！”

“这就是我看过的那张图片！”迈克说，“这是一条飞鱼呢！”

于是，大家很快便沉浸在快乐的阅读中。过了一会儿，维莉站了起来，从盒子里取出一盒颜料，开始画海鸥的速写。亨利也着手勾勒起暗色夜空里的北斗星，迈克和班尼则临摹着飞鱼。

突然，纳思的叫声打破了沉静：“有鲸鱼！快来看！”

大家赶紧跑向船舷，争相观看着。

“它离得好近！”迈克喊道，“瞧它的尾巴！”

“游过去了！游过去了！它开始喷水啦！”亨利叫道。只见鲸鱼喷出一股高高的水花儿。不多时，海豚也赶来凑热闹了。

“看起来有两百多只海豚呢，”纳思说，“它们每天都会像这样，排着长长的队去岸边捕鱼，晚上再回来！”

“瞧它们翻滚得多灵巧啊！”迈克说，“难道海豚的身体是球形的吗？”

“当然不是，你看看课本上的海豚图片，”奥登先生说，“这是第二课的内容。”

就这样，孩子们只要一看到新鲜事物，就赶紧在书上寻找相应的图片和说明。

“我没说错吧？这些课本相当奇妙。”爷爷说，“还有一课是讲发报室的，你们肯定会喜欢。明天就由发报室的比尔带你们去看看雷达。”

第二天，孩子们参观了船上的所有地方。很快，他们就认识了“海星号”上的每一位水手。而此后的每天，他们都会增长一点新见识。

一天早晨，大家突然发现海岸线已经消失不见。铃声响过之后，五个孩子又开始学习了。

亨利走到船舷的护栏边，向下看去。

“大家快来啊！”他叫了起来，“有好玩的东西！”

大伙儿围了过去，只见轮船尾巴上挂着一个白色的长袋子，随着船往前漂着。

“这是什么？”迈克问道。

“是用整张布做成的网，”亨利说，“专门用来捕捞浮游生物。”

“浮游生物是什么？”迈克又问。

“浮游生物就是体形很小很小的生物，比如鱼卵、海藻什么的，”亨利回答道，“有些浮游生物甚至小到看不见，可它们却是大鲸鱼的主要食物来源呢！”

杰西说：“我听说过这句话，‘如果人们愿意，就可以用浮游生物养活全世界的人类’！”

“看来人类不愿意。”班尼说道。

“没错，因为人们都不喜欢吃浮游生物。”杰西说。

迈克说：“说不定会有人发明让浮游生物变得好吃的办法——或许等我长大后就能想到好主意啦！”

“迈克，你一定行的！”班尼赞同道，“说不定你真能想出好办法。啊，让我看看，网里有什么东西。”

孩子们抬起头，发现纳思正朝这里走来。纳思说：“大家都下来吧，我们准备收网啦！”

“我们能看到网里的浮游生物吗？”迈克问。

纳思说：“有些能看到，有些小到单凭肉眼是看不到的，不过我们有个显微镜，透过它能看到神奇的景象。”

“太棒了！”迈克一边喊着，一边跑下船舷。

一名水手收起了网，将浮游生物倒进一个大桶里。浮游生物的颜色十分鲜艳，在幽暗的船舱里闪闪发光，就像红色的火焰一样。

“真漂亮！”维莉赞叹道。

“好臭啊！”迈克说。

“这就是鱼腥味儿，”班尼说，“迈克，你得慢慢适应鱼的味道。”

“看，这儿有只小螃蟹！”迈克叫道，“是全透明的！”

“哇，好小的鱼儿！”维莉叫道，“还有粉色和绿色的海藻。”

奥登先生借到了显微镜，他将显微镜放到桌子上，并递给亨利一块玻璃片，“去取些浮游生物放到玻璃片上。”

当玻璃片被放置在显微镜下时，大家兴奋不已。亨利是第一个观看的。“也对，亨利正要学这课嘛！”班尼理解地说。

通过显微镜，孩子们看到了很多小小的卵、海藻和小鱼，而这些都是肉眼绝对看不到的。

迈克感慨不已：“浮游生物真小啊！简直是超级小不点。想想看，大鲸鱼吃着这些小玩意儿，居然能长得那么巨大！”

班尼说：“看来我们都学会了亨利的课程，爷爷真有办法——这个轮船学校就是他最先想出来的。”

接下来的第二天，大家又一起学起了维莉的课程。轮船学校非常安静，大伙儿都沉浸在学习中。

突然，维莉兴奋的叫声打破了宁静：“嘿，你们都听说过库克船长的故事吗？”

“听说过，”迈克说，“他在航海时发现了好几百座岛屿。”

“答对了，迈克，”维莉说，“我一直和你一样，只知道他发现了小岛——噢，我都不知道该怎么说了……”

“慢慢讲，维莉！”亨利引导道，“咱们有的是时间。除了发现小岛外，库克船长还做了什么？”

“亨利，谢谢你的耐心！我现在才知道，他做过一件比发现岛屿重要得多的事情——是他最先发现了维生素C。你们听这一段话：‘每次出海，如果航程较远，一半以上的水手都会死于败血病。库克船长觉得这是因为水手们只吃咸肉和饼干的缘故，于是他决定让所有水手每天都吃酸白菜和洋葱，并且喝一种用柠檬和橙子制作的糖浆。’”

“应该不会很难吃。”班尼说。

“是不难吃，但有的水手就是不愿意吃，不过最后他们还是拗不过。库克船长并不知道维生素C是什么，他只知道，如果吃了酸白菜和橙子，人们就不会得败血病。”

“看来我们每天要喝橙汁也是这个原因。”迈克说。

“迈克，说得对！”维莉叫道，“要知道，库克船长在海上航行了整整三年，一直到返航的时候，才有一名水手死掉。”

“那人一定是不肯吃酸白菜！”班尼说。

“我想也是。”迈克附和道。

亨利和杰西看了看维莉，不约而同地想道：“我从没见过维莉一口气说这么多话。”

维莉仍然在滔滔不绝：“还有一件奇妙的事情就是，一次库克船长在穿越远离南方的碎冰区时，他发现碎冰融化后，居然变成了淡水。”

“这实在是太奇怪啦！”亨利说，“我一直以为盐水会冻成盐冰，解冻后依然是盐水呢！”

“其实不是！”维莉笑了，“所有人都是和你一样的想法，大家都懒得动手做实验。看来库克船长实在是很聪明，而且也很勇敢！推荐你们都来看看我的课本！”

“我也是这么想的，亲爱的，”奥登先生说，“我要亲自读一读。”

日子一天一天地过去，“海星号”在紫色的海面上已经航行了快两个星期了。

迈克说：“老天，我快被蒸熟了，不过我喜欢热天！”

纳思笑道：“迈克先生，已经快到目的地啦，我们该准备上岛了！”


第四章　救生艇

The Lifeboat

“纳思，我们要做什么准备？”当大家都围坐在甲板上时，班尼问道。

“首先，我们要带上一艘最大的救生艇。”纳思说。

“我们喜欢做这个！”杰西的两眼闪耀着兴奋的光芒，“除此之外，还要带什么？”

“还要带很多很多的食物，”纳思答道，“这样我们就不至于整天吃香蕉了。”

“香蕉？”班尼叫了起来，“我喜欢每天吃香蕉餐！”

“放心吧，你随时都能吃到。”纳思笑了，“整座小岛到处都生长着香蕉，无论你什么时候想吃，一伸手就能摘到。”

迈克兴奋地说：“哦，天啊！咱们快上岛吧！快出发吧！”

奥登先生看了看孩子们，然后说：“纳思，我们一切行动都听你的指挥。你就是我们的头儿。”

“很好！”纳思说，“我欣然领命！除了我刚才说的以外，还要带鞋子，大家千万别带薄底儿鞋，因为在岛上很有可能会踩到尖石块和贝壳。也别带贵重衣服，穿运动服就行了。我来负责打包食物。”

“哦，纳思，我和你一起打包食物吧！”迈克央求道。

“还有我，”班尼喊着，“我的衣服马上就可以整理好。”

“好吧，你们俩过来帮我！衣服打包好以后就到厨房来。”

布朗船长笑着说：“别忘了带上七张毯子。”

“岛上很冷吗？”维莉问。

“不冷，岛上热得很，”船长说，“不过毯子可以铺在地上当褥子用。”

班尼和迈克整理好各自的小箱子后，便跑到厨房去找纳思。

“好香啊！”迈克说，“这些东西看起来很好吃！”

“但愿如此，”纳思说，“现在，我们首先要带上的是这些奶粉。”

纳思递给迈克一堆小罐子，让他装到大箱子里去。

“纳思，再带几瓶焗黄豆罐头吧，”班尼建议道，“我们都爱吃这个。”

“和我想到一块儿去了，”纳思走到舱底，“咱们不方便带面包，只能带焗黄豆罐头。”

“反正我也不怎么爱吃面包。”迈克说。

班尼诧异道：“哈，不是吧？我曾见过你一口气吃掉十片面包呢！”

“哼，你不也一样？”迈克嚷道。

“好了，别斗嘴啦！”亨利打着圆场，“万事和为贵嘛！”

杰西看了看那些罐子和盒子。“带些麦片吧，”她提议道，“麦片能吃上好几天！”

“还有压缩饼干。”纳思说着，递给迈克两个铁盒子。

“压缩饼干？”迈克看了看盒子上的图案，“我管你的‘压缩饼干’就叫做‘饼干’。”

“迈克先生，这些的确是‘压缩饼干’。”纳思说。

“好吧，”迈克说，“随便你，我就叫它们‘饼干’，反正只要我自己知道这是什么就行。”

“别忘了火柴。”亨利将火柴也放进了大箱子。

纳思说：“是啊，这玩意儿生火用得着，咱们捕了鱼以后还得烤着吃呐。”

“这么说起来，咱们还需要带盘子。”杰西说。

“别带太多东西，”纳思说，“我们可以用树叶当盘子。但是大勺子和餐刀必须得带，还有砍树用的大砍刀。”

终于，大箱子被装得满登登的，一切齐备。孩子们来到甲板上，在椅子上坐了下来。

纳思说：“咱们很快就能看到小岛了，从这个方向望过去，别让护栏挡住视线——刚开始小岛是若隐若现的。”

孩子们顺着纳思指的方向望去，可是打量了半天，他们除了湛蓝的海水以外，什么都没看到。

终于，纳思最先发现了小岛，但他并没有作声，只是静静地等着，看哪个孩子会成为第二个发现者。就在这时，亨利走到护栏边，问道：“纳思，那边是陆地还是我看花了眼？”

“是陆地，没错。”纳思笑着回答，“我们很快就能看到绿色的棕榈树和圆形的大海湾了。我告诉过你们吧，小岛刚开始是若隐若现的。”

大家一起走到护栏边，紧盯着那个绿色的小点。过了差不多一个小时，他们才清晰地看到了小岛周围白色的沙滩，以及不断拍打着沙滩的海浪。

随着“海星号”离岛屿越来越近，岛上的景物也越来越明晰，只见高大的棕榈树弯着腰，树叶轻拂在海面上。这时，大船停了下来，船员们开始将救生艇放下去，并把毯子和大箱子放到救生艇上。奥登一家人和四名水手沿着梯子下到救生艇上，坐了下来。

另外一艘救生艇拴在他们的救生艇上，这是供水手们返回大船时用的。

纳思对亨利说：“坐稳了，看我是如何掌舵的。”

“遵命，船长！”亨利说。

布朗船长冲着救生艇喊道：“只用等两三个星期，我们就会过来接你们。要是咱们在路上耽搁了，你们也别慌！”

“别来太早啦，”迈克说，“这里太好玩了，我们都不想太早回去。”

“但愿如此！”船长笑着说，“你们要多听听纳思的建议，他懂的多。”

船员们解开了绳索，救生艇开始乘风破浪地向小岛驶去。

“纳思，我们会有危险吗？”维莉问。

“没事儿，维莉小姐，不用害怕！但我们有可能会变成落汤鸡。”

“我才不怕变成落汤鸡呢！”班尼说，“只是，咱们为什么会那样呢？难道大家会掉到水里去吗？”

“那倒不会——只要你坐稳了，就掉不下去。”纳思答道，“不过待会儿上岸的时候，咱们要走点水路。你们还得帮我扛点东西呐！”

杰西说：“纳思，没问题！就算我们全身湿透了，天这么热，衣服也很快会被晒干的。”

大家回头看了看“海星号”，它已经离得越来越远了，孩子们纷纷朝布朗船长挥手告别，亨利突然发现维莉手里提了一只大布口袋。

“维莉，袋子里装的是什么？”他问道。

“保密！”维莉说。

“别，快告诉我们吧！”班尼央求道。

“不行啊，班尼，”维莉说，“这是我的秘密，我对谁都不说的！”

“班尼，别烦她啦！”迈克说，“要是维莉想保守秘密，就由她去吧！我还不想知道呢！”

于是，大家一起望向海岛，它已经离得越来越近了，小岛的一侧堆满了巨大的岩石，郁郁葱葱的棕榈树点缀其中，四面是蔚蓝的海水。

“我从来没见过这么蓝的海水呢！”杰西感叹道。

“你肯定没见过，”纳思说，“人们都说这里的海水是全世界最蓝的，因此给它取名为‘蓝色海湾’。现在，请大家将鞋子脱下来放在船上，跳下去，准备推船上岸啦！”

高高的海浪一波接一波地将救生艇推向岸边，纳思用尽气力划了最后一桨，便高声指挥道：“跳吧！”

大家一个接着一个跳进海里。抬船的时候，奥登先生居然不顾年迈，选了较重的一边。随着纳思“加油”的号令声，水手们在众人的帮助下用力一推，救生艇便滑到了沙滩上。

“完美！”纳思赞道，“顺利上岸！”

这时，每个人都浑身湿透了。

班尼满不在乎地说：“太阳这么大，咱们很快就会被晒干的。”

“我才不要被晒干呢，”迈克说，“我就想在水里扑腾。”

完成任务的水手们此时已经坐上另一艘救生艇，返回大船。

“大家过来一下吧！”纳思说，“班尼，迈克，你们也来！”纳思的脸上没有一丝笑容，等所有人都到齐了以后，他才严肃地说：“你们绝不能由着性子随便下海玩。”

“我明白，”亨利说，“因为海里有鲨鱼！”

“说得对！看来你们已经从书里了解了一些与大海有关的知识。”纳思似乎有点惊讶，“待会儿我要带你们去个好地方。不过现在我们还有得忙，头一件重要的事就是要找今晚睡觉的地方。快，时间不多啦！”
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大伙儿举目四望，欣赏着白色沙滩上的美景。

“多美的沙滩啊！”维莉轻轻感叹道。

小岛上视线所及的地方全覆盖着郁郁葱葱的棕榈树，或鲜红、或嫩黄、或洁白的鲜花在树上绽放。孩子们欣赏着绿树、花儿和蝴蝶，而纳思和奥登先生则被香蕉树、猴面包树和椰子树吸引住了视线。正在大家目不暇接的时候，一群蓝色的小鸟扑棱棱振翅飞向了空中，它们有着橙色的大喙，却没有发出一声鸣叫。

纳思说：“这些小鸟不会唱歌，只是虚有其表罢了。”

正在这时，迈克大声叫了起来：“两间房子！瞧！那边有两间房子！”


第五章　食物

Food

听到迈克的叫声，大家一齐望向前方，果然发现了两间旧茅屋，便走了过去。

迈克抢先跑到茅屋里，他失望地叫道：“这屋子又破又旧，没法住人。”

纳思说：“是啊，茅屋是很破，不过倒不一定不能住人。”

“聊胜于无嘛！”奥登先生说，“别忘了，咱们今天必须找地方过夜，但又没有足够的时间搭建新茅屋。”

这两间紧挨的茅屋是用竹子和甘蔗秆儿搭成的，屋顶和墙壁上满是破洞。纳思走到离他最近的茅屋旁，使劲摇晃了一下，茅屋并没有垮塌。

“估计它们还能撑一段时间，”纳思说，“奥登先生，咱们要赶在下雨之前把茅屋修好，要不然下起雨来，咱们还真没法住了。”

“你知道什么时候会下雨吗？”亨利问，“是不是随时都有可能？”

“是的，这里的雨说来就来，因此我明天一定得把屋顶修好。至于现在，大家的任务是打好今晚过夜的地铺。”

“怎么打地铺？”迈克问。

“看到那些高高的蕨叶了吗？”纳思用手指了指，“尽可能多地采些回来，铺到地上。”

听到这话，一家人赶紧行动去收集大蕨叶了。

迈克边摘边感叹道：“叶子的气味真好闻，对吧，班尼？”

班尼点点头：“嗯，真香啊！我们整夜都可以闻着这味道入睡了。”

迈克抱的叶子太多，几乎快走不动路，好不容易挪到离他最近的茅屋边，他赶紧撂下重负，问道：“接下来该怎么做？”

“把叶子铺到地上吧！”纳思回答道，“要铺两层呢！你还得再去摘一些来！”

大伙儿干得热火朝天，很快便将两间茅屋先后铺好了。打好地铺之后，他们在其中一间茅屋里放了五张毯子，另一间屋子则只铺了两张。

“这是女生宿舍，”奥登先生说，“杰西和维莉需要单独住一间房。”

迈克呆站了半晌，终于开口道：“纳思，我觉得现在最重要的是找些吃的来填饱肚子，而不是摘那么多叶子。”

“迈克，你一定是饿了吧？”亨利笑了，“小家伙，你算是讲到重点了，我也饿得像头熊啦。纳思，香蕉在哪儿呢？”

“你抬头看看！”纳思说。

“哪有香蕉啊？我只看得到叶子，”亨利说，“跟我一样大的叶子。”

纳思笑了：“香蕉就藏在叶子的后面，给我把大砍刀。”说完，纳思噌噌爬到树上，很快就消失在树叶后面。等他再次出现的时候，手里拎着一大挂金黄色的香蕉。

“现在每人只准吃一根香蕉哦！”他对男孩们说，“待会儿就要开饭啦！”

“咱们晚餐有什么吃的？”杰西问，“我也饿坏了。”

“我们开肉罐头吃吧！”迈克说。

班尼赶紧说：“哦，先别打开，肉罐头先留着。”

“为什么？”迈克问，“留下来干什么呀？”

“我也不知道，”班尼说，“反正咱们先吃焗黄豆吧！”说完，他看了看纳思。

“对，迈克先生，”纳思说，“我也认为现在最好先吃焗黄豆。”他朝班尼眨了眨眼睛，微微笑了一下。

“到底为什么嘛？”迈克问。

“因为我更喜欢吃焗黄豆一些。”纳思笑着说。

实际上，只有班尼和纳思知道真正的原因——他们只带了三罐肉，却带了20罐焗黄豆。

“好吧，纳思！”迈克说，“既然你喜欢，那我们就吃焗黄豆吧！”

“这就好！”纳思说，“咱们开始准备生火煮黄豆了。”他笑着看了看班尼。

“纳思，你需要我们找些干柴火来吗？”亨利问道。

“那当然，”亨利的提议让纳思很是高兴，“柴火找好后就拿到沙滩上去！”

纳思和维莉来到沙滩，找来一些扁平的石头。纳思在沙地上挖了个坑，用石块砌成一个小炉灶，接着把干柴码放在里面，并划着了火柴。很快，火苗就高高蹿起来了。

“幸亏亨利记得带火柴。”班尼跪在沙滩上，看着炉灶里的火苗。

“没错！”纳思说，“待会儿火就会烧得很旺了。”

大家不停地添着柴火，炉火果然越来越旺了。

“亨利，可以开罐头啦！”纳思喊道，“拿两大罐黄豆来。”
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“得要三罐才行！”迈克叫了起来，“我一个人就能吃下一大罐。”

“迈克，今天吃完了明天怎么办？”杰西说。

“拜托啦，好杰西！明天我们还可以吃其他东西嘛！”迈克说。

于是，亨利开了三罐焗黄豆。纳思拿出一口最大的平底锅，把黄豆倒进去，将锅架到火上。

“你来负责搅吧，”纳思对迈克说，“这活儿够你忙的啦！就坐在这儿，闻着味儿，别让黄豆煳了。”说着，他递给迈克一把长柄勺。

“我们去找些吃饭用的盘子吧！”杰西提议道。

“那你们可能会大有收获的。”纳思说。

“那是当然喽！”杰西急不可待地说，“我们走，维莉！”她们沿着沙滩往前跑去。不一会儿，就带回来七个大贝壳。

“我们已经用海水把贝壳洗干净了，”维莉说，“瞧这些，可以当勺子用。”她举起七个长蛏子壳给纳思看。

“太棒了，”纳思说，“我们可以用它们来舀黄豆。”

“用来舀汤就不行啦！”迈克说。

“的确。”纳思说，“不如我来教你们变个戏法，DIY做勺子怎么样？你们可以把我的小刀拿去。”

“我有刀！”亨利说。

“我也有！”班尼说。

“我也有小刀！”迈克喊着。

“嗨，别忘了我，”奥登先生说，“我也有呢！”

维莉笑了：“纳思，看来只有杰西和我要借用你的小刀了，不过我可不是做勺子的行家哦！”

“维莉，你用我的小刀吧！”班尼热情地说，“小心点，别弄伤自己！”

“豆子烧开了！”迈克叫了起来，“我要把锅拿下来喽！”

纳思用大勺子舀起豆子，盛在七只贝壳碗里。大伙儿狼吞虎咽地大吃起来，就像刚从饿牢里放出来似的。

“真美味！”班尼问道，“还有什么可吃的吗？”

“还有牛奶和香蕉，”纳思说，“晚餐不算太丰盛，要知道在这偏僻的小岛上不可能应有尽有！”

“我觉得已经够好啦，纳思！”班尼说。

杰西说：“维莉和我还找到了一个洗碗的好地方。”她已经吃完剩下的豆子，开始吃香蕉了。“大家各洗各的碗，就会省事多了。”

晚饭后，大伙儿跟在杰西后面，沿着沙滩来到一个小水洼边。

班尼问道：“这一带全是石头，鲨鱼游不过来，对吗，纳思？”

“说得对！”纳思说。

杰西在一边感慨道：“瞧，多清澈的水啊！这儿的水就像空气一样纯净，清可见底，你甚至能看到水底的沙子和有趣的小生物呢！”

“哈，我能看见贝壳、螃蟹和五颜六色的小鱼。”班尼说。

“水洼的水太概有一米多深，”纳思说，“水真纯净！杰西说得没错，它们就像空气一样清透。”

“瞧，水里有条大鱼！”班尼叫了起来。

“那是条石斑鱼，”纳思说，“大鱼通常是退潮的时候困在小水洼里的。”

“它们游不出去吗？”迈克问。

“只有涨潮的时候才能游出去，”纳思回答道，“而退潮正是抓鱼的好时机。”

“这么说我们可以在这里抓鱼了？”亨利说。

“正是如此！”纳思说，“咱们可以用石斑鱼和干奶粉做一锅美味鱼汤了。”

杰西倒掉贝壳碗里的水，无意中看了一眼迈克，发现他反常的沉默。“咱们该去睡觉了，”杰西说，“迈克已经困得睁不开眼睛了。”

“我可以的，杰西，我可以睁开眼睛。”迈克大声争辩道，可实际上他的步伐十分缓慢沉重。一走到最近的小茅屋，迈克便一头扑进去，像小狗狗一样蜷缩在毯子上睡着了。班尼也是一样。

奥登先生笑着说：“杰西、维莉，晚安！”

“你们想要什么就大声喊我，”纳思说，“要记住！”

于是，杰西和维莉也走进了她们的小茅屋，将自己窝在毯子中。

大家一觉睡到了大天亮。


第六章　喜事与怪事

Surprises

奥登先生第一个醒来。他静静地躺在床上，心想：“这里的早餐肯定和平时不一样了，我得尽快适应早上不喝咖啡的生活。”想完这些，他又进入了梦乡。

当他睡完回笼觉，坐起来环视四周时，发现屋里只剩下他一个人了。纳思不在，连迈克和班尼也不在了。正在这时，一阵香味扑鼻而来，奥登先生立马起身，朝门口走去。

只见纳思在沙滩上生起了一堆火，亨利、杰西、班尼和迈克都跪在地上，给炉灶添柴火。维莉则坐在石头上欢快地笑着。放在炉子上的居然是——咖啡壶！

奥登先生快步走向沙滩，大家都笑了起来。

班尼喊道：“这是我们给您的惊喜，爷爷，您喜欢吗？”

“这是我这辈子最大的惊喜啦！”奥登先生兴奋地大声说，“真的很开心又能喝到咖啡了！”

“我也很意外呐！”纳思朝奥登先生眨了眨眼睛，“我都不记得要带咖啡壶。”

奥登先生在石头上坐了下来，“那么，是谁这么贴心地想到我早餐要喝咖啡呢？让我来猜猜。”

迈克把手放在奥登先生的膝盖上，“您绝对一下子就能猜出来！”

“是维莉！”奥登先生说，“这就是她布袋子里的秘密，对吧？原来袋子里装的就是咖啡和咖啡壶。”

“对！”大伙儿齐声回答。维莉没有吱声，但满脸欢喜。

突然，班尼冷不丁冒出了一句：“迈克，是不是你打开了压缩饼干的盒子？”

迈克喊道：“没有！我从来没有碰过压缩饼干！”

“你没有的话，那就是别人干的！”班尼说。

“我也注意到了，”纳思说着，看了看孩子们，“今天早上饼干盒子的确被打开过了。”

但每个人都说这件事跟自己没关系。

“看样子少了几块饼干。”纳思一边说，一边盯着迈克。

“纳思，我真的没有碰过饼干盒，”迈克叫了起来，“我没撒谎！我不怎么喜欢吃饼干，而且我要是真想吃，绝对会跟你要的。”

“是的，我相信你，迈克。”维莉诚恳地说。

可是，纳思的眼睛还是没从迈克身上移开。

亨利看着班尼，问道：“班尼，告诉我，你怎么知道盒子被打开了呢？”

“早餐我不想吃面包片，”班尼回答，“饼干更对我的胃口一些，结果就发现饼干盒被打开了。”

“绝对不是我打开的！”迈克喊道。

“迈克，我知道不是你！”班尼继续说道，“纳思，你不了解迈克，我知道的，他绝对不会以这种方式拿东西——绝对、绝对、绝对、绝对不会！”

“好了，班尼，不用说那么多绝对，”亨利抬起头说，“我们都相信你。”

“可纳思还是不相信啊！”班尼说。

“他迟早会信的！”亨利说，“毕竟，他对我们几个人还不是很了解。”

纳思对迈克说：“现在我对你的了解多一点了，既然他们都支持你，那我也相信你与此事无关。”

“这就对啦！”迈克说，“谢天谢地，纳思，我真是无辜的。”

“好啦，别再纠结这件事啦，”亨利转移了话题，“纳思，我们今天要做什么？”

“当然是在小岛上探险喽！”纳思说，“我想带你们去看看泉水，我们喝的淡水就是从那儿流过来的。对了，你们沿路要小心，树上掉下来的椰子随时可能会砸到你们的脑袋。只要听到树上有声响，就要赶紧闪开。”

大家飞快地在海里洗干净了贝壳碗、杯子和咖啡壶，好在不需要收拾床铺，因此小分队可以立刻跟着纳思出发了。他们走进阴暗茂密的树林，林子里到处是长长的蕨，让前进的步伐变得异常艰难。还没走多远，奥登先生就累得在一块石头上坐了下来。他说：“你们只管往前走，我就在这儿坐着等你们回来。”

“爷爷，您不会孤单么？”维莉问道，“要不要我留下来陪您？”

“没关系，小甜甜，”奥登先生笑着对维莉说，“你和他们一起往前走吧，不用担心我。”

于是，其他的人继续前行。他们翻过一道道岩石，终于穿过了树林，这时，亨利突然叫了起来：“听！有水声！”

一汪泉水出现在他们面前，就像圆圆的大碗，扣在岩石上。清冽冰凉的泉水从泉眼里溢出来，像白色缎带一样飞流而下，与另一条瀑布交织在一起。班尼爬上岩石，坐了下来，这才发现这块覆盖着青苔的岩石上居然有着华美的花纹。

维莉不由感慨道：“好漂亮的大石头！只是有点奇怪，它是从哪里冒出来的？似乎附近没有跟它类似的岩石呢！”

班尼说：“它看起来像一个超级巨大的鼻子！”

纳思仔细看了看，然后说：“没错，班尼，是像鼻子。我之前从没注意过这块石头，我想它也许是巨型古石雕的一部分。复活节岛上的人就曾做过上百个巨型石雕，没人知道他们为什么要做那么多石像。依我看，这块石头非常像石像上的鼻子。”

班尼说：“那这个石像塌掉之前一定非常巨大。瞧这个鼻子，比我身高的两倍还要长呐！咱们去找找它的嘴巴和眼睛吧！”

亨利大声喊了起来：“我看这块石头就像是眼睛！”

“果然是超级大的石像！”迈克说，“它说不定有三十多米高呢！”

“很有可能，”杰西感叹道，“这样的杰作真不知出自哪位能工巧匠之手！”

“我也不知道，”纳思说，“不过可以确定的是，这应该是座神像。”

“也就是说，它非常古老喽？”班尼建议道，“咱们来尝尝泉水吧！”

班尼喝完水，便顺着大鼻子爬了下来。正爬着，他发现了一个贝壳，不过班尼并没有吱声，只是暗自想道：“奇怪，这里居然会有大贝壳！还干干净净的，就像喝水的杯子。”

班尼把贝壳捡起来，看了看，又放回到原处，“我要记住它的位置——就在白色石头旁边。”

这时，他发现杰西正仰着脖子，看着几棵大树的树梢。他也抬头看去，只见树叶在晃动，可空气中连一丝风都没有。突然，随着一阵“喀哒喀哒”的断裂声，一颗椰子掉了下来。

“奇怪！这颗椰子居然掉下来了！”纳思说，“它甚至都还没熟呢！”

他抬头望了望，但是什么也没看到。

他刚想说：“杰西，你们知道么——”却突然停了下来。

“你想说什么，纳思？”维莉轻声问。

纳思看了看眼前这个娇弱的小女孩，实在不想吓到她，于是改口道：“呃，没什么。我只是觉得好奇，这里是背阴的地方，椰子还没熟，怎么就掉下来了呢？”

迈克看了看班尼，班尼也看了看迈克。他俩都发现了，纳思实际上还有话没说出口，不过他们谁也没有点破，因为他们也不想吓到维莉。

“咱们回去吧，”纳思建议道，“从海滩走比穿越树林要近一些，这样我们就能早点和爷爷会合了。”

果然，在硬沙地上走要容易多了，只是会不时碰到石头堆儿挡道，不过翻越石头堆也怪有意思的。

“这儿又有一个小水洼！”亨利说着，弯下腰，朝水洼里看去。

“大家快来看！”班尼大声叫道，“快看水里！”他坐在一块大石头上，俯视着清澈的水洼。

大伙儿全都跳到石头上，向水里看去。

“太不可思议了！”亨利说。

只见清可见底的水洼底部铺满了洁白的沙子，一堆小石子码放在白沙上，排成一个图案：正中央是一颗漂亮的白色圆石，一圈红色的石子将它环抱起来，四枚粉色的大石头则放置在东、南、西、北的位置，其间用黑石子点缀着。而最外圈则是由漂亮的三色石围成，它们有的是红色的，有的蓝白相间，还有的是红白蓝三色相间。
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大家目瞪口呆了好一会儿，终于，班尼打破了沉默：“好大一个谜团！显然这个图案不是从天而降的，一定是有人摆成这样的！”

于是，所有人都冒出了同一个想法：“还有人在岛上！”


第七章　线索

Clues

第二天吃早餐的时候，杰西问道：“纳思，咱们今天吃炖鱼怎么样？”

“是因为爷爷喜欢吃这个。”亨利补充道。

“我也喜欢，”迈克说，“我超爱吃鱼呢！”

“这太可笑啦，迈克，”班尼说，“你喜欢吃鱼？谁信啊？”

“当然‘喜欢’，我还‘喜欢’牛奶，‘喜欢’饼干！”迈克冲口而出。

纳思朝迈克笑了笑，“今天你们可以吃到压缩饼干啦！噢，对了，按你的说法，应该叫它们饼干。”

说着，他们走下海滩，去洗杯子和贝壳碗。班尼和迈克跑在最前面，一路捡着彩色的石子和贝壳，纳思则拿着装钓鱼线的铁盒子。

“快来看这个竖起来的超级大贝壳，”迈克说，“班尼，快过来，帮我把它挖出来。”两个小男孩用手将大贝壳四周的沙子刨开。

“哇，亨利，好大的贝壳啊！”班尼喊道，“足足有洗衣盆那么大！”

亨利走了过来，他仔细打量了一下贝壳，然后大声喊道：“纳思，快过来！真有洗衣盆那么大的贝壳呢！这到底是什么啊？”

奥登先生抢先跑了过来。“这是海龟壳。”他下了结论。

“海龟？”迈克惊讶万分，“我从来没见过这么大的海龟。”

“我倒是见过。”纳思说，“要是这只海龟还活着，准得有三百多磅了，真是个大家伙——这附近生长的全都是大家伙。”

“我们用海龟壳当炖锅吧！”迈克提议。

“这主意太酷啦！”维莉说，“我们刚要做炖鱼，就找到了炖锅。”

于是，两个小男孩继续劲头十足地刨着沙子，最后一把抓住海龟壳，将它拽了出来，只见壳里满是湿湿的沙子。

“来，把我的壳洗干净！”迈克提议。

“哈，这是你的壳么，迈克？”亨利打趣道，“不过这么说也没错，海龟壳确实是你先发现的。”

“这壳是属于大家的啦，”迈克说，“我的意思只是说我先看到的而已。”

海龟壳很沉，大家一起费了好大力气才把它挪到了水里。

“就放在这儿吧，”杰西提议道，“让海浪把它冲刷干净。”

正在大家把这个大玩意儿放下来的时候，班尼突然喊了起来：“你们快看，快看！”

维莉兴奋地叫道：“爷爷，快过来看迈克的壳！”

纳思也说：“奥登先生，能麻烦你过来看看龟壳的背面吗？”

原来，龟壳上竟然刻着花纹，更蹊跷的是，这花纹和小水洼里用小石子排成的图案一模一样。

“两个图案完全一样！”班尼叫道。他猛地坐了下来，“看，都是在中间有一个大圆圈，其他花纹也是一样的。”

杰西慢慢地说：“咱们现在可以确定了——绝对有人住在岛上！虽说这龟壳很古老，但小水洼里的图案是新摆的啊，否则那些小石头早就会在涨潮的时候被冲到海里去了。”

“多好看的龟壳，只可惜要被我们当炖锅了！”纳思说。

“不可惜，不可惜！”迈克叫了起来，“我乐意用我的壳当炖锅，这样就会永远记得，咱们炖鱼的锅是我找到的。”

“迈克，让我来猜猜整件事的经过。”亨利说，“首先，你的海龟死了以后，有人找到了你的壳，接着用小刀刻上了花纹。”

“很有可能。”纳思说。

“而刻花纹的人和用小石子摆图案的是同一个人！”杰西说。

“没错，岛上有陌生人存在。”奥登先生说，“不过咱们先不想这个，纳思，我们去钓鱼吧！大家把龟壳锅拉上来，就放在沙滩上，待会儿回来的路上再把它带回去。”

“说不定咱们一条鱼都钓不到呢！”亨利说。

“别担心，绝对能钓到！我知道很多钓鱼的好地方。”纳思说。

没走多久，他们就来到了一个水洼旁。纳思招呼道：“大家脱下鞋子，走进去吧！就像班尼说的，这里肯定不会有鲨鱼。你们就坐在大石头上，待会儿我给你们每个人发一条鱼线。”
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然而，纳思发现自己只带了四条鱼线。

“没关系，”奥登先生说，“女孩子们就坐在石头上观战吧！”

“也行！记着，大家不要为小鱼浪费时间，”纳思建议道，“留着精力钓大石斑鱼。”

“看，现在水洼里就有一条石斑鱼，”维莉说，“它这么大，应该不难钓。”

亨利和迈克赶紧来到维莉身边，将鱼线抛到大鱼的身边。可鱼一动都不动。不管亨利和迈克如何晃动鱼线，大鱼就是不上钩。

“让我来试试吧，”纳思说，“班尼，你也过来，咱们大家齐心协力，一起抓住它。”

于是，四个人开始共同对付大石斑了，只见鱼开始慢慢游动了起来，但依然没咬钩。

“大笨蛋！”亨利说。

“嘘——”纳思连忙制止。

大家等了有十分钟，其间不停地将鱼线提起、放下，提起、放下，终于，鱼猛地一回头，咬住了亨利的鱼钩，然后开始猛力地挣扎，想甩脱鱼钩。亨利赶紧准备收线。

“别让它跑啦！”班尼大声喊道，“不然就白费那么大的工夫了。”

“放心吧，跑不掉的。”纳思说，“光这条鱼咱们就能炖好大一锅鱼汤了，更别说待会儿咱们还能钓到更多呢。”

没过多久，大家就满载而归了。亨利用一根棍子穿起大石斑，一路扛着，其他孩子则拖着海龟壳，径直来到他们的炉子旁，这才一屁股坐了下来，一边休息一边等着看纳思接下来如何行动。

“我来将鱼清理干净吧！”纳思说，“现在它已经死翘翘了，瞧，我会先把头和尾去掉，再顺着这根鱼骨将肚子剖开。”

“最后把鱼的内脏掏出来，对吧？内脏是要扔掉的。”班尼说。

“对极啦！”纳思赞道，“那么，现在我就开始行动喽！诶，等等，这是什么？”

纳思从鱼肚子里掏出一颗白纽扣。

“谁能告诉我，鱼肚子里为什么会有白纽扣？”纳思问道。

“一定是有人的扣子掉了，结果被鱼一口吞了下去。”杰西说，“准是这样，没错的！让我看看那颗扣子！”

“这纽扣看上去很新，”她接着说，“是美国制造的，有四个孔。”

“像是衬衫上的扣子呢！”迈克说，“让我来保管它吧！”

“是的，确实要好好保管，”爷爷说，“这是个线索。”

纳思把大鱼切成了四块。接着，他把海龟壳翻了过来，将鱼放进去。

“我喜欢我的锅！”迈克开心地说。

“这可真是个宝贝老古董。”班尼说，“纳思，我们可以往里加水了吗？”

“加吧！估计要煮好一会儿呢！等鱼肉变软了，我们再把它切成小块，去掉鱼皮和骨头。”

“纳思，我一般喜欢在炖鱼里放点洋葱，”班尼说，“不过我知道，咱们没带洋葱来。”

“哈，你怎么断定我没带？”纳思笑着反问道。只见他变魔术一般，从盒子里拿出几颗干洋葱，放进龟壳锅里。“要知道我也喜欢洋葱呢！”他得意地说。

就在这时，一个奇怪的声音飘了过来：“你好啊，彼得！”

“老天，是谁？”班尼轻呼。

纳思大声喊道：“是谁？赶紧从树上下来！”

微风中，棕榈树轻轻摇曳了一下。并没有人出现，只有一只紫色的小鸟停在树枝上。它把头歪向一边，又说了一遍：“你好啊，彼得！”

“噢，噢，原来是只小鸟呀！”迈克说，“还是只会说话的小鸟！”

“这是什么鸟，纳思？”杰西问。

“我也不知道。”纳思说。

“呵呵，我知道，”奥登先生说，“是只八哥。”

“对啊，爷爷！”亨利说，“杰西，你忘了吗？咱们在电视上见过这种鸟。”

“是啊，我们是看过，”杰西说，“我记得节目讲的是一位开宠物店的女孩，她养了两三只八哥，还教它们说了好多话。”

大家面面相觑，这时，小鸟又开口了：“你好，彼得！”

迈克说：“这只小鸟一定是被人训练过的，你怎么看，班尼？”

“嗯，我也是这么想的，”班尼说，“训练它的人一定是叫彼得！”

“没错，”爷爷说，“是彼得教的，虽然我们不知道彼得究竟是谁。”


第八章　做饭，游泳

Cooking and Swimming

纳思正忙着在煮鱼汤，新锅里已经放了四块鱼、泉水，以及洋葱和盐。大家一起“嘿哟嘿哟”地将锅抬起来放到火上。孩子们盯着锅里的水烧滚，维莉用泉水冲了一些奶粉，等杰西把鱼皮和鱼骨头挑出来后，便把牛奶倒了进去。

“我们怎么盛汤啊？”迈克说，“这么烫！”

“我有办法，”杰西说，“把贝壳碗放在沙地上，用勺子把汤舀到碗里，咱们就不会烫着手啦。”

“好主意！”纳思说，“正好我做了一把长勺。”长勺其实就是一个绑在长木棍上的铁杯。纳思用它将鱼汤舀了起来。

“一点鱼肉都别给迈克，”班尼说，“他不喜欢鱼。”

“那我还是得给他，不能特殊对待，”纳思说，“再说他会爱上吃鱼的。”

“我们还是聊聊彼得的事吧，”班尼说，“你觉得他是曾经到岛上来过，还是现在就在岛上？”

“也许八哥只是碰巧被人教会说‘彼得’这个名字，”奥登先生说，“然后才飞到岛上的呢？”

“也有这个可能！哎——要是彼得也在这座岛上，那可就太刺激啦！”亨利说，“依你们看，他会是小孩还是大人呢？”

“不可能是小孩吧！”班尼说，“小孩怎么可能独自在岛上生存？”

“为什么不能，班尼？”迈克问。

“呃——他会太孤单！再说，小孩子怎么会一个人跑到这座孤岛上来？”

“也许他是食人族呢？就像《鲁滨孙漂流记》里讲的那样。”维莉猛地抬起头。

“维莉小姐，别害怕，”纳思说，“你放心，彼得肯定不是食人族，因为这附近的所有岛上都没有食人族。”

纳思飞快地朝奥登先生使了个眼色。于是，奥登先生对维莉说：“没错，亲爱的。纳思对这儿很熟悉，他说的不会有错的。来，快尝尝炖鱼吧！”

没有勺子，他们只能用蛏子壳代替。

班尼说：“老天，要把鱼肉吃到嘴里还真不容易！”

“这样才好呢！”亨利说，“正好等鱼汤凉一点再喝。对了，关于彼得，我们该怎么办才好？”

“提高警惕，随时留意！”纳思说。

“我的警惕性一向很高。”班尼建议道，“要不然咱们去把那只八哥捉过来吧！”

“这怎么能行？”亨利说，“不过倒是可以让它讲点别的话。”说完，亨利试探性地吹了声口哨，很快，八哥也吹了声口哨。

“你们听着！”迈克也吹了声口哨，八哥也照样模仿。

迈克站起身，向八哥栖身的大树走去，小鸟警觉起来，立刻扑棱棱飞走了，消失在浓密的树丛中。

“还有一件事可以肯定，”杰西看着她柔弱的小妹妹，“假如彼得现在就在小岛上，他说的绝对是英语。”

“没错，杰西，”奥登先生赞同道，“食人族是不可能教八哥说英语的。好了，就此打住，咱们换个话题吧！”

“好的！我打算今天采点面包果给大家吃，”纳思说，“我们还可以开一罐肉罐头，美美地吃一顿晚餐。”

“可惜炖鱼已经吃光了，”奥登先生说，“我一个人就干掉了五大碗呢，这餐饭吃得棒极了，谢谢你，纳思！”

迈克说：“我也吃得很好。石斑鱼味道不错，不过相比起来，我还是更喜欢饼干和炖肉。想起来了，纳思，你不是说要带我们去一个游泳的好地方吗？”

“我当然记得，迈克先生，”纳思说，“等大家散完步，消完食以后，我就带你们去。”

“迈克，你会游泳吗？”班尼故作夸张地问。

“会游一点点，”迈克不知想到了什么，笑了起来，“不过我喜欢游泳，尤其是在这么热的天气里。”

“每到正午都是最热的时候，”纳思说，“咱们睡会儿午觉吧！要不去树林里乘凉也行，那里凉快。”

“我可不想睡午觉，”杰西说，“维莉，你也一样吧？我们去树林里玩玩吧！”

谁都不想睡午觉，大家只想在小岛上四处逛逛。

“先别急着走，”纳思说，“出发前我要先去采点面包果。”

“面包果在哪里？”班尼问。

纳思说：“就在你头顶上，我上去摘。”

不一会儿，纳思就从树上摘了两个大面包果下来。接着，又爬上去摘了两个。他将绿色的面包果放在沙滩上，好让大家看个够。

“这果子看上去就像人脑子！”班尼说。

“真的像脑子吗？”纳思笑了。

“班尼，你怎么知道脑子长什么样儿？”迈克问。

“从图片看到的啊！”班尼说，“人的大脑凸凸凹凹，还有很多褶皱，只不过颜色不是绿色的。”

“好了，我来烤面包果喽！”纳思说，“炉子里的火候正好。”

“我刚才还纳闷呢，为什么你不把火熄掉，反而让它越烧越旺。”杰西恍然大悟道。

“当然喽，炉膛里热乎着才能烤面包果啊！”纳思说，“现在我要用香蕉叶把面包果包起来，放在火堆上，直到我们回来。到时候我再告诉大家面包果是怎么个吃法。”

“面包果的味道真的和面包一样吗？”班尼问。

“有人是这么觉得的。”纳思说，“你们估计要过一段时间才吃得习惯。”

“咱们快走吧，”亨利催促道，“大家都想去游泳呢！”

“我想去看看那个没有鲨鱼的游泳池。”迈克说。

“我也想去。”奥登先生的话让大家大吃一惊，班尼不由地问道：“爷爷，您会游泳吗？”

“应该会吧！”奥登先生微笑着说，“只是太长时间没有游泳，我可能已经忘了怎么游了，不过我想试试。”
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“大家往这边来，”纳思说，“咱们要走好长一段路呢，好在沿路的风景很美。”

这次，他们又要翻越岩石了。片刻之后，一片美丽的白沙滩展现在他们面前。“咱们不是在这儿游泳，”纳思解释道，“这片海里有鲨鱼。”

“我还从来没见过鲨鱼呢！”班尼说，“当时在蓝色海湾，我就在到处找鲨鱼的踪影。”

“蓝色海湾跟这里一样，有很多鲨鱼。”纳思说。

维莉说：“幸亏纳思对鲨鱼的行踪了解得一清二楚！”

大伙儿沿着海滩继续往前走。

“这里的岩石更多更大呢！”亨利说，“爷爷，您没关系吧？”

“没关系，”奥登先生说，“不过我希望快到目的地了。”

“很快就到了，”纳思说，“来，让我扶着您。”

他们在大石头间跳跃着前进，正在这时，杰西突然发出了一声感叹：“哇，好美啊！”

大家停下了脚步，只见一片绿色的海湾出现在他们的面前，这片海湾比蓝色海湾小，形状极圆，被郁郁葱葱的棕榈树环抱在中间。

“这些棕榈树居然生长在水里！”班尼叫了起来，“还将海湾围得严严实实！爷爷，它们是怎么做到的？是谁创造了这个奇迹？”

“班尼，那些树其实并不是从水里长出来的，”爷爷回答道，“它们是在珊瑚礁上生根的——也就是水下的一块陆地。这儿的景色确实很美。”

纳思说：“这就是咱们游泳的地方，水并不深。多么碧绿的海水啊！放心吧，鲨鱼绝对游不过来，珊瑚礁挡得严实着呐！”

于是，所有人都脱下鞋子，走进清澈的水里。

“穿着衣服游泳！”迈克大声欢呼道，“太好玩啦！真希望妈妈能看到我现在的样子！”

“太爽啦！”杰西说，“水很清凉，不过并不冷！”她抬起头，正好看到迈克把双手放在身前，像鱼一样灵巧地游动着！

班尼惊讶地喊道：“迈克·伍德！我从来不知道，原来你这么会游泳！我还以为你不会游泳呢！”班尼目不转睛地盯着自己的好朋友在水里蹿上蹿下。

“迈克游得真好！”奥登先生说完也跳下水，将头埋在水里，两手交替着划着水。

“快看爷爷！”亨利喊道，“真没想到，他和迈克居然是咱们之中游得最好的！”

不久，当纳思也加入了他们之后，就有了三名游泳高手。正当亨利尽情地游着仰泳时，无意中扫了一眼对面的珊瑚礁。他下意识地又看了一眼，立刻停止了划水，站了起来。只见一艘旧船突兀地立在沙滩上。

“你们快过来！”亨利喊道。

出人意料的是，大伙儿聚拢的速度出奇得快，迈克不禁感叹道：“真是一呼百应啊！”

“纳思，看那条船！”亨利用手指着。

大家从水里走到珊瑚礁上，仔细打量着小船。

“这是艘救生艇，”纳思说，“不过我敢肯定，我三年前来这儿的时候并没有看过这条船。”

船里满是沙子，船的一头则深埋在沙子里，无法看清。正当大家站在那里，仔细研究小船时，从头顶的树上突然传来一阵轻微的声音。

“有人在哭，”班尼叫了起来，他仰望着树梢，“这人一定是遇到什么麻烦了！”

哭声又传了过来，不过这次好像离得更远了。

“现在变成小声抽搭了。”维莉刚一说完，连这小声呜咽都停止了。

“也许有人不想让我们看到小船。”迈克说。

亨利说：“也许有人怕我们把船拿走——至于是人还是其他什么，我就不清楚了。”

“我也说不出个所以然来，”纳思说，“只知道这条船不错，它一定有自己的名字。你们在这儿等着，我去看看。”他走到船边，仔细查看了两侧，果然看到了船名——“探索者二号”。

“现在清楚了，”纳思大声说，“这正是‘探索者二号’轮船上的救生艇，那艘船撞到珊瑚礁上沉没了。”

“我也想起来了！”奥登先生说，“几个月前我在报纸上看过这条沉船的新闻，说是一些船员被别的轮船救起，送往了旧金山。”

“说不定有些船员也跟我们一样，乘着救生艇来到了这座小岛呢？”班尼假设道。

他们又逗留了片刻，便一起回到绿色海湾，在清凉的海水里又游了一会儿泳。尽兴之后，他们才上岸休息，让阳光把衣服晒干。暖暖的太阳让大家都犯起困来。

“不管多湿的衣服很快就能晒干，”迈克说，“这是大太阳的唯一好处。”

“我们最好赶紧坐到树荫下去，”纳思说，“阳光实在太毒啦！”

于是，大家移到了棕榈树下。迈克立刻躺了下来，头枕在胳膊上，班尼也有样学样。其他人不禁笑了起来，不过笑归笑，他们也开始将身体随意地摊在沙滩上。片刻之后，大伙儿都睡着了——除了纳思之外。他虽躺着，但眼睛一刻也没停，不停地在水面、树上和沙滩上搜寻着，只是并无发现。

纳思不知道的是，此刻有人就在他们头顶的树上，观察着他们。


第九章　烤面包果

Bread

打完盹，大家一一醒来。想到自己竟然会在沙滩上睡着，他们不禁笑了起来。

“中午睡个午觉还是很有必要的，”奥登先生说，“阳光实在是太毒了。”

“我想回去看看面包果烤得怎么样了。”杰西说。

“我也想看看。”迈克说，“面包果其实长得一点都不像面包。”

“没错，它们长得像绿色的脑子。”班尼赞同道。

回程的路上，他们跳过了石头，沿着白沙滩缓缓而行。“我们该把白沙滩这片海叫鲨鱼海湾！”迈克提议。

“名字很贴切，”纳思说，“这片海湾确实非常危险！”

大家的目光都投向看似平静的水面——只有班尼除外，他的视线被海对面的树林吸引住了，林子里似乎有动静。班尼又仔细看了看，这次终于看清楚了，是一条藤蔓在晃动。藤蔓的一头高挂在树上，另一头应该是挂在另一棵树上，只是班尼的视线被挡住了。

“是秋千呢！”班尼不禁大声惊呼，“大家快看！”

亨利说：“太不可思议了！真的是秋千！”
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纳思穿过树丛，走了过去。他使劲扯了扯秋千，藤蔓并没有掉下来。

“让我坐上去试试！”迈克嚷道。他在巨大的藤蔓上坐了下来，用力向前荡去。秋千看上去非常结实。

“班尼，我可以荡得很高呢！”迈克兴奋地喊着。

“迈克，小心点，”爷爷说，“别荡得太猛，秋千随时可能会断掉。在这座小岛上摔断腿可就麻烦喽！”

亨利疑惑地问道：“藤蔓不可能自己长成秋千的形状，对吧，爷爷？”

“长成这种形状倒是有可能。”奥登先生回答道，“不过我看这条藤蔓不像，你们瞧，藤上连一片叶子都没有，肯定是被人为摘掉的。”

“啊，天哪，”杰西说，“谜团变得越来越大了！”

“我倒觉得谜底越来越浮出水面啦！”迈克悠哉游哉地荡着秋千，“我们迟早会弄清楚，究竟是谁做了秋千，又是谁住在这座岛上。”

“是啊，咱们有的是时间，现在掌握的线索也很多！”班尼说，“迈克，让我荡一会儿秋千吧！”

“不行，你们改天再来玩吧！”纳思突然发话了，“咱们得赶快回去吃面包果啦。”

等回到住处，纳思把面包果从火堆里取出来后，面包果已经被烤得软乎乎了，就像四颗巨大的鸡蛋。他将果子一一拿出来，放在大叶子上。

“这些叶子大得就像雨伞。”杰西说。

“没错，要是下雨的话，咱们可以拿这种叶子当伞用。”纳思说，“瞧，面包果里有好多核。”果然，他从面包果里取出了三十多颗果核，每颗都有小核桃的大小。

纳思说：“大家快来吃吧！这些果核和坚果一样的味道，营养丰富着呐！吃完果核，我们还可以用蛏子壳挖软软的果肉吃。”

“看来吃什么都得用勺子，咱们要尽快将勺子做好才行。”亨利说。

班尼吃了一口面包果核，不禁赞道：“真好吃，就是小核桃的味道。”

“我去开一罐肉罐头吧！”亨利提议道，“这样我们就能边吃肉边吃面包啦。”

他打开罐头，分给大家。冷肉配上热面包果，味道美极了！正餐过后，大家又吃了香蕉当饭后甜点。然而他们并不知道，自己吃得正欢的时候，有人一直在偷偷地窥探着他们。

日子一天一天地飞快过去，每天的生活都充满着惊喜。他们已经将茅屋修好，再不怕下雨了。可是每天都是大晴天，并没有一点下雨的征兆，连续的天晴让蓝色海湾变得越来越湛蓝，绿色海湾则越来越碧绿。

一天，大家又来到泉水边。班尼首先就去看他做过标记的白贝壳，发现贝壳已经被移动了位置。

班尼喃喃自语道：“有人动过它，上次它是放在白石头边儿上的，现在被移到了另一边。一定是有人天天来这儿喝水。”

不过他们并没看到什么人，那只八哥也没有回来。他们把“探索者二号”里的沙子清理干净，将船洗过之后，拖到了沙滩上。小船看上去漂亮极了，这次他们再没听到树顶有抽泣声。

现在，所有人都拥有了一把像样的勺子，也有了像样的碗——碗是用半个椰子壳做成的，杰西还说：“我觉得椰奶比奶粉好喝，它更甜一些。”

“甘蔗最好吃，”迈克说，“甘蔗才是最甜的东西呢！”

“甘蔗就是我们的糖果，”班尼说，“只要想吃，咱们随时都可以采一根过来。”

日子就这么开心地过着，没有人想到“海星号”，因为大家都不希望它那么早来，他们太享受现在的时光了！


第十章　掉入陷阱

Trapped

一天，亨利突然说道：“今天我才不想睡午觉呐！”

“我也是！”班尼和迈克一起喊道，“咱们去树林里散步吧！那儿凉快着呢！”

奥登先生笑了：“我还是想睡个午觉。”

纳思正在修补女孩们的茅屋顶上的破洞。“我就留在家里修屋顶，”他说，“你们自己随意去逛吧，反正这里很安全。”

亨利说：“我想去小岛的另一边看看。”

纳思点了点头，对亨利说：“要抄近路的话，就从泉水后绕过去，翻过泉水后面的岩石，就能看到海滩了。小岛那头什么都没有，只有海滩。”

“好的，”亨利说，“那我们准备出发啦！”

孩子们跳将起来，立刻动身了。纳思停下手里的活儿，目送着他们走远，不禁说道：“奥登先生，他们真是一群好孩子。”

“没错，”奥登先生说，“每一个都是好孩子。”

接着，纳思继续忙活，奥登先生则回到自己的茅屋准备睡午觉。

不过没过多久，奥登先生又出现在门口，他抬头看着屋顶上的纳思说：“我还是不放心让孩子们单独去溜达。你也知道，岛上有不速之客。你去跟着他们好吗？只是别让他们发现了。”

纳思平静地说：“好的，先生。其实我也想要跟着他们，又怕打扰了他们的兴致。您放心好啦，我绝不会让他们发现的。”

“很好！”奥登先生说，“谢谢你，纳思！你是最了解我的心意的，孩子们喜欢独立处理问题，我要尊重他们。”

孩子们开心地在树丛中穿行，周围是茂密的蕨类植物。杰西说：“亨利，很刺激吧？这可是我们第一次单独行动噢！这让我想起了在棚车里的日子。”

亨利笑着对妹妹说：“是啊，尽管那时候我们只能靠自己，没人帮助我们，但还是非常有趣。”

“班尼，那时候是杰西看管你吗？”迈克问。

“是照顾，不是看管！”班尼说。

“又来了，”迈克大声说，“反正你明白我的意思嘛！”

“好吧！”班尼说，“当时不光是杰西，哥哥姐姐们都很照顾我，谁让我最小呢？他们还教会了我认字呢！”

“你不用上学吗？”迈克问。

“学是后来才上的。”班尼说，“对了，你还记得咱们在学校里的趣事吗？我们有位好老师，她叫什么来着？”

“我也忘了，”迈克说，“我只记得她人非常好。她以前总是跟我们说，其实香蕉是长在树上的。现在我们真的眼见为实了，对吧，小班班？”

“她的名字是不是和牛有关？”班尼说。

“牛？”迈克说，“不可能，跟牛没关系。我敢肯定！”

说话间，孩子们很快来到了泉水那儿，他们欣赏了一会儿漂亮的小瀑布，亨利则仔细观察了一下要爬的石山。

“看起来有点难度呢！”他说，“不过我相信大家都能爬过去！”

“咱们可以从石像的鼻子那儿开始爬！”班尼说着，腾的一下爬到鼻子上，坐了下来。迈克也爬了过去，坐在石像的下巴上。这两个地方坐着都很舒服。

“总有一天，我要找到石像的下半身，”迈克说，“看看它究竟有没有脚。”

“估计脚都被叶子和树丛盖住了，”杰西说，“不过相信咱们肯定能找到。”

“今天就别找啦，”班尼说，“咱们的任务是要翻过这座小山。”

亨利准备开始行动了，“你们待着别动，让我先爬。”

亨利迅速攀缘而上。没多久，他便回头大声喊道：“半山腰有块平石板，很宽敞，随便站着、坐着、休息都成，大家快上来吧！”

迈克说：“维莉，我来帮你。拉着我的手。”

“谢谢迈克，”维莉说，“爬山你比我厉害多啦！”

他们奋力往上爬着。“维莉，这儿有个落脚点，”迈克说，“还有一步就到了，等我先爬上去，再来拉你。”

迈克虽然外表粗犷，对维莉却非常温柔。他们终于到达了平石板，可以坐下来休息片刻了。

班尼却不愿多坐。他站起身，环视着四周。最后转过身，望向身后。

“看！”他说，“那儿有棵树桩！”

的确有棵树桩，不过是棵没有根基的树桩。

亨利激动起来。“大家快看！”他大声喊道，“这树桩不是自己长出来的，显然是有人故意放在这儿的！”

“没错，”杰西说，“瞧它四周的石头，是用来固定树桩的。”

“有石头护着，树桩就不会倒了。”班尼补充道。

杰西缓缓地说：“不知道这树桩是用来干什么的。”

“肯定是用来蹬脚当台阶的。”班尼说。

“班尼，我赞成你的说法，”亨利大声说道，“我也要踩上去看看，到底能发现什么。”

亨利小心翼翼地把一只脚踏在树桩上，扶着旁边的小树，站了上去。

“简直是难以想象！”他一边看，一边惊叫起来。

“你看到了什么？”杰西大声问。

“真不敢相信，”亨利高声回答道，“上面有个山洞，看起来跟我们之前的棚车一样呢！”

“哦，不！”杰西无比惊诧，“亨利，这不可能！”

“绝对是真的！”亨利回答，“居然在南太平洋上发现了这样的山洞！不信你们自己上来看看吧！树墩上只能站一个人，杰西，等我下去，你再上来。”

说完，亨利跳了下来，然后扶着杰西爬上树桩。

“天啊，维莉，”杰西大声叫了起来，“岩石里真有个大洞，洞很深，地板就是床，上面铺着叶子和蕨。亨利，你看到那排架子了吗？”

“当然看到啦！”亨利说，“所以我才说像我们的棚车嘛！那架子上摆着盘子呢！”

“杰西，是什么样的盘子？”班尼大声问道。他已经迫不及待了。

“是贝壳做成的盘子，排成一排。班尼，你一定得看看这些餐具，我这就下来。”

维莉本来排在班尼前面，闻言立刻说：“班尼，你先上去看吧！”

班尼兴奋不已。亨利扶着他爬上了树桩，接下来，班尼看到了让他无比兴奋的东西。

“我的小粉杯！”他激动地喊道，“那个杯子跟我的小粉杯一模一样！”

“我也觉得很像呢！”杰西说，“看起来，一定是有人挖了这个洞用来睡觉的。”

“也可能是用来躲雨的，”亨利说，“洞顶的石头是突出来的，正好可以挡雨。”

“让我试试，”迈克说，“看究竟能不能躺下来睡觉。”

班尼跳下来，迈克爬了上去。他在床上躺了下来。

“地板硬梆梆的，跟石头一样。我在这儿可睡不着！”迈克大声说。

“别无选择的时候——比如外面正下着瓢泼大雨，你就能睡得着啦。”亨利说。

班尼重新爬回到石像的鼻子那儿，坐下来，眺望着迈克。突然，他头顶的树叶开始摇晃起来，开始只是一棵树在动，接着，另一棵也开始摆动起来。班尼想：“难道有动物在树上跳来跳去？”

班尼没有出声，沿着树走下去，他仰着头，哗啦啦地冲过灌木和蕨丛，始终盯着树梢看。

“绝对没错，”他想，“一定是有人在树上蹿来蹿去，当然，也有可能是猴子。无论如何，这次我一定要让真相大白！”

班尼继续跟踪着，其间由于太激动，他绊了两次跤，但并不妨碍他随即跳起身追赶。不明之物不停地在树梢间穿越，班尼则不停地在树下追赶着。山洞的事早已被他抛在脑后，他现在满脑子想的都是怎么解开谜团。

“那家伙难道要一直跑下去吗？”班尼已经累得气喘吁吁了，灌木丛和蕨丛都比他高大，要穿越它们绝不容易。“那家伙不停下来，我就不停！”

但他还是停了下来——他一脚踏空，掉下了陷阱。掉落的时候，班尼不禁祈祷道：“但愿陷阱里没水！”
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如班尼所愿，陷阱里没有水，但相当深。“真是万幸啊！”班尼说，“可我怎么出去呢？还是大声呼救吧，但愿亨利能听到！”

还没等他出声，洞口就出现了一张男孩的脸。男孩很瘦，有着棕色的皮肤，披着长长的头发。

“你是谁？”班尼仰头问道。

“我是彼得。”那男孩说。

“你真像女孩，”班尼说，“居然留这么长的头发！”

“怎么会？我是彻头彻尾的男孩！”彼得说，“留长发是因为我没法自己用小刀修理头发。来，班尼，我拉你上来。把手给我！”

班尼抓住了彼得棕色的手。他本以为彼得的手也像女孩那么柔软，结果发现硬得就像小狗爪子一样。

彼得一把将班尼拉出洞口。“这个洞是我的储藏室，”彼得说，“也可以当陷阱用。”

“我早看出来了！”班尼说，“对了，你怎么知道我叫班尼？”

“我已经观察你们很久了。你们每个人我都认识。”彼得说。

两个男孩坐了下来，互相打量着对方，他们全都忘了山洞那儿的四个人。


第十一章　他叫彼得

Peter

山洞这头，迈克正在说：“班尼，你再上来玩一会儿吧，我现在就下去。”

当然，班尼不可能回应，因为他根本不在那儿。

“天哪！”杰西惊呼道，“班尼去哪儿了？”

大家开始大声呼唤：“班尼！班尼！”然后仔细倾听着。

“那边好像有动静，”维莉指着远方说，“像是班尼的声音！他可能遇到麻烦了！”

于是，几个孩子飞快地翻下岩石，穿过树丛，边跑边不停地呼唤着班尼的名字。正跑着，奇怪的一幕突然闯入了他们的眼帘，只见班尼正和一个陌生人坐在陷阱口。

“班尼，你没受伤吧？”杰西大声问。

“我一点事儿都没有，”班尼说，“这位是彼得！我掉到了他的陷阱里，是他把我救了上来。”

亨利跑了过来，和两个男孩并排坐在一起。他问彼得：“你一个人住在岛上吗？”

“是的，”彼得说，“我独自在这儿已经住了三个星期啦。”

“三个星期？”亨利惊讶地问，“你是怎么知道时间的？”

“在树上刻记号啊！以前安德生先生跟我在一起的时候，他刻了六个月的记号。他走了以后，我就只能自己刻了，每过一天就刻一个记号。”

“安德生先生是谁？”杰西问。

“他是个水手。”彼得说，“我们的船撞上珊瑚礁，沉入了海底，我和安德生先生便坐着救生艇来到了这座小岛。我们在一起相依为命了六个月，直到有一天安德生先生去游泳，就再也没有回来。”

“这么说，你在岛上已经待了将近七个月了？”杰西问。

“没错。”彼得答道。

“可你一个人是怎么生活的呢？”杰西又问。

“我过得很好啊！”彼得说，“该怎么做，安德生先生都教给我了。”

“彼得，快跟我们说说，”迈克说，“你是怎么发现那个山洞的？”

“这件事说起来有趣，”彼得说，“我曾在书上看到过四个孩子生活在棚车里的故事，受到了启发。有一天雨下得很大，我在岛上找地方避雨，就发现了那些有檐的大石头。你们到小岛之前，我常坐在山洞里看雨呢！”

亨利悄声对班尼说：“先不要告诉他，我们就是棚车少年，以后再对他讲吧。”

迈克看着彼得，突然发问道：“那天的饼干是你拿的吗？”

彼得顿时不安起来。“对不起，”他说，“我在岛上呆了太久了。这儿的东西都不用花钱，任凭我拿，像香蕉、鱼、椰子、牡蛎、螃蟹、甘蔗什么的，都是如此。所以看到饼干也就习惯性地拿走了。”

“没关系，没关系！”迈克说，“谢天谢地，现在再不会有人怀疑是我偷吃了饼干！”

亨利问道：“彼得，你为什么之前不肯出来见我们呢？是害怕我们吗？”

“是的。”彼得说，“安德生先生说过，要是在岛上看到什么人，一定要躲起来，不能让人知道我在这儿。”

“安德生先生要你提防的应该是危险的人吧，比如食人族什么的，”亨利说，“不过这附近已经没有食人族了。”

“我不清楚，”彼得说，“你们也有可能是危险的人啊！后来我观察了你们很久，现在可以确定了，你们都是好人。”

“幸好我们找到了你！”亨利说。

“虽然我们知道你能照顾好自己，”杰西说，“但你不妨搬过来和我们一起住，和我们一起分享食物。对了，我们快要离开小岛了，你想和我们一起走吗？”

“那当然，”彼得说，“我想爸爸妈妈了。我以前住在波士顿附近。”

“那我们送你回波士顿，”班尼说，“只要咱们的船一来，我们就会帮你找到爸爸妈妈的。”

“嘿，小家伙，”亨利说，“别夸海口！我们只能尽力而为。彼得，如果说有谁能找到你父母的话，那这个人非我们的爷爷莫属。”

迈克冷不丁问道：“彼得，你怎么这么黑啊？”

“太阳晒的呗！要知道我已经在这儿生活好久了！”

“走吧，彼得，”亨利说，“我们带你去见纳思和爷爷。”

彼得并没有问谁是纳思，谁是爷爷，因为他对他们已经很了解了。他说：“你们到岛上的第一天，我就看到你们了。那天我看到大轮船，简直吓坏了！你们找到海龟壳的时候，我也看到了。你们说的每一句话我都听见了。后来我还看到你们找到了我的船，当时我特别怕你们把船拿走。”

“没错，我们听到你的哭声了，”班尼说，“我还纳闷是谁遇到麻烦了，没想到是你。”

大家开始往茅屋走去。杰西边走边说：“彼得，你居然还记得怎么说话？”

“我每天都会跟自己说话，”彼得说，“还会跟我的小鸟说话。”

“他会说什么话？”迈克问。

“是她，”彼得纠正道，“我的小鸟是个小姑娘。她会说‘早上好’、‘晚安’和‘你好啊，彼得’，还会说‘谢谢’、‘是’、‘不是’、‘生日快乐’和‘小心，很热！’”

“真是只伶俐的小鸟！”亨利说，“她一定经常陪着你。”

“没错，所以我很爱老米拉——米拉是我给她取的名字，安德生先生说她是只八哥鸟。”

“彼得，现在有我们陪你了，不是更好？”维莉问。

“那当然，”彼得说，“所以我才把班尼从陷阱里救出来啊，我觉得这是和你们认识的好机会，而且又没有大人在场。”

杰西说：“真好！爷爷和纳思肯定会惊讶万分的！”

不过他们并不知道，此时纳思刚刚飞奔回茅屋。孩子们到家时，纳思正装作若无其事的样子，坐在茅屋顶上，继续修那个破洞。

“纳思！”班尼喊道，“快来看我们发现了什么！我们的谜团解开了！”

纳思在屋顶上看到了彼得。“哈，原来是个小男孩！”纳思说，“你们是在哪儿找到他的？奥登先生，快来看我们的小客人！”

奥登先生走到门口，向外望去。

“爷爷，这是彼得！”亨利介绍道，“他在小岛上已经生活了六个多月了！”

奥登先生睡意阑珊，听了这话，他以为自己仍在梦中：“生活了六个多月？怎么可能？”

“他和我们一样，过得很开心呐！”班尼说，“美中不足的是没有饼干、牛奶和肉吃。”

纳思说：“来，彼得，快坐下跟我们讲讲你的经历。你是坐沙滩上的那艘救生艇来的吗？”

“是的，先生，”彼得回答道，“六个多月以前，安德生先生和我坐着那条船来到了岛上。”
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纳思和奥登先生对视了一眼。

接着，奥登先生也走了过来，坐在彼得的旁边，“彼得，我想多了解一些那次沉船事件，我只知道它是因海难失事的。你愿意讲给我听听吗？如果回忆让你太伤心，就算了。”

“哦，没关系的，”彼得说，“我很乐意讲给你们听，也许说出来就不会太难过了。那天深夜，我们遇到了一场罕见的大暴风雨，轮船颠簸着，撞上了珊瑚礁，最后开始下沉。船员们在船的一边放下了三条救生艇，我和爸爸妈妈以及安德生先生坐上了其中一条，后来又上来了几个人，救生艇就翻了，大家一起掉到了水里，我什么都看不见了。”

“你父母得救了吗？”爷爷轻声问。

“我不知道，”彼得说，“也许吧！当时周围一片漆黑，我不停地下沉，下沉……突然，我模糊地意识到，安德生先生又把我拉回了救生艇。等我醒来的时候，就已经在这座小岛上了。从那以后，我们再也没见过其他的船。”

“这么说，你的父母可能以为你失踪了。”爷爷说。

“我也是这么觉得的——假如他们还活着的话。”

纳思说：“报纸上说，有一些幸存者被救了起来，并被送到了旧金山。”

“是真的吗？”彼得赶紧看向纳思，“说不定我的爸爸妈妈也得救了，可是他们肯定不知道我在哪儿。我和安德生先生一直没见到经过小岛的轮船。”

“沉船的地方离这儿一定很远。”爷爷说。

“是很远，因为安德生先生说他划了整整一天一夜才来到这儿，我想没人能游得过来。对了，你们能帮我剪剪头发吗？”

“亨利是理发高手呢！”迈克说。

维莉从工具袋里拿出她的剪刀，递给亨利。

亨利边剪边说：“彼得，这些剪下来的长头发你还是保留着吧！总有一天，你会想再看到它们的。”然后，他给彼得剪了个和迈克一样的发型。

“现在看起来帅多啦！”亨利说。

“彼得，你实在是好样儿的，能独自在岛上生活那么长时间，”纳思说，“我想你是个勇敢的孩子。”

“不勇敢不行啊！”彼得说，“真不好意思，我穿着这样的衣服，是不是很难看？”

大家这才注意到了彼得的衣服——他确实打扮得很古怪，所谓的衣服其实是大叶子做成的，叶子用棕色的绳子系在一起，很多根绳头在身上晃悠着。

“我原来的衣服因为洗掉了一颗纽扣，就再也不能穿了，”彼得说，“后来，我只好用椰子壳上的线编了些绳子，把叶子系在一起当衣服穿。”

听到这里，迈克立刻站起身，跑向自己的储物盒。随即又跑了回来，向彼得摊开手掌。

彼得看了一眼，不禁大声惊呼道，“是我的扣子！它是在海滩旁边的一个小水洼里被弄丢的。”他指着扣子说，“我后来怎么找都没找到。”

“你怎么可能找到呢？是我们钓上来的鱼吃掉了它，”迈克说，“而我们又把鱼吃掉了。”

“扣子能还给我吗？”彼得问，“我想留着它做个纪念。”

爷爷站了起来，“当然可以，彼得，好好保留着它吧！亨利，你去找几件衣服给彼得穿上，打扮齐整了，他的心情也会变好的。”

亨利和彼得立刻走进小茅屋。片刻之后，等他们出来时，彼得已经完全变了模样。

亨利问纳思：“你估计‘海星号’什么时候会返航？”

“天啊！”纳思感叹道，“这么多天以来，终于有人提到‘海星号’了！它随时都可能返航的。”

杰西说：“其实我们一点都不想离开蓝色海湾，但是现在不同了，我们想尽快帮彼得找到他的爸爸妈妈。”

“我几乎都忘记他们的样子了，”彼得说，“不过我肯定能认出他们来。”

爷爷轻声问：“彼得，你姓什么？”

“豪恩。”彼得回答道。

“豪恩？”迈克和班尼同时惊诧地叫了起来。

班尼解释道，“我们的老师就姓豪恩
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 。我就说了嘛，她的名字总会让我联想到牛。”

“牛？”杰西问，“为什么会联想到牛？”

“牛角是牛的一部分嘛！”班尼说。

“哈，原来如此，”杰西被逗得哈哈大笑，“你真调皮！”

“彼得·豪恩。”奥登先生慢慢地重复了一遍彼得的名字，似乎想起了什么。

“我爸爸的名字也叫彼得·豪恩。”彼得说。

“这个信息非常重要，孩子。”奥登先生说，“我们会努力寻找他们的，不过你要有心理准备，你的父母也有可能在沉船事故中遇难了，明白吗？”

“明白，”彼得说，“我刚刚还在想，假如回到家，他们不在了，我该怎么办？”

“别担心，彼得，”亨利说，“你可以搬来和我们一起住，做我们家的一员。”

亨利刚说完，所有人都微笑着点头，包括奥登先生。彼得简直不敢相信眼前的一切！
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 豪恩的英文是horn，牛角的意思。


第十二章　八口之家

Eight in the Family

爷爷沉吟着说：“班尼，不能因为你的老师姓豪恩，就把她想成彼得的妈妈，姓豪恩的人有很多。”

纳思问道：“安德生先生后来怎么样了？”

“我也不知道，”彼得说，“他说他想去一个沙滩附近游泳，然后就再也没回来。”

“你是说那片绿色海湾吗？”迈克问。

“不，是它旁边的一个海湾，就在救生艇附近。”

大家都沉默了，但每个人都明白发生了什么事：“安德生先生去的是鲨鱼海湾！如果不是纳思和我们在一起，我们说不定也会遭遇不测！”

杰西赶紧换了个话题：“彼得，你饿了吗？”

“不是很饿，”彼得说，“不过你们应该还有饼干吧？看到饼干我就会想起面包，我已经六个多月没吃面包了。”

“六个多月？”维莉惊讶地问。

“是啊，所以我才会偷拿那些饼干的，纳思先生。”彼得不好意思地说。

“没关系，”纳思说，“你不用介意。”

“我很内疚，”彼得说，“当时我看到你们冤枉了另一个小孩。”

“那个被冤枉的人就是我！”迈克说。

“对不起，迈克，是我错怪你了。”纳思赶紧道歉。

“别提那事儿啦！”迈克说，“班尼，咱们走吧！”

只见他们俩飞奔着去拿了一些压缩饼干回来。看到彼得狼吞虎咽地吃饼干的样子，大家都笑了起来，他好像已经饿坏了。

“晚餐还有更好吃的东西在等着呢！”班尼说，“我们会吃炖肉和布丁！”

“布丁？噢，我想起布丁是什么了，”彼得暂时停止了咀嚼，“布丁是甜的，对吧？”

“没错，”迈克说，“我们的布丁是用椰奶、甘蔗和香蕉做成的。”

“听起来很美味。”彼得说，“我妈以前也会给我做好吃的，真希望能找到她。”

“就算别人不行，爷爷也绝对能找到你妈妈。”班尼说，“爷爷是最有办法的。”

迈克插了一句：“彼得，待会儿我的毛毯给你用！”

彼得说：“迈克，你真好，不过谢谢你，我可能用不着毛毯，我现在身体很皮实，在岩石上睡觉都没关系。”

“那你来教我们爬树吧！”亨利提议道。

“爬树简单得很，”彼得说，“只要树上有你想要的东西，你肯定就能爬上去。”

奥登先生在旁边静静地听着，他已经完全从午睡中清醒了过来。他仔细端详着彼得，心想：“真是一个好孩子！只要想想我的其中一个孙儿在岛上生活了六个月，我都要心疼坏啦！”他不禁摇了摇头。他本不想告诉别人自己的打算，但现在准备说了：“现在我们这个大家庭有八个人了。”

接下来，这个八口之家享用了一顿非常美味的晚餐。纳思把他的勺子借给了彼得，自己则用做饭的大勺子吃饭。大家正准备开始吃炖肉的时候，突然，一个声音喊道：“小心，好烫！”

“是谁？”迈克惊讶地问。

“是老米拉。”彼得说完，吹了声奇怪的口哨，迅即从树上飞下一只深紫色的小鸟。小鸟的翅膀是白色的，头是黄色的。

“你好啊，米拉！”彼得说。

“你好啊，彼得！”八哥回应道。
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“哦，让他跟我讲几句话吧！”迈克央求道。

“是她。”彼得纠正道。于是，他让小鸟飞到自己的手上，教道：“米拉，你说‘怎么了，迈克’。”

可是小鸟什么也没说。

“她不愿意跟我们说话，”班尼说，“她害怕我们。”

“她倒不害怕，”彼得说，“只不过要学会这几个词儿，得费点时间。”

接着，彼得又把那句话重复了几遍，还喂了些肉给八哥吃。

“小心，好烫！”八哥说完便飞了起来，一边飞一边说，“怎么了，迈克？”

迈克开心极了，“真是个能说会道的宝贝！说不定我们还可以教她唱歌呢！”

“她会唱歌！”彼得说，“来，米拉，唱‘我的家，在树上。’”彼得哼着调调。

果然，米拉跟着唱了起来。

“好神奇的小鸟！”亨利赞叹道。

“她唱歌的声音有些奇怪。”迈克说。

“咱们人还不是一样？”班尼说，“有些人唱歌和说话的声音就是不同。”

亨利提醒道：“船马上就要来接我们了，咱们得赶紧做好准备，开始收拾行李。哦，我的鞋子都快穿烂了。”

“我已经很久没穿鞋了，”彼得说，“沉船那晚，我都来不及穿上鞋子。班尼，你摸摸我的脚。”

班尼摸了摸，惊讶地说：“哇，你的脚硬得像石头！真的，亨利，你来摸摸。”

亨利说：“果然硬得像小狗的爪子，彼得，这是因为你长期爬树、攀岩造成的，只可惜以后你都得穿鞋啦。”

“是有点可惜，不过我也喜欢穿新鞋子的感觉。”彼得说，“我常常梦到自己穿着新鞋子呢！”

说完，他们尝了尝自制的布丁，好吃极了。

吃完晚饭，彼得开始教大家怎么爬树，“首先，你们要把鞋子脱了。”

亨利第一个爬上去。“不穿鞋子爬树果然容易多了！彼得，我的脚很快就会变得跟你的一样硬喽！”

“没那么快！”彼得说，“不过我可不希望咱们呆那么久！”

晚上他们睡觉的时候，老米拉第一个睡着了。三个星期以来，这是大家第一次睡觉时没有人在树上观望。

在广阔的海面上，“海星号”正向小岛驶来。布朗船长兀自微笑着，因为他想到了班尼和迈克。不过他不知道，现在岛上又多了一个小男孩——彼得·豪恩。


第十三章　海星号

Sea Star

第二天早晨，第一个醒来的也是老米拉。她扑腾着翅膀，飞出茅屋，飞进了树丛。她吃完早餐，等着太阳升起来的工夫，便开始叫道：“起床，懒虫！”

大家都从梦中惊醒了。班尼笑道：“原来是老米拉，我还以为是有人在叫早呐！”

纳思和亨利准备开始生火做饭。“早餐能喝到咖啡，爷爷果然很开心！”亨利一边走一边说。

“我更开心！”纳思笑着说，“维莉这个小丫头实在太会体贴人啦。”

“是啊！”亨利说，“对了，关于彼得的父母，你是怎么想的？你真觉得他们还活着吗？”

“谁知道呢？”纳思说，“不过那些得救的人中，说不定就有彼得的父母。只要他们活着，你爷爷肯定会想办法找到他们的。”

“没错，爷爷肯定会有办法的！”亨利说。

他们聊得过于投入，没有看一眼海面，更没有注意到，正当他们跪在地上，准备开始生火的时候，“海星号”冒着蒸汽，已经离得越来越近了。

咖啡刚刚开始沸腾，奥登先生猛地大喊起来：“纳思！”

大家抬起头，看到奥登先生正微笑着指向海面。

“有艘轮船！”亨利大声喊道，“是‘海星号’！”

班尼和迈克飞奔过来，在沙滩上兴奋地蹦跳着，向轮船挥着手。

“隔得太远，船上的人还看不到你们呐！”亨利说。

“没关系，很快就能看到了。”纳思说，“我们要是有个大点的咖啡壶就好了，这样就可以用咖啡招待他们啦。”

杰西说：“别担心，纳思，轮船上有的是咖啡，您就只管喝吧！”

“纳思，谁会坐救生艇来接咱们？会是布朗船长么？”

“我想不会。布朗船长是不会离开轮船的，应该是二副来接咱们。”

然而这次纳思猜错了。此时，“海星号”在蓝色海湾外停了下来，船员们放下救生艇，船长和二副坐了上去，向小岛疾驶而来，众人帮着将救生艇拖上了岸。

“船长，十分感谢你能亲自过来接我们！”奥登先生说。

这时，船长看到了彼得，不由惊讶地叫道：“这是哪儿来的孩子？”

“他是‘探索者二号’上的幸存者，先生。”纳思回答道，“自从‘探索者二号’失事以后，他就一直待在这座小岛上。”

“我们要去找他的父母，”班尼说，“爷爷一定会找到的。”

“好了，班尼。”亨利打断了他的话。

“爷爷可能会找到的，”班尼换了个说法，“只要爷爷愿意，他总会有办法。”

船长看了看奥登先生，欲言又止。

奥登先生见状赶紧说道：“咱们坐下来聊吧！你们吃过早饭了吗？”

“谢谢，我们刚刚在船上吃过了，”船长说，“你们在这儿过得怎么样？”

“我们过得不知道有多好呐！”班尼说，“不过我们现在想早点回去了。”

“没错！”奥登先生说，“咱们先尽快返回旧金山，我想帮这个孩子找到他的父母。孩子们，你们也都想回家吗？”

“想！”杰西说。“我也想！”维莉附和道。

彼得什么也没说，但他的眼睛闪闪发光。

“彼得要哭了。”班尼想。

不过彼得并没哭，他只是走到奥登先生身边，伸出手。奥登先生握住了他的手。

“难道爷爷要哭了吗？”班尼想。

然而爷爷也没有哭，他只是说：“好硬的小手，坚硬得像石头！艰难的生活却使你很开心，对吗？记住，好孩子，磨难是一种财富！”

“你们什么时候可以出发，先生？”船长问。

“很快就可以啦，”班尼替爷爷回答道，“我们没有多少东西需要打包。”

“也没那么快，小家伙，”奥登先生说，“你们难道不想把迈克的龟壳锅带着吗？还有我们自己做的碟子和勺子？”

“把彼得的盘子也带着吧！”杰西说。

“还有老米拉。”彼得说。

“是啊，还有老米拉呢！”亨利说，“彼得，你能抓住她吗？”

“抓倒是能抓住，不过她不喜欢坐船，到时候还是会飞走。”

“你有什么办法，船长？”奥登先生问，“有鸟笼吗？”

“没有鸟笼，不过我有一个装螃蟹的笼子。”

奥登先生又继续说：“还有件事得麻烦你，船长，你带微型照相机了吗？”

“当然带了，我一直随身携带着呐！”

“那太好啦，让亨利跟着你去拍些照片回来吧，把瀑布、泉水、石像……”

“还有彼得的山洞！”班尼补充道。

“是的，把这些都拍下来，要拍特写哦！再去拍一张‘探索者二号’救生艇的照片——一定要把船名拍进去。”

“最后再回来拍一张茅屋和我们所有人的合影！”杰西补充道。

“合影现在就可以拍啊！”船长笑着说，“大家都站过来，靠近一点儿！”

正在这时，老米拉从树上飞了下来，彼得用手托着小鸟，大家开心地笑了，船长趁机按下了快门。

随后，亨利和船长一起去拍照，纳思则准备开始打包行李，“你们几个男孩子过来帮忙吧！”

“我虽然有点想家，”迈克大声叫道，“可是我更不想离开蓝色海湾！我不想回家了！”

“这可不行！”班尼大声叫道。他一跃而起，“爷爷，走之前还要来杯咖啡吗？”

“当然要，谢谢你，班尼。最后一杯咖啡总是最香的。迈克，到我这儿来。”

迈克来到奥登先生身边，将手放在爷爷的膝盖上，“我度过了一段非常美好的时光，奥登爷爷，真不希望就这样结束了。”

“听我说，迈克，美好的时光并没有结束——想想看，送彼得回家也是一件美好的事儿啊！我的孩子，属于你的美好时光永远不会结束。一切都要顺其自然，要相信爷爷总是你的坚强后盾。记住：学会喜爱一切，包括结束和分别！”

“我能学会的！”迈克说，“我已经喜欢上大部分东西了。”

“我知道你可以的，好孩子！”

说完，迈克便又劲头十足地忙着去打包了。“班尼，我真希望照片都能洗出来，”他说，“回家以后要是能看到那些照片，该多有意思啊！”

不多会儿，所有的东西都打包好了。亨利和船长也回来了，他们给两间茅屋也拍了张照片。

“行李都打包好了，除了老米拉。”杰西说。

于是，二副把螃蟹笼子放在沙滩上，彼得放了一颗浆果进去，米拉走进笼子，彼得顺手关上了门。
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“干得漂亮！”班尼赞道。

纳思用海水把炉膛的火浇灭后，大伙儿把两艘救生艇推到水里。

“我和奥登先生坐一艘船，”船长冲迈克眨眨眼，“我俩想聊聊天。”

“好吧，”班尼说，“随便你们！我们几个也想好好聊聊！”


第十四章　各回各家

Home

小船在蓝色海湾上漂荡，布朗船长给海滩也留了张影：“我把你们的炉子和两间茅屋全照进去了。现在，奥登先生，您有什么计划，尽管讲吧！”

“我的计划是，尽我所能找到彼得的父母——前提是，他们没有遇难。”

具体计划在小船到达“海星号”之前便商量妥当了。船员们早已在船舷旁等候着，他们开心地把奥登一家人从小船里拉上去，并将龟壳锅搬到了甲板上。而船长一上船就去了发报室。

奥登先生坐了下来，悠闲地四处张望。“麻烦请再给我一杯咖啡！”说完，他从一位船员手里接过咖啡，“非常感谢！”

“哈，用正经杯碟喝咖啡的感觉就是不一样啊！”班尼说，“爷爷，瞧，上黄油面包啦！”

孩子们紧紧盯着面包。“是黄油面包！”迈克喊道。他几乎忘记了这玩意儿叫什么。

奥登先生看了看彼得，数起了人数：“一、二、三、四、五……加上纳思就是六个人。请拿一整条黄油面包来，好吗？”他转头对船员说，“孩子们饿坏了，吃得下好多面包和黄油呢！”

面包被整个端了上来，彼得睁大了眼睛，“天啊，真不敢相信！”等到船长过来的时候，孩子们全都已经狼吞虎咽地开吃了。

“这些天就惦记着它呢！”亨利说。

彼得说：“以后吃面包我都会怀着感恩的心！”

这时，奥登先生开口了：“你们吃完面包后，先不要去发报室，我知道你们最喜欢和发报室的比尔聊天，但这次不行。”

看到没有任何人质疑，船长不禁心想：“孩子们多服从命令啊！要是所有人都能这样就好了！”

“海星号”开始全速前进。比尔频繁地进出发报室，每次出来都会拿着一张黄色的纸给奥登先生看，而爷爷每次简单跟他说了几句话后，比尔则又会走进发报室。

“彼得，我们带你参观一下‘海星号’吧！”班尼提议道。

他们参观完回到甲板上之后，爷爷说：“从今天下午开始，大家又要上课了，彼得也要上！这一次，你们上课的内容不是看书，而是写书——关于这次旅行的游记。”

“写书！”杰西惊讶地叫道，“这太有趣啦！”

“写书吗？”迈克问，“我不会啊！”

“那也得写，反正爷爷是这么交代的，迈克小家伙。”班尼说，“放心吧，我敢肯定，你写的书是最有趣的。”

果然如此！当迈克朗读自己的书时，每一页都能让大家哈哈大笑。

船上的日子在孩子们的忙忙碌碌和对回家的期盼中一天天过去。

一天，船上突然铃声大作，孩子们一跃而起，冲上了甲板。

“我就知道这么响的铃声准能把你们叫来！”爷爷说，“彼得，有好消息了！”

“您是说，彼得的爸爸有消息了？”迈克轻声问道。

“对！他的爸爸妈妈还活着！他们会在旧金山的码头迎接我们！”

“噢，天哪！”彼得轻呼道。

“你们可以看电报了，这是刚到的一封，上面写着，‘最后见到儿子彼得·豪恩，在探索者二号上’。”

“是我爸爸发的电报吗？”彼得问。

“没错，他还签了自己的名字——彼得·豪恩。”

亨利一把搂住了彼得，“好家伙，来，快到长椅上坐一会儿。”班尼和迈克也陪他坐下来。

“咱们明天就靠岸了！”奥登先生说。

“但愿我能活到明天！”班尼打趣道。

大家都平安活到了第二天，而且激动万分地看到了陆地。旧金山离他们越来越近，船从金门大桥下面穿过，码头近在眼前。码头上有一大群人正等着迎接轮船入港。

“哎，”杰西说，“可惜马上要和船员们分别了。”

大家跟布朗船长以及所有船员一一握手告别，最后来到纳思的身旁。

维莉抬起头，看着纳思：“纳思，真不想对你说再见！”

迈克说：“也许以后我们再也见不到你了。”

纳思笑着对维莉和迈克说：“放心吧，我们还会见面的。我会经常路过你们的家。”

“那一定要来我们家吃饭哦！”班尼说，“随时欢迎！我们做焗黄豆给你吃！”

正在这时，彼得突然喊道：“我看到妈妈了！还有爸爸！他们在那儿朝我挥手呢！”

“那是你妈妈吗？”班尼问，“可惜不是我们的老师，一点都不像。”

“我就知道，你们俩会失望的。”爷爷说。

“没关系，”班尼说，“只要她是彼得的妈妈，这就够了。”

他们终于登上了码头。

“妈妈——”彼得大声呼唤着。

“孩子，我还以为再也见不到你了呢！”豪恩夫人呜咽道。

豪恩先生握住彼得的手，扶他走上台阶，来到街上。

“豪恩先生，您不用扶彼得的，”迈克笑着说，“他连楼房都能爬得上去呢！”

彼得不太喜欢穿鞋子，但他很快就适应了。

奥登先生看着豪恩先生说：“咱们找个安静的地方坐坐吧！吃过午饭后我们就要坐飞机回东部了。”

“你们把彼得送回家，我真不知道该怎么感谢你们！”豪恩先生说。

“不用客气的，”奥登先生说，“出租车来了，大家都上车吧！”

不久之后，他们就坐在一张大餐桌旁，开始共进午饭了。“哈，花生酱！”班尼叫了起来，“我还以为再也见不到你了呢！”

“你是不是快忘记它的味道啦？”奥登先生笑着说，“豪恩先生，你想不到吧，即使把世界上所有好东西放在这些小家伙面前，他们也只会选花生酱。”

大家向彼得的爸爸妈妈讲述了蓝色海湾的经历。彼得的妈妈说：“我从来没有放弃寻找彼得，现在，儿子总算找到啦。”

“我爷爷什么都可以找到呢！”班尼说，“对了，彼得住在哪儿？”

“我们住在波士顿附近，这是我们家的房子。”豪恩先生说着，拿出了一张照片。

“真是一个好地方！”迈克说，“还有可以爬的树，可惜不是香蕉树。”

“是很可惜啊！”豪恩先生笑着说，“我们没有香蕉树。”

午饭后，大家上了飞机。乘客们全被这家人的欢乐感染了，一路上他们说个不停。迈克和班尼跑来跑去，跟乘客们绘声绘色地讲述着小岛还有彼得的故事。
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在欢笑声中，飞机到达了芝加哥，迈克本来不想下去，但是看到妈妈和哥哥帕特后，他就改变主意了。

“我的老师！”他大声喊道，“老师也来接我了！我猜她肯定不知道香蕉是朝上而不是朝下长的！”

“这才是我们的迈克嘛！”亨利拍了拍迈克的肩膀，“明年你就能教老师们了。”

飞机终于在波士顿机场降落了。大伙儿下了飞机，跟彼得依依惜别。

“我们会常常来看你的。”亨利说。

豪恩先生拿着装老米拉的笼子，米拉说道：“怎么了，迈克？”

班尼笑得前仰后合：“看来老米拉根本不知道这些话的意思，她只会鹦鹉学舌。”

可是这时老米拉看着班尼说：“迈克走了！”

“太不可思议了！”亨利说。

“太不可思议了！”老米拉说。

“妈妈，咱们走吧！”彼得笑着说，“一会儿老米拉准会说‘小心，好烫’了。”

“这句话倒没错，天气是很热嘛！”班尼说。

大家目送着彼得走出机场的大门。

亨利这才长长地吁了口气，说：“爷爷，谢谢您给我们安排的这次旅行，它实在是太棒啦！”

“自家人别说客气话，孩子，”奥登先生说，“我自己也玩得非常开心呢！”

他们刚进家门，就听到了望望的欢叫声。望望重又见到家人，高兴得不知如何是好。奥登先生则哼起了歌谣：“东跑西跑，家里最好。”

班尼抱起了望望，“爷爷，您说得没错，家里是很好。不过，蓝色海湾真的很漂亮呢……明年我们能去别的地方吗？”

奥登先生微笑地看着班尼，但他只是说：“也许吧！”

孩子们兴奋不已。因为他们知道，爷爷说的“也许”，通常意味着“一定”！


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 6·Blue Bay Mystery




Chapter 1　Plans

One winter day Jessie Alden met her brother Henry in the hall.

She said,"Henry,I think Grandfather is up to something. Violet thinks so,too."

"What do you mean,Jessie?"said Henry."Do you mean business trouble?"

"Oh,no! Not at all!" said Jessie. "I think he is planning something. He jokes with Benny all the time. And he smiles to himself when he thinks no one is looking."

Henry said,"I hope he is happy. What else have you noticed?"

"Last night Grandfather was at the telephone in the hall. When I came down the stairs,he stopped talking suddenly.

"Then the other day a strange man came to see him. He was a very big,strong man. I could hear his deep voice.He laughed all the time. Jolly,you know. Grandfather laughed a lot,too," said Jessie.

"Maybe you are right," said Henry. "I'll keep my eyes open,too. He will tell us if there is anything he wants us to know."

Henry did watch his grandfather after that. It was true. Mr. Alden seemed very happy. Once he started to say something. Then he stopped.

Then at last,one day in January,the same man came to call. Mr.Alden took him into the front room and shut the door. He took the stranger's hat and coat and hung them up. He gave him an easy chair.
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The four Aldens would have been surprised to hear what their grandfather then had to say to the stranger.

He said,"My grandchildren love to see new places. They love adventure. They love boats. Henry is the oldest,and he and Jessie go to high school. Violet comes next and Benny is the youngest."

The man smiled."So they all like adventure!" he said.

"Yes,but best of all,they like to make something of nothing. Do you understand what I mean?"

"Yes,sir! I understand very well,Mr. Alden. I understand because I am just like that,too! I like to make a fine fish pole out of a stick,a string,and a bent pin. I like to make a plate out of a flat stone."

"That's exactly right, Lars! " cried Mr. Alden. "You do understand."

Lars thought for a minute. Then he went on. "I think you want your grandchildren to have an exciting time,but you don't want them in any real danger."

"Right again!"said Mr.Alden."Shake hands,Lars!And now I'll call them.You can watch them when I tell them!"

Mr. Alden opened the door and shouted,"Benny! Get Henry and Jessie and Violet. All of you come down. I want to tell you something."

The four Aldens were soon in the front room.

"Jessie,Violet,Henry,and Benny,this is Lars Larson,"said Mr. Alden smiling. "He is your friend from now on."

Lars shook hands with them all. He said,patting the dog,as everyone else sat down, "And this is Watch. I know him,too."

Grandfather said, "Now I am going to tell you about a plan."

"I told you Grandfather was up to something," said Jessie.

"Did you,my dear?"said Mr. Alden. "Well,we are all going on a trip. Lars is going with us. He has already been where we want to go so he can tell us all about it."

"How are we going on the trip?"asked Benny. "On a plane? On a ship?"

"Both,"said Mr. Alden smiling.

"And where?"asked Benny.

"We are going to an island in the South Seas," said his grandfather.

"Oh,boy!"cried Benny.

"I'll tell you all about it,"said Mr. Alden. "I have to go to San Francisco on business and I thought it would be fun for you to go with me. Then suddenly one of my business friends said his company's ship was going to Tahiti about that time,and did we want to go along?We would be the only passengers. So I said yes."

"So we are going to Tahiti!" said Henry.

"No," said Grandfather. "My friend told me about his first mate,Lars Larson.

"Three years ago,Lars was shipwrecked on a beautiful island in the South Seas. The ship hit a reef and two men were lost. One of them was Lars."

"He doesn't look lost," said Benny.

"No,the two men landed on this beautiful island in a lifeboat. The others were picked up by other ships. Lars and the other man lived on the island until a ship came and picked them up,too.

"Lars has told me all about the beautiful island. It is very safe,for nobody lives there. There are no dangerous animals. There is water,enough food to live on,and Lars would Like to go there again for a vacation."

"And we're going to this island?" asked Violet softly.

"Right!" said Mr. Alden. "The Tahiti ship will take us there,and come and get us on the way back."

"Oh,what a wonderful idea!" cried Jessie. "We do love to see new places!"

"And we love ships!" said Henry. "You knew that,Grandfather."

"Yes,and who else do you think is going?" asked Mr. Alden with a laugh.

"I don't know," said Jessie,laughing too. "We never could guess."

"Mike!" said Grandfather.

"Mike!" yelled Benny. "Oh,boy! My old friend,Mike Wood. I would like that best of anything in the world. Mike and I could have a neat time. We're just the same age!"

Henry said,"This is such a grand surprise. You say we are going to fly?"

"Yes,we will fly from here in New England to Chicago. We will pick up Mike there,and go on to San Francisco. Then we will take the ship."

"But what about school?" asked Henry.

Benny shouted,"Oh,we stay out of school! That will be cool! You can tell our teachers that we are going to the South Seas,Grandfather."

Henry said,"Everyone in your school will know about the South Seas in just one day,Ben."

Mr. Alden laughed too. He said,"Let me tell you about school. I began this plan a long time ago. I talked with your teachers. They gave me all your lessons until you come back."

"Do we have new schoolbooks?"asked Jessie.

Mr. Alden smiled and said,"Yes,the books are right on the table."

He gave each one a paper book. Henry's was dark green,with HENRY on the cover in gold. There was a violet book with VIOLET on the cover,a blue one for Jessie,and a bright red one for Benny.

"Better not look at them now," said Mr. Alden. "They are very interesting. Every day on the boat you will study these books."

"A Boat School,Benny," said Jessie. She was afraid Benny would not like this.

"A Boat School!" cried Benny. "That will be fun,but we won't have school on the island,will we,Lars?"

"There will be no time,my lad," said Lars. "You'll be busy finding something to eat. That will be school enough. How about a lesson right now? A boat is not a ship. A boat can be carried on a ship. Our ship is too big to be carried by another."

"Oh,I get it," said Benny. "Then we'll call the school a Ship School."

"Almost,Benny," said Lars. "A sailor would say,Ship's School."

"That's neat,"said Benny,"Ship's School!"

"Is the island beautiful,Lars?" asked Jessie. "Palm trees and everything?"

"Oh,yes," said Lars. "That's why I want to see it again. I'm glad to spend my vacation there with you. We can go fishing,too."

"Fishing!" said Henry. "Ben and I love to fish."

"And Mike. Mike loves to fish,too," said Benny. "Good old Mike! I can't wait to see him. Grandfather you know it's awfully hard for me to wait for anything. When are we going?"

"Next week," said Mr. Alden laughing. "I know you can't ever wait. So that's why I didn't tell you before."

"We'll have to pack soon," said Jessie.

"No,that's another thing," said Mr. Alden. He looked at Jessie,the perfect housekeeper. "You see you will need other clothes for the ship,and still others for the island. It is very hot there. So your Cousin Alice packed your summer clothes and they have gone already. You will find them on the ship."

"What a grandfather!" said Henry.

"Can Watch go?" asked Benny.

"Sorry,my boy. Let me tell you about Watch," began Mr. Alden.

"And now I know he can't," said Benny.

"No,he can't,"said Mr.Alden."Watch wouldn't like the plane,or the boat,or the island,really. Mr. and Mrs. McGregor need a watchdog and we don't. Mike can't take Spot either."

"That's good," said Benny. "No dogs at all. You can't go,Watch."

"Watch has gone to sleep on my foot," said Lars.

"That means he likes you," said Jessie.

"I'm glad of that," said Lars. Watch lifted his head. Lars patted him and said,"Goodby. I have to go now,Watch."

"Yes,Lars has work to do," said Grandfather. "We will meet again in San Francisco."

They were all sorry to see Lars go. He was already a good friend.

When Lars had gone,Henry looked at Jessie and Violet and said,"Aren't we lucky to have a grandfather who takes us on a trip,and helps us go to school just the same?"

Jessie smiled at her brother. She said,"I was thinking the same thing. What a lot of surprises Grandfather thinks of!"

But nobody knew then what the biggest surprise was going to be.

Not even Grandfather. Not even Lars.


Chapter 2　Getting Ready

The next week soon came and the Alden family sat eating breakfast. Mr. Alden said,"You will not go to school today,for we leave tomorrow. You have many things to do."

"What?" asked Benny.

Grandfather laughed.He said,"For one thing,Benny,look under your chair."

Benny turned upside down and looked. "Oh,boy!" he cried. He pulled out a little bright red suitcase.

Henry looked under his chair. He pulled out a green suitcase just like Benny's.

Jessie laughed. She knew what she would find. She did find a pretty blue suitcase,and Violet found a violet one.

"From you,Grandfather?" asked Violet.

"No,they are not," said Mr. Alden. "Your cousins Alice and Joe sent them to you. You will each need a small bag for the trip."

"What about old Mike?" said Benny.

"Well,old Mike has one too," said Mr. Alden smiling. "His is dark red and yours is bright red. I hope you boys won't fight over them."

"Oh,no," said Benny. "We never really fight. We just have fun. I can always tell mine because I like bright red. It is like the fire house."

"You can tell yours because it says B. A. on it," said Henry. "Probably Mike's has M. W. on it."

"Yes,that is so," said Mr. Alden. "Today you can pack the bags. Put in only what you really need."

"Our books for one thing," said Jessie. "I can hardly wait to see what is in that new schoolbook."

"Yes," said Mr. Alden. He looked at Jessie and Henry. "Those books are really wonderful. I think your first lesson should be a letter to your teachers. You can say thank-you for all their hard work. Then later you can thank them again,when you see the books."

"What about Mike's writing,too?" asked Benny.

"Look here,old fellow!" cried Henry. "You worry too much about Mike!"

"I think he ought to do what we do," said Benny.

Grandfather patted Benny's shoulder. "You may be sure he will,Benny," he said. "Mike and I have been writing letters to each other for a long time."

"I thought I saw Mike's writing!" said Benny. "I saw it just yesterday when I gave you the mail!"

"That's right," said Mr. Alden. "Mike is packing his red suitcase this very day. When we land at Chicago,Mike will be there waiting."

It was very exciting to take the plane. It was a jet. Stairs were put in place against the airplane door.

The Aldens went up the stairs with their bags.

"The first time we ever went on a plane!" cried Benny to the stewardess.

She laughed. "You'll like it," she said.

Mr. Alden had been on a plane many times. He could answer all Benny's questions. At last the plane rose in the air. They were off!

"I'll bet old Mike will be scared!" said Benny.

"We'll soon see," said Mr. Alden. "We will see Mike in just a short while."

When the plane started to go down,they all looked out of the windows. Suddenly Violet said,"There's Mike with his dark red bag!"

"He doesn't look scared at all," said Jessie. "And do try to be nice to him,Benny."

"Oh,of course I will," said Benny. "He'll love this jet! I'll tell him it will say woosh! and we'll be there."

Mike was delighted to see Benny again. The two boys sat together and talked all the time. Mr. Alden had a seat to himself and slept.

"Did you get a schoolbook,Mike?" asked Benny.

"Yes,I have it right in my new bag.Your grandfather asked my teacher to write it for me. It has lots of pictures in it,too."

"There!You looked,Mike!Grandfather said not to look until we were on the boat!"

"Careful,Ben!" said Henry.

"I didn't look very much," said Mike. "I just saw one picture of a big fish."

"A fish!" said Benny. "What a schoolbook! I suppose mine is different."

Soon they had lunch. Then the plane began to go down again.

"So many exciting things," said Jessie. "We don't have time to think."

"You will have plenty of time when you get on the ship," said Mr. Alden.

Jessie was right and Mr.Alden was right. They landed. They said good-by to the stewardess. Mr. Alden got a car to take them to the ship. The ship's name was the Sea Star,and they were soon on it.

"Here we are!" said Mr. Alden. "And here is your friend,Lars!"

Lars was in uniform.

"You look different,Lars," said Benny.
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"Yes,my lad. I'm a sailor now. I'm still First Mate on this ship until we get to the island. This is Captain Brown."

The Captain shook hands with them all. He seemed to know all their names.

"This ship is very big,isn't it,Grandfather?" said Benny.

Grandfather laughed. "Yes," he said. "It is not a passenger ship. It is a big freighter,but it's very clean and very safe. And it will take us where we want to go. Not many ships can do that,for very few ships go to that island."

"We want to go to a beautiful desert island,Captain," said Mike.

"And that's where we will take you," said Captain Brown. "You are the only people on the ship,except the crew. Lars will show you where you eat and sleep."

The boat rocked gently at the dock. Jessie and Violet had one very small room. Benny and Mike had another very small one. Henry and Mr. Alden each had a room to himself.

"We can take only eight people," said Lars. "The cargo takes up a lot of room on the ship." There was still room on deck for seven long chairs.

Soon there were six people in the chairs. The men shouted and threw the ropes over on the deck. The freighter began to move.

"Here we go!"sang Benny and Mike together.

They were chugging under the beautiful Golden Gate bridge into the great Pacific Ocean!


Chapter 3　Ship's School

Sea gulls flew after the boat,screaming. The cook threw out food for them. They screamed louder and louder. More and more came,until there were hundreds.

"Aren't they beautiful!" cried Jessie. She went over to look. A big gull landed on the rail near her. "They are such a lovely gray color."

"How long will this trip be,Captain?" asked Henry.

"About two weeks,"said Captain Brown. "Then we'll put the family off at the island,and the Sea Star will go on to Tahiti."

"Who is the family?" asked Mike. "Am I in the family?"

"Of course," said Benny. "I wouldn't go without you,would I?"
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"Then the Sea Star will come back for us," Henry went on.

"Right. You will be alone on the island with Lars for two or three weeks. I understand that's what you want?"

"Yes," said Jessie. "We love to live like that. We like to find our own food and dishes,and we love to explore."

The sunset came then. It was beautiful. The whole sky was red and pink and violet. "We never saw anything like that at home," Violet said.

It was beautiful after the sun went down. The sky was black,but the stars were wonderful.

Benny said,"I never really saw the stars before. I didn't know they were so bright."

The Captain said,"You can see the same stars here that you see at home. Later you will see stars you never saw before. I will show you the Southern Cross."

Everyone was tired. They slept well all night. The next morning after breakfast a bell rang.

"What's that?" asked Mike. "It sounds like a school bell!"

"I think it is a school bell," said Henry laughing. "Look at Grandfather. He is ringing it."

Mr.Alden said,"School will begin at nine o'clock every day. You can sit in your chairs and get your lessons. You will find things you need in this box."

In the box were pens,pencils,paints and all kinds of paper.

Jessie opened her blue book. "Well,well!" she said. "Here is Lesson One about gulls and stars and fish!"

"That's the picture I saw!" cried Mike. "It's a flying fish."

Soon everyone was busy reading. After a while Violet got up. She took a box of paints out of the box. She began painting a picture of a sea gull. Henry soon began making a picture of the Big Dipper in a black sky. The boys drew pictures of flying fish.

"A whale!" called Lars. Everyone rushed to the rail.

"It is very near!" shouted Mike. "Look at that tail!"

"There he goes,spouting water!" said Henry. A lot of water rose in the air. Then came the porpoises.

"There are about two hundred of them," said Lars. "They swim in a long line,like that,every day. They go over to one beach to eat fish and come back every night."

"Just see them roll around!" said Mike. "Are they round?"

"No.You'll find a picture of them in your book," said Mr. Alden. "I think that is in Lesson Two."

So it was every minute. The children saw something new and then they always found a picture of it in their books.

"I told you they were wonderful books," said Grandfather. "There is a lesson about the radio room. You will like that. Bill in the radio room will show you the radar tomorrow."

The next day the children saw every part of the ship. They knew every sailor on the Sea Star. They had school every day.

One morning the family could not see land any more. The bell rang for Ship's School and soon the five children were studying.

Henry went to the rail and looked down.

"Now this is interesting!" he cried. "Come and look!"

They all saw a long white bag. The ship was pulling it through the water.

"What is that thing?" asked Mike.

"It is a piece of cloth made into a net," said Henry. "It catches plankton."

"What is plankton?" asked Mike.

"It is made up of tiny,tiny animals and fish eggs and seaweed," said Henry. "Some of it is too small to see. But whales live on it."

Jessie said,"I've heard about it. I heard that we could feed the whole world on plankton if we wanted to."

"Why don't we?" asked Benny.

"People don't like it," said Jessie.

Mike said,"Maybe somebody will find how to make it taste good. Maybe I will when I grow up."

"Good old Mike!" said Benny. "Maybe you will. I'd like to see what is in that net."

The children looked up. Lars was coming. He said,"If you come below,we will pull in the net."

"Can we see the things inside?" asked Mike.

"Some of them," said Lars,"but some are too small to see. We have a microscope,which is fun to look into."

"Isn't this exciting!" cried Mike. He ran down the stairs.

A sailor had pulled in the net.He let the plankton run out into a big tub. The plankton was very bright colored. In the dark ship,it shone like red fire.

"Beautiful!" said Violet.

"How awful it smells!" said Mike.

"Just a good old fish smell," said Benny. "You'll have to learn to like fish,Mike."

"Oh,there's a tiny crab!" cried Mike. "I can see right through him!"

"And that's a tiny little fish!" cried Violet. "And pink seaweed. And green seaweed."

Mr. Alden had the microscope. He put it on the table. Then he gave Henry a piece of glass. "Get some of the plankton on that glass,"he said.

It was exciting when the glass went under the microscope. Henry had the first look. "After all,it's Henry's lesson," said Benny.

They took turns. There were many tiny eggs and weeds and fish that they could not see without the microscope.

Mike said,"So tiny! Tiny animals. Tiny everything. And to think this is what whales eat! They grow big enough!"

Benny said,"And now we all know Henry's lesson. That's Grandfather for you. He thought up this Ship's School."

The next day they all learned Violet's lesson. At first the school was very quiet. All were studying.

Violet surprised them. She was excited about something. She said,"Everyone listen to this! You've all heard of Captain Cook?"

"Oh,yes," said Mike. "He was the man who found hundreds of islands on his sea trips."

"Yes,Mike," said Violet. "That's what I thought. I mean I thought it was all he did. I can hardly tell you!"

"Take it easy,Violet!" called Henry. "You've got lots of time. What else did your Captain Cook do?"

"Thanks,Henry! It was really more important than finding islands. He found Vitamin C long before anyone knew what it was. Listen to this! ‘On every long sea trip,more than half of every crew died of scurvy. Captain Cook thought they had scurvy because they had nothing to eat but salted meat and crackers. So he made every sailor eat sauerkraut and onions every day! They also had to eat a kind of syrup made of lemons and oranges.'"

"That wouldn't be too bad," said Benny.

"No,but some sailors didn't like sauerkraut or onions or lemons. And still they had to eat them. You see they got Vitamin C without knowing it. Even Captain Cook didn't know what Vitamin C was. He just knew people didn't have scurvy if they ate sauerkraut and oranges."

"I suppose that's why we drink orange juice every day," said Mike.

"Exactly right,Mike!" cried Violet. "Then when Captain Cook got home after three years at sea,he had lost only one man!"

"I bet that man wouldn't eat his sauerkraut!" said Benny.

"I bet so,too," said Mike.

Henry and Jessie looked at Violet. They both were thinking,"I never heard Violet talk so much."

But Violet went right on."Then another thing!" she said. "Once he was sailing through cakes of ice,very far south. And he found that when he melted a cake of ice,it was fresh water!"

"That's funny!" said Henry. "I always thought salt water would freeze into salt ice. Then it would melt back into salt water!"

"It doesn't,though!" said Violet laughing. "Everyone else thought so,too. They didn't even try. Oh,Captain Cook was such a very smart man,and so brave! You all ought to read my book!"

"I think so too,my dear," said Mr. Alden. "I'd like to read it myself."

Day after day the Sea Star went along through the purple sea. It had been going for almost two weeks.

Mike said,"My,I'm hot,but I like it hot."

Lars said,"We are almost there,Mr. Mike. I think we had better get ready for our island."


Chapter 4　The Lifeboat

"How do we get ready,Lars?" asked Benny,as they stood on the deck.

"First,we start to pack the biggest lifeboat," said Lars.

"We love to do things like that!" said Jessie. Her eyes were very bright. "What do we pack?"

"We must take a lot of food,"said Lars. "Then we'll not have to live on bananas."

"Bananas!" cried Benny. "I'd like to live on bananas!"

"Believe me,you could," said Lars smiling. "They grow wild. Just put up your hand and pick a banana whenever you want one."

"Oh,boy!" said Mike. "Come on,let's go!"

Mr.Alden looked at the children.Then he said,"Lars,you tell us all exactly what to do. You be the boss."

"Very good," said Lars. "I'll do that. Be sure to take shoes,and not little thin ones. You'll be walking over sharp stones and shells. Don't take any best clothes,but sport clothes. I'll pack the food we need."

"Oh,Lars,let me pack the food with you!" begged Mike.

"And me too," shouted Benny. "It won't take a minute to pack my clothes."

"All right,all of you can help. Come to the galley when you are ready."

Captain Brown laughed. "Don't forget seven blankets," he said.

"Is it very cold on the island?" asked Violet.

"No,it is very hot," said the Captain. "You sleep on top of the blankets."

Each one went to pack his small bag. Then they ran to the galley.

"Isn't it exciting?" said Mike. "I think this is nice!"

"I hope it will be," said Lars. "Now here is some dry milk."

He gave Mike a lot of little boxes to put in the big box.

"Let's have some beans,Lars," said Benny. "We all like beans."

"Just what I was going to say," said Lars. He was down on the floor beside the box. "Beans will do instead of bread. We can't take any bread."

"I don't like bread very well anyway," said Mike.

"Ho-ho!" said Benny. "I've seen you eat ten slices of bread at a time."

"And you,too!" cried Mike.

"Careful,boys!" said Henry. "Have a good time,but don't fight."

Jessie looked over the cans and boxes. "Let's take some cereal," she said. "That will last a few days."

"Here is some sea biscuit," said Lars. He gave Mike two tin boxes.

"Sea biscuit?" said Mike looking at the picture on the box. "I don't call those sea biscuit. I call them crackers."

"Even so,Mr. Mike,those are called sea biscuit," said Lars.

"O.K.," said Mike. "You call them sea biscuit,and I'll call them crackers. Then I will know what I mean."

"Matches," said Henry quietly. He put some in the big box.

"Good!" said Lars. "We will need a fire,because we will catch fish and cook them."

"We will need dishes," said Jessie.

"Not too many," said Lars. "We can use leaves for plates.But take a big spoon and some knives. A hatchet,too,to cut trees."

At last the big box was ready. The children went back to their deck chairs.

"Watch,now," said Lars. "We will soon see the island. Look out there,over the rail. It will look like nothing at first."

The children watched. For a long time they saw nothing but blue sea.

Lars saw the island first,but he said nothing. He looked at all the children to see who saw it first. Suddenly Henry went to the rail. "Is that land,Lars,or is it nothing?" he asked.

"It is land," said Lars smiling. "Soon we will see the green palm trees and the big round bay. I told you it looked like nothing at first."

Everyone went to the rail and watched the green spot. An hour or so later,they could see white sand around the edge. They could see the waves on the beach.

The Sea Star came nearer and nearer. They could see big palm trees bending over the water. The ship stopped. The crew began to let the lifeboat down into the water. They put in the seven blankets and the big box. The family and four sailors went down a ladder into the lifeboat. They all sat down.

Another lifeboat was fastened to their boat for the sailors' return to the ship.

Lars said to Henry,"You sit on this seat and watch how I use the rudder."

"All right,sir," said Henry.

Captain Brown called,"You can expect us in two or three weeks. But don't worry if we are late."

"I hope you will be late," said Mike. "It will be so much fun on the island that we won't want to leave."

"I hope so," said the Captain,laughing. "And you all mind Lars. He knows best."

The men untied the rope,and the lifeboats started out on the big ocean. The boat tipped and rocked.

"Should we be afraid,Lars?" asked Violet.

"No,Miss Violet,not afraid,but we are all going to get very wet. Wet from head to foot."

"All right," said Benny. "But why will we get wet? Do you think we'll fall out of the boat?"

"No," said Lars. "You won't if you sit still. But when we land,you will all have to help. You will have to step out into the water."

Jessie said,"That will be all right,Lars. All our clothes will dry in a short time in this heat."

The family looked back at the Sea Star. It was getting farther and farther away. They all waved at Captain Brown. Then Henry saw that Violet had a large cloth bag in her hand.

"What's in that big bag,Violet?" he asked.

"A secret," said Violet.

"Oh,tell us!" said Benny.

"Oh,no,Benny," said Violet. "That is what a secret is. You don't tell anybody."

"Don't bother her,Ben," said Mike. "Violet can have a secret if she wants to. I don't even want to know,myself."

Then they all looked at the island. It came nearer and nearer. There were great rocks on one side. Palm trees were hanging over the edge. All around the water was blue,blue.

"I never saw such a lovely blue!" cried Jessie.

"You never will," said Lars. "They say this is the bluest bay in the world. We call it Blue Bay. Now take off your shoes and throw them in the middle of the boat. Be ready to jump out and pull the boat up on the sand!"

The waves were high now. Every wave took the boat nearer shore. Lars gave a last pull on the oars. "Now!" he shouted.

Everyone jumped over the side into the water. Mr. Alden surprised them all. He helped on the heavy end of the boat. Lars said,"Now!" The sailors gave a great pull as everyone helped. The boat slid up on the sand.

"Wonderful!" said Lars. "That was a fine landing!"

They were all soaking wet.

[image: ]


"Not for long," said Benny. "We'll be dry in no time. The sun is so hot."

"I don't want to get dry," said Mike. "I like to go in and out of the water."

The sailors climbed into the other boat and rowed back to the ship.

"Come here a minute," said Lars. "Benny,Mike and everyone come here!" He did not smile. When everyone was there,he said,"You must not go into this water any time you like."

"I know why," said Henry. "Sharks!"

"Right!" said Lars. "I suppose you have read about them." He was surprised. "I will show you a fine place later,but we must get right to work. Now first thing! We must make a place to sleep tonight. We haven't much time."

The family stood on the beautiful white sand. They looked all around.

"What a beautiful place!" said Violet softly.

There were palm trees as far as they could see. Lovely flowers grew all over the trees. The flowers were bright red and yellow and white. The children saw trees and flowers and butterflies. But Lars and Mr. Alden saw banana trees,breadfruit trees and coconuts. As they looked,a great flock of blue birds rose in the air. Their big bills were bright orange. They did not make a sound.

"They can't sing," said Lars. "They are just pretty."

Then suddenly Mike shouted as loud as he could,"Two houses! Look! Two houses!"


Chapter 5　Food

At Mike's loud voice,everyone looked ahead. There were two old huts. The family started to walk toward them.

Mike got there first. "All broken down," he said. "No good after all."

Lars said,"Yes,they are broken down,Mike. But I wouldn't say they were no good."

"They are certainly better than nothing," said Mr. Alden. "Remember,we must have something to sleep in this very night. We have no time to rebuild the huts."

The old huts were side by side and made of bamboo and sugar cane. There were holes in the roof and sides. Lars went up to the first one and shook it. It did not fall down.

"I hoped these were still here," said Lars. "We can fix them before any rain comes,Mr. Alden. And we may not be here when it rains."

"How can you be sure about rain?" asked Henry. "It may rain any minute."

"Right. It may. I must work on the roofs tomorrow. We'll just fix the floors for tonight."

"How?" asked Mike.

"Do you see those tall ferns?" Lars pointed. "Get all you can,and bring them here."

The whole family began to pick the huge ferns.

Mike said,"They smell good,don't they,Ben?"

"Yes,delicious!" said Benny. "We can smell them all night."

Mike could hardly walk with his load. He threw them down in front of the first hut. "Now what?" he asked.

"Lay them all over the floor,"said Lars. "They must be two deep. Then get some more."

They all worked very hard,but it was fun. They finished one hut and started the other. Soon that was done,too. Five blankets were put in the first hut. Two blankets were put in the other.

"That hut is for the girls," said Mr. Alden. "They have a whole hut all to themselves."

At last Mike stood still. He said,"Lars,I really thought the first thing would be finding something for us to eat,not picking so many ferns."

"Hungry,Mike?" asked Henry laughing. "Now you've got something there,brother! I am hungry as a bear. Where are those bananas,Lars?"

"Look over your head," said Lars.

"I see nothing but leaves," said Henry. "But what enormous leaves! They are as big as I am."

Lars smiled. "The bananas are behind those leaves," he said. "Just give me the hatchet." Lars was soon out of sight. When he came back he had a huge bunch of yellow bananas.

"Eat only one now,"he said to the boys. "Then we'll start supper."

"Oh,what are we going to have?"asked Jessie. "I didn't know I was so hungry."

"Let's open the canned meat," said Mike.

"Oh,no," said Benny. "Let's save the meat."

"Why?" asked Mike. "Save it for what?"

"Oh,I don't know," said Benny. "Let's have beans." He looked at Lars.

"Yes,Mr. Mike," said Lars,"I think we had better have the beans." He winked and smiled at Benny.

"Why?" asked Mike.

"Because I like beans better," said Lars,smiling.

Benny and Lars were the only ones who saw the joke. They knew that there were three cans of meat and twenty cans of beans.

"All right,Lars," said Mike. "Certainly we will have beans if you like them better."

"Good," said Lars. "We must have a fire for beans." He looked at Benny and laughed.

"Do you want a lot of dry sticks,Lars?" asked Henry.

"Exactly right," said Lars,much pleased. "Bring them down to the beach."
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Lars and Violet found some flat stones on the beach. First,Lars dug a hole in the sand. Then they built a little fireplace with the stones. Lars put on the dry sticks and lit a match. Soon the fire blazed high.

"Aren't you glad Henry remembered the matches?" asked Benny. He was kneeling on the sand,watching.

"Yes,we are very lucky," said Lars. "Now that's going to be a fine fire soon."

The fire burned well. Everyone put on sticks.

"Open the beans,Henry!" cried Lars. "Two big cans."

"Three cans!" shouted Mike. "I can eat one can all by myself."

"Think of tomorrow,Mike," said Jessie.

"No,Jessie! We can think of something else tomorrow," said Mike.

So Henry opened three cans of baked beans. Lars took the biggest pan with a handle. He put the beans in it and put it over the fire.

"Stir that," he said to Mike. "It will keep you busy. You sit and smell the beans." He gave Mike a long spoon.

"Now we need plates," said Jessie.

"Maybe you could find something," said Lars.

"I know," said Jessie suddenly. "Come on,Violet!" The two girls ran down the beach. Soon they came back with seven large shells.

"We washed them in salt water," said Violet. "And here are some spoons."She showed Lars seven long razor clam shells.

"Good," said Lars. "We can eat beans with them anyway."

"Not soup,though," said Mike.

"No,not soup," said Lars. "I'll tell you what would be fun. Everyone can make a spoon for himself. You can take my knife."

"I have a knife," said Henry.

"I have a knife!" said Benny.

"And me too!" shouted Mike.

"Now,don't forget me," said Mr. Alden. "So have I."

Violet laughed. She said,"Jessie and I will take your knife,Lars. But I am not a very good spoon maker."

"I'll make you one,Violet," said Benny kindly. "You might cut yourself."

"These beans are hot!" called Mike. "I'm going to take them off the fire."

Lars took the big spoon. He filled the seven shells. The family began to eat as if they were starved.

"Good,"said Benny. "What else can we eat?"

"Milk and more bananas," said Lars. "Not a very good meal,but we can't have everything on a far-off island."

"I think it is a very good meal,Lars," said Benny.

Jessie said,"Violet and I found a fine dish-washing place." She ate the rest of her beans and began to eat a banana. "If you all wash your own shells,it won't be much work."

After supper the whole family went down the beach to the little sea pool.

Benny said,"No sharks can get in here,Lars. There are too many rocks. Right?"

"Right," said Lars.

Jessie said,"Now look down into the water. The water here is just like air. It's so clear,you can see the sand and all those funny things."

"Shells and crabs and colored fish," said Benny.

"That water is four feet deep in these pools," said Lars. "And see how clear it is. Jessie is right. It is just like air."

"Oh,look at that big fish swimming in!" cried Benny.

"That's a grouper," said Lars. "They get caught in these pools at low tide."

"Can't they ever get out?" asked Mike.

"Not till high tide," said Lars. "Low tide is the time to catch them."

"Here's where we go fishing then," said Henry.

"That's right," said Lars. "We can make a good fish stew with grouper and dry milk."

Jessie shook the water out of her shell. She looked at Mike. He was very quiet. "Time we went to bed," she said. "Mike can hardly keep his eyes open."

"Yes,I can,too,Jessie," said Mike in a loud voice,but he walked very slowly. When he reached the first house,he went in and curled up on his blanket like a little dog. Benny did the same.

Mr.Alden laughed and said,"Good night,girls!"

"Yell if you want anything," said Lars. "Remember now!"

Jessie and Violet curled up on their blankets in their own little house.

The whole family slept till morning.


Chapter 6　Surprises

Mr. Alden woke first. He lay very still. He thought to himself,"Breakfast will be strange for me. No coffee. I must learn to get along without my morning coffee." Then he went to sleep again.

Soon he was awake. He sat up and looked around. He was alone. Lars was gone,and the boys were gone. Then Mr. Alden smelled something. He got up at once and went to the door.

Down on the beach Lars had a fire. Henry and Jessie and the two boys were kneeling down putting on sticks. Violet sat on a rock with a smile on her face. And what was on the fire? A coffeepot!

Mr. Alden walked down to the beach as fast as he could. Everyone began to laugh.

Benny shouted,"Surprise! Surprise! Aren't you surprised,Grandfather?"

"I never was so surprised in my whole life!" cried Mr. Alden. "And am I delighted to have my coffee!"

"So am I," said Lars. He winked at Mr. Alden. "I was going to give it up too."

Mr. Alden sat down on a rock. "Now which of you thought of my breakfast coffee? I'm going to guess."

Mike put his hand on Mr. Alden's knee. "You will guess right the first time," he said.

"Violet," guessed Mr. Alden. "That was her secret. The coffee and the coffeepot were in the big bag."

"Right!"said everyone except Violet,but she looked very happy.

Suddenly Benny said,"I see you opened the box of sea biscuit,Mike."

"I did not!" cried Mike. "I never touched the sea biscuit!"

"You didn't?Well,somebody did," said Benny.

"I noticed that,too," said Lars. He looked at all the children. "The box was open this morning."

They all said they had not opened it.

"Some of the crackers were gone," said Lars. He looked hard at Mike.

"I didn't touch the box,Lars," cried Mike. "Honest! Really. I don't like crackers too much. And I'd tell you if I wanted something to eat."

"Yes,you would,Mike," said Violet kindly.

But Lars still looked at Mike.

Henry looked at Benny. "Tell me,Benny,how did you know the box was open?"

"I couldn't have toast for breakfast," said Benny,"and I thought maybe crackers would be good. So then I saw the box was open."

"I never opened it!" shouted Mike.

"I know you didn't,Mike," Benny went on. "But Lars,you don't know Mike as well as I do. He would never take anything like that—never,never,never,never—"

"That's enough nevers,Ben," said Henry looking up. "We believe you."

"Lars doesn't," said Benny.

"No," said Henry. "But he will very soon. He doesn't know any of us too well,remember!"

Lars said to Mike,"I know you better now. They all stand up for you,so I know you didn't take the crackers."

"Good!" said Mike. "Thank you,Lars. I really,really didn't."

"Let's not talk about it any more," said Henry. "What are we going to do today,Lars?"

"We ought to explore the island," said Lars. "I want you to see the spring where the water comes from. Be careful of the coconuts. They may fall on your head. If you hear one coming from the trees,you must get out from under fast."

Soon the shells and cups and coffeepot were washed in the ocean. There were no beds to make. So they all followed Lars into the dark,green woods where the ferns grew. It was a hard walk,and after a while Mr. Alden sat down on a rock to rest. He said,"You go along. I'll stay here till you come back."

"Won't you be lonesome,Grandfather?" asked Violet. "I'll stay with you."

"No,my dear," said Mr. Alden. He smiled at Violet. "You go along with the others. I'll be all right."

So they all climbed over the rocks and through the bushes until Henry said,"Listen! Water!"

Then they came to the spring. It was like a big round bowl in a rock. It was full of clear,cold water. The water came from a white waterfall which filled the bowl. Then it flowed over in another waterfall. Benny climbed above it to sit down. He found himself sitting on a beautiful curved rock covered with moss.

"Oh," said Violet,"what a beautiful big rock. Isn't it funny? How could it come here all by itself? I don't see another rock anywhere around that's like it."

"Well," said Benny,"it looks like a great big enormous nose!"

Lars looked at it and said,"Benny,I think it is a nose. I never noticed it when I was here before. But I think it is part of an old statue. The people on Easter Island made hundreds of enormous statues. Nobody knows why they made so many. This looks like the noses on their statues."

"It fell down," said Benny. "It must be very big. This nose is twice as long as I am. Let's look for a mouth and some eyes."

Henry called,"I think the eyes are over here!"

"My,what a big statue!" said Mike. "Maybe a hundred feet long."

"Maybe," said Jessie. "I wonder who made it."

"I don't know," said Lars. "But this was a temple. You may be sure of that."

"Long,long ago," said Benny. "Let's have a drink out of the waterfall."

Benny drank first and then he climbed down from the big nose. As he did so,he saw a shell. He did not say a word. But he thought to himself,"What a funny place for a big shell. And it is clean,too. It looks like a water cup."

Benny left the shell right where it was. He said,"It's beside the white stone. I'll remember."

Just then he saw Jessie looking up into the tall trees. He looked up,too. The wind was not blowing at all,but one tree was moving. There was a crash,and down came a coconut.

"That's funny!Here's a coconut!"said Lars. "It isn't even ripe."

He looked up but he saw nothing.

He began,"Jessie,you know—" Then he stopped.

"What were you going to say,Lars?" asked Violet softly.

Lars looked at the gentle little girl. He did not want to frighten her. So he said,"Nothing,I guess. I was so surprised to see a coconut fall here. It is so dark in here that the coconuts are not ripe yet."

Mike looked at Benny. Benny looked at Mike. They both thought Lars was going to say something else. But they did not say a word. They did not want to frighten Violet,either.

"We'll go back," said Lars. "It is shorter walking on the sand than through the woods. Then we'll soon see your grandfather."

They did find it easier to walk on the hard sand. Sometimes there were piles of rocks,but it was fun to climb over them,too.

"There is another sea pool," said Henry. He bent over and looked in.

"Oh,look!"cried Benny. "Do look at this!" He was sitting on a rock looking down into the clear water.

Everyone jumped over the rocks and looked.

"What do you know!" said Henry.
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The pool was filled with white sand under the clear water. But on the sand was a pattern of stones. In the middle was a beautiful white stone,perfectly round. There was a border of red stones around this. Four big pink stones were laid on the four sides. Between the pink stones were black ones. And around the edge was a beautiful border of three colors. These stones were red,white and blue,red,white and blue!

For a minute nobody spoke. And then it all came out. Benny said it."There's a mystery here!That didn't just happen for nothing! Somebody made it!"


Chapter 7　Clues

The next day at breakfast Jessie said,"Lars,how about that fish stew today?"

"For Grandfather," said Henry. "He loves fish stew."

"So do I," said Mike. "All but the fish."

"You are funny,Mike!" said Benny. "What do you like,if you don't like the fish?"

"Well,I like the milk,and I like the crackers," said Mike.

Lars smiled at Mike. He said,"This will be the day to eat the sea biscuit. Today we'll call them crackers."

Soon they all walked down the beach to wash their cups and shells. Benny and Mike ran around picking up colored stones and shells. Lars carried the tin box with the fish lines.

"Look at that great big shell sticking up," said Mike. "Come on,Ben,help me get it out." The boys dug the sand away with their hands.

"Oh,it's enormous,Henry!" cried Benny. "It's as big as a washtub."

Henry came back to look. "Lars!" he called. "It is as big as a washtub! What is it?"

But Mr. Alden was there first. "It's a turtle shell," he said.

"A turtle!" cried Mike. "I never saw a turtle as big as this."

"I have," said Lars. "That turtle must have weighed 300 pounds when it was alive. He was a big fellow. They grow big around here."

"Let's use it for a stew kettle!" said Mike.

"Isn't it wonderful?" said Violet. "we find a kettle the very day we make fish stew."

The boys went on digging. At last they took hold of the shell and pulled it out. It was full of wet sand.

"Let's wash my shell," said Mike.

"Oho! So it's your shell,Mike!" said Henry. "Well,I guess it is yours. You found it."

"We can all use it," said Mike. "I just mean I saw it first."

They all helped carry the shell down to the water. It was very heavy.

"Let's put it down here," said Jessie. "Let the waves wash over it."

They did so. And suddenly Benny shouted,"Look at it! Look at it!"

Violet called in excitement,"Come here,Grandfather! Look at Mike's shell!"

Lars said,"Look at that turtle's back,Mr. Alden,if you please!"

And there on the turtle's shell was a pattern. It was cut in the shell. It was exactly like the pattern of stones in the sea pool!

"Just exactly the same!" cried Benny,sitting down suddenly. "A big round circle in the middle and everything."

Jessie said slowly,"And now we know somebody lives here. This shell may be old,but the pattern in the sea pool is very new,because the tide would have washed it out to sea."

"Too bad we have to use this for a kettle," said Lars. "It is too pretty."

"Oh,no!" cried Mike. "I want my shell to be a kettle. I'll always remember that I found our fish stew kettle."

"I think your turtle must have died,Mike," said Henry. "And then someone found the shell and made that pattern with a knife."

"Could be," said Lars.

"It could be the same one who made the pattern with the stones," said Jessie.

"You are right. Someone is here," said Mr. Alden. "But we must get on with our fishing,Lars. Let's pull this shell up on the beach. We can get it on our way back."

"Suppose we don't catch any fish," said Henry.

"Oh,we will! I know many places," said Lars. "Don't worry about that."

Soon they reached the pool. Lars said,"Take off your shoes and walk right in,Benny is right that no sharks can get in here. Sit on the big rocks. I'll give you each a fish line in a minute."

But it turned out that Lars had only four fish lines.

"It's just as well," said Mr. Alden. "You girls sit on the rocks and watch."

"Don't bother with these small fish," said Lars. "Wait for a grouper."

"There's a grouper in the pool now," said Violet. "He's a big one. He should be easy to catch."

Henry and Mike moved over near Violet. They let their lines down beside the fish. He lay still. Henry moved his line. Mike moved his,but the big fish did not bite.

"Well,let me try,too," said Lars. "Come on,Benny,we'll all try to catch him."

So there were four people trying to catch one fish. He began to swim slowly away,but he did not take the hook in his mouth.

"What do you know!" said Henry.

"Humph!" said Lars.

They waited ten minutes.They pulled the lines up and let them down again. Suddenly the fish turned and took hold of Henry's hook. Then he began to throw himself around. Henry pulled him in.

"Don't lose him now!" yelled Benny. "We waited long enough."

"He will do," said Lars. "He will make a big stew. We can catch more later."
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They walked home. Henry carried the big fish on a stick. The children pulled the turtle shell as far as the fireplace and sat down. They waited to see what Lars would do next.

"First I'll clean the fish," said Lars. "He's dead now. I'll take off his head and his tail. And then I will cut him down the backbone."

"You take out his insides,don't you?" said Benny. "And throw them away."

"Right," said Lars. "There they go. Hello! Wait a minute! What's this?"

Lars took back the fish's stomach and pulled out a white button!

"Now will you tell me where that fish got a button!" he said.

"Somebody lost a button,"said Jessie. "That's sure. Let me see it."

"It looks quite new," she said. "It's an American button,and it has four holes in it."

"It looks like a shirt button," said Mike. "Let's save it."

"Oh,yes,indeed," said Grandfather. "It's a clue."

Lars cut the fish into four pieces. He turned the turtle shell upside down. He put the fish into it.

"I like my kettle," said Mike happily.

"It's a good old kettle," said Benny. "Shall I put the water on the fish now,Lars?"

"Yes,it must cook for a while. Then the fish will be soft and we can cut it in smaller pieces,and take off the skin and take out the bones."

"I like onions in my fish stew,Lars," said Benny. "But of course we couldn't bring any onions."

"No?"said Lars laughing. He took some dried onions out of the box,and put them in the turtle shell. "I like onions,too," he said.

Suddenly a strange voice said,"Hello,Peter!"

"Who in the world is that?" whispered Benny.

Lars shouted,"Come out of the trees!"

The palm tree moved a little in the wind. They saw nobody. But all at once a little purple bird hopped out on a branch. It put its head on one side and said again,"Hello,Peter!"

"Well,well! A bird!" said Mike. "A talking bird!"

"What is it,Lars?" asked Jessie.

"I don't know," said Lars.

"I know," said Mr. Alden. "It's a myna bird."

"Oh,yes,it is,Grandfather!" said Henry. "Don't you remember,Jessie,we saw them on TV?"

"So we did," said Jessie. "There was a lady from a pet shop. She had two or three myna birds. She had taught them to say lots of things."

They all looked at each other. The bird said again,"Hello,Peter!"

Mike said,"Somebody had to teach this bird,Ben. Did you think of that?"

"Yes,I did," said Benny. "I think it must have been Peter."


Chapter 8　Cooking and Swimming

Lars was making the stew now. In the new kettle were the four pieces of fish,spring water,onions and salt. They all lifted the kettle over the fire. The children watched as it began to boil. Violet shook up some dry milk with spring water. After a while Jessie took out the skin and bones. She put in the milk.

"How are we going to eat this?" asked Mike. "It is boiling hot."

"I'll tell you," said Jessie. "We'll set our shells in the sand. You fill them with stew,Lars. Then we won't have to hold them."

"Very good," said Lars. "I have made a fine ladle." The ladle was the tin cup tied on a long stick. Lars ladled out the stew.

"Don't give Mike any fish," said Benny. "He doesn't like fish."

"Well,I'll give him some just the same," said Lars. "He may get to like it."

"Now about Peter," said Benny. "Do you think Peter has been here,or is he here now?"

"Peter could be a name someone taught the bird to say," said Mr. Alden. "Then somehow the bird came to the island."

"It would be exciting if Peter were really here," said Henry. "And is he a boy or a man?"

"Oh,he couldn't be a boy," said Benny. "He couldn't live here all alone."

"Why not,Ben?" asked Mike.

"Well,he would be too lonesome. And how would a boy get here all alone?"

"Oh,I hope it isn't a cannibal,like those in Robinson Crusoe,"said Violet.She looked up quickly.

"Oh,no,Miss Violet!" said Lars. "Don't you be afraid. It couldn't be a cannibal,because there aren't any cannibals on these islands."

Lars gave Mr. Alden a quick look. So Mr. Alden said quickly,"That's right,my dear. Lars knows. And just taste this stew!"

There were no spoons yet,but they used the razor clam shells.

Benny said,"My,you have to work hard to get this stew into your mouth."

"Makes it better," said Henry. "I am going to drink mine when it is cooler. And now what shall we do about this Peter?"

"Just keep your eyes open," said Lars.

"I kept mine open anyway,"said Benny. "Let's catch the myna bird."

"We can't catch a bird," said Henry. "But maybe he can say other things." He whistled. The bird whistled.

"Now just hear that!" said Mike. He whistled. The bird whistled.

Mike got up and started for the tree. But the bird flew away at once. He was lost in the trees.

"Just one thing," said Jessie,looking at her gentle sister. "If Peter is here now,he must speak English."

"That's right,Jessie," said Mr. Alden. "A cannibal would not teach the myna bird to say things in English. And now let's think about something else."

"Well,I think I shall cook a breadfruit today," said Lars. "We will open some canned meat and have a real dinner."

"The stew is gone anyway," said Mr. Alden. "I had five shellfuls. Thank you very much,Lars. I enjoyed it."

Mike said,"I liked mine,too. The fish wasn't too bad,But the stew and crackers were the best. Lars,do you remember you said you'd show us a place to swim?"

"I remember it well,Mr. Mike," said Lars. "I will show you the place when we take a walk."

"Can you swim,Mike?" asked Benny in surprise.

"Well,I can swim a little," said Mike. He was laughing at something. "I like to swim,and it's so hot here."

"It is always hot in the middle of the day," said Lars. "We ought to rest,or else go into the woods. It is cool there."

"I don't want to rest," said Jessie. "Do you,Violet? Let's all go into the woods."

Nobody wanted to rest. They wanted to see the island.

"Just wait a minute," said Lars. "I will pick the breadfruit before we go."

"Where is the breadfruit?" asked Benny.

"Right over your head," said Lars. "I'll try to climb the tree."

Soon Lars came down with two large breadfruit. He climbed up again and came down with two more. He put the green fruit on the sand for them to look at.

"They look exactly like brains!" said Benny.

"Do they really,now?" said Lars laughing.

"How do you know what brains look like,Ben?" asked Mike.

"From pictures," said Benny. "Brains go in and out in a curly pattern,but brains are not green."

"I'll bake them," said Lars. "The fire is just right."

"I wondered why you didn't let the fire go out," said Jessie. "You kept making it bigger and bigger."

"Yes,we have to have a bed of hot coals for the breadfruit," said Lars. "Now I'll put banana leaves around them. Then we'll cover them up in the fire and leave them until we get back. Then I'll show you how to eat them."
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"Will they taste like bread?" asked Benny.

"Some people think so," said Lars. "You have to get used to it."

"Let's go,"said Henry."We all want to swim."

"I want to see the place where there are no sharks," said Mike.

"So do I," said Mr. Alden. Everyone was surprised. Benny said,"Can you swim,Grandfather?"

"I think so," said Mr. Alden with a laugh. "I may have forgotten how,but I'd like to try."

"This is the way," said Lars. "It is quite a long walk,but it is very pretty."

They climbed over rocks this time. Once they came to a beautiful,white sandy beach. "Not here," said Lars. "There are sharks here."

"I haven't seen one shark yet," said Benny. "I've looked and looked for them in Blue Bay."

"Blue Bay is full of them,just the same," said Lars.

Violet said,"Isn't it lucky that Lars knows where they are!"

The family walked along the beach.

"More rocks," said Henry. "These are very big. Are you all right,Grandfather?"

"Yes,my boy," said Mr. Alden. "But I hope we will get there soon."

"We will," said Lars. "Take my arm."

Up they all went,jumping from one rock to another. Then Jessie said suddenly,"Oh,isn't this beautiful!"

Everyone stopped to look. Here was a green bay. It was smaller than Blue Bay,and perfectly round. All around the edge were palm trees.

"Trees growing right in the water out there!" cried Benny. "Just in a perfect ring. How can they,Grandfather? What makes them?"

"Those trees are not growing in the water,Benny," said Grandfather. "That is a reef. You will find a lot of land out there,but it is a beautiful sight."

Lars said,"This is the place to swim. The water is not very deep here. See how green it is? Sharks cannot get in here. They can't get across the reef because there is no opening."

They all took off their shoes and walked into the clear water.

"Clothes and all!" shouted Mike. "Isn't this fun! I wish my mother could see me now."

"It's lovely," said Jessie. "It is cool,but not too cool." She looked up just in time to see Mike. He put his hands in front of him and swam off like a fish!

"Mike Wood!"shouted Benny."I didn't know you could swim like that! I didn't know you could swim at all." Benny watched his friend. Sometimes Mike swam under water,and sometimes on top.

"Good work,Mike!" called Mr. Alden. And off he went,hand over hand,with his face in the water.

"Look at Grandfather!" cried Henry. "He and Mike are the best swimmers here."

But then Lars went after them,and there were three fine swimmers. Henry was just swimming on his back when he happened to look on the other side of the reef. He looked again. He stopped swimming and stood up. There was an old boat. It was pulled high up on the sand.

"Come back!" shouted Henry.

It was funny to see everyone coming back so fast Mike said,"Everybody minds everybody!"

"Look at that boat,Lars," said Henry pointing.

They all walked through the water to the reef. They looked across at the old boat.

"It is a lifeboat," said Lars. "But it was not there when I came here three years ago. I'm sure of that."

The boat was full of sand. One end was very deep in the sand,way out of sight. They all stood looking at the boat,when they heard a little noise in the tree above.

"It's a whine!" cried Benny,looking up. "Someone is in trouble."

The whine came again. But it was further away this time.

"It is just a little moan,now," said Violet. Then it stopped.

"Maybe someone doesn't want us to look at this old boat," said Mike.

Henry said,"Maybe someone thinks we are going to take it away. I wonder what it was or who it was?"

"That I cannot tell you," said Lars. "But this is a good boat. It must have a name. You all stay here,and I will walk across the reef and see." He looked at both sides of the boat,and there was its name,Explorer Ⅱ.

"Oh,I know!" cried Lars. "This is a lifeboat. It came from the ship Explorer Ⅱ. The ship hit a reef and went down."

"I remember that!" said Mr. Alden. "I read about it in the newspapers months ago. Some of the people were picked up by another ship and taken to San Francisco."

"I suppose some people got into this lifeboat just as we got in ours," said Benny.

After a while they all went back to the green bay. They swam around in the cool water. Then they came up on the beach and sat in the sun until they were dry. The sun made them feel very sleepy.

"Dry in no time," said Mike. "That's this hot sun for you!"

"Now we'd better sit up here under the trees," said Lars. "The sun is too hot."

They sat down under the palm trees. Soon Mike lay down with his head on his arm. Benny did the same. The rest laughed a little,but soon they were all stretched out on the beach,too. Soon the whole family was asleep on the sand—all but one. Lars was lying down.But he watched the water and the trees and the beach. He saw nothing.

Even Lars did not know that anyone was looking at them from the tree right over their heads.


Chapter 9　Bread

One by one the family woke up. They laughed at one another for going to sleep on the sand.

"We needed a nap in the middle of the day," said Mr. Alden. "The sun is very hot."

"I'd like to see how that breadfruit is getting along," said Jessie.

"So would I," said Mike. "It doesn't look like bread at all."

"No,only like big green brains," said Benny.

Over the rocks they went. They walked along the sandy beach."We ought to call this Shark Bay," said Mike.

"Good," said Lars. "That is just what it is. It is very dangerous."

Everyone was looking at the water. All but Benny. He happened to look the other way. He looked at the woods. Something was moving in the woods. He looked again. A long vine was swinging. One end of the vine was up in a tall tree. The other end went up,too. It went out of sight in another tree.

"A swing!" shouted Benny. "Look at it."

"Now what do you know!" said Henry. "A real swing."

Lars walked through the bushes. He pulled on the swing. It did not come down.

"Here,let me sit in it," cried Mike. He sat down on the big vine and pushed. The swing seemed to be very strong.

"I can go way up high,Ben!" cried Mike excitedly.

"Be careful,Mike," said Grandfather. "Take it easy. That swing might break suddenly. We don't want any broken legs here."
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Henry said,"Grandfather,a vine wouldn't grow like that all by itself,would it?"

"It could grow like that," said Mr. Alden,"but I don't think it did. See,all the leaves are off. Someone took off all the leaves."

"Oh,dear," said Jessie. "We have a mystery,and it gets worse all the time."

"I think it gets better all the time," said Mike,swinging gently. "Someday we will find out who made this swing and who lives here."

"We have plenty of time,and plenty of clues," said Benny. "Let me have a swing,too,Mike."

"No,you come another day and swing," said Lars suddenly. "We must get back to that breadfruit."

When Lars took the breadfruit out of the fire,they saw some soft,baked fruit,the shape of enormous eggs. He took them out one by one and put them on big leaves.

"Those leaves are as big as umbrellas," said Jessie.

"Yes,people use them for umbrellas when it rains," said Lars. "Now see there are seeds inside the breadfruit." He took out about thirty seeds. Each was as big as a nut.

"Eat them," said Lars. "The seeds are nutty and rich. Then you eat the soft part of the fruit with the razor clam shells."

"We must make those spoons very soon," said Henry. "We need spoons for everything."

"I like this," said Benny. He bit into a seed. "It does taste nutty."

"I'll open the canned meat,"said Henry. "Then we'll have meat and bread together."

He did so. With cold meat and hot breadfruit,the family enjoyed a full meal. They had bananas for dessert. They did not know that someone was watching them all the time.

The days went by very fast now. Every day brought more surprises. They made the two huts ready for rain,but it did not rain. Every day was beautiful. The Blue Bay was bluer than ever,and the green bay was greener.

One day they all went to the spring for water. Benny looked first at the white shell. It had been moved.

Benny said to himself,"That shell has been moved. It was right next to this white stone. Now it is over on the other side. I bet someone drinks here every day."

But they never saw anyone. The myna bird did not come back. They dug the sand out of the Explorer II boat and washed it. They pulled it higher on the sand. It looked fine. But this time they did not hear any whine from the treetops.

Everyone had a fine spoon now. They had bowls too. They made a bowl from half a coconut shell. Jessie said,"I like coconut milk better than dry milk now. It is sweeter."

"I like sugar cane the best," said Mike. "That is the sweetest of all."

"Sugar cane is our candy," said Benny. "We can pick it any time we want to."

And so the days went by. Nobody ever thought of the Sea Star,because they didn't want it to come. They were having too good a time.


Chapter 10　Trapped

One day Henry said suddenly,"I don't want a nap today."

"I don't either!" shouted Benny and Mike at the same time. "Let's walk over into the woods. It is cool enough there."

Mr. Alden laughed. He said,"I want a nap just the same."

Lars was fixing a hole in the roof of the girls' hut. "I think I'll stay home and work on the roof," he said. "You can explore if you want to. It is safe enough."

Henry said,"I'd like to see the other side of the island."

Lars nodded. He looked at Henry. "The best way to go is right behind the spring. When you get to the spring,you climb the rocks behind it. Then you go down the other side to the beach. There is nothing there but a beach."

"Good," said Henry. "Let's go!"

All the children jumped up. Off they started. Lars stopped his work to watch them. He said,"Fine children,Mr. Alden."

"Yes,they are," said Mr. Alden. "Every one of them."

Then Lars went back to his work. Mr. Alden went inside his hut to take a nap.

Very soon he came back to the door and looked up. He said,"I don't like to have the children go off alone,Lars. You know there is someone on this island. Just keep an eye on them,will you? Don't let them know."

Lars said quietly,"Yes,sir. I was going to follow them in a minute. I don't want to spoil their fun. They will never know that I am watching."

"Good!" said Mr. Alden. "Thank you,Lars. I see that you understand what I mean. They always did like to be on their own."

The children walked happily through the ferns. Jessie said,"Isn't this fun,Henry? It's the first time we've been alone. It makes me think of the old days in the boxcar."

Henry smiled at his sister. "We had to plan everything for ourselves. Nobody helped us. It was fun."

"Did Jessie keep care of you,Ben?" asked Mike.

"Take care of me," said Benny.

"Now don't start that again!" cried Mike. "You know what I mean!"

"Yes," said Benny. "Everyone took care of me. I was young then. They taught me to read."

"Didn't you have to go to school?" asked Mike.

"Well,I did later," said Benny. "You and I had fun in school,Mike. We had a nice teacher. Now what was her name?"

"I don't remember," said Mike. "I just know she was nice. She was always telling us about bananas growing on trees. Think of that,Ben! And here we have really seen them growing."

"Her name made me think of cows," said Benny.

"Cows?" said Mike. "It didn't me. It was nothing like cows. I'm sure of that!"

The children soon came to the spring. They looked at the two beautiful little waterfalls for a minute. Henry looked at the rocks.

"That's a good climb," he said. "But I think we can all do it."

"We can start from the statue's nose," said Benny. He climbed up and sat down. Mike climbed up and sat on the statue's chin. They were very good seats.

"Some day I'd like to find the end of this statue," said Mike. "See if it has any feet."

"It is all covered with leaves and bushes," said Jessie. "But I'm sure we could find it."

"Not today,though," said Benny. "Today we are climbing this mountain."

Henry began to climb. "You all wait and see how I get along," he said.

Henry went up the rocks very well. Soon he called back,"Here is a nice big place half way up. We can stand here,or sit down and rest. Come along."

Mike said,"Now,Violet,I'll help you. Take my hand."

"Thank you,Mike," said Violet. "You are a better climber than I am."

Up they went. "Put your foot here,Violet," said Mike. "That's the last step. Then I'll pull you up."

Mike was very strong. He was very gentle with Violet. And at last they were all sitting on the wide rocks to rest.

But Benny could not sit still long. He turned and looked on every side. He turned around and looked behind him.

"Look," he said. "A stump!"

It was a stump. But it was not growing there.

Henry was excited. "Look,everyone!" he cried. "That stump never grew up here. Someone put it here!"

"That's right," said Jessie. "See the stones on every side of it. The stones hold it."

"The stones keep it straight,so it won't fall off," said Benny.

Jessie said slowly,"I wonder what that stump is for."

"It must be to step on," said Benny.

"Benny,I think you are right!" cried Henry. "And I am going to step on it and see what I can see."

Henry put one foot on the stump very carefully. Then he lifted himself by a small tree.

"Well,what do you know!" he shouted.

"What is it?" cried Jessie.

"I can't believe my eyes," cried Henry. "It's a big cave. It is just like our old boxcar!"

"No!" said Jessie. "It can't be,Henry!"

"Well,it is," said Henry. "Way off here in the South Seas! Come up and see for yourself. You'll have to take turns. Jessie,you come first. I'll come down."

Henry stepped off the stump. He gave Jessie his hand and up she went.

"Oh,Violet," she called. "It's a tall wide cave in the rocks. It's very long,and the floor is a bed. It is all covered with leaves and ferns. And Henry,did you see the shelf?"

"Yes,I certainly did," said Henry. "That is how I was sure it was like the boxcar. It has dishes on it."

"What kind of dishes,Jessie?" called Benny. He could hardly wait for his turn.

"Well,there is a pile of shells for plates. I'll come down,now. Benny ought to see these dishes."

Violet said,"Let Benny have my turn."

Benny was glad. He got up on the stump. Henry helped him. Then Benny saw something that made him more excited than ever.

"My pink cup!" he shouted. "It is like my pink cup!"

"I think so too," said Jessie. "I think someone made this place to sleep in."

"I think someone made it to live in when it rains," said Henry. "And this has a wide roof where the rocks come out over the cave."

"Let me try it!" said Mike. "I'll climb in and lie down."

Benny came down. Mike went up. He lay down on the bed.

"Oh,it's as hard as a rock. I could never sleep here!" he cried.

"You might if you had to," said Henry. "Suppose it was pouring rain outside."

Benny climbed down as far as the statue's nose. He sat down and watched Mike. Suddenly Benny saw the trees move above him. First one tree moved. Then another. Benny thought,"Some animal is jumping from one tree to another."

Without a word,he followed the trees. He crashed through the bushes and ferns. He kept looking up. All the time he watched the tree tops moving.

"Yes," he thought,"somebody jumps from one tree to the next. Maybe it's a monkey. But this time I'm going to find out!"

On went Benny. He was so excited that he fell down twice. He picked himself up and crashed on. On and on went the thing in the trees. On and on went Benny. He never thought of the cave now. All he thought of was the mystery.

"Is it ever going to stop?" he thought. He was out of breath. The bushes and ferns were much bigger than he was. "I won't stop! I won't stop till it does!"
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But he did. He put his foot down and everything gave way under him. Down he fell. As he fell,he thought,"Hope there is no water in this!"

But no,the hole was deep,and dry. "I'm glad!" thought Benny. "But now how do I get out? I'd better yell. I hope Henry can hear me!"

Benny did not have time to make a sound. Over the edge of the hole he saw a boy,very thin and brown,with long hair.

"Who are you?" asked Benny looking up.

"I'm Peter," said the boy.

"Oh,you look like a girl!" said Benny. "Long hair!"

"No,I'm a boy," said Peter. "I can't cut my hair with my knife. Come on,now,Benny. Give me your hand."

Benny took hold of the brown hand. He thought it would be soft like a girl's,but it was very hard like a dog's paw.

Peter pulled Benny out of the hole. "That hole is my store house," said Peter. "It is a trap,too."

"So I see," said Benny. "How do you know I'm Benny?"

"Oh,I've watched you for a long time. I know you all," said Peter.

The two boys sat down and looked at each other. They never thought of the family back at the cave.


Chapter 11　Peter

Back at the cave,Mike was saying,"You can have another turn,Ben. I'm coming down."

But of course Benny did not answer. He was not there.

"Goodness!"cried Jessie."Where is Benny?"

They began to call,"Benny! Benny!" They all listened.

"I hear a funny noise over that way," said Violet,pointing. "It sounds like Benny! He is in trouble!"

The children crashed through the bushes and over rocks. They were calling "Benny!" all the time. And suddenly right before their eyes they saw a strange sight. Benny and a stranger were sitting on the edge of a deep hole.

"Oh,Benny,are you hurt?" cried Jessie.

"Not at all," said Benny. "This is Peter! I fell into his trap and he pulled me out."

Henry came and sat down by the boys. He said to Peter,"Have you been all alone on this island?"

"Yes," said Peter. "I've been alone for about three weeks."

"Three weeks!" cried Henry. "How do you know?"

"I cut some marks in a tree. Mr. Anderson was with me at first. He cut the marks for six months. So after he went,I cut them myself. One every day."

"Who was Mr. Anderson?" asked Jessie.

"He was a sailor," said the boy. "Our ship hit a reef and went down. I was in a lifeboat with Mr. Anderson and we came to this island. We were together for six months,and Mr.Anderson went swimming and I never saw him again."

"So you have been here almost seven months," said Jessie.

"That's right," said Peter.

"How in the world do you get along alone?" asked Jessie.

"Oh,I get along fine," said Peter. "I do just what Mr. Anderson did."

"Tell me something,Peter," said Mike. "How did you happen to make your bed in the cave?"

"I thought it would be fun," said Peter. "Once I read about some children who were all alone. Then it rained so hard,I had to get somewhere out of the rain. Those rocks make a fine roof. I used to sit and watch the rain before you came to the island."

Henry whispered to Benny. "Don't tell him about us now. Later you can."

Mike looked at Peter and said,"Did you take our crackers that day?"

Peter looked upset. "I am sorry about that," he said. "I have been here so long,and everything was free. I could take anything I wanted. Bananas,fish,coconuts,oysters,crabs and sugar cane. When I saw the crackers I took those,too."

"It's all right," said Mike. "Nobody thinks I took them now."

Henry said,"Peter,why didn't you call out to us before? Were you afraid of us?"

"Yes,I was," said Peter. "Mr. Anderson said I must keep very still if I saw anyone on this island. I mustn't let anyone know I was here."

"I suppose he meant dangerous men like cannibals," said Henry. "But there aren't any more cannibals around here."

"I didn't know," said Peter. "You might be dangerous! I have watched you for a long time,and now I know you are all right."

"A good thing we found you!" said Henry.

"We know you can take care of yourself," said Jessie. "But you can live with us and have some of our food. And we are going away soon. Don't you want to go along?"

"Yes,I do," said Peter. "I miss my father and mother. I used to live near Boston."

"We'll take you to Boston," said Benny. "Just as soon as our ship comes. And we'll find your mother and father for you."

"Here,old fellow!"said Henry."Don't promise! We'll try. And if anyone can find your parents,Grandfather can."

Mike said,"Look how brown you are,Peter."

"Oh,I'm just sunburned. I have been living in the sun for so long."

"Come on,Peter," said Henry. "We'll take you to see Lars and my grandfather."

Peter did not ask who they were,because he knew very well. He said,"I watched you the day you came to the island. My,I was scared when I saw the ship! I watched you when you found the turtle shell. I heard every word you said. I watched you find my boat,and I was afraid you would take my boat away."

"Yes,we heard you whine and moan," said Benny. "I thought someone was in trouble and it was you."

The family began to walk back to the houses. Jessie said,"Didn't you almost forget how to talk,Peter?"

"Oh,I always talked to myself," said Peter. "I talked all day,until you came. And then I had my bird to talk to."

"What can he say?" asked Mike.

"She," said Peter. "Old Myna is a girl. She says ‘Good morning' and ‘Good night' and ‘Hello,Peter,' and ‘Thank you' and ‘Yes' and ‘No' and ‘Happy Birthday' and ‘Look out,it's hot!'"

"I can see she is quite a talker," said Henry. "She must be a lot of company for you."
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"Yes,I love old Myna. That's her name,because Mr. Anderson said it was a myna bird."

"Isn't it better to have people for company,Peter?" asked Violet.

"Oh,yes," said Peter. "That is why I came to help Benny out of my trap. I thought the time had come. And you were all alone without the others."

"It's wonderful," said Jessie. "Won't Grandfather and Lars be surprised!"

But just then Lars was going very fast and very quietly back to the house. When the children came home,Lars was sitting there on the top of the hut still fixing the roof.

"Lars!" shouted Benny. "See what we found! Our Mystery!"

Lars looked up and saw Peter. "Oh,a boy!" Lars said. "Where did you find him? Mr. Alden! Come and see this boy!"

Mr. Alden came to the door and looked out.

"It's Peter,Grandfather!" said Henry. "He has lived here for six months!"

Mr. Alden tried to wake up. He thought he was dreaming. He said,"Six months! How could he?"

"He lived just the way we do," said Benny. "Only he never had any crackers or milk or meat."

Lars said,"Now,Peter,come and sit down and tell us about this. Did you come in that lifeboat that is all filled with sand?"

"Yes,sir," said Peter. "Mr. Anderson and I came in it six months ago."

Lars and Mr. Alden looked at each other.

Then Mr. Alden came and sat down too. He said,"Peter,I'd like to know more about the shipwreck. I suppose it was a shipwreck. Can you bear to tell me?"

"Oh,yes," said Peter. "I'd like to. Maybe it won't seem so bad if I tell somebody. There was a terrible storm in the middle of the night. We were all seasick. Then the ship hit a reef and began to go down. The sailors got three lifeboats over the side. I was in one with my mother and father and Mr. Anderson. Then some others got in and the boat tipped over. Everybody went into the water. I couldn't see a thing."

"Do you think your parents were saved?" asked Mr. Alden gently.

"I don't know," said Peter. "Maybe. But it was very dark,you know. I was going down. Suddenly I felt Mr. Anderson lifting me into a boat again. When I woke up,I was here. We never saw any other boat after that."

"Your parents think you were lost,then," said Grandfather.

"Yes,I'm sure they do,if they were saved."

Lars said,"Some people got picked up,because the paper said they were taken to San Francisco."

"Is that so?" said Peter. He looked at Lars quickly. "Maybe my father and mother were saved. But they would never know about me. Mr. Anderson and I never saw any ship."

"The wreck must have been quite far away," said Grandfather.

"Yes,it was,because Mr. Anderson told me he rowed a whole day and a night. I didn't think anyone would ever come. I wish you would cut my hair!"

"Henry can cut hair very well," said Mike.

Violet took her scissors out of her workbag and gave them to Henry.

Henry began to cut. He said,"You'd better save this long hair,Peter. Someday you'll like to see it." Then he cut Peter's hair like Mike's.

"You look fine now," said Henry.

"You did well to live alone,Peter," said Lars. "I think you are very brave."

"I had to be," said Peter. "I'm sorry about my clothes. Don't they look terrible?"

Everyone had noticed what Peter was wearing. He looked very strange. He was wearing lots of big leaves that were tied with brown strings. And many more brown strings hung down.

"I got some strings off coconuts," said Peter,"and I tied leaves together. One time I lost a button when I washed my clothes. Then they just wore out."

Mike got up. He ran down to the box. He came back at once and held out his hand to Peter.

Peter took one look. Then he cried,"My button! I lost it in a pool right down there!" He pointed. "I never could find it."

"You couldn't find it,because our fish ate it," said Mike. "Then we ate the fish."

"May I have my button?" asked Peter. "I'd love to keep it."

Grandfather got up. "Yes,Peter,keep it," he said. "Henry,go and fix up some of your clothes for Peter. He will feel better,if he looks better."

The two boys went into the house at once. Soon they came back. Peter looked like a different boy.

Henry said to Lars,"When do you think the Sea Star will come back?"

"Well,well!" said Lars. "This is the first time anyone has said one word about the Sea Star! She may come any time now."

Jessie said,"You see we didn't want to leave Blue Bay. And now we do. We want to find Peter's father and mother."

"I've almost forgotten what they look like," said Peter. "But I will know them!"

Grandfather said quietly,"What is your last name,Peter? Peter what?"

"Horn," said Peter.

"Horn!" shouted Mike and Benny at once.

"Our teacher!" said Benny. "That was our teacher's name,too. I knew it made me think of cows."

"Cows?" asked Jessie. "What are you talking about?"

"Well,cows have horns," said Benny.

"Oh,dear!" laughed Jessie. "You are the funniest boy!"

"Peter Horn," said Mr. Alden slowly. He was thinking.

"My father's name is Peter Horn,too," said Peter.

"That will help,my boy,"said Mr.Alden. "We'll try to find them. But you understand they may not be alive,don't you?"

"Oh,yes," said Peter. "I was just thinking what would I do,if we went home,and we didn't find them."

"Don't worry about that,Peter," said Henry. "You can live with us and be part of our family."

Peter could not believe his eyes when everyone smiled and nodded—even Mr. Alden himself.


Chapter 12　Eight in the Family

Grandfather was thinking. He said,"Benny,you must not think that Peter's mother is your teacher,just because she had the same name. There are many people named Horn."

Lars said,"What happened to Mr.Anderson?"

"I don't know," said Peter. "He said he was going swimming near a sandy beach,but he never came back."

"Do you mean a very green bay?"asked Mike.

"No,I mean the one on the other side of it,where the boat is."

Nobody said a word. But everyone thought,"Shark Bay! How lucky we were to have Lars with us!"

Jessie said suddenly,"Are you hungry,Peter?"

"Not very," said Peter. "But you do have some more crackers,don't you? You see they make me think of bread. I haven't had any bread for six months."

"Six months!" cried Violet.

"That's why I took the crackers,Mr. Lars," said Peter.

"That's all right," said Lars. "Don't worry."

"I did worry," said Peter,"when I saw you were blaming that other boy."

"Me," said Mike.

"Yes,Mike,I am awfully sorry."

"Think nothing of it!" said Mike. "Come on,Ben!"

The two boys raced for the sea biscuit. It was such fun to see Peter eat crackers. He seemed half starved.

"Wait till you see what we have for supper," said Benny. "We're going to have stew and a pudding!"

"A pudding? Oh,yes,I remember what a pudding is," said Peter. He stopped eating for a minute. "A pudding is sweet."

"Yes," said Mike. "Ours is made of coconut milk,sugar cane,and bananas."

"Sounds good," said Peter. "My mother used to cook good things. I hope we can find her."

"Well,if Grandfather can't find her,nobody can," said Benny. "He has ways."

Mike said suddenly. "You can have my blanket,Peter."

Peter said,"You are a very kind boy,Mike. But I wouldn't know what to do with a blanket. I can sleep on a rock. I am hard all over."

"You must show us how to climb trees," said Henry.

"It's easy," said Peter,"if there is something you want at the top of the tree."

Mr. Alden was listening to all this. He was wide awake now. He watched Peter carefully. "A good boy," he thought. "Just think of one of our children living here for six months!" He shook himself. He had a plan which he did not tell to anyone. But he told them all,"Now we have eight in the family."

It was a happy family at supper. Lars gave his spoon to Peter. He took the big cooking spoon himself. They all began to eat meat stew.

All at once a voice said,"Look out,it's hot!"

"Who said that?" cried Mike.

"It's old Myna," said Peter. He made a funny noise with his mouth and down flew a dark purple bird. It had white on its wings and orange on its head.

"Hello,Myna," said Peter.

"Hello,Peter," said Myna.

"Oh,make him say something about me!" begged Mike.

"Her," said Peter. He took the bird on his finger and said,"Myna,say ‘What's the matter,Mike?'"

The bird said nothing.
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"She won't talk for us," said Benny. "She is afraid."

"Oh,no,she's not afraid," said Peter. "She has to study every new word."

Peter said it again two or three times. He fed the bird a piece of meat.

"Look out,it's hot!" said Myna. Then she went right along without stopping,"What's the matter,Mike?"

Mike was delighted. "What a talker!" he said "Maybe we could teach her to sing."

"Oh,she can sing already," said Peter. "Myna,sing ‘My country,'tis of thee.'" He hummed it.

Sure enough,Myna sang it right after him.

"She's wonderful," said Henry.

"She's got a funny voice when she sings," said Mike.

"So have some people," said Benny. "Her singing voice is different."

Henry said,"Soon we'll have to think about the ship's coming. I mean get our things ready. My shoes are almost worn out."

"I never had any shoes here," said Peter. "I didn't have time to put them on the night the ship was wrecked. Feel my feet,Benny."

Benny did so. "Oh,your feet are as hard as rocks! Really,Henry,feel them."

Henry said,"Yes,they are just like a dog's foot. You have been climbing trees and rocks for so long, Peter. It will be terrible for you to wear shoes."

"Yes,but I'd like some new shoes," said Peter. "I used to dream of having new shoes."

Then they tried the pudding. It was delicious.

When supper was over,Peter began to teach them to climb trees. "Oh,you have to take off your shoes," he said.

Henry tried it a few times,and did very well. "It is much easier without shoes. Soon my feet will be as hard as yours,Peter."

"That will take a long time!" said Peter. "And I hope we won't stay here that long."

When they went to bed that night,old Myna went to sleep first. For the first time in three weeks,nobody was watching from the trees.

Out on the great ocean the Sea Star was coming nearer and nearer. Captain Brown smiled to himself. He laughed when he thought of Benny and Mike. He didn't know that there was another boy now,named Peter Horn.


Chapter 13　Sea Star

Old Myna woke up first. She hopped out of the house and flew into the trees. She ate her breakfast and waited for the sun to come up. Then she began to call,"Wake up,sleepyhead!"

It woke everyone. Benny laughed. "That's old Myna. She sounds like a real person."

Lars and Henry went down to start the fire. "How Grandfather does enjoy his coffee!" said Henry as they walked along.

"Not more than I do!" said Lars,laughing. "That little girl Violet thinks of everybody."

"Yes,she does," said Henry. "Now,what do you think about Peter's parents?Do you think they are alive?"

"Who knows?" said Lars. "Some people were saved. They could be Peter's parents. Your grandfather will find them if they are alive."

"Yes,Grandfather is quite wonderful," said Henry.

They were talking so hard that they never looked at the sea. They knelt down to build the fire. Along came the Sea Star just the same,nearer and nearer,but nobody saw it as it steamed along.

Just as the coffee began to boil over,Mr. Alden shouted,"Hey,Lars!"

They looked up. Mr. Alden was laughing and pointing out to sea.

"The ship!" cried Henry. "The Sea Star!"

Benny and Mike came racing down to the beach. They danced around on the sand and waved their arms.

"They can't see you," said Henry.

"Very soon they can," said Lars. "I wish we had a bigger coffeepot. For company."

Jessie said,"Never mind,Lars. They have coffee on the ship. Go ahead and drink this."

"Who will come in the lifeboat,Lars? Will it be Captain Brown?"

"No,I don't think Captain Brown will leave his ship. I think it will be the Second Mate."

Lars was wrong that time.The Sea Star stopped outside Blue Bay and let down a boat. In the boat were the Second Mate and Captain Brown himself. As the boat came up with the waves,all the men pulled it up on the sand.

"Well,Captain,this is good of you to come yourself!" said Mr. Alden.

Then the Captain saw Peter. "Where did this boy come from?" he cried.

"He was on the Explorer II,sir!" said Lars. "Been here ever since the wreck."

"We're going to find his parents," said Benny. "Grandfather is."

"Now,Benny," said Henry.

"Maybe he is," said Benny. "If he can,and he always can."

The Captain looked at Mr. Alden. He started to say something.

Mr. Alden said quickly,"Let's all sit down. Then we can talk. Have some breakfast?"

"Thanks. We just ate aboard ship," said the Caprain. "We'll watch you."

"Oh,we've had a neat time," said Benny. "But we want to go home,now."

"Yes,we do," said Mr. Alden. "Start back to San Francisco right away. I want to help this boy find his parents. Do you all want to go home?"

"Oh,yes!"said Jessie. "Oh,yes!"said Violet.

Peter said nothing. But his eyes were very bright.

"Peter's going to cry," thought Benny.

But Peter did not cry. He went over to Mr. Alden and held out his hand. Mr. Alden took it.

"And now Grandfather's going to cry," thought Benny.

But Mr.Alden did not cry,either. He just said,"Hard as a rock! What a hard hand! But maybe hard work kept you happy. Work is good. Remember that,my boy."

"How long will it take you to get ready,sir?" asked the Captain.

"Not long," said Benny. "We haven't anything to pack."

"Not so fast,my boy," said Mr. Alden. "You surely want to take Mike's turtle-kettle. And we must take our plates and spoons."

"Let's take Peter's dishes,too," said Jessie.

"And old Myna," said Peter.

"Oh,yes,old Myna," said Henry. "Can you catch her,Peter?"

"I can catch her,but she won't like the ship. She will fly away."

"How about that,Captain?" asked Mr. Alden. "Have you a bird cage?"

"No. But I have a crab trap."

Mr. Alden went on. "Another thing,Captain,have you your secret camera?"

"Oh,yes,I always have that."

"Well,Henry will go with you,and you take some pictures of the waterfalls and the spring,and the statue—"

"And Peter's cave," said Benny.

"Yes,surely. Get a picture of that,close up. Then take the Explorer II lifeboat,and be sure to get the name on it."

"Then come back and take a picture of our huts and one of all of us!" said Jessie.

"I'll take that now," said the Captain,laughing. "Stand close together."

Just before he took the picture,down flew old Myna. So Peter had the bird on his finger in the picture,and everyone was laughing.

Off went Henry and the Captain. Lars began to pack the boxes. "You boys can help me," he said.

"I'm too homesick!" cried Mike. "I don't want to leave Blue Bay! Oh,I don't want to go home!"

"Yes,you do!" cried Benny. He jumped up and said,"More coffee,Grandfather?"

"Thank you,Benny. The last drop is the best. Come here,Mike."

Mike went over. He put his hand on Mr. Alden's knee. He said,"I've had a beautiful time,Mr. Alden. I don't want it to end."

"Let me talk to you,Mike. It isn't going to end. Think of taking Peter home. You will always have a good time,my boy. Just take things as they come. Remember I will always help you. Try to like everything,even ends."

"I'll try," said Mike. "I do like most things."

"I know you do. Good boy!"

Mike went to work then,filling boxes. "I hope those pictures come out right,Ben,"he said. "Won't it be fun to look at them when we are at home!"

Soon everything was packed. Henry and the Captain came back and took a picture of the two huts.

"All packed except old Myna," said Jessie.

The Second Mate put the crab trap on the sand. Peter put a berry inside and Myna walked in. Peter shut the door.

"Neat!" said Benny.
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Lars put out the fire with sea water. Then the men pulled both boats down to the water.

"I'll take Mr. Alden with me," said the Captain. He winked at Mike. "We want to talk."

"Well," said Benny,"that's all right. We want to talk,too!"


Chapter 14　Home

As the two boats went through Blue Bay,Captain Brown took a picture of the beach. He said,"That will show the fireplace and the two houses. And now I am ready to make any plans you want to,Mr. Alden."

"Well,first,maybe Peter's parents were not saved. But I will do everything to find out. So this is my plan."

By the time the boats reached the Sea Star,the plan was made. The crew was waiting at the rail. They were all laughing. They helped the family out of the lifeboat and carried the turtle-kettle up on the deck. The Captain went at once to the radio room.

Mr. Alden sat down and looked all around. "Oh,another cup of coffee!" he said. He took it from the sailor. "Thanks very much."

"Just think of having a saucer!" said Benny. "Oh,Grandfather,he's bringing some toast!"

The children looked hard at the toast. "Buttered toast!" yelled Mike. He could hardly get the words out.

Mr. Alden looked at Peter. Then he began to count,"—one,two,three,four,five,—six with Lars. Will you bring a whole loaf of buttered toast,please?" he said. "These children would like lots of bread and butter. Think of that!"

When it came,Peter looked at it. "I can't believe it," he said. But when the Captain came back,all the children ate as if they were starved.

"That's all we want," said Henry. "Bread."

Peter said,"I'll never eat bread again without being thankful."

Then Mr. Alden said,"After this,don't go into the radio room. You used to go and talk with Bill. But now,don't."

The Captain noticed that nobody said "Why?" He thought,"And that's all there is to it! I wish all people behaved as well as that."

The Sea Star was going at full speed. Bill went in and out of the radio room very often. He always took a yellow paper to Mr. Alden. Grandfather would say a few words and Bill would go back.

"Now we'll show you the ship,Peter," said Benny.

When they all came back on deck Grandfather said,"Your lessons begin again this afternoon. Even Peter! And this time,you will each write a book. About this trip."

"Write a book!" cried Jessie. "What fun!"

"Write a book?" said Mike. "I can't write a book!"

"You'll have to,if Grandfather says so,Mikey old boy!" said Benny. "I'll bet your book will be the best and funniest of all."

It was. Mike kept them all laughing as he read each page.

The children kept busy,but they longed to get home. After many days,a loud bell rang. All the children jumped up and ran up on deck.

"I thought that loud bell would get you!" said Grandfather. "Good news,Peter!"

"You mean Peter's father?" whispered Mike.

"Yes! His father and mother are alive. They will be waiting for us at the dock in San Francisco."

"Oh,my!" said Peter.

"Now you can all read the radiograms. The last one just came. It says,‘Son Peter Horn last seen in lifeboat from Explorer II.'"

"My own father sent that?" asked Peter.

"Yes,he signs his name,Peter Horn."

Henry put his arm around Peter and said,"Come on,old boy,and sit down on the bench." Benny and Mike sat down on the other side.

"And we land tomorrow!" said Mr. Alden.

"I hope I can live till tomorrow," said Benny.

They all lived till "tomorrow." They were very much excited when they began to see land. San Francisco came nearer and nearer. They went under the Golden Gate bridge. Soon they saw the dock.There were crowds of people waiting for ships.

"Oh,dear," said Jessie. "I suppose we must say goodby to the crew."

They all shook hands with Captain Brown and the sailors. But then they came to Lars.

Violet looked up at Lars and said,"How can we say goodby to you,Lars?"

Mike said,"Maybe we'll never see you again."

But Lars smiled at Violet and said,"You'll see me again,all right. I often come your way."

"Come to dinner!" said Benny. "Come any time! We'll have beans for you!"

Just then Peter began to shout,"Oh,I see my mother!And my father!There they are,waving!"

"Is that your mother?" yelled Benny. "It's not our teacher! It doesn't look a bit like her."

"I was sure you boys would be disappointed about that," said Grandfather.

"I don't care," said Benny. "The neat thing is thatshe'sPeter's mother!"At last they were all on the dock.

"Hi! Mother!" cried Peter.

"I thought I would never see you again!" said Mrs. Horn.

Mr. Horn took Peter's hand to help him up the steps to the street.

"Don't help Peter,Mr. Horn," said Mike. He laughed. "Peter can climb right up the side of a house!"

Peter was not too happy wearing shoes. But he did very well.
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Mr. Alden looked at Mr. Horn. He said,"Let's go to some quiet place! We'll have lunch,and then we'll all take the plane east."

"I never can thank you enough for bringing Peter home!" said Mr. Horn.

"Don't try," said Mr. Alden. "Here are some taxis. Everyone get in."

Very soon they were all sitting at a big table for lunch. "Oh,peanut butter." cried Benny. "I thought I'd never see you again!"

"Is that what you want?" asked Mr. Alden. He laughed. All of them wanted peanut butter. "Think of that,Mr. Horn," he said. "They want peanut butter,when they can have almost anything in the world."

Peter's father and mother were told all about Blue Bay. Peter's mother said,"At last we have found Peter. I never really gave up hope of finding him."

"Grandfather finds lots of things," said Benny. "Now where will Peter live?"

"Peter will live near Boston. This is a picture of our house," said Mr. Horn. He took out a picture.

"A nice little place!" said Mike. "Nice trees to climb,but no banana trees."

"No," said Mr. Horn laughing. "We have no banana trees."

After lunch they all took the plane. Everyone on the plane smiled to see the happy group. They talked all the time. Mike and Benny walked up and down.They told the passengers about the island,and all about Peter.

Mike did not want to get off at Chicago. But when he saw his mother and his brother Pat,he changed his mind.

"And my teacher!" he yelled. "My teacher came to meet me! I bet she doesn't know that bananas grow up and not down!"

"That's our Mike for you!" said Henry. He patted Mike's shoulder. "Next year you will be teaching your teachers,Mike."

At last the plane landed in Boston. They all got off the plane. Then they had to say goodby to Peter.

"We'll come to see you often," said Henry.

Mr. Horn carried old Myna's cage. Old Myna said,"What's the matter,Mike?"

Benny laughed and laughed. He said,"That shows that old Myna doesn't know what she says. She just talks."

"Mike's gone," said Myna. She looked right at Benny.

"What do you know!" said Henry.

"What do you know!" said Myna.

"Let's go,Mother," said Peter. "Next thing old Myna will say,‘Look out,it's hot!'"

"Well,it is hot,sure enough," said Benny.

They all watched Peter go out of the door of the airport.

Henry took a long breath. He said,"Grandfather,we can never thank you enough for this wonderful trip."

"Don't try,my boy," said Mr. Alden. "I had a pretty good time myself." The Alden family reached home. Watch began to bark. He was so glad to see his family again. Mr. Alden began to sing,"East,west,home is best."

Benny hugged Watch. He said,"Well,that's right,Grandfather. Home is best. But Blue Bay was pretty neat,too. Let's go somewhere else next year."

Mr. Alden smiled at Benny. But all he said was,"Maybe."

The children were very happy. They all knew that with Grandfather,maybe almost always meant yes.
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第一章　农场待售




Chapter 1　A Farm for Sale

晚饭后，客厅里突然电话铃声大作，班尼正好路过，便接起了电话。

“爷爷——”班尼大声喊道，“是您的长途电话。”

奥登先生接过了电话：“你好，是我！”

之后，他就只是听着，没有再说话了。班尼和姐姐维莉忍不住想听听爷爷到底在讲什么事情。

终于，爷爷又开口了：“太好啦，简！”

“是简姑婆来的电话！”维莉小声对班尼说。

班尼点点头，脸上露出一个大大的笑容。

“这主意真的很棒，简！”爷爷又说了一次，“当然，我很喜欢！好，先这样吧，简……我考虑一下，尽快给你回话……不会的，简，不会太久，大概一两天吧……嗯，我知道你喜欢速战速决，跟小班尼一样。”爷爷说着，回过头来，冲班尼眨了眨眼睛。

最后，爷爷说道：“再见喽，简，咱们很快就能见面啦！”

“很快就能见面？”班尼问，“这么说，我们又要去西部看简姑婆了？”

“不，是她要来看我们。”奥登先生答道。

“哇哦，哇哦，哇哦！”班尼连着欢呼了三声。
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“哈，我刚才也准备这么叫呢！”爷爷模仿着班尼的语气叫道，“哇哦，哇哦，哇哦，哇哦！好了，现在，去把你们的哥哥姐姐叫来吧，咱们好好安排一下。班尼，你去找亨利。”

“那我去找杰西，”维莉说，“她在楼上自己的房间里。”

奥登家的四个孩子——两个女孩和两个男孩——和他们的爷爷一起住在大宅子里。亨利在上大学，杰西上高中三年级，维莉马上要升高中了，班尼还在上小学。几分钟以后，四个孩子就在爷爷的卧室里聚齐了。

爷爷微笑着环顾了一下四周。“接下来我要宣布重大新闻喽！”他笑着说，“简姑婆要搬来东部，到新英格兰住了。她想让我帮她买一个农场，而且要尽快，一刻不能耽误。”

“像狐狸奔跑那么快的速度吗？”班尼插嘴道。

“没错！”爷爷大笑起来。

“她为什么要搬家呢？”杰西问，“住在神秘农场多好啊！”

“是这样的，我和简姑婆都出生在新英格兰的农场里，”奥登先生回忆道，“后来，我们全家迁移到了西部，我还记得，当时简大概18岁，我比她小几岁。没过多久，我就因为生意搬到了这里，而简姑婆不愿跟过来，她想留下来，一个人打理神秘农场。”

“简姑婆脾气好倔。”班尼插了一句。

“我还记得您说过，”杰西说，“就因为这件事，您和简姑婆闹了很大的别扭。”

“没错，她是个骄傲的人，从不愿示弱，以至于后来她发现自己没法子照顾农场时，也不肯接受帮助，结果差点没被饿死。”

“幸亏她当时生病的时候，我们过去了。”维莉说，“我们救了一个可爱的姑婆。”

“是啊，她……她现在可爱多啦！”爷爷说着忍不住笑了起来，“现在，我想给简一个大惊喜。也许我可以把我们小时候住的那个农场买下来，她肯定会非常喜欢的。”

“噢，太棒啦！”杰西喊道，“那咱们可以先到农场去，收拾好一切，准备迎接简姑婆的到来。您说我们需要去买点椅子、桌子和床之类的家具吗？就让我们帮帮您吧，咱们可以把食物和床全都打点好呢！”

“这太有趣啦！”维莉的眼睛睁得大大的，露出期待的神情。

“爷爷，您准备什么时候去买农场？”班尼问道。

“小家伙，我也要给你一个惊喜——我现在就去买！现在才刚过晚饭时间，应该不算太晚。”

班尼兴奋地抱住小狗望望，又蹦又跳。望望尽管不乐意这么蹦跶，但也由着他去，没有抱怨地哼哼。毕竟，它是那么喜欢班尼。

“亨利，把电话递给我吧！”奥登先生说。

“您要给谁打电话？”班尼连忙问，“您知道新英格兰农场的电话吗？”

“不知道。”尽管奥登先生这么说，他还是拨了一通电话，原来他是打给村子里的杂货店。

“现在已经很晚了，店里应该没人了吧？”亨利说。

“这可没准，”奥登先生说，“以前店主是住在店里的，说不定现在也是！”

果不其然，听筒里传来很大声的回应，孩子们能听清楚每一个字。

“你好，”爷爷问道，“请问是店主吗？”

“可以这么说吧，”对方答道，“小店是我的。”

“那你知道山上的那个旧奥登农场吗？”

“山上的奥登农场？当然知道喽！我就住在山下的镇子里。”

“这个我知道。我想问问，农场是不是要卖掉？”

“没错，是要卖掉。农场很萧条，因此便宜大甩卖了——连着家具一起。”

“那卖主是谁呢？”爷爷问。

“算是我吧！这个农场没给我带来什么好运……有谁想买吗？”

“我想买。我和我的姐姐简小时候曾在那儿住过。我是詹姆斯·奥登。”

“真的？”电话里的人大声喊道，“我还记得简·奥登——也就是你姐姐，不过那是很久前的事啦！你是想把农场再买回去吗？”

“没错，我是这么打算的。”

“那么，我给你个好价钱吧，连着所有的地、房子、谷仓、鸡窝、小木屋一起——还有那些家具。”

“这些我全都买了！”爷爷爽快地说。

“什么？”对方有点不敢相信自己的耳朵。

“我们见面商量一下价格吧！”爷爷又重复了一遍，“对了，请告诉我你的全名。”

“我叫以利沙·摩尔斯——我也记不太清楚自己的全名。你是要来这儿住吗？”

“不是我，是我姐姐简要住。”

“哦，哦，哦！这个长途电话让您破费不少，就说到这儿，先挂了吧！”

“好吧，”爷爷说，“我们很快就会开车去看看新农场。”

“不是新农场，是很旧的农场。”电话那头的人说。

“对我来说是新的——新买的。”爷爷说，“谢谢你，再见喽！”

挂上电话，爷爷靠在沙发上，笑了起来，“班尼，我的办事速度是不是跟狐狸一样快？你是不是就希望这么快？”

“爷爷，您简直太酷了！”班尼开心地说。

“应该说是运气不错。”奥登先生纠正道。

大家都赞同这一点。爷爷暂时放心了，杰西却立马开始制订计划了。


第二章　制订计划

Chapter 2　Making Plans

“今天是星期几？”杰西问道，“到星期五了吧？那我们明天就可以去看新农场啦，对吗，爷爷？”

“我刚刚也在想这件事儿呐！”奥登先生说，“星期天我们可以在新农场待上一天，然后回来上最后一个星期的课，不过下星期亨利已经放暑假在家了。”

维莉说：“爷爷，我觉得您是世界上最善良的人了！”她握住爷爷的一只手，“您总能想到法子让我们开心。”

“哦，哦，谢谢你这么想，亲爱的。可是你们几个小家伙也一直在让我开心啊！”

“爷爷，咱们还是说说新农场吧！”班尼忍不住打断了爷爷的话，“那儿有没有动物？”

“你认为会有吗，班尼？”杰西反问道，“现在新农场还没人住，就算简姑婆搬去住了，她也不会想养什么动物吧？她只是想来东部养老的啊！”

亨利点点头表示同意，然后说：“爷爷，我觉得简姑婆是想住得离您近一些，这样她更有安全感。”

“也许你说得没错，亨利，”奥登先生又笑了起来，“麦琪也会和简一起过来。你们还记得麦琪吗？她陪伴简好多年了。还有，山姆和他妻子也会来过夏天。当然喽，简肯定会把她的小狗狗——公主带来的。”

“真好！”杰西说，“麦琪最了解简姑婆需要什么。他们几个都会照顾简姑婆的，而且她的农场里需要有个男管家。”

“对，山姆就是这样的好管家，要知道简是不善于经营农场赚钱的，她只是想住在那儿而已。”奥登先生说，“我打算明天一早就出发。你能起得来么，班尼？”

“我？”班尼大喊一声，然后扑到爷爷身旁，双手放在爷爷的膝盖上，“您让我几点起，我就几点起。凌晨三点？还是两点、四点，或者半夜12点？反正不管几点都行！”

“五点怎么样？”奥登先生看着班尼问道。

“没问题！”小家伙自信满满地说，“如果我们在那儿过夜的话，需要带箱子去吗？”

“当然，每个人都得带上随身的箱子。我们不在农场住，不过应该能找到汽车旅馆。”

“汽车旅馆？”班尼大叫道，“太酷了！”

“咱们去打包吧，杰西，”维莉说，“我都等不及想见简姑婆了。”

“简姑婆还没来呢！”奥登先生提醒道。

“这个我知道，”维莉说，“我就是想加快速度，早点见到她。”

“我们好像都在加快速度，”班尼说，“简姑婆会飞过来吗？”

“嗯，我猜约翰·卡特会去接她，那样她就不用操什么心了。”

“您是说我们的好卡特先生吗？”杰西叫了起来，“他好能干，有他陪着，简姑婆就会安全了。”

杰西说得没错。爷爷把很多事都委托给了约翰·卡特，甚至连自己的私人飞机都由他负责开。

“现在，我也该去打包行李啦。”爷爷说着从椅子上站起身来，“晚安喽，孩子们！”

“晚安？”班尼大声问，“才七点半，现在就要睡觉了吗？”

看着班尼惊讶的样子，大家都忍不住笑了起来。

“反正我要去睡了，”爷爷说，“你收拾完行李，最好也赶紧去睡吧。别忘了，咱们明早五点就要出发，五点钟之前就得起来吃早餐。”

“我们能带望望去吗？”班尼又问。

“当然，带上望望吧！这次行程不算远。”
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奥登家的四个孩子对收拾行李早已驾轻就熟了，他们用的还是上次去蓝色海湾时带的小箱子。大家都知道，去农场只用带几件简单方便的衣服就成，因此行李很快就打包好了。

“我们不用穿正式的衣服，”杰西提醒大家，“带点短衣、短裤和平底鞋就好。”

“平底鞋也用带吗？”亨利说，“咱们不管去哪儿，穿的都是平底鞋。”

“好啦，亨利，别取笑我了，”杰西笑着说，“谁不知道你们男生从不穿高跟鞋。”

已经是第二天早晨四点了，可班尼还沉浸在甜美的梦乡中，他压根没听到闹钟的响声。维莉走进他的房间，轻轻摇醒了他。

“别碰我，”班尼咕哝着，“天还没亮，我才不起床呢！外面天还黑着呐！”

“你不是说‘不管是半夜还是四点钟，什么时候都起得来’吗？”维莉打趣道。

“我现在改主意了。”班尼耍起赖来。

维莉笑了，她把所有的灯都打开，班尼不得不从床上爬了起来。

早餐准备得很丰盛，有熏肉、鸡蛋、粥、面包片和橙汁。一家人吃完后，钻进了宽敞的旅行车里，由亨利负责开车。这是一个美好的春天的早晨，小树刚刚发出嫩绿的芽儿，田野里开满了蒲公英，太阳正在冉冉地升起，小鸟唧唧喳喳地叫着，在树林中飞来飞去。旅行车载着一家人沿着平坦的公路向北驶去。

“我们应该能赶在九点前到达新农场。”爷爷说，“亨利，待会儿我告诉你在哪儿拐弯。”

没过一会儿，他就叫道：“就是这儿，亨利，拐过去！看到那边的白教堂了吗？旁边的大楼就是市政厅，紧挨着市政厅的就是老杂货店！呵，它现在看起来好小，我记得杂货店以前很大的呀！”

大家很开心，这么容易就找到了老杂货店。他们从旅行车下来，径直走进杂货店。

“欢迎光临！”柜台后的人迎了上来，“我猜你一定是詹姆斯·奥登。我是以利沙·摩尔斯。”

“我还记得你的名字，以利沙。”爷爷和店主握了握手。

接下来，两个人便开始商量农场的价格，几分钟后，奥登先生开了一张支票，递给了摩尔斯先生。

“我认为你们不会喜欢那个农场的，”摩尔斯一边把支票塞进口袋，一边说，“那儿的屋顶常漏雨。”

“不能修好吗？”奥登先生问。

“当然能修好，只是要花钱。我要是有钱就给你们修了。”

“你自己会修吗？”

“不会，但我儿子会。他可以在屋顶铺上新瓦。”

“那你就找他过来吧，”爷爷说，“我们现在就去看看房子。让你儿子直接到农场找我，屋顶一定得赶紧修。”

“包在我身上！”摩尔斯先生说，“这是后门的钥匙。我儿子待会儿就要过来看店的。”

摩尔斯先生走出店门，沉默地看着奥登一家人登上了旅行车。车子快启动了，他仍然沉默着。直到汽车缓缓驶上大路，他才脱口而出：“那个农场还有别的问题！你们不会喜欢的！”

但是亨利并没有掉头，而是继续驶向山上的农场。


第三章　爷爷出马

Chapter 3　Grandfather Takes Over

“摩尔斯先生为什么非得等到车要开了，才想着叫我们啊？”亨利问。

“我想起来了，这是当地人说话的习惯。”爷爷解释道，“他们说话行事一向如此，不紧不慢的。你们要慢慢适应。”

“我觉得刚才应该掉头回去的。”亨利还是不放心。

“别担心啦！”爷爷说，“咱们去看看房子，就会知道究竟有什么问题了。这里的人是世界上最善良，也是最乐于助人的，不信就等着瞧，只要你们开口，他们会飞快地过来帮忙的。”

维莉看了看杰西，两人会心地一笑。她们喜欢看到爷爷这么开心的样子。爷爷不停地左顾右盼，打量着眼前的小村庄。

“快看！”他说，“那是豆子农场！”

“豆子农场？”班尼惊讶地问，“农场里种着豆子么？”

“不是，是因为这家农场的主人姓豆，他们家有两个儿子。”奥登先生解释道，“我还记得，其中一个儿子跟我的年纪差不多大，以前整天调皮捣蛋。他长得很帅气，可惜总是闯祸。”奥登先生忍不住仰头大笑，“我还记得，那时候简非常喜欢他，真的非常喜欢，总帮着他说话。”

“他后来怎么样了？”班尼问道，“长大后成坏人了吗？”

“我也不知道，班尼。说来话长，一次他因为枪走火而闯下了大祸，第二天就不见了，之后谁也没见过他。简很伤心，要不是因为这件事，简很可能就嫁给他了。”

“他逃跑了吗？”亨利问。

“应该是这样。我们听说他后来逃到了海边，在船上找到了活儿，跑遍了世界各地。不管怎样，现在谁也不知道他在哪里，说不定已经去世了——这很有可能。”

“那简姑婆会非常难过的。”维莉说。

奥登先生看了看这个善解人意的小孙女，说：“是啊，简肯定会非常难过。只是没有人知道，他的那支枪究竟从何而来。”

“他用枪伤人了吗？”班尼问道。

“那倒没有，他只是为了吓唬别人朝大树开了几枪而已。奇怪的是，这几枪居然引起了一场森林大火，火势大到差点烧到他家的房子，幸亏火被邻居及时扑灭了。之后的第二天早晨，他就不见了。”

“他叫什么名字？”杰西问。

“他的名字？”爷爷愣住了，“我不记得了。事情已经过去了好久，当时我也只是个小孩子。”

“他家的房子很漂亮！”亨利说。

“是啊，不过没有咱家农场上的房子漂亮，我们的房子是1750年盖的。屋顶上有四根大烟囱，我还记得，前排的烟囱上刻着这个日期。快看！快看！那儿就是我们的老房子！”

奥登先生的兴奋劲儿也感染了四个孩子。大家望向山顶，只见那儿矗立着一座白色的大房子，旁边长着两棵高大的榆树。房子后面是一个红色的大谷仓，谷仓背后是广袤的农田和树林。

“我没看出这房子有什么问题啊？”杰西说，“我觉得它看起来很漂亮呢！只是需要粉刷一下而已。”

“别忘了，屋顶会漏雨哦！”班尼提醒道。

“咱们进去看看再说吧，”亨利说，“既然摩尔斯先生说我们不会喜欢这房子，那说明房子肯定有问题。”

“我看到烟囱上刻的1750年啦！”班尼突然大声叫了起来，“是用白色油漆刻上去的。”

亨利驾驶着旅行车，又拐了个弯，将车停在房子的后门边。大家下了车，伫立在门外，仔细打量着眼前的房子。接着，亨利用大钥匙打开了后门。

“还好，钥匙和锁都没问题。”亨利推开了后门。
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“我先进去，”奥登先生说，“你们几个跟在后面。这屋子已经很久没人住了。”的确，房子看上去阴森森的。

他们进门后首先看到的是一间食品储藏室，接着是一个老式厨房。

“快看！”杰西叫了起来，“好大的壁炉！”

“大到我都可以躺在里面了！”班尼兴奋地说。

“别瞎说！”杰西说，“你们再看这儿，两边各有一个砖砌的烤炉呢！”说完她打开了烤炉的门。

“太酷了！”班尼嚷道，“这肯定就是人们烤面包的地方。”

穿过大厨房，大家进入了起居室，只见不算太破旧的地毯上布满厚厚的灰尘，桌椅上也积满了尘埃。

他们转向左边，来到了长长的客厅，客厅的顶头就是前门，正对前门的是会客厅和卧室。一家人快速穿过这些房间——反正以后有的是时间仔细参观。

“楼上应该有四间卧室吧？”杰西说。

“咱们赶紧上楼去看看！”班尼说，“说不定问题就藏在楼上呐！”

“反正楼下我没发现有什么不妥，”亨利说，“除了到处都很脏，灰尘很大以外。要知道每间房都有壁炉，不脏才怪！”

“楼上也是一样的。”爷爷解释道，“以前我们都是靠壁炉取暖，不像现在有暖气。”

一家人来到楼上，果然发现了四间卧室，只是没有洗手间。

“爷爷，咱们没法在这儿住，”杰西——这个尽职的小管家说，“房子里太脏了。”

“当然！我不是说过，咱们要去住汽车旅馆吗？也许我们能找人把这儿打扫干净。”

“我们自己来打扫吧！”班尼提议道。

“噢，这活儿只有身强力壮的清洁女工才能胜任——也许男人会更合适？”奥登先生说着，看了看周围，一副若有所思的样子。

“快看，后门那儿有人，”班尼说，“我看到他的车了。”

大家走下楼来，发现一个高个子的年轻人正从车里出来。

“你是摩尔斯先生的儿子，专门来帮我们修屋顶的吗？”班尼问。

“答对了，小家伙，”年轻人说，“叫我西姆吧！我的全名是西米恩·摩尔斯。”

“哈，太酷啦！”班尼兴奋地叫道，“等山姆来了，咱们这里就有一个山姆，一个西姆了。”

“谁是山姆？”西姆问。

“山姆是我姐姐的随从。”奥登先生答道，“山姆很好相处，他和妻子会帮我姐姐料理好这个农场。现在，年轻人，我希望你能告诉我实情——这座宅子究竟有什么古怪？”

西姆闻言不禁紧张起来，他不安地站在那儿。

“实情就是——我什么也不知道。”

“什么都不知道？那你们为什么会觉得这房子有问题呢？”

“这个我也不清楚。”西姆答道。

爷爷在厨房的椅子上坐了下来，他探过身子，“来吧，西姆，就坐在这儿。我很想知道宅子里究竟发生了什么。你父亲说这房子有问题，你也这么想，是吗？你们为什么会有如此想法？我以前住在这里的时候，还从来没发现屋子里有什么神秘之处呐！”

西姆凝视着爷爷，半晌才开口道：“这屋子的古怪之处就在于，没人能在这里住得长——你们家从这儿搬走了，后来的主人也都搬走了。”

“你们怎么会这么想？”爷爷问道。

“也许是出于愚蠢的迷信吧！”西姆说。

“没关系，甭管愚不愚蠢，我都很想知道个究竟。”

“好吧！”西姆说，“我想您还记得豆先生一家吧？就是以前住在您隔壁的那家？”

“当然记得。”

西姆继续问道：“那你还记得他们家的大儿子吗？他不知从哪儿找到了一把枪。”

“记得，”爷爷说，“不过我忘了他的名字。”

“他叫安德鲁。”西姆说。

“没错，就叫安德鲁！我们当时都叫他安迪，可是他爸爸不喜欢这个名字。噢，我怎么把这些都给忘了？那么，后来发生了什么事情？”

“安德鲁桀骜不驯，经常惹祸，他捡来的枪导致了一场大火灾。大家把火扑灭后，安德鲁再也没有出现过。后来，他的弟弟便继承了家里的农场。”

“可是，这一切跟这座房子有什么关系呢？再说，事情已经过去好久了。”

西姆看了看奥登先生，“要知道从那时起，这宅子就不太平了，而且越来越邪门。有传言说，安德鲁的枪就是从这座房子里拿走的，似乎有居心不良的人藏在这里，把枪给了他……”

“那给他枪的坏蛋究竟是谁？”

“我也不知道，事情太久远了。”

“安德鲁拿的是怎样的枪？”亨利问道。

“你算问对人了！那把枪现在就在我爸的家里。枪非常非常古老，应该是很久以前独立战争时期用过的。”

“我想看看那把枪。”奥登先生说。

“随时都行！”西姆说，“只管找我爸要。”

奥登先生看着亨利和杰西，“看来枪的背后有秘密，我们一定要解开这个秘密。”

“哦，天啊！”班尼大声说，“事情越来越精彩啦！只要爷爷出马，肯定有好戏看。”

“这我相信。”西姆冲着班尼笑道。

“对了，西姆，”奥登先生说，“这房子没什么安全隐患吧？你能修好屋顶，把屋子打扫干净吗？”

“当然能！”西姆说，“其实我觉得房子本身没什么大问题。”说完他皱了皱眉头。

“可是你之前说这房子有些邪门！”奥登先生不禁提高了嗓门。

“那只是大家的传言和迷信，说这里风水不太好罢了。房子本身是好房子。我考虑要在地下室支起一根大柱子，让地板更坚固一些。再把屋顶和窗户修好，刷上油漆，这样你们就可以安心入住了。”

“很高兴能有你这样的朋友！”奥登先生说，“认识你是我们的幸运。你能找到帮手今天就开工吗？”

“今天？我不知道今天行不行。”

“有困难吗？”爷爷问道，“还是你在忙其他事？”

“噢，倒是没什么要紧的事，只不过我的拖拉机需要修理一下——这个留着以后做也行。”

“那么，能找到帮忙修房子的人吗？”

“我猜邻居们都乐意帮忙。他们听说奥登小姐要回来住，高兴得很呐，都想着说不定这样能改改老宅子的风水呢！”

“你是说，邻居们已经知道这事儿了？”爷爷问。

“当然喽，大家都是昨天晚上知道的——整个村子都传遍啦。”

“哈，消息传得真快！”爷爷不禁笑道，“我记得在我小的时候也是这样。那么，能麻烦你去找些帮手来吗？我还不认识邻居们。好了，现在就去吧！我先给你一些钱，买油漆、木料和支撑地下室用的木头。”他算了算数目，将钱递给了西姆。

“怎么办呢？现在你们暂时还不能住在这儿。”西姆看着四个孩子说。

“哦，没关系，我们应该能在村里找到汽车旅馆。”

“没错，有旅馆。你们沿着这条路一直往前走，差不多走四英里，就能看到一家不错的汽车旅馆，旅馆房间里有地毯和电视，很方便。”

“对了，西姆，”杰西问道，“您能帮我们在房子里装上洗手间吗？”

“你想把洗手间装在哪里？”西姆问。

“楼上一个，楼下一个，”杰西说，“客厅这么大，很容易就能划出装洗手间的位置。”

“嗯，就按杰西说的办吧，”爷爷说，“这附近有人装过洗手间吗？”

西姆挠了挠头：“我倒是一直想装来着，不过要花不少钱，就放弃了。”

“好了，你去忙你的吧！”奥登先生说，“不管找多少帮手都成，最重要的是，我希望能尽快完工，因为简已经迫不及待地想搬进来了。”

“看来她跟以前不一样了，”西姆说，“我爸说她以前是个慢条斯理的人，您倒是风风火火的。”

“没错，”奥登先生说，“简的变化确实很大。跟你父亲说，我们姐弟俩现在都变成急性子啦。”

“没问题，”西姆说，“我会把一切都告诉他的。”

正当奥登先生和西姆说话的工夫，维莉和班尼已经开始四处打探了。

维莉在长满荒草的院子里找到了一条通向前门的小路，同时，她还发现了几块被太阳烤得热乎乎的大平石板。

班尼跑到马厩旁，将脑袋从门缝里探进去，只见马厩里空空荡荡，黑黢黢一片。一盏旧马灯悬挂在破旧的马具上，四周鸦雀无声。“真恐怖！”班尼自言自语道。

这时，他才突然意识到，距离吃早饭已经过了很长时间，于是赶紧跑回爷爷身边，叫道：“我饿啦！”

“你又饿了？”爷爷问道，“你忘了才吃过早饭吗？”

“我也饿了，爷爷，”维莉说，“与其在汽车旅馆里吃午饭，咱们不如就在这儿野餐吧！瞧这花园多漂亮啊！”

“你说这个花园漂亮？”西姆说，“等把野草割掉后，你再看吧，那才叫漂亮呐！”

“瞧，前门旁边有几块大石板，”维莉说，“我们去搬把椅子出来让爷爷坐，然后美美地来一次野餐！”

对维莉的建议，爷爷从来都是言听计从。“好，”他说，“那咱们现在就去旅馆，买些三明治来，再把暖瓶装满牛奶。西姆，汽车旅馆里有三明治卖吗？”

“应该有，”西姆说，“不过我妻子应该很乐意为你们做些鸡肉三明治，她做的三明治很好吃。”

“太酷了！”班尼兴奋地说。

“她还会做鸡蛋三明治。”西姆补充道。

“那我们现在就去吧！”班尼等不及了。

“我先回去告诉她一声，”西姆说，“再叫几个邻居来帮忙修理房子。”

“哈！”爷爷欢呼了一声，眼睛闪闪发光。

“哈！”班尼也同时欢呼道。这一刻，他像极了爷爷。西姆看着他们俩，明白他们有多迫切地想将房子快点修好。他喃喃自语道：“既然大家如此期待，那我要赶紧将房子修理好！”


第四章　土豆窖

Chapter 4　The Potato Pit

“西姆，你在前面带路吧，”奥登先生说，“如果你确定你妻子愿意帮我们做三明治的话，那我们就跟着你回家。”

“她当然愿意，我敢打包票。”西姆说，“我们还有很多牛奶，可以装满你们的暖瓶。”

“西姆，这几瓶可不够我们喝的！”亨利说，“你看，我们有四个人，我一个人就能喝掉一升。”

“有个暖瓶还要留着给爷爷装咖啡呢！”维莉说。她总是为爷爷想得很周全。

“你们想喝多少牛奶都行，”西姆说，“我们家养着40头奶牛呢！”

大家一边聊着天，一边走出了后门。

“不用锁门，”西姆说，“就这样开着吧！”

说完，他上了自己的车，奥登一家则钻进了旅行车，两辆车一起驶到了紧挨着老杂货店的红房子前。西姆领着他们来到了厨房，一看到来客，他的妻子立刻笑着过来迎接。

“孩子妈，能给他们做些鸡肉三明治么？这是奥登先生和他的孙子孙女。他们想吃野餐了。”

“幸会，摩尔斯太太，”爷爷握了握她的手，“能为我们做这些，你实在是太好了！”
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“这是我的荣幸呐！”摩尔斯太太说，“我昨天刚烤了面包，现在还剩下六条！”

“哇，自己烤的面包！”班尼喊道，“今天的野餐太地道了！”

“孩子妈，再做些鸡蛋三明治吧！”西姆又说，“这些孩子好像饿坏了。我去拿牛奶罐来。”

“你怎么叫她孩子妈啊，”班尼问，“她不是你妻子吗？”

“没错，她是我妻子，不过也是我六个孩子的妈妈，所以我习惯叫她孩子妈。”

摩尔斯太太一边在木盘上切鸡肉，一边和孩子们聊着天，“你们的胆儿可真大，敢搬到那座老房子去住。”

“为什么不敢？”班尼问，“难道那里闹鬼么？”

“鬼倒是没有，”摩尔斯太太说，“不过镇子里的人都不敢住在那儿。”

“为什么？”爷爷问，“你能告诉我原因吗？”

“原因我也说不上来，只是觉得老房子里有古怪，说不出的古怪。”

“这倒奇了，”杰西说，“大家都说不出所以然来。”

“是不是很久以前老房子里还发生了什么事儿？”亨利问道。

摩尔斯太太抬起头来，“没错，确实如此，大家都知道是这样，却不知道具体发生了什么事情。”

“那么，这镇子里最年长的是谁？”亨利问。

“年纪最大的？让我想想……应该是科尔爷爷，他已经快100岁了，可耳不聋，眼不花，拄着拐棍还能走路。”

“说不定他能记得小时候发生过的事呢！”杰西说。

“也许吧，这很有可能！不过我从来没向科尔爷爷打听过。”摩尔斯太太说完便开始剥鸡蛋了。

班尼惊讶地睁圆了双眼。

“原来是煮好的鸡蛋啊！”班尼大声说，“刚才看你敲蛋，我还担心蛋黄会流出来呢！”

“煮鸡蛋是我家常备的食物呐，家里的人都喜欢早餐吃凉凉的煮鸡蛋。”

“我可不喜欢，”班尼说，“当然野餐的时候吃没问题。早餐的话，我还是更喜欢吃刚出锅的半熟煎鸡蛋。”

摩尔斯太太笑着说：“是啊，大多数人都和你一样，只是我们家的人有点特别。”

无论如何，摩尔斯太太都是一个麻利的主妇。一会儿工夫，她就准备好了野餐篮，用牛皮纸包了些三明治，放进篮子里。“你们喜欢吃泡菜吗？”她问道。

“哈，我们超爱泡菜！”班尼说着，抬头看去，他本以为会看到一瓶装好的泡菜，结果却看到了几根比他的手还长的泡菜条。

“老天，这是泡菜超人啊！”他说，“一条就够我们吃啦！它们看起来真像黄瓜！”

“班尼，这就是黄瓜泡菜啊！”杰西告诉弟弟。

“啊，我不知道！”班尼说。

“对了，我还给你们准备了些曲奇饼，”摩尔斯太太说，“你们可以用来当饭后甜点。”

又圆又大的白色曲奇饼中间有个小洞，边缘被烤得焦黄酥脆，散发着喷香的味道。

“都准备好啦！”摩尔斯太太盖上野餐篮的盖子，“祝你们野餐愉快！”说完，她又将一暖瓶咖啡递给了杰西。

亨利接过篮子，向摩尔斯太太道了谢。爷爷要付钱给摩尔斯太太，却被她退了回来。“不用这样的，”她说，“帮助你们，我乐意！别跟我客气。”

奥登先生知道她说的是实话，也就不再勉强，只好说：“你的盛情我谨记在心。”孩子们也一一再次谢过了摩尔斯太太。

于是，他们乘着旅行车，回到了农场。大家将野餐篮放到前门边的大石板上，亨利给爷爷搬来一把椅子，其余的人都坐在暖乎乎的石板上，将三明治、鸡蛋和泡菜从篮子里取了出来。

细心的摩尔斯太太还预先在篮子里放了几个喝牛奶的纸杯，还有一套专门给奥登先生用的精致的咖啡杯、杯垫和勺子。“想得真周到啊！”爷爷不禁赞叹道，“咖啡就得用咖啡杯喝才香呐！”

“用纸杯喝就不香了。”班尼补充道。

“没错，我可喝不惯纸杯。”

野餐篮的最上层还有一根给望望准备的大骨头，望望一口叼起来，跑到边上去了。正当大家开心地吃着曲奇饼的时候，突然听到汽车驶来的声音。望望开始大叫起来，它跑到孩子们身边，不断地摇着尾巴。

“是谁来了？”杰西问。

“我估计是修屋顶的人。”班尼说。

果然被他猜中了。一个白头发的瘦高个男人停好车，从车里走下来，打量着孩子们和奥登先生。他的车后座上装满了木瓦片。

“您是来帮忙修屋顶的吗？”班尼问。

“是的。”那人回答。

“您带长梯子来了吗？”亨利问道。

“没有！”

“那你要等着西姆拿梯子过来。”爷爷说。

“好的。”那人说着，开始将木瓦片从车上卸下来。

爷爷笑了：“能问一下你的名字吗？”

“当然，我叫德伯特·金格。就叫我小德吧！”

班尼问：“您也听说了吧？我的简姑婆马上要搬过来住啦。您估摸着多久才能铺好屋顶呢？”

“这我可说不准。”小德说着，又搬下一箱钉子。这时，另一辆车慢慢驶了过来。

“这次又是谁来了呢？”杰西问道。

“我敢说，还是来帮忙修房子的人。”亨利回答。

“快看，”维莉说，“车里有三个人！爷爷，您一下子让整个镇子都忙活起来了呢！”

接着，西姆也带人过来了。这样，人手就增加到六个了。

爷爷对西姆说：“我们一起进去看看该从哪儿开始下手吧！”于是，大家跟着爷爷走进房子，望望也摇着尾巴跟了进来。

老宅的地板是用宽宽的木板铺就的。

“有些地方只需要清理一下就行了，”西姆说，“看来房子的前任主人维护得还不错。”

“我觉得这里已经很久没人住了。”班尼说。

“不，上一家人前不久才搬进来，只不过住了不到六个月就搬回纽约了。他们不习惯乡下的生活。”西姆说。

一个帮工看着班尼：“你们怎么会想到住在这里？”

“我们不住，”班尼回答道，“是我们的简姑婆要来这儿。她和我爷爷以前都曾在这座房子里住过。这位就是我的爷爷！这是他小时候的家。”

爷爷看了那帮工一眼，问道：“这房子有什么问题吗？”

“我也不知道，”那人显得有点局促不安，他看了看西姆，继续说道，“反正关于这老房子的传言很多，故事也很多。”

爷爷说：“那就随便讲一个给我听吧！”

“好吧！听过老式长枪的故事吗？”

“听说过。”爷爷回答道，“枪就在西姆家里。”

“不，是在我爸家里。”西姆赶紧纠正道。

“反正我很快就能看到它了。”爷爷继续问道，“那把枪怎么了？”

“大家都说，枪是在这房子里找到的，”帮工回答道，“我猜它应该是有些年头的老式步枪了。”

“都是千篇一律的传闻。”爷爷换了个话题，“不管怎样，将房子修好才是关键。大家先从窗户和屋顶修起，再装两个洗手间，接上热水，安上火炉，大概需要多长时间？”

“三个星期就足够了，”西姆说，“我们人手多。”

维莉说：“学校很快就要放假了，到时候我们也可以过来帮忙。”

“我们还要解开老房子的秘密呢！”班尼信心百倍地说，“我敢肯定，一切都是谣言，这房子什么问题都没有。”

一个帮工看着班尼，笑了起来：“小家伙，或许你说得对，不过我觉得这房子绝对有古怪。”

“好吧，就算有古怪，爷爷也会查出真相的。”班尼说。

“这倒是实话，”西姆说，“我也相信。”

工人们走出房子，将梯子铺到屋顶，余下的工人则留在屋里负责生火。

“你们很冷吗？”亨利惊讶地问道，要知道今天的天气非常暖和。

“不冷，不过待会儿我们需要用热井水。”一个工人解释道。

工人们用大水壶烧了很多热水后，便开始清洗地板和墙壁了。

奥登一家人看了一会儿，开始觉得无聊起来，便晃悠到了地下室里。

“老天，看这个地方！”班尼一边适应着地下室的黑暗，一边叫道，“现在我相信了，这个地下室一定是独立战争时期修建的。”

“这块水泥地的大石板下有个洞，”亨利打量着，“估计是冬天用来储存蔬菜的。”

“没错，亨利，”爷爷说，“这就是以前我们储存土豆的地窖，也叫土豆窖。我记得很清楚，小时候我经常下去拿晚饭用的土豆，每次都要取二十几个，要知道当时我们的农场雇了好多人呢！”

四个孩子跨过石板，朝地窖里看去。地窖很深，是用石头垒砌而成，并抹上了石灰。

“可惜没有土豆。”班尼说。

大家忍不住笑了起来。维莉说：“你觉得现在还能找到独立战争时期的土豆吗？”

爷爷微笑着说：“我已经不记得独立战争了，但对土豆还有印象，说明这个地窖一直都是存放土豆的。”

“说不定秘密就藏在土豆窖里。”说完，杰西又仔细打量了一下土豆窖。

“不会的，我认为不可能。”奥登先生走上台阶，“在我住的那么长的时间里，地窖里除了土豆什么都没有。”

“我在想，秘密会不会藏在厨房的大壁炉里呢？”维莉说，“要不咱们去看看那两个烤炉吧！”大家走出地下室，来到厨房。

“我钻进去看看！”班尼提议道。这是个好主意，班尼不仅能随意进到炉子里，还能轻松地在里面站起来。

壁炉两旁各有一个烤炉，但班尼什么线索也没找到。

“哎，我看咱们还是赶紧去找汽车旅馆吧，”奥登先生看了看手表，“我们至少要订三间房呢！”

“但愿旅馆能允许望望住进去，”班尼说，“我知道有些汽车旅馆是不接受动物的。”

这时，工人们已经将客厅的地板清洁完毕了。

“哦，多漂亮的房子呀！”杰西情不自禁地惊呼道，“要是等我们挂上白纱窗帘就更好看啦！”

工人们都笑着看向她。

“干得好！”爷爷赞许道，“收工后，你们就直接离开，不用锁门——西姆是这么说的。”他微笑着看了看每个人。

“找到秘诀啦，”亨利自言自语道，“难怪大家都喜欢帮爷爷干活，是因为他总是直视着别人，而且笑容可掬。”


第五章　老式火枪

Chapter 5　An Old Flintlock Gun

奥登一家人发现了一家非常不错的汽车旅馆，服务生允许他们带望望进去，条件是要把它拴起来。望望虽然很不喜欢被如此对待，但还是顺从地趴在了床边。

星期天早晨，吃过早饭后，亨利建议道：“反正工人们星期天休息，咱们不如去看看那把古董枪吧？”

于是，一家人开车来到了杂货店。杂货店还没开门，摩尔斯先生看到了他们，赶紧下楼将客人迎了进来。

“我敢说，你们一定是来看那把古董枪的！”他说，“来，跟我上楼吧！家里就我一个人，我太太很多年前就去世了。”

等大家上楼落座后，摩尔斯先生便走到架子旁，取下一把样子古怪的枪。

班尼说：“我从没见过这么奇怪的枪。它能用么？能射出子弹么？”

“当然能，只是我还不知道该怎么用。它叫燧发火枪，独立战争时期都是用的这种火枪。”

“我大概知道它的构造，”亨利说，“能把枪给我一会儿吗？看，这里是火药槽，专门用来放置火药的。这是燧石，只要一扣动扳机，燧石就会打火，点燃火药。”

“枪声一定大得惊人。”班尼说。

“是的，动静相当大，书里是这么说的。我想开枪的人自己的耳朵都会被震伤呐！”摩尔斯先生回答道。

爷爷问：“以利沙，你是从哪里得到这把枪的？”

“是从豆先生家里要来的。安迪逃走以后，他们就不愿再看到这把枪了。本来他们想把它扔掉，我就说不如给我吧。之后枪就一直搁在那个架子上，一搁就是50年，其间我一次都没擦过。”

亨利说着，把枪递给了杰西，杰西说：“它应该待在博物馆里。”

亨利问道：“你说过镇子里最年长的人是谁，科尔爷爷吗？”

“我没告诉你们关于科尔爷爷的事啊！应该是我儿子说的。”

“是西姆的妻子告诉我们的，”维莉说，“她说科尔爷爷快100岁了。您知道他住在哪里吗？”

“我们能去拜访他吗？”奥登先生问道。他向来都是这么雷厉风行。

“当然可以，他会喜出望外的，要知道现在几乎没人去他家做客了。他太老了，总是唠叨一些陈芝麻烂谷子的事情。”摩尔斯先生说。

“那很好，”爷爷说，“我们就是想听他唠叨以前的事。”

“那他不会让你们失望的。”摩尔斯先生笑着说，“你们沿着这条路往回走，穿过你们的农场，下一座房子就是科尔爷爷的，是座小小的白色房子，围着一圈白栅栏。”奥登家的旅行车又开回到大路上，他们经过了依旧架着梯子的自家房子后，很快便看到了围着白栅栏的小白屋。到达目的地，大家都下了车。

“希望我们不会吓到他，”班尼说，“家里呼啦啦一下子来了这么多陌生人呢！”

科尔先生并没有被吓到，相反倒是很高兴。他走出房间，来到院子里，请大家坐到长凳上。一位面容慈祥的老妈妈出来将他扶到一把舒适的椅子上。

“我们不会打扰您太久的，科尔先生。”爷爷开口道。

“就叫我科尔爷爷吧！”老先生说。

“好吧！”奥登先生面带微笑地说，“我们想问几个问题，又不想让您太累。”

“你们不会累着我的，随你们在这儿待多久都行。”科尔爷爷说，“我喜欢和客人聊天，可惜家里很少来人。”

“那就好了！”班尼说，“我们要打听的事情非常要紧呢！”

“什么事情这么重要？”科尔爷爷问，“你们想知道些什么？”

爷爷接过话头：“您应该听说过豆家的安迪和他那把火枪的故事吧？”

“当然喽！那是把老式的燧石火枪。安迪用火枪放了一把大火后就逃跑了。”

“对，这就是我们想知道的。”奥登先生往前倾了一下身子，“那把火枪是从哪里来的？”

“火枪从哪里来？噢，这个简单，它原先就藏在你们刚买的老房子里！有人把枪给了安迪。当然，这又是另一个故事了。我不知道是谁给了安迪枪，但有一点可以肯定，有人藏在你们的老房子里！”

“藏在老房子里？为什么？”班尼问道。

“我也不清楚，我敢说，安迪的弟弟也不知道。他从不愿谈起这件事，不过，我可以告诉你们谁知道这件事。”

“谁？”大家异口同声地问。

“我弟弟。他才92岁，而我都99岁了。他比我年轻，所以记性也比我好。”

“他叫什么？”亨利问道。

“他也叫科尔，不过大家都管他叫约翰·科尔，而不是科尔爷爷。”

“那他现在在哪里？”杰西急切地问道。

“在纽约。他冬天的时候住在城里，夏天就来镇上避暑。再过一两个星期他就该过来了——也许只用等上几天吧，我已经记不清日子啦。”

维莉对杰西说：“说不定等我们下次再来镇上，他也过来了，到那时我们再去问吧！而且那个时候，简姑婆也已经住过来了。”

除此之外，科尔爷爷也不知道更多事情了。但是，正如亨利所说，再小的线索也有帮助。

当奥登一家人察觉到科尔爷爷开始面露疲态后，便立即起身告辞了。

“十分感谢您！”奥登先生站了起来，握了握老先生的手。“这些孩子过几天还会再来镇上，帮我姐姐简布置房子的。”

“是啊，我都听说了，”科尔爷爷说，“希望你姐姐在那房子里平平安安的。”说完，他摇了摇头。

“这个夏天我们也要住在那座房子里呢！”班尼说，“我们要看望简姑婆。”

“到时候也顺便来看看我吧！”科尔爷爷说。在回自家农场的路上，奥登先生说：“不如我们直接回家吧，咱们留在这儿也没多大意义了。”

“可是您不去见见西姆，告诉他们该如何做吗？”班尼问。

“不用了，我早就跟他们交代清楚了。”爷爷说。

于是，一家人和新朋友们一一告别后，便径直回家了。几个星期以后，爷爷终于接到了电话，说房子已经修好了。此时，杰西和维莉早已准备好了新窗帘，以及床单、被褥、毛巾之类的许多东西。

大家屋里屋外折腾了好多趟，才将所有包裹塞进了旅行车。装好车以后，几乎都没有地方让望望坐了。

约翰·卡特负责开飞机将简姑婆接过来，而替简姑婆工作的山姆和他妻子，也驱车向东部出发了。当然，麦琪一路跟随着简姑婆。

当看到自己出生的农场时，简姑婆简直是激动万分。

简姑婆虽然瘦小，走起路来却和她弟弟一样，健步如飞。此时，她正眉飞色舞地欣赏着自己的新家，兴奋得双颊绯红。

“詹姆斯，”她大声叫了起来，“你总能给我带来惊喜。你究竟是怎么把农场买回来的？”

“很简单啊，”爷爷说，“反正没别人想要。”

“我想要它！”简姑婆说，“在这儿住一定会非常幸福的，麦琪肯定也会喜欢上新家。最重要的是，我们要和孩子们度过一个多么快乐的暑假啊！”

“还有望望呢！”班尼补充道。

女孩们和麦琪一起，收拾好床铺，把食物放进冰箱，将厨房里的碗碟码好。她们还专门给爷爷带了面包机和煮咖啡的壶。
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山姆和妻子一到农场，就开始忙活了。山姆从邻居那儿买了一些小鸡，还修好了鸡窝。农场里瞬间就热闹了起来。

奥登先生只在这儿待了一个星期就回去工作了。简姑婆、麦琪和四个孩子则继续留在农场里，他们感觉这个老农场很亲切，就像自己已经在这里生活了很久一样。


第六章　木屋探险

Chapter 6　Exploring the Woodshed

没多久，镇上的每个人都认识了奥登家的四个孩子，因为孩子们几乎走遍了小镇的每个角落。

一天早晨，班尼去豆子农场玩，见到了安迪的弟弟豆先生，还有豆太太。夫妻俩看到班尼很是高兴，让他常来玩。但是对于安迪——这个逃家的哥哥，他们却只字不提。

吃午饭的时候，班尼告诉大家：“我发现了一件有趣的事。你们知道么，豆先生家养鸡蛋。”

“班尼，不是养鸡蛋，是养鸡。”杰西笑着纠正道。

“知道啦，反正他们养鸡卖蛋就对了！奇怪的是，每天都会有三个鸡蛋不翼而飞。”

“老弟，你是怎么知道的？豆先生他们又是怎么知道的？”亨利问。

“是豆太太告诉我的。”班尼回答道。

维莉打趣道：“不是老母鸡自己告诉你的吗？”

“不是，真的是豆太太说的。”班尼认真地说，“我没开玩笑，你们真应该去看看记鸡蛋的清单。他们在厨房的墙上贴了张纸，每次捡了多少鸡蛋，他们都会记下来。”大家都笑着等班尼继续往下说。

班尼说：“瞧，这是我记下的几个数字：第一天是35个，然后是36个、34个、35个、35个……你们瞧，是不是每天基本上有35个鸡蛋？然而，突然有一天，清单上的数字变成了这样：32个、31个、33个、31个、30个。还不够清楚吗？说明有人在偷鸡蛋！”

“难以想象！”简姑婆说，“要知道镇上的人都很诚实啊！”

“这是个谜案！”亨利说，“鸡蛋失窃案！”

亨利的话逗得杰西大笑起来，可是班尼却非常严肃。

“我们基本上已经去过镇子上的每一个地方——除了小树林。”班尼建议道，“咱们今天就去小树林里看看吧！”

“好，想去就去吧！”简姑婆说，“不过小树林可没有农场里好玩。树林里秋天倒是能找到坚果，这个季节什么都没有，只有一条小溪，还有一间小木屋。”

尽管如此，两个男孩还是兴趣不减。

“小木屋？”亨利问道，“为什么在离房子这么远的地方建小木屋呢？”

“唔，这个问题问得好！”简姑婆赞许地说，“要知道以前人们将大树砍倒后，会就地劈成柴火，将新柴堆在小木屋里，放到来年冬天再用。小木屋能起到阻挡风雪的作用。”
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“老柴好烧。”班尼补充道。

“对，老柴好烧多了，新柴很难被燃着。”顶着酷暑，孩子们慢慢向山上的小树林走去。

维莉则不时地停下来采几朵鲜花，“简姑婆超喜欢花呢！”

孩子们知道很多野花的名字，维莉采的花分别是粉色凤仙花、海芋花和白色的泡沫花。

“我看到小木屋了，”班尼说，“感觉好像没什么特别呀！”

“是没什么特别的，”杰西说，“简姑婆不是说了么？那不过就是一座小木屋而已。”

他们站在小木屋面前，细细打量着。

“可惜没有窗户，”班尼说，“要是有窗户倒是可以当作游戏室。”

亨利推开门，向里望了望，屋子里光线很暗，他又再次看去。

“真奇怪，”他说，“杰西，你快看！”

杰西也把头探了进去。

“有人住在这里！”她大声说。

“快让我看看！”班尼喊道。大家赶紧进到木屋里。

“我什么都没看到啊！”维莉说。

“过一会儿就能看清楚了，维莉。”亨利说，“等一下你的眼睛才能适应黑暗。”

“看，桌子！”班尼喊道，“桌下还有张凳子。”

果然，一张小桌立在屋角，凳子就在它下面。桌上有两个旧盘子，一个杯子，还有一副叉子和勺子。

“少了小刀，”班尼说，“一定是被人随身带着呢！”

“好像也没有食物……”杰西说。

“谁说的？杰西，快看上面！”维莉激动地喊道。

的确，桌子的上方有个架子，架子上有块瓦片，还并排放着四罐食物，有牛肉、火腿，还有豆角罐头和豌豆罐头。

“你们怎么看？”亨利说，“我觉得要赶紧把这事儿告诉山姆，但先别对简姑婆说。”

“你是怕吓到她吗？”班尼问。

“有这个顾虑，”亨利说，“杰西，你觉得呢？”

“我也不知道。不管怎样，咱们先告诉山姆吧！”

趁着大家商量的工夫，维莉仔细查看了小木屋的各个角落。

“房里应该有床才对，”维莉说，“可是我没看到啊！”

然而望望却发现了。它早就看到了床，现在正舒服地躺在上面呢！

“可能望望在暗处有透视眼吧！”维莉说，“原来这张铺在干草上的毯子就是床。只是不知道这些干草是从哪里来的？”

“可能是从谷仓搬过来的，”亨利说，“这里的干草还真不少！”

紧接着，他们发现了藏在罐子后的鸡蛋。

“有个鸡蛋！”班尼兴奋地喊道，“我早就说过嘛，肯定有人偷走了鸡蛋。这就是每天飞走的三个鸡蛋之一！鸡蛋谜案顺利侦破！”

“哈，谜案不止这一个呢！”亨利说，“第一个是鸡蛋事件；第二个是究竟谁住在小木屋里？”说到这里，他猛地转过身，“咱们快走吧！”

大家都知道亨利为什么急着要走。他是怕住在小木屋里的人突然回来，吓到了维莉。

可是维莉离开得太匆忙，不小心把之前采的野花落在了小桌子上。四个孩子回到家，看见山姆正忙着照料他新买来的小鸡。

大家一刻都不敢耽搁，将小木屋和其中的蹊跷告诉了山姆。他们想从山姆那里得到启发，究竟谁会住在那么破烂的小木屋里。

山姆茫然地看着他们，摇了摇头。这几个小家伙总喜欢想些费脑筋的事情。

“我现在可脱不开身去瞧，”他说，“反正那座小木屋也跑不了。”

“你是不相信我们么？”班尼问，“所有的一切可都是我们亲眼看到的！”

“我当然相信你，小家伙。”山姆笑着说，“不过，那小木屋有可能只是一个游戏室而已。”

“谁的游戏室？”班尼问。

“谁都有可能，附近邻居多着呐！”山姆说，“镇上还有那么多孩子。”

他们决定暂时先不告诉简姑婆，等以后再慢慢跟她讲。现在他们得耐心等候，山姆只有午饭后才能得空过去。“你们几个要去哪里？”简姑婆问道。

“我们想让山姆去看看树林里的小木屋！”班尼抢着回答，“它看起来很像林肯总统住过的小屋呢！”

简姑婆没有吱声，但她心里明镜似的，这几个孩子肯定有事瞒着她。麦琪也感觉到了。

“我算是服了，简小姐，”麦琪说，“这四个孩子总能发现新鲜事呐！”

“的确如此，麦琪。不过没关系，只要时机成熟，他们会告诉我们的。”山姆信步往山上走去，班尼带着望望，一蹦一跳地跟在后面。

“山姆，很快你就能看到小木屋啦！”班尼说。

来到小木屋，班尼一把将门推开，“山姆，快进来，你自己看吧！”

山姆走了进去，愣住了。

“我什么也没看见啊！”他说。

“别急，”维莉说，“眼睛要过一会儿才能适应黑暗。”

可山姆还是什么都没看见。于是四个孩子也走进小屋，四处张望着。

“为什么会这样？为什么会这样？”班尼叫了起来。

只见小木屋里空空荡荡，没有床，没有桌子，没有凳子，没有食物，什么都没有！

“连鸡蛋都没有了。”班尼呢喃道。

亨利看向山姆，“可那些东西刚才真的在这儿，山姆。我们全都亲眼见到了。你一定要相信我！”

“我当然相信你，”山姆说，“可是接下来怎么办？你们有什么打算？”

维莉说：“现在当然是要去告诉简姑婆喽！”

“好的，”亨利点头同意道，“就这么办吧！”


第七章　旧书里的线索

Chapter 7　Clues from an Old Book

回到农场之后，亨利把整件事一五一十地告诉了简姑婆。

“太离谱了！”姑婆说，“不过我不怕，这儿有西姆和山姆呢！你们认为谁会住在我的小木屋里？”

“应该是个理家高手，”杰西说，“那间小屋被收拾得清清爽爽！”

“你们为什么不去问问，科尔先生什么时候回镇上呢？”简姑婆说，“说不定他知道小木屋的事。要是我，我就这么办。”

去科尔爷爷家并不远，亨利和杰西决定立刻动身。

他们到达时，科尔爷爷正坐在院子里看书。

“您知道您的弟弟什么时候能回来吗？”亨利问。

“最早也得到七月一日，”科尔爷爷说，“纽约一热起来，他准会回这里来，他讨厌去别处旅行。”

杰西说：“要是他来了，我们好想见见他！到时候他会住在哪儿？”

“当然是和我一起住在这里。”老先生说，“对我来说，他是个好伴儿，记性又好。”

“那就好！”亨利笑着说，“我们有很多问题要问他呢！”

“可我又怕这样会打扰到他。”杰西说。

“怎么会？他喜欢被打扰，我也是。看到你们这些好心的年轻人，我们不知道有多开心！要经常过来玩儿啊。”

“我们保证一定会的！”和科尔爷爷告辞后，亨利便和杰西一起散步回家了。回到家，他们看见维莉正坐在后门的台阶上，津津有味地读着一本大书。她抬起头，看着哥哥姐姐，脸上带着掩饰不住的兴奋。

“亨利！”维莉说，“我发现了一本妙不可言的书！全是关于独立战争的，里面还提到了约翰·汉考克和山姆·亚当斯
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 藏身的事儿。”

兄妹俩赶紧在维莉身边坐下。“快讲给我们听听。”杰西说。

“对，”亨利说，“快讲讲。”

“我是在客厅里发现这本书的，”维莉说，“瞧，图片很多吧？这张就是火枪的图片。”

“和咱们看过的老火枪一模一样呢！”亨利仔细研究着。

“你们再看这儿，”维莉说，“如果约翰·汉考克要藏起来……”

“那他的很多手下也要藏起来！”杰西接着维莉的话说。

“没错！”亨利说，“我知道他的追随者很多，遍布各地。维莉，你发现的线索太重要啦！”

这时，班尼从转角冒了出来，“维莉发现什么了？”

“重大新闻！”亨利说，“班尼，快坐下。维莉在一本很古老的书里发现了木屋谜案的新线索。”

他大致给班尼解释了一下，并配以图片说明。

“太酷了！”班尼叫道，“你们是不是觉得，约翰·汉考克的其中一个手下就藏在我们的小木屋里？”

“哦，那倒不是，”亨利慢慢地说，“他们藏身的地方决不会是同一座小木屋。老的木屋早在一百年前就倒塌了，目前的这座年代没那么久远。”
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“一百年前？”班尼惊讶地问，“那么，老木屋是什么时候建的？”

“多半是殖民地时代。”亨利说，“维莉，书里还讲了些什么？”

“书上说，约翰·汉考克的手下尽可能地收集到了枪、子弹和火药，并将它们四处掩藏。有一次，他们把枪藏在干草堆里，从英国兵眼皮底下经过，逃过了对方的搜查。”

“维莉！”亨利冲口而出，“你真了不起！这是我们目前听到的最有价值的消息啦！”

班尼问道：“要是英国兵搜出了那些枪，会怎么处理藏枪的人？”

“会立刻毙了他！”维莉说。

“维莉！”亨利再次赞赏地叫道。

“事实就是如此。”维莉说，“书上说，那个时代出现了不少勇士，他们不顾生命危险收集枪支和弹药，并藏在隐秘的地方。英军一直都想找到这些枪支弹药。”

“书上还说了什么？”杰西问。

“我还读到一段，”维莉说，“说美军之所以在邦克山战役中失利，就是因为弹药不足。”

“稍等一会儿，”亨利说，“西姆来了，咱们去问问他吧！”

大家迎向西姆。西姆为他们带来了一大罐牛奶和奶油。麦琪将罐子接了过来，西姆看向孩子们。

亨利说：“西姆，你知道林子里的老木屋在哪里吗？我不是问的现在这座小木屋，而是早已倒塌的那一个。”

“是的，我知道，它和现在的小木屋在同一位置。”

“好极啦！”班尼大声说道，“可你是怎么知道的？”

西姆挠了挠头。“当然没有亲眼见过，我又不是百岁老人。”他朝亨利笑道，“是听我爸讲的。他说，现在的小木屋就是在老木屋的原址上建造的。我知道的就只有这么多。”

“知道这些就足够啦！”杰西激动地说，“依你看，独立战争时期会不会有人在那儿躲避英军？”

“有这个可能，我也不能肯定。”西姆摇了摇头，“可你们问这些干什么？”

“我们只是想弄清楚，那些导致人们不愿住在这座老宅子里的传言从何而来。”维莉慢慢地说。

“明白了，”西姆笑着对维莉说，“我会帮你们弄清楚的。”

“你已经帮了很大的忙啦。”班尼冲口而出。西姆离开后，他建议道：“我有一个主意！”

“什么主意？”亨利问道。

“咱们不如现在就带上手电筒回到小木屋，说不定能发现线索。”

“班尼，独立战争都过去两百多年了，哪有什么线索！”杰西说。

“就是因为大家都这么想，所以从没人去找过。”班尼说，“连看都不愿去看，那肯定什么都找不到。”晚饭后，亨利和班尼都找来了各自的大手电筒。

“山姆，跟我们一起去吧！”维莉央求道。

“山姆，去吧！”简姑婆说，“手边的活儿放一放，先去办重要的事吧！我可不愿一辈子在担惊受怕中度过。”

既然简小姐已经开口，山姆只能点头同意和孩子们一同前往，尽管他知道，有亨利和杰西陪着，维莉和班尼是不会有危险的。

其实，山姆最近一直都在留意农场四周有无异常现象，所幸并没发现什么古怪之处。

一行人往山上走去，望望则紧跟在杰西身旁。很快，小木屋已近在咫尺，突然，望望猛地冲了过去，在地上嗅个不停，嗅到门口时，它一边“汪汪”叫着，一边沿着小屋绕圈。

亨利一脚踢开房门，打着手电筒，走进木屋。

“真是见鬼了！”他喊道。大家都走了进来，只见小桌子又回到了角落里，凳子、床、碟子、罐子和鸡蛋也都回到了原处。

孩子们呆站在那儿，面面相觑。




第八章　黑暗中的亮光

Chapter 8　A Light in the Dark

班尼首先打破了沉寂：“这说明了两件事：第一，有人住在这儿；第二，他藏身的地方离这儿不远。”

“班尼说得没错，”亨利说，“如果那人藏身的地方很远，他是没办法将这些东西移走后又迅速搬回来的。”

“依我看，咱们得找找木屋里有没有地洞，”班尼提议道，“说不定还有地下室呢！”他和亨利用手电筒照了照地板，并没发现什么。

“就算没有地洞，这地板也很可疑，全是泥巴。”维莉说。

山姆建议道：“我把床抬起来，你们看看床下有什么。”

“好的！”亨利说，“望望，对不起，你得从床上起来了。”

班尼轻轻将望望推开，望望抖了抖身子，坐了起来。

孩子们小心翼翼地移开毯子，挪开了厚厚的干草褥。

“瞧！”杰西说，“你们和我看到的一样吗？这些泥巴刚刚被动过！”

“没错，杰西小姐，”山姆说，“看样子才动过不久，咱们要是有把铁锹就好了！”

“不用铁锹也可以，”亨利说，“只要有瓦片就行，我知道哪里有瓦片！”
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亨利径直走到架子旁，取回瓦片。“我第一次来就注意到了罐子下面的瓦片。”说完，他跪在地上，将瓦片插进松软的泥地里，不停地挖着，希望能找到一个洞口或裂缝。

“让我来试试，”班尼自告奋勇道，“我最喜欢挖洞啦！”他接过瓦片，跪在地上开挖。

维莉说：“只有刚被动过的土才会这么松软！”

就在这时，班尼发现了一条裂缝。

“总算找到了！”他大声喊道，“刚才用力太猛，我怕是把瓦片震裂了！”

“千万别震坏啦！”杰西大声说，“让亨利来帮你吧，班尼！”

亨利接过瓦片，将盖子撬开。

“是木头盖子！”班尼兴奋地叫道，“我敢打赌，小木屋里肯定有地下室！”

是不是地下室还无法确定，但盖子下面的确有个大洞，洞口的泥巴正扑簌簌地往下掉。班尼打开手电筒，照向洞底。

“有个台阶！”他叫了起来，“我要下去看看！”

话音未落，他已经踏上了第一级台阶。

“别，别下去！”山姆摇着头阻止道，“我决不允许。万一你出了什么事，我怎么跟简姑婆交待？”

“山姆，我不会有麻烦的，下面只有几级台阶而已。”

“那谁知道，”山姆坚持道，“说不定有人藏在地洞里呐！”

“山姆，没关系啦！”班尼央求着，“要是真有人，望望早就冲下去对着他叫唤了。”

而此刻望望正悠闲地躺在一边嚼着干草，很明显对地洞没什么兴趣。

“还是让我下去吧，”山姆说，“正好我想看看洞里藏着什么。”

“可是你太高了。”班尼说。

“我可以弯着腰啊！”山姆说，“我先下去，就这么说定了！”

“山姆，把最大的手电筒带着吧！”亨利说。

山姆接过大手电筒，试探性地踏上第一级台阶，台阶还算扎实，于是他继续慢慢走下去，在台阶上坐了下来，用手电筒的光照向前方。

奥登家的四个孩子都屏住了呼吸。

“你们绝对想象不到！”他大声说，“前面好像有条隧道！”

“隧道？”亨利大声问，“你能爬进去吗？”

“能是能，不过我不想爬进去。”山姆说，“噢，那是什么？”

“你发现了什么？”亨利叫道。

“我也不知道这是什么玩意儿，好像是用铁做的，我拿给你们看看。”

他递上来的东西样子非常古怪。杰西接过来，翻来覆去地研究了一会儿。“这是一个老式烛台，”她说，“看上去已经非常非常古老了。”

“估计是有人点蜡烛用的，”山姆说，“洞里黑咕隆咚的，倒是一点都不潮湿。”

“山顶上当然不会潮。”亨利解释道。

“山姆，现在我可以下来了吧？”班尼问，“瞧，望望有多安静啊！”

“好吧，下来吧！”山姆说，“洞里宽敞得很呐！”

“那咱们大家一起下去吧！”班尼欢呼了一声。可望望似乎并不那么高兴，它先是看到班尼钻到地下不见了，又看到亨利也准备这样做时，不禁站了起来，大声“汪汪”地叫着。

“别担心，别担心，”杰西说，“望望先生，你也下去吧！”她轻轻将望望推下台阶，“你这个小麻烦虫！”

“不对，”山姆说，“望望可不是小麻烦虫，它是个好帮手。”

“为什么这么说，山姆？”班尼问。

“小狗能察觉到危险，”山姆说，“如果有什么不对劲儿，它们会拼命‘汪汪’地叫，可以说它们能嗅到危险的气味。”

说话间，大家都已爬下台阶，并用两个手电筒照着明。

“这里阴森森的。”杰西边说边看了看周围，忍不住打了个寒战。

“看，隧道就在那儿！”山姆说道。

望望一下子冲进了隧道，但很快又掉头跑了回来。

“可能那并不是隧道，山姆，只是一个小洞穴罢了。”亨利说。

“也有可能。”山姆说。

“怎么这么多垃圾？”班尼说着，朝一个盒子踢去。“哎唷！”他疼得大叫了一声，“这盒子是铁做的！”

“先收起来，”亨利说，“咱们待会儿再打开它。”

“你们知道我在想什么吗？”班尼突然说，“我觉得咱们应该赶紧出去——要是万一有人把地洞的盖子盖上，我们就死定啦！”

“没错！”亨利恍然大悟道，“至少我们得留一个人在小木屋里放哨。”

说到这里，他们以最快的速度爬上台阶，盖好盖子，踩了踩松动的土，将床重新铺好。

然后，他们便带着旧烛台和重重的铁盒子回家找简姑婆了。


第九章　盒子里是什么？

Chapter 9　What was in the Box

简姑婆并不在屋子里，一向和她形影不离的小狗也没跑出来迎接他们。班尼大声喊道：“简姑婆！”可是没有回应。于是亨利又呼唤着小狗的名字：“公主！公主！”

这时，屋后的院子里才传来一阵小狗的叫声。原来简姑婆正坐在那儿看维莉发现的大书。听到孩子们的声音，简姑婆抬起了头。

“你们的探险进展如何？”她问道。

班尼迫不及待地将小木屋下的地洞告诉了简姑婆，接着，杰西把古董烛台递给她看。

“好古老的烛台！”简姑婆惊呼道，“一看就是独立战争时期用的烛台！”

“杰西刚刚也是这样说的。”维莉说，“对了，我们还发现了一个旧铁盒子。”

“赶紧把它打开！”简姑婆说，“这看起来像是装蜡烛用的蜡烛盒呐！”

“也就是说，有人点着蜡烛藏在黑漆漆的洞里。”亨利说，“简姑婆，他们为什么要这么做？”

“刚刚那本书倒是给了我一点灵感，不过亨利，你得先把盒子打开，让我们看看。”

“恐怕我只能把它撬开了，”亨利说，“瞧，盒子已经锈成这样了。”

“管它呢，撬就撬吧！”简姑婆叫道。

“我去拿锤子和凿子，”班尼大声说，“马上就来。”

他一溜烟跑进房里，很快就拿着工具出来了，亨利立刻开始忙活，将盒子一点一点撬开。终于，盒盖掉了下来。

“这是什么？”班尼叫道，“忙活了半天原来只是一堆黑色粉末呀！”

“这是火药啊！”简姑婆兴奋得眼睛闪闪发亮，“我在维莉的书里看到了关于火药的故事，才知道人们挖洞是用来藏弹药的！”

“说得没错，”亨利轻声说，“我们好像找到了他们藏弹药的一个点！”

“然后他们会想方设法把弹药运到康科德市去。”杰西补充道。

“多半是藏在干草里运过去的！”维莉加了一句。

大家面面相觑。
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亨利说：“简姑婆，要是刚才我们进到隧道里，说不定会有更多发现呢！”

“主要是担心有人把地洞的盖子盖上，那样我们就惨啦！”班尼解释道，“下一次，我们会留一个人在外面放哨的。咦，山姆去哪儿了？”

原来山姆早就回去忙活了。

简姑婆说：“一定要记住，每次去小木屋，你们都得让山姆陪着！”

“我也是这么想的，”杰西说，“看看那些昨天才动过的土就知道，附近绝对住着陌生人。”

“那人还每天从豆先生家里偷鸡蛋。”班尼补充道。大家都笑了起来。

可是班尼的语速慢了下来，似乎提到豆子农场让他想起了什么事情。“简姑婆，您为什么没嫁给豆家的安迪？”

“告诉你噢，班尼，从来没人敢问我这个问题呢！”

“那我是不是太莽撞了？”班尼说。

“是的！”简姑婆说，“不过——我并不介意告诉你，当时我确实太傻了，安迪向我求婚时，被我拒绝了，而且现在我才意识到，拒绝的理由相当愚蠢。我的第一个理由是他比我小两岁，可实际上他非常高大，看起来比我成熟多了。你们猜猜，我拒绝他的第二个理由是什么？”

“什么？”孩子们异口同声地问道。

“我不想被叫做——豆-太-太！”

维莉轻轻拍着简姑婆的手说：“我觉得这个理由不算很傻啦！”

“噢，简直是傻透了。”简姑婆说，“后来，我在心里后悔了一千遍。安迪是个帅气、聪明的男孩，有着灿烂的笑容。他弟弟现在住在豆子农场里，他妻子——豆太太，就是告诉你鸡蛋失窃的那一位吧，班尼？”

“这次的探险越来越有趣啦！”班尼兴奋地说，“每天都有新闻呢！”

“没错，班尼，”简姑婆笑着说，“自从我见到你们几个以后，每天都有好事发生。以前我的生活就像一潭死水。”

“明天我们想再去那个地下室搜一搜，”亨利说，“不过我要先读读这本旧书，才能知道搜寻的目标。”

“说不定我们能找到一把老枪呐！”班尼说，“就是那种老式的燧石火枪！”

“哦，班尼！”维莉突然喊道，她的眼睛放出了光芒，“知道你刚才说的话让我想到了什么吗？说不定安迪的火枪就是在地下室里找到的！”

大家听完都激动了起来，不过杰西还是保持了冷静，“我倒不这么觉得。你们忘了么，那枪是别人给安迪的！”

“杰西说得对。”班尼说，“据说给他枪的人就藏在咱们的房子里！所以才会流言四起，以至于没人愿意住在这儿。”

“不管怎样，”亨利说，“就算耗上整个夏天，我们都要解开这个谜。”

“做好心理准备哦，孩子们，”简姑婆轻轻地说，“说不定真的要耗上整个夏天呢！”

亨利冲简姑婆笑了笑。整个夏天又如何，他坚信这个谜一定能解开。而且，只要他和班尼的想法没错，真相大白的那一天就快到了。


第十章　重探小木屋

Chapter 10　Back to the Woodshed

第二天，麦琪发现一个身着工装裤的老人提着一篮子鸡蛋，来到她家后门外。

“您的鸡蛋卖么？”麦琪问。

“卖。”老人回答道。

“您从哪儿来？”麦琪又问。

“豆家。”老人说。

班尼在隔壁房听到他们的对话，不禁笑着对维莉说：“真是一个惜字如金的人啊！”

“不知道他是谁。”维莉说。

“我知道，”班尼答道，“他是豆先生的雇工。上次去豆子农场的时候，我曾见过他。”

屋外麦琪聊得正欢：“要知道我们很快就会有很多鸡蛋了，山姆正养着鸡呢！”

“嗯。”老人说。

“我们现在需要两打鸡蛋，”麦琪说，“能麻烦您把鸡蛋放到平底锅里吗？”

班尼和维莉继续聆听着。

“你们农场最近又丢鸡蛋了么？”麦琪问。

“嗯。”老人回答道。

“除了‘嗯’，您还会说点别的吗？”麦琪笑着问。

“不会。”老人答道，脸上一丝笑容都没有。

“好吧，您每周都过来吧！”麦琪说，“能问问您的名字吗？”

“威威。”老人回答。

“天啊，这么大的人还叫威威？应该叫威廉才对吧！”

老人没有回答，只是径直离开了。

他一走，班尼便立刻冲进了厨房，问道：“那人怎么回事？不会说话吗？”

麦琪说：“他看上去的确不太灵光，可能是没上过学，脑子不太好使的缘故吧！这也是没办法的事。不过他很会卖鸡蛋，应该是个好伙计！”

“喂——大家出发吧！”这时，亨利在院子里喊道，“我这次找了个更大的手电筒，照明的时间会长得多呢！”很快，班尼、亨利和两个女孩就踏上了去小木屋的路。山姆不得不停下手里的活儿，随行而去。

“你们总这样，我什么活儿也干不了啦！”说归说，山姆还是笑得阳光灿烂。

“这次应该不会花太长时间。”亨利神秘兮兮地问，“你们有谁知道，上次小木屋的东西为什么会被搬空吗？”

维莉答道：“我想是有人发现了我落在桌子上的花儿。”

“没错！”亨利继续问道，“可为什么它们很快又被搬回去了呢？”

班尼说：“我敢肯定，是因为那人看到了我们，然后不屑地说，‘噢，不过是几个小屁孩而已！’”

“班尼，推理得好！这正是我的想法。”亨利说，“咱们这次要格外小心，屋里的一切都得保持原样。”

“要不要我在外面望风？”山姆问。

“当然要！”杰西说，“我们带望望一起下地洞，要是看到有人来，你就赶紧通知我们。”

不一会儿，四个孩子和望望就下到了地洞里，手电筒的光将洞里照得如同白昼。

“好亮堂！”班尼正在打量四周，望望已经钻进了隧道，摇着尾巴，嗅来嗅去，亨利则猫着腰紧跟在后。

很快，亨利就回头召唤道：“这不是隧道，空间很大，我都可以直起身来。”

杰西也跟了进来，“应该是间储藏室吧！地上乱七八糟的，可别被绊倒了。”

班尼紧随其后，“亨利，咱们把手电筒挂在房间中央，就能照亮每个角落了。诶，地上的红色小球是什么？”

“我想应该是子弹，”亨利说，“它们生锈后变成了红色。捡起来看看吧！”

“维莉，咱们要是带个袋子就好了！”杰西说。

“我这儿有！”维莉说着，掏出一块叠得很小的布，抖开后，大家才发现这是个被折叠过很多次的大布袋子，完全展开的袋子更是奇大无比。

“维莉，你怎么总能想得这么周到？”杰西赞叹不已，“这样一来，我们就可以将所有找到的东西都装进去啦。”

“除了这个大家伙以外！”班尼喊道，他居然从埋得密密实实的土里挖出了一把燧石火枪。

“跟摩尔斯先生家的那把一模一样呢！”维莉不禁惊叫起来。

“一切都清楚了，”亨利说，“这里就是藏弹药的地方。”
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杰西补充道：“而且，还有人刚刚来过这儿——那人一定就住在小木屋里。”

“他会是谁呢？”维莉说，“谁会长年累月地藏在这里？”

“快看！”杰西喊道，“我差点被这玩意儿给绊倒了！”她举起一张挤牛奶用的旧三脚凳。

亨利打量了一下，“我似乎能看到烛光下，一个老兵正坐在这张凳子上的画面！”

“那你能看到他在干什么吗，亨利？”班尼问道。

“在往蜡烛盒里装子弹、弹药筒和火药。”

除此之外，他们便别无所获了，于是爬上台阶，重新盖好洞口，带着收获的宝贝准备回家了。山姆则自始至终都没看到可疑的人过来。

简姑婆欣赏完孩子们的战利品后说：“科尔老先生已经回来和哥哥一起度夏了，他想尽快见到你们！我想咱们马上会有精彩的故事听了。”


第十一章　新的发现

Chapter 11　A New Discovery

亨利说：“我们也好想赶快见到科尔先生啊！希望他能给我们提供一些新线索。”

“希望他比老威威的话多。”班尼说。

他们一路上有说有笑地朝科尔爷爷家走去。两个老人家正并排坐在院子里的椅子上。

“真有趣，他俩不是双胞胎却长得这么像！”杰西说，“不知道我们能不能得到些新线索。”

“报告！”班尼说，“孩子军团来报道！”

看到这些客人，两位科尔先生非常开心。“快，去拿四把椅子出来。”科尔爷爷说。

“不用啦，我们就坐在草地上好了，”杰西说，“我们顶喜欢这样呢！”不等椅子拿来，他们就席地而坐了。

“我们总算等到您了，先生！”亨利对科尔先生说，“也许您能给我们提供些新线索。”

“应该可以吧，孩子，”科尔先生说，“要知道我相当了解安迪！我还年轻的时候，安迪只是个调皮的大男孩，他长得很帅，总喜欢歪着嘴笑，他和我们这些安分守己的人不一样，老喜欢寻刺激。”
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“为什么咱们的话题总是围绕着安迪转呢？”班尼问道。

“因为解开你们谜底的关键人物就是安迪呀！而且，我知道他有把火枪。”

“您也知道？”大家齐声问。

“是的，当时他偷偷拿出来给我看过。不过我不太会用那把枪，就不怎么在意。”

“安迪会用么？”维莉问。

“他也不会，所以才把枪拿到树林里去瞎鼓捣，还带了火药和火柴。结果应该是枪锈得太厉害，走火引发了火灾。而干草和叶子是最容易燃着的，因此虽然附近的农舍保住了，树却多半被烧毁了。我想安迪大概是害怕坐牢——他是一个死都不想被关起来的人，才选择了逃走。”

“但是枪却没带走。”亨利说。

“是的，他留下了枪。但这并不是我故事的重点，明白了吗？”

“基本上明白了。”亨利说，“还有件事我们希望您能知道，镇上的人都说，是一个藏在我们家的人给了安迪火枪，是这样吗？”

“无稽之谈！”科尔先生不由地提高了嗓门，“这些人一派胡言，尽自己吓唬自己。安迪跟我说过，枪是在你们的房子里找到的，但没讲具体地方，他只说‘我也发现了真相，并把它写了出来’，这是他的原话。对了，他还说‘另一头就在小木屋里。’”

“什么意思？什么叫‘另一头’？”维莉叫了起来。

“我也不知道，”科尔先生难过地说，“我现在很后悔，当时没问清楚，那时我真没把他的话当回事。”

“那我们还能向谁打听？”杰西问，“当时还有其他人在场吗？”

“对了，还有老威威，”科尔先生笑了起来，“不过你们不会从老威威那里问到什么的！”

“没错，他几乎不怎么说话。”班尼说。

“是的，他不仅话少，还有些智障，没办法，这都是天生的。不过当时他确实在场，这一点我可以确定。”

维莉说：“您认为小木屋和我们住的房子之间会不会有一条隧道？”

“应该不会，它们隔得太远了。不过换作我的话，就会到你们家的地下室好好查看一下，毕竟安迪说过，小木屋在‘另一头’。”

“我们现在就去！”亨利立刻站了起来，“您认为我们能找到谜案的线索么？”

“我觉得能。”科尔先生说，“正是发生在你们家宅子的事情才导致了谜案的发生。老宅子本身在旁人看来就是不寻常的，而安迪的失踪，更是为它蒙上了不少神秘色彩。”

“也让谜案变得更刺激啦！”班尼说。

“那是因为你有新鲜感，”科尔爷爷说，“要是住长了时间，就不会觉得刺激了。”

“万分感谢！”亨利起身告辞了，“科尔先生，您帮了我们的大忙，等我们有了新发现再来告诉您。”几个孩子迫不及待地向地下室冲去，维莉则停了一会儿，给简姑婆讲了一下事情的始末，才跟随大伙儿走下地下室。

亨利静静地站着，仔细观察着四周。他笑着问道：“班尼，你认为应该从哪里开始找？你找东西的运气一向很好！”

班尼闻言，立刻喜不自禁地回答：“土豆窖！地下室的其他地方都一目了然，只有土豆窖不是。”

“好吧！”亨利说，“那就咱们俩进去，你先进！”他帮弟弟爬进空空的土豆窖，又递了把铁锹和手电筒进去，紧接着，他拿着一把斧头也跳了下去。

杰西和维莉能看到亨利的头顶。

“你们待会儿打算怎么出来？”杰西低下头问。

“到时候给我们找个箱子当台阶吧！”亨利说，“不过现在还用不上。”

兄弟俩首先仔细查看了洞底，但除了泥土以外，什么也没有发现。于是，他们开始检查起四周的洞壁。

“墙壁是用石头砌成的，然后再在外面抹上石灰。对吧，亨利？”班尼问。

“没错，”亨利说，“不过说不定有些石头已经松动了。”

他用斧头敲击着洞壁，旋即说道：“听！这块不是石头，而是木头！”

“太酷了！”班尼兴奋地喊道，“说不定是扇小木门，石灰是涂在外面做伪装用的！”

兄弟俩轻轻敲打着木门，石灰大块大块地掉落下来。终于，木门“嘎吱嘎吱”地被打开了。

兄弟俩拿起手电筒往里照去。“是一个大洞！”班尼喊道，“和小木屋下面的洞一模一样！这就是所谓的‘另一头’！”


第十二章　过度刺激

Chapter 12　Too Much Excitement

“快告诉我们，你们看到什么了？”杰西央求道，“我们俩不能也下去吗？”

“最好别下来，杰西，”亨利抬起头说，“下面太脏了！我们会仔细查看的，有什么发现就告诉你们。”

班尼拿着手电筒钻进那扇小门。“里面的摆设也一模一样！”他喊道，“有张挤奶用的三腿凳，一个老式烛台，还有些铁盒子，我们待会儿就拿上去。”

“洞有多大？”维莉大声问。

“只够两个人坐在里面，站着都不行。”班尼大声回答，“哦，天哪！这儿有个旧盘子，还有旧杯子！不过都摔碎了！”

他的声音很古怪，很飘忽，但大家仍能听出声音里的兴奋劲儿。

“小家伙，把东西递给我，”亨利说，“你先出来，让我进去看看。”

班尼闻言爬了出来，换亨利进洞。

“发现了什么，亨利？”杰西大声问道。

“哦，这个看起来像把勺子——很旧的勺子。看来有人在这儿吃过饭！”
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除此之外，他们便再无其他发现了。亨利把东西递给姐妹俩，杰西则给了他一个垫脚的箱子，兄弟俩先后跳出了土豆窖。

亨利两手抱满了东西正准备回厨房，突然看到山姆坐在地下室的台阶上。

“山姆，”亨利问道，“你在这儿待多久了？”

“你们一下地下室，我就过来了。”山姆说，“遵照你们姑婆的嘱咐。”

“在咱们自家的地下室会碰到什么危险呢？”亨利说，“简姑婆有时候还真把我们当成小孩子了。”

山姆笑了笑：“不过说实话，其实我自己也想过来看看进展如何呢！来，让我帮你把这些东西搬出去。”

很快，所有的东西都被摆在草坪上，等着简姑婆检阅。

小盒子里装的全是火药和子弹，不过这次没有火枪。简姑婆一一看过后说：“现在我们的收获更多了，这个盘子至少有两百年的历史，而且两个藏身处都被我们发现了。”

“可那些士兵为什么要藏起来呢？”班尼问，“他们不是只想储藏弹药吗？”

“没错，班尼，”维莉回答道，“但是你看，英兵也想抓他们呢！我敢肯定，这两个洞里都藏过人，他们就是坐在挤牛奶的三脚凳上用那个盘子吃饭的。”

“说得好，维莉！”亨利笑着说，“我相信你是对的。”

接着，他又转向简姑婆：“让我告诉您吧，土豆窖里还有扇小木门呐！要不是亲眼所见，我连做梦都想不到。发明小木门的人聪明无比，木门的边缘被雕刻得不整齐，看起来像石头一样，抹上石灰后就更像了。做那扇门肯定花了不少工夫。”

“的确如此，亨利，”简姑婆说，“现在想起来，我和你爷爷虽然在房子里度过了整个童年，却从没发现过那扇门，亏我们还经常在洞里玩躲猫猫，藏在土豆堆里。”

“不晓得爷爷能不能给我们一点提示，”杰西慢慢地说，“当然我知道他已经回去工作了，可是没准他能记起什么来呢？”

大家又苦思冥想了一会儿。

“我累了，什么都想不出来啦！”简姑婆突然叫了起来，“现在到晚饭时间了吧？”她一脸倦容，好像马上就要哭出声来了。

“亲爱的简姑婆！”维莉大声说，“您别想这些刺激大的事情啦！我让麦琪现在就给您做晚餐，我去帮忙。”

“我也去，”杰西轻声说，“眨眼的工夫就可以准备好！”

三个人用最快的速度将晚饭做好，摆上了餐桌。紧接着，麦琪把简姑婆扶了过来。

“简小姐，我们做了你最爱吃的！”她说，“有鸡肉沙拉、面包卷，还有嫩芦笋。”

“要是有杯热乎乎的浓茶就好了。”简姑婆说。

“当然有！上热浓茶！”麦琪扶着简姑婆在餐桌旁坐了下来。她有些担心简姑婆，因此刚才做饭的时候她对杰西说：“你们的姑婆一定是累坏了，她从没那样急巴巴地说过话呢！”

“我们得小心照顾她，”杰西说，“千万不能让简姑婆再受刺激了！”

“也许咱们的所有谈话对她来说都是个刺激。”维莉说，“你们还记得么，她从前是那样爱安迪。”

“的确如此，”麦琪说，“不过那已经是很久以前的事了。”

“可现在又旧事重提了。”维莉轻声说。

简姑婆开心地吃着晚餐，喝着茶。就在一家人快要吃完饭的时候，厨房里响起了麦琪和人说话的声音。

“一定是威威来了，”亨利猜测道，“他又想卖芦笋给麦琪了。”

“太好了！”班尼说，“希望麦琪能买下来。”

班尼并没有听到刚才关于简姑婆的谈话，所以毫无顾忌地顺着自己的思路往下说：“咱们还是谈谈豆家的安迪吧，科尔先生不是说有关于这屋子的记录文字吗？你们说这些记录会在哪里？都写了些什么？安迪又是从哪里得到它们的呢？”

突然之间，简姑婆的两颊变得绯红，她加快了语速，提高了嗓门，孩子们谁也说不清，她究竟是出于生气还是过度疲劳。

“安迪！”她大声喊道，“他总是闯祸！闯了祸就跑！我真想打他一枪！”

大家全都惊讶地看向简姑婆，她已经很久很久没有这么说过话了。

亨利立刻走到她的身边。“简姑婆，别烦了！”他柔声说，“来，我扶您上床休息一会儿吧！”

“不要，亨利！我没事，真的没事！”

可杰西、维莉和麦琪还是担心地冲到简姑婆身边，亨利小心翼翼地将瘦小的姑婆扶到床上。这时，简姑婆突然笑了起来。

“对不起，”她说，“刚才我只是在想，假如安迪没逃走，一切该有多好啊！”

“都会好起来的，简小姐，”麦琪安慰道，“来，穿上你最好的蕾丝睡衣，很快就会做个好梦的。”

麦琪坐在简姑婆身边，一直等到她沉沉入睡。

这时，班尼和亨利已经买下了芦笋，把钱给了威威。

“您以前给安迪的爸爸干过活吗？”班尼问。

“嗯！”

“别烦威威了，那时候他还只是个小孩呢！”亨利对弟弟说，“把芦笋放进冰箱里，然后大家到外面去好好聊聊。希望明天简姑婆的状态能好一些。”


第十三章　及时赶到！

Chapter 13　Just in Time！

第二天，简姑婆的状态果然好多了。当亨利说他们想再去小木屋时，她不由得有些吃惊。

“为什么还要去呢？”她问。

亨利回答道：“要是真有人住在那儿的话，我们可能随时会有新的发现。”

“那带上山姆一起去吧！”简姑婆的口气一如往常。

“可怜的山姆！”班尼说，“他不想去。”

“说来奇怪，”山姆说，“我似乎对小木屋越来越感兴趣了。”

他们到处找不到望望，只能撇下它出发了。不一会儿，五个人就来到了小木屋。屋里的一切都保持着原样，包括架子上的鸡蛋。他们正站在那儿，突然听到有人走进小树林的声音。

“快！”亨利低声说，“有人来了，快爬到树上去！”

门口有棵大树，几个孩子都是爬树高手——包括维莉，她第一个爬了上去，班尼则紧随其后。“快上来！”他低声催促着杰西。他藏在茂密的树叶里，将杰西一把拉了上去。最后爬上去的是亨利。

“我就不上去了，”山姆说，“我要在这儿等着，看看究竟是谁来了。”

亨利朝树下看了看，低声对杰西说：“是威威！不知道他来这儿干什么。”

山姆静静地站着，直到威威从灌木丛后走出来，他才说道：“你好啊，威威！”

“你……好！”威威目瞪口呆。

“威威，你来这儿干什么？”山姆问道。

“拿东西。”威威回答。

“拿什么东西？”

威威默默地指了指盘子和桌子。

“这些盘子是你的吗？”山姆问。

“不是。”威威摇了摇头。

山姆温和地问道：“那么是谁的，威威？”

“安迪。”威威的语气如此自然，就像安迪一直住在家里一样。

“安迪？安迪在这附近吗？”

“现在不在。坐巴士车了。”

“安迪一直住在小木屋里吗？”

“嗯。”威威说。

“那他为什么要坐巴士车离开？”山姆问。

“去海边。”威威说。

“可是，为什么？”山姆又问。

“她恨他，她想开枪打他。”威威回答道，不停地点着头。

“开枪打他？简小姐决不会开枪打他的！”

大家都惊讶地看着威威。

“会的，”威威说，“她是这么说的。我都听见了。她说‘我真想打他一枪’。”

亨利抬头看了看杰西，话都来不及说，就滑下树去。

“快，山姆！”亨利说，“我们得赶紧去追安迪！”

“不要，”威威张大了嘴说，“他坐巴士车走了。”

可是奥登家的四个孩子和山姆已经冲下山了。班尼回过头大声说：“简姑婆不恨他，威威！她是瞎说的！”

“别说了！”杰西大声喊道，“咱们追巴士要紧！”

“你们追不上的，”山姆回应道，“车已经开了15分钟了。”

“无论如何，咱们都要追上它。”班尼喊道，“它总得停下来让乘客下车吧！”

他们跑向山姆停在院子里的老爷车，一股脑地钻进车里，立即出发了。班尼和亨利气喘吁吁地坐在山姆身旁，直到缓过劲来，亨利才开口说道：“我敢打赌，安迪已经知道简姑婆住回老房子了，可是他担心简姑婆不愿意见他。”

班尼说：“我也这么认为。我还记得姑婆说过，‘我真想打他一枪！’”

杰西补充道：“当时威威正好在厨房里卖芦笋，所以这些话都被他听到了！”

“哦，天哪！真是错上加错！”维莉说，“简姑婆说的不是真心话，可威威并不知道这一点，才把话传给了安迪，因此安迪就又跑了。”

“山姆，请再开快一点！”亨利说，“要是安迪出了巴士站，上了火车，到时候我们再怎样都追不上啦！”

杰西说：“是啊，可我们还不知道他坐的是哪辆巴士呢！”

“我知道，”山姆说，“今天早晨只有一班巴士，他只可能在那辆车上。可是，我们追上了车又怎么认出他来呢？”

“这好办，我们都知道他喜欢歪着嘴笑！”亨利说，“咱们要告诉他，是他误解了简姑婆。就让维莉跟他解释吧，他会相信维莉的。”说完，他冲维莉笑了笑。

“可关键问题是，我们怎么才能让巴士停下来？”杰西说。

班尼说：“这太容易啦！看到巴士后，山姆就拼命按喇叭，我们大声叫住司机。”

“这辆破车肯定没想到它还能跑这么快！”山姆说，“连我自己都没想到呢！”

老爷车一路丁零当啷、嘎吱嘎吱地飞奔着。

终于，班尼喊了起来：“看那辆蓝色巴士！快，山姆，快按喇叭！”

山姆使劲按着喇叭，巴士司机也鸣笛回应。他透过后视镜看到了孩子们，然后指了指前面的火车站，那儿停着一辆火车，正准备发车。

巴士停了下来，司机从车窗里探出脑袋：“你们怎么了？想上车吗？”

“不是的，”亨利说，“我们待会儿再跟您解释！”说着，大家迫不及待地冲出老爷车，跑向巴士车门。

亨利大声问道：“车上有没有一个高个子的老人？他笑的时候会歪着嘴！”

“我不知道谁会那样笑，”司机笑着回答，“不过车上的确有个高个子老人，他在后排，正准备下车。”

大家望向巴士的后排，果然看到一个高个子正要下车。他的头发是棕色的，并没有花白。

“您好，”班尼大声喊道，“请问，您是安迪么？”

“没错，是我，”陌生人说，“怎么了？”他看了看维莉，然后笑了。他笑的时候果然歪着嘴。他往前走了几步，走近奥登家的四个孩子。

“太好啦！”维莉说，“是简姑婆让我们来找您的！求求您，千万别离开，听我们把要说的话讲完。”

“简姑婆？”那人惊讶地问道。他摇了摇头，转头望向火车，“不，简不想见我，就是这样。”

“请过来坐上我们的车吧，”维莉央求道，“简姑婆非常想见您！”

“她说她恨我，这我可以理解，可她居然说想开枪打死我……”安迪喃喃道。

“哦，您不明白，”亨利说，“这是威威告诉您的，是吧？简姑婆不是这个意思。她只要累了，就会口不择言。她年轻的时候一定也是这样吧？”

“希望你们说的是真的。”安迪说。

直到这时，山姆才开口：“当然，你可以相信这些孩子说的每一句话。他们从来都知道自己在做什么。”

安迪看了看山姆，又看了看孩子们。“好吧，”他说，“那我就再试一次吧！我和你们一起回去，如果你们想让我这么做的话。”

“百分百地想！”杰西说，“这正是我们的愿望。”
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看到安迪提着一个小包，亨利说：“我把您的包放到后备厢吧！”

“不用了，谢谢你，”安迪又展开了他那标志性的笑容，“无论去哪里我都会随身带着这个包。”

看起来包并不大，班尼不禁开始猜测里面装了什么：是换洗衣服，还是藏宝图，或是手枪？班尼猜得不亦乐乎。至于答案嘛，他还得等一等才能知道！


第十四章　藏宝袋

Chapter 14　A Treasure Bag

山姆开得很慢。维莉和班尼挤在前排的副驾驶座上，腾出了位置让安迪、亨利和杰西坐在后排。

“我担心的是，怎么把这件事告诉简姑婆。”杰西说。

“别担心，小姑娘，”安迪说，“我自己来告诉她。”

“您打算跟她说什么？”维莉轻声问。

“我坐船回波士顿的时候，在报纸上看到了奥登家买回老农场的新闻，所以就想着回来看看自己是否能被简接受。我知道威威会帮我保守秘密，他是第一个认出我的。”

“这么说，鸡蛋是你偷的？”班尼问道。

安迪笑了：“拜托，那些都是我的鸡蛋，要知道豆子农场有一半都是我的。”

“你弟弟会这么认为吗？”亨利问，“毕竟你已经离开那么久了！”

“不用担心，我不想要农场，”安迪说，“我在乎的是简。只要她想让我留下来，我就留下来。”

很快，他们的车就停在了农场的后门外。“哦，天呐！”维莉说，“这件事对简姑婆来说可能太刺激了，她一直以为您已经去世了，她的心理承受能力可不强！”
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“这就是我回来的原因之一！”安迪说，“我很强壮，能承担起两个人的压力。”

他看上去确实如此。

简姑婆正坐在后院的长椅上剥着豌豆。她抬起头，先看到了四个孩子，接着又看到了正在微笑的陌生人，神情马上变了。她大声喊了起来：“安迪！安迪！你真的回来了？亨利，快去搬椅子！”

“我不需要椅子，简，”安迪来到瘦小的简姑婆身边，轻轻握住她的手，“见到我高兴吗，简？”

“当然高兴！我就知道你会回来的。你愿意留下来吗？”

“当然愿意，你知道的！”安迪说，“我有好多话想要跟你讲，不过在这之前我有样东西要送给你——这是我无论到哪儿都会给你买上一个的。”

他把那盘剥好的豌豆从简姑婆的膝盖上拿下来，递给她一个小包，“打开吧！”

孩子们在草地上坐了下来。安迪坐在简姑婆的身旁，一点都没有老迈之态。简姑婆拉开小包，取出一个小盒子，打开盖子，向里望去。

“好像是些很旧很旧的石头。”班尼说。

“没错，小伙子，”安迪说，“的确是很旧很旧的石头。”他笑了起来。

简姑婆拿起一块石头，仔细端详着。这石头非圆非方，形状非常奇特。正在简姑婆转动它的时候，杰西突然看到了一道光。“这石头是蓝色的！”她说。

“没错，是蓝色的！”安迪说，“这是块蓝宝石。这些石头全都是刚从地下采来，还没经过雕琢的。瞧，那块是在印度买的。简，我每去一个地方，就会给你买一块宝石。你看这块！”他又拿出一块闪着绿色光芒的石头。

“绿宝石！”简姑婆开心地说，“它太美了！安德鲁，这些宝石一定花了你不少钱。”

“钱我并不在乎，”安迪说，“我只想过传奇的一生，不过再次遇见你是我最大的传奇！”

“我才不信呢！”简姑婆叫了起来，但她看着安迪，一脸自豪。

班尼说：“您为什么不早点回来呢？”

安迪歪嘴笑了笑：“理由嘛……说出来你们也不会相信。”

“不，我会相信的！”班尼点着头说。

“我是害怕简，”安迪小声说，“别看她瘦瘦小小的，可是我真的很怕她。而且自从她离开去了西部后，这里就没什么值得我留恋的了。”

杰西说：“我能理解，你是怕简姑婆拒绝了你，你就没有生活下去的勇气了。”

“一点没错，小姑娘，”安迪大声说，“你的感觉很对！”

简姑婆仔细端详了每一颗宝石。“这些都是给我的吗？”她问，“安迪，我不需要这么多，让孩子们也来挑一下好吗？我想送他们每个人一颗宝石。”

“哇，太酷了！”班尼说，“我知道大家各自会选什么样的！”

“好吧，小伙子，你来说说看。”安迪说。

“杰西会选蓝宝石，维莉会要紫水晶，亨利呢，会挑绿宝石，而我自己嘛，肯定是选红宝石。”

“没错！”大家异口同声地喊道。

“这个盒子里的宝物固然很值钱，”安迪说，“不过，我在小木屋地下找到的东西更令人兴奋。”

“安迪，你还是那么喜欢找刺激。”简姑婆笑着说。

“是啊，本性难移呀！”安迪说，“不过目前我只想呆在家里，这里有更多激动人心的事情。”

“那您什么时候给我们看在小木屋里找到的东西？”班尼着急地问。

“待会儿再看吧，”杰西看了看简姑婆和安迪，“我想现在大家应该都饿了。”

“谢天谢地，”安迪说，“我确实饿坏了。稍等一会儿再揭晓我的发现吧！”

“拜托！”简姑婆大声说，“安迪饿了！班尼，快跑，去让麦琪尽快准备午餐。”

“不要做鸡蛋！”安迪在班尼身后叮嘱道，“我吃鸡蛋吃得都要吐了。”

“我会告诉麦琪的，”班尼回过头说，“您放心，午餐肯定不全是鸡蛋！”


第十五章　一封古老的信

Chapter 15　Letter from Long Ago

麦琪果然没有做鸡蛋。她准备了丰盛的午餐，有冷肉和热乎乎的芝士通心粉，足够一个男子汉美美地吃上一顿的。安迪狼吞虎咽地吃了起来。

“这么长时间以来我吃的全是生冷东西，”他说，“连鸡蛋都是生吃的。”

“在我们这里就不会啦！”简姑婆很喜欢看安迪吃饭的样子。

班尼说：“吃过午饭后，您会给我们看您找到的宝贝吗？”

“好。我一吃完饭就给你们看，这玩意儿现在就在我的口袋里，你们可能会觉得它没什么大不了的，但对我来说却意义重大。”

“只要是在小木屋找到的东西，”杰西说，“对我们来说都意义重大，毕竟那里实在是太神奇了！”

“是的，你们家的地下室也很神奇。”安迪说。

好不容易等到安迪吃饱了，他终于开口说道：“现在，大家一起到院子里去吧！我的宝贝就在这个包里！”

简姑婆在她的椅子上坐好后，安迪递给她一个皮包。

“好有趣的小包！”班尼说，“看起来已经很旧了。”

简姑婆打开小包，包确实是旧到几乎要裂开，里面装着一个皮夹子，夹子里是一张写得密密麻麻的旧信纸。

“信是用棕色墨水写的。”维莉说。

简姑婆小心翼翼地展开信纸。“信的日期是1775年6月，”她说，“我可以开始念了么？”

“可以可以！”班尼已经急不可耐了，“请快点念吧！”

终于，整件事的真相马上要浮出水面了。

简姑婆开始读信了，信上有些字已经模糊不清，因此她读得很慢很慢：
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不用说，听完故事以后，第一个开腔的又是班尼：“太不幸了，他们失去了所有的朋友！但不可否认的是，他们为战争的胜利做出了很大的贡献。您是在小木屋里发现这封信的吗？”

“小伙子，这是我很久很久以前找到的。这些年来我一直带着它。”

“安德鲁，你是怎么发现小木屋下面的地洞的？”简姑婆问。

“过程很简单。一天我去山上的小木屋玩，四处打量以后，发现地面有些古怪，便看到了地洞的盖子，下去后就找到了那把燧石火枪，还有一些子弹和这个小包。我本想让简一起去看看，可是她不愿意。”

“我记起来了！”简姑婆说，“我不去是因为你平时总喜欢搞些恶作剧。不过现在我后悔了！”

“简，没关系，过去的就让它过去吧！记得土豆窖里的洞是我帮你妈妈去地下室拿土豆时发现的。我想说出来，可是又不敢。最后，我把枪拿给约翰·科尔看，可是他压根不感兴趣，说自己不懂怎么开枪，也对它的来历不感兴趣，所以我也就没有把信念给他听。”

亨利若有所思地说：“现在我明白了！正是由于玛丽·库伯古怪的举动，才导致了所有人的误解，并滋生了人们为什么不愿意去库伯家的传言。结果是再没人记得谣言的由来，只知道农场神秘兮兮的。只要发生了什么蹊跷事，就会有人说：‘那地方本来就这样！’”

安迪看着亨利，点了点头：“看来你很了解这儿的居民，他们的确会这么说。”

“关于这个农场的谣言流传了这么久，”杰西说，“我们一定要让大家了解实情才行。”

“不用担心！”安迪大声说，“只要大家一看到我，故事就会很快疯传，说不定还会上星期天报纸的头条呢！”

简姑婆笑了起来：“你要把自己登到报纸上去么？老天，老天！跟你在一起总是乐趣无穷，安迪！”

“什么？”安迪大声说，“你是说要和我一起生活吗？孩子们，你们先离开一下，我有话要和你们的姑婆说！”

于是，奥登家的四个孩子一溜烟儿跑到了房子的另一头。他们坐在后门的台阶上，麦琪见状，来到门口，问道：“简小姐没事吧？”

“她挺好的，”班尼说，“我猜她会嫁给安迪，之后不管怎样她都得被叫做豆太太了。”

“果真这样就好了！”麦琪说。

“怎么？”杰西问。

“我很想念西部的家，山姆和他太太也是如此。如果简小姐有安迪照顾，我们就可以放心地回西部的农场了。”

亨利说：“安迪不像会干农活的样子，不过他很强壮，而且简姑婆可以雇一些人来经营农场。”

“我担心的是，安迪待在这儿就找不到什么新鲜刺激的事了。”杰西说。

“说不定他会带简姑婆去旅行。”班尼说。

“哦，不行，她身子太弱，不能去旅行。”维莉大声说。

麦琪说：“亲爱的维莉，不用担心！你们的简姑婆只要想做什么事，就会变得强壮无比。只有碰到不愿意做的事情，她才会软绵绵的。”

“没错，”班尼说，“我也是这样的！”


第十六章　简姑婆的惊喜

Chapter 16　Aunt Jane’s Surprise

吃晚餐的时候，简姑婆对大家说：“我要宣布一件特别的事。”

她停下来，冲安迪笑一笑，然后继续说道：“安迪和我都不年轻了，但我们还是打算结婚。我们不想再等了！”

杰西和维莉闻言跳了起来，吻了吻可爱的姑婆。亨利抓住她的手，班尼则笑得咧开了嘴。

接着，大家一齐转向安迪。一时间，晚餐好像变成了最精彩的派对。

“从现在开始，”安迪说，“简和我将分享所有的冒险和传奇，我向你们保证！”

班尼说：“安迪叔叔，您想经营这个农场么？”

“别叫我叔叔！还是像开始一样，继续叫我安迪吧！至于农场，我虽然不是一个好农场主，但我可以雇很多人来打理。”

“威威怎么样？”班尼提议，“他是一个好农夫！”

“没错，”安迪说，“他很会种地。”

“可是他话很少，对吧？”班尼问。

“的确，他不喜欢说话。”安迪说。

“所以我们还一直以为他对谜案一无所知！”亨利说。
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这时，大家已经吃完了晚餐，正信步走到屋外，坐到院子里。有了安迪的加入，这个大家庭看起来更和乐了，他已经与这个家庭融合在一起了。谁能事先料到，谜案会有一个这么快乐的结局呢？

简姑婆说：“我很开心，小木屋和土豆窖的秘密终于被解开了。”

“我们破解过好多谜团呢！”杰西补充道，“只不过这是头一次我们没靠爷爷的帮助，自己解决的。”

维莉点点头：“但爷爷可以帮我们处理那封古老的信，我猜他可能会把信送到博物馆去。”

班尼说：“我觉得应该把它们捐给一所学校的博物馆，孩子们会很感兴趣的。”

“班尼的主意不错，”亨利赞同道，“我们还可以把寻找这些宝贝的经历讲给他们听——就像讲奇幻故事那样。”

安迪打断了亨利：“小家伙们，如果需要的话，让我也一起去吧！我喜欢给小孩子讲故事。”

“那就更棒啦！”班尼叫道，“对这个故事，你比我可熟悉多了。”

亨利看了看杰西：“我们去拍一些小木屋和土豆窖的照片吧！在地洞里拍照得用闪光灯，杰西，你的约翰·卡特有一部很棒的相机，让他来这儿吧！”

杰西说：“哦，亨利，约翰·卡特就是约翰·卡特，不是我的！”尽管如此，维莉还是发现姐姐的脸红了。

“哈，不管是谁的，叫他来吧！”亨利笑着说，“我知道，他眨眼就会到的。”

“为什么呢？”班尼问。

“自从他用飞机把简姑婆接来后，就一直留在这儿了。他跟我说不想离开，可又不告诉我为什么。”亨利笑着说。

“这个暑假才刚刚开始呢！”班尼说，“接下来咱们还会不会有其他的冒险？”

简姑婆也笑了：“肯定会有的！只要有安迪在，就总会有新奇刺激的事发生。”

安迪说：“没错，简！我保证，你身边一定会趣事不断。”

“咱们的婚礼已经够让我兴奋的了，”简姑婆说，“对了，孩子们，尽快把你们的爷爷接来吧！或许可以让卡特先生开车去接他。”

大家都听到了简姑婆的话，可是没有人知道剩下的暑假会发生什么事。简姑婆不知道，安迪不知道，亨利、爷爷和班尼不知道，甚至连曾经在联邦调查局工作过的约翰·卡特也不知道。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 7·The Woodshed Mystery




Chapter 1　A Farm for Sale

The telephone gave a long,loud ring. Supper was over. Benny Alden was going through the hall. He answered it.

"Telephone,Grandfather!" shouted Benny."It's for you. Long distance."

Mr. Alden came to the telephone and said,"Hello. Oh,yes."

Then he said nothing for a long,long time. Benny and his sister Violet couldn't help listening.

At last Grandfather said,"That's just fine,Jane!"

"It's Aunt Jane!" Violet whispered to Benny.

Benny nodded,and a smile spread over his face.

"Just wonderful,Jane," said Grandfather again."Yes,I do. Yes,I think it is a fine idea. Yes,Jane. I'll think it over and call you very soon. No,Jane,I won't be long,maybe a day or two. Yes,I know you like to do things fast. You are like Benny." Grandfather winked at Benny.

At last Grandfather said,"Good-by,Jane. See you soon."

"See you soon?" said Benny."Are we going out West to see Aunt Jane again?"

"No,she is coming here," said Mr. Alden.

"Oh,my,my!" said Benny.

"Yes,that's what I say too," said Grandfather. "Oh,my,my,my!Now you four children get together and we'll talk this over. Benny,you find Henry."

"And I'll get Jessie," said Violet. "She is up in her room."

The four Aldens—two girls and two boys—lived with their grandfather in a big house. Henry was in college. Jessie was a senior in high school,and Violet was just ready for high school,too. Benny still went to grade school. In a few minutes the four young Aldens were sitting with Mr. Alden in his den.

Grandfather looked around and smiled."This is the big news,"he said,laughing."Aunt Jane wants to come East to live in New England again. She wants me to buy a farm for her,right away quick."

"Quick like a fox," said Benny.

"Right," said Grandfather. He laughed again.

"Why does she want to move?" asked Jessie."She has such an exciting place to live on Mystery Ranch."

"Well,you see Jane and I were born in New England on a farm," said Mr. Alden."We all moved to the West. I should say Jane was about eighteen when we went. I was younger than Jane. After awhile I wanted to come back and go into business.But Jane wouldn't. She said she would stay and run the ranch alone."

"Stubborn," said Benny.

"I remember,"said Jessie."That is what made the trouble between you and Aunt Jane."

"Yes,she was too proud to give in. She found she couldn't run the ranch alone. So she almost starved to death."

"Wasn't it lucky we went out there when she was sick?" said Violet."We found such a lovely aunt."

"Well,yes—she is lovely now,"said her grandfather,smiling."Now I am going to surprise Jane. Maybe I can buy the very farm where we used to live! She would like that."

"Oh,wouldn't that be wonderful!"cried Jessie. "We could go up to the farm and get everything ready. Do you suppose we'll have to get chairs and tables and beds?We could get in food and make the beds. We'd love to do that."

"What fun that would be!" said Violet. Her eyes were very bright.

"When are you going to try,Grandfather?" asked Benny.

"Well,my boy,I am going to surprise you,too. I'm going to start this very minute. It's only just after supper."

Benny hugged Watch,the dog,and jumped up and down with him. Watch did not like this very well. But he loved Benny,so he did not make any fuss.

"Now just hand me that telephone,Henry," said Mr. Alden.

"Whose number are you going to call?" asked Benny."How do you know what to call?"

"I don't," said Mr. Alden. But he made a call just the same. He called the village store.

"Nobody will be in the store as late as this," said Henry.

"Don't be too sure," said Mr. Alden."In the old days the storekeeper lived in the store. Maybe he still does."

Sure enough,a loud voice answered. The children could hear every word.

"Hello," said Grandfather."Are you the manager of the store?"

"Well,I guess so," came the answer."It's my store."

"Do you know anything about the old Alden farm up on the hill?"

"Do I? Of course I know the Alden farm up on the hill! I live right here in this town."

"Yes,I know. Do you know if the farm is for sale?"

"Yes,'tis. I must say 'tis. That farm is running down. Get it cheap. Furniture,too."

"Who is selling it?" asked Grandfather.

"Well,I guess I am. It hasn't brought me any luck. Who wants to buy it?"

"I do. I used to live there with my sister Jane when I was a boy. I am James Alden."

"Don't tell me!" said the man."I remember Jane Alden well. And you too,I guess. Long time ago. And you want to buy that farm back?"

"Yes,I do."

"Well,I'll make you a fair price. All the land and the house and the barn and the hen-coops and the woodshed. Some furniture,too. Glad to get rid of it."

"I'll buy it," said Grandfather.

"What?" cried the man.

"We can settle on the price when I see you," said Grandfather again."By the way,tell me your full name."

"Well,my name is Elisha Morse. But I'm so surprised I don't know my own name for sure. You coming here to live?"

"No,but my sister Jane is."

"Well,well,well! This telephone call is costing you a lot of money. Better hang up."

"All right,"said Grandfather."we'll be driving up soon to see my new farm."

"It isn't new. It's old," said the man.

"It's new to me. I just bought it," said Grandfather."Good-by and thank you."

Grandfather leaned back and laughed. He hung up the telephone."Quick like a fox,Benny?" he said. "Is that what you wanted?"

"Grandfather,you are simply wonderful," said Benny.

"Well,I had a bit of luck,I should say," said Mr. Alden.

Everyone agreed. But it was Jessie,not Grandfather,who began to make plans right away.


Chapter 2　Making Plans

"What day is this?"said Jessie."Friday. Couldn't we go tomorrow and see the place,Grandfather?"

"That is just what I was thinking," said Mr. Alden."We could stay all day Sunday and get back for the last week of school. Of course Henry is home for the summer already."

Violet said,"I think you are the very kindest man in the world!" She took his hand in both of hers."You spend all your time trying to make us happy."

"Well,well. Thank you,my dear. But you children spend all your time making me happy,too."

"Oh,let's talk about the farm,Grandfather," said Benny."Do they have animals?"

"What do you think,Benny?" asked Jessie."Nobody lives there. I don't think Aunt Jane wants any animals. She just wants to come East."

Henry nodded at his sister."I think Aunt Jane wants to be near you,Grandfather. I think she feels safer."

"Maybe you are right,Henry," said Mr. Alden. He laughed again."Maggie is coming with Jane. Remember Maggie who has stayed with her for so long? Then Sam and his wife will come and stay this summer anyway. And I am sure Jane will bring her dog Lady."

"That's good,"said Jessie."Maggie knows what Aunt Jane needs. They will all take care of Aunt Jane. She ought to have a man in the house."

"Yes,and Sam is a very good man," said Mr. Alden."I don't think Jane will run the farm. But she wants to live there. I'd like to start early tomorrow morning. Do you think you could be ready,Benny?"

"Me?"cried Benny. He went over to his grandfather and put his hand on his knee."I'll get up any time you say. Three o'clock in the morning. Or two,or four,or even midnight! Any old time."

"How about five?" said Mr. Alden looking at Benny.

"Fine," said Benny. "Don't we have to take a bag if we stay overnight?"

"Yes,each of you must take a bag. We won't stay at the farmhouse. But we can find a motel,maybe."

"A motel!" said Benny."That's neat."

"Let's go and pack,Jessie," said Violet."I can hardly wait to see Aunt Jane."

"Aunt Jane won't be there," said Mr. Alden.

"No,I know that," said Violet."But I'd like to hurry and get ready for her."

"We all seem to be in a great hurry," said Benny."Will Aunt Jane fly?"

"Yes,I think John Carter can go out for her. Then she will not worry about a thing."

"Oh,you mean our nice Mr. Carter!" cried Jessie."He can do anything. Aunt Jane will be safe with him."

Jessie was right. John Carter was trusted with many things by Grandfather. He even flew Mr. Alden's private plane.

"Now I think I'll go and pack my own bag," said Grandfather,getting out of his chair. "Good-night,everybody."

"Good-night?" shouted Benny."It's only half past seven. Are we going to bed?"

Everybody laughed at Benny's surprised look.

"I am," said Grandfather,"and you'd better. Just pack your things first. Remember we start at five. And that means breakfast before five."

"Can we take Watch?" asked Benny.

"Yes,take Watch. It won't be a long trip."

The Aldens had the same suitcases they had taken to Blue Bay. They all knew how to pack very well. It did not take long to decide to take plain clothes. They knew they would need them on a farm.

"We won't dress up at all," said Jessie."Just take shorts and slacks and flat shoes."
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"We always take flat shoes,"said Henry."Everywhere we go we take flat shoes."

"Oh,Henry,don't tease," laughed Jessie."I know boys do."

When four o'clock in the morning came,Benny was fast asleep. He did not hear the alarm clock. Violet went into his room and shook him gently.

"No," said Benny. "No!It isn't morning yet. It's too dark."

"You said you'd get up at midnight or four o'clock. Any old time," said Violet.

"It's different now," said Benny.

Violet laughed. She put on all the lights and Benny got out of bed.

The family ate a big breakfast of bacon and eggs,cereal and toast and orange juice. Then they all piled into the big station wagon. Henry drove. It was a beautiful spring day. The woods were just beginning to look green. The fields were covered with dandelions. Birds sang in the trees as the sun came up. The family went along the smooth turnpike on the way north.

"We should get there by nine o'clock," said Grandfather."I'll tell you where to turn,Henry."

A little later he shouted,"Here we are,Henry! Turn here!See the white church over there? And that other building is the town hall. And there is the old store! How small it looks! It used to look big."

They were delighted to find the store so easily. Everyone got out of the car and went into the store.

"My gracious me!" said the man behind the counter."I bet you're James Alden. I'm Elisha Morse."

"I remember your name,Elisha,"said Grandfather. He shook hands.

For several minutes the two men talked about the sale of the farm. Then Mr. Alden wrote out a check and gave it to Mr. Morse.

"I don't think you're going to like your farm," Mr. Morse said as he put the check away."The roof leaks."

"Can't it be fixed?" asked Mr. Alden.

"Sure. Only it will cost money. I'd do it for you if I had the money."

"Would you fix it yourself?"

"No. My son is the handy one. He could put on new shingles."

"You get him if you can," said Grandfather."we'll go right up to the house. Ask your son to come up and see me. We must certainly have the roof fixed."

"Good," said Mr. Morse."Here's the key to the back door. My son will come in soon to see who was in the store."

Mr. Morse came out and watched the Aldens get back into the station wagon. He said nothing. The car began to move. Still Mr. Morse said nothing. But when the car had rolled down the drive,he called,"There's a lot of other things the matter with that farm!You won't like it!"

But the Aldens were on their way to the farm on the hill and Henry did not turn back.


Chapter 3　Grandfather Takes Over

"Now why in the world did Mr. Morse call to us after I got started?" asked Henry.

"Well,that's the way people are up here," said Grandfather."I remember now. You have to get used to it. They have all the time there is. Never in a hurry."

"I suppose I should have gone back." said Henry.

"No," said Grandfather."We'll wait now and see the house. Then we will find out what's wrong. These people are the best people in the world. They will do anything for you. You just wait and see. They can even hurry if you tell them why."

Violet looked at Jessie and smiled.They loved to see their grandfather so happy. He was looking all around him at the little village.

"See!"he said."There's the old Bean farm!"

"Bean farm?"said Benny."Do they raise beans?"

"Oh,no. Mr. and Mrs. Bean used to live there. They had two sons," said Mr. Alden."I remember the Bean boy who was just about my age. In mischief all the time. Good looking boy,but always in trouble." Mr. Alden threw his head back and laughed."I remember Jane liked him pretty well. Very well,I mean. She always stood up for him."

"What became of him?" asked Benny."Did he grow up bad?"

"I don't know,Benny. That's a long story. You see he got into trouble with an old gun up here. The next day he was gone. Nobody ever found him. Jane felt pretty bad. I think Jane might have married him."

"He ran away?" asked Henry.

"Yes,I suppose he did. Later on,we heard he ran away to sea. He got a job on a ship and went around the world. Anyway,nobody knows where he is now. He may be dead. Probably is dead."

"Aunt Jane would be sorry," said Violet.

Mr.Alden looked at his gentle granddaughter."Yes,Jane would be sorry. Nobody ever knew where he got that gun."

"Did he shoot anybody with it?" asked Benny.

"No. He shot at the big trees to scare people. Queer thing happened. He started a forest fire. Oh,what a fire that was! The house almost caught on fire. But the neighbors put it out. In the morning he was gone."

"What was his first name?" asked Jessie.

"Now what was his name?" said Grandfather."I have forgotten. It was a long time ago. I was a boy myself."

"It's a nice house," said Henry.

"Yes,but not as nice as our farmhouse. Ours was built in 1750. There are four big chimneys. You can see the date on the front chimney,I think. It used to be there. There! Look over there! That's the old house!"

Mr. Alden was so excited that the children were excited too. They looked toward the top of the hill. There stood an enormous white farmhouse. Two large elm trees stood beside the house. Behind the house was a great red barn,and behind the barn was a field and then woods.

"I don't see anything bad about the house," said Jessie."It needs paint,maybe. But it looks all right to me."

"The roof leaks," said Benny.

"Wait and see," said Henry."I think that if Mr.Morse said we wouldn't like it,something must be wrong with it."

"There's the 1750 on the chimney," cried Benny."Painted white."

Henry turned the station wagon again and there they were,right by the back door of the house. They all got out of the car. They stood and looked at the house. Then Henry put the big key in the back door and turned it.

"The door key works anyway," he said. He pushed the door open.

"I'll go in first," said Mr. Alden."Then you children follow. Nobody has been here for a long time." The house looked cool and dim inside.

First they found themselves in a back pantry. Next came the old kitchen.

"Oh,look!" cried Jessie."What an enormous fireplace!"

"I could lie down in that fireplace!" shouted Benny.

"Don't," said Jessie."And look at the old brick ovens on both sides." She opened the doors.

"Say!" exclaimed Benny. "That must be where they baked bread."

The kitchen was a big room. Next everyone went into the sitting room. The carpet was dusty,but not too worn.The chairs and tables were covered with dust.

The Aldens turned to the left and came to the long hall. The front door was at one end of the hall. On the other side of the hall was a parlor and a bedroom.The Aldens walked quickly through these rooms. There would be time to explore them later.

"I suppose there are four bedrooms upstairs," said Jessie.

"Oh,let's go upstairs," said Benny."Maybe there is something wrong up there."

"I can't see anything wrong downstairs," said Henry. "It's only dirty and dusty. A fireplace in every room. Think of that!"

"Upstairs,too,"said Grandfather."That's how we kept warm.There were no heaters in those days."

Upstairs they went. There were the four bedrooms. No bathroom.

"We simply can't stay here,Grandfather," said Jessie,the good housekeeper."It is too dirty."

"Oh,no! We will stay at a motel as I said. Maybe we can get somebody to clean this place up."

"We could do it," said Benny.

"No,it will take a strong woman to do this. And maybe a man would be still better," said Mr. Alden. He looked around thoughtfully.

"There's a man at the back door," said Benny."I can see his car."

They all went down to find a tall young man getting out of a car.

"Are you Mr.Morse's son who can fix the roof?" asked Benny.

"That's right,son," said the man."Call me Sim. I'm Simeon Morse."

"Oh,that'll be neat!" shouted Benny."When Sam comes we'll have Sim and Sam!"

"And who is Sam?" asked Sim.

"He is coming with my sister," said Mr. Alden."You'll get along fine with Sam. He and his wife are going to handle the farm work for my sister. Now I want you to tell me the truth, young man. What is the matter with this house?"

Sim stood on one foot and then the other. He was very nervous.

"Well,I'll tell you the truth. I don't know."

"You don't know?Then what makes you think there is any trouble here?"

"I don't know that,either," said Sim.

Grandfather sat down in a kitchen chair and leaned forward."Now,Simeon," he said."You sit right down here. I want to know just what's going on. Your father says there is something strange about this place. And you think so,too. What makes you think so? After all,I used to live here and nothing seemed so mysterious then."

Sim looked at Grandfather for a moment. Then he said,"But your family left,just the way all the others have. Nobody stays."

"But what is it that makes you think this?" Grandfather asked.

"Kind of silly," said Sim.

"Never mind that. I want to know what it is,silly or not."

"Well," said Sim,"maybe you know the Bean family? Used to live over in that next house?"

"I certainly do."

Sim went on."There used to be an older boy there who found a gun some place."

"I know," said Grandfather."I have forgotten his first name."

"Andrew," said Sim.

"That's right! Andrew it was! We called him Andy and his father didn't like it.Andy Bean! How could I forget that? Now what's the story?"

"Well,that Andrew was wild. He made a lot of trouble. And that gun set this whole place on fire. They put the fire out,but Andrew never showed up again. Never. His brother got the farm."

"Well,what's the matter with this house? That was long ago."

Sim looked at Mr. Alden."You want the truth of it? Seems as if nobody ever got along very well here after that. Bad to worse. People tell all kinds of stories. They say that Andrew found the gun here,and somebody was hiding here and gave it to him. Somebody up to no good."

"Now who could that be?"

"I don't know. It was a terrible long time ago."

"What kind of a gun was it?" asked Henry.

"Yes!That's a good question. We've got that gun over to my father's house right now. It's an awful old gun. The kind they used in the Revolutionary War. Long time ago."

"I should like to see that gun very much," said Mr. Alden.

"See it any time," said Sim."Ask my father."

Mr. Alden looked at Henry and Jessie."I think there is some story about this gun. And we need to find out what it is!"

"Oh,boy!" cried Benny."And now we'll have some fun. When my grandfather really gets going,Sim,things happen."

"I bet," said Sim. He smiled at Benny.

"Now,Sim," Mr.Alden went on,"is this house dangerous? Can't it be fixed and cleaned up?"

"Sure," said Sim."Nothing wrong with the house itself,I guess." He scowled.

"I thought you said there was something wrong with the house!" cried Mr. Alden.

"It's just what people say and how they feel about this place. Bad luck. The house is all right. I guess we ought to put a heavy post in the cellar to make the floor safe. Fix the roof. Fix the windows. Paint a little. You could live here OK."

"Well,you're a fine friend," said Mr. Alden."I'm glad we found you. Can you get some help and start right to work on this place? Today?"

"Today? Well,I don't know about today."

"Why not?"asked Grandfather."Are you busy somewhere else?"

"Well,I guess I could leave. I'm just fixing my tractor. Do that any time."

"What about help?"

"I guess the neighbors would help. They are glad Miss Alden is coming back here. May change the old place's luck."

"You mean the neighbors know already?" asked Grandfather.

"Oh,sure. Knew that last night. Everybody knew it last night."

"Well,news goes around fast," said Grandfather. He laughed."I remember it did when I lived here. You get your help because I don't know the people yet. Start right away. I will give you some money to buy paint,wood,and that beam for the cellar." He counted out some money for Sim to use.

"You folks can't live here now," said Sim,looking at the four children.

"Oh,no. We thought we could find a motel."

"Yes,you can. Right down the road,about four miles. It's a nice motel. Got a carpet on the floor and a TV and everything."

"Oh,Sim," said Jessie,"how about a bathroom in this house?Can you put in a bathroom?"

"Where did you want a bathroom?" asked Sim.

"I thought two," said Jessie."You could easily take a piece of the big hall. One upstairs and one downstairs."

"Right,Jessie," said her grandfather."Anybody around here put in a bathroom?"

Sim scratched his head."I always wanted to put in a bathroom," he said."Costs too much,though."

"Well,you go ahead," said Mr. Alden."Get all the men you need. The thing is,I want this done as soon as possible. Jane wants to move right away this minute."

"She's changed some,I guess," said Sim."My father says she used to move slow. And you were the fast one."

"Right," said Mr. Alden."Jane has changed a lot. We both move fast now,Sim. Tell your father."

"No fear," said Sim."I tell him everything."

While Mr. Alden and Sim talked,Violet and Benny went exploring.

Violet found a path through the uncut grass of the yard. It led to the front door. There she found some big,flat flagstones,warm in the sun.

Benny ran toward the barn. He poked his head through the crack left by a sagging door. The barn was dark and empty. An old lantern hung on a peg beside a broken harness. Nothing moved."Spooky," Benny thought to himself.

Suddenly it seemed a long time since their early breakfast Benny ran back to Grandfather."I'm hungry," he said.

"Again?" asked Grandfather."Have you forgotten that breakfast?"

"I have myself,Grandfather," said Violet."I wish we could have a picnic and not go to the motel for lunch. This is such a nice yard."

"You call this a nice yard?" asked Sim."You ought to see it when the grass is cut. Looks good."
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"Look at those enormous flat stones by the front door," said Violet.We could take a chair out there for Grandfather and have a fine picnic."

Mr. Alden always listened to Violet."Well," he said,"let's go down to the motel and get some sandwiches,and ask them to fill our Thermos bottles. Could we get sandwiches at the motel,Sim?"

"Well,you could,"said Sim."But my wife would love to make you some chicken sandwiches. She makes'em fine."

"Neat!" cried Benny.

"Could make some egg sandwiches,too," said Sim.

"We'll be right down," cried Benny.

"I'll go down and tell her," said Sim."And I'll call up some of the neighbors and tell them about this job."

"Ah!" said Grandfather. His eyes were shining.

"Ah!" said Benny. For a minute he looked just like his grandfather. Sim looked at them both. He saw how much they wanted the house fixed. He said to himself,"They want that house fixed quick,and it will be fixed quick."


Chapter 4　The Potato Pit

"You go on ahead,Sim,"said Mr.Alden."We'll follow if you are sure your wife wants to make sandwiches for us."

"Yes,I'm sure," said Sim."We got lots of milk,too. We can fill up your Thermos bottles."

"We'll drink more milk than that,Sim," said Henry."There are four of us,you know. I could drink a quart myself right now."

"Let's have one Thermos of coffee for Grandfather,"said Violet,who always thought of Grandfather.

"You can have all the milk you want," said Sim. "We have forty cows."

They all went out the back door.

"Don't lock the door," said Sim."Just leave it."

He got into his car. The family got into the station wagon and off they went. This time they went to the red house nearest the store. Sim took them into the kitchen. His wife smiled when she saw them coming.

"Ma,can you make some chicken sandwiches? This is Mr. Alden and his grandchildren. They want a picnic lunch."

"How do you do,Mrs.Morse,"said Grandfather,shaking hands. "You are very kind to do this for us."

"Glad to," said Mrs. Morse."I made bread yesterday so I have six loaves."

"Oh,homemade bread!" said Benny."What a picnic!"

"Make some egg sandwiches too,Ma," said Sim.
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"These children seem to be half starved. I'll get the cans of milk."

"Why do you call her ma?" asked Benny."Isn't she your wife?"

"Yes,she's my wife. But I call her ma because we have six kids."

Mrs. Morse began to chop up chicken in a wooden tray."You have courage," she said,"to move into that old house."

"Why?" asked Benny."It isn't haunted,is it?"

"No,it isn't haunted," said Mrs. Morse."But nobody in this town would live in it."

"Why not?" asked Grandfather."I'd really like to know."

"Well,I can't tell you why. But there is something mysterious about it. I never did know what it was."

"That's the funniest thing!"said Jessie."Nobody seems to know."

"Did something happen a long time ago?" asked Henry.

Mrs. Morse looked up."Yes,that's exactly right! It happened so long ago,nobody remembers. But they remember there was something."

"Who is the oldest person in this town?" Henry asked.

"Oldest person? Let me think. That would be Grandpa Cole. He's almost a hundred years old. But he can still see to read and he can walk with a cane."

"Maybe he would remember something he heard when he was a boy," said Jessie.

"Maybe he would. That's right. I never asked Grandpa Cole," said Mrs. Morse. She began to crack eggs and take off the shells.

Benny's eyes grew wide with surprise.

"Oh,those eggs were hard-boiled already!" cried Benny. "I thought they would run out when I saw you crack them."

"Yes,I always have cold eggs for my family. They like cold hard-boiled eggs for breakfast."

"Well,I don't," said Benny."I like cold eggs for a picnic. And for breakfast I like them hot and softboiled."

Mrs. Morse laughed."Most people do," she said."I've got a funny family."

She was an excellent cook,though. Soon she took out a big basket with a handle. She began to wrap the sandwiches in waxed paper. She put them in the basket."You like pickles?" she asked.

"Oh,we love pickles!" said Benny. He looked up. He expected to see a bottle of pickles. But these pickles were as long as his hand.

"My,those are superman pickles," he said."One will be enough. It looks just like a cucumber."

"Pickles are cucumbers,Benny," said Jessie.

"Well,I never knew that," said Benny.

"I have some cookies,too," said Mrs. Morse."You'd better have some cookies for dessert."

They were big round white cookies with a hole in the middle. They were brown around the edges. How good they smelled!

"There you are," she said at last. She shut the cover of the basket. "Good luck!" She gave a Thermos of coffee to Jessie.

Henry took the basket and thanked her. Grandfather paid her. That is,he tried to pay her. But she gave the money right back."No," she said,"I love to do something like that. It was a pleasure."

Mr. Alden knew she meant it. So he said he would always remember it,and each one of the four children thanked her again.

Off they went in the station wagon,back to the farm. They took the basket to the big flat stones by the front door. Henry found a chair for Grandfather. The rest sat on the warm stones. Out came the sandwiches,the eggs,the pickles.

Mrs. Morse had put in some paper cups for milk,and one beautiful cup and saucer and a spoon for Mr. Alden."That's good!" said Grandfather."I like my coffee in a cup."

"Not a paper cup," said Benny.

"Right. No paper cup for me."

On top of the basket was an enormous bone for Watch. He took it and went off with it. Everyone was eating cookies when they heard a car coming. Watch began to bark. He ran right over to the children,but he wagged his tail.

"Now who is that?" asked Jessie.

"I bet it's the man to fix the roof," said Benny.

He was right. A thin man with white hair stopped his car and got out. He looked at the children and Mr. Alden. He had a load of shingles in the back of his car.

"Are you the man to fix the roof?" Benny asked.

"Yep," said the man.

"Have you got a long ladder?" asked Henry.

"Nope."

"I suppose you have to wait for Sim to bring a ladder," said Grandfather.

"Yep," said the man. He began to take the shingles out of his car.

Grandfather smiled. "Will you tell me your name?"

"Yep. It's Delbert King. But call me Del."

Benny said,"You heard my Aunt Jane wants to come here to live? Quick like a fox. How long do you think it will take to shingle this roof?"

"I don't know," said Del. He took out a big box of nails. Another car came slowly up the drive.

"Now who is that?" said Jessie.

"I bet it's another man to work on the house," said Henry.

"Look," said Violet."There are three men in that car. Grandfather,you can turn a whole town upside down in no time!"

Then Sim came back too. He had another man with him. Now there were six men.

Grandfather said to Sim,"Let's go into the house and see what to do first." Everyone followed. Watch went along,wagging his tail.

The boards in the floor were very wide.

"Some of this just needs cleaning," said Sim."The last people left it in pretty good shape."

"I thought nobody had lived here for a long time," said Benny.

"No,a family moved in and stayed about six months a while ago. Then they went back to New York. They didn't like the country," said Sim.

One of the men looked at Benny and said,"Why do you want to live here anyway?"

"We don't," said Benny."It's my Aunt Jane. She used to live here. And Grandfather,too. This is Grandfather. He used to live here when he was a boy."

Grandfather looked at the workman."What's the matter with the house?" he asked.

"I don't know," said the man. He stood on one foot and then the other. He looked at Sim."Always something queer about this place. Lots of stories."

"Tell me one," said Grandfather."Just one story."

"Well,there was an old gun."

"Yes,we've heard about that gun!" said Grandfather."Sim has it at his house."

"No,it's at my father's house," said Sim.

"Well,I shall see it soon," said Grandfather."What about the gun?"

"They say it came from this house," said the workman."I guess it was a musket. It was a long time ago."

"Same story," said Grandfather."I am going to fix up the house just the same. Fix the windows. Fix the roof. Put in bathrooms. Put in hot water. A furnace. How long will that take?"

"Well,three weeks," said Sim."We've got a lot of men."

Violet said,"School will be out,and we can come up and stay awhile."

"We'll find out what the matter is," said Benny."I bet it's nothing. Just stories people tell."

The men looked at Benny and laughed."Maybe it's nothing,son,but I bet it's something."

"Well,if it is,my grandfather will find out," said Benny.

"That's the truth," said Sim."He will."

The men went out and put ladders up to the roof. Some of the men stayed inside and began to build a fire in the stove.

"Are you cold?" asked Henry. It was a very warm day.

"No,we have to heat water from the well," said a man.

The workers had big kettles and soon there was plenty of hot water. The men began to wash the floors and walls.

After awhile the Aldens tired of watching the work. They went down to the cellar.

"Oh,what a place!" cried Benny as his eyes grew used to the darkness."I can believe this cellar was here during the Revolution."

"A dirt floor with rocks coming through," Henry said as he looked about."I suppose people kept vegetables down here in the winter."

"Right,Henry," said Grandfather."We kept potatoes in that pit. We called it the potato pit. I remember it very well. I used to come down here and get two dozen potatoes for dinner. We had so many men working on the farm then."

The four young Aldens went over the rocks to look into the hole. It was quite deep. It was lined with stones and plastered.

"No potatoes," said Benny.

They all laughed,and Violet said,"Imagine finding a potato from Revolutionary days!"

"Well," said Grandfather with a smile,"I can't say that I remember the Revolution. But we kept potatoes there. And probably that was always the place for potatoes."

"Maybe the mystery is in the potato pit," said Jessie. She looked over the edge again.

"No,I don't think so," said Mr. Alden. He started to go upstairs."I lived here a long time. There was nothing in that pit but potatoes."

"I wonder if the mystery is in the big fireplace in the kitchen," said Violet."Let's look in those ovens." They went upstairs to the kitchen.

"Let's get in," said Benny. It was a fine idea. Benny could get into the ovens and stand up. There was an oven on each side of the fireplace.

But not a clue was to be found.

"Well,I think we had better find that motel," said Mr. Alden. He looked at his watch."We will have to have three rooms."

"Oh,I hope they will take dogs," said Benny."Some motels won't take animals."

The men had finished washing the floor in the sitting room.

"Oh,how lovely this looks!" cried Jessie."Wait till we get up some white curtains!"

The men looked at her.

"A fine job,men," said Grandfather."When you get through,just walk out. No need to lock the door,so Sim tells me." He smiled at every man.

"That's it," said Henry to himself. "I can see why people enjoy working for Grandfather. He always looks right at them and smiles."


Chapter 5　An Old Flintlock Gun

The Aldens found a fine motel. The man said he would take Watch if they tied him up. Watch did not like this at all,but he lay down by the beds.

After breakfast on Sunday morning,Henry said,"The men won't be working Sunday of course. So this is just the time to go and see that old gun."

They drove back to the store. The store was shut,but Mr. Morse saw them coming. He went down to let them in.

"I bet you came to see the old gun," he said."Come right upstairs. I live alone because my wife died many years ago."

When they were all sitting down,Mr. Morse went to a shelf and took down a queer gun.

"Well," said Benny,"That is the funniest looking gun I ever saw. Does it work? Will it shoot?"

"Oh,yes,it will shoot. But I don't know how to shoot it myself. It is called a flintlock. They used guns like this in the Revolution."

"I think I know how it works," said Henry."Just let me take it a minute. See,here is a pan. You put the gunpowder in that pan. Then here is a flint. The flint makes a spark when you pull this trigger. That sets fire to the powder."

"I bet it makes a terrible bang," said Benny.

"Yes,it does. I have read about them. I think the one who shoots it might get hurt himself," answered Mr. Morse.

Grandfather said,"Elisha,where did you get this gun?"

"I got it from the Bean family.After Andy skipped out,they didn't want to see this gun. They were going to throw it away. So I said to give it to me. It's been on that shelf ever since. Going on fifty years!I never clean it any more."

Then Henry gave the gun to Jessie. She said,"This ought to be in a museum."

Henry said,"Now who did you say was the oldest person here? Grandpa Cole?"

"I didn't tell you about Grandpa Cole. Must have been my son."

"It was Sim's wife," said Violet."She said he was almost a hundred years old. Where does he live?"

"Could we go and call on him?" asked Mr. Alden. He never wanted to waste words.

"Well,you could. He'd sure be surprised. Nobody ever calls on him now. He's too old. He just talks about the past," said Mr. Morse.

"Well," said Grandfather,"We want him to talk about the past."

"He will," said Mr. Morse laughing. "Go back on this road,past your own farm,and Grandpa Cole lives in the next house. A little white house with a white fence around it."

The station wagon was soon on the road again. They went past their own house with the ladders still up on the roof. Then they saw the small white house with the white fence. They all got out.

"I hope we won't scare him," said Benny."So many strangers."

Mr. Cole was not scared. He was very much pleased. He came out in the yard and told them to sit down on the benches. A nice motherly lady came out and helped him into an easy chair.

"We won't stay very long,Mr. Cole," began Grandfather.

"Call me Grandpa," said the old man.

"Very well." Grandfather Alden smiled. "We want to ask you some questions,but we don't want to tire you."

"You won't tire me. Stay as long as you can," said Grandpa Cole."I don't get many visitors,and I like visitors."

"That's good," said Benny."This is very important."

"What's that?" asked Grandpa Cole. "Important? What can I tell you?"

Grandfather began again."I know you have heard the story of the old gun that Andy Bean had."

"Yep. An old flintlock. He set a big fire with that flintlock,and then he skipped out."

"Well,this is what we want to know," said Mr. Alden leaning forward."Where did that gun come from?"

"Where did that gun come from?Well,that's easy. It came from the farmhouse you just bought for yourself! Somebody gave it to Andy. Now that's another story. I don't know exactly who it was,but it was somebody hiding in your house!"

"Hiding? Why?" asked Benny.

"I don't know that,and I'm sure Andy's brother who has the farm doesn't know either. He wouldn't talk about it anyway. But I can tell you who does know."

"Who?" cried everybody at once.

"My brother. He is only 92 years old and I am 99. He was younger than I was,and he would remember better."

"What is his name?" asked Henry.

"Well,Cole.Only he is John Cole and nobody calls him grandpa."

"Where is he now?" asked Jessie eagerly.

"In New York. He lives in the city in the winter. He comes up here in the summer. He'll be here in a few weeks. Maybe in a few days. I lose track of the time."

Violet said to Jessie,"Maybe he'll be here when we come up to stay. Then we can ask him. That will be after Aunt Jane comes,too."

Grandpa Cole didn't know anything more. But as Henry said,every little bit helps.

The Aldens thought Grandpa Cole was beginning to look tired. It was time to go.

"Well,thank you," said Mr. Alden. He got up and shook hands with the old man."The children will come up soon to get the house ready for my sister Jane."

"Yes,I heard all about it," said Grandpa."I hope she gets along all right in that home." He shook his head.

"We're going to live there too this summer," said Benny."We're going to visit Aunt Jane."

"Come and see me," said Grandpa Cole.

As they rode back to their own farm,Mr. Alden said,"I think we might as well go home now. We can't do anything more."

"Don't you have to talk to Sim and tell the men what to do?" asked Benny.

"No,I told them already," said Grandfather.

So the family said good-by to their new friends and went back home.

In a few weeks Grandfather had a telephone call that the house was done. Jessie and Violet were ready with curtains for the windows. They had sheets and blankets and towels and lots of other things.

It took many trips to load the station wagon.And when everything was packed in,there was hardly room for Watch to ride along.

John Carter flew out to get Aunt Jane. Sam and his wife,who worked for her,had already started to drive East in their car. Maggie,however,came along with Aunt Jane.

How excited Aunt Jane was when she saw the farm where she had been born. Of course Aunt Jane was really the Alden children's great-aunt. She and Grandfather were sister and brother.

Tiny and lively,Aunt Jane moved quickly,just as her brother did. Now her cheeks were pink and her eyes danced as she looked around her new home.

"James," she cried,"you always surprise me. How did you ever get this farm back?"

"Very easily," said Grandfather. "Nobody wanted it, Jane."

"Well,I want it," said Aunt Jane."I will be very happy here. Maggie will like it,too. And what a fine summer we will have with all the children!"

"And Watch," said Benny.

The girls and Maggie made the beds,put food in the refrigerator and new dishes in the kitchen. They brought a toaster and a coffee percolator for Mr. Alden.

Sam and his wife arrived. Sam got busy right away. He bought chickens from a neighbor. He fixed up the hen house.The farm became a busy place.
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After a week Mr. Alden went back to work. But Aunt Jane,Maggie,and the four children stayed. They felt as if they had always lived on the old farm.


Chapter 6　Exploring the Woodshed

Soon everyone in town knew the four young Aldens. They went everywhere.

One morning Benny went over to the Bean farm. He met Mr. Bean,Andy's brother,and Mrs. Bean. They were glad to see Benny and told him to come often. But they never said a word about Andy,the older brother who had run away.

At lunch Benny said,"Here's something funny. You know the Beans raise eggs."

"They raise hens,Benny," said Jessie smiling.

"Well,anyway,they sell eggs. And every day about three eggs are gone."

"How do you know,old fellow? How do the Beans know?" asked Henry.

"Well,Mrs. Bean told me," said Benny.

Violet laughed and said,"Henny Penny told me."

"No,really," said Benny."No fooling. You ought to see the list of eggs. They have a paper in the kitchen. It's on the wall. Every time they put down how many eggs they get." Everyone waited,smiling at Benny.

Benny went on."Well,this is how the numbers go:35 the first day,then 36,34,35,35. You see—always about 35 eggs?Then one day suddenly it's like this: 32,31,33,31,30. See? Somebody's stealing eggs."

"Imagine that!" said Aunt Jane."This is a very honest town."

"A mystery!" said Henry."The Case of the Stolen Eggs!"

Jessie laughed at Henry's joke,but Benny was serious.

"We've been everywhere in this town except the woods," said Benny."Let's go up to the woods today."

"Well,you can go if you wish," said Aunt Jane."But these woods are not as interesting as the ranch. In the fall you can find nuts. But there is nothing there now except the brook and the old woodshed."

The boys looked interested just the same.

"Woodshed?" asked Henry."Why did they put a woodshed so far away from the house?"

"A good question,Henry,"said Aunt Jane,much pleased."They used to cut down the enormous trees. Then they cut them up right where they fell. They used to fill that woodshed with new wood. Sometimes they left it for a year to season. The woodshed kept the snow off."

"It burns better when it's old," said Benny.

"Oh,much better.Green wood will hardly burn at all."

The day was hot. The children walked slowly up the hill to the woods.

Violet stopped to pick a few flowers. She said,"Aunt Jane loves flowers."

The Aldens knew the names of many wild flowers. Violet picked a few pink lady's-slippers,a jack-in-the-pulpit,and some white foamflowers.

"I see the old woodshed," said Benny."It isn't much."

"No," said Jessie."It's just a woodshed. Aunt Jane told you that."
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At last they stood in front of the woodshed. They looked at it.

"No windows," said Benny."If it had windows it would be a fine playhouse."

Henry pushed the door open. He looked in. It was dark inside. He looked again.

"This is strange," he said."You look,Jessie."

Jessie put her head in the door.

"Somebody lives here!" she cried.

"Let me see!" shouted Benny. Then they all went inside.

"I don't see a thing," said Violet.

"Wait a minute,Violet," said Henry. "Your eyes will get used to the dark."

"A table!" cried Benny. "And a bench under it!"

It was true. A small table stood in the corner with a bench under it. On the table were two old plates,a cup,and a fork and spoon.

"No knife," said Benny."I bet somebody has a knife right in his pocket."

"There is no food,either," said Jessie.

"Yes,there is,Jessie! Look up!" Violet was excited.

Sure enough,there was a shelf over the table. On it was a wide shingle and four cans of food. There were beef and ham and canned string beans and peas.

"What do you know!" said Henry."We must tell Sam about this. I don't think we'd better tell Aunt Jane."

"Do you think it would scare her?" Benny asked.

"I'm afraid so," said Henry. "What do you think, Jessie?"

"I don't know. Let's tell Sam first anyway."

While they talked,Violet looked carefully around the one room.

"There must be a bed," said Violet. "I don't see one."

But Watch did. He had found the bed easily and was lying on it.

"Sometimes I think that Watch can see in the dark,"said Violet. "It's just a blanket on some hay. I wonder where the hay came from?"

"Maybe from some barn," said Henry. "Plenty of hay around here."

Then they saw the egg. It was behind the cans.

"An egg!" shouted Benny."I told you somebody was stealing eggs. This is where the eggs go! Three every day! A mystery!"

"Two mysteries," said Henry."Who takes the eggs and who lives here?" Then he turned around suddenly."Let's go," he said.

They all knew why Henry wanted to go. He thought the man who lived in the woodshed might come along. And he did not want Violet to feel frightened.

Violet left in such a hurry that she forgot her wild flowers on the little table.

When they reached home,they found Sam very busy indeed with his new chickens.

They lost no time in telling Sam about the woodshed and what they had found inside it. They tried to get Sam to help them guess who might be making the woodshed a home. It seemed like such an odd thing for anyone to do.

Sam looked at the Aldens and shook his head.They were always getting mixed up in something.

"I can't come now," he said."That woodshed won't run away."

"Don't you believe us?" asked Benny."We all saw it."

"Sure I believe you," Sam said. But he laughed. "It could be a playhouse," he said.

"Whose playhouse?" asked Benny.

"Well,any of the neighbors,"said Sam."There must be lots of children in the town."

They decided not to tell Aunt Jane. They could tell her later. They had to wait because Sam would not go until after lunch.

"Where are you all going?" Aunt Jane asked.

"We want Sam to see that woodshed!" Benny said. "It looks like Abraham Lincoln's log cabin."

Aunt Jane said nothing. But she knew something was going on. Maggie knew,too.

"It beats all,Miss Jane," said Maggie."Those four always find such interesting things."

"So they do,Maggie.They'll tell us when they get ready."

Sam walked slowly up the hill. Benny danced on ahead with Watch.

"You'll soon see for yourself,Sam," he said.

They reached the woodshed.Benny pushed the door wide open. "Go right in,Sam,and look around."

Sam went in and stood still.

"I don't see a thing," he said.

"Wait,"called Violet."Your eyes have to get used to the dark."

But still Sam could not see anything. The four went inside and looked around.

"What! What!" cried Benny.

The woodshed was empty. There was no bed,no table,no bench,no food. Nothing at all.

"No egg," said Benny softly.

Henry looked at Sam. "But they really were here,Sam. We all saw them. You'll have to believe me."

"I do believe you," said Sam."Now what next? What'll you do?"

Violet said,"We'll certainly have to tell Aunt Jane now."


Chapter 7　Clues from an Old Book

Back at the farmhouse Henry told Aunt Jane the whole story.

"What a story that is!" she said."But I'm not afraid with Sim and Sam here. Who do you suppose is living in my woodshed?"

"It's a good housekeeper,"said Jessie. "Everything was as neat as a pin."

"Why don't you find out when Mr.Cole is coming?" said Aunt Jane."He might know something about that woodshed. That is the next thing I'd do."

Henry went with Jessie to see Grandpa Cole. It was not a long walk.

Grandpa was sitting outdoors,reading.

"Do you know when your brother is coming?" Henry asked.

"Not till July first,"said Grandpa Cole."When New York gets hot,he comes up here. He hates to travel."

Jessie said,"We want to see him when he comes. Where will he live?"

"Right here with me,"said the old man."He's good company for me. He can remember everything."

"I hope he can," said Henry,laughing."We want to ask him a lot of questions."

"I am afraid we will bother him," said Jessie.

"No bother. He'll like it. I like it too. It's good to see nice young folks like you. I hope you will come often."

"I'm sure we will," said Henry. Then Henry and Jessie walked home.

They found Violet on the back steps reading a big book. She looked up at her brother and sister. They saw at once that she was very much excited.

"Henry!"said Violet."This is a wonderful book for us! It's all about the Revolutionary War. And it tells how John Hancock and Sam Adams had to hide!"

The two older Aldens sat down beside Violet. "Tell us about it," said Jessie.

"Yes," said Henry."Go on."

"I found this book in the parlor," said Violet."See,it has lots of pictures. Here is a picture of that old gun!"

"Just exactly like it!" said Henry, looking at it.

"Now you see," said Violet,"If John Hancock had to hide—"

"There were lots of his men who had to hide,too!" finished Jessie.

"Right!" said Henry."I know many men were with him,all over the place. You've got something,Violet!"

Benny came around the corner."What's Violet got?" he asked.

"News," said Henry."Sit down,Benny. She's found news about our mystery from an old,old book."

He told Benny about it and showed him the pictures.

"This is neat!" cried Benny."Do you think any of those men hid in our woodshed?"
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"Well,no,"said Henry slowly."Not the same woodshed anyway. But a very old one fell down about a hundred years ago. This one is not old enough."

"Goodness!" said Benny."How old was the old one?"

"It must have been built in Colonial days," said Henry."What else did you read,Violet?"

"Oh,John Hancock's men got all the guns they could. They got bullets and gunpowder. They hid them in lots of places. One time they hid guns in a load of hay. The Redcoats stood and watched the load of hay go by. They never thought of looking in the hay!"

"Violet!" said Henry."What a girl you are! This is the best news we have heard."

Benny said,"I wonder what the Redcoats would have done to the man with the hay cart if they had found the guns?"

"They would have shot him dead!" said Violet.

"Violet!" said Henry again.

"Yes,that's right," said Violet."There were many brave men in those days. They were always in danger. But they went on getting guns and ammunition and hiding it.The Redcoats were always trying to find it."

"Anything else?" asked Jessie.

"One more thing I read," said Violet."We lost the battle of Bunker Hill just because we ran out of ammunition."

"Wait a minute," said Henry."Here comes Sim. Let's ask him something."

They all went to meet Sim. He had a big can of milk for them,and one of cream. Maggie took the cans and Sim looked at the children.

Henry said,"Sim,do you know where the old,old woodshed used to be? Not this one,but the one that fell down?"

"Yes,I know that. Right in the very same place."

"Good!" cried Henry."How do you know?"

Sim scratched his head."Of course,I wasn't there." He looked at Henry and laughed."I'm not quite a hundred years old,but my father told me. This woodshed stands right where the old one was. That's all I know."

"That's enough!" cried Jessie."Do you think anyone hid there from the Redcoats during the war?"

"Maybe. I can't tell you that," said Sim,shaking his head."Why do you want to know?"

"We just want to find out where all the stories about why nobody will live in this house came from," said Violet softly.

"I see," said Sim. He smiled at Violet."I'd help you if I could."

"You have," said Benny suddenly. Then as Sim went away he said,"I have an idea!"

"What's your idea?" asked Henry.

"Let's go back to the woodshed and take a flashlight.We might find a clue."

"Not after two hundred years,Benny!" said Jessie.

"I bet nobody ever looked,"said Benny."Of course they didn't find anything if they didn't even look."

After lunch Henry found his big flashlight. Benny found his,too.

"Do come with us,Sam!" begged Violet.

"Go ahead,Sam,"said Aunt Jane."You leave your work whatever it is. This is more important. I don't want to be afraid all my life."

So Sam nodded his head and agreed to go along. He knew that Violet and Benny were safe with Henry and Jessie,but Miss Jane had asked him to go.

Sam had been quietly watching to see if anything unusual were going on around the farm. But not a thing seemed out of place and he had seen no one.

As they came up the hill,Watch walked along with Jessie. But as they came near the woodshed,he put his nose to the ground and ran on ahead.When he reached the door,he ran around the woodshed barking.

Henry kicked the door open. He went in with his flashlight.

"What in the world!" he cried. They all went in. There was the little table back in the corner. There was the bench,the bed,the dishes,the cans,the egg.

The children just stood still and looked at each other.


Chapter 8　A Light in the Dark

Benny was the first to speak. He said,"Well,this shows two things. Somebody's living here. And his hiding place can't be very far away."

"That's right,Benny," said Henry."Nobody could move all these things very far and then move them right back again."

"I say we'd better look for a hole in this cabin," said Benny."Maybe there's a cellar." He began to flash his light on the floor. Henry did the same. They found nothing.

"This is a funny floor,anyway," said Violet."Just dirt."

Sam said,"I'd take up that bed and look under it."

"Yes," said Henry."Sorry,Watch. You'll have to get off the bed."

Benny pushed him off gently.Watch shook himself and sat down.

The children moved the blanket carefully. They moved the thick bed of hay under it.

"Now,look!" said Jessie."Do you see what I see? That dirt has been moved!"

"That's right,Miss Jessie," said Sam."And not very long ago either. I wish we had a shovel."

"We don't need a shovel," said Henry."We need a shingle. And I know exactly where I can find a shingle!"

Henry went over to the shelf and came back with a shingle. "I saw it under the cans the first day," he said. He knelt down and pushed the shingle into the soft dirt. He worked and worked to find a hole or a crack.

"Let me try," said Benny."I love to dig." He knelt down and began to dig away the dirt.

"Certainly that dirt has been moved," said Violet."See how soft it is."

Then Benny found the crack.

"I've got it!" he shouted."It's heavy! I hope I don't break the shingle!"

"Oh,I hope not!" cried Jessie."Let Henry help you,Benny."

Henry took the shingle and lifted. And up came a cover.

"A wood cover!"shouted Benny."I bet there's a cellar under this woodshed!"

Perhaps it was not a cellar,but there was surely a big hole under the cover. Some of the dirt fell in. Benny flashed his light down the hole.

"Stairs!" he cried. "I'm going right down!"

His foot was on the top step.

"Oh,no,you're not,"said Sam.He shook his head."I couldn't let you. What would your Aunt Jane say if you got into trouble?"

"What trouble could I get into,Sam? There are only a few stairs."

"Who knows?"said Sam."Might be somebody down there."

"Oh,no,Sam!" said Benny."Watch would be right down there by now. And he would bark. And look at him!"

Watch was lying down chewing some hay.He was not interested in the hole.

"I'll go down myself," said Sam. "I'd like to see what's down there."

"You're too tall," said Benny.

"Well,I can bend over," said Sam."I am going first,that's sure."

"Take the biggest light,Sam," said Henry.

Sam took the big light and put his foot on the first stair. The stair did not break. Sam moved slowly. He sat down on a stair and flashed the light ahead.

The Aldens held their breath.

"Well,what do you know!" he called. "It looks like a tunnel!"

"A tunnel?" called Henry. "Can you crawl through it?"

"Yes,but I'm not going to," said Sam. "Hello,what's this?"

"Well,what is it?" called Henry.

"I don't know. It's something made of tin. I'll bring it up."

He passed up a very queer looking thing. Jessie took it and turned it over in her hands. "This is an old candlestick," she said. "It looks very,very old."

"Maybe somebody had to have a candle," called Sam."It's as dark as a pocket down here. It's not a bit wet,though."

"That's because it's on a hill," said Henry.

"Can't I come down now,Sam?" asked Benny."You see how quiet Watch is."

"Well,come on," said Sam."There's plenty of room."

"Let's all go down," cried Benny. But Watch did not like this. He saw Benny go down out of sight. Then when Henry started,he got up and began to bark.
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"All right. All right!" said Jessie."You go down yourself, Mr. Watch." She pushed him gently down the stairs."You're a bother,though."

"No," said Sam."Watch is no bother. He's a help."

"Why do you think Watch is a help,Sam?" asked Benny.

"A dog knows," said Sam."He would bark his head off if there was any danger. A dog can smell danger."

At last everyone had come down the stairs.They had two flashlights.

"It's spooky down here," Jessie said,looking around her and shivering a bit.

"There's your tunnel," said Sam.

Watch ran in,but he soon turned around and came back.

"Maybe it isn't a tunnel,Sam. Maybe it's just a cave," said Henry.

"Maybe," said Sam.

"Here's a lot of junk," said Benny. He kicked a box with his foot."Ow!" he said. "That box is made of iron!"

"Take it," said Henry."We can open it later."

"You know what I think?"said Benny."I think we'd better get out of here. Suppose somebody put that cover on,we'd be in a fix!"

"Right!"said Henry."We ought to leave somebody up in the cabin to watch out."

Without another word,they all went up the stairs. They put the cover on and stamped on the soft dirt. They put the bed back.

And then they went home to Aunt Jane with a very old candlestick and a very heavy iron box.


Chapter 9　What was in the Box

Aunt Jane was not in the house. No dog came to meet them. Aunt Jane's dog,Lady,always stayed with her. Benny called out,"Aunt Jane!" When nobody answered,Henry called,"Lady! Lady!"

A bark came from the yard behind the house. There sat Aunt Jane reading Violet's big book. She looked up.

"Well,how did you get along?" she asked.

Benny could hardly wait to tell her about the hole under the woodshed. Then Jessie gave her the old candlestick.

"What an old candlestick!" cried Aunt Jane."This is the kind they used at the time of the Revolutionary War!"

"That's what Jessie thought,Aunt Jane," said Violet."And we found an old iron box,too."

"Open it right away!"said Aunt Jane."It looks like a candle box. The kind they used to pack candles in."

"Somebody sat there in the dark with a candle," said Henry."Why would they do that,Aunt Jane?"

"I have an idea,Henry! I got it from this old book. You just open that box and we'll see."

"I'll have to break the top off,I'm afraid," said Henry."See how rusty it is."

"All right. Break it!" cried Aunt Jane.

"I'll get a hammer and chisel," shouted Benny."I'll be right back."

Off he went to the house. He soon came back and Henry started to work. Little by little the cover opened. At last it fell off.

"Well,what is it?"cried Benny."Just a lot of old black powder."

"Gunpowder!" said Aunt Jane with shining eyes."I read about gunpowder in Violet's book. Somebody dug that hole to keep ammunition in!"

"You're right," said Henry quietly."I think we have found one of the places where they hid ammunition!"

"Then they took it to Concord," said Jessie.

"In a load of hay!" said Violet.

They all looked at each other.

Henry said,"Aunt Jane,we decided not to go into the tunnel. We may find a lot more things later."

"We thought somebody might shut the cover down," said Benny."And there we'd all be. Next time we'll leave somebody outside to keep watch. Where's Sam?"

But Sam had gone back to work.

Aunt Jane said,"Sam must go with you every time. Remember that."

"I think so,too," said Jessie."That dirt looked as if it had been moved only yesterday. Some stranger is around here."

"He's stealing eggs from the Beans," said Benny. Everyone laughed.

Benny went on slowly. Talking about the Beans had made him think of something. He said,"Aunt Jane,why didn't you marry this Andy Bean?"

"All right,I'll tell you,Benny. Nobody ever asked me before."

"I wasn't very polite to ask you,was I?" said Benny.

"No," said Aunt Jane."But I don't mind. I was quite silly. Andy Bean did ask me to marry him and I said no. My reasons were very silly. I know that now. The first reason was that he was two years younger than I was,but he was big and he looked older. What do you guess the second reason was?"

"What?" asked four voices.

"I didn't want to be called Mrs. Bean!"

Violet patted Aunt Jane's hand."I don't think that was too silly."

"Well,I do," said Aunt Jane."I have been sorry a thousand times. Andy was a fine looking,clever boy. He had a nice crooked smile. His younger brother owns the Bean farm now. His wife is the Mrs. Bean who told you about the eggs,Benny."

"Don't we have the most exciting adventures!"cried Benny."Something new is always happening."

"Yes,Benny," said Aunt Jane laughing."Ever since I met you something nice has happened every day. Before that nothing happened."

"Well,tomorrow we'll explore that cellar again," said Henry."I'll read that old book myself. I'd like to know what to look for."

"We might find an old gun," said Benny."Maybe an old flintlock."

"Benny Alden!" cried Violet. Her eyes were like stars."Do you know what you just said? Maybe that cellar is where Andy Bean found his old flintlock!"

Everyone was excited until Jessie said,"No,I don't think so. Don't you remember that somebody gave it to Andy?"

"That's right,Jessie," said Benny."They said it was somebody hiding in this house! And that's why the stories have been told and nobody will live here."

"Well!" said Henry."We'll find out if it takes all summer."

"Don't forget,"said Aunt Jane softly,"it may."

Henry smiled at his aunt. Maybe it would take all summer,but the mystery would be solved. And it would be solved quickly if some of his and Benny's ideas proved to be right.
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Chapter 10　Back to the Woodshed

The next day Maggie saw an old man in overalls coming to the back door. He had a basket of eggs.

"Are you selling eggs?" Maggie asked.

"Yep," said the old man.

"Where did you come from?" she asked again.

"Beans'," said the man.

Benny heard him from the next room. He laughed.He said to Violet,"He doesn't talk much,does he?"

"I wonder who he is?" said Violet.

"I know who he is," said Benny."He is the Beans' hired man. I saw him working there when I went over."

Maggie told the man,"We will have plenty of eggs later. Sam is going to raise chickens."

"Yep," said the man.

"We do want two dozen eggs now," Maggie went on."Put them in this pan."

Benny and Violet listened.

"Have you lost any more eggs?" asked Maggie.

"Yep," said the man.

"Can't you say anything but 'yep'?" Maggie laughed.

"No," said the man. He did not laugh.

"Well,come every week,"said Maggie."What's your name?"

"Willie," said the man.

"My,my! A grown man called Willie!You ought to be William."

The man did not answer. Then he left.

Benny went into the kitchen at once."What's the matter with him?"he asked."Can't he talk?"

"Well," said Maggie,"he doesn't act very smart to me. Maybe he doesn't know very much. Not very bright. He can't help that. Maybe he's a good worker. He sells very nice eggs."

"Hi! Come on!" called Henry from outside."I've got a bigger flashlight this time. It will last longer."

Very soon Henry,Benny,and the two girls were on their way to the woodshed. Sam had to stop his work and go with them.

"I'll never get anything done," said Sam. But he smiled.

"I don't think it will be much longer now," said Henry mysteriously."Do any of you know why all those things were taken out of the woodshed?"

"I think I do," said Violet."Somebody found my flowers on the table."

"Right!"said Henry. "And then why were the things put back?"

"I bet someone saw us," said Benny,"and said,'Oh,it's only children!'"

"Good,Benny. That's what I think too," replied Henry."We'll be careful this time to leave everything just as it is now."

"Do you want me to stay outside and watch?" asked Sam.

"Yes,I think that would be best,wouldn't it?" said Jessie."We'll take Watch down in the hole with us. If you see anyone,just call."

Soon the four children and the dog were down in the hole. The flashlight was very bright.

"Almost as bright as day," said Benny,looking around.Watch was already in the tunnel,smelling around,wagging his tail. Henry followed him. He had to bend over.

Soon Henry called back,"This isn't a tunnel! It's just a big room. I can almost stand up."

Jessie followed him. She said,"This was certainly a storehouse. All kinds of things are on the floor. Don't fall over them."

Benny came in. He said,"Let's put the light in the middle,Henry. Then we can look at every single thing. What are the little red balls all over the floor?"

"I think they are bullets," said Henry."They are all rusty. That makes them look red. Pick them all up."

"Oh,Violet,I wish we had a bag!" cried Jessie.

"We have," said Violet. She held up what looked like a small,folded piece of cloth. But when she shook it out,it was a large bag folded up many times. When it was open,it was enormous.

"How do you think of everything,Violet?" said Jessie."That will hold all we find."

"All but this," shouted Benny. He dug out a flintlock. It was almost buried in the dirt.

"Just exactly like the other!" cried Violet.

"That settles it,"said Henry."This was a hiding place for ammunition."

Jessie added,"Only somebody has been here lately. It must be the one who lives in this woodshed."

"I just wonder who it could be!" said Violet."Who would want to hide here these days?"

"Look here!" cried Jessie."I almost fell over this!" She held up an old milking stool with three legs.

Henry looked at it."I can just see one of those soldiers sitting on that stool with a candle!"

"What do you see him doing,Henry?" asked Benny.

"Well,packing bullets and cartridges and gunpowder in candle boxes."

At last they could not find anything more. They went up the steps and put the cover over the hole. Then they went home with their treasures. Sam had not seen anyone.
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When Aunt Jane had seen everything,she looked at the four children. She said,"I think we are soon going to find a very exciting story. Mr. Cole has come to spend the summer with his brother,and he wants to see you right away!"


Chapter 11　A New Discovery

Henry said,"We certainly want to see Mr. Cole right away. I hope he has something to tell us."

"I hope he will talk more than Willie," said Benny.

They all laughed as they started out for Grandpa Cole's.

The two old men were sitting side by side in two chairs in the yard.

"They look a lot alike,don't they?" said Jessie."But we know they are not twins. How exciting this is! We may get news and we may not."

"Be prepared," said Benny."Just like the Boy Scouts."

The two Mr. Coles were delighted to see the visitors."Go and get four chairs," said Grandpa.
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"Oh,no,we can sit on the grass," said Jessie."We like it." They all sat down,so it was too late to get chairs.

"We are very glad you came at last,sir," said Henry to Mr. Cole."We have been waiting for you. Maybe you can tell us something new."

"Well,my boy,I think I can," said Mr. Cole."I knew Andy Bean very well. I was a young man and Andy was just a big boy. Always up to something. He was good looking with a one-sided kind of smile. He always wanted to do exciting things. And we were quiet people."

"We always come right back to Andy Bean,don't we?" said Benny.

"Yes,your mystery is about Andy Bean,that's why. I'm sure of that. You see I knew he had that flintlock."

"You did!" they all said.

"Yes. He came and showed it to me as a secret. But I didn't think much about it because I didn't know how to shoot it."

"Didn't Andy know?" asked Violet.

"No. That's why he took it up into the woods to fool with it. He had gunpowder and matches. But I suppose the gun was too rusty. So before he knew it,he had started a big fire. The leaves and grass were very dry and caught fire easily. The farmhouse was saved,but many trees were burned. I suppose Andy was afraid somebody would put him in jail. He never could stand being shut in,so he ran away."

"He left the gun," said Henry.

"Yes,he left the gun. But this isn't what I wanted to tell you. You knew this already,didn't you?"

"Most of it," said Henry."But we hope you know things we don't. People keep saying someone at our house hid there and gave Andy the flintlock."

"Not a bit of truth to it," Mr. Cole said loudly."People like to tell tales just to scare themselves. Andy told me he found the gun somewhere in your house. He didn't say where. But he did say,'I found the whole story,too,all written out.' Those were his own words. Then he said,'The other end is in the woodshed. '"

"I wonder what he meant? The other end of what?"cried Violet.

"I never knew," said Mr. Cole sadly."Now I'm sorry I didn't ask him,but then I didn't think it was important."

"Is there anyone else we could ask?" said Jessie."Who else was around here at that time?"

"Oh,Willie," said Mr. Cole laughing."But you won't get much out of Willie!"

"No,he doesn't talk," said Benny.

"No,he doesn't talk,and he doesn't know much either. He was born that way. He can't help it. But he was around here then,sure enough."

Violet said,"Do you think there could be a tunnel between the woodshed and our house?"

"No,it's too far. But if I were you,I'd hunt around in your own cellar. For Andy said the woodshed is the other end of something."

"We'll do that right off," said Henry getting up."Do you think we might find this mystery written down?"

"It looks that way to me,"said Mr.Cole."Something happened in your house. That's what makes the mystery. People had always felt there was something unusual about the old place. After Andy Bean's disappearance,there were more stories whispered around."

"That's what makes it so exciting,"said Benny.

"You are new,"said Grandpa Cole."You never lived here long ago with all these goings-on."

"Thanks a million," said Henry."You helped us a lot,Mr. Cole. We'll tell you what we find."

The Aldens could hardly wait to get to their own cellar. Violet stopped to tell Aunt Jane all about it. Then she went down the cellar with the rest.

Henry was standing still,looking all around. He laughed and said,"Benny,where would you begin? You have good luck finding things."

Benny was very much pleased. He said at once,"The potato pit. You can see everything else. But you can't see the inside of the potato pit."

"OK," said Henry."You and I will be the ones to get dirty. In you go!" He helped his little brother over the edge of the empty pit. He handed down a flashlight and a small shovel. Then he took an axe and jumped in.

Jessie and Violet could see the top of his head.

"How are you going to get out?" asked Jessie as she looked down.

"You can give us a box to step on," said Henry. "But we haven't begun yet."

First the boys looked at the floor very carefully. They found nothing but dirt. Then they began to look at the walls.

"These walls are made of stones,aren't they,Henry?" asked Benny. "And then plaster over them?"

"Right,"said Henry."But maybe some of them are loose."

He hit the wall with his axehead and said,"Listen! This isn't stone. It's wood!"

"Don't tell me!" shouted Benny."Maybe it's a little wooden door! And all covered with plaster!"

The boys pounded away at the door. The plaster fell off in big pieces. At last they could open the door. What a noise it made as it opened!

The boys flashed the light in the door. "A big hole!" cried Benny. "Just exactly like the hole under the woodshed! This is the other end of something,whatever it is!"


Chapter 12　Too Much Excitement

"Oh,tell us what you see!" begged Jessie."Can't we come down,too?"

"I wouldn't,Jessie," said Henry looking up. "It's so dirty. We'll look very carefully and tell you everything."

Benny had crawled through the little door with the light. "The very same things!" he shouted. "A milking stool and an old candlestick and some more iron boxes! We'll bring them all up."

"How big is the hole?" called Violet.

"Just big enough for two people to sit down. You can't stand up," Benny called back."Oh,boy! Here is an old plate! And here's an old cup! All broken!"

His voice sounded strange and far away,but they could tell how excited Benny was.
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"Hand them to me,old fellow," said Henry."And you let me have a turn in there."

Benny crawled out and Henry crawled in.

"Find anything,Henry?" called Jessie.

"Well,yes!This seems to be a spoon. An awfully old spoon. Somebody ate in here all right."

But that was all. Henry handed the things up to the girls. Jessie gave him a box to step on and the boys jumped out of the hole.

Henry took some things and started for the kitchen. There was Sam,sitting on the cellar stairs.

"Well,Sam," said Henry. "How long have you been here?"

"Ever since you came down," said Sam. "Your aunt told me to."

"But we weren't in any danger in our own cellar," said Henry."Sometimes Aunt Jane treats us like little children."

Sam grinned a bit and said,"To tell the truth,I guess I want to know what's going on. I'll help you carry that stuff outdoors."

Soon everything was spread out on the grass in front of Aunt Jane.

The boxes held gunpowder and bullets. There were no guns this time. Aunt Jane looked at everything. She said,"Now,we know a little bit more. This plate is over two hundred years old. And we know there were two hiding places."

"Why should people want to hide?"asked Benny."They just wanted to hide their ammunition."

"Yes,Benny," Violet said."But you see the Redcoats wanted to catch the men,too. I'm sure someone hid in both these caves. Someone sat on that milking stool and ate from that plate."

"Good for you,Violet," said Henry,smiling. "I'm sure you are right."

Then he said to Aunt Jane,"Let me tell you about that door in the potato pit. I would never have dreamed there was a door if I hadn't been looking for one. A very clever man made that door. First it was made of wood,but the edges were not straight.They were curved to look like stones. Then the plaster was put on to look like stones,too. It took a long time to make that door."

"Yes,Henry," said Aunt Jane."Think of all those years when your grandfather and I lived here as children. Nobody ever found that door. And we used to play hide and seek in that hole. We poured potatoes into it and hid in the potatoes."

"I wonder if Grandfather would have any ideas," said Jessie slowly."I know he had to go back to work. But he might remember something."

Everyone looked thoughtful for a moment.

"Oh,I'm all tired out thinking!" cried Aunt Jane suddenly. "It must be suppertime." She looked tired and almost as if she were going to cry.

"Dear Aunt Jane!" cried Violet. "This is too exciting for you. I'll tell Maggie to get supper right away. I'll help her."

"So will I," said Jessie quietly."We'll get supper in two shakes."

The three worked as fast as they could to get supper on the table. In no time,Maggie went to get Aunt Jane.

"We have your favorite things,Miss Jane," she said."Chicken salad and hot rolls and early asparagus."

"And a cup of good strong tea,I hope," said Aunt Jane.

"Yes,sure enough,a cup of good strong tea," said Maggie. She helped Aunt Jane into her chair at the table. Maggie was a bit worried. She said so to Jessie when they were getting supper."Your Aunt Jane must be getting too tired. She doesn't ever speak quickly like that any more."

"We'll be more careful of her," said Jessie."We mustn't upset Aunt Jane."

"Maybe all this talk is too much for her," said Violet."You must remember that once upon a time she really loved Andy Bean."

"I suppose she did," said Maggie."But that was a long time ago."

"But this brings it back," said Violet quietly.

Aunt Jane ate her supper well and drank her tea. As the family finished eating,they heard a voice talking to Maggie in the kitchen.

"It's only Willie," Henry said. "He must be selling Maggie some more asparagus."

"Good," said Benny. "I hope she will buy it."

Benny had not heard the talk about Aunt Jane. He went on now with his own ideas. "But to go back to Andy Bean. Mr. Cole said there was a written story somewhere. Where do you suppose that story ever went? And what did it say? And where did Andy get it?"

Suddenly Aunt Jane's cheeks looked bright pink. She spoke quickly and,for her,quite loudly. It was hard for the children to tell whether she was angry or just tired.

"Andy Bean!" she exclaimed."All the trouble he's made! Running away and all. I'd like to shoot Andy Bean!"

Everyone turned in surprise toward Aunt Jane. She had not sounded like this for a long,long time.

Henry was by her side in a second. "Don't you worry any more,Aunt Jane!" he said in a loving voice."Come on,I'll carry you to bed!"

"No,Henry! Really,I'm all right."

But Jessie and Violet and Maggie rushed over to her. Henry lifted his tiny aunt very easily and carried her to bed. By that time she was laughing.

"I'm so sorry," she said. "I just got to thinking how nice it would have been if Andy hadn't run away!"

"It's all right,Miss Jane," said Maggie."Put on your very best lacy nightdress and you'll go to sleep early."

Maggie sat by Aunt Jane until she fell asleep.

Benny and Henry bought the asparagus and paid Willie.

"Did you work for Andy Bean's father?" asked Benny.

"Yep."

"Don't bother Willie. He couldn't have been more than a boy then," Henry said to his brother."Just put the asparagus in the refrigerator. Then we'll go outdoors and talk all we want. I hope tomorrow Aunt Jane will be herself again."


Chapter 13　Just in Time!

Aunt Jane was all right the next day. But she was surprised when Henry said he wanted to go up to the woodshed again.

"Why?" she asked.

"Well," said Henry,"if someone lives there,we might find something new any day."

"Take Sam with you," said Aunt Jane as usual.

"Poor Sam!" said Benny. "He doesn't want to go."

"Well,I don't know," said Sam."I'm getting interested in this woodshed."

They could not find Watch so they went along without him.

Soon the five of them reached the woodshed. Everything was in order. There was one egg on the shelf. As they stood there,they heard somebody coming through the woods.

"Quick!"whispered Henry."Someone's coming. Climb that tree!"

A tall tree stood right by the door. Even Violet was good at climbing trees. She went first. Benny was after her in a flash."Hurry!" he whispered to Jessie. He went out of sight in the heavy leaves. He gave Jessie his hand and helped her up. Henry was last.

"Not me," said Sam. "I'll wait and see who it is."

Henry looked down and then whispered to Jessie,"It's Willie! I wonder what he wants."

Sam stood still. When Willie came out of the bushes Sam said,"Hello,Willie."

"Hello," said Willie. He just stood there.

"What are you going to do,Willie?" asked Sam.

"Take the things," said Willie.

"What things?"

Willie pointed at the dishes and the table. He did not speak.

"Are the dishes yours?" asked Sam.

"No." Willie shook his head.

Sam said kindly,"Who do they belong to,Willie?"

"Andy Bean," said Willie. He said it as if Andy had always lived at home.

"Andy Bean? Is Andy around here now?"

"No,not now. Went on the bus."

"Has Andy Bean been living here in this woodshed?"

"Yep," said Willie.

"Why in the world did he go away on a bus?" Sam asked.

"Going away to sea," said Willie.

"But why?" asked Sam again.

"She hates him. She'd shoot him," said Willie,nodding his head.

"Shoot him?Miss Jane wouldn't shoot him!"

They all stared in surprise at Willie.

"Yep," said Willie."She said so. I heard her. 'I'd like to shoot Andy Bean,' she said."

Henry looked up at Jessie and without a word he slid down the tree. All the rest came after him.

"What? What?" cried Willie when he saw the children come out of the tree.

"Come on,Sam!" shouted Henry. "We must catch Andy!"

"No," said Willie. His mouth was open. "He took the bus."

But the Aldens and Sam were running down the hill. Benny shouted back,"Aunt Jane doesn't hate him,Willie!She was just fooling!"

"Don't stop to talk," cried Jessie."We must catch that bus!"

"We can't,"Sam called back."It's been gone fifteen minutes."

"Well,we've got to catch it," cried Benny."It has to stop to let people off !"

They ran to Sam's old car which stood in the yard. They all threw themselves into the car and off they went. Benny and Henry sat beside Sam. For a minute they could not speak. When Henry got his breath,he said,"I bet Andy came home and found out Aunt Jane was back. He must have wondered if she would see him."

Benny said,"I bet so,too. And I remember what Aunt Jane said. She said,'I'd like to shoot Andy Bean!'"

Jessie added,"And Willie was right in the kitchen selling asparagus. He heard every word!"

"Oh,dear,how wrong can you be?" said Violet."Willie didn't know Aunt Jane didn't mean it. So he told Andy,and Andy went away again."

"Drive faster if you can,Sam," said Henry."If Andy gets out at the bus station he will get on the train. Then we'll be too late to stop him."

Jessie said,"We don't even know that he took this bus?"

"Yes," said Sam."This is the only bus in the morning. He'd have to take it. But what shall we do when we catch up with the bus?"

"Well,we know he has a crooked smile," said Henry."We can tell him he is wrong about Aunt Jane. Let Violet tell him. He'll believe her." He smiled at Violet.

"But how do we stop the bus driver? That's the question," said Jessie.

Benny said,"That's easy. If we see the bus,you honk your horn,Sam,and we can shout to the driver."

"This old car is surprised it can go so fast," said Sam. "And I am,too."

The old car rattled and squeaked. But it flew along.

At last Benny cried,"There's the blue bus! Oh,Sam,honk your horn!"

Sam kept the horn going. The bus driver honked back. He looked in his mirror at the children. Then he pointed at the railroad station ahead. There stood the train,ready to go.

When the bus stopped,the driver put his head out of the window and said, "What's the matter with you?Want to get on?"

"No," said Henry."We'll tell you in a minute." They all piled out of the car and ran around to the door of the bus.

Benny cried, "Have you got a big man on board? He has a crooked smile!"

"Well,I don't know about the smile," said the driver laughing. "But I have a man on board on the back seat. Just coming out."

They looked back in the bus and saw a tall man coming out. His hair was brown,not white.

"Oh,excuse me!"cried Benny."Are you Andy Bean?"

"Yes,that's my name," said the stranger. "Why?" He stared at Violet. Then he smiled. His smile was crooked. He came a few steps toward the Aldens.

"Oh,please," said Violet. "Aunt Jane sent us to find you!Don't run away again until we tell you all about it."

"Aunt Jane?"exclaimed the man. He shook his head and turned toward the train."No,Jane doesn't want to see me," he said."And that's that."

"Please come and sit in our car," begged Violet. "Aunt Jane wants very much to see you."

"She said she hated me and maybe she has a reason to. She talked about shooting," Andy Bean said in a low voice.

"Oh,you don't understand," said Henry."That was what Willie said,wasn't it? Aunt Jane didn't mean it. She just got too tired and spoke that way. She must have been like that even when she was a girl."

"I wish I could believe you," said Andy.

Now Sam spoke."You can. You can believe anything these kids say. They know what they're doing every time."
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Andy looked at Sam. Then he looked at the children."All right," he said. "I'll give it one more try.I'll go back with you if that's what you want."

"Yes,indeed!" said Jessie. "That's exactly what we want."

Andy had a small bag,and Henry said,"I'll put your bag in the trunk."

"No,thank you," said Andy Bean with his crooked smile, "I always keep this bag with me wherever I go."

It was not a large bag. Benny at once began to guess what might be in it. A change of clothes? A treasure map? Pistols? His guessing turned into a game,but he had to wait for the answer.


Chapter 14　A Treasure Bag

Sam drove home slowly. Violet and Benny sat on the front seat. This made room for Andy on the back seat with Henry and Jessie.

"Now the next thing is to tell Aunt Jane," said Jessie."I am worried about that."

"Oh,that will be easy," said Andy Bean."I'll tell her myself."

"What will you tell her?" Violet asked softly.

"Well,I came home to Boston on a ship. I saw in the paper that the Aldens had bought the old house. So I thought I'd come up and see if I was welcome. I knew Willie would keep my secret. He knew me right away."

"You were the one stealing all those eggs!" said Benny.

Andy laughed. "Well,they were really my own eggs,you see. Half that Bean farm belongs to me."

"What will your brother say?" asked Henry."You have been away so long."

"I don't want the farm," Andy said. "Don't you worry about me. The only thing is Jane. If she wants me to stay,that's all I care about."

They soon drove up to their own back door."Oh,dear!" said Violet,"This is going to be so hard for Aunt Jane. She thinks you may be dead. She isn't very strong."

"That's one reason I came home," said Andy. "I'm strong enough for two."

And he looked it.

Aunt Jane was sitting in her long chair in the back yard. She was shelling peas. She looked up at the children. Then she saw the stranger smiling at her. Her face changed. She cried,"Andy! Andy! You did come back! Henry,get a chair!"

"I don't need a chair,Jane," said Andy. He went over to the little lady and took her hand. "Glad to see me,Jane?"

"Oh,yes! I'd know you anywhere. Will you stay?"

"You bet I'll stay!" said the tall man."I have a long story to tell. But first I have something for you. Everywhere I went,I bought one of these for you."

He took the pan of shelled peas out of her lap and gave her a small bag. "Open it."

The children sat down on the grass. Andy sat down beside Aunt Jane. He did not seem old at all. Aunt Jane opened the bag and took out a box. She opened the box and looked in.

"They look like old,old stones," said Benny.

"Very good,young feller," said Andy."That's just what they are. Old,old stones." He laughed.

Aunt Jane picked one up and looked at it carefully. It was not round. It was not square. It was very different looking. But Jessie saw a flash as the stone turned. "It's blue!" she said.

"Yes,that one is blue," said Andy."It's a sapphire. These stones are not cut. Just as they came from the ground. I got that one in India. Everywhere I went,I bought you a jewel,Jane. Look at this one!" He picked up a stone that flashed green.

"An emerald!" said Aunt Jane."It is enormous! These must have cost you a fortune,Andrew."

"Well,I didn't want a fortune," said Andy."I wanted adventure. But now I'm through with adventure."

"I don't believe a word of it!" cried Aunt Jane,but she looked at Andy proudly.

Benny said,"Why didn't you come home long ago?"

Andy said with a crooked smile,"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"Yes,I would," said Benny nodding his head.

"I was afraid of Jane," said Andy,speaking quietly."She's a tiny little thing,but I was afraid of her. And she left,too,to go out West. What was there to come back for?"

Jessie said,"I can understand. If Aunt Jane turned you down,you'd have nothing to live for."

"That is exactly right,young lady," cried Andy. "You have a lot of good sense."

Aunt Jane looked at the jewels one by one."For me?" she said."I don't need them all. Andy,let's have the children each choose one to keep. I want them each to have a jewel."

"Oh,boy!" said Benny."I can tell you what everyone will choose."

"All right. Go ahead,boy," said Andy.

"Jessie will take a blue sapphire,Violet will take a purple amethyst,Henry will take a green emerald,and I will take a red ruby."

"Right!" shouted everyone.

"There is a fortune in that box,sure enough," said Andy."But I found something under the woodshed that I think is more exciting."

"Always looking for excitement,Andy,"said Aunt Jane smiling.

"Yes,I suppose I always will be," said Andy. "But I am glad to stay at home now. I shall find plenty of excitement right here."

"When are you going to show us what you found in the woodshed?" asked Benny.

"Oh,let's wait!" Jessie said,looking at Aunt Jane and Andy Bean."I'm sure that everyone is hungry."

"Thank you," said Andy."I am hungry. What I found can wait a little longer."

"Mercy!" cried Aunt Jane. "Andy's hungry! Benny,run and tell Maggie to have lunch just as soon as she can."
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"No eggs!" Andrew called after him."I'm sick of eggs."

"I'll tell Maggie," shouted Benny. "But I'm sure lunch isn't all eggs anyway!"


Chapter 15　Letter from Long Ago

Maggie did not have eggs for lunch. She had a good meal for a strong man. She had cold meat and a hot dish of macaroni and cheese. Andy ate as if he were half starved.

"I've had cold food for a long time," he said. "Even raw eggs."

"We'll soon fix that," said Aunt Jane. She loved to see him eat.

Benny said,"Right after lunch are you going to show us that thing you found?"

"Right! Just as soon as lunch is over. I have it right here in my pocket. Maybe you won't think much of it. But I do."

"I'm sure we will,"said Jessie,"if you found it in the woodshed. That's an exciting place."

"Yes,and so is your own cellar," said Andrew.

At last he could not eat any more. He said,"All right. Come out in the yard again and see my treasure. This is in a bag too."

When Aunt Jane was in her chair,Andy gave her a leather bag.

"What a funny looking bag!" said Benny."It must be very old."

Aunt Jane opened the bag. It was stained and ready to fall apart. Inside was another piece of leather. Inside that was an old paper covered with writing.

"The ink is brown," said Violet.

Aunt Jane carefully unfolded the paper."It is dated June,1775," she said."Shall I read it?"

"Yes," said Benny. "Just as quick as you can."

Now at last the whole story would be told.

So Aunt Jane began to read. She read slowly because sometimes the writing was hard to read.
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Of course Benny was the first to speak. He said,"Isn't that too bad? To lose all their friends? But they helped win the war,that's sure. Did you find this in the woodshed?"

"I found that long ago,young feller! I have carried it with me all these years."

"How did you find the hole under the woodshed,Andrew?" asked Aunt Jane.

"Easy,I went up there one day and I went in and looked it over. I thought the floor looked queer,so I found the cover and went down into the hole. I found the flintlock and bullets and this bag. I tried to make Jane come and see it,but she wouldn't go."

"I do remember," said Aunt Jane."But you were always up to some new trick,so I wouldn't go. I'm sorry now."

"Never mind,Jane. The past is past. One day I went down to get potatoes for your mother and I found that hole,too. I wanted to tell somebody,but I didn't dare. At last I showed the gun to John Cole,but he wasn't interested. He said he didn't know how to shoot it. He wasn't interested in the story,either. So I didn't even read it to him."

Henry looked thoughtful."I think I see now," he said."Way back,Mary Cooper acted so queerly that at last no one had anything to do with her. I suppose people began to make up stories to explain why they wouldn't go to the Cooper place. Finally I expect that no one remembered how it all started.People just knew there was something mysterious about the farm. And if anything new went wrong,someone was always ready to say,'Well what can you expect?'"

Andrew looked at Henry and nodded."I think you understand the people around here. Sometimes they act just that way."

"All those ideas about something wrong with this place lasted a long,long time," said Jessie."We'll have to tell the real story now."

"Don't worry!" cried Andrew."When people see me,the story will go like wild fire. It may even be in the Sunday papers!"

Aunt Jane was laughing."You'll put it in the Sunday papers yourself! My,my! It will be exciting living with you,Andy!"

"What?" cried Andy."Did you say living with me,Jane? You kids just run off and let me talk to your aunt!"

In one minute the young Aldens were on the other side of the house. They sat down on the back step. Maggie came to the door."Is Miss Jane all right?" she asked.

"She's fine," said Benny."I think she's going to marry Andy Bean. Then she'll be Mrs. Bean after all."

"I hope so," said Maggie.

"Do you?" asked Jessie.

"Yes,I do. I feel homesick for the West. Sam and his wife feel the same way. If Miss Jane was in good hands,we'd all go back to the ranch country."

Henry said,"Andy won't be a very good farmer,but he's a strong man and Aunt Jane can hire men to run the farm."

"I just wonder what Andy will find for excitement up here?" said Jessie.

"Maybe he'll take Aunt Jane on trips," said Benny.

"Oh,but she isn't strong enough to go on trips!" cried Violet.

Maggie said, "My dear girl,your Aunt Jane is strong enough to do anything she wants to do. And if she doesn't want to,she's as weak as a rag."

"That's right," said Benny. "I'm even like that myself."


Chapter 16　Aunt Jane's Surprise

At supper,Aunt Jane said to everyone,"I have something special to tell all of you."

She stopped and smiled at Andrew Bean,then went on,"Andy and I are no longer young,but we are going to be married. We are not going to wait any longer!"

Jessie and Violet jumped up and kissed their aunt. Henry took her hand,but Benny just smiled from ear to ear.

Then everyone turned toward Andy and soon it seemed as if the most wonderful kind of party had begun.

"From now on," Andy said,"Jane and I will share our adventures. I promise you that."

Benny said,"Do you want to run the farm,Uncle Andy?"
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"Don't call me uncle!You started with Andy. Keep on with Andy. No, I'm not a very good farmer. But I can get plenty of help to run the farm."

"How about Willie?" asked Benny."He's a good farmer."

"Right," said Andy."He can handle growing things."

"He doesn't talk much,does he?" said Benny.

"No,he's not a talker," agreed Andy.

"We didn't guess for a long time he knew part of the mystery," said Henry.

By now the whole meal was over,and the whole family moved outdoors to sit together in the yard. How good it seemed to have Andy as a part of the family! Already he seemed to belong to them all. Who would have guessed the mystery would end this way?

Aunt Jane said,"I'm glad we know the whole story of the woodshed and the potato pit."

"We have had a lot of mysteries," Jessie added."But this is the first time we ever solved one without Grandfather's help."

Violet nodded. She said,"He will help us with that old letter. I think he might want to put it in a museum."

Benny said,"I think the things ought to be loaned to a school museum. Kids will be interested."

"Yes,that's an idea,Benny," said Henry."We found the things and you could tell about them. Just like a mystery story."

Andy broke in and said,"No,I'll come if you want me,young feller! I like to talk to kids."

"Oh,that will be neat,Andy!" cried Benny."You know the whole story better than I do."

Henry looked at Jessie. He said,"We could take pictures of the woodshed and the potato pit. We'd have to take flash pictures. Your John Carter has a wonderful camera,Jessie. Let's ask him to come up here."

Jessie said,"He isn't my John Carter,Henry." But Violet looked at her sister's face and saw it turning pink.

"Ask him anyway,"said Henry laughing."He will be here in a minute,I know."

"How do you know?"asked Benny.

"Well,he wanted to stay when he brought Aunt Jane here in the plane. He tole me he didn't want to leave. He didn't say why."Henry smiled.

"Well,we still have most of our summer left,"said Benny. "I wonder if we will have any more adventures this vacation?"

Aunt Jane laughed. She said,"You will. If Andy is around,there will always be some excitement."

Andy said,"Right,Jane! I'll see to it that you will always have something interesting going on."

"My wedding will be enough excitement for me,"said Aunt Jane."We'll have to get your grandfather to come up here soon. Maybe Mr. Carter will drive him up."

Everyone heard what she said. But nobody knew what would happen before the summer was over. Not even Aunt Jane herself,nor Andy,nor Henry,nor Grandfather,nor Benny. Not even the man who used to work for the F. B. I.,—John Carter.
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第一章　灯塔待售




Light house for Sale
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在简姑婆家度过的暑假就要结束了。经过漫长的岁月，简姑婆现在终于如愿以偿地嫁给了安迪·豆先生，让简姑婆高兴的是，没有人叫她豆太太，大家都管她叫安迪太太——安迪也很喜欢这个称呼。

奥登爷爷把四个孩子召集了起来：“简姑婆和安迪要去蜜月旅行了，我看如今咱们也该回家啦。”

“蜜月旅行会去哪儿？”班尼好奇地猜测道，“我猜他们一定打算环游世界，因为安迪跟简姑婆保证过，永远都不会让她感到无聊。”

亨利笑道：“这一点我相信，安迪永远都闲不住。”

维莉说：“杰西，你发现了么，简姑婆现在看起来又年轻又健康！”

“没错，”杰西赞同道，“自从安迪叔叔回来以后，她一直都很开心。爷爷，您说得对，咱们是该回家了。简姑婆要是不在农场，我们也不想待在这里了。”

于是大家开始着手收拾回去的行李。临行前，简姑婆还帮忙和杰西一起做了顿丰盛的野餐。





一一惜别之后，亨利发动了汽车。“出发喽！”班尼大声宣布道。

他们向着家的方向进发——至少大家的初衷是如此。

路上，亨利提议道：“咱们要不换条路线，改走沿海的公路回家吧？”

车行驶在沿海的路上，大家视野所及全是蔚蓝的海面。走了还不到一个小时，班尼就嚷嚷了起来：“我饿了！”

“你呀，总是饿得快！”爷爷说，“待会儿咱们到了康利镇的灯塔停一下，那儿有家小杂货店，大家可以去买点牛奶。我们带的三明治足够吃两顿的——有火腿和鸡肉的两种，简姑婆做的三明治顶好吃呐！”

“咱们还可以顺便去看看灯塔！”班尼提议，“说不定灯塔的看守会同意我们参观顶楼的小阳台呢！”

“也许吧，老弟！”亨利笑着说，“不过那个瞭望台可不叫小阳台。还有，要爬很久才能到达灯塔顶层呢！”





不一会儿，他们就看到了远方的灯塔。塔身是白色的，灯塔脚下有一座白色的小屋，中间有条小路相连。灯塔与小屋屹立在海里的岬角上，四周岩石密布。

“快看！”维莉大声说，“灯塔上有个牌子，上面写的是什么？”

“我看不清。”奥登先生说。

“我看见啦！”亨利说，“上面写的是‘待售’。”

“灯塔待售？”杰西万分惊讶，“我从不知道，原来灯塔也可以卖啊！我一直以为它们是属于政府的呢！”

“灯塔是属于海岸巡逻队的，”奥登先生解释道，“听说最近很多灯塔都在出售，因为现在人们都改用雷达为船只导航了。”

“哇噢，要是我们能住在灯塔里就太酷了，爷爷！”班尼兴奋地说，“看，灯塔的每层楼都有窗户，爷爷可以住在一楼，这样就不用爬楼了。姐姐们住二楼，亨利住三楼，我就住带小阳台的顶楼——哦，应该是瞭望台。就这么定了！”

爷爷情不自禁地笑了起来，问道：“你想买下这座灯塔吗？”

“当然喽！”班尼回答道。

“我也想，”杰西说，“爷爷，住在灯塔里一定非常有趣——咱们可以随时跳到海里去游泳。”

“还可以捡贝壳，观察水鸟。”维莉轻轻补充道。
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“还有钓鱼。”亨利加了一句。

说话间，他们的车已经到了灯塔旁。亨利停下车，大家都注视着灯塔，却没有人说话——他们都在等着爷爷做决定。

终于，爷爷开口了：“走，孩子们，咱们去小杂货店里打听打听，说不定我们可以将灯塔用上一用。”

“万岁！”班尼欢呼道。

哥哥姐姐们也和班尼一样开心，他们彼此对视，欢喜地笑着。

“亨利，将车直接开到门口吧！”奥登先生说，“杂货店老板通常都是‘包打听’。”

果然，当爷爷问道：“你了解那座灯塔的情况吗？”老板笑着回答：“当然喽，我对灯塔了如指掌，它现在已经废弃不用了。”

“我看到它正在出售。”奥登先生说。

“哦，现在不卖了，”老板说，“我已经把灯塔买下来了，只是还没来得及取下‘待售’的标牌。不过，我很乐意把它租出去。”

“是吗？”奥登先生问，“我的孙儿们很想在这儿住上几个星期。”

“荣幸之至，灯塔里一应俱全。”

班尼笑了：“在灯塔里做家务，多好玩的事啊！”

“那座白色小屋也和它一起出租吗？”亨利问道。

“不是的，”店铺老板说，“本来它们应该是一起的，可是我还没来得及出手，就被一个叫库克的人买去了，他是专门炒房子的。库克准备把那小白屋装修一下再租出去，看，现在连小屋的窗户都是破的，只是用木板钉上了而已。他压根没料到会有人想租灯塔。”

“住在灯塔里需要用那间小屋吗？”杰西问。

“那倒不用，它只是作为夏季厨房罢了。冬天用灯塔里的厨房就可以了，里面的煤气炉和冰箱比小屋里的更好。灯塔每层楼都有张舒适无比的帆布床，吃的东西在我的店里都能买到。对了，我叫豪尔。”

“我知道，刚才已经看到你店名——‘豪尔杂货店’了。”奥登先生说。

亨利问：“我们能在海滩上烧烤吗？”

“当然可以，这附近没有易燃的树丛，只有沙滩、海水和岩石。而且我知道，你们一定会非常小心的。”

班尼说：“没错，烧烤完了后我们会用沙子将火熄灭的。”

“那很好！大家随意吧，要是想进灯塔去看看，这里有钥匙。”

“我想去！”班尼抢着说，“我要去顶层看看小阳台。”

“好的！”爷爷说，“你们先上车，我和豪尔先生谈一谈租金的问题。”

亨利接过钥匙，径直向灯塔驶去，可由于沿路泥沙太多，没法将车停在灯塔的正门口。

亨利一打开门，两个女孩便直奔厨房而去。

“棒极了！”杰西说，“这里有个漂亮的小煤气炉。”

维莉说：“还有各式各样的盘子，正是我们喜欢的样式。”

灯塔里的台阶盘旋而上，班尼一圈一圈地往上爬着。

他边爬边叫：“好小的房间啊，每间房只放得下一张帆布床。”他停了下来，逐一看了看窗外，然后大声宣布：“这是一楼，爷爷的卧室。”

接着他又向上爬了一层：“这是二楼，杰西和维莉的卧室；三楼是亨利的；这一层，是我的！”这时，大家几乎已经听不清他在说什么了。

之后，班尼的声音便没再传来——他已经爬到顶层去观赏大海了。

爷爷说：“好在每层都有一扇窗户，这儿的夏天肯定很热。”

“有海风吹过来，”维莉说，“应该不会太热。”

这时，床已经铺好，大家也都累了。

“咱们去睡觉吧！”奥登先生说。

“八点就睡觉么？”班尼叫了起来，“也好，我想我的小床应该非常舒服。”

大家很快就进入了梦乡，没人听到小镇的钟声，但它还是准点地在敲响——9点，10点，11点。当钟敲响12下的时候，望望坐了起来，开始“汪汪汪”地叫个不停。


第二章　神秘来客

Unfriendly Characters
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望望一直是睡在杰西床边的。

“安静一点，望望！”杰西说，“你会把大家都吵醒的！”

可望望并没有停，反而叫得更大声，连颈毛都竖了起来。

班尼闻声下楼，亨利也跟了下来。奥登先生则大声问道：“杰西，望望怎么了？”

“我也不知道，爷爷，”杰西回答，“它肯定是听到了一些异常的动静。”

班尼轻轻抚摸着望望：“你怎么了，望望？为什么在半夜12点这么大声地叫唤？要是下午四点再叫多好，那我们就有精神去探个究竟了。”

可望望仍叫个不停，它稍作停歇，便开始低声怒吼起来。

班尼突然说道：“我闻到了牛排和土豆泥的味道。”

“班尼，土豆泥没有气味。”维莉解释道。

“我能闻到。”班尼坚持说。

“你确定不是烤土豆的味道么？”亨利问，“我好像什么都没闻到啊！”

“不是，烤土豆比这个好闻。我闻到的好像是牛奶、黄油、胡椒和盐混合在一起的气味。”

“行了班尼，胡椒能散发味道还说得过去，盐肯定不会。”杰西说。

亨利皱了皱眉头：“说不定有人正藏在灯塔下的小屋子里吃东西，我还以为屋子是空的呢！”

正在这时，望望停止了叫唤，它趴了下来，将头放在爪子上，闭上了眼睛。大家惊讶不已。

“看望望现在若无其事的样子，说明警报已经解除了——可惜咱们不知道危险究竟是什么。”杰西说。

“真是件怪事！”班尼边说边准备上楼。

“绝不止奇怪这么简单，班尼，”亨利说，“望望肯定是听到什么了。”

“咱们明天就会知道答案了，”奥登先生说，“我会去问问警察的。”

于是，大家都各自回房，继续睡觉。维莉本以为自己会难以入睡，可她很快就进入了梦乡。





大家一觉睡到天亮，吃了一顿简单的早餐后，杰西说：“咱们第一件要做的事情就是去店里买些吃的。”

“对极啦！”爷爷说。他已经开始想念咖啡和吐司的香味了。

大家谁都没提半夜小狗叫的事情，此刻阳光非常灿烂，一切似乎都是那么正常。

他们沿着街道信步走向杂货店，这时，一个有着乌黑眼睛、目光犀利的中年男人面对面朝他们走来，他并没有看奥登一家人，以至于经过杰西时，差点撞到她。

“哈！”班尼等那人走远了以后才说，“真是个奇怪的人。”

“他斜眼看过我们，”维莉说，“隔得很远在马路那头的时候看过。”

“可是他为什么要故意撞杰西呢？”亨利问，“幸亏杰西躲得快，不然就被他撞倒了。班尼说得没错，他是个奇怪的人。”

“我觉得咱们现在得留意每个人，”维莉说，“谁都有可能和昨晚的蹊跷事有关。”

大家都回想起了昨天夜里的动静——看来确有古怪！

“没错！”亨利一边和大家一起走进杂货店，一边拉起维莉的胳膊说，“维莉，你总是对的。”

杂货店里只有一个客人，是个和亨利差不多大的男孩，亨利一眼就看到，他胳膊下夹着一本大学课本。

趁杰西和维莉挑选食物的时候，亨利朝男孩友好地笑了笑：“我看到你的课本了，你也在上大学吗？”

“当然不是。”男孩大声说，然后走到杂货店门口，砰的一声把门关上。

“嘿，他怎么了？”亨利盯着男孩离开的方向问道。

“这个家伙，想找麻烦啊！”班尼说。他的口气越来越像爷爷了。

豪尔先生说：“他不需要找麻烦，因为他已经有麻烦了！”

“什么麻烦？”亨利问，“他好像对谁都凶巴巴的！”

“他爸爸不准他上学。”豪尔先生说。

“上学？”班尼大声问道，“他想上学，但他爸爸不答应，是吗？”

“是的。”豪尔先生回答。

班尼又问：“那他上过高中吗？”

“上过，这是法律规定了的。他很有天分，尤其是在科学方面。他16岁就高中毕业了。”

亨利说：“那他智商确实一流，不过找麻烦的功夫也是一流的，为什么不能对陌生人客气一点呢？”
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“他对谁都是这样的，”豪尔先生说，“我对他已经够客气了，可你看他那样儿。他并不需要朋友。”

“那可就太糟糕了。”班尼说，“每个人都得有朋友才行。”

“我想你的人缘一定很好。”豪尔先生笑道。

“也不是啦，”班尼谦虚地说，“只是我运气好点而已。我们几个都很幸运。”

亨利沉吟了一会儿，方才说道：“我想去和那男孩的爸爸谈谈，要是孩子想上学，就应该让他去上。”

“他想得都快发狂了，那孩子满脑子都是大学……大学……除此之外，我猜他还想住在海里，因为他常常捡些贝壳或海藻之类的东西回来。我同意你的看法，只要他想上学，就应该让他去上。”

“没错，”班尼说，“我就认识很多不愿意上学的孩子呢！”

“不过，我觉得你们很难说服他爸爸，”豪尔先生说，“在你们之前，已经有很多人尝试过了。”

这时，四个孩子同时想到了一个人——爷爷，大家虽没有说出来，但心里都很确信，爷爷总会有解决的办法。

班尼说：“咱们十分钟之内就碰到了两个古怪的家伙，这男孩也算一个。”班尼以前很少见到这么凶的人。

这时，奥登先生开口了：“豪尔先生，我们的小狗昨天夜里叫个不停，看起来是有人藏在附近呢！我打算今天去找找警察。”

豪尔先生摇了摇头：“这个镇上没有警察，因为小镇里一直很太平。”

“没有警察？”奥登先生不解地问，“这还真是闻所未闻，要是发生了案子怎么办？”

“我想没人会调查。不过这儿从来没发生过什么案子。”





在开车回家的路上，奥登一家都心事重重。

爷爷说：“我看得派人把约翰·卡特请过来了。”

“哦，不要吧！”班尼大声央求，“我们想自己解开这个谜团，不要警察，不要卡特先生，什么帮手都不要。”

“好吧！”爷爷微笑着说。

“班尼，咱们凭自己的力量一定解得开这个谜。”亨利说。

“说不定我们比卡特先生做得还要好呢！”班尼自信地说。

杰西笑道：“有人还真自信呢，班尼先生！不过我们都知道，卡特先生就在附近，他很快就会过来帮忙的。”

一家人带着采购的食物回到了灯塔。杰西提出了疑问：“我觉得黑眼睛男人和凶巴巴的男孩都有问题，他们之中的一个会不会和昨晚的怪事有关呢？”

“我没看出来，”班尼说，“不过这也说不准，说不定他们有什么特殊的目的呢？”

班尼并不知道，其实他的猜测已经离真相很近了。
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第三章　石桌石椅

Cement for a Project
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杰西将煮好的一打鸡蛋和土豆放进冰箱里。临到中午，她做了一大盘土豆沙拉，配上之前买的面包卷、黄油和樱桃派。

“咱们去外面的岩石上吃午餐吧，”她提议道，“灯塔里实在太热了。亨利，你拿着沙拉；班尼，你拿着樱桃派和小刀。”

他们为爷爷找了一块合适的岩石落座。“这椅子可真舒服！”爷爷说，“还是用石头做的呢！”

而其他座位就没那么舒服了，石头又尖又硬，桌子也凸凹不平。

“我有个主意，”班尼突然叫了起来，“我们找几块合适的石头做成五张舒服的椅子，再用平一点的石头做张桌子，用水泥把缝儿填上。”

“班尼，这个主意太棒了！”亨利赞同道，“一小袋水泥就足够了，沙子多得是。”

“水泥？我见到过，当时有几个人正在那儿修车道。”维莉说。

“具体位置在哪里？”班尼问。

“你不记得了吗？就在我们从简姑婆家回来的路上，经过了一个新建的大加油站，那儿有人正在修车道。”

“我想起来了，”奥登先生说，“是在小鱼市旁边。”

“一吃完午饭我们就出发。”班尼已经迫不及待了。

“我已经吃完了。”奥登先生咽下最后一口樱桃派，“海水会把食物残渣冲干净的。”

杰西和亨利收拾好碗碟，在海水里冲洗干净。紧接着，亨利把车倒出车库，大家上车后便朝小鱼市进发了。到了目的地，果然有几个人正在修车道，旁边堆着几袋水泥。

“请问，我们在哪里能买到水泥？”亨利停下车，把头伸出窗外，向工人们询问道。

“你们想要多少？”一个工头模样的人问。

“我们想在灯塔旁的岩石上做几张桌椅，你看需要多少水泥？”

“把这一小袋水泥拿去吧，”工头说，“要是有剩的就还回来。”

亨利问道：“搅拌的话，沙子和水泥的比例是三比一吗？”

“没错，”工头说，“要是需要的话，把这个搅拌棒也拿去吧！”

“酷呆了！”班尼叫道，“我来负责搅拌。”

“真希望我能去为你们打工呢！”工头看着其乐融融的一家人，不禁打趣道。大家笑成了一团。亨利把水泥搬进了车里，班尼则拿着搅拌棒。

“我要把水泥放在维莉的脚上。”亨利吓唬道。

突然，奥登一家注意到，有人正用黑色的大眼睛盯着他们——正是那个差点撞到杰西的男人。

发现自己被认出来以后，那人急忙转身，继续干活去了。





坐车离开后，杰西忍不住说道：“真奇怪，又见到那个人了。”大家都表示有同感。

“亨利，在杂货店那儿停一下，咱们得先买把铲子。”爷爷说，“水泥要先用铲子糊到岩石上，再慢慢抹平。”

奥登一家回到了灯塔，便直奔岩石而去。爷爷的座位本来就很舒服，不需要再修补，于是大家开始四处寻找其他合适的大石头。每找到一块，班尼就坐上去试一试。最后，由兄弟俩负责搬运大石头，女孩子们则找来小石子，填补石座间的缝隙。经过一番努力，几个像样的石椅终于到位了。

接下来，亨利要开始和水泥了。“不能用海水和水泥，”他说，“只有淡水才行。”

他找到一块形状像水桶的大石头，将水泥倒进去搅拌起来。

“亨利，让我来搅吧！”班尼央求道，“我知道该怎么做，刚才工人们干活我都看见了。”

“那你先别搅得太猛，”杰西嘱咐道，“要不然座位还没安好，水泥就先干了。”

“这活儿真有趣，就像做泥巴馅饼一样！”班尼一边搅拌，一边兴奋地叫道，“咱们先搞定维莉的石凳吧，她那张看起来最舒服了。”大家将水泥放在报纸上，班尼将它糊到石凳上，再用铲子抹平。

“好漂亮！”维莉说，“我真想马上坐上去试试。”

“先别坐，”亨利说，“水泥明天才能干呢！”

接下来，杰西和亨利先后给自己的石凳抹上了水泥，又帮班尼做好了桌子和他的凳子。

“在桌上做几个放水杯的凹槽吧！”维莉提议道。趁石桌上的水泥还没完全干，她赶紧用杯底印了五个槽，大小正好合适，这样水杯放上去就不容易倒了。

“还要有位置专门放盘子呢！”班尼喊道。

于是，他用小木棍在放盘子的地方画上了标志——B代表班尼，J代表杰西，V代表维莉，H代表亨利，G代表爷爷。

全部完工后，水泥基本上用完了，不过他们还是把水泥袋还了回去。亨利将钱递给了工头，同时也将搅拌棒完璧归赵。只是这次他们并没有看到黑眼睛男人。

“没见到更好，”班尼在回家的路上说，“反正我不喜欢他。”

“我只想知道他是谁。”奥登先生说。

而他想知道的答案不久就揭晓了！
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第四章　夜半来客

A Midnight Visitor
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当天晚上，尽管新椅子暂时还不能用，大家仍然在海滩上玩得非常开心。晚饭后，全家人坐在海滩上欣赏了很久夕阳。

海鸥从头顶飞过，停在旁边的岩石上。

亨利猛然开口问道：“奇怪，怎么感觉有点困了？”

“海洋空气是容易让人犯困，”奥登先生说，“你们要是困了就去睡吧！”

事实上，这家人果然九点钟就上床睡觉了，并很快进入了梦乡。





康利小镇上的钟依然恪守职责——敲了10下，11下，12下……就在此时，望望又开始呜咽了，它背上的毛发和颈毛全都竖了起来，接着开始大声咆哮。

“望望，别叫了，”班尼说，“你要是每天半夜都这么大叫，我们就只能先送你回家了。你这样我们可吃不消。”

可望望还是叫个不停。

“是不是又有人在小屋里做饭了？”亨利问道。

“小屋里没人，”班尼说，“要真有人去那里，我们早就听到他踩在小石子上的嘎吱嘎吱声了。”

“而且，整间屋子都被木板钉了起来，”杰西补充道，“门是锁着的，窗户也打不开，里面不可能住人。”

“那不一定，来人也可以把木板拆下来，从窗户钻进去啊！”亨利说，“到了晚上只要再把木板钉回去就行了。明天咱们就去小屋查看一下。”班尼恨不得现在立刻就动身，可这时望望突然安静了下来，它最后叫了两声，便乖乖去睡觉了。

“你真是一只奇怪的小狗，”班尼说，“天亮之前不许再叫唤了哦！”

而杰西和维莉仍然久久不能入睡，不过并不是因为望望。杰西关上灯，朝窗外看了看。在月光下，她看到一个女人正蹑手蹑脚地走远，只见那人轻轻地走向海滩边的草地上，并没有发出嘎吱嘎吱的脚步声。

杰西低声唤来维莉，两人一起往窗外望去。

“是个女人！”维莉悄声问，“她在干吗？”

“她已经走远了，”杰西说，“我们不用到楼上去叫班尼了，反正望望现在也没叫了。维莉，快看，那人先是在灌木丛后躲了一会儿才走到街上呢！”

街上空荡荡的，杂货店里也是漆黑一片。片刻之后，那个女人便轻悄悄走远，很快就消失不见了。两个女孩重新回到床上，不一会儿便进入了梦乡。

天快亮的时候，望望又低声叫了起来，只是大家睡得都很熟，没有被吵醒。

到了早晨，杰西把大伙儿一一唤醒，去岩石桌上吃早餐。

“我认得我的座位，”班尼抢着说，“这儿写着B呢！”

吃完早餐后，两个女孩把昨晚女人的奇怪行踪告诉了大家。

奥登先生说：“咱们最好去仔细查看一下那座小房子，检查每块木板，看有没有松动的。”





奥登一家从小白屋最前面的窗户开始检查，发现到处封闭得都很严实——门是紧锁的，窗户上的木板也没有松动。望望在一旁安静地蹓跶，没发出任何声音。

“奇怪，”杰西说，“望望这次没有叫唤。”

“说明这里没什么异样。”奥登先生说，“屋子显然封得非常严密。”

“嘿，你们快来看！”亨利突然说道。他发现沙滩上飘着一张纸片，上面画着很多小方格，方格里要么是数字，要么是奇怪的字母，要么是问号。
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“这是什么？我一点都看不懂。”杰西说。

“我也是。”亨利说，“不过写这些东西的人一定很聪明，我觉得它像大学里的科学运算公式，可惜我看不懂，也可能是我还没学到那里。”

“看来是有人在做实验，”维莉缓缓地说，“就是科学实验什么的……”

“一点都没错！”亨利赞许地冲妹妹笑道，“可是这和半夜饭菜的香味，还有你们昨晚看到的女人，有什么关联呢？”

“亨利，先把纸条收起来吧！”奥登先生说道。大家开始向岩石边走去。

这时，维莉的话题已经转向了贝壳。

“海滩上全是贝壳呐！”班尼大声说。

他从岩石上跳到沙滩上，“我认得这个，它是蛤蜊的壳，而这是扇贝的壳。”

“这只贝壳长得好奇怪，”杰西说，“像五只手指。”

“那是猫爪贝。”奥登先生说，“你们找找看，究竟能找到多少种贝壳。”

对于贝壳，奥登先生就像对鸟类和鲜花一样精通。

最后，大家找到了蜗牛贝、拖鞋贝，还有各种金色和银色的海贝……共计14种之多。

“海草也很多，不过没有谁想收集这些吧！”班尼说，“也许那个凶巴巴的男孩会感兴趣？”

“这里让我想起了蓝色海湾，”维莉笑着说，“我们在那儿吃了好多海贝呢！”

“在这儿游泳可比在蓝色海湾安全多了，”亨利说，“这里可没有鲨鱼。”

杰西踟躇道：“可惜我们没带游泳衣来，再买新的又太不划算了。”

“有什么不划算的，”爷爷说，“反正你们也该买新泳衣了。再说，到了海滩却不游泳，这就太说不过去啦！”

“说不定豪尔先生那儿有泳衣卖，”杰西说，“他店里好像什么都有。”

一想到在豪尔的迷你小店里，泳衣和食物混杂在一起的情景，杰西就忍不住笑了起来。

他们把贝壳放到石桌上，走进了杂货店。

豪尔先生说：“我这儿没有泳衣，不过沿着这条街往下走，有家女店主开的帽子店，那里有泳衣卖。你们一出门就能看到商店的标志。”

班尼说：“我进门的时候就看到了‘帽子’两个字——咱们要去帽子店买泳衣吗？真有趣！”

“有什么奇怪的？”豪尔先生笑着说，“还有人到我的杂货店来买油漆和墙纸呢！”

奥登一家走出小店，沿着街道信步向前走去。

码头就在旁边，班尼一把拉过亨利去看来往的船只。“快看那艘船，”他叫道，“那艘叫‘库克二号’的船多漂亮啊！”

亨利说：“像这么小巧的船，估计一个人就驾驭得了。班尼你说得没错，它的确很漂亮。”

正在这时，杰西和维莉大声召唤兄弟俩过去——女孩子的兴趣在泳衣，而不是船只。爷爷和她们一起等到男孩们集合过来后，大家径直来到帽子店，只见橱窗里摆放着漂亮的夏天帽子，还有一套蓝色的泳衣。

“杰西，要是尺码没问题的话，这套泳衣对你来说再合适不过了。”亨利说，“而班尼想要红色的泳裤，没错吧？”

“那当然，”班尼说，“红色是我的专用色嘛！”

看到这一大家子人，帽店的女店主笑盈盈地迎了上来，并介绍自己是罗思夫人。

亨利不经意地望向窗外，突然发现那个黑眼睛男人正好经过。

“您认识那个人吗？”亨利问道。

“当然认识，他叫汤姆·库克。”

“他是干什么的？”奥登先生问。

“说起来他应该算是个渔夫，不过打鱼赚不了什么钱，他就揽了各种杂七杂八的活儿，据说他卖过龙虾，还出租过夏日度假屋，赚了不少钱呢！”

“真看不出来，”亨利说，“他看起来似乎很穷。”

“这吝啬鬼把每个子儿都存了起来，”罗思夫人说，“一分钱都舍不得花。他有艘很漂亮的船，可连他的儿子都不准动——实际上他儿子已经17岁，不算小啦。”

一个念头猛地闪过班尼的脑海：也许他就是库克船主——漂亮的“库克二号”就是属于这个黑眼睛男人的。不过班尼并没把自己的想法说出来。

其实，亨利也有同样的想法。他们第一天见到豪尔先生并向他租赁灯塔时，豪尔先生就说过，有个叫库克的男人买下了夏天用的室外厨房——也许这就是另一条线索。

“这么说，库克先生真不算好爸爸。”杰西感慨道。

“说的是呢，库克先生的儿子经常偷偷开船出去，人们说他总是趁天黑后出海，还说他脑子里充满了各种没法理解的奇思怪想，因为他每次从海上回来都会带些古怪的玩意儿，从瓶子之类的小东西到水桶之类的大家伙……反正我听到的就是如此。”

“他脑子里到底在想些什么啊？”班尼纳闷道。

“那我是一丁点儿都不晓得的。”罗思夫人说，“他每次都会将船开到没人看见的地方，他爸爸也一直被蒙在鼓里。哈，真不知道他是怎么对他爸隐瞒偷偷出海这事儿的！”

“我相信总有一天他爸爸会发现的，”班尼说，“到时候他就有大麻烦啦！”

“麻烦？”罗思夫人叫了起来，“库克先生和他儿子的麻烦已经够多了。库克夫人倒总是护着儿子，可父亲和儿子之间基本上就不怎么讲话了。”

“怎么会闹成这样？”奥登先生问。

“要知道那孩子聪明得很，16岁就高中毕业了，可之后就无所事事了，他爸既不让儿子这么小就工作，嫌丢人，又不让那孩子离家去上大学。”

“我的天！”班尼叫道，“他儿子就是我们在杂货店看到的凶巴巴的男孩，而野蛮的黑眼睛男人就是他老爸！这样一来就很说明问题了，对吧爷爷？”

“是的，班尼。而且咱们一定要有所行动了，要不然他们俩肯定会麻烦不断。”

“您是说‘咱们’吗？”亨利惊讶地问。

“没错，是‘咱们’！”奥登先生笑着回答。
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第五章　小房子里的秘密

Little House with a Secret
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奥登一家人带着新泳衣径直回到了灯塔。一换上泳衣，他们就奔向了那片可爱的白色海滩。

“大家要小心，”奥登先生提醒孩子们，“你们现在对这片海滩还不熟悉，得先弄清这里的水有多深才行。”

“我问过豪尔先生，他说灯塔另一侧才是深水区，”亨利说，“而这一片的海水没不过我的头顶。”

“我喜欢深水。”班尼说着已经游进了海里。

奥登家族的人都是天生的游泳健将，亨利和杰西甚至还会潜水，只是这一带的岩石太多，不太适合潜水。

天气很热，海水很凉。奥登先生坐在岩石椅子上，看着四个孩子在水里蹿上蹿下。他们还不时打打水仗，就连望望都开心地游来游去，汪汪地叫着。

“望望，现在你就尽情地叫个够吧！”维莉笑着说，“不过今天晚上可要安静一点哦！”可是她没有料到，在接下来的每一个夜晚，望望的叫声从未中断过。





那天晚上，一家人很晚才睡。夜色最浓时，班尼才回到自己顶层的房间。他穿着浅蓝色的睡衣，来到属于自己的小阳台上，在一张沙滩椅上坐了下来。

班尼并不知道，穿着轻便睡衣的他在月色下是多么引人注目。

他仰望着满天繁星，没有街灯的映衬，海上的星星似乎显得格外耀眼。这时，一颗星星突然动了起来，班尼很快就发现，那并不是星星，而是船上的灯光。小船正在入港，却突然停了下来，转头又向海里驶去。

“啊哦！”班尼想，“看来舵手改变主意了——只是不晓得他是谁。”

此时，无数个念头在班尼的脑海里闪过，他想起了罗思夫人在帽子店说的话，也想起了曾在码头上看到过的“库克二号”。

他蓦然想到：“不知道船上的人会不会看到我——我打赌他绝对看到了。那就毫无疑问了，绝对是库克家的孩子在偷开他爸的船。话说那船还真是漂亮呐！”

随即，班尼跳了起来，关上所有的灯，然后换了件黑色外套，趴在窗台上继续眺望着海面。果然，片刻之后，小船又再次掉头，终于驶进了离灯塔不远的码头。朦胧中，一个成人模样的人从船上跳了下来——不过班尼见过库克家的孩子，身形和成年男子差不多高大。只见那人弯下腰，从船里拿出一个水桶。
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“这次的收获是水桶啊！”班尼暗自琢磨，“真想知道里面装的是什么！”

不过，他目前是无法得知的。

男孩警觉地向四周张望，整个小镇都在静谧中沉睡着，于是他提着桶，走上小路，很快便消失在夜色之中。之后，班尼也回到了床上。可惜的是，假如他再观察一会儿，就会有更多的发现，只是他很快就睡着了。





到了半夜12点，望望又开始叫唤了。

“天哪，望望！”杰西大声喊道，“看来你真的准备每晚闹腾了。好吧，给你十分钟，你就尽情地叫吧！”

果然，十分钟后，望望停了下来，并很快睡着了。

维莉无可奈何地看着它：“望望，你可真像个每晚吵夜的小宝宝！”

几个小时以后，望望又低吠了一阵子，不过并没有人听到。





接下来的几个晚上，望望都会如此叫唤一番，只是再没人感到诧异，更没人起床查看，因为大家都知道，只要叫上十分钟，望望准会停下来的。

不过，一天早晨，亨利皱着眉头说：“我再也受不了啦，小狗每天都这么闹腾，它肯定是发现什么了。”

两个女孩则说，她们又一次看到那神秘女子提着个包，从附近鬼鬼祟祟地走过。

亨利说：“就算把周围翻个底朝天，我也要查清楚那女人来这里的原因。”

“我们来帮你！”杰西说。





在灯塔另一边的室外小厨房后面，有几块巨大的岩石，岩壁陡峭入海。奥登家的四个孩子仔细搜索了每个地方，想找到能通往白色小屋的路径，可惜什么也没发现。

这时，亨利建议道：“我们去检查一下钉在窗户上的那些木板吧！那上面肯定会有裂缝，我们可以透过缝隙看看屋子里到底有什么。”

他们抬头仔细检查了每扇窗户。“看到最上面的那块木板了吗？”杰西指着上方，“那里倒是有道大缝可以望进屋里，可惜太高了。”

“杰西，真有你的！”亨利说，“你是说我高度不够对吧？可班尼够啊！”

“说什么呢？”维莉笑了，“你比班尼可要高多了。”

“来吧，班尼！”亨利也笑了，“我弯下腰，你踩在我背上不就可以看到了吗？”

“酷呆啦！”班尼欢叫着，像小猴子一样爬到亨利的背上，站直了身，双手拢住眼睛两旁，透过木板裂缝向小屋里看去。

“看清楚了，”班尼说，“前门那儿还有一条大缝，咱们刚才都没发现。哇噢，果然有人在这儿做过饭！”他大声喊道，“屋里有个炉子，上面放着平底锅。地上有几桶水，水里有些棕色的玩意儿。桌上摆着小显微镜，不过太小了，应该没啥用，我估计它顶多只值三块钱。还有很多画着小方格的纸，跟我们发现的那张很像。对了，还有不少书呢！”

“好极了！”杰西兴奋不已，“你能看清水桶里装的是什么吗？”

“应该是海草，”班尼大声说，“满地都是海草，连炉子上的水壶边也挂着一些呢！”

“真奇怪，”维莉费解地问，“这屋里的一切说明了什么呢？”

“很显然，说明有人每天深更半夜都会来这儿，所以望望才会叫个不停。”亨利说。

“来的是那个神秘女子吗？”杰西问。

“亨利，站在你背上听你说话真有趣！”班尼说，“看啊，餐架上还有些盘子和杯子。唔，那一袋好像是面粉呢！”

“班尼，快下来吧，”亨利说，“你越来越重了！”

班尼轻巧地跳到地上。

“窗户下面还有一个桶，我看不清楚里面装的是什么，”班尼说，“不过看上去倒是闪闪发亮的。”

“闪闪发亮？”亨利问，“那会是什么？等等，你们还记得在蓝色海湾附近看过的水下小精灵吗？我猜桶里就是它们——那些浮游生物。”

“我想也是，”班尼说，“在蓝色海湾时我曾在显微镜下研究过它们，都是各种肉眼看不到的小鱼和鱼卵之类。”

“这里的显微镜估计也是起着同样的作用，”亨利沉吟着说，“都是用来研究浮游生物和海草的。”

“看来咱们收获并不大，”杰西说，“到现在为止，我们所能掌握的线索只有一个，那就是一个女子每晚都会来这里忙活，我想这也许是她的特殊癖好吧！”

“可为什么她每天都只在半夜三更时过来，而且只待上十分钟呢？”班尼插了进来，“这说得过去吗？要知道十分钟能干什么啊！”

亨利说：“依我看，一个潜心研究海草的人不是什么危险人物。或许她在顾忌着什么，才会躲到这儿来。”

“那就奇怪了，亨利，既然她潜心研究海草的话，”维莉追问道，“又怎么解释屋里会有炉子，而我们每天晚上都能闻到饭菜的香味？”

“这我就不清楚了。”亨利沉吟道，“我只听说海草可以用来喂牛、喂马、喂猪，但就连它们都不会吃——海草应该是难吃得很。”

“等等！”班尼突然说道，“刚才我还看到了别的东西，我看到架子上放着几个小袋，像是装面粉和糖用的，另外还有几个没有标识的小包。”

“那你们认为这些又是做什么用的呢？”维莉问。

“也许是有人想将海草的味道调得美味一点！”杰西调侃道，“咱们走吧！爷爷会有好主意的。”





奥登先生听孩子们讲完了奇遇后，果然提出了自己的想法：“豪尔先生之前和我提到过库克家的孩子，他说那孩子常常整个上午都在睡觉。”

“对啊，”杰西说，“你们还记得吗？罗思夫人曾说过，库克家的孩子经常偷开他爸的船在晚上出海，因此在大白天睡觉并不稀奇。”

突然，班尼叫了起来：“瞧我多傻！我只凭自己所看到的情况，就断定在小厨房里的是那神秘女子，却漏掉了一条可以连贯起来的线索。”

说到这里他停了下来，亨利不禁催促道：“继续讲啊！”

班尼接着往下说：“你们还记得吗？我曾经看见库克家的孩子从他爸的船里提着一个桶出来，我一直以为他是顺着街道走下去了，我敢肯定，要是当时能再多观察一会儿，就会看到他其实是到了小厨房。所以，库克家的孩子和神秘女子都与我们的谜案有关系！”

亨利也推断道：“那张看起来像大学实验记录的带方格的纸，很可能也是属于库克家孩子的。要是他晚上确实去过小厨房，这张纸在咱们附近出现就可以解释了。”

“或许我们应该把那张纸从窗户塞回到小厨房去。”班尼说，“库克家的孩子可能需要它。”

“这可不行，班尼！”亨利赶紧说，“如果我们把它塞进去，他就会知道有人去过那里，现在咱们要做的是，先和他交朋友，再告诉他我们所了解的情况。”

“可是，我不知道怎样才能和那个凶巴巴的男孩交朋友。”班尼说，“他自己说的，他根本不需要朋友。”

“说是这么说，”亨利说，“可我觉得他还是需要朋友的，只是他自己没意识到这一点。”


第六章　班尼好样的！

Well Done For Benny
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奥登家的四个孩子对小厨房内的情况进行了种种猜测后，维莉提议道：“咱们去野餐吧！”

“我们哪顿饭不是在野餐？”班尼说，“咱们每餐饭可都是在户外的岩石上吃的啊！”

“我说的是真正的野餐，”维莉解释道，“就是有篝火、有汉堡包的那种！”

“维莉的点子不错！”亨利笑道，“如果是真正的野炊的话，我赞成。”

“那我可不想吃汉堡包，我想吃法兰克福香肠。”班尼说。

“行，随便你，管你吃两根还是三根呢！”杰西说，“这次咱们要生起真正的篝火，不急不赶地做餐饭，要知道文火做的菜才最好吃呐！”

大家边说边来到杂货店，他们将望望留在外面，进去买了一大堆长面包卷、大块的甜腌菜、巧克力蛋糕和肉。

正在这时，望望突然大叫了起来。

班尼说：“哦，天哪！它的叫声和夜里的差不多。”

大家赶紧冲到店外，杰西喊道：“望望，别叫了！快过来！”

接着他们才看清，原来望望吠叫的对象正是库克家的孩子。

杰西笑着对那男孩说：“它不会咬你的，只是叫得凶罢了。”

听见杰西在唤自己，望望赶紧跑到杰西身边，但是仍然在低声咆哮着。维莉感觉得到，那男孩不喜欢望望。

“别怕，”维莉安慰道，“望望是只非常温顺的小狗，从不咬人。”

“那说不准，要是有人想伤害你们几个小家伙的话，它肯定就会伤人了。”男孩说完就沿着街道快步走远了。大家都来不及再多跟他聊上一句，而望望还在低声咆哮着。

“真奇怪，”班尼说，“望望的叫声和昨晚的一模一样。我敢肯定，库克家的孩子就是那个用海草做饭的人。”

杰西会心一笑：“你之前提过有人在做饭，还真被你说中了，原来就是库克家的孩子呀！”

“我确信就是他！”亨利若有所思地说，“在康利镇，如此聪明、又有足够的兴趣在方格纸上写数字的人并不多。可问题在于，他究竟想做什么？为什么这件事里会出现一个女人呢？”

“反正现在也没有头绪，”班尼催促道，“咱们还是赶紧去野餐吧！”

“我们的野餐安排在中午还是晚上，维莉？”

“中午吧！咱们可等不及晚上，准备好出发吧！”

于是，四个孩子走向海滩，沿途还捡了各种大小的干柴火。亨利和班尼用石头堆砌成炉灶，将柴火、纸和干海草放了进去。

“在沙滩上生火是顶安全的，”亨利半开玩笑地说，“整片大海都可以用来救火！”





大家耐心地等了好长时间，火苗才渐渐熄灭成热炭。

直到这时，杰西方才递给班尼一根又长又直的叉子，让他烤他的法兰克福香肠。班尼把香肠穿在叉子上，放到火上，可还没烤一会儿，香肠就滑落了下来。

“班尼，你的香肠掉到火里啦！”亨利大声提醒道。

“真的呢！”班尼大叫起来。他慌不迭地叉起香肠，可香肠的一边已经烧焦了。

“我喜欢吃焦脆的烤肠。”他吹掉上面的火星。

“可这根不是焦脆，而是焦煳哩！”奥登先生笑道。正在他说话的当儿，啪嗒，班尼的香肠又掉了！

“班尼，要我帮忙吗？”杰西也笑了起来。

“不用啦，谢谢！要是我连这根香肠都对付不了，那我就是只猴子！”

“看来你当定小猴子啦！”亨利取笑道，“瞧，你的香肠又掉了！”

班尼再次把香肠叉起来。“给我乖乖呆着！”他指着香肠命令道。

“班尼，小心！噢噢，又掉喽！”亨利叫道。他拼命想忍住笑——可怜的香肠已经变得焦黑了。

班尼第Ｎ次把香肠穿到叉子上，可它依然哧溜一下就滑落了。

“这次我要换个姿势握叉子，估计香肠就能吃到嘴了。”此时，班尼的脸已经热得通红了。

他把香肠塞进面包卷，香喷喷地吃了起来。“太美味啦！”他一边大快朵颐，一边赞不绝口。

“小班班，快别吃这烤煳的香肠了！”亨利劝道，“再重新烤一根吧！把香肠放在烤架上就绝对不会掉到火里了。”

“才不呢，”班尼执拗地说，“我不想用烤架，法兰克福香肠就得用叉子串着烤！”

“那这根香肠味道如何，班尼？”亨利笑着问。
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“吃起来像炭，”班尼说，“不过是好吃的炭。”

维莉笑道：“这还真是十足的炭烤肠呢！我劝你还是吃点别的东西，好好享受这顿午餐吧！”

班尼依她的话，站到岩石上去吃巧克力蛋糕了。他边吃边不经意地向街上看去，只见库克家的孩子正好经过。

“嗨！”班尼大声问候道，“你好啊！”

男孩倒是回应了——他很生硬地打了个招呼便走开了。

亨利若有所思地说：“有可能他并不是那么凶，更多的是害怕——害怕有人会阻止他的秘密工作。”

班尼从岩石上跳下来，“我觉得库克家的孩子是想过来跟我们一起野餐，只是不好意思罢了。刚才是我先看到他的，看样子他好想加入我们。”

“你说得很对，”奥登先生说，“也许渐渐地，你们可以成为好朋友。”

然而后来的事实证明，他们成为朋友的速度不是“渐渐地”，而是非常迅速。


第七章　焗黄豆和海鲜汤

Baked Beans and Chowder
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亨利去杂货店买纸的时候，正碰到库克家的男孩一脸怒气地冲出来，吓得亨利都忘了打招呼。

“这次又怎么了？”亨利不禁心想。不过他很快就把这件事抛到了脑后，因为他看到店门口的一个牌子上写着：
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亨利问豪尔先生：“25号的聚餐是怎么回事？”

豪尔先生坐了下来，“每年的七月，村里就会举办一次室外海鲜汤晚宴，全小镇的人都会来参加。晚宴上有海鲜汤、焗黄豆、面包卷、咖啡、馅饼和蛋糕……参加的人只用交一块钱就可以享用到这些！”

“听上去好吸引人！”亨利说，“是不是任何人都可以参加？”

“当然，我们可不会和钱过不去！所有晚宴的收入都将用于购买路灯，我想村里今年就可以安上路灯啦。我敢说聚餐的票一天之内全都能卖完，每个人都盼着来参加呢！”

“那我先趁早买五张票，”亨利说，“咱们全家都算上。”

“给你！”豪尔先生将五张票递给亨利，“我还要告诉你一件事，你听了一定会吃惊得合不拢嘴呢！猜猜海鲜汤、咖啡和焗黄豆由谁来做？是拉里·库克！其实他并不是个坏孩子，每年干这些活儿都很积极，他很喜欢做料理。”

“怎么可能？”亨利说，“我一万个没想到！”

“没错，拉里·库克经常出人意料。”

“的确如此。”亨利若有所思地说，“刚才我在店门口碰见他了，他好像比平时更暴躁了。”

“想知道原因吗？”豪尔先生解释道，“每年的聚餐会都有两个打暑期工的人过来帮拉里做料理，今年他们捎信说来不了啦，所以拉里才这么烦躁，要知道杂事太多，他独自一人可应付不来，而其他人都要忙着做馅饼。”

“或许我们可以帮他？”亨利说，“他怎么交代，我们就怎么做。也许这样能让他高兴起来。”

“能，太能了！你们全家可是帮了大忙啦！”

亨利说完就带着买好的票和纸回家了，并把这件事也告诉了大家。果然，大家都愿意帮助拉里。

“豪尔先生应该会把我的话转告给拉里的，”亨利说，“不过要是见到他，咱们再当面说一次好啦！”

“对了，我也听说了一些关于拉里爸爸的事儿。”班尼说，“他经常在造船厂值夜班，晚上基本不着家，也许就是这样，他才没发现自己的船被偷偷开走了。”

晚些时候，奥登一家信步走向码头，恰巧遇到了拉里。拉里经过他们身旁时，生硬地打了个招呼。

班尼赶紧拦住他：“拉里，等一下。你的海鲜汤料理需要帮手吗？我们可以帮忙剥洋葱、削土豆皮，而且我们还会剥蛤蜊。”

“真的？”拉里的脸上居然浮现出一抹似有若无的笑容，“晚餐肯定需要很多蛤蜊肉，我一个人确实忙不过来。”

“那我们可以帮忙吗？”班尼问。

“求之不得。”拉里回答。

“爷爷也要来帮忙，”杰西说，“他也很会剥蛤蜊。”

“哦！哦！”拉里说，“真没想到奥登先生会来给我打工，真没想到！那么，你们星期六早上九点左右来吧，来了就开工。”
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星期六到了，奥登全家和拉里在杂货店后面碰头，那儿有个大广场，帐篷下做料理的地方早已预备好了长桌和凳子。

拉里帮奥登一家占了五个位子，他们一坐下来就开始削起了土豆皮。

拉里说：“今年咱们六个人肯定可以早点完工，要知道以前只有三个人呢！”

这时，洋葱被搬了过来，拉里见状赶紧提来一大桶水。“洋葱要在水里剥，”他提醒道，“不然你们会被熏得眼泪直流，什么都看不见。”

果然是个妙点子，要不还真剥不完那么多洋葱。

接下来，拉里和奥登一家人又忙着给堆积如山的蛤蜊去壳。

“你们真要看看到时候来聚餐的人潮有多壮观！”拉里说，“海鲜汤根本不够喝的，非得配上焗黄豆才行。”

而焗黄豆早已提前做好了。

亨利感慨道：“海里能吃的食材也就这么多了吧！”不知拉里听到这话没有，反正他什么也没说。





下午五点，聚餐的人们陆陆续续地来了。果然，几乎全镇的人都聚集到了这儿。杰西给家里每个人都做了顶纸帽子，以显示他们的服务生身份。当然，除他们以外，还有不少义务帮忙的人穿梭于人群中。

拉里对每个人都笑脸盈盈，简直变得不像他自己了。而令拉里感到意外的是，奥登爷爷居然戴着纸帽子，像服务生一般端茶送水。

正在这时，一位个子高高，偶尔在小镇落脚的夏日观光客叫住了班尼：“小伙子，你去问问厨师，这焗黄豆是怎么做的？”
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“他不会告诉你的。”班尼说，“好多人都打听过，他的回答总是‘这是我的独家秘方’——包括海鲜汤也是。”

观光客吃完晚餐，来到做料理的帐篷和拉里套近乎，可依然没问出焗黄豆的配方。

拉里即使在聊得最欢的时候，依然就像班尼说的那样，彬彬有礼地回绝道：“恕我无可奉告，先生，这是我的独家秘方。”

“他们说你喜欢做料理。”观光客说。

“没错！我从14岁起就在聚餐会上帮忙了。我喜欢做料理，喜欢把各种材料混在一起，看它们会变成什么。”

“真的吗？你是不是正在上大学？”

“没有。”拉里的脸色一下子阴沉了起来。

观光客见状，赶紧知趣地向拉里道别，向自己的车走过去。没有人特别留意他，目前也没有人知道他的名字，但是有一天他会给人们一个大惊喜。
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第八章　从南太平洋来

From the South Seas
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“今天我有个想法，”星期一吃早餐的时候奥登先生说，“亨利，你看了这份报纸吗？上面说邻镇的阿什兰是世界各地船只的中转地。”

“也有从蓝色海湾来的船吗？”班尼喊道。

爷爷朝班尼点点头：“有来自南太平洋的，今天就有一艘从塔希提岛来的船靠岸，船名恰好也叫‘塔希提’。咱们去阿什兰镇看它入港，怎么样？”

“太酷啦！”班尼欢呼道，“说不定船长能同意我们上船去看看呢！”

“也许吧！”爷爷赞同道，“‘塔希提号’是一艘华丽的游轮，和你们上次去蓝色海湾坐的货船不一样。”

“酷暴啦！”班尼兴奋不已。

“你的形容词用得很贴切！”爷爷笑道，“我还知道‘塔希提号’属于哪家公司呢！”

“那我敢肯定，船长绝对会同意我们上船的。”杰西看着维莉说，“爷爷认识的人真多！”

“我不认识‘塔希提号’的船长，我只是听说他很擅长航海，还非常年轻。”

洗完餐具后，亨利将车倒了出来，一家人上了旅行车，向阿什兰镇进发了。

“船一般都会晚点，”杰西说，“我们可能要等上一整天呢！”

“有这个可能。”奥登先生说，“好在码头上有坐的地方，还有遮阳篷，等的时候你们正好可以欣赏一下过往的船只。”

“爷爷怎么对阿什兰这么熟悉？”亨利问，“要知道我连听都没听说过这个小镇！”

“哈，你忘了吗？我可是在简姑婆的农场里长大的！而且我对‘塔希提号’非常感兴趣，所以已经和卡特先生去过好几次了。”

“难怪！”杰西说，“您想再看一次‘塔希提号’，对吧？”

奥登先生笑着说：“其实不管什么船，我就是喜欢看它们入港而已。”





果然，“塔希提号”晚点了。

“被我说中了，船总是晚点。”杰西说。

于是大家坐了下来，眺望着来来往往的船只。码头有一个很大的空位，是专门留给“塔希提号”停靠的，其间不时有小船进来加点油或水。

“看到那个在船上吃早点的男人了吗？”杰西说，“他正在吃熏肉和鸡蛋。”

“他妻子正给他送吐司过去，”维莉说，“像这样吃住在小船上倒是怪有趣的呢！”

而另一只小船上，几个孩子正调皮地在甲板上爬来爬去。“他们会掉下海的！”维莉不由失声惊叫道。

“别担心，他们不会掉下去的。”爷爷说，“要知道这些孩子都是水里生，水里长的。”

孩子们的妈妈听到这话，不禁抬眼打量了一下爷爷，然后笑道：“是没啥好担心的，这些小家伙打出生起就住在船上了，全是游泳和潜水的好手哩！”

尽管眼前全是新鲜有趣的事儿，可等待“塔希提号”的过程还是漫长而令人心焦的。就这样，大家一直等到了午餐时分。

“咱们先在附近找个地方吃饭吧！”奥登先生建议道，“这样船入港的时候我们就能听到汽笛声了。”





再次坐到正式的餐桌旁吃饭，让奥登一家感觉亲切无比。在用苹果派作为饭后甜点结束了这顿美味午餐后，他们又回到了码头上。

“先生，‘塔希提号’来啦，”一个工作人员说，“它已经入港了。”

“好极了！”奥登先生说，“谢谢你告诉我这个消息！”

工人们纷纷来到码头上，准备帮着拴缆绳。很快，“塔希提号”就出现在大家的视野中，船身雪白得没有一丝杂质。

“我看到了三个汽笛。”维莉说。

“维莉，那不是汽笛。”班尼说，“没看到它们在冒烟吗？应该是烟囱才对。”

见自己闹了这么个笑话，维莉也不禁笑了起来。





随着游轮越驶越近，它的美丽也越来越清晰可见。一只小船迎向它，引导着“塔希提号”慢慢停靠在空泊位上。船栏边的乘客们兴奋地向码头不停挥手，而迎接他们的亲友也簇拥了过去。看到这样温馨的景象，杰西也激动起来，丝毫没注意到，拉里·库克竟然出现在人群中，不过他似乎并不想引人注意，也没朝奥登一家看上一眼。

“那位……是船长吗？”班尼问道。

“没错，从他的制服就能看出来。”

人潮散去后，爷爷才走向了船长：“你好啊，先生，我是詹姆斯·奥登。”

“是吗？”船长说，“久闻大名，今天终于见到您了。”

“这是我的孙儿们，他们很想上船参观一下，不知道可不可以？”奥登先生问道。

“当然可以，”年轻的船长笑着说，“叫我白雪好了，我的船员可以带孩子们到处转转。”

“不会耽误你的时间吧？”奥登先生问。

“不会，不会，”白雪船长说，“我有三天的休假，我的家就在康利镇。”

“康利镇？”班尼说，“我们也住在那儿呢！就在灯塔里！”

白雪船长说：“住在灯塔里一定很刺激！这位是我的经理，他会带你们参观‘塔希提号’的。”

接下来，经理带他们看遍了船上的每个角落，包括锅炉房、游泳池、餐厅和船舱，一切设施都比当时带他们去蓝色海湾的“海星号”要完善得多。
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“船上有大厨房吗？”维莉问。

“厨房？哦，有的！我们叫它厨舱，每天有上百人要进餐，需要好多餐盘之类的东西呢，连冰箱都得巨大无比。请往这边走，我带你们去看看厨舱！”

船上的冰箱果然有趣，它足足有一个小房间那么大，有两人正站在冰箱里，往架子上摆放着东西。

“我们也可以进去吗？”班尼问。

“当然可以，”经理笑着说，“冰箱大得很，不过里面很冷，你们最好别待太久。”

“知道，我们不会的。”果不其然，班尼只进去打了个转就出来了，“里面储藏的肉可真多，都可以开个肉铺啦！”

“开几个都没问题。”经理说。

参观完整艘游轮，奥登一家向经理道谢之后，就踏上了回灯塔的归途。

路上，杰西问道：“白雪船长说他的家在康利镇，不知道是哪座房子？”

“如果说他要在镇上待三天的话，我们肯定能找到。”亨利说，“不然咱们去问问豪尔先生，他有可能知道呢！”





晚上，班尼正准备爬到顶楼去睡觉，突然大声喊了起来：“亨利，我真是这个世界上最笨的笨瓜啦！”

“怎么呢？”亨利大声回应。

“白天我在厨舱的大冰箱里曾看到了几个白色的长袋子——就是你用来打捞浮游生物的那种袋子，可我居然忘了讲。”

“这么说起来，老弟，我也笨得很呢！我也看到那些袋子了，可光顾着想超级大冰箱去了，压根就没留意到它们。”

“我也一样！咱们三个简直是笨瓜三人组！”杰西说，“当时真该问问经理，那些袋子是干什么用的。”

正在这时，爷爷的声音传了上来：“你们几个在嘀咕什么呢？”

班尼在楼梯上大声回答道：“爷爷，您还记得咱们在南太平洋上打捞浮游生物用的袋子吗？”

“当然记得！这么说，白雪船长是在帮拉里收集浮游生物喽？嗨，看来咱们都糊涂啦！”

“一家子笨瓜。”班尼总结道。

“对，真是一家子笨瓜。”爷爷笑着附和。


第九章　谁需要朋友？

Who Needs a Friend？
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好在奥登一家的笨瓜并没有当多久。

一到星期二，班尼便急切地提议道：“咱们快去找找白雪船长的家吧！”

“那得去杂货店找。”亨利笑着说。

其他人也笑了起来。

杰西说：“等一会儿！我们先把早餐的盘子洗完再走。”





爷爷问豪尔先生：“您知道‘塔希提号’的白雪船长么？”

“何止是知道，简直是太了解啦！”豪尔说，“他还是小孩子的时候我就认识他了。他是库克小子的舅舅。”

“原来是这样！”杰西说。

“啊哈！”班尼恍然大悟地点了点头，“这下可就清楚多了！”

豪尔先生靠着柜台说：“‘塔希提号’每次靠岸时，拉里都会去看望他舅舅。他舅舅总会带些东西给他，不过没人知道究竟是什么东西。”

“它们多半是装在带盖的桶里。”班尼看着豪尔先生一本正经地说。

“小家伙，你是怎么知道的？”豪尔先生惊讶地看着班尼。

“有天深夜，我看到很晚回家的拉里手里拎着个桶。”班尼说。

“他舅舅给他的有时是个盒子，有时是个玻璃瓶，”豪尔先生继续说，“至于那些容器里面装的究竟是什么，谁知道呢？”

亨利说：“我们知道，应该是海草或者浮游生物。”

“浮游生物是什么，孩子？”豪尔先生疑惑地看着亨利。

“这里是浅海湾，没有浮游生物是很正常的。”维莉说。

“它们只生活在深海里，”亨利补充道，“有的深海海域简直是密布着浮游生物呢！”

“可我还是不清楚那玩意儿究竟是什么。”豪尔先生仍然一脸茫然。

“浮游生物就是海底的小植物、小鱼、鱼卵之类的，它们是鲸鱼的食物，却小到没有显微镜你根本看不见。”班尼连比带划地解释道，“鲸鱼就像这样，喷出一大口水，然后‘哗啦’一口就把浮游生物全吞下去了。”

“浮游生物也是其他鱼类的食物，”亨利加了一句，“就像陆地动物喜欢吃草和小动物一样。”

“人们说深海里的浮游生物多得可以供全世界的动物吃个饱，可就是太难吃啦！”班尼遗憾地说。

“是吗？真可惜，它们要是好吃就好了。”豪尔先生感叹道，转而又想起了一个问题，“可是库克家的那孩子收集浮游生物做什么呢？”

“我们猜他应该是在做研究或试验。”亨利答道。

“他倒是个很聪明的孩子！”豪尔先生说，“说不定白雪船长知道他的想法。”

“白雪船长住在哪里？”亨利问道。

“就在这条街上，”豪尔先生说，“你们知道工人修车道的位置吗？”

“知道，我们就是在那儿买的水泥。”杰西说。

豪尔先生点点头：“白雪船长就住在那个路口的白房子里，和他母亲住一起。”

班尼问道：“大部分时间他都在海上吧？”

“是啊，绝大多数时间都是。”豪尔先生回答。

正在这时，望望突然摇着尾巴向店门口走了过去，迎向一个正在进门的高个子男人。客人向它打了个招呼：“你好啊，小狗狗。你真是只称职的小狗，估计看到坏人准会汪汪叫的。我猜你应该叫望望吧？”说着他拍了拍望望的脑袋。
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“它就叫望望！”大家都吃惊不已。

“你就是‘塔希提号’的白雪船长，”班尼兴奋地叫了起来，“我们刚在码头见过你！”

“没错！”白雪船长说，“而你们就是刚参观过‘塔希提号’的奥登家的孩子吧？真是一群可爱的孩子。”他转过头对豪尔先生说，“请给我拿些饼干吧，还有五磅白糖。好啦，现在该回家喽！”

“你急着赶回去吗？”班尼赶紧问道。

“不急不急。我正在休假。”

“那能邀请你到我们的岩石凳那儿小坐一会儿吗？”亨利问，“岩石凳就在那边！”说着他指了指灯塔边上。

“没问题！”白雪船长说，“那我就先把饼干搁在店里，待会儿回家时再拿吧！”他边说边抚摸着望望的脑袋。

“看起来望望很喜欢你。”维莉微笑地看着白雪船长。

“我也很喜欢小狗呢！”白雪船长说。

“咱们现在就走吧！”班尼说，“要知道我们用岩石做了五把椅子和一张桌子呢！”

“那我就坐在桌子上好了。”船长打趣道。

“别，还是亨利坐桌子吧！”杰西说，“他的石凳大小正适合你坐。”





片刻之后，大家就坐在各自的石凳上，开心地聊起天来。

“看到那座小屋子了么？”杰西指了指旁边的白色小屋，“它就是灯塔的夏季小厨房。”

亨利补充道：“小屋现在已经属于库克先生了——也就是拉里的爸爸，豪尔先生说的。”

“我看到了，小屋里好像是空的。”船长说。

“其实不是空的，”班尼一脸认真地说，“据我们所知，拉里经常通宵达旦地在小屋里做试验。可蹊跷的是，他又没有小屋的钥匙，是怎么进去的呢？”

“我还纳闷他平时都是在哪里做研究呢，原来如此！”白雪船长说，“他很少跟我说什么，我只知道他在努力自学。”

“拉里想在今年秋天上大学。”杰西说。

“看来除了他爸爸，镇上所有人都知道了。”船长笑着说，“聪明的拉里已经给两所大学写了入学申请。”

“那两所大学会录取他吗？”班尼急切地问道。

“当然，像这么聪明的学生，两所大学都想要他，”船长回答，“大学里很需要动手能力强的年轻人。”

听到这里，爷爷插了进来：“我觉得他可以进亨利的学校，在完成学业的同时继续他的实验。我去跟学校的老师谈谈。”

“他申请的两所大学都想要他，而他自己选了亚当斯大学。”船长说。

“亚当斯大学？那不就是亨利的学校吗？”班尼禁不住喊道。

“真是无巧不成书！”亨利兴奋地说。

“如果他去了亚当斯大学，你就可以照顾他了，亨利。”班尼说。

亨利笑了：“哈，他可不需要任何人的照料。”

“不过你可以和他交朋友呀！”维莉说。

“你们肯定会成为好朋友的。”白雪船长说，“可惜上大学的事，他爸爸现在还没答应呢！”

“为什么？”班尼不解地问，“还有，拉里为什么只能偷偷地做实验呢？”

白雪船长回答道：“拉里的爸爸汤姆·库克是个专横的人，脾气也很火爆，不过我想他还是爱拉里的。”

“可他并没有表现出自己的爱啊！”班尼说。

“正因为如此，他们父子间才产生了这么多矛盾。”船长说，“我想拉里之所以将一切瞒着爸爸，是担心爸爸知道了会干涉他。”

维莉却不这么认为：“可我们听说，他爸爸很为儿子的高超厨艺自豪。拉里帮镇上做的海鲜大餐所赚的500美元，他爸爸全用去装路灯了！”

白雪船长站了起来：“不管怎样，我会尽力帮助拉里的！我知道他对科学研究非常感兴趣，而且目前看来，他已经完全沉迷进去了。”

亨利沉吟了一会儿，说：“接下来我们的首要任务就是把拉里变成我们的好朋友。”

“那我们要怎么做呢？”杰西问。

维莉说：“自从上次我们帮他做了晚餐以后，他对我们已经友好多了。”

“爷爷，我们该怎么做？”杰西问，“怎样才能让拉里开心起来？”

“明天早晨再说吧，”奥登先生说，“到时候我们肯定会有办法的！”

果然，第二天他们就有头绪了，而且完全出乎所有人的意料。


第十章　线索和计划

Hints and Plans
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第二天早晨，维莉突然起了满脸的小红疙瘩。杰西看到维莉，不禁吓了一跳，赶紧问道：“你怎么了？”

“被蚊子咬的。”维莉委屈地回答。

“疼么？”杰西关切地问，“我都快认不出你来了。咱们得想想办法。”

“我都快张不开嘴了。”可怜的维莉一脸郁闷。

“昨晚我也听到蚊子嗡嗡地在我耳边打转儿。”杰西说着抬起自己被咬的胳膊。

正在这时，两个男孩下楼来吃早餐了。

“早上好啊！”班尼精神奕奕地打着招呼。看到维莉的脸后，他不禁惊叫起来：“维莉，你怎么了？你的脸好像肿了！”

“昨晚被蚊子咬的。”维莉正为脸肿了不能出门而苦恼。

“我也被咬了几个包呢！”奥登先生说，“每年的这个时候，风向变了，风改从岸上吹向大海时，蚊子就出现了。”

亨利慢条斯理地说：“何况咱们灯塔里有五扇窗户呢！”

“纱门倒是有，可窗户上没有窗纱。”说着，班尼突然灵光一现，“我有个好主意！干脆就以装窗纱为借口，让拉里来帮忙，怎么样？”

“可是，可怜的维莉怎么办？”奥登先生心疼地问。

“豪尔先生那儿应该有治蚊子叮咬的药，”杰西说，“但愿也有纱布。”

维莉被脸上的红疙瘩折腾得几乎都没法吃饭了。

亨利两三口吞下早餐后，就向杂货店飞奔而去。

很快，他就带着一大堆东西回来了，有给维莉抹脸的药、一大卷纱布、一大盒大头针，还有两把小锤子。

杰西赶紧将买来的白药膏抹在维莉的脸上。

“维莉，你就别干活了，”班尼叮嘱道，“你都看不见大头针了。”

“咱们马上要去找拉里了！”杰西说，“班尼，从现在起，千万不要提看到拉里开船出海的事儿，也不要问他在夏季小厨房做过些什么。他想说的时候自然会告诉我们的。”

班尼嘟起了小嘴：“知道啦，杰西，我没那么笨啦！”





奥登家的孩子在拉里家外面的街道上转悠着，观察着拉里家的动静。没过一会儿，就看到库克夫人来到了院子里。

“请问拉里在家吗？”亨利赶紧问道。

“他还没回来，我也不知道他去哪儿了。”

他们瞟了一眼，只见“库克二号”正好好地停在岸边。

大伙儿又向码头奔去，终于看到了拉里，他正坐在那儿埋头看书。

“你好啊，拉里，”班尼大声打着招呼，“你能帮我们一个忙吗？”

“帮你们干什么？”拉里合起书，他立刻就注意到少了一个女孩，便问道，“你的另一个姐姐到哪儿去了？”

“咳，别提啦！见到了你肯定也认不出来。”班尼说，“她被蚊子咬了一脸的包，有只眼睛连睁都睁不开了。”

杰西赶紧加了一句：“所以我们才想给五扇窗户都装上窗纱。”

“那也不需要我帮忙啊！”拉里说。

“你自己数数嘛，”班尼说，“我们有五扇窗户，可只有四个人呐！”

拉里被班尼的话逗乐了。他站起身，把书夹在胳膊下，跟班尼他们一起来到了灯塔。

拉里抬起头，看了看高高的窗户，又看了看窗纱：“在外面可不好装。”

班尼说：“屋外是不太方便，以前我们一般都是在屋子里装的，待会儿示范给你看好了。”

“好，让我先看看你们是怎么做的。”拉里说。

正在这时，维莉走了出来。

“哦，小可怜，你的确被蚊子叮得很惨！”拉里说着，开始裁窗纱了。

爷爷坐在岩石凳上，笑眯眯地看着孩子们将窗纱剪好，钉在窗子上，他甚至能听到孩子们的谈话声和拉里的笑声。享受了片刻的宁静后，他轻轻起身，向杂货店走去。





爷爷征询着豪尔先生的意见：“你觉得拉里·库克会喜欢牛排么？”

“牛排？”豪尔先生想了想，“我记得他好像不怎么喜欢吃。”

“要不试一试？”爷爷说，“给我来五磅牛排吧！”

“再来点炸土豆片？”豪尔先生问道。

“对，还有腌菜！”爷爷说。

“馅饼要吗？”
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“那就拿两个馅饼和几个面包卷吧！”爷爷说，“都要樱桃馅儿的。”

豪尔先生把食物装进大纸袋里。爷爷拿着纸袋悄悄地回到岩石凳，听到孩子们还在敲打着钉子，于是他找来两块废铁，用力敲击了几下，然后抬起头，果然看到班尼第一个冲到了窗户边。

“爷爷，您是在打晚餐铃么？”班尼大声问道。

“你们下来看看就知道了！”爷爷露出了慈祥的笑容。

五个孩子欢快地跑到岩石边，爷爷将食物一一展示给他们看。

“我们可以做烤牛排啦！”拉里欢呼起来。

“当然可以，”亨利说，“炉灶和烤架都在这里呢！”

于是大家开始分头去捡干柴火，由拉里负责生火。

奥登一家注意到，拉里连一眼都没向夏季小厨房看去。他压根不会知道，其实奥登一家已经知道他的小秘密了。

“我差点忘了，你是个料理高手呢！”班尼说。

“你喜欢吃什么样的牛排？”拉里问，“全熟的？”

“不，他喜欢烤焦的！”亨利打趣道。

“我烤的牛排是绝对不会焦的。”拉里自信地说。

“好孩子，我要嫩牛排。”奥登先生微笑着请求道。

“没问题，口感既要嫩也不要太生，是吗？”拉里又强调了一遍。

“没错！”奥登先生说，“我敢保证，我们将吃到一顿很特别的大餐！”

拉里并没有马上将牛排放上去，而是等着火苗变小，其他人则都有点迫不及待了。火终于到了适合的大小，拉里才开始确认道：“两份嫩牛排，三份半熟的，班尼要全熟的。”

“这么说，我要等到最后才能吃到喽？”班尼说。

杰西在面包卷上抹上黄油，奥登先生的牛排最先烤好，拉里将自己的那块取下来，又把剩下的牛排挪到旺火处，就这样，大家很快都吃上了牛排三明治。

“可怜的爷爷，”班尼说，“没有咖啡喝。”

“我今天不需要咖啡，”爷爷说，“给我一块腌菜就行了！”





吃完午餐，大家准备收拾餐桌，拉里估摸着是时候该回家了，于是起身告辞道：“今天我过得很开心。”他笑着看了看维莉，“希望你不会再被蚊子咬了。”

“谢谢你能来帮我们，”维莉说，“真希望能快点再见到你！”

“也许会的。”拉里说。

拉里离开后，杰西激动地说：“我想咱们现在和拉里真成朋友了，对吧，爷爷？”

“没错，”奥登先生赞同道，“你们的办法找对了，先是挑了件让拉里感兴趣的事，然后和他一起完成——这是建立友情的捷径啊！”

“啊，真希望我们能变成无话不谈的朋友，这样拉里就会说出自己的宏伟事业，说不定他指望着卖项目发大财呢！”班尼说。

“我觉得他对做科学实验更感兴趣，而不是赚钱。”亨利说，“当然，这只是我的猜测罢了。”

一家人在海滩上坐了下来，欣赏着美丽的蓝色海洋。维莉问道：“这里好像从来都不下雨，每天都是阳光灿烂的，我真想知道为什么？”

“是啊！”爷爷说，“已经连续晴了三个星期了。不过你们很快就会发现，并不总是这样，事实上，我已经感觉到暴风雨就要来了。”

“怎么会？”班尼不可置信道，“天上连一丝云彩都没有呢！”

“今天可能不会有暴风雨，”爷爷说，“不过应该快了。好在我们有坚固的灯塔可以藏身，你们马上就会见识到大风大浪了。”

“噢，我喜欢风浪。”维莉欣喜地说，“海浪拍打在岩石上，那景象该有多美啊！而我们和海水近在咫尺——不，几乎是零距离接触。”





晚上，风暴并没有来，一家子在岩石桌椅上享用了一顿美美的晚餐。不仅如此，因为没有蚊子的侵袭，他们还睡了一夜好觉。

“有窗纱真好！”班尼赞不绝口。





第二天一整天，他们都在海里畅快地游泳或坐在沙滩上晒太阳。晚餐仍然是在岩石餐桌旁吃的，就在晚餐快要结束的时候，爷爷突然惊呼起来：“看，暴风雨就要来了！风向已经变了！”

果然，天空上瞬间乌云密布。

杰西和亨利赶快收起了餐具。

大家飞快地跑回到灯塔，刚一进门，第一滴雨就落了下来。

“只不过是毛毛小雨罢了！”班尼笑着叫道，“淋雨太爽了！我喜欢把头发淋得湿漉漉的。”


第十一章　狂风暴雨

A Wild Storm
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一家子关上了所有的窗户，看向窗外的大海。很快他们就改变了看法——这场雨绝不是什么毛毛小雨，而是一场真正的暴风雨。

天空变得一片漆黑，电闪雷鸣中，大雨倾盆落下，狂风围着灯塔怒吼。

“被您料中了，爷爷！”班尼叹服道，“您一说暴风雨会来，我的天，它还真来了！”

“电话线杆倒了，”亨利叫了起来，“整个镇子今晚都打不了电话了。”

“希望没人出海，”维莉说，“风浪会把船给掀翻的。”

海浪拍打着灯塔，冲上了马路，将小路给淹没了。

暴风雨越来越猛烈，闪电照亮了整片海滩，雷鸣盖过了海浪声，震耳欲聋。

“我不喜欢这样的天气，”维莉害怕地说，“太恐怖了！”

“的确很危险很可怕，”爷爷轻声说，“真希望没人驾船出海。”

暴风雨没有停下来的意思，反而变得越来越凶猛，海浪已经吞噬了整片沙滩。正在这时，楼下传来了一阵急促的敲门声。

“是谁啊？”班尼大声说，“我可不想开门，大雨会飘进来的。”

话虽如此，亨利还是去开了门。来者是库克先生。

“你们见到我儿子了么？”他喊道，“我儿子在哪里？”

“快进来！”亨利回答，“我们不知道您儿子在哪里，我们今天没见过他。”

“噢，噢！”库克先生绝望地叫道，“我妻子让我先去小白屋里找，可他没在那儿。他一定是驾着我的船出海了！怎么办？船会翻的！谁都不可能在这样的暴风雨天控制住船的！”

亨利问道：“附近有海岸巡逻队员么？”

“阿什兰镇才有，”库克先生哭喊起来，“等他们赶到这儿一切都晚了。”

“那也得争取一下。”亨利说着抓起雨衣，将门打开。

“亨利，你要去哪里？”爷爷大声问道。

“电话线断了，我得去找海岸巡逻队员，我们需要他们的帮助。”

奥登先生张了张嘴巴，但旋即又合上了，他知道，亨利已经下定了决心，谁都拦不住。
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亨利一边倒车，一边对库克先生命令道：“快上车！快点！”话音刚落，他的车便绝尘而去，驶过之处水花四溅。

亨利和库克先生离开后，奥登先生变得格外沉默。

维莉安慰道：“亨利会处理好一切的，就像以前一样。爷爷，您别太担心。”

“孩子，我也希望你说得没错，”奥登先生说，“我担心的是，如果拉里现在还在海上，他怎样才能靠岸？”

“说不定他已经预料到坏天气，早在暴风雨到来前就返航了呢？”

“糟糕的是灯塔的照明灯坏掉了，要不然找到返航的路就容易多了。”班尼不无懊恼。

杰西赶紧建议道：“反射镜还在，哪怕是微弱的光都能起到一点作用呐！”

好在大伙儿每人都有一个能立起来的手电筒，班尼赶紧将它们收集齐，拿到自己的顶楼卧室，放到反射镜四周。反射镜折射出微弱的光芒，穿透暴风雨，照到海面上。

正在这时，门外传来一阵嘈杂声，原来是邻居们听说库克先生的船不见了，都到灯塔来打听拉里的情况。

看到大伙儿全被大雨浇得透湿，杰西赶紧招呼道：“大家快进来吧！我哥哥已经去找海岸巡逻队员了，他们会从阿什兰赶来搜寻拉里的。”

接着，杰西和维莉看到了库克夫人，她脸色惨白，但仍朝姐妹俩微笑了一下。

邻居们都曾经历过这样的暴风雨，他们纷纷热情地出谋划策。一个大婶让杰西多烧点开水，以便巡逻队员们待会儿回来时，有足够的热咖啡驱寒。说着，她立马亲自操持起来。

男人们则跑到海滩上眺望，希望能看到什么。海浪没过了他们的膝盖，不一会儿就涨到了腰间，他们不得不退回到岩石桌椅那儿。大伙儿拿着手电筒，有几个甚至还带了超大望远镜。

“海岸巡逻队员的行动迅速得很，说不定还没等你们的哥哥到家，他们就巡海回来了。”库克夫人说。

杰西和维莉伸出手臂，将库克夫人轻轻环抱住。





暴风骤雨中，灯塔顶层的灯闪烁着微弱的光芒。经过了漫长得犹如十年的等待后，突然有人惊呼起来：“我看到海岸巡逻队的船了！还有库克家的船！”

与此同时，亨利和库克先生的车也开回来了。

库克先生立刻冲了过来，乞求道：“在哪里？在哪里？快指给我看看！”

那人赶紧将望远镜递给库克先生，并指向船驶来的方向，只见两艘船就在不远处的海浪中时隐时现。此时，亨利也来到了海滩上。

“巡逻队员们会如何营救？”亨利问。

“他们会先救拉里，然后将两只船系在一起。真希望他们能看到灯塔的光，从这边的海滩上岸，要知道这儿的浪不大，小船都可以驶过来。”

男人们从望远镜里眺望着海面：“队员们正在将小船绑上去呐！看样子是找到拉里了。”

“只要我儿子平安回来，不管他想做什么都行！”库克先生泣不成声，“无论什么……无论什么……”

“我想您知道他是个聪明的孩子——您的拉里。”亨利说。

“我知道……我知道，现在我只希望他能平安回来。”

“拉里会没事的，”一个渔夫说，“瞧，搜寻船正加紧往这边开过来，要是没找到你儿子，怎么会过来呢？”

“太谢谢你啦！”库克先生激动地问，“真能看到他们的船吗？”

“来，你自己看一下吧！”渔夫说着把望远镜递给了他。雷声依旧滚滚，大雨仍然倾盆而泻，全身湿透的人们却不觉得寒冷，因为他们看到搜寻船正乘风破浪地驶来，船后牵着的正是“库克二号”。





库克夫人帮杰西在炉子前烤热了毛巾和毯子，并将毯子在地上铺好。

“让孩子睡我的床吧！”奥登先生提议道。

亨利说：“不如您去我的床上睡吧，爷爷！我到顶楼去和班尼挤一挤。”

“现在我哪能睡得着啊？”奥登先生感叹道。

“万事俱备，就等拉里过来了。”杰西长长地舒了一口气。

“这个镇上有医生么？”奥登先生问。

“有一个，已经去请了，他正在赶来的路上。”

“那就好，我以为镇上没有警察，所以连医生都没有呢！”奥登先生说。

“那是位很好的医生，叫菲利普。”

“看，巡逻船太大，没法在这儿靠岸！”亨利发现了问题。

“是啊，看来队员们只能开着小船上岸了。等着瞧吧，小船完全能扛得住风浪。”





在暴风雨的奏鸣声中，搜寻船离岸边越来越近，越来越近，三名队员迅速跳到“库克二号”上，将载着拉里的小船划向海滩。

小船终于靠岸了，壮实的小伙子们一把拉过缆绳，将船拖上沙滩，亨利也赶过去帮忙，他一眼便看到拉里躺在船上，双眼紧闭。

“他还活着，只不过昏过去了。”一名巡逻队员说，“赶快把他放到床上，把医生找来……好在我们从海上看到你们这里发出的微光。”

“那是我们特地为你们准备的信号灯，”亨利说，“就在灯塔里。”

“灯塔？”巡逻队员十分诧异。

“没错，整个夏天我们都住在灯塔里呢！瞧，我们已经用热毯子给拉里铺好了床。”

亨利帮着小伙子们把拉里从船上抬下来。拉里浑身湿漉漉的，头发上的水正滴滴答答往下淌。大家赶紧把他抱到灯塔里，“咱们得先把他身上擦干！”

库克夫人连忙用热毛巾擦拭拉里的头发。拉里双眼紧闭，浑身颤抖。

队员们脱下拉里的湿衣服，用热毯子裹住他，放到奥登爷爷的床上。杰西则到门口去迎接医生的到来。





门外的所有人都跟着医生一起进屋，想看看拉里的情况，只听得拉里突然大叫道：“我要养活全世界！养活全世界！”

亨利看了一眼杰西。

医生说：“他烧得很厉害，在说胡话。”

维莉一言不发，似乎在想些什么。

库克先生守在拉里身边，祈盼着儿子能早点睁开眼睛。

“拉里，拉里……”他不停地唤道。

医生说：“现在最好不要跟他讲话，等他体力恢复了自然会醒的。他刚刚遭遇了那么可怕的风雨，需要安静地休息一会儿。”

库克先生不再吱声了，但他仍守在拉里身边，寸步不离。

杰西不由得想道：“以前我们还怀疑库克先生是否爱他儿子，现在看来是我们多虑了，或许我们还会发现拉里也同样爱着他爸爸。这真是有趣！”





等拉里恢复了吞咽功能，医生立刻给他喂了一些药，拉里的脸色终于好了一点。

“你们有热汤么？”医生问杰西，“他可以喝点汤，这对他很有好处。”

“有，我们有罐头汤。”杰西说。

“也行吧！不要放太多水，熬浓点给他喝。”

拉里的妈妈负责给儿子喂饭。拉里的眼睛缓缓睁开又闭上，然后又睁开来，看上去似乎是饿了。





整个晚上，班尼一句话都没说，只是乖乖地在旁边看着。此时，他正安静地坐在一张椅子上，望望跑过来，紧紧地靠在他身边。

面对这么多陌生人，望望竟然一声也没叫，似乎知道他们都是杰西的朋友，所以也是自己的朋友。班尼用胳膊搂着小狗的脖子，相偎坐在一起。

维莉走过来，揽住班尼的肩膀：“很紧张吧，班尼？很快就会好起来的，你也来点热汤吧？”

能喝到热汤，班尼简直要千恩万谢了，只是喝着喝着，他就感觉困了。

“躺下睡吧，”维莉说，“现在都快12点了。”

不大一会儿，班尼就进入了梦乡。

其余人都还没走，仍守在拉里身边，其间，拉里只说了一句话：“妈妈，我想养活全世界的人。”

“他在说什么呢？”菲利普医生问道，“尽量让他保持平静，这样很快就能睡着了。千万别挪动他，别搬他回家。”

热心的邻居们纷纷开始道别了。

“我明天早晨再过来。”菲利普医生是最后一个离开的。

杰西和维莉回到楼上的房间。亨利轻手轻脚地将班尼抱到顶楼卧室的床上，没有吵醒他。奥登先生和望望则静静地陪在拉里父母的身旁。12点的钟声敲响了，望望居然破天荒第一次没有叫唤。


第十二章　解开秘密

The Secret Is Out
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第二天，暴风雨终于过去了，碧空万里，阳光明媚。奥登一家早早地起了床，下楼去探望拉里，却见菲利普医生一大早就赶过来了，库克先生和库克夫人仍守在儿子床边。

“孩子怎么样了？”奥登先生关切地问。

“好多了，”菲利普医生答道，“不过他好像还在说胡话。”

“不，”班尼说，“我可不觉得他是在说胡话哦！”

“我同意。”亨利点点头，“但他到底在说什么？”

“还不是那几句，什么把全世界喂饱之类的……你们能告诉我是什么意思吗？”库克先生问。

“耳听为虚，眼见为实。如果拉里同意的话，我们可以带您亲自去揭开谜底。”亨利说，“库克先生、爷爷，你们也和医生一起来吧！”

“我就不去了，我什么都知道。”库克夫人微笑着说，“以前每天晚上都是我去给拉里送饭，而你们的小狗每次都叫个不停，我原以为你们会对我刨根问底……给，这是小白屋的钥匙，这次我就不去了，我要留下来陪拉里。”

“只要是你们看到的东西都可以吃！”拉里说，脸上隐约露出了笑容。

奥登家的孩子带领大家沿着小路向小白屋走去。库克先生不由感叹道：“我简直被瞒得一丝不透。”

班尼说：“拉里每天晚上都在屋里忙活，我们好像还闻到过煮鱼的香味呢！”说话间，大家一起走进了小白屋。

“这是什么？”菲利普先生拿起一小块蛋糕。

亨利猜测道：“应该是用海草做的蛋糕吧，估计是用那口锅烤的。”

“您尝尝吧，”班尼仰起小脑袋看着菲利普医生，“拉里说这里的东西我们都可以吃。”医生掰下一块蛋糕，尝了尝。

“味道怎么样？”班尼迫不及待地问。

“不算难吃，但也说不上美味。”医生评价道。

“拉里为什么要用海草做蛋糕呢？”库克先生问。

“因为海草是最丰富的资源，而且不用花钱，人人都可以采到。”亨利解释道，“如果能把海草做成食物，养活全世界的人估计都没问题。”

医生缓缓地说：“据我所知，日本人会用海草做蛋糕、糖果和布丁什么的，而且他们很喜欢吃。”

“没错！”亨利兴奋起来，“要是我们也喜欢这味道，只用出海采点海草回来，就可以做成各种想吃的食物。”

库克先生看着亨利：“原来这就是我儿子一直在做的事情——想让海草尝起来更美味一些。他没说胡话，他一直都知道自己在做什么。”

“既然如此，证明拉里思维清晰，没什么大碍。”菲利普医生说，“只是他身体还有点虚弱，等他感觉好点就能自己起来了。”

说完，菲利普医生便回家了。其他人回到灯塔，看到拉里已经能坐起来吃早餐了。

“拉里，能告诉我们，你一直在辛苦地研究什么吗？”爷爷坐到了拉里的床边。

“噢，那可是顶有趣的事情呐！”拉里兴奋地说，“我只能用海草做试验，因为浮游生物不好保存，理奇·白雪舅舅每次都从南太平洋给我带一些浮游生物回来，他的船上正好有个大冰箱。”

“那个冰箱？我们进去过！”班尼笑了，“还看到了装浮游生物的白袋子，只不过当时我们不知道那是什么！”

“我特喜欢用显微镜观察浮游生物，它们五颜六色、千姿百态，漂亮极了！有的浮游生物小到不用显微镜根本看不见——要是我能有个大显微镜就好了！”

“我们去蓝色海湾的时候也看到过浮游生物。”亨利说。

“是吧？是吧？浮游生物随处可见，只要能让它们变得好吃一点，就可以够全世界人吃饱啦！”

“来，说说你的研究成果吧！”奥登先生说。

“我做过很多次尝试，比如把海草冻、面粉和糖拌在一起，烤成蛋糕，可惜不是很好吃，下次我会再添点香料进去。”

“干得好！”奥登先生赞赏道，“你仅凭自己的力量就可以做得如此出色！现在你欠缺的就是别人的帮助了。”

接着，爷爷转向库克先生：“如果你同意让拉里去上亚当斯大学，我可以替你承担他的学费！”

“哦，别！”库克先生赶紧推辞道，“并不是钱的问题，我有足够的钱供拉里上大学，而且白雪船长也乐意资助我们。只是我一意孤行，不想让他去，也不想为此做任何让步，原因是我自己没受多少教育，但照样过得不赖，才认为拉里没必要上大学，那纯属浪费钱……”库克先生顿了顿，继续说道，“现在看来，是我太固执，太冲动了。”

班尼感同身受：“我以前也是这样，经常头脑发热。”
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库克先生笑了：“那么，如果我现在说拉里可以去上大学了，你会认为我是头脑发热吗？”

杰西看了看拉里，他的眼里闪烁着激动的泪花，连早餐都忘了吃。

奥登先生开口了：“让我们坐着好好筹划一下这事儿吧！库克先生，你能这样想就太好啦！我对亚当斯大学很熟悉，亨利也在那儿上学，学校有专门的老师帮助拉里继续完成实验，我敢肯定，他会非常乐意和拉里合作的。”

拉里兴奋地坐直了身子，望望跑过来，用小爪子攀住床沿，欢快地摇着尾巴。

“一切问题都解决了！”班尼欢呼道，“从现在开始，拉里就是咱们家的一员啦！”
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第十三章　最后的惊喜

A Final Surprise
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爷爷从椅子上欠了欠身：“我还有件事要宣布——咱们是时候该回家了。”

“为什么？”班尼一愣。

奥登先生笑了起来：“原因之一是我要回去工作啊！”

杰西点点头：“我猜多半是这个缘故。”

亨利补充道：“我也要准备开学了。”

“那么，我会想念你们所有人的。”拉里真诚地说。

“你就不用想念亨利了！”班尼打趣道，“你们在同一所大学，以后天天都能见面。”

“早上我就可以回家了，”拉里说，“我已经好多了，只是没什么力气。”

“我开车送你回去吧！”亨利赶紧说，“还有库克先生和库克夫人。”

库克夫人冲口而出：“别慌！我有个不情之请，大家一定得去我们家吃个晚饭。”

奥登先生微笑着摇了摇头：“还是不要吧？你照顾拉里已经够辛苦了，哪还有精力做八个人的晚餐呢？不过你的心意我们领了。”

“别顾虑我，”拉里赶紧说，“我只用躺着休息一会儿就行了。”

库克夫人笑了：“咱们家可不是只有拉里一个大厨哦！我不光会做料理，还很喜欢做呐！”

四个孩子都眼巴巴地看着爷爷，希望他能改变主意。

“好吧，”爷爷终于松口了，“既然盛情难却，我们就恭敬不如从命了。”

“太好了！”库克夫人开心地说，“你们五点钟左右过来吧，先在院子里玩玩，然后咱们六点钟开饭！”

班尼乐不可支：“库克夫人，我争取只吃一点点午饭，这样晚餐就可以多吃点了。我敢肯定，您和拉里一样是个料理高手！”

大伙儿全都笑了。“我是来真的，午饭我啥都不吃了。”班尼又强调道。

“那可真是难以想象！”亨利打趣道。

“我去穿衣服，然后回家。”拉里说。

“先穿我的吧，”亨利说，“你的衣服还没干。”





库克一家走了之后，班尼开始猜测起来：“真想知道库克夫人晚餐会做什么好吃的，不过我猜肯定不是法兰克福香肠。”

“也不会是海鲜汤。”亨利笑着说。

“更不会是汉堡。”班尼接茬道。

维莉忍不住抗议起来：“班尼，你怎么整个上午都在说美食呢？说得我现在肚子都饿了。”

“那——除了说这些，我还能干什么？”

“你还可以在屋外将晾衣绳扯好，把拉里的衣服拿出去晒干。”

“鞋子也要晒么？”班尼问。

“当然要！把鞋带系起来，挂在晾衣绳上就行了。”

所有的活儿都干完后，班尼蹦蹦跳跳地跑进屋来：“现在还需要我干什么？”

“哦，班尼，”杰西大声说，“你去海滩上坐着看海吧！我们都忙着呢。”

班尼慢慢向海滩走去，没过一会儿，就听到他激动地喊了起来：“你们快过来啊，这儿有好多海贝，都快堆成小山啦！”

大家闻言，赶紧冲了过去。他们用手边能找到的所有器皿将海贝铲起来，堆到岩石餐桌上。奥登先生边忙活边说：“这些海贝是由于暴风雨的原因，从远海冲到这儿来的，咱们得赶紧把它们运送到安全的地方。”

等几乎所有的贝壳都被转移到高处后，潮汐才开始慢慢冲上沙滩。

“太棒了，我们赢了！”班尼欢呼道，“现在不怕涨潮了。”

奥登先生说：“有趣的还在后面呢！大家先看看能不能找到一个空盘子。”

“这儿有个水壶。”维莉叫道。

“就用它好了，孩子。”奥登先生笑道，“别撑爆了就行。”

“您打算干什么？”亨利问。

“我准备将最特别的贝壳挑出来。”爷爷说。

孩子们坐在一边看着，爷爷边挑边大声感叹：“瞧这个红贝壳多漂亮！这个黑白纹的贝壳绝对是从远海漂来的，因为咱们海滩不生长这样的贝壳，看它们碎了多少啊！”

奥登先生一刻不停地挑选着。

“哇噢，”班尼钦佩道，“爷爷，对于贝壳，您了解得真多！”

“那是当然，”奥登先生说，“我研究了它们一辈子呐！看，这个贝壳漂亮吗？”

“真漂亮！”班尼惊呼道，“怎么感觉它有点像橄榄？对了，说起橄榄，不知道库克夫人有没有泡菜？要是她想做汉堡的话，肯定得准备泡菜才行。”

“好了，班尼，”亨利说，“别再谈吃了，你还没饿呢！”





整整一天，班尼都在巴望着下午五点钟的到来。终于熬到五点差一刻了，班尼忍不住催促道：“咱们是不是现在该出发了？走到库克先生家得花15分钟呢！”

“爷爷，我们是走路去吗？”亨利问。

“我和亨利开车去吧！”奥登先生说。

“班尼，再等五分钟，”亨利说，“你帮我把车洗干净，我们就可以出发了。”





他们五点钟准时到了库克先生家，库克夫人将他们引到院子里：“你们可真守时，让库克先生带你们先参观一下院子吧，我们六点钟开饭。”

奥登一家第一眼看到花园就被震惊住了，它实在是太美了：只见灌木丛和植被都被艳如晚霞的鲜花簇拥和覆盖着，绿油油的草地生机勃勃，院子的中央摆放着一个大烤炉和一张长餐桌。

餐桌旁早已摆好了椅子。“她真的有泡菜呢！”班尼在杰西耳边小声说。

“大家都到齐了，要不咱们开饭吧？”库克夫人征询道。

“好极啦！”班尼赶紧回应，“我都饿了一整天了。”

“我们会把你喂饱的！”库克先生笑道。

拉里坐在长椅上，看上去有些虚弱，不过他说自己感觉好多了。

“亨利，你进来帮帮我吧！”库克夫人说。

等亨利走出屋子时，手里拿着一盘香气四溢、烤得焦黄酥软的面包卷。

班尼又悄声对杰西说：“不知道和面包卷一起配着吃的是什么料理呢？”

他很快就知道答案了，只见库克夫人递给亨利两只大手套，亨利戴上它们将烤炉里的大盘子拿了出来，此时烤炉里的火已经快熄灭了。

“噢，噢，是烤鸡腿！”班尼激动地叫了起来，“我可以干掉好多个呢！”

“好多个是几个？”库克夫人笑着问。

“至少四个！”班尼回答，“我的好朋友迈克能一口气吃掉八个呢！”

“只要你乐意，吃八只鸡腿也没问题哦！”库克夫人笑得更开心了。

结果是，班尼最后只吃了四只鸡腿，因为他看到了他最爱的西瓜。奥登先生边吃边赞道：“太好吃了，库克夫人果然和拉里一样都是料理高手。”

拉里不经意向街角望去，正看到一辆大车缓缓驶来，停住了。

“我们又有朋友来了，妈妈。”拉里指着汽车说。

班尼赶紧辩驳道：“不是你们的朋友，是我们的朋友——卡特先生。看，他正在下车呢！”

来者果然是约翰·卡特——爷爷的得力助手之一，他手里拿着一个大盒子，在众人期待的目光中走了过来。

他微笑着说：“我一个人待着怪寂寞的，所以看了你们的信后就马上赶过来看拉里了。”

“这位就是拉里，”班尼赶紧介绍道，“我们昨晚遭遇了一场暴风雨，他差点被淹死了，所以现在正在长椅上休息呢！”

“我知道，”卡特先生点了点头，“你们的爷爷给我打电话时讲过。”说完，他和每个人握了握手，打了招呼。

拉里的眼睛则一直盯着卡特先生手上的盒子，他能猜出里面装的是什么，但不敢肯定那是送给自己的。

就在这时，卡特先生开口了：“这礼物是给你的，拉里。我从奥登先生那儿听说，你需要大一点的显微镜，正好我的显微镜在躺着睡大觉呢——自从不在联邦调查局工作后，我已经很多年没用过它了。正好你用得着！”

班尼将盒子举到拉里面前，等着他亲自打开。

拉里的双手开始颤抖，班尼安慰道：“你昨天差点被淹死，吓得发抖很正常。”

“不是这个原因，”拉里连说话的声音都颤抖起来，“能拥有这么好的显微镜太让我激动了！卡特先生，我真不知道该怎么感谢你，真的！”

“别客气啦！”卡特先生说。看到拉里这么开心，他和奥登先生也很高兴。

“对了，卡特，你专程前来不只是为了送显微镜吧？一定还有其他原因。”

卡特先生笑了：“的确如此，我想是时候过来帮您打包行李了。另外，我还带来了一封亚当斯大学的信，是威廉·斯蒂尔博士写给您的。”说着，卡特把信递给了爷爷。

爷爷立刻将信展开。“好极了！”他边看边说，“很好，拉里，斯蒂尔博士说他正想找一个像你这样的孩子当助手。”

“为什么，先生？”拉里不禁问道。

“因为他和你一样，也在尝试用海草和浮游生物做成食品。”

“太棒了！”拉里欢呼道，“我好想和他一起做实验。”

爷爷继续念道：“他还说，与其大费周章地去探索宇宙，还不如多花些钱开发海洋食品。”

“我也是这么想的，”拉里赞同道，“不过我觉得两件事同等重要，只是我对大海更感兴趣。大海深不可测，广阔无垠，有着我们取之不尽的食物资源。”
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库克先生把手搭在儿子的肩上，说：“我知道，你和斯蒂尔博士一定会很投缘的。”

尽管卡特先生已经吃过饭了，但还是跟大家一起享用了一大块西瓜。

到了跟库克一家人告别的时候了，亨利依依不舍地说：“明天我们就要回家了，真不想离开啊！”

“我们也不想你们离开镇子呢！”库克夫人伤感地说。

“不过咱们俩很快会再见面的，”拉里说，“大学里见！”

第二天，卡特先生起了大作用，他帮女孩们打好包，还将几大袋行李搬到他的车上。

班尼一路小跑着去了杂货店，将灯塔的钥匙还给了豪尔先生。等他回来时，大家已经整装待发了。

“我想坐卡特先生的车。”班尼央求道。

“好吧！”爷爷笑着说，“我没理由不答应，只要卡特先生同意！”

卡特先生笑了，说自己正想有个人陪，于是女孩们和爷爷坐上了亨利的车。

车经过杂货店时，大家和豪尔先生挥手道了别。路过库克先生家后，车离开了康利镇。





终于回到了家，大家迫不及待地把整个旅行的经历都告诉了管家麦格雷戈太太。

卡特先生还生动地描述了几个孩子破解谜团的经过。“我未必会做得比他们好。”他赞叹道。

“你绝对会好过我们，”杰西说，“你以前可是联邦调查员呐！”

“我是说真的。”卡特先生诚恳地说，“我敢肯定，拉里更乐意信任你们几个孩子，而不是我这个大人。在拉里这件事上，你们处理得非常好！”

“没错，约翰，”爷爷点点头，“的确如此！”

趁着大家清理行李的工夫，亨利把空车开进了车库。





奥登一家并没有闲着，每个人都忙着抓紧暑假最后的尾巴。

一天，爷爷和亨利去商店挑选亨利秋天穿的衣服。爷爷一口气买了两件夹克，亨利穿着都很合适。两件衣服一件灰色，一件棕色，棕色的那件被装进别致的盒子里，寄给了拉里·库克。

亨利在信里注明，亚当斯大学的男生大爱这种款式的夹克。





终于到了亨利和拉里开学的日子，爷爷也去了学校，他带着两个孩子来到校长办公室，把拉里介绍给校长。

门虚掩着，拉里靠着门边坐了下来。

这时，一个高个儿男人走了进来，看到他的一瞬间，拉里一脸惊诧地蹦了起来。高个子看了拉里一眼，又定睛打量了一番，终于伸出手来：“哇噢，哇噢，蛤蜊海鲜汤！”

拉里兴奋地叫道：“焗黄豆！”说完，两人激动地握了握手。

“你们到底在说什么呢？”奥登先生吃惊地问，“你早就认识拉里么？”

“是的，”高个子陌生人兴奋地说，“他做的蛤蜊海鲜汤和焗黄豆是我这辈子吃到的最美味的料理。”

校长笑了：“原来你们相互认识，那就更好办了！来，拉里，这位就是斯蒂尔博士！”

“斯蒂尔博士！”拉里惊呼道，“我就是要给他当助手吗？”

“是的！”校长说，“斯蒂尔博士，快请坐吧。这位是奥登先生，这位是亨利·奥登，就是他们带拉里来见你的！”

斯蒂尔博士看着拉里：“我已经看过你独立演算的稿纸了，你的水平已经达到了大学程度，我会给你提供各种帮助的，要知道我们的研究对全世界都有重大意义。”

拉里郑重其事地点点头：“这也是我的愿望，这个研究对我来说非常重要。”

奥登先生看了看手表说：“我得走了，你们俩先去找宿舍，见见亨利的朋友吧！祝你们俩好运！”

奥登先生又握住拉里的手：“我的孩子，你有了很好的老师，我知道你会干得非常出色的。”

奥登先生和斯蒂尔博士走后，校长继续留在自己的办公室里，两个年轻人则去找他们的宿舍了。

“我喜欢拉里这样的孩子，”校长心想，“还有他的好朋友亨利·奥登。”





大概一个月以后，爷爷收到了一封亨利的来信。

“快念给我们听听吧！”杰西央求道。

奥登先生读道：

亲爱的爷爷和所有人：

拉里和我最近开心极了！斯蒂尔博士很喜欢拉里的研究，他请拉里暑假就留在学校里，和他一起做实验。不过拉里不想这样，他想和爸爸一起过暑假。你们猜后来怎么样？结果是，斯蒂尔博士说他愿意来康利镇，和拉里一起在白色小屋里做试验。他们打算将小屋整修一番，再隔出一个房间。斯蒂尔博士说要把新房间命名为“库克试验室”，是不是让人很激动？他认为拉里总有一天会世界闻名的！

还有一件事得告诉你们——拉里总是穿着他做实验的白大褂，几乎从来不穿那件夹克。因为他总是在试验室里待着。

另外，男生们都很喜欢他，觉得他很聪明。

爱你们！

亨利

“多么激动人心的消息啊！”杰西欢呼道，“好高兴我们终于和拉里·库克成为了朋友！”

“我为你们感到骄傲，”爷爷说，“是你们把一只暴躁的小熊变成了一个踏实、努力的好孩子。”

“我觉得班尼功劳最大。”杰西说。

“不是啦！”班尼谦虚道，“是我们大家共同努力的结果——还包括爷爷您、白雪船长和望望。”

“别忘了豪尔先生。”杰西补充道。

“绝对不会忘记的。”维莉说。

“怎么会忘了他？”班尼说，“豪尔先生简直是无所不知的万事通呢！”


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN ·The Light house Mystery

Chapter1　Lighthouse for Sale





The visit to Aunt Jane came to an end.Now,after so many years,Aunt Jane was married to Andy Bean.Nobody called her Mrs.Bean.This pleased her very much.Everyone called her Mrs.Andy,and that pleased Andy.

Grandfather Alden called his four grandchildren to him and said,"I think we should go home now.Aunt Jane and Andy want to go away on a wedding trip."

"I wonder where?" said Benny."I bet they are going around the world.Andy told Aunt Jane that she would never have a dull moment."

Henry laughed."I can believe that," he said."Andy is never still."

Violet said,"Aunt Jane looks so young and well,doesn't she,Jessie?"

"Yes," agreed Jessie."Ever since Uncle Andy came home she has been very happy.I agree with you,Grandfather.I think we ought to go.We don't want to stay on the farm without Aunt Jane."

So they packed their bags to go home.Aunt Jane helped Jessie make a picnic lunch.

All the good-bys were said and Henry started the car."Here we go!" Benny cried.

And so they started for home—at least that was what they planned.

Henry said,"Let's have a change and go home by the beach road."

Henry drove the station wagon down the beach road.They could see the ocean most of the way.After about an hour Benny said,"I'm hungry."

"You are always hungry,"said his grandfather."Wait till we come to the lighthouse in Conley.There is a little store there.We could buy some milk.We have enough sandwiches to last two meals—ham and chicken.Aunt Jane makes delicious sandwiches."

"Let's go out and see the lighthouse," said Benny."Maybe the lighthouse keeper would show us the little porch on the top floor."

"Maybe he would,old fellow," said Henry,laughing."That is called a lookout,not a porch.But it is a long climb to the top of a lighthouse."

Soon they saw the lighthouse in the distance.It was white.There was a little white house near the foot of the lighthouse with a little path between.The two buildings stood on a rocky point of land,almost in the water.
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"Look!" cried Violet."There's a sign on it.What does it say?"

"I can't see yet," said Mr.Alden.

"I can," said Henry."It says FOR SALE."

"A lighthouse for sale!" said Jessie."I didn't know anyone ever sold lighthouses.I thought they belonged to the government."

"To the Coast Guard," said Mr.Alden."But I have heard that many lighthouses are being sold.Radar is used to keep ships safe now."

"Oh,what a wonderful house that would be to live in,Grandfather!" said Benny."See,there is a window on each floor.You could sleep on the first floor,and then you wouldn't have to do any climbing.The girls could have the next floor,and Henry the next,and I could have the top floor with that little porch—I mean lookout.That would be neat!"

Mr.Alden laughed.He said,"Are you saying you want to buy the lighthouse?"

"Oh,absolutely!" said Benny.

"Really," said Jessie,"we could have a lovely time in a lighthouse,Grandfather.We could go swimming any time right in our own yard."

"And we could pick up shells and study the water birds," said Violet quietly.

"We could certainly go fishing," added Henry.

They had come to the lighthouse by this time.Henry stopped the car,and they all looked at the place.Nobody said a word.They were all waiting for Grandfather to make up his mind.

At last he said,"Come on,children,we'll go into the little store and ask some questions.Maybe we could use a lighthouse."

"Hurray!" shouted Benny.

Everyone else was as pleased as Benny.They smiled and looked at each other.

"Drive right up to the door," said Mr.Alden."A store man always knows everything."

It was true.When Mr.Alden said,"What do you know about that lighthouse?"the man laughed and said,"I know everything about that lighthouse.It's not used any more."

"I see it's for sale," said Mr.Alden.

"Well,it isn't for sale now," said the man,"because I bought it myself.I haven't had time to take down the sign.I'd like to rent it,though."

"Would you?" asked Mr.Alden."My grandchildren think they would like to spend a few weeks there."

"Well,I'd be glad to rent it to you.It's all fixed up for light housekeeping."

Benny laughed."Light housekeeping in a lighthouse," he said."That's a good joke."

"Does the little white house go with it?" asked Henry.

"Well,no," said the storekeeper."It ought to.But I wasn't quick enough to buy the house.A man named Cook bought that.He buys houses and sells them.He is going to fix it up to rent someday.But now the windows are broken,as maybe you saw,and they are all boarded up.He never thought anyone would rent the lighthouse."

"Won't we need the little house?" asked Jessie.

"No.That was the summer kitchen.The winter kitchen in the lighthouse is all right.It really has a better gas stove and refrigerator.There's a good cot bed on every floor.You could get all your food right here in my store.My name is Hall."

"I thought so,Mr.Hall,when I saw the sign HALL'S GROCERY," said Mr.Alden.

Henry asked,"Could we ever build a fire on the beach for a cook-out?"

"Yes,you could.There's nothing on that point but sand and water and rocks.No bushes.You will be careful,I know."

Benny said,"Yes,we bury our fires with sand."

"Good! Make yourselves at home.Do anything you want.Here's the key if you want to go in and look around."

"Well,I do," said Benny."I want to see the top floor with the porch railing."

"Fine," said Grandfather."You get in the car.I'll settle the rent with Mr.Hall."

Henry took the key and drove down to the lighthouse.They could not drive to the door because the road was too sandy.

When Henry unlocked the door,the girls went into the kitchen at once.

"Good!" said Jessie,"this is a fine little gas stove."

Violet said,"The dishes are all different,but we like them different."

Benny climbed the winding stairs.Round and round he went.

He called,"These rooms are very small.Nothing but a cot bed in each one." He stopped to look out of each window.He called out,"First floor.This is Grandfather's room."

He climbed higher."Second floor,Jessie and Violet.Third floor,Henry.And here's mine!" They could hardly hear him.

Then they heard no more at all from Benny.He was out on his top floor looking out to sea.

Grandfather said,"It's lucky there's a window on every floor.It will be hot in here."

"Maybe not too hot," said Violet."We are right by the sea breezes."

By the time the beds were made,everyone was tired.

"Let's go to bed," said Mr.Alden.

"Go to bed at eight o'clock?"cried Benny."But I guess my bed will feel rather nice after all."

Everyone was soon asleep.No one heard the town clock strike.But it did strike—nine,ten,eleven.As it struck twelve,Watch sat up and began to bark.


Chapter2　Unfriendly Characters
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Watch always slept at the foot of Jessie's bed.

"Keep still,Watch!"said Jessie."You'll wake everybody up!"

But Watch didn't stop.He barked all the more.His hair stood up straight around his neck.

Benny came down the stairs.Henry came.Mr.Alden called,"What's the matter with Watch,Jessie?"

"I don't know,Grandfather," called Jessie."He must hear something he doesn't like."

Benny began to pat the dog."What's the matter with you,Watch? Why do you have to bark at twelve o'clock midnight? Why couldn't you bark at four o'clock in the afternoon? Then we could do something about it."

Watch barked on and on.He stopped just long enough to growl.

Suddenly Benny said,"I smell steak and mashed potatoes."

"Benny,mashed potatoes don't smell," said Violet.

"I can smell them," said Benny.

"Are you sure it is not baked potatoes you smell?" asked Henry."I don't smell anything."

"No.Baked potatoes smell even better.Maybe it's the milk and butter and pepper and salt that I smell."

"Well,maybe pepper,Benny.Certainly not salt," said Jessie.

Henry was frowning."Maybe someone is hiding and eating in that little house at the foot of our lighthouse.But I thought it was empty," he said.

Just then Watch stopped barking.He lay down and put his head on his paws and shut his eyes.Everyone was surprised.

"Just look at Watch now," said Jessie."He doesn't care any more.I guess the danger is over,whatever it was."

"That's a funny thing," said Benny.He started upstairs.

"It's more than funny,Ben,"said Henry."The dog must have heard something."

"We'll find out tomorrow," said Mr.Alden."I'll ask the police."

Then everyone went back to bed.Violet thought she could not go back to sleep,but she did.

They slept till morning.After a rather poor breakfast,Jessie said,"Well,the first thing is to go to the store and buy food."

"Right," said her grandfather.He missed his morning coffee and toast.

No one spoke of the midnight noise.With the sun shining,it seemed as if nothing had happened.

As they walked up the street to the grocery store they saw a middle-aged man coming.He had sharp,black eyes.He did not even look at the Aldens.He passed Jessie,almost bumping her.

"Well!" said Benny,when the man had gone by."He's a queer character."

"He did look at us sideways," said Violet."I saw him when he was far down the street."

"But why should he almost bump into Jessie?" Henry asked."He might have knocked her down if she hadn't moved quickly,A queer character is right,Ben."
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"I think we notice everybody now," said Violet."We think they are a part of our mystery."

Suddenly everyone was thinking about the noise in the night.It had been real!

"Right!" said Henry.He took Violet's arm as they went into the store."You are always right."

There was only one person in the store.It was a boy of about Henry's age.Under his arm he had a college book.Henry knew it at once.

The girls started to buy groceries,but Henry gave the boy a friendly smile and said,"I noticed your book.Do you go to college?"

"I certainly don't," said the boy loudly.Then he went out of the store and banged the door.

"Hey,what's the matter with him?" asked Henry.He stared after the boy.

"He's looking for trouble,that feller!" said Benny.His voice sounded just like his grandfather's.

Mr.Hall said,"He doesn't have to look for trouble.He's got trouble."

"What trouble?" asked Henry."He looks so cross at everybody."

"Well,his father won't let him go to school," said Mr.Hall.

"School?" cried Benny."He wants to go to school,and his father won't let him?"

"That's right," said Mr.Hall.

Benny said,"Didn't that boy go to high school?"

"Oh,yes,he had to go to high school.It's the law.He's very smart,especially in science.He got through high school at sixteen."

"Well," said Henry,"he is smart,then.But he's looking for trouble.It wouldn't hurt him to be polite to a stranger."

"He isn't polite to anybody," said Mr.Hall."I try to be nice to him,but you see how he acts.He doesn't want friends."

"Now that is too bad," said Benny."Everyone ought to have friends."

"I guess it isn't hard for you to make friends," said Mr.Hall.He laughed.

"No,it isn't," said Benny."I'm lucky.We're all lucky."

Henry was quiet.At last he said,"I wish we could do something with that father.A boy like that ought to go to college if he wants to."

"He wants to all right.That's all he thinks about—college—college—and I guess whatever lives in the sea.He's always picking up shells or bits of seaweed.Now I say if any boy wants to learn,let him learn."

"Right," said Benny."There are lots of boys I know that don't want to learn."

"I don't think you can do anything with his father," Mr.Hall said."You're not the first people who have tried."

Then the four Aldens thought of the same name—Grandfather.But they did not say it.Grandfather knew how to get things done.

"That boy is another queer character," said Benny."Two cross people in ten minutes." Benny did not see many cross people.

Then Mr.Alden said,"By the way,Mr.Hall,our dog barked in the night.We feel that someone was prowling about.I thought I'd see the police today."

Mr.Hall shook his head."No police in this town," he said."Never had any trouble here."

"No police!" said Mr.Alden."I never heard of such a thing.Who looks up a mystery?"

"Nobody,I guess.Never had a mystery either."

As the Aldens drove home,they were all thinking.

Grandfather said,"I suppose I could send for John Carter."

"Oh,please don't," cried Benny."We want to find out for ourselves.No police,no Mr.Carter,no help at all!"

"Very well," said Grandfather with a smile.

"We'll have to solve the mystery,Ben," said Henry.

"Maybe we can do it better than Mr.Carter can," said Benny.

"Oh,"said Jessie."Somebody thinks he's pretty smart,Mr.Benny! But we all know that Mr.Carter is right there.He would come to help us in a minute."

When they reached the lighthouse with the groceries,Jessie said,"I wonder just the same about that black-eyed man and the cross boy.Could one of them have anything to do with our mystery?"

"I don't see how,"said Benny."But you never know.Maybe they are cooking up something or other."

Benny didn't know then how near he was to the truth.
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Chapter3　Cement for a Project
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Jessie boiled a dozen eggs and a dozen potatoes.She put them in the refrigerator.By noon she had made an enormous potato salad.She had bought rolls and butter and a cherry pie.

"Let's eat lunch out on the rocks," she said."It's too hot in the lighthouse.You carry the salad,Henry.And,Benny,you carry the cherry pie and the knife."

They found a fine seat for Grandfather that just fitted him."Really,this is an easy chair," he said,"made out of rocks."

The other seats were not so easy.The rocks were sharp.The table was not very flat either.

"I have an idea," shouted Benny suddenly."Let's find stones and make five easy chairs.Then build up the table with a flat stone.And then get some cement and fill in the cracks."

"A wonderful idea,Ben," said Henry."A small bag of cement would be enough.We've got plenty of sand."

"I saw a place where they had cement," said Violet."Some men were building a driveway."

"Where?" asked Benny.

"Well,don't you remember when we came from Aunt Jane's there was a big new gas station where some men were building a driveway?"

"I remember it," said Mr.Alden."It was right beside a little fish market."

"Let's go the minute lunch is over," said Benny.

"Lunch is over for me right now," said Mr.Alden.He ate the last of his cherry pie."The ocean will wash away the crumbs."

Jessie and Henry picked up all the dishes and washed them in the sea.Then Henry backed the car out and they all went down to the little fish market.Sure enough,the men were at work on the driveway.Bags of cement were lying around.

"Where can we buy some cement?" asked Henry,stopping the car.He put his head out of the window.

"How much do you want?"asked the man who was the foreman.

"Well,we want to make some seats and a table down on the rocks by the lighthouse.How much would you think we'd need?"

"Take this small bag,"said the foreman."Bring back what you don't want."

Henry said,"Is it three parts of sand to one part of cement?"

"Right," said the foreman."You can borrow this hoe if you want."

"That's neat!" cried Benny."I'll hoe!"

"Wish I could come and help you," said the man,smiling.He looked at the laughing family.They all laughed again.Henry lifted the bag into the car,and Benny took the hoe.

"I'll put the cement on Violet's feet," said Henry.But he was joking.

Then the Aldens noticed that one of the men was staring at them with big,black eyes.It was the same man who had almost bumped into Jessie.

When he saw that they knew him,the man turned his back and began to work again.

After they had driven away,Jessie could not help saying,"That was odd seeing that man again." Everyone agreed.

"Stop at the store,Henry,and buy a trowel," said Grandfather."You'll have to smooth the cement and carry it to the rocks."

When the Aldens got back to the lighthouse they went to the rocks at once.The only seat which was comfortable already was Mr.Alden's.They walked around trying to find big rocks of the right shape.Benny sat down on every seat he could find to try it.Then the boys began to carry big stones and the girls took the little stones to fill the cracks.At last they had five seats around a fine table.

Henry began to mix the cement."Not with salt water," he said."We must have fresh water."

He found a big rock that was shaped like a tub.He mixed the cement in that.

"Now let me hoe it,Henry," begged Benny."I know just how to do it.I watched the men."

"Don't mix up too much at first," said Jessie."It will get hard before we finish all the seats."

"Isn't this fun?" cried Benny,hoeing away."Just like making mud pies.Let's do Violet's seat first.She has such a comfortable looking chair already." So they carried the cement in a newspaper and Benny plastered the seat and smoothed it with the trowel.

"Isn't that wonderful!" said Violet."I'd love to try it."

"Better not," said Henry."Let it dry overnight."

Then Jessie and Henry took turns with the trowel,and at last they all helped Benny with his own seat and the table.

"Let's make places for cups on the table," said Violet.So when the cement on the table was soft and smooth she pressed a cup into it in five places.The mark made a wonderful saucer.The cup could not fall off.

"Plates,too!" said Benny.

With a stick he drew B for Benny,J for Jessie,V for Violet,H for Henry,and G for grandfather beside the plates.

The cement was almost gone,but they took the bag back to the workmen and Henry paid the foreman for it.He gave back the hoe.They noticed that the black-eyed man was not there.
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"I'm glad," said Benny as they drove back,"I don't like him anyway."

"I wonder who he is," said Mr.Alden.

It was not too long before he found out.


Chapter4　A Midnight Visitor
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It was delightful to sit on the beach that evening even though they could not use their new seats.The family sat there long after supper watching the sunset.

Gulls flew overhead and landed on the rocks near by.

Suddenly Henry said,"It's queer how sleepy we get."

"It's the sea air," said Mr.Alden."Go to bed anytime you want."

In fact,the whole family went to bed at nine o'clock and were asleep very soon after.

The Conley town clock struck as it always did.Ten,eleven,twelve.And then Watch began to whine.His hair stood up along his back and around his neck.He began to howl.

"No,Watch," said Benny."If you're going to howl every night at midnight,you might as well go home.You're no help to us."

But Watch went right on howling.

"I wonder if someone is cooking in that little house," said Henry.

"No one's there," said Benny."We would have heard him go crunch,crunch,crunch on those little stones."

"That house is all boarded up anyway," said Jessie."The door must be locked and the windows don't open.Nobody could be in there."

"Someone might take off a board and get in a window," said Henry."Then he could put the board back every night.Tomorrow we'll take a look." Benny wanted to go right down.But just then Watch began to quiet down.He gave a last growl and went to sleep.
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"You're a funny dog," said Benny."See that you keep still the rest of the night."

But it was not Watch who kept Jessie and Violet awake a little longer.When Jessie turned out her light she looked out of her window.In the moonlight she saw a woman walking quietly away.Her feet did not go crunch,crunch.She walked softly in the tall beach grass.

Jessie called quietly to Violet.She came and looked out,too.

"A woman!" she whispered."What do you suppose she is doing here?"

"She's going away at least,"answered Jessie."We certainly don't need to get Benny down again.And Watch is quiet.Look,Violet.She is hiding behind those bushes before she goes up the street."

The street was empty.The stores were dark.Very soon the woman went quietly up the road and out of sight.The two girls went back to bed and fell asleep.

About dawn Watch growled softly.But everyone was sleeping deeply.No one awoke.

In the morning Jessie called everyone to breakfast out on the rocks.

"I know my place," said Benny,"on account of the B."

When everything was eaten,the girls told their strange story about the woman.

Mr.Alden said,"I think we had better look that little house over.Everyone can help.Try each board to see if it is loose."

The Aldens began with the front windows and found everything tight.The door was locked.There was no loose window board.Watch trotted along quietly and did not bark.

"It's funny," said Jessie,"that Watch doesn't bark."

"Maybe there's nothing for him to bark at now," said Mr.Alden."Certainly this house is shut tight."

"Hey! Look at this!" said Henry suddenly.He caught a sheet of paper that was blowing down to the sand.The paper was marked into little squares.There were numbers and strange letters in each.Sometimes there were question marks.

"That doesn't mean a thing to me," said Jessie.

"Me either,"agreed Henry."But I think somebody is pretty clever.It looks like college science work,but I don't understand it.It's not in my studies so far."

"Just as if someone were testing something," said Violet slowly."Like an experiment."

"Exactly!" cried Henry.He smiled at his little sister."But how does it fit in with cooking smells and your seeing a woman at night?"

"Keep that paper,Henry," said Mr.Alden as they went back to the rocks.

Just then Violet spoke of the shells.

"The beach is covered with them," cried Benny.

He jumped off the rocks to the sand."I know this one.It's a clam shell,and this one is a scallop shell."

"Here's a queer one," said Jessie."It has five toes."

"That's a cat's paw," said Mr.Alden."See how many kinds we can find."

Mr.Alden knew all about shells,as well as about birds and flowers.

They found a snail shell,a slipper shell,and gold and silver colored shells.In all they found fourteen different kinds.

"There's plenty of seaweed here,too," Benny said."But who would want to collect that? Maybe that cross boy would find it interesting."

"This makes me think of Blue Bay," said Violet,smiling."We ate out of shells there."

"But this is safer for swimming than Blue Bay," said Henry."No sharks here."

Jessie said slowly,"It's too bad we don't have swim suits.I suppose four new suits would cost too much."

"No," said her grandfather,"you need new ones anyway.And you mustn't be on the beach and not go swimming."

"Maybe Mr.Hall has some suits," Jessie went on."He has almost everything."

She smiled to think of suits and groceries and everything else mixed together in the little store.

They put their shells on the rock table and walked over to the store.

"No," said Mr.Hall,"I haven't any swim suits.But there is a lady down the street who sells hats.She has suits,too.You'll see the sign as you go out."

Benny said,"I saw the sign when I came in.It said ‘HATS'—and that's where we go to buy bathing suits? That's funny."

"Well," said Mr.Hall with a laugh,"my sign says ‘GROCERIES' and people come here to buy paint and wallpaper."

They went out of the store and down the street.

The dock was near by and Benny pulled Henry over to see the boats."Look at that one," he said."She's a beauty.Her name's Sea Cook II."

Henry said,"I guess a boat like that isn't too big for one man to run.You're right,Benny,she is a beauty."

Just then Jessie and Violet called to the boys.The girls were more interested in suits than boats.The boys saw Grandfather waiting with the girls.Together the Aldens looked in the window of the hat shop.There were beautiful summer hats in the window—and one suit.It was blue.

"There's your suit,Jessie,if it fits," said Henry."Of course,Ben wants red."

"Right," said Benny."Red is my color."

The lady in the hat shop smiled to see the whole family coming in.She said her name was Mrs.Ross.

Suddenly Henry looked out of the window.The black-eyed man was going by.

"Do you know who that man is?" Henry asked.

"Oh,yes,indeed.His name is Tom Cook."

"What does he do for a living?" asked Mr.Alden.

"He's really a fisherman.But sometimes the fishing is poor,so he works on odd jobs.They say he has made a fortune selling lobsters and renting houses to the summer people."

"He doesn't look it,does he?" said Henry."He looks poor."

"He saves his money," said Mrs.Ross."He won't spend a cent.He has a fine boat and he won't let his son use it,and his son is no little boy.He's seventeen years old already."

An idea hit Benny,but he didn't say anything aloud.The man was a Mr.Cook.That beautiful boat was the Sea Cook II.It must be the blackeyed man's boat.

Henry was thinking,too.That first day they had met Mr.Hall and rented the lighthouse—hadn't he said a man named Cook had bought the summer kitchen? Maybe here was another clue.

"Too bad," said Jessie.

"Yes,it's too bad.The boy does use it,though.People say that he is always taking that boat out after dark.They say he has some fancy idea in his head.Nobody knows what it is.He always comes back carrying something.Sometimes it is a small thing like a jar,and sometimes a great big thing like a barrel.At least that's what I'm told."

"I wonder what it is?" said Benny.

"I haven't the least idea," said Mrs.Ross."He goes way out.Out of sight.His father doesn't know he takes the boat,though how the boy has kept him from finding out,I don't know."

"I bet some day he's going to find out," said Benny."Then there will be trouble."

"Trouble?" cried Mrs.Ross."There's enough trouble already in that house between Mr.Cook and his son.The mother stands up for the boy.The father will hardly speak to his own son."

"Why?" asked Mr.Alden.

"Well,you see this boy is very smart.He finished high school at sixteen.He's been just hanging around ever since.His father won't let him work.Too proud.And the boy wants to go away to college.His father won't let him."

"Oh,my!" said Benny."That's the cross boy we saw in the store,and the cross man with the black eyes is his father.That explains a lot,doesn't it,Grandfather?"

"Yes,Benny.Those two will always be in trouble unless we do something about it."

"Did you say‘we'?"asked Henry in surprise.

"Yes,we," answered Mr.Alden with a smile.

[image: ]



Chapter5　Little House with a Secret
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The Aldens went right back to their lighthouse with the new suits.They put them on at once and went out to their own little white beach.

"Be careful now," said Mr.Alden."You don't know this beach,and you must find out how deep the water is."

"Mr.Hall says it is very deep on the other side of the lighthouse," said Henry."But it is not over your head on this side.I asked him."

"I like it deep," said Benny,swimming away.

Every one of the Aldens could swim very well.Henry and Jessie could dive.But this was no place to dive.It was too rocky.

The water was cool,but the day was hot.Mr.Alden sat in his own rock chair and watched the swimmers.They threw water and swam under water.Even Watch swam around,barking for fun.

"You bark all you want to now,Watch," said Violet,laughing."Just keep still at midnight tonight." She really had no idea that Watch would bark every single night.

That night the family sat up late.It was dark when Benny went climbing up to his top floor.He put on light blue pajamas and went out on his little lookout.He sat down in a beach chair.

Benny did not know that he showed up plainly in the moonlight in his light pajamas.

He was looking at the stars.They looked very bright here because there were no street lights.Then one star moved.Soon Benny knew that it was not a star but a light on a boat.The boat was coming in.Suddenly the boat stopped and turned around and went out to sea again.

"Well,well," thought Benny."Whoever he is,he changed his mind."

Ideas began to spin around in Benny's head.He remembered what Mrs.Ross in the hat shop had said.He thought about seeing the Sea Cook at the dock.

Then next he thought,"I wonder if he saw me from his boat.I bet he did.I bet it's our Cook boy with his father's boat.That boat is certainly a beauty."

Benny jumped up to turn out his light.He put on a dark coat and watched at the window.Very soon the boat turned around again and came in to the dock not far from the lighthouse.It looked like a man who jumped out.But Benny knew that the Cook boy was as big as a man.Benny watched him as he bent over his boat.He took out a pail.

"A pail this time," thought Benny."I do wonder what is in it."

But he didn't find out.The boy looked all around.The whole town had gone to bed.The boy took the pail and disappeared up the street.Benny went to bed.If he had watched a little longer he would have seen more.But he was soon asleep.

At midnight Watch began to bark.

"Oh,my,Watch!" cried Jessie."I guess you are going to bark every night.But you'll stop in about ten minutes.So bark away."

That is just what the dog did.He barked and howled for ten minutes and then he went back to sleep.
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Violet said,"You're just like a baby,Watch! You wake us up every night crying."

Several hours later Watch growled softly but nobody heard.

For the next few days no one was surprised to hear Watch bark during the night.No one got up.They knew Watch would bark for about ten minutes and then he would stop.

But one morning Henry said,"I don't like it,just the same." He frowned."The dog must hear something."

The girls said they had seen the woman again going away very quietly.She had a bag in her hand.

Henry said,"I am going to find out why that woman comes here.I'm going to hunt all over this point of land."

"We'll help you," said Jessie.

On the other side of the lighthouse,behind the little summer kitchen,there were enormous rocks.The land went downhill to the water.The young Aldens hunted over every inch of land to find some way to get into the house.They found nothing.

Then Henry said,"Let's look at those boards nailed over the windows.There must be a crack somewhere.Maybe we can see in."

They all looked up at the windows."Do you see that board high up?" asked Jessie,pointing."There's a big crack there,but it's too high to see through."

"Good for you,Jess," said Henry."I see what you mean.I am not tall enough,but Benny will be."

"What do you mean?" asked Violet,laughing a little."You are much taller than Benny."

"Well,Ben," said Henry,laughing,too,"I'll bend over and you stand on my back and look through the crack."

"Oh,boy!" said Benny.He climbed up on Henry's back like a monkey and stood up.He put his hands around his eyes and peeked in the crack.

"I can see quite well," Benny said,"because there is another big crack in the front door we didn't find.Oh,somebody does cook here!" he shouted."There is a stove and a frying pan on it.There are pails of water on the floor with something brown in the water.There's a little microscope on the table.It's no good.It's too small.I bet it cost about three dollars.Then there are a lot of papers with little squares like the one we found.Books and other stuff,too."

"Good!" said Jessie in excitement."See if you can tell what is in the pails."

"It's seaweed," cried Benny."It's all over the floor,and some is hanging over the edge of the kettle near the stove."

"What a queer thing," said Violet."I wonder what it all means."

"Certainly it means that somebody comes here at night and makes the dog bark," said Henry.

"That woman?" asked Jessie.

"You sound funny,Henry,upside down," said Benny."There are plates and cups on the shelf and it looks like a bag of flour."

"Better get down now,Ben,"said Henry."You are getting heavy."

Benny jumped down lightly.

"There was one pail under the window I couldn't see very well," said Benny."But it looked as if there's something glowing in it."

"Glowing?" asked Henry."What can that be? Wait a minute.Do you remember how we saw something glowing in the water near Blue Bay? It was plankton,I think."

"I bet it is," said Benny."We saw that under the microscope going to Blue Bay.All tiny fishes and eggs and things you can't see."

"That's what the microscope here is for," said Henry slowly."To study the plankton and seaweed."

"We don't know much more than we did," said Jessie."We just know someone—a woman—comes to work here every night.I suppose it could be some kind of hobby."

"But the woman comes at midnight and goes away in ten minutes," put in Benny."How does that fit in? Nobody can do much in ten minutes."

Henry said,"It seems to me there is no danger from someone who studies seaweed.Maybe the person's afraid of something."

"Isn't it strange,Henry?" asked Violet."You said there's a stove there,and we've smelled something cooking at night."

"Well,I don't know," said Henry,thinking."I have heard that seaweed could be food for cows and horses and pigs.But they won't eat it.It tastes awful."

"Wait!" said Benny."I saw something else.I saw some bags on the shelf.They looked like bags of flour and sugar.There were others with no labels."

"Now what do you think those are for?" asked Violet.

"Maybe someone is trying to make seaweed taste good,"said Jessie,half joking about the thought."Well,let's go.Grandfather may have some ideas."

Mr.Alden heard the strange story.And he did have a small idea."I was talking to Mr.Hall about the Cook boy,and he says he often sleeps all the morning."

"Well,"said Jessie,"you remember Mrs.Ross told us the Cook boy takes his father's boat out at night.That's why he sleeps days."

Suddenly Benny said,"Am I dumb! I had a clue and I didn't fit it with the others.I was thinking about a woman in the summer kitchen because that's all we have seen."

He stopped,but Henry said,"Go on."

Benny asked,"You remember when I thought I saw the Cook boy get out of his father's boat and carry a pail away? I thought he went off up the street.I bet if I had watched I would have seen him come back into the summer kitchen.That Cook boy and the woman have something to do with our mystery."

Henry said,"That paper with the squares that looked like a college experiment could belong to the Cook boy.If he is coming around here at night,that explains how we found it here."

"Maybe we ought to put that paper back through the window,Henry," said Benny."The Cook boy may need it."

"No,Ben," said Henry."If we put it back,he will know that someone has been there.And it isn't time yet to tell him that.We have to make friends with him first.Then we can tell him we'd like to know more about what he is doing."

"And how in the world are we going to make friends with that cross boy? I should like to know," said Benny."He doesn't want friends.He said so."

"Maybe he did say so," agreed Henry."But I think he does want friends,even if he doesn't know it himself."


Chapter6　Well Done for Benny
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"Let's have a picnic," said Violet after the Aldens had made as many guesses as they could about what went on in the summer kitchen.

"We have a picnic every meal,I should say," said Benny."We always eat outdoors on our own rocks."

"Well,I mean a real picnic,"said Violet,"with a fire and hamburgers."

"Good for you,Violet," said Henry,smiling."I'm all for it.You mean a real cook-out."

"I don't want hamburgers this time.I want frankfurters," said Benny.

"You can have two if you want.Or three," said Jessie."And this time let's get a real fire going and not be in a hurry.It cooks better when it has burned down."

They went to the store and bought long rolls,big sweet pickles,and brownies as well as the meat.They left Watch outside.

Suddenly they heard him bark.

"Oh,boy," said Benny."He's barkingjust the way he does in the night."

They all rushed out and Jessie called,"Stop it,Watch! Come here!"

Then they saw that he was barking at the Cook boy.

"He won't bite," said Jessie.She smiled at the boy."He just barks."

Watch came to Jessie when she called,but he still growled in his throat.Violet could see that the boy did not like this.

"You don't need to be afraid of Watch," she said."He's a very gentle dog.He would never bite anybody."

"I bet he would,though," said the boy,"if anyone tried to hurt you kids."

He went quickly down the street and Watch still growled.No one had time to say anything more to the boy.

"Now that is very funny," said Benny."Watch did bark just exactly as he does at night.I bet that Cook boy is the one who is cooking seaweed."

Jessie laughed."You said once that somebody was cooking up something.And it turned out to be true.It's the Cook boy!"

"Now I'm sure of it," said Henry quietly."There aren't very many people in Conley who would be smart enough or interested enough to make those figures on that squared paper.The question is,what is he trying to do? And how does a woman fit into the puzzle?"

"Well,we can't do anything about it now," said Benny."Let's go on with our picnic."

"Is this picnic going to be lunch or supper,Violet?"

"Oh,lunch! We couldn't wait for supper,now we are all set."

The Aldens went down on the beach and picked up dry sticks of all sizes.Henry and Benny made a fireplace of stones.They put the sticks in the hole with papers and dry seaweed.

"No danger of fire here on the sand," said Henry."We have the whole ocean to put it out."

At last the fire burned down to hot coals.It was hard to wait,but they did.

Jessie gave Benny a long straight fork to cook his frankfurter on.He stuck the frankfurter on the end and put it over the fire.He had no sooner done this than the frankfurter slipped off.

"Look at your frankfurter,Ben!" cried Henry."It's in the fire!"

"Oh,so it is," cried Benny.He stuck his fork in again and lifted it out.The frankfurter was burning on one side.

"I like it burned," he said.He blew out the fire.

"But not burned up," said Mr.Alden,laughing.As he spoke,plop! went the frankfurter again.

"Do you want me to help you,Benny?" asked Jessie laughing,too.

"No,indeed! Thank you! If I can't cook a frankfurter,I'm a monkey."

"Well,I guess you're a monkey then," teased Henry,"for there goes your frankfurter."

Benny picked it up again."You stay on!" he said to the frankfurter.

"Watch out,Ben! Ooops! There she goes!" cried Henry.He couldn't help laughing.The poor frankfurter was black all over.

This time just as Benny was putting it on the fork it slipped off again—swoosh!

"This time I'll hold my fork the other way," said Benny.His face was red with the hot fire."I guess I can eat my own cooking."

He put the frankfurter into a roll and began to eat it."Delicious!" he said,chewing happily.

"Please don't eat it,Ben," Henry begged."You can have another and maybe it won't slip off.You can put it on our grill this time."

"No," said Benny."No grill for me.I have to put it on a long fork.That's the way to cook a frankfurter."

"What does it taste like,Ben?" asked Henry,laughing.

"Coal," said Benny."Delicious coal."

"Maybe charcoal," said Violet."That's what it really is.I hope you'll try another one and have a decent lunch."

Benny was standing up on a rock eating brownies.He looked toward the street.There was the Cook boy going past.
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"Hi!" shouted Benny."Hello!"

The boy did answer.It was a very gruff hello.Then he went along.

Henry said thoughtfully,"It might be that he's more afraid than cross—afraid someone will stop his secret work."

Benny jumped down."You know I think that Cook boy would like to come and eat with us.But he would never do it.I saw his face before he saw me.He looked as if he wished he could eat at our picnic."

"Very likely you are right," said Mr.Alden."Maybe you can get to be friends little by little."

But as it turned out,something happened suddenly—not little by little.


Chapter7　Baked Beans and Chowder
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Henry went to the store to get the paper.He nearly bumped into the Cook boy coming out.The angry look on his face kept Henry from even trying to say hello.

"What's up now?" Henry wondered.Then he forgot about the boy because a sign on the store door said:
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Henry said to Mr.Hall,"What's this supper on the twenty-fifth?"

Mr.Hall sat down and said,"Oh,every July this village has a chowder supper outdoors.Everybody in town comes.We have chowder and baked beans,hot rolls and coffee,pies and cakes.It costs one dollar."

"It sounds good," said Henry."Can anybody come?"

"Oh,yes.We want all the money we can get.We are trying to put in street lights.This year I think we will do it.All the tickets will be sold in one day.Everybody wants to come."

"I had better buy five tickets now," said Henry."My family will all love to come."

"Here you are," said Mr.Hall.He gave Henry five tickets."I'll tell you something else,too.You'll be surprised.Guess who makes the chowder and coffee and baked beans? Larry Cook! You see he isn't all bad.He does this every year.He loves to cook."

"Imagine that,"said Henry."I wouldn't think it."

"No,that Larry Cook is a surprise in many ways."

"Well,so he is," said Henry,thinking."I met him as I came into the store.He seemed crosser than ever."

"Want to know why?" asked Mr.Hall."Every year two summer people come up and help him.This year they sent word they can't come.That's why Larry is crosser than ever.He can't do this alone with such a big crowd.Everybody else is busy making pies."

"I wonder if we could help him?" said Henry."We would do just as he said.Maybe that would cheer him up."

"I'm sure it would.Your family would be a big help."

Henry went home with the tickets and the paper and the news.Everyone wanted to help Larry.

"I think Mr.Hall will tell him what I said," said Henry."But if we meet him,we'll tell him,too."

"I heard something new about Larry's father," said Benny."He is night watchman sometimes at the shipyard.So off and on he is busy all night.Maybe that's why he doesn't know his boat is gone."

Later that day the Aldens walked over to the dock.They met Larry.He went by them with a gruff hello.

Benny said,"Wait a minute,Larry.Would you like some help with your supper? We can peel onions and potatoes,and we all know how to get clams out of the shells."

"Do you?" asked Larry.He almost smiled."There will sure be a lot of clams.I can't do it alone."

"Then we can help?" asked Benny.

"Yes,I'd be glad of your help," said Larry.

"Grandfather will help,too," said Jessie."He is fine at getting out clams."

"Well,well!" said Larry."I never thought Mr.Alden would be working for me,that's sure.You come around at nine Saturday morning,and we'll all get to work."

When Saturday came,the five Aldens went to meet Larry behind the store.There was a big field there,with a place for cooking and a tent for shelter.Other men had set up the long tables and chairs.
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Larry had five chairs ready.The Aldens sat down and started to peel potatoes.

Larry said,"We'll get through quicker this year with six workers.I always had three."

When the onions came around,Larry had big pails of water."Peel the onions under water," he said."If you don't,you will cry and not be able to see."

It was a fine idea,for there were many onions.

Next Larry and the Aldens got the clams out of their shells.They had piles and piles of clams.

"You should see this crowd eat," said Larry."We have to have baked beans,too.Chowder isn't enough."

The beans were all baked ahead of time.

Henry said,"Too bad we can't get more food from the ocean." But if Larry heard him,he kept quiet.

At five o'clock the people began to come.It certainly looked as if everyone in town was there.Jessie had made paper caps for the family,to show that they were waiters.Other people helped,too.

Larry was a different boy.He smiled at everyone.He could hardly believe it when he saw Grandfather waiting on table in a paper hat.

One tall man was a summer visitor,just going through the town.He called Benny and said,"Sonny,ask the cook how he makes baked beans."

"He won't tell," said Benny."A lot of people want to know.He always says,‘That is my secret.' The chowder is secret,too."

After the stranger had finished supper he went out to the kitchen tent to talk to Larry.But he did not learn how to bake the beans.

Larry was very polite and was willing to talk.But he said just what Benny had said—"That is my secret,sir,"
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"They say you like to cook," said the stranger.

"Oh,yes.Ever since I was fourteen I have cooked this supper.I love to cook.I like to put things together to see what will happen."

"Oh,do you? Do you go to college?"

"No." said Larry.He scowled.

The man saw the scowl,so he said goodbye to Larry and went down to his car.Nobody else noticed him very much,And nobody knew his name until some time later,Then they were really surprised.
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Chapter8　From the South Seas
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"I have an idea for today," said Mr.Alden at breakfast on Monday."See this paper,Henry? In Ashland,the next town,ships come in from all over the world."

"From Blue Bay?" shouted Benny.

"Well,you are right," said Grandfather nodding at Benny."They do come in from the South Seas.See,there is one coming in today.We might go over to Ashland and see her come in.She sailed from Tahiti and her name is Tahiti."

"Oh,boy!" cried Benny."Maybe the captain will let us go over the ship."

"Maybe,"agreed his grandfather."It will be a beautiful passenger ship,not like the freighter you went to Blue Bay on."

"Very posh," said Benny.

"Yes,I guess that is the word," said Grandfather,smiling."I know the company that owns that ship."

"Then I guess the captain will let us go on," said Jessie,looking at Violet."Grandfather does know a lot of people."

"I don't know this captain,but I hear he is a very good man with a boat.He is young."

They washed the dishes and then got into the station wagon.Henry backed it out and they were soon on their way to Ashland.

"Boats are always late," said Jessie."We may have to wait all day."

"Right," said Mr.Alden."But there are seats on the wharf and a roof to keep the sun off.You will enjoy watching the small boats.They keep coming and going."

"How do you know so much about Ashland?" asked Henry."I never heard of that town."

"Well,remember I grew up on Aunt Jane's farm.And I have been up here with Mr.Carter a few times.I am interested in that Tahiti boat."

"Ah,I thought so," said Jessie."That's why we are going to see it come in."

Mr.Alden laughed."I like to see ships come in anyway—any ship."

The Tahiti was late.

"I told you boats are always late," said Jessie.

They all sat down and watched the small boats.There was one big empty place for the Tahiti.Small boats came in to get gas and water.

"See that man having his breakfast on that boat?" said Jessie."He has bacon and eggs."

"Now his wife is bringing the toast," said Violet."It must be fun to cook and eat on a boat like that."

One boat had children climbing all over the deck."Oh,they'll fall in!" cried Violet.

"I don't think so,"replied Grandfather."Those children are used to a boat."

The mother heard this.She looked up at Grandfather and laughed.She said,"Don't you worry.All these children have been living on a boat since they were born.They can all swim and dive."

Everything was interesting,but still the ship did not come in.At last it was time for lunch.

"We had better get lunch at some place over here," said Mr.Alden."We'll hear the boat whistle if it comes in."
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It seemed good to eat at a real table again.The Aldens had a good lunch and finished with apple pie.Then they went back to the wharf.

"She's coming,sir," said a man in uniform."She has passed the Point."

"Good!" said Mr.Alden."Thanks for telling me."

Many men began to come down on the wharf to help tie up the big ship.Soon they saw it coming in the distance.It was pure white.

"It has three big whistles," said Violet.

"No,Vi,those are not whistles,"said Benny."They are smokestacks.See the smoke?"

Violet laughed at her mistake.

The big ship came nearer and nearer.It was very beautiful.A small boat went but to meet it.Then it slowly came into the empty place at the wharf.People were standing and waving at the rail of the ship.Then Jessie noticed that many people had come down to meet them.It was exciting to watch them.And Larry Cook was in the crowd.But it seemed as if he did not want to be seen.He never looked toward the Aldens.

"Is that the captain?" asked Benny.

"Yes.You can tell by his uniform."

After the crowd had gone,Grandfather went up to the captain and said,"Good day,sir.I am James Alden."

"Are you indeed?" said the captain."I'm glad to meet you at last."

"These are my grandchildren.I wonder if they could go aboard," said Mr.Alden.

"Certainly,"said the young man,smiling."My name is Snow.I'll have an officer show them around."

"I don't want to take up your time," said Mr.Alden.

"Oh,no," said Captain Snow."I have three days' leave.I live just over in Conley."

"Conley!" said Benny."That's where we are staying.In the lighthouse."

"What an adventure that must be," said Captain Snow,"living in a lighthouse.Here is an officer.He will show you over the Tahiti."

The officer showed them everything.They looked in the boiler room,the swimming pool,the dining room,the cabins.Everything was much nicer than the Sea Star that had taken them to Blue Bay.

"Have you a big kitchen?" asked Violet.

"Kitchen? Oh,yes! We call it a galley.We feed hundreds of people.It takes a lot of pans and dishes,ranges,and an enormous refrigerator to do that.Come this way,and you will see."

The refrigerator was interesting because it was as big as a small room.There were two men in it,putting things on the many shelves.

"Could we go in,too?" asked Benny.

"Sure," said the officer,smiling."Plenty of room,but rather cold.You won't want to stay there long."

"Brrr! No,I don't," said Benny.He went out as quickly as he had come in."You've got enough meat for a meat market,I should think."

"We have enough for many meat markets," said the officer.

When they had seen the whole ship,the young Aldens were ready to go home to supper.They thanked the officer four times over.

Jessie said,"If Captain Snow lives in Conley,I wonder which house he lives in."

"If he is there for three days,we'll find out," said Henry."We'll ask Mr.Hall.He will know."

When Benny started to climb up to bed that night,he shouted,"Henry,I am the dumbest thing in the world!"

"Why are you dumb?" Henry shouted back.

"Because I saw two or three long white bags in that refrigerator,just the kind you get plankton in,and I never said a word about it."

"Yes,old boy,I'm dumb,too,because I saw those bags and just didn't pay any attention.I was thinking about that refrigerator that we could walk into."

"I saw them,too," said Jessie."Aren't we all dumb? We could have asked the officer what they had them for."

Grandfather said,"Now just what are you talking about?"

Benny called down the stairs,"Don't you remember,Grandfather,that's the way to get plankton? To drag a long bag through the South Seas?"

"Of course I remember.Captain Snow was getting plankton for Larry.I should say the whole family was quite stupid."

"Dumb," said Benny.

"All right.If you like it better—dumb," said Grandfather.


Chapter9　Who Needs a Friend?
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The Alden family did not stay dumb for long.

Tuesday Benny said,"Let's see if we can find out where Captain Snow lives."

"Just step down to the store," said Henry,laughing.

Everyone laughed.

"Wait just a minute until we finish the breakfast dishes," said Jessie,"and we can all go."

It was Grandfather who asked Mr.Hall,"Do you know Captain Snow of the Tahiti?"

"I'll say I know him," said Mr.Hall."I've known him ever since he was a boy.He's brother to the Cook boy's mother."

"Aha!" said Jessie.

"Aha!" said Benny."That explains a lot of things."

Mr.Hall leaned on the counter."Larry always goes over to see his uncle when the Tahiti comes in.His uncle gives him something every time,but nobody has ever found out what it is."

"Maybe he gets it in a covered pail," said Benny,looking at Mr.Hall.

"How did you know that?" asked Mr.Hall.

"I saw him come home late one night and he had a pail," said Benny.

"Sometimes his uncle gives him a box," said Mr.Hall,"and sometimes a glass can.What do you suppose is in all those things?"

"We think we know," said Henry."It's seaweed or plankton."

"And what's plankton,young feller?"

"It doesn't grow here close to shore," said Violet.

"It grows in the deep sea," said Henry."In some places the deep sea is full of it."

"And what is it?" asked Mr.Hall.

"It's what a whale eats," said Benny."It's plants and tiny fish and eggs and stuff you can't see without a microscope,but whales live on it.The whale takes a big mouthful and swallows the plankton and strains the water out of his mouth."

"Fishes eat it,too," Henry added."It's something like the way land animals feed on growing plants and smaller animals."

"Plankton tastes awful," said Benny."They say there's enough plankton in the deep sea to feed the world."

"You don't say!" said Mr.Hall."Too bad it doesn't taste good.But what I want to know is what the Cook boy wants it for."

"We think he studies it and experiments with it," said Henry.

"He's a smart boy all right," said Mr.Hall."Maybe Captain Snow would know."

"Where does he live?" asked Henry.

"Way up the street," said Mr.Hall."Do you know where they're fixing the driveway?"

"Yes,that's where we got our cement," said Jessie.

Mr.Hall said,"There's a white house near that corner and that's Captain Snow's.He lives with his mother."

Benny said,"But most of the time he's out at sea."
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"Yes," said Mr.Hail."Most of the time."

Then Watch began to wag his tail.He went to the door.

A tall man came in and said,"Well,hello,dog.You are a good watchdog.Your name ought to be Watch."

"It is!" cried everybody.

"You're Captain Snow of the Tahiti," said Benny."We were just coming down to see you."

"Good," said Captain Snow."You are the Aldens who went over my ship.Just give me some crackers and five pounds of sugar,Mr.Hall.Then I'll go right home."

"Do you have to go home?" asked Benny.

"No,I'm not in a hurry.I'm on leave from ship just now."

"Can you come and sit on our rocks for a while?" asked Henry."Right over there," he pointed.

"Certainly," said Captain Snow."I'll leave the crackers and get them on the way home."All this time he had his hand on Watch's head.

"Watch likes you," said Violet.

"I like dogs," said Captain Snow.

"Let's go," said Benny."We have five chairs and a table made of rocks."

"I'll sit on the table," said the captain.

"No,Henry will sit on the table," said Jessie."His chair will fit you."

Soon they were sitting on the rocks,talking.

"You see that little house?" said Jessie,pointing to the little white house."It was a summer kitchen for the lighthouse."

Henry added,"Mr.Cook,Larry's father,owns it now.That's what Mr.Hall told us."

"I see that it's empty," said the Captain.

"But it isn't empty," said Benny."That's where Larry does his experiments—at least we think so.He stays up most of the night.We don't know how he gets in—he can't have a key."

"I always wondered where he worked," said Captain Snow."He doesn't tell me much,but I know he's trying to study by himself."

"He wants to go to college this fall,"said Jessie.

"Everyone in town knows that," said the captain,laughing."His father didn't catch on that Larry was so smart and let him write letters to two colleges."

"Did they want him?" asked Benny.

"Yes,they both wanted him," said the captain."They wanted a young man who has tried to carry on experiments in science by himself."

Then Grandfather said,"I think he can get the work he wants at Henry's college.I might talk to the teachers there about him."

"Both colleges he wrote to wanted him.He chose Adams," said the captain.

"That's Henry's very college,"shouted Benny.

"What do you know about that!" said Henry.

"If he went there,you could take care of him,Henry," said Benny.

Henry laughed."He won't need anybody to take care of him," he said.

"But you could be his friend," said Violet.

"He'll need a friend," said Captain Snow."So far his father has said no."

"But why?" said Benny."And why does Larry have to hide his work?"

Captain Snow said,"I will tell you that.Tom Cook is a selfish man with a quick temper,but I think he really does love Larry."

"He doesn't show it much," said Benny.

"No,that's the trouble with them both," agreed the captain."I think Larry is afraid his father would spoil his experiments if he knew about them."

"Larry cooked a wonderful supper," said Violet."We heard his father was proud of him.He made five hundred dollars for the street lights."

Captain Snow got up.He said,"Well,I'll try to help him all I can.I know how interested he is in science.And he seems to have found some good friends."

After a minute Henry said,"Now the next thing is to make Larry really friendly."

"How?" asked Jessie.

Violet said,"He is a little friendly now,but that's because we helped him with the supper."

"What could we do,Grandfather?"asked Jessie."Something that would give him a good time?"

"Wait till morning," said Mr.Alden."Something may come up."

Something did come up.And it was very different from anything they had thought of.


Chapter10　Hints and Plans
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The next morning Jessie looked at Violet."What in the world is the matter with you?" she asked.

"Mosquitoes," said Violet.Her face was red and puffed.

"Does your face hurt?" asked Jessie."I would hardly know you.We'll have to do something."

"I can hardly open my mouth," said Violet.

"I heard the mosquitoes," said Jessie."Look at my arm."

The boys came down to breakfast.

"Hello! Hello!" said Benny."What happened to you,Violet? You look fat in the face."

"Mosquito bites," said Jessie.

"I had some,too," said Mr.Alden."The wind has changed.Now it comes off the land.That always means mosquitoes."

Henry said slowly,"We have five windows."

"We have a screen door but no screens on the windows," said Benny."I have an idea.Let's put screen cloth on the windows and get Larry to help us."

"And what about poor Violet?" asked Mr.Alden.

"Mr.Hall will have something for her bites," said Jessie."I hope he has screen cloth,too."

Violet could hardly eat.

Henry said,"I've finished breakfast,I'll run over to the store."

Soon he came back with a great many things.He had something for Violet's face,a roll of screen cloth,a big box of tacks,and two small hammers.
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Jessie covered Violet's face with white stuff from Mr.Hall's.

"You don't need to help,Violets," said Benny."You can't see the tacks."

"The next thing is to find Larry," said Jessie."Now,Benny,don't say anything about seeing him out in his father's boat.And don't ask him about what he does in the summer kitchen.He'll tell us when he's ready."

Benny said,"Oh,Jessie,I'm not that dumb."

The Aldens walked up and down the street and looked at Larry's house.Mrs.Cook was out in the yard.

"Where's Larry?" asked Henry.

"I don't know.He's out."

They could see that the Sea Cook was in.

At last they went down to the wharf.There was Larry,reading a book.

"Hi,Larry," shouted Benny."Will you come and help us?"

"What doing?"asked Larry,shutting his book."And where is the other sister?"

"You wouldn't know her," said Benny."She is all mosquito bites.One eye is all shut."

Jessie said,"We want to put screens on five windows."

"You don't need me," said Larry.

"Count us," said Benny."We have five windows and four people."

Larry laughed.He got up,put his book under his arm,and they all walked down the street.

Larry looked at the high windows.Then he looked at the screen cloth."You can't put this on from the outside," he said.

"No," said Benny."We are going to put it on from the inside.We'll show you.We have done it before."

"I'd like to see how you do it," said Larry.

Then Violet came out.

"I'm very sorry about your face," said Larry.Then he began to cut screen cloth.

Grandfather sat out on the rocks.He laughed to himself.Everyone was tapping or cutting.Grandfather could hear them talking.Once he heard Larry laugh.Then he got up quietly and went to the store.

Grandfather said to Mr.Hall,"Do you think Larry Cook would like steak?"

"Steak?" said Mr.Hall,"I don't think he ever had much."

"We'll try it then," said Grandfather."Five pounds of steak should be enough."

"Potato chips," said Mr.Hall.

"Pickles," said Grandfather.

"How about a pie?" said Mr.Hall.

"I'll need rolls and two pies," said Grandfather."Make them cherry."

Mr.Hall put all the food in a big bag.Grandfather went quietly back to the rocks.He could hear that the pounding had stopped.He found two pieces of old iron.He hit them together.It sounded like a bell.Grandfather looked up and saw Benny at his window.

"Is that a dinner bell,Grandfather?" shouted Benny.

"Come down and see," said Grandfather.

Laughing,they all ran to the rocks.Grandfather showed them what he had bought.

"We'll need a fire for that steak," said Larry.

"Right," said Henry."Here's our fireplace.We can use our grill."

Everyone began to gather dry wood,but it was Larry who built the fire.

The Aldens noticed that Larry never looked toward the summer kitchen.He did not know that they already knew a great deal about something that interested him very much.

"I forgot you were a cook," said Benny.

"How do you like your steak?" asked Larry."Well done?"

"No,he likes it burned up," said Henry.

"He won't get any burned up steak from me," said Larry.

"I want mine very rare,my boy," said Mr.Alden.

"I know," said Larry."Rare but not raw."

"Good!" said Mr.Alden."I shall enjoy this meal."

They could hardly wait for the fire to burn down,but Larry would not put the steaks on.At last the fire was just right.Larry counted,"Two rare,three medium,and Benny's well done."

"That means I'll have to wait till last," said Benny.

Jessie put butter on the rolls.Mr.Alden's steak was done first.Larry took his own off and moved the rest to the hot part of the fire.Soon everyone was eating a steak sandwich.

"Poor Grandfather," said Benny."No coffee."

"I don't need coffee today,"said Grandfather."Just give me a pickle."

When they had picked up after lunch,Larry began to think he should go home.He said,"I had a fine time." He looked at Violet and smiled."I hope you'll have no mosquitoes."

"Thank you for helping us,"said Violet."Come again soon."

"Maybe I will," said Larry.

After he had gone,Jessie said,"I think we are really friends with Larry now.Don't you,Grandfather?"

"Yes," said Mr.Alden."You did exactly right.You gave him something interesting to do.Then you all worked together.That's the best way to make friends."

"Well," said Benny,"I wish that we'd get to be such good friends that Larry would tell us about his work.Maybe he thinks he can sell that stuff and get rich."

"I think he's more interested in it as science work,"said Henry."But that's just a guess."

Then they all sat looking at the beautiful blue sea.Violet said,"It never seems to rain here.Every single day has been sunny.I wonder why?"

"Yes," said Mr.Alden."So far it has been sunny for three weeks.But you will find it isn't always that way.In fact I think I feel a storm coming up now."

"I don't," said Benny."There isn't a cloud in the sky."

"Maybe not today," said Grandfather,"but soon.It is lucky we have a nice tight lighthouse to stay in.We'll see some big waves."

"Oh,I love big waves," said Violet."They are so beautiful dashing on the rocks.And we are right by the water—almost in the water."

The storm did not come that night.The family had supper on the rocks.They had a fine night with no mosquitoes.

"Pretty good screens," said Benny.

All the next day they swam or sat on the beach in the sun.Then the family had supper on the rocks.Just as they finished,Grandfather said,"Look! The storm! The wind has changed!"

Sure enough,clouds were speeding across the sky.

Jessie and Henry gathered the supper things together.

They hurried into the lighthouse just as the first drops began to fall.

"Just a little rain," said Benny,laughing."It feels good on my head.I like to get my hair wet."


Chapter11　A Wild Storm
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When the Aldens had shut all the windows and looked out at the sea,they changed their minds about the rain.This was no little rain.This was a storm.

The sky became very dark.There was thunder.The rain fell in sheets.The wind made a terrible noise around the lighthouse.

"You do know about the weather,Grandfather," said Benny."You said a storm was coming,and boy! here is a storm."

"There goes a telephone pole," shouted Henry."Nobody can telephone out of this town tonight."

"I hope no one is out in a boat," said Violet."The waves would tip it over."

The waves dashed up against the lighthouse.They even ran down the road and covered it with water.

The storm grew worse.Lightning made the whole beach light.The thunder sounded very loud over the water.

"I don't care for this at all," said Violet."It seems dangerous."

"It is dangerous," said Grandfather quietly."I surely hope nobody is out in a boat."

The storm did not stop.It grew even worse.The waves covered the whole wide beach.Suddenly there was a loud knock at the door.

"Who in the world is that?" shouted Benny."I hate to open the door.The rain will pour in."

But Henry opened the door.It was Mr.Cook.

"Have you seen my son?" he cried."Where is my son?"
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"Come in,quick!" said Henry."We don't know where your son is.We haven't seen him today."

"Oh,oh!" cried the man."My wife told me to look in the little house first,but he isn't there.He must have taken my boat! He's out in my boat! What shall I do? He will tip over.Nobody could handle a boat in this storm!"

Henry said,"Is there any Coast Guard around here?"

"In Ashland," Tom Cook cried."They haven't time to get here."

"We'll see about that," said Henry.He dragged on his raincoat and went to open the door.

"Where are you going,Henry?"asked Grandfather sharply.

"I'm going for the Coast Guard.The telephone's out.We can't do a thing alone."

Mr.Alden opened his mouth.Then he shut it again.He knew Henry had to go.

Henry was backing the car around."Get in," said Henry to Mr.Cook."Quick!" And off he drove through the water that covered the road,splashing it high as he went.

After Henry and Mr.Cook had gone,Mr.Alden was very quiet.

At last Violet said,"Henry will make it.He always does."

"I hope you're right,child," said Mr.Alden."I am worried.If Larry is out in the open sea in this,I don't see how he can ever get to land."

"Maybe he knows the weather,too,"said Jessie."Maybe he started out for home before the storm came."

"How awful that the light in this lighthouse is gone!"said Benny."If we could only light that,he could find his way better."

"The reflector is left," said Jessie."Maybe a small light would show a little."

Everyone had a flashlight that would stand up.Benny carried them all to his room at the top and set them around.The reflector did show a little light through the storm.

By this time they heard voices outside.The neighbors had come to the lighthouse to find out about the Cook boy.They all knew his father's boat was gone.

"Come in,everybody," said Jessie.Everyone was dripping with water."My brother has gone for the Coast Guard.They will go out from Ashland and look for Larry."

Then Jessie and Violet saw Mrs.Cook.She looked pale,but she smiled at the girls.

The neighbors were wonderful.They had seen storms before.A woman told Jessie to heat a lot of water and make coffee for the Coast Guard men.She herself helped.

The men who had come went out on the beach to see if they could see anything.They stood in the waves up to their knees.But soon the water was up to their waists.They went back to the rock seats.They all had flashlights and some had enormous field glasses.

"The Coast Guard is quick," said Mrs.Cook."They will be out to sea before your brother can get home."

Jessie and Violet put their arms around her.

The light in the top of the lighthouse showed a little through the heavy rain.It seemed like ten years before a man shouted,"I see the Coast Guard boat! And I see the Cook boat!"

Henry and Tom Cook drove up as the man spoke.

"Oh,where?" begged Mr.Cook,getting out."Show it to me."

The man gave him his glasses and told him which way to look.The boats were still right side up,but they often disappeared in the waves.Then Henry went down to the beach,too.

"What will they do?" Henry asked.

"They'll take the boy off and tie his boat to the Coast Guard boat.I hope they will see our light and come here to our beach.The little boat can get through the waves here."

Men looked through their glasses."They're tying the boat on now.They must have the boy."

"If I ever get my son back,he can have anything he wants," cried Tom Cook."Anything at all.Anything in the world!"

"He's a smart boy,your Larry," said Henry."Maybe you know that."

"Yes,I know that.If he only comes back safe!"

"He will," said a fisherman."The Coast Guard is coming fast this way.They wouldn't come now if they didn't have the boy aboard."

"Oh,thank you!" cried Mr.Cook."Can you really see their boat?"

"See for yourself." The fisherman gave him his glasses.The rain was still pouring down.It was still thundering.Everyone was soaking wet.But they could see the Coast Guard coming through the great waves.The Sea Cook II was tied on behind it.

Mrs.Cook helped Jessie heat towels and blankets in front of the gas oven and make a bed with the blankets.

"You'll have to use my bed for him," said Mr.Alden.

Henry said,"You may have my bed,Grandfather,and I'll go up with Benny."

"I don't think I'm going to bed," said Mr.Alden.

"We'll be all ready for him when he comes," said Jessie.

"Is there a doctor in this town?" asked Mr.Alden.

"Oh,yes indeed.Someone has gone for him.He is on his way."

"Well,since there is no policeman," said Mr.Alden,"I thought there wouldn't be any doctor either."

"He is a very good doctor.His name is Dr.Phillips."

"That big Coast Guard boat can't land here," said Henry to a man.

"No,they will come to the beach in the smaller boat.The Coast Guard can run it through the waves.You'll see."

Nearer and nearer came the big boat.imageThe storm was still raging.When the boat was quite near it stopped.Three of the men got into the Sea Cook II and rowed for the beach.Larry was lying in the boat.

At last the boat reached the shore.Strong men took hold of it,and pulled it up on the sand.Henry helped.He looked at Larry.He was lying still with his eyes shut.

"He's alive," the man said."But he doesn't know anything yet.Put him to bed and get a doctor.We saw your dim light."

"We're all ready," said Henry."Right in the lighthouse."

"The lighthouse!" said the man.

"Yes,we are living there this summer.We have a bed all made up for him with hot blankets."

Henry helped the men lift Larry out of the boat.He was soaked and his hair was dripping wet.The men took him into the lighthouse.

"We'll get him dry first," they said.Mrs.Cook rubbed Larry's hair with a hot towel.He was shivering,but he did not open his eyes.

When Jessie went to the door to meet the doctor,the men got Larry's dripping clothes off and wrapped him in the hot blankets.They laid him in Grandfather's bed.

Everyone came in with the doctor to see how Larry was.Suddenly Larry shouted,"Feed the world! Feed the whole world!"

Henry looked at Jessie.

The doctor said,"He has a high fever.He doesn't know what he is saying."

Violet did not say a word.She was thinking.

Tom Cook was at Larry's side,begging him to open his eyes.

"Larry,Larry," he kept saying.

The doctor said,"I don't think you ought to talk to him.He will wake up himself when he is able.Remember he has been out in that terrible storm.It is better for him to keep quiet now."

Mr.Cook did not say another word.But he never moved from Larry's side.

Jessie began to think."Isn't it funny?" she thought."We were sure Mr.Cook didn't like his own son.And we find he does.Maybe we'll find out that Larry likes his father,too."

When Larry could swallow,the doctor gave him some medicine.A little color came back in his face.

"Have you any hot soup?" the doctor asked Jessie."Soon he will be able to take it.It will do him good."

"Yes,I have canned soup," said Jessie.

"That's all right.Don't put much water in it.Give it to him strong."

Larry's mother was the one to feed him the soup.His eyes opened and then shut.Then he opened them again.He seemed to be hungry.

All this time,Benny had not said a single word.He just watched.Now he sat down quietly in a chair.Watch went over and sat close beside him.

The old dog did not bark once at all the strangers.He seemed to know that they were Jessie's friends.imageSo they would be his friends,too.Benny put his arm around the dog's neck and together they sat there.

Violet went and put her arm around Benny's shoulders."It's been too exciting,Benny," she said."You'll feel better soon.Suppose you have some hot soup,too."

Benny was thankful to eat the hot soup.He almost went to sleep eating it.

"Better lie down," said Violet."After all,it's almost midnight."

Benny was soon fast asleep.

All the rest stayed up and watched Larry.All at once he said,"Mother,I tried to feed the whole world."

"What is he talking about?" asked Dr.Phillips."Keep him quiet if you can.He will soon be asleep.Don't try to take him home yet."

The kind neighbors began to say goodnight.

"I'll come again early in the morning," said Dr.Phillips,going out last of all.

Jessie and Violet went up to their room.Henry carried Benny upstairs to his bed without waking him.Mr.Alden and Watch sat quietly with Larry's father and mother.And for the first time,when the clock struck twelve at midnight,Watch did not bark.


Chapter12　The Secret Is Out
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The next day was beautiful.The storm had gone.Everyone got up early and went downstairs to see how Larry was.Dr.Phillips came early,too.Mr.and Mrs.Cook were still there,sitting by the bed.

"How is the boy?" asked Mr.Alden.

"He is very much better," said Dr.Phillips."But he still doesn't know what he is talking about."

"Oh," said Benny,"I think he does."

"And I do,too,"said Henry."What is he saying?"

"Oh,the same old thing,about feeding the world.Will you tell me how that makes sense?"

"We'll show you,"said Henry,"if it's all right with Larry.That is better than telling.Mr.Cook and Grandfather,you can come with the doctor,too."

"I don't need to come," said Mrs.Cook smiling,"I know all about it.I used to take Larry his supper every night.Here is a key.Your dog always barked and I was sure you'd come out and question me.I'll stay with Larry now."

"Eat anything you see," said Larry,almost smiling.

Then the Aldens led the men down the path to the little white house.Mr.Cook said,"I never guessed a thing."

Benny said,"Larry comes to work here every night.We thought we smelled fish cooking." They all went in.

"What is this?" said Dr.Phillips,picking up a little cake.

"Well,"said Henry."I rather think it is a cake made of seaweed.It was baked in that pan."

"Try it," said Benny."Larry said we could." The doctor broke off a piece of the cake and tried it.

"How is it?" asked Benny.

"Not too bad,not too good," said the doctor.

"But why is Larry using seaweed?" asked Mr.Cook.

"There's a great deal of it," said Henry."Anyone can get it free.It could be made into food people could eat.It would help feed the world."

The doctor said slowly,"I know the Japanese use it,but they like it.They make cakes and candy and puddings."

"That is exactly right," said Henry."If we liked it,we could have all we wanted just for sending boats out after it."

Mr.Cook looked at Henry and said,"So that is what my boy was doing—trying to make seaweed taste good.He did know what he was talking about all the time."

"Then Larry is well if he is talking sense," said Dr.Phillips."Only he is still weak.He can get up when he feels able."

Dr.Phillips went on his way,and the rest went back to Larry.He was sitting up eating his breakfast.

"Tell us,Larry,what you were trying to do," said Grandfather,sitting down beside the bed.

"Oh,it is so interesting!" cried Larry."I had to do my experiments with seaweed because plankton wouldn't keep.Uncle Rich Snow always brought me some plankton from the South Seas.He had a refrigerator."

"We've been in that refrigerator," said Benny,laughing."We saw your white bags of plankton,but we didn't know then what it was."

"I like to look at the plankton under my microscope.But I do wish I had a large microscope.The plankton would be so beautiful.It's all colors and so many different kinds,and so small you can't see it at all without the microscope."

"We saw some plankton when we went to Blue Bay," said Henry.

"Then you know.If we could only make it good to eat,it would feed the world."

"Tell us about your experiments," said Mr.Alden.

"Well,I have tried a good many things.Of course I don't have much to work with.I mixed the jelly of the seaweed with flour and sugar and made cakes and fried them.They were not very good.Next time I was going to put in flavoring."

"Good work!"said Mr.Alden."You have done well all alone.Now you need help."

Then Grandfather went on talking to Mr.Cook."If you will let Larry go to Adams College,I will help you pay for it."

"Oh,no," said Mr.Cook."That isn't it! I have enough money.Captain Snow would have given us money,too.I just made up my mind that he couldn't go,and I hated to give in.You see I never had a chance for much schooling.I've done all right.I couldn't see why Larry needed to go to college.A waste of money,I thought." Mr.Cook stopped and then he added,"I guess I'm quick to lose my temper and slow to change my mind."
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"I was like that,too," said Benny."I used to howl my head off."

Mr.Cook laughed.He said,"And you think I am howling now? All right.He can go."

Jessie looked at Larry.His eyes were shining.He had forgotten his breakfast.

Mr.Alden said,"Let's all sit down and talk about this.This is wonderful of you,Mr.Cook.You see,I know Adams College.Henry goes there.They have a teacher who could help Larry on this very work.He will work with Larry,I am sure."

Larry sat up straight.Watch went over and put his paws on the bed and wagged his tail.

"That settles it," shouted Benny."Now Larry is one of the family!"
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Chapter13　A Final Surprise
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Grandfather sat forward in his chair.

"Another thing," he said."We ought to go home soon."

"Oh,why?" asked Benny.

Mr.Alden laughed."I have to work,for one thing."

Jessie said,"Oh,I suppose you do."

Henry said,"I must get ready for college,too."

"I shall miss you all," said Larry.

"You won't miss Henry," said Benny."You'll see him every day at college."

"I can go back to my house this morning," said Larry."I feel all right—only weak."

"I'll take you in the station wagon," said Henry,"and Mr.and Mrs.Cook,too."

Suddenly Mrs.Cook said,"Wait!I have an idea.You must all come to our house for supper."

Mr.Alden shook his head."Better not,Mrs.Cook," he said."You'll have enough to do taking care of Larry without cooking a supper for eight.But we'd enjoy it all right."

"I won't need a thing," said Larry."I'll just lie down once in a while."

Mrs.Cook smiled.She said,"Larry isn't the only one in the family who can cook.I do it,too.And I like it."

The four young Aldens were looking at Grandfather,hoping he would change his mind.

"Very well," he said."We'd love to come if you really feel that way."

"Good!" said Mrs.Cook."Come about five and see our yard.We'll eat at six."

Benny said,"I won't eat much lunch,Mrs.Cook,so I can eat a lot of supper.I bet you are just as good a cooker as Larry."

They all laughed at Benny."Really," he said,"I mean it.I'll eat hardly any lunch at all."

"I can't imagine it," said Henry.

"I'll get dressed," said Larry,"and go along home."

"You'll have to wear some of my clothes,"said Henry."Yours aren't dry yet."

After the Cook family had gone,Benny said,"Now I wonder what Mrs.Cook will have for supper.It won't be frankfurters,I'm sure."

"It won't be chowder," said Henry,smiling.

"It won't be hamburgers," Benny went on.

"Now,Benny," said Violet,"don't be talking about things to eat all the morning.You make me hungry already."

"What shall I do,then?"

"You might put up the clothes line.Tie it between the houses.We can get Larry's things dry in the sun."

"Shoes and all?" asked Benny.

"Yes.Tie the strings together and hang them over the line."

When the job was done,Benny came in again."What shall I do now?" he asked.

"Oh,Benny," cried Jessie."Go down to the beach and sit and watch the water.We're very busy."

Benny went slowly down to the beach.In a minute he shouted,"Oh,come quick! Millions of shells! Heaps and piles of shells! Bushels of shells!"

Everyone ran.They swept the shells and shoveled the shells into anything that would hold them.They set them on the rock table.As Mr.Alden worked he said,"I think we're going to make it.These shells were washed up by the storm.They came from far away."

The water came in steadily.At last almost every shell was saved.

"We won!" cried Benny."Now the tide can come in."

"And now we'll have fun," said Mr.Alden."See if you can find an empty pan."

"Here's a kettle," said Violet.

"Just the thing,child," said Mr.Alden."I think it will be full."

"What are you going to do?" asked Henry.

"I am going to pick over the shells and save the interesting ones," said his grandfather.

The children sat down to watch.At once Mr.Alden cried,"Here's a beautiful red scallop shell,and this black and white one came from far away.These shells never grow around here.That is why some of them are broken."

Quickly Mr.Alden picked over the shells.He never stopped once.

"My!" said Benny."You know a lot about shells."

"I ought to," said Mr.Alden."I have studied them all my life.Isn't this shell beautiful?"

"Say!" cried Benny."Doesn't it look something like an olive? And speaking of olives,I wonder ifMrs.Cook will have pickles?If she has hamburger she will have to have pickles."

"Now,Benny," said Henry,"stop talking about food.You know you are not hungry yet."

But all day long Benny was waiting for five o'clock to come.At quarter to five he said,"Don't you think we could go now? It will take us fifteen minutes to walk to Mrs.Cook's."

Henry said,"Oh,so we are going to walk,are we?"

"Henry and I will ride," said Mr.Alden.

"Wait five minutes more,Benny," said Henry,"and you can help me wipe off the car.Then we will go."

They reached the Cooks' house at exactly five o'clock.Mrs.Cook came around the house from the backyard."You are just in time," she said."Mr.Cook wants to show you our yard."

The Aldens were very much surprised when they saw the yard.It was beautiful.There were big bushes of flowers and beds filled with flowers.The grass was very green.In the middle was an enormous fireplace and a long table.

"She does have pickles," whispered Benny to Jessie.There were chairs around the table.

"We might as well eat," said Mrs.Cook."We are all here."

"That's good," said Benny."I've been hungy all day."

"We'll fill you up," said Mr.Cook.

Larry sat in a long chair.He looked weak,but he said he felt fine.

"You can help me,Henry," said Mrs.Cook.Henry came back from the house with a pan of rolls.They were light and brown.They smelled delicious.

Benny whispered again to Jessie,"I still wonder what we will have to go with the rolls."

He did not have to wait long.Mrs.Cook gave Henry two holders,and he lifted an enormous pan off the fire.The fire was almost out.

"Oh! Oh! Chicken legs!" yelled Benny."I can eat a lot of those."

"How many can you eat?" asked Mrs.Cook.

"Well,four anyway," said Benny."My friend Mike can eat eight."

"You can have eight,too,if you want," said Mrs.Cook,laughing.

But when Benny saw the watermelon,he ate only four chicken legs.Mr.Alden said,"Mrs.Cook,these are delicious.You can certainly cook as well as Larry."

Suddenly Larry looked toward the street.A big car drove up quietly and stopped.

"We have more company,Mother,"Larry said,pointing to the car.

"No," shouted Benny,"it's our company! It's Mr.Carter.He's getting out now."

And it was John Carter,one of the men who worked for Grandfather.He had a large black box.He carried it over to where everyone waited.

With a smile he said,"I felt lonesome,and after I read your letters I wanted to see Larry."

"Well,this is Larry," said Benny."He is lying down in that long chair because he was almost drowned in the storm we had."

"I know," nodded Mr.Carter."Your grandfather telephoned me." He shook hands and said hello to everybody.

All this time Larry looked at the box.He knew what was in it,but he could not believe it might be for him.

Mr.Carter was saying,"Here you are,Larry.From what Mr.Alden told me,I guess you need a bigger microscope.Mine has just been lying around.I haven't used it for years now that I'm not with the F.B.I.You may keep it."

Benny carried the box over to Larry for him to open.

Larry's hands shook so that Benny said,"Maybe your hands are shaking because you almost drowned."

"No," said Larry,and his voice shook,too."It's because I'm so glad to have a good microscope.I can never thank you enough,Mr.Carter,never!"

"Don't try," said Mr.Carter.He and the Aldens were glad to see how pleased Larry was.

"Well,Carter," said Grandfather,"you didn't come way up here just to give Larry that microscope.You must have had some other reason."

Mr.Carter laughed and said,"Well,so I did.I thought I might help you pack.And I brought you a letter from Adams College.It is from a Dr.William Steere."

Grandfather read the letter at once."Good," he said."Excellent.Larry,this Dr.Steere wants a boy like you very much."

"Why,sir?" asked Larry.

"Because he is doing the same work that you are.He is experimenting with seaweed and plankton for food."

"Wonderful!" said Larry."I'd like to work with him."

"He says something else," said Grandfather."He says that we ought to spend more money getting food from the sea instead of bothering with space."

"I think so,too," said Larry."I suppose we ought to do both.But I am more interested in the sea.Think how deep it is.Miles and miles.And all full of food if we can only get it."

Mr.Cook put his hand on his son's shoulder.He said,"I can see that you and Dr.Steere will get along fine."

John Carter had already eaten,but he had a large piece of watermelon just the same.

When the time came to say good-by to the Cooks,Henry said,"We go back to our real home tomorrow.We're sorry to go."

"And we are sorry to see you leave," Mrs.Cook said.

"But I'll see you soon," Larry called,"at college."

The next day Mr.Carter was a great help.He worked with the girls on the packing and he took some of the bags in his own car.
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Benny ran to Mr.Hall's store to give him the lighthouse keys.When he came back,the family was ready to go.

"I want to ride with Mr.Carter," said Benny.

"Very well," said Grandfather."No reason not to,if Mr.Carter wants you."

Mr.Carter laughed and said he wanted company.The girls and Grandfather rode with Henry.

They drove past Mr.Hall's to wave good-by and then past the Cooks before leaving Conley.

At last home again,they told Mrs.McGregor,the housekeeper,all about their adventures.

Mr.Carter told how well the young people had solved the mystery."I couldn't have done better," he said.

"Oh,yes,you could," said Jessie."You used to be an F.B.I.man."

"No,really,I couldn't," said Mr.Carter."Larry would trust young people more than he would a man.I'm sure of that.You were wonderful with Larry."

"That's right,John,"said Grandfather,nodding.image"They were."

The bags were unpacked and Henry took the empty car around to the garage.

But the family did not sit around very long doing nothing.Everyone was busy in what was left of the summer.

One day Grandfather and Henry went to a store to get Henry clothes for fall.But Grandfather bought two jackets,not just one.Henry tried them on and said they were just right.One was gray and one was brown.The brown one went into a special box to be mailed to Larry Cook.

Henry wrote a letter saying it was the kind of jacket all the boys wore at Adams.

Then the time came when Henry and Larry went to Adams College.Grandfather went,too.He took the boys into the dean's office and told him who Larry was.

Larry sat down near the door.It was half open.

Suddenly Larry stood up looking very much surprised.A tall man came in.He looked at Larry once.Then he looked again.Then he held out his hand and said,"Well,well! Clam chowder!"

Larry cried,"Baked beans!" The two shook hands.

"What in the world are you two talking about?" asked Mr.Alden."Do you know Larry?"

"Yes," said the tall stranger."I know he makes the best clam chowder and baked beans that I ever ate!"

The dean laughed.He said,"That makes my work easier,if you know each other.Larry,this is Dr.Steere."

"Dr.Steere!" cried Larry."The one I am going to work for?"

"The very one," said the dean."Sit down,Dr.Steere.This is Mr.Alden,and this is Henry Alden.They brought Larry along to meet you."

Dr.Steere looked at Larry.He said,"I have seen your papers that you did all alone.You are already doing college work.I will be glad to help you because our work may be important to the whole world."

"I hope so," said Larry."It seems important to me."

Mr.Alden looked at his watch."I must go," he said."You two boys find your rooms and Henry's friends,and good luck to you both."

Mr.Alden shook hands with Larry.He said,"You have a wonderful teacher,my boy.I know you will do well."

Mr.Alden left and then Dr.Steere left.The boys went to find their rooms and the dean sat alone.

"I like a boy like that Larry,"he thought."And he has a fine friend in Henry Alden."

About a month later,Grandfather got a wonderful letter from Henry.

"Read it out loud," said Jessie.

This is what Mr.Alden read:

Dear Grandfather and All,

Larry and I are so excited! Dr.Steere likes Larry's work.He has asked him to stay here at the college all summer and work with him.But Larry thinks he shouldn't do that.He wants to be with his father in the summer.So what do you think? Dr.Steere says he will come to the little white house in Conley and work with Larry.They will fix up the little house and put on a new room.Dr.Steere says he will call it "Cook's Experiments." Isn't that wonderful? He thinks some day Larry will be famous.

I have to tell you that Larry wears his white lab coat all the time.He almost never wears his jacket.

The boys like him and think he is smart.

Love to everybody,

HENRY

"What wonderful news," said Jessie."Aren't we glad we made friends with Larry Cook?"

"I am very much pleased with you,"said Grandfather."You young people changed a cross young bear into a fine young man."

"I think Benny did that mostly," said Jessie.

"Well,I don't," said Benny."I think we all did it together—and you,Grandfather,and Captain Snow and Watch."

"Don't forget Mr.Hall," said Jessie.

"We'll never forget Mr.Hall," said Violet.

"No,sir!" said Benny."Mr.Hall knows absolutely everything!"


宝贝听书APP
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第一章 爷爷打头阵




Chapter 1 Grandfather in the Lead

初夏的一天，天气晴暖，奥登家的四个孩子——亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼刚刚跟爷爷吃完午餐，此时正享用着苹果派和奶酪甜点。

班尼托腮沉思了一会儿，才开口道：“爷爷，还记得吗？几年前的夏天，咱们打算去爬山来着。”

“我当然记得，宝贝。”

“那您还记不记得，那次计划泡汤了——当时大乔和爱丽丝要出国，咱们又没法单独行动。”

“所以后来才改去神秘农场看望简姑婆了！”亨利说，“看来班尼还惦记着呢！”

“我只是随便问问，如果咱们那次真去了，会去哪儿，爬哪座山？”班尼继续追问道。

“你的意思是不是想爬山了，班尼？”奥登先生忍不住笑出声来。

“那当然！”班尼说，“不过这次我想换座山爬。”

“那是自然。”奥登先生赞同道，“那次本来打算带你们去落基山脉的，这次就改去平古峰吧，我可不想让维莉爬得太累，也不想把自己折腾出个好歹，你们三个小家伙倒是够结实。”

爷爷抬起头，发现孩子们也正望着自己，四张开心的笑脸已经做出了回答——大家都在欢快地点着头。

“班尼，你怎么会突发奇想地冒出这么个主意？”杰西笑着问。

“我上学的时候读过相关的文章。”班尼答道。

“关于哪儿？平古峰吗？”维莉问。

“是吗？”亨利诧异道，“这么说，去平古峰是你的主意？”

“可不是么！”班尼说，“我可不想爬太高的山，把自己累坏。”

“这话我同意。”奥登先生附和道，“平古峰不难爬，大家都不会有太大压力，何况沿路风景很好，山顶又平坦——咱们可以在那里好好休息一阵子。”

“据说峰顶就像航空母舰一样，可以停飞机！”班尼说道。

“对极了，宝贝！”爷爷同意道，“不过这个峰顶可有两个航空母舰那么大。”

班尼吃完苹果派，放下了叉子，“现在只剩一个问题了——什么时候出发？要不咱们这就走！”

所有人都笑了起来——班尼和爷爷太像了，都是雷厉风行的急脾气。

爷爷微笑着问：“你的意思是，来场说走就走的旅行？只要你愿意，咱们现在就可以出发——这么做很容易，总共才一天的旅程。我们先爬到平古峰顶，吃顿午餐，之后下山，正好一天时间，用不着在山顶过夜。”

“爷爷，这些您是怎么知道的？”亨利问道。

“我有个朋友去年夏天刚去过那儿，他和妻子玩得很尽兴，说果然没有去错地方。据说，离山脚不远处有个杂货店，游客们通常在那里买登山杖、吃饭、问路什么的。店里还会常备一些柴火，供游人在山顶野炊用。总之，平古峰不适合职业登山者去，比较适合老人和孩子。”

亨利笑了起来，他知道，爷爷只是想放宽他们的心，平古峰可不是徒有虚名的。

“那咱们真的可以今天出发吗？”杰西问道。

“最好不要。”爷爷说，“我觉得明天出发会好一些，这样就可以玩上一整天了，开车两个小时就能到。对了，班尼，你打算什么时候起床？你可是个小瞌睡虫。”

“我五点就可以起来。”班尼说，“去灯塔那次我就是五点起的。”

“可不是么！那就定在五点好了。大家穿运动服去，最好带些换洗的衣服——说不定咱们还要去别的地方呢。还有，望望是不能带去的，它会碍手碍脚。”

“这倒不假。”亨利赞同道，“到时候它就知道呜呜叫，肯定不想看到咱们去冒险。”

爷爷似乎想起了什么，半晌才开口问道：“波西·奥斯古博士应该就在平古峰附近工作。班尼，你有没有听说过他？”

班尼摇了摇头，倒是亨利回答道：“奥斯古？我有印象，大学里有本地理书就是他写的——去年我还选了那门课呢。”

“那就是他！”爷爷说，“波西正在寻找一种化石。要是约翰·卡特能帮我打听到他在哪儿，咱们不妨去拜访一下他。我们有几年没见了，估计波西不会有太大变化。”

接下来，孩子们各自收拾行李，爷爷则给约翰·卡特打了个电话——遗憾的是班尼不在跟前，没有听到具体的安排。他正跟哥哥姐姐忙得不亦乐乎。

当晚，一家人都没怎么睡，凌晨五点大家就已经了无睡意，索性下楼吃了早餐。

“我带了两个电筒。”亨利说，“还带了些电池和望远镜，这样就能更好地欣赏风景了。”

爷爷提议道：“咱们午餐可以在山下的杂货店买，饮料也一样，不管是瓶装咖啡还是冷饮，全都买得到。”

尽管这天天气不错，一大清早就很暖和，大家还是各自带了件暖和的毛衣，因为他们知道平古峰上会比较冷。

“好漂亮！”一进山区，维莉便惊叹了起来。

“那就是平古峰！”班尼边说边指向一座山峰。

那是远近山脉中最矮的一座山，其余的都是高耸入云。只见远山含黛，蓝绿相杂、淡紫不一。平古峰离得最近，从下至上几乎一片苍翠，只有峰顶是赤裸裸的岩石。

“嘿！”亨利兴奋地叫道，“杂货店在这儿！好像是原木搭建的呢！”他把车停在门口，一家人走了进去。

平古峰巍然耸立，近在咫尺。

“多合适啊！”班尼感叹道，“这山不太高，也不太陡，爬起来不累，也可以锻炼身体。峰顶还有壮观的景色。”正说着，班尼突然犯起了嘀咕：店主似乎认识爷爷呢！

只见爷爷和店主握了握手，“能给我们准备些登平古峰用的东西吗？”

店主答道：“我给你们每个人准备了一个背包，用来装午餐，还有五根登山杖，应该就足够了。上山的小路标记得很清楚，不过只有一点——要记住，下山也只有那一条路。”

“我来当领队！”班尼叫道。

“这个恐怕不行。”奥登先生说，“该我走在前面才对。”

“好吧！”班尼说，“也该是您打头阵，我不介意的。”

“那就谢谢喽！”爷爷说道。

就这样，一家人背着各自的背包向峰顶爬去。上山的小路果然已经标记清楚——沿途的树上都系着红布条。有些路段很难走，幸好木杖帮了大忙。

大家不停地向上爬着，维莉紧跟在爷爷身后。班尼虽然一直惦记着领队的事，不过心里却明白，在这件事情上，最好听爷爷的话。

三个小时后，奥登一家人才爬到第一个休息点。

“看见这个标记了吗？‘用餐处’。”亨利说，“意思是，咱们要在这里干掉半顿午餐。”

“我这辈子都没觉得这么饿过。”班尼叹道。

“不对吧，班尼！”亨利打趣道，“每顿饭你都是这么饿，而且还要喝那么多水！不过这次大家可得省着点喝才行。”

很快，大家便歇息完毕，准备继续上路。即将到达山顶时，已经看不见灌丛和树木，就连青草的影子也不见了，只剩下一片灰突突的岩石。

爷爷朝前方看了看，离峰顶只剩两级石阶了，不过最后一级十分陡峭，他不禁庆幸还好是自己走在了前面。借助着木杖，他终于登上了平坦的峰顶，接着转过身，将维莉和杰西一一拉了上去，然后又使劲儿探出身子去帮班尼。亨利则拄着木杖，自行爬了上去。
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大家不禁举目四望，“这里都快赶上咱家的前院大了。”杰西轻呼道。

“看看这景色！”班尼叹道，“那边有个镇子，不过咱们的山脚下只有树林。”

“这儿有堆木柴，”亨利欢呼道，“咱们可以生起篝火了！还有个火塘，可以把剩下的午餐热一下。”

然而谁都没有想到，他们或许该生一堆火来取暖——就连爷爷也没有想到。


第二章 班尼挺住！

Chapter 2 Hold On，Benny！

“我的天，还好咱们带了毛衣。”亨利说道，“峰顶的风还真猛呢！”说着，他把褐色的毛衣从头上套了下去。

其余几个孩子也纷纷穿上了毛衣，坐成一排。

“真是壮观啊！”杰西不由惊叹道。大家坐在山顶上鸟瞰山谷，有种一览众山小的感觉。

“班尼，坐到我身边来，我有话对你说。”爷爷说道，“别人跟你讲话的时候，小孩子要立刻记在心里，省得别人一遍遍地重复。现在我来告诉你，不要到悬崖边上去。这话我只说一遍，听清了吗？”

爷爷几乎从没用这么严厉的语气说过话。

“听清了！”班尼叫道，“您没说完我就明白了。我本来也不喜欢悬崖。”

亨利环视了一下平坦的峰顶，发现中间隆起一个小丘，“快看！石头上有黑白灰相间的波纹呢！地理学家准会感兴趣的。”

大家也纷纷扭过头，观赏了一番，“看起来像是海浪。”

“的确很像。”爷爷说道，“不过这些是岩石纹，也许在几百万年以前，咱们脚下还是一片汪洋。”

“可能当时这座矮山也高不出海底多少，是后来才被推到这么高的。”亨利说。

听到这儿，班尼突然仰头大笑起来：“我敢打赌，在恐龙生活的那个年代，这里还只是小水坑！”

“也许是一片沼泽呢？”杰西说。

“要是把相机带来就好了。”亨利说道。

“可不是么。”维莉赞同道。

奥登先生望了望下面一望无际的森林，“这些树木好像从来没被砍伐过，要是在树林里迷了路，那可就麻烦了！”

班尼看了看手表：“真希望你们谁能说一句——吃饭的时间到了！”

“就让我来说好了。”维莉拍了拍班尼的肩膀。

“咱们还是先坐下，商量一下怎么个吃法才是。”杰西说道。

“看吧，杰西，你天生就是持家的好手。”亨利说，“要是打算吃热汉堡，就要先生火。咱们去找些木柴吧。”

奥登爷爷一动不动地坐在那儿，望着孩子们。

“这里不是什么木柴都有了么？”班尼说道，“大的小的，看哪，还有一个铁罐和一口平底锅呢！”

“铁罐多半是用来烧水的吧？”维莉回应道，“只管放些咖啡进去，这样爷爷就有咖啡喝了。”

“还是现煮咖啡呢！”爷爷说道。

“杂货店的人想得可真周到。”班尼赞不绝口，“火塘也搭在了背风的地方。”班尼边说边走到了小丘后面。

“看来什么都不缺了。”亨利说道。

每个孩子都分到了任务。

两个男孩负责生火——这种事情，就连班尼都能做好。女孩们则用汉堡做起了蛋糕，她们把里面的培根挑了出来。

“咱们最好先煎培根。”杰西提议。

没过多久，女孩们就把滋滋作响的培根一片一片地摆在了餐巾纸上。

“剩下的油怎么办呢，爷爷？”

“给我吧！”奥登先生说，“让我来，你们只管看着，先不要动。”

爷爷的脸上没有一丝笑容。他趴在地上，缓缓地朝着悬崖边上爬去，“现在把锅给我。”

孩子们全都忍不住想笑，因为爷爷的样子太滑稽了。不过爷爷的表情却十分严肃，他接过平底锅，把滚热的油朝山下倒去，然后缓缓地退了回来，直到远远地离开悬崖才开口道：“看，现在知道为什么上山下山只能走那条小路了吧？”

“知道了，爷爷！可是您刚才的样子好有趣啊！”班尼说，“我都忍不住要笑出来了。”

“哈，我也是！”奥登先生说，“好啦，现在你们想笑就笑吧。”

一想到爷爷把热油倒下悬崖的样子，孩子们就乐不可支。

“把汉堡递给我好吗？”亨利说道，“这个盘子刚好能放六块。”

杰西递过“汉堡蛋糕”，顿时，一阵诱人的香味飘了过来。

接着，亨利又指挥道：“每人都拿盘子装块小面包，再放一片奶酪和餐巾纸，准备迎接汉堡啦！”

“每人还可以分到一瓶可乐。”班尼补充道。

“没错。”亨利说，“除了爷爷——爷爷的是一杯黑咖啡。”

接下来的时间，一家人久久而细致地品尝着空前美味的午餐。

吃完饭，杰西惊讶地感叹：“头一次咱们的野餐还有剩下的。我的汉堡没吃完，维莉的也是。我们总共剩了五个小面包和一个汉堡。”

“等等，我的这个也吃不完。”爷爷赶紧说。

“留着，都留着！”班尼亮起了大嗓门，“没吃完的都打包起来，待会儿我说不定还会吃呢！”

奥登一家捡起用过的纸巾和纸杯，扔进火里，爷爷赶忙说：“把我的咖啡也留着，也许下山前我还要喝上几口。咱们四点准时返程。”

维莉拿起一个可乐瓶，将可乐倒干净后，把咖啡灌了进去。

亨利见状忙说：“把咖啡渣倒在石头上就行，山风会把它们吹走的。”

“下山的时候能不能换我来领头？”班尼央求道。

“好吧。”爷爷这次同意了，“就让你来带队好了。”

大家把打包好的食物放进纸袋。

四点一到，班尼就急不可耐地准备下山了。

“第一级台阶可真难落脚。”班尼感叹道。

“第二级也一样。”亨利说。

班尼蹲下身子，一只脚缓缓地伸了下去，两手紧紧地攀着石阶边缘。这级石阶太高了。班尼真有些后悔没让爷爷或是亨利先下去。

“把手递给我，”亨利说道，“别着急，慢慢来，你能行的。”

班尼紧紧攥着亨利的手，将另外一只脚也踏了下去。好在第二级台阶没那么危险了。

班尼的一只脚踩上了第二级台阶，刚想撒手，脚下突然一空，随着一阵雷鸣般的巨响，台阶从山上滚落下去，松散的石块纷纷被撞落，塌了一片。

“救命啊！”班尼嘶声叫着，一手死死地抓着亨利，一手摸索着可以承重的东西，两腿悬在空中，拼命踢蹬。

爷爷迅速扑倒在地，抓住了班尼的另外一只手。亨利承担了班尼的大部分重量，杰西则揪住了班尼的毛衣，三人一起用力，把班尼拽了上去，拖到了安全地带。

班尼侧身躺在地上，一动不动，拼命地喘着气：“老爷子啊，我可要三天才缓得过劲儿来呢！”

班尼之前从没管爷爷叫过“老爷子”，也从没有人见他这样安静过。奥登先生俯下身子，安慰道：“班尼，别再想石阶的事情了。你该想想这件事有多么不可思议！你之所以没死，是因为还有特殊的使命等着你去完成呢。”
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班尼闻言立刻坐了起来。“我真的没死！”他叫道，“大难不死，必有后福，说不准我以后会成为专业登山家或是科学家呢！”

杰西和维莉则吓得脸色发白，她们清楚地看到刚刚班尼是如何死里逃生的——岩石崩落，班尼呼救，大家救援……这一切都发生得太快、太突然。

亨利转身看了看巨石林立的峰顶。他并不想让两个妹妹害怕，但他心里明白，下山的唯一路径已被截断了。平古峰另一侧怪石嶙峋，根本没有落脚的地方。

“咱们现在该商量一下，接下来怎么办。”奥登先生说道，“这里很安全，不过也会很冷，眼下肯定是没法下山了。”

亨利问道：“护林员和店主一定会注意到咱们没下山吧？”

爷爷看了亨利一眼，回答道：“他们会不会注意，咱们也不好说。但有一件事可以肯定——今晚只能在这儿过夜了。现在是初夏，天很快就会黑下来。”

“或许他们听到了石头滚下去的声音呢？”亨利仍心存侥幸。

“对啊，”维莉赞同道，“那动静像打雷一样呢！”

“也许吧。”爷爷说，“不过用不着担心，咱们生起篝火，天黑的时候他们就能看见了。”

亨利隐隐地觉得爷爷似乎隐瞒了些什么。他来不及细想，连忙动手生火。在大家的齐心协力下，熊熊火焰燃烧了起来。

“这……这火……真、真舒服。”维莉说着，牙齿不停地打起战来，“刚才还没觉得这……这么冷呢。”

“那是因为你差点就见不着我了。”班尼解释道，“没听说过吓得发抖这句话吗？”

没过多久，天色便黑了下来。爷爷看上去还是那么镇定。就在这时，大家听到了一阵怪异的隆隆声。

“好像是飞机。”班尼猜测道，“是直升机，我敢打赌！”

“是爷爷安排的！”亨利叫了起来，“爷爷肯定早有准备。”

奥登先生的脸上露出了微笑。

果然是一架直升机。

只见它高高地飞过了峰顶，闪了一下信号灯后，便在奥登一家上空盘旋起来。飞行员通过扩音器喊道：“你们都没事吧？”

“没事！”五个人齐声喊道。

“天太黑，我没法带你们走，只有等明早来救你们！”飞行员喊道，“我扔五个睡袋下去！注意别让火灭了，明早我们就过来。现在，大家都站到小丘后面去。”

全家人依言行事。五个睡袋被依次抛了下来，然后直升机隆隆地飞走了。

“可能他们不知道，咱们的食物也不多了。”杰西说，“还好我们打包了吃剩的午餐，看来晚饭只能吃这个了。”

“也许该留到明早吃。”维莉建议，“说不定咱们要在这里等好久呢！”

“好主意。”爷爷赞同道，“只要身上暖和，饿一点儿也忍得住。”

“我觉得已经被吓饱了——至少现在还没饿。”班尼补充道。

“这就是老话说的‘因祸得福’嘛。”爷爷打趣道。

“应该是‘因石得福’才对。”班尼纠正道。

“咱们还是钻进睡袋里暖和一下吧。”爷爷说道。

就这样，一家人钻进睡袋，坐成了一排。

“要是有人看到了，一定会觉得咱们的样子很可笑。”班尼说。

一家人俯瞰着夜空下的村庄，只见村子的左边灯光点点，右边却是一片漆黑。

少顷，杰西开口问道：“林子里有亮光，会不会是哪位游客困在那儿了？”

“我怎么没看到？”奥登先生抬头看了看，“哦，看到了，有点模糊，不过光源一直没动过。”

“林子里肯定不会有人住，”班尼不解地问，“那到底是哪来的光线呢？”

“等咱们下了山就去弄个明白。”爷爷暗自松了口气——今夜一定会十分漫长，有个大家感兴趣的话题总归不错。“也许护林员知道是怎么回事，要是他们不知道，咱们就自己去查个明白。”

天空中已是群星闪烁。

“今晚不用去床上睡了，”班尼很开心，“我现在已经躺在‘床’上了。”

杰西悄悄对亨利说：“他看起来好像没事了。”

“还不是多亏了爷爷。”亨利低声应道，“都是他开导得好。”

爷爷和亨利决定，今晚由两人轮流添加柴火，好在木柴还多。一家人排成一排，躺在了地上。班尼和维莉分别睡在爷爷两侧。

“爷爷，我想往您那边睡点，可以吗？”班尼的声音里透着困倦。

“过来吧，孩子。”爷爷答应了。

“爷爷，”班尼又说，“我今天好像眼睛都花了呢——大石头滚下去的时候，我好像看到后面有个大洞。”

“没准你真没看错呢！”爷爷说道，“我听说山上都会有洞的。”

渐渐地，班尼进入了梦乡。


第三章 等待救援

Chapter 3 Waiting for Rescue

亨利醒来的第一件事就是在想：太阳出来了，直升机也该来了吧？他睁开双眼，眨了眨。

只见整个山峰都笼罩在浓浓的雾气中。他转过头，朝杰西的方向看了看，虽然两人离得很近，伸手就能碰到，但亨利还是看不清她的脸。

只听班尼叫道：“我醒了，亨利。好大的雾啊！”

亨利用胳膊撑起了身子，“难道每天早上都会起这么大的雾？要不是这次爬得这么高，咱们根本注意不到呢。”

“清晨的峰顶总会有雾的，所以露营的人从来不在这儿过夜。不过雾气很快就散了。”爷爷的声音传了过来。

“咱们要时刻靠紧才行！”亨利说。

大家都明白亨利的意思——要是此时四处走动会非常危险，有可能不知不觉间走到石崖边上去。

所有人都坐了起来。

“剩下的那袋吃的哪儿去了？”班尼问道，“我觉得好饿。”

“在我这儿！”杰西说，“我还有几张餐巾纸。来，把手伸过来，给你一张。我来分分早餐。”

说完，杰西将一个大汉堡分作五份，然后钻出睡袋，在每个人的餐巾纸上放了一小份汉堡和一些面包渣。接着，她把冷掉的咖啡递给了爷爷，其余的四个杯子全都扣在保温瓶上。

“谁要是渴了就告诉我，”她说，“咱们一滴水都不能浪费。”

维莉和亨利分别坐在队伍的两侧，两人看不到彼此，声音却听得清清楚楚。

一家人美美地吃起了早餐。“真想不到，面包渣也这么好吃！”维莉赞道。

爷爷笑了起来：“可乐味的冷咖啡也不错。”

“以后您就别往咖啡里加糖了。”班尼说道，“加可乐好了。”

“真希望这场雾能在午餐之前散掉。”亨利说，“否则咱们连面包渣都没得吃了。”

话音刚落，大雾便开始消散了——而且仿佛像施了法术一般，消失得干干净净。

“这就是雾的特性。”亨利说，“去得快，来得也快。说不准待会儿就杀回马枪了。”

“真是乌鸦嘴！”杰西笑了起来。

“放心好了！”奥登先生说，“这次不会啦，看，太阳都升起来了！”

果然，只见璀璨明澈的阳光洒满了整个山谷，晴空湛蓝，万里无云。

“咱们是不是该提前收拾一下。”维莉提议道，“总不能等直升机来了再准备吧？”

于是，大家打点好背包，卷起睡袋，坐等飞机的到来。

班尼开口问道：“还记得大石头掉下去的那个瞬间吗？我好像看到了一个洞，是真的！好大一个，也许是个岩洞。”

“之后咱们会弄清楚的。”爷爷说道，“啊哈！直升机来了！”

“他们准是知道雾已经散了。”杰西说。

直升机在上空轰隆隆地盘旋了一阵，缓缓降落下来。一家人目不转睛地望着它，默默地站到了小丘后面，为直升机降落腾出了一片空地。飞机直直地停在了空地中央。

“完全是直线降落啊！”班尼欢呼道，“看，是卡特先生！”

“他是从哪儿冒出来的？”维莉也惊呼了起来。

爷爷微微一笑。

“真的是他。”杰西诧异地问道，“爷爷，他怎么知道我们被困在这儿？”
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“这道智力题问得不错，就留给你们猜好了。”奥登先生调皮地说。

“这还不容易？”班尼叫道，“我马上就能答出来。准是您提前打好了招呼，一旦出了问题，就让护林员去请卡特先生。”

说话间，卡特先生和护林员已经放下舷梯，走了下来。

“哗，这么多人，那我一次可运不完。”飞行员有点为难。

“那我就等下一趟好了。”奥登先生说。

“我也留下来陪你，爷爷。”维莉请求道。

“好孩子。”奥登先生说道。

于是，亨利、杰西和班尼各自拿起背包、木杖和睡袋，在卡特先生的帮助下登上了飞机。

“我们很快就回来。”卡特先生说着，收起了舷梯。

果然没过多久，直升机便飞回来接爷爷和维莉了。

爷爷特意嘱咐飞行员绕着山顶盘旋了一圈，果不其然，班尼所说的山洞赫然出现在他们眼前。

“看啊，维莉，那里有个山洞！”爷爷大声喊着，声音盖过了飞机的隆隆声。

很快，飞机朝着山下的杂货店飞去，还没降落，维莉便有所发现了，“爷爷，我看到护林员，还有几个没见过的人。”

“可不是么。”爷爷说，“还有人拿着相机呢——可能是报社的记者听到了岩崩的消息，赶了过来。”

奥登先生和维莉刚下飞机，闪光灯就亮成了一片。班尼跑过来，激动地叫道：“真带劲儿！有个记者采访了我，还问我发生了什么事情呢！”

“奥登先生！”有人拿着笔记本走上前来，“您的孩子把事故的情形跟我说了一下，其他人也谈到了营救的经过，据说你们在平古峰顶过了一夜。我能不能问问，您还打算继续待在这儿吗？”

“岩石滚落后，出现了一个大山洞，我对这个很感兴趣。”奥登先生说，“我们可能会多待一段时间，进一步去了解一下。”

班尼一直在旁边留心地听着，当爷爷讲到这儿的时候，他忍不住叫了起来：“没错，咱们要留下来！别忘了，咱们还看到了灯光……”

没等班尼说完，爷爷抢先对记者说：“是的，咱们还会待上几天。不过现在，我们得先去吃点东西，今天连顿像样的早餐都没吃上呢。”

“谢谢您，我能理解。”记者说着，合上笔记本，和摄影师一起离开了。

奥登先生跟班尼解释道：“没有必要把晚上看到的事情告诉记者，咱们自己还没弄清是怎么回事呢。”

恰好一名护林员站在附近，于是亨利转身问道：“先生，我想问问，昨晚我们都看到树林深处有微弱的光，大家一开始还以为是游人被困在了那儿，可那亮光一直没动过，不知您有没有注意到？”

“的确是有人。”一名护林员说，“树林深处住着一位印第安老人——是他们部落的最后一名成员，老人与世无争，住在那儿只是图个清净，不想打扰别人，也不想被人打扰。每个月我都会带些面粉、盐、砂糖、茶叶和罐头过去，换一些很漂亮的草编花篮回来卖——它们很抢手呢，现在我手头连一个都没有了。”

“车可以一直开过去吗？”亨利问道。

“怕是不行。车子在树林里开不了多远，接下来要靠步行，大约要走个四分之一英里，不过路倒是很好认。”护林员答道。

奥登先生走上前来：“我们还是开车过去看看吧，孩子们对这事儿很感兴趣。”

卡特说：“我也是开车来的，班尼和维莉可以坐我的车。”

杰西说：“好啊，不过咱们得吃点午餐。大家先去杂货店买点吃的再出发吧！”

爷爷很是赞成，他让杰西全权负责采购。

“咱们可以先在树林里把饭吃了，然后再顺小路上山。”杰西建议道。

就这样，奥登一家很快又上路了。亨利的车在最前面，两辆汽车以最快的速度驶进了树林，才分别停了下来。

大家的心思都放在森林深处的神秘印第安人身上，因此午饭吃得飞快。

“到了那儿可以直接敲门吗？”班尼转头叫道。

“应该没问题。”亨利说，“不然怎么办？咱们总要进屋见见他才是。护林员说过，老人性情平和。”

没过多久，一座小小的灰色木屋便映入大家的眼帘，它的旁边是一大片菜园，门前则铺着一块石阶。

班尼走过去敲了敲门。

屋里响起一阵细碎的脚步声。紧接着，门开了，一个身材高大的印第安老奶奶站在门口，女王一般高昂着头。

一时间，班尼竟然不知该说些什么。还好爷爷及时走了过来，打破了冷场：“冒昧打扰了！我的孩子们在平古峰上看到了您家里的亮光，还以为您是被困的游人呢。”

印第安老奶奶微微低下头，敞开房门说：“请进吧。”


第四章 珞凡的故事

Chapter 4 Lovan’s Story

奥登一家之前从没想过，这次发现的印第安人居然是女性。尽管心中惊讶，大家倒也没说出口。

进到小屋，只见房间里有两把椅子、一个沙发，桌上摆放着尚未编织完成的印第安篮子。墙壁上挂满了尚未干透的白菖蒲，散发着青草的芳香。

“请坐吧！”印第安老奶奶边说边在一把安乐椅上坐了下来，奥登先生坐到另一张椅子上。卡特先生选择了沙发，孩子们则席地而坐。

还没等大家开口，离印第安老奶奶最近的班尼就率先打破了沉默：“这位是我的爷爷——詹姆斯·奥登，坐在沙发上的是约翰·卡特先生，我叫班尼，这是我的哥哥亨利，还有我的两个姐姐：杰西和维莉。”

“我叫珞凡·迪森。”老奶奶说道，“已经快90岁了。”

“哇！”班尼惊叹道。

杰西说：“我们在平古峰上待了整整一宿，看到您这儿发出的光，还以为是被困的游客呢！”

“你们真是好人。”老奶奶说，“不过你们干吗在平古峰过夜？出什么事了吗？”

“是的——是我遇到了麻烦。”班尼说，“下山的时候，第二级石阶坍塌了。不过我不会再回想这可怕的事儿，爷爷说想也没有用的。”

印第安老奶奶转向了奥登先生，“他说得对！”她继续说道，“那天，我听到巨大的石头像打雷般滚落下来，着实替你们捏了把汗，幸好后来看到你们的篝火整夜都燃着。”

维莉看了印第安老奶奶一眼，问道：“您住在这里没遇到什么麻烦吧？”

“暂时还没有。”老奶奶说。

听到这里，班尼忍不住叫了起来：“您不会真想一个人住在这儿吧？”

“没错，孩子。”珞凡答道，“我确实是这么打算的。我不喜欢住在镇上，好多人都会嘲笑我们印第安人的生活方式。我还是喜欢一个人生活。”

维莉和杰西打量了一下小屋四周，只见屋里收拾得整整齐齐。老奶奶花白的头发像绸缎一般顺滑，坚毅的脸上布满了深深的皱纹。

“我想告诉嘲笑您的人，他们真的好讨厌。”班尼叫了起来。

“你真是个善良的孩子，不过犯不着跟他们计较。这里挺好的，我又喜欢树林。我是部族里唯一剩下的成员。之前，我的族人一直住在这里，政府也把这片树林划给了我们。顺着树林走，就能到平古峰的背面去。”

正在这时，爷爷插了一句：“可我感觉您还是有什么烦心事，不妨说给我们听听，好吗？”

老奶奶沉默了片刻，小屋里陷入了一片寂静。半晌，她才开口道：“我听说这片树林将要被砍伐了，那样的话，我的土地就保不住了。”

卡特先生点了点头：“有这个可能，迪森女士。有时候不得不承认，政府已经忘记了他们对印第安人的承诺。”

“不过从现在起，您不必再担心了。”奥登先生说，“我认识一个人，他会调查一下这块地属于谁，必要的时候还会把它买下来，您就安心住在这里，想住多久都行，迪森女士。”

“叫我珞凡就好。”印第安老奶奶说着，点了点头。

“珞凡。”班尼迫不及待地抢过了话头，因为他觉得这个名字实在很好听，“台阶从山顶滚落后，似乎有个大洞露了出来。您说，我是不是看花眼了？”

珞凡抱起双臂，低头沉思起来，屋子里鸦雀无声。过了许久，她才深吸一口气，缓缓说道：“我相信你没看错。让我先给你们讲个故事吧！这是很多年前我的爷爷讲给我听的——他也是从他的爷爷那里听来的。你刚才不是说有个洞吗，孩子？我认为，那应该是个岩洞才对。”

珞凡停了一下，才继续说道：“这个故事发生在很多年前，当时的平古峰上就有个岩洞，不过跟你见到的那个洞不同，这个岩洞是在山顶的背面。那时候想要上山，走的可不是现在那条小路，只能从背面上去，而且当时的平古峰根本不像现在这样平坦。”

在所有人期待的目光中，老奶奶继续着她的讲述：

“我的高祖父名叫奔鹿。有一年法国战乱，一个法国人逃到了美国——据说他是法国国王的朋友，逃到这附近时被印第安人用枪误伤了。我的高祖父把他藏了起来，一直照顾到他去世。那个法国人随身带着个大皮袋，里面装着一些打算卖掉的东西。在去世之前，他把袋子送给了我的高祖父，以此来感谢高祖父对他的照顾。”
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“袋子里装的是什么？”班尼好奇地大声问道。

珞凡对他微微一笑，说：“我也不知道。高祖父直到去世，都没告诉任何人袋子里的秘密。不过据我爷爷说，高祖父把袋子藏在了那个古老的山洞里。”

“那他为什么不去洞里找？”班尼又问。

亨利制止道：“班尼，你的问题太多了。”

珞凡淡淡一笑，说：“没关系，之前还从没人敢问呢。后来那座山发生了变化，岩石把洞口堵住了，整座山都像是被压扁了一样。也就是那个时候，平古峰才变得平坦起来。”

“就没人试着把洞口挖出来吗？”卡特先生问道。

“没，洞口的石头实在太沉了，再说山势也太陡，爬上去很不容易呢！”

“要是那个袋子被人找到了，”杰西缓缓地说道，“应该是归您所有吧？”

珞凡再次点了点头：“是的。我是部族里最后一名成员，而且我爷爷也说过，那袋子应该归我。”

“要是真的有人找到了，您不想要回来吗？”亨利问道。

“谁知道呢？”珞凡说，“反正我已经失去很多东西了。”

“那班尼发现的洞，会不会是岩洞的另外一个入口？”维莉说道。

“这点是可以肯定的。”珞凡说。

“您只管放心好了。”奥登先生说，“这事我会亲自处理，保证物归原主。”

“那可真的太感谢您了。”珞凡说，“我剩下的财产就只有这座小屋，我的菜园，还有门前的那块台阶了。”

“台阶？”奥登先生不解地问道。

“嗯，跟我来，”珞凡回答，“要走下去才能看出它的奥妙。”

珞凡拿着一杯水，跟着大家走了出去。在众人的注视下，她把水缓缓地倒进了台阶的凹陷处。

“是个很大的爪印！”班尼叫了起来，“都快赶上台阶那么长了。”

“是恐龙留下的爪印！”亨利也兴奋地叫道，“我在大学里见过。”

“这台阶是从哪儿得来的？这可是好大一块红砂岩呢。”爷爷不禁问道。

“喏，就是来自于那边的大石头。”珞凡答道，“我爷爷说，这爪印是一只神奇的大鸟留下来的——他们把这个叫作雷鸟印。”

班尼大笑起来：“雷鸟是汽车的名字啊！”

“车的名字就是根据神鸟来的。”卡特先生说。

“知道吗，博物馆肯定很想要这块台阶呢。”杰西说。

“可我想保留着它。”珞凡说道。

“那就留着好了。”奥登先生说，“打算买这块地的人也想让您留着它。好了，我想我们现在该走了。感谢您为我们做的一切。”

“我们还会回来的。”班尼说着，冲着珞凡灿烂地一笑——一个只有班尼才有的招牌笑容。


第五章 新计划

Chapter 5 More Plans

奥登一家都上了车，维莉才问道：“爷爷，我们知道，打算买那块地的是您，没错吧？”

“没错，”爷爷笑眯眯地看着她，“这是帮助珞凡的最好方式：首先，她从此可以无忧无虑地生活；其次，我也拥有了一片很好的林地。卡特，这事就拜托你了，好吗？”

卡特先生笑了起来：“我连第一步怎么做都想好了。”

“事情还没个结果，我可不想就这么回家。”亨利说，“爷爷，要不咱们找个汽车旅馆，再住上几天？”

“好吧！”奥登先生赞同道，“这个主意不错。咱们可以问问护林员，最近的汽车旅馆在哪儿。”

“只要三个房间就够了。”班尼说，“一个给姐姐们住，另外一个给我和哥哥，剩下那个给爷爷。”

“那就这样定了。”爷爷转过头，对卡特说道，“你还是早些回去吧，还有生意要打理呢。”

于是大家挥手告别，卡特先生的车开走了。

一家人回到杂货店，遇到了之前见过的护林员。

“去过珞凡家了？她在家吗？”护林员问道。

“在家。”杰西答道，“老奶奶人很好呢！”

“说起来你们可能不信，”护林员说，“她都快90岁了，每次还要来回走上十英里去沼地割甜草。对一个90岁的人来说，可不容易啊！而且只要是她编的篮子，准会供不应求。”

“我都想要个那样的篮子用来装针线呢！”杰西说，“维莉也是。”

“只要你们开口，迪森女士准会编几个送给你们的。”护林员说，“不过千万不要提钱，因为那是她送给你们的礼物，相信我好了——她曾送了一个给我太太，我本想给她点钱，结果让她很伤心。”

这时，爷爷插话说：“不知道你有没有听说，波西·奥斯古博士和他的团队最近恰好在附近工作？班尼无意中发现了一个山洞，估计他会感兴趣。”

“是的，我在直升机上也看到了。”另外一名护林员说，“大石头掉下去后，就露出了山洞。这不，在门口就能看到那堆石头呢。”

果然，滚落下来的大大小小的石头堆积在一起，大约有十英尺那么高。
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“幸好没造成大规模的岩崩。”护林员说，“我知道奥斯古博士就在附近。我先打电话问问，再把他的电话号码告诉您。”

“好极了！”奥登先生说，“对了，我们还要找家汽车旅馆，请问最近的一家在哪儿？”

“掉头上大路，右转后走半英里就到了。那是最近的一家，也是条件最好的。”

“咱们运气真好！”班尼欢呼道，“这一切好像都是给咱们准备的！”

一家人走出杂货店，上了旅行车。亨利发动了车子，大家朝护林员挥手道别。

“我们会很快就回来的！”班尼叫道。

“至少也要明天了！”爷爷眨了眨眼，大声说。

“估计孩子们都累了！”护林员喊道。

“不说还真没感觉。”杰西感慨道，“这下倒真的觉得累了。”

“我也是。”爷爷说，“先打个盹再说。”

亨利沿着护林员提供的路线，很快找到了那家汽车旅馆——这是一排长长的木房子，一头是办公室，另一头是餐厅。

“太好了。”杰西说，“总算能吃上一顿像模像样的晚餐了。感觉咱们这两天就一直没有停下来过。”

“我连吃什么都想好了。”班尼说。

爷爷说道：“那就别说出来，先保密，留点小悬念吧！”

三间卧室的布局都很相似，每间卧室里都有两张床，一个厕所。

班尼叫道：“噢，我要赶紧去洗手啦！我有两天没认真洗过手了！”

“小班班，太阳打西边出来了吧？”亨利打趣道，“那么，我的当务之急就是——洗澡。”

奥登一家很快就在各自的房间舒适地安顿了下来。

“我先去洗个澡。”亨利说道。

“你洗完后我再洗，”班尼说，“然后看看床舒不舒服。”

与此同时，维莉和杰西也决定洗完澡后打个小盹儿。而爷爷则是最早进入梦乡的，毕竟大家已经有两个晚上没睡过整觉了。

差不多过了一个小时，亨利醒了过来。班尼见他醒了，连忙问道：“猜我晚上吃什么？”

“我就知道你藏不住话，是吧，小班班？”亨利说，“别着急，餐厅还没开始营业呢！”

“我怎么没想到这一点？”班尼说，“拜托他们快开门吧！我现在满脑子都是吃的。”

一直等到五点半，大家实在忍不住了，便下楼来到餐厅，选了张五人餐桌坐下。

“可惜卡特先生没有这个口福。”维莉说道，“我要吃烤牛肉，还有青豆、土豆泥！”

“还真是一份不错的盛夏食谱！”奥登先生说，“我也来上一份。”

杰西和亨利一时间还没想到更好的主意，班尼已经叫了起来：“我要吃腌牛肉、卷心菜、好多好多辣椒酱，还有芜菁胡萝卜！”

这顿晚餐可谓丰盛又美味！餐厅的服务生目不转睛地看着——只见班尼迫不及待地切着粉嫩的腌牛肉，看起来像是饿了好多天似的。

杰西只吃了几口，就停住问道：“爷爷，卡特先生要做的‘第一步’是什么？”

“首先要争取把林地买下来。”爷爷说，“接着就是去找波西·奥斯古，你们肯定听说过——他是个了不起的人，也是个探险家，写了好多本关于岩洞和山脉的书。要是哪里出现了新的裂隙、发生了岩崩，他准会感兴趣的。我们认识了好几年，班尼发现的岩洞值不值得研究，他只要看一眼就能知道。”

“肯定值得！我敢打赌！”班尼叫道。

“我可不想跟你赌，”爷爷微笑着说，“因为我也是这样想的，否则，我就不会让护林员去找他了，那样只会浪费他的时间。”

“在事情水落石出之前，咱们就待在旅馆里吧。”班尼请求道，“好吗，爷爷？”

“好，我的孩子。”奥登先生微笑着说，“反正现在我又没法分身，做不了其他事情。”

亨利沉吟道：“现在最大的疑问就是，那到底是个山洞还是个坑洞？”

杰西附和道：“换个说法就是，那洞里究竟有没有神秘的东西？”

班尼喝了口牛奶：“餐后甜点我想吃面包布丁。”

“但愿你能撑得下。”爷爷笑着看他。

“当然可以！”班尼说，“我的肚子是个无底洞呢！”

“爷爷，”亨利突然问道，“您是不是早就预料到平古峰上会出事？”

“不是的。”爷爷答道，“我只是觉得不放心，因为上山下山只有一条路。”


第六章 重返平古峰

Chapter 6 Back Up the Trail

第二天，奥登一家起得有些迟。当他们走进餐厅时，着实吃了一惊。只见一张七人座的大餐桌旁坐着一个人，而那人正是——卡特先生！

“噢，你终于找到我们啦！”班尼欢呼道。

“我也从来没跟丢过啊。”卡特先生站了起来，替杰西和维莉拉出椅子。不一会儿，大家就你一言我一语地聊了起来。

“你们来看看这个。”卡特先生说着，打开了一张报纸。只见报纸的头条标题是——《乘直升机脱险》。

“是报道的我们！”班尼叫道，“上面还提到了岩崩和平古峰顶的山洞，还有咱们的脱险经历。”

“是啊！”卡特先生说，“上头条了，感觉怎样？”

杰西则看了看餐桌四周，答非所问道：“多出来的这个位子是给谁的？”

爷爷和卡特先生对望了一眼。

“这么说他昨晚到的？”奥登先生说，“果真是一点时间都不耽误的人。”

“谁来了？”班尼问道。

“我来猜猜好了。”亨利说，“难道是奥斯古博士？”

“假如是奥斯古博士的话——我是说假如，你们猜他长什么样子？”爷爷问道。

“我猜，他的身材一定很高大。”杰西说道，“而且一定很结实，要不然怎么能经常爬山？”

“嗯，有道理。”卡特先生说，“他的确很结实。”

“要是现在有个结实的大个子出现在门口，”班尼说，“那一定就是奥斯古博士。”

“咱们还是先把早餐点了，别让服务生等太久。”奥登先生说道。

于是，每人点了份培根、鸡蛋、吐司，还有橙汁和牛奶。爷爷和卡特先生则点了咖啡。

大家正吃在兴头上，门突然开了。所有人都抬起头来。

眼前站着一个身材矮小的男人，似乎比班尼和维莉高不到哪去。那人满头白发，一双蓝色的眼睛，眼神十分犀利，一副眼镜被推到了额头上。他用和自己年龄不太相符的轻快步伐走到爷爷面前，握了握手。

“真高兴又见面了！”爷爷说，“你来得很及时，这几个孩子都迫不及待地想见你呢！”

“彼此彼此。”奥斯古博士说着，目光依次打量着孩子们。“本想不吃早饭就开工的，不过我现在明白了，能吃的时候尽量要吃，这样才有体力。”

奥斯古博士坐了下来，点了份与大家一模一样的早餐。

“奥斯古博士，第一步该做些什么，您想好了吗？”班尼问道。

“当然想好了！坐火车过来的时候我就想好了。普通的山洞不会出现在这么高的山顶，因此首先要把临时台架搭好——只有台架搭结实了，才能承受工人和机器的重量。这一步，至少要花三天时间。”

“三天！”班尼叫了起来。

“小伙子，你会发现三天时间简直是弹指一挥——就像这样！”他打了个响指，“不过这工作也蛮有趣的。如果你们还想爬一次山，就可以坐在下面看他们搭台架。”

“我们当然想。”杰西说，“就是怕什么也看不到呢。”

“那还有什么意思？”奥斯古博士说道，“发现岩洞的人都不能亲眼看着开工！没道理！根本没道理！”

“吃完早饭我开车送您过去。”亨利主动提出，“随时听您吩咐。”

“谢谢！”奥斯古博士说道，“那我就不客气啦！”

众人起身离开餐桌时，爷爷说：“等等，波西，关于平古峰上的岩洞，我还有个故事要给你讲，去我屋里坐坐吧。”

奥斯古博士的眉毛猛地往上一挑，可语调还是故作淡定：“听起来神秘兮兮的。我来猜猜，洞里有海盗的财宝，还是印第安人的坟墓？”

“都不对。这事儿对有个人很重要——不过只能咱们两个私底下说。”

差不多半个小时后，奥登一家人与奥斯古博士上了旅行车。来到杂货店时，那里已经聚集了男女老少一大群人。

护林员走过来对奥斯古博士说：“您的两个工人已经上山了，要不要我带路，领您上去？”

“谢谢，不必了。”奥斯古博士说，“我自己能找到他们。估计路上全都是岩崩留下的石头，孩子们，跟紧我！”

于是，奥登一家跟着这个敏捷的小个子出发了，但很快就被他甩得老远。

“至少要三个小时才能到峰顶。”奥登先生建议道，“咱们不需要这么赶，大家肯定会不习惯的。我领头，维莉跟着我，这样就能减慢速度了。”

“好的。”班尼回应道。

然而让大家慢下来的，并不是奥登先生和维莉，而是岩崩留下的岩石。亨利从一块岩石上翻了过去，叫道：“这些石头很不一样呢——锋利的，估计是咱们下山那天掉下来的；而那些光滑的大石头准是冰川侵蚀形成的。”

“不错。”爷爷说，“这里的确是研究岩石的好地方。”
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大家缓缓地向上爬着，亨利转过头，问杰西：“注意到杂货店外的那群人了吗？”

“注意到了。”杰西说，“估计是来看热闹的。”

亨利压低了嗓音问道：“那你有没有留意到一个印第安男孩？”

“看到了——他似乎有些不太高兴。发现我在看他以后，他就转身躲到别人背后去了。”

两人一时间没有说话，只是默默向上爬着。

过了一会儿，杰西才继续说道：“我记得护林员说过，这附近的印第安人只有珞凡一个，对吗？”

“咱俩想到一起去了。”亨利说。


第七章 陌生人

Chapter 7 A Stranger

亨利和杰西再没提起那个印第安男孩，不过两人都没忘记这事儿。偶尔，他们心里也会禁不住好奇：那个男孩从哪来？为什么出现在那里？为什么不想被人看到？

不过一路上需要他们费神的事儿实在太多，比如有的路已经被乱石堵得严严实实，他们不得不绕上一段，或是直接翻过去。

“幸好石头滚下来的时候路上没有人。”班尼回头叫了一声。

“我正想提醒你们呢，要是再有石头滚下来，咱们可要准备随时躲避。”爷爷说。

“咱们身后好像有人，”亨利说，“还是小心点儿，别把石头碰掉了，砸到人家。”

“有人才好呢！”奥登先生大笑起来，“要不然，咱们中午可就没饭吃了。卡特先生会把咱们的午饭带到山顶——包括奥斯古博士和工人的午饭。”

“那他的负担不是很重吗？”班尼说道，“总共是九个人的午饭呢！”

“别担心，”爷爷说，“卡特自有办法。”

眼看就要到峰顶时，大家听到了一阵喧闹声，似乎是有人在砍树和敲击着什么。果然，很快他们就看到两名工人正在清理小路左侧的灌丛和小树，峰顶四周已经清理干净，只剩下一片光秃秃的岩石。

两人清理出了一片空地，大伙儿刚好可以坐下来观看工人们劳作。

只见周围堆着木材，一架结实的梯子已经搭好，一块又长又平的木板用石头稳稳地压着，架在了洞口。

奥斯古博士正站在木板上，弯腰仔细打量着黑乎乎的山洞。

“看来奥斯古博士等不及了呢。”班尼说。

只见这位探险家戴起眼镜，手持明亮的手电筒，忙得不亦乐乎。他压根就没有察觉到奥登一家的到来。

爷爷在枯草上坐了下来，“我想，奥斯古博士是想先弄清楚，那是个什么样的岩洞，到底值不值得研究。”

“哦，天哪！”班尼叫道，“但愿是值得的。要不然咱们只能中途放弃，灰溜溜地回家，那可太糟了。”

“我觉得不会，”亨利说，“快看博士！”
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此时，奥斯古博士的上半身全都探到洞里去了，奥登一家只能看到他的两条腿。

奥斯古博士猛地抬起头，侧过身对旁边的工人吩咐了些什么，奥登一家没听清，只听到工人们回答：“好的，先生！”看起来他们和奥斯古博士常年在一起工作，已经很有默契了。

随后，博士爬了下来，坐到爷爷身旁，重新将眼镜推到了额头上。

“怎么样，波西，有好消息吗？”爷爷问道。

“非常好的消息。”奥斯古博士点了点头，拿起一块红色的大手帕擦了擦脸，“平古峰在变平之前是什么样子，我虽然一点儿都不清楚。”他冲孩子们笑了笑，“但我可以很有把握地说，最初在后山也有一个洞口，不过后来山体发生变化——可能是轻微的地震，导致那个洞口被埋。好在这一端的洞口没有被挤垮，这么多年来都保持着原状。”

“这么说，这个洞口原来是山洞的后半部分？”班尼问。

“没错。”奥斯古博士答道，“你今后肯定可以成为一名洞穴专家呢！”

“要用炸药吗？”班尼问道。

“不，我可不这样想。我们可以用最快的速度把它钻通——据说那一端已经完全堵死了。唉，管它的，走一步看一步好了。哈，我的救兵到了！”

“我还以为是我的救兵带着午餐到了呢！”爷爷说道。

“你们都没说错。”亨利沿着小路望了下去，只见另外两名工人拖着沉甸甸的木材爬了上来。卡特先生跟在后面，身上背了一个大背包。

不过亨利更关心另一个问题：“奥斯古博士，您打着电筒在洞里看到了什么？”

“光线只能照到十英尺远的地方，”奥斯古博士说，“越往里越开阔——我敢说，只要咱们往里爬个15英尺左右，就能站起来了。这鬼地方肯定已经两百多年没人来过了——也许不到两百年，也许不止两百年。不过我可没看到什么宝藏。你们一定要有心理准备，进去探险可以，但有可能什么也探不到。所以说，这份工作需要耐心。我的工作经常都是一无所获，白白浪费时间。”

“我可不想这样。”班尼说道。

“是啊，我已经看出来了。”奥斯古博士边说边迅速起身，顺着梯子爬到了工人面前，开始用蓝色的粉笔在岩石上做起标记来。

奥斯古博士离开后，爷爷问：“你们有没有注意到，刚才在人群里有个印第安男孩？”

“注意到了！”孩子们齐声叫了起来。

“珞凡不是说，这附近的印第安人就剩她一个了吗？”亨利说道，“可真奇怪。”

“或许，连她也不知道还有个印第安男孩吧。”爷爷说。

卡特先生跟大家坐在了一起：“我本想跟那个男孩聊几句，后来忙着张罗午饭，就没顾上。不过我会找他谈谈的。”

“好极了！”奥登先生说，“也许他并不住在这儿，只是听到了平古峰上的消息才赶过来的。”

“他的耳朵还真灵呢。”班尼说道。

“应该说，是消息传得快才对。”爷爷若有所思地说。

“但愿他不会去打扰珞凡。”维莉说。

“他不会的，等我们下山后就会看到。”奥登先生说，“而眼下我们最要紧的事情是，找到珞凡的宝藏。”

“糟糕，宝藏会不会昨晚被人偷走了？”班尼惨叫一声。

“要是登山技术够好，行动足够隐秘，再加上一晚的时间，”卡特先生说道，“倒是有这个可能。”


第八章 宝物初现

Chapter 8 The First Find

“我们可以登上梯子，看看山洞里的样子吗？”班尼问道。

“现在还不行，小伙子。”奥斯古博士说着，把眼镜推了上去。“我们可不想你出任何意外。等搭好了台架，你们就可以安心进洞了。”

“波西，”奥登先生问道，“那个印第安老太太说，她的高祖父将皮袋子藏在了山洞中。如果就是这个山洞的话，依你看会藏在哪里？是咱们眼前的洞口，还是另一侧的洞口？”

“要我说，肯定是藏得越深越好。”奥斯古博士回答道。

“也就是说，皮袋就在咱们眼皮底下喽？”班尼欢呼道，“真希望他们快点搭好台架，我都等不及了！您说呢，卡特先生？”

卡特先生赞同道：“是啊，我也等不及了。不过最等不及的是——我饿了。你们不饿吗？”

“早就饿啦！”班尼和杰西齐声答道。

“要不现在就开饭吧？”卡特先生说，“爬了三个小时的山，大家也该吃些东西了。看看，我带了什么好吃的！”

装着午餐的背包一打开，杰西就忍不住叫道：“我们哪吃得了这么多东西啊！”

“别忘咯，我和工人们的午餐也在里面呐！”奥斯古博士说道。

而此时，亨利注意到，班尼只是静静地坐在一边，什么话都没说。

“怎么了，小班班？”

“没什么。只是这些三明治都是我最喜欢的，都不知道该选哪一种了！”

“那就闭上眼，指到哪个吃那个！”卡特先生建议道。

班尼果真闭上了眼睛，挑中了奶酪三明治。

“是奶酪三明治！”班尼欢呼了起来，“果然是我最喜欢的！”

“你不是不知道自己最喜欢哪种口味吗？”维莉打趣道。

“我之前也这么以为。”班尼说，“哈，我要把熟鸡蛋蘸盐吃！”说着，他打开了盐和胡椒罐，把鸡蛋在盐上蘸了蘸，咬了一大口。

“真好吃啊！”班尼感叹道。
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所有人都深表赞同。三明治消耗得很快，不过他们还是给工人留了很多。奥登先生招呼工人们过来吃饭，一家人热情地款待着他们。亨利斟上热咖啡，维莉递上咸菜，卡特先生拿出冷饮，杰西给他们每人发了一个鸡蛋还有食盐。班尼则干脆一骨碌坐起来，又跟着吃了块三明治，边吃边问：“台架搭起来很慢吧？”

“是啊。”领头的工人说，“要花三天时间呢。台架一定得牢固，根基要稳，单是找地方固定，就要花很长时间。”

“你们就不想休息一下，进洞看看？”班尼问道。

“当然想。”那人说，“可这样一来就要耽误时间，工期会更长。波西博士看过就行，我就不必费那个工夫了。”

亨利问奥斯古博士：“您认为那个袋子里可能会装些什么东西？那是一个法国贵族打算卖掉来维持生计的，应该很值钱才对吧？”

“可能是珠宝。”奥斯古博士答道，“没落的法国贵族经常卖珠宝维持生计。也可能是金币或者银器——比如银质的烛台、花瓶、镜子或是汤匙什么的……谁知道呢。”

“我知道你在想什么，波西。”奥登先生说道，“你对那个皮袋根本就不感兴趣，对吗？”

“嗯，不过倒也不是完全没兴趣。”奥斯古博士说，“我只是期望能在洞里找到更有价值的东西。”

“什么东西能比珞凡的财宝更有价值？”班尼叫道。

“如果站在珞凡的立场上来考虑的话，你说得不错，孩子。可要是站在国家的角度，还是石头的价值更大些——至少对我来说是这样。”说完，奥斯古博士扬起头，尽量不让自己笑出声来。

爷爷冲老朋友摇了摇手，“不对，你肯定心里有鬼，波西！你是不是发现了什么宝贝？”

“嗨，还是让你们亲眼看看好了。”奥斯古博士说，“我本打算把它放回去，让班尼去找的。可要是班尼知道了真相，会不高兴的。”

“是的。”班尼说。

“看这个……”奥斯古博士边说边从工作服的口袋里挑出一块最大的石头来。那块石头很平，大约六英尺长。“小心接住！”说着，他把石头递给了亨利而不是班尼。

“是化石！”亨利惊呼了一声，两手小心翼翼地捧起了石头，只见扁平的石头中间裂了条缝隙。

“把上面的石片掀开。”奥斯古博士嘱咐道，“一定要小心！”

亨利揭开了上面的半片石头，大家都凑过头去。

“是条小鱼！”班尼叫道。

“没错，是块鱼化石。”奥斯古博士说，“它有几百万年的历史了。”

“这是什么鱼呢？”班尼问道。他由衷觉得，奥斯古博士是个万事通。

“我也不知道。”奥斯古博士说，“不过一定会有人对它进行研究的。看到鱼骨了吗？两侧都长着小刺呢。”

“既然有鱼化石，那是不是意味着，这座山从前是埋在海底的？”杰西问道。

“没错。”奥斯古博士点点头，“化石就是证据——比起那个皮袋，我喜欢这个。”

紧接着，奥斯古博士又说道：“还有件事，大家听了不要惊慌，那就是你们最好赶紧下山，天气看起来有些不妙。”

班尼抬起头，看了看湛蓝的天空，“我觉得天气挺好啊！不过您的话总是不会错的。您要一起下去吗？”

“不，我留在这儿，领工也留下。我们一会儿坐直升机下去。”

还没等别人催促，杰西便开始收拾东西了。

三个小时后，众人回到了杂货店。一走进店里，卡特先生便问护林员：“今早人群里有个印第安男孩，你看到了吗？”

“看到了，挺面生的。我还没来得及过去和他说话，他就不见了。”

“不见了？”大家全都叫了起来。

“没错，不见了。想找到他估计也难，附近的人谁都没有见过他，也不知道他是怎么到这儿来的。”

“真奇怪。”亨利说，“今早那么多人，总会有人跟他讲过话吧。你们说，他会不会有什么图谋？”

“这个嘛……”护林员顿了顿，继续说道，“我们对他一无所知，说不定他是需要帮助的迷途小羔羊呢？不管怎样，咱们都要找到他。”


第九章 林中遇雨

Chapter 9 Caught in the Rain

奥登先生在杂货店里转了一圈，四处打量着。印第安老奶奶编的篮子已经卖光了。

“咱们再去珞凡家拜访一次吧。”爷爷说。

“可别碰上暴雨了！”一名护林员说。

“暴雨？现在的天气好得很啊！”班尼诧异道。

“你会慢慢了解山里的气候的。”护林员说，“还好你们下来得早。奥斯古博士说得一点没错，看来，他对这里的天气了如指掌。”

而此时，大家都不知道，平古峰上突然飘起了雪。奥斯古博士和他的工人们正忙着往直升机上收拾东西，准备尽快离开。

奥登一家登上了旅行车，再次来到珞凡家。晴朗的天空依旧万里无云，天气异常暖和。珞凡正拿着锄头，在房子旁边的菜园里忙碌着。

“我要趁着还没下雨，赶紧把地翻一翻。”她对客人们解释道。

爷爷笑了起来：“原来您也认为会下雨。”

“那是自然。”珞凡说，“屋里请吧。”

“好漂亮的花！”维莉叫了起来，“每一朵的颜色都那么好看！”

珞凡看了看满脸期待的女孩，说：“维莉小姑娘，拿着这把剪刀，喜欢什么样的就剪下来，别客气，想要多少都可以。它们也希望被剪下来呢，这样会开得更茂盛。”

奥登先生微微一笑。他有正事要问，所以就先进屋了。

“不知道您听说过没有，这附近有个印第安男孩，大约高中生的年龄？”他问道。

“没听说过。”珞凡摇了摇头，“这里的印第安人，只有我一个。我的兄弟全都去世了，连唯一的姐姐也是——她倒是有个女儿，不过也不在了。”

“那您姐姐的女儿有没有孩子？”

“我的确听人提起过，她生了个儿子，不过她去世以后，孩子也死了。之后她的家人就搬到缅因州，和那里的印第安人生活在一起。”

“那个孩子叫什么名字？”亨利问道。

“我哪里知道。我和姐姐闹别扭，那孩子的名字我连听都没听她说过。”
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这时候，卡特先生开口了：“今早我们见到一个印第安男孩，他看起来闷闷不乐、畏畏缩缩的，一直躲在人群后面，现在却不见踪影了。”

“哦，天哪！”珞凡叫了起来。

“我们会找到他的。”班尼说。

“怎么找？”珞凡问道，“他不是已经跑掉了么？”

“没错，不过有卡特先生、护林员还有爷爷在，他是逃不掉的。”

这时，维莉走了进来，手里拿着些美丽的花朵：有粉白两色的玫瑰，黄色的雏菊，淡紫色的缬草，深蓝色的燕草，还有十分平常的粉色小花和甜豌豆。

“咱们赶紧回家，把这些花放在水里吧！我可不能让它们枯萎掉！”维莉站在那儿，褐色的头发、粉嘟嘟的脸蛋，与手里的鲜花以及门框构成了一幅美丽的图画。

“马上就走。”爷爷说，“再问一个问题咱们就动身。珞凡，您的家人为什么要离开您呢？”

“是我离开了他们。”珞凡答道，“我当时很想和别人一样去上学，去识字读书，就因为这样，他们觉得我太离谱。我真的很喜欢上学，学校里有好多孩子，什么年龄的都有。当时我还帮着老师教比我小的孩子。我教给他们的，都是印第安人生活里好的一面，教他们怎么编篮子，怎么串手链，怎么缝鹿皮鞋。”

“做得好！”爷爷赞道，“这些事情总得有人做才行。否则，好多手艺都会失传呢，毕竟只有印第安人才能做得出那么漂亮的东西。”

“可惜的是，咱们还是对那个奇怪的印第安男孩一无所知。”亨利说。

“如果他真是我们家族的人，”珞凡缓缓地说道，“那他的奶奶一定叫苏珊。”

“这倒是一条线索。”亨利说。

“走吧，孩子们。”奥登先生催促道，“维莉想回家了呢。”

“我倒不是想急着回家。”维莉轻轻地笑道，“只是想把花儿放到水里去。”

大家刚走出珞凡的小屋，一阵冷风便迎面吹来，滚滚黑云开始从天边蔓延。刚才还阳光明媚的天空瞬间变得阴暗起来——暴风雨就要来了。

“咱们先回旅馆，然后再去找护林员。”奥登先生说。

“那我就待在旅馆好了。”维莉说，“我想在晚饭前把花儿安置好，旅馆里总能找到花瓶的吧？”

大家都知道，维莉一旦摆弄起花草来，心情就会格外的好。于是，除了维莉以外，一家人全都回到了杂货店，店里只有一个人，但却不是护林员。

“大家伙儿都去哪儿了？”奥登先生问道。

“好像都开着吉普车去找一个印第安男孩了，我是留下来看店的。”

爷爷点了点头：“暴风雨马上就要来了，看来他们是想争分夺秒。我真想刚才也跟他们一起去！”

“听啊！”杰西叫了起来，“奥斯古博士预言的风暴来了！”

先是几滴雨点从敞开的门里吹了进来，紧接着，无边的雨幕被拉开，大雨倾盆而下。

“糟了，护林员还在半路上呢。”班尼说道，“他们肯定都被雨淋透了。”

“他们早知道要下雨，都穿了雨衣，”看店的男人说道，“我想他们认为雨天找起人来更容易些。”

“为什么？”班尼问道。

男人耸了耸肩，“我也不知道。说起找人，他们比我更在行，一直都是这样。”

话音刚落，奥斯古博士和他的工人们便走进门来。

“看啊！”班尼叫道，“吉普车也回来了！”

奥斯古博士刚刚进屋，护林员便纷纷从车上跳了下来。与此同时，车上还跳下一个人来。那人低眉垂眼，没穿雨衣，也没戴帽子，雨水顺着他的脸不停地淌下来。


第十章 戴维的来历

Chapter 10 David Explains

杰西站在门口。

护林员领着印第安男孩一走进杂货店，她便立刻揽住他的肩膀安慰道：“别害怕！我们是来帮你的！”

男孩没有抬头，只是把淋湿的头发向后理了理。

“这孩子是打缅因州来的。”一名护林员说，“他从收音机里听说了平古峰的事情，就马上搭车赶了过来。他对那个山洞很感兴趣，至于为什么，目前我还不清楚。”

大家都坐了下来，男孩坐在一张木椅上，衣服上的雨水不停滴落在地板上。

护林员队长脱下雨衣，在桌旁坐下，对男孩说道：“孩子，这个村子不大，要是有外人进来，我们马上就能认出来。我们想知道，你来这儿的目的是什么，想要得到什么，还有你为什么要跑。你最好说实话，省得浪费时间。就算是说了假话，我们也早晚会查出来。我来问你，你叫什么名字？”

男孩犹豫了一阵，终于开了口：“戴维·沃克。”

“印第安人的名字可不是这样的。”护林员说。

“没错。我的印第安名字叫：戴维·夜行者。”

“好棒的名字啊。”杰西悄声对亨利说，“可惜珞凡姓迪森。”

护林员接着问道：“为什么你对平古峰那么感兴趣？”

戴维深吸了一口气，他虽然看起来有些疲倦，但说出的话并不像是假的：“我是在缅因州出生的，可我并不属于那里——我妈妈生活的部落原本就在这里，平古峰的故事还是她讲给我听的。”

“什么故事？”班尼惊呼道。

戴维看了班尼一眼，脸上没有丝毫笑容：“这些故事可能是假的，不过其中一个故事涉及我们部落的宝贝。我想，我该把它找到才是。”

“就算找到了，也该属于你妈妈所在的部落，不是吗？”护林员问道。

“没错，不过族人早就去世了，我是部落里最后一名成员——连我妈妈也不在了。”

听到这话，大家顿时沉默了，不难想象，这个无家可归的男孩是如何独自长大的。

“你上过学吗，孩子？”护林员问道。

“上过，但不经常去。有时候上几个星期的课，就去打猎，然后再去上几天课。”

“那你靠什么生活呢？有工作吗？”护林员问道。

“有。”戴维回答，“我干过很多活，不过都不怎么喜欢。我砍过柴，铲过雪，还打理过菜园——这算是我最喜欢的一份工作了。”

“那在这儿，你打算怎么生活呢？”护林员问道，“身上有钱吗？”

“没有。我本打算做脚夫，搬运东西上山赚点钱，因为我对爬山很在行，可是大家全都虎视眈眈地盯着我看，我一害怕，就跑掉了。”

奥登先生终于开口了：“戴维，如果我猜得不错的话，全新的生活正在等着你。不过你现在累了，我们今晚也问得够多了。”

戴维看了奥登先生一眼，无须旁人多说，他立刻知道自己找到了一位朋友：“谢谢您，先生。”

“既然爷爷会猜，那我也可以。”班尼说，“我猜，戴维可以跟咱们去旅馆，吃点东西，换一身干爽的衣服。可以吗？”

“我的房间还有张空床。”卡特先生说，“他可以睡在那儿，怎么样，戴维？”

男孩点了点头，却听奥登先生说道：“咱们得征求一下护林员的意见，看他们怎么说。”接着，他对护林员说：“这样安排可以吗？这个孩子我带回去，由我来负责照顾。我看得出来，他没什么恶意的。”

护林员早知道卡特先生在联邦调查局当过差，于是便说：“当然可以。这孩子又没干什么坏事。”

“咱们最好马上动身。”杰西说，“戴维得吃点东西才行。”

“戴维、班尼和杰西坐我的车。”卡特先生说，“亨利、奥登先生和奥斯古博士坐你的。”

两辆汽车很快开到了旅馆。一路上，班尼叽叽喳喳说个不停，卡特先生和杰西也聊得不亦乐乎。但那个印第安男孩却始终一言不发。

“你先去洗个澡，我们给你找些干衣服。”亨利说道。

话音一落，他立刻在衣柜里翻腾起来。最后，他给戴维找出一套干爽的衣服，虽然大得不太合身，却也能凑合着穿穿，鞋子倒挺合适的。

大家洗漱完毕，换了衣服，在餐厅里碰头了。

维莉一见到男孩，不禁暗想：“长得还挺帅呢！”

“大家都来喝点热汤吧。”奥登先生说，“我跟戴维一样，都快累坏了。”

“这个男孩好久没吃东西了，希望他不会晕倒才好。”卡特先生心想。

戴维先是观察了一番，看大家是怎样喝汤的，随后才照着样子喝了起来。

“这孩子倒是很有心。”卡特先生暗想，“看来他是不会做坏事的。”

卡特先生一直有个问题想问，不过直到男孩喝完了汤，脸上恢复了一丝血色，他才开口：“戴维，我们听说在一个山洞里藏着个皮袋——袋子里装着宝物，据说它是属于一个过世已久的印第安人。你听说过这个故事吗？”
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“听说过，先生！”戴维顿时来了精神，“我听到的还远不止这些。据说那袋子最初属于一个外国人，后来他把袋子送给了一个印第安人，而印第安人生怕有人跟踪，于是就摘了一大捆玉米，把袋子藏在玉米下面了。”

奥斯古博士始终微笑着，一边喝汤，一边默默地听着，直到烤鸡端上餐桌，他才清了清喉咙，把所有人的注意力引到了自己身上：“我想说的是，你们讲的事情固然重要，也很有趣，但也不能忘了平古峰啊！”

“有平古峰的新消息吗？快说给我们听啊！”大家齐声喊道。

“好吧。”奥斯古博士说，“目前，台架已经搭好了，而我又朝洞里爬了25英尺。”

“发现皮袋了吗？”班尼叫道。

“没！”奥斯古博士微微一笑，“不过倒是有让我更感兴趣的东西——洞里的石头很大，而且非常光滑。”

“那肯定有什么地方可以用来藏宝贝吧，奥斯古博士？”班尼说道。

“你得自己过去找才行。”奥斯古博士说，“我老眼昏花的，或许遗漏了什么，你年轻，眼力好，说不准能有所发现呢。”


第十一章 班尼探宝

Chapter 11 Benny Finds the Way

奥斯古博士答应：明天一早，所有人都可以去洞里探宝。

于是，大家怀着激动的心情上床睡觉了。

入睡之前，卡特先生和戴维聊了聊。

“戴维，你好像有心事。”卡特先生问道，“你在担心什么？”

一阵沉默之后，戴维终于开了口：“一听到岩崩的消息，我就立刻从缅因州赶了过来。其实你们上平古峰的前一晚，我就已经上山了。我是部落里的最后一名成员，宝藏本就该归我，所以我想悄悄把它拿走，不告诉任何人。”

“假如财宝是你的，那么别人找到后也会还给你，不是吗？”

“不，我想不会的。”

“这也不怪你。”卡特先生说，“下山后你之所以害怕护林员，主要是怕他们知道你的秘密，对吗？”

“也许吧！我以为不论我怎么解释，他们都不会相信。我爬山的时候，没发出一点动静，可他们似乎还是找到了蛛丝马迹，看我的眼神怪怪的，所以后来我就跑到树林里藏了起来。”

“藏起来后你就一直没吃东西？”

“没有。我什么都没带，我以为很快就能找到宝贝，没想到护林员先把我找到了。”

“整个过程就是这样？”卡特问道。

“就是这样，先生。”戴维说。

“你没进洞里看看？”

“没有，那里根本没法爬上去，我只看到一个洞口，便下山了。”

“戴维，我想跟你说的是，奥登一家都是你的朋友。”卡特说，“他们人很好，想帮你，你可不能让他们失望！”

“不会的。”戴维说，“我很喜欢他们。我知道，他们不会骗我的。”

第二天清晨，所有人都早早地起了床，一吃过早餐，便向平古峰飞驰而去。

很快，大家再次踏上了那条熟悉的小路，朝峰顶爬去。班尼紧跟在奥斯古博士身后，这位博士先生今天爬得总算没有那么快了，他猛地转过头来，看着班尼：“小伙子，别对那些财宝期望太高。我到处都看过了，根本不可能有地方藏东西。你可以继续往洞里走走看，但我相信自己没有遗漏任何地方。”

“哦，”班尼说道，“那么珞凡肯定会很失望的，我还那么笃定财宝就在上面呢。如果是我，也会尽量把宝贝往洞的深处藏——也就是现在洞口的位置。”

“可你毕竟不是藏宝人，孩子。而且那是两百年前，说不准，那个印第安人的想法很不一样呢。”

“但愿如此！”班尼说，“就算是看在珞凡的分儿上。”

“珞凡？”走在身后的戴维问道，“这名字我听过，不过她已经去世了，是吗？”

“我说的这个珞凡没有。”班尼说，“不过她已经90岁了。财宝的事情就是她告诉我们的。”

“我奶奶说，除了我以外，部落里的其他人都去世了。”

“你的奶奶叫什么名字？”班尼问道，“你知道吗？”

“知道。叫苏珊。”

一听这话，走在戴维身后的亨利不禁开口说道：“珞凡有个姐姐就叫苏珊。看来，你有可能是珞凡·迪森女士的侄孙呢！这可太好了，你可以帮帮她——她年纪大了，又是独自生活。”

“她长什么样儿？”戴维问道。

“很高大。”班尼回答。

一群人马不停蹄地向峰顶爬去，临近中午时，终于来到了台架附近。工人们都在场，他们刚刚接好线缆，在洞里安了一盏强光灯。

“我先进去，你们跟在后面。”奥斯古博士说，“来，趴下，往里爬，不一会儿就可以直起身来，等着瞧好了。”

岩洞比孩子们想象中的还要大，十分宽敞，容得下所有人。奥斯古立刻动手凿起化石来——那是块蕨类化石，这可是重要的发现，因为蕨类植物能说明岩洞究竟有多少年的历史。

班尼只看了一会儿，便转身爬回洞口，戴维也是如此。

班尼打量着洞口的一侧，发现有一大块方正的岩石凸了出来：“咱们看看能不能把这个移开。”

“它看上去像个大烟囱。”戴维说。

“可不是么！”班尼叫道，“不过更像是密室的衣柜呢。”他把头探出洞口，对一名工人喊道：“嘿！请您过来一下好吗？看看这里是不是藏了东西？”
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“那就看看好了！”那人笑着拿起一根细小的铁棒，一把榔头，开始忙活起来，“你说得没错，小不点儿。这块石头不是洞里的，应该是从其他地方搬来的。”

班尼可不喜欢别人叫他“小不点儿”，不过现在他已经没空去计较这个了。刚刚在这里看了一会儿热闹的亨利已经把两个妹妹、爷爷和卡特先生全都叫了过来。

“待会儿石头掉下来的时候，可能灰尘会很大，你们最好把眼睛捂住。”工人提醒道。

大家赶紧照做。果然，石头重重地落在地上，尘灰扑面，一时间什么都看不清。直到尘埃落定，大伙儿细细打量，终于发现，从“大烟囱”石头的后面露出一个大大的黑皮袋子来。

大家全都欢呼了起来。

“先别动！”工人叫道，“我去叫奥斯古博士。”

奥斯古博士简直不敢相信自己的眼睛：“没想到我居然漏掉了这里！咱们看看袋子里是什么。”

在众人的注视下，奥斯古博士小心翼翼地行动起来。尽管动作很轻柔，可当他的手指碰到皮袋时，袋子还是裂了道口子。最后，奥斯古博士终于从好不容易打开的袋子里掏出了一个漆黑的大茶壶。

“是纯银的。”他轻呼道。

“银的？”班尼叫了起来，“可它看起来像是铁的啊！”

“的确是银的，不会错的。”博士说，“等磨光以后你再看——绝对是法国皇室的珍品。”

接着，他又掏出一个六枝形的烛台，也是通体漆黑。接下来是一把大水壶，刻在上面精美的图案与其他几件物品上的图案类似。最后，奥斯古博士掏出一个黑匣子，一条漆黑的链子缠绕在匣子上，上面挂着把小小的黑钥匙。

奥斯古博士小心翼翼地转动着钥匙，匣子开了，里面是条纯金项链，项链上嵌着红绿两色的宝石。

“这是女王的项链。”奥斯古博士说，“单是这一样，就已经价值不菲了。”

项链下面铺着法国金币，除此之外，还有一沓厚纸卷。

“我可没把握打开它，”奥斯古博士说道，“哪怕有一点点撕裂，我就赶紧停手。”

奥斯古博士的动作非常缓慢，非常轻柔，纸卷一点儿都没有撕坏。“上面是法文。”他说道，“果然不出所料。”

亨利和杰西都懂法文。古老发黄的纸上只写了很短的一句话——

以此送给我的印第安朋友，奔鹿。是他救了我的性命。

路易斯·保罗·多维尔。

“真相大白啦！”班尼叫道，“东西应该给珞凡。谁来把这个消息告诉她呢？”

大家面面相觑，一时间沉默了。

最后，还是爷爷笑着说：“那就由戴维·夜行者告诉珞凡吧！”


第十二章 物归原主

Chapter 12 The Treasure

男孩听到奥登先生选中自己告诉珞凡宝藏的消息，有些不知所措。

“为什么是我，奥登先生？”他问道。

奥登先生答道：“第一，事情的整个经过你都很清楚；第二，你还记得你的外婆，这会让珞凡很高兴。她人很好，会成为你的好姨奶奶的。”

正在这时，大家听到了直升机的轰鸣声。

“午饭来了！”班尼欢呼了起来。

亨利看了看手表：“都已经下午两点了，这次你是怎么忍住饿的，小班班？”

“主要是我对那个‘大烟囱’太感兴趣了，”班尼说，“还有皮袋。所以把午饭给忘得一干二净！”

“你总算理解我的感受了。”奥斯古博士说，“我经常把吃饭的事忘得精光。”

“杰西，给我一块三明治。我很快就会坐飞机回来的，还有几个电话要打。”卡特先生说。

大家虽然不太理解他的意图，但谁都没有开口询问，只是道了个别。卡特先生从奥登先生手里接过皮袋，紧紧地抱在怀里。

直升机朝山下飞去。

吃过午饭，奥斯古博士和领工继续留在山顶，其余人则下了山，大家都急着要把好消息告诉珞凡。

“告诉她的时候，咱们不能说得太突然。”杰西建议道，“不然她会受不了的。”

“没错。”亨利赞同道，“或许，应该先让她见见戴维，然后再把财宝的事情告诉她。”

“这个主意不错。”维莉说，“可以让她先了解一下戴维，再由戴维把消息告诉她。”

众人来到了珞凡的小屋前。

珞凡坐在那块带有恐龙爪印的台阶上，身旁放着一块扁平的石板，她正在上面打磨着什么。

珞凡用一根线穿起了五个白色的薄片，她把线绕在手上——白色的薄片就是她正在打磨的东西，它们被磨得越发圆润。

“您在做手链！”班尼叫了起来。

“是啊，就快做好了。”珞凡说，“这是最后一串。”孩子们看到两个盒子，里面分别装着些紫色和黑白色的薄片。

珞凡的手没停，因为她知道孩子们想看下去，“我把蚌壳砸成片片，再在每个薄片上穿一个洞，用线连起来，最后把薄片磨成圆形。”

“原来如此。”奥登先生说道，“我一直很好奇，蚌壳手链到底是怎么做出来的呢！”

“现在知道了吧，就是这样来的。”珞凡说，“不过现在很少有人戴这种手链了，所以我偶尔也会把它们编到篮子上。”

戴维始终在注视着珞凡，而珞凡一直在忙活，根本没有注意到他。这时候，就连奥登先生都有些紧张起来，不知珞凡见到侄孙后会是什么反应。突然，珞凡抬起头来看了看奥登先生，发现了站在他身后的戴维。

“是个印第安孩子！”珞凡叫了起来，“小弟弟，你是谁？”

戴维回答道：“我，是您的侄孙，而您是我的姨奶奶。”

珞凡听后并没有说话，她沉吟了一会儿，又把戴维细细地打量了一番后说道：“这么说，那个孩子没有死？”

“估计是没死。”戴维的脸上露出一丝微笑，“我活得很好呢。我奶奶叫苏珊，妈妈比奶奶先去世，后来奶奶也去了。我还以为整个家族就剩下我一个人了。”

珞凡点了点头，目光突然变得严厉起来，她盯着戴维问道：“那你是不是个好孩子呢？”

戴维垂下了目光，“我会尽力做好的。我可以帮您打理菜园，或者，我也可以去上学？”

杰西和亨利目不转睛地望着珞凡。

看到她的表情就知道，珞凡已经感到厌倦了——厌倦了一个人生活，一个人长途跋涉去采甜草，厌倦了终日里忧心忡忡、不知道明天会怎样的生活。

这时候，奥登先生连忙出来打圆场：“珞凡，虽然你们两个不太熟悉，但总可以慢慢地了解对方。戴维可以先帮着护林员做些工作，经常过来看看您。如果你们相处得好，就让戴维搬过来住，顺便也好照顾您。他可是个很结实的小伙子呢。”

珞凡把手里的圆片放到了盒子里，“进来吧！我指给你们看看，戴维来的时候，就可以住在那儿。”

珞凡领着大家进了小屋，打开了其中的一扇门。

戴维看到一张整洁的床铺。

望着珞凡慈祥的脸，他心里终于有了家的感觉，他终于找到了一个关心他、在乎他的人。

还没等戴维开口，一阵清晰响亮的口哨声传进了小屋。

“是卡特先生！”杰西说道，“每次心情好的时候，他都会吹这首曲子。”

果然是卡特先生，他的手里提着一口大箱子。

“我想，咱们该让珞凡看看她的宝贝了。”卡特说道。

“你们找到了那个皮袋子？”珞凡叫了起来。

“是啊！”班尼说，“我们到这儿来，首先是想让您见见戴维，再就是为了告诉您这个消息。这些宝贝都是银质的，不过表面有点儿黑漆漆的，您看了以后可别失望，这些东西是需要打磨一下的。”

“那是自然。”珞凡说道，“过了这么多年了，银子肯定会变黑啊！”

说着，珞凡挨个儿地打量起箱子里的宝贝来，不过她最喜欢的似乎是写着法文的那卷纸，杰西一一翻译给她听了。

“真是可怜啊！”珞凡叹道，“那法国人是被印第安人打伤的，高祖父在山外发现并照料了他，还用了最好的印第安土药方，可惜那可怜人伤得太重了——他自己也知道这一点。没过多久，他就死了，也不知道葬在哪里了。”

“这肯定又是个秘密。”班尼说道，“就跟那个皮袋子一样。”

奥登先生把东西放回了箱子，但把那张纸留给了珞凡，“要是你们不反对的话，我会把这些东西卖给博物馆或收藏家，然后把钱存到银行里——除了你，没人可以取出这笔钱。”

“还有您，奥登先生。”珞凡说道，“要您也可以取出来才好，因为说不准哪天我就不在了。”

“好吧，我去安排一下。大家都累了，咱们也该回旅馆去了。”
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“咱们好像又解开了一个谜题呢！”班尼说道。

大家走出小屋，走下了台阶。

但戴维却低着头，在门口踟蹰着。“我想把狗狗也带过来，您会介意吗？它是只好狗狗，对我来说很重要。”他对珞凡请求道。

“当然不介意。”珞凡摇了摇头，“它正好给我看家护院呢。”

祖孙二人互相凝视着——一个是如此的年轻，一个是如此的苍老。

最后，珞凡轻轻地说了几句印第安语。

戴维也用相同的语言回答着，两人相视一笑，握住了彼此的手。

戴维转过身，对奥登先生说：“如果您不介意的话，我想晚点回去，陪姨奶奶多待一会儿。”


第十三章 无法告别

Chapter 13 No Goodbyes

一家人聚在一起吃晚餐时，戴维还没有回来。

“用不着担心他。”奥登先生在餐桌旁坐了下来，“他腿脚灵便，走个几英里都没问题，该出现时他自然就会出现的。”

卡特先生也不在，不过谁都没有问起他的行踪，他总是神出鬼没，大家早就习惯了。

奥斯古博士倒是在场，只听他说：“这个夏天，我多半要耗在这里了。你们知道，我的领工是位了不起的科学家，他正是干事业的黄金年龄，对化石的了解比我还多……”

班尼则显得心不在焉，他猛然问道：“爷爷，咱们回家吧？”

大家放下食物，诧异地望着班尼——通常情况下，他是最不可能吵着要回家的那一个。

“怎么了？回家不好吗？”班尼继续说道，“咱们已经出来好多天了，我想回去见望望。”

“有道理。”爷爷说，“咱们的任务差不多已经完成了。我会继续关注戴维和珞凡的——反正两个小时的车程就到她家了，我们随时可以看望他们。”

“爷爷，戴维肯定会跟从前大不一样的。”杰西说，“我感觉缅因州的印第安人对他并不怎么好——毕竟他来自另外一个部族。如果别人对他好的话，他也会变得很好。”

杰西话音刚落，一个人影便出现在了门口。

来者是戴维——他已经全身上下焕然一新，大家都忍不住盯着他，听他兴奋地说着话——那语气和以前截然不同。

“噢，奥登先生！我和姨奶奶一定会相处得很好的，她需要我，我也需要有个家。”戴维伸出双手，和爷爷紧紧握在了一起，“姨奶奶现在话可多啦，一天到晚讲个不停！”

“你也是呢，戴维。”班尼大声笑道，“那你接下来要怎么办？”

“先把我的小狗接过来。”

“那是只怎样的小狗？”杰西问道。

“它是条小猎犬，毛色黑白相间，有点泛黄，耳朵又长又软，小尾巴摇摆得飞快，让人眼花缭乱。当初它是主动跟我回家的，因为它也无家可归。”

听完后，所有人都不约而同地想：戴维一定很爱那只小狗。

“它叫什么名字呢？”维莉问道。

戴维迟疑了一下，说道：“我都不好意思说了。我管它叫‘偶的’，因为之前只有它是属于我的。”

“这名字还不错啦！”班尼评论道，“以后你唤它的时候就可以喊‘偶的宝贝’！”

“我根本用不着唤它。”戴维摇了摇头，“它一直都和我形影不离。”

“孩子，你先坐下，把晚饭吃了吧！”爷爷说，“要不要我开车送你回缅因州？”

“不用了，我还是顺着来时的路回去——花不了多长时间。”

“我们也要回家了，戴维。”亨利说，“咱们要把那些银器磨光卖掉，卡特先生认识几个银器收藏家。爷爷还打算把平古峰两侧的树林买下来——就是你姨奶奶住的那片，这样一来，珞凡就不用担心树林被砍掉了。”

“再加上那条项链。”杰西补充道，“珞凡再也不用为生活费操心了。”

“她每周还会给我发工钱呢！”戴维说，“我要买些在野外干活穿的厚衣服，或者去上学穿的。”
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“戴维！”爷爷说道，“这下我再也用不着担心你了，你已经成为真正的男子汉了。珞凡需要的就是你这样的孩子——一个坚强的男子汉。我知道，或许你会有些失望，因为那些财宝……”

“放心好了，奥登先生！”戴维伸出手，打断了爷爷的话，“再别提这事儿了，我只需把小狗狗带过来，一切就很完美了。”

“待会儿我们要去看看你的姨奶奶，跟她道个别。”爷爷说，“咱们恐怕也要暂时分别一下了。”

戴维顿时吃不下去了，他把椅子向后一挪，目光依次落在每个人的身上：“可是我……我……”

维莉的泪水已经溢满了眼眶。

“戴维，你什么都不用讲。”她说道，“真的。”

“戴维，跟你告别的话，我也说不出口。”班尼说道。

“我们都明白。”杰西说，“在我们心中，戴维就像是认识了好多年的老朋友！”

第二天，大家忙着准备返程。奥登先生打算跟奥斯古博士谈一谈，也打算跟护林员聊聊珞凡祖孙俩的事。

当天傍晚，一家人开车来到了珞凡家里，老奶奶正坐在带有“恐龙爪印”的台阶上，手里拿着一个马上就要编好的篮子。

不知为什么，大家感觉珞凡像是变了一个人，脸上写满了欢乐。

“我正在等你们呢！”她说。

“等我们？”班尼问道。

“是啊！护林员告诉我，你们要过来。”珞凡说，“他给我带了些罐头来，我还给戴维准备了奶粉。对了，等你们再见到他时，肯定认不出来了，我做的饭菜太好吃了！”

“他现在就已经壮实了很多！”爷爷说，“腰板直了，目光也自信多了。”

奥登先生把购买树林和出售银器的事情告诉了珞凡，与此同时，女孩们则津津有味地看着珞凡编篮子：她在篮子的边缘上加了些圆圆的薄片，再把甜草裹在最外面，用针线紧紧地缝住。最后，她拿起来看了看，站起身来。

“进屋吧。”她邀请道。

珞凡进了小屋，从桌上拿起了另外一个篮子——跟刚才的那个一模一样，只是上面的圆片是淡紫色的。她转过身，把两个篮子分别送给了杰西和维莉。

“这是给你们装针线用的。”她说，“是带着我的爱编织的。”

女孩们顿时激动得说不出话来。

“我们早就想要它了！”杰西说着，闻了闻篮子上的甜草。

“每次用到这个篮子，我们就会想起您来。”维莉说，“这份礼物对我们来说太珍贵了。”

“谢谢您，珞凡。”爷爷说，“礼物实在太贵重了，这可都是你的心血。”

“快坐下说话。”珞凡知道，孩子们一定会坐到她的身边来。

“还有件事儿想拜托您。”爷爷说道，“在我把树林买下来之前，你既要给戴维买吃的，还要每周给他发工钱，肯定需要用钱。我想尽点薄力——我还想让戴维去上学呢！这儿有些钱，不多，但至少可以应付一阵。当然，以后这位年轻的护林员是会给您挣钱养老的，您需要多少他就会挣多少——不过眼下正是年轻人胃口好的时候，他很能吃呢。”

“还有一只很能吃的小狗狗。”珞凡笑了，收下了这笔钱。

“我会把戴维当自己的孩子照顾的，好多东西我都可以亲自教他，学校离这儿也不太远。”

“好极了！”奥登先生说着，站起身来，“我们得走了——咱们要暂时分别一阵子了。”

“不，不要这样说！”珞凡激动地纠正道，“不要说分别，应该说，咱们还要再见的。”


第十四章 欢庆时刻

Chapter 14 Time for Celebration

奥登一家刚离开，戴维第二天就把小狗从缅因州带了回来。

回来的时候天色已晚，好在戴维擅长在林间赶路，他和小狗基本上都没发出什么声音。不过当他们到家时，却意外地发现，珞凡早已经守候在门口了——她正专注地侧耳倾听着外面的动静。

看到小狗在戴维身旁欢快地奔跑，老奶奶脸上绽开了笑容，这是她喜欢的景象。

“姨奶奶，它叫‘偶的’。”戴维说道，“让它闻闻您，再跟它说说话，它不咬人的。”

不过珞凡和小狗套近乎的手段要比戴维高明得多。她只是把门敞开，让狗狗闻到了饭菜的香味——晚餐是土豆炖肉，里面还加了芜菁、胡萝卜和洋葱。小狗便乐颠颠地跑进了小屋，面对着珞凡蹲在地上，两只前爪抬了起来。

“看啊，它在笑呢！”戴维叫道，“看它的样子，是像在笑吧？”

“好狗狗。”珞凡说道，“来，握个手。”

“偶的”之前并没有学过握手，不过当老奶奶握住它的前爪时，它立刻在地上蹲得笔直，尾巴欢快地摆动起来。它似乎知道，只有跟着珞凡才能吃到晚餐。

“小宝贝，晚饭太烫了，你还不能吃！”珞凡说道，“这是给你准备的，戴维，快坐下，你肯定饿坏了吧？”

“差点就饿晕了。”戴维说，“为了不耽搁赶路，一路上都没停下来吃饭，没想还是半夜才到家。”

“已经半夜一点了。”珞凡说着，切了些薄薄的肉片，在汤盘里码了些蔬菜，接着端上来一盘玉米饼，又倒了一大杯牛奶。

“偶的”规规矩矩地蹲在地上，眼巴巴地望着老奶奶的每个举动。

“这么好的饭菜，可不能给‘偶的’吃。”戴维说，“给它吃剩饭就好了。”

“偶尔一次嘛，戴维。”珞凡说，“就当今晚是改善伙食好了。”

“‘偶的’可要高兴坏了。”戴维说，“我分点肉给它吃，现在已经不烫了。它的胃口可好了，面包、蔬菜、糖果，全都喜欢吃。”

“偶的”一边吃，一边不停地摇着尾巴。它把最后一点残渣舔得干干净净后，跑到珞凡的身前，把两只前爪搭在了她的大腿上。

“好狗狗！”珞凡拍了拍它的脑袋，“你也是我的宝贝呢。”

“还好您不讨厌它。”戴维说。

“怎么？其他印第安人不喜欢它吗？”珞凡问道。

“不怎么喜欢，因为他们每家都养着两三只狗。走的时候我没说自己要去哪儿，他们也没问。”

“明白了！”珞凡说道，“快去睡觉吧！”

戴维和珞凡相处得非常融洽，转眼间，一个月过去了。奥登一家也回来了。车子刚刚开进树林，孩子们就听到了小狗的叫声。

“肯定是‘偶的’！”班尼欢快地笑道。

话音刚落，戴维和珞凡就从房子后面转了出来，“偶的”再次叫了起来。

“别吵。”戴维一声令下，小狗狗立刻不吱声了。

奥登一家人几乎不敢相信自己的眼睛。“天哪，戴维，你至少胖了十磅。”班尼叫道。

“是啊。”戴维大笑起来。再次见到老朋友，他感到非常开心。

“你们在房子后面做什么？”亨利问道。

“过来看看吧！”珞凡微笑着说，“我们两个都不愿待在屋里，所以戴维就把餐桌搬到屋外来了。”

只见高高的松树下摆放着一张大木桌，桌子两侧各放了一把长椅。

“椅子做得很长，这样就方便我们招待客人啦！”戴维说。

“就比如我们这种客人！”班尼兴奋地叫道。

“还有呢，奥登先生。”戴维说，“我和姨奶奶正在写一本关于印第安人的书。”

“快让我看看，这可是我听到的最好的消息了！”奥登先生说道，“我们可不想让印第安人生活中最美的那一面失传！”

说着，奥登一家走进了屋子，翻看起那本书来。

“连一半都没写到呢。”戴维说，“我们用印第安语记录了很多古老的故事，配以印第安传统插画，尽量让它们显得原汁原味。还有，姨奶奶手工艺品的制作方法也被记录下来了——这是篮子的设计图，这个是地毯的。我们两个还记得不少歌曲，不过我得先把它们写下来才行。”

就在这时，卡特先生的脑袋从门口探了进来。“我把大家的晚饭带来了！”他对珞凡说，“这下您不用担心这么多人的口粮了。”
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“真是太谢谢啦。”珞凡说，“家里还真没有这么多吃的，咱们就用你带来的食材做晚餐吧。看，那边可是戴维亲手做的。”

只见屋外有一座石头砌成的灶台。

“这灶台搭得太是时候了！”班尼欢呼起来，“我们正好带了牛排过来，今天可以狂欢喽！”

大家一一坐了下来，就在这时，“偶的”嗖地蹿到桌子下，趴在亨利的脚上。班尼朝桌子底下看了看：“真希望你趴在我的脚上。不过，你可能把亨利当成了戴维，他们两个身材差不多。”

席间的气氛非常热烈，维莉和戴维开心地聊着天，班尼和珞凡有说不完的话，杰西则跟卡特先生聊得兴致勃勃。亨利看了看爷爷说：“好热闹啊！”

“热闹才好，”爷爷说，“仔细听听，你就能知道大家的近况了。”

只听珞凡告诉班尼说，戴维给她买了条暖烘烘的毯子，戴维对维莉讲起了珞凡是如何从树林里取材，制成了画画用的颜料。卡特先生则对杰西说，戴维今年秋天就可以上学了。

“戴维这回可有的忙咯！”爷爷说，“奥斯古博士说，他把戴维拉进山里考验了一番，决定请他去当暑期工呢。”

“我之前从来都不知道，世界上还有这么多美好的事情！”戴维说。

这就是现在的戴维。

他找到了一份正式工作，多了一个姨奶奶，得到了一家人的帮助，还养了一条忠实的猎犬，这一切都让他感到十分满足，别无所求。

奥登一家收拾好行李，准备离开了。

“我们可不会说别离的话，”班尼总结道，“我们要说，很快会再见。”

就这样，孩子们并没有依依惜别，只说了下次再见。

回家的路上，班尼问道：“对了，爷爷，咱们来年夏天有什么计划？”

“想知道么？我偏偏不告诉你！”爷爷打趣道。

“您的意思是，您都想好了？”

“我说过这话吗？没有吧？”

“您的表情分明就是这样说的。”

“哦，天哪。”爷爷说，“下次我一定要注意我的表情了！”

班尼缠了爷爷半天，终于安静下来。他知道，只有时候到了，爷爷才会告诉他们的。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 9·Mountain Top Mystery




Chapter 1 Grandfather in the Lead

It was a fine warm day in early summer. The Aldens—Henry，Jessie，Violet，and Benny—and their grandfather were just eating lunch. They had come to dessert of apple pie and cheese.

Benny rested his head on his hand.After awhile he said，“Grandfather，do you remember a few summers ago we wanted to go mountain climbing？”

“Yes，I remember，my boy.”

“Well，do you remember we got cheated out of it？Joe and Alice had to go abroad and we couldn’t go alone.”

Henry said，“Benny will never forget that. We went to see Aunt Jane at Mystery Ranch instead.”

Benny said，“Well，I wondered where we were going that summer，if we had gone. What mountain were we going to climb？”

“Benny，does all this mean you want to go mountain climbing？” asked Mr. Alden. He couldn’t help laughing.

“Yes，it does，” said Benny.“Maybe not the same mountain.”

“No，indeed，it won’t be，” said Mr. Alden.“That year I was going to take you up in the Rockies. No more of that. We’ll have to choose Old Flat Top because I don’t want Violet getting all tired out with a long climb. And I don’t want me getting all tired out either. The rest of you are tough enough.”

Grandfather looked up to see that every Alden was looking at him. The four shining faces answered him. There were four nods.

“You do have the strangest ideas，Benny，” said Jessie.“What put that into your head？”

“Well，” said Benny，“I’ve been reading about that place in school.”

“About Flat Top？” asked Violet.

“Oh， you have，have you？” said Henry.“You chose Flat Top yourself？”

“Right，” said Benny.“I don’t want to climb too much myself. I get lame.”

Mr. Alden said，“Well，my answer is yes. Old Flat Top is easy enough for all of us，and yet it is interesting all the way up. And we’ll all be able to get a good rest on the smooth top.”

“Just like airplanes landing on an airplane carrier，” said Benny.

“That’s exactly right，my boy，” said Grandfather. “Only this flat top is twice as big as a carrier.”

Benny finished his apple pie and put down his fork. “Then the only question is when. Let’s go right away.”

Everyone laughed. Benny and Grandfather were so much alike. When they wanted anything they wanted it right away.

“What do you mean by right away？”asked Grandfather，smiling.“You mean this minute？If you do，we could go this minute，very easily. It is only a day’s trip. You climb up Flat Top，eat lunch，and climb down. There is just time in one day. Nobody spends the night there.”

“How do you know all this，Grandfather？” asked Henry.

“Oh，I had a friend who made that trip last summer. He said it was exactly right for his wife，and they had a fine time. Near the foot of the mountain is a general store. The men give you poles and a lunch and directions. They always leave a lot of firewood all cut for a campfire to cook your lunch on the flat top. This place isn’t for real mountain climbers. It’s for old men and children.”

Henry laughed. He knew that it was a real mountain. Grandfather was having a good time teasing them.

“Do you mean we can really go today？” asked Jessie.

“Well，no，” Grandfather answered.“I should say tomorrow would be better because we must have a full day. We can drive to Old Flat Top in two hours. What time do you want to get up，Benny？You’re the sleepy one.”

“I’ll get up at five，” said Benny.“I did when we went to the lighthouse.”

“So you did. Five it is. Lay out some sport clothes. Better take some extra clothes. We may want to go on somewhere else. And another thing，we can’t take Watch. He’ll just be in the way.”

“That’s right，” said Henry.“He will do nothing but whine. He doesn’t like to see us do anything dangerous.”

Mr. Alden looked thoughtful and then said，“I believe that Dr. Percy Osgood is working somewhere in the range not too far from Old Flat Top. How about it，Benny，does that name mean something to you？”

Benny shook his head. But Henry said，“Osgood？It means something to me. He was the author of a book on geology I read for a college course last year.”

“Right！” Grandfather said.“Percy is on a hunt for some fossils. If John Carter can find out where he is for me we might pay him a visit. I haven’t seen Osgood for years，but I don’t suppose he’s changed much.”

The Aldens went to pack and Grandfather made a phone call to John Carter. It was too bad Benny wasn’t around to hear some of the plans being made. But he and the others were busy packing.

There was not much sleep in the Alden house that night. At five o’clock everyone was wide awake and downstairs eating breakfast.

“I have two flashlights，” said Henry，“and some batteries and the binoculars. You can see the view better.”

Grandfather said，“We’ll get the lunch at the store and water and either coffee or cold drinks in bottles. We can buy anything we need.”

The day was beautiful. It was warm even in the early morning. They all knew it would be cooler on Flat Top，and they each had a warm sweater.

When they reached the mountain range，Violet said，“Oh，isn’t this lovely！”

“That’s Old Flat Top，” said Benny，pointing. It was the lowest mountain in the range. Other peaks went much higher into the sky. Some looked blue in the distance. Others looked violet. Others looked green. But Flat Top was so near it looked green almost all the way up. The top was all solid rock.

“Hey！” said Henry.“There is the store. It seems to be made of logs.” He stopped the car at the door and they all went into the store. Old Flat Top towered right over them.

“Just right，” said Benny.“Not too high. Not too steep. Just right，just a good healthy climb and a grand view at the top.” Then he thought，“Isn’t it queer that this store man seems to know Grandfather？”

The two men were shaking hands，and Grandfather just said，“Fit us out for Flat Top，won’t you？”

The man said，“You each need a pack on your back to carry your lunch. You’ll need five poles. I should think that would be enough. You’ll find the path is well marked，but there’s only one. And remember that there is no other path down.”

“I’d like to go first，” said Benny.

“I’m sorry to disagree with you，Benny，” said Mr. Alden.“I should like to go first.”

“Oh，” said Benny，“of course，you should go first. That’s OK.”

“Thanks，” said Mr. Alden.

Up they went. It was true that the path was well marked. The trees were marked with knotted strips of red cloth. It was a little hard in some places，but the poles were a great help. Each climber had a pack on his back.

Up and up they went. Violet was right behind Grandfather. Benny still wished he could be the leader，but he thought he had better mind his grandfather at this point.

It took the Aldens three hours to reach the first stop.

“See the sign？” said Henry.“Lunch Here. The man said we must eat just half of our lunch here.”

“I have never been so hungry in my life，” said Benny.

“Oh，yes，you have！” joked Henry.“Almost every meal you eat. And be careful how much water you drink. That’s the thing we have to save.”

Soon they were ready to go on. When they were almost at the top they noticed there were no more bushes，no more trees，no more grass. It was all gray rock.

Grandfather looked ahead. He could see the last two steps very well. He noticed that the last step was a big one，and he was glad he had gone first. With his pole，he reached the very top where it was flat. He turned around and gave a hand to Violet. Then he helped Jessie up，and reached way down to help Benny. With his pole，Henry climbed up by himself.
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They all looked around.“This is as big as our own front yard，” said Jessie.

“What a view，” said Benny.“The town is over there，and nothing but woods there at the foot of the mountain.”

Henry said，“Here is the woodpile for campfires and a fireplace. This is where we can cook the rest of our lunch.”

It never entered anyone’s head，even Grandfather’s， that a fire might be needed to keep them warm.


Chapter 2 Hold On，Benny！

“My，I’m glad we have sweaters，”said Henry.“The wind blows harder up here.” He pulled his brown sweater on over his head.

The others put on their sweaters and then they sat down in a row.

“What a view！” said Jessie. They looked out over the valley. They felt as if they were very high up.

Grandfather said，“Benny，you come over and sit by me. I want to talk to you. You know a boy ought to learn a thing the first time he is told. Of course he can learn it the second time and maybe the third time. But he will save a lot of time for himself by learning the first time. I am telling you not to go near the edge， and I shall say nothing more about it. Is that clear？”

Grandfather almost never spoke in that sort of voice.

“Oh，yes indeed！” cried Benny.“I learned that before you got through talking. I don’t like the edge myself.”

Henry looked around at Flat Top. There was a small hump in the middle.“Look at the wavy lines in the rocks，” he said.“White and black and gray. Wouldn’t a geologist find this interesting？”

Everyone looked around. Violet said，“It looks like the waves of the sea.”

Grandfather said，“That is just what they look like， but they are waves of rock. Probably millions of years ago what we are standing on now was covered by the ocean.”

Henry said，“This low mountain may once have been near the ocean floor. It was pushed up to where it is now.”

Benny threw his head back and laughed. He said， “I’ll bet the old dinosaurs paddled around here.”

“Maybe dinosaurs were here when this was a swamp，” said Jessie.

“I wish I had brought my camera，” said Henry.

“Oh，I wish you had，” said Violet.

Mr. Alden was looking at the great stretch of woods below. He said，“I don’t think anyone has ever cut those trees. I’d hate to get lost there.”

Benny looked at his wristwatch.“I hope someone besides me will say it’s time to eat，” he said.

Violet said，“I am willing to be the one.” She patted Benny’s shoulder.

Jessie said，“Let’s sit here and plan what we will do.”

“That’s the housekeeper in you，Jess，” said Henry. “If we are going to cook that hamburger we’ll have to get a fire started. Let’s find the wood.”

Mr. Alden sat still and watched them.

“Well，there are certainly all kinds of wood，” said Benny.“Big and little. And look，there is a kettle and a frying pan.”

“That kettle is for hot water，I think，” said Violet. “Just throw a little coffee in，and there will be Grandfather’s coffee.”

“Freshly made，” said Grandfather.

“Those men at the store thought of everything，” said Benny.“Here’s the fireplace with a back rock to keep off the wind.” He was beyond the little hump.

“Well，I guess we’re all set，” said Henry.

Everybody had a job. The two boys built the fire， for even Benny knew how to start a good fire. The girls made cakes of the hamburger and took out the bacon.

“I think we had better fry the bacon first，” said Jessie，and the girls soon had the crisp slices lying on a paper napkin.

“Where shall we put the grease，Grandfather，when we get through？”

“Give it to me，” said Mr. Alden，“and I will show you. Wait till I get all set.”

Grandfather，without a smile，got down flat on his stomach and crawled slowly to the edge.“Now I’ll take the pan，” he said. Everyone tried not to laugh—Mr. Alden looked so funny. With a straight face，Mr. Alden took the pan and poured the hot fat down the rocky mountainside. He backed slowly until he was far from the edge. Then he said，“That grease went almost straight down for half a mile. That’s why you can’t go down or up except on our trail.”

“Oh，you did look funny，” said Benny.“I could hardly help laughing.”

“Neither could I，” said Mr. Alden.“Now we can laugh all we want.”

Indeed when anyone thought of Grandfather pouring grease straight down the mountain，it was hard to stop laughing at all.

“Now the hamburger，” said Henry.“Just about room for six in this pan.”

Jessie passed him the hamburger cakes. They started at once to give out a delicious smell.

Soon Henry gave the orders，“Get a plate and a bun and a piece of cheese and a paper napkin，and be all ready for your hamburger.”

“We’ll get a bottle of Coke，too，” said Benny.

“Right，” said Henry.“And I will put Grandfather’s black coffee in one of these cups.”

Never did food taste better. They made it last a long time.

“I think this is the first time，” said Jessie，“that we ever had anything left over from a picnic. I couldn’t eat all my hamburger，and neither could Violet. We have five buns and one hamburger left.”

“You will see that I didn’t quite finish my big hamburger either，” said Grandfather.

Benny’s loud voice was heard saying，“Save it—save every crust and every crumb. I have a feeling I might use it later in the day.”

The Alden family picked up all their papers and cups and burned them in the fire. Grandfather said， “Save my coffee，too. I have a feeling I might like it just before we go. We go at exactly four o’clock.”

Violet shook every drop out of an empty Coke bottle. She filled the bottle with coffee.

Henry saw what she was doing. He said，“Just dump the coffee grounds on the rocks. The wind will blow them away.”
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“When we go down，” said Benny，“how about letting me go first？”

“All right，” Grandfather agreed，“you lead the way.”

They put the scraps of food in a paper bag and at exactly four o’clock Benny got ready to back down.

Benny said，“The first step will hold both my feet.”

“So will the second one，” said Henry.

Benny reached down carefully with one foot for the first step. He held onto the edge tightly. It was a long way down to the step and he almost wished he had let Grandfather or Henry go first.

“Let me take one of your hands，” Henry said. “Take your time and you’ll be all right.”

Benny swung his other foot down but still kept Henry’s hand. The next step was not quite so steep.

With one foot on the second step Benny was just about to let Henry go.Then with no warning it happened—one moment Benny’s foot was on the step，the next he was reaching wildly for a foothold.

With a noise like thunder the stone step went crashing down the mountain side. As it rolled，it knocked loose stones and boulders in a regular mountain slide.

“Help！” Benny shouted，hanging on to Henry and trying to catch at anything that would not crumble and break loose.

Grandfather threw himself down and grabbed Benny by his free arm. Henry got a better grasp. Jessie took the back of his sweater and the three pulled Benny to the top and safety.

Benny lay perfectly still on his side，breathing hard. “Gramps，” he said，“it will take me three days to get over this.”

Benny had never called his grandfather “Gramps” before，and nobody had ever seen him quite so still. Mr. Alden knelt down to comfort him. He said， “Benny，you put your mind on this. Forget the step. Just think that your life was saved for something special and try to wonder what it is.”

Benny sat up at once.“I was saved，wasn’t I？” he cried.“Maybe I’ll be a mountain climber. Or a scientist.”

Jessie and Violet both looked pale. They knew what a narrow escape Benny had had.The noise of the rocks crashing down，Benny’s shout，the rescue—it had all happened so quickly.

Henry looked around the rocky top of the mountain. He did not want to frighten the girls，but he knew that the only way down was gone. The rocky sides of Old Flat Top gave no spot to get a foothold.

Mr. Alden said，“Now let’s plan what we’ll do. We are safe here，but we’ll be cold. We certainly can’t get down now.”

Henry said，“Won’t the ranger and the man in the store notice when we don’t come down？”

Mr. Alden gave Henry a look. Then he said， “There are a lot of things that they may do. One thing seems sure. We’ll have to spend the night up here. This is the end of the summer and it will be dark soon.”

Henry said，“Perhaps they heard those rocks coming down.”

“Yes，” said Violet.“They crashed like thunder.”

“They probably did hear the noise，” said Mr. Alden.“I don’t think we need to worry，but perhaps we’d better build a fire. They will see it when it gets dark.”

Henry had a feeling that Mrs Alden knew something that the children did not，but he went right to work and everyone helped to build a roaring fire.

Violet’s teeth were chattering. She said，“The f-f-fire f-f-feels good. I didn’t know I was so c-c-cold.”

“That’s because you nearly lost me，Violet，” said Benny.“Haven’t you ever heard of shivering from fright？”

It soon began to get quite dark. Still Grandfather did not seem to be worried. Suddenly they all heard a strange whirring noise.

“It sounds like an airplane，” said Benny.“I’ll bet it’s a helicopter.”

Henry cried，“That’s Grandfather for you！I’ll bet he planned that in case of trouble.” Grandfather smiled.

It was indeed a helicopter. First it went high over the flat top，winked its lights，and then hovered over the family. The pilot had a megaphone.

He called down，“Are you all right？”

Five voices shouted，“Yes！”

“We can’t take you off in the dark，” the pilot called.“We’ll have to wait until morning. But I am going to drop five sleeping bags. Keep your fire going， and we’ll be around in the morning. Now all of you stand behind the hump.”

The whole family did so. Down came five sleeping bags，one by one. The helicopter whirred away.

Jessie said，“I guess they didn’t know that we are short on food. It’s lucky we saved everything from lunch that we did not eat. I wonder if we should eat the leftovers for supper.”

“Maybe we should save our food for the morning，” Violet said.“We might have to wait for quite awhile，”

“Good idea，” agreed Grandfather.“As long as we are warm we can stand being a little hungry.”

Benny added，“I guess I got being hungry scared right out of me—at least for now.”

Grandfather said，“You know the old saying about an ill wind that blows no good.”

“It wasn’t a wind，it was a rock slide，” Benny said.

Mr. Alden said，“We might as well get into these sleeping bags to keep warm.”

When they were all in the sleeping bags they sat in a row.

Benny said，“We’d look funny if there were anyone to see us.”

They all looked down over the dark country. Many lights of the town showed at the left，but not a light at the right.

In a little while Jessie said，“You know，I think I see a faint light in the woods. You don’t suppose anyone is in trouble，do you？”

“I don’t see it，” said Mr. Alden.“Oh yes，I do，too. It’s very faint，but it stays right in one place.”

Benny asked，“How could anyone live in the woods？I wonder what the light is.”

Mr. Alden was glad to have anything interesting to talk about because he knew the night would be long. “When we get down，” he said，“we will find out what the light is. The rangers may know，and if they don’t，we’ll find our anyway.”

The stars came out. They were very bright.

“I don’t really mind going to bed tonight，” said Benny.“I’m in bed.”

Jessie whispered to Henry，“He seems to be all right.”

“Thanks to Grandfather，” whispered Henry.“He certainly said the right thing to Ben.”

Mr. Alden and Henry decided to take turns putting wood on the fire during the night. There was plenty of wood. They all lay down in a row. Benny was on one side of Grandfather，and Violet was on the other.

Benny sounded sleepy as he said，“I’m coming over closer to you，Grandfather，if you don’t mind.”

“Come ahead，my boy，” said Mr. Alden.

“You know，Grandfather，” said Benny，“I must have been seeing things. When that big rock gave way， I thought I saw an enormous hole behind it.”

“Maybe you really did see a hole，” said Grandfather.“I have heard of holes in mountains.”

But by this time，Benny was asleep.


Chapter 3 Waiting for Rescue

When Henry awoke he thought even before he opened his eyes，“The helicopter will come at sunrise.” Then he opened his eyes and blinked.

The whole mountain top was covered with thick fog. Henry turned his head to look at Jessie. She was close enough to touch，but he could hardly see her.

Benny called，“I’m awake，Henry. Foggy，isn’t it？”

Henry propped himself up on one elbow.“I wonder if it is often foggy like this in the morning. I guess when we’re not up so high we don’t pay any real attention.”

Grandfather said，“The mountain top is always covered with fog in the early morning. That’s why campers don’t stay here overnight. But the fog will soon go away.”

Henry said，“One thing is sure. We must stay close together every minute.”

Everyone understood what Henry meant. It would be dangerous to move about too much and perhaps come close to the edge of the rocky，flat top without knowing it.

They all sat up.

“Where is that paper bag of scraps？” asked Benny. “Now I’m hungry.”

“I have it，” said Jessie.“I also have some napkins. Put your hands out and take a napkin，and I will try to divide the breakfast.”

She broke the big hamburger into five pieces. Then she got out of her sleeping bag and went down the line putting scraps of roll and one whole roll on each napkin. She gave Mr. Alden his cold coffee. There were four cups on the top of the thermos bottle.

“Tell me when you want a drink of water，” she said.“We mustn’t waste a drop.”

Violet was on one end of the row，and Henry was on the other. They could not see each other because of the fog，but they could hear very well.

Everyone started to eat breakfast. Violet said，“I wouldn’t think bread crusts could taste so delicious.”

Grandfather said with a laugh，“Nor cold coffee mixed with Coke.”

Benny said，“After this，you’ll have to put Coke in your coffee instead of sugar.”

Henry said，“I certainly hope the fog will lift before lunchtime because we haven’t a crumb of food left.”

Henry had no sooner said this than the fog lifted. Like magic it entirely disappeared.

“That’s the way fog does，” said Henry.“And don’t forget it can shut down just as fast. Maybe it will come back.”

“You’re the gloomy one，” Jessie said，but she laughed.

“Well，” said Mr. Alden，“I don’t think it will this time. Look at that sun！”

The whole valley was golden in the bright sunshine. There was not a cloud in the sky.

“Maybe we ought to get ready for the helicopter，” said Violet.“We don’t want to keep them waiting.”

They got their packs ready，rolled up the sleeping bags，and waited.

“Remember when that big rock fell？” said Benny. “I think I really saw a hole，a huge one. Like a cave maybe.”

Grandfather said，“You may be sure we will find out. Ah！Here comes the helicopter.”

“I guess they know the fog has gone away，” said Jessie.

The Aldens saw the helicopter whirring far above them and then slowly coming down. Without a word they all stood behind the hump. This left an open place for the helicopter to land. It came straight down and landed exactly in the middle of the space.

“Straight as a string，” said Benny.“Oh，look who’s here！It’s Mr. Carter！”

Violet cried，“Now where in the world did he come from？”

Grandfather smiled.

“Really，”said Jessie，“how did he know about us， Grandfather？”

“That will be a good puzzle for you to guess，” said Mr. Alden.

“Pooh！” said Benny.“I bet I can tell you exactly what happened. I’ll bet you told the ranger to send for Mr. Carter right away if anything happened.”
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By this time Mr. Carter and a ranger had let down the steps and were coming down.

“We can’t take you all at once，” the ranger pilot said.

“Well，then，leave me for the second trip，” said Mr. Alden.

“And I will stay with you，Grandfather，” said Violet.

“Good girl，” Mr. Alden said.

Henry，Jessie，and Benny took their packs and poles and sleeping bags. John Carter helped them up the steps into the helicopter.

“We’ll be back soon，” he said，pulling in the steps.

Sure enough，in a short time the helicopter was back for Grandfather and Violet.

Grandfather asked the pilot to hover over Old Flat Top. There was the hole that Benny thought he saw when the step fell.

“Look，Violet，there’s the hole！” shouted Grandfather over the noise of the helicopter.

Down they went to the log store. Even before the plane landed，Violet said，“Grandfather，I see the rangers and some other men，too.”

“Yes，” Grandfather said，“a man with a camera. I have a feeling the newspaper people heard about the rockslide.”

Flashbulbs popped as Mr. Alden and Violet got out of the helicopter. Benny came running up and cried， “Isn’t it exciting？A reporter asked me all about what happened.”

“Mr. Alden？” a man with a notebook said，coming up to Grandfather.“Your grandson has already told me about his accident. The others told me about his rescue and your night on Old Flat Top. May I ask if you plan to stay here longer？”

“The large hole that was opened when the rockslide took place interests me，” Mr. Alden said.“We may stay to learn more.”

Benny was listening hard.“Yes，let’s stay，” he exclaimed.“And you remember that light we saw—”

Before he could say anything more，Mr. Alden told the reporter，“Yes，I think you can say we will be here for a few days. And now we need to get some food. You probably know we had a pretty odd breakfast.”

“Thank you，” the reporter said，“I understand.” He closed his notebook and left with the cameraman.

“Benny，” Mr. Alden said，“I didn’t think that the reporter needed to know about what we saw during the night. Not until we know more about it ourselves.”

A ranger was standing nearby and Henry turned to him.“I have a question，sir. When it was dark，we all saw a very faint light quite deep in the woods. We thought somebody might be in trouble，but the light didn’t move. Do you know anything about this？”

“Yes，we do，” said one of the rangers.“An old Indian lives there，the last of the tribe. Perfectly harmless. Just wants to live alone and be let alone. Every month I take over some flour，salt，sugar，and tea and a few canned things. Then I bring back sweet grass baskets in trade. They sell like hot cakes—I haven’t one left.”

Henry asked，“Could I drive the car as far as the house？”

“No. You can go a little way into the woods. Then you have to walk about a quarter of a mile. The path is easy to follow，” the ranger answered.

Mr. Alden came up. He said，“I think we will drive over. My grandchildren are much interested.”

John Carter said，“I have my car. I can take Benny and Violet.”

Jessie said，“Fine. But we need some lunch. Let’s get some food from the store here and then go.”

Grandfather agreed and let Jessie plan to get what was needed.“We can eat in the woods before we go up the trail，” she said.

The Aldens were soon on their way，Henry driving in the lead. When they had driven as far as they could into the woods，Henry and Mr. Carter parked the cars.

Lunch was quickly eaten because everyone was so curious about the Indian in the woods.

Benny called back，“When we get there，do you think it is all right to knock on the door？”

“I should think so，” said Henry.“What else can we do？We want to go in and meet him，don’t we？The ranger said he was perfectly harmless.”

Soon they saw a small gray house with a large vegetable garden. A stone step was at the front door. Benny knocked.

There was a soft sound of feet and the door opened. There stood a very tall Indian woman who held her head like a queen.

For once Benny did not know what to say. Mr. Alden stepped forward quickly and said，“I hope we are not bothering you. My grandchildren saw your light from Old Flat Top. They were afraid you were in trouble.”

The old Indian woman bowed her head a little， opened the door wide，and said，“Please come in.”


Chapter 4 Lovan’s Story

The family was so surprised to find an Indian woman instead of a man that no one said anything.

The room they looked into had two chairs and a couch. On a table lay an Indian basket that was not yet finished. Bunches of sweet grass were hung up to dry. The room was sweet with the smell of the grass.

“Sit down，” said the Indian woman. She took the rocking chair，and Mr. Alden sat in the other chair. Mr. Carter sat on the couch and the others sat on the floor.

Still no one had said a word. Then Benny，who was nearest the Indian woman，spoke. He said，“That man is my grandfather，James Alden. John Carter is sitting on the couch. I am Benny and there is my brother Henry and my sisters，Jessie and Violet.”

The old woman said，“My name is Lovan Dixon. I am almost ninety years old.”

“Well！” exclaimed Benny.

Jessie said，“We were on Flat Top all night and saw your light. We were worried thinking somebody might be in trouble.”

“You are very kind，” said the woman.“Why were you on Flat Top？Did you have an accident？”

“Yes，I did，” said Benny.“When I was coming down，the first step broke away. But I don’t think about that any more. Grandfather said there was no use in it.”

The Indian woman turned to Mr. Alden.“He was right，” she said.“I heard all the rocks coming down like thunder. I was worried about you. I saw your fire all night.”

Violet looked at the old Indian and asked，“Is anything wrong？”

“Not now，” said the woman.

Then Benny cried，“Do you really want to live all alone here？”

“Yes，child，” said Lovan Dixon.“I do want to. I do not like living in a town. Too many people laugh at Indian ways. I like to live alone.”

Violet and Jessie looked around at the house. It was neat and clean. The old woman’s gray hair was as smooth as silk. Her strong old face was deeply wrinkled.

Benny shouted，“Those people were mean. I’d like to tell them so.”

“You are a kind boy. There is no need to bother with anyone. I like it here. I love the woods. I am the last of my people. My tribe always lived here and the government gave these woods to my tribe long ago. The woods go to the other side of Flat Top.”

Now Grandfather spoke，“But I have a feeling that something is bothering you. Won’t you tell us？”

The old woman did not speak for a time and it was very quiet in her little house. Then she said，“I hear that the woods will be cut over for lumber and I will lose my land.”

Nodding，John Carter said，“It could be true，Miss Dixon. Many times，I am sorry to say，our government has forgotten its promises to the Indians.”

Mr. Alden said，“From this minute on do not worry any more. I know a man who will find out who owns this land. He will buy it himself if he has to. You may use it as long as you live，Miss Dixon.”

“Please say ‘Lovan，’ ”said the Indian woman with a bow.

“Lovan，” said Benny at once because he liked the sound of the name.“When that step gave way on Old Flat Top，I thought I saw a big hole behind it. Do you think that was really true？”

Lovan folded her arms and sat for a long time with bowed head. There was not a sound. After awhile she drew a long breath and said，“I trust you. Let me tell you a story. Years ago my grandfather told it to me， and he heard it from his grandfather. You ask about a hole，child. I believe there is a cave.”

For a minute Lovan did not say anything more. Then she went on，“You understand this happened years ago. There used to be a cave on the other side of Flat Top，but no cave where you say the hole is. In those days you couldn’t get up the mountain by your trail，but you could get up on the other side. Flat Top didn’t have such a flat top at that time.”

Every eye was on the old Indian woman. They hoped she would go on，and she did.

“The story goes that a Frenchman who was a friend of the King of France ran away to America to live. There was a war in France and he escaped. He was shot accidently right near here. My great-grandfather，Running Deer，hid him and took care of him until he died. The Frenchman had a great leather bag with things in it which he expected to sell. But when he died，he gave the bag to my great-grandfather for taking care of him.”
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“What was in the bag？” cried Benny. Lovan smiled at Benny.“I never knew，” she said.“My great-grandfather died without telling anyone what was in it. But my grandfather thought that his father hid the bag in that old cave.”

“Why didn’t he go up and find it？” asked Benny.

Henry said，“Benny，you are asking too many questions.”

Lovan smiled a little. She said，“I don’t mind. Nobody has ever dared before. Something happened to that mountain and the rocks moved and closed the cave. It looked as if it had been squashed together. That was when Flat Top became flat.”

Mr. Carter said，“Didn’t anyone try to dig the cave out？”

“No，the rocks were too heavy. Besides the climb was too steep.”

Jessie said slowly，“If that bag was ever found， wouldn’t it belong to you？”

Lovan bowed again.“Yes，” she said.“I am the last of the tribe and my grandfather told me it was mine.”

“Wouldn’t you expect to get it then，” asked Henry，“if somebody found it？”

“I don’t know，” said Lovan.“I have lost many things.”

Violet said，“Do you suppose the hole Benny found is a sort of back door to that cave？”

“I have no doubt of it，” said Lovan.

Mr. Alden said，“Don’t worry any more about anything. I myself will see that you get what is yours.”

Lovan said，“I am grateful to you. All I have left now is this house and my garden and my front step.”

“What about your front step？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Come and see，” said Lovan.“You must go down my step and watch.”

She followed them out with a cup of water in her hand. They watched her as she poured the water slowly into some hollows in the step.

“A big，enormous claw！” cried Benny.“It is almost as long as the step.”

“A dinosaur track！” shouted Henry.“I’ve seen one at college.”

Grandfather said，“Where did you get this？It is certainly a big piece of red sandstone.”

“Yes，” said Lovan.“It came from the ledge right over there. My grandfather thought it was the track of a big magic bird. They called it a thunderbird track.”

Benny laughed.“That’s a car，” he said.

Mr. Carter said，“They named the car for the magic bird.”

“I suppose you know，” said Jessie，“that a museum would like your step.”

“But I want my doorstep，” said Lovan.

“And you shall keep it，” said Mr. Alden.“The man who buys your woods would want you to have it. And now I think we should go. Thank you for everything.”

“But we’ll be back，” said Benny. He gave Lovan a great smile，the kind only Benny could give.


Chapter 5 More Plans

When the Aldens were in the car，Violet said，“We can see right through you，Grandfather. You are the man who is going to buy the woods，aren’t you？”

“Of course，” said Grandfather，smiling at her. “What better thing could we do for Lovan？She will feel free，and don’t forget，I will have a fine woodlot. John，you attend to that for me，will you？”

Mr. Carter laughed.“I was already planning my first step.”

Henry said，“I don’t see how we can go home and leave this whole thing，Grandfather. What do you think of staying at a motel for a few days？”

“All right，” said Mr. Alden，“that’s a good idea. We can ask the ranger where the nearest motel is.”

Benny said，“Three rooms would be right for us. One for the girls，one for us boys，and one for Grandfather.”

Turning to John Carter，Mr. Alden said，“It’s settled that we’ll stay here. I think you had better drive back to look after business details.”

Everyone waved as Mr. Carter drove off. At the log store，the Aldens found the ranger they knew.

“Did you find Lovan Dixon at home？” he asked.

“Oh，yes，” Jessie said.“What a wonderful old woman she is！”

“You will never believe it，” said the ranger，“but that Indian woman，ninety years old，has to walk five miles to the swamp to get the sweet grass and five miles back. Quite a walk for ninety. We sell the baskets just as fast as we get them.”
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“I’d like a sewing basket like that，” Jessie said，“and so would Violet.”

“I think Miss Dixon would make you some if you asked，” the ranger said.“But if you ask her first，don’t try to pay for them. It will be a gift，you can be sure. She gave one to my wife，so I know. I tried to pay her and she was very much hurt.”

Now Grandfather spoke，“Do you happen to know if Dr. Percy Osgood and his men are working somewhere in this neighborhood？I have an idea Percy would be interested in the cave Benny found by accident.”

“Yes，we saw the cave from the helicopter. The rocks were huge that fell away to leave it open，” one of the rangers said.“Look out of the door and you can see the pile that rolled down the mountain.”

Indeed there was a pile of rocks of all sizes，perhaps ten feet high.“And I am glad it did not turn into a bigger rockslide，” the ranger said.“I know Dr. Osgood is not too far off. Let me make some calls and I will get his telephone number for you.”

“Good，” said Mr. Alden.“Let’s find that motel. Where is the nearest one？”

“Go back to the main road，turn to the right，and then go about half a mile. That’s the nearest motel， and the best one，too.”

“How lucky we are！” Said Benny.“Things seem to happen just right for us.”

The family went out to the station wagon and Henry started the car. They drove away，waving at the ranger.

“We’ll be back soon，” cried Benny.

“Perhaps not until tomorrow，” called Grandfather with a wink.

“The kids are pretty fired，I guess，” shouted the ranger.

“I wasn’t tired at all until he said that，” said Jessie， “and now I guess I am.”

“I guess I am，too，” said Grandfather.“The first thing I will do will be to take a nap.”

Henry drove just as the ranger had said. He soon came to a motel. It was a long row of log buildings. At one end there was an office and at the other a restaurant.

“Good，” said Jessie.“I shall be glad to have a real dinner. It seems as if we’ve been gone much longer than two days.”

Benny said，“I know just what I’m going to eat， too.”

Grandfather said，“Don’t tell，then. Keep it for a surprise.”

The three motel rooms were just alike. Each had two beds and a bathroom.

Benny said，“Oh，I can hardly wait to wash my hands！It has been two days since I’ve really washed them！”

“Funny to hear you say that，Ben，” said Henry. “I’m going to take a shower the first thing I do.”

It did not take long for the Aldens to make themselves at home in their three motel rooms.

“First thing is a shower for me，” said Henry.

“I’m next，” Benny said.“And after that I’m going to try out that bed.”

Violet and Jessie，too，decided to shower and nap. But it was Grandfather who was the first one asleep. There hadn’t been much sleep for anyone for two nights.

An hour or so later Benny saw that Henry was awake. He said，“Guess what I’m going to have for dinner.”

“You can’t keep that secret，Ben，can you？” said Henry.“But wait. They may not have it.”

“I never thought of that，” said Benny.“I hope they will，because I’ve got my mind all made up.”

At five-thirty nobody could wait any longer. They walked down to the restaurant and found a table for five.

“Too bad Mr. Carter’s missing this，” said Violet. “I’m going to have roast beef and mashed potatoes and peas！”

“And a fine hot summer diet，too！” said Mr. Alden. “I’ll have the same.”

Jessie and Henry could not think of anything better，but Benny said，“Corned beef and cabbage！And lots of chili sauce and turnips and carrots！”

How wonderful that meal did taste！The waiter was amused. He watched Benny cut the tender red corned beef as if he were starving.

After the first few bites，Jessie said，“Grandfather， what is the first step that Mr. Carter is going to take？”

“Try to buy the woodlot is first，” said Mr. Alden. “Then you all heard the name of Dr. Percy Osgood. He is a great man and an explorer. He has written several books on caves and mountains. He is always interested in any new crack or landslide. I used to know him years ago. He can tell right away whether this hole is interesting or not.”

“I bet it is！” cried Benny.

“Well，I won’t bet against you，” said Grandfather， smiling.“I think it is，too，otherwise I should not have asked the ranger to send for Percy Osgood and let him waste his time.”

“Let’s stay in the motel until the whole thing is solved，” said Benny.“Don’t you agree，Grandfather？”

“Yes，my boy，” said Mr. Alden，smiling.“I couldn’t tear myself away now for anything.”

Henry said，“The great question is，is it a cave or is it just a hole？”

Jessie said，“Or is it a cave with something interesting in it or is it a cave with nothing in it？”

Benny was drinking milk now. He said，“I’m going to have bread pudding for dessert.”

“I hope you can hold all that food，” said Grandfather，looking at him.

“Oh，I can！” said Benny.“I have a hollow leg.”

Henry said suddenly，“Grandfather，did you expect an accident on Flat Top？”

“No，” said Mr. Alden，“but I never like a place that has only one way to get in and only one way to get out.”


Chapter 6 Back Up the Trail

The Alden family did not get up very early next morning. But when they walked into the dining room they had a surprise. There sat John Carter at a large round table for seven.

“Oh，I’m glad you found us！” shouted Benny.

“I never lost you，” said John Carter，getting up. He pulled chairs out for Jessie and Violet and soon they were all chattering at once.

“I thought you might like to see this paper，” Mr. Carter said. He unfolded a newspaper to show a headline that read “Rescued by Helicopter.”

“Here we are！” Benny said.“And it tells about the rockslide and the hole in Old Flat Top and everything.”

“That’s right，” Mr. Carter said.“How does it feel to read about yourselves in the paper？”

Jessie was looking around at the table，“Who is the seventh place for？” she asked.

Mr. Alden and Mr. Carter looked at each other.

“Then he got here last night？” Mr. Alden asked. “He is not one to waste time.”

“Who got here？” Benny asked.

“I’ll make a guess，” Henry said.“Dr. Osgood？”

“If it is Dr. Osgood—and I’m not saying it is—how do you think he’ll look？” asked Grandfather.

Jessie answered，“Oh，I guess he is a tall，large man. He must be strong to climb all these high mountains.”

“Yes，that’s right，” said Mr. Carter.“He must be a very strong man.”

Benny said，“If a big tall strong man should come in that door，I should say it would be Dr. Percy Osgood.”

Mr. Alden said，“Better order your breakfast，and not keep the waiter waiting！”

Everyone ordered bacon and eggs and toast and orange juice and milk. Grandfather and Mr. Carter had coffee.

They were all busily eating when the door opened. They looked up. There stood a small man not much taller than Benny or Violet. His hair was pure white and his eyes very sharp and blue. His glasses were pushed up on his forehead. He was surely not young， but he walked quickly over to Grandfather to shake hands.

“Good to see you again，” said Grandfather.“You came soon. My grandchildren can hardly wait.”

“That’s the way I feel，” said Dr. Osgood，looking at each one in turn.“I would start working without eating any breakfast，only I have learned to eat when I can. One doesn’t get so tired.”

He sat down and ordered the same breakfast as the rest.

Benny asked，“Have you made any plans about what you will do first，Dr. Osgood？”

“Oh，yes！I made them on the train as I came here. A cave isn’t usually so high on a mountain as this one. We have to build a staging first. The staging has to be strong to hold the workmen and the machines. It will take three days at least to make that.”

“Three days！” cried Benny.

“You’ll find，young man，that three days will go by just like that！” He snapped his fingers.“Making a staging is interesting. If you feel like climbing the mountain again，you can all sit below and watch the work.”

“Oh，yes，we’d like that，” said Jessie.“I was afraid we wouldn’t see anything.”

“Well，” said Dr. Osgood with a twinkle，“what would be the good of that？The very people who found the cave not watching the workmen！No，sir！Not possible！”

“I’ll drive you over after breakfast，” said Henry. “Whenever you say.”

“Thank you，” said Dr. Osgood.“I accept.”

As they left the table，Grandfather said，“By the way，Percy，I have a story about the hole in Flat Top that I’d like to tell you. Why don’t you stop in my room？”

Dr. Osgood’s eyebrows shot up. But all he said was， “Do I smell a bit of a mystery？Now let me see. Is it pirate gold or an Indian grave？”

“Well，those guesses are good. But I would rather talk where we are alone. This just might be important to someone.”

In about half an hour the Aldens and Dr. Osgood were getting into the station wagon. When they arrived at the loghouse store，there was quite a crowd of men and women and children standing around.

The ranger said to Dr. Osgood，“Two of your men have already gone up the trail. Do you want me to go first and show you the way？”

“Thank you，no，” said Dr. Osgood.“I think I can find my way. I’m sure it will be full of rocks brought down by the landslide. You Aldens follow me！”

The Aldens went up the trail after the spry little man，but they could not see him.

Mr. Alden said，“Now it takes three hours to get to the top. We’d better not hurry. We’re not used to it. I’ll go first，then Violet. That will slow you down，I guess.”

“That’s OK，” said Benny.
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But it was not Mr. Alden and Violet who slowed them down. It was the rocks. Many of them had come down with the landslide. As Henry climbed over a rock he cried，“See how different some of these rocks are？Some are sharp，just broken off the day we came down. But look at those huge ones，perfectly smooth！I’m sure those were left here by a glacier.”

“Right，” said Grandfather.“This is a fine place to study rocks.”

As they climbed slowly，Henry turned around and said to Jessie，“Did you notice that crowd at the store？”

“I certainly did，” said Jessie.“I suppose they came to see the excitement.”

Henry asked in a low voice，“Did you see what I saw？An Indian boy？”

“Yes，I did. He didn’t look very happy，did he？And when I looked at him，he turned around and hid behind another man.”

There was a pause while they climbed further. Then Jessie said，“I thought the ranger said Lovan was the only Indian around here.”

“That’s what I thought，too，” said Henry.


Chapter 7 A Stranger

Henry and Jessie did not say any more about the Indian boy，but they did not forget him. Once in awhile they both wondered where he came from and why he was there. They also wondered why he did not want to be seen.

There was plenty to think about while they were still climbing. In some places the path was almost blocked by the fallen rocks. They had to climb over them or walk around them.

Benny called back，“It’s lucky nobody was on this trail when these rocks came down！”

Grandfather said，“I was just going to say we should be ready to dodge if any more come down.”

“I think somebody is behind us，” said Henry. “We’d better be careful not to send any more down on top of him.”

“I hope somebody is behind us，” said Mr. Alden with a laugh.“Otherwise we’ll have no lunch. John Carter is supposed to bring up enough lunch for us and the workmen and Dr. Osgood.”

“Well，he’ll have a heavy load，” said Benny.“That will be lunch for nine people！”

“Don’t worry about John Carter，” said Grandfather.“He’ll manage.”

When they were quite near the top，they heard noises. It sounded like chopping and pounding，and that was exactly what it was. The two workmen were soon seen chopping down bushes and small trees to the left of the path. There were no trees or bushes near the top; there it was all rock.

The workmen had cleared a spot that looked like a good place to sit and watch what was going on.

There was some lumber，a strong ladder，and a long，flat plank. The plank had been placed near the opening to the cave and was held down with rocks.

Dr. Osgood was standing on the plank and bending over to look into the dark hole.

Benny said，“I guess Dr. Osgood couldn’t wait.”

The explorer held a bright light in his hand. His glasses were pulled down and he was too busy to notice the Aldens.

Grandfather sat down on the dry grass. He said，“I think Dr. Osgood wants to see first what kind of a hole it is. Just see whether it will be worth exploring or not.”
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“Oh，dear！” cried Benny.“I hope it turns out to be worth exploring. Wouldn’t it be awful if we had to give up and go home？”

“I don’t think we will，” said Henry.“Look at him now.”

Dr. Osgood had both arms and his head in the hole. The Aldens could see only a pair of legs.

Just then Dr. Osgood looked up from the hole and turned half around. He called to the workmen，but the Aldens could not hear what he said. However，the workmen did and called back，“Very good，sir！” They were used to working with Dr. Osgood.

Then Dr. Osgood started to climb down to talk to Grandfather. He sat down beside him and pushed up his glasses again.

“Well，Percy，what’s the good word？” asked Grandfather.

“A very good word，” said Dr. Osgood，nodding. He wiped his face with a big red handerchief.“Now， you know I never saw Old Flat Top before it was flattened.” He smiled at the young people.“But I have good reason to think the first cave was on the back of the mountain. Then something happened like a small earthquake. The back was pushed down and closed up that hole. But this front end of the cave was not squashed. So it is just the same as it has been for many years.”

Benny said，“Then this front hole is really the back of the cave.”

“Right，” said Dr. Osgood.“You’ll be a cave-digger some day.”

“Are you going to blast？” asked Benny.

“No，I don’t think so. We can drill as far as we need to. The other end is completely closed，they say. However，we’ll wait and see. Hello，here comes my help.”

“Oh，I thought it was my help，” said Grandfather， “with some lunch.”

“It’s both，” said Henry，who could see the trail. He looked down. Two more workmen were dragging a heavy load of lumber. John Carter was behind，a large knapsack on his back.

Henry said，“Dr. Osgood，what did you see when you put the light in the cave？”

“Well，I could see about ten feet with the light，” said Dr. Osgood.“The hole grows larger. I should say if we crawled in about fifteen feet we could stand up. It surely has not been touched by human hands for about two hundred years. Maybe a bit less； maybe a bit more. However，I saw no treasures. You must be willing to explore and find nothing. That’s why this job takes patience. Lots of my work goes for nothing. Wasted.”

“I wouldn’t like that，” said Benny.

“No，I can see that you wouldn’t，” said Dr. Osgood.

He got up quickly from the ground and climbed up to the workmen. He began to put blue chalk marks on many of the rocks.

When he had gone，Grandfather said quietly，“Did any of you notice an Indian boy in the crowd？”

“Yes！” they all cried.

Henry said，“We thought Lovan told us that she was the last Indian around here. That surprised us.”

“Maybe she doesn’t know about this boy，” said Mr. Alden.

John Carter sat down with the family. He said，“I did try to talk with the boy. But I had to order the lunch. I couldn’t take enough time. But I will.”

“Good！” said Mr. Alden.“Maybe he doesn’t live here anyway. Maybe he heard of this work on Flat Top.”

“He heard fast，then，” said Benny.

“Well，news travels fast，” said Grandfather thoughtfully.

“I hope he won’t bother Lovan，” said Violet.

“Well，after we get down we’ll see that he doesn’t，” said Mr. Alden.“Right now，we are trying to find Lovan’s treasure.”

“Wouldn’t it be awful if somebody stole it last night？” exclaimed Benny.

“Well，it is possible，” said John Carter.“They had all night，if they were good climbers and worked quietly.”


Chapter 8 The First Find

“Couldn’t we go up that ladder，” asked Benny，“and look in the hole？”

“Not yet，young man，” said Dr. Osgood. He pushed up his glasses.“We don’t want any more accidents. When we get the staging done，it will be safe for any of you to get up to the cave.”

Mr. Alden said，“Percy，the old Indian woman Lovan told us that her great-grandfather hid that leather bag in a cave. Now suppose this was the cave. Would that be near this door or near the opening in the other side，do you think？”

“I should say he crawled in and hid it as far back as he could，” said Dr. Osgood.

Benny said，“That would mean the leather bag could be right under our noses！I hope they will get that staging done fast. I can hardly wait！Can you，Mr. Carter？”

Mr. Carter said，“No，I can hardly wait，either. But right now I am hungry. Aren’t you all hungry？”

“Always！” said Henry and Jessie together.

“Well，then，how about a bit of lunch？” said John Carter.“You’ve had a three-hour climb，and we all need food. And you should see the lunch！”

“Oh，we’ll never eat all this food！” Jessie said as she watched the lunch being unpacked.

“Don’t forget，it is for the workmen，too，” said Dr. Osgood.“And me！”

Then Henry noticed that Benny was sitting still and saying nothing.

“What’s the matter，Ben？”

“Well，I simply can’t decide which sandwiches I like best！” said Benny.“I like them all best.”

“Shut your eyes and point，then，”said Mr. Carter.

Benny did so. He was pointing at the cheeseburgers.

“That’s exactly what I do like best，really！” he cried. “Cheeseburgers！”

“I thought you didn’t know，” laughed Violet.

“Yes，I thought so，too，” said Benny.“And I just love to dunk hard-boiled eggs！” He opened his salt and pepper and “dunked” his egg in the salt as he spoke. Then he bit off a huge bite.

“Delicious！” he said.

Everyone agreed. The piles of sandwiches went down very fast. But there were plenty for the workmen when Mr. Alden called them to lunch. When the workmen sat down，the Alden family waited on them. Henry gave them hot coffee. Violet passed the pickles. Mr. Carter got out the cold drinks. Jessie gave each one an egg and salt. Benny sat down with them and had another sandwich. He said，“You haven’t really got very far on the staging，have you？”
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“No，” said the head man.“It takes three days. You see a staging must not fall. And it has to rest somewhere. It takes time to make a place to hold it.”

“Don’t you keep wishing that you could take time off and look in the cave？” asked Benny.

“Yes，” said a man.“But if we do，the staging has to wait，and it takes that much longer to finish it. Dr. Percy has had a look. That’s enough for me. He thinks it is worth while，so I’m not wasting my time.”

Henry said to Dr. Osgood，“What do you think could be in the lost bag？A French nobleman expected to sell whatever it was for enough money to live here. So it must be worth something.”

“It could be jewelry，” said Dr. Osgood.“French noblemen often had to sell jewels to keep alive. It could be gold coins or silver. It could be silver candlesticks or vases or mirrors or spoons. I don’t know.”

“I know you，Percy！” said Mr. Alden.“You’re not really interested in that leather bag，are you？”

“Well，no，not much，” said Dr. Osgood.“I always hope to find something important in a cave.”

“What could be more important than Lovan’s tressure？” cried Benny.

“Well，you’re right，boy，if you are thinking mostly of Lovan. But for the whole country，stones could be more important. They are to me.” He threw his head back and tried not to laugh.

Grandfather shook his finger at his old friend. “You’re up to something，Percy！Have you found something already？”

“I suppose I shall have to show it to you，” said Dr. Osgood.“At first I thought I’d put it back and let Benny find it. But Benny wouldn’t like that if he found it out.”

“No，I wouldn’t，” said Benny.

“Here it is，” said Dr. Osgood. He took a flat stone out of the biggest pocket of his overalls. It was about six inches long. He gave it to Henry，not Benny. “Take care！” he said.

“A fossil，” said Henry. He took the stone carefully in both hands. It was one flat stone，but it was split down the middle.

“Take off the cover，” said Dr. Osgood.“Careful now！”

Henry lifted the top half and they all bent over to look.

“A little fish！” cried Benny.

“Yes，a fossil fish，” said Dr. Osgood.“It is millions of years old.”

“What kind of a fish？” asked Benny. He was sure Dr. Osgood knew everything.

“I don’t know，” said Dr. Osgood.“You may be sure that many people will study this fossil. See the backbone？Every little bone shows on both halves.”

“Does that mean that once this mountain top was under water？” asked Jessie.

“Yes，” said Dr. Osgood，nodding，“and this is the proof. I’d rather find this than ten leather bags.”

Dr. Osgood said，“And now you’ll be surprised to hear this. I think you had better start down the mountain. The weather doesn’t look too fine to me.”

“It looks beautiful to me，” said Benny，looking at the deep blue sky.“But of course you would be right. Are you coming，too？”

“No，I’ll stay. I’ll keep my head man and we’ll come down later in the helicopter.”

Jessie did not have to be told twice. She was already packing the things.

Three hours later they reached the store. They all went in，and Mr. Carter said to the ranger，“Did you see the Indian boy this morning in the crowd？”

“Yes，he is new around here. Before I had time to talk to him，he had gone.”

“Gone！” cried everyone.

“Yes，gone. And what’s more，he’s still gone. Nobody around here ever saw him before. And nobody knew how he got here.”

“That’s very funny，” said Henry.“I should think somebody would have spoken to him. There was such a crowd. Would you guess he was up to no good？”

“Well，” said the ranger. He stopped. Then he went on，“We know nothing about him. He may be lost and need help. That’s really why we’re going to find him， come what may.”


Chapter 9 Caught in the Rain

Mr.Alden walked around the store looking at everything. There were no Indian baskets left. He said，“Let’s go to see Lovan again.”

“Don’t get caught in the storm，” said a ranger.

“Storm？It looks pleasant to me，” said Benny.

“Well，you get to know the weather around these mountains，” said the ranger.“I was glad to see you come down so early. Dr. Osgood will be all right. He knows the weather，too.”

What they did not know was that snow had suddenly begun to cover the top of Old Flat Top. Dr. Osgood and his workmen were just running to get the things packed on the helicopter to take off in a hurry.

The Aldens piled into the station wagon and drove down to Lovan Dixon’s. The sky was still blue with hardly a cloud. It was very warm. They found Lovan hoeing in her flower garden next to the house.

“I want to get the earth stirred up before it rains，” she said to her visitors.

Grandfather laughed.“You think it is going to rain， too，” he said.

“Oh，yes，” said Lovan.“But come in.”

“What beautiful flowers！” cried Violet.“Every one is such a lovely color.”

Lovan looked at the eager little girl. She said， “Little Violet，you take these scissors and cut a big bunch of every flower you like. Don’t be afraid to pick a lot. They like to be picked. They blossom all the more.”

Mr. Alden smiled. But he had come on business，so he was glad to go into the house and ask questions.

“I wonder if you ever heard of an Indian boy around here about high school age？” he asked.

“No，” Lovan shook her head.“I am the only Indian left around here. All my brothers died，and my only sister died. She had a daughter，but she died，too.”

“Didn’t your sister’s daughter have any children？”

“I did hear that she had a son，but that baby died when she did. They had moved into Maine with the Maine Indians by then.”

“What was that baby’s name？” asked Henry.

“I don’t know. We had quarreled and I never did learn the baby’s name.”

Mr. Carter said，“We saw a young Indian boy this morning. He looked unhappy and seemed to be afraid. He hid behind the crowd，and now he has disappeared.”

“Oh，dear！” said Lovan.

“We’ll find him，” Benny said.

“How？” asked Lovan.“I thought you said he ran away.”

“Yes，he did. But he never could get away with Mr. Carter after him，and the rangers，and Grandfather.”

just then Violet came in wither flowers. They were beautiful—pink and white roses，old-fashioned sweet pinks，yellow daisies，lavender heliotrope，larkspur，and sweet peas.
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“Let’s go right home and put them in water！” Violet said.“I can’t let them fade！” She madea pretty picture standing in the door with her brown hair， pink cheeks，and the lovely flowers.

“Soon，” said Grandfather.“Just one more question and then we’ll go. Why did your family leave you？”

“I left them，” said Lovan.“I wanted to go to school and nobody else did. They called me stuck-up because I could read and write. I loved school. There were children of all ages. When I was older，I helped the teacher with the little ones. I taught them the good things of Indian life. I taught them to make baskets and beadwork and moccasins. The children were very good at making up designs—even the little ones.”

“Good！” said Grandfather.“Someone must do that， or we’ll lose all the beautiful things that nobody can make as well as the lndian.”

“It’s too bad you don’t know anything about this strange Indian boy，” said Henry.

Lovan said slowly，“If he is from my family，his grandmother’s name would be Susan.”

“That’s something to go on，” said Henry.

“Come on，everyone，” said Mr. Alden.“Violet wants to go.”

“I don’t want to go，” said Violet，smiling，“I just want to put the flowers in water.”

As the Aldens left Lovan’s cottage they felt a cool wind. Clouds were beginning to sweep across the sky. The day that had been so sunny was suddenly very dark. A storm was brewing.

Mr. Alden said，“We will go to the motel first and then go and talk to the rangers.”

“I’ll stay at the motel，” said Violet.“I’ll put the flowers in water before supper. There must be some vases someplace.”

Everyone knew that Violet was perfectly happy arranging flowers. The rest of the family went back to the store. There was only one man there. He was not a ranger.

“Where is everybody？” asked Mr. Alden.

“They’ve all gone off in their jeeps to find an Indian boy. I’m keeping the store.”

Grandfather nodded.“They don’t waste much time，I see. The rainstorm will soon be here. I only wish we could have gone with them.”

“Listen！” said Jessie.“Dr. Osgood’s storm！”

The rain blew a few small spatters in at the open door. Then it came down like a sheet of water. It simply poured.

“Too bad the rangers started out，” said Benny. “They’ll get soaking wet.”

The man said，“They knew it was going to rain. They all wore raincoats. I think they thought the Indian boy would be easier to find in the rain.”

“How？” asked Benny.

The man shrugged.“I don’t know. They know more about finding people than I do. They do it all the time.”

Then in the pouring rain Dr. Osgood and his workman came in the door.

“Oh，everything is happening at once！” cried Benny.“Here come the jeeps！”

Dr. Osgood came in at exactly the same time as a ranger jumped down from a jeep. Then another ranger jumped out. Then another person jumped down. He had no raincoat and no hat. Water streamed down over his face. He kept his eyes down.


Chapter 10 David Explains

When the rangers led the Indian boy into the store，Jessie was near the door. Quickly she put her hand on the boy’s shoulder.“Don’t be afraid，” she said.“We want to help you.”

The boy did not look up，but he pushed back his wet hair.

A ranger said，“This boy belongs in Maine. When he heard about Flat Top on a radio program he begged rides and got here in no time. He’s interested in the cave，but so far I don’t know why.”

They all sat down. The boy was on a wooden chair. His clothes dripped on the floor.

The chief ranger took off his raincoat and sat down at a desk. He said to the boy，“This is a very small village，son. We always notice any strangers. We want to know why you came here，what you expect to find， and also why you ran away. You will save time if you tell the exact truth. If you tell a lie，we will find it out. First，what is your name？”

The boy waited a minute.“David Walker，” he said.

“That’s not an Indian name，” said the ranger.

“No，my Indian name is David Walking-by-Night.”

“A nice name，” whispered Jessie to Henry.“But Lovan’s last name is Dixon.”

The ranger went on，“Why were you interested in Flat Top？”

David Walking-by-Night drew a long breath. He seemed very tired，but he seemed to be telling the truth.

“I was born in Maine，” he said.“But I don’t belong in Maine. My mother came from another tribe down here. She told me stories about Flat Top.”

“What stories？” shouted Benny.

David looked at Benny. He did not smile. He said， “The stories may not be true. But one story is about some treasure that belongs to my tribe. I thought I might get it sometime.”

The ranger said，“That treasure would belong to your mother’s people first，wouldn’t it？”

“Yes，but they are all dead long ago. I’m the only one left in that tribe. My mother is dead，too.”

Nobody spoke for a minute. It was not hard to guess that this boy without a family had no one to care about him.

The ranger said，“Did you ever go to school，son？”

“A little，not much. I went for a few weeks and then I’d go hunting. Then I’d go to school for awhile.”

“How did you live？Did you have a job？”

“Yes，” said David.“I had a lot of jobs. I didn’t like any of them. I chopped wood and shoveled snow and worked in a garden，I liked that the best.”

“How did you plan to live down here？” asked the ranger.“Have you any money？”

“No. I thought I could carry things up the mountain. I’m a good mountain climber. But everyone kept looking at me，so I was afraid and ran.”

Mr. Alden spoke for the first time. He said，“Now， David，I am beginning to make some guesses. If I am right，I think a new life is open to you if you want to take it. Right now I know you are tired. We have heard enough for tonight.”

David looked at Mr. Alden and no one needed to tell the boy that he had found a friend. He said， “Thank you，sir.”

Benny said，“I can guess as well as Grandfather. Can’t we take David to the motel and get him some food and dry clothes？”

“There is an extra bed in my room，” Mr. Carter said.“David can sleep there. How about it，David？”

The boy nodded，but Grandfather said，“Let’s be sure our plan checks with the ranger.” Then he said， “Is this plan all right with you，sir？I’ll take this boy with me and take good care of him. I’ll see that he comes to no harm.”

“Perfectly all right，” said the ranger. He had learned that John Carter was an ex-F. B. I.man.“The boy hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“We’d better go right along，” said Jessie.“David needs something to eat.”

Mr. Carter said，“I’ll take Dave and Benny and Jessie in my car. Henry，you take Mr. Alden and Dr. Osgood.”

The two cars soon arrived at the motel. Benny had chattered most of the way. Jessie and Mr. Carter had talked pleasantly. But the Indian boy had not said a word.

Henry said，“The first thing we’ll do is find dry clothes for you while you’re taking a shower.”

Henry went at once to his clothes drawer. He got out dry clothes for David. They were all too big， but they had to do. Benny’s shoes were just right for him.

When everyone was washed and dressed they met in the dining room.

“He’s a good looking boy，” thought Violet when she met him.

“Let’s all have hot soup，” said Mr. Alden.“I’m just as tired as David is.”

[image: ]


John Carter thought to himself，“That boy has not eaten anything for a good many hours. I hope he doesn’t faint.”

David looked first to see how Henry ate his soup， and then he did the same.

“He cares，” thought John Carter.“He wants to do things right.” He had a question to ask，but he waited until the soup was gone and a tiny bit of color came into the boy’s face.

Then he said，“You know，David，we hear there is a big leather bag in some cave，with treasures in it. It belonged to an Indian who died long ago. Have you heard this story？”

“Yes，sir！” said David eagerly.“I heard more than that. I heard that a foreign man had it first. He gave it to an Indian who was afraid somebody would follow him，so he got a big bundle of corn，and hid the bag under the corn.”

All this time Dr. Osgood had been eating soup and smiling to himself. He waited until the roast chicken dinner came. Then he cleared his throat and said， “Ahem！” just to be sure that everyone was looking at him.

“I just want to say，” he began，“that all this is very important and interesting. But nobody has said a single word about Old Flat Top！”

“Tell us！” they all shouted.

“Well，the staging is all done，” said Dr. Osgood. “And I crawled inside for twenty-five feet.”

“Any bag？” yelled Benny.

“Well，no，” said Dr. Osgood，smiling.“There are some things right on the floor of the cave that are very interesting to me. The walls seem to be just big smooth rocks.”

Benny said，“Oh，Dr. Osgood，there must be some place where something could be hidden.”

“You’ll have to see for yourself，” Dr. Osgood said. “Maybe your sharp young eyes will see something my old ones missed.”


Chapter 11 Benny Finds the Way

Dr. Osgood promised the family that they could all explore the cave in the morning. They went to bed feeling very much excited.

Mr. Carter and David talked awhile before they went to sleep.

“David，what’s on your mind？What are you afraid of ？” Mr. Carter asked.

There was a long silence. At last David said，“I climbed Flat Top the night before you did. I heard about the rockslide and the hole on a news program， so I came down from Maine fast. I thought I was the last Indian to know about the treasure and it could be mine. I was going to take it，and no fuss.”

“Now supposing this treasure was yours and somebody else found it. Didn’t you think they would give it to you？”

“No，I didn’t think they would.”

“Well，I don’t really blame you，” said Mr. Carter. “Were you afraid of the rangers after you climbed Flat Top？Did you think they knew your secret？”

“I wasn’t sure. But I thought they wouldn’t believe anything I said. I didn’t make a sound，either. I can walk through the woods and up the mountain without making any noise. But I thought they found out somehow. They looked at me so funny that I hid in the woods.”

“Nothing to eat？”

“No. I didn’t dare take anything with me. I thought later I would find out about any treasure，but the rangers found me first.”

“Is that all？” asked John Carter.

“Yes，sir，” said David.

“You couldn’t get up to the cave？You didn’t even look in？”

“No，I couldn’t. There wasn’t any way to get close. I just saw the hole. Then I had to come down.”

“Dave，I want you to understand the Aldens are your friends，” said John Carter.“They are fine people. They want to help you. You must not let them down.”

“No，” said David.“I like them. They wouldn’t cheat me，I know.”

Everyone was up early next morning. They ate breakfast and then drove to the foot of Flat Top.

Soon everyone was climbing up the old trail again. Benny came right after Dr. Osgood. The doctor did not climb so fast today. All of a sudden he looked around at Benny.

“Young man，don’t get your hopes up on that treasure. I didn’t see a single place where it might be. We are going still further into the cave，but I don’t think I missed it.”

“Oh，” said Benny.“Lovan will be disappointed. I was so sure it was right here. That’s where I would have put it，just as far back as I could. And that would be the front now.”

“Well，you’re not an Indian，son，and this isn’t two hundred years ago. Maybe the man had other ideas.”

“I hope not，” said Benny.“Just for Lovan’s sake.”

David was behind Benny.“Did you say Lovan？” he said.“I have heard that name. But she is dead.”

“Our Lovan isn’t dead，” said Benny.“She is ninety years old，though. And she is the one who told us about the treasure.”

“My grandmother told me everyone was dead but me，” said David.

Benny said，“Do you know your grandmother’s first name？”

“Yes，it was Susan.”

Henry was right behind David and he heard the name. He said，“Lovan had a sister Susan. It looks to me as if you are Lovan Dixon’s grandnephew. That would be great，because you could help her. She is getting old now，and she lives all alone.”

“What is she like？” asked David.

“She’s swell！” said Benny.

The family climbed and climbed. It was almost noon when they reached the staging. The workmen were there. They had put a strong light inside the cave for Dr. Osgood. They were just finishing the wiring.

“I’ll go first，” said Dr. Osgood.“And you can all follow me. First you have to crawl in，but soon you can stand up. You’ll see.”
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The cave was bigger than the Aldens had expected. There was plenty of room for everyone. Dr. Osgood began at once to chip out another fossil. This time it was a fern，an important find. The fern told him how old the cave was.

Benny watched him for a few minutes. Then he went back and crawled to the door of the cave. David went，too.

“Let’s see if these stones can possibly be moved，” said Benny. He looked at one side of the opening. The big rocks came out to make a large square.

“That looks like a chimney，” said David.

“So it does！” cried Benny.“It looks like a closet in a corner of a room.” He stuck his head out of the cave and called to a workman，“Hey！Please come and look. Do you think anything could be hidden there？”

The man laughed. He said，“We can find out.” He got a small crowbar and a hammer and went to work. Soon he said，“You’re right，Sonny. These rocks don’t belong here. They were moved here.”

Benny didn’t like to be called Sonny，but this was no time to say so. Henry came over to watch. Then he called the girls and Mr. Alden and Mr. Carter.

The workman said，“When this stone falls，there will be clouds of dust. Better cover your eyes.”

They all did so. The man was right. There was such a crash and so much dust that nobody could see or hear what had really happened. When the dust cleared they all looked in the “chimney thing.” And there it was！It was a large black leather bag lying on the ground behind the stone.

Everyone shouted.

“Don’t touch it，” said the workman.“I’ll get Dr. Osgood.”

The doctor could hardly believe what he saw.“I did miss it after all，” he said.“And now let’s see what’s in the bag.”

Everyone watched as Dr. Osgood worked carefully and slowly. Even so，the leather cracked under his gentle fingers. At last he got it open and pulled out an enormous teapot as black as coal.

“Solid silver，” he said quietly.

“Silver？”cried Benny.“It looks more like iron.”

“It’s silver，just the same，” said the doctor.“Wait until it is polished and you’ll see—a real French piece that belonged to royalty.”

Then he drew out a candlestick with six branches. It，too，was black. A large black pitcher came next，all covered with the same deep，fancy pattern that decorated the other pieces. Then Dr. Osgood pulled out a black box. A little black key hung on a black chain.

Dr. Osgood turned the key very gently. Inside was a necklace of gold，set with red and green stones.

“That’s a queen’s necklace，” said Dr. Osgood. “That thing alone is a great treasure.”

Under the necklace were gold coins of France. There was only one more thing in the bag. It was a roll of heavy paper.

“I may not be able to open this，” said Dr. Osgood. “I shall stop if it begins to tear.”

But he was so slow and gentle that the paper did not tear. He took one look.“It’s in French，” he said.“Of course it would be.”

Both Henry and Jessie could read French. The old faded message was short.

“This is for my Indian friend Running Deer who saved my life. Louis Paul Deauville.”

“That settles it！” said Benny.“This belongs to Lovan. And now who will tell Lovan？”

Nobody spoke for a minute. They all looked at each other.

Then Grandfather said with a smile，“David Walking-by-Night will tell Lovan.”


Chapter 12 The Treasure

David looked puzzled when Mr.&#8197;Alden chose him to tell Lovan.

“Mr. Alden，why me？” he asked.

Mr. Alden answered，“You know all about it， David，and you remember your grandmother. That will please Lovan. She is a fine person to have for a great-aunt.”

Just then they heard the helicopter.

“Lunch！” cried Benny.

Henry looked at his watch.“Did you know it was two o’clock？How did you ever stand it，Ben？”

“I was so interested in that chimney thing，” said Benny，“and the leather bag. I never thought of lunch.”

“Now you know how I feel，” said Dr. Osgood.“I forget all about eating.”

Mr. Carter said，“Jessie，give me one sandwich. I’ll go right back with the helicopter. I have some telephoning to do.”

They all wondered what it was about. But nobody asked a question. They just said goodbye. And back went the helicopter down the mountain.

Mr. Carter carefully held the leather bag. Mr. Alden had given it to him.

After lunch，Dr. Osgood and his head man stayed on Flat Top. But the rest began to climb down. They were eager to tell Lovan what had happened.

“But let’s not tell her the news too suddenly.” Jessie said.“It might be too much all at once.”

“Yes，” agreed Henry.“Maybe it would be a good idea if she met David first and then heard about the treasure.”

Violet said，“I think that is a good plan. Lovan can make up her mind about David and then he can tell her about the treasure.”

When they reached Lovan’s cottage，they found her sitting on the dinosaur step with a rough flat stone beside her. She was rubbing something on it.

Lovan had five white beads on a string. She had the string over her hand and was rubbing the white beads on the rough rock. The white pieces got rounder and rounder.

“You’re making beads！” cried Benny.

“Yes. I have almost finished，” said Lovan.“This is the last string.” They saw two boxes of round beads， one of white and one of purple beads.

Lovan went on. She saw that they wanted to know. “I break a clamshell in small pieces，” she said.“I make a small hole in every piece and string a few on a string. Then I grate them until they are round.”

“I never knew that，” said Mr. Alden.“I always wondered how wampum was made.”

“This is how it is done，” said Lovan.“Nobody uses wampum now. But I sometimes weave it into my baskets.”

All this time David had been watching Lovan. But Lovan was so busy she did not see David at all. Even Mr. Alden was a bit nervous now. He didn’t quite know how Lovan would feel about meeting her nephew. But Lovan herself settled that. Suddenly she looked up at Mr. Alden and saw David behind him.

“An Indian boy！” she said.“Who are you，little brother？”

David said，“Well，I suppose I am your grandnephew and you are my Great-Aunt Lovan.”

Lovan did not speak. She was thinking. She was looking David over. At last she said，“Then that baby did not die？”

“I guess not，” said David，smiling a little.“I feel alive. My grandmother was named Susan. My mother died first，then Grandmother. I thought I was the last of my family.”

Lovan nodded. She looked at David sharply.“A good young man，are you？”

David bowed his head.“I’m going to be. I can help you with your garden. Maybe I can go to school？”

Jessie and Henry were watching Lovan closely. They knew by the look on her face that Lovan was really very tired—tired of living alone，tired of walking so far to get sweet grass，and tired of wondering what would become of her.

Mr. Alden fixed it all up as well as he could. He said， “Lovan，you don’t know David and he doesn’t know you. But you can get to know each other. David can do work for the rangers at first and come to see you often. Then if you get along well，he can live here and take care of you. He’s a strong young man.”

Lovan put the beads in the box with the rest.“Come in，” she said.“I will show you where David could sleep if he came here.”

They all went into the cottage and Lovan opened a door.

David looked at the smooth bed. He looked at Lovan’s kind face. For the first time in a long，long time David felt that he had a home and someone to care about him.

Before David could say anything there was a whistle. It came loud and clear into the little cottage.

“It’s Mr. Carter！” said Jessie.“He always whistles that tune when he feels fine.”

John Carter had a large box. He said，“I thought that Lovan ought to see her treasure.”

“Oh，did you find the leather bag？” cried Lovan.

“Yes，we did，” said Benny.“We came to tell you， but we wanted you to meet David first. Now don’t be disappointed when you see the things. They look black but they’re silver. They have to be polished.”

“Of course，” said Lovan.“The silver would turn black after all those years.”

She looked at each piece. But the thing she seemed to like best was the paper with the French writing. Jessie told her what each French word meant.

“Poor man！” said Lovan.“He was shot by an Indian. When Great-Grandfather found him on the side of the mountain，he took care of him. He gave him all the good Indian medicines. But the poor man was badly hurt and knew it. He did not live long. I never heard where he was buried.”

“It was secret，just like the bag，” said Benny.

Mr. Alden packed the things in the box again. He gave the roll of paper to Lovan. He said，“Now if you agree，I’ll sell these things to a museum or a collector and put the money in the bank. Nobody can get it out except you.”

“And you，too，Mr. Alden，” said Lovan.“I’d feel better if you could get it out，too. Something might happen to me.”

“Very well. I’ll fix it that way. And now you are tired. We’ll go back to the motel. Come on，everybody.”

Benny said，“It looks as if we’ve just about solved another mystery.”

They all went out of the cottage and down the step. All but David. He stood on the step beside Lovan with his head down. He said to Lovan，“Do you mind if I bring my dog here？He’s a good dog and he minds me.”

“No，” said Lovan，shaking her head.“I need a watchdog.”

The two Indians looked at each other—one so old and one so young.

Lovan said a few soft words in an Indian language.
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David answered her in the same language. They looked at each other and smiled. Then they shook hands.

David turned to Mr. Alden.“I’ll come down later， sir. I’d like to stay here with Aunt Lovan for a little while，if you don’t mind.”

“No，” said Mr. Alden，walking down to the station wagon，“I don’t mind at all. It’s exactly what I want most.”


Chapter 13 No Goodbyes

When the family met at supper，David was not there.

“Don’t worry about him，” Mr. Alden said，sitting down at the table.“He’s got two good legs and he can walk miles. He’ll show up when he gets ready.”

Mr. Carter was not there，either. Nobody asked where he was. They were used to his going and coming.

But Dr. Osgood was there. He said，“I shall be working here most of the summer. You know，my head man is a fine young scientist. He is having the time of his life. He knows those fossils even better than I do.”

Benny had been looking thoughtful. Suddenly he said，“Why don’t we go home，Grandfather？”

Everybody stopped eating to stare at Benny. He was usually the last person to want to go home.

“Well，why not？” Benny went on.“I’d like to see Watch again. We’ve been away quite a few days.”

“That’s an idea，” said Grandfather.“Our real work here is ended. I shall keep track of David anyway， and Lovan，too. We can get here anytime in two hours.”

Jessie said，“David will be a different boy，Grandfather. I think his Indian friends didn’t treat him well. He was not from their tribe. If he’s treated right，he’ll act right.”

Just as she spoke，a figure appeared in the door. It was David and he was indeed a changed boy. The whole family stared at him and listened.

“Oh，Mr. Alden！” he cried. （This didn’t sound like David at all！） “My aunt and I are going to be fine together. She needs me，and I sure need a family.” He put out both his hands to shake hands.“Aunt Lovan talks now，a steady stream！”

“So do you，Dave，” said Benny，laughing.“What are you going to do first？”

“Well，I’m going to get my dog.”

“What kind of a dog is he？” asked Jessie.

“Oh，he’s a hound dog. He came to me. He didn’t have any home either. He’s white with black and sort of yellow. He has long soft ears. His tail wags so fast you can’t see it.”

Everyone was thinking the same thing，“David loves his dog.”

“What’s his name？” asked Violet.

David stopped short. Then he said，“I hate to tell you. I always called him Mine. He was the only thing I had.”

“That’s OK，” said Benny.“When you call him，you can say Miney，Miney，Miney！”

“I never have to call him，” said David，shaking his head.“He’s always with me.”

Grandfather said，“Sit down，my boy，and eat your supper. Don’t you want a ride to Maine？”

“No. I’ll go the same way I came. It won’t take me long.”

“We are going home，too，Dave，” said Henry.“We want to get that silver cleaned and sold. And Grandfather wants to buy your aunt’s woodland on both sides of Flat Top. When he owns it，Lovan can be sure the trees will not be cut. Mr. Carter knows collectors who buy old silver.”

“And that necklace，” said Jessie.“Lovan doesn’t need to worry about money again.”

“She’s going to pay me by the week，” said David. “I’ll have to buy some heavy clothes if I work outdoors and some clothes for school，too.”

“David！” said Grandfather.“I won’t worry about you another minute. You are a man for sure. And that’s what your Aunt Lovan needs—a strong young man. I know you must be disappointed that this treasure isn’t yours，but—”

“Never mind that，Mr. Alden！” said David，putting out his hand.“I don’t want to hear it. Just wait till I get my dog. Then we’ll be all set.”

“We’ll go to see your aunt later and say goodbye，” said Grandfather，“and now we will say goodbye to you for awhile.”

David pushed back his chair. His supper was finished. He looked at them all，one by one. He said， “But I don’t know—I don’t know—” Violet had tears in her eyes.

“Don’t say anything，Dave，” she said.“Just don’t say anything.”

Benny said，“I can’t say goodbye to Dave，either.”

“I know what you mean，” Jessie said.“Dave is a good friend and it seems as if we have known him for a long time.”

The next day was spent getting ready to leave. Mr. Alden wanted to talk with Dr. Osgood. He also wanted to see the rangers about Lovan Dixon and David.

Late in the afternoon the family drove over to see Lovan. They found her sitting on her dinosaur step， finishing a basket.

Somehow Lovan seemed different to them. There was a new happiness in her face.

“I have been looking for you，” she said.

“You have？” asked Benny.

“Yes，the ranger told me，” said Lovan.“He came over with my canned stuff. I have to get powdered milk for David. When you see him again you won’t know him. I’m a good cook.”

“He looks better already，” said Grandfather. “David stands straight now and looks you right in the eye.”
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While Mr. Alden was telling Lovan about her woodlands and the treasure，the girls watched her fingers with the basket. They saw that she had put white beads all around the top of the basket. Now she was winding a border of sweet grass for the edge. She came to the last stitch and fastened the grass very tightly. She held it up a minute and then started to get up.

“Come in，” she said.

She walked across the room and took another basket from the table. It was just like the other basket，but the beads were light purple. She turned around and gave the white one to Jessie and the purple one to Violet.

“A sewing basket for you，” she said，“made with love.”

The girls were so pleased that they could hardly speak.

“We need these so much！” said Jessie. She smelled the sweet grass.

“We’ll always think of you when we use these，” said Violet.“It is the nicest present you could have given us.”

“Thank you，Lovan，” said Grandfather.“Those are very thoughtful presents，and they are all your handiwork.”

“Do sit down，” said Lovan. She knew the young people would sit on the floor at her side.

“One more thing，” said Grandfather，“if you are going to feed David and pay him by the week，you’ll need money before I can buy this land. Now this is my business. I want David to be educated. And here is some money to start on. A ranger will come to bring you money. You make out a check and he will cash it. You’ll be surprised how much a boy can eat.”

“And a dog，too，” said Lovan，smiling. She took the money.“I will take care of David like a son. I can teach him many things myself. And there is a school not too far away.”

“Well，” said Mr. Alden，getting up，“we must go. We’ll just say goodbye for now.”

“No，no！” cried Lovan.“Don’t say goodbye. Say， ‘Come again. ’”

“That’s the way to talk，” said Benny.“We’ll say come again soon，so why say goodbye？”


Chapter 14 Time for Celebration

The Aldens had been gone only one day when David came back from Maine with his dog.

It was night when David came，but he was sure of his way through the woods. He and his dog made almost no noise，but David found Lovan at the door of her cottage，waiting and listening.

The old Indian woman was smiling. She liked the way the dog trotted at David’s side.

“This is Mine，Aunt Lovan，” David said.“Let him sniff at you，then speak to him. He won’t bite.”

But Lovan knew what to do better than David. She opened the door wide so that the dog could smell the cooking. It was a delicious pot roast cooking with turnips and carrots and onions and potatoes. The dog trotted happily into the cottage. He turned to Lovan and sat up with his two front paws hanging down.

“He’s smiling，” cried David.“Doesn’t that look like a smile？”

“Good dog，” said Lovan.“Shake hands.”

Now Mine had never learned to shake hands. But when the old lady took his paw in her hand he wagged his tail as well as he could while sitting on it. He seemed to know that Lovan was the one with the supper.

“Your supper is too hot，Miney，” she said.“It’s just right for you，David. Sit right down. Are you about starved？”

“Very near，” said David.“I didn’t want to stop to eat. But now it must be the middle of the night.”

“It’s one o’clock，” said Lovan. She began to cut many thin slices off the meat. Then she piled a soup plate with vegetables. She put corn muffins on another plate and poured a large glass of milk. Mine sat still watching every move.

David said，“We ought not give Miney good meat like this. He eats scraps.”

“Well，some other time，David，” said Lovan.“Tonight it is a party.”

“Miney is glad，” said David.“I’ll cut some of my meat for him. It’s cool enough now. He likes everything—bread and vegetables and candy.”

Mine wagged his tail all the time he was eating. He licked up the last bit and went over to Lovan and put both paws on her lap.

“Good dog，” she said，patting his head.“You are mine，too.”

“I’m glad you like him，” said David.

“Did you have any trouble with the other Indians？” asked Lovan.

“No. They didn’t want my dog. They have two or three others. I didn’t even tell them where I was going. They didn’t ask.”

“I see，” said Lovan.“And now let’s all go to bed.”

Things went along well and a month soon went by. Then the Aldens came back. As they drove into the woods they heard a dog barking.

“That’s Miney！” said Benny，laughing.

Just then David and Lovan appeared around the corner of the house. The dog barked.

“Quiet，” said David. He stopped.

The Aldens could hardly believe what they saw. “You must have gained ten pounds，Dave！” shouted Benny.

“I guess so，” said David，laughing. He was delighted to see his good friends.

“What are you working on behind the house？” asked Henry.

“Come and see，” said Lovan with a smile.“We are both outdoor people. So Dave made this place to eat.”

Under the great pine trees was a large wooden table. On each side was a bench.

“The benches are long so we can have company，” said David.

“Company like us！” shouted Benny.

“Let me show yow what else we are doing，Mr. Alden，” said David.“Aunt Lovan and I are making an Indian book.”

“Let me see it. That is the best thing I have heard yet，” said Mr. Alden.“We don’t want to lose the best parts of Indian life.”

By this time the Aldens were in the house，looking at the Indian book pages.

“It isn’t half done yet，” said David.“We are writing down the old stories in the Indian language. And we have drawn Indian pictures to go with them. We are trying to make them look like the ones Indians used to draw. Then Aunt Lovan is telling how to make designs. Here is a design for a basket，and here is one for a blanket. We both remember songs，but I have to learn how to write them down.”

Just then Mr. Carter put his head in the door. He said to Lovan，“If you are worrying about feeding this crowd，we brought dinner for everyone.”

“Thanks for telling me，” said Lovan.“Really I haven’t enough food for everyone. But we can cook whatever you have. Look over there. See what David built？”

It was an outdoor fireplace made of stones.

“Just in time！” yelled Benny.“Because we’ve got real steak today. We’re celebrating！”

When they all sat down at last，Mine went under the table and lay down on Henry’s feet. Benny looked under the table. He said，“I do wish you’d choose my feet，Miney. But I suppose Henry makes you think of David. He’s about the same size.”

Everyone was talking. Violet was talking to David. Benny was talking to Lovan. Jessie was talking to Mr. Carter. Henry looked at Grandfather.“What a noise！” he said.

“But a good noise，” said Grandfather.“Listen and you’ll hear all the news.”

Lovan was telling Benny that David had bought her a warm blanket with her new money. David was telling Violet that Lovan had made colors to paint with from things in the woods. Mr. Carter told Jessie that David was going to school in the fall.

“David is going to be even busier，” said Grandfather.“Dr. Osgood tells me that he has tried him out on the mountain，and he’s going to hire him as a helper in the summers.”
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“I didn’t know there were such interesting things in the world，” David said.

So here was David Walking-by-Night with a real job，and a new aunt，and a family to help him，and a good hound dog. What more could he want？

When the Aldens packed up to go，Benny said，“No we won’t say it！ We’ll say we’ll ‘come again soon.’”

So that was it—come again—no goodbye.

On the way home，Benny said，“Oh，by the way， what will we do next summer，Grandfather？”

“Don’t you wish you knew！” teased Grandfather.

“You mean you know？”

“I didn’t say so，did I？”

“No，but your face looked so.”

“Dear me，”said Grandfather，“I must be more careful about my face！”

Benny teased for quite awhile. Then he stopped for he knew that Grandfather would not tell them until he got ready.

“Well，it’s OK with me，” he said at last.“Anyway whatever we do will be another story，huh，Gramps？”
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第一章 班尼的计划




Chapter 1 Benny’s Plan

这是六月暑假里炎热的一天，太阳还没有下山，此时，奥登一家吃过晚饭，正坐在房前的门廊里看书。

“天色还早，还可以看上一会儿！”班尼说着，拿起自己最心爱的书，朝角落里最喜欢的位子走了过去。他的两个姐姐——杰西和维莉已经坐在了门廊里的秋千上。老大亨利刚刚从大学放假回家，此时正坐在一把安乐椅上，爷爷则在另外一把安乐椅上。

爷爷无意间抬头看了看，发现班尼的心思并不在书上，只见他两眼直视着前方，却不知在看些什么。

“怎么了，班尼？”奥登先生问道。

“我在想事情。”班尼保持着原来的姿势。

“想什么事情呢，小老弟？”亨利问道，“是不是很重要？”

“也没什么重要的。”班尼的目光仍然没有回到书上来。

“可以跟我们说说啊！”姐姐杰西说道，“准是很有意思的事情。”

“说嘛，班尼。”维莉也补充了一句。

“好吧。”班尼让步了，“我想起了迈克说过的一些话。”

“哦？你的朋友迈克？”亨利问道，“他说了些什么？”

“倒也没什么。”班尼回答道，“不过让我总是忍不住去想。他说奥登家的人总能在假期里过得很愉快，不论咱们去哪儿，总是过得惊险又刺激。”

“迈克说得没错啊！”维莉赞同道。

“嗯。”班尼看着维莉，“我也跟迈克说过，他的话对极了。可他却说，那是因为咱们还没去过北部海边的一个小镇——他爸爸最喜欢在那儿钓鱼。他说那里除了小渔村外，什么都没有，哪怕咱们过去了，也碰不上什么新鲜刺激的事情——就算是奥登一家也不例外。”

爷爷很快便看穿了班尼的心思，他笑着问道：“我猜，你一定是想去那个小渔村感受一下吧？”

班尼转过头，望向爷爷：“想不到天下还会有这么无聊的地方——我觉得听上去还蛮有意思的。”

“我也想象不到，班尼。”奥登先生说，“咱们一家人应该不会觉得无聊的——永远不会。想不想去那儿待上一阵子？暑假还剩下一半时间，回来还可以去别的地方。”

“噢，我想起来了！”杰西叫道，“这个暑假，您早就计划好了，对吧爷爷？”

“我的计划可以推迟一下。”奥登先生说着，笑了起来。

“去无聊的镇子转转，也蛮有趣的。”杰西说，“它是紧靠海边吗？”

“是的。”班尼说，“要是赶上涨潮，那儿就会变成四面环水的孤岛。要是赶上落潮，等海水退了以后，就会露出一条岩石和卵石铺成的车道，咱们可以开车过去，也可以走过去。不过迈克说，除了一些避暑的游客外，平时很少有人到岛上去。”

“估计避暑的游客也不太多吧。”亨利说。

“游客都住在哪儿呢？”维莉问道。

“只有一个地方可以住。”班尼答道，“好像是个乡村旅馆，只有六个房间，专门供夏天去钓鱼的——比如迈克爸爸这种游客住的。村子很小，只有一栋校舍和一间商店，连邮局都没有，再就是一些村居，以及村民们工作的沙丁鱼罐头厂之类的，就没其他什么了。”
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爷爷的目光在孩子们身上环视了一圈：“要是你们都想去的话，我就开始做动身的准备了。不过有个前提，那就是必须所有人同意才行。”

“我们当然同意，爷爷。”亨利说道，“要是能证明迈克老弟的话是错的，那该多有趣！咱们一家人不管到哪里都会找到乐趣的。”

“那就让迈克拭目以待吧！”班尼说。

“再说，村子里的人一直跟外界隔绝，研究起来也蛮有趣的。说不准，我还可以写篇论文呢！”亨利说。

“那村子叫什么名字？”爷爷问道，“说不定我还去那儿钓过鱼。”

“可不是么，您知道好多地方呐！”班尼说，“那地方叫伊丽莎白港。”

奥登先生摇了摇头：“这个倒真没听说过。咱们可以在地图上找找，应该不会太远。”

维莉跑进屋子，很快又跑了回来，手里拿着一本地图。

“你来找找看。”爷爷说。

“在这儿呢。”维莉叫了起来，“那肯定是个很小的地方，就连名字都印得这么小。看，这里就是小岛，附近只有一个镇子，叫北港镇。”

亨利看了眼地图，说道：“看起来，小岛离北港镇大约30英里。镇子肯定也大不到哪里去。”

“至少比伊丽莎白港大。”杰西说，“咱们或许可以在北港镇买食物之类的。”

“也可以带些东西过去。”爷爷说。

班尼不禁哈哈大笑起来：“真没想到，爷爷竟然也要去迈克说的那个村子。我好想看看，咱们这次的经历会让迈克吃惊成什么样子。”

“我也想看看。”亨利赞同道，“等咱们回来以后，班尼你就告诉迈克，咱们玩得有多开心。”

“你们好像很肯定，这次的旅行会非同凡响。”爷爷的眼睛闪闪发亮，“可万一真像迈克说的那么无聊，那可怎么办？”

“不管怎样，咱们过去看看再说。”杰西说道，“要是真的无聊，我们也不会介意的。”

“我要带上水彩，我最喜欢画大海了。”维莉说。

亨利冲班尼眨了眨眼：“咱们也要找点事情做才行，至少随时都可以去钓钓鱼。”

刚刚过了一周，亨利便驾驶着旅行车，开进了伊丽莎白港的小渔村，此时潮水已退，而一切正如迈克所说：村里有家旅馆，是个只有六个房间的老店。另外，岛上还有一栋校舍和一间小商店——商店的老板是芬顿先生，旅馆也是他开的。之前订房的时候，他们通过电话。

“咱们先去商店吗？”亨利问道。

“是的，钥匙一定在芬顿先生手里，咱们不妨先过去，让他知道咱们已经到了。”爷爷说，“希望这儿的床铺会舒服些。”

芬顿先生打开第一扇房门时，所有人都有些吃惊：他们没想到，这里竟然如此的温馨。屋子里放着两张舒适的床，地上没有铺地毯，只有床前放着两块手工小皮毯。

“好极了！非常好！”奥登先生一边说，一边冲着旅馆老板点点头，“一看就知道，我们在这儿会很享受的。”

“好精致，”维莉赞同道，“真是太合我们的意了！”

“再看看这个。”芬顿先生说，“一般情况下，我是不会给客人展示的——看，这里还有间厨房。”

说着，他来到走廊尽头，打开了一扇门。

果然是间小厨房。

厨房中央摆着一张大桌子，水槽和炉子看起来有些老旧，不过电冰箱却很新，橱柜里放满了盘子。

“还好有厨房给你们用。”芬顿先生说道，“伊丽莎白港没有餐厅，想要出去吃东西，只能到北港去，那要跑30英里路呢。”

“噢，您真是太好了。”杰西欢呼道，“有了这个厨房，我们就什么也不缺了。”

“你们会做饭？”芬顿先生问道。

“孩子们都会做，就连班尼也不例外。”奥登先生笑了起来，“就像我常说的，就算什么食材都没有，他们都能变出佳肴来。”

“不错。”芬顿先生说，“我一看就知道，你们很会照顾自己——我看人向来很准，很少出错，所以才向你们展示了厨房。”

“我们今天带了晚餐来，”班尼说，“因为不知道这里有厨房。”

“没关系。”芬顿先生说，“你们大老远开车过来，肯定累了。可以早点上床，明天再动手做饭啊！”

“不过我们想先开车转转，到镇里去看一看。”奥登先生说。

“那你们不用开多久，”芬顿先生笑了起来，“这地方可小得很呢。”

亨利开着车，沿着海边的沙路缓缓地行驶着，海面上屹立着两个码头，远处便是沙丁鱼罐头厂，不过工厂这天没开工，附近只泊着几艘小船。工厂后面是高高的山崖，崖顶上有一栋美丽豪华的老房子。

“我真想知道是什么人住在里面。”班尼感叹道，“这房子好大，里面肯定住着一大家子人，我猜起码有20间房吧！”

“我觉着像古老的家族庄园。”爷爷猜测道，“房子看起来肯定不是最近新建的，而且也封闭起来了。”

事实上，这栋房子并没有封闭，奥登一家人后来才知道。

小路在悬崖附近绕了个弯，经过商店和一排民居后，又回到了旅馆方向。大家能看到的都已经看过，现在就只差那栋校舍了。

学校和旅馆之间隔着葱郁的树林和茂密的灌丛。校舍曾被漆成白色，但油漆大半已脱落，房顶的钟楼里吊着一口大钟。

“听啊！”班尼问道，“是不是学校的钟声响了？”

“噢，班尼！”杰西说，“你的想象力太丰富了！”

维莉仔细地看了看校舍，感叹道：“这所学校好小！而且，那个大烟囱的形状好奇怪啊！”

学校果真像维莉描述的一样。

“镇子都转完了，就只有这些。”爷爷说道，“也许迈克说得没错，班尼，这里的确很无聊。”

“也许吧。”班尼说，“可咱们还没待多久呢。管它的，我现在都饿了。”

“不太可能吧。”杰西说着，看了看手表，抬头惊呼道，“都五点半了！我还以为才三点左右。”

“午饭都已经吃过很久啦！”亨利说，“咱们先把行李打开放好，准备吃晚饭吧。”

两个女孩都十分高兴，她们把草篮放在厨房的餐桌上，打开后，从里面拿出了鸡肉三明治、咸菜、奶酪、炸饼圈，还有土豆条。班尼又跑到商店里买了些冰镇牛奶。

爷爷还没来得及打开行李，就听见维莉在喊：“吃饭啦！”

孩子们坐在了长长的木凳上，爷爷坐在桌首的椅子上。

“这倒是让我想起奇异岛来了。”亨利说，“只不过当时咱们没有像样的桌子，只用两个木桶架了一块木板而已。”

“有件事倒是一模一样的。”班尼叫道，“那就是——我饿坏啦！咱们赶紧开吃吧！”

大家似乎都饿了，很快吃完了所有的食物。接下来，两个男孩和两个女孩各自回屋收拾行李，爷爷则独自住在一间大房里。

旅馆离海边很近，惊涛拍岸的声音让入睡变得不那么容易，不过片刻之后，大家就适应了，很快便进入了梦乡。

奥登一家人此时还不知道，他们很快就会遇到一位好朋友，同时也会遇到些很不友好的人。


第二章 被人监视

Chapter 2 Being Watched

第二天，奥登一家采取了行动，开始对伊丽莎白港进行深入地了解。

他们步行来到小商店，发现这里几乎可以买到所有食品——于是女孩们买了至少可以吃上两天的食物。接着，班尼向芬顿先生问道：“悬崖上的大庄园里住的究竟是谁呢？”

“这个……”芬顿先生回答道，“是格雷女士——伊丽莎白·格雷，她是他们家族里的最后一名成员。”

“她一个人住那么大的房子？”班尼叫了起来。

“不，也不算是一个人，有个女佣替她做饭，还有个男仆帮她修剪草坪，冬天还帮着她铲雪。格雷女士没有家人，那房子是她爷爷盖的，曾经有12个孩子在那里出生并长大，不过有的去世，有的离开了。她现在孑然一身，据说在写书。”

“那她一定很孤单。”杰西说，“她平时出门吗？”

“不出去。”芬顿先生摇了摇头，“她几乎从不出去，也从没有人去探望。她性格内向，不太合群。格雷女士很有钱，也为镇子做了很多贡献，那栋校舍就是她爷爷建的，并且取名为伊丽莎白·格雷学校——那是以他的妻子，也就是格雷女士奶奶的名字命名的。格雷女士每到秋天就会去打扫校舍，钥匙也在她的手里。不过，她向来都是独来独往的。”
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“我真为她感到难过。”班尼说道，“她肯定错过了好多乐趣。”

孩子们和旅馆老板聊得正兴起，一个红头发男孩和一个红头发女孩同时走了进来——他们长得很像，一看就是双胞胎。

两个孩子根本没朝奥登一家看上一眼，而是把头转向了另外一侧。

“他们准是之前就见过我们。”班尼心想。

“我们要买点面粉。”男孩说，“我妈说，还要再买些茶叶。”他的声音很粗，整个人看起来也很粗鲁。女孩也是一样，头发扎成了几绺，在脸旁耷拉下来。

女孩仔细地点着钱，她的动作很慢，似乎数起来很困难，好在芬顿先生帮了她一把。两个孩子离开后，芬顿先生说道：“说实话，奥登先生，我真替这里长大的孩子难过。在这座岛上，生活本来就很艰难，加上村民们又没受过教育，孩子们根本没有机会换种方式生活。他们没看过电视，也没见过杂志，更没离开过小岛。”

“噢，天呐。”杰西叹道，“这么说，他们肯定对外面的世界一无所知。”

“是啊。”芬顿先生说，“他们一到年龄，就要到沙丁鱼罐头厂去工作。刚才那两个是莫斯家的双胞胎，只要工厂开门，他们就要过去工作。”

“可他们至少也能赚些钱啊！”班尼说道。

芬顿先生微微一笑，说：“看来，你还真不了解岛上的人。孩子们是从来都见不到钱的——当爸爸的会把钱拿走，然后藏起来。他们很少花钱，所有人都会尽可能地把钱存起来——不过不是存在银行里，而是放在一只旧袜子里。”

“这种做法好奇怪啊。”班尼说，“这样会弄丢的。”

芬顿先生笑了笑：“是啊，当然有这个可能，不过有时候他们也不见得只会受损！说来有趣，去年夏天，有个奇怪的人来到这儿，花了十美元，从莫斯先生那买走了一枚25美分的旧硬币，那人还给了我三美元，想从我这儿买走一个便士的旧硬币，不过我才不信他呢。”

听到这话，爷爷顿时来了兴趣。“那人叫什么名字？”他问道。

“弗莱·维尔利先生。”芬顿先生说，“他说过，今年夏天还会来的。”

“要是真的来了，我倒想见见他。”奥登先生说道。

“准会见着的。”芬顿先生说，“只要他在村子里晃悠，大家都可以见到他。当然，我不得不说，他这人很友善。”

杰西把买食品的钱付给了芬顿先生，并且感谢他为大家讲了岛上的事情，亨利和班尼则争先恐后地跑回旅馆放食物去了。

“想象一下吧，假如咱们住在这座小岛上，对其他事情一无所知，会是什么样子？”维莉说道。

“我可想象不出来。”杰西说，“不过那女孩不太会数钱倒是情理之中的。”

两个男孩回来后，四个孩子一起去了海滩。奥登先生这次没有跟去。他还有几封信要写。

孩子们沿着海边一路走着，只听维莉说道：“我有种奇怪的感觉——村里的人好像都在盯着咱们看。”

“我也感觉到了。”班尼说，“还有，周围怎么看不到男的？我只看到了小孩和女人，一个男人也没看见。这儿不是应该住着很多渔民吗？他们都到哪儿去了？”

亨利四下里看了看，“说得没错，班尼，之前我还真没注意到。不过答案我可能已经知道了——如果村里的男人全都是渔民的话，那他们一定是驾船出海了。”

“咱们去码头看看吧。”班尼说道。

海滩上到处都是人。

有大大小小的孩子，也有妈妈们。少男少女们坐在沙滩上结着渔网，手里不停地打着结，动作非常熟练。奥登一家经过时，他们连头都没有抬一下。

孩童们在海水里嬉戏着，像鱼儿一般自由自在地游着泳，有些男孩还从码头上直接跳下去，一头扎进深水里。

“潜到水下你不害怕吗？”班尼问其中一个小男孩。

“不怕，我喜欢这么玩，每次我都能游上来。”男孩似乎觉得奇怪，不明白为什么会有人问这种问题。

“一看就知道你游泳很棒。”班尼说，“你从生下来就开始游泳了吧？”

亨利大笑起来：“这里的孩子肯定都会游泳——也许一学会走路就会游了。”

杰西微微一笑，冲着一个结网的女人打了声招呼，女人极不耐烦地答应一声，目光飞快地转开了。

孩子们回家吃午饭时，杰西对爷爷说：“村子里的人一点儿都不友好。”

“没错。”奥登先生说，“他们对陌生人不太信任——之前我见过这种情况。”

班尼皱起了眉头，“是不是咱们什么地方做错了？”

“那倒没有，”奥登先生安慰道，“只能说，人与人之间的相处方式不同——你们得习惯这一点。”

“可就算是这样，他们至少应该笑一笑吧？”班尼说。

“你们是不是想回家了？”爷爷答非所问。

“不想！现在还不想！”四个孩子齐声叫着，全都笑了起来。他们已经一致决定，不会就此放弃。

爷爷的脸上露出了笑容，看到孩子们面对难题仍然这样执着，他感到很欣慰。

幸好孩子们没有听到大家的议论。

自从他们来到这儿，岛上的人就开始悄悄地观察着他们。

一个女孩说：“他们都是有钱人家的孩子，傲慢得很！看看他们的衣服，我敢说，那两个女孩从来不用干活。”

大人们则说：“避暑的游客！这种人我们见多了！他们花钱真大方，要是给我们一半就好啦！”

“那辆车里还有空调呢！”一个年纪稍大的男孩说道，“他们就是来炫耀的。”

这时，孩子们的妈妈开了口：“我可不觉得他们傲慢，也不觉得他们在炫耀。人家见人就笑，很友好，你们不过是嫉妒罢了。”

的确，岛上的孩子们很想跟奥登家的孩子们一样，不用整日干活。他们时常艳羡地看着这几个孩子，听着他们在镇里转悠时的说笑声。

不过，随着时间的推移，这种情况渐渐发生了改变。大家渐渐喜欢起奥登一家来，他们认为这几名游客很和善。岛上的孩子很想跟他们交朋友，但谁也不知道该如何开口。


第三章 急需校舍

Chapter 3 Wanted: A Schoolhouse

转眼过了几天。

两个女孩正在准备午餐时，爷爷从商店回来了。

“芬顿先生告诉我，那些渔民凌晨三点就起床出海了——难怪咱们上午从来看不见男人。”他说。

“不过每天都能看到他们下午四五点钟回来。”亨利说道。

“那些渔船一艘接着一艘地开进来，好威风呢！”班尼说，“我要去海边看船，我才不在乎有没有人跟我讲话呢！不过得早点去，免得错过了什么。”

于是，尽管离三点钟还早，四个孩子就已经向海滩进发了，维莉还带了水彩、画笔和画纸。

几艘早归的渔船上，渔民正在往箱子里装鱼：一些鱼平摊在网里，等着晒干，另外一些用冰块包裹起来，运到北港去。码头附近海鸥群集，叫声震天，它们一边飞，一边争抢着剩鱼。

“鱼腥味好难闻啊！”班尼说。

“主要是因为鱼太多了，整个镇子都是这个味儿。”亨利说，“可能只有晒鱼的时候才这么难闻吧。”

正在这时，那对红头发的姐弟从家里慢慢走了出来——他们的家就在商店隔壁。两个孩子刚好从奥登家的孩子身边走过。

“嘿，你们好啊！”杰西打了个招呼。

“你好。”女孩说着，脚步并没停，反而走得更快了些。

“唉，没人想跟咱们做朋友。”杰西难过地说道。

“也许迈克说对了，”班尼说，“要是周围的人都不友好，的确挺无聊的。”

“班尼，不要这么轻易就放弃啊！”亨利说道，“别人能交到朋友，你也一定可以的。”

维莉看了一会儿渔船后，便爬到了礁石上，以便更好地观察整个海港。其余几个孩子则留在下面的沙滩上。

“哦，天啊！”维莉冲下面叫道，“礁石上有好多小坑，里面积满了海水呢！我要用海水来调色！”说完，她拿起画笔在其中一个小坑里蘸了蘸。

维莉刚刚勾勒了几笔蓝色的大海和黄色的沙滩，便听到身后有动静，似乎是有人爬了上来，可是她明明清楚地看到家人都站在下面，那么爬上来的究竟是谁呢？维莉扭头看去，原来来者竟然是——那个红头发的女孩！

“要是你不介意的话，我可以看你画画么？”女孩问道。

维莉惊讶得几乎说不出话，但很快她便回过神来：“当然不介意！不过我画得可不太好。”

女孩爬上最后一块礁石，坐到了维莉身旁，“一看到你画画，我就忍不住想过来瞅瞅。”

说话间，维莉发现女孩的弟弟正站在姐姐的身后。

“你们是双胞胎？”她问道。

“是的。”女孩回答，“我叫梅里·莫斯，豪尔和我都特喜欢画画！记得我们很小的时候，有个男人来这儿画过风景，从那以后，我和豪尔就一直想学画画。”

“那人教你们了吗？”维莉挨个打量着这两个孩子。

“教我们？想得美，他把我们赶走了。”豪尔皱了皱眉头，“连看都不准我们看。”

“他在这里没待多久。”梅里补充道，“只画过两幅画：一幅是海港，另一幅是我们家房子。真的好漂亮！”

“这么说，你们还是看到他画画了？”维莉说。

“没错。”豪尔说道，“那人肯定想不到，对这里的礁石，我们可比他熟悉多了——我们就躲在几英尺外的石头后，把他的一举一动看得一清二楚，还看到他用了哪几种颜色——他用的颜料是油彩。”
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“过了这么久你们还记得？”维莉诧异道。

“当然记得！”梅里说，“他把蓝色和绿色混在一起，好看极了，和海水的颜色一样，最后还掺进了紫色——看到没？石头下面的海水就是紫色的。”

“其实……”维莉缓缓说道，“你们很有艺术家的眼光，你们用过油彩吗？”

“没有。”豪尔答道，“我倒是试着画过几张画，不过用的都是旧蜡笔，要是有油彩就好了！”

奥登家的其余孩子听到动静，全都爬上礁石，坐了下来。

“你们会在这儿多待一阵子吗？”梅里问道。

“我想会的。”杰西说着，微微一笑，“我们很喜欢这里。”

“我想……”男孩欲言又止，好像不知道该怎么说。

“你想什么？”班尼问道。

两个孩子尴尬地笑了笑，女孩回答：“我想，我们是被吓到了。”

“天呐！”班尼不可置信地叫道，“被我们吓到？怎么会？”

姐弟俩对视了一眼，梅里说道：“我们不该跟避暑的游客讲话的。”

“拜托！”亨利说道，“别管我们叫避暑的游客。我们只是来这儿参观，想看看伊丽莎白港是什么样子而已——我们之前从没来过渔村呢。”

“我们一直想在这里交些朋友。”班尼说，“可是太不容易了。”

“好多人都说你们很傲慢，可我不这么认为，你们一点儿也不摆架子！”梅里连忙说道，“我知道，我们之前一直不太友好，不过，我和豪尔在想……”

“在想什么？”班尼追问道，“快说啊！”

姐弟俩沉默了一会儿。

半晌，梅里才回答：“是这样的：我们只有每年冬天才能去上学，老师们都不喜欢这儿，待不了多长时间——光去年我们就换了五个老师。”

“一年换五个老师！”班尼惊呼起来，“真是不敢想象！”

“是很糟糕。”豪尔说，“每个新来的老师都说我们把学的东西都忘光了，只好从头教起。”

“这样进度会很慢的。”亨利说。

“是啊。”梅里说，“上一位老师说，我们必须在暑期补课才行，可我们也不知道该怎么学才好。我们好想学画画。”

“维莉在学校里学过画画。”杰西说，“她也很喜欢呢。”

“那你能教我们吗？”姐弟二人叫了起来。

“没问题。”维莉说，“我会尽最大努力的。”

“噢，谢谢你！”梅里说着，眼睛亮了起来。

“其实……我们也想学其他东西，”豪尔缓缓地说道，“只是……不知道该怎么学。”

杰西、维莉和亨利此时才明白过来，姐弟两个到底想要什么——而班尼一开始就懂了。

接下来，姐弟俩把事情的原委从头到尾地讲了一遍——他们讲起话来还从来没有这么流利过。

梅里说道：“村里的小娃娃们很喜欢听故事，可谁都不会读书。其实，村里的所有孩子都到了上学的年龄，要是你们可以当老师，小娃娃们都会很高兴的，我们的妈妈也是。”

“好！”班尼一口应承道，“既然你们想上暑假班，亨利，咱们就教他们好了！我也可以加入，分给我几个学生，我来教他们读书，还可以教他们唱歌。对了，就在那栋老校舍里上课怎么样？反正空在那里也没用。”

“那校舍是伊丽莎白·格雷女士的。”梅里说，“钥匙在她那儿。”

“她是不是脾气不好？”班尼问道，“她会让我们用校舍吗？”

“可能会吧。其实，她也不见得是脾气差，你们可以去问问她，我们可不敢问。”梅里说，“要是能用校舍就太好了。”

“维莉，今天就别画了，咱们这就去找她吧!”亨利说着，开始顺着礁石往下爬。

“你们不怕吗？”豪尔问道。

“怕什么？”班尼说，“她又不会咬人，对吧？”

“这倒是。”豪尔轻声笑了笑，“不过还是你们去吧，我们不去。”

亨利微微一笑：“估计我们四个就够了。回头再告诉你她是怎么说的。”

突然，一阵响亮的哨音传了过来，一声接着一声。

“是在召唤我们呢！”梅里喊道，“声音是从沙丁鱼罐头厂发出来的！有批沙丁鱼刚进厂，要马上装罐，我们得走了，别忘了学校的事！”

“放心吧，不会忘的！”班尼叫道。

孩子们顺着岩石爬了下去，亨利问杰西：“还记得莱瑞——我在亚当学院交的朋友吗？今年暑假他要去城里住，帮附近的贫困孩子补习功课，这样他们就不会辍学了。没想到我也在做同样的事，只不过地点换到了小岛上。”

“我觉得这个主意很新鲜刺激！”维莉说，“毕竟，咱们谁都没想过暑假可以当老师，不是吗？”

“没错！”亨利说，“看啊，大家都去干活儿了！”

果然，每家每户都走出几个人来，急匆匆地向工厂赶去。

“吁……总算交到朋友了。”杰西说。

“而且还一次交了两个。”班尼说。

说话间，梅里和豪尔的身影已经快消失了。


第四章 不善言谈的女人

Chapter 4 A Woman of Few Words

“走咯！去怪庄园，看怪女人咯！”班尼叫了起来。

“咱们走吧！”亨利说，“就算进不了门，也可以按个门铃试试。”

四个孩子沿着海滩，走过工厂，顺着山崖小路拾级而上，庄园就在头顶，清晰可见——那是一栋四四方方的大房子，刷着白漆，顶部有个方形的小屋正对着大海。

孩子们登上台阶，在门前按响了门铃。他们甚至可以听到屋里的铃声。

几分钟后，只听有人缓缓地走向门口，门开了，一个又高又瘦的女人出现在大家面前，她有着一头直直的银发，脸上没有半点笑意，也没有任何动作。

杰西打破了沉默：“格雷女士，我们是来拜访您的，我们会在村子里待上一段时间，有件事可能要麻烦您帮忙，请不要介意。”

格雷女士用犀利的目光依次打量着孩子们，脸上依然没有笑容，只硬邦邦丢下三个字：“进来吧。”便侧过身，让孩子们进去。

“直走。”女人说道。
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“这人可真是冷漠！”班尼心想，“学校的事情怕是没指望了。”

奥登家的孩子其实不知道，这么多年以来，他们是唯一一批来格雷小姐家登门拜访的客人。

孩子们全都坐了下来，格雷女士一言不发，亨利虽觉得尴尬，也知道自己必须说些什么才行。

“格雷女士，”亨利开口道，“是这样的，您可能会觉得不可思议，因为我们都没经历过这事儿，伊丽莎白港的孩子们想上暑假补习班，多学点东西，他们想让我们帮忙，或许您会觉得这想法有些古怪。”

“不怪。”格雷女士说道，“我不觉得怪。”

几个字后便没了下文，她的脸上依旧没有笑容。

班尼已经按捺不住了：“我们来这儿是想问问您，可不可以借用您的校舍？那栋校舍太棒了，还有大钟——我来负责敲钟。您看可以吗？”

“你们想怎么用？”

杰西接过了话头：“我们只是每天上午正式上课的时候借用一下，下午是不会用的。”

“而且，我们借用的时候会非常小心。”维莉补充道，“不会把校舍弄脏的。”

“我们也会记着锁门。”班尼说道。

“那我也没什么好说的，”格雷女士赞同道，“这些孩子的确没有学过多少知识。”

“您真是个好人。”杰西说，“我们初来乍到就提这种要求，可能有些过分，不过我们知道您也很关心那些孩子，大家都是这样说的。”

格雷女士哼了一声。

杰西继续说道：“我们还没把上课的事情告诉爷爷，但他准会觉得这是个好主意。”

听到这儿，班尼哈哈大笑起来：“如果知道我也要讲课，爷爷一定会觉得很好笑的。”

“你打算教什么？”格雷小姐的声音非常严肃。

“嗯……我还没想好。”班尼说，“或许可以给他们讲讲跟月亮有关的事情。”

格雷女士看了亨利一眼，说道：“哦？我敢说，他们一定没怎么听过跟月亮有关的事情。”

“我们本来也没想到会来这儿教书。”班尼说，“其实，我们是来探秘的。”

“探秘？”格雷女士问道，“为什么？”

“因为我的朋友迈克说，这座小岛很无聊，根本没什么秘密可探。”

格雷女士再也没有继续接话，孩子们还从没见过像她一样不苟言笑的人。

“咱们可能该告辞了。”维莉轻声提醒道。

格雷女士神色木然地走到桌子前，拿出了两把钥匙，“这是前门和后门的。上面有记号。”说完，她把钥匙交给了亨利。

“我们会好好保管的。”杰西说，“咱们离开小岛回家之前，就会把钥匙交还给您。”

“把你们的名字留下。”格雷女士说着，从桌上拿起一个小笔记本。这时，孩子们才看到，桌上还放了一本新书，书名叫作《滔滔不绝的女人》，作者是伊·格雷。

大家全都觉得这个伊·格雷就是伊丽莎白·格雷本人，她居然写了一本这样的书，可她自己却是实实在在的惜字如金！不过，谁也没敢开口向她求证。

杰西依次把名字告诉了她。

“你们爷爷叫什么？”

“詹姆斯·亨利·奥登。”亨利说道，“我叫亨利·詹姆斯·奥登。我们住在绿野镇。”

格雷女士之前就听说过，有个镇子的图书馆叫奥登图书馆，还有个镇子的博物馆叫奥登博物馆。不过她什么也没问。

“我爷爷可好了！”班尼说道，“他是我见过的最好的人！我这就回去告诉他，说您同意我们用校舍啦！”

几个孩子早就想离开了，幸好班尼已经朝门口跑去。孩子们走到了门前的台阶上，齐声道别：“再见！谢谢您！”

格雷女士并没有说再见，只是突然叫了一句：“有个黄头发的男人，见人就笑，总是龇着牙。你们在哪儿见过他吗？”

“没见过。”亨利说，“真是抱歉。”

“抱歉倒用不着。”格雷女士冷冷地说着，关上了门。

“嚯！”班尼压低了声音说，“她这话是什么意思？”

“不知道。”亨利说，“不过咱们要留意这个人了，格雷女士可不会无缘无故地问咱们。”

孩子们沉默了下来，一路无话地走到了海滩。

“我觉得格雷女士很没礼貌。”班尼说，“估计她的本性就是如此。”

“早就听说过她很另类。”杰西说，“难怪她会独自生活，从不出门。她可能谁都不喜欢吧。”

亨利说：“要知道她可是个作家，作家最怕吵扰。我觉着吧，她对上课这事儿挺赞成的，只是没说出来而已。”

“不管怎样，她总算同意咱们用教室了。”班尼说，“咱们的目的已经达到了。”

说完，孩子们迫不及待地去找爷爷了。

“噢，爷爷！”班尼一看到旅馆旁正坐着晒太阳的熟悉身影，就立马叫了起来，“我们下午去北港买讲课要用的油彩和课件，您看行吗？”

“讲课？”爷爷一脸诧异。

孩子们尽量克制着自己的兴奋，没有七嘴八舌地齐声嚷嚷。

班尼告诉爷爷：“我们去山上找格雷女士了——”

“真的？我还以为她不愿意见客呢。”

“确实不愿意。不过，我们的请求她可都答应了！”

“老天！你们提了哪些请求？都不认识人家，就去提要求！”

亨利注视着爷爷，说道：“不过结果很好呢，爷爷。事情是这样的，那对红头发的双胞胎问我们可不可以帮他们补习功课——您知道，那是为了赶上学习进度，他们说岛上的孩子都会来听。所以，我们就想借用那栋校舍。”

“然后她就同意了？”爷爷笑了起来，问道。

“是的。”杰西说，“她不怎么爱讲话，不过倒是很赞成的。她还给了我们两把钥匙呢。”

“就是让人不太舒服来着。”班尼加了一句。

“她很难沟通吗？”奥登先生问道。

“非常难！”亨利说。

班尼冷不丁插嘴道：“我可不要去想什么格雷女士了，她这人很没趣。我倒宁可多去想想讲课的事情。我要负责敲钟，上课的时候要敲，下课的时候也要敲！”

爷爷点了点头，“是啊，我理解你的心情，班尼。每次看见钟绳的时候，我都忍不住要去拉一把呢！”爷爷看得出来，孩子们在格雷女士家遭到了冷落。他打算没人的时候跟亨利单独谈一谈。

“爷爷，”维莉说道，“我们觉得梅里和豪尔很有画画的天赋呢。要是他们真的能画好，那该多棒啊！”

“可不是么，孩子，发掘一名画家，可是了不起的事情呢！讲课这事倒是挺让我意外的，不过是个好主意，你们总有让我意料不到的好点子。”

“那——我们想去北港买些油彩和课件呢？”亨利说。

奥登先生笑了起来：“没问题，你可以开我的车去。不妨也把我带上好了。”

孩子们全都笑了起来，只要有爷爷在身边，他们总会觉得更加开心。

30英里的路程对于想急着买东西的人来说似乎有些漫长。来到北港后，大家首先去商店买油彩。

“最好多买点。”奥登先生说道，“也好让孩子们高兴些。两个人用一盒的话就没那么有趣了。”

最后，他们买了十盒油彩——大孩子每人一盒；还买了些彩纸、小剪刀和订书机，以及班尼需要的金色小星星。

“梅里说过，教室的柜子里有好多粉笔，以及去年剩下的纸和铅笔，还有几本教科书。”杰西说道。

“别担心！”爷爷说，“要是这次漏下了什么，咱们随时可以再过来买。晚饭就在这家小餐馆吃好了，它好像叫贝壳餐厅。”

直到这时，孩子们才留意到院子里停着辆亮红色的跑车，顶篷敞开着。

“在这么安静的小镇里看到这种豪车，感觉还真有点怪。”亨利说道。

“它看起来应该速度超快。”班尼评论道。

说着，一家人朝贝壳餐厅走去。

这时，一个金发男人走了出来，虽然互不相识，他还是咧起嘴，对奥登一家人笑了笑，打了声招呼：“大家好！”

接着，在一家人的注视下，他发动了红色的跑车，一阵风似的开走了。

“我就说那车的速度超快嘛！”班尼说道，“等等！那人就是黄头发，而且笑起来见牙不见眼的——跟格雷女士描述得一样。绝对没错，就是他，不会再有第二个人了！”


第五章 钱贩子

Chapter 5 The Money Man

一家人开车回到了小岛上，孩子们看到梅里和豪尔正在海滩朝他们挥手。

“过来一下好吗？”梅里大声喊道。

“你们去吧。”爷爷说道，“我就不过去了。”

四个孩子朝海滩跑了过去。

“猜猜谁要到岛上来！”豪尔叫道，“是钱贩子！”

“钱贩子？”班尼问道，“钱贩子是谁？”

“噢，他这个人可好了，专门花钱买硬币。我爸有枚25分币，钱贩子给了他十美元呢。”梅里说。

“哇噢！这么多钱！”班尼叫道，“你们怎么知道他又来了？”

“有人在北港看见他了，然后告诉了芬顿先生。”豪尔说道。

“他是不是留着黄头发？”班尼问道。

“没错，牙齿也很白。”豪尔说，“他逢人就笑，笑得可爽朗了。”

亨利点了点头，“听到了吧，杰西？”

“嗯，芬顿先生说得没错。”杰西答道，“这人咱们迟早会见到的。”

这时，梅里插了进来：“我爸说，我们得帮着打扫教室才行，毕竟是我们要用。两个大男孩可以帮着提水，至于那些小朋友，如果需要，他们也可以帮忙。”

“好极了！”亨利说，“让我想想。嗯，咱们的确需要人手，不过今天太晚了，那就明天早上开始打扫，后天早上——也就是星期四开始上课吧！”

“星期四开学可有点怪。”班尼说，“不过无所谓啦，反正油彩和教学用品都在北港买好了。”

“那就明早八点学校见好了。”杰西说，“咱们有八个人，可以做好多事情呢。”

第二天一早，奥登家的孩子们赶到了学校。豪尔和梅里正在等着他们，一同来的，还有好多没见过的孩子，加在一起远不止八个人。

亨利开了前门，所有人都走了进去，四处打量起来。
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“到处都是灰！”梅里感叹道。

这是一间老式的教室，桌椅都被固定在地板上。

“我想让我的学生坐在前排。”班尼说，“你们的学生大一些，可以坐在后面。”

这的确是唯一可行的办法。因为前排的椅子很小，后排的椅子则大些。

亨利带领大家动手干活了。孩子们拿下书本，擦洗了书架，掸了掸书上的灰，然后放了回去。每个人都干得非常起劲儿。年龄最大的男孩负责擦桌子，拖地板。讲桌也被擦洗了一遍，一本崭新的粉色笔记簿被端端正正地放在正中央。

“明天谁能带些花过来，摆在这张桌子上？”杰西问道。

“我可以。”一个名叫伊莎贝的孩子叫道，“我们家的房顶上种了好大一片粉玫瑰。”

教室后面放着一个柴炉和柴火箱。豪尔擦了擦炉子，问道：“这个柴火箱怎么办？放在这儿倒也不碍事。”

“把上面擦一擦就行。”亨利说，“现在用不着生火，就放在那儿，留着冬天再用。”

少顷，班尼突然定住了，他目不转睛地注视着墙上的巨幅油画，那幅画正挂在教室前方的烟囱上。

“看啊！是乔治·华盛顿的画像，他戴着白色的假发，扎着头绳。这画该怎么办？看起来乌糟糟的，好脏！”

这是美国第一任总统的画像，画中人穿着旧式的礼服，站在一张桌子旁。

“画可没法清洗，班尼。”维莉说，“要是用水的话，会把画弄坏的。再说，这画也挂得太高了。”

“那就不管它好了。”班尼说，“真庆幸咱们这个年代不用穿那么花哨的衣服，不然还要系那么多扣子。”

“我也这样想呢。”吉米说，“班尼老师，我现在得回家去了。”

“别叫我老师啊，我还算不上呢！回家做什么？”

“我要去鱼仓里找几个旧瓶子。”吉米说，“钱贩子想要呢。我得把所有瓶子都准备好才行。”

“可不是么。”男孩的姐姐附和道，“我家还有一个装橄榄的旧瓶子，他也想一并带走，我都找出来了——上面写着‘女王橄榄，1875’几个字。我妈说，可能是我外婆买回来的。怎么样，这家伙好笑吧？一个又旧又脏的瓶子，都快一百多年了，他竟然还想要。”但很快，女孩又补充了一句，“不过他这样做也挺好的。”

所有孩子都凑到跟前，边听边点头，一个叫杰夫瑞的大男孩说：“我爸妈就等着钱贩子来呢。他让我爸妈尽量把所有旧东西都找出来，他喜欢得不得了！我妈找到一个很旧的玻璃壶，还有一颗鲸齿——上面还有图画呢！”

“杰夫瑞，你知道那颗鲸齿是哪儿来的吗？”亨利问道。

“当然知道。上面的图画就是我叔祖父画上去的，当年他经常驾驶一艘捕鲸船出海。那颗鲸齿可沉了，重到你们都难以相信。”

“好啦，咱们的任务已经完成了。”杰西说，“现在大家可以回家了，明天正式开始上课！”

“几点开始呢？”杰夫瑞问道。

“九点。”亨利回答，“你们会听到钟声的。”

“我负责敲钟。”班尼说。

“那一定很好玩！”吉米说。

“以后也可以让你敲。”班尼说，“顺便告诉其他人一声，好吗？”

“其他人？”梅里哈哈大笑起来，“大部分孩子都在这儿啦！至于剩下的那些，等我们回家，他们也就知道了。”

“下午不上课吗？”杰夫瑞问道。

“是的，很抱歉。”班尼说，“因为你们得回家做家务啦！”

“没错。”梅里脸上露出了笑容，“我要把我的屋子收拾得像教室一样干净，我妹妹也会帮我的，她跟我住一间房。”

果然——教室里已经变得非常干净。亨利锁了门，孩子们朝各个方向散去。

爷爷正等着孩子们吃午饭。

大家在桌旁坐了下来，亨利说道：“爷爷，那个钱贩子真是让人担心，我怕他会把全岛的人都给骗了。”

“的确是这样。”杰西说，“就因为他花十美元买了枚25分币，大家就相信他了。可谁知道呢？那个硬币或许可以卖到一百美元呢。”

“也许是一千美元！”班尼叫道，“这里的事情真的有些蹊跷，爷爷。我总觉得，那个钱贩子的人品没有看起来那么好。”

爷爷微微一笑，说道：“所以说，班尼，你要把眼睛睁大些，要是这人太过分了，咱们就要尽力阻止他。不过你说得对，这人的人品的确不怎么样！”


第六章 神秘的画像

Chapter 6 Mystery Painting

激动人心的时刻到了。

叮咚！叮咚！班尼敲响了学校的大钟。岛上的每个人都听到了这钟声，并露出了会心的笑容。其实，班尼根本用不着敲钟的，因为岛上所有的孩子都已经来到了学校的操场上。

男孩女孩纷纷拥进教室，迫不及待地想要看看接下来会发生什么。孩子们不知道这四位年轻的老师会怎样讲课。

“我要坐这儿！”伊莎贝叫道，“去年我就是坐这儿的。对了，这是我带来的粉玫瑰。”

班尼的学生全都抢着坐到了前排的小椅子上。个子大些的男孩女孩则坐在后面的位子上，中等个头的孩子坐在了中间。班尼数了数，一共20个孩子。

亨利一开始讲话，孩子们立刻安静了下来。

“今天，咱们要上四节课。”他说，“但首先，大家要告诉我，去年你们上的是几年级。好，去年谁跟伊莎贝一个班？请起立，班尼会把人数记下来。”

“不是该叫班尼老师吗？”伊莎贝问道。

“算了。”班尼说，“叫我班尼就行，可千万别管我叫老师。”

“可之前我的老师我都是这么叫的啊！”伊莎贝说道。

班尼大声笑了起来：“看来，我们班上的话匣子就是你了。每个班里都会有个话匣子的。”

紧接着，杰西也开口说道：“咱们今天要做拼字游戏，然后一起学唱歌，课间休息的时候再做个新游戏。”

“哇！”孩子们低低地欢呼了一声，喜笑颜开。他们还从来没有这样上过课呢。

班尼和维莉的课堂上各有五个学生，杰西的有六个，亨利的有四个。只听亨利说道：“我们偶尔还会交换一下老师。现在，大家把名字写下来，咱们要开始上课啦。”

班尼跟自己的学生坐在了一起，记下了每个人的名字。接下来，他要求道：“伊莎贝，你跟同学说说你会读什么书，再让这名同学转述给我听。”

托米说：“我们什么书都读不了，老师把书都带走了。”

班尼对此早有准备——他已经看过书架，上面连一本最简单的书都没有。

“那我写在黑板上好了。”说着，他在上面写了几个大字：

我有一只小狗。

“你写的是——”托米说道，“我有一只小狗！”

“正确！”接着，班尼对班上最小的孩子说道：“艾迪，你来读一下。”

“不。”艾迪摇了摇头，“没小狗。”

“你是说——你没养过小狗？”班尼问道，“没养过也可以读一下啊！”

“不。”艾迪生气地说道，“没小狗。”

“好吧。”班尼笑了起来，“那你养过猫吗？”

艾迪的确养了一只猫。于是，班尼在黑板上写道：

我有一只小猫。

这一次，艾迪读得非常好。

“我知道，最后一个字念猫。我的猫咪名叫鱼儿。”艾迪说道。

“叫鱼儿？”班尼诧异道，“为什么？”

“因为我们一说到鱼，它就过来了。”

班尼把整个故事写了下来，孩子们齐声读道：

我有一只猫，

它的名字叫鱼儿，

当我说“鱼儿鱼儿”，

鱼儿就过来了。

“哇，我好喜欢读自己的故事呢！”艾迪说。

而此时，班尼清楚了：他必须得自己编一份阅读材料才行。于是，趁孩子们忙着写数字2的功夫，他把艾迪那个猫咪的故事写了五份，以便每个孩子都能读到。班尼还告诉孩子们，他们可以把这个故事带回家去。

“下次写我的故事吧。”伊莎贝央求道，“我家有只小船呢。”

“我家也有。”所有的孩子齐声说道。

“明天，咱们一起读伊莎贝家小船的故事。”班尼答应道。

大孩子们都有课本，甚至连拼写本也有。完成阅读和拼写连线后，亨利说道：“现在，所有年级的同学合在一起，开始上美术课了。今天学习画乔治·华盛顿的画像。”
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接下来，亨利从不同角度对画像进行了分析，班尼听得津津有味。

只听亨利继续说道：“也许大家会感到奇怪，为什么这么壮实的男人，居然穿着带褶边的衣服？大家要知道，在那个年代，凡是衣着得体的绅士都要穿齐膝短裤、长筒白袜和皮扣靴。大家再看看他的头发。是什么颜色？”

“白色！”所有孩子大声喊道。

“没错，是白色的，只不过它是假发罢了，这幅画绘制得相当逼真，因此假发看起来和真的一样。”

“大家再看看他的眼睛。”杰西讲解道，“你们会发现，华盛顿好像正盯着你看一样——只有技艺高超的艺术家才能画出这种效果来。”

孩子们都朝画像的眼睛看了过去，只有班尼除外，他的目光落在一排纽扣上——华盛顿身穿的天鹅绒外衣右侧，是一排长长的纽扣。

“有颗扣子好古怪！”班尼心想，“它看起来不像是扣子，倒像是个圆洞。”他一时间不知道该怎么去跟亨利说，只好做了个明智的选择——保持沉默。

上完美术课，亨利提醒道：“班尼，下课了，可以敲钟了。”

“下课！”吉米叫了起来，“这么快就下课了？”

的确下课了，只是孩子们觉得时间过得太快了而已。

“大家都到教室外去吧，咱们今天要学个新游戏。”杰西说道。

孩子们全都围成了一圈。刚玩了一轮游戏，大家就听到了汽车开过来的声音，循声望去，只见一辆亮红色的跑车一路颠簸着，沿着石子路朝小岛开来，此时潮位正低。

孩子们停下了游戏。

“噢，看啊！”孩子们全都叫了起来，“是钱贩子来了！”

车窗里探出一个男人的脑袋来，那人挥了挥手，笑道：“孩子们，你们好！你们好啊！”但车子并没有停。

男人离开后，班尼说：“伊莎贝，给我讲讲钱贩子的事情吧。”

“好啊！他经常送东西给我们，你真该看看他去年来的时候送给我的大娃娃。”

“他为什么要送娃娃给你呢？”亨利问道。

“是用我的旧娃娃换的。”伊莎贝说，“我以前有个很小的木偶娃娃，只有这么长。”她用小手比量了一下，“是我爷爷用刀刻的。那人说，要是我愿意的话，他可以用一个穿粉色丝裙的漂亮娃娃来换——后来真的兑现啦！”

“他的真名不叫钱贩子。”豪尔说，“那是我们给他起的外号，他真名叫弗莱。”

梅里从脖子上取下一条亮红色的珠链，递给杰西看了看。“这也是那个人给的。”她说。

“这是用什么换的？”维莉问道。

“你肯定会笑的，是一串老式的纽扣，我妈以前让我当作项链戴的。我妈说，那些纽扣多数都是奶奶衣服上的。总之已经很旧了，一看就知道。”

亨利看了杰西一眼，问道：“他这次又来做什么？换东西吗？”

“但愿是这样。”艾迪说，“我有个很旧的铁钱罐，放一个便士进去，就会有个小人跑出来，然后又跑进去。钱贩子说，我可以换到一只真手表，或是一顶新帽子呢！当时我还没考虑好，不过现在决定了：我想要手表。”

孩子们继续做起了游戏。班尼知道事情有些不对劲儿，他听到亨利对杰西悄悄地说：“我想咱们应该告诉爷爷，钱贩子来了。”

维莉也听到了这句话，她悄声对亨利说：“放心吧！爷爷已经提高了警惕，决不会放过这事儿的。”

学唱歌的时间到了。

杰西教了孩子们一首新歌，这是一首合唱歌曲，一共分为三部分。

刚学完新歌，沙丁鱼厂的哨音便响了起来。除了奥登家的孩子，其他人都一哄而散。

班尼再次走到华盛顿的画像前打量起来，他对亨利轻声说道：“咱们先别走，等学生们都走光了再说。”

直到最后一个孩子喊完“再见”，班尼才领着哥哥姐姐们走到教室的画像前，仔细察看着。

“看第五颗扣子。”他提示道，“那儿好像是个洞，并不是扣子。”

“哇，是真的！”杰西惊呼起来，“怎么会这样？”

“那么，画像后面又是什么呢？”维莉问道。

“是后堂。”亨利回答道。

孩子们一齐来到窄小的后堂，只见屋里有扇窗子，旁边便是后门，巨大的烟囱占据了一堵墙的位置，屋里放着一大堆木柴。

“咱们可没时间四处张望了。”杰西说，“我现在担心的是那个弗莱先生，他已经来到了岛上，希望爷爷能及时阻止他，别让更多人上当。”

其实杰西用不着如此担心。钱贩子刚刚从学校经过时，就是朝芬顿先生的商店驶去，而当他走进店里时，爷爷正靠在柜台上喝着咖啡。


第七章 爷爷的电话

Chapter 7 Grandfather Makes a Call

和奥登先生的初次见面，钱贩子倒是一点儿都不怯场：

“我叫弗莱·维尔利，很乐意为您效劳。芬顿，还不介绍一下你的朋友？我是钱币商人，也偶尔收收古董。您叫我弗莱就好了。”

奥登先生点了点头：“你好，维尔利先生，你是收购硬币的？”

“是的，先生！告诉你吧，这座岛上的人什么都要收藏，从来不会扔掉，这儿真是个不错的地方。”

“真的？”奥登先生问道，“那他们会把东西卖给你吗？”

“那当然，他们收藏了好多古币——估计是从曾祖父辈传下来的。就因为我花十美元买了枚25分币，他们都很信任我。十美元换25美分，谁会不乐意呢？”

奥登先生本想回答“我就不乐意”，但并没有说出口，只是继续喝起了咖啡。

弗莱先生看了看奥登先生的表链，问道：“我可以看看表链上的那枚古币吗？您知道这个值多少钱吗？”

“依我看，”爷爷答道，“可能值不了几个钱。”

“说得太对了。”弗莱先生说，“就是因为上面有洞，就变得不值钱了。要不是哪个白痴打了个洞在上面，这东西起码得值250美元，绝对不骗您！这东西很少见。”
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奥登先生说道：“我知道，所以我才把它穿在了表链上。我就是那个在上面打洞的白痴。”

“不好意思！”弗莱先生眨了眨眼，“我并不是存心伤害您的。对了，您身上还有硬币吗？我只要看一眼就知道值多少钱。”

奥登先生把兜里的钱全都掏出来，放在了柜台上。弗莱十分迅速地把硬币挨个儿翻了一遍，看了看日期。

“唉！”他摇了摇头，“这些都不行。”

“看看这个呢？”奥登先生说着，从背心的口袋里掏出一枚一角钱的古币。

弗莱接过来看了一眼，便“啊”地叫了一声，马上从衣兜里掏出一个放大镜，放在硬币上观察起来。

最后，他抬起头，缓缓说道：“无名氏先生，您这枚硬币可真是少见呢。我出一百美元，现金。”

奥登先生再次摇了摇头：“忘了告诉您，这东西我是不会卖的，只想知道值多少钱而已。”

“可您现在已经知道了啊！”弗莱说道，“您真的不想卖？”

“真的不想。”奥登先生说。

弗莱先生并没有就此罢休，继续游说道：“我会给它找个好买家的——比如大学啊，博物馆啊，还有酷爱硬币的收藏家。”

奥登先生再次拒绝了他，低头看了看手表。

弗莱先生凑到近前，压低声音道：“无名氏先生，我看你这人还不错，就跟你说了吧。你这块表已经很旧了，我又恰好收藏这种东西。我用一块很精美的现代表跟你换，怎么样？我敢说，你这表肯定已经不准时了吧？”

“一分一秒都不差。”奥登先生说，“我既不想卖，也不想换。”

“好吧。”弗莱先生愉快地说道，“或许你会改变主意的，我随时都会恭候的。”说完，他眨了眨眼，走出了商店。

爷爷望着门外弗莱远去的身影，说道：“但愿他不会上山骚扰格雷女士，去她那儿买东西。”

“不会的！”芬顿先生说道，“他连门都进不去。女仆艾娃盯得很紧，绝对不会让他进的。”

“这样就好！”爷爷放心了，“对了，那位格雷女士到底怎么回事？为什么老把自己关在屋子里？”

“这个我也不太清楚。”芬顿先生说，“她一直都是这个样子，都快赶上隐士了。我只知道，她几乎从不走出那栋房子。”

“可她却同意岛上的孩子使用教室，这说明，她很在乎孩子们。”

“估计是的。”芬顿先生说，“对了，还有件事呢。看到我商店旁边的白色小屋了吗？那是格雷家的图书馆。格雷女士的爷爷是图书收藏家，因此，格雷专门建了个图书馆，把爷爷的藏书放进去，供岛上的人看。不过，去图书馆的人很少。”

“为什么？”

“还不是因为那些书很无聊。”芬顿先生说，“都是过了时的旧书，字体又小又细，也没人读得懂。”

“那你是怎么进去的？”奥登先生问道。

“走进去的啊！”芬顿先生大笑起来，“那儿的门从来不锁。以前倒是有个女孩，每逢周六就去图书馆值班，不过没什么可守的，根本没人去，她只是枯坐着，因此之后她再也没去过。现在，那个图书馆差不多算空城了。”

奥登先生感到有些惊奇——岛上的人竟然没有听说过格雷女士。他们居然不知道，她是个非常知名的作家。在来小岛之前，爷爷就读过了她的所有作品。他还知道，格雷女士资助了全国各地很多所学校，可谓远近闻名。

“真是太可惜了。”奥登先生说，“那里可能都是些好书呢。”接着，他换了个话题，问芬顿先生，“你觉得弗莱这人怎么样？”

“我不太喜欢他。”芬顿先生立刻回答，“他或许真是货币商人，或许是假冒的，反正我信不过他。”

“为什么岛上渔民这么信任他？”奥登先生问道。

“这还不容易？他花十美元从莫斯先生那里买了枚25分币，之后的事情就顺理成章了！我提醒过大家，不过没人愿意听。”

“看来，我得到格雷女士家走一趟了，就是不知道能不能进得了门。”爷爷说道。

“肯定没问题。”芬顿先生说，“艾娃很懂事，一定会让您进去的。”

奥登先生点了点头，“不过我得先给朋友打个电话，借用下你的电话可以吗？”

商店门边的墙上就挂着一部电话。

“尽管用好了。”芬顿先生说，“我马上要出去一趟。”

奥登先生的电话并没有打很久，不过他似乎很开心。

放下电话后，他沿着山路来到了庄园，摘下帽子，按响了门铃。艾娃从窗帘的缝隙里看到了奥登先生，一眼就认出他来。

她打开门，问道：“您是奥登先生吧？格雷女士正等着您呢。”

奥登先生跟随艾娃走进了客厅。

“奥登先生来了。”艾娃通报道。

格雷女士背对着门口，坐在桌旁。闻言她只转过身来说了句“请坐吧”。

爷爷拉过一把椅子，坐在了格雷女士身边，“你对我的孩子们十分关照，我想专程过来谢谢你，不过我不能待太久，不然孩子们该担心了。在我离开之前，想告诉你件事儿，一个很奇怪的货币商人来了，正在岛上四处转悠。”

格雷女士把铅笔啪的一声拍在了桌子上，恨恨地说道：“弗莱·维尔利！”

“原来你知道他叫什么，我只是来报个信而已。据我估计，他这次打算从岛上的居民手里狠狠诈上一笔，然后就会消失。”

两人沉默了一阵，之后便听见格雷女士说：“非常感谢。”


第八章 被困

Chapter 8 Caught by the Tide

中午，奥登先生和孩子们见面了。孩子们滔滔不绝地讲着听到的新鲜事。当然，奥登先生也知道些新鲜事，只是没有说出来。大伙儿聊得热火朝天，早把午餐的事情忘得一干二净。

亨利将铁钱罐、木偶娃娃以及纽扣串的故事告诉了爷爷。

“那人的骗人手法主要有两种。”亨利说，“第一，购买古币的时候压低价格。第二，用便宜货换值钱的宝贝——那些便宜货崭新又鲜艳，孩子们不喜欢才怪，而他们还真的以为那串旧纽扣一文不值呢！”

“可不是么。”班尼补充道，“我的学生伊莎贝还以为新娃娃要比木偶娃娃好得多呢！不过新娃娃的确要好看些。”

爷爷点了点头说：“弗莱先生这人肯定不老实，这点毫无疑问。铁钱罐什么的，可比手表值钱多了。”

“弗莱很聪明。”亨利说，“他做的这些事并没触犯法律，村民们也以为他给的价钱公道，所以很愿意交换。”

“这么说，他还构不成偷窃？”班尼说道。

“就是如此！”杰西说，“等着瞧吧，他绝对会挨家挨户地上门的。退一万步说，就算他真的偷了东西，我们又能怎么办呢，爷爷？”

“反正不能逮捕他就是了！”奥登先生说，“你们还是孩子嘛。”

大家都笑了起来。

接着，孩子们跟爷爷讲起了上课的情形。爷爷看了看杰西和维莉，发现两个女孩看起来都很疲惫，于是便说：“我们就随便吃点午饭吧，像上次一样。晚饭早点去贝壳餐厅吃。看起来你们两个小姑娘都累了。”

“我们可不是累了。”杰西说，“只是在专心想事情而已。”

两个女孩美滋滋地端来了配三明治的花生酱和果冻，又拿了些炸饼圈，还有做甜点用的牛奶。吃完后，四位小老师便开始准备第二天的课。

“哈，好稀奇，你们居然在假期做起了功课。”奥登先生说。

“完全不一样。”维莉说，“讲课比做功课有趣得多！更有趣的是，这儿既有小偷，还有个单身独居的阔女子。”

“还有好多可爱的小孩子。”班尼说，“不管怎样，我都可以对迈克说，这个小岛非同寻常——只是现在还不好说，到底哪里不寻常。”

孩子们坐在旅馆旁的院子里备课，从这个位置可以看到商店、海滩还有民居——除了山顶的庄园以外，整个村子都能一览无余。然而，大家一直没再见到弗莱。就这样，下午很快便过去了。

傍晚五点左右，大家终于看到了那辆红色的跑车，只见它一路颠簸着，沿石子路朝北港驶去。

奥登先生站起身，拿起了帽子，“我有个主意，咱们这就去贝壳餐厅吃晚饭吧！”

“好啊！”班尼欢呼了一声，立刻朝车子跑去。孩子们都知道，爷爷是想跟踪弗莱，不过谁都没有点破。

当亨利驾车进入贝壳餐厅的停车场时，那辆红色的跑车果然也在那儿。

“钱贩子为什么大老远地跑到这儿来吃饭？”班尼问道。

“他只能来这里。”亨利说，“岛上又没有别的吃饭的地方。”

只见钱贩子的餐桌旁还坐着一男一女。见到奥登一家人，弗莱打了个招呼，便又继续跟两位客人攀谈起来。

亨利冷不丁地悄声对班尼说：“班尼，咱俩换个位置。”

班尼毫不迟疑地立刻站了起来，他知道，亨利等一下会跟他解释的。换过座位后，亨利恰好背对着弗莱那一桌人。这样的举动不禁令爷爷也好奇起来。

等服务生离开后，亨利才压低了声音说：“弗莱先生身旁的两个人我都认识。男的是詹姆斯·英伦博士，亚当学院博物馆的馆长；女的是柯克小姐，图书馆的管理员。但愿他们没看到我。”

“弗莱一定是想把东西脱手。”班尼悄声说道。

“绝对是在谈这事儿，”爷爷赞同道，“我敢肯定。”

“您怎么知道的？”班尼低声问。

“我和他打过交道。”爷爷说，“今早在商店里，他还想买我的手表和表链上的古币。”

“您才不会卖给他呢！”班尼说，“弗莱先生这次可打错了算盘，没人骗得了爷爷的。”

爷爷轻轻笑了两声，两眼的余光一直注视着弗莱的动向。不过他并没看到弗莱把任何东西交给那两个陌生人。突然，爷爷说道：“趁弗莱还没有吃完，咱们赶紧走，别让他的朋友看到亨利。”
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这倒不难，因为弗莱和他的朋友才刚开始吃上，而且吃得很慢。奥登一家只好舍弃了甜点，离开餐桌时，大家都站在亨利身后帮他遮挡，亨利快步走出餐厅去停车场，爷爷则等着结账。

弗莱抬头看了看奥登先生。

一家人没有急着离开，而是在车里坐了几分钟，“爷爷，您说弗莱到底想干什么？”

“我也不清楚，他看到了我，不过一句话也没说。”奥登先生回答道，“我想，他是在跟亚当学院的人做交易，但愿那个图书管理员不会上当。”

“她聪明着呢。”亨利说，“应该知道那些硬币值多少钱。”

说着，他发动了车子，转个弯，上路了。

30英里的路程似乎前所未有的漫长。车子离小岛越来越近，维莉看了看前方，突然叫了起来：“看啊，亨利！涨潮了！”

“哦，天啊！”杰西惊呼道，“潮水漫上来了，咱们之前怎么没想到？天也越来越黑了。”

亨利停了车，大家的目光都注视着前方，只见通往小岛的路已经被海水淹没，潮水正分分钟涨上来。

“我可不想冒险，爷爷。”亨利说着，皱起了眉头。

“说得对，孩子，要是中途熄火，那可不是闹着玩的。”

“好像咱们过来的时候路上就很湿了。”亨利说，“不过当时为了跟踪弗莱，没想那么多，再说，我以为他早就考虑到这点了，毕竟他不会经常被潮水困住吧？”

“我倒想看看弗莱有什么法子。”班尼叫道，“反正他也被困住了。还有六个小时才退潮呢。”

“怕是要12个小时才能退，班尼。”亨利说，“潮水才刚刚涨上来。”

“让我想想。”杰西说道，“现在是八点左右，午夜的时候潮水会涨到最高，退潮的时间应该是明早六点！”

“咱们不会有危险吧，爷爷？”维莉问道。

“放心吧，孩子，咱们只需要找个地方过夜而已。”

“哦，对了！”班尼叫道，“咱们可以在车里过夜！要不然还要旅行车做什么？肯定可以的，爷爷！”

“五个人都住车里？”爷爷笑了起来。

“我可以把毯子拿上，到车顶去睡。”班尼说，“好不好嘛，爷爷！”

爷爷大笑起来：“这样恐怕睡不安稳，不过你们还年轻，应该不在乎的。”

“我不在乎。”杰西说，“我倒是想看看，弗莱会怎么办。”

“很好。”爷爷说道，“亨利，找个离车道远点的地方，咱们这就行动！”


第九章 消失的陌生人

Chapter 9 The Disappearing Stranger

亨利将车倒进不远处的一片树林里，从马路上看，绝对不会被发现。一家人下了车，把所有能找到的旅行毯都拿出来做铺盖。不过天气很暖和，根本用不着什么铺盖。

亨利和班尼把座椅放平，刚好够四个人睡。到了晚上九点，大家已经收拾妥当，班尼则爬上了车顶。

“我不会掉下来的。”他喊道，“周围都有铁栏杆呢。我想把毯子铺在下面，不想盖在身上。”说着，他铺好了毯子，躺了下去。

“好软的床啊！”班尼叫道。

“要是弗莱还打算回岛上去的话，估计现在也快到了。”杰西说，“我想看看他有什么办法。”

大约过了半个小时，一辆汽车开了过来，动静虽不大，一家人还是听到了，因为谁都没有睡着。班尼坐起身，透过树丛看了看。“没错，是辆汽车。”他悄声说道。

车子出现在众人的视线里，停住了。弗莱一定是发现潮水上涨，他一声不响地掉转车头，开了回去。

“现在怎么办？”班尼朝下方悄声说道，“他不会就这样放弃吧？咱们不在，他应该更乐意回岛上才对啊！我敢说，他一定知道咱们在监视他。”

一家人再次躺了下去，但谁都没有睡着。不一会儿，一阵轻微的响动从前方传来，听起来像是水声。黑暗中，大家屏息凝望着。

“他找了艘船！”亨利悄声说。

大伙儿仔细观看，那果然是一艘划艇，黑暗中依稀可以看到维尔利先生的脑袋。

“班尼，下来吧。”爷爷低声道，“咱们也去找艘船来。”

“真的吗？”班尼轻声问道，“到哪儿去找？”

“弗莱在哪儿找到的，咱们就去哪儿。”爷爷答道。

一家人坐进车里，亨利小心翼翼地开回到马路上来。

“那边有亮光！”维莉说道，“是渔民的小屋。”

亨利把车子停在了小屋前方。

“屋里的人还没睡。”杰西说，“那辆车好像停在房后，车尾都露出来了。”

“没错。”奥登先生说道，“我也看见了，弗莱的船准是从那儿找的。亨利，交给你了。”

亨利走过去敲了敲门，不一会儿，门开了，一个穿着破旧的渔民出现了。

“不好意思，这么晚还打扰您。”亨利说，“主要是我们正赶上涨潮，被困住了，所以急着要用船。”

“我知道。”男人说道，“今天好多人都被困在这儿了。”

“我们可以租用您的船吗？”亨利问道。

“没问题！我有三条船呢，刚刚租出去两条。”

“两条？”亨利诧异道。

“没错，两条，是两个男人先后借走的。你们就用最后一条吧。”

“船在哪儿？”亨利问道。

“就绑在路边，要是马路被淹了，就顺着左边找，船绑在一根桩子上，错不了。”

“租金是多少呢？”亨利一边问，一边暗自琢磨着渔民提到的两个男人——他原以为租船的只有弗莱一个。
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“一美元。”渔民说，“用完后别忘了把船拴在小岛那头，明天我的儿子会划回来的，反正不远。”

亨利连忙掏出一美元给渔民，道完谢后回到家人身边。

“我们有五个人，一条船坐得下吗？”

“试试看吧！”爷爷说，“应该没问题。”

班尼一听说渔民提到了两个男人，便忍不住问道：“那另一个人是谁？这绝对是个新谜团！”

奥登先生也在琢磨着这事儿：“我也想知道呢！”

亨利开车来到了水边，岸上果然绑着艘小船。

“太好了！船不算太小。”爷爷说道，“咱们之前怎么没发现它？亨利，把车开到马路边去吧，我们今晚没法睡觉啦。”

大家下了车，小心翼翼地朝小船走去。等亨利过来后，大家一齐将小船推下了水。亨利扶着杰西和维莉上了船，两个女孩坐在船头，爷爷在中间，班尼坐在船尾。亨利用力将船撑开，和爷爷一起划了起来。

“咱们把船绑在学校下面吧。”亨利说，“估计另外两艘船也会泊在那儿。”

去往小岛的水路并不远，可是天色很暗，潮水汹涌，大家在黑暗中几乎什么也看不清。两只小船已经消失了踪影。

“真是怪事！”班尼诧异道，“弗莱跑到哪儿去了？会不会有人在帮他？”

“说不准，”爷爷回答道，“不过要是有人在帮他，弗莱干吗要亲自跑一趟呢？”

“有道理。”杰西说。

“可是我敢说，另外一个人准是赶在咱们之前上了小岛。否则咱们一直在监视着，怎么没发现他？”班尼补充道。

亨利把船拉上沙滩，绑在了一棵树上。

维莉向四周打量了一会儿，问道：“你们说，弗莱到哪儿去了？”她微微打了个冷战。

“肯定没去旅馆。”杰西说，“估计也不会住在渔民家里。”

“会不会——”亨利迟疑道，“会不会——”

“我知道。”班尼抢先说道，“会不会是去了教室？”

班尼本想跑到窗前看一眼，却听爷爷说道：“或许弗莱坐船回去拿东西了呢？这都不好说。咱们现在最明智的做法，就是回去睡会儿觉。”

“而且明天还要讲课呢。”维莉说。


第十章 发现

Chapter 10 A Discovery

吃早饭的时候，大家谈论起了那两艘船和两个男人的事情。

“敲钟的时间到了。”班尼说，“我得走了。”

其实，班尼还有其他的心事——他想到教室里转悠一圈，看看华盛顿画像上的那颗扣子。

班尼开了教室门，径直朝后堂走去。只见冬天用的木柴依旧高高地堆在那里，后门、窗子、大烟囱……一切如常。他推了推窗子，发现并没上锁，锁头看上去很旧，似乎很久没用过了。班尼试了试，发现锁是坏的，一看就知道坏了好多年了。

班尼看了看窗户下方的地板，发现地上散落着几片白色的干油漆，和窗台上的一模一样。

“昨晚准是有人从窗子爬进来过。”班尼心想，“可那人居心何在呢？要是约翰·卡特先生在就好了，虽然我不喜欢别人插手，可他毕竟为爷爷工作过，又在联邦调查局当过差。”

班尼再次转头看了看——只剩下那个大烟囱和旁边的清洁柜没有检查过了。他打开柜子看了看，发现那只是一个普通的柜子，里面放着把扫帚。

课间休息的时候，班尼通知哥哥姐姐，让他们等学生走后留下来。最后，学校里只剩下了他们几个人。

“班尼，发生了什么事？”杰西问道。

“去后堂吧！”班尼说，“过去看看就知道了。”

四个孩子来到了窄小的后堂。“看到地板上的油漆痕迹了吗？”班尼问道。

“看到了，老弟。”亨利弯腰观察着，“你真聪明！这是才落下的印迹，肯定有人翻窗进来过——或许弗莱昨晚就睡在这里。”

“这个柜子没有什么特别的。”班尼说着，打开了大烟囱旁边的柜门，“看，里面只有把扫帚。”

“等等！”亨利叫了起来，“看到柜子里的挡板了吗？要是咱们能撬开它的话……”

亨利拿出刀子，撬了几下，还没怎么费劲，一块木板就松动并掉下来了，烟囱里居然露出一个砖砌的密室！

“我说这个烟囱怎么这么大，还是方形的！”亨利说，“原来这就是原因——有人在这儿建了个密室！”

“是谁建的？”班尼问道。

“不知道。估计学校初建的时候就有了，那应该是很久很久之前了。听说新英格兰人建房子时，都会在烟囱里造个密室，应该就是这种吧。真是妙不可言！”

“可不是么！”班尼说，“咱们可以在这儿监视教室里的动静。”

“怎么会这么想，班尼？”维莉问道，“咱们干吗要监视那些孩子呢？”

“不是监视孩子们，维莉！”班尼解释道，“也不是在白天监视。是在晚上！要是弗莱偷溜进来的话，咱们就可以发现他了——我敢说他一定会这么做的。”

“跟我想到一块儿去了，班尼。”亨利说，“他肯定要找个地儿去藏他的那些宝贝。”

孩子们把木板放回原处，锁了前门，赶回旅馆去吃午饭。他们把密室的事情告诉了爷爷。吃过午饭，爷爷说道：“有件事你们谁都不知道，只有我知道！”

孩子们全都笑了起来。

“什么事呢？”维莉问道。

于是，奥登先生把格雷图书馆和旧书的事情告诉了孩子们。听完后，班尼迫不及待地把凳子往后一推，站了起来：“那我可得过去看看，说不准还能找到些图片给学生们用。”

“那你恐怕要白跑一趟了，班尼。”奥登先生说，“芬顿先生说过，那些书都很旧了。”

“也许会有华盛顿的老照片呢？”班尼说，“不管怎样，我去看看再说吧。”

接着，他拿起一个笔记本，出发了。

图书馆的门果然没锁，班尼推门进去，看到一个敞亮的开间，四周围满了书架，屋中间摆放的书架最高。

“开工咯！”班尼喊了一声，吹起了口哨。他走到第一排书架前，看了看顶层架子上落满灰尘的书，接着又跪下来，朝最底层看了看。突然，他的心里泛起了一丝奇怪的感觉——屋里好像有人！他仔细听了听，可又没有听到任何动静。

“又在乱想了！”班尼心想，“芬顿先生说过，没人会来这儿的。”

可是紧接着，又传来一阵非常细微的响动。“怎么回事？”他心想。

“这里一定有人！”不过他既没有站起来，也没有转过身，而是侧起耳朵听了听。又是一阵细微的响动——就在屋中间的书架后面！班尼知道，就算自己转过身也看不到什么——书架太高了。接着，他听到轻轻的砰的一声，然后又是一声。班尼连忙绕过书架，却只看到几根手指消失在窗台上，窗子是打开的。

“我看到你了，弗莱先生！”班尼大喊一声跑到了窗前。他向外看了看，但一个人影也没看到。

“弗莱准是躲了起来。”班尼自言自语道，“他来不及去别的地方。不过我知道该怎么办了。”

班尼沿着山路朝崖顶的庄园跑去！

他按响了门铃，脸上不禁露出了笑容——原来艾娃正透过门缝望着他。不一会儿，格雷女士亲自开了门。

“很抱歉，格雷女士。”班尼十分急促地说道，“刚才有人从图书馆偷走了几本书。我必须先来跟您说一声，也许那些书很值钱呢。”

艾娃惊讶地睁圆了眼睛，只听格雷女士说道：“谢谢你，班尼，我会亲自过去看看的。最值钱的几本书，只有我知道在哪儿。艾娃，你也一起去。”

三个人匆匆走下悬崖，格雷女士进了图书馆，径直朝最后一个书架走去。果然不出所料，书架上空了几个位置出来。格雷女士很清楚，最值钱的几本书就摆在这几个位置上——看来弗莱也已经知道了。

“一共丢了四本。”格雷女士说，“那是一整套书。我从没料到这些书竟然会被偷走。看看这儿，丢的不止四本呢！看来弗莱先生之前就光顾过了。”

说着，她又在屋子里走了一圈，发现每个书架上都丢了些书。“哦，天呐！”格雷女士叫了起来，“我最珍贵的书也被拿走了！那一定可以卖个好价钱的！”
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“看看这个，格雷女士！”班尼说道，“这是借书的时候签名用的。看，上面写着弗莱·维尔利的名字！”

“估计他是不会把书还回来了。”格雷女士说，“都怪我太蠢，怎么就不知道把门锁上呢！”

“我可不这样想。”班尼说，“就算是上了锁，弗莱还可以从窗子里爬进来，门窗是挡不住他的。所以我才说，他是个小偷。别太担心，格雷女士，我爷爷已经开始注意弗莱了，爷爷可很少有失手的时候。”


第十一章 英国人的身份

Chapter 11 Who Is the Englishman？

班尼缓缓地走回旅馆，一边走，一边四处打量着，但还是没有看见弗莱的身影。

一路上，班尼苦苦地思索着。他非常肯定，弗莱一定会进行更多的交易。可是除了奥登一家人和格雷太太，没人知道弗莱今天来到了岛上，因为他既没开那辆红色的跑车，又是大半夜偷偷摸过来的——这样做的目的是什么呢？

班尼的脑海里突然闪过一个想法。

弗莱准是一早就做好了计划，打算趁着孩子们上课的时候，到图书馆去偷书。只不过他运气不好，刚好碰上班尼去图书馆找图片。

班尼回到家里，把他的这段冒险经历讲给家人听。亨利不禁感慨道：“班尼，这下你可以跟格雷女士交上朋友了，我就知道你行的，是你让她从房子里走了出来。”

杰西说：“我们一直待在院子里，可根本没见到弗莱或是任何生面孔。”

奥登先生说道：“事情还真有些蹊跷。巴掌大块地方，两个大活人竟然能从咱们眼皮底下溜走。”

这天什么事情也没有发生，一切看起来都是那么平静——在孩子们看来，有些过于平静了。

第二天是星期六，一大清早，首先映入奥登一家眼帘的，就是正在钓鱼的小岛孩子们，他们坐在码头边上，手里牵着长长的渔线，压根就不需要钓鱼竿。

“咱们也去钓鱼吧！”爷爷提议道。

“好啊！”杰西说，“正好咱们可以在码头上观察小岛的情况呢！”

很快，一家人加入到孩子们中间，坐在了码头边。奥登先生给了豪尔一美元，买了五根鱼线。“我来教你怎么钓鱼好了，奥登先生。”艾迪说，“把渔线放下去，先拉起来一点，再放下去。要让鱼钩不停地晃动。”

一家人按照艾迪的说法，依葫芦画瓢，可眼看着岛上的孩子们一条接一条地钓上鱼来，奥登一家却一无所获。正在这时，奥登先生那儿有鱼上钩了。

“快拉上来，奥登先生。”艾迪叫道，“不要急，两只手轮换着拉，用力要均匀！”

奥登先生发挥了最好的水平，从30英尺开外的水里拉出一条肥美的大鱼，扔在了码头上。

“您还想继续钓下去吗，爷爷？”班尼问道。

“想啊！我还会钓到一条的！”爷爷说。

“我可钓不到。”班尼说道，“要能钓上一条就好了，我会把它吃光光。”

接下来，大家便不再开腔了，岛上的孩子们不断地钓上鱼来，但奥登家的孩子还是一无所获。

突然，爷爷缓缓地说道：“咱们终于见到那个怪人了！”听到爷爷的声调有异，奥登家的孩子们不禁抬起头来，朝崖顶的小路望去，而岛上的孩子压根没有注意到这些。

“那人到底是谁？”杰西问道，“穿得像个英国人似的。”

一个陌生人出现在他们的视线中，他戴着帽子，帽檐遮住了眼睛，上身穿着件软衫，脖子上系着条纱巾，下身穿了条深蓝色的短裤，脚上穿着红蓝相间的袜子，一直拉到膝盖上，手里还拄着根拐杖。

“可能是格雷女士的朋友吧。”亨利说，“看起来是从她家过来的。”

这时，维莉突然压低了声音：“爷爷，他是卡特先生，看啊！”

“还真是！”亨利轻声道，“瞧他走路的姿势，就是卡特先生！可他为什么在这儿？”

“是我给他打的电话，我把弗莱的事情告诉了他。”爷爷说道，“不过，我并没叫他来。估计是查到了弗莱的背景，认为咱们需要帮助，他才过来的吧？”

“他朝这边来了。”亨利悄声道，“还装着不认识咱们的样儿呢。”

身穿短裤的男人来到了码头上，班尼差点就笑出声来，还好及时忍住了。

“大家好！在钓鱼么？”那人问道，像是从没见过奥登一家一样。

“准确地说，是岛上的娃娃们在钓鱼。”奥登先生说，“我们只钓上来一条。”

“蛮大的一条哦！”卡特的英国口音学得惟妙惟肖。岛上的孩子们虽然没回头，但都竖着耳朵仔细听着。

“你看着有些面生呢，先生。”爷爷说道，“打算在这儿待多久？”

“一周左右吧。我叫韦德·史密斯，在格雷女士家做客。我妈妈跟格雷女士是大学同学兼闺蜜。”

“我们是奥登一家子。”爷爷自我介绍道，“这是——亨利、杰西、维莉，还有班尼。”

韦德先生鞠了一躬，他知道岛上的孩子们都在听壁角，于是接着说道：“岛上还有个叫弗莱先生的外地人，听说他今天要去村里好人的家里搜集些旧玩意儿，他好这口，怎么样，有点怪癖吧？”

“他才不怪！”伊莎贝自豪地叫道，“他这人好得很！”

“听见了吧？”韦德先生说道，“这人好得很呢。下次弗莱先生再去渔民家，我要跟他一起去。”

“跟他一起？”班尼吃惊地问道。

“他邀请了我呢，当然，我对旧玩意儿一窍不通。对了，这岛上连个邮局都没有，你们知道吗？”

“知道，取信必须到北港去才行。”亨利说。

韦德先生摇了摇头，“我得想想其他办法才行。我的信都是快递寄来的。”

“也许我们可以想办法帮您。”班尼说，“我们有车。”

“好极了。”韦德先生说，“我的信都很重要，没准你们真能帮上忙。不过，我现在得走了。大家加油！很高兴见到你们！”

韦德先生沿着码头走了回去，孩子们都没说话，继续钓起鱼来。

“咱们走吧！”亨利说，“艾迪，谢谢你教我们钓鱼！”

“不客气。”艾迪说道。

等走到沙滩上，杰西才开口问道：“你们说，弗莱为什么要把卡特先生叫上？”

“因为他很聪明。”爷爷说，“他是做给我们看的，让咱们以为他很老实。不过他会发现，卡特比他还聪明。”

此时，码头上的孩子们已经听不到一家人的谈话，但班尼还是压低了声音说：“卡特先生在想办法跟咱们通信，对吧？他刚才提到了邮局。”

“我也是这样想的。”杰西说。

“我想到一个办法。”班尼说，“还记得海滩上有根圆木吗——爷爷经常坐在上面的那根？圆木的一头有个很深的洞，咱们随时可以把字条塞在里面，卡特也可以。”

“好主意！”杰西说，“咱们马上就给他写张字条。大家都知道咱们经常坐在上面，不会注意到的。”

就这样，亨利尽可能简短地写了张字条，内容是这样的：

学校夜晚有亮光，后窗没锁，清洁柜暗通密室。华盛顿衣扣可向外张望。

“可接下来，咱们该怎么不动声色地把它放进圆木里呢？”维莉问道。

“我有办法！”杰西说道，“咱们做几块三明治，到海滩上野餐。趁着吃饭的时候把字条藏进去。”

于是，两个女孩立刻动手做了些奶酪三明治，又在篮子里放了些别的食物。
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不久之后，爷爷便坐在了圆木上。

“爷爷，您来藏字条好了。”班尼说，“您知道洞在哪儿的。”

“你们都不要看我。”爷爷说道。过了一会儿，大家听到爷爷说了一声：“藏好了。”

字条果然一点儿也没有露出来。

“可是卡特先生要怎么取出来呢？”班尼问道。

“这个就是他的事情了。”爷爷说道，“用不着我费心。”


第十二章 袜子里的钱币

Chapter 12 A Sockful of Money

吃完野餐，奥登一家正坐着眺望远处碧蓝的海水，工厂的哨音响了起来。

“哦，天啊！”班尼叫道，“所有人都去工厂干活儿了，等弗莱来的时候，不是每家每户都空城了吗？”

“又不是所有人都出去工作。”杰西说，“对了，我得买些调料回来，今晚做鱼要用的。你们把野餐剩下的东西带回去吧，我去趟商店。”

“我去给你买好了，杰西。”班尼说道，“很乐意效劳。”

“真是个好孩子。”亨利说。

班尼一路走到了商店，芬顿先生拿出了调料，两人开始攀谈起来。

正在这时，门开了，弗莱走了进来。

“你好啊，小鬼！”弗莱说道，“我看到你进来了，听说有几个孩子在那个怪里怪气的学校里教书，你就是其中一个吧？”

“那个学校才不怪呐！”班尼友好地说道，“我教的是最小的小朋友们，他们都很用功呢。”

“你叫什么名字？”弗莱问道。

“班尼。”

“噢，班尼，你想不想学点东西？跟我去伊斯通家里吧，看着我收购硬币。我敢说，就算你见到它们也不识货。你肯定想不到，小小的一分钱居然能卖上一美元吧？去不去？”

“好吧。”班尼一边答应着，一边纳闷弗莱为什么要在行骗时带上自己和韦德先生。班尼拿起那盒调料，两人朝伊斯通家里走去。

伊斯通太太正满面笑容地等候在门外，恰巧这时韦德先生出现了。

“好极了，观众都到齐了，拭目以待吧。”弗莱说，“伊斯通太太，很高兴来到你家，咱们这就开始吧。”

伊斯通太太将一只旧袜子放到桌上，从里面倒出了一堆硬币，硬币非常古老，有些根本没用过。班尼几乎不敢相信自己的眼睛。

“有些钱是我爷爷传下来的。”伊斯通太太说道。

几个人在桌旁坐了下来。弗莱的动作异常麻利，他把硬币一枚枚挑出来，用放大镜仔细查看，然后扔到一个空盒子里。韦德先生只是在一边旁观，似乎对硬币一窍不通。

“这个硬币年代很久了吗？”班尼问道，他看到一枚铜质的、大概半美元大小的硬币。

“是的。咱们来看看，时间是1864年，这枚硬币价值十美元。”说着，他掏出一张十美元的纸币放在桌上，把硬币扔进了盒子里。

伊斯通太太笑了起来：“弗莱先生的动作真快，业务很熟练呢。”

“这你算是说对了。”弗莱咧开嘴，开怀地笑道，“这是个不错的行当，韦德先生。”他继续说道，“我从渔民手里买了不少硬币和小玩意儿，花了我五百多美元，他们都对我感激不尽呐！”

“这是当然的。”韦德先生说道，“不过你买这些东西究竟有什么用呢？”

“噢，我就是好这口。”弗莱说，“只要是旧玩意儿，我都喜欢，不过最喜欢的还是硬币。”

“可你连价格表都没有，怎么记得清价格呢？”班尼问道。

“太容易啦！”弗莱说，“我干这行已经好多年了，只要看上一眼，就知道硬币值多少钱。”

“可是，”韦德先生说道，“你还是有可能弄错啊！”

“绝对不会。”弗莱说，“这些硬币就像我的老朋友一样，从来不会弄错。看，这是最值钱的一枚。”

他把一枚一角硬币推到两人面前，“这枚硬币看起来很新，可你看看上面的时间——1901年。这个我可得多给些钱才行，这样伊斯通太太才不会把老好人弗莱给忘了，对吧？”

“我怎么能把你忘了呐！”伊斯通太太说道。

“还真是，”韦德先生说，“这硬币好像从来都没用过呢。”

“是的，从来没用过，已经在家里搁了六十多年啦。”

“可是磨旧的硬币会更值钱啊！”韦德先生说道。

“要是磨光了，可就一文不值了。看到这枚大铜板了吗？光滑得跟绸子一样，时间也看不清，旧是很旧，可是一个子儿都不值！”弗莱被自己的话逗得狂笑起来。

“就这些了。”弗莱说，“剩下的都没什么价值了。伊斯通太太，咱们的买卖做完了。”

“非常感谢。”韦德先生说道，“真是让人大开眼界，我从你这儿学到了很多呢！”
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“你也学到东西了吧，小兄弟？”弗莱问道。

“嗯。”班尼说着，与伊斯通太太道了别，跟着韦德先生离开了。

“圆木上有个洞。”班尼压低声音，迅速地说道。

“每天查看三次。”韦德先生紧接着说。

“英国人”摘下帽子，装作从不认识的样子跟男孩道了别。两人各自上路了。

回家后，班尼压低了声音，把看到的一切都告诉了家人。

“咱们干吗这么小声说话？”杰西说道，“弄得像有人在偷听似的，感觉怪怪的。”

“说不准真有人在偷听呢。”维莉说。

可是当杰西把烘焙鲜鱼端上餐桌时，大家都情不自禁地大声欢呼起来，除了烤鱼，还有焙土豆、洋葱、苹果派和奶酪。

“终于可以吃大餐啦！”班尼叫道，“我都饿坏了。”

暮色渐浓，一家人都坐到了旅馆的院子里，亨利在最边上，正在这时，屋后的灌木丛里突然传来一阵响动，他连忙转过头去，听到有人轻声喊道：“班尼！跟我到学校去！带上后门钥匙！到灌木丛里来，跟在我身后。”

大家都听得一清二楚——这是卡特先生的声音。

亨利把钥匙给了弟弟，班尼一声不响地走了出去。

“为什么要班尼去？”杰西问道。

“可能是他个头小，比我这个大块头灵活吧。”亨利悄声说道。紧接着，他又恢复了正常的声调，把话题岔开了。

十点钟的时候，班尼回来了，看起来十分兴奋。

“小声点说，班尼。”亨利提醒道，“没准有人在偷听呢。”

班尼压低了声音，悄声道：“我们试了试烟囱里的密室，我们两个都可以进去，透过画像的衣扣，的确能看到教室呢！卡特先生说，弗莱准是在教室里藏了东西，只是我们没找到而已。他还会过去蹲守的，他说弗莱还会待上好一阵子，因为还有好多渔民家都没去过。”

“看吧！”奥登先生说道，“这下你可以理直气壮地告诉迈克——这里一点儿都不无聊！”

“而且还有趣得很呢！”班尼说，“这些冒险可不是咱们故意安排的。”

“当然不是，班尼。”爷爷说道，“是你们警惕性高，为新朋友担心的结果——当他们提起有人花高价买硬币时，你们立马留了心，猜到那是骗子的伎俩。”

“可咱们一点儿证据都没有。”亨利说道。

“没错。”爷爷说，“所以说一见到卡特先生，我就放心啦。”


第十三章 维莉的惊喜

Chapter 13 Surprise for Violet

星期一，弗莱先生在村里挨家挨户地登门拜访。所有的孩子得知这个消息后，都忍不住谈论起来。奥登家的孩子们几乎没法上课了。就连课间休息大家也没心思做游戏，只想着聊天。

“噢，我妈有根很旧的金针，上面还带着狮子头呢。”一个女孩说道，“钱贩子肯定会买下它，连带着那枚石榴戒指。”

“我奶奶还有一箱子旧卡片，都是情人节的礼卡。”女孩的哥哥说道，“钱贩子会全部都买下来的。”

“我爸有个很古老的锡盘，从前是用来切肉用的。”托米说道。

“会不会是锡镴做的？”维莉问道。

“锡镴？不知道。我从来没听说过。”

“我们家还有个旧沙漏，以前在北港教堂里用过的。”艾迪说道。

“我家有个玻璃书镇，上面印满了花纹，钱贩子喜欢得不得了。”另一个孩子说道。

豪尔突然站了起来，他登上一块石头，对大家说道：“伙伴们，听我说两句！你们要想谈论钱贩子的事情，有整整一下午的时间呢。今天上午是用来学习的，大家可以利用这个机会好好地学些东西。他们讲课的方法这么有趣，恐怕咱们以后再也遇不到这种老师了。再说，他们在这里待不了多久的。大家还是闭上嘴巴学习吧。我想说的就这些。”

一些孩子为豪尔的话鼓起了掌，大家很快就忙碌了起来，上午的时间飞快地过去了。

“现在开始学画画啦。”维莉宣布道，“咱们可以到海滩上去画。”

梅里和豪尔比其他孩子都要兴奋。“教我画海港吧——就像真正的画家那样！”梅里央求道。

“我会尽力帮助你的。”维莉保证道。

孩子们把绘画用品拿到了海滩上，奥登兄妹给他们讲了讲绘画入门技巧。维莉则教梅里和豪尔用铅笔素描海港，只强调了一点：“要注意，码头入海处，线条要逐渐汇拢才行。”

维莉又教给大家正确握画笔的姿势，便宣布道：“现在可以开始啦，大家随意画吧！”
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不一会儿，杰西和亨利也站到维莉身边，看着莫斯家的姐弟俩画画。

豪尔和梅里把少量蓝色和绿色的油彩混在一起，调和成海水的颜色，紧接着，他们寥寥几笔就把小船画得活灵活现，很难以置信这居然是姐弟俩第一次使用水彩。

维莉很快得出了结论——这两个孩子天生就有画画的天分，这一点，她是永远也达不到的。不仅如此，姐弟俩还有各自独特的风格。

“噢，这里该用紫色了。”梅里边说边在码头下方添了几笔紫色和黑色，笔触十分豪放。

“好漂亮！”杰西叫了起来。

豪尔的作品同样优秀，但风格不同。

“可以把你们的画拿给我爷爷看吗？”维莉向姐弟俩征询道。

“我可以再画一幅！”豪尔叫道，“我知道怎样画能让大海看起来像是在经历风暴。”

正在这时，奥登先生来到了海滩上，想看看孩子们的情况。维莉赶紧跑过去，把两幅画展示给爷爷。

爷爷啧啧赞道：“这是水彩画的吗？真是漂亮极了！两个小画家应该去艺术学校才对——当然，不是现在，是将来。”

上午的课程结束了，钟声已经响起。亨利知道，班尼会很快锁好教室，回到海滩上来。

“班尼老弟准是惦记着午饭呢。”亨利说着，大笑起来。

“我也是。”奥登先生说道，“希望班尼早点过来。”

吃饭时，维莉缓缓地说道：“我想，应该让格雷女士看看那两幅画。”

“我也这么认为。”班尼说，“她准会喜欢的。”

吃过午饭，一家人带着两幅画出发了。大家爬到崖顶，按响了门铃。

艾娃开了门，满面笑容地说道：“只要是你们来，我都用不着通报了。快请进吧。”

见到奥登一家，格雷女士发自内心地笑了起来——他们还是头一次看到她这么会心的笑容。

“弗莱的事情怎么样了？”她问道。

“他算是摊上事儿了。”爷爷说道，“他胆子太大，太过分了。”

“那些书呢？”

“现在还没查到书的下落。”奥登先生承认道。

“肯定能找回来的。”班尼说，“因为……”

亨利看了弟弟一眼，班尼立刻顿住了。

“怎么啦？你刚才想说什么？”格雷女士追问道。

“嗯——我是想说，这事不难。”班尼说，“因为我们一直都在监视弗莱。”班尼并不确定格雷女士是否认识那位“英国客人”。

“其实，我们过来是想让您看看两幅水彩画。”奥登先生说道，“我们很想听听您的意见。”说着，他把两幅画递给了格雷女士。

“是海港。”格雷女士说道，“画得好极了！这是一个人画的还是两个人画的？”

“两个。”维莉的眼睛闪闪发亮，“绘画者是豪尔和梅里——莫斯家的双胞胎。”

“豪尔和梅里？”格雷女士叫道，“他们从来都没学过画画啊！”

“正是如此，”爷爷说道，“所以说这姐弟俩很有天赋！”

“他们只看到过三幅画。”杰西说道，“有两幅是很久前一个画家画的海港和他们家的屋子，还有一幅就是教室里的华盛顿画像。”

“所以他们才有自己独特的风格。”格雷女士点了点头说。

“我们八月一号就得回家了。”维莉说道，“可姐弟俩必须有人教下去才行。”

格雷女士目不转睛地望着维莉。“我来教好了。”短短一句话后，她似乎不知道接下来该如何表达。良久，她终于又开口了：“你们回家以后，我会亲自去学校讲课的。”

“您亲自去讲？”杰西叫了起来，“您的身体受得了吗？”

“没问题！”格雷女士说，“尽管姐弟俩近在咫尺，可要不是你们来了，怕是没人挖掘出他们的绘画天赋——我是一直宅在家里写书，村子里其他人也不可能发现。”

接下来，奥登一家起身告辞了，格雷女士把大家送到了门口，爷爷向她点头致意。

“奥登先生，”格雷女士说道，“您的维莉发掘了两个小画家，而您的班尼，同样也把我给‘挖掘’出来了！”


第十四章 被捕

Chapter 14 Caught！

第二天，大家眼见着弗莱开着红色的跑车在岛上来回奔忙着，却从没见到他开过后备厢，而车子的前座上也没有箱子之类的东西。

“他准是把偷来的书藏在学校里了。”班尼说，“另外他还新添了不少大物件——显然这附近没有地方可藏了。可是，卡特先生却什么都没找到。”

亨利的表情十分严肃，“时间不多了。再过一两天，弗莱就会把岛上值钱的东西都骗到手了。”

吃过晚饭，一家人在海滩的圆木里找到了一张长长的字条，上面写道：

弗莱·维尔利，本名叫哈罗德·K，两个名字都曾使用，因走私正被加拿大警方通缉。只需将他引到边境即可。

当晚，奥登一家人像往常一样坐到了院子里。随着天色渐黑，每个人都逐渐激动起来——他们知道，一定会有事情发生。果不其然，一阵低低的呼唤声传来：“班尼，快跟我来。”

班尼跟着卡特离开了，其他人则谈论起了天气。

一开始，班尼还以为教室里漆黑一片，不过很快，他发现那是因为窗子用什么东西遮挡着。

那是一块旅行毯。

从另一扇窗子里透出一道微弱的光线来。

卡特和班尼一声不响地溜进后门，躲进了烟囱里的密室。卡特凑到画像的衣扣前看了看，接着把位置让给了班尼。

只见教室后排的桌子上放着一把方形手电筒，屋子里的情形依稀可见。一开始，班尼还不明白弗莱到底在做什么。但接下来，他看清楚了——弗莱正在往外挪箱子里的木柴！

“东西就藏在这儿！”卡特悄声道，“来，让我看看。”

等所有木柴都拣出来后，弗莱小心翼翼地把箱子扣在桌上，倒出一枚又一枚的硬币来，接着，又飞快地把它们装进了一个结实的口袋。

“看到那几本书了吗？”班尼悄声问道。

卡特先生摇了摇头。

正在这时，令人吃惊的一幕出现了：只见弗莱走到书架前，取下所有的教科书后，把书架的后壁板拆下来，接着，他从里面掏出了从图书馆偷来的旧书。

卡特先生让出位置，换班尼来看。

只见一本又一本的书被掏了出来，然后是木偶娃娃、旧衣扣、金针、铁钱罐——所有宝贝都在。

班尼细细想着：“弗莱先生准是来过学校好多次了，光是在书架后面打洞就需要好长时间。难怪经常看不到他，原来是干这事儿去了。哎呀，这么多的书，他会怎么处理呢？”

班尼很快找到了答案：只见弗莱拿出一根绳子，每六本书捆在一处，放到另一张桌上，很快便捆完了60本书。接着，他把木板安回原处，将教室恢复成原来的样子。

现在又轮到卡特透过小孔观察了。弗莱一手拎起书，一手朝电筒摸去，正打算关掉。卡特先生当机立断，呵斥道：

“站住，弗莱！不要动！前门已经锁上了！”

卡特和班尼从后堂冲进了教室。弗莱还想做最后的挣扎，他关掉了电筒。

但这根本无济于事。光一灭，卡特便冲了上去。

“你干什么？”弗莱喊道，“我可什么都没做！”
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“不对吧，你做的事儿可多着呢！”卡特先生说道，“先把书放下吧。你换来的东西又怎么说？那些硬币又怎么解释？”

“这些都是公平买卖！”弗莱喊道，“是你情我愿的事儿，大家都高兴着呢！”

“那是因为他们不知道这些是古董。”卡特先生说，“那么这些书呢？也是你换来的？”

“是我借来的。只要签个名字就可以借走——我可是签了名的！”

“签的是哪个名字呢——弗莱？”卡特先生轻声问道。

弗莱立刻意识到，真正的麻烦来了。他用过三四个假名，看来每个名字卡特都了如指掌。只听卡特先生继续说道：“加拿大警方正在通缉你，弗莱。见到你，他们会很高兴的。你走私这么多年，这次再犯，真是大错特错了。把所有东西都放在原地吧！”

弗莱只好使出了最后一招。

“你又不是警察，没权逮捕我。”他愤怒地说道。

“你说错了。”卡特先生说，“一周前，我刚被任命为北港特警。对了，听到这个消息你可能会高兴的——北港警长正在你的红色跑车里坐着呢，就在外面的灌木丛里。”

弗莱沉默了一阵，开口道：“听着，我买这些古币花了很多钱的。”

“只是花得远远不够多而已。”卡特先生说道，“你想把硬币卖给亚当学院的博物馆是吧？我们替你代劳好了。对了，还要感谢你，把最值钱的货币都挑了出来！”

“你们必须把钱还给我。”弗莱说道。

“我们会的。”卡特先生说，“没人想过要骗你，弗莱。不过在监狱里，钱也带不来多少好处的。安德森，出来吧！我和班尼都想见你呐！”

一名从北港来的高个儿警察走进了后门。

弗莱低声咆哮起来：“都是奥登家的小孩坏了事！”

“没错。”卡特先生说道，“多亏了奥登家的孩子们。他们履行了美国公民的职责，做了该做的事情。”

“我代表所有人感谢你们。”安德森先生说道，“也代表加拿大警方，这几年，他们一直在追捕诺斯先生。”

“诺斯先生？”

“没错，他还叫弗莱·迪克先生和本森先生，其实都是这个弗莱·维尔利。我们就开他的车好了。”

弗莱是个聪明人，他知道自己大势已去，只能一声不吭地跟着警察走了。此时正值落潮，跟他预计的分毫不差，通往加拿大的道路就在眼前，畅通无阻。

爷爷、亨利、杰西和维莉站在旅馆外，望着跑车消失在通往加拿大的石子路上。


第十五章 最后一曲

Chapter 15 The Last Song

弗莱的事情浮出水面后，伊丽莎白港沸腾起来！

大家都不敢相信，他们竟然被钱贩子给骗了。当卡特告诉大家，那些情人节的旧礼卡每张都值很多钱时，大家才开始相信了。

“总算可以大声说话了。”班尼说道，“这感觉真好。我可不喜欢偷偷摸摸地讲话，也不喜欢被人听壁角。现在总算可以想喊就喊啦！”

“很高兴咱们又见面了，卡特先生。”亨利说，“哦，不，应该是韦德先生才对。”

“亚当学院那边有什么消息吗，卡特？”爷爷问道。

“他们会把大部分硬币都买下来的。”卡特先生说，“我又找了两个收藏家，会把剩下的也买下来。我要挨家挨户地打电话，让村民们得到应有的补偿。”

“干得漂亮！”亨利说道。

“一天就能搞定。”卡特说着，脸上露出了微笑。

“那些小物件怎么办？”杰西问道。

“都会物归原主的。”卡特先生说，“过不了多久，就会有个很讲信用的古董商到岛上来，是卖掉还是留下它们，都由村民们说了算。”

“可弗莱先生还给了梅里一条红色的项链啊！”班尼缓缓地说道。

卡特先生笑了起来：“用不着担心，那项链只值25美分。”

这时，维莉猛地开口道：“要是那个古董商讲信用的话，格雷女士可以把书卖给他啊！反正那些书也没人读。”

“说得不错，维莉。”卡特先生说道，“她就是这么跟我交代的呢。她还说，自己怎么傻到以为有人会喜欢读那些古董书，她打算投资建一个图书馆，将彩色图画书、故事书和一些新书放进去，这样大人小孩都可以读了。”

“太棒啦！”杰西说道，“她真的变了呢！变得越来越亲切了！”

在岛上的最后一天，奥登兄妹原本打算跟学生们一起出去野餐，可是孩子们不同意——他们想要上课！
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“我还从来没遇到过这样的学生呢！”维莉说道，“闻所未闻。”

当孩子们唱起最后一首歌的时候，有人从后门走了进来。孩子们不敢相信自己的眼睛，全都情不自禁地鼓起掌来。大家都知道她是谁，只不过以前只敢远远地凝望。

她就是——格雷女士。

“新老师上任之前，就由格雷女士来教大家。”亨利说道，“她会选出一个人，专门负责敲钟。”

“我们可不想说再见。”班尼说，“这种话最讨厌了。我向来就是要走就走，从不说再见。”

尽管每个人心里都很难过，孩子们还是没有告别就离开了。奥登先生坐在车里，等候在学校外面。格雷女士的房子正由园丁帮忙照看着。奥登兄妹上了车，学生们不停地挥着手，直到车子上了石子路，向奥登家的方向绝尘而去。

到家以后，班尼马上给迈克打了电话。

“你好呀，迈克！是我！”

“哦，你好啊班尼！你们又去探险了？这次是抓住了小偷还是找到宝藏了？”

“都让你说中了！”班尼说，“赶快骑车过来，我们给你讲讲小偷的故事！还有藏在旧袜子里的钱币！”

“别哄我了！”迈克说道，“那小岛那么无聊，根本发生不了这种事！”

“我可没哄你！”班尼说，“真是太刺激了，害得我都没法专心讲课了！”

“讲课？你不是在说胡话吧？”

“当然没有。”班尼说，“还不止这些呢，我们遇到了一位著名作家，还发现了两个天才画家！”

“我不信！”迈克嘴上这么说，心里其实一直很信班尼。

没过多久，迈克就将自行车停靠在奥登家门前的台阶上。奥登兄妹轮流跟他讲起了校舍里发生的神秘事件。

“真是太刺激了！”迈克听完，感慨道，“我在小岛待了两个暑假，什么事都没碰上！每天除了吃饭、钓鱼，就没别的可干了！对了，奥登先生，您不是说，这个暑假还要带他们去别的地方吗？”

“是的，迈克，我会的。”爷爷说着，眨了眨眼睛。

“剩下的时间不多了啊，先生！”

“足够了！还有整整一个八月份，九月份里还有几天呢！”奥登先生说。

“都足够到月亮上走一趟了呢！”班尼说。


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 10·Schoolhouse Mystery




Chapter 1 Benny’s Plan

The whole Alden family sat on the front porch reading. It was one of those hot vacation days in June. Supper was over and the sun had not yet set.

“Plenty of light to read by，” said Benny as he took his favorite book to his favorite seat in the corner. Jessie and Violet， his sisters， were already sitting in the porch swing. Henry， the oldest of the Aldens， was just home from college. He sat in one easy chair， and Grandfather sat in another.

Suddenly Grandfather looked up. Benny was not reading any more. He was looking straight ahead. But he was not looking at anything.

“What’s the matter， Ben？” asked Mr. Alden.

“I’m thinking，” said Benny. He did not move.

“What are you thinking about， old man？” asked Henry. “It seems to be important.”

“No， it isn’t important，” Benny said， but he did not go back to his book.

“You might as well tell us，” said his older sister Jessie. “It must be interesting.”

Violet added， “Please， Benny.”

“Well，” said Benny， “it’s something Max said.”

“Oh， your friend Max？” said Henry. “What did Max say？”

“Well， it wasn’t much，” said Benny， “but it got me thinking. He said that we Aldens always seem to have an exciting time on vacation no matter where we go. Always some adventure.”

“Max was right，” said Violet.

“Yes，” said Benny， looking at Violet. “I told Max he was dead right. But then he said he’d like to see us have any exciting adventures if we went to his father’s favorite fishing town up on the northern coast. He said it was a tiny village with nothing there. He is sure we couldn’t go there and have any adventures. He said even an Alden couldn’t find anything exciting in that place.”

Mr. Alden was quick to read Benny’s mind. He laughed and said， “So I suppose you want to go to this fishing village and try it？”

Benny turned and looked at his grandfather. “Well，” he said， “you see it sounded pretty interesting. I mean I can’t imagine being dull anywhere， can you？”

“No， Benny， I can’t，” said Mr. Alden. “This is not a family to have a dull time. It never was. How would you like to go there for a short time？There would still be half the summer left to go somewhere else.”

“Oh， I remember！” said Jessie. “You had something all planned for this summer， Grandfather.”

“It can wait，” Mr. Alden said， smiling to himself.

“It certainly would be fun to visit a dull town，” said Jessie. “Is it right on the sea？”

“Yes，” said Benny. “It’s an island at high tide with water on all sides. But at low tide the ocean goes out and leaves a roadway made of rocks and gravel. You can drive a car across or walk across. But the people don’t go off the island very often， Max says. Just the summer visitors.”

“And I guess there are not many of them，” said Henry.

“Where do the visitors stay？” asked Violet.

“There’s only one place，” Benny answered. “It’s something like an old country hotel with six rooms for summer fishermen like Max’s father. The village is tiny. There’s a schoolhouse and a store. There isn’t even a post office. There are houses for the people who live there， and a sardine factory where they work. They use the schoolhouse for town meetings. And that’s all.”

Grandfather looked around at the family. “If you all want to go， I’m ready. But every one of you must want to go.”

“Of course we do， Grandfather，” said Henry. “It will be fun to prove old Max is wrong. We have exciting times just by ourselves.”

“We’ll show Max！” said Benny.

Henry added， “It would be interesting to study a village where people are so cut off from everyone else. I might even write a college paper on it.”

“What’s the name of this village？” asked Grandfather. “Maybe I know it from my old fishing trips.”

“Maybe you do，” said Benny. “You know a lot of things. It is called Port Elizabeth.”

Mr. Alden shook his head. “No， I don’t know that name. We can look for it on a map. It can’t be too far away.”

Violet ran into the house and soon came back with a book of maps. “You look it up，” said Grandfather.

“Here it is，” cried Violet. “It must be very small， the name is in such fine print. And here’s the island. The only town near it is Northport.”

Henry looked at the map.“It looks as if Northport is about thirty miles away，” he said. “It must be a very small town， too.”

“It’s bigger than Port Elizabeth， though，” Jessie said. “We can probably buy things there.”

“We can take some things with us， too，” said Grandfather.

Benny began to laugh. “I never thought you would want to go to Max’s village，” he said. “I just can’t help thinking about the surprise we’ll have for Max.”
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“Neither can I，” said Henry. “We’ll let Benny tell Max when we get home what a dull time we had.”

“You seem to be very sure you will have an adventure，” said Grandfather， his eyes twinkling. “What happens if it is dull， just as Max said？”

“Let’s try it anyway， Grandfather，” said Jessie. “If it is dull， we won’t mind.”

Violet said， “I’ll take my watercolors. I love to paint the sea.”

Henry winked at Benny and said， “We’ll find something to do. We can always fish.”

Just a week later Henry drove the station wagon into the fishing village of Port Elizabeth. The tide was out. It was exactly as Max had said. There was the old hotel with six rooms， the schoolhouse， and a small store. They knew that the storekeeper， Mr. Fenton， owned the hotel. He had rented them three rooms by telephone.

“Shall we go to the store first？” asked Henry.

“Yes， I’m sure Mr. Fenton will have the keys. We can let him know we have arrived，” said Grandfather. “I hope the beds are comfortable.”

Everyone was surprised when Mr. Fenton opened the door of the first room. They had not expected anything so pleasant. There were two comfortable beds. The floor was bare except for two handmade rugs near the beds.

“Very good， very good，” said Mr. Alden nodding his head at the storekeeper. “I can see that we are going to enjoy this.”

“It’s lovely，” said Violet. “It’s just right for us.”

“Now，” said Mr. Fenton， “I’m going to show you something I don’t show all my guests. It’s a kitchen.”

He opened another door at the end of the hall， and， sure enough， there was a small kitchen. There was a large table in the middle of the room. The sink and stove were old fashioned， but the refrigerator looked new. There were cupboards full of dishes.

“It will be a pleasure to let you use it，” Mr. Fenton said. “There’s no place to eat in Port Elizabeth， and you’d have to go to Northport for your meals—and that’s thirty miles away.”

“Oh， aren’t you kind！” cried Jessie， “A kitchen like this is just what we need.”

“Can you cook？” asked Mr. Fenton.

“They all can cook， even Benny，” said Mr. Alden， laughing. “I tell them they can make something out of nothing.”

“Good，” said Mr. Fenton. “I thought you people looked as if you could take care of yourselves. I’m pretty good at guessing what people are like. Don’t often make a mistake. That’s why I showed you the kitchen.”

“Today we brought our own supper，” said Benny. “We didn’t know about the kitchen.”

“That’s fine，” said Mr. Fenton. “You must be tired. You have had a long drive. Maybe you’ll go to bed early and start up again tomorrow.”

“We’ll just drive around and see the town first，” said Mr. Alden.

“It won’t take you long，” said Mr. Fenton with a laugh. “It’s a very small place.”

Henry drove slowly along the sandy road by the ocean. Two large wharves stood out in the water. The sardine factory could be seen in the distance， but it was closed for the day. Some boats were tied up there. Beyond the factory was a high cliff， and on top was a very large and beautiful old house.

“I wonder who lives in that house，” said Benny. “Isn’t it huge？Must be a big family. I guess there are twenty rooms.”

“It looks to me like an old family mansion，” said Grandfather. “It is certainly not new. The house seems to be closed， too.”

It was not， but the Aldens did not know that until later. The road curved around past the cliff， past the store and a row of fishermen’s houses， and back to the hotel. That was all there was to see， except for the schoolhouse. A great many bushes and trees stood between the schoolhouse and their hotel.

The schoolhouse had once been painted white， but much of the paint had worn off. On top there was a belfry with a bell in it.

“Listen！” said Benny. “Is that the school bell ringing？”

“Oh， Benny！” Jessie said. “What an imagination！”

Violet looked hard at the building. She said， “I think it’s a pretty little school. That big chimney is a queer shape， isn’t it？”

And so it proved to be.

“We have done the town，” said Grandfather. “That is all there is. Maybe Max is right， Benny， and it is dull.”

“Well， maybe，” said Benny. “We haven’t been here very long. Anyway I’m hungry.”

“You shouldn’t be hungry，” said Jessie. She looked at her watch. Then she looked up in surprise. “It’s half past five！” she exclaimed. “I thought it was about three o’clock.”

“It’s a long time since we stopped for lunch，” said Henry. “ Let’s get unpacked and have supper.”

The girls were delighted. They put the straw basket on the kitchen table and opened it. They took out chicken sandwiches， pickles， cheese， doughnuts， and potato chips. Benny ran over to the store to get cold milk.

Grandfather had hardly had time to unpack when he heard Violet call， “Supper！”

The children sat on long benches， but Grandfather had a chair at the head of the table.

“This reminds me of Surprise Island，” said Henry. “Only there we didn’t have a real table. We used two barrels with a board across them.”

“One thing is the same，” said Benny. “I’m starved. Let’s begin！”

Everyone else must have been hungry， too. The food was soon gone. Then the boys went to their room to unpack， and the girls to another. Grandfather had a big room alone.

The hotel was so near the ocean that the splash of the waves kept them awake for a while. But they loved the sound of waves and quickly fell asleep.

The Aldens did not know that soon they would meet a wonderful friend and find some people who were not friendly at all.


Chapter 2 Being Watched

The next day the Aldens began in earnest to learn more about Port Elizabeth.

First they walked over to the little store. They found that they could buy almost any kind of food there. The girls bought enough food to last for a few days. Then Benny asked Mr. Fenton， “Who lives in the big mansion on the cliff？”

“Well，” said Mr. Fenton， “Miss Gray lives there. Miss Elizabeth Gray. She is the last of her family.”

“She lives alone in that great house？” cried Benny.

“No， not really alone. She has a woman to get her meals and a man to mow the grass and shovel snow in the winter. But she has no family. Her grandfather built that house， and twelve children grew up there. But some of them died and some left. She hasn’t anyone close to her. People say she writes books.”

Jessie said， “I should think she would be very lonesome. Does she ever go out？”

“No，” said Mr. Fenton. He shook his head. “Almost never. Nobody calls there， either. She is shy， and people don’t feel comfortable with her. She has plenty of money， and she has done a lot for the town. Her grandfather built the schoolhouse many years ago. He called it the Elizabeth Gray School for his wife， Miss Gray’s grandmother. Miss Gray is the one who has the schoolhouse cleaned in the fall， and she keeps the keys. But she stays by herself.”

“I’m sorry for anyone like that，” said Benny. “She must miss a lot of fun.”
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As the Alden family talked with the storekeeper， a red-haired boy and girl came in together. They looked alike and were certainly twins.

The island children did not look at the Aldens. In fact， they looked the other way. But Benny thought， “They must have looked us over before they came in.”

“We want some flour，” said the boy. “And Ma wants some more tea.” His voice was as rough as his looks. His sister looked rough， too. Her hair hung in wisps around her face.

The girl counted out the money carefully， but she did it slowly. It seemed hard for her， so at last Mr. Fenton helped her. When they had gone， Mr. Fenton said， “To tell you the truth， Mr. Alden， I’m sorry for the children who are brought up here. Living is hard on this island， and the people have no education. The children never have a chance to learn any other way to live. They don’t even have TV. They don’t see magazines， and they never go off this island.”

“Oh， dear，” said Jessie， “I shouldn’t think they would know anything about the world.”

“They don’t，” said Mr. Fenton. “As soon as they’re old enough， they work in the sardine factory. Those two are the Moss twins. They work in the factory whenever it is open.”

“Then they earn some money，” said Benny.

Mr. Fenton smiled. “I can see you don’t know what the island people are like. The children don’t ever see that money. The fathers take it and keep it. They don’t spend much. All these people save all the money they can， but they never put it in the bank. They put it in an old stocking.”

“That’s a queer thing to do，” said Benny. “They might lose it that way.”

Mr. Fenton gave a short laugh. “Yes， they certainly might，” he said. “And then again， they might not！Here’s something funny. A strange man came here last summer and he gave Mr. Moss ten dollars for an old quarter. He gave me three dollars for an old penny， but I didn’t trust him.”

Suddenly Grandfather was interested. “What was this man’s name？” he asked.

“Mr. Fred Willet，” said Mr. Fenton. “He said he would come back this summer.”

“Well， if he does，” said Mr. Alden， “I hope to see him.”

“You will，” said Mr. Fenton. “Everyone will see Freddy Willet if he’s around. He’s very friendly. I’ll say that much for him.”

Then Jessie paid for the groceries and thanked Mr. Fenton for telling them about the island. Henry and Benny raced home to the hotel to put the food away.

Violet said， “Imagine how it would be to live on this island and not know anything else.”

“I can’t imagine，” said Jessie. “I don’t blame that girl if she can’t count very well.”

When the boys came back， they and the girls went down to the beach. Mr. Alden did not go this time. He had to write some letters.

As the young people walked along， Violet said， “I have a funny feeling that people are staring at us.”

“Me， too，” said Benny. “And how is it we don’t see any men around？I see kids and some women， but not a single man. I thought a lot of fishermen lived here. But where are they？”

Henry looked all around. “You’re right， Ben. I hadn’t really noticed. But I think I know the answer. If the men are fishermen， they must be out in their boats.”

“Let’s go down to the wharf and see what is going on，” said Benny.

There were people on the beach. There were many children of all ages and some mothers. Some of the older girls and boys were sitting on the sand working on nets. They tied knot after knot. They all worked fast. They did not look up when the Aldens went by.

Little children were playing in the water. They all swam like fishes. Some boys dived off the wharf into deep water.

“Aren’t you afraid to be under water？” Benny asked a small boy.

“No， I like it. I can always come up，” the boy said. He seemed surprised that anyone would ask him such a question.

“I can see you are a fine swimmer，” Benny told him. “Probably you’ve been swimming all your life.”

Henry laughed. He said， “Probably all these children can swim as soon as they can walk.”

Jessie smiled and said hello to a woman who was knitting. The woman answered gruffly， but she quickly looked the other way.

When the Aldens went home for lunch， Jessie said to her grandfather， “These people aren’t very friendly， are they？”

“No，” said Mr. Alden. “They don’t trust strangers. I’ve seen people like this before.”

Benny frowned. “What have we done wrong？” he asked.

“Nothing，” said Mr. Alden. “You’ll just have to get used to the idea that these people have different ways.”

Benny said， “Well， even if they do， I should think they could smile.”

“Do you want to go home？” Grandfather asked.

“Oh， no， not yet！” said all four Aldens together. Then they laughed， for they had all agreed to keep trying.

Grandfather smiled. He liked to see his grandchildren stick to something that was not easy.

It was lucky that the Aldens could not hear what people were saying about them. The people had watched them quietly ever since they had come.

One girl said， “They’re stuck-up rich kids. Look at their clothes！I bet those girls never had to work.”

Some of the older people said， “Summer people！We’ve seen plenty of them. I wish we had half the money they spend.”

“That car is air-conditioned，” said a big boy. “Showing off， they are.”

But his mother spoke up. “I don’t think they’re stuck-up. And I don’t think they’re showing off. They all smile and act friendly. You are just jealous.”

It was true. The island children wished they were like the Aldens with nothing to do. They watched them every minute. They could hear the four young people laughing and talking together as they went around the town.

But as time passed， things began to change. People began to like the Aldens. They were such pleasant visitors. The island children really wanted to be friends， but not one of them knew how to say so.


Chapter 3 Wanted: A Schoolhouse

It was a few days later， and the girls were getting lunch. Grandfather came in from the store. He said， “While you were at the beach Mr. Fenton told me that the fishermen get up at three o’clock in the morning to take their boats out. That’s why we never see any men in the morning.”

Henry said， “Well， we know they come back at four or five in the afternoon. We’ve noticed that every day.”

“They look fine coming in one by one，” said Benny. “I’m going down to the beach to watch those boats. I don’t care if nobody speaks to me. But I’m going early. I don’t want to miss anything.”

Long before three o’clock the four Aldens went down to the sandy beach. Violet took her watercolors， brushes， and paper.

A few boats were coming in early. The fishermen started to shovel fish into boxes. Some of the fish were spread out in nets to dry. Others were packed in ice to go to Northport. Gulls were flying all around the wharf， trying to get leftover fish. They made a great noise.

“Fish smells awful， doesn’t it？” said Benny.

“Well， there is so much of it the whole town smells of fish，” said Henry. “I suppose it is the fish drying that smells.”

Just then the red-haired girl and her brother came slowly out of their house next to the store. They passed the Aldens.

“Oh， hello there！” said Jessie.

“Hello，” said the girl， but she did not stop. In fact she seemed to walk faster.

Jessie said sadly， “Nobody wants to be friends.”

“Maybe Max is right，” said Benny. “It will be dull if nobody is friendly.”

“Come on， Ben， don’t give up so easily，” Henry said. “If anyone can make friends， you can.”

After Violet had watched the boats for a while， she climbed up on the rocks. She could see the harbor better from there. The other Aldens stayed on the sand below.

“Oh， my！” Violet called down. “There are a lot of small pools of seawater all over the top of this rock. I’m going to use salt water for my watercolors！” So she washed her brushes in a pool of seawater.

She had just painted a blue band for the sea and some yellow sand， when she heard someone climbing up the rock behind her. She knew her family was sitting on the sand below her because she could see them. Who could this be？She turned her head to look. It was the red-haired girl！

“Oh， can I watch you？Do you mind？” asked the girl.

Violet was so surprised she could hardly answer. But she said， “Of course I don’t mind！I’m not much of a painter， though.”

The girl climbed the last rock and sat down beside Violet. “I just couldn’t keep away when I saw you painting！” she said.
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Then Violet saw that her twin brother was right behind her.

“Are you twins？” she asked.

“Yes，” said the girl. “My name is Marie Moss， and Hal and I are just crazy about painting！There was a man up here when we were kids. He came here to paint the view. Ever since then， Hal and I have wanted to learn to paint.”

“Did the man show you how？” asked Violet. She looked from one to the other.

“Him？Oh， no！He chased us away，” said Hal with a frown. “He didn’t like to have us watch him.”

Marie said， “He didn’t stay here long. He painted just two pictures. One was of the harbor and one was our house. They were beautiful！”

“Then I guess you did watch him，” said Violet.

“Yes， we did，” said Hal. “The man never guessed. We knew the rocks better than he did. So we got behind a rock only a few feet away. We saw everything he did. We saw just what colors he used. He had oil paints.”

“And you remember all this time！” said Violet.

“Oh， yes！” said Marie. “He mixed a lovely blue with green. It looked just exactly like the water. Then he put purple in it！See？Under the rocks， it’s purple.”

“ You know，” said Violet slowly， “ you see things the way an artist would. Did you ever have any paints？”

“No，” said Hal. “We tried to make pictures with old crayons. But if we only had some paints—！”

The other Aldens heard what was going on. They climbed up the rocks and sat down.

“Are you going to stay very long？” asked Marie.

“Well， I think so，” said Jessie， smiling. “We like it here.”

“You see，” began the boy and stopped. He seemed to be having trouble with his words.

“Did you want something？” asked Benny.

The two strangers laughed a little. The girl said， “I guess we are scared.”

Benny said， “Say！You can’t be scared of us， can you？”

The twins looked at each other， and Marie said， “We aren’t supposed to talk to summer people.”

Henry said， “Come on！Don’t call us summer people. We just came up here to visit Port Elizabeth and see what it is like. A fishing village is new to us， you know.”

“We’ve been wanting to make friends with someone，” said Benny， “but it’s been very hard.”

Then Marie spoke very fast. “Everybody said you were stuck-up， but I said you weren’t. You aren’t stuck-up at all！I was right！I know we haven’t been very nice to you on this island， but Hal and I wondered....”

“What did you wonder？” asked Benny. “I’d like to know.”

The twins were quiet for a minute.

Then Marie said， “You see， we go to school in the winter. But the teachers don’t like it here. They don’t stay long. We had five teachers last year.”

“Imagine having five teachers in one year！” said Benny.

“It’s awful，” said Hal. “Every new teacher thinks we have forgotten everything. So they all start back at the beginning.”

“You don’t get very far that way，” said Henry.

“No，” said Marie. “The last teacher told us to study this summer， but we don’t know how. And we would love to learn to paint.”

Jessie said， “Violet learned to paint in school. She loves it， too.”

“Oh， would you teach us？” cried the twins.

“Of course，” said Violet. “I’ll do my best.”

“Oh， thank you，” said Marie， her eyes bright.

Hal said slowly， “We’d like to learn other things， too， but we don’t know how.”

Then Jessie woke up. Violet woke up. Henry woke up. As for Benny， he was already wide awake. They all saw what the twins really wanted.

Then the whole story came out. The Moss twins talked faster than ever.

Marie said， “The little children can’t read， and they love stories. All the children in this village ought to go to school. Even the little ones would love it if you taught it. And all our mothers would be so glad.”

“OK，” said Benny. “So you want to go to summer school. Henry， let’s teach school！Even I could teach. Just give me a few small kids， and I’ll teach ’em to read. And I could teach singing. Now how about that old schoolhouse？That’s empty， doing nothing.”

“That belongs to Miss Elizabeth Gray，” said Marie. “She has the key.”

“Is she cross？” asked Benny. “Would she let us use the schoolhouse？”

“She might. She isn’t cross， anyway. You could ask her. I wouldn’t dare，” said Marie. “It would be grand if we could use the schoolhouse， wouldn’t it？”

Henry began to climb down the rock. He said， “Never mind your painting this time， Violet. Let’s go！”

“Oh， do you dare？” asked Hal.

“Why not？” said Benny. “She doesn’t bite， does she？”

“No，” said Hal， laughing a little. “But we won’t go. You go.”

Henry smiled. He said， “Yes， I guess four of us will be enough. We’ll tell you later what she says.”

Just then a loud whistle sounded. It whistled and whistled.

“That’s for us！” cried Marie. “It’s the sardine factory！A school of sardines has come in. Sardines have to be canned quick. We have to go. Please don’t forget our school.”

“No， we won’t！” called Benny.

As they climbed down， Henry said to Jessie， “Remember my friend Larry in Adams College？He is going to live in a city this summer and help boys who live in a poor neighborhood catch up in school. Then they won’t be drop-outs. And here we are on an island， doing about the same thing.”

“I think it’s an exciting idea，” said Violet. “We didn’t think we would be schoolteachers this summer， did we？”

“That’s the last thing I thought of，” said Henry. “Just look at everybody going to work.”

Indeed somebody came out of every house. Sometimes there were three or four people from one house. They all hurried down to the factory.

“Well， well，” said Jessie. “We have made friends at last.”

“We made two， anyway，” said Benny.

By that time Marie and Hal were almost out of sight.


Chapter 4 A Woman of Few Words

“Here we go， up to a strange mansion to see a strange lady，” said Benny.

“Right！” said Henry. “I’m sure it’s all right to ring a doorbell， even if we don’t get in.”

The four Aldens started along the beach， past the factory， and up the high cliff walk. They could see the mansion above them. It was a large square house， painted white. There was a square room on top that looked out to sea.

The Aldens climbed the steps to the front door and rang the bell. They could hear it ringing inside.

After a few minutes they heard someone coming very slowly. The door opened to show a tall， thin woman with straight gray hair. She did not smile. She just stood there.
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Jessie began， “Miss Gray， I hope you will forgive us for coming to see you. But we are staying here for a while， and we want to ask you a favor.”

Elizabeth Gray’s eyes went sharply from one to another. Still she did not smile. Then she said shortly， “Come in.” She stood aside for them to pass. “Go straight ahead，” she said.

Benny thought， “Not a very warm welcome！Maybe we won’t get that schoolhouse after all.”

None of the Aldens knew that they were the first real callers Miss Gray had had for many years.

They all sat down. Miss Gray did not say a word. Henry found it hard to begin， but he knew he must say something. He began， “This is a funny question， Miss Gray. You see， we had no idea we would do this. But some of the children in Port Elizabeth want to go to school this summer to learn more. They asked us to help them. Maybe you think that is a queer idea.”

“No，” said Miss Gray， “I don’t.”

That was all she said. Still no smile.

Benny could not stand this. He said， “We came to ask you if we could use your schoolhouse. It’s a wonderful schoolhouse！It has a big bell and everything.I’d be the one to ring the bell. Could we use it， do you think？”

“What would you do with it？”

Jessie answered this. She said， “We’d have a real school every morning， but we wouldn’t use the schoolhouse at all in the afternoon.”

Violet added， “We’d be very careful of it. We’d keep it clean， too.”

“We’d always remember to lock the door，” said Benny.

“No reason why you can’t have it，” said Miss Gray. “Certainly these children have never learned much.”

“You are very kind，” said Jessie. “We are strangers， and we have asked for a lot. I know that you are interested in the children. Everyone says so.”

“Humph！” said Miss Gray.

Jessie went on， “We haven’t told our grandfather yet. But I’m sure he will think this school is a good idea.”

Benny laughed. He said， “Grandfather will think it is funny， though. Me teaching school！”

The sharp voice said， “What are you going to teach， boy？”

“Well， I don’t know，” said Benny. “Maybe I could teach them about the moon.”

Miss Gray looked at Henry and said， “I’m sure they don’t know much about the moon.”

Benny said， “We didn’t expect to teach school. We came up here to find a mystery.”

“ What？A mystery？” said Miss Gray. “ Why？”

“Because my friend Max said we couldn’t，” said Benny. “He said this island was dull， and we couldn’t have any adventure here.”

Miss Gray said nothing. The Aldens had never met anyone before who talked so little and never smiled.

“Maybe we’d better go now，” said Violet softly.

Miss Gray went stiffly over to a desk and took out two keys. “Back door， front door，” she said. “They are marked.” She gave the keys to Henry.

“We won’t lose them，” said Jessie. “We’ll give them back to you when we go home.”

“Give me your names，” said Miss Gray. She picked up a small notebook from the table. Then the Aldens saw that a new book was lying on the table. The name of the book was The Woman Who Talked Too Much， by E. Gray.

They all thought E. Gray is Elizabeth Gray！She wrote that book. But she certainly doesn’t talk much herself！But nobody dared to ask her any questions.

Jessie gave her the names.

“Your grandfather’s name？”

Henry said， “He is James Henry Alden， and I’m Henry James Alden. We live in Greenfield.”

Miss Gray had heard of the Alden Library in one town and the Alden Museum in another. But she did not say so.

Benny said， “Oh， Grandfather’s wonderful！He’s the best man you ever saw. We’ll go and tell him right now that you are letting us use your schoolhouse.”

The others wanted to go， so they were glad Benny had started toward the door. When they stood on the step they all said， “Goodbye！And thank you！”

Miss Gray did not say goodbye. Instead she called suddenly， “Did you ever see a blond-haired man anywhere who smiles and shows his teeth all the time？”

“No， I’m sorry，” began Henry.

“Don’t be sorry，” said Miss Gray sharply and shut the door.

“Well， what do you know！” said Benny， in a very low voice. “What does she mean by that？”

“I don’t know，” said Henry. “But keep your eyes open， Ben. Miss Gray doesn’t ask questions for nothing.”

The Aldens said no more until they were on the beach.

Then Benny said， “I don’t think Miss Gray is really polite， but I suppose that’s her way.”

“We knew she was different，” said Jessie. “That’s why she lives all alone and never goes out. Maybe she doesn’t like people.”

Henry said， “We know she’s a writer. Maybe she has to be alone. In a way I thought she liked the idea of the school， even if she didn’t say so.”

“Anyway， she gave us the schoolhouse，” said Benny. “And that’s why we went up there.”

Then they walked as fast as they could to find Mr. Alden.

“Oh， Grandfather！” cried Benny when he saw a figure sitting in the sun by the hotel. “Please let us go to Northport this afternoon and buy paints and school things. We’re going to teach school！”

“Teach school！” said Grandfather.

The young people tried not to talk all at once.

“We went up to ask Miss Gray—” began Benny.

“Oh， you did？I thought she didn’t like visitors.”

“Well， that’s right， she doesn’t. That’s sure！But she gave us everything we asked for.”

“Bless my soul！What did you ask for？From a perfect stranger！”

Henry looked straight at his grandfather and said， “It turned out very well， Grandfather. You see the red-haired twins asked us if we would help them with schoolwork. Just to catch up， you know. They said every child on the island would come. So that’s why we wanted the schoolhouse.”

“And she gave it to you？” asked Mr. Alden， laughing.

“Well， yes，” said Jessie. “She doesn’t talk much. But she must have liked the idea， really. She gave us the keys.”

“She gave us a rough time， too，” said Benny.

“Hard to talk to？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Very！” said Henry.

Benny said suddenly， “I’d like to forget Miss Gray. She is no fun at all. I’d rather think about our school. I’m going to ring that bell. And I’ll ring it for recess， too.”

Grandfather nodded. “Yes，” he said. “I know how you feel， Benny. I never saw a bell rope myself without wanting to pull it.” But he could see that his grandchildren had not received a very warm welcome from Miss Gray. He decided to talk with Henry later， when they were alone.

Violet said， “Grandfather， we think Marie and Hal Moss can paint. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if they really could paint well？”

“Yes， my dear， it is a great thing to discover an artist. This school idea is a surprise to me， but it’s fine. I never know what you will think of next！”

Henry said， “We thought we could go over to Northport and buy some paints and school things.”

Mr. Alden laughed. “Yes，” he said， “you can take the car. And maybe you will take me， too.”

Everyone laughed at this. They always had a better time when Mr. Alden came along.

Thirty miles seemed a long drive because they wanted to get there and buy the things. They went first to a store to buy paints.

“Better get enough to go around，” said Mr. Alden. “Give them a bit of fun. It isn’t much fun with two sharing a paintbox.”

In the end they bought ten boxes of paints. The older children could each have a box. They bought colored paper， small scissors， gold stars for Benny， and a stapler.

Jessie said， “Marie told us that there is plenty of chalk in the schoolroom closet. And there are pencils and paper left from last year， and some school books.”

“Well，” said Grandfather， “if you forget anything， we can come again. Let’s eat supper at this little restaurant. It seems to be called the Sea Shell.”

The Aldens noticed a bright red sports car parked in the yard. The top was down. “That car looks strange up here in such a quiet town，” said Henry.

“It looks as if it goes fast，” said Benny.

As they went into the Sea Shell a man with blond hair came out. He smiled at the Aldens and showed all his teeth. He said， “Hi， there！” although he was a perfect stranger. They watched him as he started the red car. Off he went like the wind.

“I told you that car could go fast，” said Benny. “And wait！That man had blond hair， all right， and he smiled and showed all his teeth. There can’t be two men like him！Just what Miss Gray said.”


Chapter 5 The Money Man

When the Aldens drove back to the island they saw Hal and Marie waving to them from the beach. Marie shouted， “Please come over！”

“You go on，” said Grandfather. “You don’t need me.”

The four Aldens ran down to the beach.

Hal said， “Guess who is coming to the island！The Money Man！”

Benny said， “The Money Man？Now who is that？”

Marie said， “Oh， he’s a wonderful man who buys money. Pa had a quarter， and the Money Man gave him ten dollars for it.”

“Whew， that’s a lot of money！” said Benny. “How do you know he is coming again？”

“Somebody saw him in Northport and told Mr. Fenton，” said Hal.

“Does he have blond hair？” asked Benny.

“Yes， he does， and white teeth，” said Hal. “He has a big smile. He smiles at everybody.”

“There you are， Jessie，” said Henry with a nod.

Jessie said， “Yes， Mr. Fenton was right. You couldn’t miss that man.”

Marie said， “My pa says we ought to help you clean up the school. After all， it’s for us. The big boys can help carry water， and there are more children to help if you want them.”

“Good！” said Henry. “Let me see. We do need help， but it’s too late to do anything now. Let’s clean the school tomorrow morning and begin school the next day. That’ll be Thursday.”

“Funny day to begin school，” said Benny. “But what do we care？We bought some paints and things in Northport.”

“Let’s meet at eight o’clock tomorrow morning at the school，” said Jessie. “Eight of us can do a lot of work.”

As it turned out， there were more than eight. Several other children were waiting with Hal and Marie when the Aldens arrived the next morning.

Henry unlocked the front door， and they all went in and looked around.

“The room is dusty，” said Marie.

It was an old-fashioned schoolroom. The desks and seats were fastened to the floor.

“I’d like my children in the front row，” said Benny. “Your big children can sit in the back seats.”

This was really the only way， because the front seats were small and the back seats were large.

Henry set everyone to work. The children took the books off the shelves and washed the shelves. Every book was dusted and set back. The children were delighted with their own work. The biggest boys washed the seats and desks. The teacher’s desk was washed， and a new pink blotter put in the middle.

“Will somebody bring flowers for this desk tomorrow？” asked Jessie.

“Oh， I will！” cried a child named Isabelle. “We have a big vine of pink roses all over our roof.”
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There was a wood stove in the back of the room and a woodbox. Hal wiped off the stove. Then he said， “How about the woodbox？It looks all right to me.”

Henry agreed. “Just brush off the top. We certainly won’t have a fire. Leave the wood for winter.”

A little later Benny was standing still， looking at a big picture on the wall. It hung in the front of the room where the big chimney was. He said， “Look at this picture of George Washington. White wig and hair ribbon and all！What can we do about that？It looks dark and dirty.”

The painting showed the first President in his old-fashioned costume， standing beside a table.

“You can’t clean that， Benny，” said Violet. “It would spoil it to wash it. And it’s too high， anyway.”

“Just let it alone， huh？” said Benny. “I’m glad we don’t have to wear fancy clothes like that with all those buttons down the coat.”

“So am I，” said Jimmy. “I’ve got to go home now， Mr. Benny.”

“Don’t call me Mr. Benny. I’m not really a teacher. Why do you have to go home？”

“I’ve got to find some old bottles out in the fish house，” said Jimmy. “ The Money Man wants ’em. I’ve got to have them all ready.”

“Yes，” agreed his sister. “He even wants an old olive bottle！I’ve found that already. It says Queen Olives， 1875， on it. Ma says her ma must have bought it. Isn’t he a funny man？To want an old dusty bottle almost a hundred years old？” Then she added quickly， “But he’s wonderful just the same.”

All the children were listening now. They nodded their heads. An older boy named Jeffrey Frost said， “My pa and ma have been waiting for the Money Man to come. He told them to find all the funny old things they could. He likes ’em！Ma found an old glass pitcher and a whale’s tooth with pictures on it.”

Henry said， “Jeffrey， do you know where that whale’s tooth came from？”

“Oh， yes， my great uncle made the pictures when he sailed on an old whaling ship. That tooth is so heavy you wouldn’t believe it！”

Jessie said， “Well， we’ve finished our work here， anyway. We’ll all go home now and start school tomorrow.”

“What time does school begin？” asked Jeffrey.

“Nine o’clock，” said Henry. “You’ll hear the bell.”

“I’m going to ring the bell，” added Benny.

“That’s lots of fun，” said Jimmy.

“Maybe you can be the bell ringer later，” said Benny. “Tell all the other children， won’t you？”

“Tell them？” said Marie， laughing. “Most of the children are here now. The rest will know just as soon as we get home.”

“No school in the afternoon？” asked Jeffrey.

“No， I’m sorry，” said Henry. “You ought to help at home.”

“I suppose so，” said Marie. Then her face lighted up and she said， “I’m going to clean up my room just like this schoolroom. My sister will help me. She sleeps there， too.”

The schoolroom was indeed clean. Henry locked the door， and the children ran off in all directions.

The Aldens found Grandfather waiting for lunch.

When they were sitting down at the table， Henry said， “We are worried， Grandfather， about the Money Man. I’m afraid he is cheating everyone on the island.”

“I’m sure he is，” said Jessie. “You see， he paid ten dollars for an old quarter. That made them all trust him. But who knows？That quarter may be worth a hundred dollars.”

“Or a thousand！” said Benny. “You see， Grandfather， there really is a mystery here. I don’t think the Money Man is as wonderful as he seems.”

Grandfather smiled. “Well， Benny，” he said， “I’m sure you will keep your eyes open. If this man goes too far， we’ll try to stop him. But I agree with you. He isn’t wonderful at all！”


Chapter 6 Mystery Painting

It was a wonderful moment when Benny rang the school bell. Dingdong！Dingdong！Everyone on the island heard it and smiled. Benny did not really need to ring the bell at all—because every child was already in the school yard.

The girls and boys rushed in. They could hardly wait to see what was going to happen. They had no idea what their four young teachers would do.

“Here’s my seat，” cried Isabelle. “I sat here last year. And here are the pink roses.”

All of Benny’s class rushed up to the small front seats. The big boys and girls sat down in the back seats. And the middle-sized ones sat in the middle. There were twenty children when Benny counted them.

Henry began to talk. The children were suddenly very quiet. He said， “Today we will have four classes. First you tell us what grade you were in last year. Now， who was in Isabelle’s class？You stand up， and Benny will see how many there are.”

“Don’t we call him Mr. Benny？” asked Isabelle.

“No，” said Benny， “just call me Benny. And don’t ever call me Teacher.”

“I always call my teachers Teacher，” said Isabelle.

Benny laughed. “I guess you are going to be my talker. There’s always a talker in every class.”

Soon Jessie said， “We will have a spelling match today and a singing school and a new game at recess.”

“Ah！” whispered the children. They were all smiles. School had never been like this.

There were five children in Benny’s class and five in Violet’s， six in Jessie’s， and four in Henry’s. Henry said， “Sometimes we will change teachers. Now we will write down your names and get started.”

Benny sat down with his class and took all their names. Then he said， “Isabelle， you let somebody else tell me what book you can read.”

Tommy Spoon said， “We can’t read any book. The teacher took the books with her.”

Benny was all ready for this. He had not found any easy books on the shelf.

“I’ll write on the board，” he said. He printed in big letters，

I have a dog.

“I have a dog，” said Tommy Spoon. “That’s what it says.”

“Right！” said Benny. “You read it， Eddie.” Eddie was the smallest child.

“No，” said Eddie， shaking his head， “no dog.”

“You mean you haven’t any dog？” asked Benny. “Well， can’t you read it， even if you haven’t any dog？”

“No，” said Eddie crossly. “No dog！”

“Well，” said Benny， laughing， “have you a cat？”

Yes， Eddie had a cat. So Benny printed， “I have a cat.” Eddie read it very well. “I know cat is the last word. My cat’s name is Fish.”

“Fish！” said Benny. “Why？”

“Because he always comes when we call ‘Fish， Fish.’ ”

Benny printed the whole story. They all read it together.

I have a cat.

His name is Fish.

I call， “Fish， Fish.”

Fish comes.

“Oh，I like to read about myself！”said Eddie.

Then Benny saw that he would have to make his own reading books. While the children were busy making figure 2’s， Benny printed the story about Eddie’s cat five times on paper. Every child could read it. Benny said they could take the story home.

“Write about me next time，” begged Isabelle. “I’ve got a boat.”

“So have I，” said every child.

“We’ll all read about Isabelle’s boat tomorrow，” said Benny.

The older children had books. They even had spelling books. After reading and a spelling match， Henry said， “Now we will have an art lesson all together. Let’s study that painting of George Washington.”

As Henry pointed out the different things in the picture， Benny was interested.

Henry went on， “You may think it is strange that a strong man would wear ruffles. But every well-dressed gentleman wore short knee pants and long white stockings and shoes with buckles. And now look at the hair. What color is it？”

“White！” shouted every child.

“Yes， it is white. But it is a wig. This is a very good painting， you see. That wig looks exactly like hair.”

Jessie said， “Now notice the eyes. George Washington seems to be looking right at you. It takes a fine artist to do that.”

Everyone looked at the eyes. All but Benny. He happened to look at the coat buttons. There was a long row of buttons down the right side of Washington’s velvet coat.
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Benny thought， “One of those buttons looks awfully strange to me. It looks like a round hole instead of a button.”

He couldn’t very well tell Henry， so he wisely said nothing. After the art lesson， Henry said， “Now ring the bell for recess， Ben.”

“Recess！” said Jimmy. “It can’t be time for recess.”

But it was. Time had gone fast for all the children.

“Come outdoors， and we’ll teach you a new game，” said Jessie.

The children made a circle and had already played the game once when they heard a car. They all looked， and a bright red sports car came bumping over the rocky road to the island. It was low tide. The game stopped.

The children called out，“Oh，oh！Look， there’s the Money Man！”

A man put his head out of the car window and waved and smiled. He called “Hello！Hello， kids！” But he did not stop.

When he had gone， Benny said， “Tell me about this Money Man， Isabelle.”

“Oh， he gives us things. He came down here last year. You ought to see the big doll he gave me！”

“Why did he give you a doll？” asked Henry.

“He traded it for my old one，” said Isabelle. “I had a teeny little wooden doll only this long.” She showed with her small hands. “My grandfather made it with his knife. And the man said if I’d trade， he’d give me a beautiful doll with a pink silk dress. And he did.”

“Money Man isn’t his name，” said Hal. “We just call him that. His name is Mr. Fred Willet.”

Marie showed Jessie a chain of bright red beads she had around her neck. “The man gave me this， too，” she said.

“And what did you trade it for？” asked Violet.

“Oh， you’d laugh！It was a string of old buttons. Ma said I could string the buttons and wear them for a necklace. They were old things anyway. Ma said most of them were on her grandmother’s dresses. You can see they were old.”

Henry looked at Jessie. Then he said， “Why do you think he is here again？To trade？”

“Oh， I hope so，” said Eddie. “I’ve got an old iron bank. You put in a penny and a little man comes out and goes back in. The Money Man said I could have a real watch for it or a new cap. I couldn’t decide then. But I know now. I want the watch.”

Then the game went on. Benny knew that something was wrong. He saw Henry whisper to Jessie， “I wish we could get word to Grandfather that the Money Man has arrived.”

Violet heard this， too. She whispered to Henry， “Don’t worry. Grandfather’s eyes are wide open. And he doesn’t miss much.”

Then it was time to go in for the singing school.

Jessie taught the children a new song. It was a round with three parts.

Right after the song， the sardine factory whistle blew. Everybody except the Aldens ran.

Benny went up to look at the picture of George Washington again. He said softly to Henry， “Don’t go yet. Wait till the children are out of sight.”

When the last one had shouted goodbye， Benny took his family up to the front of the room to look at Washington. “Look at button number five，” he said. “There’s a hole in the picture. The fifth button is a hole.”

“Why， so it is！” cried Jessie. “I wonder why.”

“I wonder what is behind it，” said Violet.

“The back hall，” said Henry.

They all went into the tiny back hall. The back door was there with a window beside it. The huge chimney made one wall of the room. There was a big pile of wood.

“We haven’t time to look around any more，” said Jessie. “I’m worried about that Mr. Willet. He’s here now. I wish Grandfather could stop him before he cheats any more people.”

Jessie did not need to worry so much. The Money Man had gone from the schoolhouse straight to Mr. Fenton’s store. When he went in， there was Grandfather leaning on the counter， drinking a cup of coffee.


Chapter 7 Grandfather Makes a Call

The Money Man was not at all shy when he saw Mr. Alden. He said brightly， “I’m Freddy Willet， at your service. Introduce me， Fenton， to your friend. I’m a coin dealer. A few antiques， too. Call me Freddy.”

Mr. Alden nodded and said， “How do you do， Mr. Willet. So you’re a coin dealer？”

“Yes， sir！And let me tell you， the people on this island save everything. Never throw anything away. It’s a great place.”

“Really？” said Mr. Alden. “Will these people sell you their things？”

“Sure. They have a lot of old money tucked away. It came from their great-grandfathers， I guess. They trust me because I gave one of them ten dollars for an old quarter. Who wouldn’t take ten dollars for a quarter？”

Mr. Alden wanted to say “I wouldn’t，” but he said nothing. He went on drinking coffee.

Mr. Willet looked at Mr. Alden’s watch chain. He said， “Do you mind if I look？That big old penny on your chain—do you know what that’s worth？”

“Well，”said Grandfather，“not much，I guess.”

“You’re dead right，” said Mr. Willet. “It’s got that hole in it， so it isn’t worth anything at all. But if some idiot hadn’t made that hole it would be worth two hundred and fifty dollars. Yes， sir， no fooling！It’s very rare.”

Mr. Alden said， “Yes， I know. That’s why I wear it. I was the idiot who made that hole.”

“Sorry！” said Mr. Willet with a wink. “Didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. By the way， have you any coins on you？I just take a quick look and I know.”

Mr. Alden emptied his pockets on the counter. Mr. Willet quickly turned each piece of money over to see the date.

“No.” He shook his head. “Nothing there.”

“How about this？” Mr. Alden took an old dime from his vest pocket.

Freddy took one look and said， “Ah！” Then he took a magnifying glass from his pocket and held it over the dime.

At last he looked up and said slowly， “Mr. A.， you have a rare dime here. I’ll be glad to buy it for a hundred dollars. And cash.”
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Mr. Alden shook his head again. “No， I ought to have told you it is not for sale. I just wanted to know how much it was worth.”

“Well， now you know，” said Freddy. “Sure you don’t want to sell it？”

“Sure，” said Mr. Alden.

This did not stop Mr. Willet. He went on， “I sell coins to fine places. To colleges and museums. Other things， too. I know people who would be delighted to get that dime.”

But Mr. Alden still said no. He looked at his watch.

Mr. Willet went closer to Mr. Alden. He said in a low voice， “Listen， Mr. A.， you seem to be a nice sort of chap. That watch of yours is very old. I collect things like that. I’ll give you a beautiful modern watch for that watch. I bet it doesn’t keep very good time.”

“It keeps excellent time，” said Mr. Alden. “I don’t want to sell it or trade it.”

“Well，” said Mr. Willet brightly， “maybe yon’ll change your mind. I’ll be around.” He winked and went out of the store.

Grandfather watched Freddy from the door. “Now I do hope he won’t go up and try to buy anything from Miss Elizabeth Gray，” he said.

“Oh， he won’t！” said Mr. Fenton. “He’ll never get in there. The maid Eva sees to that. She doesn’t let anyone in.”

“I see，” said Grandfather. “By the way， what is the matter with Miss Gray？Why does she keep herself shut up in that house？”

“I don’t really know，” said Mr. Fenton. “She’s always been that way. She is almost a hermit. All I know is that she hardly ever comes out of her house.”

“She must care about the children of the island if she lets them use the schoolhouse this summer.”

“Yes， I suppose so，” said Mr. Fenton. “Here’s another thing. Have you seen that little white building on one side of my store？Well， that’s the Gray Library. Miss Gray’s grandfather was a book collector. Miss Gray built that library and gave a lot of her grandfather’s books to the island people. But nobody ever goes there.”

“Why not？”

“Well， the books aren’t interesting，” said Mr. Fenton.“They are all old fashioned and in fine print. Nobody can read ’em.”

“How do you get in？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Walk in！” said Mr. Fenton， laughing. “It’s never locked. A young girl used to stay there on Saturdays， but she just sat there. Nobody came. So she doesn’t come any more， and the library’s always empty.”

Mr. Alden was thinking it very strange that the island people didn’t know who Miss Gray was. They did not know that she was a famous author. Long before the Aldens had come to the island， Grandfather had read all her books. He knew that she was well known for her help to many schools all over the country.

“That’s too bad，” said Mr. Alden. “Probably they are all good books.” But then he changed the subject， asking， “What do you think of Freddy？”

“I don’t like him，” said Mr. Fenton at once. “He may be a coin dealer， but he’s something else， too. I don’t trust him.”

“I wonder why these island people trust him？” said Mr. Alden.

“Oh， that’s easy. That ten dollar bill he gave to Moss for an old quarter， that did it！Nobody had ever heard of such a thing. I tried to tell them， but they wouldn’t listen.”

Grandfather said， “I think I’ll go up to Miss Gray’s and see if I get in.”

“You will，” said Mr. Fenton. “Eva will know you should be let in.”

Mr. Alden nodded. “But first I think I had better call up a friend of mine. Could I use your telephone？”

There was a telephone on the wall near the door.

“Go right ahead，” Mr. Fenton said. “I have to step out just now.”

Mr. Alden’s call was short， but he seemed pleased. He walked up to the mansion. He took off his hat and rang the bell. Eva knew who he was the minute she saw him through the curtain.

She opened the door and said， “You are Mr. Alden. Miss Gray will see you.”

Mr. Alden followed Eva into the parlor. “It’s Mr. Alden，” said Eva.

Miss Gray was sitting at her desk with her back to the door. She turned around and said， “Sit down， please.”

Grandfather drew a chair nearer to Miss Gray and said， “You have been very kind to my grandchildren. I want to thank you. I can’t stay long because they will miss me and wonder where I am. But before I go， I want to tell you that a queer-acting coin dealer is loose on this island.”

Miss Gray rapped on her desk with a pencil. Then she said sharply， “Freddy Willet！”

“I see you know his name. I just wanted you to know what was going on. I think he plans to cheat these island people this time. Then they’ll never see him again.”

There was a pause， then Miss Gray said， “Thank you very much.”


Chapter 8 Caught by the Tide

When Mr.Alden met his grandchildren at noon they were all bursting with news. Mr. Alden certainly had news， too， but he did not tell it then. Nobody thought of lunch. They were too busy talking.

Henry was the one to tell his grandfather about the toy bank and the old wooden doll and the string of buttons. He said， “This man is cheating the people in two ways. First he doesn’t pay enough for the old coins， and then he trades their treasures for cheap things. The new things are bright colored， so the children are delighted. They haven’t any idea that old buttons are worth anything.”

Benny added， “Of course my little Isabelle thinks her new doll is lots better than an old wooden doll. It really is prettier.”

Grandfather nodded and said， “This Mr. Willet is certainly not honest. I’m sure of that. Those old iron banks are worth much more than a knife.”

Henry said， “Freddy is clever. So far he hasn’t done a thing that is against the law. The people here think he pays enough. They are delighted to trade.”

“So he hasn’t really stolen a thing，” finished Benny.

“Exactly right！You just wait，” said Jessie. “He will go from one house to another. But even if he should steal things， what can we do， Grandfather？”

Mr. Alden said， “You children can’t arrest him， certainly.” They all laughed at the idea.

Then they began to tell Mr. Alden about school. He watched Jessie and Violet. They looked tired to him. He said， “Let’s have another quick lunch today. Then we can eat an early supper at the Sea Shell. You girls look tired.”

“Oh， no， we’re not tired！” Jessie said. “We are just thinking hard.”

But both girls were willing to set out the peanut butter and jelly for sandwiches and have doughnuts and milk for dessert. Then the four teachers began to study their lessons for the next day.

“It’s a funny feeling，” said Mr. Alden， “to see you all sitting around doing schoolwork in vacation.”

“This doesn’t seem like work，” said Violet. “It’s just something very interesting mixed up with a thief and a poor rich lady living all alone.”

“And lots of cute children，” said Benny. “Anyway， I can tell Max that something happened on his old island—but I’m not quite sure what it is yet.”

The Aldens sat out in the yard by their hotel with their work. From there they could see the store and the beach and the houses. They could see everything in the village except the mansion. But nobody saw Freddy Willet. The afternoon passed quickly.

Then about five o’clock they saw the red car go bumping over the rocky road to Northport.

Mr. Alden got up and took his hat. “I have an idea，” he said. “Let’s go right now to the Sea Shell and have supper.”

“Right！” said Henry. He went at once to get the car. They all thought that Grandfather was following Freddy， but they did not say so.

When Henry drove into the parking place of the Sea Shell， there was the red sports car！

“I wonder why the Money Man comes over here to eat，” said Benny.

“He has to，” said Henry. “There’s no place to eat on the island.”

Sure enough， there was the Money Man sitting at a table with two other people， a man and a woman. He said to the Aldens “Hello， there，” and went right on talking to his guests.
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Suddenly Henry whispered to Benny， “Change seats with me， Ben， will you？” Benny got up at once without asking why. He knew that Henry would tell him later. Now Henry sat with his back to the other table. Grandfather himself wondered why.

When their waitress had left them， Henry said in a low voice， “I know those people with Mr. Willet. The man is Dr. James English. He runs the museum at Adams College， and the woman is Miss Cox， the librarian. I hope they won’t see me.”

“I bet Freddy is trying to sell them something，” whispered Benny.

Grandfather said， “That’s just what he’s doing. I’m sure of it.”

“How do you know？” whispered Benny.

“I’ve met him，” said Grandfather. “I met him this morning in the store. He tried to buy my watch and the big penny on my watch chain.”

“Oh， you’d never sell those！Mr. Willet picked the wrong man that time，” Benny said. “Nobody could cheat you， Grandfather.”

Mr. Alden laughed quietly. He was watching Mr. Willet out of the corner of his eye. But he didn’t see him give anything to the strangers. Suddenly he said， “Let’s get out of here before Freddy gets through with his dinner. We don’t want his friends to see Henry.”

This was easy. Mr. Willet and his friends had just started on their dinner， and they were eating very slowly. The Aldens just went without dessert. When they left the table， they all stood behind Henry to cover him up. Henry went out at once to the car on the other side of the parking lot， and Mr. Alden waited to pay the bill.

Freddy Willet looked up and saw Mr. Alden.

The Aldens sat in the car for a few minutes. “What do you think Freddy is going to do， Grandfather？” asked Benny.

“That’s what I wanted to find out. He saw me， but he didn’t speak，” said Mr. Alden. “I think he’s making a deal with Adams College. I hope he won’t fool the librarian.”

Henry said， “She’s pretty smart， and she would know what coins are worth.”

He started the car and turned into the road.

The drive of thirty miles seemed longer than ever. As they came near the island， Violet was looking ahead. “Oh， look， Henry！The tide！”

“Oh， dear，” said Jessie. “The tide has turned！Why didn’t we think of that？It’s getting dark， too.”

Henry stopped the car and they all looked ahead. There was no road to the island. It was covered with seawater， which was getting deeper every minute.

“I don’t dare try it， Grandfather，” said Henry， frowning.

“Right， my boy！If we got stuck half way over， it would be no fun， I can tell you.”

Henry said， “I thought it seemed awfully wet when we came over. But I knew you must be following Freddy， and I don’t think he gets caught like this very often.”

“By the way，” cried Benny， “I wonder what Freddy will do？He’ll be caught， too. It will be six hours before it’s low tide again.”

“It will be nearer twelve hours， Ben，” said Henry. “You see the tide hasn’t been coming in long.”

“Let’s see，” said Jessie. “It is about eight o’clock now. The tide will be high at midnight， and low again at six o’clock in the morning！”

“We’re not in any danger， though， are we， Grandfather？” said Violet.

“No， my dear. We will just have to find a place to sleep.”

“Oh， boy！” shouted Benny. “We could sleep in the car！That’s what this station wagon is made for. We could do it， Grandfather！”

“Five people？” asked Grandfather， smiling.

Benny said， “I could take the car blanket and sleep on the top of the car. Oh， please！”

Grandfather laughed. He said， “I don’t think we would get much sleep. But I suppose you young people don’t mind that.”

“I don’t，” said Jessie. “I’d like to wait and see what Freddy will do.”

“Very well，” said Grandfather. “Find a place off the road， Henry， and we’ll try it.”


Chapter 9 The Disappearing Stranger

Henry backed the car into the woods a little way. Nobody could see it from the road. The Aldens all got out and took out every car rug that they could find for bedclothes. It was so warm that they didn’t really need any covers.

Henry and Benny let down the seats that made beds for four people. By nine o’clock all was ready. Benny climbed up on top of the car.

“I won’t fall down，” he called. “There’s a railing all around the edge. I’m going to put this blanket under me instead of over me.” He folded the car blanket and lay down. “A very soft bed，” he said.

“I should think Freddy would be along soon—if he’s coming，” said Jessie. “I wonder what he will do.”

In about an hour they heard a car coming. It did not make much noise， but everyone was awake. Benny sat up and looked through the trees. “Yes， it’s a car，” he whispered.

But the car stopped. Everyone was watching it now. Mr. Freddy must have seen that the tide was in， because he quietly turned his car around and went back.

“Now what？” Benny whispered down. “I don’t think he is going to give up like that. He would just love to be on the island when we are away. He knows we are watching him， I bet.”

They all lay down again. But nobody went to sleep. It was not too long before they heard another very soft sound. It sounded like water， and it was ahead of them. They all looked hard through the darkness.

“He’s got a boat！” whispered Henry. They all watched. Then they all saw it. It was a rowboat with Mr. Willet’s head showing against the dark sky.

“Come down now， Benny，” whispered Grandfather. “We’ll get a boat， too！”

“Oh， can we really？” whispered Benny. “Where can we get a boat？”

“Where Mr. Willet got his， I think，” said Grandfather.

They all sat up in the car， and Henry drove back over the road very carefully.

“There’s a light！” said Violet. “It’s in a fisherman’s hut.”

Henry stopped the car in front of the house.
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“Somebody is awake，” said Jessie. “And do I see the end of that red car sticking out behind the house？”

“You do，” said Mr. Alden. “I do， anyway. I think this is the place where Freddy got his boat. You do the talking， Henry.”

Henry went to the door and knocked. At once a fisherman came to the door. He wore an old coat.

“I’m sorry to come so late，” began Henry， “but we need a boat. It’s high tide， and we’re stuck.”

“Yep， I know that，” said the man. “Seems as if everybody is stuck tonight on the wrong side.”

“Can we rent a boat from you？” asked Henry.

“Sure！I’ve got three. I just rented two.”

“Two！” said Henry in surprise.

“Yep， two. One man came， and then another man came. You can have the last one.”

“Where is it？” asked Henry.

“It’s tied down near the road， when there is a road. You’ll see it on the bank on the left， tied to a post. Can’t miss it.”

“How much will it be？” asked Henry. He couldn’t help wondering about two men. He had been thinking only of Freddy Willet.

“A dollar，” said the man. “Be sure and tie her up on the island side. My boys can row ’em back tomorrow. It ain’t far.”

Henry quickly gave the man a dollar and thanked him. Then he went back to the family. He said， “Do you suppose five of us can get into one boat？”

“We’ll see，” said Grandfather. “I think so.”

Benny had heard about the two men. He could hardly wait to speak. “Who do you suppose that other man was？A mystery， for sure.”

Mr. Alden was thinking， too. “I wonder，” he said.

Henry drove back to the water. Sure enough， a boat was tied up on the bank.

“Good！It’s a big one，” said Grandfather. “I wonder why we didn’t see it. Back the car off the road again， Henry. I guess this night’s sleep is over.”

Everybody got out of the car and went carefully down to the boat. When Henry came， they all pushed the boat into the water. Henry helped Violet and Jessie into the front of the boat， and Benny stepped into the other end. When Grandfather was sitting down on the middle seat， Henry pushed off. He and his grandfather began to row.

“We’ll tie up just below the schoolhouse，” said Henry. “I suppose we will see the other two boats there.”

It was not very far to the island， but it was dark， and the tide was very high. They could see a little through the darkness. But there were no boats to be seen！

“What do you know！” said Benny. “Where would Freddy go？Do you think he has a partner， Grandfather？”

“Well，” said Mr. Alden， “I don’t know. If the man is a partner of Willet’s， why would he come by himself？”

“That’s so，” Jessie said.

Benny added， “But I’m almost sure the first man must have crossed over to the island before we came. We were watching and listening all the time.”

Henry ran the boat up on the beach. He tied it to a tree.

Suddenly Violet looked around and asked， “Where do you suppose Freddy has gone？” She shivered a little.

“Not to the hotel，” Jessie said. “And I don’t think he would stay with any of the island people.”

“I wonder，” said Henry. “I just wonder—”

“I know，” said Benny. “The schoolhouse！”

Benny would have run to peek in the windows， but Grandfather said， “How do you know that Freddy isn’t going back to the other side after getting something？The best thing we can do now is to get some sleep.”

“And there’s school tomorrow，” said Violet.


Chapter 10 A Discovery

At breakfast they talked about the two boats and the two men.

“It’s time to ring the bell，” said Benny. “I have to go.”

But Benny really had something else in mind. He wanted to look around the schoolhouse. He wanted to see where the hole went in George Washington’s coat button.

Benny unlocked the schoolroom door and went at once into the back hall. The wood for the winter was there， piled high. There was the back door， a window， and the big chimney. He rattled the window. It was unlocked. The lock was very old and looked as if it hadn’t been locked for a long time. Benny tried it. The lock was broken. It certainly had been broken for years.

Benny looked at the floor under the window and saw some flakes of dry white paint just exactly like the dry paint on the windowsill.

“I bet someone came through this window last night，” he thought. “But why？I like to do things by myself， but this time I wish I could tell John Carter who works for Grandfather. After all， he used to be an F.B.I. man.”

Benny looked around again. Only the big chimney was left， and the broom closet next to it. He opened the small door. Just a broom closet. There was a broom in it.

At recess Benny got word to his family to wait after the children had gone home at noon. When they were alone in the school yard， Jessie said， “Well， Benny， what’s all this？”

“The back hall，” said Benny. “Come and see.”

The four Aldens all went into the tiny back hall.

“See that old dry paint on the floor？” said Benny.

“Yes， old man，” said Henry. He bent over to look. “You are clever！This hasn’t been here long. Somebody must have come in through the window. Maybe this is where Freddy slept last night.”

“This broom closet is just a broom closet，” said Benny. He opened the door beside the huge chimney. “See， there’s a broom in it.”

“Wait！” said Henry. “See those wood planks this closet is made of？If we could only pry them off—”

Henry opened his knife and pried away at one board. It was loose and came off easily. And there was a little brick room in the chimney！

“I thought this chimney was awfully big，” said Henry. “And it has a queer shape. This is the reason， of course. Somebody wanted to make a place to hide in.”

“Who？” asked Benny.

“Well， I don’t know. It was made that way when the schoolhouse was built， and that was a long time ago. I do know that a lot of New England people built their houses with a hiding place in the chimney. I’m sure this is one of them. A perfect place！”

“It is a perfect place for us， too，” said Benny， “if we want to watch what is going on in the schoolroom.”

“What’s the idea， Benny？” asked Violet. “Why would we ever want to watch the children？”

“Not the children， Violet！” said Benny. “Not in the daytime， either. At night！We can watch Freddy Willet if he ever comes in here， and I think he does.”

“I think so， too， Ben，” said Henry. “He must have some place to hide his things.”

They put the planks back， locked the front door， and went home to lunch. They told Mr. Alden all about the room in the chimney. After lunch， Grandfather said， “I know something you don’t know！”

The children laughed. “What is it？” asked Violet.

Then Mr. Alden told them about the Gray Library and the old books. When Benny heard it， he pushed back his bench. “That’s where I’m going，” he said. “Maybe I can find some pictures for my class.”

“I don’t think you will， Benny，” said Mr. Alden. “Mr. Fenton said the books were all old.”

“Well， maybe there’s an old picture of George Washington，” said Benny. “Anyway I want to see the library.”

Benny took a notebook， and off he went. Sure enough， the door of the library was not locked. Benny gave it a push and went right in. He found himself in a room just the size of the building. There were bookcases all around the room and one tall one down the middle.

“Well， here goes！” said Benny out loud. He began to whistle. He went to the first bookcase. He looked at the dusty books on the top shelves. Then he dropped to his knees to look at the books near the floor. All at once he had a queer feeling that someone was in the room. He listened， but he didn’t hear a sound.

“This is nonsense，” he thought. “Mr. Fenton says nobody ever comes here.”

Then he heard a very， very soft noise. “What is that？” he thought. “Somebody is certainly in here！” But he did not get up or turn around. He listened. Then he heard the noise again. It was behind the middle bookcase. Benny knew that he couldn’t see over it if he did turn around. Then there was a soft thud and then another. Benny rushed around the bookcase just in time to see the fingers of a hand disappear from the sill of the open window.
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“Well， well， Mr. Willet！” said Benny out loud. He rushed to the window and looked out. Nobody was in sight.

“Freddy is hiding， that’s sure，” said Benny to himself. “He hasn’t had time to get anywhere. But I know what I’m going to do.” He ran up the cliff walk to the mansion！

Benny smiled as he rang the bell because he saw Eva peeking at him. In a minute Miss Gray herself opened the door.

“Sorry， Miss Gray，” said Benny， very fast， “I think someone just stole some books out of the library. I thought I ought to tell you first. Maybe those books are valuable.”

Eva’s eyes grew big and round as Miss Gray said， “Thank you， Benny. I’ll look myself. Nobody else knows the books. You come， too， Eva.”

The three people went quickly down the cliff. Miss Gray went into the library and straight over to the last rows of books. There was the empty space exactly where she thought it would be. She knew which were the most valuable books， and so did Mr. Willet.

“There are four books gone here，” she said. “They were a set. I never had an idea they would be stolen. And over here！Yes， some more are missing. Mr. Willet must have been here before.”

She went around the room and found empty spaces everywhere. “Oh， dear！” said Miss Gray. “He has taken the very best books！He can sell them for a lot of money.”

“But look here， Miss Gray，” said Benny. “See this sign？It says you can borrow anything you want and sign your name. And here is Freddy Willet’s name！”

“I don’t think he will bring them back，” said Miss Gray. “How foolish I was not to lock the door！”

“I don’t think so，” said Benny. “Freddy would have climbed in the window. Windows and doors don’t stop our Freddy. That’s why I think he is a thief. Don’t worry too much， Miss Gray. My grandfather has Freddy on his mind. And my grandfather doesn’t slip up very often.”


Chapter 11 Who Is the Englishman？

Benny went slowly back to the hotel. He looked on every side as he walked， but Mr. Willet had disappeared.

Benny did some hard thinking on that walk. He had been sure that Freddy Willet was going to do more trading. But as far as Benny could tell， the Aldens and Miss Gray were the only people who knew Freddy was on the island today. After all， he hadn’t come in his red sports car. He had come secretly in the middle of the night. Why？

One idea came to Benny. Freddy had planned to get the library books on this day while the Aldens were still busy with their school. It was just bad luck for Freddy that Benny had gone to the library to hunt for pictures.

When he reached home， Benny told the family about his adventures. Henry said， “Ben， you certainly have made a friend of Miss Gray. I thought you could. Why， you have even made her come out of her house.”

Jessie said， “We’ve been here in the yard， but we haven’t seen Mr. Willet or anyone new.”

Mr. Alden said， “It’s a mystery how two men can keep themselves out of sight. This is such a small place.”

Nothing else happened that day. Everything seemed peaceful—too peaceful， the Aldens thought.

The next day was Saturday. The first thing the Aldens saw in the morning was children fishing. The island children sat on the edge of the wharf with long fishlines. They did not need poles.

Grandfather said， “Let’s go fishing！”

“Fine，” said Jessie. “We can watch the whole island from the wharf.”

In a short time the whole family was sitting on the edge of the wharf with the children. Mr. Alden gave Hal a dollar for five fishlines. Eddie said， “I’ll show you how to fish， Mr. Alden. You let the line way down. Then pull it up just a little and let it down again. Keep the hook wiggling.”

The Aldens did as Eddie said. The island children were catching fish after fish. But the Aldens caught nothing. Suddenly Mr. Alden had a bite.

“Pull her in， mister！” cried Eddie. “Don’t rush it. Hand over hand！But keep it even-like.”

Mr. Alden pulled as well as he could through thirty feet of water， and landed a beautiful big fish on the wharf.

Benny said， “Aren’t you going to fish any more， Grandfather？”

“No. I’m afraid I’ll catch another.”

“Well， I’m not，” said Benny. “I wish I could catch one. I would eat that whole fish myself.”

Everyone was quiet. The island children went on pulling in the fish. But the Aldens still caught nothing.

All at once Grandfather said slowly， “I believe I see our strange man at last！” Something in Grandfather’s voice made the Aldens look up quickly at the cliff walk. The island children paid no attention.

“Who in the world is that？” said Jessie. “He is dressed like an Englishman.”

The stranger wore a cap that shaded his eyes. He had on dark blue shorts and a soft shirt with a scarf tucked in at the neck. His socks were red and blue and came up to his knees. He carried a walking stick.

“Maybe he’s a friend of Miss Gray’s，” said Henry. “He is coming from that way.”

Then Violet said in a very low voice， “Grandfather！Do look at him！It’s Mr. Carter！”

“It is，” said Henry softly. “Look at his walk！It’s John Carter’s walk. Now why is he here？”

Mr. Alden said， “I telephoned him about Willet， but I didn’t send for him. Maybe he began to look up Willet’s business and thinks we need help.”

Henry whispered， “He’s coming this way. Act as if you don’t know him.”

The man in shorts came down to the wharf. Benny wanted to smile， but he stopped in time.

“Hello， everybody！Fishing？” said the man， as if he had never seen the Aldens before.

“Well， sir， these children are fishing，” said Mr. Alden. “But we have caught only one.”

“I say， that’s a big one！” It was exactly as if an Englishman were speaking. Not one of the island children turned around. But they heard every word.

“You’re a stranger here， sir，” said Grandfather. “Are you staying long？”

“A week or so， don’t you know？My name is Wilder-Smith. Guest of Miss Gray’s. My mother went to college with Miss Gray. Great old friends.”

“We are the Aldens，” said Grandfather. “Henry， Jessie， Violet， and Benny.”

Mr. Wilder-Smith bowed. He knew that the island children were listening. He went on， “There’s another stranger here， Mr. Willet. Today he is going to visit the good people and look over some dusty old things. He likes old things. Bit odd， don’t you know？”

Isabelle spoke up loudly. “He isn’t odd. He’s wonderful！”

“There， now，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith， “you see！He’s wonderful. I may go with Mr. Willet on his calls.”

“Go with him？” asked Benny， surprised.

“The man invited me. Of course I don’t know anything about old things. By the way， did you know there is no post office on this island？”

“Yes， the mail has to come from Northport，” said Henry.

Mr. Wilder-Smith shook his head. “I’ll have to find some other way. I have to get my letters by fast post.”

“Maybe we can think of a way to help you，” said Benny. “We’ve got a car.”

“Right，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith. “I have important letters. Maybe you can help. But I must toddle along. Cheerio！Top-hole to meet you.”

Mr. Wilder-Smith walked back along the wharf. Not a child spoke. They went right on fishing.

“Let’s go！” said Henry. “Thanks， Eddie， for the fishing lessons.”

“OK，” said Eddie.

When the Aldens reached the sand， Jessie said， “Why do you suppose Freddy ever asked Mr. Carter to come with him？”

“Because he’s a smart man，” said Grandfather. “Freddy wants us to think he is honest. But he’ll find that John Carter is smarter than he is.”

Nobody on the wharf could hear what the Aldens said now. Benny said in a low voice， “Mr. Carter wanted to find some way to send us messages， didn’t he—talking about the post office？”

“That’s what I thought，” said Jessie.

“I know a way，” said Benny. “You know that old log on the beach that Grandfather sits on？There’s a deep hole in one end. We can put a small piece of paper in the hole any time. And so can he.”

“Good！” said Jessie. “Let’s send him our message right away. The people know that we often sit on that log. They won’t notice.”

Henry wrote it. He made it as short as he could.

Light in schoolhouse at night. Back window has no lock. Broom closet goes into secret room in chimney. Look out of Washington’s coat button.

“Now how shall we put it in the log？” asked Violet.
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“I know！” said Jessie. “We’ll make some sandwiches and have a picnic on the beach. While we are eating we can hide the paper.”

The girls quickly made some cheese sandwiches. They packed the basket with many other things. Mr. Alden sat on the log. “Why don’t you hide the paper yourself， Gramps？” said Benny. “You know where the hole is.”

“Don’t watch me，” said Mr. Alden. Then in a minute he said， “It’s all done.” Not a sign of paper showed.

“I wonder how Mr. Carter will get it out？” said Benny.

“Well， that’s his lookout，” said Mr. Alden. “I wouldn’t worry about him.”


Chapter 12 A Sockful of Money

The picnic was over. The Aldens sat looking out over the blue water when the factory whistle blew.

“Oh， dear，” said Benny. “Now everyone will go to work and nobody will be at home when Freddy comes.”

“They don’t all go to work，” said Jessie. “By the way， I need some stuffing for the fish tonight. I’ll go to the store while you take the picnic things home.”

“I’ll go for you， Jessie，” said Benny. “I’d like to.”

“Good boy，” said Henry.

Benny walked up to the store， whistling. Mr. Fenton had the fish stuffing， and the two began to talk. The door opened， and who should come in but Freddy Willet！

“Hello， kid，” said Freddy. “I saw you come in. You one of the youngsters that teaches the funny school？”

“It isn’t a funny school，” said Benny with good nature. “And I do teach the smallest ones. They’re pretty keen kids， too.”

“Your name？” asked Mr. Willet.

“Benny.”

“Well， Benny， how would you like to learn something yourself？Come with me to the Easton family and watch me buy their old money. I bet you don’t know money when you see it. You’d never think a common penny was worth a dollar， would you？”

“No，” said Benny. He kept wondering why Freddy had invited him and Mr. Wilder-Smith to watch while he cheated the people. Benny took his box of stuffing and the two walked over to the house where the Eastons lived.

Mrs. Easton was waiting at the door with a smile. At that moment Mr. Wilder-Smith came along.

“Well， here we all are，” said Freddy. “Now you can watch me work. Mrs. Easton， we are all happy to be here. Let’s get started.”

Benny could hardly believe his eyes when Mrs. Easton put an old stocking on the table and poured out a pile of money. Some of the coins were very old， and a few had hardly been used at all.

Mrs. Easton said， “Some of that money was saved by my grandfather.”

They sat down at the table. Mr. Willet moved like lightning. He picked out one coin after another and dropped each in an empty box. He checked some coins by using a magnifying glass. Mr. Wilder-Smith just looked on. He did not seem to know a thing about coins.

“Is this an old penny？” asked Benny. It was almost as big as a half dollar， but it was made of copper.

“Yes， that’s an old penny. Let’s see. The date is 1864. I can pay Mrs. Easton ten dollars for it.” He put a ten-dollar bill on the table and the penny in the box.
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Mrs. Easton smiled and said， “Mr. Willet works fast. He knows his business.”

“You can say that again！” said Freddy. He showed his teeth in a wide smile. He went on， “This is a nice job， Mr. Wilder-Smith. I have already bought five-hundred dollars worth of coins and things from these fishermen. They are very grateful to me.”

“No wonder， old boy，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith. “What in the world do you want them for？”

“Oh， I’m crazy about old things，” said Freddy. “I like ’em all. But I like coins best.”

Benny said， “I don’t see how you remember the prices without a book.”

“Easy！” said Freddy. “I’ve been at this business for many years. I know a coin the minute I see it.”

“I say，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith， “you might make a mistake.”

“Not me，” said Freddy. “I know these coins like old friends. I never make a mistake. There！This is the best one I’ve found.”

He pushed a dime over to the two visitors. “Here is a new coin in perfect condition. But look at the date. 1901S. I’ll pay Mrs. Easton plenty for that. She’ll never forget Freddy Willet， you bet.”

“I certainly won’t，” said Mrs. Easton.

“I’m sure of that，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith. “That dime looks as if it had never been used.”

“That’s right. It never has been used. That dime has sat here for more than sixty years.”

“By Jove， I thought a worn-out coin was worth more，” said the Englishman.

“No， not if it’s worn smooth. Then it’s worth nothing. See this big copper penny？Smooth as silk. I can’t read the date. That penny is old enough， but it’s not worth a cent！” He laughed loudly at his own joke.

“That’s all，” said Freddy. “The rest are no good. I’ll just settle up with Mrs. Easton.”

“Thanks very much，” said Mr. Wilder-Smith. “It was a jolly good show. I learned a lot from you.”

“I guess you learned something today， too， young man，” said Freddy.

“Yes， I did，” said Benny. He said goodbye to Mrs. Easton， and he and Mr. Wilder-Smith went out together.

Benny whispered quickly， “Hole in the log.” And Mr. Wilder-Smith whispered， “Look three times a day.”

Then Benny went one way and Mr. Wilder-Smith another. They did not seem to know each other， for the Englishman took off his hat to the boy.

Benny had a great deal to tell his family. He told it in a whisper.

Jessie said， “It’s funny how we all whisper. It seems as if somebody is listening all the time.”

“Maybe someone is，” said Violet.

They were noisy enough when Jessie put the baked stuffed fish on the table. They had baked potatoes， too， and onions， and apple pie and cheese.

“A big dinner at last，” said Benny. “I’m hungry.”

When it grew dark， the Aldens sat out in the yard in front of the hotel. Henry was on one end. He turned suddenly as he heard a noise coming from the bushes behind the house. It was a whisper.

“Benny！Come with me to the schoolhouse. Bring the back door key. Follow me through the bushes.” It was John Carter’s voice.

They all heard it. Henry gave the key to his brother. Benny went without a sound.

“Why did he want Benny？” Jessie wondered.

“Maybe his small size is better than my big size，” guessed Henry， speaking low. Then he began to talk about other things in his own tone of voice.

At ten o’clock Benny came back. He was very much excited.

“Whisper， Ben，” said Henry. “Who knows who is listening？”

So Benny said in a whisper， “We tried the room in the chimney. We could both get in， and we could see right through the coat button into the schoolroom. Mr. Carter thinks Freddy is hiding things in the schoolroom. But we couldn’t find them. He is going to hunt again. He thinks Freddy will stay a while longer because he has a lot of families left to visit.”

“Well， well，” said Mr. Alden. “You will have something to tell Max. It won’t be dull， either.”

“It’s funny，” said Benny. “We didn’t do anything to make this happen.”

“No， Benny，” said his grandfather. “But you all kept your eyes open. You cared enough about your new friends to worry about them. And you listened when they told you about the man who paid so much for a quarter. You guessed that he was cheating in every trade.”

“But we can’t prove a thing，” said Henry.


Chapter 13 Surprise for Violet

The Aldens could hardly teach school on Monday with Mr.Willet making calls on every family in the village. All the children knew about it. They couldn’t help talking about it. At recess they did not want to play. They wanted to talk.

“Oh， my ma’s got an old gold pin with a lion’s head on it，” said one girl. “The Money Man’s going to pay her real money for it. And she’s got an old garnet ring， too.”

“And my grandma’s got a big box of old valentines，” said her brother. “The Money Man is going to buy those.”

“My pa has got an old tin dish they used to cut meat on，” said Tommy Spoon.

“Could that be pewter？” asked Violet.

“Pewter？No， I never heard of that.”

“And we’ve got an old hourglass they used in church over in Northport，” said Eddie.

“We’ve got a glass paperweight full of flowers. The Money Man is just crazy over it，” said another child.

Then suddenly Hal got up on a rock and began to talk. “You kids， listen here！” he began. “You got all the afternoon to talk about the Money Man. And this morning you got a good chance to learn something. We don’t ever get any teachers like these Aldens， teaching us interesting things. And they won’t be here much longer. Let’s stop talking and learn. That’s all I’ve got to say.”

Some of the children clapped for Hal’s speech， and soon everyone was busy. The morning flew by. Then Violet said， “Now let’s paint. We can go down to the beach.”

Marie and Hal were more excited than the other children. Marie begged， “Please teach me to paint the harbor the way the artist did.”

“I’ll help you as much as I can，” Violet promised.

The girls and boys took their painting things down to the water. The Aldens helped them get started. Violet had Marie and Hal draw the harbor first with pencil. She showed them only one thing. She said， “Notice that the lines of the wharf look as if they get closer together as they stretch into the water.”

As soon as Violet had shown the children how to hold their brushes she said， “Now paint away， just as you feel.”

[image: ]


[image: ]


Soon Jessie and Henry came over by Violet to watch the Moss twins.

Both Hal and Marie dashed on blue and green paint that was just the right color for the sea. The boats that they made looked like real boats， but they were drawn with only a few lines. It was hard to believe that this was the first time the twins had had watercolors.

All at once Violet knew the truth. Here were two natural artists， much better than she would ever be. There was something different about their painting—something all their own.

Marie cried， “Oh， here’s that purple place，” and she splashed purple and black under the wharf. She was not careful at all. Her picture made Jessie exclaim， “Beautiful！”

Hal’s picture was just as good， but it was different.

“May I take your paintings to show our grandfather？” Violet asked the twins.

“I could paint another！” cried Hal. “I know a different way to paint the ocean， the way it looks in a storm.”

Just then Mr. Alden came walking along the beach to see what was going on. Violet ran to show Mr. Alden the two paintings.

“Well， well！” he said. “What have we here？Watercolors？These are really good！These artists ought to go to art school. Not now， but later.”

School was over for the morning. The bell was ringing. Henry knew that Benny would soon lock the schoolroom door and come back to the beach.

“Old Ben wants his lunch，” he said， laughing.

“So do I，” said Mr. Alden. “I wish Benny would come.”

As they were eating， Violet said slowly， “I think Miss Gray ought to see these paintings.”

“Oh， so do I，” said Benny. “I’m sure she’d like them.”

After lunch the whole family set out with the two pictures. They climbed the cliff walk and rang Miss Gray’s bell.

Eva opened the door. She laughed. “I don’t have to ask any more when it’s you，” she said. “Come right in.”

When Miss Gray saw the Aldens she really smiled. It was the first time the Aldens had seen her smile like this.

“How is Freddy？” she asked.

“Well， Freddy is getting into trouble，” said Grandfather. “He is too brave. He is going a little too far.”

“How about the books？”

Mr. Alden had to say， “We don’t know yet about the books.”

“I’m sure you will get them back，” said Benny. “You see—”

Henry looked at his brother. Benny stopped.

Miss Gray said， “Yes？What were you going to say？”

“Well， I guess it wasn’t important，” said Benny. “We’re watching Freddy most of the time.” Benny was not sure what Miss Gray knew about her English guest.

Mr. Alden said， “We really came to show you two watercolors. We’d like to know what you think of them.” He passed them to Miss Gray.

“The harbor，” said Miss Gray. “Very good. Were they done by one artist or two？”

“Two，” said Violet with bright eyes. “The twins， Hal and Marie Moss.”

“Hal and Marie！” said Miss Gray. “They never had a lesson！”

“No，” said Grandfather， “they were born that way.”

Jessie said， “They have seen only three paintings in their lives. An artist came here long ago and painted their house and the harbor. And there’s George Washington in the schoolroom.”

“That’s why they have a style of their own，” said Miss Gray with a nod.

Violet said， “We have to go home the first of August. Somebody ought to look after those twins.”

Miss Gray looked straight at Violet. “I will，” she said. Then she seemed to be having a hard time with her words. At last she said， “When you go home， I’m going to teach your school myself.”

“You？” cried Jessie. “Are you strong enough？”

“I’m strong enough，” said Miss Gray. “Those twins live in my own town， and here I sit writing books. Nobody ever knew those children could paint. If you hadn’t come along， I don’t believe anyone would ever have found them.”

The Aldens started to go. Miss Gray went to the door with them. As Grandfather bowed to her， she said， “Mr. Alden， Violet found the two artists， and your Benny found me.”


Chapter 14 Caught！

The next day everyone saw Freddy Willet coming and going about the island in his red sports car. But no one ever saw him open the trunk， and there were no boxes in the front of the car.

“He must be hiding the library books in the schoolhouse，” said Benny. “There’s no other place here where he could hide the bigger things he has traded. But Mr. Carter can’t find a thing.”

Henry looked serious. “Time is getting short，” he said. “In another day or two Freddy will have everything of value that can be found on this island.”

After supper the Aldens found a long note hidden in the hollow log on the beach. In it John Carter said，

Fred Willet is Harold K. Frederic. He has two other names he also uses. Canadian police want him for smuggling. All we have to do is get him to the border.

That evening the Aldens sat outside their hotel as they always did. When it was quite dark， they grew more and more excited. They were sure something was going to happen. They were not at all surprised to hear a whisper: “Benny， follow me.”

While the others talked about the weather， Benny slipped after John Carter.

At first Benny thought that the schoolhouse was dark. Then he saw that something had been hung over a window. It was a car blanket. A dim light showed through another window.

Without a word， John Carter and Benny crept in at the back door. They went into the tiny chimney room. Mr. Carter looked through the hole in Washington’s coat button. He let Benny look.

The room was faintly lighted by a square flashlight on one of the desks in the back of the room. At first Benny could not tell what Freddy Willet was doing. Then he saw. The man was taking the wood out of the woodbox！

“His hiding place！” whispered Mr. Carter. “Now let me look.”

When all the wood was out of the woodbox， Mr. Willet turned the box upside down very carefully and poured coin after coin on the back desk. He swept them quickly into a strong bag.

“The books？” whispered Benny.

Mr. Carter shook his head. Then he was really surprised. Mr. Willet went to the bookcase that held the school books and took them all out. He took out a board in the back of the bookcase. Then he began to take out the old books from the library.

Mr. Carter stepped aside to let Benny look through the hole. Book after book came out of the space behind the shelf. Then came the doll， the buttons， the gold pins， the iron bank—everything.

Benny was thinking hard. “Mr. Willet must have been in the schoolhouse many times before. It took a long time to fix that hole behind the school books. That’s what he was doing when we couldn’t find him. My， what a lot of books！What will he do with them？”

He soon found out. Freddy took six books and began to tie them up with string. He set them on another desk. Soon he had sixty books. Then he put the board back， and fixed the school books just as they had been.

Mr. Carter took Benny’s place at the peephole. He was not a minute too soon， for Freddy took some books in one hand and was reaching to put out the flashlight when he heard Mr. Carter’s voice.

“Hold it， Willet！Don’t move！The front door is locked now！”
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Mr. Carter and Benny dashed down the back hall and into the schoolroom. Mr. Willet did the only thing he could do. He put out his light.

But this did him no good， for when his light went out， Mr. Carter’s went on.

“What’s the matter with you？” shouted Freddy. “I haven’t done anything！”

“Oh， yes， you have！” said John Carter. “Just put those books down. What about all the little things you traded？What about the coins？”

“They were fair trades！” shouted Freddy. “Everyone was satisfied. They were glad to trade.”

“That’s because they did not know the things were antiques，” said Mr. Carter. “And what about these books？A trade？”

“I borrowed those books. You just sign your name and take what you want. And I signed mine！”

“Which name did you sign， Freddy？” asked Mr. Carter softly.

Then Freddy knew he was in trouble. He had three or four names， and John Carter knew every one of them. Mr. Carter went on. “The Canadian police want you， Freddy. They will be very glad to see you. You have been smuggling for years. You made a great mistake to try it again. No， leave all the things right where they are！”

Mr. Willet made one last try. “You aren’t a policeman. You can’t arrest me.” He was very angry.

“You’re wrong，” said John Carter. “I was made a special policeman a week ago in Northport. But you’ll be glad to know that the chief of police from Northport is sitting in your red car out in the bushes.”

That stopped Freddy for a minute. Then he said， “Now， listen！I’ve paid these people a lot of money for old coins.”

“Not enough，” said John Carter. “You were going to sell the coins to the Adams College Museum. We can do that for you， and thanks very much for picking out the best ones！”

“You’ll have to pay me back what I paid，” said Freddy.

“We will， in time，” said Mr. Carter. “Nobody is going to cheat you， Freddy. But money won’t do you much good in prison. Ah， hello， Anderson！Benny and I are glad to see you.”

A tall policeman from Northport had come in the back door.

Freddy growled， “The Alden kids did this！”

“Yes，” agreed Mr. Carter， “the Alden kids did this. They did their duty as American citizens. They just did what was right.”

Mr. Anderson said to Benny， “We all thank you， and so will Canada. We have tried for years to catch Mr. North.”

“Mr. North！”

“Yes， and Mr. Frederic and Mr. Benson. They are all Freddy Willet. We will go in his own car.”

Freddy Willet was smart. He knew when he was caught. He went with the policeman without another word. It was low tide， just as Freddy had planned， and the road to Canada was straight before the two men.

Standing outside the hotel， Grandfather， Henry， Jessie， and Violet saw the car disappear over the stones and gravel to the mainland.


Chapter 15 The Last Song

What excitement there was in Port Elizabeth when the people heard about Freddy！It was hard for them to believe that the Money Man had cheated them. But when Mr. Carter told them that just one of the old valentines was worth many dollars， they changed their minds.

“Oh， it seems wonderful to talk out loud again，” said Benny. “I don’t like to have people hiding and listening and whispering. Now I can yell if I want to.”

“It’s good to talk to you again， Mr. Carter，” said Henry， “and no Mr. Wilder-Smith.”

“What did you find out at Adams College， John？” asked Grandfather.

“They want to buy many of the coins，” said Mr. Carter. “And I found two collectors who want the rest. I am going to call on every family and pay them the right price for their coins.”

“What a job！” said Henry.

“All in a day’s work，” Mr. Carter said with a smile.

“What about the little things？” asked Jessie.

“I will give them all back，” said Mr. Carter. “An honest antique dealer will come up here a little later. The people can sell them or keep them， whatever they wish.”

“Mr. Willet did give Marie a red necklace，” said Benny slowly.

Mr. Carter smiled. “That necklace cost him twenty-five cents，” he said. “I guess you don’t need to worry about that.”

Violet said suddenly， “Maybe Miss Gray would like to sell her old books to an honest man. Nobody here reads them.”

“Right， Violet，” said Mr. Carter. “That’s exactly what she told me. But she said a lot more. She thought she was foolish to think anybody would read them. She plans to buy a whole library of colored picture books， stories， and other new books. The books will be for both children and grown-ups.”

“Good，” said Jessie. “She has changed， and now she’s really wonderful.”

The Aldens had planned to have a picnic for the school children on the last day. But no—the children wanted to go to school！

“What children！” said Violet. “I never saw any children like them anywhere.”

As the children were singing a last song， someone came in the back door. The children could hardly believe their eyes. They clapped without knowing it. They had seen Miss Gray only from a distance， but they knew who she was.

Henry said， “Miss Gray is going to be your teacher until a new one comes. And she will choose somebody to ring the bell.”

“We won’t say goodbye，” said Benny. “We hate to say goodbye. We never do， we just go.”

It was hard， but everyone did just go. Mr. Alden sat outside in the station wagon. Miss Gray’s gardener took her home. The Aldens piled into the station wagon， and the school children waved and waved. Then the car rattled over the rocks and stones， and the Aldens were soon on their way home.
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When they reached home， Benny called up his friend Max.

“Hello， Max！It’s me！”

“Oh， hi， Ben！How about adventures？Did you catch a thief or find hidden treasure？”

“Both！” said Benny. “Come over on your bike and we’ll tell you all about the thief and the money hidden in old socks.”

“Don’t try to fool me， Ben，” said Max. “You couldn’t find all that on such a dull island.”

“Well， we did，” said Benny. “It was so exciting that we could hardly pay attention to our schoolteaching.”

“Schoolteaching！Are you crazy？”

“No，” said Benny. “We did more than that. We met a famous author and we discovered two artists.”

“I don’t believe it，” said Max. But he always believed Benny Alden.

It was not long before Max leaned his bike against the front steps. The Aldens took turns telling him about the schoolhouse mystery.

“It’s too much，” said Max at last. “I’ve been up there two summers. And not a thing happened except that we ate our meals and went fishing. Not a thing！But， Mr. Alden， I thought you were going to take the family somewhere else this summer？”

“Well， so I am， Max，” said Grandfather. He winked.

“Not much time left， sir.”

“There’s enough. There’s all of August and part of September，” said Mr. Alden.

“Almost time to go to the moon，” said Benny.




棚车少年11·尾车谜案



	
棚车少年11·尾车谜案

	
第一章 爷爷的主意





	
第二章 全体上车





	
第三章 海狸人





	
第四章 奇怪的故事





	
第五章 玻璃厂路口





	
第六章 班尼的历险





	
第七章 颠簸之旅





	
第八章 雨天





	
第九章 司机班尼





	
第十章 神奇的喷嚏





	
第十一章 真真假假





	
第十二章 谜一样的信息





	
第十三章 给曹曹的惊喜





	
第十四章 最佳旅行









	
THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 11·Caboose Mystery

	
Chapter 1 Grandfather’s Idea





	
Chapter 2 All Aboard！





	
Chapter 3 Beaver Man





	
Chapter 4 A Strange Tale





	
Chapter 5 Glass Factory Junction





	
Chapter 6 Benny’s Adventure





	
Chapter 7 A Wild Ride





	
Chapter 8 The Rainy Day





	
Chapter 9 Engineer Benny





	
Chapter 10 Curing Sneezes





	
Chapter 11 Is It Real？





	
Chapter 12 Mysterious Message





	
Chapter 13 Surprise for Cho-Cho





	
Chapter 14 Best Trip of All










第一章 爷爷的主意




Chapter 1 Grandfather’s Idea

奥登家的四个孩子和爷爷詹姆斯·奥登住在一起。

一天清晨，班尼·奥登正坐在楼上的房间里沉思着。

“我们四个的冒险可真多啊！”班尼心想，“最初我们住在森林里的棚车内，那真是令人激动的生活！接着我们遇到了爷爷，后来又去过那么多地方，见识过那么多的新鲜事，而且……”

班尼的心里突然闪过一个念头。他急不可耐地跑下楼梯，发现爷爷正在桌边坐着，维莉在他的身边缝纽扣。

班尼说：“爷爷，我突然想起来，您今年夏天不是有过一个计划吗？”

杰西正好走了进来。“没错。”她说，“可惜那时我们突然离开了，接着又发现了那栋校舍里的秘密。”

亨利跟着出现在门口，“所以您的计划被打乱了，爷爷。”

“哦，不，”奥登先生说，“我的计划一点儿都没被打乱，如果你们愿意，我们的旅行还可以继续。”

“我们当然愿意！”维莉说，“您总是能想出好主意。”

“来吧，我们坐到树下去！”奥登先生说，“我可以把整个计划说给你们听。多谢你给我缝好了纽扣，亲爱的宝贝儿。”说着，他穿上了外衣。

小狗望望跟着杰西一路小跑，最后趴在了她的脚上。

爷爷开始讲了起来：“你们知道吗？我有一个朋友，他自己有条铁路。”

“铁路！”班尼惊叫起来。

奥登先生笑了，说：“没错，名字叫小北铁路。有时候，我那位朋友会允许人们租一节老式的木质尾车，挂在货车的车尾，跟着列车一起旅行。所以我想，我们也可以坐着尾车，去旅行一次。”

“这个主意太棒了！”班尼说，“我还从没看过尾车里面，好想知道是什么样呢！”

“我也没有。”奥登先生说着，微笑起来。

“这肯定又是一次探险。”亨利说，“可是我们要到哪里去旅行呢？”

“小北铁路通向哪里，我们就去哪里。”

维莉问道：“您真的租了一节尾车吗，爷爷？”

“是的，孩子，而且我租的是两节车厢。”他的眼睛闪闪发亮，“我就知道，你们当中肯定会有人想起这个计划来。所以我租了两节尾车，一节给女孩们用，另外一节给亨利、班尼和我。”

“我们可以一起吃饭！”班尼说。

亨利看着自己的弟弟，笑道：“你就知道吃东西，班尼！”

“我喜欢吃。”班尼说，“我们要自己做饭吗？”

“是啊。”奥登先生说，“在尾车上做饭也是一种乐趣嘛。况且每节尾车都有盘子和碟子，也不缺火炉和水槽，还准备了冷藏箱。你们可以多买些盘子带着。杰西，你是管家。”

“哦，我只想用尾车里的盘子。试着用一下新东西，会很有趣的。”杰西说，“我们这就开车去货运站吧？我们可以亲眼看看尾车是什么样子。”

“我也是这样想的。”爷爷说着，站起身来。

亨利把那辆老爷车开过来，所有人都爬了进去。

班尼最先看到那两节尾车：“哦，两节尾车竟然不一样！一个大，一个小！”

“这肯定是有原因的。”爷爷说，“看看那节大车，上面新刷了红漆！我们很快就能找到其中的原因了。”

列车长正站在那节小尾车的踏板上，看到一家人走过来，他笑了笑，下了车，走上前来。“早上好！”他说，“你们肯定是奥登一家吧？我叫卡尔。”

“真不错！”班尼说，“你叫卡尔，正好是管卡车的！”

“这个玩笑不错，很多人也这么说过。”

“这是我的两个孙女，杰西和维莉。” 奥登先生说，“她们想看看自己要打理的是个什么样的地方。”

“好！”卡尔先生说，“你们可以爬进去，四下里看看。我告诉您，奥登先生，那节大尾车最近一直没用，所以重新刷了漆。不过我觉得这节更适合你，因为它的窗口比较大，你可以坐在窗口看书。那节大尾车有些历史故事，我一会儿再给您讲。”

众人爬上小尾车的台阶时，班尼低声对哥哥说：“刚才卡尔先生说的是‘历史’还是‘离奇’？”

“他说的是‘历史’，”亨利笑着答道，“是你自己认为这里有些‘离奇’。”

“不，”班尼说，“我才不要什么离奇事件，对我来说，能坐尾车旅行就已经足够了。”

奥登一家四处打量起来。杰西打开了冷藏箱。

“你也看到了，这东西很小。” 卡尔先生说，“储藏的冰块和水经常不够用，所以你们还是要带些罐头。有时候，我们也会在支线上停一两个小时，你们可以趁机去买东西。”

亨利揭开小火炉的盖子，朝里面看了看，说：“看起来是烧罐装气的。”

“没错。”卡尔先生说，“如果到时候你们觉得冷了，把炉子点着，能暖和一点儿。”

“现在是八月份，我觉得冷不到哪里去。”亨利说。

“其实还是会冷的。不过这里有毛毯、床单，还有毛巾。看，还有单人床和上下铺。”

“哦，天哪，我要上铺！”班尼说。

“那你睡上面好了。”亨利笑道，“我无所谓，睡下面也行。”

爷爷说：“看那儿，床垫上还铺着老式的黑皮子呢！我那朋友问要不要换上新床罩，我说不要。我觉得，你们都希望尾车保持它原来的样子。”
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接下来，奥登一家穿过小尾车，来到了大尾车里。

班尼却径直穿过车厢，来到了尾部的看台上，欢呼道：“哦！这里才适合我！这里能坐下三个人！我要坐在列车的最后面，看着乡村美景飞驰而去！”

卡尔先生笑了起来：“您希望什么时候动身，奥登先生？明天有一列小货车要发车，我也在那列车上。不过后天还有一列。”

所有人都看了看班尼，因为他已经说出了大家的心里话：“我们明天出发！”

爷爷对着卡尔先生笑了笑，说：“我的家人都想早点出发。那就明天吧。”

“你们要在明天一点之前赶到这里，”卡尔先生说，“记得要带上所有的东西。”

奥登一家人朝着老爷车走去，杰西已经把要买的罐头食品清单列了出来。

突然，班尼说：“那节大尾车很不一样。你们注意到了吗？”

“是的，里面的设备要好得多。”爷爷说，“地板要好一些，车厢壁也好一些。”

班尼说：“你们注意到了吗？那节车厢的装饰板好像被拆掉了一些，而且窗口装着拉杆，上面却没有窗帘！”

亨利说：“可那节尾车只是看起来很新而已，因为它刚刚刷了红漆。”


第二章 全体上车

Chapter 2 All Aboard！

第二天一早，奥登一家人都忙碌起来了。他们分头行动，忙着买食物，收拾东西。中午时分，终于万事俱备。众人出门的时候，小狗望望跟着杰西一路小跑，它也准备出发了。

“你不能去，小家伙！”亨利说，“这真可惜，不过你肯定不喜欢坐在尾车里的。”

杰西试图告诉望望，它为什么不能去。她觉得望望一定明白了她的话，它转过身，没有抱怨地朝屋里走去。管家麦格雷戈太太正在等着它。

没过多久，亨利就将老爷车停在了满是车厢的货运站。他打算把车交给卡特先生，卡特先生以前替奥登先生干过活。

所有人都爬进了那两节尾车。

“哦，这多有趣啊！”杰西一边说着，一边与维莉一起把罐装食品摆放在大尾车的架子上。亨利和班尼把水倒进水箱，将一大块冰放进冷藏箱里。

一家人把带来的东西安放妥当后，又走了出来。他们站在车厢的台阶旁，望着远处铁轨旁的司机。

“看啊，爷爷！”班尼说，“邮递员来了！是不是有您的邮件？”

“嗯，也许是我的朋友——小北铁路的主人——给我寄信来了。”奥登先生说，“他知道我们会坐这趟车。不过我以前都不知道，邮递员还会把信送到货车上来。如果有给我的信，卡尔先生会拿给我的。”

“我去看看。”班尼说完，没等众人拦住他，就已经跑掉了。

“我最好跟他一起去。”亨利说着也跑了过去。他追上班尼，两人一起跑到卡尔先生和邮递员的跟前。

邮递员高大结实，显得那身蓝灰色的制服和帽子有些小。他长着一小撮黑胡子，有一双黑色眼睛。他朝两个男孩仔细地打量了一会儿。

班尼说：“我没想到邮递员还会到车站来，卡尔先生。”

卡尔先生笑了起来：“他可不是一般的邮递员，他非常热心，一有我的信件就会送到车上来。他叫西德·威斯通。”

“你好。”两个男孩齐声说。

班尼继续说道：“我们姓奥登，有没有我爷爷奥登先生的信？”

“没有。”威斯通先生摇了摇头，接着他转过身，低声对卡尔先生说道，“我能不能到那节大尾车上去？只是看看而已，连十分钟都用不了！”

“对不起，”卡尔先生说，“我们等不了十分钟！小伙子，你们要快点跑回去，我们两分钟后就出发！记得让所有人都坐下，列车连接尾车时会产生震动！”

不等他说完，亨利和班尼已经跑掉了。他们一上车，便冲着卡尔先生挥了挥手。

卡尔先生举起手，向司机发出信号。货车启动，朝着尾车倒去。只听轰的一声，小尾车和大尾车都被连在了货车末端，两节尾车前方是车组人员的尾车。

“太好啦！”爷爷说，“这辆小北货车拉着一溜儿三节尾车，凡是经过的地方，人们看到了肯定会笑的。”

奥登一家听到远处传来一阵汽笛声，接着火车开始缓缓前行。卡尔先生迅速爬上一节货箱。

“噢，坐在最后一节车厢里真是刺激！”班尼说，“我早就想住在尾车里了。”

“我也是。”爷爷笑了起来。

“来，班尼！”亨利说，“我们到外面去，在车尾的平台上坐坐。杰西，你要不要一起去？”

“好啊，非常乐意！”杰西说。

“我要跟爷爷待在大车厢里。”维莉说。

“太棒了，我们正一路飞驰！”几分钟后，班尼叫了起来，接着他凑上前去说，“亨利，你刚才有没有看清那个大个子邮递员？你听见没有？他说想到这节车厢里看看呢。”

“听到了，班尼。”亨利说着，迅速看了班尼一眼，“我觉得他的请求很奇怪。”

“嗯，我也认为非常奇怪。”班尼说。

“你们两个在说什么呢？”杰西问道。

亨利把邮递员西德的事情告诉了她。

“你们说说，他想看什么呢？”杰西说。

“我可猜不到。”亨利说，“他是个大块头，我猜他肯定没我们跑得快。”

“是啊，他长得那么壮。”班尼说。

“壮得头上的帽子都显得太小了！”亨利说到这里，笑了起来。

“离奇事件！”班尼叫了起来，“离奇的尾车！”

“先别高兴，班尼。”杰西说，“也许事情很简单呢，也许他只是对火车很感兴趣——有些人就是这样。”

但班尼还是像往常一样得出了自己的结论：“那个邮差肯定认为这个大尾车里有些古怪。我会弄清楚的，你们等着瞧。”

“班尼说得没错。”亨利说，“杰西，你是没听见那邮差的话。我敢肯定，他在担心着什么。”

“既然你们都这样说，我想肯定错不了。”杰西说，“不过，我们还是先欣赏一下这漂亮的乡村景色，看看这些树林和田野吧！”

“我正在欣赏呢，”班尼说，“经过的每一片玉米地，我都注意到了，玉米很快就要熟了。”

列车继续前行，穿过一个又一个小镇。快到五点钟的时候，班尼叫道：“看这儿！我们头顶有架梯子，我想爬上去，到尾车顶上去。”

他话音刚落，就发现一只脚出现在梯子的顶部，很快又是另一只，紧跟着出现了两条穿着制服的长腿。

“噢，看啊，那是什么？”班尼叫道。

这时，一个脑袋出现了。一个头戴铁路工帽的人笑着说：“你们好！希望没吓着你们！”

“没有。”亨利说，“不过我们确实吃了一惊。”

“我是替司机送信的。”那人说。

“他是列车上的老大？”班尼说。

“不。”那个人摇了摇头，“列车长卡尔先生才是这列车上的老大，司机只是二把手。我是制动工，名叫阿尔。”

“我从来都不知道这些，原来列车长就是老大。”班尼说。

“他的确是。”阿尔说，“司机戴维斯先生负责开火车，但什么时候停什么时候走，都是列车长说了算。”

“司机要告诉我们什么，阿尔？”亨利问道。

制动工站在梯子上，显得十分轻松。他用一只手扶着梯子，让一只脚悬在空中，另一只手摘下帽子，然后又戴了上去。他说：“其实我有两个消息。第一个是这样的：如果遇到了麻烦，你们可以停车。”

班尼说：“哦，我想不会有任何麻烦的。”

“这可不好说，班尼。”亨利说，“怎么停车，阿尔？”

“在桌子旁边有个小扳手，一旦被扳到中间，它就会触发气闸，哪怕有一百节车厢也能停住。”

“回到车厢以后，我会找到那个扳手的。”亨利说。

维莉来到门口，想看看发生了什么事情。她刚好听到班尼说：“阿尔，开车前你看到那个大个子邮差了吗？听到他说什么了吗？”

“看见了。”阿尔说，“但我没听清他说了些什么。问这个干吗？”

“哦，没什么。”班尼说。

“另外一个消息是，”阿尔说，“五点钟左右，我们会穿过司机家的玉米地。铁轨两侧都是他种的玉米。戴维斯先生说，如果你们晚餐想吃些玉米的话，只管下车去摘。”

“甜玉米！”维莉喊道，“我们很喜欢吃，这些玉米肯定很鲜美！”

“要趁新鲜吃。”阿尔说，“我也要多摘些做晚餐。”

“你也负责做饭？”杰西问道。

“是的。”阿尔说，“我本想邀请你们到我的车厢去做客，可是卡尔先生要求我锁好两节车厢间的门，他说这样对你们更安全。要知道，我们的车厢只是个工作间。”

“我马上去烧水，”杰西说，“等一会儿好煮玉米。”

“噢，小姐，不要那样做！”阿尔说，“玉米要冷水下锅，等水烧开了，玉米也就熟了。”
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“谢谢你，”杰西说，“我试试。”

“这是最好的煮玉米方法。”阿尔对她说，“我就待在这儿。一会儿我下去的时候，你们就跟着下去。”

杰西给最大的水壶加满了冷水。她已经把摘玉米的事告诉了奥登先生，所有人都准备下车了，很快，车速慢了下来。

“我看到玉米地了！”班尼叫道，“我们该摘多少，杰西？”

“嗯，摘20根就够了，可以放在这个旧箱子里。”

列车停住了，大家下了车，开始摘玉米。

奥登先生说：“我已经很多年没摘过玉米了。除了这个，我们晚上还有什么吃的？”

杰西说道：“我们有不少黄油，可以涂在玉米上。另外还有些汉堡、曲奇饼和牛奶。”

“足够了！”爷爷说，“我已经饿了。”

司机拉响了汽笛，他们回到车上。大家都坐下来，帮着剥玉米。杰西把玉米丢进冷水里，亨利点着了炉子。

不一会儿，大家便开始坐在一起，吃起晚餐来。

“这玉米真好吃！”奥登先生说。

“特别新鲜，”班尼说，“从地里摘回来就下了锅。”

吃完晚餐，奥登家的孩子轮流到车尾的平台上坐了坐。他们正坐在那里，便看到阿尔再次从梯子上走下来。

“卡尔先生忘了告诉你们，明天早上九点钟，我们会在海狸湖停车。你们会喜欢那儿的。”

“为什么？”班尼问道。

“你总是喜欢问为什么，是吧？好，我就告诉你，你可能会看到真正的海狸。我们要停车一个小时，好装卸货物。那时也许你们会看到更有趣的东西。”

“我觉得，如果海狸发现我们来了，肯定会跑掉。”班尼说。

“秘密就在这里。”阿尔说，“它们看不见你的。年轻人，别问为什么，只管等着瞧。还有，那些野生海狸由一个老先生看护，他是一个奇怪的老人。他不愿意人们把海狸都杀光，所以就住在森林里，不让捕猎者靠近。也许你会看到海狸先生，也许看不到，他非常奇怪。接下来不久我们会在潘德尔停车，加些冰块和水。”

“非常感谢！”奥登先生说道。阿尔消失在了梯子顶部。

星星出来了，奥登先生说：“这儿的光线太暗了，看不了书，我要睡觉了。”

“我也累了。”维莉说。女孩们道了声晚安，回到小尾车里。

亨利和爷爷把干净的床单铺在三张黑色的旧床垫上。班尼朝上铺爬去，边爬边笑。

“这梯子好难爬。”他说，“这些脚蹬是给大人准备的，有的在这边，有的在那边。”

奥登先生和亨利看了看。

“可你还是上去了，班尼。”亨利说，“不过对你来说，的确太难了。”

“我还是挺喜欢上铺的，”班尼说，“可以看到外面的星星。”

班尼又想起那个邮差，那些海狸，还有大尾车。但他很快就睡着了。

尾车哐啷啷、轰隆隆地继续朝前开着，直到第二天清晨。


第三章 海狸人

Chapter 3 Beaver Man

列车整夜未停。夜色中，班尼大喊了一声：“天亮的时候我会告诉你！”

“天亮？”爷爷突然醒了过来，“天已经亮了？”

亨利轻声道：“不，爷爷，是班尼在说梦话。”

但是等到天真的亮了，班尼却说：“我昨晚根本没睡着。”

亨利大笑起来。“哦，是吗？” 他问道。

“是啊。”班尼又说道，“你跟爷爷倒是睡着了，整夜都在打呼噜。”

“真不好意思，让你整晚都没睡好，班尼。”奥登先生说着，冲亨利眨了眨眼，“我知道的，我确实打呼噜了。”

“我困得马上就能睡着。”班尼说。

“哦，别这样，班尼！”维莉叫道，“睡着了你就看不到海狸了。我们九点钟要到海狸湖去，你忘了吗？”

“对呀！”班尼赞同道，“我非常想看海狸。也许我可以忍住瞌睡，一直等到九点。”

吃完早餐，班尼说：“我要到后面的看台上去，一直待到九点。”

这次，两个姐姐也跟着走了出去。列车一路经过很多小站，但都没有停。奥登家的孩子坐在看台上，对看到的每个人挥手。

突然班尼说：“杰西，经过上个车站时，你有没有注意到车站里的那些工人？他们在指着我们的大尾车笑。”

“注意到了。”杰西说，“我想那是因为我们看起来有些滑稽，三节尾车并在一起。”

“但这也没有那么可笑啊！”班尼说，“我敢肯定，他们是指着大尾车，还有我们。”

维莉说：“我可不认为他们是在指着我们，他们是指着车上的什么东西。”

“他们当时指着我们的头顶，维莉，”班尼说，“也许尾车上面有什么东西。”

几个人抬头望去，却只看到车厢的号码——777。

没过多久，他们听到卡尔先生叫了起来：“海狸湖！海狸湖到了！”

列车停下，所有人都做好跳下去的准备。卡尔先生和阿尔正在梯子旁等着他们。

班尼说：“哦，我想问问您关于大尾车的事情。您说过它有一段历史。”

卡尔先生笑了起来：“我是这样说过，但现在没时间讲了。我甚至不能陪你们一起过去，因为必须安排人卸货。不过阿尔可以陪你们一起去。”

阿尔在前面带路。一条小河从铁路下方穿过，几个人顺着小河走，很快就来到了一处茂密的森林里。阿尔领着他们，沿着一条小路走了下去。大家已经看不见小河，但一路上仍然能听到湍急的水流声。

阿尔指着一块写有“海狸湖”字样的标牌，“你们可以自己走过去，不过我也想亲眼看看海狸。”

班尼说：“我猜那块牌子是海狸老先生放的。”

“没错。”阿尔说，“他有时候会过来聊天，通常我会在这里遇到他。”

但此时，这里却一个人影都没有。

很快第二块标牌出现了，上面写着：

请勿讲话

看到这个，连班尼都不再说话了。

奥登家的孩子们看到一顶类似帐篷的东西，里面放着一把长椅。帐篷的顶部和一侧全都经过处理，看起来跟一丛真的灌木差不多。一块木牌上写着：

请坐下观察，只能容纳六个人

每个人的心里都想着同一件事——好幸运！算上阿尔在内，他们刚好六个人！

奥登家的孩子们可以透过灌木丛间的空隙望见那条小河，只不过此时的小河已经变成了湖泊。阿尔指了指，大家都看见了一只大海狸。

那只海狸一直向前游着，只有脑袋露在水面上。海狸来到自己窝棚的顶部，突然停了下来，开始向上爬去。班尼注意到，海狸身上沾满了污泥，很快他就发现了原因。

海狸爬上房顶，再滑下去，刮掉了身上的泥巴，接着又爬到房子的另一侧，甩掉了尾巴上的泥巴。这时奥登家的孩子才明白，原来海狸是要清洁身体。

突然，灌木丛中发出一阵巨大的哗啦声，一棵树倒下来，扑通一声落在水里。树桩旁是另外一只海狸，正是它用牙齿咬断了小树的树干。

奥登家的孩子两眼不眨地望着海狸，只见它沿着刚刚放倒的小树走过去，在树木中间开始啃起，将树拦腰断开。

树木原本有一段掉入了水中，海狸把树干啃为两截后，游了出去，推动着两截树干，一直来到湖边的水坝上。两根树干长度相仿，刚好浮在水面上，不让坝里的水溢出来。

这时，阿尔看了看手表，站起身来，打算离开，其余的人都跟在他身后。他们走到第一块标牌跟前时，听到树林中传来一阵响动。

“大家好！”一个低沉的声音传来，所有人都转过身去。

“没错，我就是海狸先生。”那人说道。他长着浓密的白发，卷曲而花白的胡须几乎遮住了整张脸，脸上挂着微笑。

爷爷说道：“你的工作做得不错，救了这么多海狸。它们是些非常了不起的动物。”

“谢谢！”海狸先生说，“在某些方面，它们比我们还聪明。我能问一下，你们是怎么来到这儿的吗？”

爷爷笑了起来，回答道：“我们是坐着货车的尾车过来的。我们正在用一种新的方式度假。”
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“这个小伙子好像玩得很开心呢！”海狸先生说着，望了望班尼。

班尼说：“是的，我玩得非常高兴。我们做饭、吃饭、睡觉全在尾车里，我们的车号是777。”

“什么？”海狸先生问道，“777？”他突然转过身，一句话也不说，就逃进了树林里。

“您知道些什么？”班尼看着他的背影喊道。

“哎，他到底怎么了？”亨利问道。

“算了！”阿尔说，“他一直都很奇怪，我们不要打扰他了！”

爷爷说：“我只能说，他很怪。”

奥登一家人来到车站，仔仔细细地打量了一番尾车车厢，却没有看出有任何怪异的地方，只看到一个号码——777。

维莉轻声道：“777这个号码，足以把海狸先生吓走。”

列车再次启动了。奥登先生说：“阿尔告诉过我们，下一站是潘德尔。我们要下车打水，还要弄些冰块。也许潘德尔的居民会告诉我们海狸先生的事情。也许他们知道，我们的777号尾车有什么怪异的地方。”


第四章 奇怪的故事

Chapter 4 A Strange Tale

很快，列车在潘德尔慢了下来，然后停住了。站台上站着六个人，奥登一家下车的时候，其中几个人一边笑着，一边对他们指指点点。

班尼走到一个高个子面前，说：“我想知道，我们的尾车到底有什么奇怪的？为什么别人都在指指点点？”

“这事容易，小伙子。”那人说着笑了起来，“那节尾车可是老牌的777号，非常出名，以前是白色油漆，金色数字。那是马戏团里的尾车。”

奥登家的孩子全都盯着那人。这是马戏团里的尾车！那说不准真的有些历史，还有些离奇的故事呢！

高个子笑了笑说：“你很吃惊，是吗？关于这节尾车，我还可以告诉你很多。我叫肖，是车站的站长。”

“见到你很高兴。”爷爷说，“我叫奥登。关于我们的尾车，不论你说什么，我的孩子们都会非常感兴趣。”

就在这时，奥登注意到一个车站工人走到那节大尾车前。他站在那里，侧着头，盯着车厢，两手叉腰。他戴着一顶可笑的小帽子，穿着一双头部翘起的大皮鞋，但是脸上的表情却有些伤感。

肖先生叫了一声，对那个工人说：“怎么样？对于涂了红漆的777号，你有什么看法？”

那个工人慢吞吞地说：“这骗不过我们。就算是在中国看到它，我们也能认出这节车厢。”

所有人都忍不住大笑起来，这个工人总给人一种非常搞笑的感觉，但奇怪的是，他看起来很伤感。

突然，那个工人对亨利说：“我去给你弄你要的水和冰块。”

接着，他转过身，快步离开了。

亨利刚要说不用，但肖先生动了动嘴角，低声说：“让他去吧。我一会儿告诉你为什么。”

等到工人走得不见了踪影，肖先生才说：“帮助你们对他自己也有好处。他向来都是一言不发的，他主动提出要帮助你们，我还吃了一惊。”

班尼说：“肖先生，那人有点搞笑。虽然他看起来很难过，但一看他，我就想笑。他肯定是个小丑。”

“他曾经是个小丑。”肖先生说，“你是怎么猜到的？他叫曹曹，曾跟着马戏团到处旅行。加入马戏团之前，他就住在潘德尔。我们都知道777号，因为曹曹经常跟着马戏团的火车到处流浪。”

“那是很久以前的事情吗？”亨利问道。

“是的，好多年前了。马戏团的火车每个夏天都会开过来，走的就是小北铁路。我们车站的工作人员跟马戏团的人很熟，每年都能见到他们，有些人甚至还到附近的大城市去看他们演出。”

“那为什么曹曹现在变得如此难过？”班尼问道。

“说来话长。”肖先生说，“他的妻子叫琪琪，是一个走钢丝的表演者。她的全家都很出名，她的妈妈就非常出色，欧洲的某位国王甚至送过她一条漂亮的钻石项链。她妈妈老了以后，把项链送给了琪琪。我记得当时琪琪还向月台上的所有人展示了一番。她很喜欢给人看那条项链，因为实在太漂亮了。但在表演的时候她从来没有戴过，她只戴一条闪闪发光的廉价仿制品。一天晚上，她在钢丝上滑倒，摔了下来，当场就死了。”

“真是太惨了！”杰西和维莉说。

“是啊，很惨。这对曹曹来说，是个致命的打击，他离开了马戏团，继续留在潘德尔生活。他的钱很快就花光了，只好在车站附近帮我打零工，而且，他还把自己那匹会说话的马卖掉了。”

“会说话的马？”班尼问道。

另外一人开了口：“是的，先生，那是一匹骏马，颜色很特别。我还从来没见过那种马。它的四条腿是白色的，额前有颗白星，皮毛是金褐色的。”

“没错。”肖先生说，“它的尾巴呈波浪形，奶白色，很长，差不多能碰到地面。”

“听起来很棒。”维莉说，“它怎么说话？”

“曹曹问它问题，它用抬头表示是，摇头表示不是。它还会通过刨地来做算术。如果曹曹问它二加一等于几，马儿就会用蹄子在地上刨三下。每次表演快要结束时，曹曹总会问：‘少校，你现在想干什么？’那匹马就会躺在地上，把两只眼睛闭起来。”

“那匹马被卖掉了，真是太可惜了！”爷爷说，“你知道是谁买去了吗？”

“噢，当然了。一个叫约翰·卡特罗的人把它买了回去，逗孩子玩。卡特罗住在玻璃厂路口，就是下一站。他住在森林里，离车站大约有一英里。”

“噢，我真想见见那匹马！”班尼说。

“你能见到的——但前提是，你能来回走上两英里路。”

奥登先生说：“那条钻石项链在曹曹手里，他为什么不把它卖掉？这样他就不用卖掉那匹马了。”

“唉，那条项链已经丢了！”肖先生说，“琪琪不戴的时候，总是把项链藏起来，从不告诉别人它在什么地方，就连曹曹也不知道。”

班尼叫了起来：“也许是藏在我们的尾车里了！”

“不，不太可能！”肖先生说，“警察把马戏团用的那列火车搜了个遍，每节车厢都翻过了，但一直没有找到。再说了，琪琪从来没在那节尾车里住过。”

另外一个人说：“可是她在那里面待过很长时间。”

“是的，没错。”肖先生同意道，“老板的妻子住在777号车厢里，她跟琪琪是非常好的朋友。两个人还在那节车厢里装上了蕾丝窗帘之类的饰品。看，曹曹回来了！不知道他能不能把剩下的故事告诉你，如果他能够开口，对他来说倒很有好处。”

奥登家的孩子们望着曹曹。他正在往回走，手里推着一辆小车，上面装着两桶水和一些冰块。

大家还没来得及阻止，班尼已经跑到了那位年长的小丑跟前。

“曹曹先生！”班尼说，“肖先生刚才跟我们讲了你的故事。他提到了你妻子的那条项链，你说它会不会是被人偷走了？”

曹曹沉默了一会儿，看起来似乎打算转身逃走，然而没有，他近乎耳语地说道：“是的，孩子，我认为是瘦子偷走它的。”

“瘦子是谁？”亨利问道。

“我从前的一个朋友。他曾跟我一起在马戏团演出，是表演杂耍的。”

“为什么你认为是他偷走了钻石项链？”亨利问道。

“这个……有一天，琪琪把项链拿出来，给所有人展示了一遍。我看到她把项链递给了瘦子，却没看到他还回来。后来他说自己已经还了——可那时琪琪已经死了，也没有其他人证，所以一开始我相信了我的朋友。”
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“你报警了吗？”班尼问道。

“哦，是的。那段时间真是糟糕极了，所有人都惶恐不安。警察认为是瘦子偷走了项链，最后我也不得不相信了。”

“为什么？”班尼问道。

“因为第二天瘦子就消失了。”

奥登先生点了点头：“对瘦子先生来说，这确实让人怀疑。”

杰西说：“但是如果他真的很瘦，警察很容易就能找到他。”

“哦，没错，他是很瘦，你都能看到他的骨头。他的黑胡子很长，都及腰了。”

“不过他可以把胡子剪掉啊。”班尼说。

“是啊，他当时肯定在第一时间剪掉了胡子，因为警方派出人手追了很远很远，都没有发现他的踪迹。”

肖先生说：“我给你们说说瘦子先生最好的朋友吧，他就住在海狸湖，仇视每个人，任何有关777号车厢的事情都会让他受不了，直到今天仍然是这个样子。他是个老人，在海狸湖照顾那些野生的海狸。”

“哦，哦，我们认识他。”班尼喊道，“当听说我们乘坐777号车厢旅行的时候，他真的非常生气。”

肖先生点点头，说：“他肯定会生气的。他认为是那节车厢里的人赶走了他最好的朋友，而且他从来都不相信是瘦子偷走了钻石项链。”

“我还有一件事要问。”亨利说，“你们知不知道一个名叫西德的大个子邮差？他曾经拿着一封信，到车上来找卡尔先生。”

“不知道。我从来没听说过这个人。怎么了？”

“他说他想到大尾车上看一看，但卡尔先生说时间不够了。你们说，他为什么想进去看看？”

曹曹两手一摊，说：“也许他只是对火车感兴趣而已。很多人都会赶到这条铁路线上给车厢拍照。”

班尼说：“我想看看你的马，曹曹，如果它还在玻璃厂路口的话。”

“对不起，班尼，我们没有时间了。”爷爷说，“我们去看看玻璃工艺吧！”

班尼说：“不过我还是宁愿去看会说话的马。”

杰西说：“哦，班尼，制造玻璃很有趣的。你没见过别人吹玻璃泡吧？”

“没有。”班尼说，“但我也没有见过会说话的马。”

肖先生笑了起来：“女孩子会喜欢那些玻璃的。那儿到处都是碎玻璃丝，你们可以拣一些回来，把它们磨光。”

“都是什么颜色的？”维莉问道。

“各种颜色都有，有些还是混合色的——有红白色的，黑白色的，还有蓝绿色的。玻璃丝可以做胸针或是手镯。”

亨利跟着小丑先生，把水和冰块放进两节尾车。奥登先生刚想上车，肖先生悄声说道：“我真是开了眼界。我这辈子都没见过曹曹说这么多话。只要忍得住，他一个字都不会说。”

“这次他忍不住了。”班尼说着，笑了起来。


第五章 玻璃厂路口

Chapter 5 Glass Factory Junction

不一会儿，列车停在了玻璃厂路口站。奥登一家下了车，四处看了看，却没有看到任何村镇的迹象——铁轨一侧是一座小型货站，另一侧是一家大型工厂。所有的一切都被围在树林当中，树枝几乎垂到了铁轨上。

“我觉得很奇怪，镇子在哪里？”班尼问道。

阿尔走上前来，回答道：“镇子在树林的另一侧，很小。不过我们停车的时间不变，因为我要在这里把工厂的碳酸钾卸下来。这里到处都是玻璃。”说着，他捡起一块蓝色的碎片。

“好漂亮啊！”维莉说。

班尼说：“爷爷，我真的不想拣玻璃碴。我想看会说话的马。”

奥登先生想了一会儿，答应了：“你自己决定吧，班尼。你已经长大，能照顾自己了。如果你能走两英里去看马，那你就去好了。你也听到阿尔先生的话了，我们要在这里待两个小时。”

亨利说：“我还以为你困得什么都干不了呢。你早上说，你昨晚根本没睡着。”

“我是很困，等回到车厢的时候，我就睡一会儿。阿尔跟我说过，只要顺着森林里的小路走就不会错。我先去看看那匹马，然后就回车厢睡觉。你们回来后不要开门，也不要偷看我，别把我吵醒了哦。”他准备出发了。

爷爷叫了一声：“别走丢了，班尼！”

“我会找到路，不会迷路的。如果走丢了，我就吃坚果和莓果——小孩子迷路时都吃这个。”说完，班尼不禁为自己的这个笑话笑了两声。

“也别回来晚了！”爷爷再次叫道，“你知道火车是不等人的！”

“嗯，我知道。来回两英里，估计两个小时没问题。”

维莉望着班尼，目送他走进了茂密的森林。她对亨利说：“我有点不放心，要不你跟着他吧！”

亨利说：“不用，维莉，我可不想指挥他做这做那。班尼必须学会独立生活，也要学会犯错——我们都得这样。”

“说得好！”爷爷赞同道，“如果你一直照顾着他，他是永远学不到东西的，亨利。”

奥登一家拣了很多玻璃片，最后不得不从车厢里拿了个纸袋来装。突然，一个脑袋从工厂的窗子里探了出来，那人喊道：“你们想不想参观玻璃厂？”

“非常想，先生。”爷爷说。大家都走上台阶，在门口与说话的人迎面碰上。

“我先带你们看看如何制作压缩玻璃。只管跟着我好了，我叫利德斯通。”

“我叫詹姆斯·奥登。”爷爷说，“这些都是我的孩子。”

“是的，我知道。”利德斯通先生笑着说，“我猜你们就是那些乘坐尾车旅行的人吧——这里的所有人都在谈论这件事。也许年轻人想知道玻璃是怎么造出来的。”众人走进另外一间屋子，他继续介绍道，“我们先把沙子和碳酸钾混合起来加热，等融化后再倒出来，压制成模型。”

看到工人们把融化的玻璃倒在精致的模具里，确实令人兴奋。

“哦，多好看的颜色啊！”维莉说。

“而且颜色的种类也很多！”杰西说。

“这些小盘子已经造好了。”利德斯通先生指着一张桌子说，“每个人都可以选一个自己喜欢的颜色，就当是我们送的纪念品。”
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“谢谢你，先生。”亨利说，“好可惜我的弟弟班尼不在这儿——他去看那匹会说话的马了。真遗憾，他竟然错过了这个机会。”

“那你就替他选一个吧！”利德斯通先生说。

“我敢肯定，班尼会选红色。”杰西说着，替班尼挑了一个红色的盘子。

“我来给你们讲讲它的制作过程吧。”利德斯通先生说，“制造红色盘子的时候，我们会使用真正的金子——古代的玻璃匠要把金票扔进去，才能得到红色。你们都选好自己想要的颜色了吗？”

杰西拿了一只白色的盘子，示意选好了。维莉选了一只紫色的，亨利选了绿色，奥登先生则选了一只亮黄色的。

“现在来看看工人是如何吹玻璃的。”利德斯通先生说着，把大家带到另一间屋子里。那里有两个人专门负责吹玻璃。此时，一个工人用管子挑起一团融化的玻璃，开始吹了起来。

“哦，这肯定是在制作玻璃球！”杰西轻声道。

只见管子一端的玻璃球变得越变越大，工人放下了吹管，玻璃球瞬间又变小了。

“原来是在制作花瓶！”维莉说，“太巧夺天工了，不是吗？”

接下来，奥登家的孩子们来到另一间屋子里，看到男女工人们正在玻璃盘子上刻图案。利德斯通先生介绍道：“这是个非常精细的工作。这里的每个人都是艺术家。”

奥登一家本来整个下午都可以在工厂参观，但他们必须回到列车上去了。他们向利德斯通先生表示了感谢，然后拿上自己的新盘子，赶回到车厢里。

杰西说：“班尼要是知道他的红盘子里加了金子，一定会很高兴的。”

奥登先生看了看表，皱起了眉头，“我们回来得比我预计的还要晚，离出发只有五分钟了。我希望班尼已经在小尾车里睡觉了。”

杰西接道：“也许他已经回来很久了，我们在工厂里待了那么长时间。还记得他说的话吗？他说让我们不要走进那节车厢，以免把他吵醒。”

“我想去瞧一眼，看他在不在。”维莉说。

“不要这样，维莉。”亨利说，“吃晚饭的时候他会自己出来的，等着瞧。”

列车发出两声低鸣，踏上了新的旅途，奥登一家又上路了。很快，玻璃厂路口被远远地抛在了身后。


第六章 班尼的历险

Chapter 6 Benny’s Adventure

奥登一家的其他人在玻璃厂参观的时候，班尼正在树林里穿行。小路很难走，有时他甚至觉得那根本就不是路——事实也的确是这样的。

班尼知道，他本该走一英里的路，但实际上走的路要远得多。过了一会儿，他终于来到了主道上。他朝两侧看了看，看到一座小屋隐藏在树林边，院子里有两个男孩正在玩耍。

班尼朝那两个男孩走过去，问道：“你们家有没有一匹会说话的马？”

“是的，我们有。”年纪较大的孩子答道，“你想看看吗？”

班尼点了点头：“是啊，我就是为了这个来这儿的。”

两个男孩把班尼领到一间很大的马棚前。年纪较小的男孩问道：“你是从哪里听到少校的故事的？”

“潘德尔站的站长肖先生告诉我的。”班尼说，“他说少校曾经在马戏团里表演过马戏。”

“没错。”年纪较小的男孩说，“小丑曹曹为肖先生工作，他是这匹马的原主人，但后来他把马卖给我们了。”

三个男孩在马棚前停住脚步。果然没错，棚子里就是那匹马。

年纪较大的男孩对那匹马说：“少校，你见到这个陌生人高兴吗？”

马儿仰起头，看了看班尼。三个男孩将马牵出了马棚。

“你害怕这位陌生人吗？”较大的男孩问道。

少校摇了摇头，一阵微风吹过，漂亮的白色鬃毛被风吹了起来。班尼感到非常高兴。

“我可以问它一个问题吗？”

“当然。”较大的男孩说，“也许它会回答你的。”

“二加一等于几？”班尼大声问道。马儿听了他的话，用蹄子在地上刨了三下。

“坐下，少校！”较大的男孩说道。马儿立即像小狗一样坐了下去。

“现在你想做什么？”男孩问道。马儿侧身躺了下去，两眼闭了起来。

“它真是个奇迹。”班尼说，“估计你们永远都不会把它卖掉吧？”

“也不是没有可能。”男孩说，“少校在这里很孤单，你是这两周里第一个来看它的人。你待会儿去哪儿？”
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“回到车站去。”班尼说。

“那你最好现在就动身。”男孩说，“火车就要开了，路也不是很好走。”

“我想，我可能已经忘了来时的道路。我叫班尼·奥登，或许我可以找时间给你写信。你是不是叫卡特罗？”

较大的男孩说：“是的。如果你想写点那匹马的事情，你最好把信寄给我爸爸，他叫约翰·卡特罗。寄到玻璃厂路口就行。”

班尼向两个男孩道谢，转身走进了树林。“继续往前走！”年纪较小的男孩喊道，“要不然就赶不上火车了！”

“我会尽可能快地赶回去的。”班尼喊道，“再见！”

班尼连一条小路也没看见，他只能在灌木丛中艰难地行走，中途还被绊了一下，摔倒在一块石头上，划破了膝盖。最后他对自己说：“我肯定是迷路了。不过我敢肯定，我现在是在朝着车站走。”

没过多久，路变得好走了一些，他开始跑了起来。不一会儿，他看到了一栋小房子。刚才去卡特罗家时，他并没有经过这栋房子。他看到一个小男孩正和妈妈在台阶上坐着。

“看啊，妈妈！”小男孩说，“有人来了！”

看到路边有人居住，班尼非常高兴，问道：“我想赶上那辆火车，你觉得能行吗？”

“不行。”那个女人说，“很抱歉，我刚才听到了一声汽笛，如果再响一次，火车就出发了，你不可能快到赶上那趟车的。”

“可我还是要回到车站去。”班尼说，“我已经忘了来时的路了，所以花的时间比预计的要多。”

那个男孩问道：“你见到那匹会说话的马了吗？”

“是的，见到了。”班尼说，“它很有趣。可现在我连家人都弄丢了。”

男孩看了看他的妈妈，然后说：“我送你去车站吧。”

“你还太小。”班尼说。

“哦，不，我已经长大了。”男孩说，“我知道去车站的路，也熟悉每一列经过的火车。”

“是的，他非常熟悉。”女人说道，“夏天一到，他什么都不做，就知道看火车。”

“走吧！”说完，男孩快跑几步，在前方带路。

班尼尽可能紧地跟在他身后。

“你叫什么名字？”他对男孩叫道，“我叫班尼·奥登。”

“我叫查理·杰克逊。”男孩跑得更快了，边跑边叫，“小心，这地方很危险！”但他提醒得太晚了，班尼已经被一大串葡萄藤绊倒，疼痛的膝盖再次磕在了地上。

“真对不起！”查理一边说着，一边跑了回来，“我觉得你还不适应在密林中奔跑。”

“是的。”班尼说，“可是我本应该看到这些葡萄藤的。”

“你已经被缠住了。”查理说，“多亏我带了一把刀子。”他从口袋里掏出一片又平又薄的石片，用它将葡萄藤一根根割开。

“哇，这石头真锋利！”班尼说。

“是啊！”查理说，“在这种树林里走路，我必须带点工具，特别是刀子。好了，你现在可以把脚拔出来了。”

班尼试着站起身来。

“小心，别碰那东西！”查理喊道，“那是有毒的常青藤。”

“嗯，你说得一点儿也不错。”班尼说，“我刚才没注意到，幸好有你在，要不然我肯定会中毒。”

看到班尼站起来，男孩又转过身，继续往前跑去。

“摔倒了也没什么好难过的，”男孩朝身后喊道，“我曾经遇到过好几个在这里摔跤的成年人呢！他们都是去看那匹会说话的马。今天早上你也去看了马，可你根本没有沿着小路走——这条路很难走，但那条更糟糕。哦！哦！汽笛又响了！”

“看来我真的错过了火车！”班尼说。

查理放慢了脚步，回头问道：“那我们现在该怎么办？”

“即便如此，我还是要去火车站。”班尼说，“我的爷爷和哥哥、姐姐，他们全都在那列火车上。”

“他们不能让火车等等你吗？”查理问道。

班尼摇了摇头说：“他们不会那样做的。我告诉过他们，看完马我就回车厢睡觉，让他们回来的时候不要开门，省得把我吵醒。他们肯定以为我还在尾车里睡觉呢。”

“尾车？”查理说，“我从来没听说过有人会坐在尾车里旅行！”

两个男孩边说边放慢了脚步。

“是的，”班尼说，“我们正坐在两节尾车里旅行。真难想象爷爷发现我不在后，会怎么办？我敢肯定，他一定会回到火车站找我，他没想到我会走岔路，迷了方向。”

“我觉得你说得没错。”查理说，“除了这条小路，就只有火车站那条路了。这条路在卡特罗家附近会绕很大一圈，他不会料到你会走这条路的。”

“吃晚饭之前，我的家人不会发现我已经不见了。”班尼说，“哦，天哪，我饿了！”

“你午饭吃了什么？”

“根本没吃。”班尼说。

“难怪你会饿。”查理说，“你想吃苹果吗？”

“非常想！”班尼说，“我现在一口气能吃下十几个。”

两个男孩终于走到了车站。但车站的大门上了锁，不远处的工厂也关门了，火车已经开走。

“你在门口坐一会儿，”查理说，“我很快就回来。”

他跑进树林，没过多久又跑了回来，口袋里装满了红色的小苹果。

“吃个苹果！”他说，“这都是野生的，所以味道不是很好。”

“味道很好啊！”班尼咬了一口说，“你也吃点儿吧，查理！”

“我吃过午饭了。”查理说，“不过现在是该吃晚饭的时间了。”说着，他拿起一个苹果。

两个男孩在车站的台阶上坐了下来。

“查理，你有没有听说过一个名叫曹曹的小丑？他和一条钻石项链有关。”班尼问道。

“是呀，听说过，这里的每个人都知道。”查理说，“曹曹以前是那匹会说话的马的主人，我爸爸给我讲了整个故事。警方还找过他，让他留意一个瘦子。”

班尼点点头，问：“你爸爸一直没看到那个人？”

“没有。事情已经过了很久，我想他们永远找不到他了。”

两个男孩继续吃着苹果。他们等啊，等啊，等啊，一直等了下去。


第七章 颠簸之旅

Chapter 7 A Wild Ride

亨利、杰西、维莉和爷爷几个人一起，静静地坐在那节大尾车里，谁都没有说话。列车一直哐啷啷地向前开着。

最后杰西终于开口说道：“我受不了啦！我要去看看班尼是不是在小尾车里，希望您不要介意，爷爷！”

奥登先生说：“我不会介意的，杰西。我觉得你说得对，他迟早都要醒过来，何况吃晚饭的时间已经到了。”

杰西和维莉打开小尾车的门，朝里面看了一眼，四张床铺全是空的。

“他不在这儿！”两人连忙喊道。

“哦，爷爷，我们该怎么办？”维莉问道。

奥登先生连忙说道：“别急！维莉，我们会找到他的，我能肯定！”

亨利说：“现在是使用气闸的时候了——我们必须让火车上的工作人员知道，我们遇上了大麻烦。”

他走到桌前，将拉杆扳到中间位置。火车立刻开始减速，接着慢慢地停了下来。

奥登一家跳下车，看到阿尔正沿着车厢跑过来。

“班尼失踪了！”爷爷叫道。

“失踪了？”阿尔叫道，“发生了什么事？”

“一会儿再告诉你。”奥登先生说，“我敢肯定，他现在还在玻璃厂路口，他去看那匹会说话的马了。”

“我们没法回去，先生！”阿尔皱着眉头说，“我很抱歉，但这是规定，不按照规定办事很容易引发事故。”

爷爷点了点头：“我明白。可是我们怎么才能回到玻璃厂路口呢？我们必须找到他。”

阿尔说：“我认为最好的办法是你们都坐到下一站，然后下车。下一站是伍托克站，你们可以在那里租一辆车。你们找到男孩以后立刻返回，也许能在斯坪德尔追上这列火车。”

“好吧，我们会找到他的！”爷爷说，“就算要把整片森林踏平，我们也要找到他。”

“我们也会尽力而为，”阿尔说，“让火车尽快赶到伍托克。”

阿尔跑回机车室，奥登家的孩子也赶快回到了大尾车里。两声汽笛响过，火车重新上路了。

杰西问道：“爷爷，班尼现在会在哪里？”

“哈，我的孩子，班尼肩膀上的脑袋聪明着呐，他会想出办法来的。他发现错过了火车，肯定会待在原地，等着我们去找他。我能想到的只有这个，否则他还能怎么办？”

“他也许会打电话求助。”维莉说。

“他到哪里找电话去？”奥登先生问道，“车站可能已经关门了，工厂也是。不管怎样，我们都必须先回到玻璃厂，看他在不在那里。”

这时，尾车开始左右摇晃起来。

“火车的速度比平时快了许多。”杰西说，“司机在帮助我们。”

列车在伍托克站停住，奥登一家人已经做好准备。他们跳下车，朝着车头匆匆赶去。他们看到卡尔先生正在跟一个坐在老爷车里的人交谈。

卡尔先生冲他们喊道：“这位先生会把你们送回玻璃厂路口站。我认识他，他是个很有经验的司机。”

“你知道哪条路最近吗？”爷爷一边问，一边和所有人上了车。

“是的，先生。我们从玻璃厂前面过去，再穿过铁路，很快就会看到车站和森林。”

“没错！”

大家都没再讲话。老式轿车一路颠簸，最终经过玻璃厂，从铁路线上横穿过去。

“车站到了！”亨利叫道。车子立刻停住了。

班尼和查理正坐在台阶上吃苹果。班尼听到动静，立刻抬起头来。

“他在这儿！”杰西叫道。

“哦，班尼！”维莉大声说。

班尼也叫了起来：“是爷爷来了，查理！”他跑到车前，两只手里还拿着苹果，“我就知道！我就知道！我就知道，你们会找到我的！”他一遍遍地重复着，“我迷了路！查理对我真是太好了！”

奥登先生虽然很急，但还是抽出时间向查理道谢：“谢谢你，查理！但是我们现在不能多聊，因为我们想在下一站赶上那列火车。”
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“恐怕不行，老先生。”查理说，“你们不要在下一站停车，你们应该直接开到凡野站，在那里才能赶上车。”

“谢谢你！”奥登先生叫道。

查理看着轿车转了个弯，消失在视线里后，才开心地走进了树林里。

“那个男孩说得对，”老爷车司机对奥登一家说，“我才不会赶到斯坪德尔去，我要直接开到凡野站去。”

轿车经过斯坪德尔时，小北火车果然已经了无踪影。

司机按照查理说的，继续向前开着，直接朝凡野车站赶去。很快他就换了一条路线，说：“听我的指挥，随时准备下车。”

“没问题。”班尼说。

“现在就下车！”过了没多久，司机一声令下，刹住了车。

奥登一家跑上站台，朝下面的铁轨看去。

“哦，天哪！”杰西说，“火车已经开走了，我们又错过了！”她看到两节尾车刚刚消失在转弯处。

“没办法了！”司机说，“赶紧上车，我们立刻赶到欧克山去！”

“等等！”维莉又叫道，“火车倒回来了！阿尔就站在后面的平台上，他看见我们了！”

“还有列车长！”亨利说，“他们都在挥手！”

没错，小北火车正缓缓地、轰隆隆地朝车站倒了回来。

爷爷把钱付给司机。众人站成一排，等着火车停下。

从没见过哪列火车上的工作人员见到乘客后如此高兴。司机拉响汽笛，列车长深吸一口气，扶着奥登先生登上火车。阿尔看着班尼说：“别再随便下车了，年轻人！”

“嗯，我再也不乱跑了！”班尼保证道。

奥登一家在大尾车里坐了下来。杰西帮班尼清洗了膝盖上的伤口，裹上了绷带。大家互相看了看对方，“我有点冷。”爷爷说。

“我也是。”维莉说着，颤抖起来。

“你们都需要吃点东西。”阿尔爬上了梯子，“不记得了吗？你们还没吃晚饭呢，现在已经八点了！”

杰西说：“我有办法。亨利，你可以用小尾车里的火炉煮些热可可。我跟维莉用777号尾车的炉子做饭。我们很快就能吃上一顿丰盛的晚餐了。”

杰西打开一罐鸡肉开始加热，维莉用土豆片做了土豆泥。最后，女孩们又打开一大罐樱桃作为甜点。

奥登家的晚餐是多么丰盛啊！快到九点钟的时候，大家还都没有吃完。

“我看出来了，我们这里已经有人睡着了。”亨利冲杰西眨了眨眼——班尼的眼睛已经闭上了。女孩们见状，赶紧静悄悄走向另外一节尾车。

亨利试图把班尼弄到上铺去。

“要不今天晚上你就睡下铺吧？”亨利问道，“就一晚？”

“好吧！”班尼嘟囔着，很快便沉沉地睡着了。


第八章 雨天

Chapter 8 The Rainy Day

这天晚上，奥登一家都睡得很沉。

亨利终于醒过来了，他睡在上铺，四周都是窗口，一眼望去，外面的一切都看得分外清楚。

“下雨了！”亨利自言自语道，“但是这么大的雨，竟然没有把我吵醒！”

雨水沿窗子淌了下来，雨点打在尾车顶部，发出响亮的哗哗声。亨利爬下床，发现奥登先生和班尼也醒过来了。

“雨下得真大。”班尼说，“我一点儿都不喜欢下雨，向来都是。这下子我们再也不能坐在后面的看台上了。”

“别担心！”亨利说，“我们会找到很多事情做的。”他看到女孩们正在另一节车厢里四处走动。

班尼穿上衣服，在大尾车里四处打量。他想起了曹曹，想起了琪琪的项链，以及那匹会说话的马。

奥登一家坐下吃早饭的时候，奥登先生说：“班尼，跟我们讲讲你是怎么迷路的吧？”

班尼把整个经过讲了一遍，最后请求道：“爷爷，查理真的需要一把刀，他现在只有锋利的石头可用。您说，我们能不能送他一把？”

“也许可以。”奥登先生笑了起来。

一直在想心事的亨利开口说道：“如果能找到那条钻石项链，所有事情就都解决了——曹曹可以卖掉项链，把马买回来，瘦子也不用再害怕见到自己的朋友。”

维莉说：“我倒挺为那个瘦子担心的，不知道我们能做些什么。”她望着窗外，“听听这雨声！”她又说道，“看那些树，全都被风吹弯了！我从没见过这么大的雨！还有这么大的风！”

“真对不起大家！”杰西望着窗外，“因为我没有为雨天做好准备——我本打算今天炖一大锅肉，但我还没有买肉。”

“没关系，杰西。”亨利说，“我带着雨衣，等到了下一站，我会下车把你需要的东西全买回来。”

奥登先生说：“卡尔先生告诉我，我们不会经常停车。不过下一站是个很大的城镇，亨利应该有足够的时间去买肉，列车会在那里停半个小时。”

“那太好了！”杰西说，“我会把肉炖上三个小时。”

“把需要的东西列个单子，杰西。”亨利说，“我去拿雨衣。”

亨利穿上雨衣，拉起雨帽遮住耳朵，又穿上了一双大靴子。

杰西说：“单子列好了，希望你能买全上面的东西！”

亨利看起来有些滑稽：他的脖子上围着红围巾，用来系住领口；靴子也显得太大了。

很快，列车就开进了一个大车站，停了下来。亨利打开车门，走下台阶，冲进雨中。他刚走近月台，阿尔就迎了上来。两个人一起走出了车站。

“这下好了！”爷爷说，“阿尔知道商店在哪里。”

杰西和维莉开始烧水，准备做饭。水槽太小了，她们一次只能洗几个盘子，只有把先洗好的收起来，才能再继续洗其他的餐具。

“叠好你的被子，班尼！”杰西说道，“这样你能有些事做，车厢里看起来也整洁一些。”

“777号车厢里的被子都由我来叠。”班尼说，“上铺本来就是我的，我今晚就睡在那里。”

女孩们备好炖菜用的洋葱和土豆，便走回小尾车，各自收拾床铺。

“哈——阿嚏！”班尼在上铺喊了一声。

“怎么了？”爷爷问道。

“没什么！棉絮从床垫里飞出来，害得我打了个喷嚏。”

“哦，”爷爷说，“我还以为你感冒了呢！”

“没感冒。”班尼说，“都是这些棉絮惹的祸。有空你来缝一下这些床垫好吗，杰西？”

“当然可以。”杰西说，“不过现在可不行哦！”

过了一会儿，爷爷说道：“是亨利回来了。看他跑得腰都直不起来了！”

果然，亨利推开门走了进来，身上的雨水滴得满地都是。“乌云都散开了！”他说。

亨利脱下了湿雨衣，挂在小尾车内等着晾干。杰西拿出了亨利买回来的胡萝卜、牛肉和牛奶以及其他东西。她把最大的水壶灌满水，接着把洋葱、肉和盐巴放进去，盖上了盖子。

“多谢你的报纸，亨利。”爷爷说，“今天一天都有雨，报纸上是这么说的。”

“我不在乎，”班尼说，“我喜欢下雨。”

“我还以为你不喜欢呢。”亨利笑道。

班尼说：“最近我一直在思考777号车厢的问题。我肯定这节车厢有古怪，下雨天正是破解谜题的好时机。也许……那条项链就在哪个十分显眼的地方挂着呢。”

“不可能。”亨利说，“这里所有的地方我们都看过了，班尼。”

“我是说，它可能被藏在一件我们熟视无睹的东西里面。”班尼说。

“这是个不错的想法。”亨利望着弟弟，“我觉得你说得有道理，班尼。”他说，“也许瘦子逃走后，警察并没有搜遍所有物品，他们肯定以为他偷了项链，并带走了。”

“我们再找一遍。”班尼提议道。

众人从门的方向开始找起。亨利把老式的炉子拆开来，杰西笑着拆开台灯，维莉把罐装食物从木架上拿下来，还看了看纸张下方。

班尼走到桌旁的书架前，把每本书都摇晃了一遍——几张旧纸片掉了出来。班尼逐个看了看，但没有任何线索。他把书放了回去，发现有些书显得非常高。

班尼把书本放回书架时，看到了一个刚才没发现的东西——一张明信片，就贴在书后的墙壁上。班尼拔下图钉，看了看明信片。当他发现卡片是寄给曹曹的时候，他的心跳变快了。他翻过明信片，读了读后面的三行字。

“看啊！”他喊道，“看这个，爷爷！”班尼兴奋得连明信片都掉到了地上，他重新捡起来，看着爷爷，读了起来：

如果你是个小丑，

就站在上铺，

看看皇冠上的物品。

“哎哟！”奥登先生说，“这真的是一条线索。班尼，这里还有琪琪的签名呢！”

杰西说：“皇冠上的物品？那肯定是钻石了！”

“我可不这么认为。”亨利说，“我觉得上面的话意义不大。”

“曹曹肯定也是这样认为的。”奥登先生赞同道，“否则，他早就告诉我们了。或许，他从来都没有发现这张卡片。”

“他肯定见过！”班尼说，“卡片是邮局寄过来的！这肯定是条线索！也许她把项链藏在了一个皇冠状的东西里，我们必须好好想想！”
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杰西猛地跳了起来，“我要去看我的炖菜了！我已经闻到香味了！”

她把土豆和胡萝卜切碎，放进炖菜里。等一切就绪，维莉从柜子里拿出五套餐具，再拿了些碗和汤盘。

杰西把炖菜端了上来，说：“我们有面包卷和牛奶，还有炖菜，仅此而已了。”

“足够了！”爷爷吃了一口说，“真好吃，杰西！”

“已经下了一天的大雨了。”奥登先生说，“风也大得出奇。希望明天是个好天气。”

奥登先生的愿望实现了。第二天一早，当奥登家的孩子起床时，太阳已经在天空中灿烂地高挂着。

上午大约过去了一半的时候，车门外响起了一阵响亮的敲门声。


第九章 司机班尼

Chapter 9 Engineer Benny

敲门声越来越大。

“是谁？”亨利问了一句，走过去开门，“哦，是阿尔！快进来！”

阿尔说：“我来邀请你们到我们的工作车厢吃午饭。”

“太棒了！”班尼跳了起来，“是你亲自下厨吗？”

“不错。”阿尔说，“我就是厨师，这是个特大的惊喜吧？中午的时候，我们会打开车门，你们可以走到我们的尾车来。”

“我能看看机车室吗？”班尼问道。

“这得问问戴维斯先生。”阿尔说，“他是司机。我想，也许他会让你开一会儿呢。他会告诉你死人踏板在哪儿。”

“什么是死人踏板？”班尼问道。

“这是个秘密，”阿尔说，“中午见。”

中午时分，一家人走进了工作车厢。卡尔先生正在那里等着他们。“戴维斯先生正在停车。他说班尼可以下车走到机车室去。”

班尼说：“我可不可以从火车顶棚上面走过去？”

“不，”卡尔笑答，“不可以。”

火车停稳后，阿尔、卡尔先生和班尼一起朝机车室走去。等大家全都安全上车后，火车再次开动了。

“现在你坐在司机的位子上，班尼！”戴维斯先生说，“这就是死人踏板，我的脚要一直踩在上面。如果我发生了意外，脚一松开，列车就会停止——气闸会刹车，让列车停下来。”

“你会发生什么事？”班尼问道。

“有可能心脏病突发。”

“哦，我希望你不会。”班尼说。

戴维斯先生笑了起来：“是啊，我也不希望。但这踏板确实是个好东西。班尼，拉下那个拉杆，火车就会开动了。”

班尼拉下拉杆，火车开始移动了。班尼开心地叫道：“哦，真有趣！我真的在开火车呐！”

“你可以开快点。”戴维斯先生说，“再拉一下那根杆子。”

班尼很快就学会了加速和减速。

“很好，班尼。”司机说，“现在打铃，拉响汽笛——就在这里。你看，我们正行驶在一段双道铁轨上，不一会儿会有一辆快车经过。有时候我们需要在铁轨上引燃炸药，看到这个小鱼雷了吗？这会告诉其他车辆，前方危险。不过现在我们最好把列车停下来。”

“午餐已经准备好了。” 阿尔说。

班尼停了车，跟着阿尔和卡尔先生走回车组人员的工作车厢。他朝桌子上看了一眼。“太棒了！”他叫道，“每个人都有一匹会说话的小马！”

只见每个盘子里都放着一个法兰克福香肠做成的小动物——四条腿是香肠做成的，脑袋是咸菜做的，尾巴则是用胡萝卜卷做成的。

阿尔说：“我们这里有很多法兰克福香肠，想吃多少就吃多少。”

所有人都在桌子边坐好，戴维斯先生再次启动了机车。

“这还是我们第一次在车厢里聚会。”卡尔先生说。

“我从来都没想到，自己竟然会坐在车厢里，跟车组人员一起吃饭。吃完饭，我能不能再开一次火车？”班尼问道。

“当然可以。”卡尔先生说，“戴维斯先生说，他很愿意让人帮忙。他也想休息一下。”

爷爷听得笑了起来。

吃完饭后，戴维斯先生再次停车。班尼走回机车室。戴维斯先生让他坐在驾驶座上，拉动操纵杆。班尼已经操作得十分熟练，他注视着前方的两股铁道——那里其实并没有什么。

戴维斯先生说：“快车很快就会在另一条铁轨上超过我们。它经过的时候，你只要放慢速度就可以了。”

“老天，这地方真凄凉！”班尼说，“连一座房屋都没有！”

“是啊！”戴维斯先生说，“几英里之内都没有房屋。”

“除了几棵树、两根铁轨，还有我们，”班尼说，“就没别的啦。”

突然，班尼发现有东西出现在前方的铁轨上。

“噢，看啊，戴维斯先生！”他叫道，“那是什么？”

戴维斯也看到了，他一把抓过操纵杆，说道：“让我来，孩子！”

他尽可能快地停了车，时间把握得一分不差。

“哈，真是幸运！”他说，“非常幸运！”

阿尔爬上车顶，望了望前方的铁轨，然后迅速从梯子上爬下来，朝列车尾部走去。

“阿尔干什么去了？”班尼问道，“我什么都没看到啊！”

“另一条铁轨的快车随时都会开过来，”戴维斯先生说，“他们不可能及时发现问题，并安全停下来。我们必须提醒他们。”

“怎么提醒？”班尼问道，“怎么才能让他们及时停下来？”

“阿尔会把炸弹标志放在另一根铁轨上，快车经过标志时，司机就会看到，把车停下来。”

“前面铁轨上的是什么东西？”

“是一棵树。我们出去看看！你看，它刚好倒在两根铁轨上。”

这时，奥登家的其他人都知道有突发情况了——他们看到阿尔跑了过去，就明白刚才的停车绝非偶然。维莉不禁问道：“你们觉得班尼会不会有事？”
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“我们去看看。”爷爷说。奥登一家来到车头前，他们看到班尼站在一旁，戴维斯和卡尔先生手里拿着铁锹和斧头。

眼前是一幅壮观的场景：一棵大树倒在了两根铁轨上，铁轨边上堆满了湿土。

“这是暴风造成的。”戴维斯先生说。

戴维斯和卡尔开始砍削树枝。奥登一家帮忙把树枝拉走，扔到铁轨外面去。大家没有说话，只是迅速地忙活着。最后阿尔铲掉了铁轨上的泥土。

戴维斯和卡尔先生看着远方，似乎正聆听着什么。司机拿出手表看了看，说道：“那列火车很快就要开过来了。”

突然一阵巨响传来，所有人都吓得跳了起来。维莉捂住了耳朵：“这声音真可怕！”

“是鱼雷！”班尼一边说，一边沿着铁轨看了看。他发现另一辆火车已经停了下来，车上的人正朝他们跑过来。

那人叫了起来：“我猜是风暴的杰作吧？”

“是的！”卡尔先生说，“风把树吹倒了，雨水又把泥土冲走了，铁轨没被冲走已经算是奇迹了。”

另一列火车的车组人员手里也拿着铁锹和斧头，立刻加入到清理工作中。两条铁轨上的障碍物很快被清理干净，快车可以通过了。奥登一家挥了挥手，望着它消失在视线里。

班尼说：“我想还是你来开车好了，戴维斯先生！我太兴奋了！”

奥登一家对车组人员提供的丰盛晚餐表示感谢，然后朝各自的车厢走去。杰西一边走，一边说：“今天我可兴奋够了。我要做点安静的事情。”

“不如缝缝我的床垫吧！杰西，这工作够安静的了。”班尼说。

“好！”杰西同意道，“我就做这个好了。我马上就给你补床垫。”

火车一开动，杰西便从维莉的工作包里拿出一根大号钢针和一根粗线。

“我要的就是这个，”她说，“让大家都安静下来。”


第十章 神奇的喷嚏

Chapter 10 Curing Sneezes

车厢里非常安静。杰西拿着维莉的剪刀和针线，爷爷则像往常一样坐在窗口，其他人围着杰西坐在桌边。

班尼问道：“你要到上铺去补床垫吗？”

杰西笑道：“不，我在上面可没法补，还是拿下来好了。”

“我去拿。”亨利说，“来吧，班尼，帮我一把！”

两个男孩拉了一下床垫。床垫很沉，很难抓住，但他们最后还是把它从上铺扯了下来。男孩们把它铺在了桌子上。

杰西在破洞前坐了下来。她望着床垫，上面缝着黑色的旧皮革。

“我想知道，这床垫是不是马戏团的人用过？”她说，“它看起来可真够旧的。”

“你们记得吗？我跟你们说过，”爷爷说，“我的朋友说，如果我们愿意，他可以换上新床罩。”

“我记得。”杰西说，“但我们只想让尾车保持原样，不增添新东西。”她拿起一根棍子，往棉絮里戳了戳，说，“很多棉絮都露出来了。我还是先把棉絮掏出来，再均匀地铺进去。”

她掏出了一大堆棉絮。由于棉絮团很硬，她只能把它们分成很多小片，再用棍子塞进去。接着她便开始缝了起来，大家都看着她忙活。

“你缝得就像是垒球上的缝线。”班尼说。

“是啊，这就叫垒球针法。”杰西说，“针从这边穿进去，再从那边穿出来。”

床垫缝完后，班尼不由赞道：“缝得真好，杰西！另一侧要不要缝？”

“不需要，不过把两面都重缝一下更好些。”

杰西走过去，在床垫的另一侧坐下来，她看了看说：“这面没有另一面那么糟。”

“我帮你掏棉絮吧！”班尼自告奋勇道，“我已经习惯了，每晚都要打个喷嚏。”

他用棍子把一些棉絮掏出来。

“我们全掏出来吧，杰西！”他说，“这样就会铺得平整些，现在显得鼓鼓囊囊的。”说着，他又挖了一些出来。

亨利笑着说：“你的牢骚真多，班尼！又是喷嚏又是鼓鼓囊囊，你以前怎么没提起？”

“我有说过啊，我老早就让杰西帮我缝床垫了，对吧？呃，这是什么？”

“你说的是什么？”亨利问道。

班尼喊了起来：“嘿！嘿！嘿！”他用力一拉棉絮，里面掉出一个小小的纸包来。

“哦，班尼！”杰西叫道。

班尼抖了抖手，想把纸包上的绳子解开。

“哦，该死！”他说，“我解不开，还是撕开好了。”

他撕开纸包摇了摇，一条长长的链子掉了出来。那根链子闪耀着七彩虹光。班尼捡起来，挂在手指上。在阳光的照射下，链子时而放射出蓝色光芒，时而又转化成黄色光芒，接着变绿，最后变成了红色。所有人都叫了起来。

“班尼！”奥登先生坐在椅子上大叫，“给我看看！”

班尼把耀眼的链子递给了爷爷。

“孩子们！”爷爷说，“这就是那条钻石项链！是真正的钻石，我敢肯定！”

“中间那颗很像我的那只红盘子。”班尼说。

“好像是红宝石。如果它真的是红宝石，那可比钻石还值钱。”爷爷仔细盯着项链。
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亨利说：“这真是太好了！你们想想这意味着什么！它肯定属于曹曹，他可以卖很多钱。”

“他能把那匹会说话的马买回来。”班尼说。

奥登一家传看着项链，望着它在阳光中闪闪发亮的样子。维莉说：“链子只要动一下，我就能看到紫罗兰的颜色。”

“我能看到红色。”班尼说着，转动了一下项链。

“我来告诉你们，下一步咱们应该怎么做。”爷爷说，“阿尔说下一站是个大城市。那里肯定有大型的珠宝商店，我们把项链拿过去，问问值多少钱。他们肯定知道这钻石是不是真的。”

杰西补充道：“然后我们就有确切的消息对曹曹讲了。”

维莉缓缓地说道：“我想起了那个瘦子。这项链不会是他藏在这里的吧，爷爷？”

“不，肯定不会。我肯定这是琪琪自己藏的，也许这几年一直都没人睡过上铺。我猜老板的妻子不会睡在上面——她一定会睡在下铺。”

“再让我看看那条项链。”杰西说，“真漂亮！”众人再次把项链传看了一遍。

亨利把项链还给了班尼，说：“琪琪怎么会指望她的丈夫找到它？”

“也许她并不想让曹曹找到它。”杰西说，“虽然我不知道她为什么会这样做。”

班尼两眼呆呆地望着什么。“听我说！”他喊道，“她想让曹曹找到它！想想我们在书后面找到的卡片，上面写着‘就站在上铺’，项链刚好就藏在上铺！”

“班尼，我觉得你说得对。”奥登先生叫道，“曹曹虽然读了那首诗，但并没理解它的意思。”

亨利说：“我们一开始也没理解。”他冲着班尼笑起来。

杰西坐回去，说：“我现在已经等不及了，好想赶紧插翅飞到那座大城市，看看这项链值多少钱。我以前还挺伤心，因为大城市意味着旅途的终结。”

班尼摇了摇头：“不，杰西，我们的旅途才走了一半，我们还有回家的另一半旅途。别忘了我们还有一个谜题，瘦子为什么要跑？我们怎么才能告诉他，我们已经找到了项链？”

亨利冲着弟弟点点头，“好样的，小班班。这确实是个问题。如果连警察都找不到瘦子，我们又怎么找得到？”

最后，杰西拿起了钢针，“我要赶紧缝床垫了，否则班尼就没有地方睡了。”她把棉絮塞好，小心翼翼地从一个角开始缝起。

“我们会把床垫放回铺上去，杰西。”亨利说。班尼抓住床垫一端，一边朝上铺爬，一边笑了起来。他大声叫道：“如果你是个小丑，就站在上铺，看看皇冠上的物品。”

“我想看看，曹曹见到这条项链后，脸上是什么表情。”杰西说。

“还有肖先生的表情和瘦子的表情。”班尼说。

“如果能找到瘦子的话。”维莉说。

床垫铺好后，一家人坐了下来。亨利笑了起来，“哎，杰西，这难道就是你说过的，让大家安静下来的法子？”

“不是啊！”杰西说，“不过，大家确实变得安静了。”


第十一章 真真假假

Chapter 11 Is It Real？

第二天一早，大家刚做完家务，火车就开始慢下来。它哐啷啷地开到一条侧线上，然后停住了。奥登先生把项链放在衣兜里。奥登一家走下台阶，阿尔正等在那里。

阿尔叫道：“你们可以有两个小时四处逛逛，奥登先生。我们要在这里让火车掉头。这里是终点，两个小时之后我们才返程。”

奥登先生问道：“你知道哪里有大型的珠宝店吗？”

“知道，就在那边的正街上。”阿尔指着远处说，“我们有一次在戈登霍尔吃午饭时经过那里。你也可以在那里吃个午饭。”

奥登先生说：“走近点，阿尔，看看这个！”奥登先生举起了那条光芒耀眼的项链。

“琪琪的钻石项链！”阿尔叫道，“你们在哪里找到的？”

“在我的床垫里。”班尼说，“杰西当时在补床垫，然后我就发现了它。”

“我去告诉车组人员。”阿尔说，“啊，他们肯定会大吃一惊的。我马上就告诉他们——就现在！”

说完，阿尔飞奔而去。

奥登一家沿着正街走下去。“旅途多刺激啊！再次见到街道和商店，感觉还有点怪呢！”班尼说。

杰西说：“前面不就是戈登霍尔吗？”

“是啊。”亨利说，“我也看见了，它对面就是珠宝店。”

奥登先生看了看招牌，“哦，这家店铺我非常了解，它是个名店，我们可以信任他们的判断。”

几分钟后，奥登一家走进了珠宝店。奥登先生走到一位白发老者跟前，那个老人正站在柜台后。

“你好！我叫詹姆斯·奥登。我的孩子们发现了这件丢失的物品，我们知道失主是谁，我们只想知道这东西值多少钱。”

老人笑了起来，以为自己会看到一枚戒指或胸针，然而他只望了一眼项链，便立刻抬起头来：“先生！您知道您手里拿的是什么吗？”

“知道一点。”奥登先生笑道。
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老人马上把店里另外一个人叫过来：“快来！”

当奥登先生把项链放在黑色的天鹅绒托盘里时，那人低低地惊叹了一声，他坐下来，开始用放大镜观察起来，每颗钻石都很完美，而红宝石尤其精致无瑕。

“这条项链值多少钱？”爷爷问道。

“现在还不好说。”那人说，“给我点时间。”

班尼开了口：“那……够不够买一匹马？买了马之后，还够不够它和主人一年的生活费？”

那人笑了起来：“够了，我认为够了！”

“那就行啦。”爷爷说着，把项链放回衣兜里，“现在，咱们该买小刀了。”

“小刀？”那人叫了起来。他还以为奥登先生自己要用，便拿出了很多漂亮的银质小刀。

“哦，不！”奥登先生说，“我该把话说清楚的。我们想给一个九岁大的孩子买把刀，而这些适合14岁左右的壮小伙用。对吗，班尼？”

“是的。”班尼说，“我们是给树林里的小朋友买的，让他去割藤蔓或别的什么。”

珠宝商笑了起来：“那就到这边来吧！这儿卖的全是小孩子用的刀具。这把刀什么功能都有，两面刃口，螺丝刀……”

“开瓶器！”班尼说，“还有皮带穿孔钳！这真是太好了，爷爷！查理肯定会喜欢这把刀的。真不知道他打开这把刀时，会是什么表情，我都等不及想看看了。”

奥登先生付了钱，并随手递给对方一张名片，那人看了看，不由脱口而出：“我好像认识您！我知道詹姆斯·奥登图书馆、詹姆斯·奥登博物馆。您就是那个詹姆斯·奥登吗？”

“嗯，我想是的。我们所有人都非常感谢您。”

奥登一家走出去的时候，亨利说：“咱们肯定让店主大吃一惊了！先是拿出钻石项链，然后又买孩子用的小刀。”

“哦，我饿了。”班尼打断了他的话，“戈登霍尔就在那里。”

其他的孩子这次没有笑，因为他们也饿了，他们也想走进那家餐馆。

“我要吃披萨。”杰西说。

“我也是。”维莉同意道，“我们好几周都没有吃披萨了。”

大家全都想吃披萨。很快，披萨被端了上来，热腾腾地冒着小气泡，西红柿沙司混合着奶酪的浓稠。

午餐结束了，亨利建议道：“我们还是回到尾车里去吧！”

回到尾车那儿时，整列火车已经掉过头来。众人爬上了777号车厢的台阶。

这次，阿尔从车顶上爬下来，亲自检查，看班尼是否上了车。

“一切正常，阿尔！”班尼叫道，“这次我没丢，我不会再犯同一个错误。”

“这个教训不错。”阿尔说，“回家的路程不会比来时长——永远都不会。我们有很多空车，货物也不多，但还是要在玻璃厂路口和潘德尔停车，你们可以去会会朋友。你们都准备好了吗，奥登先生？”

奥登先生笑了起来：“是的，准备好了。停车前，我们还有很多事情要做。”

“真难以置信，你们总有做不完的新鲜事。好吧，出发啦！”

一分钟后，火车缓缓地朝着家的方向开去。


第十二章 谜一样的信息

Chapter 12 Mysterious Message

列车缓缓前行，此时已经离开了城里的装货点。

“我们为什么不开快点？”亨利两眼望着窗外问道。

杰西回答：“也许是列车刚刚掉头，必须慢点开。”

这时，火车却停了下来。

“出了什么事？”班尼问道，“我敢说，如果出了什么事情，阿尔一定会告诉我们的。”

“卡尔先生也会告诉我们的。”爷爷说。

说话间，卡尔先生从梯子上走了下来，敲了敲门。亨利打开门。

“别担心！”卡尔先生说，“车头出了点小问题，工作人员正在修理。你们坐在这里，等一会儿就行。”

“什么问题？”爷爷问道。

“水管破了。但戴维斯先生说，我们一个小时后就能继续上路了。”

“一个小时！”班尼说，“我还以为柴油机车从不出故障呢！”

“年轻人，很多故障都是有可能出现的，有时候谁也预料不到。不过我知道，你们肯定能找到事儿解闷的。”他笑道，“这次你们可帮不上忙，就自己找乐子吧！”他说完快步走了。

奥登一家坐在777号车厢里，相互对望着。

“我不介意等上一个小时。”杰西说。

亨利说：“如果真的无聊，我们可以想想瘦子的事情。我们得让他知道，我们已经找到了钻石项链。”

“我们连他在哪里都不晓得，怎么才能让他知道呢？”维莉问道。

“肯定有方法的。”班尼说，“他好可怜，一切都是被冤枉的。想想他的感受吧。”

杰西说：“我一直都替他感到难过。当然，他逃走是个错误——这才是最坏事的。”

班尼点了点头：“没错，这点上他确实做错了——即使当时警察都确定是他偷了钻石，不过我并不怪他。”

“你不怪他逃走，班尼？”爷爷望着孙子。

“嗯，不怪，毕竟没人想束手就擒——哪怕什么坏事都没做过，对吧？”

维莉说：“我也不怪他，只想知道他去哪儿了，怎么生活的。肯定有人见过他。”

“这仍然是个谜。”杰西说，“事情已经过去很久了，瘦子现在可能在任何一个地方。”

“他肯定就在某个地方。”班尼说，“所以我必须想个办法，把消息传达给他，让他知道项链找到了。”

亨利眨了眨眼：“我们可以让飞机在天上写字。”

班尼站起身来：“亨利，你的话让我想到了一个主意！用广播怎么样？我们可以让广播传播消息。”

亨利点了点头。

杰西问道：“亨利，你在广播里怎么说？我们根本不能提到钻石或是项链，否则所有人都会掺和进来。”

“我就说找到了丢失的物品，”亨利说，“让他到潘德尔来。我们留给他足够的时间，好让他赶到那里去。”

班尼在桌子边坐下来。“我先把这个写下来，”他说，“等要用的时候就方便了。我们开头就这样写——给瘦子先生的便条。怎么样，亨利？”
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“不错。”亨利说，“叫瘦子的人又不是很多。”

几分钟后，班尼写好了以下内容，给家人大声读起来：

给瘦子先生的便条：

琪琪丢失的物品已经找到。

她自己藏了起来。

请于星期二赶到

潘德尔车站777号车厢。

“很好！”亨利说，“我觉得他能明白是怎么回事儿——不管他在哪里。可现在去哪儿找广播站呢？”

“我知道！”班尼叫道，“这座大城市里就有。你能帮我们吗，爷爷？”

“当然。”奥登先生站起身说，“如果坐出租车，动作会快些，时间应该够用。”

“我已经准备好了。”班尼说。

“你跟班尼一起去，爷爷。”亨利说，“两个人行动总比五个人快。我们到车头那里，跟卡尔先生说一下。”

奥登先生和班尼下了火车，快速走到了正街上。

“出租车司机肯定知道广播站在哪里。”奥登先生说，“我们来问问这位司机。”

十分钟后，班尼和爷爷已经站在了广播站的办公室里。爷爷跟播音员迅速解释了一遍自己的要求，对方读了便条，脸上露出了笑容。

“你们在这里坐着。”播音员说，“你们会听到我的广播的，几英里之内都能收到这里的广播。”

班尼说：“那您能不能重复播放？也许我们要找的人现在不在收音机旁。”

“我会的，年轻人。”

“等我们收到回复后，我爷爷会告诉你的。”班尼说。

“你们好像非常肯定这人会回复你们。”广播员说。

“哦，是的。”班尼说，“他会非常乐意的。”

奥登先生道了谢后，又让班尼等了一会儿，因为他说自己要先打几个电话。

班尼已经习惯了，爷爷经常在打电话。

出租车开回火车站，奥登先生说：“让我想想，我们出来的时候坐了五天火车，按照这个速度，应该在后天到达潘德尔。”

班尼说：“瘦子有将近两天的时间赶到潘德尔。哦，我希望他能听到广播！”

杰西已经为他们准备了一个惊喜。“看看卡尔先生给了我什么？一台收音机！”她从包里掏出一台小收音机，放在了桌子上。

“卡尔先生真是好样的。”爷爷说，“我们正需要这个。”

很快，消息被播送出来，大家坐在收音机前，把每个字都听得清清楚楚。

“就是我们找的那个播音员！”班尼说。

列车开动了，之后渐渐加速，好弥补延误的时间。

杰西说：“可别忘了查理，我们到潘德尔之前，应该先到玻璃厂去看他。”

“怎么才能找到查理呢？”班尼问道，“我们好像一直不停地在寻人或者寻物。你们肯定不愿意像我一样从树林里穿过去，对吧爷爷？”

“我可从没打算穿越森林。”奥登先生说，“不过，我们会找到他的。”

大家都帮着杰西做饭。他们把两节车厢清扫了一下，将所有的东西都安放得井井有条后，才停下来喝了些牛奶，然后回到车后的平台上。天气有些冷，他们不得不穿上了毛衣。在这个季节里，树叶已经开始变成红色或黄色，乡间的景色漂亮极了。当大伙儿不停歇地谈论着玻璃厂路口和潘德尔的朋友们时，列车在哐啷啷地行驶着，而且速度越来越快。

半天时间很快过去，班尼说：“路程也没有那么长嘛！看，我们已经差不多快到玻璃厂了。我们先去瞧瞧查理在不在吧！”

奥登一家根本用不着担心什么，777号尾车停下来的时候，查理正好站在站台上。另外，卡特罗家的两个孩子和他们的爸爸也在，和他们一起的还有玻璃厂的利德斯通先生。奥登一家跳下车来。

“你们怎么知道我们会来？”班尼问道。

利德斯通先生笑着说：“777号总是在这个时间从这里经过，而且我们知道，你一定会在尾车上面，所以和你碰面的机会太大啦！”

班尼跑到查理跟前，“有件东西要给你，查理，感谢你在我迷路的时候，给我那么温暖的帮助！”说着，他把小刀递给了查理。查理开心地打开礼物，一看之下更是兴奋极了。

“噢，还有螺丝刀！”查理说，“我一直想有个打洞的工具呢，这把刀太万能了！对了，你的膝盖怎么样了？”

“已经好了。”班尼说，“多亏了你，我才没碰到有毒的常青藤。”

奥登先生朝卡特罗先生走去——正是他买下了那匹会说话的马，两个人低声交谈起来。突然，所有人都听到一阵奇怪的声响从车站后方传来。

“听起来像是马的叫声！”班尼叫道。

“没错。”卡特罗家的男孩说道，“就是那匹会说话的马，你不知道发生了什么吗？”

“不知道。”亨利说，“肯定是爷爷的新花样。”

“他给我们打了电话……”男孩笑着说道。

“是的。少校要跟你们坐同一列火车——它会待在货箱里面。”卡特罗先生补充道。

大家全都转过身去，只见少校站立在那儿，一边用蹄子刨地，一边摇晃着脑袋。卡特罗先生走过去，松开绑在树上的缰绳，牵着它朝火车走去。货箱早已经准备好了，一块木板倾斜着铺到车上，卡特罗先生走了上去，少校跟在他的后面。

少校安全上车后，火车一声嘶鸣，重新启动。所有人都朝奥登一家挥手告别。

查理说：“我估计再也见不到班尼·奥登了！”

“没关系啊！”卡特罗家的男孩安慰道，“你有这把刀作纪念呢！”

查理想了一会儿，然后说道：“没有这把刀，我也能想起他。没有人能忘得了班尼的。”


第十三章 给曹曹的惊喜

Chapter 13 Surprise for Cho-Cho

玻璃厂与潘德尔相距不远。

杰西冷不丁地开口说道：“爷爷，我们给车上的工作人员和潘德尔的朋友们办个派对吧！我们有一大箱的曲奇饼，还可以把所有的罐装橙汁都混在可乐里。你觉得这样可以吗？”

“我们可以试试看。”亨利说。

杰西把一瓶可乐倒进一个大杯子，接着又倒了一杯橙汁进去。

“味道不错！”亨利说。

维莉也喝了一口，赞道：“真的很好喝呢！”

列车哐啷啷地行驶着，不一会儿，传来了汽笛的鸣响。

奥登先生说：“你们别忘了，曹曹不知道我们已经找到了项链，也不知道那匹马在这列车上。”

“你说他会在车站吗？”亨利问道。

“我认为会的。肖先生在车站的话，曹曹肯定会在那里给他打工。”

列车停下后，奥登一家下了车。

班尼迫不及待地宣布道：“车站上还是原来那六个人！”

奥登一家匆匆下了台阶，忙不迭地跟众人握手。

爷爷对班尼说：“既然是你找到的项链，就由你交给曹曹吧！”

班尼早已按捺不住了，他开口叫道：“曹曹，过来一下！看我们找到了什么？这是我们在上铺的床垫里找到的！”

曹曹根本不知道班尼在说什么，只是接过纸包。

“打开它吧！”班尼说，“这是你的东西！”

所有人都注视着曹曹打开纸包，一条钻石项链赫然出现在众人面前，闪烁着耀眼的光芒。

曹曹全身都颤抖起来，“哦，琪琪，是你的项链！”

“小心，他要晕倒了！”肖先生说。

“哦，不，不会的！”曹曹说，“我要到玻璃厂去，把我的马买回来。我要把钻石给卡特罗先生，他一定会把马卖给我的。”

“我也觉得他一定会的。”奥登先生笑着说。

“我们跟你去，曹曹！”班尼说，“走吧，我们到火车上去！”

“不，孩子，”曹曹说，“这列火车是开往别处的。”

他说话时声音很大。少校听到主人的声音，不禁大叫一声，作为回应。
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“是少校！”曹曹激动得难以自制。

此时，阿尔和亨利已经把木板铺好，少校四平八稳地走下车，在主人身旁停了下来。

曹曹搂着马儿的脖子，开始喃喃低语起来：

“哦，少校，没有你的日子，我觉得好孤独！”

令人意想不到的是，马儿竟然回答了一句：“没有你，我也觉得很孤独。”

“还真是马儿的声音呢！”班尼叫道。

卡尔先生笑了起来。“马儿该是什么声音，班尼？”他问道。

“马本来不会说话的，对吗？”班尼问道。

“嗯，是的，我不会说话。”马儿又说。

所有人都望着曹曹，但他的嘴唇并没有动。只听那匹马说：“我的主人是个聪明人，就像你们说的，我非常想念他。”

戴维斯先生说：“很多人都愿意花大价钱，来听曹曹和马儿的对话。”

“我肯定愿意。”奥登先生说。

“我饿了，曹曹。”少校说。曹曹的嘴唇仍然没动。

班尼听到这话很高兴：“我们都饿了，少校。我们马上就会有个派对的。”

亨利立刻召唤道：“大家都到尾车来，帮忙把食物搬下来吧！”

于是，卡尔先生和戴维斯先生分别拿过来一大盘曲奇饼，亨利和阿尔则手捧装着新式混合饮料的大杯子。

“这是我们奥登家的特色饮品——橙汁可乐。”亨利说。

大家都围拢过来，品尝着。

奥登先生问曹曹：“你想把项链卖掉吗？”

“当然。”曹曹说，“对我来说，钻石也没有什么用。”

“那你知道该怎么利用这笔钱吗？”奥登先生问道。

“哦，是的，我已经向往很久了，我想买辆可以拖拉小马棚的卡车，这样我和少校就有自己的小家了。我的理想是周游四方，向世人展示我这匹会说话的小马。”

“很好！”奥登先生说，“我希望可以和你同行，反正我很快也要回纽约了。我会非常乐意，帮你把项链卖掉。”

曹曹把项链交给奥登先生：“我对卖钻石不在行，但我倒是可以弄到马棚。”

“真的？”爷爷惊讶地问道。

“是的，我可以。”曹曹说，“那地方离这里不远。我想肖先生明天会用轿车带我过去的。”

“明天？今晚就去吧！”肖先生说，“干吗要等到明天，曹曹？”

突然，戴维斯先生叫道：“快听！有辆摩托车来了，会是谁呢？”

只见一个大块头骑着摩托车飞驰而来。他迅速下了车，径直朝曹曹走去。

“你知道我是谁吗？”那人问道。

曹曹回头看了看他：“不知道——我从没见过你。”

“你已经见过我上百次了！”那人说。

“我见过你！”班尼喊道，“你就是那个很特别的邮差，你叫西德·威斯通！”

邮差摇了摇头：“不，我已经不叫西德·威斯通了，我现在叫约翰·迈恩。我就是瘦子！”

曹曹闻言，仔细打量起来。“你真的是瘦子约翰！”他惊呼道，“可是你现在一点儿也不瘦了！”

“希望如此！”瘦子说，“我可是费尽功夫才长胖的，花了差不多一年多的时间！不过还是值得的，没人认得出我。”

曹曹缓缓地说：“告诉我，约翰，你既然没拿钻石项链，为什么要逃走？”

“我想过要告诉你，”瘦子说，“但不会有人相信我。我那时已经攒了很多钱，但一直没有机会藏起来。我存了很久的钱，因为我不想这辈子都待在马戏团。我把钱全部缝在上衣的衬里里面了。”

亨利点了点头，说道：“对你来说，这就是麻烦。如果警察找到了那些钱，他们肯定会以为是你偷了钻石。”

“而且会以为是你卖掉的！”班尼说。

“没错。”瘦子说，“你是个聪明的孩子。我找到一个偏僻的地方，住在一座已经垮塌的房子里，因此没人知道我到底去了哪里。”

肖先生说：“藏起来的那段时间，你肯定在大吃特吃！”

“没错，确实如此。”瘦子说，“到了大城市后，我总是尽可能多地买食物，一回到住处就开吃。”

“这还真是闻所未闻的新鲜事呐！”奥登先生说，“我猜你准是把自己喂胖了以后，才出去找工作，当邮差的。”

“没错，加入马戏团之前我就是个邮差，所以我就在小北铁路附近找了份工作。听到收音机里播的消息，我立刻骑了一晚上的摩托车，赶了过来。自从琪琪死后，我再也没有如此开心过。到底是谁这么好心，把这条消息播出来的？”

“是爷爷。”四个声音齐声答道。

“谢谢你，爷爷。”瘦子鞠了一躬。大家都笑了起来。

这时，卡尔先生开口了：“抱歉！我必须打断这场派对，因为列车必须启程了。”

“我也可以跟着一起走吗？”瘦子问道，“我想在半路下车，看看我的老朋友海狸先生。如果你们能把我和我的摩托一起捎上，那可省了我不少时间。”

卡尔先生笑了起来：“我们本不该在海狸湖停车的，不过我们可以破个例，小停一会儿，好让你下车。”

就这样，奥登一家登上777号车厢的台阶，瘦子推着摩托车紧随其后。火车开动了，站台上的朋友们欢笑着，向他们挥舞着手告别。


第十四章 最佳旅行

Chapter 14 Best Trip of All

列车确实在海狸湖停了一小会儿。

从潘德尔到海狸湖的路上，班尼说：“你就要见到海狸先生了，我真替你们高兴。自从警察把你逼走以后，他一直生气得很呐。”

“是的，他准会替我抱不平的。”瘦子说，“他虽然不知道我的衣服里缝了那么多钱，却知道我从来没有偷过任何东西。对了，你们是在哪里找到钻石项链的？”

“在上铺的黑色床垫里。”亨利说。

“哦！”瘦子仔细地想了想，点了点头，“没错，琪琪经常在那里睡觉。你知道，老板的妻子身份高些，所以一直睡在下铺，不过她也十分想念琪琪。”

海狸湖到了，列车慢了下来，瘦子已经做好了下车的准备。

“我走了。”他说，“以后我每周都要骑车来看海狸先生。他仍然是我最好的朋友。”

奥登一家望着他把摩托车推下去，列车再次启动。

杰西说：“哈，两个好朋友又团聚了，真让人高兴！咱们这下什么都不用担心了！”

列车哐啷啷地行驶着，一刻没有停留，而奥登一家的聊天也一刻没停过。他们兴奋地谈论着自己新交的朋友，还有这一系列的冒险……

“这次又是你解开了谜团，班尼！”亨利说。

“其实我事先也不知道。”班尼说，“要是杰西没有缝床垫，谁都破解不了。”

班尼沉默了一会儿，又叫了起来：“啊，我刚刚想到一件事！如果我们跟爷爷的朋友要求换新床垫，那我们就永远找不到钻石项链了！”

“说得不错，班尼。”亨利说，“其他人也永远找不到它了。”

奥登先生同意道：“那么，项链肯定会被永远地埋藏下去。现在，我们是不是该收拾行李了？”

“其实我并不想收拾行李。”班尼说，“我们能一直坐在尾车里，永远旅行下去吗？”

“当然不可以啊。”奥登先生说，“我必须回去工作啦！我还要飞往纽约，第一件事就是把钻石项链卖掉。”

第二天一早，列车放慢了速度，开进了货站——这是最后一站，也是奥登一家开始他们尾车历险的地方。大家都来到尾车的看台上，等着下车。列车停住了。

班尼喊道：“看啊，约翰·卡特先生来接我们了，老爷车就停在那儿！”

约翰·卡特帮爷爷做过很多事儿。走下车厢时，大伙儿都兴奋地打着招呼：“你好啊，卡特先生！”

“看到你们回来，我真高兴。”他大声回应道，“不过还有一个小家伙也很高兴，看看他是谁。”

卡特先生拉开车门，顿时，望望跳了出来。它跑到杰西跟前，逐个问候着家人，蹦跶着，欢叫着。大伙儿都轻轻地拍了拍它。

车组人员全都走出来，帮他们把行李搬下火车，卡特先生和亨利把它们装进了车里。

阿尔说：“你们什么时候还可以再次光临呢？你们实在是最棒的乘客啦！”

卡尔先生也说：“你们能乘坐我们的列车，是我们的荣幸！”

“这话正是我想说的！”戴维斯先生说，“这次旅行真是令人兴奋！”

奥登一家挤进了老爷车，挥了挥手，直到车组人员消失在视线里。亨利把车子开到家门口，开始卸行李，奥登先生则走进门，迫不及待地拆着邮件。

他大声说：“这儿有一封信，是寄给我们大家的。是查理寄来的明信片，他说他非常喜欢那把刀。”

“给我看看！”班尼说，“没错，这上面是玻璃厂老车站的图片。我永远忘不了那个地方。”

一会儿之后，奥登一家坐下来，开始吃晚饭了。

“我要准备两件干净的衣服，”爷爷说，“明天就去纽约。”

“明天？”杰西说，“可您才到家啊！”

“我知道。”奥登先生说，“不过我想尽快把项链卖掉，把钱寄给曹曹。”

“我理解，爷爷。”亨利说，“您想把这件挂心的事情早点解决掉。”

爷爷当天便从纽约赶了回来。

“哦，幸亏我去得及时。”他对大家说，“一个珠宝商出了个很好的价钱，买走了钻石，而他给那颗红宝石开出的价钱，居然是我预期的两倍，他说那块宝石非常精美，他可以轻易地卖出去。”说到这儿，爷爷笑了起来，“这样一来，曹曹也就不用担心了。”
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一周以后，曹曹亲自寄了封信过来，里面有曹曹坐在卡车里的照片，卡车后面还拖着一个带顶的马棚，少校正朝窗外张望着。

“这是少校的小房子。”班尼说，“我一直希望它的小家可以有顶棚遮雨。我好想跟他们去南方啊，杰西。”

“我们这阵子走的地方也不少了，”杰西说，“但还没有哪次是玩得最尽兴的！”

“我想，这次的尾车冒险，可能是我们最刺激的一次了。”维莉说。

大家全都表示同意。

如果小北铁路也能言语的话，它也会说：“这是我这辈子里最棒的一次旅行——尽管我以前也曾护送过那辆刷着白漆、涂着金色数字777的车厢。”


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 11·Caboose Mystery




Chapter 1 Grandfather’s Idea

One morning Benny Alden sat in his room thinking. The four Alden children lived with their grandfather， James Alden.

“What a lot of adventures we have had，” thought Benny. “First we lived in a boxcar in the woods. That was fun！Then after we found Grandfather， we have been to so many places and had so many surprises. By the way—”

Benny had a sudden thought. He ran downstairs as fast as he could. He found his grandfather at his desk. Violet was nearby， sewing on a button.

Benny said， “Grandfather， I just remembered you had a plan for this summer！”

Jessie walked in. “Yes， you did，” she said. “And then we suddenly went away and found the mystery in the schoolhouse.”

Henry appeared at the door.“And that spoiled your plan， Grandfather，” he said.

“Oh， no，” said Mr. Alden. “It didn’t spoil my plan at all. We can still go on this trip if you want to.”

“Of course we want to！” said Violet. “You always have such wonderful ideas.”

“Come and sit under the trees，” said Mr. Alden， “and I’ll tell you all about it. Thank you， my dear， for sewing on my button.” He put on his coat.

Watch， the dog， trotted along with Jessie. He lay down on her feet.

Grandfather began， “You see I have a friend who owns a railroad.”

“A railroad！” said Benny.

Mr. Alden smiled. “Yes， it is called the Little North Railroad. Sometimes my friend lets people rent an old-fashioned wooden caboose. It is put on the end of a freight train and travels along with the train. So I thought we could take a trip in a caboose.”

“What a neat idea！” said Benny. “I never saw the inside of a caboose.”

“Neither did I，” said Mr. Alden， smiling.

Henry said， “ That would be an adventure for sure. Where could we go？”

“Anywhere the Little North Railroad goes.”

Violet asked， “Have you really rented a caboose， Grandfather？”

“Yes， my dear， I have rented two.” His eyes twinkled. “I was sure one of you would remember my plan. We can have two cabooses， one for the girls， and one for Henry， Benny， and me.”

“And we can get together for meals，” said Benny.

Henry laughed at his younger brother. “Always thinking of something to eat， Ben，” he said.

“I like to eat，” said Benny. “Do we do our own cooking？”

“Yes，” said Mr. Alden. “That will be part of the fun. Every caboose has a few pans and dishes in it. There is always a stove and a sink， and an icebox， too. You may want to buy more dishes， Jessie. You are the housekeeper.”

“Oh， I’d rather use the caboose dishes. It would be fun to try，” said Jessie. “Why can’t we drive down to the freightyard now？We can see for ourselves what a caboose is like.”

“Just what I planned，” said Grandfather， getting up.

Henry got out the station wagon. Everyone climbed in.

Benny saw the two cabooses first. He said， “Oh， they are not just alike！One is big and one is little.”

“There must be some reason，” said Grandfather. “Just look at the new red paint on the big one！We’ll soon find out.”

The conductor was on the steps of the small caboose. When he saw the family coming， he smiled and got off the train to meet them. He said， “Good morning. You must be the Aldens. My name is Carr.”

Benny said， “That’s neat！Your name is Carr， and you take care of cars.”

“That’s right. I hear plenty of jokes about my name.”

Mr. Alden said， “My granddaughters， Jessie and Violet， want to see where they are going to keep house.”

“Fine！” said Mr. Carr. “Climb right in and look around all you like. I want to tell you， Mr. Alden， that the big caboose hasn’t been used lately. It had to be painted. But I thought it would be better for you because the windows are much bigger. You can sit by the window and read. That big caboose has some history， but you’ll hear about that later.”

As they went up the steps of the small caboose， Benny said in a low voice to his brother， “Did Mr. Carr say history or mystery？”

“He said history，” said Henry， laughing. “But I’m sure you’ll think there is a mystery， too.”

“No，” said Benny. “I don’t need a mystery. Just traveling in a caboose is good enough for me.”

The Aldens began to look around. Jessie opened the icebox.

Mr. Carr said， “You see it is small. We stop often for ice and water. But you will have to take canned food with you. Then sometimes we stop on a siding for an hour or two， and you can go shopping.”

Henry took the cover off the little stove and looked in. He said， “This seems to run on bottled gas.”

“Right，” said Mr. Carr. “If you are cold， light the stove. You’ll get a little heat.”

“I shouldn’t think it would get very cold in August，” said Henry.

“Well， it does. But there are plenty of blankets. There are sheets and towels， too. And see， the beds are bunks.”

“Oh， boy， I’d like the top bunk！” said Benny.

“You can have it，” said Henry， laughing. “I’d rather have the lower one， anyway.”

Grandfather said， “Look！The mattresses are covered with old black leather. My friend asked me if I wanted new covers， and I said no. I thought you’d all like the caboose just as it always was.”

Then the Aldens went across from the little caboose to the big one.

But Benny went right through to the back platform. He said， “Oh， this is just the place for me！There is room for three. This is where I shall sit on the very end of the train and watch the country go flying by！”

Mr. Carr laughed. He said， “When do you want to go， Mr. Alden？I have a short freight that leaves tomorrow. I’m going on that one myself. Then there is another going the next day.”
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Everyone looked at Benny. He said just what they knew he would. “Let’s go tomorrow！”

Grandfather smiled at Mr. Carr. He said， “My family likes to move fast. We’ll start tomorrow.”

“Be here before one o’clock， then，” Mr. Carr said. “Be sure to bring everything you need.”

The Aldens walked back to the station wagon. Jessie was already making a list of canned food to buy.

Suddenly Benny said， “The big caboose was quite different. Did you notice？”

“Yes， it was much better，” said Grandfather. “The floor was better， and the walls were better.”

Benny said， “Did you notice that the walls looked as if some fancy wood had been taken off？And there were curtain rods on the windows， but no curtains.”

Henry said， “Of course it looked new because it had just been painted red.”

But Benny had begun to wonder. The last thing he said when he went to bed was， “That big caboose has a history. Maybe it has a mystery， too.”


Chapter 2 All Aboard！

What a rush！Next day the Aldens went dashing around buying food and packing their things. By noon they were ready to go. When they were leaving， Watch， the dog， trotted along with Jessie. He was ready to go， too.

“You can’t come， old boy，” said Henry. “Too bad. You wouldn’t like riding in a caboose.”

Jessie tried to explain to Watch why he couldn’t go. At last she thought he understood. Anyway he did not whine. He turned right around and went back into the house where Mrs. McGregor， the housekeeper， was waiting for him.

Very soon Henry had parked the station wagon in the freightyard with the trainmen’s cars. He planned to leave it for Mr. Carter， who worked for Mr. Alden. Then everyone helped move into the two cabooses.

“Oh， what fun this is！” said Jessie. She and Violet began to put the cans of food on the shelves in the big caboose. Henry and Benny poured water into the tank and lifted a big cake of ice into the icebox.

When the things were put away， the family got out again. They stood by the steps and watched the engineer far down the tracks.

“Look， Grandfather，” said Benny. “There’s a postman！Do you suppose he would have any mail for you？”

“Well， perhaps I might have a letter from my friend who owns the Little North Railroad，” said Mr. Alden. “He knows we’ll be on this freight. But I never knew a postman delivered mail to a freight train before. If I have any， Mr. Carr will bring it to me.

“I’ll run down and see，” said Benny. He was off before they could stop him.

“I’d better go with him，” said Henry. And off he went， too. He caught up with Benny， and they reached Mr. Carr and the postman at the same time.

The postman was a very tall， heavy man. His blue-gray uniform and cap were too small for him. He had a small black mustache and black eyes. He looked at the two boys closely.

Benny said， “I didn’t know a postman came to a freight train， Mr. Carr.”

Mr. Carr laughed. “ This is a very special postman，” he said. “When he has a letter for me， he is kind enough to bring it to the train. His name is Sid Weston.”

“How do you do，” said both boys.

Benny went on. “Our name is Alden. Is there any mail for our grandfather， Mr. Alden？”

“No，” said Mr. Weston， shaking his head. Then he turned away and spoke in a low voice to Mr. Carr. “Could I go down to that big caboose and just look at something inside？It won’t take ten minutes.”

“Sorry，” said Mr. Carr. “We can’t wait ten minutes. You boys run back as fast as you can. We go in just two minutes. Tell everyone to sit down because there will be a bang when we back the train into the caboose.”

But Henry and Benny had already gone. The minute they got on board， they waved back to Mr. Carr.

Mr. Carr raised his arm and waved at the engineer. The freight train backed toward the caboose. Then came the bang！The little caboose and the big caboose were coupled at the very end of the train， behind the caboose used by the trainmen.

“What a train！” said Grandfather. “Three cabooses in a row！People will smile when this Little North freight goes by.”

The Aldens heard the whistle on the engine far ahead. Then very slowly the train began to move. Mr. Carr swung himself onto a boxcar.

“Say， isn’t this exciting！” said Benny. “To be riding in a caboose at last. I’ve always wanted to live in a caboose.”

“So have I，” said Grandfather， smiling.

“Come on， Ben，” said Henry. “Let’s sit out on the back platform. Want to come， Jessie？”

“Yes， I’d like to，” said Jessie.

Violet said， “I’ll stay with Grandfather in the big caboose.”

“Isn’t this great， flying along！” said Benny after a few minutes. Then he leaned forward and said， “Henry， did you really look at that big postman？Did you hear him ask to see this caboose？”

“Yes， Ben， I did，” said Henry. He looked quickly at Benny. “I thought it was a strange thing to ask.”

“Well， I thought it was an awfully strange thing to ask，” said Benny.

Jessie said， “ What are you boys talking about？”

Henry told her about Sid Weston， the postman. She said， “What do you think he wanted to look at？”

“I haven’t any idea，” said Henry. “He was a very heavy man. I’m sure he couldn’t have run as fast as we did.”

“Yes， wasn’t he enormous？” said Benny.

“Even his cap was too small for him，” said Henry， laughing.

“A mystery！” shouted Benny. “The mysterious caboose！”

“Now don’t get excited， Benny，” said Jessie. “It is probably something very simple. Maybe he is just interested in trains. Some people are.”

But Benny had the last word as usual. “That postman certainly thought there was something different about this big caboose， and sometime I’ll find out. You just wait and see.”

“Right！” said Henry. “You didn’t hear the postman， Jessie. I’m sure he was worried about something.”

“I’m sure you’re right if you both say so，” said Jessie. “But let’s enjoy this lovely country with all the woods and fields.”

“I’m enjoying them，” said Benny. “I noticed every cornfield we passed. The corn ought to be ripe soon.”

Along went the train. It passed through one small town after another. Just before five o’clock Benny said， “Look at that ladder over our heads. I’d like to climb up and walk on top of the caboose.”

Just as he said this， a foot suddenly appeared on the top step of the ladder. Then another foot appeared， then two long legs dressed in overalls.

“Oh， look what’s coming！” said Benny.

At last a head appeared with a railroad cap， and a smiling man said， “Hello！I hope I didn’t scare you？”

“No，” said Henry. “But you surprised us.”

“I have a message from the engineer，” said the man.

Benny said， “He’s the boss of the train.”

“No，” said the man， shaking his head. “The conductor， Mr. Carr， is the boss of the train. The engineer is number-two man. I’m the brakeman. My name is Al.”

“I never knew the conductor was the boss，” said Benny.

“Well， he is，” said Al. “The engineer， Mr. Davis， runs the train， but the conductor tells him when to stop and when to go.”

“What’s this message， Al？” asked Henry.

The brakeman seemed to be right at home on the ladder. He held on with one hand， swung one foot， and took his cap off and put it on again. He said， “Really I have two messages. The first one is this. If you are in any trouble， you will want to stop the train.”

Benny said， “Oh， I don’t think we will have any trouble.”

“You never can tell， Ben，” said Henry. “What do we do， Al？”

“Well， there’s a little lever by the desk. You turn that halfway. That puts on the air brakes. Even if we had a hundred cars， the train would stop.”

“I’ll look for that lever when we go inside，” said Henry.

Violet came to the door to see what was going on. She was just in time to hear Benny say， “Al， did you see that big postman just before we started？Did you hear what he said？”

“I saw him，” said Al. “But I didn’t hear what he said. Why？”

“Oh， nothing，” said Benny.

“I have another message，” said Al. “At about five o’clock we go right through the engineer’s field of corn. He has sweet corn on both sides of the tracks. Mr. Davis says if you want some corn for supper， just get off and pick all you want.”

“Sweet corn！” said Violet. “We love it. This will certainly be fresh.”

“Cook it as soon as you pick it，” said Al. “I’m getting enough for our supper， too.”

“Oh， are you the cook？” Jessie asked.

“Yes，” said Al， “I do the cooking. I’d ask you to come into our caboose， but Mr. Carr wants the door locked at the end of your second caboose. He thinks you’ll be better off that way. We use our caboose just for work， you know.”

“I’ll put the water on to boil right now，” said Jessie. “Then it will be ready for the corn.”

“Oh， don’t do that， miss，” said Al. “Get a big kettle of cold water and put in the corn. When the water is boiling fast， the corn is done.”

“Thank you，” said Jessie， “I’ll try it.”

“It’s the best way to cook corn，” Al told her. “I’ll stay right here， and you get off when I do.”

Jessie went in to fill the biggest kettle with cold water. She told Mr. Alden what they were going to do. Everyone stood ready to get off. Soon the train began to slow down.

“I see the cornfield！” Benny called out. “How many ears shall we pick， Jessie？”

“Oh， I should say two dozen ears. Put them in this old box.”
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The train stopped， and everyone got off and began to pick corn.

Mr. Alden said， “I haven’t picked corn for years. What else are we going to have for supper？”

Jessie answered， “Plenty of butter on the corn， hamburgers， cookies， and milk.”

“Good enough，” said Grandfather. “ I’m hungry already.”

The engineer gave a loud whistle， and they all climbed back into the caboose. Everyone sat down and helped pull off the corn husks. Jessie dropped the ears into the cold water， and Henry turned on the stove.

Soon they were sitting down to supper.

“What delicious corn！” said Mr. Alden.

“It certainly is fresh，” said Benny. “Right from the field into the kettle！”

After the dishes were done， the Aldens took turns riding on the little back platform. As they sat there， Al came climbing down the ladder again.

He said， “Mr. Carr forgot to tell you that we stop at Beaver Lake at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. You will like that.”

“Why？” asked Benny.

“You always want to know why， don’t you？Well， you can watch real live beavers at work. We have to stop for an hour to load freight， and you might as well watch something interesting.”

“I should think the beavers would run away if they saw us watching them，” said Benny.

“That’s the secret，” said Al. “They won’t see you. Now don’t ask me why， young man. Just wait and see. One more thing. There is an old man who takes care of these wild beavers. He’s a strange old fellow， but he doesn’t want people to kill all the beavers. So he lives in the woods and keeps the hunters away. You may see Old Beaver， and you may not. He’s odd. Then a little later we stop at Pinedale for ice and water.”

“ Thanks a lot，” said Mr. Alden. Al disappeared up the ladder.

When the stars came out， Mr. Alden said， “Our lights are not bright enough to read by. I’m going to bed.”

“I’m tired， too，” said Violet. The girls said goodnight and went into the small caboose.

Henry and Grandfather put clean sheets on the three old black mattresses， and Benny started to climb into his top bunk in the lookout. He began to laugh.

“I can hardly reach these steps with my feet，” he said. “First one side and then the other. I guess these footholds were made for a man.”

Mr. Alden and Henry watched.

“Just made it， Ben，” said Henry. “Those steps are too hard for you.”

“But I like it up here，” said Benny. “I can look out at the stars.”

He began to wonder about the postman and the beavers and the big caboose， but suddenly he fell asleep.

The caboose rattled and banged along until morning.


Chapter 3 Beaver Man

The train did not stop during the night. Once Benny said loudly， “I’ll tell you in the morning！”

“Morning？” Grandfather said. He woke up suddenly. “Is it morning？”

Henry whispered， “No， Grandfather. Benny’s talking in his sleep.”

When it was really morning， Benny said， “I didn’t sleep a wink last night.”

Henry laughed. He said， “Oh， no？”

“No， I didn’t，” said Benny again. “But you and Grandfather did. I heard you both snoring all night.”

“I’m sorry I kept you awake， Benny，” said Mr. Alden. He winked at Henry. “I know I do snore.”

“I could go right back to sleep，” Benny said.

“Oh， don’t do that， Benny，” called Violet. “You’ll miss the beavers. Remember we get off at Beaver Lake at nine o’clock.”

“That’s right，” agreed Benny. “I do want to see the beavers. I guess I can stay awake that long.”

After breakfast， Benny said， “I’m going to sit on the back platform until nine o’clock.”

His two sisters went with him this time. The train went through many small places without stopping. The Aldens waved at everyone they saw.

Suddenly Benny said， “Jessie， did you notice the workmen at the last station we passed？They pointed at our big caboose and began to laugh.”

“Yes，” said Jessie. “I suppose we do look funny， with three cabooses in a row.”

“But not that funny，” said Benny. “I’m sure they were pointing at the big caboose and at us.”

Violet said， “I don’t think they are pointing at us. They point to something on the caboose.”

“Right over our heads， Violet，” said Benny. “Maybe there is something on the caboose.”

They looked up， but all they could see was the number of the car， 777.

Soon they heard Mr. Carr call out， “Beaver Lake， Beaver Lake！”

They were all ready to jump down when the train stopped. Mr. Carr and Al met them at the steps.

Benny said， “Oh， I wanted to ask you about the big caboose. You said it had a history.”

Mr. Carr laughed and said， “So I did. But I haven’t time now. I can’t even go with you. I have to watch the men unload the freight. But Al can go with you.”

Al led the way. A small river went under the railroad track. They followed it. Soon they reached some thick woods. Al took them along a path. They could not see the river， but they could hear it rushing along.

Al pointed to a sign that said “Beaver Lake.” “You could go on alone，” he said， “but I like to watch the beavers myself.”

Benny said， “I suppose Old Beaver put up that sign？”

“That’s right，” said Al. “Sometimes he will come and talk. Sometimes not. This is the place where I usually meet him.”

But no one was there.

Soon there was another sign. It said

Please do not talk.

Not even Benny said a word after that.

Then the Aldens saw something that looked like a tent. It had a long bench inside. The roof and one wall of the tent were made to look like real bushes. A sign said，

Sit down and watch. Room for six only.

Everyone had the same thought—how lucky！There were exactly six people， counting Al.

The Aldens could look out through holes in the bushes and see the river， only now the river was a lake. Al pointed. Then everyone saw a big beaver.

The beaver was swimming along with only his head showing. When the beaver came to the round roof of his house， he stopped. Then he began to climb up. Benny noticed that the beaver was covered with mud. Soon he saw why.

The beaver climbed to the top of his house. Then he slid down and scraped off the mud. After that， the beaver climbed up the other side of the house and slapped the mud down with his tail. Then the Aldens knew that the beaver meant to do this.

Suddenly there was a loud crash in the bushes， and a tree fell with a splash into the water. Beside the stump was another beaver. It had cut the little tree down by gnawing the trunk with its sharp teeth.

The Aldens could not take their eyes off this beaver. It walked along the tree it had just cut down. Then it began to gnaw the tree in two， exactly in the middle.

Part of the tree fell into the water. When the tree was cut into two pieces， the beaver swam out and pushed the two parts together， side by side. Then he pushed them both down the lake to the dam. They were just the right length and stayed on top of the dam to keep water from spilling over.

Just then Al looked at his watch and got up to go. The rest followed. They were near the first sign when they heard something in the bushes.

“Hello， folks，” said a deep voice. They all turned around.

“Yes， I’m Old Beaver，” said the man. He had thick gray hair， and his face was almost covered with a curly gray beard. He was smiling.

Grandfather said， “You are doing a fine job saving a few beavers. They are wonderful animals.”

“Thank you，” said Old Beaver. “They are smarter than we are in some ways. May I ask how you got here？”

Grandfather laughed.“We came on the caboose of a freight train. We are having a new kind of vacation.”
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“This young man seems to be having a good time，” said Old Beaver， looking at Benny.

Benny said， “Yes， I’m having a grand time. We cook and eat and sleep in the caboose. It’s Number 777.”

“What？” said Old Beaver. “Number 777？” He suddenly turned around and crashed into the woods without another word.

“What do you know！” cried Benny， staring.

“Well， what’s the matter with him？” asked Henry.

“Come on，” said Al. “He’s always been odd. We can’t bother with him.”

Grandfather said， “I should say he was odd.”

When the Aldens reached the station， they looked all over the outside of the caboose. They could not see anything strange. All they could see was the number， 777.

Violet said softly，“But Number 777 was enough to scare Old Beaver.”

When the train had started again， Mr. Alden said， “Al told us that the next station will be Pinedale. We get off there to get ice and water. Maybe someone can tell us at Pinedale about Old Beaver. And maybe they will know what is so strange about our caboose， Number 777.”


Chapter 4 A Strange Tale

Very soon the train slowed down at Pinedale and stopped. Six men were standing on the platform. Some of them were laughing and pointing as the Aldens got off the caboose.

Benny went up to a tall man and said， “We’d like to know what is different about our caboose. Why are the men pointing at it？”

“That’s easy， sonny，” said the man， laughing. “That caboose is the famous old Number 777. It used to be white with gold numbers. It’s a circus caboose！”

The Aldens stared at the man. A circus caboose！So this might have something to do with history and mystery！

The tall man smiled. “You’re surprised， aren’t you？I can tell you a lot more about your caboose. My name is Shaw. I’m the stationmaster.”

“I’m glad to meet you，” said Grandfather. “My name is Alden. My grandchildren are very much interested in anything you may say about our caboose.”

Just then the Aldens noticed that one of the station workmen had walked over to the big caboose. He was standing there looking at it with his head on one side. He had his hands on his hips. He wore a funny， small hat and big shoes turned up at the toes. But there was something sad about his face.

Mr. Shaw called to the workman and said， “How about it？What do you think of Number 777 in its new red dress？”

The workman drawled， “It couldn’t fool us！We’d know that caboose if we saw it in China！”

Everyone began to laugh. Nobody could help laughing. There was something about this man that was very funny. And this was strange， too， because the man looked sad.

Suddenly the workman said to Henry， “I’ll get you the ice and water that you need.”

The man turned and left quickly.

Henry started to say no， but Mr. Shaw said out of the side of his mouth， “Let him do it. I’ll tell you why later.”

When the workman was out of sight， Mr. Shaw said， “It will do that man good to help you. He hardly ever says a word. I was surprised when he offered to help you.”

Benny said， “Mr. Shaw， it’s funny about that man. He looks so sad， and yet he makes me laugh just to look at him. He ought to be a clown.”

“He was a clown，” said Mr. Shaw. “How did you ever guess？He was called Cho-Cho， and he traveled with a circus. He used to live in Pinedale before he joined the circus. That’s why we all know caboose Number 777. Cho-Cho was always on the circus train.”

“Was that a long time ago？” asked Henry.

“Yes， quite a few years ago. That circus train came this way every summer. It used the tracks of the Little North Railroad. We trainmen got to know a lot of these circus people. We saw them every year. Some of us even went to see the show in the nearest big town.”

“Why is Cho-Cho so sad now？” asked Benny.

“That’s quite a story，” said Mr. Shaw. “His wife was Chi-Chi， the high-wire artist. Her whole family was famous. Her mother was so wonderful that some king or other in Europe gave her a beautiful diamond necklace. When her mother grew old， she gave the necklace to Chi-Chi. I remember when it came. Chi-Chi showed it to everyone right on this very platform. She loved to show it because it was so beautiful. But she never wore it when she was doing tricks. She wore a cheap copy that sparkled. Then one night she fell. She slipped on the wire and was instantly killed.”

“How awful！” said Jessie and Violet.

“Yes， it was a terrible thing. It was awful for Cho-Cho. He left the circus and came to live in Pinedale again. He soon ran out of money， so he agreed to work for me around the station. He had to sell his talking horse， too.”

“Talking horse？” asked Benny.

Another man spoke up. “Yes， sir！That was a beautiful horse—a special color. Never saw a horse like him. He had four white feet and a white star on his forehead. His coat was golden brown.”

“That’s right，” said Mr. Shaw. “His tail was cream color and wavy， and it was so long it almost touched the ground.”

“He sounds wonderful，” said Violet. “How did he talk？”

“Cho-Cho asked him questions. He tossed his head for yes and shook it for no. Then he would paw with his foot to answer number questions. If Cho-Cho asked him how many were two and one， the horse pawed three times. At the end of the act， Cho-Cho always said， ‘What do you want to do now， Major？’ and the horse would lie down and shut his eyes.”

“What a pity he had to sell that horse，” said Grandfather. “Do you know who bought him？”

“Oh， yes. A man named John Cutler bought him to amuse his children. The Cutlers live in Glass Factory Junction. That is the next station. They live about a mile from the station through the woods.”

“Oh， I’d love to see that horse，” said Benny.

“Well， you can. If you can walk a mile and back.”

Mr. Alden said， “If Cho-Cho owned the diamond necklace， I don’t see why he didn’t sell it. Maybe he could have kept the horse.”

“Oh， the necklace was lost，” said Mr. Shaw. “Chi-Chi always hid it when she wasn’t wearing it. She would never tell anyone where it was， not even Cho-Cho.”

Benny shouted， “Maybe she hid it in our caboose！”

“No， not likely，” said Mr. Shaw. “The police looked through every car in that circus train， but they never found it. Anyway， Chi-Chi never lived in that caboose.”

Another man said， “She spent a lot of time there， though.”

“Yes， she did，” agreed Mr. Shaw. “The owner’s wife lived in Number 777， and she made a great friend of Chi-Chi. They fixed up that caboose with lace curtains and everything. Look！Here comes Cho-Cho. See if you can get him to tell you the rest. It will do him good to talk.”

The Aldens watched Cho-Cho as he came back with two pails of water and ice on a truck.

Before anyone could stop Benny， he ran up to the old clown.

“Mr. Cho-Cho，” Benny said， “Mr. Shaw has been telling us about you. He told us about your wife’s diamond necklace. Do you think someone could have stolen it？”
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For a minute Cho-Cho did not say anything. It looked as if he were going to turn and run away. Then he said in almost a whisper， “Yes， boy， I think the Thin Man stole it.”

“And who was the Thin Man？” asked Henry.

“He was my friend. He had a sideshow in the circus with me.”

“What makes you think he stole the diamonds？” asked Henry.

“Well， one day Chi-Chi was showing the diamonds to everybody. I saw her give them to the Thin Man， but I never saw him give them back. He said he did， but Chi-Chi was dead then， and nobody else saw anything at all. At first I believed my friend.”

“Did you get the police？” asked Benny.

“Oh， yes. We had a terrible time！Everybody was upset. The police believed that the Thin Man stole the necklace. And at last I believed it myself.”

“Why？” asked Benny.

“The next day the Thin Man disappeared.”

Mr. Alden nodded. “That does look bad for poor Mr. Thin Man.”

Jessie said， “I should think it would be easy for the police to find him if he were really very thin.”

“Oh， he was thin， all right！You could see his bones. He had a long black beard down to his waist.”

“Of course he could cut that off，” said Henry.

“Yes， that is the first thing he would do. The police had men on the lookout for miles and miles. But nobody ever found a single sign of the Thin Man.”

Mr. Shaw said， “Let me tell them about the Thin Man’s best friend. He lives at Beaver Lake. He was so angry at everybody that he can’t bear to hear anything about Number 777， even to this day. He’s an odd fellow and is taking care of some wild beavers at Beaver Lake.”

“Oh， oh！We know him，” shouted Benny. “And he was really angry when he heard we came from Number 777.”

Mr. Shaw nodded. “He would be. The people in that caboose made his best friend run away. Old Beaver never believed that the Thin Man stole the diamonds.”

“Here’s another thing，” said Henry. “Do you know anything about a big postman named Sid Weston who came to this train with a letter for Mr. Carr？”

“No， I never heard of him. Why？”

“Well， he wanted to look around in our big caboose， but Mr. Carr said there wasn’t time. Why do you suppose he wanted to do that？”

Cho-Cho threw his hands up in the air. “Maybe he is interested in trains. Lots of people come to take pictures of the cars on this old railroad.”

Benny said， “I want to see your horse， Cho-Cho， if he is at Glass Factory Junction.”

“I’m sorry， Benny. We can’t take time，” said Grandfather. “We want to see the glass.”

Benny said， “But I’d rather see the talking horse.”

Jessie said， “Oh， Benny， glassmaking is so interesting. You never saw anyone blow glass， did you？”

“No，” said Benny， “and I never saw a talking horse either.”

Mr. Shaw laughed. “You girls will like the glass. There are pieces of broken glass all over the place. You can pick them up and have them polished.”

“What colors are they？” asked Violet.

“Every color， and some are mixed colors. You can find red and white ones， black and white， and all shades of blue and green. The pieces make beautiful pins and bracelets.”

Henry and the clown put the ice and water in the two cabooses. As Mr. Alden started to get on the train， Mr. Shaw whispered， “I’m certainly amazed. I never heard Cho-Cho talk so much in my whole life. He never says a word if he can help it.”

“This time he couldn’t help it，” said Benny， laughing.


Chapter 5 Glass Factory Junction

In a short time the train stopped at Glass Factory Junction. The Aldens got off the train and looked around. They could not see any sign of a town. There was a small freight station on one side of the tracks and a large factory on the other. Everything seemed to be in the middle of the woods. Trees grew almost down to the tracks.

“I wonder where the town is，” said Benny.

Al came to meet them. “The town is on the other side of the woods，” he said. “It’s a very small town， anyway. But we have to stop here just the same to unload potash for the factory. And this glass is all over the ground.” He picked up a blue piece.

“Isn’t that beautiful！” said Violet.

Benny said， “Grandfather， I really don’t want to pick up glass. I want to see that talking horse.”

Mr. Alden thought it over. Then he said， “That’s up to you， Benny. You’re old enough to take care of yourself. If you’d rather walk two miles and see the horse， go ahead. You heard Al say we could stay here two hours.”

Henry said， “I thought you were too sleepy to do anything. You said you didn’t sleep at all last night.”

“Well， I am sleepy. When I get back to the caboose I’m going to take a nap. Al told me I couldn’t miss the path through the woods. I’ll go and see the horse first， and then I’ll go into the little caboose and go to sleep. And don’t any of you open the door. Don’t even peek at me and wake me up.” He started off.

Grandfather called， “Don’t get lost， Benny.”

“I’ll find my way all right. If I get lost， I can eat nuts and berries. Children always eat nuts and berries when they get lost，” Benny said， laughing at his own joke.

“Don’t be late， either，” Grandfather called again. “The train won’t wait for you， you know.”

“Yes， I know. I guess I can walk a mile and back in two hours！”

Violet watched Benny as he went into the deep woods. She said to Henry， “I don’t like it. You go with him.”

Henry said， “No， Violet. I don’t think I ought to tell him what to do. Benny must learn to live his own life and make his own mistakes. We all must.”

“Good！” said Grandfather. “Benny will never learn if you look after him all the time， Henry.”

The Aldens picked up so much glass that they had to get a paper bag from the caboose to put it in. Suddenly a man put his head out of the factory window and called， “Would you like to see the glass factory？”

“We’d like to very much， sir，” said Grandfather. They all went up the steps and met the man at the door.

“I’ll show you first how we make pressed glass. Just follow me. My name is Lidstone.”

“I’m James Alden，” said Grandfather， “and these are my grandchildren.”

“Yes， I know，” Mr. Lidstone said， smiling. “I guess you are the people traveling by caboose. Everyone is talking about it. You young people may know how glass is made，” he went on as they went into another room. “We mix sand and potash and get it so hot it melts. Then we pour it and press the glass into molds.”

It was exciting to watch the workmen pouring the melted glass into fancy molds.

“Oh， what beautiful colors！” said Violet.

“And so many，” said Jessie.

“These small dishes are finished，” said Mr. Lidstone. He pointed at a table. “You may choose any color you want. They will be gifts to remember us by.”

“Thank you， sir，” said Henry. “My young brother Benny isn’t here. He went to see the talking horse. Too bad he is missing this.”

“Then you choose one for him，” said Mr. Lidstone.

“Benny would choose red， I’m sure of that，” said Jessie. She picked up a red dish for Benny.

“Let me tell you something about that color，” said Mr. Lidstone. “We use real gold to make red. In the old days， the glassmakers threw in gold dollars to make red. Have you all decided on your colors？”

Jessie held up a blue dish for answer. Violet had a violet one， and Henry chose green. Mr. Alden had a bright yellow one.

“Now come and see the glassblowers，” said Mr. Lidstone. He took them to another room. Three men were blowing glass. A worker picked up a lump of melted glass on a pipe and began to blow.
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“Oh， that’s going to be a pitcher，” whispered Jessie.

The big glass ball on the end of the pipe grew larger and larger. Then suddenly it grew smaller. The man jerked off the pipe.

“No， it’s a vase，” said Violet. “Isn’t it wonderful how they do that？”

In another room the Aldens watched a row of men and women making designs on glass dishes. Mr. Lidstone said， “This is very fine work. Each person here is an artist.”

The Aldens could have watched them all afternoon， but they knew they had to get back to the train. They thanked Mr. Lidstone for their visit and went back to the caboose with their new dishes.

Jessie said， “Benny will like to know that his red dish was made with gold.”

Mr. Alden looked at his watch and frowned. “It’s much later than I thought，” he said. “Only five minutes before we go. I hope Benny is in the small caboose taking his nap.”

Jessie said， “He’s probably been back a long time because we stayed so long in the factory. Remember what he said. He told us not to go into that caboose and wake him up.”

“I’d like to peek in and see if he’s there，” said Violet.

“Don’t do it， Violet，” said Henry. “He’ll come out at supper time. You wait and see.”

The train gave two whistles. Then it started. Off went the Aldens. Soon Glass Factory Junction was far behind them.


Chapter 6 Benny’s Adventure

While the Aldens were at the glass factory， Benny was walking through the woods. The path was very poor. Sometimes he thought that he was not on the path at all—and he was right.

Benny knew that he was supposed to go a mile， but he knew that he had walked much further than that. After a while， he did come to a main road. He looked both ways. At last he saw a house almost hidden by trees. Two boys were playing in the yard.

Benny walked toward the boys and called， “Do you own a talking horse？”

“Yes， we do，” said the older boy. “Want to see him？”

Benny nodded. “Yes， that’s what I came for，” he said.

The boys led Benny to a large shed. The little boy asked， “How did you hear about old Major？”

“Mr. Shaw， the stationmaster at Pinedale， told me，” said Benny. “He said Major was a circus horse.”

“That’s right，” said the boy. “Cho-Cho the clown works for Mr. Shaw. He used to own our horse， but he sold him to us.”

The three boys stopped at the door of the shed， and sure enough， inside was the horse.

The big boy said， “Well， Major， are you glad to see this stranger？”

The horse tossed his head and looked at Benny. The boys took the horse out of the shed.

“Are you afraid of the stranger？” asked the boy.

Major shook his head from side to side. His beautiful white mane blew in the wind. Benny was delighted.

“Could I ask him a question？”

“Sure，” said the boy. “Maybe he will answer you.”

“How much are two and one？” asked Benny in a loud voice. The horse pawed the ground three times.

“Sit down， Major，” said the boy. The horse sat down like a dog.

“What do you want to do now？” asked the boy. The horse lay down on his side and shut his eyes.

“He’s a wonder，” said Benny. “I suppose you will never sell him？”
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“Well， it’s possible，” said the boy. “Major is lonesome here. You’re the first visitor we have had for two weeks. Where are you going from here？”

“Back to the train，” said Benny.

“You’d better get going then，” said the boy. “The train may leave， and the path isn’t very good.”

“I think I lost the path coming over. My name is Benny Alden. Maybe I’ll write to you sometime. Is your name Cutler？”

The big boy said， “Yes. If you want to write about the horse， you’d better send the letter to my father. His name is John Cutler. Send it to Glass Factory Junction.”

Benny thanked the boys and turned into the woods. “Keep going right along，” called the smaller boy， “or you’ll miss your train.”

“I’ll go as fast as I can，” shouted Benny. “Goodbye！”

Benny could not see any path. He struggled through the bushes. Once he tripped and fell on a stone and cut his knee. At last he said to himself， “I’m certainly lost. But I know I’m going the right way toward the station.”

Soon the path was better， and he began to run. In a minute he saw a little house that he had not passed on his way to the Cutlers. On the step sat a little boy and his mother.

“Look， Mom，” said the little boy. “Somebody’s coming.”

Benny was very glad to see some people. He said， “I want to catch that freight train. Do you think I can make it？”

“No，” said the woman. “I’m sorry. We just heard one whistle already. When it whistles again， the train will start. You can’t go fast enough to catch it.”

“I have to go just the same，” said Benny. “I lost the path when I came over. It took me a lot longer than I expected.”

The boy said， “Did you go to see the talking horse？”

“Yes， I did，” said Benny. “He was fun， but now I’ve lost my family.”

The boy looked at his mother. Then he said， “I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t look old enough，” said Benny.

“Oh， yes， I am，” said the boy. “I know the way to the station anyway， and I know every single train that goes by.”

“Yes， he does，” said the woman. “In summer he hasn’t anything else to do except watch the trains.”

“Come on，” said the boy. He led the way， running.

Benny followed him as well as he could.

“What’s your name？” he called to the boy. “Mine is Benny Alden.”

“Charley Jackson，” said the boy， running faster. “Be careful！This is a bad place！” It was too late. Benny had tripped over a great bunch of vines and fallen again on his sore knee.

“I’m sorry，” said Charley， coming back. “I guess you’re not used to running in the deep woods.”

“No，” said Benny. “But I ought to have seen those vines.”

“You’re caught for sure，” said Charley. “This is what I use for a knife.” He took a thin flat stone out of his pocket. He started to cut one vine after another.

“Well， that stone is sharp，” said Benny.

“Yes，” said Charley. “I have to carry something. I’m always needing a knife in these woods. There you are. Pull your foot out now.”

Benny started to get up.

“Look out！Don’t touch that！” said Charley. “That’s poison ivy！”

“Oh， I see it is now，” said Benny. “I wasn’t even looking. A good thing you stopped me， because that stuff poisons me.”

When Benny was on his feet， the boys ran on.

“Don’t feel bad about falling，” Charley called back. “I’ve seen grown-up men fall down in here， going to see the talking horse. I know where you went this morning. You weren’t on the path at all. This is bad， but that is worse. Oh， oh！There goes the whistle again.”

“And now I’ve lost my train，” said Benny.

Charley slowed down. “What are you going to do？”

“Well，” said Benny， “I’ll have to go to the railroad station just the same. You see my grandfather and my big brother and two sisters are on that train.”

“Won’t they make the train wait for you？” asked Charley.

Benny shook his head. “No. I told them that when I came back I would take a nap. I told them not to open the door and wake me up. So they will think I’m sleeping in the caboose.”

“Caboose！” said Charley. “I never heard of such a thing—traveling on a caboose！”

The boys walked slowly now.

“Yes，” said Benny. “We are taking a trip in two cabooses. I’ve been trying to think what my grandfather will do when he finds I’m not there. I’m sure he will come back to this station. There’s no other place for him to go.”

“I guess you’re right，” said Charley. “That’s the only road except this path. This road just goes a long way around by Cutlers.”

“My family won’t know I am lost until it’s supper time，” said Benny. “Oh， boy， am I hungry！”

“What did you have for lunch？”

“I didn’t have any lunch，” said Benny.

“No wonder you’re hungry，” said Charley. “Do you like apples？”

“I love them！” said Benny. “I could eat about a dozen right now.”

The boys reached the station. The door was locked. The factory was shut， too. The train had gone.

“You sit down on the doorstep，” said Charley. “I’ll be right back.”

Off he ran into the woods. In no time he was back again with his pockets full of small red apples.

“Have an apple，” he said. “These are wild. Not very good.”

“They are delicious！” said Benny. “You eat some， too， Charley.”

“I had my lunch，” said Charley， “but it’s supper time now.” He took an apple.

The two boys sat on the steps of the station.

“Charley， did you ever hear of a clown named Cho-Cho and a diamond necklace？” Benny asked.

“Oh， yes. Everybody knows about that，” said Charley. “Cho-Cho used to own the talking horse. My father used to tell me all about it， because the police asked him to watch out for a thin man.”

Benny nodded. “And your father never found him？”

“No. That was a long time ago. I don’t think they’ll ever find him.”

The two boys went on eating apples. They waited and waited and waited.


Chapter 7 A Wild Ride

Henry， Jessie， Violet， and Grandfather sat quietly in the big caboose. Nobody spoke. The train rattled along.

At last Jessie said， “I can’t stand this. I’m going to see if Benny is in the little caboose. I hope you don’t mind， Grandfather.”

Mr. Alden said， “No， Jessie， I don’t mind. I think you are right. He ought to wake up anyway. It’s time for supper.”

Jessie and Violet opened the door of the little caboose. They took one look. They could see all four bunks. They were empty.

“He’s not here！” they called.

“Oh， Grandfather， what shall we do？” said Violet.

Mr. Alden said quickly， “Don’t worry， Violet. We’ll find him. I’m perfectly sure of that.”

Henry said， “Now is the time for those air brakes. We can let the trainmen know we are in trouble.”

He went to the desk and turned the lever half way. The train slowed down at once and stopped.

The Aldens jumped off and met Al running down beside the train to meet them.

“Benny is missing！” shouted Grandfather.

“Missing！” called Al. “What happened？”

“I’ll tell you later，” said Mr. Alden. “I’m sure he is still at Glass Factory Junction. He went to see the talking horse.”

“We can’t go back， sir，” said Al， frowning. “I’m sorry， but those are the rules. It might cause an accident.”

Grandfather nodded. “I understand，” he said， “but how can we get back to Glass Factory and find him？”

Al said， “I think you’d better go right along to the next station and get off. That will be Woodstock. You can hire some kind of a car at the station. Maybe you can catch us at Springdale if you find the boy.”

“Oh， we’ll find him！” said Grandfather. “We’ll find him if we have to cut down the whole woods.”

“We’ll do all we can，” said Al. “We’ll make a fast run to Woodstock.”

Al ran back to the engine. The Aldens piled into the big caboose. Two whistles， and away they went.

Jessie said， “Grandfather， where do you think Benny really is？”

“Well， my dear， Benny has a good head on his shoulders. He will think it out. When he sees that he has missed the train， he will probably stay right there. I am counting on that. What else could he do？”

“He might telephone，” said Violet.

“Well， where would he find a telephone？” asked Mr. Alden. “The station is probably closed， and so is the factory. Anyway， we will hurry back to Glass Factory and see if he is there.”

The caboose swayed from side to side.

“We’re going faster than usual，” said Jessie. “The engineer is helping us.”

The whole family was ready to jump off as soon as the train stopped at Woodstock. As they hurried toward the head of the train， they saw Mr. Carr talking to a man in an old station wagon.

Mr. Carr called， “Here is a man who will take you back to Glass Factory. I know him， and he’s a good driver.”

“Do you know the shortest way？” asked Grandfather， as they all got into the car.

“Yes， sir， we’ll come out by the factory and go over the track. There’s the station and the woods.”

“Right！”

Nobody spoke. The old car bumped along. At last it passed the glass factory and bumped over the railroad track.

“Here’s the station，” Henry called out， as the car came to a quick stop.

Benny and Charley sat on the step， eating apples. Benny looked up.

“There he is！” said Jessie.

“Oh， Benny！”called Violet.

Benny shouted， “There’s my grandfather， Charley.” He rushed to the car with an apple in each hand. “I knew it， I knew it！I knew you’d find me，” he said over and over. “I got lost and Charley was awfully good to me.”

Mr. Alden was in a great hurry， but he took time to thank Charley. He said， “Thank you， Charley. I can’t talk long now because we want to catch that train at the next station.”
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“You can’t do it， mister，” said Charley. “Don’t stop at the next station. Go on to Fairfield and catch it there.”

“Thank you，” called Mr. Alden.

Charley watched the car as it turned around and went out of sight. Then he went off through the woods. He had had a wonderful time.

“That boy was right，” the driver said. “I won’t try to catch the train at Springdale， but I’ll go right across to Fairfield.”

They passed through Springdale， and no Little North Freight was in sight.

The car raced along. The driver was going to Fairfield， just as Charley had told him. The driver soon took a different road. He said， “When I tell you， be ready to get out.”

“You bet we will，” said Benny.

“Now！” called the driver. He stopped. The Aldens raced to the station and looked down the track.

“Oh， dear！” said Jessie. “There goes the train. We’ve missed it！” The big caboose was just disappearing around the bend.

“Never mind，”said the driver.“Get right back in the car， and I’ll race it to Oak Hill.”

“Wait！” cried Violet. “The train is backing up！There is Al on the back platform. He sees us.”

“And the conductor， too，” said Henry. “They are both waving.”

Sure enough， the Little North freight was slowly chug-chugging back to the station.

Grandfather paid the driver， and they all waited in a row until the train came to a stop.

Never was a train crew so glad to see passengers. The engineer blew his whistle. The conductor took a deep breath and helped Mr. Alden up the steps. Al looked at Benny and said， “Don’t go off again， young man.”

“No， I never will，” Benny promised.

The Aldens sat down in the big caboose. Jessie washed off Benny’s knee and put on a bandage. Then they all looked at each other. “I’m cold，” said Grandfather.

“I’m cold， too，” said Violet， shivering.

“You all need food，” Al said， going up the ladder. “Remember you haven’t had supper， and it’s eight o’clock.”

Jessie said， “I’ve an idea. Henry， you make some hot cocoa on the stove in the small caboose. Violet and I will use the stove in Number 777. We’ll get up a fine supper in no time.”

Jessie opened a can of chicken and heated it. Violet used potato flakes to make mashed potatoes. The girls opened a big can of cherries for dessert.

What a dinner the Aldens had！It was almost nine o’clock before they were through eating.

“I can see some of us are almost asleep，” said Henry. He winked at Jessie. Benny’s eyes were almost shut. The girls went quietly into the other caboose.

Henry began to help Benny get into bed.

“What about the lower bunk， old man？” said Henry. “Just for one night？”

“OK，” said Benny. That was all he could say. He was fast asleep.


Chapter 8 The Rainy Day

That night， the Aldens slept and slept. Henry was the first one to wake up. He was in the upper bunk. This was really the lookout with windows on all sides.

“Raining！” said Henry to himself. “Just look at the rain！I think the rain woke me up.”

The water was running down all the windows， making a loud tapping sound on the top of the caboose. Henry climbed down and found Mr. Alden and Benny awake.

“It’s pouring，” said Benny. “I don’t like that. I never thought of rain. We can’t sit out on the back platform at all.”

“Don’t worry about that，” said Henry. “We’ll find plenty to do.” He could see the girls walking around in the other caboose.

As Benny dressed， he looked around the big caboose. He thought about Cho-Cho， and Chi-Chi’s necklace， and the talking horse.

When the family sat down to breakfast， Mr. Alden said， “Now Ben， tell us how you got lost.”

Benny told the whole story. At the end he said， “Grandfather， you can see that Charley needs a knife if he has to use a sharp stone. Do you suppose you and I could give him one？”

“Maybe we could，” said Mr. Alden with a smile.

All this time Henry was thinking. He said， “Everything would be all fixed up if we could only find that diamond necklace. Cho-Cho could sell it and buy his horse back. Then maybe the Thin Man would not be afraid to see his friends.”

Violet said， “I worry about that Thin Man. And I don’t know a thing we can do.” She looked out of the window. “Just listen to that rain，”she went on. “And look at the trees. They are all bent over in the wind. I never saw it rain so hard. What a storm！”

“I’m sorry，” said Jessie， looking out of the window. “I’ll tell you why I’m sorry. I didn’t plan very well for rain. Today I was going to make a big stew， but I didn’t get the meat.”

“Never mind， Jessie，” said Henry. “I have a raincoat. I’ll get off at the next stop and buy whatever you want.”

Mr. Alden said， “Mr. Carr told me that we don’t make many stops， but the next one is quite a large town. Henry would have time to get meat， because we stay there for half an hour.”

“That will be fine，” said Jessie. “It will give the stew three hours to cook.”

“Make a list of what you need， Jessie，” said Henry. “I’ll get on my rain things.”

Benny said， “Here’s an old pair of boots under the sink.”

Henry put on his raincoat and pulled a black rain hat over his ears. He pulled on the big boots.

Jessie said， “Here’s the list. I hope you can get everything.”

Henry was a funny looking sight. He had a red scarf around his neck to hold up his collar. The boots were too big for him. Soon the train went past a big station and stopped above it. Henry opened the door and ran down the steps in the rain. Just as Henry reached the platform， Al met him. The two went off together.

“Good！” said Grandfather. “Al will know where the stores are.”

Jessie and Violet began to heat water for dishes. The sink was so small that they washed a few and put them away. Then they washed some more.

“You make your bed now， Benny，” said Jessie. “That will give you something to do. And the caboose will look better.”

“I’ll make all the beds in this Number 777，” said Benny. “The top bunk in the lookout is really mine， and I’ll sleep there tonight.”

The girls peeled onions and potatoes for the stew. They went into the small caboose and made their own beds.

“Ha！” called Benny from the lookout.

“What’s the matter？” asked Grandfather.

“Nothing—just the stuffing is coming out of my mattress. It makes me sneeze.”

“Yes，” said Grandfather， “I’ve heard you sneeze. I thought you had a cold.”

“No，” said Benny. “No cold—just stuffing. Some day will you mend my mattress， Jessie？”

“Of course，” said Jessie， “but not right now.”

Soon Grandfather said， “Here’s Henry back again. See him run！He can hardly stand up.”

Henry pushed the door open and came in， dripping water all over the floor. “It’s a cloud-burst！” he said.

Henry took off his wet things and hung them around the little caboose to dry. Jessie took out the carrots， the beef， milk， and other things that Henry had bought. She filled the biggest kettle with water. In went the onions， the meat， and some salt. She put on the cover.

“Thank you for the newspaper， Henry，” said Grandfather. “Rain all day，” he went on. “That’s what the paper says.”

“I don’t care，” Benny said. “I like it.”

“I thought you didn’t like it，” said Henry laughing.

Benny said， “I’ve been thinking about Number 777. I’m sure it does have a mystery. And a rainy day is a good one to work on a mystery. You know that necklace may be right in plain sight.”

“It couldn’t be，” Henry said. “We’d have seen it， Benny.”

“I mean it could be in something we look at everyday，” said Benny.

“Now that’s a good idea.” Henry looked at his brother. “I believe you might be right， Ben，” he said. “I don’t think the police looked in everything after the Thin Man ran away. I’m sure they thought he stole it.”

“Let’s begin again and look everything over，” Benny said.

They began by the door. Henry took the old stove apart. Jessie laughed and took the lamp apart. Violet began to take the canned vegetables off the shelves， to look under the papers.

Benny went to the bookcase beside the desk. He shook every book. A few old papers fell out. Benny looked at every one， but he could not find a single clue. He began to put the books back. Some of them were quite tall.

As Benny started to put the books on the shelf， he saw something he had not seen before. It was an old postcard tacked up on the wall behind the books. Benny took out the thumbtack and looked at the postcard. His heart beat faster when he saw that it was addressed to Cho-Cho. He turned it over and read the three lines written there.

“Look！” he shouted. “Look at this， Grandfather！” He was so excited that he dropped the card. He picked it up and watched his grandfather as he read，

If you are a Clown，

Be on the lookout

For things in a crown.
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“Well， well，” said Mr. Alden. “This is a real clue， Benny！It is signed right here by Chi-Chi.”

Jessie said， “Surely things in a crown would be diamonds！”

“I do think you’re right，” said Henry. “But it still doesn’t mean much to me.”

“It didn’t mean much to Cho-Cho，” agreed Mr. Alden， “or he would have told us about it. Or maybe he never found it.”

“He must have，” said Benny. “It went through the postoffice. It’s a clue all right. Perhaps there was something in the shape of a crown where she hid the necklace. We’ll have to think about it.”

Jessie jumped up. “I’ll have to think about the stew！Just smell it！”

She cut up the potatoes and carrots and put them into the stew. When they were done， Violet got five dishes out of the closet. Some were bowls and some were soup plates.

Jessie served the stew. She said， “We have rolls and milk and the stew， and that’s all.”

“That’s enough，” said Grandfather. “This is delicious， Jessie.”

The rain poured down all day. Mr. Alden said， “This is almost a hurricane. I hope tomorrow will be pleasant.”

Mr. Alden got his wish. When the Aldens woke up the next morning， the sun was shining.

About the middle of the morning， there was a loud knock on the door of the caboose.


Chapter 9 Engineer Benny

The knocking on the caboose door grew louder and louder.

“Who can that be？” Henry asked as he went to open the door. “Oh， it’s Al！Come right in！”

Al said， “I came to invite you to dinner at noon in our work-caboose.”

“What fun！” said Benny. “Are you going to do the cooking？”

“Yes，” said Al. “I’m the cook. But this is a surprise. We’ll unlock the door， and you can walk into our caboose at noon.”

“Could I ever see the engine？” asked Benny.

“I’ll ask Mr. Davis，” said Al. “He’s the engineer. I think he may let you run the engine. He’ll show you the dead-man’s pedal， anyway.”

“What’s the dead-man’s pedal？” asked Benny.

“A secret，” said Al. “See you at noon.”

At noon the family walked into the work-caboose. Mr. Carr was there， waiting. He said， “Mr. Davis is stopping the train. He says Benny can walk down to the engine.”

Benny said， “I suppose I couldn’t walk down on top of the train？”

“No，” said Mr. Carr laughing， “you could not.”

When the train stopped， Al and Mr. Carr and Benny walked down to the engine. When they were safely aboard， the train started again.

“Now you sit down in the engineer’s seat， Benny，” said Mr. Davis. “Here is the dead-man’s pedal. I keep my foot on that pedal all the time. If anything happened to me， my foot would slip off， and the train would stop. The air brakes would stop the train.”

“What could happen to you？” Benny asked.

“Well， I might have a heart attack.”

“Oh， I hope you won’t，” said Benny.

Mr. Davis laughed. “No， I don’t expect to， but that pedal is a nice thing to have. Now， Benny， pull this lever and the train will start.”

Benny pulled the lever. The big engine began to move. Benny said， “Oh， this is fun！I’m really running the train.”

“You can go faster，” said Mr. Davis. “Just pull the lever a little more.”

Soon Benny could make the train go faster or slower.

“Good， Benny，” said the engineer. “Now ring the bell. Now blow the whistle—right here. You see we are on a double track. A faster train will pass us later. Sometimes we set off dynamite on the track. See this little torpedo？That tells another train that danger is ahead. But now you had better stop the train.”

Al said， “Dinner is ready anyway.”

Benny stopped the train， and he walked back with Al and Mr. Carr to the trainmen’s caboose. He took one look at the table. “Oh， that’s keen！” he shouted. “Everyone has a talking horse！”

On each plate was an animal made of a big frankfurter. The legs were four smaller sausages. The heads were pickles. The tails were carrot curls.

Al said， “We have plenty of extra frankfurters， so eat all you want.”

They all sat down at the table. Mr. Davis started up the engine again.

“This is the first party we ever had on this caboose，” Mr. Carr said.

“I never thought I’d ever be eating dinner in a caboose with a train crew. Can I run the Diesel again after dinner？” asked Benny.

“Sure，” said Mr. Carr. “Mr. Davis says he likes to have help. It gives him a rest.”

Grandfather laughed.

After dinner， Mr. Davis stopped the train again， and Benny walked back to the engine. Mr. Davis gave him the engineer’s seat， and he pulled the lever. Benny was quite used to it now. He kept his eyes on the two tracks ahead， but there was not much to see.

Mr. Davis said， “Very soon that fast train will pass right by us on that other track. Just slow down while it goes by.”

“My， this is a lonesome place，” said Benny. “No houses.”

“No，” said Mr. Davis， “there isn’t a house for miles.”

“A few trees，” said Benny， “two railroad tracks， and us. And that’s all.”

Suddenly Benny saw something on the track ahead.

“Oh， look， Mr. Davis！” he shouted. “What’s that？”

Mr. Davis had seen the same thing. He grabbed the lever. “Let me do it， boy！”

He stopped the train as quickly as he could. It was not a minute too soon.

“Well， that was good luck，” he said. A narrow escape！”

Al was on top of the train. He took one look at the tracks ahead. Then he climbed quickly down the ladder and ran back toward the end of the train.

“Why is Al running？” Benny asked. “I can’t see anything back there.”

“The fast train on the other track is due any minute，” Mr. Davis said. “They won’t see the trouble in time to stop. We have to warn them.”

“How？” asked Benny. “What can we do in time to stop them？”
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“Al is going to put a torpedo on that other track behind us. When that fast freight runs over the torpedo， the engineer will stop his train.”

“What is that thing on the tracks ahead of us？” Benny asked.

“A tree. Let’s get out and see it. You see it has fallen right across both tracks.”

By now the rest of the Aldens knew that something was wrong. They had seen Al running past them， and they knew that the train had stopped very suddenly. Violet asked， “Oh， do you suppose anything has happened to Benny？”

“Let’s go and see，” said Grandfather. When the family reached the front of the engine， they could see Benny standing beside the men. Mr. Davis and Mr. Carr each had a shovel and an axe.

It was a sight to see. An enormous tree had fallen across both tracks. Wet earth was piled high on one side. It had come from a high bank above the track.

“The storm did this，” said Mr. Davis.

The two men began to chop off branches. The Aldens pulled the branches away without a word. They threw them down the bank out of the way. Everyone worked fast. Al shoveled the earth off the track.

Mr. Davis and Mr. Carr were listening for something. The engineer took out his watch and looked at it. “That train ought to be along any minute，” he said.

Suddenly there was a great BANG！Everyone jumped. Violet covered her ears. “What an awful noise！” she said.

“That’s the torpedo！” said Benny. He looked down the track and saw the other train. It had stopped. Men were running toward them.

One man shouted， “The storm did this， I suppose？”

“Right！” said Mr. Carr. “The wind blew the tree down， and the rain washed down all this earth. It’s a wonder it didn’t wash out the track under us.”

The new train crew had shovels and axes， too. They went right to work. Soon both tracks were clear， and the fast train could go along. The Aldens waved and watched it out of sight.

Benny said， “I guess you’d better run the engine， Mr. Davis. It’s too exciting for me.”

The Aldens thanked the men for the fine dinner. Then they started back to their own caboose. As they walked along， Jessie said， “I’ve had enough excitement for one day. Let’s do something quiet.”

“You might mend my mattress， Jessie. That will be quiet enough，” said Benny.

“Good！” agreed Jessie. “Just the thing. I will mend your mattress right now.”

The minute the train started， Jessie got a big needle and heavy thread from Violet’s workbag. She sat down at the big table.

“This is just what I meant，” she said. “A quiet change for everybody.”


Chapter 10 Curing Sneezes

It was quiet in the caboose while Jessie laid out Violet’s scissors and threaded a needle. Grandfather sat by his window as he always did， but the others sat around the table with Jessie.

Benny asked， “Are you going to mend my mattress way up in the lookout？”

Jessie laughed. “No， I couldn’t work up there. I think we shall have to take it down.”

“I’ll do it，” said Henry. “Come on， Ben， give me a hand.”

The boys pulled at the mattress. It was heavy and hard to hold. But at last the long mattress slid down from the lookout. The boys laid it on the table.

Jessie sat down right in front of the hole. She looked at the mattress. It was covered with old black leather.

“I wonder if this is the same mattress the circus people used，” she said. “It looks old enough.”

“Remember I told you，” said Grandfather， “that my friend said we could have new covers if we wanted them.”

“I remember，” said Jessie. “But we’re glad we took the caboose just as it was. No new things.” She took a stick and poked at the stuffing. She said， “A lot of stuffing is coming out. I think I’ll pull out a little more. That will make it more even.”

She did so. Out came a big bunch of stuffing. She picked it to pieces because it was rather hard. Then she pushed it back with the long stick. Then she began to sew. Everybody watched.

“That’s like a baseball，” said Benny.

“Yes， it’s called baseball stitch，” said Jessie. “The needle goes in one side and then in the other.”

When it was done， Benny said， “That’s fine， Jessie. Would you want to mend the other side， too？”

“Of course！I might as well do it all.”

Jessie went around and sat down on the other side of the mattress. She said， “This side isn’t as bad.”

“I’ll help you pull out the stuffing，” said Benny. “I’m used to it. Every night I sneeze and sneeze.”

He pulled out a lot of stuffing with the stick.

“Let’s take it all out， Jessie，” he said. “Then it really will be smooth. It’s so lumpy.” He dug out some more.

Henry laughed. He said， “You have lots of troubles， Ben. Lumps and sneezes. Why didn’t you say so？”

“I did say so. I asked Jessie a long time ago to mend my mattress， didn’t I？What’s all this？”

“Well， what is it？” asked Henry.

Benny began saying “Hey！Hey！Hey！” He pulled at the stuffing， and out dropped a little package done up in paper！

“Oh， Benny！” said Jessie.

Benny’s hands shook as he tried to untie the string.
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“Oh， shucks！” he said. “I can’t untie that string. I’ll tear it open.”

He tore the paper and shook it. A long chain fell out that sparkled with every color of the rainbow. Benny picked up the chain and hung it on one finger. The light made it shine with blue and yellow and green and flashing red. Everyone said， “O-ooo！”

“Benny！” called Mr. Alden in a loud voice from his chair. “Let me see that！”

Benny gave the shining string to his grandfather.

“Children！” said Grandfather. “This is that diamond necklace！Real diamonds， I’m sure.”

“That big one in the middle is just the color of my red dish，” said Benny.

“I’m sure that is a ruby. If it is a real ruby， it is worth more than the diamonds.” Grandfather gazed at it.

Henry said， “This is wonderful！Think what it means！This certainly belongs to Cho-Cho. He can sell it for hundreds of dollars.”

“And get back his talking horse，” said Benny.

The Aldens passed the necklace from hand to hand. They all watched it sparkle in the light. Violet said， “I can see a beautiful violet color as I turn it.”

“And I can see red，” said Benny， twisting it.

“I’ll tell you what we can do，” said Grandfather. “Al says the next stop is a big city. It will surely have a good jewelry store. We can take the necklace there and ask them how much it is worth. They will know if the diamonds are real.”

Jessie added， “Then we’ll have something to tell Cho-Cho.”

Violet said slowly， “I was thinking of the Thin Man. He didn’t hide it here， did he， Grandfather？”

“No， certainly not. I’m sure this was Chi-Chi’s own hiding place. Probably nobody slept in this lookout for years. I’m sure the owner’s wife would not take the upper bunk. She’d sleep in the lower one.”

“Just let me see that necklace again，” said Jessie. “Isn’t it beautiful！” They passed the necklace around again.

Henry gave the necklace back to Benny. He said， “How in the world did Chi-Chi expect her husband to find it？”

“Maybe she didn’t want Cho-Cho to find it，” said Jessie. “But I can’t think why.”

Benny was staring at nothing. “Listen！” he shouted. “She did want Cho-Cho to find it！Think of that postcard we found behind the books. It said ‘Be on the lookout’—and the necklace was up in the lookout！”

“Benny， I do believe you are right，” exclaimed Mr. Alden. “Cho-Cho read that verse， but he didn’t understand what his wife meant.”

Henry said， “We didn’t understand， either， at first.” He smiled at Benny.

Jessie settled back. She said， “Now I can hardly wait to get to that big city to see how much the necklace is worth. I was sorry before， because the city means the end of the trip.”

Benny shook his head. He said， “No， Jessie， our trip is just half over. We still have the trip back home. And don’t forget we still have a mystery. Why did the Thin Man run away？And how can we get word to him that we have found the necklace？”

Henry nodded at his brother. “Good for you， Ben. That is a real question. If the police couldn’t find the Thin Man， how can we？”

At last， Jessie picked up her needle. “I’ll have to sew up this mattress or Benny won’t have any bed to sleep in.” She stuffed it carefully and sewed up the corner.

“We’ll put it back， Jessie，” said Henry. Benny took hold of one end. As he climbed up， Benny began to laugh. He called down，

If you are a Clown，

Be on the lookout

For things in a crown.

“I’d like to see Cho-Cho’s face when he sees the necklace，” said Jessie.

“And Mr. Shaw’s face， and the Thin Man’s face，” said Benny.

“If we find him，” said Violet.

After the sheets were on the bed again， the family sat down. Henry laughed. He said， “Well， Jessie， I hope this isn’t your idea of a quiet， peaceful change！”

“Well， no，” said Jessie. “But it certainly was a change！”


Chapter 11 Is It Real？

Mr. Alden kept the necklace in his pocket. Next morning， after the housework was done， the train began to slow down. It went clacking onto a siding and came to a stop. The Aldens went down the steps， and there was Al.

Al called to them， “You have two hours here， Mr. Alden. We have to turn the train around. This is the end of the run. Be ready to go back in two hours.”

Mr. Alden asked， “Do you know of a good jewelry store？”

“Yes， right over there on Main Street，” said Al. “We pass it when we eat lunch at the Golden Horn. Maybe you’d like to eat lunch there， too.”

Mr. Alden said， “Come nearer， Al. Look at this.” Mr. Alden held up the sparkling necklace.

“Chi-Chi’s diamonds！” said Al. “Where in the world did you find them？”

“In my mattress，” said Benny. “Jessie was mending it， and there they were.”

“I’ll tell the crew，” said Al. “Oh， will they ever be surprised！I’ll tell them this minute. I have to go now anyway.”

He rushed off. The Aldens went along Main Street. “What an adventure！It seems strange to see sidewalks and stores again，” said Benny.

Jessie said， “Isn’t that the Golden Horn way up the street？”

“Yes，” said Henry. “I can see it. And the jewelry store is on this side.”

Mr. Alden looked at the sign. “Oh， I know all about that store，” he said. “It is famous. We can trust them to tell us the truth.”

In a few minutes the Aldens went into the store. Mr. Alden went over to a gray-haired man behind a counter.

“How do you do. My name is James Alden. My grandchildren have found a lost article. We know who lost it， but we would like to know how much it is worth.”

The gentleman smiled. He expected to see a ring or a pin. He took one glance at the necklace and then looked up. “Well， sir！” he said. “Do you know what you have here？”

“Well， I have some idea，” said Mr. Alden， smiling.

The man called to another man， “Come here a minute.”

When Mr. Alden put the necklace on the black velvet tray， the second man whistled. He sat down and began to look at the diamonds through a magnifying glass. It took a long time.

Jessie thought， “Will he never tell us？”

At last he took the glass from his eye and said， “Mr. Alden， every stone is a real diamond， and every one is perfect. But the ruby is the best of all. It is a very fine one.”

“How much is the necklace worth？” asked Grandfather.

“I wouldn’t want to say，” said the man. “I would need more time.”

Benny spoke up. “Well， could a single man buy a horse and support himself and the horse for a year？”
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The man laughed. “Yes， I think so.”

“That’s just what I wanted to know，” said Grandfather. He put the necklace back in his pocket. Then he said， “And now we’d like to buy a knife.”

“A knife！” exclaimed the man. He thought that Mr. Alden must want to buy a knife for himself. He took out some beautiful silver pocketknives.

“Oh， no，” said Mr. Alden. “I should have told you. We want to buy a knife for a nine-year-old boy. But it must be a strong knife that will fit a boy fourteen years old. Right， Benny？”

“Yes，” said Benny. “This boy lives in the woods， and he cuts vines and everything.”

The jeweler smiled. “Right over here，” he said. “These are all boys’ knives. Here is one with all sorts of things in it. Two blades， and a screwdriver—”

“A can opener，” said Benny， “and a leather punch. It couldn’t be better， Grandfather！Charley will certainly like that one. I can hardly wait to see his face when he opens it.”

Mr. Alden paid the man and gave him a card. The man looked at it and said， “Don’t I know you？I know the James Alden Library and the James Alden Museum. Are you that James Alden？”

“Well， I suppose I am. We all thank you very much.”

When the Aldens were outside， Henry said， “He was surprised about the knife. First a diamond necklace and then a boy’s jackknife！”

“Oh， I’m hungry，” said Benny， “and here’s the Golden Horn.”

The other Aldens didn’t laugh this time， for they were hungry， too. They all went into the restaurant.

“I’m going to have a pizza，” said Jessie.

“So am I，” agreed Violet. “We haven’t had a pizza for weeks and weeks.”

Everyone wanted a pizza. Soon the pies came， hot and bubbling. The tomato sauce was thick with cheese. When lunch was over，Henry said， “We’d better go back to the caboose now.”

When they reached the caboose， the whole train had been turned around. They climbed the steps of Number 777.

This time Al walked down on the top of the cars to see if Benny was aboard.

“It’s all right， Al，” called Benny. “I’m here this time. I try not to make the same mistake twice.”

“That’s a fine idea，” said Al. “It won’t take as long to get home as the trip out. It never does. We have more empty boxcars and not so much freight. But we do have to stop at Glass Factory Junction and Pinedale. You can see your friends then. Are you all ready， Mr. Alden？”

Mr. Alden laughed. “Yes， we are ready. We have many things to do before we stop anywhere.”

“I can believe that. You folks would always think up something to do. That’s sure. So here we go！”

In a minute the train began to move slowly toward home.


Chapter 12 Mysterious Message

The train was creeping along. It had hardly left the freight yard in the city.

“I wonder why we don’t go faster，” said Henry. He looked out of the window.

Jessie said， “Maybe they have to go slowly when they have just turned the train around.”

But then the train stopped.

“Now what’s the matter？” asked Benny. “I’m sure Al will tell us if there is anything wrong.”

“Mr. Carr will tell us，” said Grandfather.

As he spoke， Mr. Carr came down the ladder and tapped on the door. Henry opened it.

“Don’t be worried，” said Mr. Carr. “We are having a little trouble with the engine. The men are starting to fix it already. You’ll just have to sit here for a bit.”

“What is wrong？” asked Grandfather.

“The waterline broke， but Mr. Davis says we’ll be off in an hour.”

“An hour！” said Benny. “I thought nothing could happen to a Diesel.”

“Well， young man， plenty can happen. We never know. I’m sure you folks can think of things to do.” He laughed. “You can’t help us this time， so just amuse yourselves.” He walked quickly away.

The Aldens sat down in Number 777 and looked at each other.

“I don’t mind waiting an hour，” said Jessie.

Henry said， “If we really can’t help the men， we can think about the Thin Man. We ought to let him know we found the diamonds.”

“How can we let him know if we can’t find him？” asked Violet.

“There must be some way，” said Benny. “That poor man wasn’t to blame at all. Just think how he must feel.”

Jessie said， “I’ve always been sorry for him. Of course he made a mistake to run away. That’s the worst thing he could have done.”

Benny nodded. “He made a mistake all right. But the police were so sure he stole the necklace， I don’t blame him， really.”

“You don’t blame him， Ben？” asked Grandfather， looking right at his grandson.

“No， I don’t. We wouldn’t want to be arrested， would we？Even if we hadn’t done anything wrong？”

Violet said， “I wouldn’t， I’m sure. I wonder where he went. And how could he earn a living？Somebody would be sure to see him.”

“It’s a mystery still，” said Jessie. “It happened so long ago. The Thin Man could be anywhere.”

“He must be somewhere，” said Benny. “And that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to think of some way to send him a message. He ought to be told.”

Henry winked. “We might get an airplane to do skywriting.”

Benny stood up. “Boy， that gives me an idea！” he said. “What about radio？We could get a radio station to send a message.”

Henry nodded.

Jessie asked， “Henry， what would you say on a radio？We can’t say diamonds or necklace because everyone will answer.”

“I’d say a lost article，” said Henry. “And tell him to come to Pinedale. That will give him time to get there.”

Benny sat down at the desk. “Let’s write this down，” he said. “Then it will be ready when we need it. We’ll begin， ‘Notice to Thin Man.’OK， Henry？”

“That’s fine，” said Henry. “There aren’t many men who are called thin men.”

In a few minutes Benny had written this piece. He read it aloud to his family.
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Notice to Thin Man：

Chi-Chi’s lost article has been found.

She hid it herself. Please come Thursday

to Pinedale and Number 777.

“Good！” said Henry. “I should think he could understand that， wherever he is. And now where will we find a radio station？”

“I know！” shouted Benny. “Right here in this big city. Will you help us， Grandfather？”

“Certainly，” said Mr. Alden， getting up. “We’ll have time if we get a taxi and hurry.”

“I’m ready，” said Benny.

“You and Ben go， Grandfather，” said Henry. “Two can hurry faster than five. We’ll walk down to the engine and tell Mr. Carr where you are.”

Mr. Alden and Benny got off the caboose and walked quickly back to Main Street.

“A taxi driver will know where the radio station is，” said Mr. Alden. “Let’s ask this one.”

In ten minutes Benny and his grandfather were standing in the radio office. Grandfather quickly told the man what he wanted. When the man read the notice， he smiled.

“You sit down right here，” he said， “and you’ll hear what I say. This station reaches for miles and miles.”

Benny said， “Will you keep on saying it？He may not be near a radio.”

“I will， young man.”

“My grandfather will let you know when we have an answer，” said Benny.

“You seem sure that this man will answer，” said the radio man.

“Oh， yes， I am，” said Benny. “He’ll be so pleased.”

After Mr. Alden had thanked the man， he told Benny to wait. “I have to make a few telephone calls，” he said.

Benny was used to this. Grandfather was always telephoning.

When the taxi returned to the train， the men were still working on the waterline. Mr. Carr called， “Ten minutes more will do it！”

“Good！” Mr. Alden called back.

When the family sat down again in the caboose， Mr. Alden said， “Let me see. We spent five days on the train coming out. We should get to Pinedale the day after tomorrow.”

Benny said， “That will give the Thin Man nearly two days to get to Pinedale. Oh， I hope he listens to the radio！”

Jessie had a surprise for them. “See what Mr. Carr gave me. A transistor radio.” She took a tiny radio out of her bag and set it on the table.

“Good for Mr. Carr，” said Grandfather. “Just what we need.”

Almost at once a voice gave the notice. They could hear every word.

“The same man！” said Benny.

Then the train started. Soon they were rolling along to make up time.

Jessie said， “Let’s not forget Charley. We see him first at Glass Factory before we ever get to Pinedale.”

“And how will we ever find Charley？” asked Benny. “It seems as if we are always looking for lost people or lost things. You won’t want to walk through the woods， Grandfather， as I did.”

“I certainly don’t expect to walk through any woods，” said Mr. Alden. “But we’ll find him.”

Everyone helped Jessie with the cooking. They swept out both cabooses and made everything neat. They stopped once for milk. They had to wear sweaters this time when they sat on the back platform. The leaves were starting to turn red and yellow， and the country was beautiful. All the time they talked about their friends in Glass Factory Junction and Pinedale. The train rattled along faster and faster.

After a day and a half， Benny said， “That didn’t really seem long. And we are almost at Glass Factory. Let’s see if Charley is there.”

The Aldens didn’t need to worry. Charley was standing on the platform when Number 777 came to a stop. The two Cutler boys were there with their father. Mr. Lidstone from the factory was there. The Aldens jumped down.

“How did you know we were coming today？” asked Benny.

Mr. Lidstone laughed and said， “This is the only time for Number 777 to come through here， and you’d have to be on it. And we had some good reasons to expect you.”

Benny ran right over to Charley. “Something for you， Charley，” he said. “You were so good to me when I was lost.” He gave him the knife. Charley was very much pleased. But when he opened it， he was more pleased than ever.

“Oh， a screwdriver，” he said. “And I’ve always needed something to punch holes with. This knife will do everything！And how is your knee？”

“Fine，” said Benny. “And thanks to you， I didn’t get poison ivy！”

Mr. Alden was walking over to Mr. Cutler who owned the talking horse. They began to speak in low voices. All at once they all heard a strange sound behind the station.

“That sounds like a horse！” shouted Benny.

“It is a horse，” said the Cutler boy. “The talking horse. Didn’t you know？”

“No，” said Henry. “That’s just like Grandfather.”

“He telephoned to us，” said the boy， laughing.

“Yes， Major’s going on the same train with you， in a boxcar，” added Mr. Cutler.

Everyone rushed around to see the horse. There stood Major， pawing the ground and shaking his head. He was tied to a tree. Mr. Cutler untied the rope and led him to the train. A boxcar was ready. A heavy board led up into the boxcar. Mr. Cutler went up the board first， and Major followed him.

When Major was safely in his boxcar， the whistle blew and the train started. Everyone waved to the Aldens.

Charley said， “I don’t think I’ll ever see Benny Alden again.”

“Well，” said the Cutler boy， “you’ve got a knife to remember him by.”

Charley thought for a minute.

Then he said， “But I don’t need a knife to remind me of Benny Alden. Nobody could ever forget Benny.”


Chapter 13 Surprise for Cho-Cho

It was not far from Glass Factory to Pinedale. Suddenly Jessie said， “Grandfather， let’s have a party for the train crew and the people at Pinedale. We have big boxes of cookies. And I could use up all the canned orange juice and mix it with coke. Do you think it would be good？”

“We can try it and see，” said Henry.

Jessie put one bottle of coke into a big pitcher. Then she put in a cup of orange juice.

“Not bad！” Henry said.

Violet tried it. She said， “It really is good.”

The train rattled along. Soon they heard the whistle up in the engine.

Mr. Alden said， “Remember Cho-Cho doesn’t know we have found the necklace. And he doesn’t know that his horse is on the train.”

“Do you think he’ll be at the station？” asked Henry.

“Yes， I do. Mr. Shaw has to be at the station， and Cho-Cho helps him.”

When the train stopped， all the Aldens looked out.

Benny said， “The very same men！Six of them.”

The Aldens hurried down the steps. Everyone began to shake hands.

Grandfather said to Benny， “You found the necklace. You give it to Cho-Cho.”

Benny couldn’t wait a second. He shouted， “Cho-Cho！Come here a minute！See what we found. We found it in the mattress in the lookout！”

Cho-Cho took the paper package. He did not understand what Benny was talking about. “Open it！” said Benny. “It’s yours！”

Everyone was watching. Cho-Cho took off the paper， and there hung the diamond necklace shining in the sun.

Cho-Cho began to shake. He said， “Chi-Chi！Your necklace！”

“Look out. He’s going to faint，” said Mr. Shaw.

“Oh， no， I’m not，” said Cho-Cho. “I’m going right to Glass Factory and buy my horse back. Mr. Cutler will sell him when I show him these diamonds.”

“I’m sure he will，” said Mr. Alden， smiling.

“We’ll go with you， Cho-Cho，” said Benny. “Come on， we’ll get on the train.”
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“No， boy，” said Cho-Cho. “That train is going the other way.”

His voice was quite loud. Major heard his master， and he did his best to answer with a loud whinny.

“Major！” shouted Cho-Cho. He could not hurry fast enough.

Al and Henry had the board ready. And off walked Major without a single slip. He stopped beside his master.

Cho-Cho put his arms around the horse’s neck and began to talk to him.

“Oh， Major， I was so lonesome for you！”

Then nobody could believe it. The answer came back， “I was lonesome for you， too.”

“That sounded just like a horse，” shouted Benny.

Mr. Carr laughed. “What does a horse sound like， Benny？” he asked.

“The horse didn’t really talk though， did he？” asked Benny.

“Well， no， I can’t really talk，” came the horse’s voice.

Everyone looked at Cho-Cho， but nobody could see his lips move. The horse said， “My master is a clever man， as you say. I have missed him very much.”

Mr. Davis said， “People would pay money to hear Cho-Cho and his horse talking together.”

“I would myself，” said Mr. Alden.

“I’m hungry， Cho-Cho，” said Major. Still Cho-Cho did not move his lips.

Benny was glad to hear that. “We’re all hungry， Major. We are going to have a party right now.”

Henry said， “Everyone come into the caboose and help bring the things down.”

Mr. Carr came down with a big plate of cookies. Mr. Davis had another. Henry and Al came down with the new drink in big pitchers.

“This is our Alden orange-coke special，” said Henry.

All the people stood around eating. Mr. Alden said to Cho-Cho， “Do you want to sell the necklace？”

“Yes，” said Cho-Cho. “Diamonds are no good to me.”

“Do you know what you want to do with the money？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Oh， yes， I thought of that long ago. I can buy a truck with a horse-trailer on the back. This would be a little home for Major and a home for me. I’ve always wanted to travel around and show my talking horse.”

“Good！” said Mr. Alden. “I wish I could go with you. I am going to New York soon anyway. I shall be glad to sell the necklace for you.”

Cho-Cho gave the necklace to Mr. Alden. He said， “I’m afraid I couldn’t do it myself. But I could get the trailer.”

“Could you？” asked Grandfather in surprise.

“Yes， I could，” said Cho-Cho. “It’s not far. I think Mr. Shaw will take me tomorrow in his car.”

“Tomorrow？Tonight！”said Mr. Shaw. “Why wait till tomorrow， Cho-Cho？”

Suddenly Mr. Davis said， “Listen！Here comes a motorcycle. I wonder who that is.”

A large man dashed up on a motorcycle. He got off quickly and went right over to Cho-Cho.

“Don’t you know me？” he asked.

Cho-Cho looked him over. “No. I never saw you before in my life，” he said.

“You’ve seen me hundreds of times，” said the man.

“I’ve seen you，” shouted Benny. “You’re a special postman， and your name is Sid Weston.”

The postman shook his head. “No， my name is not Sid Weston any more. My name is John Mann. I’m the Thin Man！”

Cho-Cho looked at him more closely. “You are the Thin Man， John！” he exclaimed. “But you aren’t thin any more.”

“I hope not，” said the Thin Man. “I worked hard enough to gain all this weight. It took me over a year. But it was worth it. Nobody ever knew me.”

Cho-Cho said slowly， “John， tell me why did you ever run away if you didn’t take those diamonds？”

“I want to tell you，” said the Thin Man. “Nobody believed what I said， and I had a lot of money on me. I didn’t have a chance to hide it. I had been saving all my money for a long time. I didn’t want to stay in the circus all my life. The money was sewed in the lining of my coat.”

Henry nodded. “That would mean trouble for you. If the police had found all that money， they would think you had stolen the diamonds for sure.”

“And sold them，” said Benny.

“Right，” said the Thin Man. “You’re a smart boy. I went to a lonely place and lived in a tumble-down house， and nobody found out where I went.”

Mr. Shaw said， “You must have been eating all the time.”

“Yes， that’s all I did，” said the Thin Man. “I would walk to a big city and get all the food I could carry. Then I just sat around and ate.”

“I never heard of such a thing，” said Mr. Alden. “I suppose when you were fat enough， you looked for a job as a postman.”

“Yes， I used to be a postman before I joined the circus. So I got a job near the Little North Railroad. When I heard that notice on the radio， I came down here as fast as I could. I rode all night. I haven’t had a happy moment since Chi-Chi died. Who was kind enough to put that news on the radio？”

“Grandfather，” said four voices.

“Thank you， Grandfather，” said the Thin Man with a bow. Everybody laughed.

Just then Mr. Carr said， “I am sorry to stop this party， but the train has to go along.”

“Could I go， too？” asked the Thin Man. “I want to stop and see my friend Old Beaver. It will save me a lot of time if you could take me and my motorcycle on board.”

Mr. Carr laughed. He said， “We’re not supposed to stop at Beaver Lake. But I guess we can stop long enough to let you off.”

The Aldens went up the steps of Number 777. The Thin Man followed with his motorcycle. Then the train moved away， leaving behind some good friends who were still laughing and pointing and waving.


Chapter 14 Best Trip of All

The train did stop at Beaver Lake after all. On the way from Pinedale， Benny said， “I’m glad you’re going to see Old Beaver. He has been angry ever since the police made you run away.”

“Yes， he would be，” said the Thin Man. “He didn’t know a thing about the money sewed in my coat. But he knew I’d never steal anything. By the way， where did you find the diamonds？”

“In the old black mattress in the lookout，” said Henry.

“Oh，” said the Thin Man， thinking it over. He nodded. “Yes， Chi-Chi did sleep there once in a while. You see the owner’s wife was important. She always slept in the lower bunk. But she thought a lot of Chi-Chi.”

The train slowed down for Beaver Lake. The Thin Man was all ready to get off.

“Here I go，” he said. “I’m going to see Old Beaver every week on my motorcycle. He is still my best friend.”

The Aldens watched him take the motorcycle off， then the train started again.

Jessie said， “Well， I’m glad those two are together. We don’t have to worry any more about either of them.”

The train rattled along without stopping. But the Aldens had plenty to talk about. They talked about their new friends and all their adventures.

“You solved the mystery as usual， Ben，” said Henry.

“Well， I don’t know，” said Benny. “Nobody could have solved it if Jessie hadn’t mended my mattress.”

Benny was quiet for a minute. Then he exclaimed， “Say！I just thought of something. Supposing we had told Grandfather’s friend we wanted new mattress covers！We would never have found those diamonds！”

“Good for you， Ben，” said Henry. “And nobody else would have， either.”

Mr. Alden agreed. “I think they would have been covered up for good. And now I think I shall begin to pack.”

“I don’t really want to pack，” said Benny. “I could go on and on riding in this caboose forever.”

“Well， I couldn’t，” said Mr. Alden. “I have to get back to work. I shall fly to New York and sell the necklace the very first thing I do.”

The next morning， the train began to slow down for the last stop. It ran into the freightyard where the Aldens had started on their caboose adventure. They were all on the back platform， ready to get out. The train stopped.

Benny shouted， “Yes， John Carter has come to meet us. The station wagon is right over there.”

Mr. John Carter worked for Grandfather in a great many ways. Everyone called， “Hello， Mr. Carter！” as they stepped off the caboose.

“I’m glad to see you back，” he called back. “And somebody else is glad， too. Here he is！”

Mr. Carter opened the car door， and Watch jumped out. He dashed over to Jessie. Then he went from one to another， barking and jumping. They each gave him a pat as he dashed on to the next one.

Benny said， “Watch， your name ought to be Dash. I didn’t know how fast you could run around. And I didn’t know how glad I’d be to see you.”

All the railroad men began to help take the things out of the caboose. Mr. Carter and Henry packed them in the Alden car.

Al said， “Maybe you will go again sometime. You were wonderful passengers.”

Mr. Carr said， “It was a pleasure to have you aboard.”

“I was just going to say that，” said Mr. Davis. “It was exciting， too！”

The Aldens piled into the station wagon and waved until the men were out of sight. When Henry drove the car up to the front door， they all unpacked the car. Mr. Alden went in and started to open his mail.

He called， “This is for all of us. It’s a postcard from Charley. He says how much he uses his knife.”

“Let me see it，” said Benny. “Yes， that’s a picture of the old station at Glass Factory. I’ll never forget that place.”

In a little while the Aldens sat down to supper.

“I think I’ll pack some clean things，” said Grandfather， “and fly to New York tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow！”said Jessie.“You just got home！”

“I know，” said Mr. Alden. “But I want to sell that necklace and send the money to Cho-Cho.”

“I don’t blame you， Grandfather，” said Henry. “You’d like to get it off your mind.”

Grandfather returned the same day from his trip.

“Oh， I’m so glad I went，” he told them. “A jeweler bought the diamonds for a good price. But he paid twice as much as I expected for the ruby. He said it was especially fine， and he could easily sell it.” Grandfather smiled at the thought. “So Cho-Cho’s worries are over.”

A week later a real letter came from Cho-Cho himself. Inside was a picture of Cho-Cho sitting in the cab of a truck. A horse-trailer with a roof was behind the truck. There was Major looking out of the big window.

“There’s Major’s little house，” said Benny. “I was hoping he would have a roof over his head when it rains. I’d like to go South with them， Jessie.”
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“I think we have traveled enough for a while，” said Jessie. “But didn’t we have a grand time！”

“I think the caboose was the best adventure we ever had，” said Violet.

They all agreed.

And if the Little North Railroad could talk， it would have said， “This is the very best trip I ever had in my whole life， even when I used to carry the gold-and-white circus caboose， Number 777.”
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第一章 出租的船屋




Chapter 1 Houseboat for Rent

七月里炎热的一天，奥登家的四个孩子正和爷爷一起坐在树下——这是他们能找到的最凉快的地方了。

“好热啊！”班尼·奥登建议道，“我们坐车去兜风吧。”

“好主意！”奥登爷爷看着四个孩子说。他站起身，继续说道，“我正盼着有人能想出好点子来呢！亨利——”

亨利是班尼的哥哥，但此刻他却没了踪影。这时，只听见从车库里传来一阵响声——是亨利正将那辆旅行车开出来。

杰西用一块大手帕擦了擦脸上的汗。“咱们就开着车，直到凉快为止，”她说，“天气预报说，这炎热的天气要持续一周的时间呢。”

这时，趴在杰西脚边的望望摇了摇尾巴——它是奥登家的小狗狗。“好啦，望望，你也可以和我们一起去。”杰西说。

望望叫了一声，一路小跑地跟在奥登一家人身旁。维莉挽着爷爷的胳膊说：“咱们家的人总是会想出最好的点子。您不觉得吗，爷爷？”

“是啊，的确如此，”奥登先生冲小孙女笑了笑，“只要需要，总有人能想出些主意来。”

“怪有趣的，”杰西说，“在咱们家，总会碰到意外的惊喜。就比如说，刚才我觉得想凉爽起来不太可能，可待会儿车一开，马上就会凉快的。”

亨利把车停在了车道上，孩子们和爷爷上了车——当然，还有望望。就这样，奥登一家出发了。车窗敞开着，车沿着笔直的公路前行。亨利不禁说道：“班尼，还好你想到了这个主意，我现在感觉凉快多了。”

行驶了一个多小时后，亨利看到公路左边的一个路牌上标注着“河间路”，于是他向左拐去，沿着河畔小路前行。

“太棒了，”班尼说，“这个地方更凉快呢。我们以前好像从没来过这里。”

杰西说：“亨利，也用不着开这么快吧？我的头发都被风给吹直了。”

幸好亨利放慢了速度，否则，奥登一家恐怕就要错过接下来刺激的历险了。但此时，谁也不会想到接下来会发生什么。

美丽的小河缓缓地流淌着，河的两边是清爽的绿色堤岸，绿树成荫。这时，亨利把车速放得更慢了。

“我听到有口哨声。”他说。大伙都竖起耳朵仔细倾听，果然，他们也听到了，声音是从河的下游传来的。

就在这时，车子行驶到一条岔路前，这条路一直通向河边，亨利停了车，他们朝小路望去。

“那个……到底是什么啊？”班尼一脸疑问，“是船吗？”他说着，指了指一座小房子，那房子似乎在水上漂着。

“那是船屋，我敢肯定！”爷爷开口了，“我可是很久很久都没见过船屋了。”

“咱们开过去吧，”亨利提议，“看看到底是怎么回事。天哪，这条路真难走！幸好不长。”他缓缓地开着车，沿着崎岖的岔路，一直开到河边。

大家打量着眼前的小房子：它有四扇窗户，两架梯子可以直接通向屋顶——一端的上方有个蓝色的遮阳篷，刚好可以遮住船屋前的甲板。船身和屋顶分别围着一圈扶栏。在这座船屋的甲板上，坐着一个男人——刚才就是他在吹口哨。

“嗨，各位！”他叫道，“想看看船屋吗？我叫大河。”

奥登一家下了车，走上前去，想仔细看看这个陌生人，还有这条奇怪的船。这座船屋停靠在水边，被一根缆绳拴在小码头上。

班尼看到船头写着“蓝鹭”两个深蓝色的字,于是问道：“你为什么给它取这个名字？”

“这可不是我取的，”大河先生说，“是刚刚离开的那对夫妇取的名儿。是这样的，任何租住这座船屋的人都可以给它命名。上来吧，我带你们参观一下。从码头上跨过来就行。”说着，他取下一条铁链，在扶栏上打开了一个入口。

这时，望望开始呜呜地叫起来。“别担心，望望，”杰西说，“你不用去，就坐在这里等着吧。”

奥登一家人登上了船屋，只留下望望蹲在码头上。

大河先生解开系在墙上的一个架子，把它拿了下来。

“所有的字母都在这儿，”他说，“租这条船的人会在这里挑出一些字母，然后拼成他们喜欢的名字。你们可能会觉得有些名字很滑稽可笑：有一对夫妇给这条船起了个名字叫‘摇滚’；还有人叫它‘登月火箭’；还有一家人因为旅途疲劳，索性就叫它‘大酒店’。”

班尼笑了：“给船取名，好有意思！咱们甚至可以每天都给它取个新名字。今天是第一天，我们就用爷爷的名字好了——詹姆斯·H·奥登。明天，它的名字就改成‘亨利·詹姆斯·奥登’，然后就这样一直取下去。”

大家都笑了起来，大河先生说：“我猜，你一定是你们家最精怪古灵的小家伙。我觉得你超逗。”

“大河先生，班尼这么说，好像我们真要租下这条船似的，”杰西说，“真是这样的话，会很带劲的。甲板上有椅子，我想这是您平时在遮阳伞下乘凉的地方吧？”

大河先生笑了笑，他指着这座船屋的平顶说：“没错！如果你们想要一身古铜色的皮肤，只管顺着梯子爬上去，躺着晒太阳就行了。”

“快看窗上的白窗帘啊，好漂亮！把船屋变得跟玩具屋一样呢！”维莉说道。

奥登先生也一直在打量这座船屋，这时，他把目光转向了大河先生，看上去对船屋颇为喜欢。“这条船是你的吗？”他问道。
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“是的，”大河先生回答道，“我按周出租。大家看起来都很喜欢它。上一个租户是今天离开的，这家人在走之前很是不情愿呢。我已经把船屋打扫干净了，好迎接下一个租户。你们不妨四处转转！”

“哦，爷爷，咱们看看它吧！”杰西恳求道。

“这座船屋就像一艘平底船，”亨利说道，他趴在扶栏上，探头向水里望去，“又像个木筏子，我敢说它速度肯定不快。”

“没错，”大河先生接过话来，“事实上，它几乎是顺流漂浮。如果你们想上岸，可以用那两根撑杆让它靠岸停下。要想逆流行驶的话，就得开动船尾的马达了。”

爷爷说：“嗯，这条小河看起来水流很平缓。不得不承认，住在这里一定很舒服宁静，能得到很好的休息。当然了，我的这些孩子们在学校里待了一整年，也累坏了，要是可以天天什么都不做，他们也会很欢喜的。”

孩子们看着爷爷，知道他是在开玩笑，因为在奥登家，没有人愿意无所事事。

“我们进去看看吧。”杰西提议道。

班尼早就进屋了，他坐在一张床上。“大河先生，我觉得这座船屋对于我们来说不够大，”他说，“我们得要五张床，但这里只有两张。”

“有六张床呢！”大河先生微笑着说。

“在哪儿啊？”班尼四处张望起来，但是并没有看见多余的床铺。

大河先生说：“船屋不能太大，所有的东西都得井然有序才行，否则，是装不下所有东西的。另外几张床在这里。”说着，他从墙上拉下来一张床。

“太神奇了！”班尼很吃惊，“真是太妙了。现在我明白那几张床在哪儿了，上面都挂着帘子呢。”

“我猜，这水槽下面就是水箱吧？”亨利说着，揭开了上边的盖子，“河水是不能喝的，对吧？”

“是的，你们只能上岸去买饮用水和日用品。这条河道上，很多地方都可以买到水、冰和其他物品。不过，河水可以用来洗东西。”

“爷爷，咱们走吧！”班尼说。

奥登一家都明白班尼的意思，他想要租下这座船屋，而且明天就要住进来。这就是奥登家做事的风格——雷厉风行。

但是这一次奥登先生却不紧不慢。他拍了拍班尼的肩膀说：“别着急，班尼，我们最起码得知道怎样才能驾驭这条船！”

“我知道该怎么做。”亨利说道。

大家把目光都投向亨利。“你怎么知道，亨利？”班尼问道。

“呃，你们还记得有一个周末，我去拜访学校的一个同学吗？他家就有一条船，和这座船屋差不多，就是那个时候我学会了开船。那一次我们玩得可高兴了！如果我们想要上岸的话，班尼只需帮我用撑杆撑船就行。想回家的话，我也知道该怎么开动侧舷的马达。”

“哇，真幸运！”杰西欢呼了起来。很显然，她也想住在船屋里。

维莉说：“如果我们不喜欢的话，随时都可以回来，对吧？”

这话也坚定了奥登先生的信心——他自己也真的想试试。

大河先生说：“船屋很安全，而且这条河没什么险滩，无论你们晚上想在哪里抛锚都可以。虽然这条河上没有太多的船，但还是要提防不要被撞上。小伙子，你了解信号灯么？”

“了解，”亨利说，“从日落到第二天日出，要确保水面上方八英尺左右有白色灯光，这样才能保证其他船只在一英里外就能看到。”

“不错，不错！”大河先生说道，“很厉害呢！你还知道些什么？”

“船上应该有灭火器和救生衣吧？”亨利答道，“还有铃铛吧？我刚才看到了，就在上面。”

大河先生说：“救生衣就在那儿。一共六件。”然后他又指着第一间客舱的舱壁说道：“配备灭火器是法律规定的。我这里还有一个消防桶和一个沙箱，把沙子倒上去也可以灭火。”

班尼俯身读起了消防桶上的字，只见上边印着：

桶内水位不得低于此线

沙箱上也印着一些字：

箱内所盛沙子不得低于此线

大河先生解释说：“这船还从没着过火，大家都很小心。曾经有一家人让孩子们在这儿玩沙，很快就被我制止了。”

“不用担心我们，”班尼说，“我们保证不会玩沙箱里的沙子。再说，我的最后一个桶和小铲子也在很早以前就弄丢了。”

“你很有亲和力，”大河先生说，“也总能制造快乐气氛，是吧？小活宝！”

班尼看着亨利，说：“我觉得你应该来当船长。”

“那你来当我的大副吧。”亨利说。

大河先生说：“好极了！这条船是在海上警卫队注册过的，尽管每次名字都有些不同，但他们对它的状况还是非常了解！”

“噢，咱们出发吧！”班尼说。

“什么时候？”大河先生问道。

“明天，”没等班尼开口，爷爷先作了回答，“明天十点钟，我们会到这儿来。”

看到奥登一家登上码头，望望便呜呜地叫了起来。“你不怎么开心呢，对吧，小家伙？”亨利对望望说道，“来吧，上车！”

趁奥登先生和大河先生谈论租金问题的时候，亨利已经掉转了车头。

“这是钥匙，”大河先生说，“晚上记得锁门。记得去商店时，也要把窗子关好。窗子一关就会自动上锁。”

奥登一家兴奋极了。车子沿着那条崎岖不平的小路行驶起来，他们挥手向大河先生告别。爷爷把钥匙交给了亨利。“拿着，船长。”他说。

大河先生在后面朝他们喊道：“别带太多的东西！”

“嗯，不会的。”杰西也朝他喊道，接着对其他人说，“我们不用带太多衣服吧，只要有泳衣和运动服就行了——不过，爷爷除外。”

爷爷朝班尼眨了眨眼睛，“说不准，我会让你们大吃一惊呢！”

亨利沿着崎岖的岔路小心地驾驶着，在转入河间路之前将车子停了下来。

突然，正前方出现一辆黑色的大轿车，车子呼啸着从河间路冲下来，一个急转从亨利身边擦过，沿岔路朝船屋驶去。两辆车差点撞在一起。

“嘿！这些人在搞什么鬼？”亨利说道。

“呀！”班尼说，“那辆车差一点就撞上我们了！真险啊！”

维莉说：“他们到底去船屋干吗？有谁会这么开车？”

所有人都没了说话的兴致。亨利启动车子，沿着河间路缓缓朝家驶去。“我们的朋友又来了。”他看了眼后视镜，把车开到右边，放慢了速度。那辆黑色轿车呼啸而过。

亨利说：“他们干吗这么急呛呛？到底想对船屋打什么主意？”

班尼开口说：“我看不像是租船的，因为他们没有在那里待多久。但愿以后别再看到他们。”

亨利心里有些纳闷，但什么也没说。


第二章 亨利的发明

Chapter 2 Henry’s Invention

第二天一早，亨利说：“我必须把一半的行李都留在家里，但是得带着照相机和手电筒，还有渔竿和其他渔具。”

“亨利，那套渔具可不能带，”爷爷在自己的房间里喊道，“这一次我们必须少带点东西，船上没有足够的空间。”

“亨利，恐怕望望认为它也会去，把它独自留在家里实在太残忍了！”杰西看了一眼躺在地上的狗狗，朝它走了过去。

班尼说：“望望肯定不喜欢船屋旅行。咱们上船的时候它都在呜呜叫，游泳的时候更会汪汪叫个不停。望望，你最好待在家里，陪着麦格雷戈太太吧。”

每当奥登一家外出的时候，都是管家麦格雷戈太太负责照看家里的一切。她点点头说：“每次你们离开以后，望望都很乖。它会睡在大厅里，我一走过去，就冲我摇摇尾巴，跑进院子，躺在阴凉处。你们尽管放心好了！”

奥登一家终于把要带的东西都装进了行李箱——亨利带上了照相机，班尼带了一只手电筒。

麦格雷戈太太说得没错。望望只汪汪了几声，便不再叫唤了。奥登一家在装车的时候，它和麦格雷戈太太坐在门前的台阶上。

亨利把车开走后，杰西回头看了看，只见望望乖乖地跟着麦格雷戈太太进了屋，连追车的心思都没有。

杰西说：“还好，总算不用为望望担心了。”

车子驶入河间路，奥登先生说：“我们到达船屋之前，会经过一家商店。”

“是的，大河先生也说过，”杰西说，“他说所有住在船屋里的客人都会在商店买食物，店主知道大家需要什么。”

于是，奥登一家进了商店，店主问道：“看来，你们是想体验一下船屋里的生活咯？”

“没错！”班尼回答。

“你们是五个人，我有数了！”店主说，“你们可以选择三罐金枪鱼罐头，或者三罐鸡肉罐头，然后再加两罐豆子或者两罐杂烩。你们得有一打鸡蛋、两夸脱牛奶、两条面包、白糖、食盐和黄油。还得来一块肥皂，洗刷刷用。”

“要不要咖啡？”维莉问道，转头看着爷爷。

“哦，对了，咖啡，”店老板说，“如果你们忘了买什么，可以在河的下游停船购买，我们把那里称为‘二次登陆点’。”

奥登一家把买到的东西装进车里，然后朝着船屋进发了。大河先生已经等候在那里了。

“时间正好！”他说，“你们锁上车吧，车停在这里安全得很。我来帮你们卸货。”

“太好了！”班尼说，“我都等不及要看这座船屋开动起来啦！”

“就是开起来，你也看不出来啊！”大河先生说，这句话把大家都逗笑了。

不一会儿，行李箱和日用品都被搬上了船。班尼爬上梯子，把船屋的名字改成了“詹姆斯·H·奥登”。

“看上去真不错，”大河先生说。接着他转向亨利道，“用撑杆把船屋撑到河中央去，那里水深八英尺左右，正好潜水。”

亨利把船锚拉了上来，大河先生解开了缆绳。

“好刺激啊！”杰西说道。

亨利撑起了杆子，船屋缓缓地漂动起来。

“再见，大河先生！”他们喊道。

“祝你们好运！”大河先生喊着，目送着他们，直到船屋消失在河流的转弯处。

“哇，我们先欣赏一会儿河水吧。”维莉说完便坐到了甲板上，“反正行李很快就能安顿好。”

河面上一片宁静。河道偶尔变得很窄，两岸美丽的树枝几乎从头顶擦过，一只黄黑两色的大蝴蝶刚好从甲板上飞过。

“看，一只斑蝶！”维莉大喜。

班尼望着两岸的马尾草。它们长得很密，紧贴着河岸。突然，班尼用手指了指——原来是一只红翼的黑鸟停在芦秆上。

“太漂亮了！”杰西喊道，“翅膀上的红色和黄色多么鲜艳啊！”

“它不怎么叫呢。”维莉说，“哦，它发现我们了。你们说，它的巢穴会不会就在附近？”

果然，他们看到了那只小鸟的窝——一只暗棕色的小鸟飞了起来，草窝里露出五个蓝色的鸟蛋。

爷爷说：“这肯定是今年产的第二窝小鸟。看这时令，应该不是第一窝。”

班尼说：“鸟蛋上的花纹很像是现代风格的艺术品呢！那么多棕色的线条。快看啊——那儿有一只蓝鹭！”

只见那只水鸟单脚站在那里，一动也不动，距离如此之近，奥登一家人甚至看得清它每一根蓝灰色的羽毛，还有那对黑色的小眼睛。

“这也许是上一个租客给这座船屋取名‘蓝鹭’的原因吧，”班尼说，“没准儿他们见到了很多只蓝鹭呢！”

不一会儿，大家就开始收拾东西了。杰西把食物摆放在桌子上，然后跑到甲板上去拿盛盐的盒子。正当她拿起盐盒子的时候，一只鸟贴着她的身前飞了过去。

“啊！”杰西大叫一声，向后一闪，盐盒从手里滑了下来，沿着甲板滚了出去，盐撒得到处都是，甲板上、船沿上，就连水里也是。

“天哪，我是怎么回事？”杰西自责地说，“现在好了，我们没有食盐了。但是盐可是必需品啊！”

爷爷安慰道：“没关系，杰西。我们会找到‘二次登陆点’，然后再买一盒就行了。”

大约半小时过去了，班尼大声喊道：“我看到啦！那一定就是‘二次登陆点’了！”

“嗯，”亨利说，“那边好像有好几栋房屋呢。”

亨利撑起船屋，“詹姆斯·H·奥登号”朝码头驶去。奥登一家人想起了大河先生说过的话，于是赶忙把船屋的门窗锁好。亨利则确保船屋被牢牢地拴在码头，船锚抛入水中。

班尼还是像往常一样急切。他第一个跳上码头，也是第一个跑上那条窄窄的小路。他风风火火地穿过灌木丛，却没留意到脚下的石头，结果摔了个四脚朝天。等他爬起来，浑身沾满了泥巴和草屑。

杰西一边替他掸掉身上的泥，一边说：“唉，看来，这下我有得洗了，小班班。回到船屋后，你得负责从河里打桶水上来。”

维莉补充道：“衣服晾干之前，你可以穿着泳衣。我们可以把洗好的衣服挂在船屋的晾衣绳上。”

“哦，”班尼说，“真麻烦啊！我倒不在乎自己穿成什么样。”

“哈，小班班，这点我们早就知道啦。”亨利笑着说。

“你们要找的商店在那儿！”班尼指着前方说。只见一个标牌上写着：

埃里克·A·马丁杂货店

孩子们和爷爷走了进去。“我们要一盒食盐，”杰西对柜台后的那个男人说道，“我们自己带的全弄撒了。”

男人笑了笑，从架子上拿下来一些食盐。“你们租了大河的船屋吗？”他问道。

“是啊，”维莉急忙回答，“您是怎么知道的？”

“几乎所有人都会来我这里买忘带的或者丢了的东西，”马丁先生说，“之所以来这里，是因为我的店是这条河道上的第一个停靠点。”

亨利问道：“您这里有晾衣绳吗？”

大家把目光转向亨利。杰西说：“亨利，船上有一条不错的晾衣绳啊。”

马丁先生说道：“有啊，有两种。棉质的和塑料的。”

“我还是要棉质的好了，”亨利说，“软一些。”

“没错，是很软，而且能拉得更长一些。”马丁先生表示赞同。

“很好，”亨利看着那一捆绳子说，“我要两捆，每一捆别太长了。外加一团丝线，谢谢。”

“两捆晾衣绳和一团丝线，你到底用来干吗？”杰西问道。

“保密！”亨利回答说，“不能说，因为能不能成，还要看运气呢。”

“哦，亨利，一定会成的，”班尼说，“我知道，你一定想出了什么点子，瞒着我们。”

“咱们买点香蕉吧，”杰西说,“反正不能做饭，这可是很好的甜点呢。”

马丁先生点点头，“是啊，在船上生活，什么都要受到船舱的限制，好多饭菜都做不了呢。”

维莉朝窗外看了看，“爷爷，马路对面有一家餐馆！”

“而且是家不错的馆子呢！”马丁先生说，“饭菜的味道很好。”

维莉接过话头：“已经快到中午了。我们在这里吃饭的话能省不少时间。一会儿回到船上，还有很多事情要做呢！”

“好主意！”爷爷说，“我们就在这里吃饭吧！”

奥登一家跟马丁先生告别后，带着买好的东西，朝马路对面走去。

餐馆里只有两位客人，他们坐在一个角落，正在用餐。奥登一家人则在房间的另一侧找了一张大些的餐桌坐了下来。

饭菜很可口，每个人都选了冰激凌当作饭后甜点。

“得要好一阵子才能吃到冰激凌了，”杰西说，“船屋里不能冷藏。”

班尼和爷爷正对着那两个人。班尼打量了一番，觉得自己不喜欢他们，他也说不上为什么，所以，什么也没说。

奥登先生也在看那两个人，心想：他们到底在说什么呢？好像不是什么好事情。

这家餐馆不大，是一对夫妇开的。丈夫是大厨，妻子则是店里的女服务员。

女服务员走出厨房的时候，班尼留心观察了一下。她径直走向坐在角落里的那两个男人，问道：“还要来点咖啡吗？”

其中一个男人回答说：“好，麻烦再来一杯。”

但是当女服务员把杯子放在桌子上的时候，班尼看到她悄悄地把一个小信封塞到了茶托下，然后她回头看了看丈夫所在的厨房。可是，她的丈夫太忙了，根本没有注意。他一直在烧菜。

餐桌旁的那个男人把信封塞进口袋，尽力对女服务员挤出一丝笑容，笑得十分勉强。女服务员快步朝奥登家的餐桌走来。

那两个男人低着头，轻声讲着什么。正当孩子们和爷爷走出餐馆的时候，班尼听到其中一个男人粗鲁地吼道：“你这话什么意思——被人发现？现在还没人发现呢。已经三年了！”

一家人走到了街上，班尼说道：“我不喜欢里面的那两个人。”

亨利望着弟弟说：“怎么了，小班班？你平时可没讨厌过谁啊。”

“可是，我就是不喜欢他们，”班尼说，“我直觉很准的。你一直背对他们坐着，所以看不到。您说呢，爷爷？”

“我完全同意你的看法，班尼，”奥登先生说，“我也不喜欢他们。他们肯定没打什么好主意。”

“反正以后也不会见到他们了，”杰西说，“这样就好。”

奥登一家人开始朝船屋走去，班尼回头望了一眼那家餐馆，突然停住了。他看见餐馆的附近停着一辆黑色的豪华轿车。

班尼心想：我以前在哪儿见过那辆车？突然，他想起来了，昨天差点儿撞上他们的就是这辆黑色轿车！

就是那两个慌慌张张的家伙。班尼心想，但转念间，他决定暂时不把这件事情说出来。

一家人回到了船屋。“这里看上去就像一个温馨的家。”维莉说道。

班尼说：“杰西，可别再把盐弄撒了啊！”

杰西小心翼翼地把盐安全地抱上了船。班尼帮亨利把晾衣绳和丝线也拿了上来。爷爷和亨利解开系船的绳索，把船撑到了河中心。船屋悠然自在地漂着，不紧不慢。

班尼问亨利：“亨利，你现在打算说出你的秘密吗？”

“不行，但是我想先试试。很快我们就会用到它的。你要是实在好奇的话，可以先猜猜。”

这时候，杰西说：“班尼，把你的衣服换下来吧，我帮你洗洗。”

“先不要，咱们先看看亨利做什么吧。”班尼回答。

亨利把晾衣绳拿到甲板上，开始量尺寸。杰西也忍不住想一探究竟，只见亨利把晾衣绳绕成很多圈，接着用另一根绳子把这些圈穿起来，放在甲板上，然后用绳子系了起来。

“天哪！”维莉喊出声，“你是在做椅子吗？”

亨利吃惊地看着妹妹，说：“你是怎么猜到的？现在还根本看不出来呢！”

“你的意思是说我猜对了？”维莉说，“我只是随口一猜罢了。”

“好吧，你猜对了。”亨利说着，把另一根绳穿好，系紧。

“干吗要做椅子？”班尼问，“咱们的椅子够多了，拼起来的话都可以躺在上面了。”

“这个不一样。”亨利说着，打好了最后一只结。亨利的这个作品看上去就像是一张四四方方的网，而且两边还有很长的拉网线，“记得船尾有一个大铁钩吗？等等，我得先换上泳裤。班尼，你也换上。”

男孩子们换好衣服回来，全家人来到了船尾的甲板上。亨利用钩子套住椅子上的线圈，让椅子悬浮在水面上。他来了一个漂亮的跳水动作，随即又游了回来，来到椅子旁。

可当亨利坐上去的时候，椅子却开始沉了下去，一直不停地往下沉，绳子越拉越长，水很快漫到了亨利的脖子。

大家都笑了起来。“尽管笑我好了！”亨利说，“我打算坐在这个椅子上帮班尼洗衣服，这样的话，我们就不用从河里打水了。”

“想法倒是不错，”爷爷连忙接口道，“不过，可以把线圈缩短一些，这样就成了。”

“你太沉了，亨利。”班尼说。

维莉说道：“也许我没那么沉。让我来洗衣服吧！”说完，她便走进船舱，换上了泳衣。亨利从椅子里爬了出来，换了维莉进去。果然，维莉进去的时候，河水才没过她的腰。

“你在里边刚好合适呢，”爷爷说道，“只是现在没什么衣服要洗。”

“不啊，有一件的嘛。”维莉说，“班尼，把你的衬衫和短裤扔下来，顺便把那块肥皂拿给我。”

“你总不能一直拿着肥皂吧？你打算把它放在哪儿呢？”班尼说道。

“呃，”维莉回头看了看河水说，“把肥皂盒放在甲板上，每次用完我会把肥皂放进去的。”

她给班尼的衣服打上肥皂，搓了搓，放在水里清洗起来。

“把衣服递上来给我，维莉，”杰西说，“我来把衣服晾在真正的晾衣绳上。没什么比晾晒衣服更让人有家的感觉了！”

洗完衣服后，大家便一起去游泳了。河水很凉爽，很舒服，就连爷爷也在船边的水里泡着。

“这个地方真棒，”班尼说，“想游泳的时候，从船尾窗户里跳出去就行了。”

从水里出来，奥登一家兴冲冲地坐在了甲板上。大家都已经饥肠辘辘，5点钟，就开始吃晚饭了。

亨利咽下了最后一口饭，说：“我觉得，我们应该在天黑之前找个地方把船停好。”
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“这件事你和班尼来负责，”杰西说，“我和维莉负责洗碗、收拾厨房。”

“是厨舱，不是厨房。”爷爷补充道。在那之后，它就一直被叫作厨舱了。

两个男孩找到了停船过夜的好地方，这里树枝低垂，遮罩着船屋。他们敞开窗户，但把几扇门全都上了锁。

班尼在床上翻来覆去，就是睡不着。餐馆里那两个男人的影子一直在他脑海里浮现，还有那个小信封，以及那辆停在外边的黑色轿车。


第三章 阴谋的酝酿

Chapter 3 Trouble Brewing

在“詹姆斯·H·奥登号”上度过的第一个清晨，阳光明媚。班尼一穿好衣服就爬到梯子上，把船屋的名字改成了“亨利·J·奥登号”。

“船长，现在整条船都是你的了！”他从梯子上爬下来，对着亨利喊道。

亨利跑到甲板上，当他看到船屋的名字时，噗嗤一声笑了：“大副，你真有才！你快来欣赏一下吧！”

班尼抬头看去，自己也笑出声来，原来，他把名字摆成了“号登奥·J·利亨”！

“这个嘛，我觉得看起来没什么问题。”班尼一边说着，一边再次爬上梯子，“不过，为了大家，这个顺序还是颠倒过来为好。”很快，他就把这些字母按顺序摆好了。

杰西透过厨舱里的窗户向外张望着，“这条船上真是既凉爽又惬意，也许是因为我们在水上的缘故吧。哦，船屋漂得有些歪了！”

“别担心，杰西，”亨利说，“大河先生说很安全。船身会自动地调整过来，而且，我还可以用撑杆把它撑回来。”

果然，船屋根本用不着亨利去撑，自己缓缓地调整了过来。

亨利走进船舱，抬头看了看，不禁说道：“瞧，那上面有一只渔竿，还有一张长手柄的渔网。我想我可以去钓鱼了。”

“亨利，这个天可不适合钓鱼，”班尼说，“阳光太强了。”

“没事的，小班尼，”亨利回答他，“不管怎么样，我都要碰碰运气。”他一边收拾渔竿和渔网，一边盯着渔线和渔钩。

“那你打算用什么当鱼饵呢，亨利？”班尼追问。

“哦，这个我还没想好，”亨利说，“这一次，我只能用手头的东西凑合了。”

班尼想了想，说：“我们昨天不是看到了很多小鱼吗？或许可以用那张网捕一些回来。”

“小班尼，你太聪明了！”亨利说，“小鱼就是最好的诱饵了。它们经常游到岸边，那里水也不深。我再把船撑近一些。”

两个男孩动手撑起船来。来到浅水区后，两人朝水里看去：真的，水里游动着上百条小鱼！

“这个简单！”班尼说着，弯腰用渔网一兜，一下子捞上许多小鱼来。

“准备完毕！”亨利一边说，一边把船撑回了深水区。他搬了两把椅子，放在船尾的甲板上，接着把一条小鱼穿在渔钩上，将带着渔钩的渔线抛进了水里，然后，他握着沉重的渔竿，坐在了椅子上。班尼也在他身边坐了下来。船屋缓缓地漂着。一切都是那么宁静。

爷爷和维莉来到了船头的甲板上，两人相视一笑。维莉说：“我可不指望今天中午能吃到鱼。”

爷爷点了点头，说：“如果是指从河里钓鱼吃的话，你说得不错。不过，杰西那里有鱼罐头给咱们吃。”

这时，杰西也来到甲板上，和爷爷、维莉一起望着河面。

“这次旅行简直是有史以来最宁静惬意的一次。”杰西说道。

爷爷坐在甲板的椅子上说：“没错。”

半个小时过去了。

班尼在哥哥的耳边叽叽喳喳地说个不停。太阳愈发炙热了，然而还是没有任何动静，一条鱼也没有咬钩。

“我担心的就是这个呢，”亨利说，“都不知道这条河里到底有没有鱼。”

“肯定有啊，亨利，”班尼说，“如果没有的话，船屋里怎么会有渔竿呢？要是有两根就好了。”

“来，班尼，你用这个吧，”亨利说着，把自己手中的渔竿递给了弟弟，“我们可以轮流来，反正什么也钓不到。”

班尼接过了渔竿。渔线依然漂在水上，那条小鱼仍然挂在钓钩上。

杰西和维莉走上前来，想看看有没有鱼儿上钩，结果她们俩相视而笑。

班尼转过身，皱起了眉头，说道：“钓得不怎么顺利呢！不过钓鱼嘛，一定要有耐心才行。”就在这时，渔线似乎被什么东西拉动了。

“抓到你了，好家伙！”班尼冲那条上钩的鱼大喊。渔线被拉了起来，只见渔钩上挂着一条银色的大鱼。

“是鲈鱼！”亨利说，“别让它跑了，小班班！它会挣脱跳回水里的！”

班尼的动作很快。他猛地一拉，那条鱼就顺着渔竿被拽上了甲板，活蹦乱跳的。突然，一大群海鸥出现在船屋上空，一边盘旋，一边鸣叫着。

“别动我的鱼！”班尼朝那些鸟儿叫道，“你们怎么知道我钓到鱼了？”

这的确是个谜。前一秒视野中还没有海鸥的影子呢，下一秒就一下子来了一百多只。海鸥落在船屋的顶上、栏杆上。它们一点也不害怕，飞来飞去地寻找着食物。

班尼把钓到的鱼小心翼翼地送进了厨舱。

杰西说：“这些海鸥真漂亮啊，可惜没有东西喂给它们。等等，这里有一块香蕉皮，它们可能会喜欢。”她使尽力气把香蕉皮朝远处的水里扔去，一只海鸥用嘴巴接住，杰西又扔了一块。

亨利笑着说：“依我看，海鸥一定是杂食动物。”

班尼从厨舱里拿了一些面包屑，每次朝扶栏外面抛洒时，都会有海鸥在食物落水之前将它一口咬住。

亨利走进船舱，把相机拿了出来，“这张照片拍得不错。喏，你们两个姑娘正朝海鸥扔垃圾呢。”

大家全都笑了起来。

当亨利看到班尼钓上来的那条鱼时，不禁赞道：“这条鲈鱼可真大，足够我们全家人吃了。小班班，我来帮你清洗它。鱼头和鱼尾可以送给海鸥们当作甜点了。”

用过了一顿美味的午餐，杰西叹道：“天哪！我们又得靠岸了，得去买点冰块和牛奶了。”

奥登先生说：“我也有封信要寄。”

于是，亨利开始寻找可以靠岸的地方。

船屋来到了彭福镇，杰西说：“那我们先去邮局，最后再去买冰块和牛奶。这样的话冰块就不会化掉。”

大家将“亨利·J·奥登号”上了锁，抛了锚，把缆绳系好。一家人沿着码头边的小路，朝小镇走去。

正在这个时候，他们看到一辆熟悉的黑色轿车从正街上呼啸而过，很快就消失在他们的视线里。

“又是那辆黑色的小轿车！”班尼叫道。奥登一家人想起来了，当时在河间路上，就是这辆车差点与他们相撞。班尼也记起来了，那天他们在那个小餐馆吃饭时，停在门口的就是这辆车！

“开这辆车的人总是火急火燎的！”杰西抱怨道。

“不知道是谁的车子，”亨利说，“像彭福这样的小镇，肯定不会有这么豪华的车。”

“嗯，也许我们可以弄清楚车主是谁。”爷爷说。

奥登一家沿着正街朝邮局走去。他们刚推开邮局的门，只听柜台后传来一个男人的声音：“这是您要的邮票，扬格太太。”

只见一个身穿黑色长裙的小个子女士把钱放在柜台上，拿走了那张邮票。

奥登一家礼貌地打量着她，但扬格太太却没有抬眼，像影子一样从门口轻悄悄地走了出去。

奥登先生买了一张航空邮票，一些贴好邮票的信封，还有很多明信片。

班尼说：“我觉得，刚刚离开的那位太太不怎么写信，因为她只买了一张邮票。”

“说得不错，”店员说，“扬格太太算不上穷，但是她的烦心事也很多。她带着儿子和她的姐姐一起生活，就住在这条街的尽头。她们开了一家糖果店。”

“我们最好能去那儿买点糖果。”亨利说。

“那你得尽快把它们吃光，”杰西说，“船上可没地方放糖果。”

“你们是大河先生的租户，对吧？”店员微笑着说。

“你是怎么知道的？”班尼问道。

“哦，船屋的租客都会到我这儿来，”店员说，“我们喜欢结交新朋友。彭福是个小地方，这里的人和事，我们再熟悉不过了。”

“我们刚才看到一辆很大的黑色轿车经过，”班尼说，“那是谁的车啊？”

“这我可不知道，”店员笑了起来，“只有这一件事，我不太了解。我以前也见过它，但是它真的不是彭福镇上的车。”

奥登一家离开了邮局，朝着糖果店出发了。推门的一瞬间，门上挂着的铃铛便响了起来。

“哇，这家店真漂亮！”维莉惊叹道。

店里的墙纸是粉白相间的条纹，白底粉色圆点的窗帘上镶着褶皱的花边，苏打水柜台边上摆着两张小桌子和几把椅子，架子上都铺着花边纸。盛着糖果的盒子四处可见。

店里空无一人，但很快，一位夫人出现了——就是刚才的扬格太太。只见她在黑色的长裙上围了一个围裙，看上去很疲惫。杰西暗想：她看上去好像哭过。

扬格太太挤出一个微笑，说道：“我很高兴你们喜欢我的小店。几里之外的人都会到我这店里来呢！”

“糖果是您自己做的吗？”奥登先生问道。

“哎，其实是我姐姐在做，”扬格太太回答道，“我只是帮忙。”

班尼朝着扬格太太露出一个灿烂的微笑。他说：“我一直想知道，巧克力上那些一圈一圈的东西是怎么做出来的，您知道吗？”

“我当然知道，”她答道，“你愿意看看它是怎么制作出来的吗？我姐姐正在做呢！”

“太幸运了！”班尼说，“我当然愿意！”

亨利悄悄对杰西说：“这个小班班啊，真是想什么就有什么！”

扬格太太撩起一面帘子，带领大家进了做糖果的厨房。

扬格太太的姐姐正站在一锅巧克力跟前，她头发灰白，比扬格太太年纪大，但是脸上的愁容和疲惫却不比妹妹少。

奥登一家在一旁看着她忙活，只见她用叉子串起一个粉色糖心，把它浸在融化的巧克力里，接着把裹好巧克力的糖心拿出来，放在蜡纸上。最后，她把叉子竖起来，让融化的巧克力一圈一圈地绕在糖的顶端。

“噢，维莉，”杰西说，“多有趣啊！咱们以后也可以试试。我都不知道，糖果是这么做出来的呢！”

糖心有粉色、白色、黄色、浅绿色和紫罗兰色。扬格太太的姐姐朝维莉微微一笑，说：“你叫维莉？那这个最适合你了。”说着，她拿起一个浅紫色的糖心，裹上了巧克力，又在顶上做了个圈圈，“你得等它凉下来再吃。”
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“噢，谢谢您。”维莉说道。

“咱们一边等，一边喝杯奶昔吧？”奥登先生提议。

扬格太太再次露出了微笑，说：“你一定会喜欢我们这里的奶昔的。糖浆都是用我们自己的配方做的。”

杰西回到桌旁，说：“好主意！这次，咱们可以把甜点装进肚子里，带回家去。”

奶昔的味道好极了。

奥登先生说：“我的这杯吃起来真的有股新鲜草莓的味道。”

“这个自然，”扬格太太说道，“我们的后院里就种着草莓呢！”

大家买了一些糖果，但没买巧克力——船上太热了，巧克力放不了太久。不过扬格太太还是把浅紫色的巧克力送给了维莉，又分别给其他人都拿了一份。

奥登一家正准备离开，班尼突然问扬格太太：“我们从街上过来的时候，看见了一辆很大的黑色轿车，开得飞快。您知道车的主人是谁吗？”

令他吃惊的是，扬格太太的脸唰的一下红了，看上去比之前更加焦虑不堪。她别过头去，说了一声：“我只知道，那不是镇上的车。”

“哦，非常抱歉，”班尼说，“这不关我的事，我不该打听的。”

“没关系的，”扬格太太说，“欢迎下次再来。”接下来她说的话谁也没有听清，因为她几乎是在自言自语。杰西只听到了“担心”这个词——只有这个。

奥登一家走到半路的时候，班尼开口了：“我不是故意让她担心的。我只是想，她也许知道驾车的人是谁。”

维莉轻轻地说了一句：“我觉得她知道。”

那一夜，班尼恍恍惚惚地快要睡着了，马上就要进入梦乡时，他耳边突然清晰地回响起扬格太太的那句话：“我只是担心我的儿子。”

儿子？什么儿子？不知不觉，班尼睡着了。


第四章 拍卖会

Chapter 4 The Auction

第二天一早，班尼一起床就爬到了船屋的屋顶上。他朝着甲板上的杰西喊道：“看看这儿，船屋的新名字！我拼正确了么？”

“哦，今天这座船屋是我的啦！”杰西看到“杰西·奥登号”的时候，高兴地说，“用我的名字命名的船屋，好棒！”

亨利问她：“今天需要买东西吗？班尼和我可以看看有没有能靠岸的地方。”

“不用了，”杰西摇头说，“食物足够维持到明天呢！让我们尽情地享受船屋生活吧。”她一边说，一边抬头看着那些绿树，“快看哪，这些树枝几乎要碰到我们的脑袋了。很漂亮，对吧？”

奥登一家坐在甲板的椅子上，看着面前的河道时而变宽，时而变窄。突然，杰西开口了：“快看哪，爷爷！看到河岸上的指示牌了吗？上面说这里有一场拍卖会！”

指示牌上的确写着几个字：
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“噢，您很喜欢拍卖会的，爷爷！”维莉说，“我们快停下来吧！”

爷爷说：“你说得对，维莉，我的确很喜欢。但是你们呢，全都想去吗？”

班尼看着爷爷，说道：“我长这么大还从来没去过拍卖会呢！”

“我也一样。”维莉说道。

奥登先生说：“真是不敢相信！我也知道没带你们去过拍卖会，可就是不明白，当初为什么就不带你们去看看呢？”

“您带我去过一次的，”亨利说，“那次杰西也去了，但那都是好多年前的事了。我敢打赌，班尼和维莉一定会喜欢。小班班，拍卖会真的很刺激。”

杰西说：“有些拍卖会办得比较好。如果每周都有的话，说明这里的拍卖会有不少好东西。”

亨利接着说：“竞拍者很有意思，他们总想让每个人都保持平和的心态。你知道么，小班班，人们会为一个钟表或者一块地毯各自叫价，谁出价最高，谁就会得到那件拍卖品。”

“一定很有趣，”班尼说，“那咱们赶快去吧！”

“我们总是说‘咱们赶快去吧’。”杰西笑着说。

亨利说：“先给我点时间把门窗锁好。”

这件事，他们是从来不会忘的。

亨利和班尼把船撑到码头边上，抛了锚，把缆绳系好。

奥登一家来到正街，看到人群正往一幢低矮的褐色建筑里走去。这扇门很大，差不多与建筑等宽。奥登一家随着人潮往里涌动。

房子里的木地板上摆放着一排排的折叠椅。最前边是一个小小的平台，平台上摆着各种各样等着被拍卖的物品——有收音机、电视机、自行车，有银茶壶、大大小小的画，甚至还有棒球手套。在一张桌子上，放着箱旧衣服，一箱箱锡盘、瓷器，还有玻璃制品，很是引人注目。

爷爷去过很多场拍卖会，他总会坐在最前边。但是这一次，好像没有人坐着。人们都拥在大厅的最前边，推搡着，争抢着想要一睹那些准备被卖掉的东西。在这里，有的人只是单纯为了买一本书或者一个钟表，甚至是吃饭用的桌子。不过在场的也有商人，他们会将拍下的物品以高价转售出去。商人们经常买的是家具或者碗碟，因为他们的客户需要这些。
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“我们四处看看吧，”班尼说，“现在还不到十点。”

“那就从拍卖台左侧开始吧，”奥登先生说，“然后一直往右边走，就能把所有东西都看全了。”

爷爷看了几样拍卖品。“这里有些东西还真值钱呢，”他说，“不知道这里有没有警察，确保不会丢东西。”

“那边有一个，”亨利指着站在角落里的一个人说，“可这里人太多，他不可能盯住每一个人的。”

人群虽然拥挤，但大家都很有礼貌。一个很壮实的男人笑着对亨利说：“对不起，挤着你了。没办法，我是被后边的人挤的。”

“没关系，”亨利说，“我也在挤别人呢！”

人群中还有孩子。男孩子关心的是棒球球衣和球拍，女孩子则关注着运动服。

“这面镜子真漂亮，”奥登先生对杰西说，“那张桌子也不错，不过——”

话音未落，人群便将杰西和爷爷冲散了。杰西重新挤回爷爷身边，问道：“爷爷，您刚才想要说什么？”

“我是想说，放在桌子后面的那只小花瓶，可要比那张桌子值钱多了。”

这时，杰西又被人群挤走了，她朝爷爷喊道：“咱们把整场拍卖会都看完吧，爷爷！之后再去吃午饭。肯定能找到餐馆的。”

“随你喜欢就行。”爷爷大声回答。

附近的人都听到了他们的对话，一位夫人转身对奥登先生说：“正街上有一家不错的餐馆，叫‘榆树小馆’。它门前的台阶旁，有一棵大榆树。”

“谢谢你！”奥登先生说，“我们肯定会去那儿的！”

这时候，铃响了，人们纷纷冲向座位。奥登一家在前排找了座位坐下来。亨利坐在一名穿着灰色西装的男人身旁。

拍卖会开始了。主持人手里拿着一幅小画。

“有人出价吗？”他朝观众喊道，“这是一幅手绘的河景图。”

一个稚嫩的声音喊道：“我出一美元！”

爷爷转过身看了看喊价的人：那是一个小男孩，比班尼还小。奥登先生对亨利小声说道：“是个戴着红色帽子的小男孩。他这么小就在拍卖会上喊价，而且好像就他一个人来的。”

身穿灰色衣服的男人喊道：“五美元！”

“六美元！”一个女人喊道。

“七美元！”灰衣男人继续喊道。

爷爷又小声对亨利说：“我猜你旁边的那人是个商人。他知道什么值钱。”

“十美元！”那个女人喊道。

商人对亨利说：“算了，让她拿去吧！这玩意儿价值不会超过十美元。他们总是喜欢从便宜货开始拍。我等的是那只小花瓶——它放在一张旧桌子上，坐在这里看不见。”

“是的，我看到过。”亨利说。

那个女人走到台前给了主持人十美元，拿走了那幅画。

接着，主持人又拿上来一箱旧衣服，他从最上面拿起一件男孩穿的T恤衫，说：“这个箱子里有五件T恤衫，一件男孩穿的外套，一件男式大衣，还有五条女式长裙。有人出价吗？”

“一美元！”戴着红帽子的小男孩喊道。

“两美元！”一个男人喊道。

“三美元！”小男孩接着喊道。

“四美元！”另一个男人大声喊道。

“五美元！”小男孩再次喊道。

这时已经不再有人言语。没有人愿意出更高的价钱。

“还有吗？还有人出价吗？成交！”主持人说，“恭喜戴红色帽子的男孩成功竞拍！”

男孩走上前搬走了箱子，给了主持人五美元。当他抱着这一箱旧衣服走出去的时候，大家都微笑起来。他似乎对自己的收获十分满意。

班尼小声对亨利说：“刚才我就注意到，那个戴红帽子的小男孩在往箱子里看。我想他可能很穷。”

“可是，至少他还有五美元嘛，小班班，”亨利说，“而且他已经得到了自己想要的东西。不管怎么样，他已经走了。”

班尼微微站起身，透过窗口望了望男孩的背影，但让他吃惊的是，那个小男孩竟然拔腿跑了起来，很快便消失在了视野里。

真奇怪，班尼暗想，他干吗这么着急呢？也许是想让妈妈看看自己的战利品吧。

终于，所有的便宜货都卖完了，昂贵的东西马上就要上场了。人们开始议论纷纷、交头接耳起来。激动的人群中一片嘈杂。

“请安静！”主持人说道。

一开始，灰衣男人花500美元买了一张旧桌子。付钱的时候，他乐呵呵地笑着，他知道自己会以更高的价钱把它再卖出去。不过当他走回座位时，却对亨利说：“其实我在等那只花瓶。”

主持人终于要把那只花瓶拿上来了，他对大家说：“下面将要拍卖的这只花瓶，是今天的拍卖品中最贵重的东西，它历史悠久，纯金造就——听听！还很押韵呢！历史悠久，纯金造就。”

人群里爆发出一阵笑声。

主持人继续介绍道：“这只花瓶的金身上镶有红宝石和绿宝石，都是出自埃及。我说的就是桌子上的这只小花瓶。”

他转身去拿花瓶，却发现花瓶已经不翼而飞了！

商人低声道：“被偷了！我敢打赌一定是被偷了！”

这人说得似乎没错，花瓶无论如何也没有找到。人们又开始窃窃私语起来。

“我就站在这里，”警察说道，“可没见到有人拿啊！”

“可的确是被人拿了。”主持人说。

“真扫兴，”爷爷说道，“走吧，一想到这屋子有贼，就觉得拍卖会没什么意思了。”

“是啊，你们可以走了，”警察对爷爷说道，“我相信花瓶不是你们拿走的。”

“的确，”爷爷说，“我知道警察会把这里的一切处理好的。”

奥登一家走出拍卖场，又看到两个警察正往里走。亨利心想：肯定有人打电话报警了。

班尼在台阶上与一名警察擦肩而过，他说：“但愿你们能找到那只花瓶。”

“噢，我们会的，”警察回答，“最近这里总是会发生奇怪的事情，这只是其中一件而已。”

另一个警察也说：“而且每次都发生在这条河的沿岸，这里向来太平，以前从来没有发生过这样的事。”

奥登一家沿街走着，一路寻找着“榆树小馆”，那里并不难找，因为他们很快就看到了那棵大榆树。

维莉说：“我不觉得饿呢，不过还是吃一点吧！”

杰西笑着说：“终于可以不用做饭、不用洗碗啦。不管饿不饿，咱们都得吃啊！”

“我可是饿坏了。”班尼说。

“我也一样，大副，”亨利说道，“反正我吃得下，丝毫不用勉强。”

班尼为大家拉开餐馆的门，让家人依次走进去。就在他也要跟进去时，刚好看到一辆黑色大轿车猛一转弯，与一辆卡车擦身而过。卡车司机大叫起来：“嘿！看路！”

黑色轿车飞驰而过的时候，班尼刚好看清了开车人的样貌。他心里想：这不就是我在餐馆里见到的那个人吗？就是我不喜欢的那个人！当时就是他在说：“你这话什么意思——被人发现？现在还没人发现呢。”

那人的左手搭在一扇敞开的车窗上，右手驾车。班尼看到那个男人手上戴着一个黑色方形的大戒指。车子拐过弯之后就不见了，班尼这才走进餐馆。

一家人在“榆树小馆”里待了很长时间。这家餐馆里人很多，服务员隔很久才能过来为他们服务一次。等餐的时候，班尼压低声音，告诉了大家刚才看到车里男人的经过。

听完，杰西说道：“那些人好像也没干什么坏事，只是车开得太快了而已。”

“哼，它差点就撞上我们了！”亨利说，“我一时半会儿可忘不了这件事。”

这时，饭菜都上了桌。大家饿坏了，就连维莉也美美地饱餐了一顿。

吃完饭，维莉提议道：“咱们回去吧，爷爷，我觉得很累。”

大家没有异议，每个人都想回到船屋上去。

走在路上，亨利说：“我在想，那些警察说的‘奇怪的事情’是什么意思。这些‘奇怪的事情’会不会都与那辆黑色轿车有关呢？在这种小镇上，那辆车的确显得很奇怪，而且它开得太快了。”

维莉说：“也许警察也见过那两个差点撞上我们的人。”

“我不喜欢他们，”班尼说，“在餐馆见到他们的时候就不喜欢。”

奥登一家沿着小路走下去，船屋安然无恙地停靠在码头。班尼解开绳子，亨利把门打开，大家走进了船舱。

这时，每个人都皱起了鼻子。

“有烟味！”班尼说道，“我闻到了烟味！沙箱在哪儿？咱们准备好沙箱，以防着火！”

“是香烟的味道而已，”亨利说，“没有着火。”

爷爷表现得十分冷静，“亨利，把后门也打开，用同一把钥匙就行。”

爷爷看了看那两扇门，又推了推窗户，都是锁着的。

杰西在厨舱里查看了一番，碗盘都没有被挪动过。维莉检查了床铺和窗帘。

亨利出去看了看引擎，似乎也没问题。

他们又检查了冰盒，甚至连水箱也查看了，没有发现任何蛛丝马迹。

“我觉得有些不妙，”爷爷说，“两扇门都是锁着的，而且钥匙孔里也没有被撬的痕迹。”

过了一会儿，大家得出一致结论：有人在船舱里待过，而且还抽了烟。

班尼分析道：“我们都知道，刚才这一段时间，是偷偷潜入船屋的最佳时机。拍卖会上所有的人都知道我们会在岸上吃午饭。记得吗，杰西？还记得你当时对着爷爷喊来着吗？”

杰西点点头：“当时还有个陌生人对我们说：‘我知道一个地方，你们可以去那儿吃午饭——榆树小馆。’唉，是了，一定是咱们自己告诉了这个镇上的所有人——我们一时半会儿不会回到船屋上。”

班尼走出船舱，来到船头的甲板上，坐在那里思考起来。他在想那个戴红帽子的小男孩——他当时飞快地逃离了拍卖会现场。这太奇怪了。

“不对，”班尼自言自语道，“那孩子太小了，怎么可能会抽烟呢？再说，他看起来是一个不错的孩子，在他查看衣服箱的时候，我就对他有好感了。”

一家人全都来到甲板上，坐了下来。

亨利说：“溜进来的家伙一定不怎么聪明！也不想想，我们肯定会闻到烟味啊，爷爷，您说，这个人是怎么进来的呢？”

爷爷回答道：“呃，我觉得这个人也有船屋的钥匙。”

那一夜，班尼本来睡得很安稳，可突然间，他感觉似乎少了什么东西。很快，他明白了：钟表的滴答声消失了！黑暗中，他朝墙上挂着钟表的位置看了看——钟表果然不见了！

班尼心想：现在我确信，肯定有人来过。只听说有人偷走钟表、收音机，是为了转手把它们卖掉。让我想不通的是，有谁会费尽心思跑到船上来，只为了偷一座又小又破的挂钟？

班尼不想因为这件事而吵醒大家，于是翻了个身，睡着了。


第五章 四月中心

Chapter 5 April Center

新的一天来到了，班尼又为船屋换上了新的名字——望望·奥登号。整个上午，一家人都在打扫着船屋。午饭后，四个孩子坐在了船头的甲板上。突然，他们看到河岸上立着一块很大的标牌。班尼大声读了出来——

四 月 中 心

“这是什么意思啊？”他问道，“这里还有码头什么的呢。”

坐在船舱里的奥登先生听到班尼的喊声，立刻走了出来，看了看标牌。

“不可能！绝对不可能啊！”他说道。

“什么不可能？”亨利和班尼齐声问道。

“四月中心啊，”奥登先生答着，眼睛依然盯着那个标牌。“这个中心是我一个老朋友开的，他叫乔治·四月。”

“这个名字真滑稽，”班尼说，“四月先生。”

“确实有点，”爷爷说，“我和乔治·四月认识很多年了。他现在住在伦敦。”

“这个‘四月中心’是干吗的？”亨利问道。

爷爷好像才从梦中苏醒过来一样：“哦，亨利，是这样的，开‘四月中心’是四月先生的主意，他对古董和新生事物同样有兴趣——他特别喜欢小孩子。”

“我们可不是小孩子。”班尼说。

“嗯，不错，”爷爷赞同道，“不过乔治·四月会把你们当小孩子的。别着急，你们马上能看到‘四月中心’里的收藏品。”

“都是些什么收藏品？”班尼追问道。

“说来话长，”奥登先生说，“几年前，乔治·四月买了块地，建造了‘四月中心’，地方虽然不大，但很有名，游客们都是全国各地慕名而来。我压根没想到它居然离得这么近。车是不允许开进去的，你得把车停在大门口。买了门票之后，可以选择步行，在里面逛逛，也可以租一匹马，雇一个车夫，按小时计费。车夫都在大门口等着。”

班尼想要张嘴说什么，但是又把话咽了回去。爷爷注意到了。

“好吧，小班尼，不要急，”他说，“我已经用最快的速度在讲了。在这个‘四月中心’里，有一个绿色村庄——那是个公园，里面有青草绿树，乔治曾寄给我一张印着公园风景的明信片。这一片绿色的四周，环绕着一条马路，道路两侧有各式各样的建筑物，每栋都有所不同。我记得有一个乡村馆、一个玩偶馆，还有一个动物馆。在动物馆里，你可以看到很多动物，都可以骑上去，还有印着恐龙足迹的石头呢。”

“我想去看玩偶馆，”维莉说，“肯定很有趣。”

“那是自然，”奥登先生说，“虽然没有亲自去过，但我真的很想去看看。”

“我也是，”亨利说，“我先把船停在码头。”

很快，奥登一家就上了岸，亨利抛了锚，船上所有的门窗都锁好了，班尼把船系好后说：“一定不能忘了把船屋锁好，我们可不希望回来的时候发现又有陌生人光顾过。”

一家人沿着小路出发，没走多远，就看到了“四月中心”的大门。

这一天，来“四月中心”参观的人很多。奥登一家人买好了门票，他们看到很多家长带着孩子在里面走动。在大门的另一侧，可以看到那个绿色村庄。

大门里，一匹马正拉着一辆奇怪的车，站在一棵树下。车夫是一个又瘦又小的穿红色上衣的人。奥登一家只瞥了一眼车夫，但却打量了好几次那匹马。

“马好瘦啊！”班尼说，“我都能看到它的肋骨。”

奥登先生说：“这马养得不太好，真搞不懂，乔治怎么可能在自己的地盘上养这么羸弱的马？我肯定他自己都不知道这事儿。”

车夫看到了奥登一家，便从破旧的马车上爬下来，摘掉了帽子。“要参观中心吗，先生？”他一边问，一边鞠了一躬，“我叫萨姆，我和多利就在这儿转悠，只要你们愿意，我们会在每个馆停下来等你们。”

班尼看着萨姆说：“你的马车坐不下我们五个人，我们太沉了，那匹马拉不动我们。”

“噢，它拉得动，”萨姆说道，“多利，你都适应了，对吧，姑娘？”萨姆轻轻地拍着多利，“瞧，它一点儿也不介意。我这辆车可以坐六个人呢。”

的确，车里有三排座位，每排座位可以容下两个人。班尼二话不说就爬了上去，坐在了车夫旁边的前排座上。爷爷和维莉坐在他身后，杰西和亨利则坐在最后一排。接着，多利沿着街道出发了。

“出发喽，宝贝，”萨姆说，“走嘞，姑娘。你喜欢热天气，你知道的。”

班尼抬眼看了看萨姆：“您不是本地人，对吗？”

“没错。我当过很多年的骑师，别看我个头小，以前可是一直在蓝草村当驯马师呐！我来这里已经五年多了。注意了，小姐们，”萨姆朝后看了一眼，介绍道，“那边就是乡村馆，里面有一些老式建筑。下一站是玩偶馆。”

“咱们先去玩偶馆吧，”杰西说道，“我们不可能在一天里把所有的馆都看完的。”

“是的，”萨姆说，“至少得要两天。很多人要在这里待上一个星期呢！”

班尼冷不丁问道：“萨姆，告诉我，多利为什么这么瘦呢？”

萨姆摇了摇白发苍苍的脑袋，“我知道，它太瘦了。这让我很没面子。可能它就是这个品种吧，我已经尽我所能地喂养它了。”

奥登先生说：“萨姆，四月先生给你的薪水不高吗？他可是我的好朋友。”

萨姆坐直了身子，“噢，不是的，先生！四月先生给我的薪水我很满意。他是个好人，千万别说任何有关四月先生的坏话！他住在伦敦，不常来这里。”

“是的，没错，”爷爷说，“可他也不愿意看到自己的地盘上有这么瘦弱的马。”

萨姆没再言语，只是喊着：“加把劲儿，小姑娘！在玩偶馆那儿咱们停下。”

多利开始一路小跑，在玩偶馆前停了下来。

“我们就在这里等着，”萨姆说，“你们慢慢逛，想待多久都行。”

奥登一家沿着门前的便道走了过去。爷爷说：“事情有点不对劲。我在想，到底是哪里不对劲。”

维莉说：“萨姆很爱他的马，这点能看出来。您有没有注意到？多利的毛被刷得跟绸缎一样闪亮。”

“是的，”奥登先生说，“奇怪就奇怪在这里。萨姆把多利照顾得很好，却不喂饱它。”

亨利轻轻笑了一声，说道：“爷爷，您知道，很多人根本不会去注意一匹瘦马，即便注意到了，也不会关心它为什么那么瘦。”

“是的，亨利，我明白，但是咱们是一个喜爱动物的家庭，我们没办法不去注意。”

说话间，一家人已经来到了玩偶馆的门前。“看吧，玩偶都在这儿了。”爷爷说道。

“这个地方真棒！”一踏进玩偶馆，维莉便激动地欢呼。就连亨利和班尼也兴奋不已。一个穿着古典服装的年轻女孩走过来迎接他们。

“让我来带你们参观玩偶之家吧，”她说，“看到那个坐在安乐椅上的玩偶了吗？他只有六英寸高。他正在读的报纸只有我们用的邮票那么大，不过它的印刷工艺却和我们现实中的报纸一模一样。现在，来看看他的那副跳棋吧。”

女孩从玩偶桌子上拿起一个黑色的小盒子——这个盒子小得几乎不盈一握。她打开盒子，盒子与盒盖立刻构成一副袖珍的西洋跳棋盘，上面摆着24个红、黑两色的棋子。”

“这副跳棋甚至比邮票还要小呢。”女孩介绍道。

维莉说：“难以想象，怎么能把棋子做得这么小巧精致。”

“这个玩偶之家有一百年的历史了。”女孩继续说。

“快看那套漂亮的玩偶茶具！”杰西指着玩偶之家中的另一个袖珍房间喊道。

“嗯，有人认为这是世界上最小的一套茶具，”女孩解说着，“茶壶的把儿是纯金的，壶身上面的玫瑰花是手绘上去的。”

“我们最好别碰它。”维莉小心地说。

班尼环视着整个房间，突然间他喊道：“看看那边！”他指了指一个站满人群的角落，奥登一家朝那个方向走去。

只见在一张大木桌上，摆放着一个宾夕法尼亚州农场的模型，它的每一处都是用手工雕刻和绘制成的。

一个木制小人正坐在一把用来挤奶的椅子上，旁边是一头奶牛。谷仓前的空地上围着一群鸡妈妈和小鸡，一个女人正站在它们中间，提着一小篮玉米。一辆黑色顶棚的马车前拴着两匹马。一个小男孩站在井边，一只手放在泵柄上。

女孩对班尼说：“转一下那个开关看看。”班尼转了一下。

一瞬间，只听咔嚓一声，农场复活了。只见木质小人挤起了牛奶，女人将玉米撒在了地上，母鸡和小鸡们四处啄食；井边的男孩也开始从井里抽水，还真有一股水从井口流进了水桶里；那两匹马也开始沿着马路一路小跑起来。

顿时，农场里响起了一阵热闹的噼啪声。围观的人们都笑了起来。站在奥登一家旁边的女子赞不绝口：“这是我这辈子见过的最精巧的东西。”

看完农场，杰西提议道：“爷爷，我们没有足够的时间参观完所有的馆，也许我们应该去一个班尼喜欢的馆看看。”

“没错，亲爱的。班尼，你想去哪个馆？”爷爷问道。

“动物馆。”班尼回答。

于是，奥登一家走出玩偶馆，沿路还看到了更多的玩偶。萨姆和多利仍然在外面等着，不过他们俩都睡着了。

就在这时，另一匹马儿载着一车人小跑着经过，无论是那匹马还是那辆车，都跟萨姆的十分相像。

“这匹马和多利一样瘦弱，”亨利一脸惊讶，“而且那个男人和萨姆也很像，不是吗？”

“没准他是萨姆的兄弟呢？”班尼说，“那匹马说不定也是多利的姐妹呢！”

爷爷哈哈笑了起来，但他还不知道班尼说得确实没错。

一家人不想叫醒萨姆和多利，于是沿街步行起来。很快，他们就来到一座明亮的红砖建筑前。大门上赫然写着几个大字：

动 物 馆

他们走了进去。

在这里，他们看到了漂亮的狼、鹿和狐狸标本，还有浣熊。班尼径直走向场地中间的那只小恐龙，它和班尼差不多高，不过上边的标牌上却标注着：

模型。恐龙原型高15英尺，长40英尺

“想想看！”杰西看着这个模型说道，“这些大家伙从前就在这里走来走去呢！”

班尼说：“如果它们中间有谁踩到我，估计它们也感觉不到。”

“是啊，小班班，”亨利说，“就像我们有时候踩到一只小虫子，也发现不了一样。”

房间的一边，摆着一些巨大的石头，石头上有恐龙踩过的大脚印。有的脚印看上去很小，像是鸟的爪子，有的看上去却很大，比大象的脚还大。这里陈列着一些恐龙的腿骨，它们都比班尼高出很多。

参观了一会儿，杰西说：“我得考虑做晚饭的事情啦！我想咱们该回去了，亨利。我们可以明天再来，晚上就住在船屋里，停在码头上就行。”

班尼说：“明天一定要来。我们必须继续了解一下萨姆的事情。”

奥登一家从动物馆里走出来时，萨姆和多利还在睡觉。这时，第二辆马车载着一些客人从他们身旁经过。亨利无意间瞟了一眼爷爷，发现爷爷正盯着那辆经过的马车——他看看那匹马，又看了看多利。

“亨利，”爷爷说，“这两匹马好像是天生的一对啊！我肯定它们都来自蓝草村。如果没猜错的话，它们以前都是非常漂亮的马匹，而且价值不菲。”
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班尼看着熟睡中的萨姆，又看了看那辆马车上的车夫。他吃惊地说：“这两个车夫也很难区分啊！唯一的区别就是一个醒着，一个睡着。”

杰西说：“你说得对，小班班。他们看上去像双胞胎。”

班尼说：“人是天生一对，马是地上一双。”

“嘘，班尼。他们会听到的。”杰西说。

果不其然，“四月中心”里的确有人听到了他们的议论。一位工作人员说：“没错，那两匹马是一胎所生。我还记得她们刚来的时候，昂首挺胸的，那两个老骑师也一样。”

“可现在这两匹马怎么成这个样子了？”班尼问道。

男人耸耸肩说：“这个就别问我了。”说完，他就走开了。

“那两个人也是双胞胎吗？”班尼在身后叫道。

“没错，”那人回答说，“一个叫萨姆，另一个叫杰夫。两匹马一匹叫多利，一匹叫莫莉。”

奥登一家没有叫醒萨姆，直接回到了码头。船屋静静地停靠在码头上，大家在静谧的船屋里享用晚餐，突然觉得有点不适应了。

“好吧，我们现在对萨姆总算有点了解啦！”班尼说，“知道他的兄弟叫杰夫。好在我们还要在‘四月中心’待一天，明天我想去乡村馆。除此之外，我还有一个计划。”

维莉微笑着说：“看来，你是不打算告诉我们咯？”

“没错，”班尼说，“现在还不行。”


第六章 问题来了

Chapter 6 Something Wrong

第二天清晨，奥登一家人仅仅留出了吃早饭和为船屋改名字的时间。

班尼爬上梯子，把那些字母换了下来，他一边换一边说：“我真不想把‘望望·奥登号’换下来。但是望望，你已经拥有一天了。今天，轮到麦格雷戈太太了。”

班尼从梯子上爬下来的时候，亨利说：“但愿我们能搞清楚那些马为什么那么瘦。就我们所知，四月先生给萨姆的薪水并不低呢！”

杰西补充道：“而且萨姆说，他尽可能地让多利吃饱。”

“还有，看得出萨姆非常疼爱自己的马，”维莉说，“这样就更说不通了。”

班尼想了一会儿，然后笑着说：“唯一的办法就是去问萨姆。”

“噢，不，”杰西摇头说，“我决不会去问他。”

“我去，”班尼说，“我打赌他一定会告诉我。”

亨利也笑了起来：“我也打赌他一定会跟你说，小班班。试试看！即使他不告诉你，对咱们也没有什么损失。”

维莉说：“萨姆很喜欢班尼。我想他会像大河先生一样，说班尼是个活宝。”

于是，大家锁好门窗，朝“四月中心”走去。从他们踏进大门的那一刻起，班尼就开始四处寻找萨姆，但并没看到他的踪影。

“小班班，你会喜欢乡村馆的，”亨利边走边说，“那里什么都有——棉布、蔗糖、奶酪还有饼干桶。”

一家人走进乡村馆，首先看到的就是饼干桶。管理员抬头看了看班尼说：“吃块饼干吧，别客气！”

饼干桶盖上有一个洞，班尼把手伸进洞里，拿出了一块饼干。轮到亨利了，他对管理员说：“这个洞太小了，我的手放不进去。”

“洞口之所以开得这么小，”管理员解释说，“是防止客人一次拿两块饼干出来，过去有人试过，但都没成功。”

三位老人正围坐在一个旧炉子前，抽着烟斗。爷爷环视着整个房间，说：“这和我小时候去过的乡村商店太像了。看到那个老式的棒棒糖了吗？”

“是红白条纹的，”班尼说，“我敢说，一定是薄荷口味的。”

管理员说：“试试那台咖啡机吧，朋友们，就在那边。”

大家朝那台咖啡机看去。杰西说：“你们不会连咖啡也卖吧？”

“当然卖。”管理员回答，“你们在这儿可以买咖啡、糖果、奶酪，还有喂马的燕麦。除了这些，其他物品都不出售。”

杰西说：“那就给我们来一磅咖啡吧！”

管理员将一磅褐色的咖啡豆倒进咖啡机里，接着对班尼说：“小伙子，可以磨咖啡豆啦！”

班尼握住把手，开始一圈一圈地摇了起来，这工作的确不简单。磨好的咖啡会流进袋子里，可以随时取用。

“你说这里也卖奶酪？”奥登先生问道。

“没错！”管理员亮出一块巨大的奶酪，大得像是汽车轮胎，“你想要多少，我就给你切多少。”

“我还从来没见过这么大块的奶酪呢，”杰西说，“那就要一磅好了。”

“有没有喂马的燕麦呢？”亨利问道。

“有，当然有。”管理员说，“可你买它做什么呢？”

“我在想萨姆的那匹马——多利。”亨利说。

管理员脸上的笑容瞬间消失了，他摇摇头说：“这件事说来有些奇怪。萨姆以前会给多利买很多燕麦，他的兄弟杰夫也一样。但是现在，他们不会买那么多了，甚至不到以前的一半，而这种情况已经持续将近一年了，我真纳闷啊！”

班尼说：“唉，咱们给萨姆买些燕麦吧，就说这是给多利的生日礼物。”

亨利点点头。管理员从角落里拿出来一大袋燕麦，递给亨利。

奥登一家走到街上。这时，他们终于看到了萨姆和多利，萨姆的车上没有顾客，他朝奥登一家微笑起来。

班尼对家人说：“你们先去吧。我和萨姆聊一会儿，他现在不太忙。我很快就去找你们。”

接着，班尼爬上萨姆的车，坐在他的身边。

“多利今天怎么样？”他问道。

“不错，”萨姆说，“你看它的耳朵，它知道我们在说它呢！”的确，多利的耳朵朝后支棱着。

“我一直在想，萨姆，”班尼说，“你好像遇到了什么麻烦。”

老骑师转过脸，看着班尼：“你是个善良的孩子，一般人都不太会关注一个老车夫。”

“可我关心啊！”班尼说。

“我知道。”萨姆说。

“噢，萨姆，你真的遇到麻烦了吗？”

“不，不完全是。”萨姆说。

“什么叫‘不完全是’？”班尼说。

“唉——我自己倒是没啥，但是听说我的兄弟杰夫遇到麻烦了，我觉得心里很不好受。是的，孩子，我非常担心杰夫。”

挨坐在一起的一大一小两个人，一时间没了话。

半晌，班尼才开口道：“萨姆，我爷爷是一个很聪明的人，也许他可以帮助杰夫摆脱困境。”

“不可能，孩子，没有人能帮助我们的。”萨姆回答。

班尼把手放在萨姆的手臂上，说：“萨姆，你听我说，现在就说这种话真的好傻，你还不知道我的家人有多大的能耐呐！而且要是不知道你的麻烦是什么，我们怎么帮你呢？你难道不相信我吗？”

萨姆长吁了一口气，说：“我愿意相信你，孩子，我当然愿意！”

“那好，告诉我杰夫的事情，他是不是做了什么错事？”

萨姆转过脸来看着班尼，“我知道杰夫是不会做坏事的。我不相信！我从来也没相信过！”

“那是谁说杰夫有大麻烦了？”班尼问道。

“唉，有个人说他干了坏事，”萨姆说道，“但是我不能告诉你那人是谁，不然我也会有麻烦的。”

“可你已经有麻烦了啊！”班尼说。

萨姆沉吟着看了班尼好一会儿，他知道自己应该相信班尼。于是便深深吸了一口气，开口了：“还是告诉你吧，孩子。每个月都会有一个男人来找我，他会拿走我一半的工资。如果我不给，他说他就会把杰夫的事情告诉警察。”

“明白了，”班尼点点头，“所以，你就没钱把多利给喂饱了。”

“是的，这就是原因。我已经尽力喂它了，但是我也得吃饭。”

班尼再次点了点头，然后说：“萨姆，如果我保证，没多久你就会甩掉麻烦，你会相信吗？”

“我不知道，”萨姆说，“不过，对我来说，那一定是个大喜的日子。”

班尼从车上爬了下来，说道：“好了，别再担心了，萨姆。用不着等太久的！”

班尼离开时回头望了望，看见三个游客上了萨姆的车，便躲到一个无人看见的偏僻角落，一直等到萨姆掉转车头小跑起来，班尼才慢慢地走上大街，寻找起杰夫来。

他看到杰夫正在一栋老式建筑外面等候客人。

班尼抬头看着杰夫，请求道：“我能上来和您坐一会儿吗？”

“当然。”杰夫说着，显得有些惊讶。

班尼坐在了前排的座位上，开口道：“您不认识我，杰夫，但是萨姆认识我。”

“啊，我知道你，”杰夫说，“萨姆跟我说过你们一家人。他说有一位老先生人非常好。”

“您是说我爷爷？”班尼说，“他可不老。”

“哦，我说的不是他年纪大，”杰夫说，“我是说，他很老成。”

“不知道您愿不愿意跟我聊聊，杰夫？”班尼问道。

“哦，没问题，我愿意和你聊天。只要是跟你们家人聊，我都乐意。”

“好，”班尼说，“那么您跟我说说，您是不是遇到什么麻烦了？”

杰夫转脸望着班尼，那表情和他的兄弟一模一样。“麻烦倒是没有。”他说，“不过别告诉萨姆。”

“怎么了？”班尼问，“我不会告诉他的。”

“我只是很担心萨姆，”杰夫说，“听说他遇到了大麻烦，我成天提心吊胆的。”

班尼问道：“您觉得萨姆做了什么坏事吗？”

“不！”杰夫说，“萨姆不会的，他是我的同胞兄弟。”

“但是有人告诉您，他遇到麻烦了，对吗？”班尼问道。

“没错！可我才不信呐，孩子，别告诉萨姆。”

“我不会的，”班尼说，“不过杰夫，我觉得这件事有蹊跷。”

“这话怎么说？”杰夫问道。

“因为……因为莫莉太瘦了！”班尼说。

“拜托！”杰夫说，“谁会注意一匹老瘦马！”

“可您很关心它，不是吗？”班尼问。

“噢，当然，我每天都给它刷毛。看看，是不是很亮？”

“但是您却没有把它喂好。”班尼平静地说。

“是啊，”杰夫悲伤地说，“不过我已经尽力了。”

“我知道，”班尼说着，从马车上爬了下来，他已经知道了他想要了解的东西。这时，他突然想到一件事，于是问道，“对了，杰夫，您在‘四月中心’有没有见过两个男人，他们开着一辆很大的黑色轿车？我觉得那辆车挺特别的，我很感兴趣。”

杰夫迅速地扫了班尼一眼，又赶紧把目光移开。他似乎想要点头，但说出来的却是：“开黑色轿车的两个男人？我见过很多开黑色轿车的男人，我觉得他们都长得差不多。”

看到杰夫如此焦虑，班尼只好说：“杰夫，别再担心了。四五天之后，一切都会好起来的。”
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“什么意思，孩子？”杰夫说。

“暂时不能告诉您，因为我也不知道结果会怎样，但很快您就会明白的。”

“别告诉萨姆！”杰夫提醒道。

“嗯，我不会的。”班尼答应一声，跑去找家人了。他感觉自己轻快得像一片羽毛。要是能让萨姆和杰夫再次高兴起来，让多利和莫莉天天都能吃饱肚子，那该多让人开心啊！他相信，亨利和杰西一定也会想出一些好主意来帮助这对孪生兄弟的。

正在大家打算离开老房子的时候，杰西看见班尼走了过来。

“咱们赶紧回去吧，”她说，“萨姆和多利的事，咱们到船上去说，那里不会有人偷听。”

“那我们先把这一大袋燕麦送给萨姆吧。”亨利提议。

正在这时，杰夫驾着一辆空车经过，刚好听到这话，于是便停了车：“这是给萨姆的吧？”

“没错。”亨利说，“给莫莉也带一些回去吧。”亨利把那一袋燕麦抬上了杰夫的马车，放在前排的座位里。“谢谢，”亨利说，“这样就不用我们跑一趟了。”

“该谢谢你们才是。”杰夫说着，驾车离开了。

“麦格雷戈号”船屋还和他们离开的时候一样。亨利把船撑起来，将它划到河中央，奥登一家人坐在甲板上，聊了起来。班尼把今天的经历从头至尾给大家讲了一遍。

亨利赞道：“干得好，小班班，现在总算知道是什么困扰着杰夫和萨姆这两兄弟了。让我们想想看，还有什么不对劲的地方：首先，拍卖会场上的花瓶不翼而飞。紧接着，扬格太太和她的姐姐忧心忡忡。”

杰西提醒道：“别忘了那家餐馆里的女招待。”

“对，那个服务员，”亨利赞同道，“还有就是船屋里的烟味。哦，对了，小班班，我们在老房子里遇见一个警察，我告诉他咱们的挂钟丢了，他说他会通知大河先生。”

“太棒了！”班尼说。

“可是我们还不知道，拍卖会上那个戴红帽子的小孩为什么跑得那么快。”维莉说。

“而且，你们还记得吗？那两个警察说，这条河的沿岸最近总是发生奇怪的事情。”爷爷补充道。

班尼提醒大家：“还有那辆黑色的轿车！”

“对！黑色轿车和车里那两个男人。”杰西说，“亨利，你说，会不会那辆黑色轿车和这些人都有关系呢？”

亨利回答说：“是的，我也正是这么想的。”

班尼又补充了一句：“别忘了，我们只有四五天的时间了！”


第七章 诡异的照片

Chapter 7 Mystery in a Picture

第二天吃早饭的时候，班尼提议道：“今天我们把船屋的名字改成‘萨姆·多利号’吧。如果萨姆看到了，一定会笑得合不拢嘴。”

奥登一家现在经常在甲板上吃饭——比起厨舱来，他们更喜欢这里。

班尼看着落在桅杆上的一排排海鸥，“在甲板上吃饭唯一的麻烦，就是你们这些小家伙。我们每吃一口，你们都虎视眈眈。”

杰西说：“我在想，海鸥们在这儿觅完食后，又会飞去哪里呢？”

奥登先生回答：“它们会沿着河向下游飞，一直飞到50英里外的大海。”

吃过早饭，海鸥飞走了。班尼爬上梯子，把船屋的名字换成了“萨姆·多利号”。

维莉手拿一杯橙汁，一边后退，一边告诉班尼字母又往哪边斜了。突然，她的脚不小心绊到了沙箱。哗啦一声，橙汁洒了一地，溅到干净的白沙上。

“哎哟，看我洒在哪里了！”维莉喊道，“这些沙子可是用来灭火的。等等，有办法了。”说完，她拿过一套杯勺，小心翼翼地把湿沙子分离出来。

“还好，弄湿的沙子应该还不到一小勺。”她说。

“没关系的，”杰西说，“只要保证沙箱里的沙子超过那条刻度线就行——反正我们做到了。”

船屋顺着美丽的小河慢慢地漂着，一家人坐在船头的甲板上。

班尼在船屋顶上巡视着河面：“前面那个是什么？”

亨利说：“看上去像座小岛。”

那的确是座岛，不过超级迷你。船行到此处，河面变宽了，等靠近后，大家才看清，小岛是由礁石构成，岛上星星点点的沙堆上，点缀着稀少的灌木。船靠得更近了一些，一大群海鸥被惊得腾空而起，一边高声叫着，一边向远处飞去。

班尼从梯子上爬下来。“海鸥原来就住这里啊！”他说，“这里肯定有一百万只海鸥。”

亨利笑了起来：“行了吧，小班班，哪有一百万只？不过对这么小的岛来说，算很多了。”

看到水里有些标杆，亨利又说：“很明显，这个位置以前是个码头。咱们再划近点，管不了海鸥了，反正它们已经被我们吓跑了。”

海鸥们确实被吓飞了。不过当船停下来的时候，它们又接二连三地飞了回来，呼啦啦地落在船屋以及周围，有的落在撑杆上，有的落在石头上，四处密布。

“咱们把这里叫‘海鸥岛’吧。”班尼说。

亨利指着落在标杆上的一只巨大的海鸥说：“要是能把这个拍下来，该是多么完美的一张照片啊！”他赶忙冲进船舱，去拿他的照相机。

“保险起见，拍两张吧！”杰西建议道，“不然万一其中一张拍不好呢？哦，快看那只鸭子！”顺着她指的方向，只见一只鸟飞了回来，落在石头后边，“我们去岛上，看看它躲到哪里去了。”

大家下了船，蹚着水上了岸。海鸥瞬间又飞了起来，大声地尖叫着。孩子们和爷爷一起爬上礁石，在顶处环顾，只见一只鸭子正在水里游来游去，身后跟着七只鸭宝宝，它们时而把嘴巴伸进水里，啄食小虫子，时而又头朝下地在水中倒立。
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维莉说：“真是太可爱了，是不是，亨利？看看能不能拍一张小鸭子倒立的照片——估计你只能拍到它们的尾巴吧？”

亨利一边按快门，一边说：“有两只鸭宝宝正在水里翻跟头玩呢，鸭妈妈也是。”

而此时，班尼的目光却从小岛转移到河岸上——原来是一只直立的漂亮白鸟吸引了他的注意。

“瞧，亨利！”班尼小声说，“快拍下来，这是一只白鹭呢！”

班尼蹚过水回到船上，他想找爷爷要望远镜来观察这只白鹭：它美极了，单腿站在水里，蕾丝一样的白色冠毛随风微微飘起。

“确实是白鹭，”爷爷说，“它们偶尔也会飞到如此遥远的北方来。亨利，快拍下来吧！”

这只鸟很安静，亨利不紧不慢，一张一张地按下快门。

班尼再一次用望远镜看了看白鹭，就在这时，他低声说：“亨利，那只白鹭的身后有什么东西，是白色的。快看啊！”

亨利通过相机的镜头望了过去，接着又转向那只鸟，做出要继续给它拍照的样子。

班尼小声说：“我看那应该是一个穿着白衬衫的男人。”

“没错，小班班，”亨利说，“可他为什么要躲在树后呢？他以为树能遮住自己，可我连他露在外面的两条胳膊都看到了。”

咔嚓，他按下了快门，“我拍到了一对肩膀和两只手臂。那人会不会是来监视我们的？他为什么要这么做？”

“我不知道，”班尼说，“不过看起来，他的确是在监视咱们。”这时，那个男人的胳膊动了一下。

“盯着他，”班尼激动地说，“趁他离开前，再多拍一张。”

一分钟过去了。突然，那个男人移动了——他既没有走，也没有跑，而是弯下腰，在灌木丛里爬行。亨利抓住机会又拍了几张照片，直到那个人消失在视线里。

“但愿这些照片能拍得清楚些。”班尼说。

爷爷说：“可惜的是，亨利没有带长焦镜头。”

“我带啦，”亨利说，“这些照片尺寸和质量都没问题，接下来要做的就是把它们冲洗出来。”

“对，”班尼说，“咱们尽快回到镇上吧。”

四个孩子陆续上了船，亨利将船撑离了小岛。很快，他们就沿着小河向下游漂去。

班尼和亨利望着河岸，寻找着停船的位置，与此同时，班尼还在搜寻别的——他的直觉告诉他，也许还会碰到那个穿白衬衫的男人，但是这次他并没有如愿。他突然想起来，他曾看到树林里停着一辆小轿车，虽不确定，不过那树林离海鸥岛并不太远。

终于，“萨姆·多利号”靠岸了。尽管大家都很兴奋，不过依然没有忘记锁好门窗。

他们来到了镇上的一家药店，班尼问店员：“我们有一些很重要的照片，如果要冲洗的话，需要多长时间呢？”

店员哈哈笑了起来：“看来，你一定是拍到了美国总统的照片吧。我通常都只冲洗自己的照片，不过现在不怎么忙，就当帮你们一回好啦——假如你们现在给我胶卷的话。”

“噢，太谢谢你啦！”五个人异口同声，“我们等着。”

这时，店员才意识到这些照片真的很重要，于是说道：“你们在柜台这儿坐一会儿，我尽快。”

不到半个小时，店员就把洗好的照片递给了亨利。一家人都围了过来。维莉说：“这些照片真清楚，亨利，你的镜头真不错！”

班尼只说了一个字：“看！”

他指着灌木丛中那个白色的肩膀，只见后面还有一张模糊的脸！

“是两个人。”班尼说。

亨利仔细地看了看照片。“真的还有另外一个人。”他赞同道。

维莉说：“你们觉不觉得，这两个人在监视我们的船屋？他们肯定有什么不可告人的秘密，所以一直躲在暗处。到底是因为什么呢？”

“我和班尼也是这么认为的，”亨利说，“如果他们没干坏事，干吗要躲起来？”

“你们说，咱们应该把这些照片交给警察吗？”班尼问道。

“是的，”爷爷说，“但是现在咱们得先回船屋。”

“没错，”亨利说，“我有种预感，有人想趁我们不在的时候潜入船屋——这事已经发生过一次了，很有可能发生第二次。”

亨利和班尼迅速撑船离开码头，船屋再次来到了河中心。

亨利把照片放进自己的行李箱。

“那边来了一艘船！”杰西喊道。

“我看到了，”爷爷说，“那是海上警卫队。也许是他们听说有船屋总是换名字，所以要找到咱们进行检查——这就是海上警卫队的职责，他们必须了解每艘船的动向。如果有船主违反规定，巡警就有权上船搜查，甚至可以逮捕船主。”

巡逻船上有两个人，他们驾着船小心地绕过“萨姆·多利号”，开了过来。

他们朝着亨利喊道：“把锚抛下来吧！”亨利连忙把锚扔进水里。

“上来吧，”爷爷冲他们呼喊，“我是詹姆斯·奥登。”

“嗯，我知道。”年纪稍长的巡警微笑着说，他的渔线上挂着好几条大鱼。接着，他跨上了船屋，留下同伴待在巡逻船上。

“这是刚从水里钓上来的，你们想要吗？”

杰西笑着说了声“谢谢”，把鱼接了过来。

来者继续说道：“这船屋换了那么多的名字，所以我很想见见船员们。”

“来认识一下吧，这些都是我的孙子，”奥登先生说，“这是亨利船长和他的大副——班尼，这是厨师杰西，还有小清洁女工维莉。”

“我是威廉中校，”男人说，“但愿这位小清洁女工要比看上去强壮一些。”

“是的，维莉是个很坚强的女孩呐！”班尼说，“想看看我们的创意洗衣盆吗？从船舱里走，到后甲板上来，我会让您看到的。”

中校跟着班尼走了过去，他注意到所有的一切都干净整洁——他甚至留意到了消防桶和沙箱。他还没来得及寻找洗衣盆在哪里，维莉就已经跳进河里的绳椅中。

“哇噢，我从来没见过这种东西！”威廉中校兴奋地赞叹道，“是你做的吗？”

“是亨利做的，”维莉说，“我只负责洗衣服，杰西负责晾晒。”说完，她从椅子里游了出来，爬上了甲板。

“你们船上的一切都井然有序，”中校说道，“而且卫生也打扫得很干净。你们喜欢这种生活吗？”

“当然，我们玩得很开心呢！”班尼回答，“每天都有新鲜事儿。”

“是吗？”中校说，“比如说……”

奥登一家顿时变得严肃了，爷爷开口说道：“中校，您能过来，真是让我们太欣慰了。”

“我们觉得很多事情都不对劲。”亨利说。

“是船屋不对劲？”

“船屋没有什么，是河岸上的问题。”亨利说。

班尼说：“我们发现了些奇怪的事情。”

“嗯，不得不说，警方也这么认为。”威廉说，“所以他们要求河岸巡逻队来援助——我们经常一起合作。他们也觉得事情不对劲，但他们需要证据。”

“我们也许有证据，”亨利说，“我给您看几张照片吧，这是我在海鸥岛拍的。”他把那几张白鹭的照片递给了中校。

“很好。”威廉中校说着，拿出一个小放大镜，仔细地查看起来。

“我看到的这些，你也注意到了吗，亨利船长？”他问道。

“是的，我看到一个躲藏着的男人，他身后不远处，有一张模糊的脸，不知道您指的是不是这个？”

“不，我说的是那个男人左手上的黑色戒指。”他把放大镜和那张最清晰的照片递给了亨利。

亨利拿起放大镜仔细地看着。“是啊，我们竟然没发现！”他惊呼起来，“我从来没注意到那个戒指。杰西，你注意到了吗？”

“没有啊，”杰西回答，“让我看看。”

“我也没注意到。”班尼说。

班尼看了看照片。“哦！”他激动地喊了出来，“我以前见过这枚黑色的戒指，亨利！还记得咱们在榆树小馆时，我跟你说那个开快车的男人是用右手开车的吗？这枚戒指就戴在那个男人的左手上——他搭着车窗的时候，我看到了！”

“没错，”亨利说，“我想起来啦！”

中校说：“很好！咱们又掌握了一条信息。”他把椅背向后靠了靠，“关于河岸两边的怪事，你们还知道些什么？”他一边说，一边望着班尼。

“我们知道，河岸边至少有六个居民过着惴惴不安、心惊胆战的生活，他们又不敢跟别人说。还有，在彭福的拍卖会上，那个花瓶被人偷走了。”

杰西说：“还有，我们那天从拍卖会场回到船屋，闻到房间里有烟味，而且我们的挂钟也被偷了。我们觉得有人持有我们船屋的钥匙。”

威廉中校点点头，说道：“也许我可以来分析一下。在你们之前，那户给船屋起了‘蓝鹭’这个名字的租客，对钥匙的保管非常大意。记得有一天，他们出门购物时，把钥匙插在锁孔里忘了拔下来。我那天碰巧需要配一把钥匙，就去了锁匠那里，很惊讶地发现一个男人悄悄地从后门溜了出去。我问锁匠那人是谁，但他支支吾吾的，我顿时起了疑心，锁匠最后还是说了，那个男人配的是大河先生船屋的钥匙。也许，这就是有人在你们离开后趁机而入的原因。”

“那个男人究竟是谁呢？”班尼问道。

“我也不知道，”中校说，“如果你们告诉我，是哪些人在担惊受怕，或许还会起到一些作用。”

“萨姆和杰夫，就是在‘四月中心’的那一对双胞胎，”班尼开始数了起来，“还有在彭福开糖果店的扬格太太和她的姐姐，还有‘二次登陆点’餐馆里的女服务员。还有一个戴着红帽子的小男孩，我不知道他是谁。”

“你们不会认为，那个戴红帽的小男孩就是趁你们不在，溜上船屋的人吧？”

“不！”班尼说，“我觉得他不是，我很喜欢他。”

“那你知道，那个戴红帽子的小男孩就是扬格太太的儿子吗？”

“不知道啊，”班尼说，“难怪扬格太太担心成这个样子！”

“是啊，她担心的事情太多了。这个小男孩回家的时候带着25美元，却不肯告诉妈妈这钱是哪儿来的。所以扬格太太觉得自己的儿子干违法的事了。”

“我想她是对的。”亨利点头说道。

威廉中校站起身，“现在我必须得走了。如果可以给我一张照片的话，我会把它交给警察局，也许能派上用场。”

“很高兴能帮到您。”亨利说。


第八章 新的发现

Chapter 8 A Discovery

杰西喊道：“吃午饭啦！班尼，我们有个惊喜给你！”

班尼朝盘子里看了看，里面有鱼块——这是威廉中校送来的，还有一份松软的土豆泥。

“哇，土豆泥！”班尼欢呼起来，“你真是我的好姐姐，杰西！不过，你是从哪儿弄来的？”

“从箱子里拿出来的，”杰西说，“是速食土豆。”

吃到一半，亨利看着外面的河水，不禁笑了起来：“我们的锚还在水里呢，威廉中校走了之后，我忘了把锚拖上来。”

“反正咱们又不赶着去哪儿。”班尼说。

所有的饭菜被一扫光之后，杰西说：“要是大家一起来帮忙的话，饭桌很快就能收拾完。亨利，你把鱼头、鱼尾扔给海鸥好吗？它们肯定知道我们在吃鱼。”

谁能想到，当杰西跟亨利说这些的时候，亨利的手中正握着船屋的钥匙。他拾起那些残羹剩饭走到船尾的甲板上，高高地扬起胳膊，使足了力气把手里的东西扔了出去，但扔出去的不是鱼头、鱼尾，而是他手中的钥匙！

“杰西！”亨利大喊，“快和我一起潜水下去！跟着我游！”

杰西一头雾水，但是她毫不犹豫地照着亨利说的做了。她跳下水，跟着亨利游了过去。

亨利喘着粗气说：“我把钥匙给扔出去了！不过我一直盯着落水的地方，知道它掉在哪里了。”

“我们潜下去找。”杰西说着，游得更快了。

“在这儿！”话音刚落，亨利便一头扎入水中，不见了。杰西紧随其后。

一分钟后，他们同时冒出水面。“我看到钥匙啦！”杰西喘着气说，“但是我没法一直在下面潜着。”

“我也一样。”亨利急切地说。他们俩又一次潜入水中，全家人都在甲板上观望。

“待在这儿别动，班尼，”爷爷说，“你跳下去的话，只会把水搅浑。有他们两个就足够了。哈哈！好样的，亨利！”

亨利浮出了水面，手里握着那把钥匙。杰西也跟着露出脑袋。他们很快就游到船边，爬上了甲板。

亨利弯下身把钥匙递给杰西：“把它用链子串起来，戴在脖子上吧，我不适合保管钥匙！”

“噢，谁说的，你适合得很呢，”爷爷说，“你做得很好，看准了钥匙飞出去的方向。”

这时，班尼说道：“看看那些鱼头和剩饭残渣去哪儿了——都在沙箱里！”

班尼捡起一根鱼尾巴，冲海鸥吆喝了一声。瞬间，一大群海鸥从空中俯冲下来，趁残渣落水前把它们劫走了。

杰西皱了皱鼻子，说：“这些沙子的鱼腥味是去不掉了。我们不能再把它放在船上，得重新再找一些沙子。”

班尼大笑起来：“亨利，你该看看自己刚才的样子！把钥匙扔那么远，却把鱼骨头落在船上。等等，我看到干净沙子啦！”

维莉指着岸边：“是那片漂亮的白色沙滩吗？咱们把箱子里的沙子倒掉，再装些干净的进来。”

“很好！”奥登先生赞同道，“亨利，咱们把船撑过去。”

“我去把箱子里的沙子倒了，”班尼说，“直接倒进河里就可以。”

“我来帮你，”杰西说，“沙子挺沉的。”

说完，他们俩就把沙盒拖到船尾的甲板上，倒转过来，沙子倾泻而出。

“跟流水似的，”班尼说，“像一条瀑布。”

突然，盒子的底部露出一个闪闪发亮的东西来。会是什么藏在沙子里呢？还没等他们回过神来，那物件已经滑进了水里，红色、绿色、金色的光一闪而过。

“是花瓶——拍卖会上的花瓶！”班尼大叫一声，跃入水中。杰西喊了一声“亨利”，也紧跟着班尼跳了下去。

亨利闻声赶来，奥登先生和维莉也跑过来了。此时，班尼浮出水面，气喘吁吁地说：“就是拍卖桌上的那只花瓶！”

杰西浮出水面，一边喘着气，一边说：“我也看到了，确实是的。快来吧，亨利。”

亨利一头扎入水中，几乎是瞬间，他就浮出水面，手里高举着那只花瓶。

“太棒了！”班尼欢呼道。

“太幸运了，”亨利喘了一口气，“幸亏船几乎没动，花瓶刚好落在那堆白沙上。”

杰西、班尼和亨利爬上了甲板，大家都累得呼哧带喘的，不过注意力却都在那个花瓶上。
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维莉说：“这就是拍卖会上主持人介绍的花瓶，纯金造就，还镶有红宝石和绿宝石。”

“但是这个东西怎么会在我们的沙箱里呢？”杰西问道。

“我知道！”班尼说，“溜进咱们船屋的那个家伙准是以为这里安全，适合藏东西！我敢肯定！”

奥登先生赞同道：“我也这样看。”

班尼说：“要不然这样吧，我们先去找些干净沙子——船上依然有发生火灾的可能，沙子必不可少。沙箱装满以后，亨利就开动船上的引擎，然后咱们赶紧去拍卖会场。”

亨利点点头：“很好，小班班。我就是想把这个花瓶放在安全的地方——我们都知道码头上有警察。”

亨利和班尼把船撑到沙岸边，亨利拿着空箱子跳下船，蹚水走上岸，把沙子一直装到刻度线的位置，才扛着箱子回到了船上。

奥登先生俯身接过箱子。亨利爬上了船，感叹道：“今天我们可是不停地入水出水啊。”

亨利和爷爷掉转船屋的方向，朝着上游进发。亨利开动船尾的引擎，船嗖的一声飞快前进，快得不可思议。

一路上他们经过了海鸥岛以及老码头，途中还有一群红翼的黑鸟飞过，经过了“四月中心”。终于，维莉说了声：“我看到前边拍卖会的指示牌了！”

亨利熄灭引擎，把船撑到码头跟前。一家人沿着小路走向拍卖会场，班尼怀里抱着一个盛速食土豆的空箱——花瓶就放在里面。

“谁会想到咱们这个盒子里装的是什么呢？”班尼说，“装土豆的箱子，最适合放宝贝了。”


第九章 计划

Chapter 9 The Plan

一家人走进拍卖会场，却发现门敞开着，里面没人。

“今天没有拍卖会，”班尼说，“今天不是星期六啊！”

“哦，那咱们找找，看有没有能求助的人。”杰西说，他们五个人沿着大路慢慢地往前走，寻找着警察的身影。因为没有拍卖会，街上的人不多。

“那不是榆树小馆吗？”维莉指着前方。

班尼兴奋地叫了起来：“快看，那个戴红帽子的小男孩，他正在往小馆里走呢！”

“不对啊，小班班，”杰西说，“那孩子没戴帽子，而且看着也不像红帽小男孩。”

“我觉得像！”班尼说，“咱们进去看看吧！”

一家人走了进去，餐厅里没有人，但是班尼和维莉都看到，那个男孩走进了一扇后门。

“嘿，等等！”班尼喊道，“就耽误你一分钟，拜托了！”

男孩半转过身子，停住了脚步。

亨利说：“没事的，别怕，你是扬格太太的儿子，对吗？”

男孩抬起头来：“那又怎么样？你们想干什么？”

“我们在找警察。”杰西说道。

“我帮不了你们。”男孩说。

“你不就是在拍卖会上拍下了一箱衣服的那个男孩吗？”班尼问，“我们当时也在场。”

男孩什么也没说。

“你要那些衣服干吗？”维莉禁不住问，“你要穿吗？”

“谁稀罕那些旧衣服？”男孩冲口而出，“我们可没穷到那个分上。是一个先生让我帮他买的，他说自己太忙了，去不了拍卖会。”

“他付钱让你这么做的吗？”班尼问道。

“是不是给了你25美元？”亨利继续追问。

男孩看着奥登一家，他觉得自己可以相信眼前的这些人，“是的，没错！不过，我没干什么坏事，只是买了那个盒子，把它交给了那位先生。这没什么大不了的吧？”

“当然，”班尼回答，“不过你之后再见过那位先生没？”

“见过，”男孩说，“我今天还在公主酒店见到他了呢！他正和另一位先生聊天。没等他发现我，我就跑掉了，我可不喜欢他。”

“这怪不得你！”班尼说，“现在可以告诉我们在哪儿能找到警察吗？”

这一次，男孩点了点头，“在市政厅有两个。”

班尼问道：“对了，你怎么会在这儿？”

“妈妈在旅馆的厨房里呢，她来这里卖糖果。”

“那你问问她，看她愿不愿意和我们聊聊。”杰西说。

话音刚落，门就开了，扬格太太从厨房里走了出来，“你们说的话我全都听见了，还好汤姆没有惹上麻烦。”

奥登一家站起身，奥登先生为扬格太太拿了一把椅子。

维莉说：“这附近还有不少遇到麻烦的人们，我们都会尽力帮助他们的。”

亨利对汤姆说：“你能从后门出去，找个警察，再把他从后门悄悄带进来吗？”

“小菜一碟！”汤姆·扬格说，“我会告诉警察，是船屋上的人在找他们。”说完，便一溜烟飞奔而去。

“他早知道咱们是谁了！”班尼说。

“大家都认识你们，”扬格太太说，“河沿岸的几个镇子都小得很，你们靠岸过夜的那一晚，几乎所有人都知道你们的名字啦。”

正在这时，有几个人从外面经过，朝窗子里看了看。

奥登先生赶紧说：“在警察来之前，我们能不能先待在厨房里呢？我们在这儿很容易被人看到。”

“嗯，没问题，”扬格太太回答，“这家店的女主人不会介意的。她会让你们坐在那个小包间里，穿过这扇门就到了。”

不一会儿，汤姆和一个警察走了进来。

“请坐，”奥登先生打了声招呼，“很高兴见到你！请看看这个吧！”他指向班尼的方向。

警察把目光投向班尼，只见班尼打开速食土豆的盒子，伸手进去，把花瓶拿了出来。

“哟！”警察惊呼，“是那只花瓶！你们从哪里找到的？”

于是，班尼把找到花瓶的经过绘声绘色地讲述了一遍，听完后，警察赶紧问道：“有别人知道你们找到了这只花瓶吗？”

“没人。”班尼回答。

“很好！”他说，“没人知道就好。藏花瓶的人肯定以为它还在沙箱里埋着呢。不错，我和你们的想法一样，应该是两个人干的，估计其中一个把花瓶藏到了那箱旧衣服里。”
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班尼点点头，“然后又花钱让汤姆买下那个箱子，交给他们。”

“没错！”警察说，“而且，他们还得把花瓶藏起来，于是就选中了你们的船屋。”

杰西说：“难怪我们去海鸥岛停留的时候，有两个人一直在监视我们。他们那时候已经准备逃出镇子，就想趁我们离开船屋的几分钟时间，上船拿走花瓶。”

班尼激动地喊道：“我们可以给他们设个圈套！先让所有人都以为我们在岸上过夜，这样的话，那两人肯定就会趁机上船拿回花瓶，那就可以把他们逮个正着。”

“这个计划不错！”警察轻笑一声说，“你们应该一起过去，看坏蛋是怎么落网的。”

然而，班尼的回答却让大家很意外，“不，我再也不想看见那两个人了。就是不想去！”

“你可以不用去，”警察说，“不过你的哥哥可以和我们一起去吧？我们需要有人带路啊！”

“没问题，”亨利说，“我愿意。”

“咱们这么办吧！”杰西说，“我们先到大街上去，让大家都以为我们正在榆树小馆吃晚饭，接着，我们再去看电影。”

“好主意！”警察说，“在这个地方，消息都是插着翅膀的呐！亨利，晚饭过后，你就从后门上船，约翰·德·洛萨船长和我会在那里等你，然后咱们伺机行动。”

杰西笑了起来：“只要班尼留下来，所有的人都会觉得我们全家都在这儿。”

于是，奥登一家人说说笑笑地走出了榆树小馆。他们把街上的小店挨个逛了一遍，同时商量着下一步的安排——他们会在小馆里吃晚饭，接着去看电影，并且到处打听最近上映了什么电影。

镇上的人微笑着告诉他们电影的信息，因此到了吃饭的时候，所有人都已经知道，船屋上的那一家人来到了镇上，并且打算在镇上过夜。但谁会把这个消息传到公主酒店那两个男人的耳朵里呢？没人知道。

奥登一家人的餐桌位于餐厅正中，美餐之后，亨利一言不发，悄悄地溜出厨房，神不知鬼不觉，快步朝船屋赶去。奥登家的其他人朝着电影院的方向出发了，他们脑子里想的不是将要放映的电影，而是即将在船屋上发生的一切。


第十章 诱捕成功

Chapter 10 Trapped！

亨利轻手轻脚地上了船，以为警察还没来。当他把钥匙插进锁孔的时候，依然是这么认为的。然而，就在门打开的那一刹那，他听到了一声轻微的“你好”。

说实话，听到这个声音，亨利十分欣慰。两位警察已经坐在厨舱的地板上，背贴着舱壁，从窗子外面是看不见的。

“过来，坐在地上，”德·洛萨船长小声说，“坐在我这边，离门近一些。咱们可能要等上一阵子！”

“我觉得那两个人可能根本不会来。”亨利说。

“呃，那可不一定，”另一个警察说，“我们已经把沙箱移到船舱里了。等他们先挖一阵，咱们再扑上去。”

“我觉得他们今晚会来，”德·洛萨船长说道，“他们急着离开这里。”

大家都不再言语了。亨利一抬头就可以望见窗外的星星。周围漆黑一片，没有月亮，星光显得格外璀灿。

[image: ]


时间一分一秒地过去了。

河水轻轻地拍打着船身。夜游的鸟儿开始啾啾鸣唱，夜莺也送出了一串串婉转的歌声。

很长一段时间过去了，亨利抬起手腕看了看表，九点了。他的腿有些发麻，于是翘起一条腿来。但是那两个警察仍然纹丝不动。

亨利心想：也许今晚他们根本就不会来，或许会等到明天晚上再来吧。

他的脑海里闪过一个念头：电影十点结束，也许那两个人十点才动身，刚好碰到家人往回走。那样的话，他们就会吓得不敢来了。难道刚才上船时被人看到了？还有，如果警察根本不是那两个人的对手怎么办？

两个警察依旧一动不动。有那么一会儿，亨利似乎听到码头上的木板在咯吱作响。但是接下来又没了动静。就在这时，整座船屋轻轻地晃了起来。亨利感觉到两个警察随时准备一跃而起，不过他们仍按兵不动。

船又轻轻地晃了一下，似乎有人上船了。亨利听见钥匙轻轻插入锁孔的声音。船舱的门被打开了。他可以看到那两个人的黑色身影。他们走进船舱，用一缕微弱的光线朝沙箱照去。

一个人愤愤地说道：“他们挪动了沙箱。”

“那又怎么样？”另一个声音说，“反正还是那个箱子！赶快拿了花瓶走人！”

两个人跪在地上，开始挖沙子。

“不许动！”德·洛萨船长纵身跳起，刺眼的电筒射在沙箱旁的两人身上。

那两个人瞠目结舌地抬起头来，就在那一瞬间，两个警察已经给这两个男人戴上了手铐。让亨利吃惊的是，他听到外边有警车开了过来。

“我们的电筒就是在给警车发信号，”德·洛萨船长解释说，“现在有足够的人手帮忙了。”说完，他便把两个男人从船屋里带了出去，警察紧随其后。

“我会把船屋锁好的，”亨利说，“今晚，我和家人可以安安心心地睡个好觉了。”

另一件让亨利惊喜的事是：威廉中校就坐在警车前排的副驾驶位置上。“我也想仔细看看那两个家伙长什么样。”他说，“班尼呢？”

“他说他不愿看到这种结局。他说最好的结局就是能喂多利吃燕麦，然后看着萨姆再一次高兴起来。”

戴着手铐的两人先还很安静——他们知道已经于事无补。然而，车子刚一开动，两人就吵了起来。

“我早就跟你说过偷花瓶是一件蠢事，”其中一个说，“但是你从来不听。从那些蠢人那儿骗点钱，咱们不也过得挺好吗？”

“那也是我的主意，别忘了，听到家人有了麻烦，他们出多少钱都愿意！”

亨利心想：萨姆、杰夫，还有其他人其实根本就没犯错儿，有麻烦的人现在是这两个家伙。他们再也不能行骗了。

“你想和我们一起去警察局吗？”德·洛萨船长问道。

“不用了，我在电影院门口下车就行了。我要告诉家人，一切都结束了。”

电影刚刚散场，奥登一家最先走了出来。

“哦，怎么样，亨利？”班尼叫道。

“一切顺利，”亨利看着爷爷，“咱们回船屋吧，我会把事情的来龙去脉都告诉你们。”

于是，亨利把事情的前前后后都跟大家讲了一遍。班尼听完后说：“哦，爷爷，明天咱们就让船屋漂回到‘四月中心’去吧，去看看萨姆和多利。”

“我们不用漂着去，小班班，”亨利说，“我们有引擎。”

“太好啦，我们能很快到那儿了。”班尼说。大家都笑了起来，因为这才像是班尼说的话。

亨利说：“电影怎么样？是讲什么的？”

维莉抬头看着亨利，笑着回答：“我可是一点都没看进去。”

那一晚，大家都在船屋里睡得很香——没有什么可担心的了。

一切都回归正常，第二天一早，亨利和班尼撑船朝码头赶去。

一家人在大门口买了“四月中心”的门票，他们第一眼看到的不是萨姆，而是杰夫，他直挺挺地坐在马车上，等着从船上下来的客人。

班尼叫道：“嗨，杰夫！我们比预先说好的时间早来了一些——并没有花上四五天，只用了两天呢！”

“是啊，”杰夫说，“昨晚我都听说了。”他下了马车，和爷爷握了握手。

“你昨晚就听说了？”亨利问道，“那时肯定很晚了吧？”

“是的。但是我可以告诉你们，这里所有的人都知道了。你们甚至都上广播了。”

“这也太快了。”亨利说。

“哦，这个地方的消息，都是长着飞毛腿的。”杰夫说。

“萨姆呢？”班尼问道。

“他在那边的正门口。你们知道吗？莫莉现在看上去好多了，多亏你们买给它的那一袋燕麦。现在，我又可以让它吃得饱饱的了。它看上去漂亮极了！”

“太棒了！我们去找萨姆吧。”班尼说。

“上车吧！”杰夫说，“能拉你们，是我的荣幸。”

奥登一家人谢过杰夫后都爬上了马车。莫莉沿着街道往前走去，它昂首挺胸，经过的时候，人们都露出赞赏的微笑。终于，莫莉载着大家来到了正门。

“萨姆在那儿！”班尼说。

萨姆抬眼看了过来，脸上露出了灿烂的微笑，他指了指多利，它正在埋头吃着面前的一袋燕麦。

萨姆说：“多利现在很好。我和杰夫谁也没犯事，所有的一切都回归正常了。”

班尼看了看萨姆，又看了看杰夫，瞧了瞧多利，又瞅了瞅莫莉。他说：“这就是我想看到的结局——多利有燕麦吃！这也是我们这次历险的完美结局——每个人都很开心！”

杰西说：“爷爷，你觉得我们的旅行也结束了吗？”

奥登先生说：“是的，我得回去工作了。”

“我也准备回家了。”亨利说。

“那我就给大河先生打电话。”爷爷说。

接电话的是大河夫人，她说：“我会和我的大儿子跟你们会面。我丈夫今天刚好不在。”

奥登一家人跟朋友们道别之后，就发动引擎，把船屋开走了。他们最后望了一眼那青翠的树木和平静的水面，终于在码头前看到了大河夫人和她的儿子，两人正等在那里。

“你们这次旅行一定很糟糕吧！”大河夫人说，“大家都在谈论你们，还说你们的旅行泡汤了。”

“哦，没有，”班尼说，“我们玩得很好呢，总能碰上让人兴奋的事情。那两个坏蛋的确把他们的宝贝藏在了我们的船上，不过最后的结局不错。请别告诉大河先生我们给船取的名字，我们想让他自己亲眼看到。”

大河夫人看了名字之后笑了，“好的，我不会告诉他。你们的船上其实一直都有很多宝贝，只不过你们不知道罢了。”

大河夫人的儿子帮助奥登一家把行李物品卸下船，装到旅行车上。没过多久他们就到家了，望望正在门口等着他们。

所有的东西收拾停当后，他们坐在了门廊里。他们禁不住又说起了船屋上发生的事情。

亨利笑着说：“还记得‘詹姆斯·H·奥登号’的那一天吗？杰西把盐给撒了。”

杰西说：“还有‘麦格雷戈号’那天，小班班终于搞清楚了多利那么瘦的原因。”

班尼说：“还记得那个摆反了的‘亨利·J·奥登号’吗？那天亨利找到了渔竿。”

但是维莉说：“哦，不知大河先生看到那个名字的时候，脸上是什么表情。我真想看看。”

的确很遗憾，没有人看到大河先生。他后来一个人去了船屋，准备收拾一下，租给下一位客人。就在那个时候，他刚好看到了船头的蓝色字母，放声大笑起来，一边笑，一边拍着膝盖，不住地摇着头。

船屋上用蓝色的字母写着：

顽皮船长

“这个班尼，”大河先生说，“真是个活宝。”


THE BOXCAR CHILDREN 12·Houseboat Mystery




Chapter 1 Houseboat for Rent

What a hot day in July！The four Alden children were sitting under the trees with their grandfather. This was the coolest place they could find.

“Oh， it’s so hot！” said Benny Alden. “Let’s go for a ride.”

“Good！” said Grandfather Alden， looking at his four grandchildren. He stood up. “I was hoping somebody would have a good idea. Henry—”

But Henry， who was older than Benny， had gone. They could hear him in the garage getting out the station wagon.

Jessie wiped her face with a large handkerchief. “Let’s ride until it gets cooler，” she said. “The weather report says this heat is going to last for a week.”

The Aldens’ dog， Watch， wagged his tail as he lay at Jessie’s feet. “Yes， Watch， you can go， too，” Jessie said.

Watch gave a bark and trotted along with the family. They all walked across the grass to the drive. Violet put her arm through her grandfather’s and said， “This family has the best ideas. Don’t you think so， Grandfather？”

“Yes， indeed，” Mr. Alden replied as he smiled at his younger granddaughter. “Somebody always thinks of something to do when we need it.”

“It’s funny，” said Jessie. “Things always seem to happen to this family when we don’t expect them. I was thinking I’d never feel cool again. But we will be cooler just as soon as the car is moving.”

Henry stopped the car in the driveway. The children， Grandfather， and Watch all got in and away they went. Every window was open as they rode along a straight highway.

Henry said， “Benny， I’m glad you thought of this. I feel better already.”

The Aldens rode for over an hour. Then Henry saw a sign at the left saying River Road. Henry turned left. Soon he was driving along a small river.

“Good，” said Benny. “This is even cooler. And I don’t think we’ve ever been here before.”

Jessie said， “You don’t have to drive so fast， Henry. My hair is blowing out straight.”

It was a good thing that Henry slowed down. If he had not， the Alden family might have missed an exciting adventure. But no one guessed it then.

The pretty little river flowed slowly along. There were cool green banks and trees on both sides. All at once Henry slowed down still more.

“I hear whistling，” he said. The family listened. They could hear it， too， down by the river.

Suddenly they came to a short side road that led to the river itself. Henry stopped the car， and they all looked down the side road.

“What in the world is that thing？” asked Benny. “Is it a boat？” He pointed to a little house that seemed to be sitting in the water.

“It’s a houseboat， I do believe！” said Mr. Alden. “I haven’t seen one for years and years.”

“Let’s drive down，” said Henry. “We can see what’s going on. My， this is a rough road！Lucky for me it is so short.” Henry drove slowly down the rough side road to the edge of the river.

They all looked at the little house. It had four windows and two ladders which led to the roof. At one end was a blue awning that covered the front deck. A railing ran all the way around the boat. Another railing ran around the roof. On the lower deck of the houseboat a man was sitting in a chair， whistling.

“Hello， there！” he called. “Want to see the houseboat？My name is Rivers.”

The family got out of the car and went down to see the strange man and the strange boat. The houseboat was anchored at a small dock， and also tied to the dock with a rope.
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Benny looked at the dark blue letters on top of the boat. “Its name is The Blue Heron，” he said. “How did you happen to name it that？”

“I didn’t，” said Mr. Rivers. “The couple who just left named it that. You see， the people who rent this boat can name it anything they like.Come on board， and I’ll show you. Just step from the dock over here.” He took off a chain to make an opening in the railing.

Watch began to whine. “Never mind， Watch，” said Jessie. “You don’t have to come. You just sit here and wait.”

The Aldens stepped on board the houseboat， leaving Watch sitting on the dock.

Mr. Rivers took down a rack that was fastened against the wall.

“Here are all the letters of the alphabet，” he said. “People who rent the boat pick out the letters and spell any name they like. You’d laugh at some of the names this boat has had. One couple named it Rock and Roll. Another named it Moon Rocket. And another tired family named it The All Inn.”

Benny laughed. “It would be fun to name a boat，” he said. “It could even be a different name every day. Now the first day we could name it for Grandfather， The James H. Alden. The next day it could be The Henry James Alden， then The Jessie Alden， and so on.”

Everybody laughed. Mr. Rivers said， “I guess you’re the one in the family with grand ideas. Comical， I’d say.”

“Benny talks as if we were really going to rent your houseboat， Mr. Rivers，” said Jessie. “And it really would be fun. There are chairs on the deck and everything. I suppose you can sit here under the awning and stay out of the hot sun.”

Mr. Rivers smiled. He pointed to the flat roof of the houseboat. “Yes， and if you want to get tanned， just climb up the ladder and lie down in the sun.”

Violet said， “Just look at the pretty white curtains in the windows. They make it look like a big dollhouse.”

Mr. Alden had been looking at the houseboat， too， and now he looked at Mr. Rivers. He seemed to like what he saw. “Do you own this boat？” he asked.

“Yes， I do，” Mr. Rivers answered. “I rent this boat by the week. Everybody seems to like it. The last family went today， and they were very sorry to go. I have just cleaned it all up for the next customer. Why don’t you look around？”

“Oh， let’s look at it， Grandfather，” said Jessie.

“It’s made like a flatboat，” said Henry. He was looking down over the railing into the water. “It’s like a raft. I’m sure it can’t go very fast.”

“That’s right，” said Mr. Rivers. “In fact， it just floats down the river all by itself. If you want to land， you can use those two poles to push it ashore. Coming back up the river， you have to use the motor on the back.”

Grandfather said， “Well， this river seems to be very slow. I must say that living here would be a nice quiet rest. Of course， these grandchildren of mine are all tired out by a whole year in school. They would just love to do nothing.”

The Aldens looked at their grandfather. They knew he was joking because no Alden ever liked to do nothing.

“Let’s go inside，” said Jessie.

Benny was inside already. He sat on one of the bunk beds. “I don’t think this boat is big enough for us， Mr. Rivers，” he said. “We need five beds and there are only two.”

“There are six beds，” said Mr. Rivers， smiling.

“Where？” asked Benny. He looked all around， but he didn’t see any more bunks.

Mr. Rivers said， “A houseboat has to be small. Everything has to be shipshape. That means that things must be in perfect order or you can’t get everything in. Here are the other beds.” He pulled one down out of the wall.

“What do you know！” said Benny. “That’s pretty smart. Now I see the others. They all have curtains.”

“I suppose this is the water tank under the sink，” said Henry. He took off the cover. “You can’t drink the river water， can you？”

“No， you have to go ashore for drinking water and supplies. There are many places along the river where you can stop for water and ice and other things. You can use the river water for washing， though.”

“Let’s go， Grandfather！” said Benny.

The Aldens knew what Benny meant. He wanted to rent the houseboat and start out tomorrow. That was how the Aldens liked to do things—in a hurry.

But Mr. Alden was not in a hurry this time. He put his hand on Benny’s shoulder and said， “We’d better go slow， Benny. We have to know how to handle this boat for one thing.”

“I know how，” said Henry.

Everyone stared at him. “How do you know， Henry？” asked Benny.

“Well， you remember one weekend I visited a fellow in school？His family had a boat something like this， and I learned how to steer it. We had a grand time. Benny can help me pole the boat when we want to land， and I know how to run the outboard motor when we want to come home.”

“Well， how lucky！” said Jessie. It was plain that she wanted to try living on the houseboat.

Violet said， “If we don’t like it， we can always come back， can’t we？”

That settled it for Mr. Alden. He really wanted to try it himself.

Mr. Rivers said， “It is really very safe. This river has no dangerous places. Every night it is easy to find a place along the bank to drop anchor. There aren’t many boats on this river， but still you don’t want one of them to run into you. Do you understand about lights， young man？”

“Yes，” said Henry. “From sunset to sunrise there must be white lights about eight feet above the water so that other boats can see you for one mile.”

“Well， well！” said Mr. Rivers. “Good for you！What else do you know？”

“I suppose you have a fire extinguisher and life jackets？” answered Henry. “And a bell？Yes， I see the bell right up there on top.”

Mr. Rivers said， “Life jackets right there. Six of them.” He pointed to the wall of the first cabin. “And it’s the law to have a fire extinguisher. I have a fire pail and a sandbox， too. You know that you can put out a fire by pouring sand on it.”

Benny got down and read the printing on the pail. It said，

Keep water up to this line.

On the sandbox it said，

Keep sand up to this line.

Mr. Rivers explained， “We never had a fire yet. Everyone is careful. I had one family that let the baby play in the sand. I soon stopped that.”

“You don’t have to worry about us，” said Benny. “We promise not to play in the sand. And besides， I lost my last pail and shovel a long time ago.”

“You’re good-natured，” said Mr. Rivers. “You always see the funny side， don’t you？Comical.”

Benny looked at Henry and said， “I guess you should be the captain.”

“Then you can be my first mate，” said Henry.

Mr. Rivers said， “That’s fine！This boat is registered with the Coast Guard. They know all about it， even when its name is something different.”

“Oh， let’s go！“said Benny.

“When？” asked Mr. Rivers.

“Tomorrow，” said Grandfather， before Benny could answer. “We’ll be here at ten o’clock.”

Watch was whining and barking when his family stepped on the dock. “You don’t like this， do you， old fellow？” Henry said to the dog.“Come and get in the car.”

He turned the car around while Mr. Alden talked with Mr. Rivers about the rent.

“Here’s the key，” said Mr. Rivers. “Lock up at night. And whenever you go to the store， shut the windows， too. The windows lock themselves when you shut them.”

The Aldens all were excited. They started up the rough side road， waving to Mr. Rivers. Grandfather gave the key to Henry. “Here， Captain，” he said.

Mr. Rivers shouted after them， “Don’t bring too many things！”

“No， we won’t，” Jessie called back. Then she said to her family， “We won’t need many clothes. We can all just live in swimsuits and sweaters—all but Grandfather.”

Grandfather winked at Benny. “You’d be surprised，” he said.

Henry drove the car carefully up the rough side road and stopped before turning at River Road.

Suddenly， right in front of him， a heavy black car came roaring down River Road. It turned a sharp corner past Henry， down the side road toward the houseboat. Stones flew as the tires screamed and the car skidded past the Aldens’ station wagon. It almost hit it.

“Hey！What are they thinking of？” said Henry.

“Whew！” said Benny. “Those two men almost hit us！That was a close one！”

Violet said， “What in the world do they want of a houseboat？People who drive like that？”

Nobody felt much like talking. Henry started slowly down River Road toward home. He looked in his rearview mirror. “Here are our friends again，” he said. He pulled over to the right and slowed down. The black car roared past.

Henry said， “Well， what’s their hurry？What do they want with our houseboat， anyway？”

Benny said， “I guess they don’t want it. They didn’t stay long enough even to look at it. I hope we won’t ever see them again.”

Henry wondered， but he said nothing.


Chapter 2 Henry’s Invention

The next morning Henry said， “I have to leave half this stuff at home. I’ve got to take my camera and a flashlight and my fishing rod and tackle.”

“Can’t take that fishing tackle， Henry，” called Mr. Alden from his room. “This time we will have to go without some things. There isn’t room on the boat.”

Jessie said， “Henry， I’m afraid Watch thinks he is going. It’s too bad to leave him at home.” She looked at the big dog lying right in the way. She stepped over him.

Benny said， “He wouldn’t like a houseboat trip. He whined when we went aboard. He would bark every time we went swimming. You’ll be better off at home， Watch， with Mrs. McGregor.”

When the Aldens were away， Mrs. McGregor， their housekeeper， took care of things. She nodded and said， “Watch is always all right after you go. He sleeps in the hall and wags his tail when I go by. Then he walks out in the yard and lies in the shade. Don’t worry about him.”

At last the Aldens had everything stuffed into their suitcases. Henry had his camera and Benny had a flashlight.

Mrs. McGregor was right. Watch barked a little， but not much. He sat on the front steps with Mrs. McGregor as the Aldens packed the car.

When Henry drove away， Jessie looked back and saw Watch go into the house with Mrs. McGregor. He didn’t even try to follow the car.

“Well，” Jessie said， “we don’t have to worry about Watch anymore. I’m glad.”

When the Aldens reached River Road， Mr. Alden said， “There is a store on this road before we get to the houseboat.”

“Yes， Mr. Rivers told me about it， too，” said Jessie. “He says all the houseboat people get their food there. The man knows what they need.”

As the Aldens came into the store， the grocery-man said， “So you want to try houseboat life？”

“That’s right，” Benny said.

“Five of you， I see，” said the man. “You can choose between three cans of tuna and three cans of chicken. Take two cans of beans or two cans of hash. You can use a dozen eggs， two quarts of milk， two loaves of bread， sugar， salt， and butter. One cake of soap can be used for washing everything.”

“Coffee？” asked Violet， looking at Grandfather.

“Oh， yes， coffee，” the groceryman said. “But if you forget anything， you can stop and buy more down the river. We call it Second Landing.”

The Aldens put the groceries in the car and went along toward the houseboat. Mr. Rivers was there.

“Right on time！” he said. “You can lock your car and park it here. It will be safe. I’ll help you unload.”

“Fine！” said Benny. “I can hardly wait to see this boat go.”

“You can hardly see it go，” said Mr. Rivers， “even when it goes.” That made everyone laugh.

The suitcases and supplies were soon on board. Benny climbed up the ladder and changed the name to The James H. Alden.

“Looks fine，” said Mr. Rivers. Then he said to Henry， “Just pole yourself out to the middle of the river. It’s about eight feet deep. You can dive out there all right.”

“This is so exciting，” said Jessie as Henry pulled up the anchor and Mr. Rivers untied the rope.

Henry began to pole. Then suddenly there they were， floating gently away！

“Goody-bye， Mr. Rivers！” they shouted.

“Good luck！” he called. He watched them as they went out of sight around a bend in the river.

“Oh， let’s just watch the river for a little while，” said Violet. She sat down on the deck. “It won’t take us long to get settled.”

It was peaceful on the river. Sometimes it was so narrow that the beautiful trees almost met overhead. A big orange-and-black butterfly flew right across the deck.

“Look， a milkweed butterfly，” said Violet.

Benny looked at the cattails. They grew very thick near the shore. Suddenly he pointed. A red-winged blackbird was swinging on the reeds.

“Isn’t that beautiful？” said Jessie. “What bright red and yellow on his black wings！”

“He doesn’t sing，” said Violet. “Oh， he saw us. Do you suppose he has a nest somewhere？”

Then they all saw the nest. A dull brown bird flew off， showing a grassy cup with five blue eggs in it.

Mr. Alden said， “This must be their second family this year. It is too late for the first one.”

Benny said， “That pattern on the eggs is like modern art. All those brown wiggles. And look—there’s a blue heron.”

The water bird stood on one leg and did not move. He was so near that the Aldens could see every blue-gray feather and its black eyes.

“That’s probably why that other family named this boat The Blue Heron，”said Benny. “Maybe they saw a lot of blue herons.”

In a little while the Aldens began to put things away. Jessie put the food on the shelf. She came back on the deck to get the box of salt.Just as she picked it up， a bird flew right in front of her.

“Oh！” cried Jessie， jumping back. The salt slipped out of her hand and rolled along the deck， over the edge， and into the water.

“Oh， how could I？” said Jessie. “Now we haven’t any salt. And we must have salt.”

Grandfather said， “Don’t worry， Jessie. We’ll just watch for Second Landing and get another box of salt.”

In about half an hour Benny called out， “There it is. That must be Second Landing.”

“Yes，” said Henry. “And it looks as if there are several buildings there.”

Henry poled The James H. Alden up to the dock. The Aldens remembered what Mr. Rivers had said. They locked the houseboat， windows and all. Henry made sure it was tied up safely and the anchor dropped.

As usual， Benny was in a hurry. He was the first one on the dock and the first one on the narrow path. As he went through the bushes， he didn’t see a stone in his way and tripped over it and fell. When he stood up， he was covered with dirt and grass stains.

Jessie brushed him off and said， “Well， I guess I’ll have to wash these clothes， Ben. When we get back to the houseboat， you pull up a pail of water from the river.”

Violet added， “You can put on your swimsuit while your clothes dry. We can hang them on that little clothesline on the houseboat.”

“Oh，” said Benny， “that’s a lot of work. I don’t care much how I look.”

“Yes， Ben， we know that，” said Henry with a smile.

“There’s your store，” said Benny， pointing. A sign said，

Eric A. Martin， Groceries.

The whole family went into the store. “I need a box of salt，” Jessie told the man behind the counter. “Ours rolled overboard.”

The man laughed and took some salt off the shelf. “Are you the folks in the Rivers houseboat？” he asked.

“That’s right，” said Violet. “How did you guess？”

“Almost everyone forgets something or loses something，” said Mr. Martin. “They come in here because it’s the first place to stop.”

Henry asked， “Do you have any clothesline？”

Everybody stared at Henry. Jessie said， “There’s a fine clothesline on the boat， Henry.”

Mr. Martin said， “Yes， I have two kinds. Cotton and plastic.”

“I think I want cotton，” said Henry. “It’s softer.”

“Yes， it is softer and it stretches more，” Mr. Martin agreed.

“Good，” said Henry， looking at the bunch of line. “Not too many feet in one bunch. I’ll have to take two. I want a ball of string， too， please.”

“What in the world do you want with two bunches of clothesline and a ball of string？” asked Jessie.

“Secret，” replied Henry. “I don’t want to tell because I may not have good luck.”

“Oh， you will， Henry，” said Benny. “I know you. You must have a secret idea.”

“Let’s buy some bananas，” said Jessie. “They’re a good dessert， and there’s no cooking.”

Mr. Martin nodded. “Yes， you must have everything shipshape on a boat. You can’t cook too many things.”

Violet was looking out of the window. She said， “Grandfather， there’s a restaurant on the other side of the street.”

“It’s a good one， too，” said Mr. Martin. “Very good food.”

Violet went on， “It’s almost noon. I think it would save time to eat lunch here. We have so much to do on the boat.”

“Good！” said Grandfather. “We’ll do that.”

The Aldens said good-bye to Mr. Martin and walked across the street with their groceries.

There were only two men in the restaurant， having lunch. They sat off in one corner. The Aldens sat down at a big table on the other side of the room.

The food was excellent， and they all chose ice cream for dessert.

“No ice cream for a while，” said Jessie. “It won’t stay frozen on a houseboat.”

Benny and Grandfather were facing the two men. Benny looked at them and decided he didn’t like them. He didn’t really know why， so he said nothing.

Mr. Alden looked at the strangers， too. He thought， “I wonder what they are talking about. It seems to be nothing good.”

This was such a small restaurant that a husband and wife ran it alone. The man was the cook and his wife was the waitress.

Benny noticed the woman as she came out of the kitchen. She went over to the table where the two men sat. She asked， “Do you want more coffee？”

One of the men said， “Yes， I’d like some more.”

But when the waitress put down the cup， Benny saw her slip a small envelope under the saucer. Then she looked back toward the kitchen where her husband was. But the man was too busy to notice. He went on cooking.

The man at the table put the envelope into his pocket and tried to smile at the woman. But it was not a real smile. The waitress walked quickly over to the Aldens’ table.

The men kept their heads down as they talked in low voices. When the Aldens started to go out， Benny heard one man say roughly to the other， “What do you mean—find out？Nobody has found out yet. And it’s three years.”

When the Aldens were in the street， Benny said， “I don’t like those men in there.”

Henry looked at his brother and said， “What’s the matter， Ben？You always like everybody.”

“Well， I don’t like them，” said Benny. “That’s for sure. You were sitting with your back to them. You didn’t see them. What do you think， Grandfather？”

“I agree with you perfectly， Benny，” said Mr. Alden. “I didn’t like them either. They are up to no good.”

“Well， we’ll never see them again，” said Jessie， “and I’m glad.”

The Aldens started back toward the houseboat. Benny looked back at the restaurant and stopped suddenly. He could just see the front part of an expensive black car parked a little beyond the restaurant.

“I’ve seen that car before，” Benny thought to himself. Then he knew！It was the heavy black car that had almost hit them the day before！

“Two men in a hurry，” he thought. He decided to say nothing right away.

By now the Aldens had reached the houseboat. “It seems like home already，” said Violet.

Benny said， “Now don’t drop the salt again， Jessie.”

Jessie got the salt safely aboard. Benny carried the clothesline and string for Henry. Mr. Alden and Henry untied the boat， and Henry poled it out into the middle of the stream. It floated beautifully， and yet it went slowly.

Benny asked Henry， “Are you going to tell your secret now， Henry？”

“No， but I’m going to work on it. We’ll need it very soon. You can guess if you want to.”

Just then Jessie said， “Benny， change your clothes and I’ll wash your things out.”

“Oh， let’s watch Henry first，” Benny answered.

Jessie herself wanted to watch when Henry brought his clothesline on the deck and began to measure it. He made many long loops. Then he laid the middle of each loop on the deck and crossed it with another rope. He tied this place together with string.

“What in the world！” said Violet. “Are you making a chair seat？”

Henry looked at his sister in astonishment. “How did you ever guess？” he said. “It doesn’t look like anything so far.”

“You mean I’m right？” asked Violet. “I was only guessing.”

“Well， you guessed right，” said Henry. He crossed another line and tied it.

“Why do we need another chair seat？” asked Benny. “We’ve got enough chairs， and someone can always lie down.”

“This is different，” said Henry. He tied the last cord. What he had made looked like a square piece of net with very long ends.

“Remember that big hook on the back of the boat？But wait. I’ll put on my swimming trunks first. You change， too， Benny.”

When the boys came back， the family went down to the rear deck. Henry hung the loops on the hook so that the seat was over the water. He made a fine dive off the boat. He swam back and came up beside the new chair seat.

But when Henry got into the seat， it began to go down， down， down！The ropes stretched so much that Henry was soon up to his neck in water.

Everyone began to laugh. “A joke on me，” said Henry. “I thought I could sit in this seat and wash Benny’s clothes. Then we wouldn’t have to take all that water on board.”

“It’s a good idea， though，” said Mr. Alden quickly. “Maybe you can still make it work. Make the loops shorter.”

“You’re too heavy， Henry，” said Benny.

Then Violet said， “Maybe I’m not. Let me do the laundry！” She went inside and put on her swimsuit. Henry climbed out of the seat and Violet climbed in. There she sat， just up to her waist in the river.

“Good for you，” said Mr. Alden. “Too bad there isn’t any laundry.”

“Oh， but there is，” said Violet. “Benny， just hand down your shirt and shorts and the cake of soap.”

“You can’t hold the soap，” called Benny. “What will you do with it？”

“Well，” said Violet looking around at the water， “put the soap dish on the deck and I’ll put the soap in it every time I use it.”

She soaped Benny’s clothes and rubbed and rinsed them in the river.

“Pass them up to me， Violet，” said Jessie. “I’ll hang them on the real clothesline. There’s nothing so homelike as having washing on the line.”
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Then they all went swimming. The water was cool and lovely. Even Mr. Alden was floating beside the boat.

“This is the nicest place，” said Benny. “If you want to go swimming， just jump out the window.”

After their swim， the Aldens were glad to sit on the deck. Everyone was so hungry that they had supper at five o’clock.

Henry took his last bite and said， “I think we should find a place for the night before it gets any darker.”

“You and Benny find one，” said Jessie. “Violet and I will wash the dishes and clean up the kitchen.”

“Galley， not kitchen，” said Mr. Alden. And after that it was always the galley.

The boys found a fine place to stay for the night， where the branches of the trees hung over the houseboat. They left the windows open， but locked the doors.

In his bunk， Benny turned this way and that. He could not get to sleep. He kept remembering those two men in the restaurant and the little envelope and the big black car parked outside.


Chapter 3 Trouble Brewing

The first morning on The James H. Alden was bright and sunny. As soon as Benny was dressed he climbed up the ladder to change the name of the boat to The Henry J. Alden.

“This boat is all yours， captain，” he called to Henry as he came down again.

Henry went out on the deck to look. He began to laugh.“You did well， mate，” Henry said. “Come and see for yourself.”

Benny looked up and began to laugh， too. The name was nedlA. J yrneH ehT！

“Well， it looked okay to me，” Benny said， climbing up the ladder again. “But it’s backwards to everyone else.” He soon changed the letters to read the right way.

Jessie was in the galley looking out the window. “It’s so cool and pleasant on this boat，” she said. “I suppose it’s because we’re on the water. Oh， the boat is moving sideways！”

“Don’t worry， Jessie，” said Henry. “Mr. Rivers said it doesn’t do any harm. The boat will straighten out by itself or I can pole it back.”

Henry did not need to pole the houseboat. It soon turned slowly by itself.

Henry went inside the cabin. He looked up and said， “Look， there’s a fishing pole up there and a fishnet with a long handle. I think I’ll go fishing.”

“Not a very good day for fishing， Henry，” said Benny. “The sun is too bright.”

“It’s okay， Ben，” said Henry. “I think I’ll try my luck anyway.” Henry took down the pole and fishnet and looked at the line and hook.

“What are you going to use for bait， Henry？” asked Benny.

“Oh， I don’t know，” said Henry. “This is one time I have to use what we’ve got.”

Benny thought a minute. Then he said， “Didn’t we see a lot of little minnows yesterday？Maybe we could catch some of them in that net.”

“Good for you， Ben！” said Henry. “Minnows are the best bait of all. They swim near the shore， where the water isn’t so deep. I’ll pole in nearer.”

Both boys began to pole. When they reached shallow water， they looked over the side. Sure enough， they saw hundreds of minnows swimming around.

“This is easy！” said Benny. He bent over with the net and pulled up a lot of the tiny fish.

“Now we’re all set，” said Henry. He poled back into the deeper water. He set two chairs on the rear deck. Then he put a tiny minnow on his hook. He threw the fishline out over the water and sat down with the heavy pole. Benny sat down beside him. The boat floated gently along. Everything was quiet.

Grandfather and Violet went out to the front deck. They smiled at each other. Violet said， “I wouldn’t count on having fish for lunch today.”

Mr. Alden nodded. “I’m afraid you’re right if you mean fish from the river. But Jessie can give us tuna fish.”

Just then Jessie came out on the deck to watch the river with Violet and Grandfather.

“This is the most peaceful trip we’ve ever had，” Jessie said.

Mr. Alden， sitting in a deck chair， said， “Yes， it is.”

A half hour passed.

Benny chattered away to his brother. The sun shone hotter than ever. Nothing happened. Not one fish had pulled at Henry’s line.

“I was afraid of this，” said Henry. “I’m not even sure there are any fish in this river.”

“There must be some fish， Henry，” said Benny. “If there weren’t any， this boat wouldn’t have had a fishing pole on it. I wish we had two poles.”

“Here， Benny， you take this one，” said Henry. He handed the pole to his brother. “We can take turns catching nothing.”

Benny took the pole. He could see the line and the minnow still in the water.

Jessie and Violet came over to see how the fishing was going. They were both smiling.

Benny turned around with a frown on his face. “We’re not doing too well，” he said. “But you have to have patience when you’re fishing.” Then suddenly something pulled at his line.

“I’ve got you， old boy！” he called to the fish. He pulled in the line and found a big silver fish caught on the hook.

“A bass！” said Henry. “Don’t lose him， Ben！He can flop back.”

Benny was quick. He jerked the fish over the railing and it lay on the deck， flapping wildly. Suddenly a great cloud of gulls flew over the boat， calling and screaming.

“You can’t have my fish！” Benny shouted to the birds. “How did you find out I caught a fish， anyway？”

It was a real mystery. One minute not a gull was in sight. The next minute， there were over a hundred. Gulls sat on the top of the boat and along the sides. They were not a bit afraid. They flew around and around looking for food.

Benny carried his fish safely inside the galley.

Jessie said， “The gulls are so beautiful. It’s too bad not to feed them. Wait. Here’s a piece of banana skin. They might like that.” She threw it over the water as far as she could. A gull caught it in his bill. She threw another.

Henry laughed， “Well， I guess gulls will eat anything.”

Benny brought some bread crusts out of the galley. Each time he threw one over the side of the boat， a gull snapped it up before it landed in the water.

Henry went inside and came out with his camera. “That ought to make a pretty picture，” he said. “You two pretty girls throwing rubbish at the gulls.”

They all laughed.

When Henry looked at Benny’s fish， he said， “It’s a big bass. It is plenty big enough to feed this family. I’ll clean it for you， Ben. The gulls can have the head and tail for dessert.”

After a delicious lunch， Jessie said， “Oh， dear！We’ll have to stop again for ice and milk.”

Mr. Alden said， “I want to mail my letters， too.”

Henry began to watch for a landing place.

At Pomfret Landing Jessie said， “Let’s go to the post office first and get the ice and milk last. Then the ice won’t melt.”

The Henry J. Alden was soon locked up， anchored， and tied. The family walked down the path from the dock to the small town.

All at once they saw a familiar black car roaring down the main street. It was soon out of sight.

“It’s that black car again！” Benny cried. The Aldens saw that it was the same car that had almost hit their car on River Road. And Benny remembered that he had seen it parked near the restaurant where they had stopped for lunch the day before.

“Whoever drives that car always seems to be in such a hurry！” said Jessie.

“I wonder whose car it is，” said Henry. “It certainly doesn’t belong in a small town like Pomfret Landing.”

“Well， maybe we can find out just who does own that car，” Grandfather said.

The Aldens walked up the main street to the post office. As they opened the door， the man behind the counter was saying， “Here’s your stamp， Mrs. Young.”

The little lady， who was wearing a black dress， put down her money and took the stamp.

The Aldens watched politely， but the lady did not look up. She slipped out of the door like a shadow.

Mr. Alden bought a sheet of airmail stamps， some stamped envelopes， and some postcards.

Benny said， “I guess the lady who just left doesn’t write many letters. She only bought one stamp.”

“That’s right，” said the clerk. “Mrs. Young isn’t exactly poor， but she has a lot of trouble. She and her son live with her sister up the street. They own a candy store.”

“We’d better go and buy some candy，” said Henry.

“You’ll have to eat it now，” said Jessie. “There’s no place to put candy on the boat.”

“You’re from the Rivers’ houseboat， aren’t you？” asked the clerk， smiling.

“How do you know？” asked Benny.

“Oh， all the people from the houseboat come here，” said the man. “We like to meet new people. Pomfret Landing is such a small place that we know everybody’s business， I guess.”

“We just saw an enormous black car go by，” said Benny. “Who owns that？”

“I don’t know，” said the clerk， laughing. “That’s the only thing I don’t know. I’ve seen it before， but it certainly doesn’t belong in Pomfret Landing.”

The Aldens left the post office and walked up the street to the candy store. As they went in， a bell on the door rang.

“Oh， isn’t this a lovely store！” said Violet.

The wallpaper was white with pink stripes. The ruffled curtains were white with pink dots. Two small tables and some chairs stood by a tiny soda counter. The shelves were covered with lace paper. Boxes of candy were everywhere.

The store was empty， but soon a lady appeared. It was the same Mrs. Young. She now wore an apron over her black dress， and she looked more tired than ever. Jessie thought to herself， “She looks as if she has been crying.”

Mrs. Young was trying to smile now as she said， “I’m glad you like my store. People come here from miles around.”

“Do you make your own candy？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Well， my sister is really the candymaker，” answered Mrs. Young. “But I help.”

Benny looked at Mrs. Young with a bright smile. He said， “I’ve always wanted to know how they made those curly things on the top of the chocolates. Do you know？”

“I do， indeed，” she replied. “Would you like to see it done？My sister is putting on those curly tails right now.”

“What luck！” said Benny. “I certainly would.”

Henry whispered to Jessie， “That Ben can get away with anything！”

Mrs. Young pushed back a curtain and led them all into the candy kitchen.

Mrs. Young’s sister was standing over a pan of chocolate. She had gray hair and was older than Mrs. Young， but she had a tired and worried look， just like her sister.

The Aldens watched her as she worked. She took a pink center on a fork， dipped it into the melted chocolate， and set the piece of candy on some waxed paper. Then with a flip of her fork she laid the curly tail across the top.

“Oh， Violet！” said Jessie. “Wouldn’t that be fun？Let’s try it sometime. I never knew how it was done.”
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The centers were pink， white， yellow， pale green， and lavender. The sister smiled at Violet and said， “Your name is Violet？Here is a good one for you.” She picked up a lavender center， covered it with chocolate， and put on the tail. “You will have to wait for it to cool before you eat it，” the lady said.

“Oh， thank you，” said Violet.

“How about a milk shake while we wait？” asked Mr. Alden.

Mrs. Young smiled again. “You’ll like our milk shakes. We make our own syrup.”

Jessie led the way back to the tables. She said， “This is a good idea. We can take our dessert home inside us this time.”

The milk shakes were delicious.

Mr. Alden said， “Mine tastes exactly like fresh strawberries.”

“It ought to，” said Mrs. Young. “The strawberries grow in our backyard.”

The Aldens did buy some candy， but it was not chocolate. It was too hot on the boat for chocolate. But Mrs. Young gave Violet hers， and one for each of the rest.

As the Aldens were leaving， Benny turned to Mrs. Young and said， “When we came down the street， we saw an enormous black car going very fast. Do you happen to know who owns it？”

To his surprise， Mrs. Young turned very red and looked more worried than ever. Indeed she turned away， saying， “I’m sure it doesn’t belong in this town.”

“Oh， I’m awfully sorry，” said Benny. “It’s none of my business.”

“It’s all right，” said Mrs. Young. “Come again.” Then nobody heard what she said， because she almost whispered the words. Jessie heard the word “worried” but that was all.

When the Aldens were halfway down the street， Benny said， “I didn’t mean to upset her. I just thought she might know who was driving that car.”

Violet said softly， “I think she does.”

That night Benny was just floating off to sleep. He was almost dreaming. But suddenly he heard Mrs. Young’s words very plainly， “I’m just worried about my boy.”

Boy？What boy？Then Benny was asleep.


Chapter 4 The Auction

The next morning Benny climbed up to the roof of the houseboat. He called down to Jessie， “Look here and see if I have the new name right.”

“Oh， this is my day！” Jessie said， as she read The Jessie Alden. “I like having a houseboat named for me.

Henry asked， “Do you need to buy food today？Benny and I can watch for a place to land.”

“No，” said Jessie， shaking her head. “I have plenty of food for another day. We can just enjoy houseboating.” She looked up at the trees. “See， the branches almost meet over our heads. Isn’t it beautiful？”

The Aldens sat in chairs on the deck and watched the river grow wider and then narrower. Suddenly Jessie said， “Look， Grandfather！See that sign on the bank of the river？It says there’s an auction！”

The sign did indeed say：
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“Oh， you love auctions， Grandfather！” said Violet. “Let’s stop.”

Grandfather said， “You’re right， Violet. I do love auctions. But do you all want to go？”

Benny looked at his grandfather and said， “I never went to an auction in my whole life！”

“Neither did I，” said Violet.

Mr. Alden said， “I can’t believe it！I know it is so， but I can’t understand why I never took you to an auction.”

“You took me once，” said Henry. “And Jessie went， too. But that was years ago. Benny and Violet would love it， that’s for sure. It’s exciting， Ben.”

Jessie said， “Some auctions are better than others. This auction must have some good things， if they have one every week.”

Henry went on， “The auctioneer is very funny sometimes. He tries to keep everybody good-natured. You see， Ben， people call out what they will pay for a clock or a rug. The one who pays the most gets it.”

“That would be fun，” said Benny. “Let’s go.”

“We’re always saying ‘Let’s go！’” said Jessie， laughing.

Henry said， “Just give me time to lock the doors and shut the windows.” They never forgot.

Henry and Benny poled the boat to the dock and anchored it and tied it.

When the Aldens reached the main street， they saw crowds of people going into a low， brown building with an enormous door. The door was as wide as the front of the building. The Aldens went along with the crowd.

Inside， they saw rows of folding chairs on the wooden floor. There was a little platform in the front， and on it were all sorts of things to sell. Furniture of all kinds stood on the platform. There were radios， TV sets， and bicycles. There were silver teapots， pictures of all sizes， and even baseball gloves. On a table was a box of old clothes and boxes of tin dishes and china and glass. It was fascinating.

Grandfather had seen many auctions. He always went up to the front seat. But this time， nobody seemed to be sitting down. All the people were up at the front of the hall， pushing and looking over the things to be sold. Some of the people had come to buy a book or a clock or a table for themselves. But dealers were there， too. They were men who bought things at an auction to sell again at a higher price.

Dealers often bought furniture or dishes for their customers who had ordered them.

“Let’s look around，” said Benny. “It isn’t ten o’clock yet.”

“Then start here at the left end of the platform，” said Mr. Alden， “and work toward the right. Then we’ll see everything.”

Grandfather looked at a few things. “There are some expensive things here，” he said. “I wonder if there is a policeman around to see that nothing is stolen？”

“There’s one over there，” said Henry， pointing to a man standing in a corner. “But there are so many people here he can’t watch everybody.”

The crowd was good-natured. A big man laughed and said to Henry， “Excuse me for pushing. I can’t help it because someone is pushing me.”

“That’s all right，” said Henry. “I’m pushing， too！”
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There were children in the crowd. The boys were looking at the baseball suits and bats. Girls were looking at sweaters.

“That is a beautiful mirror，” said Mr. Alden to Jessie. “And that desk is a very fine one， but—”

Someone pushed between Jessie and Grandfather， and Mr. Alden could not finish his sentence. When Jessie could get near him again， she asked， “What were you going to say， Grandfather？”

“I was going to say that the little vase way back on the desk is worth more than the desk.”

Again Jessie was pushed a little way from Mr. Alden， but she called to him， “Let’s stay right through this auction， Grandfather！We can eat lunch afterward. I’m sure we can find a restaurant.”

“Just as you like，” Mr. Alden called back.

Everyone nearby could hear all this. A lady turned to Mr. Alden and said， “There is a fine place right on Main Street called the Elm Tree Inn. There is a large elm tree right by the doorstep.”

“Thank you！” said Mr. Alden. “We’ll certainly go there.”

Just then a bell rang. Everyone began to rush for seats. The Aldens found seats in the front row. Henry sat beside a man in a gray suit.

The auctioneer began. He held up a small painting.

“What am I offered？” he called out. “This is a hand-painted picture of the river.”

A very young voice answered， “One dollar！”

Grandfather looked back to see who was bidding. It was a young boy， younger than Benny. Mr. Alden whispered to Henry， “It’s a young boy in a red cap. He’s very young to bid at an auction. He seems to be all alone.”

The man in the gray suit called out， “Five dollars！”

“Six dollars！” called a woman’s voice.

“Seven dollars！” said the man in the gray suit.

Grandfather whispered again to Henry， “I think that man beside you is a dealer. He knows what things are worth.”

“Ten dollars！” called the woman.

The dealer said to Henry， “Oh， let her have it！It isn’t worth more than ten dollars. They always start with the cheap things. I’m waiting for that little vase. It is out of sight now on the old desk.”

“Yes， I saw that vase，” said Henry.

The woman came forward and took the painting and gave the man ten dollars.

Then the auctioneer held up a box of old clothes. He took a boy’s shirt off the top and held it up. He said， “There are five shirts in this box， a boy’s jacket， a man’s heavy overcoat， and five women’s dresses. What am I offered？”

“One dollar！” called the boy in the red cap.

“Two dollars！” called a man.

“Three dollars！” called the boy.

“Four dollars！” shouted another man.

“Five dollars！” called the boy.

There was no answer. Nobody would bid higher than that.

“Going， going， gone！” said the auctioneer. “To the boy in the red cap！”

The boy came forward and took the box. He gave the man five one-dollar bills. Everyone smiled at the boy as he went out with the box of old clothes. He looked very much pleased with the things he had bought.

Benny whispered to Henry， “I saw that boy in the red cap looking over that box. I guess he is poor.”

“Well， he had five dollars， Ben，” said Henry. “And he got what he wanted. He’s gone， anyway.”

Benny half stood up. He looked through the window after the boy. He was surprised when he saw the boy begin to run. The boy was soon out of sight.

“That’s funny，” thought Benny. “I wonder why he was in such a hurry. Maybe he wants to show the things to his mother.”

At last the cheaper things were sold. The expensive things would be put up for sale now. The crowd began to talk and buzz. They made a great noise in their excitement.

“Quiet！” said the auctioneer.

First the dealer in the gray suit bought an old table for $500. He laughed as he paid for it. He knew he could sell it for more. But when he came back to his seat， he said to Henry， “I’m really waiting for that vase.”

At last the auctioneer came to the vase. He said to the crowd， “The vase I am going to sell next is the best piece here. It is very old and made of gold. You see！A rhyme！Old and gold.”

The people laughed.

Then the auctioneer went on， “This vase has rubies and emeralds set in the gold. It came from Egypt. I am talking about this small vase on the desk.”

He turned to take the vase off the desk， but the vase was not there！

The dealer whispered， “Stolen！I bet it was stolen！”

It seemed that the dealer was right. The vase could not be found. Again the crowd began to buzz.

“I stood right here，” said the policeman. “But I didn’t see anyone take it.”

“Well， somebody took it，” said the auctioneer.

“Too bad，” said Grandfather. “Let’s go. This auction is no fun anymore. No one likes to think there is a thief in the room.”

“Yes， you can go，” said the policeman to Grandfather. “I’m sure you didn’t take the vase.”

“I should say not，” said Grandfather. “I know the police will take care of this.”

Indeed， as the Aldens went out of the building， they met two more policemen coming in. Henry thought， “Someone must have telephoned the police station.”

As he passed a policeman on the steps， Benny said to him， “I hope you will find that vase.”

“Oh， we’ll find it，” the policeman answered. “There are strange things going on around here. This is only one of them.”

The other policeman added， “Right up and down our own river！It always has been so peaceful here. Nothing like this ever happened before.”

The Aldens went along the street looking for the Elm Tree Inn. It was easy to find， for they soon saw the big tree.

Violet said， “I don’t feel very hungry. But we’d better eat just the same， I suppose.”

Jessie smiled and said， “We’ve got a chance now to eat without cooking a meal or washing the dishes. We’d better eat whether we’re hungry or not.”

“Well， I’m hungry，” said Benny.

“So am I， mate，” said Henry. “It will be no trouble at all for me.”

Benny held the door of the Elm Tree Inn open while the others went in. Just as he was going to follow them he looked toward the street. He was in time to see a big black car swing out to pass a small truck. The truck driver called out， “Hey！Look where you’re going！”

Benny had a fine chance to see the driver of the black car as it whizzed by. He thought to himself， “That is the very man I saw in the restaurant！He’s the one I didn’t like. He’s the one who said， ‘What do you mean—find out？Nobody has found out yet.’ ”

The driver’s left hand was on the small open window of the black car. He drove with his right hand. Benny saw that the man wore a big square black ring. Then the car was around the corner and out of sight. Benny went into the inn.

The family stayed a long time at the Elm Tree Inn. The restaurant was crowded with people. The waitress could not serve them for a long time. But as they waited for their lunch， Benny told them in a low voice about the man in the car.

Then Jessie said， “Those men don’t seem to do anything wrong. They just drive too fast.”

“Well， they almost ran into our car，” said Henry. “I won’t forget that in a hurry.”

By the time the food was served， every Alden was hungry. Even Violet ate an excellent meal.

After lunch， Violet said， “Let’s go， Grandfather. I’m tired.”

Everyone agreed. They all wanted to get back to the houseboat.

As the family walked along， Henry said， “I wonder what those policemen meant about strange things. Maybe that black car has something to do with all the trouble. It certainly looks strange in these small towns. It goes too fast.”

Violet said， “Maybe the police have seen those two men who almost ran into us.”

“I don’t like them，” said Benny. “I didn’t like them when I saw them in the restaurant.”

The Aldens walked down the path. They found the houseboat still safely anchored at the dock. Benny untied the rope， and Henry unlocked the door. They all went into the cabin.

Everyone began to sniff.

“Smoke！” said Benny. “I smell smoke！Where’s that sandbox？I want that sand ready if there’s a fire.”

“It’s cigarette smoke，” said Henry. “No fire.”

Grandfather looked very sober. He said， “Henry， unlock the back door， too. You can use the same key.”

Grandfather looked at both doors. Then he tried the windows. They were all locked.

Jessie looked around the galley. Not a dish had been moved. Violet looked at the beds and the curtains.

Henry went out and checked the motor. It seemed to be all right.

They looked in the icebox and even in the water tank. They could not find a thing.

“I don’t like it，” said Grandfather. “Both doors were locked， and there isn’t a mark on the keyholes.”

After a while they all agreed on one thing—someone had been in the cabin， smoking a cigarette.

Benny said， “You know， this was a fine time for someone to get into this houseboat. Everybody at that auction knew we were going to eat lunch on land. Remember， Jessie， how you called to Grandfather？”

Jessie nodded. “And a stranger even said， ‘I know a place where you can eat—the Elm Tree Inn.’ Oh， yes， I guess we told everybody in that town that we wouldn’t be home for a while.”

Benny went out on the front deck and sat down to think. He was thinking about the boy in the red cap. It was strange how he ran away from the auction.

“Something funny here，” Benny said to himself. “But that boy is too young to be smoking cigarettes. Besides， he seemed like such a nice boy. I liked him the minute I saw him looking over the box of old clothes.”

Everyone came out on the front deck and sat down.

Henry said， “Whoever was in our houseboat wasn’t very smart. Anyone would know we would smell smoke. How do you think the person got in， Grandfather？”

Mr. Alden answered， “Well， I think someone has a key.”

Benny was safely in bed that night. Suddenly he felt that something was missing. Then he knew what it was. He could not hear the clock tick！He looked out in the dark and found the spot on the wall where the clock hung. The clock was gone！

“Now I know someone has been here，” Benny thought. “I know people often steal clocks and radios because they can sell them. But I wouldn’t think anyone would come aboard just for a little old clock.”

Benny did not want to wake everybody up to tell them， so he turned over and went to sleep.


Chapter 5 April Center

The day came when Benny changed the name of the houseboat to The Watch Alden. The family spent the morning cleaning up the boat and doing the laundry. After lunch， the four young Aldens were sitting on the front deck. Suddenly they saw a large sign on the riverbank. Benny read it aloud，

April Center.

“What does that mean？” he asked. “There’s a dock and everything.”

Mr. Alden， who was sitting in the cabin， heard Benny. He came out at once and looked at the sign.

“It can’t be！It simply can’t be！” he said.

“What can’t be？” asked Henry and Benny.

“Well， April Center，” answered Mr. Alden， still staring at the sign. “That belongs to my old friend， George April.”

“That’s a funny name，” said Benny. “Mr. April.”

“I suppose so，” said Grandfather. “I have known George April for years and years. He lives in London now.”

“What is this April Center？” asked Henry.

Grandfather seemed to wake out of a daze. “Oh， yes， Henry！It’s Mr. April’s idea. He is interested in old things and new things—he especially likes children.”

“We’re not children，” said Benny.

“Well， no，” agreed Grandfather. “But George April would think you were. Wait until you see the things he has in April Center.”

“What things？” asked Benny.

“Now don’t rush me，” said Mr. Alden. “A few years ago， George April bought some land and built April Center. It is a small place in the country， but very famous. I had no idea it was so near. People come here from all over the United States. No cars are allowed. You have to leave your car at the gate. After you pay to enter， you can walk around April Center. Or you can hire a horse and driver by the hour. The drivers wait at the gate.”

Benny opened his mouth to speak and then shut it again. Grandfather noticed.

“Good， Ben，” he said. “You know I am telling this as fast as I can. There is a village green in the middle of April Center—a park with green grass and trees. George sent me a picture postcard of the place once. A road goes right around the edge of the green. There are a lot of buildings all along the street—all different. I remember there’s an old country store. There’s also a doll museum and an animal museum. In the animal museum you can see mounted wild animals and even stones with dinosaur tracks.”

“I’d love to see the dolls，” said Violet. “They must be interesting.”

“I’m sure they are，” said Mr. Alden. “I’ve never seen the place myself. But I’d like to.”

“So would I，” said Henry. “I’ll pole the boat up to the dock.”

The Aldens soon stepped ashore， and Henry dropped the anchor. Both doors of the houseboat were locked and the windows shut.Benny tied the rope. He said， “We will never forget to lock this houseboat. We don’t want to come back again and find that a stranger has been here.”

They started down the path， but they did not walk far before they saw the gate.

Many people were visiting April Center that day. As the Aldens paid for their tickets， they saw parents walking along with their children. On the other side of the gate they could see the village green.

Inside the gate， a horse hitched to a strange-looking wagon was standing under a tree. A small， thin man in a red coat was the driver. The Aldens looked once at the man， but they looked twice at the horse.

“What a thin horse！” said Benny. “I can see his ribs.”

Mr. Alden said， “I don’t understand this. That horse isn’t well fed. George wouldn’t have such a thin horse on his place. I’m sure he doesn’t know about this.”

The driver saw the Aldens. He climbed down from his old wagon. He took off his cap. “See the Center， sir？” he asked Mr. Alden with a bow. “My name’s Sam. Dolly and I go right around the Center. We’ll wait at every building as long as you want.”

Benny looked at Sam and said， “You can’t take five of us. We’re too heavy. That horse can’t pull us all.”

“Oh， yes she can，” said Sam. “Dolly， you’re used to it， aren’t you， girl？” Sam patted Dolly gently. “See， she doesn’t mind at all. This carriage holds six.”

Indeed， there were three seats， and each seat had room for two persons. Without another word， Benny climbed into the front seat beside the driver. Grandfather and Violet sat behind them， and Jessie and Henry took the back seat. Dolly started down the street.

“Go along， pet，” said Sam. “Go along， old girl. You like hot weather. You know you do.”

Benny looked up at Sam. “You don’t come from around here， do you？” he asked.

“No. I’m an old jockey. I’m so small I used to be a jockey in the Blue Grass Country. But I’ve been up here for five years. Now， ladies，” said Sam， looking over his shoulder， “over there is the country store. Then come some old-fashioned houses. And next is the doll museum.”

“Let’s go to the doll museum first，” said Jessie. “We can’t see every building in one day.”

“No，” said Sam. “It takes two days. Some people stay a week.”

Benny said suddenly， “Tell me， Sam， why is Dolly so thin？”

Sam shook his gray head. “I know she’s too thin. It makes me feel poorly. Maybe Dolly’s just a thin horse. I feed her as well as I can.”

Mr. Alden said， “Sam， doesn’t Mr. April pay you well？He’s a good friend of mine.”

Sam sat up very straight. “Oh， yes， sir！Mr. April pays me fine. He’s a good man. Don’t ever say anything bad about Mr. April！He can’t come here very often. He lives in London.”

“Yes， he does，” said Grandfather. “But he wouldn’t like to see such a thin horse on his place.”

But Sam only said， “Giddap， old girl. Stop at the doll museum.”

Dolly began to trot. She stopped in front of the museum.

“We’ll wait right here，” said Sam. “Take your time. Stay as long as you like.”

The Aldens went up the front walk. Mr. Alden said， “Something is wrong here. I’d like to know what it is.”

Violet said， “Sam loves his horse. You can see that. Did you notice that Dolly was brushed till she shone like silk？”

“Yes，” said Mr. Alden. “That’s why it’s so strange. Sam takes good care of Dolly， but neither one gets enough to eat.”

Henry laughed just a little. He said， “Grandfather， you know most people wouldn’t even notice a thin horse. And they wouldn’t care if they did.”

“Yes， Henry， I know. But this family loves animals， and we can’t help noticing them.”

The Aldens had reached the door. “Well， here are the dolls，” Grandfather said.

“What a wonderful place！” said Violet when they walked inside. Even Henry and Benny were fascinated. A young girl in an old-fashioned costume came to meet them.

“Let me show you this dollhouse，” she said. “Notice the man doll sitting in that easy chair？He is six inches tall. He is reading a newspaper that is just the size of a postage stamp. You can see it is printed exactly like a big one. Now let me show you his set of checkers.”

The girl picked up a tiny black box from the little doll table. It was so small that she could hardly hold it. She opened it. The box and cover made a tiny checkerboard， and twenty-four red and black checkers were inside.

“This game is even smaller than a postage stamp，” said the girl.

Violet said， “I don’t see how anyone made those checkers so small.”

“This dollhouse is one hundred years old，” said the girl.

“Look at that beautiful doll’s tea set！” said Jessie， pointing to another tiny room in the dollhouse.

“Yes， some people think that is the smallest china tea set in the world，” said the girl. “The little handles are real gold， and the roses are painted by hand.”

“We’d better not touch that，” said Violet.

Benny was looking around the room. Suddenly he said， “Look over there！” He pointed to a corner where many people were standing. The Aldens walked across the room.

On a large wooden table was a model of a Pennsylvania farm. Everything in the model was carved and painted by hand.

A wooden man was sitting on a milking stool beside a cow. Hens and chickens stood around the barnyard. A woman doll stood among them with a tiny basket of corn. Two horses were hitched to a wagon with a black top. A boy doll stood beside a well， with his hand on the pump handle.

The girl said to Benny， “Just turn that switch.” Benny did so.

Suddenly the farm came to life with a great rattle. The man began to milk the cow. The woman began to throw the corn. The hens began to peck the corn. The boy began to pump the well. Real water ran out of the pump into a pail. The two horses began to trot down the road.

What a great noise—clack， clack！Everyone watching the model began to laugh. A woman standing near the Aldens said， “That is the cleverest thing I ever saw in my life！”

At last Jessie said， “Grandfather， we’ll never have time to see all these things. Maybe we ought to go into another building that Benny likes.”

“Yes， my dear. What do you want to see， Benny？” Grandfather asked.

“The animals，” said Benny.

The Aldens went out， looking at more dolls on the way. Sam and Dolly were waiting outside， but both of them seemed to be asleep.

Just then another horse and carriage exactly like Sam’s came trotting along with a load of people.

“That horse is as thin as Dolly，” said Henry in surprise. “And the man looks like Sam， doesn’t he？”

“Maybe he is Sam’s brother，” said Benny. “Maybe the horse is Dolly’s sister.”

Grandfather laughed. He didn’t know then that Benny was exactly right.

The Aldens didn’t want to wake Sam and Dolly so they went on foot down the street. Soon they came to a bright red brick building.Over the door was the word

Animals.

The Aldens went inside.

In this building they saw beautifully-mounted foxes and wolves， a deer， and a raccoon. But Benny went straight for a small dinosaur standing in the middle of the room. It was about as tall as Benny， but the sign said，

This is a model of a dinosaur fifteen feet tall and forty feet long.

“Just think！” said Jessie， looking at the model. “Those animals used to be walking around here.”

Benny said， “If one of them stepped on me， he wouldn’t even know it.”

“That’s right， Ben，” said Henry. “Just the way we step on a bug and don’t know it.”

Along the sides of the room were large stones with dinosaur footprints in them. One footprint looked like a bird’s and another like an elephant’s. There were dinosaurs’ leg bones that were taller than Benny.

Soon Jessie said， “I must think about cooking supper. I think we ought to go， Henry. But I’m sure we want to come again tomorrow. We can sleep in the houseboat right at the dock.”
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Benny said， “We must come back tomorrow. We have to find out more about Sam.”

Sam and Dolly were still asleep when the Aldens came out of the museum. But the second horse was going by with a load of people. Henry happened to look at his grandfather. Mr. Alden was staring at the second horse. He looked from one horse to the other.

“Henry！” said Grandfather. “Those two horses are a matched pair！I’m sure they came from the Blue Grass country. If I’m right， they were once beautiful horses， worth a great deal of money.”

Benny looked at Sam， fast asleep. Then he looked at the other driver. He exclaimed， “You can hardly tell those two drivers apart！One’s awake and one’s asleep. That’s the only difference.”

Jessie said， “You’re right， Ben. They look like twins.”

Benny said， “A matched pair of horses and a matched pair of drivers！”

“Shh， Ben. They’ll hear you，” said Jessie.

Indeed， someone at April Center did hear Benny. A workman said， “That is a matched pair of horses， all right. I can remember when they first came here. They held their heads up high. The old jockeys did， too.”

“What’s the matter with the horses now？” asked Benny.

The man shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t ask me，” he said， walking away.

Benny called after the man， “Are the two men brothers？”

“Yes，” answered the man. “Sam and Jeff. The horses are Dolly and Molly.”

The Aldens walked to the dock without waking Sam. It seemed strange to eat supper on the houseboat when it was quietly resting at the dock.

“Well， we learned a little about Sam，” said Benny. “His brother’s name is Jeff. I’m glad we’re spending another day at April Center. I want to see the country store tomorrow. And besides， I have a plan in mind.”

Violet smiled. “I suppose you don’t want to tell us your plan？”

“No，” said Benny. “Not yet.”


Chapter 6 Something Wrong

The next morning the Aldens waited only long enough to eat breakfast and change the name of the houseboat.

Benny climbed up the ladder to change the letters. He said， “I hate to take The Watch Alden down. But you’ve had your day， Watch. Today it will be The Mrs. McGregor.”

When Benny climbed down， Henry was saying， “I wish we could find out why those horses are so thin. We know that Mr. April pays Sam well.”

Jessie added， “Sam said he gives as much as he can to Dolly.”

“And we know Sam loves his horse，” said Violet. “It doesn’t seem to make sense.”

Benny thought a minute. Then he laughed. “The only way to find out is to ask Sam，” he said.

“Oh， no，” said Jessie， shaking her head. “I would never ask Sam！”

“I would，” said Benny. “I bet Sam would tell me.”

Henry laughed. “I bet he would， too， Ben. Try it！No harm done if he won’t tell.”

Violet said， “Sam likes Benny. I think he would say that Benny was comical， just as Mr. Rivers did.”

So the Aldens locked up the houseboat and went back to April Center. As they walked through the gate Benny looked around for Sam. But Sam was nowhere in sight.

“You’ll like the country store， Ben，” said Henry， walking along. “They will have everything in there—cloth， sugar， cheese， and a cracker barrel.”

The cracker barrel was the first thing the Aldens saw when they went into the store. The storekeeper looked up at Benny and said， “Help yourself to a cracker！”

There was a hole in the cover of the wooden barrel. Benny put his hand into the hole and pulled out a cracker. Henry came next. He said to the man， “That hole is almost too small for my hand.”

“That is why the hole was made small，” replied the man. “Nobody can get two crackers out at one time. They used to try in the old days，but they never could do it.”

Three old men were sitting around an old stove， smoking pipes. Grandfather looked around the room and said， “This looks exactly like the old country store I went in when I was a boy. See the old-fashioned stick candy？”

“Red-and-white stripes，” said Benny. “I bet it is peppermint.”

The storekeeper said， “Try the coffee grinder， folks. Right over there.”

They all went to look at the coffee grinder. Jessie said， “I don’t suppose you sell the coffee， do you？”

“Oh， yes， I do，” the storekeeper answered. “You can buy coffee， candy， cheese， and oats for horses. All the other things are just to look at.”

Jessie said， “We’ll take a pound of coffee， then.”

The man poured a pound of brown coffee beans into the coffee mill. He said to Benny， “Grind away， son！”

Benny took the handle and turned it round and round. It was hard work. The ground coffee came out in a bag and was all ready to use.

“Did you say you sell cheese？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Right here！” The man showed them an enormous round cheese， as big as an automobile tire. “I’ll cut off whatever you want.”

“I never saw such a big cheese，” said Jessie. “I’ll take a pound.”

“Now what about oats for a horse？” asked Henry.

“Yes， we sell oats，” said the man. “But what do you want oats for？”

“I was thinking about Sam’s horse， Dolly，” said Henry.

The storeman stopped smiling and shook his head. “It’s a funny thing about that，” he said. “Sam used to buy a lot of oats for Dolly. And his brother Jeff did， too. But they don’t buy so much now. Not half as much as they used to. I can’t understand it. It’s been going on for almost a year.”

Benny said， “Oh， let’s buy some oats for Sam. We can tell him it’s a birthday present for Dolly.”

Henry nodded. The man took a big bag of oats out of a corner and gave it to Henry.

As the Aldens went out to the street， they saw Sam and Dolly. Sam had no customers， but he smiled at the Aldens.

Benny said to his family， “You go along. I’d rather stay here with Sam. He isn’t busy right now. I’ll be along soon.”

Benny climbed up into the wagon and sat down beside the old jockey.

“How is Dolly today？” he asked.

“Fine，” said Sam. “See her ears now？She knows we’re talking about her.” Indeed， her ears were turned backwards.

“I’ve been thinking， Sam，” said Benny. “It seems to me that you are in some kind of trouble.”

The old driver turned to the young boy and said， “That is surely kind of you. Most people don’t care about an old carriage-driver.”

“I care，” said Benny.

“I know you do，” said Sam.

“Well， Sam， are you in trouble？”

“No， not exactly，” said Sam.

“What do you mean， not exactly？” asked Benny.

“Well， I got no trouble myself， but I hear that my brother Jeff has. So I feel poorly. Yes， boy， I’m sure enough worried about Jeff.”

The man and the boy sat a while without saying a word.

Then Benny said， “Sam， my grandfather is a smart man. Maybe he could get Jeff out of trouble.”

“No， boy. Nobody could do that，” Sam answered.

Benny put his hand on Sam’s arm. “Now， Sam！What a silly thing to say！You don’t know what my family can do when we get started.But how can we help you when we don’t know what the trouble is？Don’t you trust me？”

Sam drew a long breath. “I’d like to trust you， boy. I’d surely like to！”

“Well， then， tell me about Jeff. Has he done anything wrong？”

Sam turned and looked at Benny. “I know Jeff wouldn’t do anything wrong. I don’t believe it！I never believed it！”

“Who says he’s done something wrong？” asked Benny.

“Well， somebody says he has，” answered Sam. “But I can’t tell you who it is. Then I’d be in trouble.”

“You’re in trouble now，” said Benny.

Sam was thinking. He looked at Benny for a long time. He knew he could trust Benny. Sam took a deep breath and said， “I’m going to tell you， boy. A man comes to me every month and I give him half my pay. If I don’t， he says he will tell the police about Jeff.”

“I see，” said Benny， nodding his head. “So that is why you can’t afford to feed Dolly enough.”

“Yes， that’s why. I give Dolly as much as I can. But I have to eat， too.”

Benny nodded again. Then he said， “Would you believe me， Sam， if I said you would be out of trouble soon？”

“I don’t know，” said Sam. “That would be a great day.”

Benny began to climb out of the wagon. He said， “Well， don’t worry anymore， Sam. It won’t be long now！”

Benny walked away. As he looked back， he saw three people getting into Sam’s wagon. He stepped out of sight. He waited until Sam had turned the wagon around and trotted off. Then Benny walked slowly down the street looking for Jeff. He found him outside an old-fashioned house waiting for his customers.

Benny looked up at Jeff and said， “May I come and sit with you a minute？”

“Sure，” said Jeff. He was surprised.

When Benny was in the front seat， he said， “You don’t know me， Jeff， but Sam does.”
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“Yes， I know you，” said Jeff. “Sam told me all about the Aldens. He said the old man is very kind.”

“You mean my grandfather？” asked Benny. “He isn’t old.”

“Oh， I don’t mean old，” said Jeff. “He’s just grown up.”

“I wonder if you would talk to me， Jeff，” asked Benny.

“Oh， yes， I’d like to talk to you. Any of your family. I’d be glad to.”

“Well， then，” said Benny， “tell me this. Are you in trouble？”

Jeff turned around to Benny just as his brother had done. “No，” he said. “But don’t tell Sam.”

“Why？” asked Benny. “I won’t tell Sam.”

“I just worry about Sam，” said Jeff. “I hear tell he is in trouble. So I worry all the time.”

Benny said， “Do you think Sam has done anything wrong？”

“No！” said Jeff. “Sam wouldn’t. He’s my twin brother.”

“But somebody told you he has. Is that right？” asked Benny.

“Yes， that’s right. But I still don’t believe him. And don’t you tell， boy！”

“I won’t，” said Benny. “You know， Jeff， I thought something was wrong.”

“Now why did you ever think that？” asked Jeff.

“Well， because Molly is so thin，” said Benny.

“Think of that！” said Jeff. “Nobody cares about an old thin horse.”

“You care a lot about Molly， don’t you？” asked Benny.

“Oh， yes. I brush her and brush her. See how she shines？”

“But you don’t feed her very well，” said Benny quietly.

“No，” said Jeff sadly. “But I do the best I can.”

“I know that，” said Benny. He began to climb down. He had learned what he wanted to know. Then he had an idea. He said， “By the way， Jeff， have you seen two men in a big black car driving around April Center？I’m interested in cars and it’s a special one.”

Jeff looked quickly at Benny and then away. It seemed as if he was going to nod， but he said， “Two men in a black car？I see lots of men and lots of black cars. They all look alike to me.”

Jeff looked so worried that Benny said， “Jeff， don’t worry anymore. In four or five days everything will be all right.”

“What do you mean， boy？” asked Jeff.

“I can’t tell you that because I don’t know what it will be myself. But you’ll see very soon.”

“Don’t you tell Sam！” Jeff warned.

“No， I won’t，” promised Benny. He almost ran to find his family. He felt light as a feather！How wonderful it would be when Sam and Jeff were happy again， and Molly and Dolly had enough to eat. He was sure Henry and Jessie could think of some way to help the old jockeys.

Benny found his family just leaving an old house. Jessie saw Benny coming.

“Oh， let’s go home，” she said. “We can hear all about Sam and Dolly on the boat where nobody is listening.”

“Let’s give this heavy bag of oats to Sam first，” said Henry.

Jeff came by just then with an empty wagon. He heard what Henry said. “I’ll see that Sam gets it，” he said， stopping his horse.

“Good，” said Henry. “Please take some oats for Molly， too.” Henry lifted the bag into Jeff’s front seat. “Thank you，” said Henry. “That will save time.”

“Thank you，” said Jeff， driving off.

The houseboat， The Mrs. McGregor， was just as they had left it. Henry poled it out into the river， and the Alden family sat down on the deck to talk. Benny told his story to the end.

Then Henry said， “You did well， Ben. We know now what is bothering Sam and Jeff. Let’s think of everything else that seems wrong. First， that vase was lost at the auction. And Mrs. Young and her sister are worried， too.”

Jessie said， “Don’t forget the waitress in the restaurant.”

“Yes， the waitress，” agreed Henry. “Then the smoke on this boat. Oh， by the way， Ben. A policeman came into the old house while we were there， and I told him about our clock. He said he would tell Mr. Rivers.”

“Good！” said Benny.

“We still don’t know why the boy in the red cap ran away from the auction so fast，” said Violet.

“And remember， the two policemen said something strange was going on up and down this river，” said Mr. Alden.

Benny said， “And the black car！”

“Right. The black car and the two men，” said Jessie. “Do you think the black car has anything to do with all these people， Henry？”

Henry replied， “Yes， that is exactly what I do think.”

Benny added， “But remember， we’ve still got four or five days！”


Chapter 7 Mystery in a Picture

The next day at breakfast Benny said， “Let’s name the houseboat The Sam and Dolly today. That would make Sam laugh if he could see it.”

The family always ate on the deck now. They liked it better than the galley.

Benny looked at the row of gulls sitting on the railing. “The only trouble with eating out here is you gulls，” he said. “You watch every bite.”

Jessie said， “I wonder where all those gulls go. They just come here for meals.”

Mr. Alden replied， “They must go fifty miles down the river to the ocean.”

When breakfast was over，the gulls flew away. Benny climbed up the ladder to change the name of the houseboat. It was The Sam and Dolly today.

Violet was holding a glass of orange juice in her hand. She stood up to watch Benny and stepped back to see better. Her foot hit the sandbox. Splash！Orange juice went everywhere. It was all over the clean white sand.

“Oh， look where it went！” said Violet. “We need that sand to put out fires. Wait！I can get it off.” She took a spoon and a cup. Then she very carefully scraped off every bit of wet sand.

“I don’t think I lost a spoonful of sand，” she said.

“No harm done，” said Jessie. “We promised to keep the sandbox filled up to the line and it is.”

The Aldens floated slowly down the beautiful river. They sat on the front deck.

Benny was looking straight down the river from the roof. He said， “Something is right in the way. What is it？”

Henry said， “It looks like an island.”

It was indeed an island， but a very small one. Here the river was a little wider. As the Aldens floated nearer， they saw that the island was made of rock. A few bushes grew here and there on small spots of sand. As they came still nearer， a great crowd of sea gulls rose in the air， calling and screaming.

Benny climbed down the ladder. “This is where the gulls live！” he said. “There must be a million.”

Henry laughed. He said， “Hold on， Ben. Not a million， but a lot of gulls for one small island.”

There were some posts in the water. Henry said， “This was once a dock. You can see where it was. Let’s float in. We’ve already scared the gulls anyway.”

The gulls had flown off， but when the boat stopped moving， the birds began to come back. One by one they came. Some sat on the posts. Some landed on the rocks. The place was soon thick with gulls.

“Let’s call this Gull Island，” Benny said.

Henry pointed at an enormous gull on a post. “What a picture that would make！” he said. He rushed to the cabin to get his camera.

“Take two pictures，” said Jessie. “One may not come out very well. Oh， look at the duck！” She pointed at a bird which was flying back again behind the rocks. “Let’s go ashore and see where it went.”

The Aldens stepped into the water from the boat and waded ashore. The gulls rose in the air， screaming loudly. The Aldens climbed over the stones and looked over the top of the big rock. There was the duck swimming around in the water. Seven baby ducks followed her. Sometimes they put their bills in the water and caught bugs. Sometimes they turned upside down.
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Violet said， “Aren’t they cute， Henry？See if you can get a picture of a duckling upside down. You can only see its tail.”

Henry snapped the camera. He said， “I think two of them were upside down， and the mother duck， too.”

Something made Benny look away from the island toward the riverbank. There stood a lovely white bird！

“Look， Henry！” Benny whispered. “Take a picture. It’s a white heron.”

Benny waded back to the boat and asked Grandfather for the field glasses. He looked through them at the bird. It was beautiful， standing on one leg in the water， its lacy white topknot blowing in the wind.

“That’s an egret，” said Grandfather. “Sometimes they fly this far north. Take its picture， Henry.”

The bird was quiet， and Henry could work slowly. He snapped one picture and then another.

Benny looked through the field glasses again. All at once he whispered， “Henry！Something is behind that egret. Something white. Just look.”

Henry looked in the camera finder. Then he looked toward the bird as if he were going to take another picture.

Benny whispered， “I think it’s a man in a white shirt.”

“Right， Ben，” agreed Henry. “But why is he hiding behind a tree？He thinks the tree hides him， but I can see an arm sticking out on each side.”

Snap， went the camera. “I have a picture of two arms and two shoulders，” said Henry. “I wonder if he came here to watch us？And why？”

“I don’t know，” said Benny. “But I think that is just what he’s doing.” Then one arm moved.

“Keep watching him，” said Benny excitedly. “If he starts to leave， take another picture.”

A minute went by. Suddenly the man moved. He didn’t walk or run. He bent down and scrambled through the bushes. Henry snapped two more pictures before the man was out of sight.

“I hope these pictures are good，” Benny said.

Grandfather said， “It’s too bad Henry doesn’t have his long-distance lens on the camera.”

“I do，” said Henry. “All these pictures will be big. And now the next thing is to get these pictures printed.”

“Right，” said Benny. “Let’s watch for a landing.”

The four Aldens climbed aboard the houseboat， and Henry poled it away from the island. Soon they were floating down the river.

Benny and Henry watched the riverbanks for a landing. Benny was looking for something else， too. He thought he might see the man in the white shirt again， but he did not. Once he thought he saw a car parked in the woods， but he wasn’t sure. It was not far from Gull Island.

At last The Sam and Dolly came to a landing. Even in their excitement the Aldens did not forget to lock the houseboat.

When they found a drugstore in the small town， Benny spoke to the clerk. He said， “We have some very important pictures in our camera. How soon can we have prints？”

The clerk laughed. He said， “I’m sure you must have pictures of the President of the United States. I do develop my own pictures. I’m not very busy so I’ll develop the film right now if you hand it over.”

“Oh， thank you！” said five voices. “We’ll wait.”

The clerk began to think the pictures were really important. “You can sit at the counter，” he said. “I’ll hurry.”

In less than half an hour the man handed Henry prints of the pictures. The Aldens crowded around and Violet said， “Those pictures are large. That lens is a wonderful thing， Henry.”

Then Benny said one single word， “Look！”

He pointed at the white shoulders of the man in the bushes. Right behind him was a very faint picture of a face！

“There were two men，” said Benny.

Henry studied the picture. “There certainly is another man，” he agreed.

Violet said， “Do you think the men were watching our houseboat？They must have some reason for hiding from us. What could it be？”

“Benny and I think the men were watching us， too，” Henry said. “They wouldn’t hide if they weren’t doing something wrong.”

“Do you think we ought to give these pictures to the police？” asked Benny.

“Yes，” said Grandfather. “But let’s go back to the houseboat first.”

“Yes，” said Henry. “I have a feeling somebody wants to get on the houseboat when we are not there. It happened once. It could happen again.”

Henry and Benny soon poled the boat away from the landing. Once again they were in the middle of the river.

Henry put the pictures in his suitcase.

“A boat is coming！” called Jessie.

“I see it，” said Grandfather. “It’s the Coast Guard. Maybe they have heard of a houseboat with too many names and want to look us over. The Coast Guard has to do that. It has to find out what every boat is doing. And if any boatman is breaking the law， the Coast Guard can go aboard and search the boat. It can even arrest a boatman.”

Two men were on the Coast Guard boat. They steered carefully around The Sam and Dolly.

The men shouted to Henry， “Want to drop your anchor？” Henry threw it overboard at once.

“Come aboard，” called Grandfather. “My name is James Alden.”

“Yes， I know，” said the older man， smiling. He had several large fish on a string. He stepped aboard the houseboat， but the other man stayed on the Coast Guard boat.

“We just pulled these fellows out of the river. Would you like them？”

Jessie smiled and took the fish with thanks.

The stranger went on， “The houseboat has so many names that I wanted to see the crew.”

“Well， these are my grandchildren，” said Mr. Alden. “This is Captain Henry and his first mate， Benny. Jessie is the cook， and Violet the washerwoman.”

“I’m Commander Williams，” said the man. “I hope the washerwoman is stronger than she looks.”

“Yes， Violet is a tough girl，” said Benny. “Come and see our laundry tub. Come right through the cabin to the rear deck and I’ll show you.”

The Commander went along with Benny. He noticed that everything was clean. He even noticed the fire pail and the sandbox. But before he had time to look for a laundry tub， Violet had jumped into the river and was climbing into the rope seat.

“Well， I never saw anything like that！” exclaimed Commander Williams. “Did you make it？”

“Henry made it，” said Violet. “I do the washing， and Jessie hangs it out.” Then she swam off and climbed up on the deck.

“Your boat is all shipshape，” the commander said. “You do very well with your housekeeping. Do you enjoy this kind of life？”

“Oh， we’re having a neat time！” answered Benny. “Something new every day.”

“Is that so？” said the visitor. “What， for instance？”

Suddenly the Aldens looked serious and Mr. Alden said， “I’m really very glad you came， Commander.”

“We all feel that something is wrong，” said Henry.

“Wrong with the houseboat？”

“The houseboat is all right. The trouble is along the river，” said Henry.

Benny said， “We’re beginning to think there is something mysterious going on.”

“Well， I must tell you that the police officers think this， too，” said Mr. Williams. “They asked the Coast Guard to help. We often work together. They think something is going on， but they need some proof.”

“We may have some proof，” said Henry. “Let me show you the pictures I took at Gull Island.” He got the pictures of the white egret and handed them to the commander.

“Very good！” said Mr. Williams. He took out a small magnifying glass to look at the pictures.

“Do you see what I see， Captain Henry？” he asked.

“Well， I see the man hiding and the face of another man farther away， if that’s what you mean.”

“No， I mean the black ring on the man’s left hand.” He handed the glass and the best picture to Henry.

Henry looked closely through the glass. “Well， we missed it！” he said. “I never noticed that ring. Did you， Jessie？”

“No，” said Jessie. “Let me look.”

“Me， too，” said Benny.

Benny looked at the picture. “Oh！” he said excitedly. “I’ve seen that black ring before， Henry！Don’t you remember at the Elm Tree Inn I told you about the man who drove so fast with his right hand？That very ring was on his left hand. I saw it as he held the window！”

“Yes，” said Henry. “I remember.”

The commander said， “Good！Then that’s one more thing we know.” He leaned back in his chair. “What else do you know about this trouble along the river？” He looked at Benny as he spoke.

“We know six people who are worried. They are all too scared to talk. Then somebody took a vase at the auction at Pomfret Landing.”

Jessie said， “When we came back to the houseboat after the auction， we smelled cigarette smoke. Our clock was gone. We think someone has a key.”

Commander Williams nodded. He said， “Maybe I can explain that. Before you came， there was a family who named the houseboat The Blue Heron. They were careless with the key. One day they left it in the lock all morning while they went shopping. I happened to need a new key for my supply room， so I went to the locksmith. I was surprised to see a man slipping out the back way. I asked the locksmith who it was， but he didn’t want to tell. That made me wonder. At last he said that the man had wanted a new key to match the one from Mr. Rivers’ houseboat. So maybe that is how someone got in while you were away.”

“But who was the man？” asked Benny.

“That’s what I don’t know，” said the commander. “Maybe it would help if you’d tell me the names of the people who are worried.”

“Sam and Jeff at April Center，” began Benny. “And Mrs. Young and her sister at the candy store at Pomfret Landing， and a waitress at Second Landing. And I don’t know about a boy in a red cap.”

“You don’t think the boy in the red cap was the person on your houseboat while you were gone？”

“No！” said Benny. “I don’t think he was. I liked him.”

“Do you know that the boy in the red cap is Mrs. Young’s son？”

“No，” answered Benny. “So that’s why she is so worried！”

“Yes， she has plenty to worry about. That boy came home with twenty-five dollars and wouldn’t tell his mother where he got it. She thinks he is getting into trouble.”

“I think she’s right，” nodded Henry.

Commander Williams stood up. “Now I must go. If you let me have one of those pictures， I’ll pass it on to the police. It may help them.”

“Glad to help，” said Henry.

“Thank you for the fish，” added Jessie.


Chapter 8 A Discovery

Jessie called， “Lunch！We have a surprise for you， Benny.”

Benny took one look at his plate. On it was a piece of Commander Williams’ fish and a pile of fluffy mashed potatoes.

“Oh， mashed potatoes！” shouted Benny. “You’re a nice sister， Jessie！But where did you get them？”

“Out of a box，” said Jessie. “It’s instant potato.”

Halfway through lunch Henry looked out over the river and began to laugh. “We’re still at anchor，” he said. “I forgot to pull up the anchor after Commander Williams left.”

“I guess we’re going nowhere in a hurry，” said Benny.

When everything was eaten， Jessie said， “If you all help， we’ll be through our work in a hurry. Henry， will you take these fish heads and tails and throw them to the gulls？They must have known we had fish.”

It happened that Henry had the houseboat key in his hand when Jessie called him. He picked up the scraps and went to the back deck. He raised his arm as high as he could and threw—not the fish heads—but the door key！

“Jessie！” Henry yelled. “Dive with me！Swim right where I swim！”

Jessie did not know what it was all about， but she did exactly what Henry told her. She dived in and followed him.

Henry gasped， “I threw the door key！I haven’t taken my eyes off the spot. I know just where it went.”

“We’ll dive for it，” said Jessie， swimming faster.

“Here！” said Henry. He put his head down and disappeared. Jessie followed.

In a minute they both came up. “I saw it！” gasped Jessie， “but I couldn’t stay down.”

“Same here，” sputtered Henry. They both went down again. By this time the family was watching from the rear deck.

“Stay here， Benny，” Grandfather said. “You’ll just stir up the water so they can’t see. Two is enough. Ha！Good for you， Henry！”

Henry came up， holding the key. Jessie came up. They swam quickly to the boat and climbed aboard.

Henry made a bow to Jessie and gave her the key. “Put it around your neck on a chain，” he said. “I’m not fit to carry a key！”

“Oh， yes， you are，” said Grandfather. “You did very well to see exactly where the key went.”

Then Benny said， “But look where all the fish heads and scraps went—all over the sandbox！”

Benny held up a fish tail and called. The air was full of gulls in an instant. They caught all the scraps before they landed in the water.

Jessie sniffed. “That sand will always smell fishy. We can’t have that on a boat. We’ll have to get some new sand.”

Benny began to laugh. He said， “Henry， you ought to have seen yourself！Throwing that key as far as you could and dropping the fish bones. That was pretty neat！”

Violet pointed toward the shore. “Isn’t that a nice white beach？” she asked. “We can empty the box and fill it up with clean sand.”

“It looks fine，” said Mr. Alden. “Let’s pole the boat in， Henry.”

“I’ll go and empty the sandbox，” said Benny. “We can just dump the sand in the water.”

“I’ll help you，” said Jessie. “Sand is heavy.”

The two dragged the sandbox to the rear deck and tipped it over. The sand poured smoothly into the river.

“The sand looks like water，” said Benny. “It’s like a waterfall.”

But suddenly， what was this flashing thing in the bottom of the box， under the sand？Before Jessie or Benny could do anything it went into the river， with a flash of red and green and gold.

“The vase—the vase from the auction！” Benny shouted. In an instant he dived into the water. Jessie followed him， shouting “Henry！”

Henry heard his name and came running. Mr. Alden and Violet came， too. Just then Benny came up gasping. “It’s the vase on the desk！” he said.

Jessie came up， gasping. “I see it！It is that vase. You try， Henry.”

Down went Henry. In no time he was up again with the vase in his hand.

“Terrific！” yelled Benny.

“Good thing，” said Henry as he tried to get his breath， “the boat is hardly moving. The vase was right there on top of the white sand.”

Jessie， Benny， and Henry climbed on board， breathing hard. They looked at the vase.

Violet said， “It is just what the auctioneer said， gold with rubies and emeralds.”

“But how did it get in our sandbox？” asked Jessie.

“I know！” said Benny. “The one who came aboard our houseboat thought it was a safe hiding place. I’m sure！”

Mr. Alden said， “I’m sure， too.”

Benny said， “I’ll tell you what. Let’s go and get that clean sand. We might still have a fire on board and need sand to put it out. When the sandbox is filled， Henry can start the motor and we’ll go back to the auction place.”
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Henry nodded. “That’s good， Ben. I certainly want to put this vase in a safe place. And we know there is a policeman at that landing.”

Henry and Benny poled the boat to the sandy beach. Henry jumped out with the empty box and waded ashore. He filled the box up to the line and came back with it on his shoulder.

Mr. Alden reached down and took the box. Henry climbed back on the boat. “This is the day when we are in and out of the water，” he said.

Henry and Mr. Alden turned the houseboat around to head up the river. Henry started the motor in the rear. Off they went！How strange it seemed to be going so fast.

Past Gull Island， past their old landings， past the red-winged blackbirds， past April Center. At last Violet said， “I see the auction sign ahead.”

Henry turned off the motor and poled the boat up to the landing. The Aldens walked up the path， Benny carrying the vase in the empty mashed-potato box.

“Who’d ever guess what we have？” Benny asked， “A potato box is just the thing for a treasure.”


Chapter 9 The Plan

When the Aldens came to the auction building they found the door open. But nobody was inside.

“No auction today，” said Benny. “This isn’t Saturday.”

“Well， let’s look for someone to help us，” Jessie said. So the Aldens walked slowly down the main street， looking for a policeman. There were not many people on the street because there was no auction.

“There’s the Elm Tree Inn，” Violet said， pointing.

Benny exclaimed， “Quick！The boy with the red cap！He’s going into the Elm Tree Inn.”

“No， Ben，” said Jessie. “That boy hasn’t any cap at all. And besides he didn’t look like that boy to me.”

“He did to me，” said Benny. “Let’s go in and see.”

The Aldens went in. Nobody was in the dining room. But Benny and Violet saw a boy go through a door in the back.

“Hey， wait a minute！” called Benny. “Just one minute， please！”

The boy half turned and stood still.

Henry said， “It’s all right. Don’t be afraid. You’re Mrs. Young’s boy， aren’t you？”

The boy looked up. “What of it？What do you want？”

“We’re trying to find a policeman，” Jessie said.

“I can’t help you，” the boy said.

“Aren’t you the boy who bought the clothes at the auction？” Benny asked. “We were there， too.”

The boy did not say anything.

“Why did you want the clothes？” Violet asked. “Did you need them？”

“Those old clothes？” the boy said suddenly. “We’re not that poor. A man asked me to buy them for him. He said he was too busy to go to an auction himself.”

“Did he give you money to do that？” Benny asked.

“Maybe twenty-five dollars？” asked Henry.

The boy looked at the Aldens. He decided he could trust them. “Yes， that’s right. I didn’t do anything wrong. I just bought the box and gave it to the man. What’s wrong with that？”

“Nothing，” replied Benny. “Have you ever seen the man again？”

“Yes，” the boy said. “I saw him today at the Princess Hotel. He was talking to another man. I ran before he saw me. I don’t like him.”

“I don’t blame you，” said Benny. “Now could you tell us where we can find a policeman？”

This time the boy nodded. “There are two at the town hall.”

Benny said， “Why did you come to the Elm Tree Inn just now？”

“My mother is out in the kitchen. She came to sell candy.”

“Ask her if she’ll come and talk with us，” said Jessie.

But as Jessie spoke， the door opened and Mrs. Young came in from the kitchen. She said， “I heard every word and I am so glad Tom isn’t in trouble.”

The Aldens got up and Mr. Alden brought a chair for Mrs. Young.

Violet said，“There are a lot of people in trouble around here. We are trying to help.”

Henry said to Tom， “Do you think you could go out the back door and get one of those policemen to come in the back way？”

“Easy！” said Tom Young. “I’ll tell him it’s the folks from the houseboat.” Then he was gone.

“He knew us all the time！” said Benny.

“Everybody knows you，” said Mrs. Young. “These towns up and down the river are quite small. You will find that almost everyone knows your names and when you stop for the night.”

Just then a few people went by， looking in the window.

Mr. Alden said quickly， “Before that policeman comes， do you suppose we could go into the kitchen？People can see us too well from here.”

“Oh， yes，” replied Mrs. Young. “The lady who runs this inn won’t mind. She will let you sit in the small dining room through that door.”

In a few minutes Tom came in with a policeman.

“Sit down，” said Mr. Alden. “We are all glad to see you. Look！” He pointed at Benny.

The policeman looked at Benny， who began to open the mashed-potato box. He put in his hand and pulled out the vase.

“Whew！” said the policeman. “That vase！Where did you get it？”
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Then Benny told the whole story. He told it very well. When he had finished， the lieutenant said quickly， “Who knows you found this vase？”

“Nobody，” said Benny.

“Good！” said the man. “I’m glad nobody knows that you have found the vase. The men who hid it will think it is still buried in the sandbox. Yes， I think there were two men just as you do. I think one of them hid the vase in the box of old clothes.”

Benny nodded. “Then they hired Tom to buy the box and give it to them.”

“Right，” said the policeman. “They had to hide the vase somewhere， and your houseboat was just the place.”

Jessie said， “That’s why the two men were watching us when we stopped at Gull Island. They were all ready to get out of town， so they wanted to get on board and get the vase if we left the houseboat alone for a few minutes.”

Benny exclaimed， “We could play a trick on them！Just let everybody know that we are going to spend the evening on land and then the men will go to the houseboat and try to get the vase back. When they get aboard， you can be in the cabin to catch them.”

“That’s quite a plan，” said the lieutenant with a little laugh. “You can come with us. You deserve to see the end.”

But Benny surprised them. He said， “No. I don’t want to see those men ever again. It’s just the way I feel about it.”

“You don’t have to，” said the policeman. “Maybe your brother will go with us？We need somebody to show us where the things are on the houseboat.”

“Okay，” said Henry. “I’d like to.”

“I know！” said Jessie. “Let’s all go out on the street and let everyone know we are having supper at the Elm Tree Inn. And then we’re going to the movies.”

“Good！” said the policeman. “News gets around here fast. Henry， right after supper， go down to the houseboat the back way. Captain John De Rosa and I will be there. Then we’ll see.”

Jessie laughed. She said， “If Benny is left behind， people will think the whole family is here.”

So the Aldens went out of the Elm Tree Inn， laughing and talking. They went into every store on the street， talking together about what they were going to do. They would have supper at the inn， then go to the movies. They asked what was going on at the movies.

People smiled and told them what the picture was. By dinnertime almost every person knew the houseboat people were in town and were going to spend the evening. Who would carry the news to the men at the Princess Hotel？Nobody knew.

The Aldens had a table right in the middle of the dining room. They had a delicious dinner. Without any talk， Henry slipped out through the kitchen. He walked quickly and quietly to the houseboat. The rest of the family went to the movies and thought about the houseboat instead of the picture.


Chapter 10 Trapped！

When Henry stepped softly on the dock he thought that the police had not come. When he put his key in the lock he still thought that they had not come. But when he opened the door he heard a soft “Hello.”

To tell the truth， Henry was very glad to hear it. There were two policemen sitting on the floor of the galley with their backs to the wall. Nobody could see them through the windows.

“Come and sit on the floor，” whispered Captain De Rosa. “Sit on my other side. We want to sit nearest the door. We may have to wait a long time.”

“I suppose the men may not come at all，” said Henry.

“Well， maybe not，” said the other policeman. “We’ve pulled the sandbox into the cabin. We’ll let them dig a while before we jump.”

“I think they’ll come tonight，” said Captain De Rosa. “They want to get out of this place fast.”

There was no more talking. Henry could look up and see the stars out of the windows. They were bright because there were no lights and no moon. The minutes ticked away.

The water lapped gently around the boat. The night birds began to chirp and the whippoorwills sang and sang.

After a long time Henry turned his wrist over and looked at his watch. It was nine o’clock. His legs were getting stiff so he sat on one. But the policemen did not move.

Henry thought， “Maybe nobody will come tonight. Maybe they will wait until tomorrow night.”

He had all sorts of ideas. “The movies will be out at ten. Suppose the men wait until ten and they meet the family coming home？That will scare them off. Suppose somebody saw me get on the boat？Suppose the two men are too strong for the police？”

Still the policemen did not move. Once Henry thought he heard a board on the dock creak. But nothing happened. Then all at once the boat moved gently. Henry could feel the policemen getting ready to stand up， but they did not move.

The boat tipped again a very little， as if a person were stepping aboard. Henry heard a key go very softly into the lock. The door of the cabin opened. Henry could see the black shapes of two men. They stepped into the cabin and flashed a weak light toward the sandbox.

One man said crossly， “They’ve moved the sandbox.”

“What of it？” said the other. “It’s the same sandbox. Just get that vase and go！”

Both men knelt down and began to dig in the sand.

“Hold it！” cried Captain De Rosa， jumping to his feet. He turned a bright flashlight full on the two men by the sandbox.

The two men looked up with their mouths open. In an instant the two policemen had handcuffs on both of them. Then Henry was surprised to hear a car drive up.
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“Our light was a signal for the car to come，” explained Captain De Rosa. “We have plenty of help now.” And he led the two men off the houseboat with the police lieutenant following.

“I’ll lock up，” said Henry. “My family can sleep here tonight without worrying about anything.”

Henry had another surprise. Commander Williams was sitting in the front seat of the car beside the police driver. “I wanted a good look at those fellows， too，” he said. “Where’s Benny？”

“He said this wasn’t the part he wanted to see. He thinks the best ending will be feeding oats to Dolly and seeing Sam happy again.”

The two handcuffed men did not make any fuss. They knew they were caught. But they began to quarrel when the station wagon started to move.

“I told you it was a dumb thing to take that vase，” one said. “But you wouldn’t listen. We were doing all right getting money from dumb people.”

“That was my idea， too， remember！People will pay anything if you tell them their family is in trouble.”

Henry thought to himself， “Sam and Jeff and the others weren’t in trouble at all. But these two men are. They won’t trick anybody again.”

“Do you want to come to the police station with us？” asked Captain De Rosa， speaking to Henry.

“No， drop me off at the movies. I want to tell my family it’s all over.”

The movie had just ended. The Aldens were the first people to come out.

“Oh， what happened， Henry？” Benny called out.

“Everything is okay，” said Henry， looking at his grandfather. “Walk along to the boat and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Henry told the story from the beginning to the end. Then Benny said， “Oh， Grandfather， tomorrow let’s float back to April Center to see Sam and Dolly！”

“We don’t have to float， Ben，” said Henry. “We can use the motor.”

“Good， we’ll get there fast，” Benny said. The Aldens laughed because that sounded just like Benny.

Henry said， “How about the movie？What was it about？”

Violet looked up at Henry with a smile and said， “I haven’t the slightest idea！”

That night everyone slept well on the houseboat. There was nothing to worry about.

After the houseboat was in order the next morning， Henry and Benny poled the boat toward the dock.

The Aldens bought tickets for April Center at the gate. The first person they saw was not Sam but Jeff. He was sitting up straight in his wagon， waiting for river customers.

Benny called， “Hello， Jeff！We’re back sooner than we said. It didn’t take four or five days. Only two！”

“That’s right，” said Jeff. “I heard all about it last night.” He climbed down and shook hands with Grandfather.

“You heard last night？” asked Henry. “It must have been late.”

“Yes， it was. But I can tell you everyone around here knows it. Even before it was on the radio.”

“I wonder how，” said Henry.

“Well， this is a great place for getting news around，” said Jeff.

“Where’s Sam？” asked Benny.

“He’s down at the main gate. Do you see how much better Molly looks？That’s because of the oats you bought. But now I’ll be able to buy all she needs. She’ll look fine！”

“Good！Let’s go and find Sam，” Benny said.

“Have a ride！” said Jeff. “I’ll be glad to take you.”

The Aldens thanked him and climbed in. Down the street went Molly. She held her head up high. People smiled as the wagon went past them. At last Molly reached the main gate.

“There’s Sam！” said Benny.

Sam looked up. His face was one big smile. He pointed at Dolly. She was eating oats from a bag on her nose.

Sam said， “Dolly’s fine now. And Jeff and I didn’t do anything wrong， and everything is all right！”

Benny looked from Sam to Jeff and from Dolly to Molly. He said， “This is what I wanted to see—Dolly eating oats！And this is the way to end our adventure—with everybody happy！”

Jessie said， “Grandfather， don’t you think our trip is really over， too？”

Mr. Alden said， “Yes， I ought to get back to work.”

“I’m ready to go home，” said Henry.

“Then I’ll telephone Mr. Rivers，” Grandfather said. But it was Mrs. Rivers who answered. She said， “I will meet you myself with my oldest boy. My husband has just gone away for the day.”

The Aldens said good-bye to all their friends and chugged away up the river in the houseboat. They looked for the last time at the green trees and the quiet water. At last they saw Mrs. Rivers and her son standing on the dock， waiting.

“What an awful time you had！” said Mrs. Rivers. “Everybody is talking about your trip and how it was spoiled.”

“Oh， it wasn’t spoiled，” said Benny. “We had a neat time. We always have some excitement. And it all turned out well， even if those men did hide their treasure on our boat. Please don’t tell Mr. Rivers the name of our boat. We’d like to have him see it himself.”

Mrs. Rivers looked at the name and laughed. “No， I won’t tell him，” she said. “You did have some treasure aboard all the time and didn’t know it.”

Mrs. Rivers’ son helped the Aldens take their things from the houseboat and load them in the station wagon. The drive home was a short one， and Watch was waiting for them.

After everything was unpacked， the Aldens sat on the porch. They couldn’t stop talking about the houseboat.

Henry laughed and said， “Remember the day on The James H.Alden when Jessie lost the salt？”

And Jessie said， “Remember the day on The Mrs. McGregor when Ben found out why Dolly was so thin？”

Benny said， “Remember the day on the Nedla Yrneh？And Henry found the fish pole？”

But Violet said， “Oh， I wish we could see Mr. Rivers’ face when he sees the last name for his boat！”

Really， it was too bad that nobody saw Mr. Rivers. He went down alone to look at his houseboat and get it ready for the next customer.

He happened to look at the blue letters on the top and began to laugh. He laughed and laughed and slapped his knee and shook his head.

The houseboat’s name was

Captain Kidd.

“That Benny！” said Mr. Rivers. “Comical.”


宝贝听书APP
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第一章　旅行还是冒险？




Trip—or Adventure？
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这是一个晴好的秋日，阳光明媚，天空湛蓝。奥登一家人围坐在早餐桌旁，和往常一样聊着天，他们谈起了绿野镇学校停课一周的事情：一场大火过后，有些校舍需要修葺和重新上漆。

“知道我想做什么吗？”班尼·奥登突然问道。

“不知道，你想做什么？”班尼的哥哥亨利笑着问。他知道，班尼想要做的事情通常都是很有趣的。

奥登爷爷也笑了起来：“说给我们听听嘛，班尼。你想做的事情，我向来都是很感兴趣的。”

班尼放下了勺子，他刚刚吃完一大盘牛奶泡的脆片。

“好吧。”班尼说道，“我想去橡丘森林，在猎人的小木屋里住几天，而且亨利的大学一个星期后才开学，大家可以一起去……”

“这事儿并不难。”奥登爷爷说道，“那座小木屋归运动者俱乐部所有，而我是俱乐部的会员。而且现在这个时节，猎人们也不会占用那间屋子。”说着，他放下了咖啡杯，“再说，小木屋离这儿不远，现在时节还早，不至于下雪。”

“跟我想的差不离！”班尼说，“离下雪还远着呢，咱们可以在秋天的森林里尽情撒欢，没准还能看到野鹿之类的野生动物，发现新的植物……”

“可吃饭的问题怎么解决？”亨利问道，“你准是第一个喊饿的人，班尼。”

“吃饭也是旅行的乐趣之一嘛！”班尼说，“关于这个问题，我已经问过罗宾斯先生啦，他是爷爷的朋友，也是运动者俱乐部的成员。”

“他是怎么跟你说的呢？”爷爷问道。
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“他说，橡丘森林的另一侧有家叫尼尔森的小商店，咱们每天徒步去那儿的话，来回也就5英里的路程——有一条很好走、不容易迷路的捷径通向那儿，我们需要的东西在小店里都能买到。”

“来去各2.5英里的路程……看来你早就计算好了啊！”亨利又问，“爷爷，小屋里能做饭么？”

“当然能，屋里有个烧煤油的炉子，把炉子烧热，煮煮青豆完全没问题。”

“能烧水么？”维莉接着问道。

“要是用平底锅的话，烧个一锅也是可以的。”爷爷笑着答道，“要是供几个人洗澡的话，那可就不够啦。”

“正合我意！”班尼说道。

“可不怎么合我的意呢！”奥登先生说，“我还是宁愿待在家里。”

“爷爷，我们好想跟您一起去啊！”维莉说，“您真的不想去么？”

“是啊，乖孩子，我真的想待在家里。亨利开车过去的时候，我可以陪你们一起，之后我再将车子开回来。咱们一个星期后见吧——具体时间再商量。”

“班尼，”亨利说道，“要是咱们的食物吃光了，又不想来回走上5英里去小商店的话，那该怎么办？”

“要是这样，咱们随时都可以走回家来啊！”班尼打趣道，“我要把我的晶体管收音机带上，这样就可以听各种新闻啦！”

“我也好想去。”杰西说，“咱们还从没在大冷天里出去探险过呢！”

“为什么说是探险呢，杰西？”班尼问道，“这不过就是一次旅行而已嘛！”

“说得也是。”杰西说，“不过，你也知道，咱们的旅行经常都会变成探险的，大家不妨有个心理准备，这次或许会遇到意想不到的事情呢？把望望也带上吧，它会很开心的，这种旅行最适合它了。”

望望是奥登一家收养的狗狗，不论杰西说什么，它似乎都能听懂。这不，它知道奥登家的孩子们在谈论它，于是摇了摇短短的尾巴，因为杰西刚才说了“把望望也带上吧”。

“它知道这次会带上它。”亨利说着，看了一眼狗狗。

“是啊，它在笑呢！”班尼说，“快看啊！”

望望仿佛在说：“我准备好了，咱们出发吧！”
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一个晴朗的日子里，奥登一家人向着橡丘森林出发了。天空一片湛蓝，阳光在红黄相间的枫树叶上闪耀。
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奥登家的孩子们各自带了一个睡袋，穿了厚厚的衣服，又带了些备用的衣物，以便晚间御寒。

车子一路飞驰，最后，亨利在一条小路前停了下来，这条小路一直通往山上，茂密的树林覆盖着山坡。

杰西、维莉、亨利和班尼下了车，望望也跟了下来。孩子们各自拿起睡袋、背包还有食物。

望望欢叫着蹦跶起来，它知道，一次不同寻常的旅行就要开始了。

“瞧你，以为自己又变回小狗狗了吧，望望。”杰西笑着说，“你的年纪都快成狗大叔了呢，难道不知道么？”

望望的确不知道，它觉得自己就像小狗宝宝一样——能跟家人在林中漫步，它感到快活极了。

孩子们跟奥登先生说了再见，望望也把前爪搭在车门上叫了两声，算作道别。奥登先生拍了拍它的脑袋说：“我会想你的，望望。别忘了，从今天算起，一周之后的上午十点，咱们在这儿碰面。”

孩子们挥着手，直到车子消失在视线里，才开始准备爬山。上山有条小路，路面很窄，孩子们排成一行，班尼走在最前面。

树林里弥漫着常青树和松针的味道，一路上不断有红黄色的叶子飘落下来。

“我都等不及了！”班尼说，“真想马上飞到小木屋！”

“你还是好好走路吧，班尼。”亨利笑着说。
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第二章　林中小屋

Cabin in the Woods
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一家人还没看到小屋，望望便远远地叫了起来，它的叫声有些不同寻常，于是大家一齐朝前方望去，果然有一座小木屋伫立在那里。大家加紧脚步走了过去，发现门是锁着的，好在亨利手里有钥匙。

望望第一个进了屋，它用鼻子抵着地板，四处嗅闻。孩子们紧跟着走了进去，发现屋子一侧摆着一张糙面桌子，六把简易椅子，而桌旁的窗下是一张长长的窗椅，铺着棕黄色的硬垫。

班尼看了看窗椅，说：“这倒让我想起以前还没找到棚车时，咱们在面包店过夜的那一晚。今晚我就睡在长椅上好了，一定有趣得很。”

“依我看，睡一晚就行，班尼。”亨利说，“这些垫子看起来好硬啊！”

“我还是更喜欢沙发。”杰西说着，戳了戳亮绿色的沙发，“旧是旧了些，可是很软呢！我猜它是给客人准备的，打开就是一张双人床。”

“恐怕是派不上用场了，”亨利说，“又不会有客人上门。”

“那咱们可以坐啊！”班尼说，“你们瞧望望，它趴得多舒服！”

杰西看了看望望，笑了起来，望望已经四仰八叉地躺在了沙发上。

“你一定在想，我会把你赶下去吧，望望？”杰西说，“不过这次，你可以继续待在上面，反正这沙发已经旧了，不会被你弄坏的。”

屋子的另一侧放着一座煤油炉，旁边是个有水龙头的水槽。

“是凉水。”班尼用手试了试说。

“那是自然，班尼。”亨利说，“你还指望有热水吗？这可是山泉！”

水槽旁边是两个橱架，架子上有个抽屉，墙边整齐地摞着一堆木柴。

“噢，这儿还有壁炉呢，太棒了。”维莉说，“难怪会备着木柴。”

壁炉正上方的架子上摆放着两个烛台，里面插着两根蜡烛。壁炉旁边则放着一把长柄铁锹和一把斧子。

前门的左侧是两个小卧室，杰西掀开一个卧室的门帘，看到了两张床，另一间屋子里也是同样的摆设。

孩子们没再说什么，只是各自把睡袋放在四张床上，随后放下背包，回到了客厅。只见客厅的桌子上放着一本厚厚的、黑色封皮的书。
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“噢！”亨利叫了起来，“这肯定是《游客签名簿》。还记得爷爷提醒过咱们吗？一定要把自己的名字和使用日期写在上面，看，这一页有空白。”

亨利拿出钢笔，写下了自己的名字、住址和使用日期，接着把笔递给了杰西，就这样，每个人都在空白页上留下了自己的签名。

签完后，维莉将签名簿翻到第一页，只见上面写着一行又一行的名字。

“这是那个店主的名字——托马斯·尼尔森！”班尼叫了起来，“他来这里干什么？”

“兴许是来打猎的。”亨利答道。

“他不就住在树林里么，有必要到小木屋这里来打猎吗？”

“的确很奇怪，班尼，”亨利说，“他居然还带了家人一起来，我看，这个芭芭拉·尼尔森一定是他的妻子，而那个叫帕奇的，肯定是个小男孩。”

“也许是个小女孩呢？”杰西说道。

“我看不会是女孩。”亨利说，“不会有人给女孩起这个名字——就是小名也不会。不过重点是，为什么托马斯把家人也带上来了？”

“哎呀，咱们还是坐到窗椅上，仔细读一读这本签名簿吧！”杰西说着，脱掉了厚厚的外套，“看看还能找到谁的名字，反正有的是时间。”

孩子们各自脱了外套，在窗椅上一溜排坐了下来，亨利边翻页，边念名字。

“这儿写着罗伯特·鲁宾斯先生的名字——他也是爷爷的朋友。”亨利说着，又翻了一页。

“哦，看哪，这里又是尼尔森一家！”班尼叫道。

“他们为什么来了两次？”维莉问道，“肯定不是来打猎的。”

“啊，”班尼故作幽默地说道，“这是个神秘事件！杰西说过，咱们总能碰到神秘事件的。”

“我可没这样说过，班尼。”杰西笑道，“我说的不是神秘事件，是探险。”

“可还是被你说中了，不是么？”班尼说道，“这难道不是探险么？”

“我觉得这是一个神秘事件。”亨利说，“看！”他指了指更早的签名，在那一页上，已经第三次出现了尼尔森一家的名字。

“大家都听我说，”杰西提议道，“咱们虽说用不着买日用品，不过还是可以去尼尔森商店看看，你们说呢？”

“好主意。”维莉和亨利齐声赞同。

“我也同意，”班尼说，“不过，是不是先吃午饭更好？”

亨利合上书，站起身来，说：“我就说嘛，班尼，你总是第一个喊饿。不过，这也难怪，爬上来以后，连我都饿了。咱们什么时候吃午饭？”

说话间，杰西和维莉已经去了厨房，厨房就在屋子的另一端。

“就随便吃点三明治吧，费不了多少时间。”班尼说，“晚上再做热乎的饭菜——就在壁炉里生火做饭。”

“这个主意不错。”维莉说，“我想吃金枪鱼三明治，但愿咱们带了开罐器。”

“带着呢。”杰西说，“就算是没带，班尼还有把小折刀。”

班尼的小折刀有好多功能：有螺丝刀，还有一把小剪子。

维莉在橱柜里翻找了一会儿，寻到一块红白相间的塑料桌布，便把它铺到桌上。随后，她跑出去，找了些红色和黄色的叶子回来，放在一个白色的小碗里，摆在桌子中间。

“杰西，我能吃下十个三明治！”班尼叫道。

“知道啦！你先吃两个，不够的话，我再多做几个。不过，那就要多开几罐三文鱼罐头。”

班尼吃了两个三明治，喝了几杯牛奶，直到再也撑不下去。香蕉则被大家当成了饭后甜点。

趁大家吃饭的工夫，杰西建议道：“出门之前，咱们先把行李拿出来，看看有没有什么要带的。”
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“把小望远镜带上。”班尼说道，“或许会看到小鸟呢。”

“嘘——看啊！”维莉说着，目光投向了屋外的树上。

只见树干上落着一只啄木鸟，还有一只山雀和一只金翅雀在枝叶间飞舞。

“真好，还没出门就看到小鸟了。”杰西说道，“咱们可以给小鸟做个食盆，再买些生瓜子喂它们。”

“到了商店就知道帕奇到底是男孩还是女孩了。”

“你知道商店在哪儿么，班尼？”维莉问道。

“不知道，不过我想我找得到，反正只有一条小路。”

“爷爷说过，咱们肯定会看见那间商店的。”维莉说。

“关门出发咯！”班尼叫了一声，与望望追逐着跑了出去。





孩子们走在小路上，不错眼儿地打量着沿途的新鲜事物。突然，一只野兔从前方的远处蹿了出来，亮出它那白绒绒的短尾巴。

“看哪！”维莉说，“小兔子肯定被吓坏了，它也许从来都没见过人呢。”

就在这时，望望闻到了兔子的味道，立刻冲上前去，但速度太快，差点摔了个筋斗。

“望望！”亨利叫道，“回来！”

可是望望根本不理会亨利和别人的叫喊。

除了杰西以外。

“望望，马上给我站住！”杰西叫道。

可怜的望望收势不住，身子擦着地面划了出去——不论杰西说什么，它总是言听计从。望望抬头望着杰西，眼里充满了失望。

“对不起，望望，我知道，你肯定很失望。”杰西说着，拍了拍它的脑袋，“可我决不会允许你咬死那只小兔子的，明白么？”

望望尽管有些沮丧，但似乎听明白了杰西的话，一溜烟儿地重新跟在孩子们身后欢跑了。
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维莉沿路发现了一些蜿蜒的藤蔓，还有红色的莓子。“等回来的时候再去摘吧！这样小屋里就有漂亮的装饰品了。”她说。
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亨利却没有留意脚下的路，他的目光落在了头顶的树上——确切地说，他还专门停下来一阵子，抬头看了看。
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“你在找什么呢？”班尼问道。

“什么也没找。”亨利答道，“不过我倒是看到了几棵山核桃树，也许还可以摘到山核桃呢——刚才我看到了几个。”

“哇噢，”杰西叫道，“山核桃好吃得很，咱们可以捡一些回去，在木屋里砸开吃。”

“捡核桃是挺好玩。”维莉说，“不过，这事得改天再说，咱们必须先找到尼尔森商店哪！”

“没错，说得对。”杰西答道。

“还得在天黑前赶回小屋。”亨利说，“别忘了，咱们对这一带并不熟悉。”


第三章　黑夜里的响动

Noises in the Night
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终于，孩子们看到了那家商店，商店的对面是几栋小房子。

杰西沿小路的方向望了一下，总结道：“这里像是一个村子呢。”

班尼看了看商店的招牌，只见上面写着：





尼尔森商店





“我猜，尼尔森一家肯定住在商店的二楼。”班尼说道。

“我也是这样想的，你也注意到那些白色的窗帘了吧？”杰西赞同道。

“估计来这儿买东西的都是附近的居民，他们不想开车去绿野镇购物。”亨利说。

奥登家的孩子们走进了商店，推门时，门铃响了一声——其实，店主不用听也知道来客人了，因为他就坐在柜台的后面。

孩子们也不知道究竟会在商店里发现什么秘密，不过尼尔森一家显然与大家料想的有些不一样。

首先，尼尔森先生很年轻。在亨利看来，尼尔森先生还像个大学生，人长得很帅气，有着棕色的头发，褐色的眼睛，身材属于那种瘦高却结实的类型，而最迷人的，莫过于他的笑容。

“太好啦，总算有客人了。”他对孩子们说道，“我是托马斯·尼尔森。夏天一过，这里就冷清起来，没什么顾客光临。”

“我们姓奥登。”亨利说。

“哦，对的，我知道你们会来，我见过你们的爷爷呢。”年轻人说，“他可是位很有涵养的先生。”

“对极了，他的确很有涵养。”班尼说道，“我叫班尼，这是望望，狗狗可以进店么？”

“那要看狗狗愿不愿意。”尼尔森先生笑道，“你们的狗狗好像很有礼貌呢。”

望望乖乖地蹲在门口——这都是杰西训练出来的，屋子里弥漫着烤面包的香味，它时不时抽动鼻子嗅一嗅。

“我们住在猎人的小木屋里。”杰西说道。

“很不错呢。”店主说道，“有什么需要帮忙的地方，尽管开口。”

就在这时，一位漂亮的年轻女人领着一个五岁左右的小男孩从门帘后走了出来。

“是帕奇！”班尼叫了起来。

“你怎么知道我的名字？”帕奇一边径直朝班尼走了过去，一边问道，“可我并不认识你啊！”

“我们是在小屋的访客手册上看到的。”杰西解释道。奇怪的是，她发现尼尔森夫人竟然朝丈夫看了一眼，脸红了起来。

“是啊，”年轻人说，“我们偶尔会过去住住，换换环境，那里很清静。”

“如果想换环境的话，应该去镇上才对啊。”班尼说，“林中小屋不是比这商店里还冷清么？”

年轻人似乎不知道该如何回答，他缓缓地站起身，转身拿了一罐泡菜下来，又放了上去。

“那种泡菜我们也想买点。”杰西说，“我们都喜欢吃甜泡菜，可是却没带来。”

帕奇伸出手，拉了拉班尼，说：“我们在小木屋里翻了又翻，是想……”

“帕奇，过来，我给你整一整衬衫。”妈妈打断了儿子的话。

杰西装作什么也没有发生一样，说道：“我们的金枪鱼罐头吃完了，想再买一罐。”接着，读起了手里的购物单。

“芭芭拉，”尼尔森先生说道，“麻烦你去拿一罐金枪鱼罐头给奥登小姐，就在你那边。”
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显然，芭芭拉这会儿乐得有事可做，她转过身，对孩子们说：“你们在店里转转，看看还需要些什么。”

“我知道你们需要什么。”帕奇说，“你们一定得买些小面包才行。”

“可不是么！”尼尔森先生说，“帕奇说得很对，这里的面包很好吃，非常不错。不过……”

“不过什么？”班尼问道。

“哦，没什么……只是我还可以做得更好些，我爸爸和爷爷都是面包师，他们做的面包那可是世界第一啊。”

“您也喜欢烹饪，对吧？”杰西问道。她留意到尼尔森先生谈起这个话题时，脸上的笑容是如何灿烂，而她自己也很喜欢烹饪。

“是啊，托马斯喜欢着呢！”尼尔森先生的思绪似乎飘到了远方，于是尼尔森太太代为回答了杰西，“他天生就适合做面包师！在烤面包、烙馅饼、做曲奇饼和蛋糕的时候，他是最开心的，他爱极了烘焙。”

“我也喜欢。”帕奇说。

男孩的妈妈笑了起来：“的确如此，帕奇不用别人帮忙，就能独立做出美味的小面包来。”

帕奇拉起班尼的手，说：“班尼，看得出你人很好，我喜欢你。你一定要买一些我妈妈做的炖牛肉，裹着面包吃，可好吃啦！”

“是配着面包吃，帕奇。”男孩的妈妈更正道。

“差不多，差不多啦！”帕奇说，“爸爸做的面包里面加了葡萄干，妈妈的炖牛肉里放了洋葱。”

“那就两个都尝一尝。”亨利说，“来点炖牛肉，再来些面包。杰西是厨师长，由她决定好了。”

“没错，炖牛肉和面包，都要买。”杰西赞同道。

“我敢说，你们一定会喜欢炖牛肉的。”尼尔森太太说道，“我用玻璃坛子给你们装起来，你们大概需要一夸脱（夸脱，是英美等国常用的计量单位，在美国，一夸脱等于0.946升）
 。”

可是等看到香喷喷的洋葱和胡萝卜丁时，班尼不禁说道：“我看得买两坛才够，杰西。”

“嗯，还真是呢，咱们奥登家的胃口都很好。我们今晚就在壁炉里生些火，再把炖牛肉放在煤油炉上热一热。”

“小木屋里还有很多剩余的柴火吧？”尼尔森先生问道，“上次我们去的时候，留了一大堆呢！”

“是有很多，真是太感谢了。”亨利说道，“今后等我们离开前，也要留些木柴在小房子里。”

“小木屋很温馨舒服，我们都很喜欢。”芭芭拉说，“对了，要不要拿个袋子，把坛子装起来？”

“不了，我们有背包呢。”维莉说，“哦，这儿还有葵花子，请给我们来上一包。噢，杰西，看，那些苹果又大又红！”

“苹果适合做甜点，又不用煮得麻烦。”杰西说，“给咱们拿12个吧！”

“东西太多了吧？”尼尔森太太说道。

“反正我们有四个人呢。”亨利说。

“班尼，你就别走了，好不好？”帕奇央求道。

“不好意思，我不得不走啊！”班尼说，“因为我们要赶回去给小鸟做食盆。”

尼尔森太太抚摸着小男孩的头，说道：“别难为他们了，他们要走好长一段路才能回到小屋去呢。对了，我把面包装在这个小篮子里了，方便你们拎。篮子就不用还回来了，反正我们还有好几只。要注意，小面包很软，容易被压扁。”
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“您想得真周到，尼尔森太太。”杰西说，“我们很快会再来的。”





孩子们离开小店，等走到无人看见的地方，班尼才冷不丁开口说道：“咱们应该停下来谈一谈啦！我一直在想，当时帕奇说‘我们翻了又翻’时，尼尔森太太为什么会突然打断他。”

亨利点了点头，说：“说得对，班尼，我敢肯定，这里的确有些古怪。”

“我也这么觉得。”杰西说，“真是奇怪得很，尽管尼尔森一家都很友好，但他们一定有什么事瞒着咱们。”

“我也这样想。”维莉说。

“既然大家都同意这事有古怪，那就赶紧回木屋去吧！”班尼说，“咱们有的是时间讨论，可现在还有半英里路要走呢。”





孩子们回到小木屋时，天色已经很晚了。

“感觉回家的路比离开时长一些啊！”班尼说道。

“这里的确有家的感觉。”维莉说着，走进屋去。

“咱们每到一个新的地方，都会找到家的感觉，不是么？”杰西说，“想想看，咱们住过多少地方，有哪次不开心的？”

“那是因为咱们都在一起嘛！”班尼紧接着催促道，“快开饭吧！”

“好吧，班尼，听你的！”杰西说，“不过咱们的餐具不够，我还得找一个装鸟食的容器呢。”

“还用找吗？”班尼说，“就把那个小提篮挂在树上就可以啦！”

“还真是！”杰西在篮子里装满了葵花子。

小木屋没有后门，亨利和班尼绕到屋后，把篮子挂在一根低矮的树枝上，以便大家透过窗子就看得到。

杰西和维莉则清点着手头的厨具。“这儿有个锡制的炖锅，可以用来盛放炖牛肉。”杰西说道，“除了这个，就只有一个炒锅，再没有别的了。”

维莉则找出了一只蓝色的碗，一个白色的大杯子，一个菜盘，还有一个汤盘。

“好样的，维莉。”杰西笑着说，“太有意思了，大家的餐具各不相同。把这个大点的蔬菜盘给班尼吧，我就用杯子好了——不过要吃饱估计得两杯才够。”





亨利坐在椅子上，将红苹果擦得亮光光的。“晚饭得抓紧吃啦，”他说，“天越来越黑了。”

“咱们还有烛台呢，亨利。”班尼说。

“等吃完饭，咱们就在壁炉里生些火，边烤火边聊天，这样整晚都不会觉得冷。”亨利说。

孩子们在桌旁坐了下来，杰西将不同的餐具发给每个人，桌子中间则摆放着12个小面包。

炖牛肉果然美味可口极了，孩子们边吃边聊着天。

“看，小鸟的食篮上是什么？”班尼叫了起来，“原来是一只灰色的大松鼠！”

“哦，天哪！”杰西叫道，“我听人说，松鼠是会把鸟儿吓跑的。”
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“我还听人说过，要是让松鼠进了屋子，那才叫糟糕。”维莉说，“咱们要仔细地把门关好才行。”

亨利敲了敲窗子，可那只松鼠只是抬头朝他瞟了一眼，依然稳稳地坐着。

“它倒是聪明得很哪！”班尼说，“看它蹲在那儿一动不动的样子，像不像冰雕？”





晚饭除了苹果之外，很快被吃光了。亨利开始在壁炉里生起火来，他用松塔和几根小树枝垫底，接着在上面架起两根粗大的木柴。火苗闪了几下，很快便熊熊地燃烧起来。

“现在，咱们可以尽情来聊聊尼尔森一家了。”亨利说，“我认为，他们之所以经常来这儿，是为了寻找什么。”

“我也是这样想的。”班尼说，“帕奇当时想说的就是这个，只不过他用‘翻’来代替了‘找’，对于我来说，这两个字都是一样的意思。”

“还有，他妈妈急着打断他的话更引起了我的注意。”杰西补充道。

孩子们一边谈，一边吃着红苹果。不知不觉间，天色已经很晚了，于是，亨利在壁炉前罩了一个炉挡，孩子们则各自爬上床铺，钻进睡袋里。

“被子里是不是又暖和又舒服，亨利？”班尼问道，“我已经困了。”

亨利没有答话，因为他已经进入了梦乡。





孩子们睡得很熟，可几个小时后，他们又一个接一个地醒了过来，因为屋顶上传来了一阵怪异的刮擦声。望望叫了起来，随即棚顶上响起了跑动的脚步声，望望四处窜着，叫得更响了。

“呀，是什么？”班尼惊问道。

“杰西，维莉！你们两个还好吧？别怕！”亨利叫道。

“是怎么回事？”杰西问道。

“不知道。”亨利说，“但我会弄清楚的。”


第四章　阁楼来客

Attic Guests
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奥登家的孩子们爬了起来，周围又黑又冷，窗外没有多少光亮透进来，就连壁炉里的火也熄得差不多了。

亨利抬头看了看棚顶，仔细听了听，断言道：“肯定是一只松鼠。”

“一只松鼠？”班尼说道，“听起来像是十几只呢！”

“哦，天哪！”杰西惊呼起来，“我听说，想把松鼠赶出房子，唯一的办法就是杀死它们。”

“咱们可不能这么做。”维莉赶忙说道。

“放心，咱们才不会呢！”亨利说，“不过，或许可以试着把它们吓跑。望望，你蹲下！班尼，给我拿把铁锹过来。”

班尼离壁炉最近，他拿起一把长柄铁锹递给了哥哥。亨利便用长长的锹柄敲打起天花板来。

噪音猛地停了下来，随后连一丝声响都没有了。可是，没过一会儿工夫，那声音又响了起来。望望一边叫，一边绕着屋子乱跑。亨利再次敲了敲，声音又停止了。

“这下好了。”亨利说，“想让这声音停下来倒不难，可我总不能整晚都站在这儿用铁锹柄不停地敲吧？”

“要不，咱们将就着睡吧，让松鼠们自己玩去。”杰西说。

不过亨利仍然站在那儿，打量着男孩卧室的天花板——棚顶是宽木板铺就的，没有抹泥灰。
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“班尼，过来一下！”亨利叫了起来，“有点不对劲呢。为什么卧室有木板做的天花板，而客厅却没有天花板，上面直接就是屋顶——瞧，连木梁都看得见？”

班尼抬头看了看，松鼠们仍在上面疯窜，他说：“我想，小木屋刚开始修建的时候，卧室里应该也没有天花板，说不定是后来为了保暖才加上去的。”

“卧室上方的阁楼是完全封死的，”亨利说，“我没看见有暗门，小屋里也没有通往阁楼的楼梯。松鼠准是从屋顶钻进去的，那儿肯定有破洞。”

“我敢说，它们准是在上面搭了一个漂亮的小窝。”班尼猜测。

“明早我到屋顶上瞧瞧，看到底是什么情况。”亨利答道，“说不定咱们可以把松鼠吓跑，把洞口封住。你们现在还睡得着么？”

“只要望望不叫就行。”杰西说，“既然我们现在已经知道是怎么回事，也就不害怕了。”

望望摇了摇尾巴，抬头望着杰西，杰西安慰道：“没事的，不用叫了。”

让人惊奇的是，望望果真没有再叫了，就算松鼠的抓挠声不断，望望也始终一声不发。很快，大家都进入了梦乡，就连望望和那些松鼠也不例外。





清晨，孩子们穿好了衣服。吃早饭前，亨利就已经生好了火。

“咱们今天最好去趟商店，打听一下怎么解决那些松鼠的问题。”杰西说，“尼尔森先生肯定知道阁楼里有松鼠——他在这里住了三次，一定听到过。”

孩子们用最快的速度做好准备，背起了各自的背包，亨利锁上门，将钥匙揣在口袋里。

“别啦，松鼠们，不要再见了！”班尼说道。

天气十分晴好，比前一天还要明媚，天空中连一片云朵都没有。杰西说：“看来，这好天气持续不了多久了，爷爷说过，这叫暴雨前的宁静，风暴马上就会来了。”

“可是，看上去不像有风暴的样子呢。”班尼说。

“不，班尼，暴雨前的宁静就是这样的。好天气持续不了多久啦！不过不用担心，就算是一直下雨，咱们也照样可以过得开心。”





路程走了一半，亨利突然停了下来，他一把抓住望望的项圈，指了指前方，大家都朝他所指的方向望去。

那是一头野鹿！

这头健美的家伙正一动不动地站在那里，用褐色的眼睛温柔地望着这群陌生人。正在这时，望望突然一声吠叫，受惊的野鹿一纵身，跳过前方的一块大石头，跃过众人的头顶，消失不见了。

“跳得好高啊！”杰西惊叹道，“至少有十英尺高，要知道这还是上坡路呢！看，那儿还有一头鹿，看它跳得多高！”

“那是头母鹿，”亨利说，“它的角没有公鹿那么大。”
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“可它跳得跟公鹿差不多高呢！”班尼说。





孩子们终于走到了商店，头一件事情就是把松鼠的入侵告诉了尼尔森先生。

“没错，我也听到过它们的动静。”他说，“曾有人想过药死它们，但那是没用的，还会有更多的松鼠钻进去。我觉得你们把屋顶上的破洞给堵起来才是最好的办法，不过，一定要先把所有的松鼠都赶出去，然后再补洞。”
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“托马斯可以给你们拿几块木板，还有钉子和榔头。”尼尔森太太说，“没问题吧，托马斯？”

“当然没问题。”尼尔森先生说。

随后，杰西又告诉尼尔森太太自己要买的东西：“我们要给班尼买些汉堡和热狗，还要些花生酱……”

“我也想跟他们去小木屋，”帕奇说，“可以么，妈妈？”

“不行。”尼尔森太太摇了摇头，脸又一次红了，因为她听到帕奇说：“让我去吧，我保证什么都不找。”

托马斯·尼尔森尴尬地笑了几声，神色间透着一些不安，他解释道：“是这样的，小木屋是我爷爷多年前造的，帕奇多半把那儿当成自己的地盘了。”

“原来是这样。”杰西说，“没关系，让他跟我们去吧，不用担心。只是，他晚上要住在那里才行。”

“您知道屋子里的泉水是打哪儿来的么？”亨利向尼尔森先生问道。

“当然知道，那是从山上流下来的泉水，山泉离木屋不远，你们可以去找找，我记得它还有块老旧的标牌作指示。”

“好的，那我们走啦。”杰西说，“亨利，东西都拿齐了么？”

“嗯，拿了几块结实的木板，一把榔头，还有几根钉子。”

“我们很快会再来的。”说完，亨利离开了小店。





直到走得很远，小店已经消失在视野中时，杰西才说道：“刚才真是有点奇怪，不是么？”

“尼尔森全家都有点不对劲！”班尼叫道，“奇怪的是，他们人又很好。到底是怎么回事呢，亨利？”

“我也不知道。”亨利说，“我对托马斯·尼尔森倒是挺有好感，可他显然是在担心着什么。”

“有一点可以肯定！”班尼说，“要是他们真想隐瞒什么，是绝不会让咱们带上帕奇的。”

大家都笑了起来。

“哎哟，望望呢？”杰西叫了起来。

大伙儿四处望了望，没有看到狗狗的踪影。

“望望！”亨利扯开嗓门叫了起来，大家都仔细倾听着，却没有听到任何回应。亨利放下了手里的榔头、钉子和木板。

“它肯定不会跑远的。”杰西说着，又喊了起来，“望望！”

这时，孩子们听到了一丝微弱的呜咽声，便赶紧拔腿朝声音传来的方向跑去。

“我听见望望的声音了，可就是看不见它。”班尼叫道。

亨利朝几丛灌木跑了过去。“别怕，老弟，我来了。”听到望望的呜咽声又传了过来，他赶忙安慰道。

随即，他停下脚步，拨开灌丛，终于明白了望望为什么没有跟上来。

“是猎人的夹子！”亨利叫道，“望望的后爪被夹子夹住了。”

只见望望趴在地上，不停地挣扎着去舔后爪，看到杰西后，它立刻抬起头，摇起了短短的尾巴。

“握住它的爪子，杰西。”亨利说，“我把夹子掰开。”说着，他捡起一根粗硬的树枝，将夹子撬了开来。

不出一分钟，望望便恢复了自由，它后腿悬空，用另外三条腿蹦跳着。

“用钢夹是违法的！”亨利愤愤地说，“准是有人想捕狐狸，但没抓到，便把夹子扔在了这里。”

亨利拾起夹子，收了起来，对于在树林里放捕猎夹的做法，他十分反感，不过为了不让杰西和维莉担心，他并没说出来。他真希望这不是小木屋曾经的房客所为，更不希望树林里会出现陌生人，然而眼前的陷阱却是真实存在的。

杰西仔细察看着望望的爪子，好在伤得不算重。

孩子们又重新回到了小路上。“亨利，我很长时间没见你发这么大的火了。”班尼说。

“是啊，我很讨厌这种做法。”亨利说，“不知道尼尔森一家知不知道附近有捕猎夹。”说着，他拾起了木板、榔头和钉子。

一家人继续赶路，谁都没有再说话。快到小屋时，班尼在路旁发现了一个貌似标牌的东西，它破破烂烂的，上面画着一个箭头，写着“山泉”两个字。

“看啊！”班尼叫了起来，“真奇怪，之前咱们怎么没发现它？我们都从这里经过三次了。”

亨利停住了脚步：“可能是咱们每次都在想别的，没注意到。我想去找找那个山泉，反正就快到家了，而且也费不了多少时间。”

大家纷纷表示同意，除了望望——看到家人再次朝山上走去，它感到有些意外，它还以为要回家吃午饭了呢。即便如此，望望还是转过身，顺从地跟在杰西身旁一路小跑。这一次，它的后爪没有悬在空中了。





大家找到一条通往山顶的小径，但极其难走。亨利和班尼此时并不知道，他们俩现在想的是同一件事，那就是——这山泉兴许跟尼尔森一家要找的东西有关。

“我想应该很少有人到这里看山泉。”维莉说，“这路太难走了。”

维莉心里有些隐隐的不安，或许是因为这条路看起来太荒凉了。

“我看到泉眼啦！”班尼说道，“瞧见那个木盖没有？下面肯定就是山泉。”

木盖大概四码见方，亨利和班尼一把将它掀了起来。

“这个好！”亨利说，“盖子能立着放。”

孩子们凑上前去，低头看了看，只见井壁是用平坦的石头铺就，山泉水质清澈，大约有两尺深。

这就是一股普通的泉水，根本没有任何神秘可言。

“这里的山泉是永远不会结冰的。”亨利说。

“为什么？”班尼问道，“你怎么知道？”

“你瞧，班尼。”亨利说，“这活泉水不断穿流，很可能是从十英尺深的地泉里涌出来的。”





正在孩子们转身准备打道回府时，大雨突然倾盆而下，大家开始拔腿奔跑起来。

“这些木板都被淋湿了！”亨利边跑边喊。

“看来今天是没办法修屋顶了。”班尼叫道。

“真没想到会下雨啊！”维莉说。

“果然是暴风雨前的宁静啊！”班尼叫道，“快跑，亨利，快开门，我的头发湿透了。”

孩子们终于安全地回到了小屋里，亨利向火堆里又添了些柴，屋子里很快变得暖和温馨起来。孩子们围坐在火堆旁，用木棍烤起了热狗。

“帮我拿一下棍子好吗？”班尼对维莉说，“我去把收音机拿来，说不定能听到天气预报呢。”

果然，热狗一烤好，大家就听班尼宣布道：“天气预报开始啦！”

“夜间有雨，明天白天，晴。”收音机里播送道，“晴好天气会持续。”

“看来，咱们不用像诺亚一样，整整40个日夜都得躲在方舟上（诺亚方舟的传说，来自于《圣经》故事，因为人类的贪婪残忍，让上帝兴起了毁灭世界的念头，他让善人诺亚一家躲在方舟上避过这一劫，末日的大雨整整下了40个日夜）
 。”班尼说，“对我来说，一个下午和一个晚上的雨已经够受了。”


第五章　班尼的谜题

Benny’s Puzzle
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第二天清晨，太阳出来了。

“多好的天气啊！”维莉说，“尤其是大雨过后，更是格外晴朗。”

“今天可是咱们出去捡核桃的日子呢！”班尼说道。

然而此时他还不知道，这一天他们将会过得非比寻常。

“咱们该用什么来装核桃呢？”杰西一边问，一边里里外外地忙活着，“看起来购物袋不错，够结实。”

“吃完早饭就出发吧！”班尼说，“反正不需要叠被子——咱们用的是睡袋。”

“我想从咱们这儿到核桃树的距离，应该相当于到商店的一半。”亨利说。

“这算什么。”班尼说，“眨眼就走到了。”说话间，他拿起一个空袋子，和望望一起率先走了出去。





谁都不知道落叶下还掩盖着多少核桃，树林里似乎到处都是肥硕的灰松鼠，它们在小路两旁的树丛中追逐嬉闹着，并对孩子们闯入它们的林地表示着抗议。

不一会儿，孩子们便找到了那些核桃树，它们密密丛丛，枝叶繁茂。

“咱们到地方啦！”杰西说，“可以开工咯！”

班尼用一根捡来的长树枝在干枯的落叶中扒拉翻找着，其他几个孩子也纷纷找来了树枝，加入其中。地上果然有山核桃，有的带着青皮，有的外壳已经长坚硬了，它们静静地躺在枯叶之中。

“就留着外壳好了。”亨利说，“反正咱们有一整天的时间来剥皮呢。”

装核桃的袋子渐渐满了，看来除了松鼠之外，似乎没人来这里捡过核桃。

“咳，咱们要捡多少才够？”班尼问道，“我已经捡了51个啦。”

“干吗要问这个，班尼？”杰西说，“捡核桃不是挺好玩的么？”

“是好玩。”班尼说，“可我想，咱们一会儿还要到商店去呢。”

“对！”亨利说，“那就把袋子先放在这儿吧。”

“绝对不行！”班尼说，“我可不放心那些松鼠！等咱们一走，它们立马就会拢过来，解开袋子吃个底朝天！”

说完，班尼静静地站了一会儿，最后，他的目光落在一个树桩上：“亨利，没人愿意扛着四袋核桃走上1.25英里，再原路返回，对吧？要不，咱们把核桃藏在树桩的洞里，再用些厚树枝盖起来？”

“可以试试。”亨利赞同道。

就这样，孩子们把四袋核桃塞进洞里，又拖来几根常青树的树枝盖在上面。

“好啦！”杰西说，“现在松鼠肯定钻不进去了，亨利。”

“可不是吗？绝对的！”亨利说，“再说，咱们很快就会回来的。”





孩子们刚一推开商店门，便听到托马斯·尼尔森的招呼声：“啊哈，你们好，奥登家的孩子们！”

“您好啊！”杰西笑着说，“今天是个好天气，所以我们去捡核桃了，捡了整整四大袋山核桃呢。”

“好棒！”托马斯·尼尔森赞道，“我来告诉你们怎么做核桃料理：先把核桃砸开，取出核桃仁，然后跟绞碎的苹果拌在一起做沙拉，会相当美味的！”

话音刚落，尼尔森太太和帕奇便从楼梯上走了下来。“我听到你们在谈天气。”芭芭拉说，“不过，据我估计，这样的好天气持续不了多久，感觉大风暴就要来了。”

“没关系，我们以前也遇到过风暴。”班尼说，“记得那次是旅行中遇到的，我们被大雨困住，只能靠土豆填饱肚子，除了土豆什么都没有。”

“这倒提醒我了，”杰西说，“咱们可以买些土豆，在壁炉里烤着吃。”

于是，她挑了12个土豆，又买了些小面包、葡萄干果酱、白糖和几个鸡蛋，接着，孩子们便准备打道回府了。

亨利看了看手表，说：“都快中午了。”

“要把那些核桃都带回去可得花不少时间呢。”班尼说，“希望它们还在树洞里。”

核桃果然还在，不过，当孩子们走近时，两只松鼠正从那堆厚厚的树枝上仓皇逃离。





回到小屋后，杰西提议：“现在咱们分头去找石头吧，要平的那种，一块用来当垫板，一块用来砸核桃。”

“就像印第安人那样，”维莉说道，“做个剥壳器。”

石头找到了，孩子们仔细地擦掉了上面的泥土和落叶。

“动手砸吧。”杰西说，“砸完后再把核桃仁挑出来。”
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“不要，咱们还是先吃午饭吧。”班尼说，“就吃花生果酱三明治配牛奶，花不了多少时间的。”





简单吃过午饭后，孩子们坐到了地上，各自将大平石摆在面前，将核桃砸开，再将核桃连皮带果仁一起扔进炖锅里。

忙活了差不多一个小时，杰西终于开腔了：“咱们把地板扫干净好了，到处都是核桃壳。”随即，她站起身，四处找起扫帚来。

“我昨天就找过了。”维莉说，“可是没有。”

“按说应该有的啊，可能是放在哪儿了，咱们没看到而已。”杰西说。

“奇怪啊！”班尼说，“扫帚柜应该就在壁炉旁才对，我记得之前见过的一座木屋就是这样的构造。”

“可这座小木屋里确实没有，班尼。”维莉说道，“还是算了吧。”

不过班尼并没有罢休，还是在继续寻找，他把两把铁锹和一把斧子搬到另外一个角落，猛地发现壁炉向外凸出了一英尺。班尼仔细看了看，发现墙面是由窄板构成，每块木板之间都有条细线，像是裂缝一般。

“这儿原本应该有一个门把手，”班尼说道，“可是现在只剩下了一个小洞。”班尼回想了一下自己刚才的话，突然叫起来：“洞！这上面有个洞！”

他从兜里掏出折叠小刀，打开了其中最大的一把。

其余几个孩子全都围拢过来，只见班尼兴冲冲地撬着墙板，想找到松动的地方，他果然成功了：墙板的上方首先被撬起来，他用力一拉，一扇暗门被打开了。

“哇哦！”亨利叫了起来，“班尼真厉害，还真是扫帚柜呢！”
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“柜子是固定在地板上的！”杰西大声说。
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“而且，里面还真有一把扫帚。”维莉说道。

只见柜子里放着一把扫帚、一个垃圾盘和一个木架子，架子上面放着抹布和两块肥皂，此外，还有一个小小的断裂的白色门把手。

亨利看了看柜子，又看了看架子：“这木头已经很旧了。”他说，“估计托马斯·尼尔森的爷爷很早之前就建了这栋房子。”

“你怎么看出来很旧了，亨利？”

“伸手摸摸架子下面，”亨利说，“能摸到斧子留下的痕迹吧？如果架子是最近做的，一定会很平滑。”

班尼摸了摸架子下面，果然摸到了斧子留下的痕迹。“这方法不错。”接着，他又摸了摸门。

“这个可不一样。”亨利说，“门板两侧都抛过光，因此比较光滑，不过估计也有些年头了。”

“这上面也有印记呢！”班尼叫道，“瞧，亨利，是字迹，虽然有点模糊，可还是看得清！”

他念了起来：





1/M　1/4B　1/4S　1S　1Y

1/4W　1E　？　3F　R





孩子们面面相觑。

“这是什么意思？是密码吗？”杰西问道，“赶紧抄下来，亨利，就抄在纸上，咱们可以研究研究。”

亨利动手抄了起来：“我一点儿都看不明白，就算研究了，也没多大意义。”

“我也看不懂。”班尼说，“依你们看，这些字母到底代表什么？”

杰西在桌旁坐了下来：“让我想想。有一件事可以肯定，那就是尼尔森一家想在木屋里寻找些什么。”

“而且，这件东西他们不想让咱们知道。”班尼赶紧补充道。

亨利看了看弟弟，说道：“没错，班尼，每次帕奇一跟咱们提起这个，他们就会脸红，好像很羞愧的样子。”

“可他们人都很好啊！”维莉补充道。

杰西点了点头：“这就是问题之所在，我们可以设想一下，也许尼尔森先生很久之前做过什么错事。”

“可他究竟想找什么呢？”班尼问道，“也许是找刚才咱们发现的密码，有了这些密码，就能找到财宝或是什么重要的东西。”

“可奇怪的是，尼尔森一家并没找到想要的东西，他们至少该知道这里有个暗格，里面放了把扫帚才对。”维莉说。

亨利点了点头：“我明白班尼的意思，那些字母应该是尼尔森先生的爸爸或者爷爷刻上去的——这是肯定的，而且，这么做绝对不是因为好玩。既然尼尔森先生不想告诉咱们密码的事，咱们也就什么都别说，他们不提，我们就别问。”

“好。”班尼说，“那下次咱们去商店时，看看他们怎么说吧。”

“秋季天黑得早，”亨利说，“现在太晚了，没办法上去修房顶了。班尼，把收音机打开，听听明天的天气怎样。”

等了半个小时，孩子们终于听到了天气预报。
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只听见播报员说道：“南方、西方将有一股风暴逼近，但不会经由本地区，而是会继续北上，本地区丝毫不受影响。北部新英格兰诸州应做好准备，应对风暴袭击。”

“这就不用担心了。”班尼说着，关掉了收音机。
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吃完饭的时候，天色已经黑得伸手不见五指了。

“咱们明天干什么？”班尼吃完最后一口汉堡，问道。

“修房顶啊！”亨利说，“你可以来帮忙，班尼。咱们要先找到松鼠进出的洞口，然后在上面钉块木板。”

此时亨利还不知道，他的计划很快就要被打乱。

上床的时候，班尼说：“也许咱们发现的密码就是用来赶跑松鼠的呢！”说着，他大笑起来。


第六章　暴　雪

Snow！
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第二天，天气骤变，没有阳光，天空一片灰暗，尽管如此，孩子们还是出了门，朝商店的方向走去。

“今天天气冷多了啊！”维莉说着，戴上风帽，将带子系紧。

“天空也不再湛蓝了，或许昨天才是暴风雨前的宁静呢！”杰西说道，“还记得吗？芭芭拉说过，暴风雨要来了。”

“咳，没事。”班尼说，“毕竟以现在的时节是不会下雪的。收音机里说，风暴会绕过这里的。”

班尼和望望一路小跑着。这一次，孩子们都比平时加快了脚步，也没有在中途流连。

“天一冷就觉得两英里半的路程好漫长。”杰西说，“要是天气好，这段路走起来倒是蛮舒服的。亨利，咱们最好别在商店待太久。”

“好的！”亨利表示同意，他再次抬头看了看天，“乌云似乎更浓密了，真希望在房顶修好之前不要再下雨了。”





奥登家的四个孩子来到了尼尔森商店，这一次，小店里有几名陌生的客人，他们已经买好了几大包日用品。

一个女客人冲着杰西笑了笑说：“看起来快下暴雨了，我赶紧多屯点东西，你们几个小家伙也多买点吧，要知道在这地儿，雨一下就是好几天哪！”

“谢谢您！”杰西赶紧道谢，“我们走了两英里多的路，就是专程来店里买备用食品的。亨利，你去对面拿些肉罐头和鲜肉，还有意大利面和西红柿沙司，我来拿巧克力和热狗，还有汉堡和奶粉。”

“我又买了些狗粮！”班尼叫道。

客人们捧着大包小包离开了商店，托马斯对亨利说道：“看，没多少顾客光顾这儿，避暑的游客已经离开了，好多邻居也搬了家，一去不回。要是想让小店继续维持下去的话，我估摸着，咱们也要搬走才行。”

“那就等我们离开以后再搬吧！”班尼说。

话音刚落，尼尔森太太就下楼来了。“看起来要下雪了。”她说，“我预感得八九不离十。”她皱了皱眉，看起来有些局促不安。

“下雪？”班尼惊呼起来，“这个季节下雪，也太早了吧？”

“话虽如此，你们还是早点回去为好，要是真遇到下雪困在路上，可不是闹着玩的。别在这儿耽搁了，不然被大雪困住就麻烦了。”

“您说得对，尼尔森太太。”亨利说，“大家都戴上风帽，把围巾系紧点！”

尼尔森太太紧走几步，向两位女孩解释道：“唉，杰西，你知道的，我并不是急着赶你们走，其实很想留你们多待一会儿的，对吧？”

“芭芭拉，我们当然明白。”杰西答道，“您只是怕我们被风暴困住而已。好了，我们走啦！东西都拿好了么？”

店门一开，望望就蹿上了小路，孩子们也丝毫不敢耽误，脚步迈得飞快，很快，小店就被远远甩到脑后，从视野中消失了。





“别走得太快，班尼。”亨利叫道，“要像赛跑一样，留到最后再攒劲加速。”

班尼闻言，放慢了脚步，思量起密码还有尼尔森一家打算搬走的事情来。“托马斯·尼尔森是想逃走么？”班尼暗自琢磨着，突然，他冷不丁地转过身，叫了起来，“呀，亨利，还真下雪了！”

“是在下雪呢！”杰西说，“不过兴许这雪来得急，停得也快！”
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但杰西预料错了，只见雪越下越大，轻薄而细碎的雪花透过密密的枝叶，纷纷扬扬地洒落下来，而且越下越急。

“我可不想被埋在雪里！”班尼惨叫一声，“要不然到时候就没人能找到咱们了！”

“不会的，班尼。”亨利安慰道，“别担心，咱们没那么容易被困住！还不等雪下得那么厚，咱们就走完回家的两英里路了。大家只管继续往前走好了。”

望望倒是十分淡定，只见它目不斜视，不紧不慢地一路小跑，视线一直注视着前方。

“好样的！”班尼夸了一句，但望望的耳朵连动都没有动一下。

亨利说：“要不是亲眼所见，我还真不敢相信，雪都下了一尺厚了。”

“别忘了，亨利，这还是在树林里呢。”杰西提醒道，“要是在没有树遮挡的地方，雪肯定更厚！呀，好冷啊，我都快冻僵啦！”

“加油，等回到小屋，就有好多美食等着我们啦——前提是，如果咱们还赶得回去的话。”班尼说，“就算咱们被雪困在小木屋里好多天，屯的食物也够我们吃了。”

孩子们深埋着头，迎着风雪，深一脚浅一脚地在山路上艰难跋涉。雪花越来越大，他们几乎看不清前面的路，脚步踉跄了好几次，所幸没人滑倒。

望望的腿似乎越变越短，此时，它已经无法奔跑了，只能在深雪中蹦跳着前行。





不过，他们最终还是回来了。亨利开门的时候，木屋台阶上的积雪已经足足有四英尺厚了。他们跺了跺脚上的残雪，才进屋反锁了门。

“唉！”杰西叹了一口气。

除此之外，大家都不再言语。孩子们脱下外套，挂在钉子上晾干，亨利则默默燃着了壁炉里的火，此时已经12点了。杰西在水龙头下接了一锅水，放在炉子上烧了起来，她知道，大家非常需要来些热巧克力取暖——而当孩子们闻到热巧克力的甜香时，也都是这么想的。

维莉拿出了炒锅，不一会儿，就传来咸肉嗞嗞作响的声音。





等大家围坐在一起吃饭的时候，亨利说道：“让我来讲两句吧！没错，这场雪确实来得太早，谁都没有料到，不过它应该不会持续太久，咱们不会有危险的。”

杰西说：“我唯一担心的是爷爷，他肯定不放心我们，尼尔森一家说不定也是。”

“可是我们现在什么也做不了。”亨利说，“既不能下山，也没法送信出去。”

“那咱们就安下心来，尽情享受吧！”班尼接口道。

“我就是这个意思。”亨利笑着说，“我待会儿要出去把台阶上的雪铲掉，还要在木屋周围铲出一条小路，屋后的那块空地也要铲出来——就是窗户下面，给小鸟放食篮的树桩那儿。”

“我来帮你。”班尼说，“反正有两把铁锹呢。”

“谢啦，小班班！”





屋外寒气逼人，大雪仍然纷纷扬扬地下着。两个男孩费了很大力气才在窗下铲出一块方形的空地来，铲出来的积雪则被堆放在一边。

“这片空地很快又会被雪覆盖，”亨利说，“不过咱们可以再铲一次。”
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“下次就不用这么费劲了。”班尼说，“起码积雪不会有这么厚。”

亨利抬头看了看屋顶的松鼠洞，发现屋顶已经被厚厚的积雪盖个密实。“看来一时半会儿不用担心松鼠了，不管屋顶有没有洞，我今天是上不去了。”

“咱们今晚又要忍受噪音了。”班尼说，“要是没带望望的话，我们倒是可以把松鼠请下来一起玩呢。”

“别异想天开啦，班尼！”哥哥说道，“我现在只是好奇，那个洞到底有多大。”

屋顶的洞确实大得很，只是奥登家的孩子们现在还不知道而已。


第七章　简易的雪地靴

Making Do
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晚上孩子们上床的时候，大雪仍然下个不停，天气越发凛冽，刺骨的寒风也刮了起来。

“简直算得上暴风雪了。”亨利说，“这种景况，我还从来没见过呢！”

的确，在这样的时节，如此情形还从未在这片地区出现过。寒风呼啸狂吼着，对孩子们来说，松鼠发出的噪音已经算不得什么，不知不觉间，他们竟然酣然入睡了。





第二天一早醒来时，孩子们几乎看不到屋外的景象——雪积得很深，已经挡住了小半个窗口。

“可怜的爷爷。”维莉边说边尽力朝窗外看了看，“他肯定在担心咱们呢。”她爬上窗椅，放眼朝外面望去。“亨利！”她叫了起来，“你绝对不敢相信，雪都埋到鸟食那里了，连提篮也被埋进去了！”
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班尼、杰西和亨利赶紧爬上去看，果然只看到了篮子的提手。

“我的收音机！”班尼猛地叫道，差点从窗椅上摔下来，“我要调到绿野镇电台，听听新闻，说不定会有关于这场暴雪的特讯呢！”





杰西开始着手准备早餐了，亨利穿上了最暖和的衣服，但他没说要去做什么。

“听啊，新闻开始啦！”班尼说。

收音机里传来了播音员的声音：“鉴于暴风雪原因，下面我们将为各位听众播送特别消息，请仔细收听。阿兰·莫尔先生想对家人说，他很安全，但今天无法回家了。警长呼吁广大民众保持冷静，街道上的积雪会尽快得到清扫。消防部门提醒各位居民，取暖时要谨防火炉太热引起火灾。詹姆斯·奥登先生想告诉孙子孙女，他们必须待在猎人小屋里，他会尽快派人过去帮忙。”

“果然是爷爷的风格！”班尼说道。

“可不是么！”杰西说道，听到爷爷的消息后，她安心多了，“早餐我会多做些热巧克力，咱们要吃得热乎乎的。”

可当她拧开龙头时，发现竟然没有水流出来。

“没水了，亨利！”杰西叫了起来。

“一定是水管冻住了。”亨利说。

“不要紧，没什么大不了！”杰西说着，脸上露出了微笑。

“你想到什么主意了，杰西？”班尼问道。

“没水也能做热巧克力，将雪融化就行。”

亨利把门敞开一条缝，伸出那口大大的平底锅去舀雪。“多舀一点儿，亨利。”杰西说道，“反正很快就会煮化的。”

她把锅放在炉子上，一大锅松软的白雪越融越少，不一会，水就煮沸了。

“我还要加点牛奶到热巧克力里去。”杰西说。
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一家人美美地吃起了早餐，热腾腾的巧克力让大家全身上下都暖和了起来。

而直到这时，大伙儿才明白亨利为什么要穿得那么厚，只听亨利说道：“班尼，我要出去，看能不能把昨晚的积雪再铲一次，还有小鸟的食篮被雪埋住了，也需要清理清理，你要不要跟我一起？”

“当然要，”班尼一口答应，“等我穿上外套。”





积雪已经深及班尼的腰部。两个男孩围着小木屋铲出一条窄窄的小道，铲出的雪依然堆在一边。风雪不时迷住他们的眼睛。

小屋里，女孩们听到轮番铲雪的声音，维莉实在坐不住了，站起来说：“咱们也穿好衣服出去吧。”

“快看窗户！”杰西说道。

只见挡住玻璃的雪明显少了许多，女孩们可以看到两把铲子正在上下翻飞，将窗户上的积雪铲走。

“太好了，终于又可以看到外面了。”杰西点了点头，“那两个小伙子还真能干哪！”

很快，大家便能隔窗对望了，屋里的女孩和屋外的男孩相互挥挥手，开心地笑了起来。





进屋吃午饭时，两个男孩已经累得精疲力尽，不过亨利仍在说：“吃完饭我还要出去捡点柴火，你要不要一起去，小班班？”

“那还用问？当然要！”班尼答道，“只是这次我要穿上雪地靴，我可不想陷进雪里，雪实在是太深了！”

“那你用什么来作雪地靴呢？”杰西问道。

“橱架上不是有两个很大的锅盖吗？反正它们和屋子里的锅都不配套。”

“想来小木屋里很久以前应该是有两口大锅的吧？”杰西说，“虽然我也不知道它们是用来干什么的。”

“也许是用来煮鹿肉的。”班尼说，“反正咱们又不吃那玩意儿。”他急不可待地要着手制作自己的雪地靴了。

“你怎么才能让锅盖固定在脚上呢，班尼？”维莉问道。

“嗯……我会用两根带子绑住它，”班尼说，“不过先得在锅盖上各穿两个洞。”

班尼抽出折叠小刀里最宽的那把，接着用尼尔森家的锤子用力敲打了几下，锅盖上便出现了两个小口子。此时，就连亨利也忍不住凑过来看，只见班尼在每个口子上穿了根带子，将两只靴子分别放在锅盖上，用带子固定住后，再如同系鞋带一样系好。
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“很不错呢，班尼！”亨利说道，“走几步看看。”

班尼哐啷哐啷地走了起来，只是那动静大的，简直是震耳欲聋！

“这比松鼠发出的噪音还难听呢。”班尼说，“不过没关系，在厚厚的雪地上走就不会有任何声响了。”





杰西帮班尼穿好了毛衣和外套，又戴上厚厚的手套。班尼拿起一把铁锹作滑雪杆，亨利则带上了斧子。出发之前，两人又把台阶上的积雪清扫了一遍。纷纷扬扬的雪花在寒风中不住地打着旋儿。

“雪地靴还真管用，维莉。”杰西望着两个男孩的背影，只见班尼在雪地上走得轻松自如，亨利则在齐腰深的雪地里艰难跋涉，“希望他们不要迷路。”

“不会的。”维莉说，“他们又不会走散。”

“那么现在，看看咱们能不能给这两个小伙子准备点惊喜？”杰西思索着，说道，“我在想，爷爷说‘会派人过来帮忙’是什么意思，指的是今天还是明天呢？”

“我想他的意思是，让咱们尽管放心地把所有屯的食物吃完——但愿我没有理解错。”

“我也是这样理解的。”杰西说，“既然我们中午吃的是三明治，那么晚上就来一顿丰盛的炖鸡肉大餐，给俩帅哥一个惊喜，怎么样？反正咱们有一整只罐装鸡，炖的时候还可以加罐意大利面进去。就算水龙头里没水，也不愁没热水啊，对不？”

就这样，两个女孩开始准备大餐了：她们先给鸡肉去骨，和意大利面一起放进炖锅，又将热水倒进去。“我又想到了一个惊喜！”维莉兴奋地叫了起来，“我们可以用雪做冰激凌啊！”

“好主意！”杰西说，“反正雪多得是，想做什么都行。只是，我忘记该怎么做冰激凌了，好像得用上一点儿牛奶，加糖进去融化，再加香草——等等，咱们没有香草。”

两个女孩不由得绞尽脑汁地思索起来，片刻后，杰西猛地叫道：“咱们可以把葡萄干果冻融化掉，制作葡萄干口味的冰激凌，应该丝毫不比香草口味的差吧！”

“而且做出来的冰激凌还是粉粉的！”维莉补充道。

说话间，杰西便把牛奶、果冻和砂糖混在了一起：“等到吃甜点的时候再把雪放进去好了！看，男孩们回来了。”





果然，班尼和亨利各自抱着几捆柴火向木屋走来。“看起来柴火全都是亨利砍的，”维莉笑着说，“它们的长短都一样呢！”

班尼穿着雪地靴，走在前面，相比之下，亨利则慢得多，因为每走一步都必须把脚高高抬起。

“我们马上还要折回去！”班尼叫道，“还有些树枝没捡，搁在那儿呢！等我一会儿，我先得把围巾当裤带系上！”

“我也这么认为。”杰西尽量忍住没笑出声来，“要帮忙么？”

“要，一条围巾怕是不够长呢！”

“足够了，”杰西说，“你觉得肚子被勒得很紧吗？”

“才不紧呢。看这些柴火怎么样，不错吧？又枯又干，都是亨利挑选的。”

“好极了！”两个女孩齐声赞道。

男孩们正准备动身去取剩余的木柴，这时，望望突然叫了起来。

“不行，望望，你不准去。”班尼叫道，“你会陷进雪地里的。”

可是望望的叫声却越来越响，越来越激动。

“估计它是冲着松鼠叫唤呢！”杰西说。

“不对，杰西。”维莉说，“你听！”
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屋外响起一阵怪异而低沉的叫声，两个女孩打开门，向白雪覆盖的小路望去。两个男孩也准备出发了。

“哟！”杰西惊呼起来，“是咱们在树林里见过的那两头鹿！”

两个男孩停住脚步，看向两头鹿，只见它们被半埋在雪中，挣扎着想站起来，但又摔倒，如此不断重复着。

两个男孩转过身，悄悄地回到小木屋。

亨利低声说道：“别吓着它们！小鹿估摸着是来觅食的，它们以为有人的地方就会有食物。”


第八章　救　援

To the Rescue
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奥登兄妹把门打开了一条小缝，只见两头鹿虽然仍陷在雪地中，却已经挣扎着站立了起来。

“它们不想让咱们帮忙。”班尼说。

“是不需要帮，”亨利说，“它们已经站起来了。”

两头鹿抖了抖身上的雪，不过，又有更多的雪花落在了身上。它们慢慢地朝小木屋的方向走过来，抽动了一下鼻子，褐色的眼睛温柔地望着小屋的木门。

随后，沿着男孩们铲出的小路，鹿儿们又循到了空地上。孩子们悄悄来到窗前，向外望去，这两只温柔的小家伙一定是累坏了，此时它们正趴在地上，相互舔舐着。

“听，有动静，好像是有人在叫唤，我不是在做梦吧？”

班尼没有做梦，他听到的声音的确是真实的，他打开门，只看了一眼，便叫起来：“亨利，快穿上外套，把我的也拿来！”说完，便跳下台阶，跑到小路上。

亨利从挂钩上取下两件外套，冲进风雪中，奋力追去。女孩们望向小路，只见雪地上趴着一个貌似人形的物体，而不远处，一个男人肩头扛着孩子，背靠在树上。

孩子们立刻把鹿儿的事情抛在了一边。

“是尼尔森一家！”杰西叫道，“哦，天哪，恐怕是芭芭拉摔倒在雪地里了。咱俩又不能出去帮忙，只能在这儿干等了。”

“我敢肯定，尼尔森一家准是过来救咱们的。”维莉说。

“我也这样想。”杰西说，“看！亨利正扶着芭芭拉走过来呢！我这就去拿个睡袋，放在壁炉前。”

“我去拿吧。”说完，维莉便冲向里屋，杰西赶紧将房门敞开，用手撑住。

只听芭芭拉正虚弱地对亨利说：“哦，亨利，抱歉害得你们跑一趟，我真没用，本来以为能挺住的，没想到路这么难走。”

“可别这么说！”亨利安慰道，“您能亲自过来，可见您是多么勇敢，多么善良！”他扶着尼尔森太太躺在睡袋上，杰西赶紧又垫了一个睡袋给她做枕头。

“我可以坐着，我可以的。”芭芭拉说道。

“先躺着别动，芭芭拉。”杰西俯身蹲在她身边，建议道，“过一会儿再坐到沙发上去吧！”

望望走过来，乖乖蹲在地上，一动不动。

“尼尔森先生应该坐下才是，他一路都扛着帕奇呢。”班尼说着，推过一把椅子，尼尔森先生便沉沉地坐了下去，身子无力地往后一靠，闭上了眼睛。

一向活泼的帕奇也累了，班尼让他钻进自己的睡袋，并拉过一把椅子让帕奇靠着。

“那么，那么……你们是过来帮忙的？”班尼说道。

尼尔森先生点了点头：“本来是这样打算的。看到雪一直下个不停，我们就忍不住担心，不知道你们究竟回到木屋没有。”

亨利附和道：“差一点儿就回不来啦。”

“今天一大早我就想过来看看你们，可是芭芭拉也要跟来——她怕我迷路，所以只好把帕奇也带上了。”

“真是太谢谢你们啦！”杰西的声音都有些颤抖了，“下这么大的雪，你们很容易迷路的。”

“也就摔了两跤而已，好在都爬起来了。”托马斯·尼尔森轻描淡写道。

杰西突然想到了什么。“你们饿了吧？”她问道。

“可不是么！”帕奇叫了起来，“我都几百万年没吃东西了！”

亨利哈哈笑了起来：“这像是你说的话呢，小班班！”

“唉！”托马斯·尼尔森叹了一口气，“可惜路上耽搁得太久了，出门时本来还给你们带了一大袋食物的，后来没辙，只有扔在雪地里了。”





“维莉，”杰西说道，“大家可以吃炖肉啦！鸡肉已经熟透了，热乎乎，香喷喷的！你去把桌椅摆好，我再找三个盘子盛鸡肉。”

“炖鸡肉？”帕奇问道，“我还从来没听说过呢！”

“很好吃的。”班尼说。

“你说好吃，那肯定错不了。”帕奇看着班尼。

大伙儿开始享用美味的炖鸡大餐了，尼尔森先生不禁感慨道：“谢天谢地，咱们终于到地方啦！”说完，他深深舒了口气。

趁着大家大快朵颐的工夫，维莉和杰西开始制作冰激凌了，她们将松软的白雪混在牛奶里，加入砂糖和葡萄干果冻，做出来的冰激凌颜色粉嘟嘟的，好看极了。

“要是爷爷看到这个冰激凌，一定会笑起来的。”班尼说。接着，他把爷爷通过电台传消息的事情告诉了尼尔森先生。

最后他补充道：“只是爷爷没料到你们会来。”

话音刚落，大家便听到屋外响起了一阵奇怪的嗡嗡声。

“这是什么声音？”杰西不禁问道，然后侧耳倾听。

“我听出来了，是直升机的声音！”班尼叫了起来，“我的外套呢？”眨眼间，班尼便冲向门外，他边跑边穿外套，亨利则紧紧地跟在他身后。

声音越来越大。直升机盘旋着，似乎悬浮在了木屋上方。

“这里没法降落啊！”班尼说，“怎么办？”

“往后退，班尼！”亨利叫道，“飞行员正往外扔东西呢。”

只听“嘭”的一声，有东西落在了空地上——那儿刚好是班尼和亨利清理过的地方。
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“是稻草！”班尼惊呼道，“牛在雪地里迷路时，救生机就会给它们空投稻草。可是，我们又不吃稻草……爷爷怎么知道这儿有两头鹿？！”

恰好此时尼尔森先生也来到屋外，他解释道：“班尼，这是干草包，是专门用来包裹东西的，外面那层稻草能起到缓冲和保护作用。还好你们把这儿的雪铲掉了，这样飞行员就能确定，扔下的包裹你们能接到。”

直升机缓缓下降，飞行员挥了挥手臂，但噪音太大，孩子们一句话也没听到。飞机再次盘旋起来，突然，一块黑板从舱门伸了出来，只见上面写着：





无法降落

包裹里有纸条

两小时后返回





两个男孩用力点了点头，挥了挥手。

直升机飞走了。





亨利和班尼一起将包裹沿着小路拖过来，屋里的人透过窗户张望着，看到他们将包裹拖进小屋，大家便围拢过来，帮着把包装用的稻草扯掉。

“干草别离火太近啦！”杰西提醒道，“暴风暴雪的，可不能再来一次火灾。”

随即，他们看到了包裹里的东西。

“有盒装牛奶，”亨利说道，“还有蜜桃罐头。”

“还有好几条面包呢！”杰西说。

“还有一袋砂糖和好多汉堡肉，就这么多啦。”班尼说，“幸亏砂糖用稻草包了起来，要是袋子破了，糖准会撒得到处都是。”

“纸条在哪儿？”亨利问道，“这才是最重要的。”

“在这儿呢！”班尼说道，“就是这张用塑料袋裹住的纸条。”

亨利大声读了起来：





州警和交通部门会按计划接你们回家。把你们需要的东西用大字写在显眼的底板上，搁到雪地里。飞行员回头会将你们的必需品带过来，空投给你们。记得告诉我你们的现况。

——爷爷





“给爷爷的留言到底写在哪里好呢？”杰西问道。

“哦，老天。”维莉说，“咱们没有足够大的底板，也没有油漆和墨水。”

“大家到处找找吧。”说完，班尼坐下来，四下打量着房间里的每件物品。杰西去到卧室，并没有发现足够大的东西——墙上也没有大挂历。

尼尔森一家也开始冥思苦想起来。

“底板不仅要足够大，”维莉说道，“而且颜色要么够深，要么够浅。”

“那留言用什么颜料写？”帕奇问道。

“先把眼前的问题解决再说，帕奇。”亨利说道，“我们必须找到一块大卡片之类的东西。”

班尼将整个客厅都环视了一遍，目光又回到了窗子上。

“看！”他指了指暗绿色的遮光帘。

“噢，班尼！”维莉欢呼起来，“就是它了——整间屋子里，就属它最大啦。”

亨利登上窗椅，取下帘子，放在地板上，铺展开来。

“你站到这头来，帕奇。”亨利说道。班尼早已站到另一头去了，这帘子确实是个最完美不过的大底板。

“现在来解决第二个问题：咱们得用白色的颜料来写留言，可是没有粉笔。”亨利说，“想到好点子的有奖！”

“我想得奖。”帕奇说。

“那就快动脑筋啊，帕奇。”他妈妈说道。

最后，还是维莉想出了办法：“我不确定这方法可不可行，要不先写个字试试？”

“留言准备写什么内容？”芭芭拉问道，“你们有什么特别需要的吗？”

“我们需要三个睡袋——给你们用的。”杰西说，“要是天黑前收不到它们的话，你们肯定会被冻僵的。现在，维莉，快说说你的好主意吧！”
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“我以前试过这个法子，只是字写得没这么大罢了。”维莉说，“首先，用水把字写上去，再撒上一层厚厚的盐，等字干了以后，再把面上的浮盐抖落下来。”

“这办法肯定行！”班尼说，“咱们先试试吧。维莉，你写字和画画都是最棒的，先写个３好了，要这么大的。”他边说边比画了一个四英寸大小的３。





“幸亏咱们有水。”说话间，班尼已经端来一整杯水，杰西则把盐盒放到了地上。

维莉趴在地上，将手指蘸蘸水，写下了数字3，随即撒上大量的盐。“先让它晾一会儿。”她说，“接下来要写的是睡袋的‘睡’字。”大家全都聚精会神地注视着维莉。

写完后，维莉吩咐道：“现在可以把‘3’字上的浮盐抖下来啦！”

亨利抓起帘子一角，将盐抖落在壁炉里，顿时，一个漂亮的白色“3”出现在遮光帘上。

“好极了！”班尼欢呼起来，“这办法真管用，我就知道能成！”

“3个睡袋”几个字写完后，杰西建议道：“咱们还应该告诉爷爷，为什么需要这些睡袋。我想只用写尼尔森几个字就够了，爷爷一看就知道，尼尔森一家是来帮咱们的。”

维莉早已动手写下了“尼尔森3人”：“我还要写‘很好’两个字，这样爷爷就知道咱们一切都好。”

“还要写‘多谢您的稻草’。”班尼说，“爷爷会觉得好笑的。”

“这个自然。”亨利哈哈笑了起来，“爷爷一听就知道，这话是你说的——正是你的风格嘛，这会让爷爷开心点。”
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留言写完了，亨利说：“咱们把它拿出去吧，飞行员有可能会提前到呢！”

“帘子的四个角说不定得用石头压住才行。”班尼一边说，一边穿起了外套。

“可这么大的雪，到哪里去找石头？”托马斯·尼尔森问道。

“就用砸核桃的石头啊！”杰西说道，“把四块都一起拿去，免得来回跑。”

此时，风势渐渐转弱，雪也停了。男孩们把大标牌铺在雪地上，遮光帘的四角被风吹得微微翘起，于是他们在每个角上压了一块平石。

“干得漂亮！”班尼赞道，他顿了顿，又说，“亨利，咱们把稻草拿到这儿来，喂给小鹿吃吧。”

“好！”亨利说，“等咱们回屋去，它们就能寻到这儿来了。”

这个主意让杰西很是欢喜，她将地板上的稻草清理干净，托马斯·尼尔森则帮着两个男孩把稻草抱出去，放在小鸟的食篮旁。

“听啊！”班尼再次转过身来。

“太好了！”亨利叫了起来，“直升机来了！幸亏咱们把标牌事先放好了，飞行员果然提前到了。”

屋里的人也听到了直升机的轰鸣声，立刻来到窗口张望。

只见直升机缓缓下落，在男孩们的头顶上盘旋。飞行员看了看地上的字，脸上露出了笑容。他拿出早已准备好的小黑板，上面写着：





一小时后返回





直升机再次飞走了。

男孩们卷起帘子，拿进屋里。班尼挂起外套，说道：“待会等咱们把盐巴刮掉，帘子就会又像新的一样了。”

“趁着等直升机的工夫，咱们把盘子洗了吧。”芭芭拉说。

“您就别管了，”杰西说，“只用在旁边看着就行啦。”

然而，芭芭拉已经把几个奇形怪状的空盘子摞了起来。

“还好咱们提前烧了热水，对吧，杰西？”维莉问道，“刚好用来洗盘子。”





补充了食物后，托马斯·尼尔森的精神也好多了，他问道：“亨利，你说的那些松鼠在哪儿？”

“到我的卧室来，您亲耳听听吧！”

班尼和帕奇也跟了进去，果然，从烟囱附近传出一阵阵抓挠和刮擦声。

托马斯·尼尔森说道：“依我看，屋顶上住的是一只松鼠妈妈和一只松鼠爸爸，还有一窝松鼠宝宝，最小的宝宝们估计是春天出生的，不过个头已经快赶上它们爸妈了。我估摸着，这家松鼠是计划在这里过冬的。”

亨利笑了起来：“可惜这计划被我们打乱了。我们才是不速之客，而不是它们——毕竟是它们先来的。”

“可不是么。”托马斯说，“它们准是被吓坏了，屋顶里很可能藏了好多松果和一个漂亮的小窝——天知道那小窝是用什么做的。”

“我好想看看那个窝！”班尼说，“反正棚顶是木头做的，你可以在上面打个洞嘛，亨利！”

“打洞倒是可以，可我不想。”亨利说，“我才不乐意让松鼠一家跑下来跟咱们同住呢。”

帕奇不禁问道：“爸爸，你说这些松鼠跑到下面来过吗？”

“我想应该没有。”托马斯·尼尔森四下里看了看，显得有些局促不安，“不过，可能有一些偶尔跑进过那间大屋子，我们曾看到一张貌似被松鼠啃过的报纸——只是没见过松鼠的踪影。”

“说不定松鼠被猎人赶了出去，报纸却忘了扔掉。”亨利说。
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“我也这么想。”托马斯的脸色仍然有些焦虑，“松鼠对书籍和报纸的危害可不小呢。”

“这里也没什么东西可以被它们破坏的啊！”亨利话刚出口，就立刻联想起尼尔森家一直在寻找的东西——那件十分重要又神秘的东西。或许，那才是容易被松鼠毁掉的吧。可托马斯为什么对他们兄妹守口如瓶？要不是这样，他们完全可以带他去看那些密码，不过话到嘴边，亨利最后还是忍住了。

“幸亏咱们和松鼠之间隔着一层结实的楼板。”班尼说道，“屋顶的雪都有四英尺厚了，看起来像个结了霜的大蛋糕。”

“四英尺？”托马斯惊呼起来，“对，是差不多。对这样的小房顶来说，重量可着实不轻呢。”

而此时他还不知道，一些积雪已经通过房顶的松鼠洞落下来，堆积到阁楼上了。


第九章　失踪的部分

Missing Piece
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过了差不多一个小时，奥登兄弟便出门去等飞行员了。他们到得很及时，飞行员比约定时间提前来了，随着一阵轰鸣声，直升机很快便盘旋在他们头顶上。

飞行员挥了挥手，扔下一捆用塑料袋包裹的睡袋。

“不用担心睡袋被打湿了！”班尼说，“哈，这次投得比上次的稻草包还要准哪！”

他们抬起头，挥手向飞行员告别，直升机高高升起，飞走了。





兄弟俩把塑料包拿回小木屋。亨利找到开口处，撕开了包装袋。

只见里面装着两个大睡袋，一个小睡袋。

“爷爷怎么知道帕奇是个小不点？”班尼诧异道。

托马斯解释说：“是这样的，早在你们还没住进小屋前，奥登先生就打过电话给我，问我店里是不是24小时都有人守着，我告诉他，我们一家都住在小店的楼上，自然也顺带提到了我的妻子和帕奇。”

“噢，包裹里还有个长盒子呢！”杰西冷不丁地说道，她打开盒子，发现里面装着一把小榔头、一盒钉子、一盒图钉以及粗细各一的两卷铁丝。

盒子里还有一张字条，上面写着：





被暴雪困住的话，工具或许用得着，可能小木屋需要修理了吧？盼着尽快见到你们。

——爱你们的爷爷





杰西收起了工具盒，说道：“对了，之前咱们把核桃砸开后还一直没来得及把核桃仁取出来呢！要不咱们来场核桃大聚会吧？”

“那我要把认识的所有核桃宝贝都请过来，一个不落！”班尼说，“就用爷爷给的尖钉子来挑核桃仁好了。”

杰西把砸好的核桃摆在桌上，孩子们和尼尔森一家围坐在一起，将核桃仁挑出来，将壳扔掉。

大家正忙得不亦乐乎，亨利突然冲对面的杰西挑了挑眉毛。杰西心领神会，点了点头。

“托马斯。”亨利开口了，“有件事想告诉您，据我们所知，您一直都在寻找着小木屋里的某件东西……”

“是呀！是呀！”帕奇抢着答道。

“没错。”托马斯缓缓地说。

杰西接过话头：“是这样的，虽然我们并不知道您在找什么——想必您也不想告诉我们，不过，我们倒是有所发现呢！”

“你们发现了什么？”芭芭拉禁不住激动地叫道。

杰西并没有直接回答，而是转向了班尼：“带他们去看看你在壁炉旁发现的扫帚柜吧！”

“这里哪有什么扫帚柜。”托马斯摇了摇头。
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“看这儿！”话音未落，班尼便用折刀撬开了柜门。尼尔森一家不由得目瞪口呆。

“我们还发现门后刻着些字母，”班尼继续说道，“可我们都猜不透是什么意思。”

托马斯一个箭步走上前去，看了看门后的字母，叫了起来：“芭芭拉，找到了……”可是旋即，他的声音又低沉下去，半晌，才失望地加了一句，“不对，不是这个。”

奥登家的孩子们听得越发糊涂起来，这到底是怎么回事？

芭芭拉看出了他们的疑惑：“我来解释一下，你们就明白了。你们也知道，托马斯最大的爱好就是做烘焙，对吧？而他的爷爷和爸爸有一份做小面包的独门秘方，由此做出的小面包美味得无与伦比，于是这个秘方就成了祖传秘笈。”

托马斯·尼尔森补充道：“我爸爸会在做小面包时加入一种特别配料，使得面包的味道与众不同。”

“全天下的小面包都比不了。”帕奇说道。

“哦？”班尼说，“这么说，整件事从头到尾你都清楚，帕奇？”

“那是当然，要是老爸能找到独门配方，他就可以做出美味绝顶的小面包，赚好多好多钱。”

“噢，帕奇！”妈妈制止了他，随即又补充道，“我们只是想，如果托马斯能做出好吃的面包，或许可以成为有名的……”

“我开始明白了。”杰西说，“可我还是弄不懂门后那些字母是什么意思，还有，你们看到它们后，为什么这样失望呢？”

“让我来解释吧。”托马斯回答道，“门上刻的，是用密语写成的配方。看到第一行没？意思是一杯牛奶……这些配方我早就知道，不知道的是缺失的那部分——看到那个问号没？我要找的，是一份完整的、不带问号的配方。”

“可还有好多字母看不懂啊！”维莉说。

“我来给你解释吧！”芭芭拉说：“它们的意思是——

1杯牛奶　　　　　　　　　1/4杯水

1/4杯黄油　　　　　　　　1个鸡蛋

1/4勺砂糖　　　　　　　　？

1勺盐　　　　　　　　　　3杯面粉

1个酵母饼　　　　　　　　葡萄干

400度高温烘焙15分钟。”

维莉感叹道：“原来答案这么简单啊，不过前提是谜底解开后！”

“这种小面包做起来并不难，难就难在缺少那个配料。”托马斯说，“我爸爸从没告诉过我，配料到底是什么。一直以来，这都是家族里的秘密，直到去世他都没有告诉任何人。”

班尼想了想，问道：“可您凭什么认为秘密就藏在这座小木屋里呢？”

“问得好，班尼。”托马斯说，“这小木屋最初是我爷爷建的，我爸爸也在这里住过，后来才被运动者俱乐部买了下来。爸爸去世之前只说了两个字：木屋。”

“配料会不会是香草或是砂糖之类的？”杰西问道。

“凡是想到的配方我都试过，可做出来的面包味道总是不对。”托马斯答道，“唉，我现在跟你们一样，摸不着半点头脑。”话虽如此，他的脸色却很快变得明朗起来，“不过我坚信，我可以让我们家的小面包闻名于天下！”

言语间，他已是笑容满面。杰西望着托马斯的脸，打心眼里生出一种仰慕——他对工作已经痴迷至此。

托马斯继续说道：“我会先花钱给小面包做点宣传，而只要买过它的顾客，一定会口口相传，因为它们确实美味极了。”

“可惜配方在你爸那儿失传了。”班尼说，“万一真的找到了配方，你一定得让旁人知道，然后把秘方封起来，存放在银行里。”

“说得对，班尼，我可是尝到了教训呢。”托马斯的神情再次变得忧郁起来。





大家又继续专心致志地挑起了核桃仁，不一会儿，活儿就干完了。杰西把核桃仁用碗装好，拿到了厨房里，亨利则把核桃壳扔进了火堆。

接着，杰西用手将核桃仁捏碎，维莉则拿刀切开苹果。随后，她们把两种食物混合在一起，做成沙拉。紧接着，她们又把爷爷送来的汉堡肉放进壁炉烤了起来。

帕奇已经十分疲倦了。

“我睡在哪儿？”他问道。

杰西笑了起来，说道：“沙发打开就是一张双人床，给你爸妈睡正好！至于你，可以睡在靠近壁炉的地板上，反正有睡袋。”

“而且你身体结实着呢！再说睡袋可软了。”班尼说道。

大家都已经精疲力竭，望望也不例外。洗过餐具后，大家各自上了床，就连松鼠也变得安静起来。





屋子里，除了亨利和班尼的手表在嘀嗒嘀嗒外，四处都静悄悄的。可是凌晨四点钟，男孩卧室里的一块早已松动的天花板突然开始弯曲下沉，并发出嘎吱嘎吱的声音，这一切自然逃不过望望的耳朵，不过它牢记着杰西之前的命令，不准再对着松鼠叫唤。

[image: ]


天花板越变越弯，发出的嘎吱声也越发刺耳，转眼间，其中一头已经掉落下来，然而望望依然没有出声。渐渐地，天花板弯曲到了极限，另一头也断开了，轰的一声砸了下来！

惊天动地的声响中，木板落地了，更糟的是，棚顶的松鼠窝也跟着掉落，五只肥硕的松鼠和数不清的松果，连同四英寸厚的松软白雪砸落到地板上。原来，正是从房顶的破洞中掉落的积雪积累到了一定重量，终于压垮了棚顶。





众人自睡梦中惊醒，从床上跳了起来，脸上仍带着惺忪的睡意。此时，望望也没法保持冷静了，五只松鼠被它追得四处乱窜，由于目标太多，它只好见到一只追一只。只听得松鼠们叽喳惊叫，望望狂吠怒吼，屋子里闹哄哄的！

“这下怎么办？”杰西叫道。

“不知道。”亨利说。兄妹们都呆呆地站着，和尼尔森一家一起，怔怔地看着这场追逐大戏。

“咱们必须把松鼠抓起来！”班尼喊道。

“否则房子都要被它们毁掉了。”维莉加了一句。

“这里马上就会被它们闹翻天了！”帕奇虽然嘴上这么说，心里别提有多高兴了，这场景丝毫不比马戏表演逊色。

其他人显然没有这份兴致——他们都在考虑，怎样才能把这五只松鼠抓起来。

“驱赶到雪地里不行么？”杰西问道。

“不行，雪太深了。”维莉说，“它们找不到食物会饿死的，况且树上也没有它们的窝。”

几只小家伙没有片刻消停，望望发疯般四处乱扑，一只松鼠还没捉到，自己倒先滑了一跤，立刻就有另一只松鼠蹿出来，大摇大摆地从它眼前跑过。





亨利环视了一下屋子，想找些材料做捕松鼠的工具，可是除了角落里的一个旧木箱，就没其他可用得上的了，而那个箱子很可能是猎人们当初用来装运食物的。

“咱们试试，看能不能把松鼠逐个赶进箱子里去？”亨利喊道。

“可怎么才能关住它们呢？”杰西问道，“又没有盖子，它们一跳就出来了。”

“那就把箱子倒扣在地上。”亨利说，“不过我担心把第二只松鼠放进去时，第一只会趁机爬出来。”

“用铁丝啊！”班尼猛地叫了起来，“爷爷不是给咱们捎来了铁丝、钉子这些工具吗？”说完，他立刻跑着去拿。

大家一起看向班尼，只见他搬来木箱，在箱子的顶上钉了一排钉子，并用锤子敲进去一半。

“这有什么用呢？”维莉说道，“真让人摸不着头脑啊！”

“等一会儿你就明白啦。”班尼说着，拿起一卷铁丝，绕着箱口的钉子来回缠绕起来。

杰西猛地明白过来：“这就跟补袜子差不多！接下来，你要换个方向缠了吧？”

“对！”班尼说，“我只在边角上留个够松鼠爬进去的小洞，看，咱们把箱子侧翻过来，再放点核桃进去就行了。”

“没错。”芭芭拉说，“只要咱们不发出声响，松鼠没准会跑进箱子去吃核桃呢！”

“可怜的望望，看来我只好把你拴起来了。”杰西叹了口气，“我知道，这有些不公平，把你拴起来，却让那群松鼠到处乱跑。可我实在没有办法了。”说着，杰西把望望关进了女孩们的卧室。

她随即又找了些核桃和面包放进木箱。一切准备就绪。





望望一离开，松鼠们也停止了狂奔，四周顿时安静下来，它们似乎被冻住一般，坐着不动了。接下来，一只松鼠按捺不住，开始慢慢地朝核桃的方向挪去，它钻进木箱，大口啃起核桃来。这一切，都被其他几只松鼠听得清清楚楚……20分钟过去了，最后一只松鼠也钻进了箱子——五只松鼠被一网打尽。

托马斯把箱子正过来，在边角处的洞口上盖了块木板。

奥登兄妹和尼尔森一家对视了一眼，长长地舒了口气。
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“咱们家可真是奇事不断！”杰西说道。

“试问有谁可以一次抓到五只松鼠？”维莉问道。

“也只有奥登家的孩子才办得到！”芭芭拉答道。

“这下总算过足了探险瘾！”杰西说，“好高兴马上就要回家了。咱们吃早饭吧，五点都过了。”

“哎哟，好冷啊！”维莉打了一个寒颤。

“因为棚顶有破洞。”亨利说，“维莉，你先把外套穿上。吃完早饭，我会想办法把洞补上。”

亨利走过去，看了看落在地板上的树叶和积雪，但他没法走得太近，因为卧室里到处是雪——连棚顶都被压垮，可见积雪之多。





孩子们和尼尔森一家穿上外套，吃起了早餐。望望低声咆哮着，木箱里的松鼠仍在叽喳乱叫，想必是在思念那个温暖的小窝。

吃过早饭，亨利来到了卧室，发现地板上的雪已经融化了。他拉过一把凳子，站上去，在尼尔森的帮助下，把脱落的天花板钉回到棚顶。





“真是一团糟啊！”杰西说着，拾起地上的松果，放进纸袋。班尼也在一旁帮忙。

“看，这些都是松鼠做窝的材料！”班尼说。

帕奇也跑过来看热闹，只见班尼掏出了一条旧丝带、几把枯叶和树枝，还有被咬成碎片的纸张、破布、细绳以及果壳。

“这些蓝色的卡片好漂亮！”帕奇说着，拿起了一小块蓝色的硬卡片，只见上面写着“鸡蛋面”三个字。
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“还有一张蓝色的。”帕奇递给班尼一张写着“砂糖曲奇饼”的卡片。

“应该是别人的菜谱。”班尼说，突然，他猛地一闪念，“帕奇，帮我找找，看还有没有蓝色的卡片，快！”

两个男孩仔仔细细地寻找起来。没过一会儿，帕奇便有些倦怠了，班尼却没有放弃，终于被他找到一张蓝色卡片的断角。“不是这个。”不过很快，班尼便在枯叶中扒拉到了整张卡片，翻过来一看，上面赫然写着：





小面包





这就足够了！

“托马斯！过来！快过来！”班尼叫道，“帮我看看，这个难道是……”

托马斯接过卡片，慌不迭地叫了起来：“奇迹！芭芭拉！奇迹出现啦！看啊！”他把卡片递给妻子，夫妻二人站在那儿，满脸都是欢喜。

“是那个配方么？你爷爷做小面包用的配方？”班尼问道，“是不是完整的？有没有缺什么？”

“是完整的！”芭芭拉说，“你终于找到它了，班尼！这就是失踪的配方！”

“千万别告诉我上面的内容！”班尼连忙说道，“我可不想知道。”

“好吧。”芭芭拉说，“不过有件事却非得告诉你：由于配方是你找到的，因此今后我们要把做出来面包命名为‘班尼小面包’。”

“这个主意不错。”班尼赞同地点了点头。





漫长的搜寻总算结束，配方最终找到了，这个大结局一时真让大家难以置信。

托马斯沉思了一阵，缓缓说道：“这些蓝色卡片倒是让我回想起一些事儿，记得小时候，常听妈妈对爸爸说用‘蓝卡配方’，我当时还以为那是种特殊配料的名字，万万没想到配方竟然真的写在蓝色卡片上。”

“可这些卡片怎么跑到棚顶上去了？”芭芭拉诧异道，“还真是怪事呢！”

“没错！”托马斯赞同道，“小木屋里既没有通向棚顶的楼梯，也没有暗门……嗨，管它呢，重要的是，班尼，你把秘方找到了，我终于可以做出绝世小面包啦！”

“也许还能找到其他东西呢。”班尼说着，再次仔细地搜寻了一遍，但除了枯枝败叶，什么都没发现。

杰西说：“我怎么觉得像梦游一样，整个人都是迷迷糊糊的。”

“起得太早就是这种感觉。”帕奇说。

“大家歇一会儿，然后把这里打扫一下。”亨利建议道，“咱们要做好准备，等交通部门派人过来。”

接近中午时分，奥登家的孩子们终于听到了动静——是铁锹铲雪的声音以及说话声。他们推开前门，跑出去迎接救援人员。

装着松鼠的木箱被放到了台阶上，不过望望这次却安静得出奇，它似乎知道，要回家了。


第十章　商店里的惊喜

A Surprise in Store
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三名交通部门的工作人员和一名州警来到小木屋前，他们已经铲出了一条通往山下的小路。

“很高兴见到你们！”亨利叫道。

那几人挥了挥手，尽管他们知道，这里有七个人、一只小狗，以及很多很多行李，可大伙儿做梦也没想到，这里还有一箱松鼠。

“啊哈！”一名红脸铲雪工叫道，“干吗要把这五只松鼠带回家去？我家后院多的是，你们想要多少有多少。”

杰西解释道：“它们原本在小木屋的棚顶做了窝，还存了好多松果——瞧，就是从那个洞钻进去的。如果现在把松鼠放走，它们一定会饿死的。”

“饿死？松鼠会饿死？”铲雪工迈克连连惊呼，“它们可饿不死呢！你们只管把核桃留在台阶上，然后放它们走，接下来就瞧好了，你不是说房顶有个洞么？等不到天黑，它们就能把所有的核桃都搬进去。”

几名工作人员全都点了点头，大笑起来。

“可是房顶的雪很厚呢！”尽管亨利嘴上这样说，但他还是把那袋核桃放到了台阶上，并移开了盖住松鼠箱的木板。没多久，一只松鼠便探头探脑地爬了出来，不住地打量着那袋核桃，接着，它的小伙伴们也一只接一只地跑出箱子，一动不动地蹲在台阶上。

“看来迈克说得不错，这些松鼠不会有事的。”州警说道，“你们早该把它们放出来了。”

托马斯·尼尔森哈哈笑了起来：“不错，有道理！”

迈克说道：“看到那棵树上的大洞了吗？那是个做窝的好地方，松鼠们会自己找过去安家的。”

此时，奥登兄妹和尼尔森一家人已经收拾妥当，做好了离开的准备。

“奥登先生见到你们会很高兴的。”州警说，“他正在车里等着呢，说是在家里实在待不住。”

就这样，一行人出发了。两名铲雪工走在前面，紧接着是奥登家的孩子和望望，再是另外一名铲雪工和尼尔森一家，走在最后的是州警。

铲出来的小道又长又滑，积雪高高堆在两旁，给人一种走在隧道里的感觉，就连个儿最高的托马斯也看不到雪堆外的风景。众人走了很久，可似乎怎么也走不到尽头。

终于，班尼他们看到了旅行车，只见爷爷正坐在驾驶座上，朝窗外挥着手。

多么幸福的欢聚时刻！这份喜悦，州警只感受了一小会儿，便骑着摩托急急奔向下一个救助点，之后几名铲雪工也冲奥登一家挥手告别了。

“我再也不能让你们离开我的视线了。”奥登先生说道，“可是我又不能这么自私。”

“您才不自私呢。”维莉说，“现在我只想坐在您身边。”

“没问题！”爷爷说，“车里还能再坐七个人——完全装得下八个人和一只小狗。尼尔森先生，尼尔森太太，非常感谢你们赶来帮助孩子们。我想邀请你们到家里来，住到雪化了再回去。”

“爷爷，我们这次真的去探险啦，好刺激！”班尼说，“之前还真被杰西说中了。”

“哈，如愿以偿了吧？”

“可不是么。”班尼继续说道，“亨利还说，这次的谜团让人摸不着头脑，不过最后还是被我们解开了。”

“等回家后再细细告诉我吧！”说着，奥登先生发动了汽车。

“只是咱们没把那箱松鼠带回来。”帕奇说。

“噢？是么？”爷爷睁大眼睛，“幸好没有。”

“帕奇，待会儿再讲松鼠的故事吧。”班尼说，“回家的感觉实在太好啦！我要先洗个澡，换上干净的衣服。”

“哎哟，小班班！”亨利说道，“这话还真不像你说的，你可不太喜欢洗澡哦！”

“我也不喜欢。”帕奇诉起苦来，“可妈妈还是要逼着我洗。”





旅行车驶进了家里的车道，麦格雷戈夫妇打开了门——他们一直是奥登先生的得力管家。

“见到你们实在太高兴啦！”麦格雷戈太太说，“望望，跟我来，看我给你准备了什么！”

亨利则迫不及待地对爷爷说：“尼尔森家发生了一件重大事情，我们必须马上告诉您。”

“那就先别忙着收拾东西啦，”奥登先生说，“都坐下来，快跟我讲讲，你们究竟遇到了什么谜团。”

就这样，由班尼主讲，其他人补充，奥登先生将找到面包配方的离奇过程听了个大概，同时心里也清楚了这个配方的价值。接着，他又转向托马斯·尼尔森，听故事主角本人进行亲口讲述。
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托马斯缓缓地说：“真是幸运得让人难以置信啊！这么多年以来，我一直梦想着像爷爷一样，做出美味无比的小面包，现在总算可以如愿以偿了。”

“你可以在我家厨房小试一下身手！”奥登先生笑着说。

“这主意不错，正好可以做点小面包当晚餐。”托马斯说，“还有很多时间，足够发面了。”

班尼飞快地点着头：“爷爷，托马斯的手艺可好啦，可惜他的商店在村里，生意不好，要是有足够的钱，他就可以在镇里开店了。”

“或许我能帮上忙。”奥登先生答道，“不过，我得先尝尝你做的小面包才行。”爷爷的眼睛闪闪发亮。

“厨房在哪里，奥登先生？”帕奇问道。

“班尼，你带尼尔森先生去厨房吧。”爷爷说，“帕奇要是愿意的话，也可以一起去。”





托马斯兴奋极了，他们迫不及待地去了厨房。班尼跟麦格雷戈太太解释了一番，说托马斯要做些小面包。

“好啊！”和蔼的麦格雷戈太太说道，“您请便，尼尔森先生。面粉在这里，砂糖在这里，鸡蛋……”

“在冰箱里。”尼尔森笑了笑，替她说完了下面的话，“很多布局奇怪的厨房我都见怪不怪了。想要什么，随手都拿得到。喏，我连碗都找到了。”说着，他取下一只黄色的和面碗。

“这里找得到那种神秘的配料么？就是那个问号代表的配料？”班尼问道，“我们家有么？”

“有啊，我已经找到了。”托马斯冲班尼眨了眨眼，“其实这配料很常见，每家每户都有。不过，这个秘密我可不能说出来。”





班尼、帕奇和麦格雷戈太太一齐在旁边观看着，只见托马斯已经和好了面，正等着发酵。他把碗放到温度较高的地方，盖上一块布后，和两个孩子回到了众人身边。

“我一直盯着托马斯，”班尼说，“可是没见他放什么特别的东西进去。”

“我放了，只是你没注意罢了。”托马斯说，“我会把做出来的面包叫作‘班尼小面包’。”

发酵的面团已经涨出了碗口，托马斯反复揉了揉，分成几个面团，码在一起，等着再次发酵。

“我做的是甜味小面包。”托马斯说，“和甜点搭配着吃味道更好。”

“今天的甜点是冰激凌。”麦格雷戈太太微笑着说，“有四种口味，都在冰箱里放着呢。”

甜点端上来时，大家都兴奋不已，托马斯做的小面包非常松软，轻柔得像羽毛，每个面包上还点缀着葡萄干。爷爷拿起来咬了一口，众人全都目不转睛地盯着他。

“太好吃了，尼尔森先生！”他说，“我还从来没吃过这么美味的小面包呢！而且我真的尝不出，到底是什么配料让它的味道如此特别。”

“喜欢就好。”托马斯开心极了。看到丈夫终于如愿以偿地做了自己最热爱的事情，芭芭拉也很快活。
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第二天一早，奥登先生对托马斯说：“我想领你去街上转转，见几个人。你知道的，镇上有不少外地过来采购的生意人。”

班尼望了望亨利，笑了起来，他们知道，爷爷一定有什么好主意了。

临行前，爷爷问麦格雷戈太太是否需要带些东西回来。

“要的，奥登先生，要给班尼买些汉堡和热狗，我想用电炒锅焙些青豆，配着热狗吃。”

“哦，天哪。”帕奇叫了起来，“我也喜欢这样的吃法呢，要是我也可以一起去就好了。”

“当然可以。”爷爷看着尼尔森太太说，“如果你妈妈同意的话。其实，咱们可以一起去的。”

就这样，大伙儿向镇上出发了。亨利则留在了家里，因为他得为回校做准备，望望也留了下来，以便为车子留出足够的空间。





爷爷开着车，一路上经过了几家超市、一所学校，还有不少商店。接着，他转了个弯，沿着另一条路掉头往回开。

“我知道啦！”班尼说道，“您是想去弗兰克商店买热狗！”

“猜得不错。”奥登先生说，“弗兰克商店卖的鲜肉和日用品都是最好的。”

奥登先生把车子停在店门口，只见商店的招牌上写着：





罗杰·弗兰克商店

出售鲜肉及百货





奥登一家走进商店，弗兰克朝他们笑了笑，他正在接待其他顾客，因此只匆匆打了个招呼：“早上好，奥登先生。我一会就来。”

“不急。”爷爷说道，“我们先转转。”

班尼悄悄对杰西说道：“看爷爷的样子！他肯定有什么新点子了。”

“是啊。”维莉说，“他叫上尼尔森先生逛街的时候，我就注意到了。”

可是如果爷爷不准备告诉大家，谁都猜不到他在计划着什么。

最后，几名客人终于离开了，而经过帕奇身边时，他们全都绽开了笑颜——人们似乎很喜欢对着帕奇微笑。

“给我来点三明治和热狗好了，罗杰。”奥登先生说，“对了，有甜面包吗？”

“没有。”罗杰·弗兰克摇了摇头，“这里没有点心卖，我倒是很想进一点儿货，肯定会卖得很好的，或许以后……”话没说完，罗杰就打住了。

只见爷爷坐在一把高脚椅上，一圈又一圈地转着，那滑稽的样子惹得大家哈哈大笑。而所有人都在等着奥登先生开口，想听听他会说出怎样令人惊喜的话来。

终于，他开口了，严肃的脸上却没有一丝笑容：“旁边的那间铺子不是空着么？而且跟你的店只隔了一扇门。”奥登先生提醒道。

“不错。”弗兰克说，“我早就想征用隔壁的店铺了，可是一直买不起，我还真需要更大的店面。”

班尼忍不住叫道：“你要是租下那间店铺，就有地方卖面包啦！”

奥登先生的脸上仍然没有笑意，严肃得像个法官，他说：“看来，我的计划被我孙子猜出来了。”

“计划？”店主有些糊涂了。

“我来给你介绍一位面包师。”奥登先生说，“他用的是祖传配方，专门制作‘班尼小面包’。”

“看来这面包是用班尼的名字命名的。”罗杰·弗兰克点点头，有些明白了。

帕奇说道：“我爸爸不止会做小面包，他还会烙馅饼，做生日蛋糕，炸饼圈，还有烤曲奇饼呢。”

“这么能干啊！”弗兰克先生说着，仔细地打量着小男孩。

“嗯！他是世界上最出色的面包师。”帕奇说。

弗兰克先生看了看奥登先生：“如果能把世界上最好的面包师请来，对我的商店也有好处呢。”

“我就知道你的脑子转得快。”爷爷说，“你要是租下转角那间铺子，托马斯完全可以在你这儿干活。或许你还不知道吧，那间空铺子是我的。”

两名年轻人相互对望了一眼，心里都有种惺惺相惜的感觉。

托马斯说：“我觉得咱们可以试试。这是我妻子——芭芭拉，我村里的店铺都是她帮着打理的。还有帕奇，他很会卖东西呢。”
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“这点我早看出来了。”罗杰·弗兰克笑了起来。

“我带你们去那间空铺子看看吧。”奥登先生说。

爷爷打开两间铺子之间的门锁，大伙儿走了进去，只见这铺面十分敞亮，四处都是大窗户，阳光洒满了整间屋子。

“这地方多适合做面包啊！”维莉说，“放学回家的时候，我们女生可以顺路来这儿买面包呢。”

“这个主意不错，乖孩子。”奥登先生说，“不过这里还需要打扫和粉刷。还得把这堵墙拆掉，并成一间大铺子。你要买面包，恐怕要等上一阵子咯。”

“肯定不会等太久的，爷爷。”班尼说，“因为有您在啊！”

“说得不错，小班班。”帕奇说道。


第十一章　最后的疑问

One More Question
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班尼说得没错，没过多久，商店就装修好了。一开始，便由木工们拆掉了两个店铺中间的那堵墙，合成了一间大铺子。

班尼注意到其中一位木匠很特别，那人已经上了年纪，行动有些迟缓，但手艺却很精湛。他常常望着班尼和帕奇，那双蓝眼睛熠熠发光。奥登一家还注意到，不论他们谈论什么，老木匠总是倾听得很认真，尤其是当他们谈论起小木屋或是托马斯·尼尔森的面包时，老木匠更是会停下手里的榔头，专注地听上一会儿。

“好奇怪，木匠老爷爷怎么会对我们的话题那么感兴趣？”杰西说，“不过他的手艺真不错，经他修理过的窗户再也不吱嘎乱响了。”

但接下来，当油漆工进场后，老木匠便渐渐被淡忘了。当墙壁被刷成亮黄色，弗兰克商店也用同样的颜色粉刷一新后，这儿已经变成一间通透的大店铺了。

接下来，地上铺起了灰砖，玻璃窗被擦得透亮，一台台烤炉和冰箱也被搬进了面包间。商店挂起了新招牌：





弗兰克商店

班尼小面店专卖店





不仅如此，连电台也报导了商店的消息，报纸上还登出了托马斯、芭芭拉、帕奇和班尼的照片。

尼尔森一家置办了白色工作服，还添置了一桶桶面粉、砂糖，鸡蛋则更是整箱整箱地运送进来。





商店终于开业了。那是一个星期六，班尼和帕奇都在场，而亨利正在学校上课。

毫无疑问，人们对新开张的商店抱着浓厚的兴趣，因为星期六一大早，尼尔森一家和罗杰·弗兰克赶来开门时，发现早已有六位客人在台阶上等候了。

班尼和帕奇立刻换上白色的工作服，站到柜台后，帮尼尔森太太卖面包。帕奇还太小，不会收钱和找零，不过他还是尽力帮着吆喝和装袋，所有客人看到他都会露出微笑，一名女顾客还夸了一句：“多乖的孩子啊！”

凡是来弗兰克商店购物的客人都会走进面包房，而凡是来买面包的都会到百货区转转。自从面包房开张后，罗杰·弗兰克商店的销量就翻了倍。
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这天，一名女顾客走进店里，说道：“我对这些小面包很感兴趣。我敢说，秘方的背后，一定有着不寻常的故事吧？”

“对，是这样的。”帕奇说。

很快，班尼和帕奇的身边就聚满了听故事的人群，当听到望望撵松鼠那段时，大家都哈哈大笑起来。

“这故事真精彩。”那名女顾客说，“我好喜欢橱柜门后发现密码的那一段，你们知道那个问号代表着什么吗？”

“不知道。”帕奇摇了摇头，“除了爸爸妈妈，谁都不知道。”





就在班尼的肚子饿得咕咕叫时，门开了，奥登先生、杰西和维莉走了进来。

“你们还好吧？”奥登先生问道。

“我饿坏啦。”班尼说。

托马斯笑了起来：“可不是么，生意太好，我们都没顾得上吃饭。”

“所以我们才特地赶过来的嘛。”奥登先生说，“得换换班了，你们出去吃午饭，这儿有我们。”

“我们原本打算就在店里吃些面包，喝点咖啡的。”托马斯说。
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“得啦，磨刀不误砍柴工。”奥登先生说，“把你那件白色的工作服给我，维莉可以穿班尼的。”

芭芭拉则把自己的工作服递给杰西，大家很快就准备妥当了。而当奥登先生的朋友们看到他在店里卖面包时，统统都以为这个老顽童在开玩笑。





饥肠辘辘的四人走向街边的餐馆，一路上都有行人跟他们打招呼，赞上一句：“托马斯做的面包真好吃。”

等着上菜的时候，班尼听到一个小女孩说：“咱们这儿有这么好的面包房，我太开心啦！我好喜欢柜台旁边的小帕奇。”

小女孩身边的男人则说：“哪怕只进去听听他说话，我都喜欢。”

班尼和帕奇相互做了一个鬼脸。





这一天十分漫长，但也十分快活。尼尔森一家与奥登一家共进晚餐后，便准备回村里的老店了。

帕奇说：“我还真想念那些松鼠，望望追它们的样子好有趣。”

“哈，我可不想它们。”杰西说，“我只是好奇，它们现在去哪儿安家了。”

“嘿，那咱们哪天再回一趟木屋吧。”班尼说，“看还能不能找到那些松鼠。”

“咱们可以带便当过去当午饭。”维莉说。

杰西看了托马斯一眼，说：“我还是想不明白，蓝色卡片是怎么跑到卧室棚顶上去的。”

“我也没琢磨出来。”托马斯说。





不久之后的一个晴朗日子里，奥登一家和尼尔森一家再次上了山，大家都想去看看小木屋。还没走到木屋跟前，望望就叫了起来。

“听！”班尼说，“有敲打声！”

大家加快了脚步，只见一架梯子靠在小木屋的侧面，有人正在房顶上钉木瓦，那人看到来客后，挥了挥手。

[image: ]


“是木匠老爷爷！”杰西说，“就是曾在弗兰克商店装修的那位，记得么？”

班尼大声喊道：“您把松鼠赶出来没有？”

“上面没有松鼠！”木匠叫道，“我看过了。”接着，他指了指木屋前的一棵大树，“你们的松鼠在那棵树上呢，有好多只。”

“哇噢！”帕奇叫了起来，“迈克说它们会搬进树洞里，还真没说错。”

大家起初都没看清究竟有几只松鼠，它们在树上东跑西窜，追逐嬉戏着。最后还是班尼数清楚了，一共有五只，而台阶上的核桃一颗也没剩下。

“我敢说，它们准是在天黑前就把所有核桃都搬进去了。”班尼说。

“反正不用再为松鼠担心了。”维莉说，“咱们到小屋里吃午饭吧，在外面吃太冷了。”

“我马上就走，”木匠叫道，“不会打扰你们吃午餐的。”

“不急的。”杰西说，“我们先进去瞧瞧。”

“不过我离开之前，想要跟你们谈谈。”老木匠说道。

“他究竟想谈什么呢？”班尼有些纳闷。他掏出钥匙，大伙儿都进了屋。芭芭拉和杰西把午餐摆在了桌上。





不一会儿，木匠来敲门了，帕奇把他请了进来。木匠坐在沙发上，手里拿着他那顶老式礼帽。他看了看尼尔森一家，开口说道：“我叫多恩·派瑞，之前在你们新开的商店干过活。听说你们在棚顶找到了写着秘方的卡片？”

“没错，怪就怪在这里。”托马斯·尼尔森说道，“我敢肯定，爸爸一定想把秘方留给我，可我想不通的是，卡片藏得那么隐秘，他怎么就确信我一定能找到？”

“那是因为他不知道棚顶后来会翻修。”木匠说，“你爸爸去世后，屋子卖给了运动者俱乐部，他们让我把卧室的棚顶封死，这样晚上就会暖和些。”

“我就说呢。”班尼说道。

老木匠继续讲道：“翻修的时候，我的确发现房梁上有几张纸，还有几张蓝色卡片，不过当时并没特别留意它们。”

“我们还以为是松鼠带上去的。”杰西说。

“不是的。”派瑞先生说道，“是老尼尔森先生放上去的，可惜被我无意中封住了。”

“这样一来，一切都说得通了。”托马斯·尼尔森说，“我一直不知道阁楼是我爸去世后才封死的，还以为之前就是这样。现在总算真相大白了。”

“还好遇到了暴雪。”杰西兴奋地叫道，“要是没下雪，咱们根本找不到配方。如果雪不大，棚顶也不会被压垮。”

“现在好了，不管是松鼠、配方还是‘班尼小面包’，咱们都不用再担心啦！”维莉补充道。

托马斯·尼尔森笑了起来：“配方已经存进了银行和我的脑袋里。”

“还有我的脑袋。”芭芭拉说。

“可我的脑袋里没有。”帕奇失望地摇了摇头。

“这也是好事。”班尼说，“要是你知道了配方，肯定忍不住逢人就说。”

直到今天，“班尼小面包”的配方只有托马斯和芭芭拉两人知道，而且他们永远都不会说出来——当然，除非等到帕奇长大成人，可以保守秘密的那一天。



Chapter　1　Trip—or Adventure？
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It was a lovely autumn day. The sun was warm and the sky was blue. The Alden family sat around the breakfast table,talking as usual. First they talked about the Greenfield schools being closed for a week. There had been a fire. Some of the schoolrooms had to be painted and repaired.

“You know what I want to do？” Benny Alden asked suddenly.

“No,what？” asked his big brother Henry. He smiled because Benny was always wanting to do funny things.

Grandfather Alden laughed,too. He said, “Tell us,Ben. I am always interested in anything you want to do.”

Benny put down his spoon. He had just finished an enormous dish of cereal and milk.

“Well,” he said,“I’d like to go up to the Oak Hill woods and live in that hunters’cabin. Henry still has a week before he has to go back to college. We could all go.”

Grandfather Alden said,“I think it could be managed. I belong to the Sportsmen’s Club that owns the cabin. The hunters don’t use it at this time of the year.” He set down his coffee cup. “The cabin isn’t too far away,and it’s too early for snow.”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” said Benny. “It’s much too early for snow. We could do a lot of hiking in the fall woods. We might see wild animals like deer and find new plants.”

“What about food？” asked Henry. “You’ll be the first one to be hungry,Ben.”

“Oh,that will be part of the fun！” said Benny. “I talked with Mr.Robbins.He’s one of Grandfather’s friends who belongs to the Sportsmen’s Club,too.”

“And what did he tell you？” asked Grandfather.

“We can hike five miles a day to the little store on the other side of Oak Hill. There’s a good path and we can’t miss the way. We can buy what we need at Nelson’s Store.”

“I see you’ve got it all figured out,” said Henry. “Two and a half miles each way. Can we cook in the cabin,Grandfather？”

“Well,yes. There’s a cookstove that burns kerosene.You could certainly heat up baked beans.”

“And water,” added Violet.

“Well,a panful maybe,” replied Grandfather,laughing. “But not too many baths.”

“That suits me,” said Benny.

“Well,it wouldn’t suit me,” said Mr. Alden. “I think I’ll stay at home.”
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“We’d love to have you come along,Grandfather,” said Violet. “Don’t you really want to go？”

“No,my dear. I really want to stay at home. I’ll go with you as far as Henry can drive the car,and then I’ll take the car back home. I’ll meet you in about a week. We can plan that.”

Henry said,“Benny,suppose we run out of food and don’t feel like walking five miles to the store？”

“Well,we could always walk home,” said Benny,but he was joking. “I’ll take my transistor radio so we can hear all the news.”

“I’d love to go,” Jessie said. “We’ve never had an adventure in cold weather before.”

“Why do you call it an adventure,Jessie？” asked Benny. “It’s just a trip.”

“All right,then,” agreed Jessie. “But you know that our trips always turn out to be adventures. We might as well expect something surprising. We can take Watch this time. He will be glad. This is just the kind of trip for him.”

Watch was the Aldens’ dog. He seemed to understand everything that Jessie said. Now he knew that the Aldens were talking about him. He wagged his short tail because Jessie had said,“We’ll take Watch.”

“He knows he’s going this time,” said Henry,looking at the big dog.

“Yes,he’s laughing,” said Benny. “Look.”

Watch seemed to be saying,“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

The Alden family started out for the Oak Hill woods on a beautiful day. The sun shone on the bright red and yellow leaves of the maple trees,and the sky was very blue.
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Each of the Aldens took a sleeping bag. They all wore heavy clothes and took a few extra ones for cold nights.

Henry drove the car as far as he could. He stopped where a path led up a thickly wooded hill.

Jessie,Violet,Henry,and Benny got out. So did Watch. The Aldens took their sleeping bags,knapsacks,and the food.

Watch began to bark and jump. He knew something different was going to happen.

“You think you’re a puppy again,Watch,” said Jessie,laughing. “Don’t you know you’re getting to be an old dog？”

No,Watch didn’t know that. He felt like a puppy—he was so glad to be walking in the woods with his family.

When the young people said good-bye to Mr. Alden,Watch put his front paws on the door of the car and barked good-bye,too. Mr. Alden patted his head and said,“I’ll miss you,Watch. Remember,I’ll meet all of you here one week from today at ten o’clock in the morning.”
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The Aldens waved until the car was out of sight. Then the climb began. There was a footpath,but it was narrow. They walked in line,Benny leading the way.

The woods smelled of evergreens and pine needles. Yellow and red leaves floated down all along the way.

“I can hardly wait to get there,” Benny said.

Henry laughed. “Just keep on walking,Ben,” he said.


Chapter　2　Cabin in the Woods
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Long before the family saw the cabin,Watch began to bark. His bark sounded different to the Aldens. They all looked ahead. There stood the little log cabin. They walked up to it as fast as they could. The door was locked,but Henry had the key.

Watch was the first one inside. He ran around with his nose to the floor,smelling everything. The Aldens came in after Watch. They found themselves in one room with a bare table and six plain chairs at one end. Under the one window by the table was a long window seat with hard,brown cushions on it.

When Benny saw the window seat,he said,“That makes me think of the night we spent in the baker’s shop before we found the boxcar. I think I’ll sleep there just for fun.”

Henry said,“I think it will only be one night,Ben. Those cushions look hard.”

Jessie said,“I like the couch better.”She poked the bright green couch as she spoke. “Oh,this is old,but it’s soft！ I guess it’s for company. It opens out into a double bed.”

“Well,we don’t need it,” said Henry. “We certainly won’t have company.”

“We can sit on it,” said Benny. “And look at Watch！ He can lie on it.”

Jessie looked at Watch and laughed. The dog already lay stretched out on the couch.

“You think I’m going to make you get off,” Jessie said. “But you can stay this time,Watch. You can’t hurt that old couch.”

At the other end of the room was an oilstove. Beside it was a small sink with one faucet.

“Cold,” said Benny,trying it.

“Of course,Ben,” said Henry. “What did you expect？ Hot water？ That’s spring water.”

There were two shelves and a drawer beside the sink. On the shelf were a few dishes. A neat pile of firewood was stacked against the wall.

“Oh,we have a fireplace,” said Violet. “How nice. That’s what the wood is for.”

Just over the fireplace was a shelf with two lanterns and two candles on it.Beside the fireplace were two long-handled shovels and an ax.

There were two small bedrooms at the left side of the front door. Jessie lifted the curtain over the door to one bedroom and saw two bunk beds. The other room was the same.

Without a word,the Aldens put their sleeping bags on the four bunks. They set their knapsacks down and went back to the living room. On the table was a thick,black book.
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“Oh,yes！” exclaimed Henry. “This must be the Visitors’ Book. Remember,Grandfather told us to be sure to write our names and the date in this book. Here’s an empty page.”

Henry took out a pen and wrote his name and address and the date. Then he gave the pen to Jessie. Each one wrote his name on the page.

After that,Violet turned back to read the first pages of the book. There were many rows of names.

“Here’s the storeman’s name,Thomas Nelson！” cried Benny. “Why should he come up here？”

“Maybe he comes to hunt,” answered Henry.

“But he lives in the woods now,” said Benny. “He wouldn’t have to come to the cabin to hunt.”

Henry said,“It is strange,Benny,that he should bring his family. I guess this must be his wife,Barbara Nelson. And here’s Puggsy Nelson. That must be a little boy.”

“Maybe it’s a little girl,” said Jessie.

“I don’t think it could be a girl,” said Henry. “They wouldn’t call a girl Puggsy even as a nickname. But why should he bring his family with him,anyway？”

“Oh,let’s sit on the window seat and look through this book,” said Jessie,taking off her thick jacket. “I’d like to see who else we’ll find. We’ve got lots of time.”

They took off their coats and all four sat down on the window seat. Henry turned the pages as they read off the names.

“Here’s Mr. Robert Robbins. He’s one of Grandfather’s friends,” Henry said. He turned another page.

“Oh,look！ Here’s the Nelson family again！” said Benny.

“Now,why do you suppose they came twice？” asked Violet. “It couldn’t be to hunt.”

“Ah,” said Benny,trying to be funny. “A mystery！ Jessie said we always have a mystery.”

“No,Ben,” Jessie laughed. “I didn’t say a mystery. I said an adventure.”

“Well,you were right,weren’t you？” asked Benny. “Isn’t this an adventure？”

Henry said,“I’d call this a mystery,myself. Look.” He pointed to an earlier page. There was the Nelson family a third time.

“Now,everyone listen,” said Jessie. “We don’t need any groceries. But let’s go down to Nelson’s Store and just look around. What do you say？”

“Good,” said Violet and Henry together.

Benny said,“I agree,but wouldn’t it be a good idea to eat lunch first？”

Henry shut the book and got up. “I told you,Ben,you’d be the first to be hungry. But I don’t blame you. I’m hungry myself after that climb. When’s lunch？”

Jessie and Violet were already in the kitchen,which was only the other end of the room.

“Let’s have sandwiches,” said Benny. “They don’t take long. For supper we can cook things and have a fire in the fireplace.”
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“A good idea,” said Violet. “I’d like a tuna fish sandwich. I hope we brought a can opener.”

“We did,” said Jessie. “And if we didn’t,remember Benny has his pocketknife.”

Benny’s pocketknife had everything in it,from a screwdriver to a small pair of scissors.

Violet hunted in the kitchen drawer and found a red-and-white plastic tablecloth. She spread this on the table. Then Violet ran outside and soon came back with some red and yellow leaves. She put these in a small white bowl in the middle of the table.

“I could eat ten sandwiches,Jessie,”said Benny.

“All right. Wait till you eat two,and then I’ll make more. But I’ll have to open another can of tuna fish.”

When the sandwiches were gone,along with many cups of milk,Benny found that he didn’t want any more after all. They ate bananas for dessert.

As they sat there eating,Jessie said,“Let’s unpack everything before we go and see if we want to take anything with us on the hike.”

“Let’s take the field glasses,” said Benny. “In case we see any birds.”

Violet said,“Shh,look！ Look out into the tree.”

There was a woodpecker on the trunk,and a goldfinch and a chickadee flying among the branches.

Jessie said,“It’s a good thing we saw the birds before we went. We can buy some sunflower seed and set up a bird feeder.”

“While we’re at the store,” said Benny,“maybe we can find out if Puggsy is a name for a boy or a girl.”
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“Do you know the way,Benny？” asked Violet.

“No,but I guess I can find it. There is only one path.”

“Grandfather said he was sure we couldn’t miss it,” Violet said.
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“And lock the door！” sang Benny. He and Watch were already chasing each other.

Down the path they went,looking on every side for something new. A rabbit scuttled away far ahead of them,showing his short white tail.

“Look！” said Violet. “He’s scared. Maybe he never saw people before.”

Just then Watch smelled the rabbit. He started to run so suddenly he almost turned head over heels.

“Watch！” called Henry. “Stop that！”

But Watch wouldn’t mind Henry or anyone else—except Jessie.

She called,“Watch,stop this minute！”

Poor Watch stopped so fast he skidded on his side. He always obeyed Jessie. He looked up at her now with sad eyes.

“I’m sorry,Watch. Yes,I know,” said Jessie,patting his head,“it’s too bad. But you can’t kill rabbits,that’s sure. Understand？”

Watch was sorry,but he seemed to understand. He trotted along with the family.
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Then Violet found some trailing vines and red berries. “On the way back,I’ll pick them. Then we’ll have something pretty to look at in our cabin,” she said.

But Henry was not looking at the ground. He was looking up into the trees. In fact,he stopped for a minute to look up.

“What are you looking for？” asked Benny.

“I’m not looking for anything,” Henry answered.“But these trees are nut trees. It’s possible we could find some hickory nuts still on the ground. I see a few left in the trees.”

“Oh,” said Jessie. “Those nuts are delicious. We could get a lot and crack them at the cabin.”

“It’s a lot of fun to find them,” said Violet. “But don’t you think we had better go nutting another day？ We still have to find Nelson’s Store.”

“Yes,that’s so,” replied Jessie.

“We want to get home before dark,” Henry said. “Remember,we don’t know much about this country.”


Chapter　3　Noises in the Night
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At last the Aldens saw the store. There were a few small houses on the other side of the store.

Jessie looked down the road. She said,“This looks like a small village.”

Benny read the sign：





NELSON’S STORE





He said,“I think the Nelsons must live upstairs over the store.”

“I think so,too,” said Jessie. “See the white curtains？”

“I suppose people shop here who live nearby and don’t want to drive into Greenfield,” Henry said.

The Aldens went in. When they opened the door,a bell rang. But the storeman did not need the bell to tell him someone was coming. He was right behind the counter.

The Aldens didn’t know what they had expected to see. But the Nelson family certainly surprised them.

Mr. Nelson was young,for one thing. Henry thought he looked almost as if he were still in college. He was handsome,with brown hair and brown eyes. Although he was tall and slender,he looked strong. Best of all was his smile.

“I’m glad to see visitors,” he said to the Aldens. “I’m Tom Nelson. It gets lonesome here when summer is over. Not many customers.”

“Our name is Alden,” said Henry.

“Oh,yes,I heard you were coming. I have met your grandfather,” the young man said. “He’s a fine gentleman.”

“Yes,he is,” said Benny. “I’m Benny,and this is Watch. Do you allow dogs in your store？”

“It all depends on the dog,” said Mr. Nelson,laughing. “Your dog seems to have good manners.”

Watch was sitting down just inside the door,because Jessie had trained him that way. Once in a while he wiggled his nose and sniffed because a wonderful smell of baking filled the air.

“We are living in the hunters’ cabin,” said Jessie.

“Fine,” said the man. “I’ll be glad to help you out in any way I can.”

Just then a nice looking young woman with a little boy of about five appeared from behind a curtain.

“Puggsy！” cried Benny.

“How’d you know my name？” asked Puggsy,going right over to Benny. “I don’t know you.”

“We saw your name in the Visitors’ Book in the cabin,” explained Jessie. Then she was surprised to see Mrs. Nelson turn red and look at her husband.

The young man said,“Yes,we go up there once in a while. It’s a change and very quiet.”

“I should think you’d go to town instead,” said Benny,“if you want a change. The cabin is even lonesomer than the store.”

The young man didn’t seem to know what to say to this. He stood on one foot and then on the other. Then he turned around and took down a jar of pickles,and then he put it back on the shelf.

“We’d like to buy those pickles,” said Jessie. “We all like sweet pickles and we didn’t bring any.”
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Puggsy reached up and took hold of Benny’s hand. “We look and look at the cabin. We look—”

His mother said,“Puggsy,come here and let me fix your shirt.”

Jessie said,as if nothing had happened,“We just used up a can of tuna fish and we ought to get another.” She looked at her list.

“Barbara,” said Mr. Nelson,“please get the tuna for Miss Alden. It’s on your side.”

Barbara Nelson seemed glad to do this. As she turned her back,she said,“You people look around the store. You may see something else you need.”

“I know what you need,” said Puggsy. “You need some buns.”

“Oh,yes！” said Mr. Nelson. “Puggsy’s right. They are very good. Very good indeed. But—”

“But what？” asked Benny.

“Well,nothing. I just could make them better than I do. My father and grandfather were both bakers. They made the best buns in the world.”

“You like to cook,don’t you？” asked Jessie. She liked it,too,and she noticed how Mr. Nelson smiled when he talked about it.

Mrs. Nelson answered for him. Mr. Nelson seemed to be dreaming about something. “Yes,Tom loves to cook. He’s a born baker. He is never so happy as when he is making bread,pies,cookies,and cake. Buns are what he most likes to bake.”

“I like to bake,too,” said Puggsy.

His mother laughed. “Yes,he really does. He can make nice round buns all by himself.”

Puggsy took Benny’s hand. “I like you,Benny,” he said. “You’re so nice. You ought to buy some of my mother’s beef stew. It goes good with buns.”

“Goes well with buns,Puggsy,” said his mother.

“Well,it means just the same,” said Puggsy. “My father’s buns have raisins in them. And my mother’s stew has onions in it.”

“Let’s try them both,” said Henry. “The stew and the buns. Jessie’s the cook,so she can decide.”

“Yes,let’s have some stew and buns,” agreed Jessie.

“I’m sure you will like the stew,” said Mrs. Nelson. “I put it up in glass jars. You’ll need a quart.”

When Benny saw the onions and tiny carrots,he said,“I think we need two quarts,Jessie.”

“Yes,maybe we do. The Aldens are all good eaters. We are going to make a fire tonight in the fireplace,and we’ll heat the stew on our oilstove.”

“Do you have plenty of wood for the fireplace？”asked Mr. Nelson. “When we were there the last time,we left quite a big pile.”

“Yes,we are grateful for it,” said Henry. “When we do go home for good,we will leave some,too.”

“It’s a good cabin,” said Barbara. “We like it so much. Now,don’t you want a bag for these glass jars？”

“No,we have our knapsacks,” said Violet. “Oh,there’s the sunflower seed！ We want a bag of that,too. And look at the big red apples,Jessie！”

Jessie said,“Apples are good for dessert. They don’t have to be cooked. We’ll take a dozen.”

“What a load you have,” said Mr. Nelson.

“Well,there are four of us,” said Henry.

“Please don’t go,Benny,” said Puggsy.

“I’m sorry. We have to go,” said Benny. “We have to make a bird feeder.”

Mrs. Nelson put her hand gently on her little boy’s head. She said,“Don’t tease them. They have a long walk back to the cabin. Now,I have put the buns in this little basket with a handle. You don’t need to bring it back. I have several. The heavy things will hurt the soft buns.”
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“You are so kind,Mrs. Nelson,” said Jessie. “We’ll come again soon.”

When the Aldens were out of sight of the store,Benny said suddenly,“Let’s stop here a minute and talk. The only thing I can think of is Mrs. Nelson stopping Puggsy when he said,‘We look and look.’”

Henry nodded. “Right,Ben. There is some mystery here,I’m sure of it.”

“Me,too,” said Jessie. “It is strange,isn’t it？ They are such friendly people. But I am sure they are hiding something.”

Violet said,“I think so,too.”

“Well,” said Benny,“if you all agree with me that something is wrong,we can go along to our cabin. Then we’ll have lots of time to talk. We have two and a half miles to walk.”

It was rather late when they reached the cabin.

“It seems to take longer to get home,” said Benny.

“It does seem like home,” Violet said,going in.

Jessie said,“We always feel at home in our new places,don’t we？ Just think of the many places where we have lived！ And we enjoyed them all.”

“That’s because we were all together,” said Benny. “Let’s have supper.”

“Oh,Benny！ But I guess you’re right,” said Jessie. “We haven’t many dishes. I’ll have to find something for the bird feeder.”

“No,” said Benny. “Take the little basket with the handle. Hang it on the tree.”

“Of course！” replied Jessie. She filled it with the sunflower seed. Henry and Benny walked way around the house,because there was no back door. They hung the basket on a low branch of the tree where everyone could see it from the window.

Jessie and Violet were bending over looking at their cooking dishes. “Here’s a tin saucepan for the stew,” said Jessie. “But it’s the only one. There is no other cooking dish but the frying pan.”

Violet found one blue bowl,one large white cup,one vegetable dish,and one soup plate.

“That’s fine,Violet,” said Jessie,laughing. “It’s more fun. We each have a dish of some kind,anyway. We’ll give Benny the big vegetable dish and I’ll take the cup. But I’ll fill mine twice.”
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Henry sat in a chair and rubbed the red apples until they shone. “We’ll have to hurry with supper,” he said. “It’s getting dark.”

“We’ve got lanterns,Henry,” said Benny.

“After supper we’ll build a fire in the fireplace,” said Henry. “Then we can sit around the fire and talk,and the fire will keep us warm all night.”

They sat down at the table and Jessie put a different dish before each one. Near the middle of the table were a dozen buns.

The stew was delicious. The Aldens talked while they ate.

“Look what’s on our bird feeder,” said Benny. It was a big gray squirrel.

“Oh,dear！” said Jessie. “I have heard that squirrels scare away birds.”

Violet said,“I have heard that squirrels are simply terrible if they get into a house. We’ll have to be careful to keep the door shut.”

Henry banged on the window,but the squirrel just sat and looked at him.

“He’s clever,though,” said Benny. “See him sit still,just as if he’s frozen. He doesn’t move at all.”

Soon the supper was all gone. Only the apples were left. Henry started to build a fire in the fireplace. He used some pine cones,then some small wood,and last of all,two big sticks on top. The fire burned well at once with a fine blaze.

“Now,let’s talk about the Nelsons,” Henry said. “I think they come here often to hunt for something.”

“That’s what I think,” said Benny. “That’s what Puggsy said. Only he said ‘look’ instead of ‘hunt’. It means the same to me.”

Jessie said,“And his mother tried to stop him. That’s really why we noticed it so much.”

The Aldens talked and talked as they ate the red apples. When it was really dark outside,Henry put a fire screen up in front of the fire,and they all crawled into their sleeping bags,which were spread on their bunks.

“Nice and warm,Henry？” asked Benny. “I’m asleep already.”

Henry didn’t answer. He was already asleep.

They all slept soundly for a few hours. Then one by one they woke up. There was a funny scratching noise on the roof over their heads. Watch began to bark. Then something ran overhead. Watch ran around wildly,barking and barking.

Benny said,“Now,what’s that？”

Henry called out,“Jessie！ Violet！ Are you girls all right？ Don’t be afraid！”

“What’s the matter？” called Jessie.

“I don’t know yet,” said Henry. “But we’ll find out.”


Chapter　4　Attic Guests
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The Aldens got up. It was cold and dark. Not much light came in from the window,and the fire in the fireplace was almost gone.

Henry looked up at the ceiling. He listened. “That must be a squirrel,” he said.

“One squirrel？” asked Benny. “It sounds like a dozen！”

“Oh,dear,” said Jessie. “I’ve been told the only way to get rid of squirrels when they get in a house is to kill them.”

“We won’t do that,” said Violet quickly.

“Don’t worry,we won’t do that,” Henry said. “But maybe we can scare them away. Watch,you lie down！ Bring me one of those shovels,Ben.”

Benny was nearest the fireplace. He gave a long-handled shovel to his older brother. Henry began to pound on the ceiling with the long handle.

The noise stopped. Not a sound. After a minute it began again. Watch barked and ran around the rooms. Henry pounded again. The noise stopped.

“Now we’re in a fine fix！” Henry said. “We can stop the noise,but I don’t want to stand here all night pounding with a shovel.”

Jessie said,“I guess we’ll have to try to sleep and let the squirrels play.”

But Henry still stood looking up at the ceiling in the boys’ bedroom. It was made of wide boards and was not plastered.

“Ben,come here,” Henry called. “There’s something funny. The bedrooms have wooden ceilings. But the main room hasn’t any ceiling at all. It’s open to the roof—look,you can see the beams.”
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Benny looked up. The squirrels were still running around. He said,“I think when the cabin was new the bedrooms didn’t have any ceilings. Someone must have had them put in later to make the bedrooms warmer.”

“That attic space over the bedrooms is all closed in,” Henry said. “I can’t see any trapdoor or any way to get up there from this part of the cabin. The squirrels must get in through some hole in the roof.”

“They have a fine little home up there,that’s for sure,” said Benny.

“Tomorrow I’ll go up on the roof and see how it looks,” Henry replied. “Maybe we can scare them out and close the hole. Do you think you can sleep,anybody？”

“I can if Watch doesn’t keep barking,” said Jessie. “We know what it is now,so we’re not scared.”

Watch stood wagging his tail and looked up at Jessie. She said,“It’s all right. You can stop barking.”

It was a strange thing. Watch did stop barking.The squirrels scratched and scratched,but Watch didn’t make a sound. Soon they were all asleep,Watch,squirrels,and all.

In the morning the Aldens dressed,and Henry built up the fire before they ate breakfast.

“We’d better go back to the store today and get some advice about squirrels,” said Jessie. “Mr. Nelson must know there are squirrels up in that attic. If he has been here three times,he must have heard them.”

The Aldens got ready as fast as they could. They took their knapsacks. Henry locked the door and put the key in his pocket.

Benny said,“Farewell,you squirrels！ Come again never！”

It was a perfect day. It was even more beautiful than the day before. There was not a cloud in the sky. Jessie said,“I don’t think this weather is going to last very long. Grandfather would call this a weather breeder. It means a storm.”
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“It doesn’t look like a storm,” said Benny.

“No,Benny,that is what a weather breeder is. A beautiful day that doesn’t last. Oh,well,never mind！ We can get along even if it rains all the rest of the time.”

Halfway to the store,Henry stopped suddenly.He grabbed Watch by the collar and pointed with his finger. Everyone looked where he was pointing. It was a deer！

The beautiful animal stood perfectly still. With soft brown eyes,he looked at the strangers. Then Watch gave a bark,and the deer gave a high jump. There was a pile of rocks in front of him,and he went right over them and disappeared.
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“What a jumper！” said Jessie. “He must have jumped ten feet. And it was uphill,too. Oh,look,there goes another！ Look at that jump！”

“That was the doe,” said Henry. “Her horns aren’t as big.”

“But she can jump as well as the other one,” said Benny.

At last they reached the store. They told Mr. Nelson all about the squirrels.

“Yes,” he said,“I have heard them. Some peoplemight try to poison them. But that wouldn’t work. More squirrels would come. I think your idea of stopping up the hole in the roof is best. Make sure the squirrels are all out,though,before you stop up the hole.”

Mrs. Nelson said,“Tom could let you take someboards and a hammer and nails,couldn’t you,Tom？”

“Sure,” said Mr. Nelson.

Then Jessie told Mrs. Nelson what they wantedto buy. “We want some hamburger and hot dogs for our Benny here,and we want some peanut butter—”

“I wish I could go too,” said Puggsy. “Can’t I go,Mommy？”

“No,you can’t.” Mrs. Nelson shook her head. But she was turning red again,and well she might. For Puggsy went on,“If you let me go,I won’t hunt for anything.”

Tom Nelson laughed,but he was uneasy. He said,“I must tell you that my grandfather built that cabin years ago. I suppose Puggsy thinks it is his cabin.”

“I’m sure he does,” said Jessie. “It’s all right.Don’t worry about him. He could come with us,but he would have to stay overnight.”

“Do you know where the spring water in the cabin comes from？” Henry asked Mr. Nelson.

“Yes,the water runs downhill from the spring.I know it is close to the cabin. You could look for it. I think there’s an old sign.”

“Well,here we go,” said Jessie. “Got everything,Henry？”

“Yes,some good boards and a hammer and nails.”

“We’ll be down again soon,” said Henry as he went out of the store.

When the store was out of sight,Jessie said,“Isn’t that the strangest thing？”

Benny said,“Something is wrong with those Nelsons！ They are nice people,too. What’s wrongwith them,Henry？”

“I wish I knew,” answered Henry. “I like Tom Nelson. But he certainly is worried about something.”

“One sure thing,” said Benny,“if they want to hide anything,they’d better not take Puggsy along！”

Everyone laughed.

Jessie exclaimed,“Oh,where’s Watch？”

They all looked around,but the dog was not there.

“Watch！” shouted Henry as loud as he could. They listened. Not a sound. Henry put down the hammer and nails and boards he was carrying.

“He can’t be far away,” said Jessie. “Watch！”she called. Then they all heard a faint whine. Instantly they ran toward the sound.

“I can hear Watch,but I can’t see him,” Benny called.

Henry ran toward some bushes.“Easy,old boy,I’m coming,” he called when Watch whined.

Then Henry stopped and pushed the bushes away. Now he saw why Watch had not come.

“It’s a hunter’s trap！” shouted Henry. “Watchhas caught his hind paw in a trap.”

Watch lay on the ground trying to lick his hind paw. When he saw Jessie he looked up and wagged his short tail.

“Hold his foot,Jessie,” Henry said,“and I’ll force the trap open.” He picked up a heavy stick to push the jaws of the trap open.

In less than a minute Watch was free. He held up his back paw and hopped on three legs.

But Henry was angry. He said,“Those steel traps are against the law！ Somebody is trying to catch a fox,but he’s lost his fox and his trap.”

Henry picked up the trap and took it with him. He did not want to say anything to worry Jessie and Violet,but he did not like the idea of someone setting traps in the woods. He hoped it was not anyone who used the hunters’ cabin. Indeed,he hoped that there were no strangers at all in the woods. But someone had set a trap.

Jessie looked at Watch’s paw,but it was not badly hurt.

They went back to the path,and Benny said,“Henry,I haven’t seen you mad for a long time.”

“Well,I don’t like this,” Henry said. “I wonderif the Nelsons know there is a trapper around here.” He went back to get the nails and hammer and boards.

The family went on without talking.Then when they were almost at the cabin Benny saw something near the path. It looked like an old,broken sign.He saw an arrow and the word “Spring”.

“Look！” said Benny. “Funny thing we didn’t see this sign before. We have been past it three times.”

Henry stopped.“I guess we were always thinking about something else. I’d like to find that spring. We are almost home,and it won’t take long.”

Everyone agreed—all but Watch.He was surprised to see his family go back up the hill. He thought he was going home to lunch.But he turned around,too,and trotted along beside Jessie. He did not even hold up his paw now.

There was a path,but it was a poor one. Henry and Benny were both thinking the same thing,but they did not know it. They were wondering if the spring had anything to do with what the Nelsons wanted to find.

“Not many people come to look at the spring,I guess,” said Violet. “It isn’t very easy walking.”

There was something about it that Violet did not like. Maybe it just seemed too lonely.

“I see it,” said Benny. “See that wooden cover？ The spring must be under it.”

The cover was about a yard square. Henry and Benny lifted it from the front edge.

“Good,” said Henry. “It stands up by itself.”

The Aldens bent over to look inside. The sides of the spring were made of flat stones. The water was clear and about two feet deep.

It was just a spring. There was no mystery about it.

“This never freezes,” said Henry.

“Why not？”asked Benny. “How do you know？”

“Watch it,Ben,” said Henry. “See,the water is running in and out all the time？ Probably the water comes from a spring ten feet deep.”

The Aldens turned to go home,and at that moment it suddenly began to rain. They all ran.

“These boards are getting wet already！” Henry called as he ran.

“You can’t fix the roof today,” called Benny.

“I never thought it would rain,” said Violet.

“It’s that old weather breeder,” said Benny. “Hurry up,Henry,and unlock the door. My hair is all wet.”

When the Aldens were safely in the cabin,Henry put more wood on the fire. Soon the place was warm and cozy. They sat around the fire,cooking hot dogs on sticks.

“Hold my stick,” Benny said to Violet. “I’ll get my radio.Maybe we can hear a weather report.”

The hot dogs were roasted when Benny said,“Listen,here’s the report.”

“Rain tonight and clearing tomorrow,” a voice on the radio said. “Mild weather will continue.”

“We aren’t going to be like Noah in the ark with forty days and forty nights of rain,”said Benny. “One afternoon and night are enough for me.”


Chapter　5　Benny’s Puzzle
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The next morning the sun came out.

“What a beautiful day,”said Violet.“It’s perfect after that rain.”

“This is our day to go nutting,” Benny said.

If he had known it,it was their day for something else,too.

“Now what shall we put the nuts in？” Jessie asked,bustling around. “I guess the grocery bags are strong enough.”

“Let’s go right after breakfast,” said Benny. “We haven’t any beds to make. Nobody can make a sleeping bag.”

“I think the nut trees are about halfway to the store,” said Henry.

“Nothing to it,” said Benny. “A short walk.” He took an empty bag and started ahead with Watch.

Nobody knew how many nuts were left under the leaves. The woods seemed to be full of fat gray squirrels. They chased each other in the trees along the way and scolded the Aldens for walking in their woods.

After a while the Aldens found the nut trees. There were a great many of them,close together.

“Here we are,” said Jessie. “Let’s go to work.”

Benny found a long stick and began to turn over the dry leaves. Everyone else got a long stick,too. And there were the hickory nuts！ Some had fallen down in their green shells. Some hickory nuts were just lying among the dry leaves,all husked.

“Leave the outside shells on,” said Henry. “We have all day to get them off.”

The bags began to fill. Nobody had been there to hunt nuts except the squirrels.

“How many do we want anyway？”asked Benny. “I have fifty-one.”

“Why do you ask,Ben？ Don’t you like to pick them up？” asked Jessie.

“Oh,it’s all right,” said Benny. “But I am thinking we ought to go on to the store.”

“Yes,” said Henry. “Let’s leave the bags of nuts here.”

“No,sir！” said Benny. “I don’t trust those squirrels. They would find them just as soon as we went away,and they could open the bags,too. They might eat the bags and all！”

Benny stood still looking at a tree stump. He said,“Henry,we don’t want to carry four big bags of nuts a mile and a quarter and then back again. Why couldn’t we put the bags in that hollow stump and cover it with heavy branches？”

“We could,” said Henry. “Let’s try it.”

The Aldens put the four bags into the stump and dragged up old branches of evergreen to cover it.

Jessie said,“There！ No squirrels can get in now,Henry.”

Henry said,“No,I don’t think they can. We’ll soon be back anyway. Let’s go.”

“Well,hello,Aldens！” said Tom Nelson when they pushed the door of the store open.

“Hello,” said Jessie,smiling. “It is such a beautiful day after the rain that we went nutting. We picked up four bags of hickory nuts.”

“Good,” said Tom Nelson. “I know what you can do. Chop up the nutmeats and mix them with chopped apples to make a salad. It’s delicious.”

Just then Mrs. Nelson and Puggsy came down the stairs.“I heard what you said about the weather,” said Barbara,“but I don’t think it’s going to last. I feel a real storm coming.”

“Well,” said Benny,“we’ve seen storms before.Once we were on a trip,and we had a rainstorm and we had to live on potatoes. Nothing but potatoes.”

“That makes me think,”said Jessie.“We could buy some baking potatoes and roast them in the fireplace.”

She picked out a dozen potatoes. She bought more buns,currant jelly,sugar,and some eggs. Then they started for home.

Henry looked at his watch and said,“It’s almost noon.”

“It took a long time to pick up all those nuts,” said Benny. “I hope they are still in the stump.”

The nuts were there,but two squirrels ran away from the pile of branches as the four Aldens came in sight.

When the family reached the cabin,Jessie said,“Now everyone find a flat stone to pound on and another stone to pound with.”

“Just like Indians,” said Violet. “Nut cracking stones.”

They found stones and brushed off the dirt and leaves from them.

Jessie said,“Let’s crack the shells now,and later we can pick out the nutmeats.”
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“No,”said Benny.“Let’s have lunch first. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and milk won’t take long.”

After lunch they all sat down on the floor,each one before a flat stone. As soon as the nuts were cracked they threw them,shells and all,into the saucepan.

They worked for about an hour,and then Jessie said,“Now let’s sweep up this floor. It’s just covered with nutshells.” She got to her feet and looked around for a broom.

“I looked yesterday for a broom,” said Violet. “We haven’t got one.”

Jessie said,“It seems as if there must be a broom here someplace. But there’s not one in sight.”

“It seems odd,” said Benny. “There ought to be a broom closet right at the end of the fireplace. I remember seeing a cabin built that way.”

“Well,there isn’t,Benny,” said his older sister. “So just let it go.”

But Benny began to look for a broom closet. He put the two shovels and the ax in another corner. The fireplace stood out into the room about a foot. Benny looked at this wall. It was made of narrow boards with a line like a crack between each board.

“Here’s where the doorknob ought to be,” said Benny. “But there’s only a little hole.” Then he thought what he had said. “A hole！ A hole！”
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He pulled his knife out of his pocket and opened the biggest blade.

The others came over to watch Benny. In great excitement Benny began to pry at the boards to see if he could find one that would open. And he did！ First the top opened,and then he could pull the rest of the door with his fingers.

“Well！”said Henry. “Good for you,Ben！ That’s a real broom closet！”

Jessie exclaimed,“It goes way down to the floor！”

“And there’s a broom in it,” said Violet.

There was a broom,a brush,a dustpan,and a shelf with cleaning cloths and two bars of soap. Also on the shelf was a little white doorknob with the point broken off.
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Henry looked at the closet and the shelf. “This wood is old,”he said.“Tom Nelson’s grandfather must have built it a long time ago.”

“How can you tell it’s so old,Henry？”

“Well,put your hand under that shelf,” said Henry. “You can feel the marks of the hatchet used to cut the wood. It would be smooth if it were modern.”

Benny felt under the shelf. He could feel the chip marks of the hatchet. “That’s a neat way to tell,” he said. Then Benny ran his hand over the door.

“That’s different,” said Henry. “The door is planed on both sides,so it is smoother. But it is old,too.”

“It’s marked,too！” shouted Benny. “Look,Henry！ It’s not very plain,but I can read it！”

This is what he read：

1M　1/4B　1/4S　1S　1Y

1/4W　1E　？　3F　R

400∶15

They all looked at each other. “And what in the world does that mean？” said Jessie. “Copy it,Henry,on a paper,and we can study it.”

Henry began to copy the letters,but he said,“It doesn’t mean a thing to me. It won’t do me any good to study it.”

“Me,either,”said Benny.“What do you suppose that code means？”

Jessie sat down at the table.“Let’s think about it,” she said. “We know one thing. And that is that the Nelsons are hunting for something in this cabin.”

Benny said quickly,“And it’s something they don’t want us to know.”

Henry looked at his brother. “Right,Ben. They turn red when Puggsy tells us anything.They seem to be ashamed of something.”

Violet added,“And they are so nice！”

Jessie nodded. “That’s the trouble. But I suppose Tom could have done something wrong a long time ago.”

“But what is he looking for？” asked Benny. “Maybe he has been looking for those funny letters. Maybe they tell him how to find some money or something important.”

Violet said,“Well,it’s strange the Nelsons didn’t find them. They must know there should be a broom closet there to keep a broom in.”

Henry nodded. “I know what Benny means. I’m sure Tom’s father or grandfather cut those letters. They weren’t cut for nothing. But the Nelsons don’t want to tell us. So let’s not say anything about the letters until they do.”

“Right,” said Benny. “The next time we go down to the store we’ll see what they say.”

“The afternoons are short in the fall,” Henry said. “It’s too late to go up on the roof. Put on your radio,Ben,and let’s hear what the weather will be.”
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They waited until the half hour for the weather report.

The announcer said,“A storm is coming from the south and west,but it is not supposed to hit this area. It will go further north and miss us entirely. The northern New England states should prepare for a storm.”

“No need to worry then,”said Benny. He turned off the radio.

At suppertime it was almost too dark to see.

“What are we going to do tomorrow？” asked Benny as he finished his hamburger.

“Fix the roof,” said Henry. “You can help me,Ben. We’ll find the hole the squirrels use for a door and nail a board over it.”

But Henry didn’t know that his plans would be changed for him.

As Benny went to bed,he said,“Maybe that code we found is a secret way to get rid of squirrels.” And he laughed.
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Chapter　6　Snow！
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The next day the weather had changed. The sky was very gray. There was no sun. But the Aldens started out for the store.

“It’s much colder today,” Violet said. She put up her hood and tied it under her chin.

Jessie said,“No blue sky today. Maybe yesterday was a weather breeder,after all. You remember Barbara said she thought a storm was coming.”

“Well,never mind,” said Benny. “After all,it’s too early for snow. And the radio report said the storm would not hit us.”

Benny trotted along with Watch. They walked faster this time. They did not stop to look at anything on the path.

“Two and a half miles is a long way on a chilly day,” said Jessie,“but it’s just a nice walk in good weather. We’d better not stay very long at the store,Henry.”

“Right,” agreed Henry. He looked up at the sky again. “The clouds seem to be getting heavier,”he said. “I hope we can fix that roof before it rains again.”

At last the four Aldens reached the Nelsons’ store. This time there were a few other customers in the store.They were getting big bags of groceries.

A woman smiled at Jessie. She said,“We think we’ll have rain soon,so I’m buying a lot of things. Maybe you folks ought to do the same. Sometimes it rains here for days.”

“Thank you,” said Jessie gratefully. “We’re getting supplies,too. We have to walk over two miles to get here. Henry,pick up some canned meat and bacon while you are on that side,and some spaghetti and tomato sauce. I’ll get more chocolate and hot dogs and hamburgers and dry milk.”

“I’ve got more dog food,” called Benny.

The other people went out with their bags. Tom said to Henry,“You see we don’t get many customers now. The summer people have gone,and many people have moved away for good.I think I’ll have to move if I want to make a living.”

“Don’t move before we do！” Benny said.

As he spoke,Mrs. Nelson came downstairs. She said,“I think it is going to snow. It feels just like it to me.” She frowned. She looked worried.
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“Snow！”Benny said.“It’s too early for snow.”

“Yes,it’s too early,but just the same you had better go right back. You don’t want to get caught on the trail if snow comes. If you wait here you may.”

“That’s right,Mrs. Nelson,” said Henry. “Put up your hoods,everybody,and tie your scarves on tight.”

Mrs. Nelson took a quick step toward the girls. She said,“Oh,Jessie,you know I want you to stay,don’t you？ I don’t want you to hurry away！”

“Oh,Barbara,we do,” answered Jessie. “Of course we know it. But we mustn’t get caught in the storm. Now here we go. Got everything？”

Watch was on his way as soon as the door was opened. The Aldens wasted no time. They walked along the path as fast as they could. Soon they were out of sight of the store.

“Not too fast,Ben,” called Henry. “Save your fast walking for the end,like a race.”

Benny slowed down. He began to think of the secret code and of Tom Nelson moving away. “Is Tom Nelson running away？” he wondered. Then suddenly he turned around. “What do you know,Henry. It’s snowing！” he said.

“It is！” Jessie said. “Maybe it will stop as suddenly as it began.”

But it did not. It snowed harder. The snowflakeswere small and fine. Even through the thick trees the snow fell faster and faster.

“I wouldn’t like to be stuck in the snow！” exclaimed Benny. “Nobody would know where we are！”

“We won’t get stuck,Ben,” Henry told him. “Don’t worry about that. You couldn’t really get stuck in the deep snow because we can walk two miles before the snow can get that deep. Just keep going.”

Watch was the one who trotted along steadily,without hurrying. He never looked to the right or to the left,just straight ahead.

“Good boy,” said Benny. Watch didn’t even turn his ears.

“I’d never believe this,” said Henry,“if I didn’t see it. The snow is already an inch deep.”

Jessie added,“Remember,Henry,this is in the woods,too. It must be deeper than this where there are no trees. Oh,I’m just about frozen. Isn’t it cold？”

“Well,we have enough stuff to eat when we get to the cabin,” said Benny. “If we ever get there. We can make our food last a long time if we get snowed in.”

Uphill and downhill they went,bowing their heads in the driving snow. The flakes were bigger and bigger. The children could hardly see the path. They slipped a few times,but nobody fell.

Watch’s legs seemed to grow shorter and shorter. He could not trot now,he had to hop along over the deep snow.

But they made it. When Henry unlocked the cabin door the snow was four inches deep on the step. They stamped their feet and went in and locked the door behind them.

“Well！” said Jessie.

Nobody else said a word. They all took off their jackets and hung them on nails to dry. Henry fixed the fire,saying nothing. It was already twelve o’clock. Jessie got a pan of water from the faucet and put it on the stove to heat. She thought her family needed some hot chocolate. They thought so,too,when they smelled it.

Violet got out the frying pan and soon bacon was frying. When they sat down to eat,Henry said,“Now I have something to say. This is a very early snow. Nobody expected it. It can’t possibly last long and we are in no danger.”
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Jessie said,“Just one thing bothers me. Grandfather must be worrying about us,and the Nelsons probably are,too.”
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“But we can’t do a thing about it,” said Henry.“We can’t get down to the road and we can’t send a message.”

“So let’s enjoy it！” finished Benny.

“That’s exactly what I mean,” said Henry,smiling at his brother. “I’m going out in the snow soon to shovel the steps and a narrow path around the house. Then I’m going to clear a small place in the back of the house under the window where the trees were cut down. Right under the bird feeder.”

“I’ll help you,” said Benny. “There are two shovels.”

“Thanks,Ben.”

It was cold and still snowing hard. The two boys managed to shovel an open square under the window. They threw the snow to one side.

Henry said,“This cleared place will fill up right away,but we can shovel it out again.”

“It will be easier the second time,” Benny said. “Not so deep.”

Henry looked up at the roof to see the squirrels’ hole,but he could hardly see the roof！ It was deep with white snow. He said,“I guess the squirrels won’t have to worry for a while. I’m not going up on the roof today,hole or no hole.”

“Another noisy night,then,” said Benny. “We could invite the squirrels down and play with them,if we didn’t have Watch.”

“Now,Ben,don’t get any ideas,” said his big brother. “I’d just like to know how big that hole is.”


Chapter　7　Making Do
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That night when the Aldens went to bed it was still snowing. And it was getting colder. More than that,the wind was beginning to blow.

“I call this a blizzard,” said Henry. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

And indeed there had never been anything like it in this part of the country at this time of the year. The wind made so much noise that the children did not mind the squirrels at all. They somehow managed to sleep.

But when the family woke in the morning they could hardly see outdoors！ The snow was so deep that it covered the lower half of the one window.

“Poor Grandfather,” said Violet as she tried to look out. “I’m sure he is worrying about us.” She climbed on the window seat and looked over the snow,then she called,“Henry,you won’t believe it！ The snow is up to the bird feeder and the basket is buried in snow.”
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Benny,Jessie,and Henry climbed up to look. They could see only the handle of the basket.

“My radio！” shouted Benny. He almost fell off the window seat. “I’ll tune in Greenfield and get the news. Maybe they’re sending out special messages because of the storm.”

Jessie began to get breakfast. Henry started to put on his warmest clothes,but he did not explain why.

“Listen,here’s the news,” Benny said.

The newsman on the radio said,“As a service to our listeners during the blizzard we are broadcasting special messages. Please listen carefully. Mr. Allan Moore is safe,but he wants his family to know that he can’t get home today. The Police Chief wants people to stay calm. The streets will be cleared as soon as possible. The Fire Department wants everyone to be careful about overheating stoves and causing fires. Mr. James Alden wants to notify his grandchildren that they should stay in the hunters’ cabin. He will get help to them as soon as he can.”

Benny said,“Just like Grandfather！”

“Isn’t it？” said Jessie. She was feeling betternow,after hearing the news from her grandfather. “I think I shall make some more hot chocolate for breakfast. We all need something hot.”

But when she turned the faucet,nothing happened.

“No water,Henry！” she cried.

“I bet the pipe is frozen,” said Henry.

“Never mind,never mind！” said Jessie,smiling.

“What’s the idea,Jessie？” asked Benny.

“I’m going to make hot chocolate just the same.I’m going to melt some snow.”

Henry opened the door wide enough to scoop up the snow with the big saucepan. “Heap it high,Henry,” Jessie said. “It will soon melt down.”

She put the pan on the stove. The great pile of soft,white snow began to get smaller and smaller. In a little while the water boiled.

“I’ll use the powdered milk in the chocolate,” said Jessie.
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The family enjoyed breakfast. The hot chocolate helped them all.

Then they knew why Henry had put on heavy clothes. He said,“I’m going out,Ben,to see if I can shovel out this new snow around the house. And I want to get the snow cleared again from the bird feeder. Want to come？”

“Of course,”said Benny.“Wait till I get dressed.”

The snow was up to Benny’s waist. The boys dug out the narrow path around the house,throwing the snow off to one side. The wind blew and the snow got in their eyes.

Inside the cabin the girls could hear the two shovels going. “Let’s get dressed,” said Violet.

Then Jessie said,“Look at that window！”

The snow was disappearing！ The girls could see a shovel come in and go out,taking a pile of snow with it.

“Good.We can begin to see out,”nodded Jessie. “Those boys are strong.”

Soon the Aldens could see each other through the window,two girls on one side and two boys on the other. They waved and laughed.

The boys were tired when they came in to lunch. But Henry said,“After lunch I must go and get more wood. Want to come,Ben？”

“You bet I want to come,” answered Benny. “But this time I’m going to wear snowshoes. I don’t like to sink down into the snow. It’s too deep.”

“What are you going to use for snowshoes？” asked Jessie.

“Those two big kettle covers on the shelf. They don’t go with any kettles we have here.”

“I suppose a long time ago the hunters had two big kettles up here,”said Jessie.“I don’t know why,though.”

“Probably for deer meat stew,” said Benny. “I’m glad we don’t have to eat that.” He could hardly wait to make his snowshoes.

“How are you going to make those covers stay on your feet,Ben？” asked Violet.
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“Well,I’m going to use two belts,” said Benny.“And I’m going to make two holes in each cover.”

Even Henry watched Benny as he punched two long slits in each cover with his biggest knife blade. He used Tom Nelson’s hammer to pound with. He slipped a leather belt through the slits in each cover.Putting a boot on each cover,he buckled the straps,using new holes in the belts. He pulled the belts tight and pushed the ends under his boot lacings.

“Good for you,Ben！” said Henry. “Let’s see you walk.”

What a noise Benny made！ Clank,clank！

He said,“This is worse than the noise the squirrels make. But these snowshoes will be fine on the deep snow. No noise at all.”

Jessie helped Benny into his sweater and jacket and heavy gloves. He took one shovel to use as a ski pole,and Henry took the ax. Before they went,they shoveled the steps again. Snowflakes were still falling fast. They were whirling around in the wind.

“Those snowshoes really work,Violet,” said Jessie,as they watched the boys. Benny was walking on top of the snow,and Henry was wading in up to his waist. “I hope they won’t get lost.”

“They won’t,” said Violet. “They’ll stay together.”

“Now,how can we surprise the boys？” Jessie began to think. She said,“I wonder what Grandfather meant when he said he would send help？ Today？ Tomorrow？”

Violet said,“I think he meant to go ahead and eat what we have. I hope so.”

“That’s what I thought he meant,” said Jessie.“Let’s have sandwiches for lunch. And why don’t we surprise the boys with a big chicken stew for tonight？ We have a whole chicken in a can,and we can put in a can of spaghetti. We know how to get hot water when we haven’t any water.”

The girls started to take the chicken meat off the bones. Then they put the chicken and spaghetti with some hot water in the saucepan. Violet said in great excitement,“I’ve thought of a second surprise for the boys！ Snow ice cream！”

“Wonderful！” said Jessie. “We’ve got plenty of snow for everything. But I’ve forgotten how to make it. I think we take a little milk and put in sugar and melt it,and then vanilla—oh,but we haven’t any vanilla.”

The two girls began to think. Then Jessie said,“We could melt the currant jelly and that would make it taste like currant. Just as good as vanilla.”

“It would make it pink ice cream！”said Violet.

No sooner said than done. Jessie began to mix the powdered milk and jelly and sugar. “We won’t put in the snow until it is time for dessert. Look,here come the boys now.”

Benny and Henry had armfuls of wood. “That wood looks like Henry’s work,” said Violet,laughing. “All the sticks are the same length.”

Benny came first on his snowshoes. He could walk faster. Henry had to lift his feet high over the snow at every step.

Benny called,“We’re going right back. We had to leave a few sticks. But wait till I put my muffler on for a belt！”

“I should think so,” said Jessie,trying not to laugh. “Want any help？”

“Yes,I do. Maybe one muffler won’t go around me.”

“One is enough,”said Jessie,“unless it is pinching you.”

“No,it doesn’t pinch me. And isn’t this good wood？ It’s all old and dry. Henry picked it out.”

“Wonderful！” agreed the girls.

The boys started back for the rest of the wood. Watch began to bark.

“No,you can’t come,Watch,” Benny called. “You’d drown.”

But Watch went on barking louder and harder.

“He’s barking at squirrels,I guess,” said Jessie.

“No,he isn’t,Jessie,” said Violet. “Listen！”
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There was a strange low cry outside. The girls opened the door and looked at the snowy path. The boys were just starting out again.

“Oh！” said Jessie. “It’s the two deer we saw in the woods！”

The boys had stopped and were looking at the two animals,half buried in the snow. The deer were trying to get on their feet. They fell and got up again.

The boys turned around and came quietly back to the cabin.

Henry said in a low voice,“We don’t want to scare them. They think if they find people,they will find something to eat,too.”


Chapter　8　To the Rescue
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The four Aldens left the door open a crack. The deer were half buried in the snow,and they struggled to stand up.

“They don’t want any help,” said Benny.

“They don’t need any,” said Henry. “They are up now.”

The two deer shook themselves to get the snow off. Still more snow came down on them. But slowly the two animals came toward the cabin. They sniffed. Their soft brown eyes looked at the door.

The deer went down the path that the boys had dug and found the open space. The Aldens went quietly over to the window and looked out. The gentle animals were tired out. They lay down and licked each other.

Benny said,“Listen,I’m hearing things！ I think I’m dreaming！ Is someone calling？”

But Benny did hear real voices. He opened the door and took one look. Then he shouted,“Henry,put on your jacket and bring me mine！” Then he jumped down the steps to the path.

Henry took both jackets from the hook and struggled through the snow. The girls looked down the path. Something—or someone—was lying in the snow. A man with a little boy on his shoulder was leaning against a tree.

The Aldens forgot all about the deer.

“It’s the Nelsons！” said Jessie. “Oh,dear！ I’m afraid Barbara has fallen in the snow. We’ll just have to wait. We can’t go out！”

“The Nelsons have come to help us,” said Violet. “I’m sure of that.”

“So am I,” said Jessie. “Look！ Henry’s carrying Barbara. I’ll get a sleeping bag and put it in front of the fireplace.”

“I’ll get it,” said Violet. She disappeared. Jessie held the door wide open.

Barbara was talking in a weak voice to Henry. “Oh,I’m so ashamed to give out,Henry！ I thought I could make it. But I didn’t know how bad it was.”

Henry said,“Don’t say such things about yourself！ I wonder you got here at all. You were kind and brave.” He put Mrs. Nelson down on the sleeping bag. Jessie put another bag under her head.

“Oh,I can sit up！I’m sure I can,”said Barbara.

“You stay right there,Barbara,”advised Jessie,kneeling down beside her. “Later you can sit on the couch.”

Watch came over and sat down and never moved.

Benny said,“Mr. Nelson is the one who shouldsit down. He carried Puggsy most of the way.” Benny pushed a chair under Mr. Nelson,who dropped into it and leaned back and shut his eyes.

Puggsy was feeling the best of anyone,but even he was pretty tired. Benny put him into his own sleeping bag and propped him up against a chair.

“Well,well,” said Benny. “You came to help us！”

Mr. Nelson nodded. “We tried to,anyway. We were worried about you when it kept on snowing. We didn’t know whether you ever got home or not.”

Henry nodded,“We might not have.”

“I said I was coming to look for you early this morning,but Barbara said she’d come,too. She would be worrying that I was lost. Of course we had to bring Puggsy.”

“I’m so thankful you got here！”Jessie shivered.“You might have been lost in the snow.”

“We did fall twice,but we got up,” said Tom Nelson.

Jessie had a sudden thought.“Are you hungry？”she asked.

“Am I hungry！” shouted Puggsy. “I haven’t had anything to eat for a million years.”

Henry laughed. “That sounds like you,Ben,” he said.

“Well,”said Tom Nelson,“it has been a long time. We started out with a big sack of food for you,but we had to leave it in the snow.”

Jessie said,“Violet,I’m sure we can eat that stew now. It’s all cooked anyway,and it is nice and hot. Now,take seats at the table. I’ve found three more dishes for chicken stew.”

“Chicken stew？”said Puggsy.“I’ve never heard of that.”

“It’s delicious,” said Benny.

“Well,if you say so,” said Puggsy,looking at him.

They all began to eat the chicken stew. Mr. Nelson said,“How thankful we are to be here！” He drew a long breath.

While the others were eating more stew,Violet and Jessie made the snow ice cream. They mixed the soft,white snow with the milk and sugar and currant jelly. It was a lovely pink color.

“Wouldn’t Grandfather laugh at this ice cream！”said Benny. Then he told the Nelsons about the message from Mr. Alden that had come over the Greenfield radio station.

“But Grandfather didn’t know that you were coming,” he added.

Just then everyone heard a strange humming sound outdoors.

“What’s that？”asked Jessie. She stopped to listen.

“A helicopter！” shouted Benny. “I know that sound！ Where’s my jacket？” He was out of the door in a second,putting on his jacket as he ran. Henry was right behind him.
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The sound grew louder. The helicopter seemed to be standing still in the air right above the hunters’ cabin.

“The pilot can’t land here,” Benny said. “What’s he going to do？”

“Get back,Benny！”shouted Henry.“The pilot is throwing something out.”

Bump！ Something hit the cleared spot where the boys had shoveled.

“Hay！” Benny exclaimed. “Just the way they throw hay out to cattle lost in the snow. But how did Grandfather know about the deer？ We can’t eat hay.”

But now Tom Nelson was outside,too. He said,“Benny,it’s a haylift. There’s something inside the hay. They put the hay around it for a soft landing. It’s a good thing you shoveled out this place！ That showed the pilot that you can pick up anything he drops.”

The helicopter flew low and the pilot waved both arms. The helicopter made such a noise the boys couldn’t hear a word. The pilot hovered over the cabin. Suddenly he held a blackboard out of the door.





CAN’T LAND.

MESSAGE IN HAY.

BACK IN 2 HOURS.





The boys nodded their heads back and forth,and waved their arms again.

Off flew the helicopter.

The boys dragged the bale of hay into the narrow path. The others were watching from the window. Then the boys dragged the bale into the house and everyone began to pull off the hay.

“Don’t go too near the fire with that hay！” said Jessie. “We don’t want a fire as well as a blizzard.”

Then they found the packages.

“Canned milk,”said Henry.“And canned peaches.”

“Loaves of bread,” said Jessie.

“And a bag of sugar and lots of hamburger meat,” said Benny. “And that’s all. It’s lucky that the sugar was wrapped in the hay. We would have sugar all over everything if the bag had broken.”

“And now where’s the message？”asked Henry.“That’s most important of all.”

“Here it is,” said Benny. “A card all done up in plastic.”

Henry read it aloud：





From Your Grandfather：The State Police and the Highway Department will get you home as planned. Find something big for a message. Print what you need in large letters. Lay the sign on the snow. The pilot will come again and drop whatever you need. Tell me how you are.





“What can we write our message on？” asked Jessie.

“Oh,dear,” said Violet. “We haven’t anything big enough！ And no paint or ink.”

“Let’s look around,” said Benny. He sat down and began to look at everything in the room. Jessie went into the bedrooms to look. Nothing was big enough. There was not even a big calendar on the wall.

The Nelsons tried to think,too.

“It can be either light or dark,” said Violet,“if it is big enough.”

“What will you print with？” asked Puggsy.

“Wait until we settle our first problem,Puggsy,” said Henry. “We must find a big card or something.”

Benny had looked all around the living room and at last his eyes came back to the window.

“Look！” he said. He pointed to the dark green window shade.

“Oh,Benny,” cried Violet. “The very thing！ It’s the only thing in this whole cabin that’s big enough.”

Henry stood on the window seat and took down the shade. He unrolled it on the floor.

“You stand on this end,Puggsy,” he said. Benny was already standing on the other end. It was perfect for a big sign！

“Now Problem Number Two,” said Henry. “We will have to print with something white. And we haven’t any chalk. A prize to the one who thinks of something that will work.”

“I’d like to get that prize,” said Puggsy.

His mother said,“Well,then start thinking,Puggsy.”

It was Violet who came up with an idea at last. She said,“I’m not sure it will work. But we can try one letter and see.”

“What are you going to print？” asked Barbara Nelson. “What do you need？”

“We need three sleeping bags for you,” Jessie said. “You will freeze if we don’t get something before night. Now,what’s your idea,Violet？”

“I’ve done this before,” said Violet,“but never so big. Print the letters with water first. Then shake on the salt thickly,and when it dries shake off the loose salt.”

“I bet it will work,” said Benny. “Let’s try. Violet,you’re the best printer and painter. Start with an S as big as this.”
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He traced a letter about four inches tall for Violet.

“We’re lucky to have water,” said Benny. He brought a cupful of water. Jessie set down the box of salt.

Violet went down on her hands and knees. She dipped her finger many times in the water and made a big,wet figure 3. Then she shook on plenty of salt. “Let it dry a minute,” she said. “I’ll go on with the S for sleeping bags.”Everyone watched her.

After the letter S was made,Violet said,“Now let’s shake the salt off the 3.”

Henry lifted the corner and shook the salt into the fireplace. A beautiful white figure 3 stayed on the shade！

“Good,good！” shouted Benny. “It works！ I knew it would！”

When “3 SLEEPING BAGS” had been written,Jessie said,“We ought to tell Grandfather why we want them. I think just the word Nelsons would be enough. He’ll know they came to help us.”
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Violet was already printing “3 NELSONS.” She said,“I’m going to say ‘FINE.’ Grandfather will know that we mean we are all fine.”

Benny said,“Say thanks for the hay. He will think that is funny.”

“Yes,I think he will,” said Henry,laughing. “And he’ll know it’s you,Benny. It sounds like you. It will do him good.”

When the sign was done,Henry said,“Let’s put it out now. The pilot may come early.”

“Maybe we’ll have to put stones on the corners,” said Benny,putting on his jacket.

“And where will we ever find stones in all this snow？” asked Tom Nelson.

“Our nut cracking stones！” said Jessie. “Better take four with you. Then you won’t have to come back.”

There was not much wind now,and it had stopped snowing. The boys laid the big sign on the snow. The wind lifted the corners a little,so they put a flat stone on each corner.

“That’s neat,” said Benny. Then he stopped short. “Henry,” he said,“let’s get that hay and put it out here for the deer.”

“Good！” said Henry. “They will find it after we go in.”

This idea pleased Jessie. She cleaned up the floor. Tom Nelson helped the boys carry the hay out and put it near the bird feeder.

“Listen！” said Benny,turning around again.

“Yes！” said Henry. “The helicopter is coming—lucky we put our sign out right away. The pilot’s a little early.”

The family inside heard the helicopter,too. They all tried to look out the window at once.

On came the pilot until he hovered right over the boys. They saw him laugh as he read the message. He had his blackboard ready. “BACK IN ONE HOUR.” Then away he went.

The boys rolled up the window shade and took it in. As Benny hung up his jacket he said,“We can brush off the salt later. That shade will be as good as new.”

“Let’s wash the dishes while we wait,” Barbara said.

“Not you,” said Jessie. “You just watch.”

But Barbara Nelson was already piling up the funny empty dishes.

“Isn’t it a good thing we heated water,Jessie？”asked Violet. “It’s just right for the dishes.”

Tom Nelson felt better now.He had eaten something. He said,“Henry,just where do you think those squirrels are？”

“Come into my bedroom and you’ll hear them yourself.”

Benny and Puggsy went with them,and right near the chimney they could hear scratchings and scramblings.

“Well,” said Tom Nelson,“I should say there was a mama squirrel up there as well as papa. They must have several children with them. You see the young ones are spring squirrels,and now they are just as big as their parents. I think they plan to live here all winter.”

Henry laughed. “And we spoiled their plans. We bother the squirrels instead of their bothering us. They came here first.”

“Exactly,”said Tom.“They’re afraid now. Those squirrels probably have a bushel of nuts up there and a beautiful nest. Goodness knows what it is made of.”

Benny said,“I’d like to see that nest. The ceiling is just made of thin boards,isn’t it？ Couldn’t you make a hole in the ceiling,Henry？”
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“I could,but I won’t,” said Henry. “We don’t want a family of squirrels coming down to live with us.”

Puggsy said,“Dad,do you think the squirrels were down here once？”

“I don’t think these squirrels were,” Tom Nelson said. He looked around uneasily and went on,“But I think some squirrels got into the big room of the cabin once. We found a newspaper that seemed to have been chewed by squirrels,but no squirrels.”

Henry said,“Maybe a hunter shooed those squirrels out and didn’t throw away the old newspaper.”

“That’s what I thought,” Tom said,and he still looked troubled. “Squirrels can do a lot of harm to books and papers.”

“There’s not much they can hurt here,” Henry said. Then he remembered that there was something important—something mysterious—the Nelsons wanted to find here. Perhaps it was something squirrels could destroy. Why didn’t Tom tell the Aldens what it was？ They could show him the code. But he kept his secret.

“We’re lucky this cabin has a good roof over us and the squirrels,” said Benny. “The snow is four feet thick. It looks just like a big birthday cake that’s mostly frosting.”

“Four feet！” said Tom. “Yes,it must be. That is a big load for this little roof.”

He didn’t know that some of that snow was falling through the hole the squirrels had made in the roof. It was piling up in the attic.


Chapter　9　Missing Piece
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In about an hour the two Alden boys went out to wait for the pilot. They were not a minute too soon,for the pilot was early. Suddenly they heard the roar of the helicopter. It hovered right over them.

The pilot waved to them. First he dropped the bundle of sleeping bags. They were covered with plastic.

“They won’t get wet,” said Benny. “They landed better than the hay did.”

Both boys looked up at the pilot and waved their arms. Up and off went the helicopter.

The boys took in the plastic bundle. Henry found the snaps and took off the plastic cover. There were two big sleeping bags and one little one.

“How did Grandfather know Puggsy was so small？” asked Benny.

“Well,” answered Tom,“I must tell you that Mr. Alden telephoned me before you came to stay in the cabin. He asked me if somebody was always in the store. So of course I told him about my wife and Puggsy. I told him we lived over the store.”

“Here’s a long box,” said Jessie. She opened it and inside she found a small hammer,a box of nails,a box of tacks,two coils of wire,one heavy and one thin.

There was a message that read,





People snowed in sometimes need tools. Maybe the cabin needs repairs. Hope to see you soon. Love from Grandfather.





Jessie put the box of tools away and said,“You know we have never had time to pick out those nutmeats from the broken shells. Come on,let’s have a nut party.”

“And invite every nut we know！” said Benny.“Everyone is invited. Bring one of Grandfather’s sharp nails for a nutpick.”

Jessie put the cracked nuts on the table. The Aldens and the Nelsons sat around,picking out the nutmeats and throwing away the shells.

As they worked,Henry looked across the table at Jessie. He raised his eyebrows. Jessie understood. She nodded.

Then Henry began. “Tom,” he said,“I’m going to tell you something. We know you’ve been looking for something in this cabin.”

“That’s right！” said Puggsy.

Tom said slowly,“Yes,that is right.”

“Well,” said Jessie,“we don’t know what it is. And you don’t want to tell us. But we have found something.”

“Oh,what is it？”cried Barbara in great excitement.

For answer,Jessie looked at Benny. “Show them the broom closet that you found by the fireplace,” she said.

“There’s no broom closet,” said Tom,shaking his head.
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“Look here,” said Benny,and he opened the closet door with his pocketknife. The Nelsons stared in surprise.

“We found some letters carved on the back of this door,” Benny went on. “But they don’t mean anything to us.”

Tom crossed the room almost in one jump. He took one look at the letters on the door and cried,“Barbara,it’s here！” Then his voice died away,and he added sadly,“No,it isn’t.”

The Aldens were really puzzled now. What could this mean？

Barbara saw how troubled they were. “I’ll tell you what it is and then you’ll understand. You know that Tom likes to bake more than anything else. His father and grandfather had a wonderful recipe for buns. No one has ever made buns just like them. The recipe was a family secret.”

Now Tom Nelson said,“My father used to put one special thing in his buns. It made them different.”

“Different from any buns in this world！” said Puggsy.

“Oh！”said Benny.“You know the whole story,Puggsy？”

“Yes,I do. If Daddy could find that one thing he could make buns and be rich！”

“Oh,Puggsy！” his mother said. Then she added,“But we think if Tom could make those good buns he might become famous...”

“I begin to see,” Jessie said. “But I still don’t know what those letters on the door mean—or why you are disappointed.”

“I’ll explain,” said Tom. “It’s the recipe for the buns written in a code. See that first line？ It begins‘One cup of milk.’I know all those ingredients. The one thing I don’t know is still missing. Do you see that question mark？ That’s what we’re looking for—the whole recipe without any question mark.”

“I still don’t know what all the letters mean,” said Violet.

“I’ll explain,” said Barbara. “They mean：

1 cup milk　　　　　　　　1/4 cup water

1/4 cup butter　　　　　　1 egg

1/4 teaspoon sugar　　　　？

1 teaspoon salt　　　　　 3 cups flour

1 yeast cake　　　　　　　raisins

Bake at 400° for 15 minutes.”

“How simple！” said Violet. “When you know the secret.”

“They are easy buns,except for one ingredient,”Tom said. “But my father never told me what that one thing is. It has always been a family secret. He always put it in himself. He died before he told anyone.”

Benny thought a minute. He said,“Why do you think the secret is in this cabin？”

“A good question,Benny,”said Tom.“My grandfather built this cabin. And my father used to stay here before the Sportsmen’s Club bought it.When my father was dying he said the one word,cabin.”

“Was the ingredient something like vanilla or brown sugar？”asked Jessie.

“I’ve tried different things,” Tom answered. “But the buns don’t taste right. I don’t know any more than you do.” Then his face brightened and he said,“I know we could make those buns famous！”

Jessie watched his face and he smiled. She loved to see anyone who liked his work so much.

Tom went on,“First I would spend some moneyto advertise the buns. Then everyone who bought them would advertise them. They are delicious.”

“Isn’t it too bad that your father didn’t tell anybody,” said Benny. “If you do find it,be sure to tell somebody. And put a copy of the recipe in the bank,all sealed up.”

“Yes,Benny,you’re right. I have learned that lesson the hard way,” Tom said and looked sad again.

The family began to pick out nuts in earnest now. Soon they were all done. Jessie took the bowl to the kitchen end of the cabin and Henry put the empty shells in the fire.

Jessie broke the nuts with her fingers. Violet chopped the apples with a knife. They mixed the two with salad dressing. Then in the fireplace they cooked the hamburger that Mr. Alden had sent.

Puggsy was tired.“Where do I sleep？”he asked.

Jessie laughed. She said,“The couch makes a double bed for your father and mother. You can sleep in your sleeping bag on the floor right next to the fire.”

“You’re tough and the bag is soft,”said Benny.

Everyone was tired out,even Watch. After the dishes were done,they all went to bed and to sleep. Even the squirrels were quiet.
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Henry’s and Benny’s watches ticked along,but everything else was quiet. At four o’clock in the morning,the wide,loose board in the ceiling of the boys’ room began to bend. It squeaked. Watch heard it,but Jessie had told him not to bark at the squirrels any more.

The big board bent some more and it squeaked some more.One end began to hang down. Still Watch did not bark. Slowly the board bent more and more. Then suddenly the other end broke and down crashed the board！

What a noise！ The board fell on the floor with a great bang. That was bad enough. But after it came the squirrels’ nest,five big fat squirrels,a bushel of nuts,and four feet of soft snow. It was the snow piling up below the hole in the roof that broke the board.

Everyone jumped out of bed,half awake. Now Watch couldn’t keep still. The five squirrels ran around wildly with Watch after them. Watch didn’t know which one to chase so he chased them all. They scolded and chattered and Watch barked and barked. What a terrific noise！

“What shall we do？” cried Jessie.

“I don’t know,” said Henry. Everyone stood still,even the Nelsons,just watching the chase.

Benny shouted,“We’ll have to catch the squirrels！”

“They will spoil this house,” Violet said.

“They are turning it upside down！”shouted Puggsy,but he thought this was as good as a circus. He was having a wonderful time.

The others were not. They were wondering how to catch five squirrels.

“Can’t we put them out in the snow？” Jessie asked.

“No,the snow is too deep,” said Violet. “They wouldn’t have anything to eat. And they haven’t any home in the trees.”

The animals were not still a minute,and Watch ran about wildly. He chased one squirrel and slid on the floor and found another squirrel running ahead of him.

Henry looked around for something to make a trap. He could not see anything except an old wooden box in one corner. Maybe the hunters had used it to bring in supplies.

Henry shouted,“Let’s try to get the squirrels one by one into this box！”

“But how are you going to keep them in it？” asked Jessie. “It hasn’t any top. They’ll jump right out.”

“I was going to turn it upside down over them,” Henry said. “But I guess when we try to put the second one in,the first one will crawl out.”

“Wire！” shouted Benny. “Grandfather sent us wire and nails with the tools.” He ran to get them.

Everybody watched as Benny took the woodenbox. He put a row of nails around the top on all four sides. He pounded the nails in just part way.

“I don’t see what good that will do,” Violet said. “It looks like a puzzle to me.”

“Wait,” said Benny. He took the roll of wire and began to run it back and forth across the box top. He wound it around the nails as he worked.

Suddenly Jessie understood. “It’s just like darning a hole in a sock！” she said. “Now you’re going to weave the wire through in the other direction.”

“Right！”said Benny. “I’m going to leave a hole at one corner that’s big enough for the squirrels to crawl through. See,we’ll put the box on its side and put some nuts in it.”

Barbara said,“Yes,if we’re quiet,maybe the squirrels will go into the box for the nuts.”

“Poor Watch,” said Jessie. “I’ll have to tie you up. I know it isn’t fair to see those squirrels loose while you’re tied up,but I have to do it.” She put him in the girls’ bedroom.

Jessie found some nuts and bread to go into the box. Everything was ready.

Now that there was no dog,the squirrels stopped running. Everything was quiet. The squirrels sat as if they were frozen. Slowly one squirrel moved toward the nuts. He went into the box.The others could hear him eating nuts. Twenty minutes passed,and the last squirrel crawled in. All five of the squirrels were in the box.

Tom set the box right side up and put a board over the hole in the corner.

The Aldens and Nelsons looked at each other and drew a long breath.

“What a strange thing to happen to this family,” said Jessie.

“Who would ever have five squirrels in a box at once？” asked Violet.

“Who but the Alden family！” said Barbara Nelson.

“I think we have had enough adventures,” said Jessie. “I’m glad we’re going home soon. Let’s have breakfast. It’s after five o’clock.”

“My,it’s cold,isn’t it？” said Violet,shivering.

“It’s the hole to the attic,” said Henry. “Put on your jacket,Violet. I’ll do something about the hole after breakfast.”

He went to look at the pile of leaves and snow on the floor,but he couldn’t get very near. It was the weight of the snow falling through the hole in the roof that had been too much for the ceiling.

The Aldens and Nelsons put on jackets and ate breakfast. Watch growled,and inside the box the squirrels still scolded. They missed their cozy nest.

After breakfast Henry found that the snow on the bedroom floor had melted. He stood on a chair and with Tom’s help nailed the board back in place in the bedroom ceiling.
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“What a mess,” said Jessie. She began to pick up the nuts and put them into a paper bag. Benny helped her.

“Look at all this stuff those squirrels used for their nest,” Benny said.

Puggsy ran over to see. Benny pulled out an old ribbon,many dry leaves and sticks,many chewed up pieces of paper,rags,strings,and nutshells.

“See the pretty blue card,” Puggsy said. He held up a small piece of heavy blue cardboard. On it was written “Egg Noodles.”
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“Here’s another blue one,” the little boy said and handed Benny one that said “Sugar Cookies.”

“Somebody’s recipes,” Benny said. Then something popped into his head. “Puggsy,help me look for more blue cards—quick！”

The two boys looked and looked. Puggsy got tired,but Benny wouldn’t give up. He found the torn corner of another blue card. No good. Then hidden by some leaves he saw one more blue card. Turning it over he saw just one word at the top.





Buns.





It was enough！

“Tom！Come here！Come here！”Benny shouted.&#8197;“Look at this for me—I just saw one word. Is it ... ？”

Tom took the blue card,then he cried,“A miracle！ Barbara！ A miracle—look！” He gave the card to his wife and both of them stood there with shining faces.

“Is it—is it the buns,your grandfather’s buns？” Benny asked. “Is the whole recipe there,nothing missing？”

“Oh,yes！” Barbara said. “Benny,you found it. The missing ingredient is here！”

“Don’t tell me what it is,”Benny said quickly. “I don’t want to know.”

“No,” said Barbara. “But one thing is sure,we’ll call them Benny’s Buns because you found the recipe.”

“I’d like that,” agreed Benny. He nodded.

Nobody could believe the hunt was over and the recipe was found at last.

Tom was thinking. He said slowly,“Those blue cards remind me of something. When I was a little boy I used to hear Mother tell my dad to use one of his blue-card recipes. I just thought she meant special ones. I didn’t know the recipes were really written on blue cards.”

“But how did the cards get in the cabin attic？” asked Barbara. “That’s still a mystery.”

“Yes,” agreed Tom. “There isn’t any way to get up in the attic from the main part of the cabin. No trapdoor or anything. Well,the important thing is that you found the card,Benny. And now I can make buns.”

“Maybe we can find something else,” Benny said. But although he looked carefully,he could not find anything except leaves and twigs.

Jessie said,“I’m walking around in a dream. Nothing seems real.”

Puggsy said,“I feel like that when I get up too early.”

“Let’s rest and then clean up the cabin,” Henry suggested.“We want to be ready to go when the men from the Highway Department get here.”

It was about noon when the Aldens heard sounds,the scrape of snowshovels and the voices of men. They opened the front door and went out to meet their rescuers.

The box of squirrels stood on the steps,but Watch was quiet now. He seemed to know he was going home.


Chapter　10　A Surprise in Store
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Three men from the Highway Department and a state policeman reached the cabin. They had shoveled a narrow path up the hill from the road.

“We’re glad to see you！” Henry called.

The men waved. They knew there would be seven people and a dog and a lot of luggage. But the box of squirrels was a surprise.

“Well,now！” said one red-faced shoveler. “And why do you want to carry five squirrels home？ There’s plenty in my backyard you can have.”

Jessie explained. “They were in the cabin attic with a bushel of nuts. You see,there is a big hole in the roof. If we let them go,the squirrels will starve.”

“Starve？Squirrels starve？”repeated the man. “Not them！ Just put your bushel of nuts handy on the steps and let ’em go. You’ll see！ Did you say a hole in the roof？ They’ll take all the nuts back before night.”

All the men nodded,laughing.

“But look at the snow on the roof,” said Henry. Just the same though,he put the bag of nuts on the steps. Then he took the board off the squirrel box. In a minute one squirrel came out and looked at the bag. Out the others came,one by one. They sat perfectly still on the steps.

The sergeant said,“Mike knows. Those squirrels will be all right. You could have shooed them out the door any time.”

Tom Nelson laughed. “Yes,I believe you,” he said.

Mike said,“You see that tree with the big hole？That will make a good nest and those squirrels will find it.”

By now the Aldens and Nelsons were dressed to leave.

“Mr. Alden will be glad to see you,” said the sergeant. “He’s waiting in his car. He said he couldn’t stay at home.”

The procession started. Two shovelers went first,then the Aldens and Watch,then another shoveler,then the Nelsons,and last the sergeant.

The path was long and slippery. Snow was piled high on both sides. It was like walking in a tunnel. Even Tom could not see over the top. It seemed as if they would never get down to the road.

At last Benny and the others saw the station wagon. Grandfather was sitting in the driver’s seat,waving out the window.

What a happy meeting it was！ The sergeant watched a moment,then roared away on his motorcycle to help someone else. The workmen waved.

Mr. Alden said,“I feel as if I’ll never let you out of my sight again. But I will.”
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Violet said,“Of course you will. But right now I want to sit beside you in the car.”

“Good,” said Grandfather. “We can take seven people—eight people and a dog—in this car. I am grateful to you,Mr. and Mrs. Nelson,for coming to help my family. I want you to stay with me until the snow is cleared and you can get home.”

“We did have a great adventure,Grandfather,”said Benny. “Jessie said we would.”

“Oh,so you did have an adventure！”

“Yes,” Benny went on. “Henry says it was really a mystery. But it is solved now.”

“Tell me about it when we get home,” said Mr. Alden as he started the car.

Puggsy said,“We didn’t bring the box of squirrels.”

“What？” asked Grandfather. “I hope not.”

Benny said,“We’ll tell him later about the squirrels,Puggsy. It will be good to get home. I’d like some clean clothes and a bath.”

“Well,Ben！”said Henry.“That doesn’t sound like you. You don’t like baths too much.”

“Me either,” said Puggsy,“but my mother gives them to me just the same.”

When the station wagon came up the drive,Mr. and Mrs. McGregor opened the door. They both worked for Mr. Alden.

“We are glad to see you！” Mrs. McGregor said. “And Watch！ You come with me,Watch,and see what I have for you.”

Henry said to his grandfather,“Something very important has happened to the Nelsons. We must tell you right away.”

“Never mind putting your things away just now,” said Mr. Alden. “Just sit down and tell me what the mystery was.”

Benny told most of the story. But they all helped him. Mr. Alden understood all about the recipe for buns. He knew how valuable it must be. He turned to Tom Nelson and asked him for his story.

Tom could hardly talk fast enough. “It’s too good to be true. For years I’ve wanted to make buns like my grandfather’s and now I can.”

“You can make a few right in my kitchen,” said Mr. Alden,smiling.

“Oh,I’d like that,” replied Tom. “I can make them for supper. There will be enough time for them to rise.”

Benny said with a nod,“Grandfather,Tom is a good worker,but business is bad out in the country where his store is. If he can get more money,he may start a store in town.”

“I might be able to help,” replied Mr. Alden. “But of course I have to try a bun first.” His eyes twinkled.

“Where is your kitchen,Mr. Alden？”asked Puggsy.

Grandfather said,“Benny,take Mr. Nelson out and show him the kitchen. Puggsy can go too if he likes.”

Tom was delighted. They went to the kitchen at once. Benny explained to Mrs. McGregor all about the buns.

“Fine,” said the good lady. “Help yourself,Mr. Nelson. Flour is here,sugar here,eggs—”

“In the refrigerator,” said Tom,smiling. “I am used to strange kitchens. I think I can find everything I want. I can even find a bowl.” He took down a yellow mixing bowl as he spoke.

Benny asked,“Do you find that strange thing here？ I mean that question mark. Do we have any？”

“Yes,I found it,”said Tom. He winked at Benny. “It is very common. Everyone has it. But it is still a secret.”

Benny and Puggsy and Mrs. McGregor watched Tom as he mixed the buns and set them to rise. He put the bowl in a warm place with a cloth over the top. Then Tom and the boys went back to the rest of the family.

“I watched Tom,” said Benny. “But I never saw him put in anything strange.”
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“Well,I put it in,” said Tom. “You just didn’t notice. I’m going to call them Benny’s Buns.”

The buns rose to the top of the bowl. Tom kneaded them down again. Later,he made them into balls. He put the buns very close together. Then he set them to rise again.

“These are sweet,” he said. “They go better with dessert.”

“Ice cream for dessert,” said Mrs. McGregor with a smile. “We have four different kinds in the freezer.”

When the dessert came,everyone was excited. The buns were tall,and light as a feather. A raisin was on the top of each. Everyone watched as Grandfather took a bite.

“Now these are amazing,Mr. Nelson！” he said. “I never ate such delicious buns！ And I can’t tell what makes them so different,either.”

“That’s good,” said Tom. He was happy. And Barbara was happy to see her husband doing the thing he loved so much.

Next morning Mr. Alden said to Tom,“I’d like to take you down the street to meet some people. You know that shoppers come here from many other towns.”

Benny looked at Henry and laughed. They knew their grandfather was up to something.

Before he went,Mr. Alden asked Mrs. McGregor if she needed anything.

“Yes,Mr. Alden. Get some hamburger and hot dogs for Benny. I’ll bake some beans in the electric bean pot and put the hot dogs on top.”

“Oh,boy！” said Puggsy. “I like that. I wish I could go.”

“You may,” said Grandfather,looking at Mrs. Nelson.“If your mother is willing.In fact,everyone can go.”

They all started off,except for Henry. He had to get ready to go back to college. Watch did not go either,so they had more room in the car.

Grandfather drove past the supermarkets,past the school and many stores. Then he turned around and came back another way.

“I know！” said Benny. “You want to stop at Franklin’s Store for the hot dogs.”

“Right,” said Mr. Alden. “Franklin’s has the best meat in town. And the best groceries.”

Mr. Alden parked the car in front of the store. The sign said：





ROGER FRANKLIN,MEATS AND GROCERIES





Mr. Franklin had to laugh when the whole family came in at once. He was busy with other customers,but he said,“Good morning,Mr. Alden. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

“Don’t hurry,” said Grandfather. “We’ll look around.”

Benny whispered to Jessie,“Look at Grandfather’s face！ Doesn’t it look as if he’s up to something？”

“I’m sure he is,” said Violet. “I noticed it when he asked Mr. Nelson to ride down the street.”

But nobody ever knew what Grandfather’s plans were until he was ready to tell them.

At last the other people went out,smiling at Puggsy as they passed him. It seemed as if people always smiled at Puggsy.

“Just some hamburger and hot dogs,Roger,” said Mr. Alden. “And do you have any sweet buns？”

“No,” Roger Franklin shook his head. “I don’t carry baked things. I wish I did. I could sell them all right.Maybe someday—”He did not even finish the sentence.

Grandfather sat down on a stool and whirled around and around. He made them all laugh,he looked so funny. They were all waiting for Mr. Alden to surprise them.

Suddenly he did. He said without a smile,“The store next to you is empty. And there is a door between.” He pointed.

“Yes,I’d like to use that store,” said Mr. Franklin. “But I can’t afford to buy it. I really need more room.”

Benny burst out,“If you had that store,you could have a bakery department！”

Mr. Alden didn’t even smile then. He was as sober as a judge. He said,“I see my grandson has guessed my plan.”

“Your plan？” The storekeeper was puzzled.

“Let me introduce a baker,Mr. Tom Nelson,” said Mr. Alden. “He makes buns from a secret recipe. They are called Benny’s Buns.”

“After Benny,I suppose,” nodded Roger Franklin. He began to understand.

Puggsy said,“That’s not all he makes. My dad makes pies and birthday cakes and doughnuts and cookies.”

“Oh,he does！” said Mr. Franklin. He stared at the little boy.

“Yes,he’s the best baker in the world,” said Puggsy.

Mr. Franklin looked at Mr. Alden. He said,“That would be a good thing for Franklin’s Store,wouldn’t it—to have the best baker in the world in my store.”

Grandfather said,“I see you are a quick thinker. If you want to rent that corner store,I think Tom might work for you. Perhaps you don’t know that I own that empty store.”

The two young men looked at each other. Tom liked Roger,and Roger liked Tom.

Tom said,“I think we could make a go of it. This is my wife,Barbara. She helps in our store in the country. And so does Puggsy. He’s quite a salesman.”

“I should imagine so,” said Roger Franklin,laughing.

“Let me show you the empty store,”Mr. Alden said.
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He unlocked the door between the stores and they all went in. It was a bright,sunny place with many windows.

“What a perfect place for a bakery,”said Violet. “We girls will stop here on the way home from school to buy buns.”

Mr. Alden said,“That’s fine,my dear. But this place must be cleaned and painted. And this wall must be taken down to make one big store. It will be a while before you can buy buns.”

Benny said,“But not too long,Grandfather,if you have anything to do with it.”

“That’s the stuff,Ben,” said Puggsy.


Chapter　11　One More Question
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Benny was right. It did not take too long to fix the store. First,some carpenters took down the wall between the two stores to make one big room.

Benny noticed one special carpenter. He was an old man. He was slow,but he did fine work. He kept looking at Benny and Puggsy with a twinkle in his blue eyes.The Aldens noticed that he listened to every word they said.The old man always stopped pounding for a minute when they talked about the cabin or Tom Nelson’s baking.

Jessie said,“I wonder why that old carpenter is so interested？ He’s a good workman. He fixed all the windows so that they don’t rattle.”

But when the painters came everyone forgot the old man. They painted the walls bright yellow. Franklin’s Store was painted the same color. Now it was one big store.

A gray tiled floor was put in,and the windows were washed until they shone. Big stoves and refrigerators were moved into the bakery side. A new sign was put up outside：





FRANKLIN’S STORE

BENNY’S BUNS





That was not all. The radio carried news about the store and the newspapers had pictures of Tom,Barbara,Puggsy,and Benny.

The Nelsons bought white uniforms. Barrels of flour came rolling in,barrels of sugar,boxes of eggs.
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At last the store opened. It was a Saturday. Benny and Puggsy were there,but Henry was at his college.

People were interested in the new store. There was no doubt about that. When the Nelsons and Roger Franklin came to unlock the door early Saturday morning,there were six people waiting on the steps.

Benny and Puggsy put on their white uniforms at once and stood behind the counter. They sold buns with Mrs. Nelson. Puggsy was too young to take the money and make change,but he could sell buns and put them in bags. Everybody smiled when they saw him and the women said,“How cute！”

People who came to Franklin’s Store went into the bakery. People who came into the bakery went into the grocery department. Roger Franklin began to sell twice as much because he now had a bakery.

A woman came in and said,“I’m interested in these buns. There must be a story about the secret recipe.”

“Yes,there is,” said Puggsy.

A crowd gathered around Benny and Puggsy. When they told about Watch chasing the squirrels,everyone laughed.

“That’s a wonderful story,” the woman said. “I like those letters on the closet door. Do you know what the question mark stands for？”

“No,” answered Puggsy. He shook his head. “Nobody knows except my dad and my mother.”
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Just as Benny was getting hungry the door opened and in came Mr. Alden,Jessie,and Violet.

“How are you doing？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Very hungry,” said Benny.

Tom laughed. “That’s right. But we are selling so much we can’t stop to eat.”

“That’s why we came,” said Mr. Alden. “You need a change. We’ll sell while you go out to eat lunch.”

“We planned to eat buns and coffee right here,” said Tom.

“Never mind,” said Mr. Alden. “You’ll work harder when you come back. Just give me your white uniform. Violet can wear Benny’s.”

Barbara gave her uniform to Jessie,and soon everyone was ready. His friends thought it was a joke to find Mr. Alden working in a bakery.

The four hungry workers went down the street to a restaurant. On the way people stopped them to say how good Tom’s baking was.

While they waited for lunch Benny heard a girl say,“I’m delighted to have a real bakery here. I love that little Puggsy at the counter.”

The man with the girl said,“I’d go in just to hear him talk.”

Benny and Puggsy made faces at each other.

It was a long day,but a happy one.The Nelsons had dinner with the Aldens before going to their home over the old store.

Puggsy said,“I do miss the squirrels. It was fun to see Watch chase them.”

“Well,I don’t miss them,” Jessie said. “But I do wonder where they went.”

Benny said,“Listen,some day let’s go back to the cabin and see if we can find the squirrels.”

“We could take a lunch with us,” Violet said.

Jessie looked at Tom and said,“I still don’t know how that blue card got up in the attic over the bedrooms.”

Tom answered,“I don’t either.”

Not long after that on a beautiful day the Aldens and the Nelsons went up to the hunters’ cabin. Before they reached the cabin Watch began to bark.

“Listen！” said Benny. “That’s pounding！”

They walked faster. A ladder was leaning against the side of the cabin. A man on the roof was pounding shingles. He saw them and waved.

Jessie said,“That’s the carpenter who worked on Franklin’s Store. Remember？”

Benny shouted,“Did you get all the squirrels out of the attic first？”

“No squirrels there！” called the carpenter. “I looked.” Then he pointed at the tall tree in front of the cabin. “I think you’ll find your squirrels in that tree. There’s a lot of ’em.”

“Oho！” Puggsy said. “Mike said they might move into that tree. And there they are.”

At first no one could count the squirrels. They were running around in the tree,chasing each other. At last Benny was sure there were five. Not a nut was left on the step.

Benny said,“I bet they took every nut into that hole before night.”

“Well,” said Violet,“we don’t have to worry about the squirrels. Let’s have our picnic lunch in the cabin. It’s too cold to eat outdoors.”

The carpenter called down,“I’m leaving now. You can have your picnic without any pounding.”

“No hurry,” answered Jessie. “We’ll go in and look around.”

“I’d like to talk with you before I go,” said the man.

“Now what does he want？” wondered Benny. He took out the key and everyone went into the cabin. Barbara and Jessie began to put the lunch on the table.

In a few minutes the carpenter tapped at the door and Puggsy let him in. He sat down on the couch,holding his old felt hat. He looked at the Nelsons and said,“My name is Don Perry. When I was working in the new store I heard you tell how the blue recipe card was found up here.”

Tom Nelson said,“Yes,that was the strangest thing. I’m sure my father wanted me to have that recipe card. But I have never been able to guess how he thought I could find it.”

“He never knew a thing about the new ceiling,”said the carpenter. “After your father died,the cabin was sold to the Sportsmen’s Club. They told me to shut in that part over the bedrooms to make them warmer at night.”

“I told you so,” said Benny.
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The old man went on,“When I was putting up the new ceiling I did notice some old papers on a beam. And there were some blue cards,too. But I didn’t think anything about it then.”

Jessie said,“We thought the squirrels carried them up there.”

“No,” said Mr. Perry. “Old Mr. Nelson put them there,and I nailed ’em in.”

Tom Nelson said,“This explains everything. I never knew that the attic was closed after my father died. I thought the ceiling had always been there. I’m glad we know.”

“Oh,I’m glad we got caught in the snow,” exclaimed Jessie.“If it hadn’t snowed,we wouldn’t have found the recipe. And if the snow hadn’t been heavy,the ceiling wouldn’t have fallen down.”

Violet added,“Now we don’t have to worry about anything—the squirrels,the recipe,or Benny’s Buns.”

Tom Nelson laughed.“The recipe is in the bank and safe in my head.”

“And in mine,” said Barbara.

“But not in mine,” said Puggsy. He shook his head sadly.

“A good thing,too,” Benny said. “If you knew that recipe you’d tell everybody. You couldn’t help it.”

And to this day,Tom and Barbara Nelson are the only ones in the world who know the recipe for Benny’s Buns. And they will never tell—until,of course,Puggsy grows up enough to keep a secret.
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第一章　隔壁住进新邻居




New Next Door
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七月初的一天下午，班尼·奥登从前门跑进来，急匆匆地穿过门厅，冲到楼梯口处。

“嘿，亨利！”他大声叫道，“杰西！维莉！”

“小班班，发生什么事了吗？”楼梯上传来一声冷静的回应。亨利站在楼梯顶端，向下看着弟弟，“什么事情这么大惊小怪的？”

“有人搬到隔壁去了！想想看，我们终于有邻居啦！”班尼接着说，“我可不记得有人在那儿住过。而且你不觉得很奇怪吗？那栋房子离海滩也太近了。”

“爷爷一直管它叫海之屋，”维莉猜测道，“我想以前准有游客去那儿消暑度假。”

“不过哩，现在有一家人搬进来了，”班尼说道，“那家有两个小男孩，要是他们年龄再大一点就更好了。”

“天哪，那栋房子已经空置了那么久……”杰西紧挨着亨利，站在楼梯最高的台阶上，“小班班，他们是谁呀？”

“我也不知道，”班尼回答说，“是陌生人。”

“噢，那他们长什么样子？”维莉问道。

“你们可以亲自去看看。到爷爷的卧室去，从房间里的窗户就可以看到。”

奥登爷爷出去上班还没回来，所以他的房间里没有人。

班尼立马冲上楼梯，飞奔到奥登先生的房间里，维莉、亨利、杰西紧随其后。





隔壁的那栋房子离这儿确实有点远。毕竟，奥登家的规模本身就不小。两家之间还隔着一个广阔的草坪，一个玫瑰花园，还有一片林子。再者，那幢房子周围也有许多树木围绕。

奥登家的孩子们看到，在那栋空置已久的房子前面，有一辆搬家卡车停在那儿。四名男子正往房子里搬家具，一对夫妇和两个小男孩就站在卡车旁边。

班尼将窗帘挑高，头探到窗外。

“班尼，他们听不到你的声音的。”杰西说道。

“是吗，我倒要试试看，”班尼回答说，“哇——呜，欢迎你们！”他尖声叫喊着。

那几个陌生人抬头看了看。两个男孩一看到奥登家的四个孩子，就微笑着朝他们挥手，可他们的爸爸妈妈却没有立即笑着回应。班尼心想：“他们好像并不希望有人注意到他们搬了进来。”

男孩们挥手示意的同时，那名中年男子大声喊道：“你们好啊！”随后，他微笑着朝奥登家走来，两个小男孩紧跟着他。“我们姓海，”他大声说着，“我们将成为你们的新邻居。”

“太好啦，”杰西回应道，“那栋房子好久都没人住了。”

海先生说道：“这是小杰，这是塞米。我想他们会喜欢住在这儿的。”

杰西朝男孩们笑了笑，说道：“你们好啊，朋友。知道吗，所有人都管你家房子叫‘海之屋’，原来那是以你们的姓命名的，对吧？”

“没错，就像你们的屋子叫作奥登之家一样。”小杰回答说。他是两个男孩中较大的那个。

“咦，你知道我们的名字？”班尼问道。

男孩们看着他们的父亲，没有说话。此时，海先生开口了：“哦，所有人都知道奥登之家呢。”

奥登家的孩子们心想：“他好像很久以前就知道我们似的。或许他根本就不是陌生人。”

班尼说道：“等你们收拾妥当后，我就过去。这样我们就可以慢慢熟悉起来。”
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“随时欢迎。”海先生回答完，便转身走了。奥登家的孩子注意到，海夫人从头到尾都没说一句话。





等新邻居走进他们的屋子后，维莉才说道：“我想到了一个好主意。”

其他孩子都望向她，维莉的点子总是很棒的。

她说：“海夫人一定累坏了，肯定没力气做饭，我们可以准备好晚餐，给他们送过去。”

大伙儿没有说话，只是互相看了看对方，旋即便不约而同地笑着转身，向厨房跑去。
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麦格雷戈太太是他们的管家兼厨娘，她伴随着奥登家的孩子已经好多年了，她爱他们。此时，她正在厨房里，坐在那把大大的摇椅上，她的猫咪趴在她的膝盖上。

杰西开口说道：“噢，麦格雷戈太太，我们想为新邻居准备晚餐。海先生一家刚刚搬过来，他们一共有四个人。我们能做一个大杂烩吗？”
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“当然可以，”麦格雷戈太太笑意盈盈地回答，“我就坐在这儿，看着你们做。”

孩子们最喜欢这样了。他们热衷于自己动手，而不想别人插手帮忙，麦格雷戈太太深知这一点。

大家立马开工，热火朝天地干起来。班尼打开番茄汤罐子，亨利开始剥洋葱，把它们切成一段一段的。维莉则拿出一些汉堡，撕成小碎块，以便放在平底锅里加工。杰西煮了通心粉，又拿出奶酪来。

等准备工作完毕后，杰西便把所有东西放在一起，用一个大盘子装好，并在上面浇一层奶酪，接着把它们放进烤箱里。





麦格雷戈太太一直耐心等着，直到杰西关上烤箱门，才开口说道：“你们刚才说，海先生一家搬到隔壁去了？我刚才坐在这儿，就一直在想那幢老房子。我有好多年没进去过了。”

“这么说您曾经去过那儿？”班尼问道。

“是呀，”麦格雷戈太太说，“不过当时我太小了，所以不论看到什么都觉得巨大无比。我想起来啦，那时候我是被邀请去参加一个生日聚会的。”

“听起来好有趣，”维莉说道，“当时海之屋里一定住着一大家子人，还有好多小孩子。”

“不是这样的。”麦格雷戈太太说道，“很惊奇吧？我当时就觉得很古怪，记忆里只有个老奶奶住在那儿。尽管当时我还很小，仍能感受到一股巨大的悲凉，那么大一栋房子，只有一个老太太守着。天哪，真希望我能想起更多的事。”

麦格雷戈太太坐在摇椅上，来回摇晃着，孩子们则保持着沉默。最后，她摇了摇头，说：“唉，其他事我想不起来了，只记得有人收到了一个小猎号角，还有一个穿着超大褶边海军服的小男孩。也许那个号角是份生日礼物。”

“那位老奶奶发生了什么事？”杰西追问道。

“我不记得了，”麦格雷戈太太说，“之后我们全家就从城里搬去了农场。自从你们的爷爷搬到这里后，就再没见到有人住过那屋子。我所知道的也就这么多。”

班尼不禁感慨道：“我觉得，那幢房子有点阴森恐怖，周围尽是些张牙舞爪的大树。”

杰西说道：“我们差不多都忘了那所房子的存在，毕竟它空了那么久。”

“一想到现在有两个小男孩住在那儿，我就高兴，”班尼说道，“我们可以带些点心给他们吗？”

麦格雷戈太太说道：“当然，你们可以带4个橘子布丁去，我做了12个呐！”

“噢，太谢谢您啦，”维莉说道，“这样就更完美了！”

这就是海先生一家成为奥登家的邻居后所享用的第一餐。海夫人的确因为搬家而身心疲惫，而看到四个笑容满面的孩子送来的晚餐，她不由得打心底里高兴。





许多天过去了。这天，杰西正在浏览绿野镇的新闻。“这里有关于我们邻居的报道。”她说。
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“都写了些什么？”亨利问道，“我们只能从报纸上了解他们，想想就好笑。”

杰西大声地将报道读出来，大体是说：





约翰·海夫妇搬进新家，成为詹姆斯·亨利·奥登的邻居。海先生是一位科学家，在绿野镇化学厂工作。





“让我也瞧瞧，”班尼说道。随后，他失望地加了一句，“关于他们家的那两个小男孩，却一点儿报道都没有。看来他们一直都不受重视。”

“我想，我们最好过去拜访一下新邻居。”奥登先生说。

班尼说道：“还是晚上去吧。他们的爸爸妈妈每天都会出门，我猜他们是去工作了。”

“小班班，你观察得真仔细呀！”杰西对他说，“该是没少从窗户那儿往他们那边看吧？”

“没有啦，”班尼辩解道，“我只是碰巧看到海家爸妈早上开车出去，又碰巧看到他们下午下班回来而已。”

听了班尼的话，爷爷和其他孩子都笑了起来。接着，他们来到邻居家门前，按响了门铃。

海先生打开门，热情地将奥登一家迎进去。海先生一家人刚好都在。

海先生高高瘦瘦的，有着深色的眼睛，棕色的头发。他走到书桌前，坐下来，摘下眼镜，说道：“你们真好，为我们准备了那次晚餐。那天我妻子因为搬家真是累坏了。”

海夫人紧接着说：“太欢迎了，奥登先生。没错，那天我真的很累，我可不喜欢搬家。”

“孩子们很喜欢吃那天的大杂烩，”海先生插了一句，“他们非常喜欢意大利面和通心粉，也喜欢点心，和我一样。”

海夫人没再说什么，而那两个男孩自始至终都没吭声。

海先生显得有些尴尬和局促不安，海夫人则似乎心不在焉。就连班尼都发现和新邻居聊不起来，因为他们对他的话题丝毫不感兴趣。

“其实我们养了一条大狗，”班尼说道，“它叫望望，不过今年夏天它不在这儿，我的简姑婆想让它留在农场里。”

没有人回应，大家只是看着班尼。

可怜的小班尼啊！不过他并没打退堂鼓，而是继续说道：“你们一定会喜欢我们的狗狗，它很友好，还很温顺呢。”

海先生夫妇只是礼貌性地点点头。

最后，当奥登一家告辞并回到自己家时，杰西边开门边说：“他们不怎么友善呐。”

“我同意杰西的话。”班尼赞同道。

自此之后，两家人便没有了联系——一丁点儿都没有。





一天，班尼说道：“我都不记得我们有邻居了，他们实在太冷漠了。我们邀请他们来做客，他们不仅没过来，连口头的回复都没有。”

就连奥登爷爷也说：“班尼，我也觉得很奇怪。如果他们不想和我们做朋友，那我们就不要再打扰他们了。”

“太遗憾了，”杰西说道，“本以为有了邻居是件让人开心的事。”

亨利对妹妹赞许地点点头：“我想，今后我们两家不会再有任何往来了。”

事实的确如此——没有结交到新朋友，也没有认识新邻居。生活没有任何改变。


第二章　班尼想出新点子

Benny’s Plot
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班尼·奥登是个闲不住的孩子。一天吃早饭时，他脱口而出：“隔壁家的那两个男孩，简直是我见过的最笨呆呆的人！”

奥登爷爷惊讶地抬头看着他，说道：“班尼，这可不像你说出来的话，你一直是个心地善良的孩子。”

“哦，我并不是有意去伤害他们，”班尼回答说，“我只是实话实说而已。爷爷，你知道新来的那两个男孩每天都做什么吗？”

“不知道，做什么啊？”

“什么都不做，”班尼说道，“他们不玩游戏，不读书，不干活，也不聊天。哥哥整天坐在秋千上，却从没见他晃动过，那个弟弟更离谱，整天就躺在树下，盯着树叶瞧，都不带睡觉的！”

“爷爷，是真的，”亨利看着奥登先生，说道，“我从没见过这样古怪的男孩。”

班尼继续说：“亏他们还身体健全，一个8岁，一个10岁。”

“你怎么知道他们多大了？”杰西问道。

“我问过啊！我穿过咱家的林子，在篱笆那儿张望的时候，问了他们的年龄。”

“那他们说了些什么？”维莉问道。

“还能说什么？小杰只说了一个字，十，塞米也说了一个字，八。然后我就问，‘你们以前玩过什么游戏？’他们异口同声地说了一个字，没。后来我就回家了，简直无聊透顶。”

亨利望着奥登先生，眉毛稍稍扬起，好像在提出疑问。奥登先生点了点头，从餐桌旁站起来，说道：“我要去上班了。祝你们好运。”

随即，他停下脚步，补充说：“我必须告诉你们，我计划夏末出去旅行，可能定在七月底。所以，留给你们大约三个星期去和邻居小伙伴们疯玩。”

四个孩子一齐看着爷爷。

班尼说道：“我猜就算我们问，您也不会向我们透露任何出游计划吧？”

“是的，小班尼，我不会说的，你知道我向来都守口如瓶。”

“我明白，”亨利笑着说，“需要我开车送您上班吗？”

“不用了，比尔会送我的。不过还是谢谢你的好意，亨利。”

比尔是麦格雷戈太太的丈夫，他负责照看院子、蔬菜园和鲜花。





奥登先生离开后，兄妹四个仍旧坐在桌旁，思索、谈论着。

班尼说道：“我真搞不明白，那两个男孩为什么整天无所事事，其中一定有古怪。”

维莉看着弟弟，说：“班尼，我倒认为他们并不是偷懒。我觉得他们一点儿也不快乐。”

“为什么？”班尼问道，“他们为什么不开心？他们有一个超级大的院子，里面有成片的树木、灌木丛和大石头，对大部分男孩子来说，那可是最好玩的游乐场啊！”

维莉摇了摇头：“我也说不清，不过我猜，他们和父母在一起时不会很开心。”

“你说得没错，”杰西说道，“大家都注意到了吧？上次去他们家做客时，海夫人压根连瞧都没瞧他们一眼。”

亨利总结道：“如果他们真的不快乐，那我们就不能坐视不管。咱们一定得做点什么。”

杰西表示赞同：“最起码我们要尝试一下。”

“那我们该怎么做呢？”维莉说道，“一起想想办法吧。”

就这样，他们沉思了许久。随后，只见班尼瞪大眼睛，跳了起来。

“我想到啦！树屋！每个人都喜欢树屋，连大人都喜欢。无论是《神奇树屋》，还是《鲁滨孙漂流记》里，大家都喜欢树屋！”

杰西说道：“小班班，你说得对，海先生家的后院里有好多树，有没有一棵适合建造树屋呢？咱们还从没亲手建过呐！”

“一定很有意思，”维莉说道，“即使对于我们来说，也是件很有趣的事。亨利，赶快告诉我们该怎么做。那两个男孩现在在哪儿？”





与往常一样，小杰和塞米待在自家的后院里。他们并肩坐在秋千上，轻轻摇晃着。

班尼见此情景，不禁说道：“嗯，这倒是个好现象。以前，我从没见他们坐在一起荡过秋千呢！咱们现在就过去吧！”

于是，奥登家的孩子走到篱笆旁，大声打着招呼：“嗨，你们好啊！”

“你们好。”两个男孩同时回应道。他们停止了荡秋千。

班尼喊道：“你们好像都不怎么出去玩，也不做其他事儿吗？”

塞米回答道：“没什么特别的事可以做呀。”

“你们有自行车吗？”亨利问道，“我好像看见了两辆。”

“噢，没错，我们有，”小杰回答，“但我们不能在公路上骑。妈妈说那样太危险了。”

杰西问道：“你们俩单独在这儿吗？你们的妈妈在不在家？”

“不，她现在不在家，”小杰说道，“妈妈最近在写一本书，她需要经常去新开的那家科学图书馆。这也是我们搬到这儿的原因，好让她有一个合适、安静的写作环境。可妈妈却不知道该拿我们怎么办，她说，‘只要你们待在院子里，就会很安全，千万别惹出什么事儿来。’”

“我明白了，”亨利说道，“如果我们过去看你们，你们的妈妈会不会介意？”

小杰回答说：“不会的，不会的。可是我们不能走出这个院子，妈妈怕我们乱跑被汽车撞到。要是你们过来的话，我肯定爸爸会很高兴的，不过他老是告诫我们，不要打扰你们，因为你们是大孩子。”

这时，塞米突然插了一句：“我爸爸很聪明，他是一位科学家。我长大后也要像他一样，成为科学家。我喜欢琢磨叶绿素。”

“琢磨什么？”班尼惊讶地问。

“叶绿素呀，”塞米重复了一遍，“爸爸说，叶子中含有一种名叫叶绿素的物质，叶绿素是人类生存的必需品。我喜欢躺下来，观察这些树木，琢磨这些。”

班尼忍不住笑出声来：“这话对于一个八岁的小孩来说，实在是很高深。”

小杰插了一句：“我喜欢思考太空，最想用电脑指导人们在月球上行走。”

班尼说道：“看来你们都对大人的事情感兴趣，却并不想玩游戏。这是为什么呢？”

小杰沉思了一分钟，才回答道：“我想，可能是因为我们没有同龄的朋友。”

这时，亨利开口了：“班尼提议建一座树屋，这会很好玩的。”说完，奥登兄妹便静静地等待着两个男孩的回应。

两兄弟先是面面相觑，随即打开了话匣子，一反之前的沉默寡言。

塞米问道：“你们知道怎样搭建树屋吗？”

“呃，我以前从没建过，”亨利回答说，“不过我觉得自己可以的。”
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“建树屋不会有危险，”塞米高兴地欢呼道，“我们也不会惹出什么乱子。”

“我们还有很多工具，都是我爸爸的！”小杰说道，“我想他会借给我们的。爸爸很宝贝那些工具，他专门在地下室的墙壁上贴了一大块白色油布，用黑笔画出了每种工具的样子——画得和实物一模一样。不管谁用完，都必须将工具放回原处。”

“我真想去瞧一瞧！”班尼说道，“我常常连一把锤子都找不到。”

“我们还有好多木板呐！”塞米大声说，“地下室里有很多用来装家具的大木箱子，其中还有个装钢琴的木箱，我们可以将它拆开。你们想去看看吗？”





两个男孩引领着奥登兄妹四个，来到通往地下室的楼梯口。小杰打开地下室的灯，果然正如塞米所说，有很多木箱存放在这儿。

亨利环顾着这些箱子，说道：“树屋的地板一定要结实。我们可以用钢琴箱子来做地板。”

杰西却置疑：“等等，你们认为这样做妥当吗？或许，海家爸妈留着这个箱子还有别的用途呢？”

“噢，肯定不会的。”小杰说道，“我觉得，他们不会记得地下室里有这些箱子。”

塞米点点头表示赞同：“没错，箱子对于爸爸妈妈来说，根本不值一提。”

“好吧，如果你们确定的话，那我们就开始喽，”亨利说道，“光是收集做地板的木板，就要花好长时间呢。”





六个孩子齐心协力，将钢琴箱子沿着地下室的楼梯往外拖，一直拖到后院里，再搁稳。

“现在，我们需要挑选一棵树，”塞米说道，“我觉得那棵树最适合不过了。”他向上一指，“对于建造树屋来说，它可是很好的选择。瞧，是一棵白橡树。”

亨利看着塞米，赞道：“你的眼光真不错，那是整个院子里最好的树了。”

杰西仔细瞧了瞧，说道：“我可从没见过这样的树，下面的树枝大得反常。”

“它的确很特别，”塞米说道，“爸爸以前告诉过我们，马克斯叔叔曾经从这棵树上摔下来过。”

“那是很多年前的事了。”小杰说。

“你们的马克斯叔叔？他是谁？以前住在这儿？”班尼问道。

两个男孩相视一笑，小杰开口说：“告诉你们也无妨。爸爸和马克斯叔叔是亲兄弟，他们小时候就住在这栋房子里。”

“原来，这就是海先生不像新住户的原因，以前我们还对此很困惑呐！”亨利说道。

“对，就是这样。”小杰说，“爸爸并不是房子的新住户，马克斯叔叔也不是。很久以前，爷爷买下了这幢房子。”

“这栋房子还不小呢，”杰西说道，“足足有20个房间。”

班尼问道：“是在我们爷爷买下我家房子之前买的吗？”

“是的，”小杰说道，“爸爸告诉过我们，你爷爷搬来之前，先后曾有两家人住过你家房子。”

“那，你们的爸爸和叔叔，在他们小的时候，一定在这儿玩得很开心吧？”班尼说道。

“他们大吵了一架，”小杰说，“爷爷给了他们一副望远镜——一副很棒很精致的单筒望远镜。可是有一天，望远镜不见了，爸爸说是叔叔拿走了，叔叔反过来说是爸爸拿的。从那以后，他们之间就有了隔阂。”

维莉说道：“我真不明白，区区一副望远镜就让他们的关系发生了巨变吗？”

“不单单是望远镜啦，”小杰说道，“爸爸去上大学了，可是马克斯叔叔没有。他在部队里待了好几年，回来后决定开一家餐厅，所以买下了紧邻国道的一块地。他现在一个人住在餐厅楼上。”

班尼兴奋地叫道：“噢，我知道你说的那个地方，叫海餐厅吧？”

“没错！”塞米说道，“爸爸说如果有时间，就带我们去叔叔那儿玩，但他总是没时间。我倒是很想去那里，问问马克斯叔叔关于望远镜的事。”

小杰摇了摇头：“那样做爸爸肯定会生气的。他到现在还认为马克斯叔叔一定知道望远镜的去向——说不定叔叔真的知道。”

塞米说道：“要是我们的树屋建成了，还真需要一个望远镜呢！”

“好啦，赶紧干活吧。”小杰说道，“建造一座树屋，总比幻想着有一个望远镜更有趣吧？”

奥登家的孩子全都笑了起来，海家兄弟迫不及待地想动手开工了。

这时，小杰提出了疑问：“我们怎样到树上搭建树屋呢？”

“爬树呀，”班尼回答说，“你会爬树吗？”

小杰看了看巨大的树枝，“我觉得等树屋建好后，安一个绳梯会更好玩。我们上去后，可以把绳梯收起来。”

“还有，我们可以准备一个篮子，”塞米继续说，“在篮子上系根绳子，把晚饭拉上去。”

班尼盯着兄弟俩：“你们太让我吃惊了吧？第一次去你家做客时，你们一句话都没有，现在可是滔滔不绝啊！”

小杰迟疑了一会儿，才开口说道：“说实话，是因为爸妈不喜欢吵闹，他们总爱沉思，不乐意听我们说话。可是你们不同，我们爱和你们聊天。”
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“不过现在，我们可要开始干活啦。”班尼借来小杰的锤子，说，“要小心，先猛敲木板背面，再把钉子头敲出来。”

塞米不解地问道：“可要是敲打钉子头的话，它不就扎得更深了吗？”

“不，不要敲钉子头，只敲打钉子周围的木板。明白吗？这样一来，木板就会往后退，钉子就突出来了。然后，再用钳子将钉子撬出来。”





接下来，亨利跑回自己家，又拿了两把锤子过来。不一会儿，海家的后院就充斥着震耳欲聋的敲打声了。
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小杰和塞米开心地忙活着，小脸变得红扑扑的。

亨利提议道：“我觉得咱们最好再找个箱子过来。这么多人全都围着一个箱子转，会碍手碍脚的。”

“同意，”杰西表示赞同，“还会不小心敲到别人的手指。”

“还有可能敲到自己的。”塞米附和道。





眼看着木板越堆越高，亨利说道：“大家把最大的木板垒在一起，较小的木板单独放在另一堆。如果有个刨子就好了，我就可以把木板表面磨光滑。”

“我去拿一个过来，”小杰说，“刨子能磨掉木板上的碎屑。”

随即，杰西看了看手表，不由惊叫起来：“哇，已经12点啦！我们该回家了。”

亨利看着两堆木块：“我想这些已经足够用来铺地板了。不过，我们要先征得你们爸爸妈妈的同意，才能开始建树屋。说到底，这是他们的树。”

“他们不会在意的，”塞米摇了摇头，“不过，我们最好还是先问问！”

“好了，再见吧！”小杰说，“很遗憾今天下午不能继续了。”

“你们可以自己先干着，只用收集更多的木板就行，我们会用到好多的。”班尼说道，“你们要自己准备午饭吗？”

“不，”小杰说，“我们的午饭早就准备好了，妈妈放在桌子上了。平常我感觉不到饿，可今天却超级饿呢！”

于是，海家的孩子们准备去吃午饭了，奥登家的孩子也转身回家了。





爷爷正好在家，孩子们告诉了他刚刚发生的事儿，班尼这次却没有当主讲。

不过他冷不丁问了一句：“爷爷，还记得吗，很久以前你说过，要想说出‘我知道错了’非常不容易？”

奥登先生笑道：“是啊，我确实说过这句话。”

班尼说：“我知道错了。”

“小班班，你是指什么？”杰西问道。

“关于海家的孩子，”班尼回答说，“我以前说他们很笨呆呆，什么事都不做。”

“噢，那现在呢，他们做了什么？”奥登先生问道。

“他们会思考，”班尼说，“这就是他们所做的事。”


第三章　锤儿钉儿响叮当

With Hammer and Nails
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第二天早上，杰西和维莉正在将旧衣服往身上套，就听到亨利说：“我在想，海先生和海太太对树屋会有什么看法？或许他们会不同意呢？你们也知道，他们都不让孩子走出院子呐！”

“这是两码事，亨利，”班尼说道，“我敢打赌他们一定会同意，那俩兄弟也是这么认为的。”

“能找到那棵白橡树，真是他们的福气，”亨利说道，“简直近乎完美。”

班尼点点头：“我昨晚整夜都没睡，一直在琢磨，怎么才能让树屋的地板变扎实，万一地板塌了，那我们所有人就会掉下来。”

亨利笑了起来：“小班班，你明明睡着了呀。不过，我明白你的意思。我昨晚也在考虑这件事，在你醒来前，我还制订了一个计划。”

正在这时，麦格雷戈太太的召唤声传了过来：“吃早饭啦！”





奥登家的孩子吃早餐时，看到小杰和塞米在自家院子奔跑忙活着，拖来更多的木板，为建造树屋做准备。

“真高兴看到小家伙们这么欢腾，”班尼说道，“还记得吗？我以前以为他们不会跑呢！”

“我也以为他们不会动。”杰西笑着说，“不过看样子，如果有个好缘由的话，他们会乐意做任何事情。”

“不要让他们干等着啦。”亨利说着把椅子往后一拉。

班尼说道：“从他们搬木板来看，他们的爸妈已经同意了。”





奥登家的孩子穿过灌木丛，发现两个男孩正等候着，兄弟俩静静地站在那儿，眼巴巴地望着他们过来。
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“关于树屋，你们的妈妈说了什么？”

小杰回答道：“她是这样说的，‘我不管你们做什么，只要别跑出院子就行。’”

“噢，这么说，”班尼说道，“你们可以建树屋了，是吗？”

“是的，没有任何问题！”说到这儿，塞米的小脸立刻乐开了花，“我爸爸就不一样了，他还给我们制订了一个小计划，他似乎对这事儿很感兴趣呢。我和小杰原先也有个计划，不过我觉得还是爸爸的想法最完美。”他把计划书递给亨利看。

“我们一起研究一下吧！”亨利边说边展开计划书，好让所有人都能看到，他瞧了杰西一眼，笑着说，“我想，小班班白失眠了，海先生的计划真是无可挑剔啊！”





奥登家的孩子全都凑拢过来，俯身看着海先生的绘图，只见大橡树的主干被他设计成了树屋的后墙。

“下面，让我们再看看海家兄弟的构思。”亨利说道。

大家全都哈哈大笑起来，因为小杰和塞米的计划中融入了太多别的元素，却忽略了树的存在。蓝图中，一只桶高挂在滑轮上，午餐篮用绳子吊起，还有一个可以安放在门边的精美晚餐铃——只是图中并没有门。他们还在屋顶上画了一个天窗洞，一盏灯，一个邮筒，两个做床铺用的吊床，以及一副望远镜。

亨利说道：“你说得很对，塞米。你爸爸的计划最完美，而你们的呢，考虑到了小细节，却忽略了最重要的。”

“别泄气，小家伙们，”维莉赶紧安慰道，“你们还小嘛！再说了，你们的爸爸是一位科学家，自然想出的方案更合理一些。”

[image: ]


小杰则猛不丁地说道：“这棵树真的是最适合搭建树屋的，看看四周围，还有比它更棒的树吗？”

“没错！”班尼赞同道，“小杰，你说得太对啦，瞧那些大树枝几乎是水平的，咱们不用钉子，就能让树屋的地板和横梁稳稳地搁在上面。”

“话是这么说，但我们还是需要把它们钉一下，”亨利说道，“对了，你们的爸爸怎么会对这些树枝了如指掌？”

“我们昨晚上床睡觉后，爸爸拿着手电筒出来看过，”塞米说道，“我们看到了手电筒的亮光，他稍稍看了一眼就折回屋里去了。今天早上他对我们说，‘那棵树天生就是建树屋的料。真希望我可以留下来帮你们。’他原话就是这么说的。”

“我也打心底希望他能这么做，”小杰说，“不过，他压根没时间玩，连回到家里都要工作。亨利，现在我们就真真正正地开工吧！”

“噢，好的。小班班，你爬到树上去，然后我把这些死沉的横梁递给你，塞米和小杰拿不动的。”

“这树真的好高，”塞米说道，“当然啦，对我来说小菜一碟。”

亨利笑了笑，对于塞米来说，这棵树确实有点高。





不一会儿，四条长长的横梁就搭在了最下面的大树枝上。亨利独自将横梁小心地钉在合适的位置。随后，他又教小杰和塞米怎样铺地板。从钢琴箱子上拆下来的木板，质地光滑，长度均等，是铺地板的上好材料。

“现在，你们这些小鬼可以自由发挥了，要铺出一块漂亮、平坦的地板哦。”亨利说完，便从树上爬了下来。

塞米说道：“把这些钉子放进篮子里，提上去吧。”就这样，在树屋搭建过程中，吊篮从配角一跃升成了主角。

小杰将木板一块块搁好，身旁的塞米则把钉子一个个递给他。班尼从树上爬下来，递给他们更多的木板，他抬头对塞米喊道：“要是在头上安个屋顶，你们就可以住在那里啦。”

“我觉得，只要铺好脚下的地板，我们就可以随时入住啦。”塞米回应道。
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班尼抓住最下面的小树枝，摇摇晃晃地又爬到了树上。塞米抬起头看了看班尼，建议道：“我想咱们该安个梯子了，因为我们要不停地爬上爬下，而且女孩子们又不会爬树。”

“哦，会的，她们会爬树！”班尼回答说。

维莉仰望着他们，说道：“我看，咱们还是需要一架梯子。我们虽说会爬树，不过要是有梯子的话，速度会更快。再说，我们也想一起搭树屋呐！”

话音未落，奥登家的孩子转身看到小杰向地下室飞奔而去，不一会儿就搬了架梯子过来。这件事就这样解决了。





亨利爬上梯子，环顾着四周，感慨道：“小班班，这棵树真不是一般的大啊，它能轻而易举地承受四个人的重量呢！”

“那我们也爬上去喽。”小杰站在树下喊道。他爬上了梯子，塞米紧随其后。

“太棒啦！”小杰欢呼道，“有这些枝繁叶茂的树枝做掩护，树下的人根本看不到我们。”

麦格雷戈先生正在给奥登家的草坪锄草，看到孩子们玩得不亦乐乎，他不由得扬声夸赞道：“小伙子们，干得不错嘛！”

塞米回应道：“谢谢夸奖，麦格雷戈先生。您知道吗？我们的地板铺得棒极了，咱们还打算在上面铺张大地毯呢！”

“是吗？”麦格雷戈先生停下手头的活。

“是的，先生！我们家的地下室里有一条旧地毯，我们可以将它裁剪成合适的大小。”

“这个主意真棒，”麦格雷戈先生大力赞扬道，“铺着地毯的树屋可不多见。”

这当儿，小杰还在不停歇地铺着地板，塞米也就不再聊天，继续埋头给他递去钉子。

维莉爬到梯子上，看到他们的进展，不由感叹道：“做得好极了，你们真是名副其实的小木匠呐！”





一个小时后，地板终于大功告成了。

“我现在真希望自己能有一副望远镜。”塞米说道。

“我也想要，”小杰接下话头，“不知道马克斯叔叔能不能告诉我们，关于那个失踪的望远镜的一些事情。”

亨利和杰西对视了一眼，杰西问道：“如果有我们陪着，你们是不是就可以骑着自行车去叔叔那儿呢？”

“很有可能！”塞米急切地回答，“那就太好玩啦！我们还从没骑过自己的自行车呢。”

“那么，回去问问你们的爸爸，同意你们明天去不？”班尼说道，“告诉他，我们会照顾好你们的。”

亨利说道：“一定得告诉你爸爸，我们不走公路，走海滨路——那里的车不多。”

小杰抬头看了看亨利，说道：“关于交通方面，爸爸早就知道。爸妈都认为，马克斯叔叔的餐厅最大的麻烦就是，所有的车辆都走国道。”

“我明白了，”班尼说道，“那就意味着没多少人会在那儿吃饭。”

亨利总结道：“我想咱们今天的活儿已经干得够多啦。”

“那我们就收拾工具去了！”塞米说道。

班尼哈哈大笑起来：“你是我们当中最小的，却是第一个想到收拾工具的人。”

塞米回答说：“如果不收拾的话，我们很可能就借不到工具了。爸爸说，惜物才有物用。”

于是，大家便一起整理起工具和木板来。





亨利起身准备回家时，再次提醒道：“小家伙们，一定记得问你们的爸爸，明天能不能去？我们可以早点动身，这样还赶得及回来后把树屋的墙壁搭起来。”

“放心好啦，”塞米回答道，“不回答我的问题，我就不让我爸进门。”

小杰看了看塞米，摇摇头表示反对：“你知道的，爸爸不喜欢我们烦他。如果你耍赖，他肯定不会同意的。要是平心静气地央求，说不定还能让我们去。”

“我不会吵他的，”塞米保证道，“我只乖乖地请求他，告诉他奥登家的朋友也会去。”

“不用告诉爸爸望远镜的事，这会让他再次生马克斯叔叔的气。”小杰嘱咐道，“还有个问题，马克斯叔叔是不是还记得咱俩？他很长时间没见过我们了。”
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“他比爸爸大一些，”塞米说道，“我想要是我们提醒他的话，他会记起来的。还有，如果爸爸记得望远镜的话，那叔叔也同样不会忘记。”





那天晚上，班尼说道：“我真弄不明白，为什么这两个孩子那么想要望远镜。”

“我也很纳闷，”维莉回答说，“不过，萝卜青菜，各有所爱。或许他们认为，望远镜天生就应该搭配树屋？想想看，也确实如此啊！”

班尼说道：“我倒觉得，是望远镜的谜团一直困扰着他们。他们之所以想要望远镜，完全是因为它失踪了，而且怎么都找不到。我一定要亲自出马，找到它。”


第四章　寻找马克斯叔叔

Finding Uncle Max
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第二天一大早，奥登家的孩子吃早餐时，小杰和塞米正在自家的院子里东奔西跑。

“祝你们好运，孩子们，”奥登先生边说边动身上车，“希望那两个男孩可以和你们来一次自行车之旅。”

“嗯，他们看起来很开心，”班尼说道，“我敢打赌，他们一定被批准可以去了。”





果不其然，当海家兄弟看到奥登家的朋友走过来时，简直兴奋到了极点。他们迫不及待告诉对方好消息。“哈哈，我们可以一起骑自行车去了！”小杰高兴地尖声叫道，“妈妈居然也同意啦，这太让我们吃惊了！还有，我们不用赶回来吃午饭，可以就在马克斯叔叔的餐厅里吃。”

“我们每个人还得到了一美元的餐费呢！”塞米高兴地说。

“太好啦，”杰西说道，“我们回去取自行车吧！”

就这样，奥登家的孩子回家去取车，同时告诉麦格雷戈太太，他们不回家吃午饭了。

“我们要在一家小餐馆里吃，就是靠近海滨路的那个。”杰西说道。

麦格雷戈太太点点头，说：“我真为那两个小家伙高兴，这次终于可以走出后院，有机会出去锻炼一下了。”

“是呀，”杰西表示赞同，“对于孩子们喜欢做什么，海家爸妈并没有考虑太多。我感觉到，他们只希望小杰和塞米尽可能少惹麻烦就好。”

“他们不想被人打扰，”麦格雷戈太太同意这个说法，“这一点很容易看出来。”





不一会儿，六辆自行车便上路了。班尼紧挨着塞米，和他聊起天来。“塞米，”他说，“快告诉我，你为什么那么想要望远镜？”

“每座树屋都应该配有一副望远镜啊！”塞米回答，“要留意敌人，还要监视树林里所有的移动目标。”

“有道理，不过大多数人都是先有了树屋，然后再配望远镜，”班尼说道，“可你们俩还不等树屋造好就想要，这是为什么？”

“因为马克斯叔叔和爸爸曾经有过啊，你知道的。”塞米回答道，“而且我们有可能会找得到它！”
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班尼反复思考着塞米的回答，觉得这个理由没有什么说服力。不过眼下其他人一路骑车，已经到了海滨路，班尼和塞米也就立刻追了过去。





沿着乡村小路骑自行车是件舒心的事。周围没有山峦，道路畅通而平坦。天气不太热，咸咸的海风迎面吹来。六个小伙伴配合默契，轮番骑在最前面引路。

就这样，骑了差不多一个小时后，最前面的班尼突然停了下来，他倏地调转车头，哀怨地说：“如果再不吃东西的话，我就不骑了。”

维莉笑道：“班尼，很高兴听你这样说，因为我也饿坏了。”

小杰说道：“反正我也累了。我们快到马克斯叔叔的餐厅了吗？”

“是啊，就快到了。”亨利回答说，“我以前曾开车经过那儿，不过从没停下来吃过饭。拐过这个弯应该就到了。”

班尼说道：“哦，那我还可以撑一会儿。”说完，他们骑车拐过了那个弯。

“小杰，我们到啦。看，海餐厅。”亨利指着一块旧招牌说。招牌已经破得不成样子，很难辨认出上面的字。
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四个男孩和两个女孩在楼梯旁将车停好。

“我和塞米从没见过这儿。”小杰说道，“马克斯叔叔一定很老了，他比爸爸年龄大得多，真希望他能记起我们。”

“不必担心，”班尼说道，“尽管告诉他，他会相信你们的。万一他不相信，我们就出面。”





一行人走进餐厅，餐厅里昏昏暗暗，空空荡荡的，唯一迎接他们的，是一股烤汉堡的香味。

这时，一名男子从餐厅背面的房间里走了出来，他看起来毫无老态，十分活泼强壮而且精力充沛。他有着卷曲的灰白头发，明亮的蓝色眼睛。他微笑地看着小客人们，问道：“你们想来点三明治、热狗还是汉堡呢？”

没有人回应。塞米走向柜台，抬头望着这个男人。

“你是马克斯叔叔吗？”他问道，“我是塞米。”

“天哪！”马克斯·海说道，“你真的是塞米？我上次见你时，你还是被我抱在怀里的小宝宝呐！你哥哥呢？”

“我在这儿，”小杰说道，“这么说，我们来过这里？”

“当然，小杰，你们来过。不过当时你们还太小，肯定不记得啦。对了，你们的爸爸还好吗？妈妈呢？”

“他们都很忙，”塞米回答说，“不过，爸爸说他很快就会来看你。”

“希望如此，”海先生回答道，“我知道，他现在可是个举足轻重的科学家了，恐怕没多少时间来看我。”

“不会的！”塞米说道，“不过他也没太多时间陪我们玩。这几个是我们的邻居——奥登兄妹，大部分时候都是他们陪着我们。”

奥登家的孩子朝海先生笑了笑。

班尼说道：“陪他们玩好开心的！我们正在一起搭建树屋呢！”

“树屋？”马克斯叔叔不禁扬声说道，“真有意思！你们是在那棵大白橡树上建的吗？”

“是啊！”班尼回答道，“您是怎么猜到的？”
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“不急不急，待会儿再说这个问题。你们看起来似乎很饿了，要不先吃点东西填填肚子吧？”

维莉开心地笑道：“好啊好啊，我们都饿坏啦。我想要个汉堡，超级巨型的那种！”

“我们都要这个，”杰西回答说，“每人再来一杯牛奶。”

“等我一会儿。”马克斯叔叔说，“食物都是现成的，马上端过来。”





小客人们环顾了一下四周，昏暗的餐厅里，只有一大两小的桌子和配套的椅子，再就是柜台旁有些高脚凳，于是他们坐了上去。

不一会儿，海先生端着一个托盘走了过来。他将六碟汉堡放到柜台上，紧接着又倒了六杯牛奶。之后，他在柜台对面坐了下来。

小杰边狼吞虎咽边说：“马克斯叔叔，你给我们的远不止是汉堡，完全是大餐啊，有法式炸薯条、生菜、番茄、沙拉酱还有泡菜！”

“是呀，”马克斯叔叔点点头，“看大家吃得香，我就开心。现在，可以告诉我关于树屋的事了吧？”

“海先生，我们的工作两天前就开始了，”亨利说道，“这两个小家伙刚刚搭完地板。”

“就管我叫马克斯叔叔吧！我敢打赌，你们是来寻找之前那个丢失的望远镜的。”

马克斯叔叔笑了起来，孩子们见状也笑了。“就为了这么件小破事儿啊！”他说，“我猜，你们的爸爸早就忘了。”

“不，他才没忘呢！”塞米回答说，“他一直认为望远镜是你拿的。”

“我没拿，也不知道它在哪儿。”马克斯叔叔说，“我猜，你们是为着树屋，才想要望远镜的吧？”
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“对啊，想要极了，”塞米喝了口牛奶，“望远镜是树屋的标配呀。”

“确实如此，”马克斯叔叔表示赞同，“说一些你们不知道的事吧，我和你们的爸爸也曾在那棵大白橡树上建造过树屋呐！”

“真的吗？”班尼激动地尖叫起来，“还没人告诉我们这些呢！”

“是呀，爸爸从来没和我们说过，”小杰说道，“我也不知道为什么，我猜也许是他太忙了，他总是在工作。”

“可惜的是，后来我们搬走了，树屋没保存多久。”马克斯叔叔继续讲述道，“不过那可真是座令人心潮澎湃的树屋啊！望远镜就是在那儿用过的，它很精致，我们都很爱惜，总是用一个沉沉的皮箱子装着它，一用完就马上放回去。”

“树屋是您和海先生两个人搭建的吗？”班尼问道。

“差不多吧。不过当时建屋顶的时候遇到了点麻烦，我们个子不够高，幸好有位先生帮了我们好多次，他是你们家以前房主的客人。”

“会不会是他拿走了望远镜？”小杰问道。

“哦，当然不会！他连一分钱都不会偷拿，这点我很确信。他待的时间不长，一个月后就离开了，之后我们再也没见过他。”

亨利看了看马克斯叔叔，问道：“您是在受他帮助之后，才发现望远镜不见了吗？”

尽管马克斯叔叔极不情愿回答这个问题，他还是说：“对，不得不承认，就在他离开的那天，我们发现望远镜不见了。不过，我敢保证不是他偷的，因为他自己就有一副望远镜。”

维莉解释道：“亨利不是这个意思，他是说，那位先生很可能把望远镜放到别的地方去了。”

“也许吧，总之我们再也没有见过它。”马克斯叔叔说，“那位先生在屋顶上开了个天窗洞，这样一来，我们就能躺在树屋里看星星了。”

“这个主意太棒啦，”塞米激动地说，“班尼，我们也要这样做，好吗？”

“好的，少爷，”班尼说，“就算我们没有望远镜，也要在屋顶上凿个洞！”

小杰陷入了沉思，他望着叔叔，问道：“望远镜的事，是您和爸爸合不来的原因之一吗？”

“是的，有这个因素。还有就是，我非常不喜欢上学，可你爸一直是学霸，当时正好在打仗，于是我去参军，你爸就去上了大学，之后好多年我们都没有再见面。战争结束后，我一直到处漂泊，最后才落叶归根，买下这间餐厅。你们的爸爸妈妈曾经来看望过我一次，当时塞米还是个小宝宝，小杰也没到记事的年龄。”

“我们当时住在纽约，”小杰说道，“纽约又喧哗又浮躁，妈妈一点儿都不喜欢，不管是走路还是开车去图书馆，她都不乐意。”

“后来，爸爸发现绿野镇的老房子还空着——所以我们就搬过来了。”塞米补充道。

“很高兴你们能搬过来，”马克斯叔叔说。他把目光从小杰转向塞米，“说起来很好笑，以前我觉得那座房子怪阴森恐怖的，我更宁愿待在树屋里，你们有这样的感觉吗？”

“没有啊，”小杰回答说，“主要是因为我们的树屋还没建成。还有就是，我们基本上都待在院子里，很少在屋子里逗留。”

“我小时候常常会听到摇椅摆动的声音，很诡异。”马克斯叔叔更像是在自言自语，“那时候，大家经常会谈起宅子里古老家族的传说，故事都好悲惨。不过现在肯定大不一样了。好啦，不说这些了，再来些苹果馅饼作饭后甜点，怎么样？”

“棒极了，”亨利说道，“吃饱后再来个苹果馅饼简直是完美。我们很想尝尝您做的馅饼，看是不是和杰西做的一样好吃，她以前用玻璃瓶当擀面杖做过一次的。”
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马克斯叔叔笑了笑，进厨房拿点心去了。很快他就回来了。在大家吃美味馅饼时，塞米说道：“看来都是望远镜惹的祸！”

“不关望远镜的事，”马克斯叔叔说，“你爸爸很聪明，也很伟大。我没他聪明，也不会挣钱，餐厅也没打理好，看吧，这里根本没什么客人。”

“是的，我们也发现了，”杰西说道，“真让人伤心。”

“谢谢你的同情，”马克斯叔叔说道，“我很希望能和弟弟和好如初，不过要是他太忙，就算了。”

“我们会告诉他，这里的午餐有多好吃。”小杰一边说，一边和弟弟一起掏出钱来。

“别这样！”马克斯叔叔叫道，“这顿饭算我请你们吃的，哪怕一分钱我都不会收。再说，和你们聊天好开心。”

就连亨利也没有让马克斯叔叔改变心意，于是他们再三谢过，骑车离开了。

“我们以后会再来的。”他们齐声说道。





“这不是最荒唐的事情吗？”班尼感叹道，“至今都没有人再见过那副望远镜，它一定是彻底失踪了。”

“不行的话，就用咱们的野外镜来观察鸟儿吧！”杰西说道，“不过，要是有副望远镜就最好不过了。”

“我们会想到办法的，”班尼说道，“下午还有些时间来建造树屋。”

班尼说得很对。在海夫妇回家之前，他们已经搭完了树屋的一整面墙，还留下一个方形的洞作为窗户。

“我们干得真不赖！”塞米欢呼道，“既然树干就是后墙，前面要留着开门的话，我们只剩一面墙就可以完工了！”

亨利说道：“安上屋顶后，咱们就可以住在这儿了。”

塞米补充道：“到那时，我们就可以把地毯铺进去啦。”

正在这时，房子的后门开了，海夫人走了出来，大家不禁目瞪口呆。

“妈妈！是你回来啦！”兄弟俩高兴地喊道。

“待着别动好啦，”海夫人说，“这些是你们的晚餐，我用篮子送上去，听我说‘预备’就提起篮子。”

海家兄弟立刻爬进树屋，将篮子放下来。奥登家的孩子则走过去和海夫人打招呼，亨利将重重的托盘接过来。

海夫人说道：“班尼，这是你和我的孩子们第一次聚餐，他们肯定会吃得更香的。”

班尼回答：“我也一样！海夫人，这些菜看起来好美味啊！”





孩子们先将油煎鸡、生胡萝卜和纸盘放在篮子里，运送上去。随后，海家兄弟再次放下吊篮，班尼又把面包卷、饼干和一份巧克力布丁搁了进去。最后被提上去的是一盒牛奶和三个塑料杯子。接着，班尼也爬上树，加入了晚餐派对。

杰西说道：“海夫人，我想让男孩们先吃。没有女孩的加入，他们会吃得更开心。”

“你们对我的孩子太好啦，”海夫人说道，“以后我们再细聊，我们夫妻俩都很感激你们。”

杰西刚想告诉海夫人，他们去找过马克斯叔叔了。不过，话到嘴边又咽了下去，因为海家兄弟应该会告诉他们的父母，关于马克斯叔叔和那副望远镜的事。


第五章　树上风景

Up a Tree
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接下来的两天都在下雨。班尼和亨利披上雨衣，过去看塞米和小杰。

亨利给海家兄弟演示如何给树屋做标牌，并写上他们的名字，这下子兄弟俩就有事可做了。班尼呢，则告诉他们怎样用打结的绳子爬到树屋上去，再把绳子收起来。

两个男孩边摆弄绳子，边和班尼聊着天。小杰问道：“还记得马克斯叔叔说的话吗，他说这栋老房子很诡异？”

“记得啊，”班尼回答说，“不过你们俩没这种感觉，对吧？”

塞米说道：“有时候会有。就像昨晚，我躺在床上，突然听到外面刮起大风，下起暴雨。紧接着，就在我头顶正上方，传来一种没法形容的摇摆声——正像马克斯叔叔说的那样诡异。我浑身起了鸡皮疙瘩，害怕得要命，就去找小杰了。我可不敢去打扰爸妈，他们肯定不想被无缘无故地吵醒。”

“是这样。”小杰说道，“不过，我倒是没听到任何响声。我告诉塞米，那只是他的幻听，我敢打赌，马克斯叔叔也是一样的。”

“但是今天早上，你也和我去阁楼察看了，”塞米说道，“你说想看看那里有没有摇摆的东西。”

“有吗？”班尼问道。

小杰摇摇头：“我们没有找到任何蛛丝马迹，那声音只是塞米的幻听而已。”

“也许是吧。”塞米回答说。

终于，太阳被盼出来了，阳光明媚，温热舒适。男孩们立马跑出屋子，不一会儿就建好了树屋的另一面墙。





第二天，大伙儿开始搭建屋顶了，他们在树下先站成一排，凝神仰望着。

“树屋看起来是不是很棒？”小杰说道，“真高兴不是尖顶的。”

“你爸爸果然聪明，”亨利赞赏道，“这种斜顶建起来省时又省力，还能遮住下面的门廊。”

塞米憧憬道：“那么，下雨的时候，我们就可以坐在门廊里了——只要雨点不四面八方乱飘。”

班尼补充道：“雨会沿着斜顶流到树上，不会滴到你的脖子里。”

亨利顺手拿起最长的一块木板，爬到树上，开始组装长梁，“当这些梁子弄好后，你们就可以着手安装屋檐了。”

“你认为它会漏吗？”小杰问道。

“噢，可能会，”亨利向下喊道，“不过，这正是树屋的可爱之处——你们可以不断完善它。”

“我要铺上地毯，”塞米说，“如果我们把屋顶安好的话，也许今天就可以铺了。”

杰西和维莉开始帮他测量地板长度，接着他们一起剪裁出大小合适的地毯。一旦屋顶完成，就可以铺地毯了。





不一会儿，海家的两个孩子哐当哐当地卖力安装起屋顶来。

“不用着急的。”班尼看着他们说。

“我没着急，我们有一整天时间安屋顶呐！”塞米回应道，“之后就可以全部完工了。”

然而没过一会儿，塞米就停下了手里的活。

班尼心想：“他肯定是累了，毕竟只有8岁嘛！”
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然而，塞米停下来并不是因为疲劳，他坐在一根树枝上，出神地仰望着什么，蓦地，他惊呼起来：“班尼，看，树枝上有个很大的洞，我应该可以够到那里，洞里很可能有松鼠宝宝或是啄木鸟宝宝呢！”
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“等等，我也上去。”班尼说道，“一定要小心！松鼠的牙齿很尖的。”

还没等班尼爬上树，塞米早已踮起脚尖，手臂伸得很长很长，去够那个洞。

洞穴里并非空空如也，但里面的又不像是松鼠或啄木鸟，到底是什么呢？塞米把手缩了回来。“小班班，我摸到洞里有样东西！”他叫道。

“好样儿的，塞米，再试一下。可以的话就拿出来。”

塞米深吸一口气，战战兢兢地重新把手伸到洞里。

“等着吧，我要拿出来啦！”

他触摸到的玩意儿并不是软软的，而是又坚硬又光滑。塞米更深入地往里掏了一下，干枯的树叶和厚厚的灰尘从洞里飘落下来。

“里面还有些别的东西！”塞米尖叫道。他掏出了一样很奇怪的物体，很像变了形的长条树皮，坚硬的表皮上坑坑洼洼的。

“我感觉像是一条皮革。”塞米说道。
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他转交给班尼。

“没错，”班尼表示赞同，“只是这皮子有点腐烂了。你还找到什么啦？这可能是皮带的一部分。”

塞米再次向洞穴掏去，接着，他紧紧抓住了什么，拽了出来。

一个长长的、类似盒子形状的物体被抽了出来。

“好重啊，”塞米说道，“这是什么？怪脏的。”

“啊，好像是装东西的小箱子！”班尼说道，“看，和刚才那块是同样的皮革呢。你们猜里面装的是什么？”班尼发现箱子上面有两个皮带扣，便解了开来。

“它应该在洞里待得很久了。”亨利推测道。

“我来猜猜。”班尼说着打开了箱子。

“天哪，”所有人都惊呼起来，“是望远镜！”

“塞米，拿着这端，往外拉，”班尼说道，“小杰，你拉另一端。”

塞米抓着望远镜的一端，开始往外拽。

“塞米，顺着盒子拉出来。”亨利在下面喊道。
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“你们知道吗？”小杰高声尖叫着，“这肯定是那个丢失的望远镜。绝对是！”

“不过它怎么跑到这儿来了？”小杰感到很奇怪。

“还记得那个帮爸爸和马克斯叔叔建树屋的人吗？”亨利问道。

“肯定是他建树屋的时候放进去的，他可能忘记告诉他们了。”

“我想事实就是这样。”班尼点头表示赞同，“让我看看。”





班尼把望远镜拉长了一点点，环顾着四周，这样便能透过橡树叶的缝隙，观望到隔壁的田地。

班尼用望远镜望向海家的房子。他瞟到了屋檐，清晰地看到了每一个角落。突然，他在屋檐附近发现了一扇圆圆的小窗户。

“我以前从没见过那扇圆窗户。”班尼迷惑地说。

“让我看看，”小杰说道，“我们家的房子里没有圆窗户，都是方形的。”

“哈，它就在那儿，”班尼说道，“你也能看到。”

小杰和塞米轮流用望远镜瞧了瞧。那扇窗户确实就在三楼房子的背面。

“小班班，和我们说说窗户在哪儿呀？”杰西喊道。

“就在阁楼那里。”班尼回答。

亨利、维莉和杰西全都抬起头，力图透过层层枝繁叶茂的树障看到它，亨利喊道：“从我们这儿根本看不到什么圆窗户，大树和门廊檐挡住视线了。”
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“你们可以从这边看，”小杰说，“窗户是彩色玻璃的。”

亨利爬到树上，接过望远镜，真的看到屋顶附近有扇小小的圆窗户，由蓝、绿、红三色玻璃构成。

随后，亨利爬下来，换杰西爬上树。她也立即看到了那扇窗户。

班尼断然说道：“有件事是确定无疑的，我们能从树上看到那窗户，从地面上却发现不了。”

小杰点点头，说：“在屋子里也看不到它。那个雨天我和塞米已经试过了，我们查遍了阁楼的各个角落，顶层是储物间，妈妈在那儿挂了很多衣服。”

“来吧，”塞米提议道，“大家一起去房子里看看，找出那扇窗户。”

杰西摇摇头表示不赞成。

“不行啊，塞米，我认为我们奥登家的孩子最好还是不要去了。你们也等一等，先告诉你们爸妈一声。不过，你们两个男生如果一起去，他们应该会同意。”

“不要啊，”两个男孩异口同声地叫道。塞米使劲摇摇头，“没有你们就不好玩啦。要是我们征求一下他们的意见，你们就会和我们一起去吗？”

“当然可以！”班尼说道，“咱们总不能不知会一声，就擅闯别人家，对吧？”

“我也这么认为！”小杰说，“不过我认为现在我们最应该去做的，是安装完屋顶。”





屋顶很快就搭好了，不过大家都心急如焚，等不及海夫妇下班回家了。

小杰抱怨道：“我们好像花太多时间去问妈妈，能不能做这个，能不能做那个了！真希望我们现在就去阁楼上瞧瞧。”

班尼咧嘴一笑，说道：“小杰，不只你想去！我也很想去呢！”


第六章　圆窗后面的秘密

Behind the Round Window

[image: ]


海夫妇还没迈进家门，小杰和塞米就立马迎上去，对他们说出圆窗的事。

“这太不可思议了，”海先生说，“我不记得咱家居然有圆形的窗户，而且，我和马克斯从没在我们的树屋上看到过它。”

男孩们拉着爸爸出去，向他演示他们是如何从树屋上看到圆窗的。海先生注视着那棵树，说道：“我终于明白，我和马克斯为什么没看过那扇窗户了。以前有根大树枝挡住了视线，看到了吗？现在还有那根树枝被砍下来的痕迹。”

“我们现在可以邀请班尼他们去阁楼上看看吗？”塞米问道，“不经你同意，他们不想贸然上去。”

“可以啊，再好不过啦，”海先生回答，“反正我没空帮你们。”





小杰立即打电话给奥登家，班尼回应说他立马过去，杰西和亨利不在家，不过他会和维莉一起去。

他们一块儿爬上阁楼的楼梯，已经是下午后半晌了。

维莉说道：“我真不明白，那窗子会建在哪个位置呢？居然避过了所有人的注意。”

小杰说：“阁楼好宽敞，都被分割成一间间小房啦，完全可以算作一整层，而不是阁楼！看，所有的墙壁都被粉刷过，还贴上了墙纸。”

班尼站在楼梯顶，四下望了望，只见阁楼的一边被分成两个房间。第一间很大，不过里面空荡荡的。

“以前肯定有人住在这层楼，”班尼说道，“你看窗户那儿，还留着安装窗帘拉杆的孔。”

维莉说道：“还有残余的墙纸。”

小杰补充道：“不过没有任何电灯。”

塞米给出了答案：“这栋房子很有可能修建于电灯发明之前，那时的人们都是用的油灯，或是蜡烛。”

维莉仔细瞧了瞧这间空房子的昏暗角落，这确实是个诡异的地方，她注意到其他人开始窃窃私语起来。空气显得格外干燥而闷热。
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四个孩子走进了另一个房间，他们只发现了一些旧箱子和椅子，上面布满灰尘，油漆的颜色也几乎褪光了。

“这一边就不用再看下去了吧？”小杰说，“圆窗在房子背面。”

塞米补充道：“那里有个放衣服的超大衣橱，和整间房差不多大呢！”

“我想去看看。”班尼说道。

房里有扇门通往大衣橱间，门上有个玻璃把手。小杰打开门，大家都走了进去。
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“天啊，快看墙纸！”维莉惊喜地尖叫道，“我从没见过这样的墙纸。”

墙纸已经很破旧了，但仍能看出它曾有多精美，只见上面印有各式玩具：球类、号角和鼓，颜色依然鲜艳。房间里倒是有一扇大窗户，可惜不是圆形的。墙上的一排挂钩上，挂着海夫人的衣服，地板上放置着一堆堆旧书和盒子。

塞米说道：“这些都是帽盒，装的是妈妈冬天戴的帽子，是我帮她搬上来的，不过那时我没注意到墙纸。我当时觉得这就是放杂物的破阁楼而已。”

“我们打开窗户看看吧。”班尼说道。

要打开那扇窗户可真不容易，但他们做到了。班尼在安全范围内，尽可能地向外探出身子。

“我看到啦！我看到那扇圆窗户啦！”他朝其他人欢喜地叫道。紧接着他又感叹了一句，“真奇怪。”

随即，班尼把头缩回来，打量了一下四周。

“圆窗竟然还在窗户的外层。”

“这怎么可能？”小杰问道。

“这面墙已经是房子的最外层了。”

小杰、塞米和维莉轮流从敞开的窗户里往外看。他们都看到了圆窗户。

维莉说道：“也许它并不是一扇真正的窗户，而只是房子外面的装饰品？”

班尼摇了摇头。

“我倒认为那是真窗户。快点，趁这里还有点光亮，我们四处看看。”

班尼随手敲了敲墙面——就是小杰和塞米所说的阁楼最外层。

“你在干什么呀？”塞米忍不住问道。

“这像是水泥墙发出的声音吗？”班尼边敲边问，“快听听！”

维莉顿时惊住了。

“听起来像是敲在木头或空心夹层上，”她说，“天哪，班尼，你觉得会不会有人把阁楼加了个隔层？他为什么要这么做？”

“让我们找出原因吧。”小杰回答。

“我觉得应该先在墙上打个洞。”塞米建议道。

班尼举起了手。

“等一下，”他说，“我们先到处敲敲。你们可以用手摸摸整面墙，也许会感觉到什么。”

塞米首先发现了异常，他惊叫道：“班尼，这儿与其他地方不同，有条长长的裂缝，这说明了什么？”

“这边也有一条缝隙。”小杰喊道。

班尼推测道：“这只说明了一个问题——那是扇门，只不过用墙纸糊上了。”

维莉说道：“一定是有人将门把手卸掉了。我很好奇门里面有什么。哦，真有点恐怖，对不对？”

“我们一块儿打开门吧！”塞米和小杰异口同声地尖叫道。

“等等，”班尼说道，“赶快先告诉你们爸妈一声。”





两个男孩飞快地跑去找妈妈，她正在准备晚餐。

“用墙纸糊上的门？”她说，“真让人难以置信呐！好吧，你们尽管打开它好了，我保证你们会发现：那只是一间空屋子，里面布满灰尘。”

“咱们得快点找工具把墙纸割开。”塞米说道。

“用螺丝刀吧。”小杰提出建议。





班尼和维莉正在等男孩们回来。尽管太阳还未下山，阁楼里却在逐渐昏暗。维莉感觉自己几乎都能听到隐藏在门内的摇摆声。她多么希望海先生或海太太也能到阁楼上来啊！

“班尼，我们来啦，”终于传来小杰兴奋的叫声，“我拿了螺丝刀过来。不过，妈妈认为我们不会有什么发现。”

“能不能发现什么，答案马上揭晓。”班尼说道。他用螺丝刀沿着两条缝隙划去，接着，他爬到凳子上，刚划出隐蔽门的顶部，墙纸底部靠近地板的地方便松弛了。

“现在，大家一起用力推！”班尼说道，“铰链一定在那一头，门肯定是朝密室开的——假如有密室的话。”

但是，就算维莉、班尼、小杰和塞米使出吃奶的劲，用尽浑身力气，也无济于事。

“门一定被钉死了。”班尼说。

小杰又推了一下。

“有点松动了，”他说道，“大家有没有听到微弱的摇摆声？”他把耳朵紧贴在缝隙上。

“我真是笨死了！”班尼说道，“来，把螺丝刀再拿给我。你们估计门闩会在哪儿？”

维莉沿着门的边缘摸索着。

“在这儿，”她说，“我在门把手这边发现了一个小洞。”

班尼小心翼翼地撬开，回推了一下门闩。

“现在，我们再试一次！”他鼓足一口气。

他们齐心协力用力一推，门唰地一下开了。由于惯性，四个孩子差点跌进门那边幽暗的空间里。





维莉深吸一口气。黑暗中，一个模模糊糊的影子在缓慢晃动。他们踮起脚尖走进房间里，这间屋子比他们想象中的大得多。里面唯一的光源是从圆窗投射进来的。
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“这是个婴儿房。”小杰惊喜地尖叫道。

接着维莉大声说道：“快看那边闪光的地方，有个摇摆木马！好大啊！”

“和真实的马一样大，”塞米说道，“就像旋转木马中的木马呢。”

他摸了一下木马的鼻子，马立即轻柔地摇摆起来。“这正是我听到的那个声音！我的房间正好在阁楼下面！并不是我的幻听！”
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其他人还没来得及阻止，塞米早已坐在木马背上，前前后后地摇晃起来，木马摇摆得很高，噔，噔，噔。

“就是这个噔噔声，”塞米使劲点点头，“只是骑上去声音更响了。一旦有风吹进来，木马就会轻轻摇晃。”

班尼、小杰和维莉环视着四周，他们发现了一个小男孩的睡床，周边是高高的围栏，床尾规整地叠放着一个红毯子，枕头上则摆放着一只穿呢绒布衣的毛绒狗狗。此外，一只玩具猴一板一眼地坐在一把小椅子上。房里还有一些书、图片，一双小男孩穿的红色皮革拖鞋。
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小杰拿起拖鞋瞧了瞧。

“即使对塞米来说，这双拖鞋都好小，”他说，“这个男孩一定还不到8岁。”

“他会是谁呢？”维莉问道，“应该是很久很久之前拥有这间房子的小主人。”

班尼说道：“唯一可以肯定的是，这是间神秘的屋子。”

“我要去告诉爸爸，”小杰说，“他肯定会想看看的，说不定他还知道些什么。”

于是，小杰走到楼梯口，大声叫道：“爸爸，你能到阁楼上来一下吗？”





过了一会儿，海先生和海太太就上楼来看这间神秘的屋子了。屋里变得更幽暗了，但是借着仅有的光亮，也足以让他们为之一惊。

“不错，不错，”海先生说，“你们用那副望远镜确实有不少发现啊！对于这间屋子我还一无所知呢。”

“我们怎样才能知道那个小男孩是谁？”班尼问道。

海先生思索了一会儿。

“有件事我们可以试一下。马克斯叔叔比我大一些，他可能会有线索。明天是星期六，我们开车送你们去他那里。我想告诉他，你们找到了望远镜。”

塞米和小杰异常惊喜，爸爸妈妈终于要带他们去马克斯叔叔那里啦。

“作为男孩的房间，这算很漂亮了，”海夫人说，“我很好奇那男孩是谁，究竟发生了什么事。还有，为什么有人要隐藏这间屋子？”

班尼说道：“或许男孩出了什么事，很可能是生病或去世了。”

“所以他的家人悲痛到极点，不忍心再看到这间屋子，怕触景生情。”维莉继续说道。一想到这儿，她就感到内心无比悲痛。

但事实证明，班尼和维莉的推测一丁点儿都不对。


第七章　谜团重重

More Questions
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班尼和维莉告诉了亨利、杰西和奥登先生关于阁楼上那间秘密小屋的全部情况。所有人都试着去猜测为什么屋子被封了起来，但大家都没有头绪。

班尼说道：“海先生认为，马克斯叔叔可能会有线索。他明天就要带海夫人和孩子去见马克斯叔叔啦，还想解释一下望远镜的事儿，并问我们想不想一起去。”

“我很想呀，”杰西说道，“不过你觉得我们会妨碍他们吗？毕竟，塞米和小杰的爸妈不经常带他们出去啊！”

亨利说道：“兄弟俩都觉得爸妈对工作比对他们兴趣大得多，这真糟糕。”

“既然海先生问了我们的意愿……”班尼说，“他的车可装不下这么多人。亨利，要不你把我们的旅行车开去？”

这便是最终的解决办法。
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出发的时候，维莉和班尼会意地看了看彼此，因为他们听到海先生在说：“塞米，过来，和我坐在一起，我们可以聊聊天。小杰，你拿着望远镜和妈妈坐一块儿。”

亨利发动引擎时，海先生正说到：“我希望马克斯的餐厅能有所起色，如今很少有人走海滨路，顾客也越来越少了。”

小杰点点头，说道：“的确如此，不过他是世界上最棒的厨师了。”

塞米接着说道：“马克斯叔叔很喜欢看别人吃他做的美食，这会让他很高兴。”

“问题是，他不想让其他人帮助他。”海先生说。

塞米说道：“或许我们可以帮他想些点子。我想这能行得通。”

“也许你说得对。”海夫人说道。





当车停到餐厅门前时，马克斯叔叔简直不敢相信自己的眼睛。他三步并作两步地奔下楼梯，握住了弟弟的手。

他说：“约翰，见到你真是太高兴啦！欢迎大家，快进来吧。”

塞米叫道：“我就说我们会再来的吧？”

“是啊是啊，你们果然说话算数！快找凳子坐下吧。”

塞米迫不及待地展示道：“快看，马克斯叔叔——望远镜！”

“居然被找到你们啦？在哪儿找到的？”马克斯叔叔喜出望外，他看向小杰。

“在白橡树的树洞里。”小杰说。

“原来如此！”马克斯叔叔说着，沉思了一会儿，“我想，一定是隔壁那个帮我们建造树屋的先生把望远镜搁在树洞里，只是忘了告诉我们而已，我确信他是个好心人。”

海先生说道：“我也是这么想的。拿走望远镜的，不是我，也不是你，没有任何人拿走它。”说完，哥俩的手又一次紧紧地握在了一起。

“还有呢，我们又发现了更多的事——一个惊喜和一个秘密！”塞米坐在高脚凳上，转动着。其他人则围坐在大桌子旁。

“塞米没说错，”他父亲说，“他们发现了一个大秘密，让孩子们来告诉你吧，没准你还能帮忙解开这个秘密。”





就这样，两个男孩向他们的叔叔讲述了圆窗的故事，以及他们是如何用望远镜发现它的，当然还描述了那间密室和里面的所有玩具。
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马克斯叔叔眉头微蹙。

“哦，天哪，真希望我能记起来，”他惊呼道，“我从来都不知道有那间屋子，不过我知道很久以前住在宅子里的人，可是我忘了他叫什么来着？”

“要不按字母表顺序试试。”小杰提醒道。

大家都笑了起来，不过马克斯叔叔真的照做了。

“名字不是以A开头，也不是B。哦，是C，一定是！库克？柯林斯？不，不，都不是。”

“库珀？”海夫人提示了一下。

“卡特？”杰西补充道。

“等等！”马克斯叔叔突然说道，“卡特听起来很接近了。让我再想想。有了！是卡韦！就是这个名字。我确定。”

大家都兴奋地拍起手来。

“我父亲告诉过我，海之屋是多年前由卡韦家建造的。当年我们搬进去时，房子至少有一百年的历史了。”

“真糟糕，我小时候居然对这些事一点儿都不感兴趣，”海先生说，“你还能想起别的来吗？好给孩子们提供一些信息。”

马克斯摇摇头，说道：“我尽量吧！不过要是我在密室的话，会发现更多线索，比如信件、照片什么的。”

他的弟弟笑了笑：“我相信这些孩子很快会把密室翻个底朝天的。好啦，马克斯，现在谈谈你自己吧。”

马克斯叔叔面露难色。

“餐厅生意不是很好，”他说，“不过，你们别担心，该烦心的是我。”

“可我会担心啊，”塞米插了进来，“马克斯叔叔，我想替你分忧！”

“谢谢你，小家伙，”他说，“我想我应该关闭这家餐厅，找其他的事儿干才对。可我很喜欢做美食，也喜欢看客人们享用我做的美食。”

海夫人说道：“那你就不该关掉餐厅啊！人本来就应该做自己喜欢的事情，而不是只为了赚钱而工作。”
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班尼环顾了一下四周，建议道：“大家都喜欢在明亮的地方吃饭，而这里的光线太暗了。”

小杰补充道：“或许起个新名字会时来运转呢！我们在纽约时，经常去一家名叫‘杰克蹦蹦跳’的餐厅，就是因为喜欢那家店名，其实那里的食物并没有你做的好吃。”

杰西建议道：“我觉得，人们之所以会忽略你的餐厅，是因为他们不常走这条路。要是你想些特别的点子，他们就会乐意过来啦。”
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“那么——我会想个新店名出来，”马克斯叔叔说，“然后自力更生，多装几扇窗户。”





海先生一家和奥登家的孩子们兴致勃勃地谈论着餐厅的事儿，直到午餐时分。随后，约翰·海亲自见证了哥哥精湛的厨艺，他和妻子要了一份鸡肉沙拉，孩子们则点了热狗，全都好吃极了。

亨利和海先生准备付钱给马克斯时，他推辞道：“拜托啦，别这样！午餐算我请你们的。”

亨利劝说道：“这可不行。八个人在这白吃白喝，你也太亏了。”

“如果我们不付钱，爷爷会不高兴的。”班尼附和道。

无奈之下马克斯叔叔只能收下钱。





当他们回到家时，小杰说道：“我们直接去那间密室吧，重新搜查一遍，说不定能发现我们错过的东西。”

“我还没去过密室呢。”亨利回应道。

“我也没有！”杰西补充道。


第八章　麦格雷戈太太的线索

Mrs. McGregor’s Clue
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杰西和亨利好奇地环视着海家兄弟和班尼、维莉发现的小屋。在午后阳光的映照下，屋子里看起来明亮得多，也显得没那么诡异了。只见那只巨大的摇摆木马还保持了几分它原有的炫丽色彩。

“我们该怎样入手找线索呢？”塞米问道。

亨利回答说：“假定这张床就是你们兄弟俩的，仔细检查一下，不要漏掉任何蛛丝马迹，必要时把铺盖和床垫全都掀开。”

塞米说道：“我明白了，或许床垫下面藏着什么东西。小杰，开始找吧。”

“你们要注意安全哦！”杰西叮嘱道，“要知道这都是些老古董，有的可能都烂掉了。”

亨利说道：“维莉和杰西可以检查一下桌子。我和班尼察看其余的地方。”

小杰和塞米把床从墙边拉开，抱走毯子，抖了抖枕头，然后将床单扯开，检查起床垫来。
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过了一小会儿，小杰说：“我猜这里不会有什么线索。”

“那就把东西全部归位吧！”维莉说道。

就在塞米把枕头放回去的时候，他突然停了下来。

“我们刚才没注意到这个！快看，枕套上有几个字母。”

大家连忙凑过去瞧，只见一个小型十字刺绣上刺有两个字母：W和C。

“C肯定代表卡韦，”小杰说，“那W代表什么？”

“快想想！”班尼说道，“或许W是小男孩名字的缩写，可能是沃尔特，或威廉。”

“或者是沃利，”塞米说道，“咱们再找找吧，说不定还能找到其他东西。”

维莉和杰西搜遍了书桌的每一个抽屉，里面空荡荡的。维莉不甘心地把手伸进抽屉最里面的空档，希望能发现暗格什么的，却依然一无所获。
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杰西仔细地观察着书桌表面。

“快看这里——是用小刀刻在桌面上的字母。刻得不是很清楚，让我看看：这是W，这个肯定是I。”

维莉伸过头去也瞧了瞧。

“有两个L和一个Y。”她说。

“威廉！”所有人异口同声地大叫出来。

“我敢打赌，那个小男孩叫威廉，”塞米说道，“这就和枕套上的大写字母对应起来了。”

接下来，班尼和亨利搜遍了所有的门和窗户，却再无发现。他们仔细查看着那些旧玩具，连红拖鞋也晃了晃，还是没有发现任何线索。

杰西说道：“维莉，我们把抽屉放回去吧。全是空的，真遗憾。”





大大的摇摆木马显眼地立在房间中央。塞米轻轻拍了拍它的头，又顺着马的鬃毛摸了摸，最后摸了摸马鞍。

“有了，”他欣喜地叫道，“我觉得马鞍可以卸下来。快，帮我解开这个扣子。”

大家赶紧围拢过来，维莉松开了扣子，班尼帮小杰卸下马鞍，旋即，一样东西从马背上滑落下来，轻轻飘落到地上。

塞米匍匐在马腿间，小心翼翼地捡起那张纸，把它递给杰西。

“给你，杰西，”他说，“我怕把它弄破了。”

“我更是连碰都不敢碰呢！”杰西说着，接过那张折叠后的纸。

“这是本小书，”她说，“只有四页纸长。”

这张纸被折了两次，用一个生锈的别针别住，组装成了一本小书。

塞米说道：“有人在封面上画了一张摇摆木马的图。”

没错，的确有一张木马图，底下写着“我的小马驹”。

杰西小心翼翼地翻开纸书。

“好像是个故事呢！”她推测道。

“快读出来啊！”塞米说道。

“是啊，快读出来吧。”他们一齐央求道。

笔迹褪色了，只能依稀辨认，于是杰西只能慢慢地读出来。

“这是一个真实的故事，”她缓缓道来，“是威廉最喜欢的故事。很久以前，有个小男孩叫威廉，每年夏天他都会来卡韦奶奶家。奶奶很喜欢他，专门为他在屋顶下布置了一间小房，威廉很爱他的小屋。”

维莉说道：“噢，杰西，一定是有人专门为威廉写下了这个故事，估计是他喜欢的睡前故事。快，继续念下去。”

杰西接着往下读。

“威廉在奶奶家有很多特别的玩具，其中最独特的就是摇摆木马。它放在奶奶家好多年了，许多小男孩都骑过。现在，威廉很喜欢骑在上面，他叫它‘我的小马驹’。完结。”

“就这些吗？”小杰问道。

“是呀，”杰西回答，“没有了。”

“现在，有两个线索了，”班尼说道，“我们知道了小男孩的名字，还有他是来这儿看望奶奶，而不是常住在这里的。不过，小屋为什么被封了呢？”

“嗯，这仍是个未解之谜。”亨利回答。





班尼仔细翻看着他和亨利找到的所有玩偶，聚精会神地观察着小皮球、玩具号角和小型火车引擎，突然，有件东西让他的脚步停滞住了。

“等等，”班尼说道，“我有灵感了，是小号角启发了我。”

所有人都满怀期待地盯着他，神色肃然，倒是班尼轻松地笑了起来：“记得我们什么时候做的大杂烩吗？”

“记得呀，”杰西回应道，“不过，这和密室有什么关系？”

“麦格雷戈太太！”班尼高兴地叫道，“我猜到啦！她告诉过我们，在她还是个小女孩的时候，曾受邀来这栋房子参加生日聚会。她还记得有关玩具号角和小男孩的事。”

“肯定是威廉·卡韦的派对！”维莉说道，“如果我们告诉她这些，或许她就能记起更多的事情来。”

“快，”班尼说道：“我们给她这个号角，看看会发生什么。”





此时，麦格雷戈太太正在厨房里，手上沾满了面粉，她笑容可掬地望着小家伙们，听着他们的故事，拿起了那个旧玩具号角。

“哦，我的天啊！”她说，“我怎么能忘记这个玩具呢？这是那个小男孩收到的生日礼物——穿水手服的男孩。”

“太好啦！”班尼说道，“这可是一个很有用的线索。”

麦格雷戈太太仍拿着那个小号角，“真希望我能告诉你们更多的事儿。”

“您已经告诉我们够多啦！”维莉说道，“或许，要是知道派对是何时举行的，会对我们有所帮助，至少能弄清楚海之屋在哪个时期有人住。”

“没错。”亨利说道。

麦格雷戈太太沉思了一会儿。

“让我想想，那事儿发生在我们搬去农场之前，当时我才五岁，所以，派对一定是我四岁时举办的，当年大概1910年——对，就是1910年的夏天。我确定当时是夏天，那时我还戴着一顶太阳帽呐！”

“有名字和日期了，”班尼说道，“这应该很有用。不过，我还不清楚对揭开谜底有什么帮助。”

麦格雷戈太太说：“恐怕我能告诉你们的只有这些了。真希望我能认识其他记得卡韦家的人，他们在绿野镇可是举足轻重的人物，不过很久以前就搬走了。”

“我们到树屋上去想想吧，”塞米说道，“班尼，你也一起来。”





于是，班尼和塞米、小杰一起回海之屋了。海夫人看到，他们一个接一个地爬到树屋上。

“发生什么事了？”海夫人问道。

“我们要考虑些问题，”塞米回答，“但是暂时还没什么头绪。”

小杰补充道：“我们已经有了一些线索，但还不知道应该怎样利用。我们就是想不明白，那间屋子为什么被封起来了。”

“和我说说你们目前所知道的情况吧！”海夫人说。

男孩们告诉她，密室是威廉·卡韦的房间，他在1910年的夏天曾来这里看望奶奶。

“不过，那发生在好久以前，没有人记得当时发生的事。”小杰说。

“在绿野镇，已经没有任何卡韦家族的人了。”班尼说道。

海夫人说：“可这并不意味着你们就要停止寻找啊！我正在写一本书，涉及的可是1685年来美国的人呢，我已经找到很多他们的信息了。所以，你们需要知道的是，从哪儿下手。”

“从哪儿下手？”班尼重复了一遍，旋即，他明白了海夫人的意思。

“我知道啦！”他兴奋地喊道，“去图书馆！”


第九章　有价值的线索

Good News
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维莉和班尼骑自行车去海家的那天，正值图书馆开放日。杰西和亨利有其他安排，不能一起去。塞米和小杰正等候着他们，并带好了笔记本和铅笔。
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“跟在我们后面，”班尼说道，“我们来带路。”





不一会儿，四个孩子便来到绿野镇公共图书馆前，对于一个小镇来说，这个图书馆算是很大了。他们锁上了车子。

瓦特夫人每次见到奥登家的孩子都很高兴，她和蔼地笑着问道：“班尼，我知道你想看什么，是关于科学和侦探类的书，对吧？你的新朋友呢，也喜欢侦探类的吗？”

“是呀，不过——”塞米和小杰异口同声地回答道。接着小杰继续说：“我们身边已经发生了一个真正的侦探故事啦！这就是我们来这儿的原因。”

随后，班尼告诉了瓦特夫人那个密室的故事。他说：“我们很想弄清楚一件怪事，为什么那间小屋被封了起来？”

“这可真是个谜团啊！”瓦特夫人惊呼道，“希望我可以帮到你们，不过我可不敢打包票。幸运的是，你们已经知道了那个日期——1910年。跟我来吧，给你们一些现有的资料，或许能找到一些线索。”





瓦特夫人领着孩子们来到图书馆的另外一间房子里。

“经常有人来这儿了解绿野镇的过去，这里几乎收藏了小镇的所有历史，”她自豪地说，“我们还收集了一些很有趣的东西呐，比如读者来信，以及一些旧书和报纸。现在我们来看看，该从哪儿开始呢？”

这时，维莉说道：“我觉得，绿野镇的旧报纸或许能帮到我们。拥有海之屋的卡韦家族，当时可是显要的名门望族。”

“很好的开头，”瓦特夫人认同地说，“我们有一些旧报纸装订成的大书，你们沿着这张长桌子坐下来，我去拿过来。你们可以从1910年的6月、7月、8月开始找。”
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不一会儿，瓦特夫人就把一些大书放到了桌子上。她看了一眼塞米，问道：“你会读报纸吗？这可不简单哦。”

小杰回应道：“塞米什么都会读。”当发现果然如此时，瓦特夫人惊讶极了。





瓦特夫人离开后，房里陷入了一片静谧，几个孩子完全沉浸到旧报纸中去了。

“这里，”塞米低声细语地说，“快看这儿——首页上有关于这个图书馆的故事：1910年6月5日首次开业。”
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“这儿有关于一场大火的报道，”班尼说，“一家木材厂被烧了个精光。记载中说木材厂是卡韦家的，我猜他们当时真的是显贵家族。”

“我在看其他一些版面，记录了来访的邻居和举办派对的事，”维莉说道，“或许从这里我们能看到关于威廉奶奶的一些报道。”

小杰和塞米浏览了好几页，不过愣是没找到任何线索。

突然，维莉低语道：“在这儿！提到了A·M·卡韦夫人……哦，只是参加教堂妇女的一次联盟会议罢了，帮不了我们。”
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孩子们开始感到疲惫了，一是因为旧报纸上的字太小，很难读；二是事情并没有他们想象中的顺利。即使如此，也没有人想要放弃。

正在这时，瓦特夫人走了进来。

“你们找到什么没有？”她问道。

突然，小杰的呼吸变得急促起来，他急切地说：“听着，报纸上是这样说的。”紧接着他读了一则告示：

“A·M·卡韦夫人正在接待她来此度夏的孙子威廉。威廉是约瑟夫的儿子，约瑟夫在英国伦敦拥有煤矿开采企业。威廉会在今年8月回到父母家。”

“天哪，真有你的！”维莉说道，“小杰，你找到了第一条有用的信息。”

班尼看着7月份的报纸，说道：“这儿有个关于威廉生日派对的小消息——的确是麦格雷戈太太记得的那个派对。”

塞米说道：“我们找找看，有没有关于威廉回家的报道。查看8月份的报纸吧。”

四个孩子尽可能快地翻看着报纸。

班尼发现了新线索，他读道：“这周，约瑟夫·卡韦夫妇来到绿野镇，将儿子接回英国。他们带着A·M·卡韦夫人一起离开，永久定居在英国。卡韦家的房子租给了大卫·约翰逊夫妇，他们9月就会搬进来，约翰逊家有5个孩子。”

“真是大发现啊！”班尼兴奋地说，“我们以前不知道，除了卡韦家和海家，还有其他人住过海之屋呐！”

“现在知道还有约翰逊家了。”维莉说道。

“他家还有5个孩子。”小杰说。
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塞米突然说道：“大家都静一静，让我想想！刚才我有个想法，不过又忘了……现在想起来啦！假如，卡韦夫人不想让5个陌生的孩子碰威廉的所有玩具，会怎么做？我敢打赌，她会封上那间屋子，让它隐藏起来，不被任何人发现。”
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班尼慢慢地琢磨道：“嗯，有这个可能，至少在我们之前，的确没有任何人发现它。没有更好的解释了。”

维莉说道：“我觉得，不能指望在这儿找到更多线索了，没人会在报纸上登出那间密室吧？那可是个秘密。”

“我们一起和那个好心的图书管理员说说我们找到的新闻吧，”塞米说道，“我把它抄在本子上啦。”

瓦特夫人听了孩子们的诉说后，满心欢喜。

“以后再来啊，”她笑着说，“塞米，你很会读书呐！”

“我会再来的，”塞米说道，“我还想找一本关于月球的书呢。”

“我们这儿有很多，”瓦特夫人微笑着说，“到时我挑一本难的给你看。”





维莉、班尼、小杰和塞米骑自行车回家的路上，塞米说：“我们被那间神秘小屋搞得太兴奋了，树屋都还没完工呢。”

“我们可以午饭后把它建完。”小杰回应道。

班尼说道：“你负责安装灯、邮筒和绳梯吧。”





那天下午晚些时候，塞米说：“真希望爸爸妈妈现在就回来，我等不及把图书馆的事告诉他们啦。”

小杰说道：“我一直在想马克斯叔叔。如果我们告诉他，约翰逊和他的5个孩子，他有可能会记起更多的事儿。我很想知道塞米的猜测是不是对的。”





当海夫妇回到家时，发现树屋已经建好，后院也收拾干净了。
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“你们究竟有没有去图书馆呢？”海夫人问道，“快过来，和我说说。”

孩子们走进客厅，坐到地板上。

“噢，妈妈，一切都很顺利！”塞米说道，“你听听这个就好啦。我们在旧报纸上找到的。”他掏出笔记本，读了起来。

海先生听完后，说道：“我从没听说过约翰逊一家，不知道马克斯是不是了解，或许他也忘了。你们想晚饭后去他那儿问问吗？”

小杰脸上洋溢着幸福的神情，说道：“哇，爸爸，这可是我们的心愿。”

塞米却一反常态，沉默不语地陷入了沉思。突然，他兴奋地叫道：“我想到了一个超级无敌的好主意！马克斯叔叔的餐厅可以叫‘摇摆木马’！我们可以把大木马搬过去，供小孩们参观，不过不能骑上去，因为木马太旧了。只要小朋友们想去，爸妈就一定会带他们去，这样餐厅的生意就会变得好起来。”

班尼赞成道：“这是目前最棒的想法啦！要是有家叫‘摇摆木马’的餐厅，我都想去呢！”

“我也是呢。”海夫人同意道。

但是小杰有点犹豫：“爸爸，密室里的玩具能属于我们吗？”

“当然了，”爸爸回答说，“我买下了这栋房子，包括里面所有的物品以及周边的土地。所以呢，如果你想把玩具送给马克斯叔叔，就大可以放心地送给他。但是，马克斯叔叔有可能不会喜欢这个想法。”

“海先生，我想他会喜欢的，”班尼说道，“他很乐意尝试新事物。”

这时，维莉说了一句：“我们要回家了，该吃晚饭啦。”

海夫人说：“等你们再过来的时候，我们一起开车去马克斯叔叔那儿。现在，密室之谜已经是大家共有的谜团啦。”


第十章　古老的秘密

An Old Secret
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马克斯叔叔看到弟弟一家和班尼过来玩，高兴极了。

“你们看，我已经动手砌了一个大窗户，”马克斯叔叔指向餐厅前面的那堵墙，“这儿看起来明亮多了。”

“马克斯，孩子们有个问题想问你。”海夫人说。

“希望我能答上来。”他回应道。

塞米讲述了报纸上关于威廉·卡韦、卡韦夫人和约翰逊的报道。还没等他说完，马克斯叔叔就开始不住地点头。

“没错，”他说，“海之屋是我们的父亲从约翰逊·卡韦手里买下来的，我记得房子里里外外被彻底打扫了一遍，因为之前有很多孩子住过嘛！约翰，你还记得吗？哦，你肯定忘记了，你当时还很小，肯定没注意到。”

“我想是的。”海先生承认道。

“后来发生了一件事儿，咱家来了位客人……”马克斯叔叔说，“哦，我有点记不清了，要知道当时我年龄也不大。”

“噢，使劲儿想想吧，”班尼说道，“客人是男的还是女的？”

“是个男的，”马克斯叔叔说，“一名年轻男子，他来看望我们的爸爸，我记得他说话的方式很搞笑，总把‘而是’说成‘如此这般’。”

“听起来像是英国那边的说法。”海夫人说。

“唔，”马克斯叔叔接着说，“我父亲和这个年轻男子上楼去察看了所有的房间，他们好像在找什么东西，我不知道找的是啥，但确定他们一无所获，因为那个男人离开时表情很失落。”

“他们去三楼了吗？”班尼问道。

“去了，我记得还跟在他们后面爬楼梯呢。”

小杰突然灵光一现，说道：“我能猜出那个客人是谁——他一定是威廉·卡韦。长大成人后的他，很可能想找到那间记忆中的小屋子。”

班尼说道：“嗯，或许你说得没错。我敢肯定他从没忘记过那个大木马。”

塞米接着说：“只是他压根没想到以前住过的房间被封死了，门还用墙纸给糊了起来。他一定以为玩具和摇摆木马都被丢掉了，或者被人拿走了。”

“那么，所有线索都能对上啦，这谜团可真是环环相扣！”马克斯叔叔说，“很有可能卡韦的奶奶把房间给封上了，却自始至终都没告诉过他。”

“好啦，现在说说你的餐厅吧。”约翰·海换了个话题。

马克斯摇了摇头。

“我还没想好名字呢。”

塞米已经等不及了。

“我已经想出了一个很棒的名字——摇摆木马！”

马克斯叔叔噗地笑出声来：“塞米，这个名儿真不错，你是怎么想到它的？”

“哈，还记得威廉的摇摆木马吗？我们可以把它搬过来，放在店门前，然后把其他旧玩具摆在房周围的架子上，供小孩们参观。”

海夫人说道：“我觉得，每个人都会喜欢这些玩具的，它们既古老又有趣。”

“还要在外面挂个招牌！”马克斯叔叔兴奋地叫道，“我要亲自动手，做个和老摇摆木马一模一样的招牌，赶明儿我得先去看看木马是什么样儿。”

“好得很，我知道你擅长画画。”他的弟弟说，“明天过来和我们一起共进晚餐吧，顺便可以去看看那些玩具。”

马克斯叔叔向塞米眨了眨眼。

“我想在树屋里吃。”马克斯叔叔说。

“那就在后院里举行露天晚餐好啦！”海先生说道。
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“我还要邀请奥登家的孩子。”小杰说道。

“那一共就有10个人啦。”塞米接了一句。

“我会准备两个苹果馅饼带过去。”马克斯叔叔说。

“天哪，太好了！”班尼说道，“你做的苹果馅饼是我吃过的最好吃的——除了那次杰西用玻璃瓶代替擀面杖做的馅饼外。”





第二天傍晚，当奥登家的孩子来到海家后院的时候，不由得又惊又喜，海先生居然把烤炉都搬了出来。

“爸爸，我以前可不知道你会做饭！”小杰大吃一惊。

“偶尔做个汉堡还是可以的。”爸爸回应道。

几分钟后，马克斯叔叔也来到了后院，他带来两个苹果馅饼和一个用牛皮纸包裹的袋子。亨利和杰西接过了馅饼，不过牛皮纸袋子还是在马克斯叔叔手里。他和大家一一打了声招呼后，便抬起头看了看树屋，又绕着大树转了转。
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“小家伙们，这真是间漂亮的树屋，”他说，“比我们当年做的还要好。那个圆窗在哪儿？”

“站在树下可看不到，”小杰说，“爬到树上以后，我们再指给你看，反正待会儿大家会一起在树上吃晚餐的。”

说完，两个男孩就爬上了绳梯，马克斯叔叔也跟着爬了上去。亨利还专门为树洞做了一个木头盖。小杰打开盖子，取出望远镜，拿给马克斯叔叔。

“看，”小杰说，“看屋顶下面，圆窗就在那儿。”

“是啊，”马克斯叔叔说道，“真的在那儿！”





晚餐已经准备好了，塞米和小杰放下篮子，杰西把盛有汉堡和腌菜的盘子放进去，还有孩子们的牛奶和马克斯叔叔的咖啡，接着是馅饼和奶酪。

吃罢晚饭，到了马克斯叔叔参观阁楼的时间。小杰、塞米与他一同动身前往，却被跟上来的奥登先生吓了一大跳。“我也想去看看呢！”爷爷说。

男孩们指给马克斯叔叔看墙纸、圆窗和所有的玩具，还带他参观了摇摆木马。

马克斯叔叔从口袋中掏出卷尺，测量了一下木马和底座，并仔细观察了它们的颜色。随后，他拿出随身携带的素描本，把木马画了下来。

“画得真好，”奥登先生说道，“做出来的话，会是一个非常精美的标志。我很想为新餐厅的开张出点力，这样好了，你只管放心大胆地去买做标志所需的材料，把账单汇给我就行。”

这次马克斯叔叔同意了，因为他深知，奥登先生的确对餐厅抱着浓厚的兴趣。





大家再次回到院子里，客人们都打算告辞离开了，马克斯叔叔说道：“这几天，我一直在琢磨那间密室的秘密，本以为毫无头绪的，谁知道并不是如此。”

说完，他拿起手里的袋子，扯下牛皮纸，掏出一本皮革封面的书，只见封面上印着几个烫金大字：





家族日志





大家满心期待地等着马克斯叔叔继续往下说。

“当初，我们从这里搬走时，”他讲述道，“都是各自把书打包好，装进箱子，之后我就再没碰过它们。直到再次翻看箱子时，才发现这本书和我的其他书混在一起，而我从没见过它，我想一定是有人放错了。”

说完，马克斯叔叔轻轻翻开书，只见它的一半已经密密麻麻写满了字，准确来说，它更像一本日记，还是标注了日期的日记。
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“说实话，”马克斯叔叔说道，“我曾打算，把有字的纸撕下来，剩下的空白页用来素描。好在没这么做，而是原原本本地保留了下来。这不是我爸爸的书，肯定是以前的房主留下来，并和我们的书混在了一起。”

塞米再也等不下去了。

“这说明了什么？”他迫不及待地问道。

马克斯叔叔说：“我知道你肯定会这么问。我曾经翻看了一下，想来这本子应该是威廉的奶奶卡韦夫人的，她记载了来访的客人，订购的家具物品，还有自家花园里种的蔬菜。”

孩子们还是搞不明白，这些和谜团到底有什么关联，但他们仍在洗耳恭听。

“看这里，”马克斯叔叔说道，“这一页记载了1910年4月5日发生的事，卡韦夫人买了5卷墙纸，‘买给小威的房间用’——上面是这么写的。”

杰西说道：“那些小鼓和玩具花纹的墙纸，是用来装饰壁橱和威廉房间的！看来她已经在为威廉的到来做准备了。”

马克斯叔叔翻了一页。

“这上面写着：7月10日是小威的生日，为孩子们订10人份的蛋糕。”

“这就对了！”塞米高兴地说，“我们在图书馆的旧报纸上看到了关于派对的事，这也是麦格雷戈太太所记得的。”
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“现在呢——”马克斯叔叔说道，“看看你们能不能自己读出最后一页。”

时间是1910年8月15日，笔迹已经十分模糊了，最后还是杰西费力地辨认了出来，她读道：“房子要租给约翰逊一家，一想到不认识的孩子玩小威的玩具我就受不了。收拾行李离开前，我用墙纸糊上了壁橱。希望明年还会回来。”

接下来，大家都沉默不语，片刻后，还是班尼率先打破了沉默：“这完全符合我们的猜测：卡韦夫人自己封了那间屋子。”

“她没告诉其他人的原因是，她以为自己还会回来。”亨利说道，“但正如我们所知，她再也没有回来过。”

“所以摇摆木马就一直被隐藏起来了！”小杰说，“真高兴我们找到了它。”

马克斯叔叔回应道：“我也很高兴，现在摇摆木马马上要有新家了，孩子们都会看到它——希望如此。”


第十一章　失而复得

Lost and Found
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为了帮助马克斯叔叔的餐厅重新开张，要做的事情可真不少。
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杰西和维莉给新砌的大窗户安上了颜色明亮的黄色窗帘。小杰和塞米写了一个故事，是关于摇摆木马的。奥登先生将这个故事印在餐垫上，餐垫的中间是一幅摇摆木马图。亨利和班尼还专门做了一些架子，摆放旧玩具，并给架子涂上了油漆。马克斯叔叔则把新标志放在店门外。





“摇摆木马餐厅”定在星期六开张，那天客人如潮，声势浩大。《绿野镇报》还刊登了开业的消息。头一天，奥登家的孩子们连同小杰和塞米，一起把旧玩具送到马克斯叔叔那儿。杰西和维莉在每张桌子上摆放了鲜花。

那只美妙而古老的威廉·卡韦摇摆木马，用奥登家的旅行车运了过来，小杰和塞米把木马搬下车。不一会儿，木马就被安置在门口一个显眼的位置，供来餐厅的孩子们尽情参观。孩子们可以摸它的鼻子，就是不能骑上去，要不然这只年迈的木马可承受不起。





开业当天，餐厅上上下下、里里外外全都打扫得干干净净，焕然一新。绚烂的阳光透过新窗户洒落进来，马克斯叔叔给餐厅又添置了不少桌椅。新招牌挂在门外的铁柱上，餐具垫已经在桌子上摆好，一切都准备就绪了。

奥登兄妹和海先生一家在中午前就过来了，大家都兴奋无比，简直没法做其他事了，但他们还是尽可能地帮马克斯叔叔打理着餐厅：杰西和维莉负责摆放餐具，班尼和海家的孩子则帮忙削土豆。

“你们可帮大忙啦！”马克斯叔叔说，“要是没有你们，我真不知道该怎么办。”

塞米接道：“我们所做的这些，估计会让您觉得我们就是‘摇摆木马餐厅’的小主人吧？不管怎样，我们都不能置身事外。”

杰西感叹了一句：“真希望我们不要这么快就去旅行，可下周我们就得出发了。”

“那太让人伤心啦！”马克斯叔叔说，“我还不知道你们就要离开这儿呢。”

塞米安慰道：“还有我们呢，马克斯叔叔，我们会留在这儿的。”

小杰补充道：“我们会陪你的，我们会经常来这里吃晚餐和午饭。”





此时，一切准备就绪，只剩下等待了。11点钟时，还没有一个顾客光临。所有人都开始担心，会不会根本就没有客人上门。
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但是，11点半一到，一切都发生了逆转，大家转而开始担心的是：顾客会不会太多了！只见源源不断的客流蜂拥进店内。

好多小朋友都是慕名而来的，他们喜欢摇摆木马，喜欢餐垫上的故事，当然，也喜欢马克斯叔叔的料理。他们恳求父母以后经常带他们过来。





最后一名顾客离开后，奥登兄妹和海先生一家终于可以坐下来畅聊一番了，这可真是旗开得胜的一天！

约翰·海说道：“开张一般都是最忙的，以后不会天天都这样。”

“但愿如此，”马克斯叔叔感慨道，“我喜欢自己招待小朋友，听他们聊天。要是餐厅的事情我一个人就能打理过来，那就最好不过啦。”

“不过，今天您也听到了，”班尼说道，“孩子们都很喜欢这儿，他们还会再来。”

马克斯叔叔突然笑了起来：“有件事差点儿忘了。现在没外人在场了，我要给你们一个惊喜哦！少安毋躁。”

说话间，马克斯叔叔已经转到柜台后面，再出来时，手里多了一个大蛋糕。

“看哪！”杰西高兴地叫道，“马克斯叔叔，这是你亲自做的吗？”

“是呀，”马克斯叔叔回答说，“作为对大家的致谢。”

这是马克斯叔叔最杰出的作品了：乳白色的糖霜犹如晶莹的雪花，上面用粉红色的玫瑰和淡绿色的叶子点缀着。蛋糕正中央是一个由糖霜制成的摇摆木马。
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“天啊，太漂亮了，我都不忍心切开了！”维莉叹为观止。
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蛋糕色香味俱全，它很快就被切成几块，被大家一抢而光——这可是对马克斯叔叔表达感激之情的一个绝佳方式。





塞米消灭完一大块蛋糕才开口说话：“班尼，我想和你聊点事儿。”

“说吧，”班尼说道，“我听着呢。”

“我好想感谢你所做的一切，”塞米说，“我以前根本不知道该怎么拔钉子，也不会爬树……好多事儿我都不知道怎么做——甚至连交朋友也不会。可现在，我能和所有人交上朋友。”

其他人也在仔细听着，心里都明白这是事实。

而班尼的回答是：“塞米，听我说吧，实际上我得感谢你，感谢你所教会我的一切。”

“我教你？”塞米说道，“我没有教你做任何事啊！”

“噢，塞米，你有。从你和小杰身上，我学到了应该闭上嘴巴，少说话——要学会思考，这就是我未来要做的。”

“噢，小班班，千万别！”杰西说道。
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“如果你不再哇啦哇啦，那就不是原来的你啦！”

“这样啊……那我就再考虑考虑吧。”班尼说道。

所有人都哈哈大笑起来。

小杰接着说道：“我也一直在想，我觉得咱俩应该为了树屋而感谢奥登他们，要不是他们帮忙建树屋，所有的一切都不会发生。”

“小杰，你说得对，”塞米说道，“要不然我们永远都找不到望远镜。”

“永远不会发现小圆窗。”小杰接了一句。

“也绝不会找到摇摆木马。”海夫人加入了进来。

“也不会有‘摇摆木马餐厅’的存在。”海先生补充道。

马克斯叔叔点点头。

“许多丢失的东西都被找了回来：望远镜、摇摆木马、密室——还有老弟。”他望着约翰·海，“没有树屋的话，我不会这么快就找回我的弟弟。约翰，你说呢？”

“没错，马克斯，真高兴我们又和好如初啦。”他激动地握住了马克斯的手。





该各自告别回家了，海夫人拉着杰西和维莉的手，发自内心地微笑着，却什么也说不出来。

海先生随同奥登先生并肩走出来，说道：“有了这些经历，我们一家会相处得融洽温馨许多，就如同您家一样。我们现在才发现，孩子对我们来说才是无价之宝，比世界上任何宝贝都重要。”

“好极了，”爷爷笑着说，“很高兴你们能这么想。我也是在很久之前，走了很多弯路，才认识到这一点。”他说这话的时候，想到了孙子们以前是如何在一辆旧棚车里安家的。





亨利开车回家的路途中，班尼发着感慨：“这次玩得可真尽兴！但最令人开心的是——海先生和马克斯叔叔又和好了。”

所有人都对班尼说的话表示赞同。
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Chapter　1　New Next Door
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One afternoon in early July Benny Alden came in the front door and rushed down the hall to the stairs.

“Hey, Henry!” he shouted. “Jessie! Violet!”

“What’s the matter, Ben?” said a quiet voice. Henry stood at the top of the stairs. He looked down at his younger brother. “What’s all the fuss?”

“Somebody’s moving in next door! Imagine having neighbors!” Benny went on. “I can’t remember anyone ever living there. And that’s odd, too, because the house is so near the beach.”

“Grandfather always calls it the beach house,” Violet said. “I always thought people used to spend summers there.”

“Well, there’s a family there now,” Benny said. “There are two boys, only I wish they were a little older.”

“My, that house has been empty so long,” said Jessie Alden. She stood beside Henry at the top of the stairs. “Who are they, Ben?”

“I don’t know,” answered Benny. “They’re strangers.”

“Oh, what do they look like?” Violet asked.

“You can see for yourself. Go and look out of Grandfather’s bedroom window.”

Grandfather Alden had gone to work, so his room was empty.

Benny raced upstairs to Mr. Alden’s room, and Violet, Henry, and Jessie followed.

The next house was really not very near. The Alden place, after all, was quite big. There was a large lawn and a rose garden, and some woods between it and the house next door. That house, too, had many trees around it.

The Aldens could see a mover’s truck in front of the house that had been empty. Four men were going into the house with furniture, and right by the truck stood a man and a woman and two boys.

Benny raised the screen and put his head out of the window.

“You can’t make them hear you, Benny,” said Jessie.

“Well, I’m going to try,” replied Benny. “Yoo-hoo, welcome!” he shouted.

The strangers looked up. The boys began to smile and wave when they saw the four Aldens. The mother and father were not as quick to smile. Benny thought, “They act as if they don’t want anyone to notice they are moving in.”

While the boys waved the man called, “Thank you!” Then he did smile and began to walk toward the Alden house. The boys followed him. “Our name is Beach,” he called. “We are going to be your new neighbors.”

“That’s good,” answered Jessie. “That house has been empty too long.”

Mr. Beach said, “This is Jeffrey, and this is Sammy. I’m sure they will like living here.”

Jessie smiled at the boys. She said, “Hello, boys. You know, everyone calls your house the beach house. We thought it was because it was a summer place so near the beach. But it is your name, isn’t it? ”

“Yes, just the way your house is the Alden house,” said Jeffrey. He was the older of the two boys.

“Oh, you know our name?” said Benny.

The boys looked at their father. Mr.Beach said, “Oh, everyone knows the Alden place.”

The Aldens thought, “He acts as if he has known the Alden place for a long time. Maybe he isn’t such a stranger after all.”
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Benny said, “I’ll be over sometime when you get settled. Then we can get acquainted.”

“Come any time,” replied Mr. Beach, starting back. The Aldens noticed that Mrs. Beach had not said a word.

As the Beach family went into their new house, Violet said, “I have an idea.”

The others looked at her because Violet’s ideas were always good.

She said, “Mrs. Beach will be too tired to get supper, so let’s send their supper over to them.”

Nobody said a word. The Aldens looked at each other. Then they turned and went to the kitchen, all smiling.

Mrs. McGregor was the housekeeper and cook. She had been with the Aldens for many years and she loved them all. Now Mrs. McGregor was sitting in her big rocking chair in the kitchen, with her cat on her lap.

Jessie began, “Oh, Mrs. McGregor, we’d like to cook some supper for our new neighbors. The Beach family is moving in right now. There are four of them. Could we make a casserole? ”

“Why not?” asked Mrs. McGregor, smiling. “I’ll sit and watch you work.”

That was what the Alden children liked best. They liked to work without any help, and Mrs. McGregor knew it well.

Everyone began to work. Benny opened cans of tomato soup. Henry peeled onions and cut them up. Violet got out some hamburger and began to break it up to cook in a pan. Jessie cooked macaroni and got out the cheese.

When all the things were cooked, Jessie put them together in a big dish and covered the top with cheese. She put it in the oven to bake.

Mrs. McGregor waited until Jessie had closed the oven door. Then she said, “Did you say a Beach family is moving in next door? I’ve been sitting here thinking about that old house. I haven’t been in it for years.”

“But you were in it once?” Benny asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. McGregor said. “I must have been quite little because everything seemed huge to me. Let’s see, I was invited there for a birthday party.”

“That sounds like fun,” Violet said. “Then theremust have been a family with children there.”

“No,” Mrs. McGregor said. “That’s the odd part about it. I’m sure this was special. An old lady lived there, I remember that. Even when I was little I thought it was sad that there was that great big house and just an old lady in it. Oh, I wish I could remember more.”

[image: ]


The Aldens kept quiet while Mrs. McGregor rocked back and forth. At last she shook her head. “No, I can’t remember anything else except that somebody got a little hunting horn. I remember a little boy with a great big sailor collar with ruffles. Maybe the horn was a birthday present.”

“What happened to the old lady?” asked Jessie.

“I don’t remember,” Mrs. McGregor said. “My family moved out of town and we lived on a farm. Since your grandfather has been here, nobody has lived in the house. I know that much.”
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Benny said, “I guess the house always seemed a little spooky with all those big trees around it.”

Jessie said, “Most of the time we don’t think about the house being there at all. It’s been empty so long.”

“I like to think about two boys being there now,” Benny said. “Can we take them some dessert?”

Mrs. McGregor said, “You can take four of my orange puddings. I made a dozen.”

“Oh, thank you,” said Violet. “That’s wonderful.”

So that was how the Beach family had their first supper as neighbors to the Alden family. It was true that Mrs. Beach was tired from moving and was glad to see a meal brought in by four smiling children.

A few days later Jessie was looking at the Greenfield News.“Here’s something about our neighbors,” she said.

“What is it? ” asked Henry. “It seems funny that we have to find out about them by reading a newspaper.”

Jessie read the news story aloud. It said that





Mr. and Mrs. John Beach had moved into the house next to that owned by Mr. James Henry Alden. It also told that Mr. Beach was a scientist for the new Greenfield Chemical Company.





“Let me see,” Benny said. Then he sounded disappointed. “It doesn’t say anything at all about two boys in the family. I guess they don’t count.”

“I think we had better go over and call on our new neighbors,” Mr. Alden said.
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Benny said, “We’d better go in the evening. The mother and father go out every day. I guess they work.”

“You see a lot, Ben,” Jessie told him.“You must spend a lot of time looking out the window.”

“No,” Benny said. “I just happened to see the Beaches get in their car and drive off in the morning. Then I happened to see them when they came home in the afternoon.”

Grandfather and the others laughed at Benny. They walked over to the house next door and rang the bell.

Mr.Beach came to the door and asked the Aldens to come in. The Beaches were all at home.

Mr. Beach was a tall thin man with very dark eyes and brown hair. He went back and sat down at his desk. He took off his glasses and said, “You were kind to cook that supper for us. My wife was very tired from moving.”

Mrs. Beach said, “How do you do, Mr. Alden? Yes, I was tired. I didn’t enjoy moving.”

“The boys loved the casserole,” Mr. Beach said suddenly.“They like all kinds of spaghetti and macaroni. They liked the dessert, too. And so did I.”

Mrs.Beach said nothing else, and the two boys did not say a single word.

Mr. Beach was shy and uneasy,and Mrs. Beach acted as if she were thinking of something else. Even Benny found it hard to talk to the new neighbors. Nobody seemed interested in what he had to say.

“We really have a big dog,” said Benny. “His name is Watch, but he isn’t here this summer. My Aunt Jane wanted him on the farm.”

Nobody said a word. They just looked at him.

Poor Benny. He tried again. “You’d like our dog. He’s a nice, gentle dog.”

Mr. and Mrs. Beach just nodded politely.

At last the Aldens went home. “They aren’t very friendly,” said Jessie, as they opened their own door.

“I agree with Jessie,” said Benny.

After that, nothing happened. Nothing at all.
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One day Benny said, “I’d never know we had any neighbors. They certainly aren’t friendly. We asked them to come and see us, but they didn’t even say they would. And they haven’t.”

Even Grandfather Alden said,“It seems strange to me, too, Benny. We don’t want to bother them if they don’t want to be friends.”

“It’s too bad,” Jessie said.“We thought it would be nice to have neighbors at last.”

Henry nodded at his sister. “I guess we go our way, and they go their way.”

So that’s how it was.No new friends.No neighbors. Nothing at all.


Chapter　2　Benny’s Plot
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Benny Alden was a boy who liked to see things happen. One day at breakfast he burst out, “Those kids next door are the dumbest kids I ever saw!”

Grandfather Alden looked up in surprise. He said, “That doesn’t sound like you, Benny. You are usually a kind boy.”

“Well, I don’t mean to hurt anybody,” answered Benny. “I’m just telling you the way it is. You know what those new boys do, Grandfather?”

“No, what? ”

“Nothing,” said Benny. “They don’t play, and they don’t read. They don’t work, and they don’t talk to each other. The big one lies in the swing and never swings. And the little one lies on his back and just looks up at the leaves. He doesn’t even go to sleep!”

“It’s true, Grandfather,” said Henry. He looked at Mr. Alden. “I have never seen boys like them.”

Benny went on. “Here they are, two healthy boys, one eight and one ten.”

“How do you know how old they are?” Jessie asked.

“I asked them. I went through our woods and looked over the hedge and asked them how old they were.”

“What did they say?” asked Violet.

“Just that. Jeffrey said one word, ten, and Sammy said one word, eight. Then I said, ‘Don’t you ever play anything?’ And they both said one word, no. So I came home. I was discouraged.”

Henry glanced at Mr. Alden and raised his eyebrows as if asking a question.Mr.Alden nodded. Getting up from the table, he said, “I must go to work. Good luck to you all.”

Then Grandfather Alden stopped and added, “I must tell you that I have an idea for a vacation later in the summer, maybe the last of July. So that gives you about three weeks to do whatever you like with the neighbors.”

The four Aldens looked at their grandfather.

Benny said, “I don’t suppose it’s any use to ask you what your idea is?”

“No, Ben. No use at all. You know I never tell secrets.”

“I know,” said Henry, laughing. “Do you want me to drive you to work?”

“No, Bill will drive. But thank you just the same, Henry.”

Bill was Mrs. McGregor’s husband. He took care of the yard and the vegetable garden and the flowers.

When Mr.Alden had gone, the four young people still sat at the table, thinking and talking.

Benny said, “I wonder why those boys don’t do anything. There is something wrong somewhere.”

Violet looked at her brother and said, “Benny, I don’t think they’re lazy. I think they are unhappy.”

“Why? ”asked Benny.“Why should they be unhappy? They have a big yard full of trees and bushes and rocks. Most boys would think it was a great place to have fun.”

Violet shook her head. “I don’t really know, but I think they are not very happy with their parents.”

“You’re right,” said Jessie. “We all noticed that Mrs. Beach didn’t pay any attention to the boys that time when we called on them.”

At last Henry said, “Let’s say they are not happy. We can’t let two boys live like this right next door. We must do something about it.”

Jessie agreed. “We ought to try.”

“Now what could we do? ” asked Violet. “Let’s think.”

They were quiet for a long time. Then Benny’s eyes opened wide and he jumped up.

“I know! A tree house! Everybody likes a tree house,even grownups.Even the Magic Tree House! Even Robinson Crusoe! ”

Jessie said, “That’s right, Ben. The Beaches have plenty of trees in their backyard. Is there a good one for a tree house? We’ve never made a tree house ourselves! ”

“It would be fun,” Violet said, “even for us. You’ll have to show us how, Henry. Where are the boys now?”

Jeffrey and Sammy were in their backyard, as usual. They were sitting in the swing, side by side. They were even swinging a little.

When Benny saw them, he said, “Well, that’s a good sign. I never saw them swing before. Let’s go and get something started.”

The four Aldens went to the hedge and called, “Hello, there!”

“Hello,” said the boys together. They stopped swinging.

Benny said, “You don’t seem to play much or do anything.”

Sammy answered, “There isn’t anything special to do.”

“Haven’t you got bikes? ”asked Henry.“I thought I saw two bikes.”

“Oh, yes, we have bikes,” replied Jeffrey. “But we can’t go out on the highway with them. My mom says it is too dangerous.”

Jessie asked,“Are you all alone? Is your mother at home?”

“No, she isn’t here right now,” said Jeffrey. “She’s writing a book, so she has to study in the new Science Library a lot. That’s why we moved here, to give Mom a nice quiet place to write in. But she doesn’t know what to do with us. She said, “You’ll be perfectly safe if you stay right in the yard. And don’t do anything to get into trouble.’”

“I see,” Henry said. “Do you think she would mind if we came over to see you?”

Jeffrey said, “No, I don’t think so. But we can’t go out of this yard. Mom doesn’t want us run over by a car. I know Dad would like to have you come. But he told us not to bother you because you are older than we are.”

Sammy said suddenly, “Dad is a very smart man. He’s a scientist. I’m going to be a scientist, too, when I grow up, just like my dad. I like to think about chlorophyll.”

“About what? ” Benny asked in surprise.

“Chlorophyll,” repeated Sammy. “My dad says chlorophyll is the green in the leaves and that’s what keeps us alive. I like to lie and look at those trees and think about that.”

Benny laughed,“That’s a big word for an eight-year-old,” he said.

Jeffrey broke in, “I like to think about space.I’d like to run a computer and guide the men walking on the moon.”

Benny said, “You boys are interested in grown-up ideas. You don’t seem to want to play. Why is that? ”

Jeffrey thought a minute. Then he said, “I guess it’s because we haven’t any friends our age.”

Henry said, “Benny thought building a tree house would be fun.” That was all he said, and the other Aldens waited and said nothing.

The Beach boys looked at each other and then they both began to talk at once.They were so different from the boys who never said a word.

Sammy said, “Do you know how to build one?”
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“Well, I never built one,” replied Henry. “But I think I could.”

“That wouldn’t be dangerous,” shouted Sammy. “And we wouldn’t get into any trouble.”

“We’ve got lots of tools,” said Jeffrey. “They are really my father’s tools, but I know he will let us use them. He’s very fussy about them. He put a big piece of white oilcloth on the wall in the cellar. Then he drew pictures of every tool with black ink, just exactly the size of the tools. You always have to put each tool back in the right place.”

“That I’d like to see!” Benny said. “Lots of times I can’t even find a hammer.”

“We’ve got loads of boards, too! ”exclaimed Sammy. “There are the big boxes in the cellar that the furniture came in. One is a piano box. We could take the boxes apart. Do you want to see them? ”

The Beach boys led the Aldens down the outside steps into the dark cellar. Jeffrey turned on the light. There were boxes and boxes, just as Sammy said.

Henry looked at the boxes and then said, “The floor of the tree house must be strong. Let’s use the piano box for the floor.”

But Jessie said, “Wait a minute. Do you think it will be all right? Maybe Mr. or Mrs. Beach wants the piano box for something else?”

“Oh, no,” replied Jeffrey. “I’m positive. I don’t think they remember the boxes are in the cellar.”

Sammy nodded his head. “That’s right. Boxes don’t mean a thing to Mom or Dad.”

“Well, if you’re sure, we’ll begin,” said Henry. “It will take a long time just to get enough boards for the floor.”

The Aldens and the Beaches tugged and lifted the piano box up the cellar steps into the backyard. They set it down.

“Now for a tree,” said Sammy. “I think that one would be exactly right.” He pointed upward. “That would be grand for a tree house. It’s a white oak.”

Henry looked at Sammy. He said, “You are exactly right. It’s the best tree in the whole yard.”

Jessie looked at the tree and said, “I never saw a tree just like that one. Its lower branches are enormous.”

“It’s a special tree,” said Sammy. “Dad told us that Uncle Max fell out of it once.”

“Years and years ago,” Jeffrey said.

“Your Uncle Max? Who is Uncle Max? Did he live here?” asked Benny.

Jeffrey looked at Sammy, and Sammy looked at Jeffrey. They laughed, and Jeffrey said, “We might as well tell you. Dad and Uncle Max are brothers, and they lived right in this house when they were boys.”

“Then that’s why Mr. Beach didn’t seem to be a stranger in the neighborhood. We wondered about that,” Henry said.

“Yes, that’s why,” agreed Jeffrey. “Dad is no stranger, and Uncle Max is no stranger. Grandfather bought this big house.”

“It is a big house,” Jessie said. “It must have twenty rooms.”

Benny asked, “Was this before our grandfather bought our house?”

“Yes,” Jeffrey said. “Dad told us two families lived in your house before your grandfather came here.”

“Your dad and uncle must have had a good time here when they were boys,” Benny said.

“They had a big fight,” Jeffrey said. “Their father gave them a spyglass—a telescope,you know. It was a good one. One day they couldn’t find it. My dad said my uncle took it, and Uncle Max said my dad took it. They never found the spyglass. Uncle Max and Dad never got along very well after that.”

Violet said, “I don’t see why a spyglass made that much difference.”

“It wasn’t just that,” Jeffrey said. “Dad went to college, but Uncle Max wouldn’t go. He was in the army for a while. When he came back he decided he’d open a restaurant. He bought a place just off the state road. He lives there all alone upstairs over the restaurant.”

Benny exclaimed, “Oh, we know where that is. It’s called Beach’s Place.”
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“Right!” said Sammy. “Dad said he would take us down to see Uncle Max when he has time. But he’ll never have time. I would like to go there, though, and ask Uncle Max about the spyglass.”

Jeffrey shook his head. “Dad would be angry. He still thinks Uncle Max knows something about the spyglass. And maybe he does.”

Sammy said, “If we have a tree house we need a spyglass.”

“Well, meanwhile,” said Jeffrey, “let’s get to work. It’s more fun to build a tree house than to wish for a spyglass.”

The Aldens laughed.The Beach boys were eager to begin.

Then Jeffrey had a question. “How are we going to get up that tree to build the house? ” he asked.

“Climb,”said Benny.“Do you know how to climb a tree?”

Jeffrey looked at the big tree trunk. “I think it will be more fun to use a rope ladder when we get the tree house done. We can pull the ladder up after us.”

“And we could have a basket,” Sammy went on. “Put a rope on the basket and pull up our dinner.”

Benny looked at the boys. “You surprise me. When we came over at first you didn’t say a word. And now you talk all the time.”

Jeffrey thought a minute. Then he said, “I can tell you about that. My parents don’t like noise. They would rather think about their work than listen to us talk. But you Aldens talk to us, so we talk to you.”

“But now let’s get to work,” Benny said. He borrowed Jeffrey’s hammer and said, “Watch. First you give a hard pound on the back of the board. Then you pound in front where the head of the nail is.”

Sammy said, “But if you pound the head of the nail, it will stay in all the better.”

“No, you don’t pound the head of the nail. You pound just beside it. See? The board goes down and the nail comes up. Then you can pry the nail up with the claws of the hammer.”
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Henry went back to the Alden house to get two more hammers. Soon the backyard at the Beach house was filled with the noise of pounding.

As Jeffrey and Sammy worked, their faces grew redder and happier.

Henry said, “I think we had better get another box. There are too many of us working on one box. We’ll get in each other’s way.”

“A good idea,”said Jessie.“Somebody will pound somebody’s thumb.”

“Maybe his own,” said Sammy.

The pile of boards grew. Henry said, “Let’s put the biggest boards in one pile and the smaller ones in another. I’d smooth them off a bit if I had a plane.”

“I’ll get one,” Jeffrey said. “It will take off the splinters.”

After a while Jessie looked at her watch. “It’s twelve o’clock!” she exclaimed. “We’ll have to go.”

Henry looked at the two piles. “I think we have enough boards for the floor. But I don’t think we ought to start the tree house without asking your father and mother. After all, it’s their tree.”

“They won’t care,” Sammy said, shaking his head. “But maybe we’d better ask them just the same.”

“Well, goodbye,” said Jeffrey. “I’m sorry we can’t work this afternoon.”

“You can work alone,” Benny said. “Just get more boards. We can use a lot. Do you have to get your own lunch?”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “Our lunch is all ready. Mom leaves it on the table. Usually I’m not very hungry, but today I am.”

So the Beach boys went inside for their lunch and the Aldens went home. Grandfather was there, and they told him what had happened. Benny let the others do most of the talking.

Suddenly Benny said, “Grandfather, do you remember a long time ago you said it was very hard to say ‘I was wrong’? ”

Mr. Alden laughed.“Yes, I’m sure I said that.”

Benny said, “I was wrong.”

“What do you mean, Benny? ” asked Jessie.

“About the Beach kids,” replied Benny. “I said they were dumb and they didn’t do anything.”

“Well, what do they do? ” asked Mr. Alden.

“They think,” said Benny. “That’s what.”


Chapter　3　With Hammer and Nails
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Jessie and Violet were putting on old clothes the next morning when Henry called, “I wonder what Mr. and Mrs. Beach will say about that tree house? Maybe they’ll say no. You know, they don’t even want the boys to go out of the yard.”

“That’s different, Henry,” said Benny. “I’ll bet they will say yes. The kids think so anyway.”

“They are lucky to have that big oak tree,” said Henry. “It’s just about perfect.”

Benny nodded. “I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I was planning how to build the floor. If it broke, everyone would fall down.”

Henry laughed. “You slept, Ben. But I know what you mean. I was thinking, too, and I drew a plan before you woke up.”

Just then Mrs. McGregor called, “Breakfast!”

While the Aldens were eating, they could see Jeffrey and Sammy running around their yard. They were carrying more boards for the tree house.

“It’s good to see those little guys run,” Benny said. “I didn’t know they could run. Remember?”

“We didn’t know they could even move,” said Jessie, laughing. “But they can do anything if they have a good reason.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting,”Henry said, pushing back his chair.

Benny said,“If they are carrying boards, probably their parents said yes.”

The Aldens went through the bushes to find the two boys waiting for them. They stood quietly, looking at the Aldens.

“What did your mom say about the tree house?”

Jeffrey answered, “She said, ‘I don’t care what you do, as long as you don’t go out of the yard.’”

“Well, then,” said Benny, “you can build the house, can’t you?”

“Yes, we can,” said Sammy, looking happier all of a sudden. “My dad is different. He made a little plan. He seemed to be interested. Jeffrey and I made plans, too. But I think Dad’s is the best.” He gave it to Henry.

“Now, let’s see,” Henry said, holding the plans so everyone could see. He looked at Jessie and laughed. “I guess Ben wasted his sleepless night. Mr. Beach’s plan is just perfect.”

The Aldens bent over to look at Mr. Beach’s drawing. The trunk of the tree made the back of the house.
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“Now let’s look at the boys’ plan,” Henry said.

Everyone began to laugh. Jeffrey and Sammy had put in so many things they had forgotten the tree. There was a pail hanging on a pulley and a lunch basket hanging on a rope. There was a fine dinner bell by the door—only there wasn’t any door. The boys had drawn a peek hole in the roof, a lantern, and a mailbox. They had two hammocks for beds and a spyglass.

Henry said, “I guess you are right, Sammy. Your dad’s plan is the best of all. You put all the last things first—and the first things not at all.”

“Don’t feel sorry, boys,” Violet said quickly. “You aren’t so very old, you know, and your father is a scientist. He ought to draw a better plan than you can.”

Jeffrey said suddenly,“It’s really the tree that’s the best. When you look at all the other trees, you can see how good it is.”

“Right!” said Benny. “Jeffrey, you are exactly right. This tree couldn’t be better. Those big branches are almost level. We can just put the heavy floor beams across and they will stay without any nails.”

“We’ll nail them just the same,” Henry said. “By the way, how did your father know about the branches?”

“He came out with a flashlight after we had gone to bed,” said Sammy. “We saw the light. He just took one look and came right back in the house. He told us this morning, ‘That tree is just made for a tree house. I wish I could stay and help you build it.’ That’s what he said.”
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“I wish he could, too,” Jeffrey said. “But of course he never has any time to play. He has to work even when he’s at home. Now let’s really begin, Henry.”

“Well, all right. Now Ben, you climb the tree. Then I’ll pass the heavy beams up to you. They are too heavy for Sam and Jeff.”

“It is awfully high,”Sammy said.“But of course not too high.”

Henry smiled because for Sammy it was a little too high.

Four long beams were soon resting on the lowest of the big branches. Henry himself nailed them safely in place. Then he showed Jeffrey and Sam how to lay the floorboards. The boards from the piano box were smooth and all the same length. They made a good floor.

“Now you boys have fun for yourselves. Put in a nice flat floor,” Henry said. Then he climbed down.

Sammy said, “Let’s put the nails in my basket and pull it up.” So after all, the basket on the rope was the first thing in the tree house instead of the last.
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Jeffrey laid the boards and Sammy stayed by his side and gave him the nails one by one. Benny climbed down and handed up more floorboards. He called up to Sammy, “You can live there just as soon as you have a roof over your heads.”

“I think we can live here just as soon as we have a floor under our feet,” said Sammy.

Benny began to swing himself up the tree, holding onto the smaller of the lowest branches. Sammy looked up and watched him. He said, “I think we need a ladder. We’ll have to go up anddown lots of times,and the girls can’t climb anyway.”

“Oh, yes, they can! ” answered Benny.

Violet looked up and said, “I think we do need a ladder just the same. We can climb, but we can work faster with a ladder. And we want to get the house done.”

The Aldens turned to see Jeffrey running to the cellar for a ladder. That settled it.

Soon Henry went up the ladder and looked around. “This is certainly a big tree, Ben,” he said. “It can easily hold a house for four people.”

“Then we’ll come up, too,” Jeffrey called from the ground. He went up the ladder. His brother followed him.

“It’s nice up here,” said Jeffrey. “With all these big branches people can’t see us from the ground.”

Mr. McGregor had been mowing the Alden’s lawn and watching. He could see what a good time everyone was having. He called out, “You are doing a fine job, boys!”

Sammy called back, “Thanks, Mr. McGregor. You know, this is going to be a dandy floor. It’s going to have a wall-to-wall carpet.”

“Really?” Mr. McGregor stopped mowing.

“Yes, sir! We have an old rug in the cellar. We can cut it to fit.”

“A grand idea,” agreed Mr. McGregor. “Not many tree houses have carpets.”

But Jeffrey went on working on the floor, so Sammy stopped talking and handed him more nails.

Violet went up the ladder to look.“You are doing well,” she said. “You are real carpenters.”

In another hour the floor was done. “Now,” said Sammy, “I wish we had a spyglass.”

“So do I,” said Jeffrey. “I wonder if Uncle Max could tell us anything about the one that was lost.”

Henry and Jessie looked at each other. Jessie said, “Couldn’t you go on your bikes to see Uncle Max if we all went with you?”

“Maybe!” said Sammy, eagerly. “Wouldn’t that be fun—we haven’t used our bikes at all.”

“Ask your dad if you can go tomorrow,” said Benny. “Tell him we will take good care of you.”

Henry said, “Be sure to say we will be on the Shore Road, not on the highway. There isn’t much traffic.”

Jeffrey looked up. He said, “Dad knows that already. About the traffic, I mean. Mom and Dad think that is the trouble with Uncle Max’s restaurant. All the traffic goes on the state highway.”

“I see,” said Benny. “Not many people eat at the diner.”

Henry said, “I think we have done enough for today.”

“Then we have to pick up our tools,”said Sammy.

Benny laughed. “You’re the youngest, but you are the one to think of picking up the tools.”

Sammy replied, “If we don’t, we can’t use the tools. My dad says fine tools always get fine care.”

They all worked picking up the tools and boards.Then Henry started for home.He said, “Boys, remember to ask your father if you can go tomorrow. We can start rather early, and maybe put up the sides of the house when we get home.”
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“Don’t worry,” said Sammy. “My dad won’t get in the door before I ask him.”

Jeffrey looked at Sammy and shook his head. “You know Dad doesn’t like to have us pester him. He’ll say no if you tease. Just ask him quietly, and then maybe he will let us go.”

“I won’t bother him,” Sammy promised. “I’ll just say please, and tell him the Aldens are going, too.”

“We don’t need to tell Dad anything about the spyglass,” Jeffrey said. “It might make him angry at Uncle Max all over again. I wonder if Uncle Max will know us. He hasn’t seen us for a long time.”

“He’s older than Dad,” said Sammy. “I think he will remember us if we tell him. And he’ll remember the spyglass, if Dad does.”

That same evening Benny said, “I wonder why those kids are so eager to have a spyglass.”

“I wonder, too,” said Violet. “But we all like different things. They seem to think a spyglass goes with a tree house. And it does, of course.”

Benny said, “I think it’s the mystery of the spyglass that gets them. They want the spyglass because it’s lost and they can’t find it. I’d like to find it myself.”


Chapter　4　Finding Uncle Max
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Jeffrey and Sammy Beach were running around their yard early the next morning when the Aldens were eating breakfast.

“Good luck to all of you,” Mr. Alden said as he started for his car. “I hope the boys can go with you on your bicycle trip.”

“Well, they act happy,” said Benny. “I bet they can go.”

When the boys saw the Aldens coming, they were too excited to take turns speaking. “Yes, we can go on our bikes! ” Jeffrey shouted. “Mom said so. We were so surprised! And we don’t even have to get back for lunch. We can buy lunch at Uncle Max’s restaurant.”

“We each have a dollar,” said Sammy.

“Good,” said Jessie. “We’ll go back for our bikes.”

The Aldens went home to get their bikes and to tell Mrs. McGregor that they would not be home for lunch.

“We’ll eat lunch at that little diner just off the Shore Road,” said Jessie.

Mrs. McGregor nodded. She said, “I’m glad the two boys are going to have a bit of exercise—and get out of that backyard for once.”

“Yes,” Jessie agreed. “Mr. and Mrs. Beach don’t think much about what young boys like to do. I have a feeling they just expect Jeffrey and Sam to be as little trouble as possible.”

“They don’t want to be bothered,” agreed Mrs. McGregor. “That’s easy to see.”

Soon six bicycles were wheeled out to the street. Benny stayed close to Sammy and began to talk to him. “Sammy,” he said, “tell me why you want that spyglass so much.”

“Every tree house ought to have a spyglass,” Sammy answered him. “You have to watch out for the enemy. And you want to see anything moving in the woods.”

“Yes, but most people build their house first and then get a telescope,” said Benny. “Now you boys wanted one before we even started the tree house. Why?”

“Well, you see we knew Uncle Max and Dad had one once,” Sammy told him, “and we might as well find it.”

Benny thought this over. He knew it was no reason at all. But now the others were pedaling down the street on their way to the Shore Road. Benny and Sammy followed.

It was very pleasant riding along the country road. There were no hills, and the road was smooth. It was not too hot, and there was a salt breeze blowing off the ocean. The six riders kept together very well. Sometimes one was ahead and sometimes another.

After they had been riding for about an hour, Benny was ahead. Suddenly he turned in a half-circle and came back to the rest. He said, “I will not go another pedal without something to eat.”

Violet laughed and said, “I’m glad you said that, Benny. I’m hungry, too.”

Jeffrey said, “Well, anyway I’m tired. Aren’t we near Uncle Max’s place yet?”
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“Yes, we are,”replied Henry.“I have driven past it in the car, but never stopped to eat there. It’s right around this bend.”

Benny said, “Well, I can wait that long.” And they rode along to the bend in the road.

“Here it is, Jeffrey,” said Henry. “BEACH’S PLACE.” He pointed to an old sign. It was broken and hard to read.

The four boys and two girls parked their bikes by the steps.

“Sammy and I never saw this place before,” said Jeffrey. “Uncle Max must be an old guy. He’s much older than my dad. I hope he will know who we are.”

“Don’t worry,” said Benny. “Just tell him. He’ll believe you. And if he doesn’t, we’ll tell him.”

They went in. The room was rather dark and it was empty, but there was a fine smell of hamburger cooking.

Then a man came out of the back room of the restaurant. He was not an old guy at all. He was lively and strong, never still a minute. He had curly gray hair and bright blue eyes. He smiled at his customers and said, “Do you want sandwiches or hot dogs or hamburgers? ”

Nobody answered, but Sammy stepped up to the counter and looked up at the man.

“Are you Uncle Max?” he asked. “I’m Sammy.”

“Bless my soul!” said Max Beach. “Are you really? The last time I saw you, I held you in my arms. You were a tiny baby. Where is your brother?”

“Right here,” Jeffrey said. “Then we both have been in this very room?”

“Yes, you have, Jeffrey. But you were too small to remember it. And how is your father? And your mother? ”

“They’re very busy,” answered Sammy. “But Dad says he is coming to see you soon.”

“I hope so,” Mr. Beach replied. “I know he is an important scientist now. He won’t have much time for me, I’m afraid.”
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“Well, don’t worry,” said Sammy. “He doesn’thave much time for us either. These are our new neighbors, the Aldens. They take lots of time with us.”

The Aldens smiled at Mr. Beach.

Benny said, “These boys are worth a lot of time. We are all building a tree house.”

“A tree house!” Uncle Max exclaimed. “Now that’s interesting! Are you building it in the big oak tree? ”

“That’s right! ”said Benny.“How did you guess? ”

“Well, I’ll tell you all about it, but you must have something to eat first.You look hungry to me.”

Violet laughed, “Yes, we are. I want a hamburger, a big one!”

“We’d all like hamburgers,” said Jessie. “And milk for everybody.”

“I’ll be back in a jiffy,”said Uncle Max. “Everything is ready. Excuse me for a minute.”

The visitors looked around.The room was quite dark. There was one big table and two smaller ones with chairs. Then there was the counter with stools. They all sat on the stools.

Soon Mr. Beach came in with a tray. He put six plates with hamburgers on the counter and poured six glasses of milk. He sat down on the other side of the counter.

Jeffrey said, chewing, “This isn’t just a hamburger, Uncle Max. This is a whole dinner. French fried potatoes, lettuce, tomatoes, and salad dressing and pickles!”

“Yes, I know,” Uncle Max nodded. “I like to see people eat. And now tell me about the tree house.”

“We began it two days ago, Mr. Beach,” said Henry. “The boys just finished the floor.”

“You call me Uncle Max, too, will you? Now I bet you children came down to see about that old spyglass.”

Everybody laughed because Uncle Max was laughing. “Such a silly thing!” he said. “I suppose your father forgot about it long ago.”

“Oh, no, he didn’t!” said Sammy. “He still says you have it.”

“Well, I haven’t,” said Uncle Max. “I have no idea where it is. And now I guess you want it for your tree house.”

“Well,we’d certainly like it,”said Sammy, drinking his milk.“A tree house always has a spyglass.”

“Well, that is true,” agreed Mr. Beach. “Let me tell you something you don’t seem to know. Your father and I had a tree house in that very tree.”

“You did? ” exclaimed Benny. “Nobody told us that.”

“No, my dad never told us,” said Jeffrey. “I don’t know why. I guess he was too busy. He’s always working.”

“We didn’t have it very long because we moved away,” Uncle Max went on. “But it was a pretty fine tree house. And that’s where we used the spyglass. We were very careful of it because it was a good one. It was in a heavy leather case. We always put it back in the case.”

“Did you and Mr. Beach do all the work on the tree house yourselves?” asked Benny.
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“Well, almost. We had trouble with the roof. We weren’t tall enough, so a man helped us a couple of times. He was visiting the people who lived in your house then.”

“Maybe that man took the telescope,”said Jeffrey.

“Oh, no! He wouldn’t steal a penny, I’m sure of that. He wasn’t there very long, anyway. He came and went in a month, and we never saw him again.”

Henry looked at Uncle Max and asked, “Did you miss the spyglass just after he helped you? ”

Uncle Max did not want to answer this. But he said, “Well, I must say yes. We missed it the very day he went away. But he didn’t steal it. I’m absolutely sure! He had a telescope of his own, anyway.”

Violet said, “I don’t think Henry meant that the man stole it.But he may have put it somewhere.”

[image: ]


“Maybe,” said Uncle Max. “We never found it, anyway. The man made a hole in the roof so we could lie down in the tree house at night and look at the stars.”

“What a dandy idea! ”exclaimed Sammy. “We’re going to do that, too, aren’t we, Benny? ”

“Yes, sir,” said Benny. “We’ll have a hole in the roof even if we don’t have a spyglass!”

Jeffrey was thinking. He looked at his uncle and said, “The spyglass was one reason you didn’t get along with my dad?”

“Yes, part of the reason. I didn’t like school very much, but your dad always did well. There was a war then, and I wanted to be in the army. Your dad went to college. We didn’t see each other for many years. When the war was over, I traveled around for a while. Then I came back here and bought this diner. Your father and mother came to see me once. Sammy was a baby, and Jeffrey was too little to remember.”

“That must have been when we were living in New York,” Jeffrey said. “But New York is so noisy and busy that Mom doesn’t like it any more. She didn’t like to walk to the library, and she didn’t like to drive.”

“And Dad found the old house in Greenfield was empty—so we moved,” said Sammy.

“I’m glad you did,” said Uncle Max. Then he looked from Jeffrey to Sammy. “I used to think it was kind of a spooky old house. It sounds funny, but I always felt better in our tree house than anywhere else. You boys feel that way? ”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “Of course we haven’t any tree house yet. We haven’t had much chance to explore the house. Mostly we stay outside.”

“I used to hear a queer rocking sound,” Uncle Max said, more to himself than to the boys. “People used to tell stories about families who had lived in the house a long time ago. They were always sad stories. But things must be different today. And now, how about some apple pie for dessert? ”

“Yes,” said Henry. “We always take apple pie when we can. We want to see if it is as good as Jessie’s. She made one once with a glass bottle for a rolling pin.”

Uncle Max laughed and went out to get dessert. He soon came back. They were all eating the delicious pie when Sammy said, “All this fuss about a spyglass!”

“Well, it wasn’t just the spyglass,” said Uncle Max.“Your father was smart and he’s really a great man. I am not smart like that, and I’ve never made much money. This diner isn’t doing very well.You can see there aren’t any other customers.”

“Yes, we noticed that,”said Jessie.“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,”said Uncle Max.“I wish my brother and I could be friends, but if he is too busy, that’s that.”
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“We’ll tell him what a good lunch we had,” said Jeffrey. Both Beach boys took out their money.

“No sir!” cried Uncle Max. “You’re invited to lunch. I won’t take a cent from any of you. It was a pleasure to talk to you.”

Even Henry could not make Uncle Max change his mind, so they thanked him again and rode away.

“We’ll be back soon,” they all called.

“Now isn’t that the funniest thing! ”said Benny. “Nobody has the spyglass. It must really be lost.”

“We can use our old field glasses to look at the birds,”said Jessie.“But a telescope would be better.”

“We’ll make do,” said Benny. “And we still have a little time to work on the tree house this afternoon.”

Benny was right. Before Mr. and Mrs. Beach came home, they finished one whole side of the tree house, leaving a square hole for a window.

“We’re doing fine!” exclaimed Sammy. “The back is done, because that’s the tree, and the front will be open. That leaves only one side to do!”

Henry said, “When we get the roof on, you can live up there.”

Sammy added, “By that time we’ll have my carpet in.”

Just then they were all surprised. The back door of the house opened, and Mrs. Beach came out.

“Mom! You’re home!” cried the boys.

“Stay right there,” said Mrs. Beach. “Here is your supper. We’ll send it up in the basket. Wait till we say ‘Ready’.”

The Beach boys climbed into the tree house and let down the basket. The Aldens went to meet Mrs. Beach, and Henry took the heavy tray.

Mrs. Beach said, “Benny, you eat with them the first time. They will enjoy it more.”

Benny said, “So will I. It looks delicious, Mrs. Beach.”

First the boys pulled up fried chicken, raw carrots, and paper plates in the basket. Then they let it down, and Benny put in rolls, cookies, and a bowl of chocolate pudding. The third time they pulled up a carton of milk and three plastic cups. Then Benny went up to join the supper party.

Jessie said,“We’ll leave them alone,Mrs. Beach. They will have a better time with no girls.”

“You have been good to my boys,” said Mrs.Beach. “Sometime we will have a talk. My husband and I are very grateful to you.”

Jessie was just going to tell Mrs. Beach about their trip to see Uncle Max. But she stopped in time. The boys surely ought to tell their parents about Uncle Max and the lost telescope.


Chapter　5　Up a Tree
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Then for two days it rained. Benny and Henry put on their raincoats and went over to see Sammy and Jeffrey.

Henry showed them how to make a sign for the tree house with their names on it, so they had something to do. Benny showed them how to tie knots in a rope. They could use it to climb up to the tree house and pull it in after them.

While the boys were working with the rope they began to talk to Benny. Jeffrey said, “Remember how Uncle Max said the old house seemed spooky?”

“Yes,” Benny answered. “But it doesn’t seem spooky to you, does it?”

Sammy said, “Maybe sometimes it does. Last night when I was in bed I heard it storming and blowing outside. Then right over my head I heard a funny sort of rocking sound—just what Uncle Max said. I felt scared and got Jeffrey. I didn’t want to bother Mom or Dad. They don’t like to be waked up for nothing.”

“That’s right,” Jeffrey said. “But I didn’t hear anything. I told him it was just his imagination. I bet Uncle Max imagined it, too.”

“But you went up to the attic with me to look around this morning,” Sammy said. “You wanted to see if there was anything that would rock.”

“Was there?” asked Benny.

Jeffrey shook his head.“We couldn’t find anything. It was just Sammy’s imagination.”

“Maybe,” Sammy said.

At last the sun came out again, bright and warm.The boys went out at once and soon finished the other wall of the house.

The next day they began to make the roof. First they stood in a row on the ground and looked up.

“Doesn’t it look wonderful?” said Jeffrey. “I’m glad the roof doesn’t have a point at the top.”

“Your dad was clever,” Henry agreed. “A slanting roof is much quicker and easier to build. And it makes a roof out over the porch, too.”

Sammy said, “We can even sit on the porch when it rains—if the rain comes straight down.”

Benny added, “The rain will run back toward the tree—and not down your necks.”

Henry picked up the longest board he had. He climbed up and started to put in the long runners. “When these runners are in, you boys can start fitting in the roof.”

“Don’t you think it will leak?” asked Jeffrey.

“Well, it may,” Henry called down. “But that’s the fun of a tree house. You can always make it better.”

“I’ll get the carpet,” said Sammy. “Maybe we can put it in today, if we get the roof on.”

Jessie and Violet helped him measure the floor. Then they helped him cut the rug to fit. It was ready to tack down as soon as the roof was done.

Soon the two Beach boys were pounding away on their roof.
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“Don’t hurry,” advised Benny.

“I’m not hurrying,” answered Sammy. “We have all day to get the roof on. Then the house will be done.”
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But a little later Sammy stopped working.

Benny thought, “He’s tired. After all, he is only eight years old.”

But Sammy was not tired. He was sitting on a branch looking up at something. At last he said, “Benny, there’s a big knothole up in this branch. I think I can reach it. Maybe there are baby squirrels in it or baby woodpeckers.”

“Wait,” Benny called. “I’m coming up, too. But watch out! Squirrels have sharp teeth.”

Before Benny could get up the tree, Sammy was already standing on tiptoes, reaching into the hole as far as he could with his hand.

There was something. It wasn’t a squirrel. It wasn’t a woodpecker. What was it? Sammy pulled his hand out. “I know I felt something, Ben! ” he said.

“Well, try again, Sammy. Pull it out if you can.”

Sammy took a deep breath and put his hand back in the hole. “Here goes, everybody! ”

His fingers did touch something. It wasn’t soft. It was hard and smooth. Sammy stretched a little higher. Dry leaves and dust fell from the hole.

“Here’s something else!” Sammy said. He pulled out what looked like a long crooked twig. It was twisted and hard. “It’s a piece of leather, I think,” Sammy said.

He handed it to Ben. “Sure is,” Benny agreed. “Only it’s rotted. What else can you find? Maybe this is part of a strap.”

Sammy dug down into the hole again, took a tight hold, and pulled.

Out came something long, and shaped like a box. “This is pretty heavy,” said Sammy. “What is it? It’s dirty, that’s sure.”

“Well,this looks like a case for one thing,” Benny said. “See? It’s made of the same leather as the other piece. What do you suppose is in it?”Benny found two buckles on it and began to open the case.
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“It’s been there a long time,” Henry said.

“I have a guess,”Benny said.The case fell open.

“Oh!” everyone said. “The spyglass!”

“Sammy, you take this end and pull,” Benny said. “And Jeffrey, you hold the other end.”

Sammy held onto his end and started to pull.

“Pull it way out, Sam,”Henry called from below.

“You know what?” said Jeffrey. “This must be the lost spyglass. It has to be!”

“But how did it get here?” Jeffrey asked.

“Remember the man who helped your dad and Uncle Max build their tree house?” Henry asked. “He must have put it there himself while he was working on the roof. He probably forgot to tell the boys.”

“I think that was the way it was,” nodded Benny. “Let me have a look.”
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He drew out the telescope a little farther and looked all around. He could even see the next field through the oak leaves.

Benny pointed the spyglass toward the Beach house. He looked at the roof. He could see every shingle. Then he saw a round window near the roof.

“I’ve never seen that round window before,” Benny said, puzzled.

“Let me look,” Jeffrey said. “Our house hasn’t any round windows, just square ones.”

“Well, there it is,” Benny said. “You can see it, too.”

Jeffrey and Sam took turns looking through the telescope. The window was at the back of the house, on the third floor.
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“Just where is it, Ben? ” Jessie called.

“It must be in the attic,” Benny said.

Henry, Violet, and Jessie looked up. They tried to see through the branches. Henry called, “We can’t see any round window from here. The trees are in the way and so is the porch roof.”

“Well, you can see it from here,” said Jeffrey. “It is made of colored glass.”

Henry climbed up the tree and took the glass. And there was the little round window up near the roof. It was made of blue and green and red glass.

Then Henry climbed down and Jessie climbed up. She saw the window at once.

Benny said, “One thing is sure. You can see that window from the tree, but you can’t see it from the ground.”

Jeffrey nodded. He said, “You can’t see it from inside the house, either. Sammy and I explored that rainy day. We went all over the attic. We use that top floor to put things in. Mom hung some clothes there on hooks.”

“Come on,” said Sammy. “Let’s all go into the house and hunt for that window.”

Jessie shook her head. “No, Sammy, I don’t think we Aldens had better go. You’d better wait and ask your parents first. You two boys could go alone, though.”

“No!” said both boys at once. Sammy shook his head firmly. “It wouldn’t be any fun without you Aldens. But if we ask, will you go with us?”

“Of course,” said Benny. “I don’t think we ought to hunt around in anyone’s house without their knowing.”

“I suppose not,” said Jeffrey. “I suppose we ought to finish the roof.”

They finished the roof, but they could hardly wait for their family to come home.

Jeffrey said, “We seem to spend all our time asking Mom if we can do this and that! I do wish we could go up in that attic right now.”

Benny said smiling, “You’re not the only one, Jeffrey! I’m dying to go!”


Chapter　6　Behind the Round Window
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Mr. and Mrs. Beach were hardly in the house when Jeffrey and Sam told them about the round window.

“That is a mystery,” said Mr. Beach. “I can’t remember any round window. And Max and I never saw it from the tree house we built.”

The boys took their father out and showed him how they could see the window from the tree house. Mr. Beach looked at the tree and then he said, “I know why Max and I never saw that window. There was a big branch in the way. See? There is a scar where the branch was cut off. ”

“May we ask Benny and the others and go up in the attic now? ” Sammy asked. “The Aldens didn’t want to come in without asking you.”

“Yes, it will be all right,” Mr. Beach answered. “I haven’t time to help you.”

Jeffrey telephoned the Aldens, and Benny said he would come right over. Jessie and Henry were away, but he and Violet could come.

It was late afternoon when the two Aldens and the Beaches climbed the attic stairs.

Violet said, “I just can’t understand where that window can be when no one knows anything about it.”

Jeffrey explained, “The attic is so big it has been made into rooms. It is really more like a third floor than an attic. The walls are plastered and papered. You’ll see.”

Benny looked all around at the top of the stairs. That side of the attic had been made into two rooms. The first room was large, but it was empty.

“I think someone lived up on this floor,” Benny said. “You can see the nail holes at the windows where there were rods for curtains.”

Violet said, “There’s some wallpaper, too.”

Jeffrey said, “But there aren’t any electric lights up here.”

Sammy said, “We think the house was built before there were electric lights. People must have used lamps or maybe candles.”

Violet looked at the dark corners of the empty room. It was certainly a spooky place. Violet noticed that everyone was beginning to whisper. The air was dry and stuffy.
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The four children went into the next room. They found only some old boxes and chairs. They were dusty and faded.

“Never mind this side of the house,”said Jeffrey. “The round window is at the back of the house.”

Sammy said, “There’s a very large clothes closet. It’s almost as big as a room.”

“That’s what we want to see,” said Benny.

There was a door to the closet. It had a glass doorknob. Jeffrey opened it and they all went in.

“Oh, look at the wallpaper!” Violet exclaimed. “I never saw anything like it.”

It was beautiful old paper with pictures of toys on it: balls and horns and drums. The colors were still bright. There was one big window, but it was not round. Mrs. Beach had hung some dresses on a row of hooks on the wall, and there were piles of old books and boxes on the floor.

Sammy said, “Those are hatboxes. Mom’s winter hats are in them. I carried them up for her, but I didn’t look at the wallpaper. I thought this was just an old attic to put things in.”

“Let’s open the window,” Benny suggested.

It wasn’t easy to open the window, but the boys did it. Benny leaned out as far as he safely could.

“I see it! I see the round window!” he called into the attic room to the others. Then he added, “That’s funny.”

Benny pulled his head in and looked around him. “The round window is just beyond this closet window.”

“How can it be? ” Jeffrey asked. “This wall of the closet is the end of the house.”

Jeffrey and Sammy and Violet took turns looking out of the open window. They each saw the round window.

Violet said, “Maybe the round window isn’t a real window.Maybe it is just trimming on the outside of the house.”

Benny shook his head.“It looks like a real window to me. Come on, let’s look around while it’s still light up here.”

[image: ]


Benny began to tap on the wall. It was the wall that Jeffrey and Sam had thought was the end of the attic.

“What are you doing?” asked Sammy.

“Does this sound like a plaster wall? ” Benny said. “Listen!”

Violet looked surprised. “It sounds like wood or something hollow,” she said. “Oh, Benny, do you think someone boarded up part of the attic? But why? ”

“Let’s find out,” Jeffrey said.

“Make a hole,” Sammy suggested.

Benny held up his hand. “Wait,” he said. “Let’s tap all along here. You can run your hand over the wall and maybe you can feel something.”

It was Sammy who said, “Something is different here, Benny. There’s a long crack. What does that mean? ”

“Another crack over here,” Jeffrey called.

Benny said, “That means just one thing. A door. The door must be papered right over.”
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Violet said, “Somebody must have taken the knob off. I wonder what’s on the other side. Oh, it’s a little scary, isn’t it? ”

“Let’s open it!” Sammy and Jeffrey both cried.

“Wait,” Benny said. “Run and ask first.”

The two Beach boys raced to find their mother, who was getting dinner.

“A door papered over?” she said. “I can hardly believe that! Yes, you can try to open it. I’m sure you’ll just find an empty space and plenty of dust.”

“Get something to cut the paper with,” Sammy said.

“A screwdriver,” Jeffrey said.

Benny and Violet were waiting for the boys. Although the sun had not set, the attic was getting dark. Violet could imagine she heard a rocking noise on the other side of the hidden door. She wished that Mr. or Mrs.Beach would come upstairs, too.

“Here,Benny,”Jeffrey called.“I have a screwdriver. Mom doesn’t think we’ll find anything, though.”

“We’ll soon see,”Benny said.He ran the screwdriver along the two cracks. Then he climbed on a stool and ran the screwdriver along the top of the hidden door. The paper was already loose at the bottom, near the floor.

“Now,everybody push!”Benny said.“The hinges must be on the other side. The door should swing into the hidden room, if there is one.”

But although Violet, Benny, Jeffrey, and Sammy pushed as hard as they could, nothing happened.

“It must be nailed shut,”Benny said, disappointed.

Jeffrey gave the door another push. “It rattles a little,” he said. “And hear that soft rocking?” He put his ear to the crack.

“I’m dumb!” Benny said. “Here, give me the screwdriver again. Where could that door catch be?”
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Violet felt along the edges of the door. “Here,” she said. “I can feel a little hole where the doorknob was.”

Benny pried carefully and pushed back the door catch. “Now let’s try again!” he said.

There was a push and the door suddenly opened. All four of the children nearly fell into the gloomy space on the other side.

Violet drew in her breath. Something seemed to move gently in the shadows. On tiptoe they all stepped into the room. It was bigger than they had expected, but the only light came in from the round window.

“It’s a boy’s room,” exclaimed Jeffrey.

Then Violet said, “Look! Over in that spot of light! A rocking horse! How big it is.”

“As big as a real pony,” said Sammy. “It looks like a wooden horse on a merry-go-round.”

He touched the horse’s wooden nose and it rocked gently. “This is what I heard. My room is right under the attic here. It wasn’t my imagination!”

And before anyone could stop him, Sammy was on the horse’s back, riding back and forth, a fine high ride, bump, bump, bump.

“This is exactly the bump,”said Sammy, nodding. “Only it’s louder when I’m riding the horse. The wind must blow in a little and make it rock gently.”

Benny, Jeffrey, and Violet were looking all around the room. There was a boy’s bed with sides. A red blanket was folded at the foot of the bed. A large stuffed dog printed on cloth lay against the pillow. A toy monkey sat in a small chair. There were books and pictures and a pair of boy’s red leather slippers.

Jeffrey picked up the slippers. “These are too small for Sammy,” he said. “The boy must have been younger than eight.”
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“And who was he?” asked Violet. “He must have had this room a long, long time ago.”

Benny said, “A mystery room for sure.”

“I’m going to call Dad,” said Jeffrey. “He’ll want to see this room, and maybe he’ll have an idea.”

Jeffrey went to the stairs and called, “Dad! Can you come up to the attic?”

Soon both Mr. and Mrs. Beach came up the stairs and looked into the mystery room. It was getting darker, but they could see enough to be surprised.

“Well, well,” said Mr. Beach. “You did find something by using that telescope, didn’t you? I never knew a thing about this room.”

“How can we find out who the little boy was?” asked Benny.

Mr. Beach was thinking. “I know one thing we can try. Uncle Max is older than I am. He might have a clue. Tomorrow is Saturday. We can drive down to see Max. I want to tell him you found the spyglass.”
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Sam and Jeff were too surprised to say a word. Their parents were really going to take them to see Uncle Max.

“This is a beautiful room for a little boy,” said Mrs.Beach.“I wonder who he was and what happened to him. And why did somebody try to hide his room? ”

Benny said, “Maybe something happened to him. He might have been sick or even died.”

“And then it was too sad to see his old room,” Violet went on. She felt unhappy thinking about it.

But it turned out that Benny and Violet were not right at all.


Chapter　7　More Questions
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Benny and Violet told Henry, Jessie, and Mr. Alden all about the secret room in the attic. Everyone tried to guess why the room had been closed, but no one had any new ideas.

Benny said, “Mr. Beach thought Uncle Max might have a clue. He’s going to take Mrs. Beach and the boys to see Uncle Max tomorrow. He wants to explain about the telescope. He asked if we would come, too.”

“I’d like to,” Jessie said. “But do you think we’d be in the way? I’m sure Sammy and Jeffrey haven’t had their mother and father take them anywhere very often.”

Henry said, “The boys think their parents are more interested in their work than in the things their sons do. It’s too bad.”

“But Mr. Beach asked us,” Benny said. “Their car won’t hold all of us. Henry, why don’t you drive our station wagon?”

That was the way it turned out. Violet and Benny looked at each other when Mr. Beach said, “Come, Sammy. You sit with me. Then we can talk. Jeffrey, you hold the spyglass and sit with your mother.”

As Henry started the car he heard Mr. Beach say,“I wish Max were doing better with his restaurant. So few people use the Shore Road that he hasn’t any customers.”
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Jeffrey nodded. “That’s right. But he’s the best cook in the world.”

Sammy said, “And Uncle Max likes to see people enjoy his cooking. It makes him happy.”

“The trouble is that Max won’t let anyone help him,” Mr. Beach said.

Suddenly Sammy said, “Maybe we can help him with some ideas. I think that would be all right.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Mrs. Beach.

Uncle Max could hardly believe his eyes when the car drove up to his door. He came down the steps and shook hands with his brother.

He said, “John, how wonderful to see you! Welcome, everybody, and come right in.”

Sammy said, “We told you we’d be back.”

“Yes, you did. And I knew you would, too. Come and sit down.”

Sammy couldn’t wait any longer. “Look, UncleMax—here’s the telescope!”

“You found it? Where? ”asked Uncle Max looking in surprise from Sammy to Jeffrey.

“In a knothole in the oak tree,” Jeffrey said.

“Well!” Uncle Max said, and then he thought a moment. “I believe the man from next door who helped us build our tree house must have put the telescope in the knothole. He just forgot to tell us. I’m sure now it was that kind man.”

Mr. Beach said, “That’s what we think, too, Max. I didn’t have it, and you didn’t have it.Nobody had it.”And he shook hands with his brother again.

“And we’ve got more news. A surprise and a mystery!” Sammy sat down on a stool and whirled around. Everyone else sat down at the big table.

[image: ]


“Sammy is right,” said his father. “It is a mystery. Let the boys tell it. Maybe you can help solve it.”

The two boys told about the round window and how they could see it with the telescope. Then they told about the hidden room and all the toys.

Uncle Max began to frown. “Oh, I wish I could remember,” he exclaimed. “I never knew about that room. But I did know the name of the family who lived there long ago. Now what was it? ”
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“Try the alphabet,” said Jeffrey.

They all laughed, but Uncle Max began. “The name didn’t begin with A. And it didn’t begin with B. Now, C! I think it must have been C. Cook? Collins? No, those names aren’t right.”

“Cooper,” suggested Mrs. Beach.

“Carter,” said Jessie.

“Wait!” Uncle Max said. “Carter sounds almostright. Let me think. I know. Carver! That’s the name. I’m sure of it.”

Everybody looked happy and clapped.

“My father told me that a family named Carver built the house many years ago. It was at least a hundred years old when we lived in it.”

“Too bad I wasn’t interested in such things when I was a boy,”Mr. Beach said.“Can you remember anything else that might give the children a clue about the room?”

Max shook his head.“I’ll try to think of something else. But if I were there, I’d hunt some more in that room. There might be letters or papers or something else that would be a clue.”

His brother laughed and said, “I’m sure the boys and the Aldens will go over every inch of that room, Max. And now let’s talk about you.”

Uncle Max looked unhappy. “The diner isn’t doing very well,” he said. “But that’s not your worry, it’s mine.”

“It’s mine,” said Sammy. “I want to worry about you, Uncle Max.”

“Thank you, Sammy,”said Uncle Max.“I suppose I ought to close the diner and work at something else. But I do love to cook and see people eat.”

Mrs. Beach said, “Then you should not close the restaurant, Max. People ought to do the things they like to do. Never mind just working for money.”

Benny looked around. He said, “I think people like to eat where it’s bright. It seems dark here.”
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Jeffrey added, “Maybe a new name would help. We used to go to the Jumping Jack Restaurant in New York just because we liked the name. The food wasn’t as good as yours.”

Jessie said,“I think people have forgotten about your place because they don’t use this road much any more. You need to do something special to make them want to come.”

“I could try a new name,”said Uncle Max. “And I could put in more windows myself.”

The Beaches and the Aldens talked about the restaurant until lunchtime. Then John Beach found out what delicious food his brother could cook. He and his wife had a chicken salad, but all the children had hot dogs.
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When Henry and Mr. Beach started to pay Uncle Max, he said, “Oh, no! You are invited to lunch.”

Henry said, “No. It is silly for you to take in eight people for nothing.”

“My grandfather wouldn’t like it if we didn’t pay,” Benny said.

Uncle Max had to take the money.

When they were riding home,Jeffrey said, “Let’s go right up to the room and hunt around again. We might find something we missed.”

“And I haven’t even seen it,” Henry said.

“Nor I!” Jessie added.


Chapter　8　Mrs. McGregor’s Clue
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Jessie and Henry looked around the little room that Violet, Benny, and the Beach boys had found. It looked brighter and not as spooky in the afternoon light. The big rocking horse still had some of its gay colors.

“How shall we begin?” Sammy asked.

Henry said, “Suppose you two boys take the bed. Look at everything. Don’t miss a thing. Take off all the bedclothes and the mattress.”

Sammy said,“I know. Maybe there’s somethinghidden in the mattress. Come on, Jeffrey.”

“Be careful,” Jessie warned. “These things are old and some of them may break.”

Henry said, “Violet and Jessie can take the desk. Benny and I can look at the rest of the room.”

Jeffrey and Sammy pulled the bed away from the wall. They took the blanket off. They shook the pillow. They pulled the sheet back and looked at the mattress.

After a few minutes Jeffrey said sadly, “I guess there aren’t any clues here.”

“Put the things back then,” suggested Violet.

Just as Sammy was putting the pillow down he looked at it and stopped. “We didn’t see this before! Look,there are letters here on the pillowslip.”

Everybody came over to look. In tiny cross-stitch embroidery there were two letters, W and C.

“The C must stand for Carver,” Jeffrey guessed. “But what about the W?”

“Think!” said Benny. “Maybe the W stands for the little boy’s first name. It could be Walter or William.”

“Or Wally,” said Sammy. “Come on, maybe we can find something else.”

Violet and Jessie took out every drawer of the desk. They were all empty. Violet put her hand into the empty spaces for the drawers to see if she could find a secret drawer. But there was nothing to find.

Jessie was looking at the top of the desk. “Look at this—here are some letters carved on the desk with a knife. It isn’t very plain. Let’s see. Here is a W and this must be an I.”
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Violet looked too. “There are two L’s and a Y,” she said.

“Willy!” everybody shouted at once.

“I bet the little boy was named Willy Carver,” said Sammy. “That goes with the initials on the pillowslip.”

Benny and Henry had looked all around the window and door but they had found nothing. They looked at the old toys and shook the red slippers. But they could not find any new clues.

Jessie said, “Come on, Violet. Let’s put the drawers back in the desk. Too bad it’s all empty.”

The big rocking horse stood in the center of the room. Sammy patted its head. He ran his hand over its mane. He touched the saddle.

“Look,” he called. “I think the saddle comes off. Help me undo this buckle.”

Everyone gathered around. Violet unfastened the buckle. Benny helped Jeffrey lift the saddle. As the boys did so, something slipped from the rocking horse’s back and fell to the floor.

Sammy crawled between the rockers and lifted the paper carefully. He handed it to Jessie. “You take it, Jessie,” he said. “I’m afraid I’ll tear it.”

“I’m almost afraid to touch it myself,” said Jessie. She took the folded paper. “It’s a little book,” she said. “Only four pages long.”

The old paper was folded twice and pinned with a rusty pin to make a little book.

Sammy said, “Somebody drew a picture of the rocking horse on the cover.”

Sure enough, there was a picture of the horse. It showed a little boy sitting on its back. Underneath was printed “My Pony”.

Jessie turned the pages carefully. “It looks as if somebody wrote a story,” she said.

“Read it,” Sammy begged.

“Yes, read it,” they all said.

The writing was faded and hard to read. Jessie read slowly.

“‘This is a true story,’”she began.“‘It is Willy’s favorite story. Once upon a time there was a little boy named Willy. Every summer he came to Grandma Carver’s house. Grandma loved Willy. She made a little room just for him up under the roof. Willy likes his little room.’”

Violet said, “Oh, Jessie, somebody must have written all that down for Willy. Maybe he liked to hear it at bedtime. Go on.”

Jessie read on.“‘Willy has special toys at Grandma’s. The most special of all is a rocking horse. It has been in Grandma’s family for years and years. Many little boys have ridden it. Now Willy loves to ride it. He calls it his pony. The End.’”

“That’s all? ” Jeffrey asked.

“Yes,” replied Jessie. “That’s the end.”
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“We have two real clues,” Benny said. “We know the little boy’s name. And we know he came to visit his grandmother here. He didn’t live here all the time. But why do you suppose the room was all closed up?”

“Well, that’s still a mystery,” said Henry.

Benny looked over at the toys he and Henry had found. He looked at the ball, the toy horn, and the little train engine. Suddenly something made him stand still.

“Wait,” Benny said. “I’m getting some sort of idea. That horn reminds me of something.”

Everyone stared at Benny. Nobody laughed. Then Benny smiled. “I know! Do you remember when we made the casserole?” he asked.

“Yes,” Jessie said. “But what has that to do with this room?”

“Mrs. McGregor!” Benny said. “That’s what! She told us when she was a little girl she came to this house for a birthday party. She remembered something about a toy horn and a little boy.”

“It must have been Willy Carver’s party! ” Violet exclaimed. “If we tell her about this, maybe she can remember something more.”

“Come on,” Benny said. “Let’s show her the horn and see.”

Mrs. McGregor was in the kitchen. She dusted flour off her hands and smiled at her visitors. She listened to their story and picked up the old toy horn.

“Oh, deary me!”she said.“How well I rememberthis little tin horn! The little boy had it for a birthday present. The boy in the sailor suit.”

“That’s good!” said Benny. “That’s a good clue, Mrs. McGregor.”

Mrs. McGregor still held the little tin horn in her hands. She said, “I wish I could tell you more.”

“You have told us a lot,” said Violet. “Maybe if we knew when the party was it might help. At least we would know when the room was still open.”

“That’s right,” agreed Henry.

Mrs. McGregor thought for a minute. “Let me see. It was before we moved to the farm. I was five then. So the party must have been when I was about four years old. That would be 1910. Yes, it must have been the summer of 1910. I’m sure it was summer. I had a sunbonnet.”

“A name and a date,” Benny said.“That ought to help us. But I don’t know how yet.”

[image: ]


Mrs. McGregor said, “I’m afraid that’s all I can do. I wish I knew someone else who might remember the Carvers. They were important people in Greenfield, but they have all been gone a long, long time.”

“Let’s go up in the tree house and think,” Sammy said. “You come, too, Benny.”

So Benny went back with Sammy and Jeffrey. By and by Mrs. Beach saw the boys up in the tree house.

“What’s the matter? ” she asked.

“We’re thinking,” Sammy said. “But we’re not thinking.”

Jeffrey explained, “We have some clues, but now we don’t know what to do with them. We just can’t think why that room was closed off.”

“Tell me what you know so far,” Mrs. Beach suggested.

The boys told her they knew it was Willy Carver’s room and that he had visited his grandmother in the summer of 1910.

“But that’s so long ago no one can remember anything,” Jeffrey said.

“There aren’t any Carvers left in Greenfield,” Benny said.

Mrs. Beach said, “That doesn’t mean you haveto stop hunting. I have been writing a book about people who came to America in 1685. I have been able to find out a lot about them. You just have to know where to look.”

“Look?”said Benny.Then suddenly he guessed what Mrs. Beach meant. “I know!” he exclaimed. “The library!”


Chapter　9　Good News
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It was library day when Violet and Benny rode their bikes over to the Beaches. Jessie and Henry had made other plans and could not go, but Sammy and Jeffrey were waiting. They had notebooks and pencils.
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“Follow us,” Benny called. “We know the way.”

Soon the four children were chaining their bicycles in front of the Greenfield Public Library. It was a large library for a small town.

Mrs. White was always glad to see the Aldens coming. She laughed. She said, “I know what you want,Benny. Some science books and some mystery books. And how about your new friends? Do they like mysteries? ”

“Yes, but—” Sammy and Jeffrey both began at once.Then Jeffrey went on, “We have a real mystery story already. That’s why we came.”

Then Benny told Mrs.White about the mystery room. He said, “We want to know one special thing. Why was the room closed up? ”

“What a puzzle! ” Mrs. White exclaimed. “I hope I can help you find out. I won’t promise. You are lucky to have that date, 1910. Come with me and I’ll show you what we have. You may find some clues.”

Mrs.White led the children into a room in another part of the library. “People often come to learn about past times in Greenfield.We keep everything about Greenfield history here,”she said. “We have some interesting things like old letters people have given to the library. There are old books and newspapers, too. Now let’s see. Where shall we begin?”
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Violet said, “We thought maybe old copies of the Greenfield News might help us. The Carvers had that big house and were an important family.”

“A good place to begin,” Mrs. White agreed. “We have the old newspapers made into big books. Sit down at this long table and I will bring you some. You can begin with June, July, and August of 1910.”
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Soon Mrs.White put the big books on the table. She looked at Sammy and asked, “Do you think you can read these newspapers? They are not easy.”

Jeffrey said,“Sammy can read anything.” And Mrs. White was surprised to find out later that this was true.

After the librarian had gone,the room was very still. The Aldens and the Beaches were busy looking at the old copies of the Greenfield News.

“Here,”Sammy whispered.“Look at this—there’s a story on the front page about this library. It was first opened on June 5,1910.”

“Here’s something about a big fire,” Benny said. “A lumberyard burned. It says it was once owned by the Carver family.I guess they were important people.”

“I’m going to look on the pages that tell about neighbors visiting and having parties,”Violet said. “I think that’s where we might see something about Willy’s grandmother.”

Jeffrey and Sammy looked through several papers but they did not find anything.

Suddenly Violet whispered,“Here! It says something about Mrs. A. M. Carver. Oh, it’s just about a meeting of church ladies. That doesn’t help us.”

The children began to feel tired. The print in the old newspapers was small and hard to read. It wasn’t as easy as they had hoped. But nobody wanted to give up.

Mrs. White looked in. “Any luck? ” she asked.

Just then Jeffrey began to breathe hard. He said, “Listen. Here it is.” Then he read a notice. It said,“Mrs.A.M.Carver is entertaining her grandson Willy for the summer. He is the son of Joseph Carver of London, England, who is in the coal mining business there. Willy will return to his parents on August first of this year.”
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“Oh, good for you!” said Violet. “You found the first good clue, Jeff.”

Benny had the July papers and now he said, “Here’s a little story about Willy’s birthday party. Certainly that’s the one Mrs. McGregor remembers.”

Sammy said, “Let’s see if there is a story about Willy going home.Look in the August newspapers.”
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All four children looked, trying to read as fast as they could.

It was Benny who found what they wanted. He read, “‘This week Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Carver came to Greenfield to get their son and take him back to England. They are returning to live in London permanently, taking Mrs. A. M. Carver with them. The Carver family home has been rented to Mr. and Mrs. David Johnson, who will occupy it the first of September. The Johnsons have five children.’”

“Now that’s something new!” Benny said. “Wedidn’t know anyone lived in the house between the Carvers and the first Beach family.”

“And now we have the Johnsons,” agreed Violet.

“With five kids,” added Jeffrey.

All at once Sammy said, “Now everyone keep still and let me think! I have an idea and then I lose it. Here it is again. Suppose Mrs. Carver didn’t want five strange children playing with all Willy’s toys. I’ll bet she closed up that room and hid it so that nobody would know it was there.”

Benny said slowly, “You may be right, Sammy. At least nobody ever found it until we did. I haven’t any better ideas.”

Violet said,“I don’t think we can find anything more here. Nobody would put anything about that closed room in the newspapers. It was such a secret.”

“Let’s show that nice librarian what we found,”Sammy said. “I copied it in my notebook.”

Mrs. White was glad to hear what the children had found. “Do come again,” she said. “You read very well, Sammy.”
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“I’ll come again,” Sammy said. “I want a book about the moon’s surface.”

“We have many of those,” said Mrs. White with a smile. “I’ll try to pick out a hard one for you.”

Violet, Benny, Jeffrey, and Sam started home on their bikes. Sammy said, “We’ve been so excited about the mystery room that we haven’t finished the tree house.”

“We can finish it after lunch,” Jeff said.

Benny said, “You can put up the lantern and the mailbox and the rope ladder.”

Later that afternoon Sammy said,“I wish Dadand Mom would come home. I want to tell them what we found in the library.”

Jeffrey said, “I’ve been thinking about Uncle Max. He might remember something more if we told him about the Johnsons and their five children.I’d like to know if Sammy’s idea is right.”

When Mr. and Mrs. Beach came home, they found the tree house done and the backyard picked up.

“Didn’t you go to the library after all?” asked Mrs. Beach. “Come in and tell me.”

They all went into the living room and the children sat down on the floor.

“Oh, we went all right, Mom!” said Sammy. “And just listen to this.We found it in the old newspapers.” He took out his notebook and read his notes to his parents.

Mr. Beach said,“I never heard of the Johnsons.I wonder if Max has. Maybe he has forgotten them, too. Would you like to drive over there this evening after dinner and ask him?”

Jeffrey said, “Oh, Dad, that is the very thing we want most.”

Sammy was very quiet. He was thinking. All at once he exclaimed, “I have the most stupendous idea! Uncle Max could name his restaurant the Rocking Horse! We could give him the big rocking horse for children to look at. They couldn’t ride on it because it is so old. But children would want to come and so their parents would bring them, and the eating place would be a great success.”
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Benny said, “That’s the best idea yet. I would want to go to a place named the Rocking Horse.”

“So would I,” said Mrs. Beach.

But Jeffrey was thinking, too. He said, “Dad, do the toys in the hidden room belong to us?”

“Yes, they do,” replied his father. “I bought the house and everything in it and the land around it. So if you want to give the toys to Uncle Max, you may. Of course Uncle Max may not like the idea.”

“I think he will, Mr. Beach,” said Benny. “He is ready to try almost anything.”

Violet said, “We have to go. It’s dinner time.”

Mrs. Beach said, “Come back later and drive to Uncle Max’s with us. It’s everybody’s mystery now.”


Chapter　10　An Old Secret
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Uncle Max was glad to see his brother’s family coming to visit. Benny had come along, too.

“You see I have started to cut a long window,” Max said, pointing at the front wall of the restaurant. “This place is already a lot lighter.”

“The boys have a question they want to ask you, Max,” said Mrs. Beach.

“I hope I can answer it,” he said.

Sammy told about the newspaper stories about Willy Carver, Mrs. Carver, and the Johnsons. Before he had finished, Uncle Max began to nod his head.

“Yes,” he said, “our father bought the house from Joseph Carver, but I remember it had to be all cleaned up because so many children had lived there. Don’t you recall, John? No, I guess you were too little to notice.”

“I guess I was,” Mr. Beach said.

“Then there was something else,” Uncle Max said and frowned. “I can’t think. It was a visitor. I was only a kid myself.”

“Oh, think hard,” begged Sammy. “Was the visitor a man or a woman? ”

“It was a man,”answered Uncle Max.“A youngman. He came to see our father. He spoke in a way that seemed funny to me. You know, he said ‘rawther’for ‘rather’.”

“That sounds English,” Mrs. Beach said.

“Well,” Uncle Max went on, “my dad and the young man went upstairs and all over the house. They were looking for something, but I don’t know what it was. I am sure they did not find anything because the young man was disappointed when he left.”
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“Did they go up to the third floor? ” Benny asked.

“Yes, I remember climbing the stairs behind them.”

Jeffrey looked ready to burst with an idea. He said, “I can guess who that was. It must have been Willy Carver. He would have been grown-up then and maybe he wanted to find his old room.”

Benny said, “I think you’re right, Jeff. I’m sure he never forgot that big rocking horse.”

Sammy said, “He’d never guess part of his old room had been closed off and the door covered with wallpaper.He must have thought the toys and rocking horse were lost or taken away by someone else.”

“It does all fit in,” said Uncle Max. “Quite a mystery. If his grandmother closed that room off, she never told him about it.”

“And now let’s talk about your restaurant,” said John Beach.

Max shook his head. “I haven’t thought of a good name for it yet.”

Sammy could not wait. “I have! It’s the most stupendous name—the Rocking Horse!”

Uncle Max burst out laughing.“It is a stupendous name, Sammy. How did you ever think of it? ”

“Well,you know that rocking horse that belonged to Willy? We could bring it down and put it beside the door and then put all the other old toys on shelves around the room for children to look at.”
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Mrs. Beach said, “I think everyone would like to see those toys. They are so old and interesting.”

“We must have a sign outside! ”cried Uncle Max. “I can make it myself just exactly like the old rocking horse. I’ll have to see it first.”

“Right,” said his brother. “I know you like to draw. Come and have dinner with us tomorrow and see the toys.”

Uncle Max winked at Sammy. “I’d like to eat in the tree house,” he said.

“Let’s make it a backyard dinner,” Mr. Beach said.

“And invite the Aldens,” Jeffrey said.

“That would make ten,”said Sammy instantly.

“I’ll come and bring two apple pies,” agreed Uncle Max.

“Oh, good!” said Benny. “You make the best apple pie I ever ate—except that one Jessie made using a glass bottle for a rolling pin.”

When the Aldens came over to the backyard of the Beach house the next evening they were surprised. Mr. Beach had brought out a charcoal stove.

“I didn’t know you could cook, Dad!”said Jeffrey.

“I think I can cook hamburger,” his father said.

A few minutes later Uncle Max came into the yard. He was carrying two apple pies and a small package wrapped in brown paper. Henry took one pie and Jessie took the other, but Uncle Max kept the package.He said hello to everyone,then he looked up at the tree house. He walked all around it.

“That’s a good tree house, boys,” he said. “It is better than ours.And where is that round window?”

“You can’t see it from the ground,”said Jeffrey.“Climb up into the tree and we’ll show you. You are going to eat dinner up here with us, you know.”

The two boys had climbed the rope ladder, but Uncle Max went up the ladder. Henry had made a wooden cover for the knothole. Jeffrey opcned it and took out the telescope and gave it to his uncle. “See,” he said, “look under the roof. Right over there.”

[image: ]


“There it is!” said Uncle Max. “You’re right!”

When dinner was ready, Sammy and Jeffrey let down the basket and Jessie put in paper plates with hamburgers, and pickles. There was milk for the boys and coffee for Uncle Max. Later there was pie and cheese.

[image: ]


After dinner it was time to show Uncle Max the attic. Jeffrey and Sammy started off with him when Mr. Alden surprised them by getting up. “I’d like to go, too,” he said.

The boys showed Uncle Max the wallpaper, the round window, and all the toys. They showed him the rocking horse.

Uncle Max took a tape measure out of his pocket.He measured the horse and rockers.He looked carefully at the colors.Then he drew a picture of the horse on a sketch pad he had brought.

“I see how well you draw,” Mr. Alden said. “That will be a fine sign. I’d like to help the new restaurant in some way. Why don’t you buy what you need for the sign and send the bill to me?”

Uncle Max agreed because he knew that Mr. Alden was really interested in the restaurant.

When everyone was in the yard again and it was almost time to go Uncle Max said, “I’ve been thinking about the mystery of the closed room. I thought I did not have any clues, but perhaps I am wrong.”

Now Uncle Max took the package that he had brought. He took off the brown paper and held out a leather-covered book. There were words in gold letters on the cover.They said“Household Journal”.

Everyone waited for Uncle Max to explain.

“When we moved away from this house,” he said, “we packed our books into boxes. I did not have any reason to look at the books that belonged to me for a long time. When I did, I found that this book had been packed with mine. It never belonged to me, so it must have been a mistake.”

Uncle Max opened the book and everyone saw that about half of it was filled with handwritten notes. In fact, it looked like a diary with dates written in it.

“To tell the truth,” Uncle Max said, “I thought I might tear out these pages and use the rest of the book for sketching. But I never did, and I just kept the book. It wasn’t my father’s book, and I decided it must have been left in the house at one time and mixed in with our books.”

Sammy couldn’t wait any longer. “But what does it say?” he asked.

Uncle Max said, “I knew you’d ask. I have been reading it, and now I think that this belonged to Mrs. Carver, Willy’s grandmother. She wrote down people who came to visit, things she ordered for the house,and the vegetables in her own garden.”

The children didn’t see how that would help solve the mystery but they waited.

“Look here,” Uncle Max said. “Here is a page dated April 5,1910.It shows that Mrs.Carver boughtfive rolls of wallpaper. ‘For little W’s room,’ it says.”

Jessie said, “That’s the paper with the drums and toys used for the closet and Willy’s room! She was getting ready for his visit.”

Uncle Max turned the page. “For July 10 it says ‘W’s birthday. Ordered cake and favors for ten children.’”

[image: ]


“That’s right!” Sammy said. “We read about the party in the old newspaper at the library. It’s the one Mrs. McGregor remembers.”

“Now,” said Uncle Max, “see if you can read this last page for yourselves.”

The date was August 15, 1910. The writing was faded and hard to read. It was Jessie who puzzled it out. This is what she read: “House rented to Johnson family. Cannot bear to think of strange children playing with W’s toys. Finished papering closet before packing to leave. Hope to return next year.”

For a minute everyone was quiet. Then Benny said, “That makes our guess right. Mrs. Carver closed up the room herself.”

“She never told anyone,”Henry said.“She thought she was coming back. But we know that she didn’t.”

“And so the rocking horse has been hidden all this time!” said Jeffrey. “I’m glad we’re the ones who found it.”

Uncle Max said,“I am,too. And now the rockinghorse will have a new home and lots and lots of children will see it—I hope.”


Chapter　11　Lost and Found
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There was plenty to do to help Uncle Max get his restaurant open.

Jessie and Violet made bright yellow curtains for the big new window. Jeffrey and Sam wrote a story about the rocking horse. Mr. Alden had it printed on place mats with a picture of the rocking horse in the middle. Henry and Benny helped paint and make shelves to hold the old toys. Uncle Max put up his new sign outside.

The Rocking Horse Restaurant was to have its big opening day on a Saturday. There was an advertisement in the Greenfield News. On Friday Henry, the other Aldens, with Jeffrey and Sammy, took the old toys to Uncle Max. Jessie and Violet had flowers to put on the tables.

Jeffrey and Sammy carried Willy Carver’s wonderful old rocking horse from the Alden station wagon. Soon the horse was standing in its special place just inside the door at one side.Children coming in could see it and pat its nose but they could not ride it. That would have been too much for the old horse.

On opening day the restaurant was clean and shining. The new window let in the sunlight. Uncle Max had bought more tables and chairs. The new sign hung outside on an iron pole. Place mats were on the tables, and everything was ready.

The Aldens and the Beaches came before noon. Everyone was almost too excited to do anything. But they helped Uncle Max in every way they could. Jessie and Violet set the tables. Benny and the Beach boys peeled potatoes.
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“You are certainly a lot of help to me,” said Uncle Max. “What should I do without you? ”

Sammy said, “I guess you think we act as if the Rocking Horse Restaurant is ours. Anyway we can’t stay away.”

Jessie said, “I almost wish we weren’t going on our vacation so soon. We are leaving next week.”

“I’m sorry,” said Uncle Max. “I didn’t know you Aldens were going away so soon.”

But Sammy said, “We’ll be here, Uncle Max.”

Jeffrey added, “We’ll keep you company. We’ll come to lunch and dinner often.”

Everything was ready now. There was nothing to do but wait. At eleven o’clock no customers had come. Everyone was afraid there wouldn’t be any customers at all.

But at half-past eleven they changed their minds.They were afraid there would be too many customers! More and more people kept coming in.

Many children came. They loved the rocking horse and the story on the place mats. And they liked Uncle Max’s cooking, too. They begged their parents to bring them again.

When all the customers had gone, the Aldens and the Beaches sat down to talk over the day. What a success it had been!
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John Beach said,“Of course this was your biggest day. It won’t be like this every day.”

“I hope not,” said Uncle Max. “I like to wait on the children myself. I like to hear them talk. It will be fine if the restaurant is just busy enough for me to do all the work.”

“Well, you heard them today,”said Benny. “The children certainly had a good time. They’ll be back.”

Suddenly Uncle Max began to laugh. He said, “I almost forgot. Now that we are alone, I have a surprise for everybody. Excuse me a minute.”

Uncle Max went behind the counter and came out carrying an enormous cake.

“Just look at that cake! ”exclaimed Jessie. “Did you make it, Uncle Max?”

“I did,” said Uncle Max.“I wanted to say thankyou to everybody.”

Max had done his best. The frosting was creamywhite, decorated with pink roses and pale green leaves. In the middle of the cake was a beautiful rocking horse made of frosting.

“Oh, it’s too pretty to cut!” said Violet.

The cake was as good as it looked. It was soon cut and everyone began to eat. It was a wonderful way for Uncle Max to say thank you.

As Sammy finished his large piece, he said, “I want to tell you something, Benny.”

“Go right ahead,”said Benny. “I’m listening.”

“I want to thank you for everything,”said Sammy. “I didn’t know how to pull out a nail, and I couldn’t climb. I didn’t know how to make things,and I didn’t even know how to make friends. Now I can make friends with anybody.”

The others listened. They knew it was true.

But Benny said,“Now you listen,Sammy. Thank you for all you taught me.”

“I taught you? ”cried Sammy.“I couldn’t teach you anything!”

“Oh, yes, you did, Sammy. I learned from you and Jeffrey that sometimes I ought to shut my mouth and stop talking—and think.So that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Oh, don’t, Ben!” said Jessie. “You wouldn’t be Benny any more if you didn’t talk all the time.”
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“I’ll think about it anyway,” said Benny.

Everybody laughed.

Then Jeffrey said, “I’ve been thinking, too, and I think we ought to thank the Aldens for the tree house. If they hadn’t helped us build the tree house, none of this would have happened.”

“That’s right, Jeff,” said Sammy. “We would never have found the spyglass.”

“We would never have found the little round window,” added Jeffrey.

“You would never have found the rocking horse,” said Mrs. Beach.
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“There wouldn’t have been a Rocking Horse Restaurant,” said Mr. Beach.

Uncle Max nodded his head. “A lot of things have been lost and found:the spyglass, the rocking horse, a whole room—and a brother.” He looked at John Beach. “Without the tree house, I don’t think I would have found my brother quite so soon. Do you, John?”

“I have to agree, Max, and I’m glad we are good friends at last.” He shook hands with Max.

When it was time to go home, Mrs. Beach took Jessie and Violet by the hand. She smiled at them, but she said nothing.

Mr. Beach went out with Mr. Alden. He said, “After this, our family is going to have fun together. Just the way you do. We have found that our boys mean more to us than anything else in the whole world.”

“Good,” said Grandfather. “I’m glad. I had to learn that the hard way a long time ago.” And as he said this he thought about how his grandchildrenhad once made a home for themselves in an old boxcar.

As Henry drove home, Benny said, “We had a lot of fun. But the best part about the whole thing is Mr. Beach and Uncle Max being friends again.”

And everyone agreed with Benny.
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第一章　班尼的绝妙猜想




Good Guess by Benny
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八月里的第一天，奥登一家早早地起了床，因为这天，奥登先生要向孩子们宣布他的暑假计划。

爷爷走进饭厅吃早餐时，亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼早已等候在那里了。

“暑假恐怕没剩几天了，”亨利说，“单是帮邻居建造树屋就花了不少时间，大大超出了咱们的预计。”

“放心吧。”奥登先生坐了下来，“我计划的是一次短途旅行，花不了多少时间。”

班尼也跟着坐了下来，“只是旅行而已吗？”他笑了起来，“可我们的每次旅行都意味着探险呐！”

杰西和维莉对望了一眼。

“爷爷，快把计划说给我们听听吧！”杰西说着，给爷爷倒了一杯咖啡。
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“谢谢你，乖孩子。”奥登先生拿起一块砂糖，放进了咖啡里。等在一旁的班尼简直有些急不可待了，这当儿，奥登先生总算抬起头，微微笑了一下。

“刚刚入夏的时候，你们的简姑婆给我写过信。”爷爷说道，“她想要你们几个到农场去看看她，在那儿住上一晚。她还说，随便你们什么时候动身，只是别忘了打个招呼，好让她提前多准备些好吃的给班尼。”
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“哈哈，简姑婆真好！”班尼笑了起来。

“农场的确是个好去处。”亨利若有所思地说，“可班尼想要探险的话，那里倒是没有多少可能性了。”

“没错。”奥登先生赞同地说道，“所以我才认为，或许换一种方式去简姑婆家，你们就会觉得有趣了。”

“您的意思是，不坐旅行车吗？”维莉问道。

“坐飞机也不太可能，”亨利说，“路程太短了。”

“那要怎样过去呢？我可不想走路。”杰西摇了摇头。

这时，班尼笑了起来：“我猜到啦，爷爷！您是想说，既然路程不算远，我们不妨骑车过去？”

“嗯，猜得一点儿没错！”奥登先生说道，“没准在骑车的途中，你们恰好会遇到探险的机会呢？”
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“骑车探险，这可是头一次！”班尼欢呼起来，“不用一路闷坐在汽车里，还可以避开高速公路，悠闲地在乡间小路上骑行；更用不着赶时间，反正沿路都可以找地方过夜。”

奥登先生点了点头：“没错，我也是这样想的，沿途有很多汽车旅馆可以过夜。”
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“太好了，爷爷。”杰西说，“这样就不用担心公路上车多，也不必担心那些车子开得飞快啦！”

“要是赶时间，走公路也勉强可以。”班尼说，“不过咱们不用着急，反正有的是时间，多带劲儿啊！如果实在要赶路，就算一天骑上50英里也绝对不在话下。”

“爷爷，您一个人在家能行吗？”维莉问道。

“那有什么不行？”奥登先生说，“我又不是孤零零一个人，有好多人照顾我呢，放心吧。别忘了，还有望望陪着我，它一把年纪的，可没法再跟着你们的自行车跑了。”

“好吧，先让我想想。”杰西开始思量起来，“咱们带不了太多东西。外套、毛衣还有睡衣，每样只用多带一件，够换洗的就行。”

“对！”维莉赞同道，“咱们还可以把换下来的衣服洗干净，趁晚上晾干。”

“带件雨衣吧，以防下雨。”亨利说。

“还有应急的口粮。”班尼插了一句，“要是遇到紧急情况，没吃的可就糟糕了。”

杰西很是同意。
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“那睡袋要带吗？”班尼问道，“咱们没准要在野外过夜呢，何况还有可能住在简姑婆家的谷仓里——这也算是一种探险嘛！”

杰西看了看班尼，冲他微微一笑：“好吧，虽然有点多此一举，但还是把睡袋绑在后车架上好了。至于剩下的东西嘛，背包就能装下。”

“那我把路线图也带上。”亨利说。

“还有开罐头的小刀，亨利。”杰西建议道，“估计午餐得在野外解决。”

听着孩子们热火朝天地讨论着他们的计划，爷爷不由得笑着问道：“你们打算什么时候动身呢？”
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班尼忍俊不禁：“我们只顾着讨论带什么行李，倒把这个问题给忘了。”

“明早怎么样？咱们吃完早饭就立刻动身。”维莉说，“今晚就给简姑婆和姑爷爷安迪打电话。对了，亨利，这次旅行用得了一周的时间吗？”

“最多一周，不能再长了。”亨利说，“来回路程都算在内。”

孩子们很快便收拾完毕，他们并没有带多少东西。

听说孩子们打算骑车过去，简姑婆和安迪都很高兴，简姑婆还说，凡是班尼爱吃的东西，都会让麦琪准备好。

第二天一早，孩子们就背上背包，把其余的东西放进车筐后，便推着车子来到了前门。

爷爷和管家麦格雷戈太太站在房前的门廊里，望望正蹲在两人的脚边——它似乎知道，这次只能老老实实地待在家里了，不过它并不介意，对它来说，屁颠颠儿地追在自行车后头跑，没有半点乐趣可言。

“再见！”孩子们喊道，“别担心我们！”

话音未落，四个孩子已经推起自行车，沿着车道走了出去。他们再次转身挥了挥手，便朝着河间路出发了。

直到几个孩子消失在视线里，麦格雷戈太太才转身走回屋里。

“这四个孩子可真够您自豪的呢，奥登先生。”她说，“他们知道怎样解决麻烦，从不用旁人操心。”

“说的是啊！”奥登先生赞同道，“不论是碰到麻烦还是遇到谜题，他们都可以独立解决。但愿这次的旅行，班尼能有机会探险。唉，谁知道呢，也许遇到的是麻烦也说不准。”

奥登先生说得一点没错。


第二章　救急

First Aid
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这是一个晴好的早晨，阳光明媚，天气既不太冷，也不太热。

“还记得吗？咱们上次去船屋走的就是这条路，只不过当时坐的是旅行车。”亨利说道。

“没错。”班尼说，“第一次停船的地方叫什么来着？”

“好像叫‘二次登陆’吧？”维莉说道，“我记得那儿有个商店。”

“这次也在那里停一会儿吧！”班尼说，“说不定店主还记得咱们呢。”

“正好可以买些吃的当午餐。”杰西说。

乡间的小路很是令孩子们欢喜——路面平坦不说，道路两旁还有密密的灌木和树丛。

此时，孩子们已经骑了十英里左右。

“我好像看见树丛中有铁轨穿过，也许前面是个小镇呢。”班尼说。

等骑到近处，班尼猛地叫了起来：“就是这里，这儿就是‘二次登陆’，我记起来了。”

“看，马丁先生的商店！”亨利说，“那次船屋旅行，咱们就是在这儿买的日用品。”

孩子们将自行车斜靠在小店的侧墙上，走了进去。

刚一进屋，便听到一个女人的声音在说：“唉，马丁先生，可把我给愁坏了。”

“真替你着急，兰多太太。”马丁先生说道，“快讲讲出了什么事儿，看我能不能帮得上忙。”他冲奥登家的孩子们点头打了个招呼，“我马上就来。”

孩子们终于看清了兰多太太的样子——她是个非常漂亮的女人，一头棕色的卷发，身材娇小，只是神情里透着明显的焦虑。
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“今天晚上，我先生要请他的老板伊凡先生到家里吃饭。”她说，“而我刚送卡尔去夏令营回来，家里乱糟糟的。现在，既要精心准备晚餐，又要收拾屋子和院子，我一个人怎么忙得过来啊！”

这时，杰西走到了柜台前：“打扰了，我无意中听到您的话。”

兰多太太转过身，看到了四个孩子。

“我们愿意来帮您。”杰西说，“我们正在骑车旅行，维莉和我可以帮您做家务，亨利和班尼可以帮您打扫院子。”

“对啊！”亨利补充道，“反正我们有的是时间，也很乐意为您效劳。”

兰多太太呆住了，她张大了嘴，半晌才脱口而出：“你们真是太好了！不过咱们才头一次见面，我怎么好意思让你们做这些呢？”

“这有什么？”班尼说，“让我们试试啊！”

“这下你可找对人了。”马丁先生说，“他们是奥登家的孩子，我们之前就打过交道，您绝对可以信任他们。”

“反正我们也是出来探险的。”班尼说。

马丁先生哈哈大笑起来：“做家务跟探险可是两码事，这差事可不轻松啊。”

“如果你们真的不介意……”兰多太太的话还没说完，便被班尼打断了。

“我们当然不介意。”他说，“赶紧开始行动吧，别磨蹭啦！”

“好吧！”兰多太太说道，“就这样定了！我来买些做炖菜的食材。”

“太棒了。”维莉说，“我爷爷最喜欢吃炖菜了。”

马丁先生已经动手将食物装进袋子里。

“交给我好了。”亨利说，“我们放在车上给您带过去。”

“噢，用不着骑车的。”兰多太太说，“我家就在街角那里。”

“可咱们总不能把自行车扔在这儿啊。”班尼说，“还是把东西交给我们，顺路带过去好了。”

于是，孩子们慢慢地骑着车，跟在步行的兰多太太后面。

“就是这儿啦！”兰多太太用手指了指。等兰多太太开门的工夫，两个男孩就已经注意到，院子里的杂草的确该修剪了。

把孩子们领进厨房时，兰多太太随口问道：“有你们帮忙真好！只是，你们吃过午饭没有？”

“还没有呢！”班尼答道，“我都要饿死了！”

兰多太太笑了起来：“你呀，跟我的儿子真是太像了。卡尔也是动不动就喊饿。”

不过，话音刚落，她脸上的笑容就消失了，取而代之的，是一丝焦虑的神情。

“真是奇怪啊！”奥登家的孩子们心想，“她的忧心事不是解决了吗？”

“已经有了四个帮手，她还在担心什么呢？”杰西有些摸不着头脑。

但她没有多想，只是从袋子里拿出黄油和面包，做起了三明治。

“我没准备三明治，就给你们拿些牛奶和香蕉来吧！”兰多太太说。
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亨利搬来四把椅子，摆在餐桌旁。看着孩子们狼吞虎咽的样子，兰多太太不禁感慨道：“能有你们来帮忙，真太不可思议了，我感觉像是在做梦一样呢。”

“这可不是做梦！”班尼说，“不信您摸摸我。”大家都笑了起来，气氛变得轻松多了。

吃过午饭，两个女孩开始动手清洗早餐和午餐的盘子，两个男孩则来到了院子里。

“草耙和工具都在车库里。”身后传来兰多太太的叫声，“只是别去碰……”说到这儿，她顿了顿，半晌才接着说道，“唉，你们也不会去碰的。”

亨利和班尼对望了一眼。“这话是什么意思？”班尼问道，“我感觉有些不对劲，可又想不出到底是哪里不对。”

“我也想不出。”亨利说，“这也难怪，咱们才来不久，也许过会儿就知道了。”
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接下来，大伙儿都安静地干着活儿，耳边只听得到盘子的碰撞声和除草机的轰隆声。兰多太太已经上楼去整理床铺了，做炖菜所需的食材全都放在了桌子上——有罐装牛肉、大白菜、胡萝卜，还有些大头菜。
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杰西和维莉动手摘起了青菜，她们把所有食材放进炖锅里，除了土豆——土豆得等一会儿再加。

正在这时，兰多太太走下楼来：“这个菜要炖好久呢！”

“好在做了这道大菜就不用再做其他菜式了。”杰西说。

“要不做些苹果馅饼吧？”维莉说，“兰多太太，让杰西给您做些苹果馅饼好吗？我来负责削苹果。”

“我敢说，你们做的苹果馅饼肯定是人见人爱。”兰多太太说，“不瞒你们说，我先生今早从波士顿打电话回来时，紧张兮兮的，对于老板伊凡先生为什么要到家里来，他心里是一点底儿都没有的，要知道他们在波士顿随时都见得着……没准是他的工作出了岔子……”

此时，班尼刚好走了进来，听到了她的话。“那也不一定。”班尼说，“或许伊凡先生打算给您先生升职加薪呢？”

兰多太太笑了起来：“有这个可能。不过，他为什么非要到家里来呢？”

“这肯定是有原因的。”杰西说，“咱们只能等着看了！”

兰多太太转身去打扫厨房了，只是没过多久，维莉便注意到，她在桌旁坐了下来，用手捂着脸。

“您没事吧？”维莉担心地问道。

兰多太太吃了一惊，赶紧故作欢快地说：“噢，没事，我就是歇一会儿而已。”

维莉可没这么想：“她一定是有忧心的事儿！”

接着，两个女孩帮着兰多太太收拾起了屋子，准备迎接客人。“这应该是您儿子的拖鞋吧？”维莉说着，举起了一只绿色的旧拖鞋，拖鞋的一边已经完全裂开了，“我在沙发后面找到的。”

“是的，那是卡尔的。”兰多太太说，“这孩子就是不利索。”

“男孩大多都是这样子。”杰西说着，笑了起来。
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兰多太太也跟着笑了起来，但瞬间过后，忧伤又一次浮现在她的脸上。“有些不对劲啊！”维莉暗想，“这肯定跟卡尔脱不了干系。”

布置好餐桌，兰多太太便说：“客人六点钟的火车，我现在上楼去换件长裙。”

可随后，孩子们又听见她小声叹息道：“唉，天哪！哦，老天哪！”几个孩子不由得面面相觑。

“她还在担着心呢！”杰西对亨利说。

六点钟到了。

“听，是汽笛声！”班尼说，“火车进站了。”

孩子们都知道，火车站离这里不远，兰多先生和伊凡先生随时都可能到家。果然，没过多久，两个男人便出现在门前的小路上。

兰多太太把两人迎进门，跟伊凡先生握了握手：“您好啊，伊凡先生，欢迎欢迎。”

“能到贵府做客，实在荣幸之至！”伊凡先生对兰多太太微微一笑，只见她的卷发光滑而整齐，蓝色的亚麻裙显得十分得体。

“快进来坐。”兰多太太说，“我给我的先生准备了一份惊喜——这不，我在买杂货的时候碰到了这几个好心的孩子，他们本打算骑车旅行的，现在却来给我帮忙了。”

“您是说，之前并不认识他们？”伊凡先生问道，不觉微微笑了起来。

“他们和店主马丁先生倒是认识。”兰多太太说，“不过我们现在已经彼此熟悉了，还成了好朋友。”说完，她把孩子们一一介绍给了伊凡先生和丈夫。

“我的鼻子没骗我吧？”伊凡先生说道，“好多年没有闻到这种香味了，像是……新英格兰风味的炖菜！”

“猜中了！”兰多太太惊喜地说，“这么说您喜欢它，那我就太开心了。另外，杰西还为我们做了苹果馅饼。你们一定想象不到，我的这几位小朋友有多能干！”

“留下来吃饭吧，孩子们！”兰多先生对孩子们说道。

亨利摇了摇头：“我们也很想留下来，先生，可现在必须得赶路了，从这里到阿什比，途中有个汽车旅馆，我们打算赶到那儿，在那里过夜。”

“我也留过他们的，可这几个孩子就是不肯。”兰多太太说，“你们返程的时候，总可以过来待一会儿吧？”

杰西笑了起来：“行啊，兴许可以的。跟您在一起很开心。”

这时，伊凡先生开口了：“真遗憾小家伙们不能留下来，你们一定很奇怪，我为什么要来这儿——本打算以后再告诉兰多先生的，可既然你们急着要走，我现在就宣布答案吧——其实跟你们奥登兄妹不无关系。”

这番话让所有人都摸不着头脑，要知道伊凡先生在来之前，压根不认识奥登兄妹。
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只听伊凡先生继续说道：“兰多先生的工作非常出色，他十分称职，人缘也很好，我打算让他在公司里担任更重要的职位，在此之前，我要确保他有个人缘不错的贤内助才行。果然不出所料，这下我放心了！以后两位要搬到波士顿去了，希望你们会开心！”

兰多太太惊喜地望向杰西：“看看你们帮了我多大的忙！”

“真是个好消息啊！”兰多先生说道，“至于我的妻子，您尽管放心好了，她比我人缘还好呢。”

于是，奥登兄妹跟兰多夫妇以及伊凡先生一一握手后，便蹬上自行车准备出发了，临行前大家又一次挥手道别。

孩子们很快把“二次登陆”甩在了身后。因为一路顺风，骑车的速度似乎也快了起来。

亨利看了看手表：“还有两个小时左右，天就要黑了。”

“非要到了旅馆才能吃饭么？”班尼问道。

“不呢，只要有合适的地方就可以开吃了。”亨利保证道，“大家都饿了。”

孩子们继续向前骑着，杰西说道：“噢，我好喜欢乡间的小路。班尼，咱们已经完成了一次探险呢！”

“不过还有没解开的谜团，”班尼说，“是关于兰多太太和卡尔的——我总觉得有哪里不对劲儿。”

“这事儿绝对另有蹊跷，”维莉说，“绝不只是请客人吃饭这么简单。”

“没错。”杰西赞同道。

又骑了约摸有半个小时，亨利突然叫了起来：“快看，有家餐厅！”

“太好了。”班尼说，“我都饿坏了。”

一个小时之后，奥登兄妹结束了晚餐，他们走出餐厅，骑上了自行车。

“好像要下雨了。”维莉说道，“看看那些黑云，咱们总得抓点紧了！”

然而班尼此时还不知道，他正急匆匆地朝着下一次的历险赶去。


第三章　大雨

Out of the Rain
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果不其然，天色转瞬间便阴沉了下来，黑压压的云层越积越厚。孩子们还没来得及找到住处，瓢泼大雨就开始倾盆而下，雨势越来越大，仿佛千万张水幕延展开来。雷声隆隆，不绝于耳。

“天哪。”杰西叫了起来，“还是找个地方避一避吧！雨这么大，怕是赶不到旅馆，咱们就要变成落汤鸡了。”
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“我已经成落汤鸡啦！”班尼说，“雨衣根本不起作用。”

“咱们在附近找一找，看有没有老房子。”亨利叫道，“我的鼻子和耳朵都进水了。”

“也许可以找到个草垛。”班尼建议道，“就像当年住在棚车时那样。”

维莉向后撩了撩湿淋淋的头发：“可就算是找到了，草垛肯定也湿得透透的。”

孩子们一边奋力前行，一边关注着道路两边，终于，他们发现了一栋老房子。

老房子孤零零地伫立在远离马路的地方，四周除了稀稀拉拉的几棵树外，连个人影儿都没有。窗户全都破碎不堪，一扇门被风吹得砰砰作响。

“看！”班尼叫了起来，“这就是你要找的老房子，好歹有个屋顶可以遮雨！”

“屋顶肯定是漏的。”亨利说，“不过窗子都破成这样，有没有屋顶也没太大区别了。我先进去看看，你们待会儿再进来。”

“不行。”班尼的语气不容反驳，“我要跟你一起进去，把鬼吓跑。”

哪有什么鬼啊，大家不禁笑了起来。两个男孩推开门，朝屋里瞥了一眼，这是一间空荡荡的大屋子，里面什么也没有，甚至连地毯都没有铺。

“里面没人。”亨利高声召唤道，“你们女孩子赶快下车，把车子推进来。”随后，他和班尼一起，将各自的自行车推到屋角，开始四处打量起来。

“屋顶竟然不漏雨呢！”杰西说，“还有，离窗户比较远的地面居然一点儿都没湿。”

“就是有点潮，幸好没有积水。”班尼说，“来吧，咱们就坐在这块干地上，欣赏一下咱们的新别墅吧！”

维莉看了看这间空荡荡的屋子：“雨一停咱们就走，估计这屋子的主人不会介意的。”

“照我看，屋主根本也不在意这栋房子。”亨利说，“况且，咱们又不会把它弄坏。”

雨点仍然不断地从窗口飘进来，一滴滴汇聚在一起，朝墙角流去。

“要是雨水自己会流出去就好了。”班尼说。

“别担心，班尼。”亨利说道，“要是水积多了，咱们就到二楼去。对了，咱们到二楼去看看吧。”

大家跟在亨利身后上了楼，发现上面除了两间空屋子和一个卫生间外，什么都没有。

“这卫生间可真是糟透了。”班尼感慨道，“所有管道都是坏的。”

“看来这儿已经很久没有人住了。”亨利说。

杰西看了一眼浴盆：“这儿倒是个晾衣服的好地方。看到浴盆上面的杆子没？之前准是用来挂浴帘的。”

“没错。”亨利说，“咱们再到其他地方看看吧！”

二楼的情况跟楼下差不多，只有屋前的窗口会飘进雨水。

“这两间就是卧室了。”维莉说，“真不明白房主怎么不把屋子好好整修一下，其实这老房子还蛮不错的啊！”

“我觉着房主应该好久没来过了。”杰西说道。

“天越来越黑了。”班尼插了进来，“我肚子饿了，咱们吃点东西好不好？”

“啊哈！我就等着你这句话呢，班尼。”哥哥说道，“这里没有电，估摸着大家也不愿打着手电筒吃饭，所以趁现在还看得见，咱们赶快吃吧！”

“等一下。”杰西说，“包里都有干衣服和毛巾，咱们先擦干雨水，换上干衣服，把湿衣服挂在浴盆的杆子上晾着吧！”
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“我没意见。”班尼说，“反正费不了多少工夫，我保证是第一个换完的。”

这话倒是不假，听到他蹬蹬蹬地跑下木楼梯，两个女孩都笑了起来。

杰西说：“要是大家不想摸黑的话，恐怕今晚只能早点睡觉了，而且晚饭只能吃应急口粮——我压根没想到会用得上它们，以为咱们无论如何也找得到一家旅馆哩！结果是被大雨困住，旅馆也没有踪影。”

姐妹俩下楼的时候，班尼正把应急口粮从包里拿出来。

“还记得咱们住在棚车里的日子吗？”维莉突然问道，“那时候，非得铺张餐巾纸做桌布，不让一丁点儿面包渣留在地上，否则就会引来老鼠。”

“现在要担心的可不止是老鼠了，”班尼乐呵道，“瞧，窗子破成这样，啥玩意儿都钻得进来——钻进只狗熊都不稀奇。”

“这片地儿可没有狗熊出没，”维莉平静地说道，“不过要是留下面包渣，倒是很有可能会招来老鼠。”
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于是，四张餐巾纸被麻溜儿地铺在了地上，奥登兄妹也开始吃起了晚餐。

“咱们最好把明天的早餐省出来。”杰西建议道，“说不定明天还会继续下雨呢！留些牛奶和饼干出来吧。”

“说得对！”亨利很是赞同，“要是没东西吃，班尼连半步都懒得动。”

“连上床都懒得上呢。”班尼说着，打了一个哈欠。

其实，根本不必担心面包渣的问题，因为孩子们把面包吃了个精光。大雨仍在不停地下着，雨水不断从窗外飘进来。

“你们女孩子睡楼上好了。”亨利略略思索了一下，“我和班尼把睡袋铺好，就在这儿睡。大家最好穿着衣服睡觉。”

“还真让你给说中了，班尼。”杰西说，“这睡袋还真派上用场了。”

“可我原本是为野外露营准备的。”班尼说。

这一天过得好刺激，孩子们很快便进入了梦乡。雨点依然噼噼啪啪地打在屋顶上，不过孩子们睡的地方却很安全，很干爽。

第二天清晨，天刚蒙蒙亮，杰西和维莉就被楼下的动静给惊醒了——听起来像是小动物的呜咽声。

“怎么回事，亨利？”杰西朝楼下喊道。

“是这样，咱们这儿来了位客人——有只小狗想从窗外爬进来呢。”

接着，杰西和维莉听见班尼轻声笑了起来：“起码从叫声听起来是只小狗狗……噢，噢，它已经爬进来了，从窗子那里……”

小狗仍在呜咽，间或大叫几声，听起来很是不寻常。

维莉转向杰西：“咱们下楼去吧，看看是只怎样的小狗，听起来它好像不太开心。”

“这也难怪。”杰西说，“外面还在下雨，这么大的雨，换做哪只小狗都不会开心的。不过，进到屋里它就会高兴了！”

两个女孩走下楼梯。
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她们打量着眼前的不速之客：这是一只烟灰色的迷你小狗，长长的毛发垂下来，盖住了它的脸，也遮住了两只乌黑发亮的大眼睛，此时，它正起劲地摇着尾巴，竭力想爬到班尼的腿上去。

“狗狗，到这儿来。”杰西唤道。小狗连忙转过身，乐颠颠地跑到杰西跟前。

“哇！”班尼不禁赞道，“好听话的小狗狗。”

“是啊！”杰西点了点头，“估计它受过训练。来，蹲下！”小狗又乖乖地蹲了下来。

“不错！不错！”亨利叫道，“来，跟紧我！”

小狗一溜烟儿地跑到亨利的左手边，抬头望着他。亨利围着屋子转悠起来，小狗则紧紧跟在他左脚后面。

“它比一些小孩子都听话呢！”维莉赞道。

亨利转过身，小狗也跟着转了过来。“蹲下！”亨利一声令下，小狗便乖乖地蹲了下来。

“待着别动！”亨利说完，走回到弟弟和妹妹的身边。小狗果然一动都没有动，只是呜咽声一直没停。

“难道是受伤了吗？”亨利说，“到这儿来吧，小家伙。”亨利仔仔细细地检查了一番，又摸了摸它的耳朵和小腿，“好像没受伤。”

杰西将小狗放到膝盖上，摸了摸它的脖子。“天哪，好柔软！”她把小狗拥进怀里，小狗舔起她的手背来，“我也觉着它没受伤。”
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这当儿，杰西猛地发现：“真是奇怪，它竟然没戴项圈。”

“流浪狗哪会有项圈。”班尼说，“说不准，它待会儿就会跑掉的。”

“我看不像是流浪狗。”亨利说，“它应该有主人，主人把它训练得这么听话，一定很爱它。”

小狗歪着小脑袋，睁大一双闪闪发亮的小眼睛，仰视着亨利。

“哦，看啊！”维莉说，“它这样子好可爱！你们说，咱们能找到它的主人吗？”

亨利沉吟了一会儿：“这就只能靠小狗狗自己了。咱们一会儿骑车离开的时候，看看它是什么反应。”

“没有项圈，没有名牌，什么都没有。”班尼说，“咱们连它叫什么都不知道，看来没有半点线索了。”

“说得没错，班尼。”杰西说，“半点线索都没有。”

“这下连一点睡意都没有了。”维莉说道。

亨利大笑起来：“这句话意味着什么，我们都明白！用班尼的话说就是：咱们吃早饭吧！”


第四章　阳光与小影儿

Sunshine and Shadow
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“听！”维莉说道，“今早的雨比昨晚小得多，没准很快就会停了！”

“现在刚刚六点，时间还早。”亨利说，“但只要雨一停，咱们就得立刻出发。”

“来吧，早餐只好凑合一下了。”杰西说完，大家各自坐到了地上。

“新来的小狗怎么办？”班尼问道，“它也要吃东西啊。”

“咱们每个人分给它一点吧！”杰西说，“绝对够它吃了。”

想法总是好的，只是食物分作四份，本已少得可怜，再分出一份去，着实有些为难。尽管如此，当他们看到饿极的小狗狼吞虎咽时，心里觉得这么做还是值得的。

“慢点吃啦，小狗狗。”班尼叫道，“要细嚼慢咽才对。”

然而小狗丝毫没有细嚼慢咽的打算。风卷残云般消灭了自己那份牛奶和饼干后，它再次仰起小脑袋，眼巴巴地望着大家。

“看这架势，它至少一天没吃过东西了。”维莉说。

亨利将自己的东西收拾好，站起身来：“看，雨停了！咱们先找个地方，吃顿像样的早餐，然后再去问问谁家丢了小狗。”

“好主意。”杰西说，“这狗狗一直不大对劲，听它呜呜叫个不停，八成是有主人的。”

孩子们各自收好东西，把睡袋绑在了自行车的后架上。

“倒是可以省去告别的环节了。”班尼说，“而且门也锁不上。”

四个孩子推车走出了老房子，亨利尽可能地把门关好，大家沿着泥泞的小道朝马路上走去。

“小狗会跟上来的。”班尼说。

“绝对不能让它跟着咱们。”杰西的语气十分坚决，“家里已经有了望望，如果再来一只小狗，望望会不高兴的。况且，它家一定就在附近——看到没？它的爪子都没有磨破，要是远道跑来，怎会不磨破？”

杰西低头看了看小狗，小狗连忙摇起了尾巴。“回家去吧！”她说，“快点回去，真乖，回家去！”

但是小狗并没有乖乖回家，它只是怔怔地站在路旁，眼巴巴地望着孩子们，他们刚一骑上自行车，小狗就跟了过去。

“先不要理它。”班尼说，“或许它跟不了一会儿就回家了。咱们来场比赛吧，谁第一个找到商店，奖励一角钱。”

亨利一路领先，维莉落在最后，而小狗则一直追着维莉的车子奔跑。

“咱们必须先找地方吃饭，还要找家商店买些应急的口粮。”杰西说。

“没准吃饭的地儿就有商店呢？”维莉说，“那就再好不过啦！”
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孩子们沿途看到了几座房子，却没有遇到任何行人，小狗则一路哼哼地跟着他们。

终于，他们看到了一栋貌似乡村商店的小屋。

“这是大家同时发现的。”杰西说，“所以谁都得不到奖励啦！”

这儿果然是一家商店，只是还没有开门营业，孩子们只好坐在台阶上等候着，小狗也蹲在一旁守着。

“也难怪，现在连七点都不到呢。”杰西说，“说不定要等到八点才开门。”

“要真是八点开门，我非得活活饿死不可。”班尼说。
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不过出乎意料的是，商店并不是八点开门。七点钟的时候，一个男人沿着小路走来，在商店门口掏出了兜里的钥匙。

“嗨，孩子们！”那人招呼了一声，“想买点什么？”

小狗呜呜叫了两声，孩子们顿时跳了起来。

“要买的东西可多啦！”班尼说，“不过最要紧的，是先来点吃的。”

男人把钥匙插进锁孔，开了店门。

“你们随便挑吧！”店主说，“不过，我说的你们，可不包括这只小狗。”

“过来。”班尼一声呼唤，“蹲下！”小狗跑到班尼身旁，乖乖蹲了下来。

“哈，还真不含糊呢！”男人惊讶地叫道，“我家孩子要有这么听话就好了！”

“这么说，您不认识这只小狗？”亨利问道，“它也不是我们家的，是一路上跟过来的。”

“我从来没见过它。”店主答道。

“它家应该离这儿不远。”亨利说，“看！它的爪子都没磨破，一定是没走多远的路。”

“没准是谁开车扔在这儿的。”店主说，“有些人就是这样，净做这种缺德事。不过我可以肯定，它家绝对不在这附近。小家伙长得挺逗的，我还从没见过这个品种的狗呢。我可以帮着打听一下，但肯定不会有人认识它。”

“我们也没法收养它。”班尼说，“家里已经有只狗狗了。”

“要是见到新来的小狗跟自己争宠，望望准会不高兴的。”亨利说，“尤其当望望不听话时，却来了只出奇听话的小狗。”这番话惹得所有人都笑了起来。

杰西匆匆挑选了些应急的口粮，随即又选了些食物作为早餐。

好心的店主将孩子们的四个保温瓶洗得干干净净，灌满了牛奶。杰西买了些面包，另外又多买了两瓶牛奶，同时还买了黄油、麦片和香蕉。
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“这根骨头不错，就送给你们的狗狗好了。”店主说。

“噢，谢谢您！”杰西说，“看来我们只好把狗狗带上了。可我总觉得，我们每走一步，它就离家更远了。”

“很抱歉。”店主摇了摇头，“我的店里也没法养狗，只有你们带上它了。”

无奈之下，大家只好骑上自行车，漂亮的小狗则紧跟在后面，一路哀哀地叫着。

班尼开口道：“既然都不知道小狗的名字，不如我来取一个吧，叫它小影儿怎样？因为它一直跟着咱们，像影子一样。”

“果然很形象，而且它的毛恰好也是烟影色的。”维莉补充道。

就这样，小狗便得了小影儿这个好名字。

“路边有好多地方适合野餐啊！”杰西回头叫道。

“只要附近没有奶牛就好。”维莉叫道。

班尼放眼眺望着四周的田野：“维莉，这儿除了雏菊以外，什么都没有，连头奶牛的影子都不见呢！”
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奥登兄妹继续骑车前行，路上只碰到了一处必须下车推行的小山丘。随后，他们便找到了适合就餐的地方——只见那地方掩映在一片灌木和树林之中，从大路上不容易看到。更妙的是，还有一块平坦的大石，恰好可以当餐桌。

随即，自行车被放倒在草地上，一家人围着“石桌”坐了下来。

“这面包要是涂点黄油就好了。”班尼说。

“我还真买了些黄油。”杰西说，“不过只买了早餐的量，不然等太阳出来黄油就要融化了。”
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太阳果然出来了，每个人的心情都好了起来。小影儿坐了下来，不用人吩咐，便规规矩矩地等候着。

杰西给它倒了些牛奶在纸盘里，又掰了些面包泡在里面。

“那根骨头你可以等到中午再吃。”杰西说道。

孩子们开始边喝牛奶边吃起了麦片和香蕉。“香蕉就不给小影儿吃了。”班尼笑着说道，“可是我们该拿它怎么办呢，亨利？”

“我也不知道。”亨利答道，“它的家应该就在附近，要是跟着咱们，反倒离家越来越远，这可帮了倒忙。”

尽管如此，孩子们上路的时候，小影儿仍然跟在新主人身后出发了。


第五章　“八只”帮手

Eight Helping Hands
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吃过早饭，班尼顿时精神起来：“哈，真舒坦！我又想探险了！要是小影儿能闭嘴不叫，那就更好了。小影儿，你知道么？影子是从来不叫的。”

然而小影儿并没理会，它还是自顾自地一路跑着，一路轻声呜咽。

“真不明白，好端端的，你为什么又想来一次探险？”维莉问班尼，“依我看啊，咱们的谜团都没解开，这还不够么？”

“探险对我来说，永远不够。”班尼突然有了新发现，“看，路边好像有个蔬菜摊，还有个大红招牌，看起来好有意思！”

杰西向菜摊望去：“有个男孩在卖菜呢。”

随即，孩子们看到一个拎着菜篮的男人打菜地来，正向菜摊走去。只见他步履蹒跚，似乎累坏了。

“那男孩怎么不去帮忙？”班尼不解地问道。

等骑到菜摊近前，孩子们才恍然大悟：男孩的一条腿上打着石膏，在他身后的窝棚角落里还放着一副拐杖。

男孩留意到奥登兄妹正在打量自己，便解释道：“我在谷仓里摔了一跤，把腿摔断了。”

维莉同情地“喔”了一声。

“我倒不碍事。”男孩说，“只是苦了我爸爸，他眼下正需要人手，我却只能干坐着看摊，既不能帮他摘菜，又不能帮他运菜。”

说到这里，男孩沉默下来，神色间透着焦虑。

“那么，你需要帮忙吗？”亨利说道，“我们刚好路过。”

“帮忙？”男孩不可置信地惊呼起来，“你是说，要帮我吗？”

“没错，我就是这个意思！”亨利说完，其他兄妹都一齐点了点头，他下了自行车，其他人也跟着下了车，“我们很乐意帮忙，你只管告诉我们怎么做就行。”

那父子俩愣愣地望着奥登兄妹，好一会儿，父亲才缓缓地说道：“能碰上这样的事儿，我真是打梦里都不敢想啊！要是你们真的不介意，这儿有一大堆的活儿等着……”

孩子们二话没说，径直把自行车推到了菜摊后面。
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“西红柿、卷心菜和青豆都熟透该摘了。”父亲说道，“我一个人还真是忙不过来。”

“摘青豆就交给我和维莉好了。”杰西应道，“这个我们在行。”

“卷心菜就由我包了。”亨利说，“您告诉我该怎么收割就是。”

“看来我只能负责摘西红柿了。”班尼说，“不过也好，西红柿可是我的最爱。”
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“那……你们的工钱怎么算呢？”男人问道。

“一个子儿都不要。”亨利答道，“我们只是出来骑车旅行，路过这里，而我弟弟班尼正满心巴望着探奇——正好，机会来了！”

“这差事可不轻松啊。”那父亲的话音刚落，兄妹们全都笑了起来——当初向兰多太太伸出援手时，“二次登陆”的马丁先生也说过这话，竟然一字不差。

“我叫史密斯，这名字挺好记的。”那人继续说道，“你们的意思是，在如今这样的社会，还有人愿意不求回报地去帮助别人？”

“至少我们愿意，史密斯先生——特别是在放假的时候。”班尼说，“我叫班尼，这两位是我姐姐，这是我的哥哥——亨利。”

看摊的男孩年龄跟班尼差不多大，此时他开口说道：“我叫罗伊，真希望我也能和你们一起干活儿。”

维莉看了看罗伊，突然灵光一现：“有件事你倒是可以帮得上忙，咱们的小狗叫小影儿，它可不能跟着进菜园，不如你来看着它吧！”

罗伊轻轻地拍了拍小影儿，小狗登时摇起了尾巴，它果然是个友善的小家伙。

“我还从没见过这种小狗呢。”男孩说，“它是什么品种？”

“我们也不知道。”随即，班尼便将小狗是如何进屋避雨，又是如何碰上他们的经过讲述了一遍。

“反正它就是跟定我们了。”班尼最后总结道，“所以我们才叫它小影儿的。”

“不过呢，我们还是想找到它的主人。”杰西补充了一句。

“那好吧，就让小影儿陪我守摊好了。”罗伊说。

“蹲下！”亨利一声令下，小影儿乖乖地蹲了下来，史密斯先生便领着奥登兄妹们进了菜园。

众人拾柴火焰高，在孩子们的帮助下，工作进展得十分迅速。史密斯先生的神情变得愉快起来。

当奥登兄妹带着从菜园里新采摘的蔬菜回到菜摊时，一些顾客刚好开车过来买菜。他们看到新鲜的豌豆、卷心菜和西红柿时，忍不住买走了满满的几大袋。

雨后的阳光温暖宜人，田里的草垛散发出一阵阵清香，弥漫在空气中。

众人正在菜园里忙活，史密斯先生突然停了下来，他侧耳倾听了一会儿，问班尼：“那小狗一直都这么哼唧吗？”

“是啊。”班尼回答道，“就算开心的时候，它也是哼哼唧唧的，所以我们都觉得，它以前的家一定很温馨幸福，而主人搬家后，就遗弃了它。”

“我可不这样想。”史密斯先生说道，“我记得在一本杂志上见过这种小狗的照片，什么品种我不大记得了，只记得很贵重。要是主人不想养的话，干吗不卖掉它呢？”

“唉，真可惜小影儿不会讲话。”班尼说，“要是它能说出发生了什么，我们就可以把它送回家去了。”

“别愁了，至少咱们不会饿着它。”史密斯先生说，“现在也该吃中午饭了。走吧，咱们吃饭去，你们都饿了吧？”

“我就没有不饿的时候。”班尼回答道。

“咱们还是不要在这里吃吧？”杰西不大赞同，“多出四个人来，做饭好麻烦的。”

听到这话，罗伊赶紧说道：“放心好啦，我爸爸做饭可有一手呢！再说炉子里正热着炖菜，都是现成的。”

杰西只好答应下来，她知道，史密斯先生是诚心想表达他的谢意，何况，眼下她也跟班尼一样，肚子饿得咕咕叫了。

史密斯先生领着奥登兄妹来到井边，用清凉的井水洗了洗手，随后走进了农场的厨房。罗伊和小影儿仍然守在菜摊边。

盛好五盘炖菜后，史密斯先生将它们放到桌上：“这菜太烫，还不能拿给小狗吃，我先把它的那份拿出去凉着，等咱们吃完了，你们再去喂它，顺便把罗伊换进来吃饭。”

于是，奥登兄妹与史密斯先生坐下来吃午饭时，亨利讲起了小影儿和他们在老房子相遇的情景。
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“那老宅的位置很偏僻，附近又只有一条小路。”史密斯先生总结道，“单凭这些，怕是找不到小狗的家。”

吃过午饭，大家带上小影儿的食盘，回到了菜摊。

“你们走了以后，发生了一件怪事。”罗伊说。

“什么怪事？”班尼迫不及待地问道。

“刚才有辆皮卡车开过来停住，有个男人下车买了些菜，我趁空儿，瞟到车后座上有对双胞胎姐妹，看起来差不多六岁，长得……像极了，简直是一模一样！就连身上穿的裙子也是一样的——除了颜色不同，一个穿着粉色，另一个是蓝色。她们一抬眼，就看到了蹲着的小影儿，粉裙子的女孩便猛不丁喊道：‘噢，快看哪，是停车场见过的那只小狗狗！’”

“停车场！”班尼重复了一遍，“什么停车场？”

“不知道呀！”罗伊说，“我当时也吃了一惊，不过还没来得及问，就听到蓝裙子女孩叫了起来：‘小狗狗，小狗狗，快过来。’那个粉裙子还冲它打了个响指。”

“小影儿准没挪窝，对不对？”班尼激动地叫道。

“可不是么！”罗伊说道，“它一动也没动。自打亨利下令开始，它就一直规规矩矩地蹲着，不过倒是摇了几下尾巴，这个我注意到了。”

“它是不是认识那两个女孩？”杰西问道。

“应该是吧！”罗伊答道，“但不会太熟，她们连它叫什么都不知道，有可能只是在停车场附近偶尔见到过。”

“噢，好极了。”维莉兴奋地说，“只要弄清楚停车场在哪儿，就能找到小影儿的主人啦。”

杰西沉吟道：“这也未必，只能证明双胞胎姐妹住在这附近而已。”

“我可不这样想。”罗伊摇了摇头，“我们在这儿摆了三年多的菜摊，还从没见过那辆皮卡车，也没见过那个男人和双胞胎女孩儿。”
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“史密斯先生，假如让您去找小影儿的主人，您会从哪里着手？”亨利问道。

史密斯先生和罗伊都笑了起来。“我会去邮局请教露西小姐。”史密斯先生答道，“附近谁家丢了小狗，她准知道得一清二楚。”

“那好，我们这就过去！”班尼说，“可是邮局该怎样走呢？”

“沿着这条路，再过两栋房子就是啦。”罗伊仍然在笑，“祝你们开心！”

“我们得马上动身，不能再耽搁了。”亨利说道，“按地图上显示的，再过十英里才找得到旅馆过夜。”

“没错。”史密斯先生赞同道，“旅馆在阿什比镇，那里条件不错，还有个餐厅。非常谢谢你们的帮忙！”

“我们也要感谢您的午餐呢，实在是美味！”杰西说，“瞧小影儿，连盘子都舔得锃亮！”

没多久，孩子们便来到了邮局。一见到露西，大家登时明白了父子俩为什么发笑。原来，这位露西小姐竟是个瘦如竹竿、眼神犀利的角色。

“我没见过！”露西说道，“附近的猫猫狗狗，牛马兔子，哪只我不认识？哪家丢了小狗，我能不知道？瞧它一副滑稽相，要是见过，准会过目不忘。”

“哦……不过还是谢谢您。”杰西说道，“要是您有了消息，就跟菜摊老板史密斯先生打个招呼，我们把联系方式留给了他的儿子罗伊。”

“好吧。”露西小姐说道，“不过，这事已经再清楚不过了，它绝对不是附近人家养的。看这小狗的资质，足够参加狗展，或者说，都够格去马戏团了。”

远远离开邮局后，班尼才开口说道：“小影儿哪有长得很滑稽？我就看不出来！它明明很漂亮嘛！大家只是没看习惯，没什么大不了的。”

就这样，孩子们继续上路了。山道寂静无声，只有小影儿仍在不停呜咽着。


第六章　路上的麻烦

Trouble on the Road
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孩子们一路骑行，邮局早被远远抛在了身后。这时，亨利对小影儿说道：“这下你可要跑上一阵子了。不过也好，省得你变成懒宝宝。”

眼下天气和暖，不时有阵阵微风拂过，正是骑车的好时节。小影儿始终跟随在班尼的车子旁奔跑着，并且乐此不疲。

班尼本来一路上都骑在最前头，猛不丁儿地，他突然停下自行车，跳了下来，向一块标牌走去，那标牌钉在一根篱笆桩上。

“哇噢，看啊！”班尼说，“有趣得紧！”

“怎么了，班尼？”维莉见他停下来，便问道。

“看看这个。”班尼说话间，其他人已经赶了上来，“标牌上说，八月十号在阿什比镇有场狗展呢！”

“我好像在‘二次登陆’时也见过这样的牌子。”杰西说。

“真的？”班尼问道，“那你怎么现在才说？”

杰西笑了起来：“我哪知道你会对狗展感兴趣啊，班尼！再说，那时候咱们还没遇到这只小狗呢。”

“倒也是。”班尼赞同道，“要不是因为小影儿，恐怕我也不会去注意这块牌子。总之咱们还是去狗展看看吧，兴许可以弄清小影儿是什么品种。”

“不去也可以弄清楚的。”亨利说，“问问养狗场的工作人员，随便哪个都会知道。”

“还有更简单的办法。”维莉说，“咱们去图书馆，找一本介绍狗狗的书，对照上面的图片，一看就知道了。”

“要是阿什比的狗展规模够大，很多爱狗的人都会去参加的。”杰西说。

班尼的脑筋飞快地转动起来，他看了看标牌，又看了看小影儿，沉思了半晌，最后说道：“唉，小影儿，要是你会说话该多好！这样我们就知道你究竟是离家出走，还是被人偷出来的了。”

“快走吧！”杰西催促起来，“再要磨蹭下去，别说是简姑婆家，就是连阿什比也赶不到了。”

“这就来！”班尼答应了一声，“咱们来比一比，看谁先骑到大树那里。”

“留意汽车！”维莉在身后喊道。

“放心吧，这里连汽车的影子都没有！”班尼转头叫道。话音未落，他便和小影儿冲出了好远，杰西则在后面紧追不舍。

尽管班尼骑得飞快，最后还是被杰西超越了。

“别泄气，班尼，毕竟我不是白长你几岁的。”说完，她跳下车子，站在树下等着大家。

小影儿渐渐追了上来，它已经累得气喘吁吁，不等姐弟俩发令，它便自顾自蹲下，休息起来。

紧接着，亨利和维莉也一前一后骑了过来，下了车，二人便跌坐在路旁的草地上。

大家休息了片刻，看到远处似乎有辆小汽车开过来，副驾驶座上隐约坐着一名女子。随着小车越开越近，班尼不禁说道：“它的速度好像慢下来了呢！”

“有意思。”杰西说道，“这车好像是冲着咱们来的。”

果然不出所料，汽车渐渐停了下来，一个男人走下车来，仔细打量着小影儿。奥登兄妹一时间都猜不透这人在打什么主意，便站起身来，各自守在自行车旁。

“这只小狗看起来不错！”男人对亨利说道。

“嗯，我们知道。”亨利答道。

“那你们知不知道，它属于很稀有的品种？”

“不知道。”

“卖给我吧。”男人说。
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“我们可没这个权利。”班尼说道，“小狗不是我们养的，只不过一路跟着我们而已。况且，我们正在帮它找主人。”

“既然没有主人，那我来养也是一样的。”男人说，“我不会亏待几位的。这是一只表演犬，只是还没长大而已。”

班尼摇了摇头：“不行！小狗不是我们的，绝对不能卖。我们一定要找到它真正的主人。”

“这么说，小狗真不是你们的？”男人又问了一次。他的语气令孩子们十分反感。

“不是。”亨利说，“我们正在寻找它的主人。”

“哦？你们打算怎么找？”男人问道。

“我们每经过一个地方，就会打听有没有人丢了小狗。”班尼说道。

“而且等到我们回家之后，就会在报纸上刊登认领小狗启事。”亨利补充道。

这时，车里的女人对丈夫叫了起来：“算了，看来这几个小孩是不会卖的。”

小影儿冲着陌生男子汪汪叫了几声，随即又转为呜呜的低鸣。班尼俯下身子，一把抱起小狗，杰西伸过手，轻轻地拍了拍它。

“好吧，那你们就看紧它好了。”男人扔下一句话后，这对奇怪的夫妇便离开了，车子朝阿什比的方向驶去。

孩子们扶起自行车，看着小车绝尘而去。

“真是莫名其妙！”杰西说道，“他这样说是什么意思？”

“不太明白。”亨利说。

“绝对不是什么好话！”维莉说，“估计是想让我们觉得内疚，觉得这事做错了。”

“哈，只要咱们自己心里清楚就好！”班尼不以为然道，“他们才是没安好心的人，别去理会就是。”

“没错，好久没听过这么在点的话儿了。”杰西说，“走啦！要想住进舒舒服服的旅馆，咱们得赶紧出发了！”

就这样，孩子们又开始继续赶路了，其间谁都没有讲话。过了大约一英里，维莉才开口说道：“那个女的好像给小影儿拍了照呢。”

“我好像也看到了。”杰西说。

“那个男的上车的时候，我听到了咔嚓一声。”班尼说。

“别担心，无所谓啦。”亨利说，“小影儿的一张快照，对咱们造不成什么伤害。”

但是孩子们万万没有想到，那个女人不仅给每个人都拍了照，就连他们的自行车也拍了进去。


第七章　夜间遇险

Danger in the Night
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五点钟左右，奥登兄妹按计划赶到了阿什比的汽车旅馆，他们带着小狗，骑车来到了办公窗口，订了两间相邻、又有一扇门相通的房间。旅馆经理探头向外看了看，发现了小狗。

“小狗可不能进旅馆呀！”经理说，“这是我们的规定。”

“噢，天哪！”杰西叫了起来，“那就不能住这儿了。我们必须带着它才行。”

亨利转过头，对小影儿下令道：“蹲下！”小狗果然乖乖地蹲了下来。

“哇噢！”经理叫了一声，“还真是只听话的小狗！假如你们让它别再呜呜叫，它会听么？”

亨利不由得笑了起来：“这个嘛，我们倒还没试过。”

恰在此时，小影儿又是一声呜咽。班尼走过去，跪起一条腿儿，小狗抬起头，一对小眼睛躲在满脸灰灰的毛发后望着他，继续呜咽着。

“小影儿，你要是再哼唧，咱们就不能住在这儿了。”班尼说道。

小影儿又是几声呜咽。

“不可以！”班尼严厉地说，“这样不可以！”他冲小狗摇了摇头。小影儿张了张嘴，刚想叫，却被班尼捂住了鼻子，捂了个严严实实。小狗满心不高兴，用力挣扎几下，又是一声哀号。

“别叫啦！”班尼大声喝道。

小影儿之前哪里听过这种训斥？一时间，它隐约领会到了班尼的意思，当下偏起小脑袋，抬头朝经理望去，似乎在向他证明，它是多么的听话。

“嗯，这副模样倒挺乖巧。”经理说道，“这样吧，虽然旅馆规定不准带狗，可看在小狗这么听话的分上，就让你们住最边上的两间吧，199和120号。它可以待在门厅里，但要是再叫一声，就只能被请出去了。”

“那么——我们也只能跟着被请出去了。”班尼说，“听见没有，小影儿？这可不是闹着玩的，我现在肚子饿得咕咕叫哩！”

维莉脱口而出：“您这儿的餐厅真不错！”奥登兄妹看到有人正在里边吃饭。

“是啊，这是刚刚建好的新餐厅。”经理说，“我们现在正供应晚餐呢，你们要是愿意，马上就可以去吃！”

“愿意，愿意！”班尼连声叫道，“我们把行李放到房间后，马上就过去！”

“记得把小狗留在房间里。”经理说道，“我对它的晚餐另有安排。”说完，他情不自禁笑出声来。孩子们虽然不知道是什么安排，但料想不会太差。
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经理给了亨利两把钥匙，指了指房间的方位后，说道：“转过那个墙角，把车子停在最边上就可以了。”

小影儿一路小跑地跟在几位新主人身后，经理望着他们的背影，不住地微笑着。

亨利打开房门，发现居然有一个方方正正的小门厅，于是他把雨衣铺在地上，对小影儿说道：“趴上来，不准乱跑哦！”

小影儿一声不响地趴在雨衣上，抬头望着亨利。

“好狗狗。”班尼说道，“还有要记住，别瞎哼哼！我们会给你带好吃的回来的。”

“瞧你说话的样儿，”维莉说道，“好像它能听懂似的。”

“没准它还真听得懂。”班尼答道，“谁知道呢！”

孩子们并没有打开行李，也没有多逗留，各自洗了手后，便出了门。

“不准动哦！”亨利又对狗狗叮嘱了一句，转身出门，上了锁。

一家人走进餐厅，发现里面的一切都新簇簇、洁崭崭的。正在餐厅另一边忙碌着的经理，看到孩子们后，冲他们笑了笑。孩子们找到一张桌子，坐了下来。

“这可是咱们见过的最好的餐厅了。”杰西说道，“我要放开肚子大吃一顿！”

于是，他们尽情享用起这顿丰盛的晚餐来。

吃完，班尼满意地赞道：“好吃极啦！眼下就是再要我骑20英里，也没有问题哩！”

“还是把力气留到明天吧。”杰西说道。
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话音刚落，只见经理走了过来，凑到亨利耳边低声说了些什么，然后递给他一个褐色的纸袋：“这是小狗的晚餐，还有它明天的早餐，只是千万注意，喂小狗的时候不要被人看见了。”

“您真是个好人。”杰西感激道，“您的好，我们会永远记在心里。”

“哪里谈得上好，我又不是对谁都这样，只不过觉得你们都是好孩子，帮助你们我也很开心。”

亨利打开房门，发现小影儿果然一步都没有挪动过，既没有大叫也没有哼哼。

“这才是好狗狗，小影儿！你要真是我们的小狗该多好！”班尼叫道，“喏，晚餐来啦！还有，纸袋里是你明天的早餐。”

饿极的小狗很快将晚餐吃得干干净净，又将纸盘子反反复复舔了好几次后，才趴在地上，一动不动了。

“总算不用担心它会惹麻烦了。”亨利说，“看它的样子，一定是累坏了，我想它会睡得很安稳的。而我自己，也累极了。”

刚刚八点钟，奥登家的孩子们就上床睡觉了。四周陷入了一片静谧。

谁知睡到半夜，小影儿突然发出一阵短促而尖厉的叫声。

杰西顿时惊醒过来：“哦，天哪，是小影儿！这下完了！大半夜的，咱们都得被赶出去不可。”

亨利慌忙跳下床去，一个箭步蹿到了小影儿所在的门厅：“安静，小影儿！”

班尼从床上坐了起来，两手揉了揉眼睛，问道：“几点了？”

此时，小影儿的尖叫已经转为阵阵低吼。

“嘘——小影儿，大半夜的，你闹什么？”亨利问道。

“是不是小影儿听见外面有动静？”班尼此时已经清醒过来。

小影儿又开始急促地呜咽起来。

维莉和杰西站在门口，目光齐齐地落在小影儿和两个男孩身上。

“小影儿绝对不会无缘无故地乱叫，这点可以肯定。”维莉说，“到底怎么了，小影儿，告诉我们好么？”

小影儿似乎听懂了她的话，径直跑到门口嗅了起来。

亨利小心翼翼地把门打开了一条缝。

“是烟！”班尼叫道，“我闻到烟味了！”
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“准是哪里着火了！”亨利说，“班尼，咱们走！你们姐妹俩和小影儿待在屋里，哪儿也别去！”

杰西把小狗抱在怀里，一手紧紧地搂住它的脖子。

姐妹俩听见两个男孩正朝着经理办公室跑去。

“烟是从那个漂亮的餐厅里冒出来的。”维莉说，“准是那里着了火。”

“咱们最好待着别动。”杰西说，“这个区域应该是安全的。”

果然不出所料，浓烟正在从新餐厅里滚滚涌出。经理披着雨衣，赤着脚冲了出来。他一手拧开灭火器，对准火焰喷去。其他人也闻讯赶来帮忙，用消防水管对着烈焰喷洒，火开始慢慢熄灭了。

“还好救得及时。”有人说道，“没等火势大起来就扑灭了。您可真幸运啊，先生。”

“谁说不是呢。”经理说道，“这餐厅可是新修的，烧光了可真让人痛心。”

“是谁发现着起火来的？”一个女客人问道。

“是几个孩子发现的，他们住在最边上的两间房里。”经理答道。虽然早就听到了狗叫声，他却对小影儿的功劳只字不提。除了他和奥登家的孩子，其余人半点声响都没有听到。

经理匆匆跑到孩子们跟前，低声说道：“孩子们，尽管我心里清楚，是你们的小狗挽救了旅馆，但我无论如何也不能让其他人知道，有只小狗住在这里，否则大家都会把狗狗带进来的。”

“我们保证一个字也不说。”班尼答道，“小影儿也不会在乎这些虚名。”

“况且，我们一大清早就要离开了。”杰西说。

“吃了早饭再走吧！”经理说，“你们打算几点吃，想吃些什么，只管开口，我亲自送过来。反正今晚也睡不成了，我正好去厨房清理一下。说吧，早餐想吃什么？”
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“我可要放开肚子吃一顿！”班尼说，“我要吃培根、鸡蛋、吐司、牛奶还有橙汁。”

经理笑了起来：“再来点香肠，好不好？”

“不用了，谢谢您！我更喜欢培根哩！”

“我们可能六点钟就要出发。”亨利说，“明天还有好远的路要赶，估计得骑上一整天呢。”

“没问题。”经理说道，“这样的话，我也就不用担心有人看到小狗了。说起来，还真亏你们及时闻到了烟味，帮了我一个大忙！我这儿随时欢迎你们再来！”

孩子们带着小影儿回屋继续睡觉，经理却睡意全无，眼下他必须做到万无一失，防止火灾再次发生。

当孩子们轻手轻脚地来到餐厅时，发现经理早已将早餐准备好了。

他们将自行车停在门口，亨利一手抱着小影儿走了进去。

吃过早餐，亨利正准备付钱，却听经理说道：“房费只付一间的就可以了，早餐免费，要不是你们，餐厅早就毁了。”

“这都是小影儿的功劳呢。”班尼说。

“是啊，我欠狗狗好大一个人情。不过，下次来住，最好不要带它。只要你们过来，房间一律免费。”

班尼咽下最后一口早餐，说道：“我准备好了，出发吧！”
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小影儿摇起了小尾巴。孩子们各自背起背包，冲着经理挥了挥手，骑上车出发了。清晨时分，天气微凉，路上没有车辆，孩子们一路骑行，别有一番趣味。

小影儿时而跟着自行车欢跑，时而被亨利抱在车上，俨然成了这个温馨家庭中的一员。

骑了几英里后，亨利说道：“这下离简姑婆家不远啦。”

“太好了。”班尼说，“简姑婆会给咱们准备午餐的！不，不，应该是麦琪——嗯，我猜是麦琪做饭。”


第八章　诱捕

Catch as Catch Can
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“我认得这个地方！”班尼突然叫了起来，“那边就是老灯塔，咱们那年夏天还住过的，记得么？”

“住在灯塔的日子好开心！”维莉说道。

“这说明，咱们离简姑婆家没有多少英里了。”亨利说。

孩子们齐齐地朝灯塔的方向望去，但脚下并没有停留。

刚一接近简姑婆的农舍，一阵狗叫声便响了起来。小影儿叫了几声作为回应。

“准是简姑婆家的狗狗——公主。”维莉说，“当初把公主送给简姑婆的时候，它还是只小奶狗呢！但愿小影儿不要和它打架。”

简姑婆和姑爷爷安迪已经站在门廊里，冲他们挥手了。

“你们总算来了，真是太好啦！”简姑婆说，“我们都张望好一阵子了，还是公主先看到了你们。”

“怎么还带了只小狗来？之前可没听你们说起过啊！”姑爷爷安迪问道。

亨利抱着小影儿，解释道：“咱们那时候还没遇上它呢！但愿两只狗狗不要打架才好。”说着，他把小影儿放在草地上，两只狗狗同时摇起了尾巴，虽然汪汪地叫个不停，神色间却显得很是友好。

接着，兄妹们将小狗的来历讲述了一遍。

“小影儿，到这儿来！让我看看。”姑爷爷安迪叫了一声，仔仔细细地打量起小狗来，“这是凯斯梗，这种狗来自苏格兰，产自于斯凯岛，有着三百多年的历史。”

“姑爷爷可真厉害，什么都知道。”班尼说。

“哪里，我只是去过的地方多一些而已。快去，把我书房里那本红色的字典拿来，那上面就有这种狗狗的照片，很漂亮的。”

很快，班尼取来了那本红色的字典。“还真是小影儿的同类呢，一点都不差。”他说，“等回家了，咱们就在报纸上写个这样的启事——寻凯斯梗主人……”
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“它是怎么走丢的呢？”简姑婆问道。

“这恰好就是我们遇到的谜题哩，简姑婆。”杰西答道，“您也知道的，班尼不管到哪儿，都要寻个谜题才罢休。”

“不会是被人偷出来的吧？”姑爷爷安迪问道，“你们刚才说，它的脖子上没有项圈。”

“不清楚。”亨利答道，“不过，那对半路停车的夫妇倒真以为是我们偷的。”

“可不是么！竟然把我们当贼了！”班尼叫了起来。

“等你们弄清了真相，一定要把经过全告诉我。”简姑婆说，“我知道，你们眼下还没有半点头绪，而我更是一点忙也帮不上了。这不，你们的姑爷爷要飞到西班牙去，想让我陪着一道呢。”

“是啊！”姑爷爷安迪说道，“我走到哪里，你们的姑婆就跟到哪里。下午我就去机场买票。”

“四处旅行，这还真是姑爷爷的风格！”班尼感叹道。

“好啦，孩子们，咱们吃饭去吧！”姑爷爷说道，“午饭早就做好了，就等着你们来。”

“放心好了，简姑婆。”班尼说，“我的肚子早就空出来了。”

“知道啦，班尼先生！把你喂饱可不大容易呢。”简姑婆说道。班尼的胃口有多大，她心里最清楚不过了。

孩子们见到麦琪，心里别提有多高兴了——她可是简姑婆家的资深厨娘。这个中午，麦琪准备了一大份鸡蛋沙拉，几盘火腿，几杯牛奶，还有几份热腾腾的面包卷。

吃过午饭，杰西和维莉坐下来陪简姑婆聊天，亨利和班尼则跟着姑爷爷安迪去了机场，顺便带上了小影儿。正在停车的时候，姑爷爷突然叫道：“快看！”

原来是一只大狗蹿进了停车场，正在朝机场的方向狂奔，而它身后，一个男人在紧追不舍。

那是一条拳师犬。奥登兄妹一看便知，狗狗并不想被抓住，因此它的主人一点机会都没有。

“嗨！”班尼高声喊道，“快到这边来，我有办法。”

“班尼，不要吹牛！”亨利说道，“你又不认识这狗，怎么可能抓得住。”

“放心吧，”班尼说，“我想到了一个法子。”

只听男人喊道：“我可是一步也跑不动了！本来是忙着赶飞机的，却在这儿浪费了老半天时间！”
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“别担心。”班尼叫道，“我来帮你。”说着，他走下姑爷爷的车子，把小影儿放了出来。小狗拔腿就想去追大狗，却被班尼喝止住了。

“不准动！”班尼一声令下，小影儿乖乖地蹲了下来。

“天啊！”陌生的男人不由感叹道，“我的狗要是这么听话该多好。”

“它会的，只要训练个几次就行。”班尼说道，“现在你先等一会儿，躲到小卡车后面去，别让狗狗看到了。把拴狗链准备好。”

此时，拳师犬留意到“追兵”已经消失，于是回头一看，刚好看见小影儿蹲在停车场里。

拳师犬摇了摇短短的尾巴，一路小跑着回去看这个陌生的小伙伴。

“准备好了吗？”班尼对拳师犬的主人说道，“等它们交上朋友，你就过去抓住它。”

拳师犬走到小影儿跟前，摇起了尾巴。小影儿一动不动，仅仅摇了几下尾巴作为回应。要知道，这个动作的难度可是不小，因为小影儿正坐在自己的尾巴上。
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“我悄悄地过去。”男人低声说道。

“好。”班尼赞同道。一时间，大家都屏息凝视着，想看看那人能否顺利抓住拳师犬。

大狗正和小影儿玩得不亦乐乎，丝毫没有注意到主人的到来。只听咔嚓一声，链子已经扣到了它的项圈上。

“哈！抓住啦！”班尼叫了起来。

“这法子果然不错，班尼。”姑爷爷说，“想不到还真管用。”

“谢谢你，孩子！”男人感激不尽，“这下就不会错过航班了。”说着，他抱起大狗，放进了车里。

这一切都被旁观的一个女人看在眼里。“你们的小狗是一只凯斯梗，对不对？”她问亨利。

“对，应该是的。”亨利答道。

“它不是我们的狗狗。”班尼插了一句，“只是一直跟着我们而已。”

女人看了看班尼，说道：“我刚从波士顿回来，听我妹妹说，她的一个朋友恰好丢了只凯斯梗呢。”

班尼摇了摇头：“它绝对不是波士顿来的。不过我们会尽快找到它的主人。”

“祝你好运。”女人说道，“真是只漂亮的狗狗。”

当晚，简姑婆对孩子们说：“真希望你们能多待几天。不过我知道，你们更想回家去，解开小影儿主人这个谜团。”

“按照之前的计划，我们也只能待一晚的。”杰西说，“不过我们秋天还会过来，争取多待几天。”

第二天一早，奥登家的孩子们再次整装待发，麦琪又给他们准备了一份应急的口粮。“下次要早些过来，”她说，“有你们这群孩子和两只小狗陪着，我别提有多欢喜了！”

奥登兄妹登上自行车，在简姑婆和姑爷爷的挥手告别中出发了，公主摇着尾巴欢叫着，小影儿也汪汪了几声作为回应。

“老兄，我还是喜欢听你汪汪地叫。”班尼说道，“比你哼唧起来好听多了。”

小影儿一路遥遥领先，跑得比自行车还快。杰西见状说道：“它准是知道要回家了，心里美着呢！”

“或许它之前一直哼唧的原因是——知道咱们的方向走错了。”亨利说，“班尼，别让它跑太久，会把爪子磨破的。”

“我过会儿就让它上车。”班尼说道。大约过了半个小时，班尼果然抱起小影儿，把它放在车子的前筐里。
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孩子们欢快地骑了半晌，情不自禁地放声高歌起来，曲调舒缓悠扬，只是少了吉他伴奏。这当儿，小影儿也扯起嗓子开嚎了。

班尼正模仿着吉他伴奏的“梆梆”声，听到小影儿的叫声，忍不住笑道：“你是在抗议我的吉他声吗？你这小家伙，居然还会嗷嗷叫哩！”说完，他又唱了起来。

一曲终了，小影儿顿时安静下来，它乖乖地坐在车筐里，一脸幸福的小模样，让班尼又忍俊不禁。

“你赢了，小影儿。”亨利叫道，“好吧，我们不唱，你也别嗷嗷了。”

就这样，孩子们一连骑了几个小时。突然，班尼猛地喊道：“看，前面有个十字路口，看起来车还真不少！”


第九章　幸运日

Lucky Day

[image: ]


“车倒不算多，只是咱们不习惯而已。”杰西笑了起来，“咱们一路上都没见到几辆车，小班班。”

“这不就来了一辆吗？好像要停下来了！”班尼兴奋地叫了起来，“噢，不对，是想要拦住咱们的架势！”

话音刚落，一辆轿车便紧贴过来，逼得孩子们只好下车。

杰西悄声道：“就是那对想买——或者想抢小影儿的夫妇。”

这一次，夫妇两人都走下车来。只听男人说道：“你们几个小孩让我一直放心不下，这小狗真不是你们偷来的？”

“偷来的？”班尼激动地喊了起来，“怎么可能！我们从不偷东西，哪怕是一分钱都不会！”

“那你们怎么还把小狗带在身边？记得当初你们承认过，这不是你们的小狗。我们之前见过面，还没忘吧？”

“你听好了，”亨利说道，“我们现在正要回家。我们一直在尽力寻找这条小狗的主人。”

“你当然会捡好听的说。”男人不以为然道，“要是不想让警察发现你们窝藏失踪小狗的话，你们最好是把它卖给我，这是一只表演犬，价钱多少我清楚。”

女人弯下腰，正想去摸一摸小影儿，不料小影儿竟低声咆哮起来。

恰在此时，又有一辆车子开了过来，司机放慢速度，将头探出了车窗。

“遇到麻烦了？”那人友好地问道。

“嗯，有点小麻烦。”亨利说。

“我看是大麻烦！”班尼忍不住叫道，“这小狗是我们骑车旅行的时候碰到的，它已经跟了我们四天，可这人硬说是我们偷来的。我们才没偷！我们正要回家，去找它的主人！”

陌生人仔细地打量着眼前的一男一女，又看了看奥登兄妹，说道：“一看就知道这几个孩子没有说谎，不是么？虽然是第一次见面，但我相信他们，这几个孩子看起来都很诚实。”

“人心隔肚皮，光看外表怎么知道？”男人反驳道，“小狗既然不是他们养的，为什么整整四天都带着？他们自己也说不清这狗的来历，难保不是偷来的。”

“要我看，两位还是早点离开的好。”车里的男人说道，“小狗的事情不劳你们操心，毕竟也不是你们养的，不是么？”

眼见孩子们来了位强硬的帮手，夫妇二人只好转身上车，离开了。

“快看！”班尼叫道，“他们的车牌号！”

“还真是怪事！”杰西说道，“牌照是西海岸的，离这儿有两千多英里呢！他们怎么跑到新英格兰来了？”

亨利点了点头：“没准他们才是偷狗贼！有些人专门做贩狗的买卖。”

“记下他的车牌号了吗？”那人问着，发动了引擎。

“我记下来了。”维莉说。

“我也是。”班尼说，“我都能背下来了。”

“我也写下来了。”那人说道，“他们今后绝不会再找你们的麻烦了。这是我的名片和地址，要是他们再来骚扰，只管找我就是。”说着，他递给亨利一张名片。

孩子们接过来一看，只见上面印着“哈德曼警探事务所”几个字。

“您是便衣警探吗，哈德曼先生？”班尼问道。

“差不多。”那人微笑着答道。

“幸好有您在。”维莉说，“我从来不想惹麻烦，可有些人偏偏喜欢找麻烦。”

“多谢您出面帮忙！”杰西说道。

“没什么，乐意效劳。”哈德曼先生说完，便开着车走了。

孩子们怔怔地站了一阵，一直望着车子消失在视线中。

“真伤脑筋！”班尼愤愤地叫道，“一条漂亮小狗居然招来了这么多麻烦。我都快疯了！”

杰西仔细地打量着班尼，知道他一般情况下不会说出这种话来。

“这样吧！”她提议道，“咱们待会早点吃午饭，正好换换心情。不如就近找个餐厅，怎样？”

大家一致认为这主意不错，纷纷表示赞同，当下骑上自行车，出发了。小影儿依然兴高采烈，一路汪汪欢叫着跑在最前面。维莉则骑在最后面。
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过了一英里，孩子们听见维莉叫了声：“等一下！”

大家分别停下车子，杰西回头喊道：“怎么了，维莉？”

“车胎破了。”维莉说，“可能是被什么尖东西刺破了。”

亨利看了看车胎：“是破了。瞧，这儿有块锋利的小石子，跟箭头似的，难怪把车胎扎得透透儿的，不修理的话，肯定没法骑了。”

“换个新胎会好些吧？”杰西说。

“唉，今天真是不幸啊。”班尼叹道，“现在又要去找地方修车。要是修车的地方卖吃的该多好。或者，要是餐馆可以修车也不错。”

孩子们忍不住大笑起来，大家跳下来，推着车继续往前走。

看到班尼仍然有心思说笑，杰西也高兴了起来，只是心里依然没底，不知道要这样走多久才能找到修车店。一路上，大家仔细打量着道路两侧，不错过任何一块招牌。走了一英里左右，前方出现了一座大房子，只见招牌上写着：

大个子小铺

欢迎光临

“看哪！”杰西叫了起来，“难道那是个加油站？”

“不知道。”亨利说，“但它看起来像个废品收购站。”
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话音刚落，一个高大的男人出现在敞开的门口，他望了一眼，问道：“有麻烦了吗？进来，让我看。”

维莉把车推进小店，大家焦急地望着店主，只见这个大个子点了点头，微微笑道：“我会很快修好的，你们要去的地方远吗？”

“是啊！”亨利答道，“我们要去绿野镇。”

“我知道绿野镇。”男人说道，“很远呢！修好了，半路又坏了。不如换个新胎吧？”

“我也这样想。”亨利表示赞同，“有型号配得上的吗？”

“什么型号都有。”大个子从墙上取下一个轮胎，动手把旧的换了下来。

维莉感谢道：“这车是我在骑，多亏您能把它修好。”

“我是保加利亚人。”大个子一边说，一边继续着手头的工作，“英语不好。不过你们是好孩子，不像其他人。还带着一只小狗，也很好。”

小影儿的确是一只好狗狗。它默默地蹲在那里等着，一声都不哼。突然，它皱起了鼻子，在空气中嗅了起来。

“大个子先生，”维莉问道，“我的轮胎扎破前，我们正在找餐馆，您知道这附近哪里有吃饭的地方吗？”

大个子笑了起来：“当然知道。就在我这儿——大个子小铺！”

“您这里还可以吃饭吗？”班尼欢呼起来，他好奇地环视了一下四周，但并没发现可以吃饭的地方。

“不是。今天破例，只给你们吃。朝那儿看。”大个子说着，指了指里屋。

班尼和杰西刚刚凑到近前，顿时闻到一股扑鼻的香味，再朝屋里一看，只见一个老式煤炉上放着一口黑色的小汽锅。屋里一个女人转过身来，冲孩子们微微笑道：“你们喜欢羊肉饭吗？留下来吃吧。”
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兄妹们互相瞅了瞅，杰西说道：“干吗不留下来呢？亨利，咱们就在这里吃吧。”

“很好。请坐。”大个子的太太说着，从橱架上取下四个碗来，又在每个碗里盛满了羊肉饭。

“你们吃。”她对孩子们说道，“给你，小狗。”她在地板上放了一大块羊骨头给小影儿，骨头上还带着很多肉。

米饭里混着羊肉、洋葱、番茄以及各种好吃的菜肴，孩子们吃得津津有味。他们还就着肉饭，吃了好几块干面包。

吃完之后，他们谢过了女主人，来到店里，自行车已经修好了，亨利向大个子支付了修车和午餐的钱。

接下来，大个子竟然又为他们准备了一份惊喜。

“喜欢狗狗表演吗？”他问道，“阿什比的狗展，我有票。”

“您这里有票卖吗？”杰西问道，“我们早就听说阿什比要办狗展呢。”

“我有好多票。”大个子答道，“我给狗狗做笼子——铁丝笼。”说着，他指了指堆在角落里的几个方形笼子，“所以他们给我好多票。”

“噢，那我们要四张好了！”班尼说道，“我们这只狗狗正好是表演犬，哪能错过这个机会！”

“是的，我知道。”大个子说，“很好的狗狗，会表演的。”说着，他递给亨利四张票。
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孩子们分别与大个子握握手，上了自行车。“我们不会忘记您的，大个子先生。”维莉说道，“您对我们太好了。”

大家挥手道别，继续骑行。

“我现在收回之前说的牢骚话。”班尼说，“今天一点也不倒霉。咱们吃了午饭，修了车，现在又弄到四张狗展的票，应该算作幸运日才对。”


第十章　最后一个谜题

One Puzzle Left
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此时此刻，孩子们一心只想带着小狗赶回家去。他们已经商量好，除了吃饭和睡觉，中途不再停留。

“既然‘二次登陆’是必经之地，”维莉说，“咱们得去兰多太太家打个招呼才行。”

“也好。”杰西说，“当初咱们答应过的，说返程的时候可能会过去。”

孩子们不紧不慢地骑着，享受着最后一段旅程。转眼到了旅途的最后一天，就在马上要吃午饭的时候，小影儿突然不听使唤，拔腿跑开了。
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“回来！”班尼大声喊道。但小影儿丝毫没有回来的意思。

“我还以为你是一只听话的狗狗！快回来！听到没有！”班尼扯着嗓子喊道。

小影儿根本没有理会，只顾着一路狂奔。

亨利观察了一阵，低声说道：“咱们必须跟上去，这时候可不能把它弄丢了。”

孩子们当即加快速度，渐渐追上了小影儿。

“这样跑下去，它会弄伤爪子的，亨利。”维莉说道，“你不能带它一程么？”

“怕是做不到，我根本抓不到它。”亨利说，“毫无疑问，它准是知道自己要回家了。看它的小短腿，迈得有多快啊！”

“等等我们！”班尼高声叫着，但小影儿丝毫也没有停留。

“看样子像是朝‘二次登陆’跑呢！”杰西说道，“前面就是马丁先生的商店了。你们说，会不会是马丁先生家的狗？”

“我看不像。”亨利说，“马丁先生不像是丢了这么一条漂亮小狗的样子！”

“也不可能是兰多太太家的。”班尼插话道，“她看起来也不像。再说，她家地板上没见到有小狗的食盆，院子里也没有小狗的窝。”

“可是你看小影儿的样儿，好像它家就在‘二次登陆’一样。”杰西说道。

只见小影儿越跑越快，仿佛在百米冲刺一般。

“说不准呢！”班尼叫道，“快看！马丁先生就坐在台阶上呢。嗨！马丁先生！”

奥登兄妹停下自行车，小影儿跑了几步，终于也蹲了下来——它累坏了。

“哈！我们的小车手到啦！”马丁先生高兴地叫了起来，“一路上还好吧？碰到什么事情没有？”

班尼指了指小狗说：“我们遇到了这只小狗，它跟了我们一路呢！”

马丁先生这才看到小狗。令人吃惊的是，他竟然起身召唤道：“过来，灰灰！到这儿来，灰灰！”

“灰灰！”杰西惊讶地叫了起来，“您认识这只狗，马丁先生？”

“当然认识！它是兰多家的狗。”

“兰多家养的？”

“噢，不是他们夫妻俩的。”马丁先生说，“是卡尔的，他舅舅艾瑞克送的生日礼物。看，它想邀请你们到它家去呢！”

果然，小影儿又跑了起来，只是没跑几步便回头望着他们。孩子们立即追了上去。此时此刻，小影儿已经不再呜咽了。

“见到这小狗，保管他们全家都欢喜！”马丁先生在身后喊道。

从马丁先生的店到兰多家并不远——奥登兄妹之前就已经走过。这当儿，小狗欢叫着，班尼则跑上前，敲了敲门。

兰多太太来到门口，看了一眼，忍不住惊呼起来：“噢，是灰灰！是灰灰！”她忙不迭地打开门，小狗嗖的一下蹿到了她的怀里，拼命摇着尾巴，欢叫着、哼哼着，舔着她的双手。

奥登兄妹静静地站在一边，注视着他们。过了好一会儿，兰多太太才抬起头来，眼里噙着泪水：“谢谢你们送它回家！可是，你们怎么知道它是我们家的狗狗？”

“我们原本并不知道。”杰西答道，“这事儿说来话长。自从遇见它开始，我们就一直在帮它找主人。”
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“快进来，坐下说！要知道，这小狗是我哥哥艾瑞克送给卡尔的生日礼物。灰灰接受过很好的训练，我们打算让它去阿什比参加狗展。它来咱们家还不到一个星期，但大家都好爱它。”

“我们也是。”维莉说道。

众人坐了下来，注意力全都在小狗身上，只见它在屋里上上下下跑了一圈，闻遍每个角落后，才又跑回到兰多太太的身边。

“你们的照片上了今早的报纸，”兰多太太说，“我当时就确定，站在你们身旁的就是灰灰，我正在想，怎样才能联系到你们呢。”

“照片是谁拍的，我清楚得透透儿的。”班尼说道，“是那对夫妇，他俩一路跟踪咱们，就惦记着要抢走灰灰。他们这么做，是想让人家误以为我们偷了小狗。那照片下面写了些什么？”

“也没什么，就写着：丢失的单车小狗。”兰多太太说，“后来我接到了好几个电话，大家都说那一定就是卡尔的小狗。”

“我就说嘛！”班尼说道，“他俩偷拍照片就是为了诬陷咱们。要我看，他们才是货真价实的偷狗贼哩！”

“我还是不知道你们在哪儿碰到灰灰的？”兰多太太问道。

于是孩子们讲起了他们是如何在老房子里避雨，又是如何遇到了不停呜咽的小狗。

“它跟着我们去了简姑婆家，又一路跟了回来。”杰西说，“可我们还是不明白，它到底是怎样走丢的！”

“唉，”兰多太太讲述道，“还记得么，你们上次来的时候，卡尔恰好去露营了？送卡尔上了公交车以后，我就赶着去买一些要紧的食材。我当时把灰灰放进旅行车，开车去了购物超市。那地方很远，离这儿有25英里。因为灰灰不能进超市，我只好把它留在了车里，我还特地把车窗摇下一条缝隙，给它透气。”

奥登兄妹点了点头。

“我做了件错事儿。”兰多太太说，“灰灰可能就是从那扇车窗里挤出去的，尽管我不明白它是怎么做到的。反正等我买完东西出来，它就不见了！”

“当时有人见到它吗？”维莉问道。

“当时周围没有人，只有几百辆车停在那里，我也没处问去，只好拼命叫着它的名字。”兰多太太说，“最后实在没法子，只有开车回家了。”

“可怜的卡尔。”维莉说，“灰灰跑丢的事情，您有没有告诉他呢？”

“没有。我只是在心底里盼着，盼着灰灰能自己回来。可它来这儿的时间这么短，我觉得它根本就不认识回家的路。而且我还害怕有人发现它之后，会把它给关起来。”

[image: ]


“我们过来帮忙的时候，您就是在为这事儿发愁吧？”杰西问道，“当时我们就注意到您有烦心事，可为什么不告诉我们呢？”

“我哪里开得了口！”兰多太太说，“大家开开心心的，我哪能泼冷水呢！我还生怕自己一时忍不住，扫了客人的兴。”

“您是说伊凡先生吧？”班尼说道，“不过他挺善解人意的。现在好了，总算可以告诉卡尔啦！”

“是啊，他明天就回来了。我有好多事情要跟他讲，比如灰灰是怎么走丢的，又是怎么回来的……还有，我们马上要搬到波士顿去了。”

“真是太好了。”杰西的眼睛亮闪闪的，“伊凡先生说您是个随和的人，我真为您高兴！”

“我要给艾瑞克打个电话，让他也高兴高兴。这下可以让灰灰去阿什比表演了。你们几个也一起去吧，节目会很精彩的。”

“一定要去！”班尼说，“我们连票都准备好了。”

“你们真是好运气，这票很难买到的。”兰多太太说道，“不过灰灰更幸运，它遇到的是你们，而不是别人。”

“这下我总算明白什么叫做幸运儿
 
[1]

 啦！”班尼叫了起来。

奥登兄妹又待了一阵，准备起身回家了。兰多太太说道：“过不了几天就是狗展了，我会提醒你们，给你们打电话的。”

骑车回家的路上，亨利说道：“还有一个谜团没有解开。那就是从灰灰被留在车里，到它去老宅子避雨，直到碰见咱们，这期间发生了什么？”

“我也在想这个问题。”班尼说道。




 [1]
 “幸运儿”的英文说法为lucky dog，幸运的小狗。


第十一章　表演的狗狗

Show Dog
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奥登兄妹安全到家后，发现爷爷对小狗的事情早已知道得一清二楚——他也看到了报纸上的照片。不过维莉还是把雨夜空宅的经历给爷爷讲了一遍，杰西则告诉他路边的菜摊以及罗伊的事儿，而班尼专门讲了大个子小铺。

听完后，奥登先生不禁问道：“班尼，有这么多奇遇，你还满意吗？”

“噢，还算满意。”班尼答道，“只是还剩最后一个谜团没有解开——灰灰是怎么从停车场跑到我们过夜的空宅子里去的？”

“这我就帮不上忙啦。”奥登先生说，“不过我相信，这个谜团最终也会被你们解开的。”

不久，杰西接到了兰多太太的电话。

“明天阿什比的狗展就开幕了。”兰多太太说道，“我们的小狗有了个新名字，不过我已经答应先不告诉你们。怎么样，你们能来吗？”

杰西笑了起来：“我可以代表所有人回答：当然会。我们会开车过去的。”

“那先到我家会合吧！”兰多太太说，“这样你们就可以先跟卡尔认识一下。还有，咱们会开两辆车过去。”

“那就这样说定了。”杰西说。

“好。”兰多太太说，“我想让你们看看，艾瑞克是怎样指挥小狗的，真是有趣得很。”

第二天，亨利开车朝兰多太太家驶去。途中，班尼说道：“不知道他们给灰灰换了个什么名字。我可不想费脑筋去猜，反正不会叫小影儿就是了。”

“待会不就知道了？”维莉说。

奥登兄妹一走进兰多家的院子，卡尔便跑了出来，这是一个脸上长着小雀斑，身穿印有“莫霍克夏令营”字样T恤的男孩。

“你们一定是奥登兄妹吧？”男孩叫了起来，“我是卡尔。”

大家进了屋，卡尔的艾瑞克舅舅跟奥登兄妹一一握了手。

“快跟我讲讲，”艾瑞克舅舅说道，“小狗离开停车场之后，是怎么找到你们的？”

“我们也没弄明白，”杰西答道，“这个谜团怕是永远也解不开了。”

“放心，总有一天会水落石出的。”班尼说。

“待会儿你们就能见到灰灰了，它现在可漂亮啦！”卡尔说道，“它洗了澡，梳了毛，爪子和趾头都被打理得清清爽爽、干干净净。”

“我都等不及啦！”维莉说道。

“不是给它取了个新名字吗？”班尼问道。

“这个也要待会儿再告诉你们。”卡尔调皮地眨了眨眼睛，“现在，咱们该出发啦！”

亨利开车跟着兰多一家来到了阿什比，停车时他遇到了点小麻烦，于是兰多一家便先带着灰灰进了展馆。

阿什比的狗展在一个大厅里举行。奥登兄妹进去时，看到一名接待员正站在门口。

“快请进吧！”那人招呼道，“你们的朋友就在那边。”他指了指一块大标牌，只见上面写着：

凯斯梗专区

牌子下面则放着两只笼子。

“那个接待员好像认识咱们呢，”班尼说，“真是奇怪。”

“看哪！”维莉突然叫了起来，“灰灰的笼子上写着什么？是它的新名字！”

只见一个大大的名牌上写着：

灰灰

单车小狗

灰灰的笼子旁边围了不少人。

有人说道：“这就是那只被偷的小狗。”

“并没有被偷。”另外的人说。

“是谁偷的？”

“你们在说什么啊？”

“没看报纸吗？是四个骑单车的孩子发现了它。”

兰多太太冲孩子们笑了起来：“可能你们还不知道，这里的人都看到了照片——就是你们骑着单车，和灰灰在一起的那张。明天我们会在报纸上登一个告示，声明灰灰是你们找到的，并没有被人偷走。”
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一见到奥登兄妹，灰灰顿时欢快起来，它几次想从笼子里挣出来，可惜没有如愿，无奈之下，它只好隔着笼子，舔了舔他们的手。

“一看见这笼子，我就想起大个子来了。”维莉说道。

“表演马上要开始了。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“待会由我来指挥灰灰，不过明年就要看卡尔的了，毕竟他才是小家伙的主人。”

“灰灰还用指挥吗？”班尼问道，“它这么听话，任何人都可以做到啊！”

“待会儿你就明白了。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“指挥的意思是让它表演，要告诉小狗，它究竟该做些什么。”

这时，孩子们发现另外一只狗狗也被放到灰灰所在的专区。那也是一只凯斯梗，名叫灰姑娘——因为它全身的毛色跟炉灰相似，还夹杂着浅浅的蓝色。

表演很快开始了。孩子们来到人群中，各自找位子坐了下来，舞台周围拉起了护索。

展馆内人人兴奋异常，每个人都希望自己的狗狗夺得冠军，但是大家的心里都清楚，冠军非单车小狗灰灰莫属。

馆内汇集了各式各样的狗狗，有体型巨大、毛发柔软的白色大狗，也有个子娇小的巴掌犬，它们都接受过精心的训练。

率先出场的是一只大丹犬，音乐响起，主人用链子拉着它，狗狗缓缓走到场地中央，高昂着头，垂着尾巴站定。

随后出场的是灰姑娘。

“哦，天哪！”杰西说道，“听听这掌声！”

接着就是灰灰上场了。艾瑞克叔叔的表现得心应手，灰灰也配合得恰到好处。

“听听这次的掌声！”亨利叫道，“比灰姑娘的还热烈！”

评委仔细地打量着每一只狗狗，记录下它们的长相和表现。

表演结束后，由评委上场，在笼子上系上丝带，以此确定名次，想看看冠军究竟花落谁家的观众则紧随其后。然而出乎所有人的意料，单车小狗灰灰只赢得了代表亚军的红丝带，而代表冠军的蓝丝带，则授予了灰姑娘。

“没什么啦！”卡尔自我安慰道，“反正比起蓝色来，我更喜欢红色哩。”

“我可不这样想。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“但我也并不意外。”

“您也不感到意外？”杰西问兰多太太。

“不意外。依我看哪，这次失踪影响了灰灰的表现。它被雨水淋过，没有立即吹干，也没有马上洗澡。而这种比赛，只有状态最佳的狗狗才能赢得蓝丝带。”
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“没什么啦，还有来年呢！”艾瑞克叔叔说道。

突然，班尼大声叫了起来：“看哪！双胞胎，简直是一模一样啊！”

“一个穿着粉色裙子，一个穿着蓝色的。”维莉低声说道。

“她们朝这边来了。”杰西说，“看样子是在找灰灰呢。”

只见人群中一个笑意盈盈的妈妈带着两个女孩走了过来。

“我们想看看我们的小狗。”穿粉色裙子的女孩说道，“我叫小蕊。”

“你们的小狗？”班尼问道，“你是说单车小狗吗？”

“是啊，它其实也算不上是我们的，只不过我们见过它两回，而且我们一直很想它。我叫小卓。”

她们的妈妈补充道：“你们叫我付太太好啦，我的两个女儿好喜欢这只小狗，之前在伊塞克的停车场就见过它。”

“是啊，没错。”小蕊说，“它当时正在停车场上跑呢。”

“你们当时在哪里？”艾瑞克叔叔问道。

“我们坐在旅行车的后座上。”小卓答道，“我们看得很清楚，还叫了它好多次，可它还是跑开了。后来在乡村的菜摊上，我们又见过它一次。”

“这就说得通了。”班尼得出了结论，“看来灰灰不是被人偷走的。”

“可是别忘了，有人是动过这个念头的，班尼。”亨利提醒道。

“我当然不会忘。”班尼说。

艾瑞克叔叔继续问道：“那天在停车场，灰灰到底遇到了什么？你们看到了吗？”

“看到了。”小蕊说。

“不，没看到。”小卓说道，“我们只看到它跑出停车场，穿过了马路。”

“还好它没被撞到。”小蕊补充了一句。

“说得是啊。”艾瑞克叔叔说着，神情严肃起来，“应该是安安全全地过了马路。之后它朝哪儿跑了？你们看到了吗？”

“嗯，看到了！有条偏僻的捷径直通伊塞克，您知道吗？它就是沿着那条小路跑掉了。”

“第二天晚上，下起了大雨，我们好担心它能不能找到回家的路。后来是你们找到它的？”

“是它找到了我们。”班尼说，“为了避雨，小狗从空宅子的窗子外爬了进来，屋子就在那条乡村小路上。”

“后来你们又在菜摊见到它了，对吧？”亨利问道。
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“对啊。”小卓回答道，“我爸说，要是来年还办狗展，灰灰一定能得冠军，所以我们特地过来跟它打个招呼。”

灰灰似乎还记得两个小女孩。它没法子从笼子里出来，最后只好舔了舔她们的手，呜呜叫了两声。

这时，一名警察朝奥登兄妹走了过来，之前他一直在展会上到处巡视。

“孩子们，能不能帮我个忙？”他对亨利说道，“我听说你们碰到过一男一女，这两人几次想把小狗弄到手，对吗？”

“没错。”亨利答道。

“如果再次见到这两个人，你们还认得出来吗？”警察问道。

“那当然！”班尼说。

警察看了看奥登兄妹，脸上露出了笑容：“是这样的，警局抓获了一对夫妇，明天你们跟我过去辨认一下，看是不是你们遇到的那两个人。”

“我们一定会去的。”亨利说。

“那就太好啦！”警察眨了眨眼，“大家都没意见吧？”

“当然没意见！”杰西说道，“要知道，我们遇到过他们两次，他们每次都在打小狗的主意呢！”

“很好。”警察说，“他们被抓住的时候，身边还带着偷来的两只狮毛狗和一只苏格兰犬，如果罪名成立，他们会被驱逐出境，还要交一大笔罚金。”

“还真是罪有应得。”班尼说，“但愿他们以后不会再犯。”

“当然不会。”警察笑了起来，“毕竟西海岸也有警察嘛。”说完，他便转身离开了。

“这下好了，付太太。”杰西说，“事儿总算差不多都清楚了。”

狗展结束后，大家纷纷忙着收拾东西，准备离开。兰多太太带着灰灰回了家，奥登兄妹也朝绿野镇赶去。

刚一到家，他们就看见爷爷正在门廊里等着他们。“狗展好看吗？”他问道。

孩子们坐了下来，将经历的事情一一告诉爷爷。

维莉讲到了灰灰的新名字，又讲到如何在双胞胎的帮助下，破解了最后一个谜团。

“可惜灰灰没有拿到冠军，还真让人有点失望啊！”班尼说道，“明明它的人气最旺。”

“我也觉得有些遗憾。”爷爷说道，“不过，凡事都是有原因的，班尼。要记住，没有人可以永远第一。”

爷爷这句话，班尼·奥登牢牢地记在心里，一直都没有忘。

正说着，望望突然出现在门口——它也想见小主人了。班尼打开纱门，将它放出来，望望便趴到门廊上。

“你好啊，望望。”班尼蹲了下来，挠了挠狗狗乱蓬蓬的脑袋。望望抬起了鼻子。

“我还是最喜欢你，望望。”班尼说道，“你既不哼唧，也不嗷嗷，更不瞎汪汪……”

话音未落，大家都哄笑起来。你们猜这是为什么？因为望望恰好汪汪地叫了起来。



Chapter 1　Good Guess by Benny
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The Alden family was up early on the first day of August. This was the day Mr. Alden was going to tell his four grandchildren about a plan he had made.

When Grandfather came into the dining room for breakfast, Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny were waiting.

Henry said, “I’m afraid there is not much time left. Making the tree house for our neighbors took more time than we thought.”

“That’s all right,” Mr. Alden answered, sitting down. “My idea is for a very short trip. It won’t take much time.”

Benny sat down. “Then it is a trip,” he said, smiling to himself.“A trip always means an adventure.”

Jessie and Violet looked at each other.

“You might as well tell us now, Grandfather,” said Jessie. She poured her grandfather’s coffee.

“Thank you, my dear,” said Mr. Alden. He put a lump of sugar into his cup. Benny began to think he could not wait another second. Then Grandfather looked up and smiled.
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“Your Aunt Jane wrote to me early this summer,” he said. “She would like to have you all come to see her on the farm. You can stay overnight. Anytime, she said, just let her know when you are coming so she can have plenty for Benny to eat.”

Benny laughed. “Good for Aunt Jane,” he said.

Henry said thoughtfully, “We like the farm, but there aren’t many adventures left there for Benny to work on.”

“No,” agreed Mr. Alden. “That’s why I thought you might like to find a new way to get to Aunt Jane’s.”

“You mean we won’t take the station wagon?” Violet asked.

“We can’t fly there,” Henry said. “It is too short a trip to go by plane.”
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Jessie shook her head and said, “Well, how else can we go? I don’t want to walk.”

Benny began to laugh. “I know what you are thinking about, Grandfather,” he said. “We could ride our bikes. It isn’t too far for that.”

“You guessed it,” Mr. Alden agreed. “And who knows? You might ride your bikes right into an adventure.”

“A bicycle adventure!”exclaimed Benny. “That’s different. We wouldn’t just whizz up to the farm in a car. We can take all the old back roads instead of the big highways. We can even take it easy and stay overnight along the way.”

Mr. Alden nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I have thought about that. There are motels where you can stay.”

“That’s wonderful, Grandfather,” Jessie said. “No busy highways with cars racing by.”
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“Highways are OK if you’re in a hurry,” said Benny. “But we won’t be in a hurry. We’ll take our time. This will be fun. We can ride about fifty miles a day on our bikes if we have to.”

Violet said,“Will you be all right alone, Grandfather?”

“Of course,” answered Mr. Alden. “I won’t be alone, anyway. I have plenty of people to look out for me. Don’t worry. And remember I will keep Watch. He is too old a dog to run after four bikes.”

“Let’s see,” began Jessie. “We can’t take very much. We need one change of clothes, sweaters, and pajamas.”

“Yes,” agreed Violet. “We can wash things out and let them dry overnight.”

Henry said, “A raincoat would be handy if it rains.”

“And emergency rations,” put in Benny. “It would be awful to have nothing to eat in an emergency.”

Jessie agreed.

“How about sleeping bags?” Benny asked. “Maybe we might have to camp out some night. Or we could sleep in Aunt Jane’s barn—that would be an adventure.”

Jessie looked at Benny and smiled. “All right,”she said. “I don’t think we’ll use them, but we can strap them on the back of our bikes. The other things will fit in our knapsacks.”
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“I’ll take a road map,” Henry said.

“Bring your knife with the can opener, Henry,”Jessie suggested.“I think our lunches will be picnics.”

Grandfather smiled to himself as he listened to his grandchildren making their plans.He asked, “When do you want to start?”
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Benny laughed. “We’ve been so busy talking about what to take we haven’t planned when to go.”

It was Violet who said,“What about tomorrow morning right after breakfast? We can telephone Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy tonight. Will our trip take about a week, Henry?”

“Not any more than that,” Henry said. “Going and coming.”

Packing did not take much time. After all, there was not much the Aldens were taking with them.

Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy were delighted to hear about the plans for the bike trip. Aunt Jane said she would ask Maggie to cook all the things that Benny liked best.
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The next morning the Aldens put their knapsacks on their backs. Everything else went on the carriers. They wheeled their bicycles around to the front door.

Grandfather and Mrs. McGregor, the housekeeper, stood on the front porch. Watch sat at their feet. He seemed to know he was going to stay at home. He did not mind. It was not his idea of fun to run after bicycles.

“Good-bye!” they called. “Don’t worry about us.”

The four Aldens wheeled down the driveway and looked back to wave again. Then they headed toward the river road.

When they were out of sight, Mrs. McGregor turned to go in. She said, “You have four grandchildren to be proud of, Mr. Alden. They know how to get themselves out of trouble without any help.”

“Yes,” agreed Mr. Alden. “They have always solved their own problems, just as they do mysteries. I hope Benny will find an adventure on this trip. But maybe he will run into trouble, too.”

And Mr. Alden was right.


Chapter 2　First Aid
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The sun was shining, and it was a beautiful morning. It was not too warm and not too cold.

“Remember how we came along this way in the station wagon when we were going on the houseboat?” Henry asked.

“That’s right,” Benny said. “What was the name of the first place where we stopped?”

“Wasn’t it called Second Landing?” Violet asked. “I remember there was a store there.”

“Let’s stop again!” Benny said. “Maybe the man in the store will remember us.”

“We can buy some things for lunch,” Jessie said.

The Aldens liked the smooth country road. There were trees and bushes on both sides.

When they had ridden about ten miles, Benny said, “I think I see a railroad crossing. Maybe we are coming to a town.”

When they were closer,Benny called out, “Yes, it’s Second Landing. I remember it.”

“And there is Mr. Martin’s store,” said Henry.“We bought groceries there for the houseboat.”

The Aldens leaned their bicycles against the side of the little store. They went inside.

Right away they heard a woman’s voice saying, “Oh, Mr. Martin, I’m so upset.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Randall,” said Mr. Martin. “I’d like to help you. Tell me about it.” He nodded at the Aldens. “Be with you in a minute.”

The children saw that Mrs. Randall was a pretty woman with curly brown hair.She was small, and she certainly was upset.

She said, “My husband is bringing his boss, Mr. Evans, home to supper. And I just got Carl off to camp, and the house is a mess. Now I have to get a special dinner and clean up the house and yard. And I have to do it alone.”

Jessie went over to the counter. “Excuse me,” she said. “We couldn’t help hearing.”

The woman turned around and saw the four young people.

Jessie said, “We’d like to help you out. We are just taking a bicycle trip. Violet and I would love to do your housework, and Henry and Benny could do your yard.”

“That’s right,” Henry added. “We have plenty of time. We’ll be glad to help you.”

Mrs. Randall stood with her mouth open in surprise. Then she exclaimed, “How kind you are! I’m a perfect stranger. I could never let you do this.”

“Oh, yes you could,” said Benny. “Just try.”

“Now you have some good help,”said Mr. Martin. “I’ve met these Aldens and you can trust them.”

“We are looking for an adventure, anyway,” said Benny.

Mr. Martin laughed. “It looks like a lot of hard work to me.”
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“If you really mean it—” began Mrs. Randall.

“Of course we mean it,” said Benny. “And here we stand, wasting time.”

“All right!” said Mrs. Randall. “I’ll do it! I’m buying things for a boiled dinner.”

Violet said, “That’s good. That is the dinner my grandfather likes best.”

Mr.Martin was already putting things in bags.

“Give them to me,” Henry said. “We’ll carry the bags on our bikes.”

“Oh, you don’t need bikes,” said Mrs. Randall. “I live just around the corner.”

Benny said, “We have to take our bikes anyway.We might as well take the groceries, too.”

They rode along slowly, and Mrs. Randall walked. “Right here,” she said, pointing. The boys saw that the grass needed cutting. She opened the door.

Mrs.Randall led the way into the kitchen, saying, “It was awfully good of you to come. Have you had lunch?”

“No,” answered Benny, “and I am starving!”

Mrs. Randall laughed and said, “You make me think of my son Carl. He’s always hungry.”

She stopped smiling suddenly and looked worried.

“That’s funny,”the Aldens thought.“Her troubles should be over.”

“Why is she worrying when there are four people to help her?” wondered Jessie.

Then Jessie took peanut butter and bread out of the bag and began to make sandwiches. Mrs. Randall said, “If I can’t make sandwiches for you, I can give you milk and bananas.”
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Henry set four chairs at the kitchen table. As Mrs. Randall watched them eat, she said, “I can’t believe you are going to help. It seems like a dream.”

“I’m no dream,” said Benny. “Just touch me.”They all laughed, and everyone felt better.

When lunch was over, the girls began to wash the breakfast and lunch dishes. The boys went out into the yard.

“You’ll find rakes and things in the garage,” Mrs. Randall called after them. “Don’t touch the—” She stopped. “But then you wouldn’t anyway.”

Henry and Benny looked at each other. “Now what do you make of that?” Benny asked. “I feel that something is still wrong, but I can’t think what.”

“Neither can I,” said Henry. “Of course, we are strangers. Maybe we will find out later.”

Then all was quiet for awhile except for the noise of the dishes and the lawnmower. Mrs. Randall went upstairs to make the beds. She had left all the things to make a boiled dinner. Corned beef,cabbage, carrots, and turnips lay on the table.
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Jessie and Violet began to peel the vegetables. Then they put everything into a big kettle. Later they would add the potatoes.

Mrs. Randall came downstairs.She said, “This has to boil slowly for a long time.”

“But then your whole dinner is done,”said Jessie.

“Except for a pie,” Violet said. “Mrs. Randall, let Jessie make an apple pie for you. I’ll peel the apples.”

“I’m sure any man would like that,” said Mrs. Randall. “I should tell you that my husband sounded nervous this morning when he telephoned me from Boston. He doesn’t have any idea why Mr. Evans wants to see him. He could see him any time in Boston. Perhaps he isn’t doing his work very well.”

Benny came in just in time to hear this. “Then again,” he said, “maybe Mr. Evans is going to give your husband a better job and more money.”

Mrs. Randall laughed. “That could be. But why does Mr. Evans want to visit us in our home?”

“There must be some reason,” Jessie said. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Mrs. Randall went into the dining room to dust. Suddenly Violet noticed that she was sitting down at the table with her head on her hand.

“Are you all right?” she asked anxiously.

Mrs.Randall jumped up and said brightly, “Oh, yes, I was just resting.”

But Violet thought,“She is still worrying about something.”

Later, the girls helped Mrs. Randall get ready for company. Violet said, “This must be your boy’s slipper.” She held up an old green slipper, ripped along one side. “I found it behind the sofa.”

“Yes, it’s Carl’s,” Mrs. Randall said. “I’m afraid he isn’t very neat.”

“Like most boys,” said Jessie, laughing.
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Mrs. Randall laughed, too, but she soon looked sad again. Violet thought to herself, “Something is wrong. I’m sure it has something to do with Carl.”

When the table was set, Mrs. Randall said, “The men will come on the six o’clock train. I’ll go upstairs and change my dress.”

But the Aldens could hear her saying to herself, “Oh, dear! Oh, dear me!” They looked at each other.

“Still worrying,” Jessie said to Henry.

At six o’clock, Benny said, “Hear that whistle? The train has come in.”

The Aldens knew that the station was not far away. Mr. Randall and Mr. Evans could walk to the house very easily. Sure enough, the men soon appeared on the front walk.

Mrs. Randall met them at the door and shook hands with Mr. Evans. “How do you do?” she said. “I’m so glad you could come, Mr. Evans.”

“I’m glad to be here,” Mr. Evans said and looked at Mrs. Randall with a smile. Her curly hair was smooth, and her blue linen dress was very becoming.

“Come in and sit down,” Mrs. Randall said. “I have a surprise for my husband. Four of the nicest young people came along when I was buying groceries. They are taking a bicycle trip, but they offered to help me.”
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“You mean strangers?”Mr. Evans asked, smiling to himself.

“Mr. Martin at the store knew them,” Mrs. Randall said. “We weren’t strangers very long. They’re my friends now.” And she introduced the Aldens to Mr. Evans and her husband.

Mr. Evans said,“Can I believe my nose? I smell something I haven’t had for years. A New England boiled dinner!”

“Good!” Mrs. Randall exclaimed. “I’m so glad you like that. And Jessie made us an apple pie. You don’t know what wonderful friends the Aldens have been to me!”

“You are having dinner with us, aren’t you?” Mr. Randall said to the Aldens.

Henry shook his head. “We’d like to, sir, but we think we should be on our way. There’s a motel between here and Ashby. That’s where we plan to stay tonight.”

“I asked them to stay to dinner and overnight,too,” Mrs. Randall said. “But they wouldn’t. Maybe you’ll stop on your way back?”

Jessie smiled. “That’s right. Maybe we will. We have had such a good time with you.”

Mr. Evans said, “I’m sorry you young people can’t stay. I’m sure you are all wondering why I came. I was going to tell the Randalls later, but if you are going, I’ll tell it now. It has a lot to do with the Aldens.”

Everyone looked puzzled. Mr. Evans had never heard of the Aldens until that very day.

However, Mr. Evans went on. “Mr. Randall is doing an excellent job for me. He is the right man, and he makes friends easily. I want to give him a more important place in the company. But first I had to be sure that his wife also makes friends easily. I see that she does! I hope you will both be happy about moving to Boston.”

Mrs. Randall’s eyes were dancing as she looked at Jessie. She said, “See what you did for me!”
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Mr. Randall said, “This is great news! And you never need to worry about my wife. She is more friendly than I am.”

The Aldens shook hands with Mr. and Mrs. Randall and Mr. Evans, and got ready to pedal away. They all waved good-bye.

The riders soon left Second Landing behind them. The wind blowing on their backs seemed to be pushing them along.

Henry looked at his watch. “We have about two hours before it will be dark,” he said.

“Do you think we have to wait until we get to the motel to eat?” Benny asked.

“No, we’ll stop at the first good place we see,” Henry promised. “We’re all hungry.”

As the Aldens rode along, Jessie said, “Oh, I love these country roads. And we’ve already had an adventure for you, Ben.”

“And a real mystery, too,” said Benny. “A mystery about Mrs.Randall and her son Carl. Something was wrong.”

Violet said, “And it had nothing to do with company for supper.”

“Right,” said Jessie.

The Aldens had been riding for half an hour when Henry said, “Look, there’s a restaurant.”

“A good thing, too,”said Benny.“I’m starved.”

An hour later the Aldens had finished dinner and were coming out of the restaurant to get their bikes.

“It looks like rain to me,” said Violet. “Look at those black clouds. We’d better hurry.”

Benny didn’t know it, but he was hurrying toward another adventure on their bicycle trip.


Chapter 3　Out of the Rain
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Indeed very suddenly it did look like rain. The clouds began to pile up and turn black. Before the Aldens could go anywhere to spend the night it began to rain. Then it began to pour. The rain came down in sheets. The thunder roared.

“Oh, dear,” called Jessie. “Let’s find some shelter. We can’t get to the motel in this rain. We’ll be soaking wet.”

“I’m soaking wet now,” Benny said. “Raincoats are no good.”
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Henry called, “Just watch for any old shed. The water is dripping off my nose and ears.”

“We might find a haystack,” said Benny. “That would be like the days in the boxcar.”

Violet pushed back her wet hair. “A haystack would be soaking wet, too.”

The Aldens watched both sides of the road as they pedaled along. Then they saw the old house.

It was set back from the road, among some trees. Not a soul was around. Every window in the house was broken, and the door was banging in the wind.

“There!”called Benny.“There’s your old house. It’s got a roof, anyway.”

Henry said, “I’m sure the roof leaks, but that won’t make much difference when every window is broken. I’ll go first and you follow me.”

“No,” said Benny firmly. I’ll go with you. We’ll go together and scare out the ghosts.”

They all laughed, for they knew there were no ghosts. The two boys pushed the door back and looked into a big room. There was nothing in the room, not even a carpet.

“Nobody here,” called Henry. “You girls get off your bikes and push them right in.” He and Benny set their own bikes in a corner and looked around.

“Well, the roof doesn’t leak,” said Jessie. “And this side of the room away from the windows isn’t wet at all.”

“Just a little damp,” said Benny. “But no puddles to sit in. Let’s stay here on the dry side and look at our new mansion.”

Violet looked at the bare room and said, “I’m sure the owner of this house won’t mind if we stay here until it stops raining.”

“I don’t think the owner cares about his house,” said Henry. “We can’t hurt it anyway.”

The rain still blew in the windows, and the water began to run into a corner.

Benny said, “I wish that water knew enough to run out the front door.”
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Henry replied, “Well, Ben, if the water rises too high, we can go upstairs. In fact, I think I’ll go up and see what it looks like.”

Henry had plenty of company. They all went upstairs to find two empty rooms and a bathroom.

“But the bathroom is no good,” said Benny. “The pipes are all broken.”

“Nobody here for a long time,” Henry said.

Jessie looked at the tub. She said, “This might be a good place to dry our clothes, though. See that rod over the tub? Once they must have had a shower curtain.”

“Good,” said Henry. “Let’s look at the rest of the house.”

The rain came in only at the front, just at it did on the first floor.

“These were the bedrooms,” said Violet. “I do wonder why the owner doesn’t fix this up. It’s a lovely old house.”

Jessie answered, “I don’t think the owner has been around here for a long time.”

“It’s getting dark and I’m hungry,”said Benny. “How about having a little something to eat?”

“There! I was just waiting for you to say that, Ben,” said his brother. “There’s no electricity, and we certainly don’t want to eat by a flashlight. Let’s eat now while we can still see.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jessie. “We all have dry clothes in our packs, and we each have a towel. Let’s get dry first. We can put on our dry clothes and hang the wet ones on the rod over the bathtub.”

“That’s all right with me,” said Benny. “It won’t take long. I’ll be the first one ready.”

And he was. The girls laughed as they heard him clattering down the wooden stairs.
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“We’ll have to go to bed early tonight,” Jessie said, “if we want to see our way. And we’ll eat our emergency rations.I never really thought we would use them. I thought we could always get to a motel. But here we are in the pouring rain, and no motel.”

Benny was taking out the emergency rations when his sisters came downstairs.

Violet said suddenly, “Remember the boxcar days? Put down one paper napkin for a tablecloth and save every crumb. If we leave crumbs, we’ll surely have mice.”

“We could have anything,”Benny said cheerfully.“Anything could get through the broken windows. Even a bear.”

“No bears in this part of the country,” said Violet peacefully. “But we could have mice if we leave crumbs.”

Four napkins were soon laid on the floor, and the Aldens began to eat.

Jessie said, “We’d better save some food for breakfast. It may not stop raining. Save some of the milk and crackers.”

“That’s right,” said Henry. “Benny always has to eat before he goes anywhere.”

“Even to bed,” said Benny. He yawned.

There was no trouble about the crumbs. They ate every one. The rain still poured down and blew in at the front windows.

Henry was thinking. He said, “You girls sleep upstairs.Ben and I will put our sleeping bags down here. We’d better sleep in our clothes.”

“You were right, Benny,” Jessie said. “We do need our sleeping bags after all.”

“But I thought we’d be sleeping out,” Benny said.

After their exciting day, the Aldens went to sleep without any trouble. The rain still pounded on the roof, but they were safe and dry.

But just as it was getting light in the morning,Jessie and Violet were wakened by a noise downstairs. It sounded like an animal whining.

“What’s the matter, Henry?”Jessie called down the stairs.
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“Well, you might say we have a visitor. A dog wants to come in the window.”

Jessie and Violet then heard Benny laugh softly. “At least we think it’s a dog. He barks anyway. He has come in the window already.”

The dog went on whining, but it was a different sort of whining. Once in a while the dog gave a bark.

Violet turned to Jessie. “Let’s go downstairs and see what kind of dog we have. He doesn’t seem to be very happy.”

“I don’t blame him,” said Jessie. “It’s still raining. No dog would be very happy in this pouring rain. But I should think he’d be glad to get in the house.”

The girls went downstairs.

They looked at the dog. They saw that it was small and smoky gray. Hair hung down all over his face and bright black eyes. His tail was wagging, and he was trying to climb up Benny’s legs.

“Come here, dog,” said Jessie. The dog turned around instantly and trotted over to Jessie.

“Oh,” said Benny, “an obedient dog.”

“Yes,” said Jessie with a nod. “I think he has had some training. Sit!” The dog sat down.

“Well, well,” said Henry. “Come! Heel!”

The dog trotted over to Henry’s left side and looked up at him. Henry began to walk around the room. The dog followed him just behind his left foot.

“He minds better than some children,” said Violet.

Henry turned around and the dog turned around. “Sit!” said Henry, and the dog sat down.

Then Henry said, “Stay!” and walked back to the others. The dog did not move. But he didn’t stop whining.

“Maybe he’s hurt,” Henry said. “Come here, fellow.”The dog came over to him once more. Henry looked him all over and felt the dog’s ears and legs. At last he said, “He seems to be all right.”

Jessie took the little dog in her lap and felt his neck. “My, he’s soft,” she said. She hugged him, and he licked her hand. She said, “No, I don’t think he’s hurt.”

Suddenly Jessie noticed something. “That’s strange,” she said. “He doesn’t have any collar.”

“He’s just a stray dog,” said Benny. “He’ll probably go along soon.”

“I don’t think he’s a stray dog,” said Henry. “I think he belongs to somebody. Somebody must have trained him to obey. And somebody loved him.”

The little dog put his head on one side and looked up at Henry out of one bright eye.

“Oh, look at him!” Violet said. “He’s so cute when he does that. Do you suppose we can find his owner?”
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Henry looked thoughtful. “I’d say he has to do that for himself. Let’s see what he does when we get ready to start off on our bikes.”

Benny said, “No collar, no tag, no anything. We don’t even know his name. Not much to go on.”

“You’re right, Ben,” said Jessie. “Nothing to go on.”

Violet said, “Somehow I don’t want to go back to bed.”

Henry laughed. “We all know the answer to that. As Ben would say, ‘Let’s have breakfast!’ ”


Chapter 4　Sunshine and Shadow
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“Listen!” said Violet. “It isn’t raining as hard this morning as it was last night. Maybe it will stop soon.”

“It’s only six o’clock,” said Henry. “But we should be on our way as soon as it stops raining.”

“This won’t be much of a breakfast,” said Jessie as they sat down on the floor.

“What about our new dog?”Benny asked. “He’s got to eat, too.”

“Let’s each give him a part of our breakfast,” said Jessie. “He’ll have enough.”

It was a good idea, but it was hard to give up some of their small breakfast. They felt better, though, when they saw how hungry the dog was.

“Don’t eat so fast, dog,” Benny exclaimed. “Make it last.”

But the dog had no idea of making it last. He snapped up his share of crackers and milk. Then he looked up for more.

“I don’t think he’s had anything to eat for at least a day,” said Violet.

Henry put his things away and stood up. “Look, it’s stopped raining,” he said. “We must find a place where we can get a real breakfast. And then we must see who has lost a dog.”

“Yes,” agreed Jessie. “I think something is wrong with him. Listen! He still whines. He must belong to somebody.”

The Aldens packed up all their things. They strapped the sleeping bags on the back of their bikes.

“We can’t say good-bye to anybody,” said Benny. “And we can’t lock the door.”

The four Aldens took their bikes and went out of the old house. Henry shut the front door as well as he could. Then they walked their bikes along the wet path to the road.
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“That dog is going to follow us,” said Benny.

“We shouldn’t let him,” said Jessie firmly. “We’ve got one dog at home, and Watch wouldn’t like another. And besides, I still think he must live nearby. See? His paws don’t look sore, and they would if he had come a long way.”

Jessie looked down at the little dog and he just wagged his tail. “Go home!” she said. “That’s a good dog, go home now. Go home!”

But the dog did not go home. He stood still in the path and watched the Aldens. When they got on their bikes, the dog followed them.

Benny said, “Don’t pay any attention to him. Maybe he’ll trot off home. And the first one who sees a store gets a dime.”

Henry went first and Violet last. The little dog ran along behind Violet’s bike.

“We must find a place to eat, and a store to buy more emergency rations,” Jessie said.

“Maybe we’ll find them both at the same place,” Violet said. “I hope so.”

The Aldens passed several houses, but they saw no people. The dog followed them, still whining.

At last the children saw a building that looked like a country store.
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“We all saw the store at the same time,” said Jessie. “Nobody gets the dime.”

It was a store, but it wasn’t open. The Aldens sat down on the steps and waited. The dog sat beside them and waited, too.

“After all, it’s not seven yet,” said Jessie. “Maybe the store doesn’t open until eight.”

“Well, if it’s eight,” said Benny, “I shall die of starvation.”

But the store did not open at eight. It was seven o’clock when a man came down the road, taking a key out of his pocket.

“Hi, kids!” he said. “What can I do for you?”

The dog whined and the Aldens all jumped up.

“We want a lot of things,” said Benny. “But first we want to buy something to eat right away.”

The man put the key in the door and opened it.

“Look around,” said the storekeeper. “But that doesn’t mean your dog! See that he doesn’t get into anything.”

Benny said, “Come. Sit.” The dog trotted to Benny and sat down.

“Well, some dog!” the man exclaimed. “I wish my children minded me like that.”

“You don’t know this dog, then?”Henry asked. “He isn’t ours. He just followed us.”

“Never saw him before in my life,” the man answered.

“He can’t live very far away,” said Henry. “See? His feet aren’t sore. He hasn’t come a long way.”

“Maybe somebody dropped him out of a car. It’s a mean thing to do, but some people do it,” said the storekeeper. “You can be sure that dog never came from around here. He’s a funny looking dog. I never saw one just like him. I’ll ask around, but I’m sure nobody will know about him.”

“We don’t want to keep him,” Benny said. “We’ve already got a good dog at home.”

“Watch wouldn’t be very pleased to see a strange dog,” Henry said. “Especially a dog that minds when Watch never minds any more.” Everyone laughed.

Jessie was busy picking out more supplies for their emergency rations. Then she started on things for breakfast.

The man kindly washed out the four Thermos bottles and filled them with milk. Jessie bought bread, two extra bottles of milk, butter, cereal, and bananas.
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“Here’s a good bone for your dog,” the man said.

“Oh, thank you!” said Jessie. “I suppose we’ll have to take him with us. But every minute I feel we are taking him farther away from his home.”

“Too bad,” said the man, shaking his head. “I can’t keep him here. I don’t want a dog around my store. You’ll have to take him with you.”

There was nothing else to do. The pretty little whining dog ran along with the Aldens on their bicycles.

Benny said, “We don’t know what his real name is. But I have a name for him. We ought to call him Shadow. He follows us just like a shadow.”

Violet added, “And he’s blue-gray, like a shadow.”

From that moment, the dog’s name was Shadow.

“There are a lot of good places along here for a picnic breakfast,” Jessie called back.

“I hope no cows,” called Violet.

Benny looked at the field they were passing. “No, nothing but daisies, Violet. Not a cow.”

The Aldens rode along, finding only one hill where they had to get off and walk. Then they saw just the right field. There were bushes and trees to hide them from the road, and there was a big flat rock for a table.

Soon the bikes were lying on the grass, and the family was sitting around the stone table.

“I wish I had some butter for my bread,” Benny said.
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“I did buy some, Ben,” said Jessie. “I bought just enough for breakfast. It won’t keep in the hot sun.”

The sun was out, and everyone was happy. Shadow sat down without being told and waited politely.Jessie poured some milk for him in a paper plate. Then she broke up some bread and dropped it in the milk.

“You can have your bone for lunch,” she said.

The Aldens started to eat their cereal and bananas and milk.“No banana for Shadow,” Benny said, laughing. “But what are we going to do with him, Henry?”

“I really don’t know,”replied Henry.“He must live somewhere around here. With us, he’s getting farther away all the time. But it can’t be helped.”

So Shadow followed his new family when they started on.


Chapter 5　Eight Helping Hands
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Now that breakfast was over, Benny said, “My, I feel good. I feel like having an adventure. I only wish our shadow would stop whining. Shadow,don’t you know that shadows don’t whine?”

But Shadow paid no attention. He ran along, whining softly.

Violet said to Benny, “I don’t know why you want another adventure. I’d say we have had an adventure already—not to say a mystery.”

“Well, I like adventures all the time,” replied Benny. “Now look—isn’t that a vegetable stand up the road? It has a big red sign. Now that’s interesting.”

“There’s a boy selling vegetables,” Jessie said,looking down the road.

Then the Aldens saw a man carrying a basket from a field to the roadside stand. He walked slowly, and seemed tired.

“Why doesn’t that boy help?” Benny asked.

They all found the answer when they rode up to the stand. The boy had one leg in a cast. A pair of crutches stood in the corner of the shed behind him.

The boy saw the Aldens looking at him. “I fell in the barn and broke my leg,” he told them.

“Oh,” said Violet. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll be all right,” the boy said. “But the trouble is that my father needs my help right now. All I can do is keep the stand open for him. I can’t help with the picking and carrying.”

The boy stopped talking and looked worried.

“Could you use a little help?” asked Henry. “We are just passing through.”

“Did you say help?”exclaimed the boy. He could not believe his ears.“What do you mean, help?”

“We mean just what we say,” said Henry, and the other Aldens all nodded. He got off his bike and the rest did the same. “We’ll be glad to help you if you tell us what to do.”

The man and the boy stared. Then the man said slowly, “I never heard anything like this. We’ve got work enough if you really mean it.”

For answer, the Aldens wheeled their bikes behind the stand.

The father said,“I have ripe tomatoes, cabbages, and beans to pick. It’s more than I can do alone.”

Jessie said, “Violet and I can pick beans. We know how to do that.”
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Henry said,“Show me how to cut the cabbages and I’ll work at that.”

“That leaves me with the tomatoes,” Benny said. “I like tomatoes the best, anyway.”

“How much do you charge?” the man asked.
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“Nothing,” replied Henry. “We are just passing through on a bicycle trip. My brother Benny was looking for an adventure.We’ll call this an adventure.”

“I’d call it hard work,” the man said. That made the Aldens smile. It was exactly what Mr. Martin at Second Landing had said when they offered to help Mrs. Randall.

The man went on, “My name is Smith. I guess you can remember that. You mean to tell me that anybody does something for nothing nowadays?”

Benny said,“We like to, Mr. Smith. Especially during vacation. My name’s Benny Alden. These are my sisters and my brother Henry.”

The boy was about Benny’s age. He said, “My name is Roy. I wish I could go along with you.”

Violet looked at Roy and had an idea. “I know what you can do to help,” she said. “I don’t think our dog Shadow should follow us into the garden. Why don’t you keep him here with you?”

Roy patted the dog and Shadow wagged his tail. He was a friendly little dog.

“I never saw a dog like this before,” the boy said. “What kind is it?”

“We don’t know,” Benny answered. Then he told how Shadow had come to them during the rainstorm. “He just sticks right with us,” Benny finished. “That’s why we call him Shadow.”

“But we wish we could find his owner,” Jessie said.

“Well, Shadow and I will keep the stand,” Roy said.

“Stay!” Henry told the dog, and Shadow sat down. Mr. Smith led the way to the garden.

Soon there were five workers instead of one. Mr. Smith began to look happier. With the Aldens’ help, the work went quickly.

Some customers drove up just as the Aldens came from the garden with a load of fresh vegetables for Roy’s stand. The customers could see how fresh the beans and the cabbages and the tomatoes were. They bought several bags full.

The sun was warm and pleasant after the rain. Everything smelled sweet with the hay in the next field.

Once when they were working in the garden Mr. Smith stopped to listen. He asked Benny, “Does that dog whine all the time?”

“Yes, he does,” answered Benny. “Even when he should be happy, he whines. That’s why we think he has a good home. But maybe someone went away and left him.”

“I don’t think so,” Mr. Smith said. “I can remember seeing a picture of a dog like that in a magazine. I can’t remember what kind he was, but I know a dog like that is worth a lot of money. If the owner didn’t want him, he could sell him.”

“Too bad he can’t talk,” Benny said. “He could tell us what happened and we could take him home.”

“Anyway,” Mr. Smith said, “we can feed him. It is time for lunch. Come on, we’ll have lunch. You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

“I’m always hungry,” Benny said.

But Jessie said, “I’m not sure we ought to stay. You can’t feed four extra people like this.”

Roy heard what Jessie said and answered, “Oh, yes, we can. My dad is a good cook. He’s got a stew on the stove this minute. We can eat any time.”
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Jessie gave in. She saw that Mr. Smith really wanted to pay them in some way for their help. And she was just as hungry as Benny.

Mr. Smith and the Aldens washed their hands in cold water at the pump. Then they went into the farm kitchen. Roy and Shadow stayed outdoors at the stand.

Mr. Smith set five plates of stew on the table. He said, “The stew is too hot for the dog. I’ll set his out to cool. After we eat, you can take it to him. Then Roy can come in and eat.”

The Aldens and Mr. Smith sat down to lunch. Henry told him how Shadow had found them in the old house.

“That house is on the back road,” said Mr. Smith. “It doesn’t help much in finding the dog’s home.”

After lunch they all went back to the stand with Shadow’s plate.

Roy said, “Let me tell you a funny thing that happened while you were gone.”

“What was it?” Benny asked quickly.

“Well, a pickup truck came along and stopped.The man got out and bought some vegetables. But in the back of the truck, sitting on the floor, were twin girls about six years old. They looked just alike, and they were dressed alike, only one was dressed in pink and one was dressed in blue. All at once they saw Shadow sitting there. The girl in pink said, ‘Oh, look! There’s the very dog we saw in the parking lot!’”

“Parking lot!” repeated Benny. “I wonder what parking lot?”

“I don’t know,” said Roy. “It took me by surprise.The twin in blue called to him, ‘Come, doggie, doggie,’ and the one in pink snapped her fingers.”

“I bet Shadow never moved,” exclaimed Benny.

“Right,” said Roy. “He just sat still. Henry had told him to stay, and he stayed. He did wag his tail, though. I noticed that.”

Jessie asked, “Do you think he knew the little girls?”

“Yes, I think he did,” answered Roy. “But not very well.They didn’t know his name. They probably just saw him running around in some parking lot.”
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“Oh, dear,” said Violet. “If we only knew where the parking lot was, we could find Shadow’s owner.”

Jessie was thoughtful. “It does help a little. It shows that the twins live rather near here.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Roy shook his head. “We have had this vegetable stand for three years. And I never saw the pickup truck before or the man or the twin girls.”

Henry said, “Mr. Smith, how would you begin if you had to find Shadow’s owner?”

Both Mr. Smith and Roy laughed. Mr. Smith replied, “I’d try Miss Lucy at the post office. She knows everything. If anyone around here has lost a dog, she will know all about it.”

“We’ll ask her,” Benny said. “Where is the post office?”

“About two houses down this road,” said Roy, still laughing. “Have a good time!”

Henry said, “We have to be on our way now. My map shows that we have to ride about ten miles to find a motel where we can spend the night.”

“That’s right,” agreed Mr. Smith. “That will be in the town of Ashby. It’s a good motel, and it has a dining room. Thank you for your help.”

“And thank you for the delicious lunch,” said Jessie. “I see that Shadow has licked his plate clean.”

When the Aldens reached Miss Lucy at the post office, they saw why Roy had laughed. Miss Lucy was a thin, sharp-eyed lady.

“No,” she said. “I know every dog and cat and rabbit and horse and cow in this town, and I know nobody has lost a dog. I never saw such a comical looking animal.”

“Well, thank you just the same,” said Jessie. “If you ever hear of a lost dog, tell Mr. Smith at the vegetable stand. We left our names with his son Roy.”

“I will,” said Miss Lucy. “But you can be sure nobody around here would own a dog like that. That dog ought to go to a dog show, or more likely, a circus!”

“When they were out of sight of the post office, Benny said, “You know I don’t think Shadow is that funny looking. I think he’s beautiful. People just aren’t used to him, that’s all.”

And so the Aldens pedaled along the quiet country road. But Shadow still whined.


Chapter 6　Trouble on the Road
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When the Aldens had wheeled away from the post office, Henry said, “Now you can run awhile, Shadow. It will do you good. You are getting lazy.”

The day was warm, and a little wind was blowing. It was a perfect day for riding. Shadow ran along beside Benny’s bike and seemed to enjoy himself.

Benny was a little ahead of the others. Suddenly he stopped his bike and got off. He walked over to a sign nailed to a fence post.

“What do you know?” Benny said. “This might be fun.”

Violet saw Benny stop and called, “What is it, Benny?”

“Look at this,” Benny said as the others rode up.“It says there’s going to be a dog show in Ashby on August 10.”

Jessie said, “It seems to me that I saw a sign like that back in Second Landing.”

“You did?” asked Benny. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Jessie laughed. “Well, I didn’t know you were interested in dog shows, Benny. Anyway, that was before we had a dog.”

“That’s right,”Benny agreed.“I guess I wouldn’t have noticed this sign if Shadow weren’t around. Anyway, it would be fun to see a dog show. Maybe we’d find out what kind of a dog Shadow is.”

“We can do that anyway,” Henry said. “I’m sure anybody from a kennel could tell us.”

“It could be easier than that,”Violet said. “There’s probably a book in the library that has pictures of dogs like Shadow. It would tell us what kind he is.”

Jessie said, “If they are having a big dog show in Ashby, there must be a lot of people around here who are interested in dogs.”

Benny was thinking.He looked from the poster to Shadow. At last he said, “Oh, Shadow, I wish you could talk. Then we’d know whether you ran away from home or somebody stole you.”

“Come on!” Jessie called. “We aren’t going to get to Ashby and certainly not to Aunt Jane’s if we stop here too long.”

“All right!” Benny answered. “I’ll race you, Jessie, to that big tree.”

“Watch out for cars!” called Violet after them.

“There’s nothing coming,”Benny called back. And he and Shadow and Jessie were off.

Benny rode fast, but Jessie passed him.

Jessie won the race. “But I’m older than you, Ben,” she said. She jumped off her bicycle at the tree and stood there, waiting for the others to come up.

Shadow was tired out when he caught up with Jessie. Nobody had to tell Shadow to sit. He was glad to rest.

When Henry and Violet rode up, they jumped off their bikes and sat down on the grass by the side of the road.

Very soon they saw a car coming in the distance.A woman was sitting beside the driver. As it came nearer, Benny said, “I think it is slowing down.”
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Jessie said, “That’s funny. I think they are going to speak to us.”

Jessie was right. The car stopped and the man got out. He was looking at the dog. The Aldens stood up beside their bikes to see what the man wanted.

The man said to Henry, “You have a fine dog there.”

“Yes, we think so,” answered Henry.

“Did you know he was a very rare dog?”

“No.”

“I’d like to buy him,” the man said.

Benny said, “We can’t sell him. He isn’t ours. He just follows us, and we are trying to find his owner.”

“Well, if he doesn’t belong to anybody, let me have him,” the man said. “I’ll pay you well for him. He’s a young show dog.”

Benny shook his head. “No, we couldn’t sell anything we don’t own. Besides, we are going to find out who does own him.”

“Then this really isn’t your dog?” the man said again. The Aldens didn’t like the sound of his voice at all.

“No,” Henry answered. “We are just trying to find his owner.”

The man asked,“How do you plan to do that?”

Benny said,“Everywhere we go, we ask if anyone has lost a dog.”

Henry added, “And when we get home, we’ll put a lost-and-found notice in the newspaper.”

The woman called to her husband, “Come on, the children aren’t going to sell the dog.”

Shadow gave a short bark at the strange man and then began to whine. Benny stooped down and picked up the little dog. Jessie reached over and petted Shadow while Benny held him.

The man said to the Aldens, “Well, don’t let anything happen to that dog.” And after a momentthe strange couple drove off toward Ashby.

The Aldens picked up their bicycles and watched the car until it was out of sight.

“Well, well! What do you make of that?” asked Jessie.

“Not much,” said Henry.

“I don’t like it at all,” said Violet. “Those people tried to make us feel as if we had done something wrong.”

“Well, we know we haven’t,” Benny said cheerfully. “I think they are the ones who want to do something wrong. Let’s forget them!”

“That’s the best idea I have heard for a long while,” said Jessie. “Let’s go! We’ll have to ride right along if we want to get to that good motel.”

The Aldens rode along quietly for about a mile. Then Violet said, “I thought that woman took a picture of Shadow.”

“So did I,” said Jessie.

Benny said, “I heard a little click when the man got into the car.”

“Well, never mind,” said Henry. “A snapshot of Shadow won’t hurt us.”

And not one of the Aldens thought that the woman might have taken a picture of them, too, with their four bicycles.


Chapter 7　Danger in the Night
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At about five o’clock the Aldens reached the Ashby motel where they planned to stay. They rode up to the office window with their strange dog. They asked for two rooms side by side, with a door between. The manager looked out and saw the dog.

“You can’t keep a dog in your room, you know,”the manager said. “It’s against the rules.”

“Oh, dear!” said Jessie. “Then we can’t stay here. We have to keep the dog with us.”

Henry turned to Shadow and said, “Sit.” The dog sat down.

“Oho!” said the manager. “An obedient dog. Does he mind you when you tell him to stop whining?”

Henry laughed.“You know, we never tried that.”

Just then Shadow made a whining sound. Benny went over and got down on one knee. The dog looked up at Benny through all the gray hair covering its face. He stopped whining, and then he began again.

Benny said, “Shadow, you can’t stay if you whine.”

Shadow whined.

“NO!” said Benny sharply. “NO!” He shook his head at the dog. Shadow started to whine, but Benny took hold of his nose and held it tight. The little dog did not like this at all. He tried to whine once more.

Benny shouted at the top of his voice, “NO!”

Shadow had never heard anyone yell at him like that. He seemed to understand what Benny was trying to teach him. He put his head on one side and looked up at the manager. It seemed as if the dog wanted to show how well he could obey.

“He does look cute when he does that,” the manager said. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You understand dogs are not allowed in the motel. But that dog minds so well I will give you two rooms on the very end, 199 and 200. You keep him in the little hallway. But if he whines, out he goes.”

“And out we go, too,” said Benny. “You hear that, Shadow? And that would be too bad, because I’m hungry.”

Violet said, “You have a lovely dining room.” The Aldens could see people eating dinner.

“Yes, it’s a new dining room,” the manager said. “We are serving dinner now. You can eat right away if you want.”
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“We do want,” said Benny. “Yes, sir! We’ll just go and leave our things in the rooms.”

“And leave the dog,” added the man. “I have an idea for him.” He laughed to himself. The Aldens knew that whatever the idea was, it was a good one.

The man gave Henry two keys and showed him the way to go. “Park your bikes at the very end, around the corner,” he said.

Shadow trotted along after his new family. The manager watched, still smiling.

When Henry unlocked the door of the room he and Benny would have, he found a little square hallway. He threw his raincoat on the floor and said to Shadow, “Lie down. Stay!”

Shadow lay down on the raincoat and looked up at Henry without a sound.

“Good dog,” said Benny. “And don’t you whine, remember! We’ll bring you some supper after we have had ours.”

“You talk to that dog as if he could understand every word,” Violet said.

“Maybe he does,” replied Benny. “You can’t tell.”

The Aldens did not stop to unpack. They just washed their hands and went out again.

“Stay!” Henry said to the dog. Then he went out and locked the door.

The Aldens walked over to the motel dining room and went in. Everything was bright and new. The manager was busy at the end of the dining room, but he smiled when he saw the Aldens. They found a table and sat down.

“This is the best place we have seen yet,” said Jessie. “I’m going to have a real dinner.”

They took their time.

At last Benny said, “That was delicious. I could ride twenty miles now.”

“Tomorrow,” said Jessie.

The manager came over and whispered to Henry. He gave him a brown paper bag. “Here’s your dog’s dinner,” he said. “There’s enough for his breakfast, too. Just don’t let anyone see that you are feeding a dog.”
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“You are very kind,” Jessie said. “We won’t forget this.”

“Well, I would not do this for everybody, but you seem like good kids, and I’d like to help you.”

When Henry opened the room door he found that Shadow had not moved. He didn’t bark or whine.

“What a good dog you are, Shadow!” exclaimed Benny. “Here is your supper. I really wish you were my dog. We’ll keep your breakfast for you in the bag.”
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The dog was hungry and ate every crumb. He licked the paper plate several times. Then he lay down again.

“I don’t think we will have any trouble with him,” Henry said. “He acts tired out and I think he’ll sleep. As for me, I’m tired out, too.”

It was only eight o’clock. But the Aldens went to bed and went to sleep. Everything was quiet.

Just at midnight Shadow gave a short, sharp bark.

Jessie woke right away. “Oh, dear!” she said. “That’s Shadow! Now we’ll all have to go! And in the middle of the night, too.”

Henry jumped out of bed and ran to the hallway where Shadow was. “Quiet, Shadow!” he said.

Benny sat up and rubbed his eyes. “What time is it?” he asked.

Shadow did not bark again, but he made a growling sound.

[image: ]


“Shh!” Henry said. “It’s midnight. Shadow, what is wrong with you?”

By now Benny was awake. “Maybe someone is outside and Shadow hears him,” he said.

Shadow gave a short whine now.

Jessie and Violet were standing in their doorway, looking at Shadow and the boys.

Violet said, “Shadow didn’t bark for nothing, that’s sure. What’s the matter, Shadow? Show us.”

Shadow seemed to understand. He ran to the outside door and sniffed.

Henry very carefully opened the door just a crack.

“Smoke!” Benny exclaimed. “I smell smoke!”

“Fire somewhere!”Henry said.“Come on, Benny. You girls and Shadow stay right here.”

Jessie put her arms around the little dog’s neck and held him.

The girls heard Henry and Benny running toward the manager’s office.

“I see smoke coming from that lovely dining room!” Violet said. “There’s a fire there.”

“We’d better stay right here,”said Jessie. “This part of the motel isn’t in any danger.”

Indeed all the smoke was coming from the new dining room. The manager, in a raincoat, ran out in his bare feet. He had a fire extinguisher and turned it on the fire. Other men hurried to help. They turned a fire hose on the fire, and it soon began to die out.

“Not bad,” said one man. “We got it before the fire really got going. You’re a lucky man, Mister.”

“Yes, I am,” said the manager. “That part of my motel is new. I’d hate to lose it.”

“Who found the fire?” asked a woman.

“Those kids in the end rooms,”said the manager. But he didn’t say a word about the dog. He had heard Shadow bark. But it seemed no one, except the Aldens, had heard anything.
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The manager ran quickly over to the Aldens. He spoke in a low voice.“Your dog saved my motel, kids,” he said. “I want you to know that. But I don’t want the people to know there is a dog here. Everybody would want to bring dogs.”

“We won’t say a word,” replied Benny. “And Shadow doesn’t care for any glory.”

Jessie said, “Besides, we want to be on our way early in the morning.”

“Stop for breakfast,” said the manager. “Just tell me what you want and what time. I’ll get it for you myself. I may not go to bed again. Now that the fire is out, I have to clean up. What would you like for breakfast?”

Benny said, “I’d like a real breakfast. Bacon and eggs and toast and milk and orange juice.”

The manager laughed.“How about some sausage?”

“No thanks, I like bacon better.”

Henry said, “Maybe we should leave about six o’clock. We have a long day’s ride ahead of us.”

The manager said, “That would be fine. Then nobody would see the dog, and I wouldn’t have to explain. I hope you’ll come back again. You did a great thing for me, smelling that smoke in time.”

The Aldens went back to sleep and so did Shadow. But the manager could not sleep. He wanted to be sure the fire did not break out again. He was in the dining room with the table set for the children when they came in very quietly.

They had wheeled their bikes over to the dining room, and Henry had Shadow under one arm.

Henry tried to pay the manager for the rooms and meals.

“No,” the man said. “I will let you pay for one room but no meals. If you hadn’t been here, I wouldn’t have any dining room this morning.”

“That was Shadow,” Benny said.

“Yes, I know. I owe a lot to that dog. But come again sometime without him. You can always spend the night here free.”

Benny finished the last of his breakfast and said, “I’m ready. Let’s go!”

“We’re all ready,” Jessie said. “Off we go!”

Shadow wagged his tail. The Aldens had their knapsacks on. They waved to the manager and set off on their bikes. The morning was cool and it was pleasant to ride when there was no traffic.
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Sometimes Shadow ran along beside the bikes. Sometimes Henry gave him a ride.He really seemed part of the family.

After miles of riding, Henry said, “Now we are not far from Aunt Jane’s.”

“Good,” said Benny. “Aunt Jane will get us some lunch. Or Maggie. I guess it will be Maggie.”


Chapter 8　Catch as Catch Can
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Benny said suddenly, “Now I know where we are! There’s the old lighthouse where we stayed that summer. Remember?”

“That was fun, living in that lighthouse,” said Violet.

Henry said, “It shows we are not many miles from Aunt Jane’s.”

They all looked toward the old lighthouse, but they did not stop.

As they came near Aunt Jane’s big farmhouse, they heard a dog barking. Shadow barked in answer.

“That must be Aunt Jane’s dog Lady,” Violet said. “When Lady was a puppy, we gave her to Aunt Jane. I hope Lady and Shadow won’t fight.”

Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy waved from the front porch.

“How good to see you!” Aunt Jane said. “We have been looking for you. But Lady saw you first.”

Uncle Andy said, “You didn’t tell us you were bringing a dog.”

Henry held Shadow. “We didn’t have a dog then,” he said. “We don’t want the two dogs to fight.” He put Shadow on the grass. The two dogs wagged their tails. They seemed friendly, although they kept on barking.

Then the four Aldens told how they happened to have the dog.

Uncle Andy said, “Here, Shadow, let me see you.” He looked carefully at the little dog. “That’s a Skye terrier,” he said. “Those dogs come from Scotland. From the island of Skye. That kind of a dog is more than three hundred years old.”

“You know everything, Uncle Andy,” Benny said.

“Well, boy, I’ve traveled a lot. You go get that red dictionary in my den. You’ll find a good picture of your dog.”
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Benny soon brought out the red book. “That’s Shadow all right,” he said. “When we get home we will advertise in the paper, Found: Skye Terrier.”

“I wonder how he got lost,” said Aunt Jane.

“That’s our mystery, Aunt Jane,” Jessie said. “You know Benny always has to have a mystery.”

“Do you think he was stolen?” Uncle Andy asked. “You said he didn’t have a collar.”

Henry answered, “We don’t know. But that man and woman who stopped in their car thought we had stolen him!”

“That’s exactly what they thought!” Benny said.

“Let us know what happens to Shadow,” said Aunt Jane.“I’m sure you don’t know it, but Uncle Andy wants to fly to Spain. He wants me to go with him.”

“Right!” Uncle Andy said. “Your Aunt Jane always goes where I go. I’m going to the airport this afternoon to pick up the tickets.”

Benny said,“That is just like you, Uncle Andy. Always going somewhere.”

“Lunch, kids!” Uncle Andy said next. “I’ve been waiting for you, and lunch was ready a long time ago.”

“Well, I’m ready,”said Benny.“You can believe that, Aunt Jane.”

“Yes, sir!” Aunt Jane said<span style="letter-spacing: -2.9 pt">she remembered Benny’s appetite very well. “It is hard to fill you up.”

The Aldens were delighted to see Maggie, who had worked so many years for Aunt Jane. She had made an enormous egg salad for lunch. She had platters of ham, glasses of milk, and hot rolls.

After lunch, Jessie and Violet sat down to talk with Aunt Jane. Henry and Benny rode along with Uncle Andy to the airport. They took Shadow with them. Just as they parked the car, Uncle Andy said, “Look at that!”

A big dog was running across the parking lot for the airport. A man was trying to catch him.

The dog was a boxer. The Aldens could see that the dog didn’t want to be caught. The man was having no luck at all.

“Hi!” Benny called. “Come back here and I’ll catch your dog for you.”

“Oh, Ben, don’t say that,” said Henry. “You can’t catch a strange dog.”

“Yes, I think I know a way,” said Benny.

The man called, “I can’t run after that dog any more. I have to meet a plane and I’m wasting time.”

Benny called, “Don’t worry. I think I can catch him.”He got out of Uncle Andy’s car and let Shadow out, too. Shadow began to trot after the big dog.
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“Stay!” said Benny. Shadow sat down.

“My,” said the stranger. “I wish my dog would mind like that.”

“He would,”Benny answered,“if he took lessons. Now just wait. Stand behind that little truck where your dog can’t see you. Have his leash ready.”

The boxer noticed that nobody was chasing him. He looked back and saw Shadow sitting in the parking lot.

The boxer wagged his short tail and trotted back to see the strange dog.

Benny asked the man, “Are you ready? Catch your dog while he is making friends with my dog.”

The boxer walked up to Shadow. He wagged his tail. Shadow never moved. He just wagged his tail, too. That was hard because he was sitting on it.

“I’m coming out slowly,” the man whispered.

“Right,”Benny agreed.Now everyone was watching to see if the man could catch his boxer.
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The big dog was so busy making friends with Shadow that he didn’t notice when his master snapped the leash on his collar.

“There!” Benny said. “There’s your dog.”

Uncle Andy said,“That’s pretty smart, Benny. I didn’t believe you could do that.”

“Thanks, boy,” said the man. “Now I can meet the plane all right.” He put the dog in his car.

A woman had been watching all this. She said to Henry, “Your dog is a Skye terrier, isn’t he?”

“Yes, we think so,” replied Henry.

Benny broke in, “He isn’t our dog. He just follows us.”

The lady looked at Benny. “I just came from Boston,” she said. “My sister lives there and she told me a friend of hers had lost a Skye terrier.”

Benny shook his head. “This dog could never have come from Boston. We are going to find his owner as soon as we can.”

“Good luck,”the woman said.“He’s a beautiful dog.”

That evening Aunt Jane said, “I’m sorry you aren’t staying with us longer. But I know you want to get home to solve the mystery of Shadow’s owner.”

Jessie said, “We were going to stay just one night anyway. We’ll come back for a longer visit in the fall.”

The next morning the Aldens packed up again. Maggie gave them another set of emergency rations. She said, “Come again soon. I like to have young people around and two barking dogs, too.”

The Aldens got on their bikes and rode off as Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy waved good-bye. Lady barked and wagged her tail. Shadow barked, too.

Benny said, “I like to hear you bark, brother. It’s much better than whining.”

Shadow ran ahead of the bikes.Jessie said, “I believe that dog knows he’s going home. He seems glad to go back.”
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“Maybe that’s why Shadow has whined so much,” Henry said. “He knew we were going the wrong way. Don’t let him run too long, Benny. His paws will get sore.”

Benny said, “Pretty soon I’ll give him a ride.” And in about a half hour, he picked Shadow up and set him in the basket in front of the handlebars.

As they rode along, the four riders began to sing. It was a slow song and they really needed a guitar. When Shadow heard it, he began to howl.

Benny was singing the guitar part, “Plunk, plunk, plunk!” He laughed. “That’s what makes you howl, Shadow. I didn’t know you could howl.” Then he went right along singing.

The minute the song was over, Shadow stopped howling. He just rode along in his basket, looking happy. That made Benny laugh again.

“You win, Shadow,” Henry called. “We’ll stop singing and you stop howling.”

After a few hours of pedaling, Benny said, “Look, we are coming to a crossroad. It looks like heavy traffic ahead!”


Chapter 9　Lucky Day
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We aren’t used to traffic,”said Jessie, laughing. “We haven’t met many cars, Ben.”

Benny said excitedly, “But this one is stopping!Oho! It’s trying to stop us!”

The car drove up so near the Aldens that they had to get off their bikes.

Jessie whispered, “It’s that same man and woman who wanted to buy Shadow<span style="letter-spacing: -2.9 pt">or just take him.”

This time both the man and woman got out of their car. The man said, “I’ve been thinking about you kids. Are you sure you didn’t steal this dog?”

“Steal him!” exclaimed Benny. “Of course we didn’t steal him! We wouldn’t steal anything, not even a penny.”

“But you still have a dog that doesn’t belong to you. You say that yourselves. We saw you before, remember?”

“Look here,” Henry said, “we are on our way home now. We have been trying all the time to find out who owns the dog.”

“Well, that’s what you say,” said the man. “You don’t want the police to find you with a missing dog,do you? I know what that dog is worth as a show dog. You’d better sell him to me.”

The woman bent over to pat Shadow, but the little dog growled.

Just then another car came along. The driver slowed down and put his head out the window.

“Any trouble over there?” he asked kindly.

“Well, a little,” said Henry.

“I say a lot!” exclaimed Benny. “This dog has followed us for four days on our bicycle trip. Now this man says we stole the dog, but we didn’t. We are going home now to find the owner.”

The stranger looked at the man and woman closely. Then he looked at the Aldens. He said, “Can’t you folks see that these young people are telling the truth? I never saw them before, but I would trust them. They look honest to me.”

“Well, you can’t tell by looks,” argued the man. “They have had a strange dog with them for four days, and they don’t know where he came from. Maybe they did steal him. Nobody can tell for sure.”

“Well,” said the man in the car, “I think you had better be on your way. Never mind about the dog. He isn’t your dog, either, is he?”

Now the couple saw that the young people had some real help. They turned and got into their car and drove away.

“Look!”said Benny.“Look at their license plates.”

Jessie said, “What do you know! Those people are two thousand miles away from their home. That license plate is from the West Coast, and here they are in New England.”

Henry nodded. “Maybe they are the ones who try to pick up dogs. People do steal dogs and sell them.”

“Did you get their license number?” asked the stranger, starting his motor.

“I did,” said Violet.

“I did,” said Benny. “I can remember it.”

“I wrote it down myself,” the stranger said. “I don’t think they will bother you again. But if they should, here is my card with my name and address.” He handed a card to Henry.

The Aldens read the card. It said Hartman’s Detective Agency.

Benny asked,“Are you a plainclothes detective, Mr. Hartman?”

“Well, something like that,” replied the man with a smile.

Violet said, “Oh, I am so glad you came along. I don’t like trouble, and those people seem to be trying to make trouble for us.”

Jessie said, “We certainly thank you for taking our part.”

“You’re very welcome. Glad I could help,” said Mr. Hartman, driving away.

The Aldens stood still for a minute and watched the car drive out of sight.

“Well, I’m all tired out!” said Benny crossly. “All that fuss over a nice little dog. Makes me mad!”

Jessie looked closely at Benny. He did not say things like this very often. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” she said. “Let’s eat lunch early. That will be something different to do. Just look for a place to eat.”

They all agreed that this was a good idea, and they pedaled off down the road. Shadow was glad, too. He ran ahead, barking. Violet came last.

A mile later, the others heard Violet call, “Wait!”
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They stopped and Jessie called back,“What is it, Violet?”

“I’ve got a flat tire,” said Violet. “I must have run over something very sharp.”

Henry looked at the tire. “I should say you did. It’s a sharp stone shaped just like an arrow. The tire is cut through. It will have to be fixed before you can ride on it.”

“A new tire might be better,” Jessie said.

Benny said, “Well, I guess this isn’t our day. We’ll have to find a place that fixes bikes. It would be neat if we could find a repair shop that serves meals. Or a restaurant that mends bikes.”

The others had to laugh as they all walked along pushing their bicycles.

Jessie was glad that Benny could make jokes again, but she wondered how far they would have to walk to find a repair shop.

They all looked down every side road and at every sign along the way. After a mile or so, they saw a big building in the distance. Soon they could read the sign, “Stop at Big Jeko’s Place.”

“Look,” said Jessie. “Is that a gas station?”

“I don’t know,” replied Henry. “It looks like a junk shop to me.”

But in a minute a big giant of a man looked out of the open door. “Trouble?” he called. “Come in and I see.”

Violet gave him her bicycle and they all watched him anxiously. Then Big Jeko nodded and smiled, “I fix quick. You going far?”

“Yes,” replied Henry.“We’re going to Greenfield.”

“I know Greenfield,” said the man. “Too far away. Maybe I fix tire and maybe it come off. I guess a new tire for this bike.”

“I think so, too,” agreed Henry. “Have you a tire the right size?”

“All sizes.” Big Jeko took down a tire hanging on the wall and began to take off the old one.

Violet said, “It’s my bike. I’m glad you can fix it.”

Big Jeko went on working. He said, “I come from Bulgaria. Speak poor English. But you are good kids. Not like some. A good dog, too.”
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Shadow was indeed a good dog. He sat still and waited without a whine. He sniffed the air.

Violet said, “Mr. Jeko, we were looking for a restaurant when I had my flat tire. Do you know a good place to eat?”

The big man laughed. “Yes, I know. Right here. Big Jeko’s Place.”

“You mean you serve meals here?” exclaimed Benny. He looked around curiously. He didn’t see any place where they could eat.

“No. Just today I serve lunch for you. Look in there.” He pointed to the back room.

Benny and Jessie looked in. Something smelled delicious. There was an old-fashioned stove with a black kettle on top. A woman turned around and smiled at the Aldens. “You like pilaf<span style="letter-spacing: 1.9 pt">?” she said. “You stay for pilaf.”

The Aldens looked at each other. Jessie said, “I don’t know why not. Let’s stay, Henry.”

Big Jeko’s wife said, “Good. Sit down, please.”She took four bowls off a shelf.

Then she put the pilaf into each bowl. “You eat,” she said to the Aldens. “Here, dog.” She put a big lamb bone on the floor for Shadow. There was a lot of meat on it.
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The lunch was made of rice and lamb and onions and tomatoes and all sorts of delicious things, just what the Alden children liked. They ate the pilaf with pieces of hard bread.

When they had finished eating, they all thanked the woman and went out into the shop. The bike was fixed, and Henry paid Big Jeko for the tire and the lunch.

Then Big Jeko surprised them. He said, “You like dog show? Dog show here in Ashby? I have tickets.”

“You have tickets to sell?” asked Jessie. “We have heard of the dog show in Ashby.”

“I have lots of tickets,” Big Jeko replied. “I make all the cages for dogs. I make wire cages.” He pointed to some square cages in the corner. “Then they give me lots of tickets.”

Benny said, “Oh, we could use four tickets. This dog with us is a show dog. He ought to be in the show, really.”
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“Yes, I know,” said Big Jeko. “Good show dog.” He handed four tickets to Henry.

The Aldens shook hands with Big Jeko and got on their bikes. “We won’t forget you, Mr. Jeko,” said Violet. “You were so kind to us.”

They all waved good-bye and rode away.

“I take it all back about our day,” said Benny. “We got our lunch, we got the bike fixed, and now we have four tickets to the dog show. It’s our lucky day, after all.”


Chapter 10　One Puzzle Left
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Now the Aldens wanted nothing but to get home with the dog. They agreed not to stop anywhere except to eat and sleep.

Violet said, “We must say hello to Mrs. Randall, though. We go right through Second Landing.”

Jessie said, “Let’s do that. We told her we might.”

They rode along steadily for the rest of the trip. On the last morning it was almost lunchtime when Shadow started to run away.

“Come back!” shouted Benny. But Shadow had no idea of coming back.

Benny yelled,“I thought you were an obedient dog. Don’t you understand? Come back!”

Shadow was not listening. He was running for dear life.

Henry watched him for a minute. Then he said quietly, “We must follow him. We can’t lose him now.”

The four children pedaled away until they caught up with the running dog.

“He’ll hurt his paws, Henry,”said Violet. “Can’t you carry him?”

“No, I don’t think I can catch him,” replied Henry. “He thinks he’s going home, that’s sure. Look at his feet go!”

“Wait for us!” Benny called, but Shadow did not stop for an instant.

“He’s going right for Second Landing,” Jessie said. “Mr. Martin’s store is ahead. You don’t suppose he belongs to Mr. Martin, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” said Henry. “Mr. Martin didn’t act as if he had lost a beautiful show dog.”

“It couldn’t be the Randalls,” Benny put in. “They didn’t act as if they had lost a dog either. I didn’t see any dog dish on the floor. And there wasn’t any dog house in the yard.”
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“Still, Shadow acts as if Second Landing is home,” Jessie said.

Shadow went faster and faster. He just raced along.

“What do you know!” shouted Benny. “Look at Mr. Martin. He’s sitting on his steps. Hi, Mr. Martin!”

The Aldens stopped their bikes. Shadow ran a little way and sat down. He was tired out.

“The bicycle riders!” Mr. Martin exclaimed. “How was the trip? What happened?”

Benny pointed to the dog.“That’s what happened,” he said. “He followed us all the way.”

Then Mr. Martin saw the dog. The Aldens were astonished to see him stand up and call, “Here, Smoky! Come here, Smoky!”

“Smoky!” Jessie exclaimed.“Do you know this dog, Mr. Martin?”

“I should say so! That’s the Randalls’ dog.”

“The Randalls?”

“Well, he doesn’t belong to the family,” Mr. Martin said. “He belongs to Carl. His Uncle Eric gave the dog to him for his birthday. See, he wants you to come!”

Shadow ran a little way and looked back. The Aldens got on their bikes and followed him. Now at last Shadow did not whine.

Mr. Martin called after them, “You’ll find a happy family when they see that dog.”

As the Aldens knew, it was not far to the Randalls’ house. The little dog barked, and Benny ran up on the porch to knock at the door.

Mrs. Randall came to the door and took one look. “Oh, Smoky, Smoky!” she cried. She opened the door and the little dog jumped into her arms. He wiggled, squealing and whining and licking her hands.

The Aldens stood and watched. In a minute Mrs. Randall looked up with tears in her eyes. “Oh, thank you for bringing him back,” she said. “But how did you know whose dog he was?”
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“We didn’t,” Jessie said. “It’s a long story. We have been trying to find out who owns Shadow ever since he came to us.”

“Do come in and sit down. You see my brother Eric gave this dog to Carl for his birthday. Smoky was all trained and ready to be entered in the dog show at Ashby. We had him only a week, but we grew to love him.”

“So did we,” said Violet.

They all sat down and watched the dog. He was running all over the house, smelling everything and coming back to Mrs. Randall.

“Your picture was in the paper this morning,” said Mrs. Randall. “I was sure it was Smoky standing with you. I was trying to think how to find you.”

“I know who took that picture,” said Benny. “A man and a woman followed us and tried to get Smoky away from us. They want people to think we stole the dog. What did it say under the picture?”

“Not very much,” said Mrs. Randall. “Just ‘Bicycle dog lost.’ Several people called me to tell me they were sure it was Carl’s dog.”

“There! You see,” said Benny, “that is why that couple took our picture. Just to make people think we stole the dog. And we think they are the ones who pick up dogs.”

Mrs. Randall said, “I still don’t know where you found Smoky.”

The Aldens told her about the old empty house and the rain and the little whining dog.

“He followed us to Aunt Jane’s and all the way back,”said Jessie.“But we still don’t understand how you lost him!”

“Well,” Mrs. Randall began. “You remember that Carl had gone to camp just the day before you came? After Carl had left on the bus, I had some special shopping to do that day. I put Smoky in the station wagon and drove to a shopping center. It was a big place about twenty-five miles in the other direction. I couldn’t take Smoky into the stores, so I left him in the car. I rolled down one of the windows to give him some air.”

The Aldens nodded.

“Yes, that was a mistake,” Mrs. Randall agreed. “Smoky wiggled out of that window somehow, although I don’t see how he could. Anyway, when I came out, he was gone!”

“Did anyone see him?” asked Violet.

“Nobody that I could ask,” said Mrs. Randall. “There were hundreds of cars. I called and called, but at last I had to drive home.”

“Poor Carl,” said Violet. “Did you have to tell him Smoky was missing?”

“No, I just hoped and hoped Smoky would come home. But he had been here such a short time, I didn’t think he would know how to get home. And I was afraid someone would find him and keep him.”

Jessie said, “And you had all this to worry about that day we came to help. We noticed you were upset about something. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I just couldn’t,” Mrs. Randall said. “I didn’t want to spoil everything, and we were having such a good time. And I knew I might break down and tell the company.”
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“That was Mr. Evans,” Benny said. “He would always understand. You can tell Carl now.”

“Yes, he gets home tomorrow. What a lot of news I shall have to tell him! Smoky lost,and Smoky found. And we are moving to Boston right away.”

“Good,” said Jessie. Her eyes twinkled. “I’m glad Mr. Evans found out that you were a friendly person.”

“I’m going to telephone Eric. He will be so pleased. Now we can show Smoky in the Ashby dog show. I do hope you can go to that show. It will be exciting.”

“Yes,” said Benny. “We have four tickets.”

“You are lucky. They are hard to get. And Smoky is lucky that he found you instead of somebody else.”

“Well,” said Benny. “Now I know what a lucky dog is!”

The Aldens got up to go home. Mrs. Randall said, “I’ll remind you of the dog show a little later. I’ll call you up.”

As the Aldens rode home,Henry said, “There’s still a mystery to solve. What happened to Smoky between the time he was left in the Randall car in the parking lot and came to the old house in the rain?”

“Yes, I was thinking about that, too,” said Benny.


Chapter 11　Show Dog
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The Aldens reached home safely. They found that their grandfather knew all about the dog. He had seen their picture in the paper. But Violet had to tell him all about the rainy night in the empty house. Jessie told him about the roadside stand and Roy Smith. Benny told him about Big Jeko.

At last Mr. Alden said, “Were you satisfied with all those adventures, Ben?”

“Well, almost,” Benny replied. “There’s just one thing about this mystery that we don’t know. How did Smoky get from the parking lot to the empty house where we spent the night?”

“I can’t help you there,” Mr. Alden said. “But I have no doubt you four will solve that, too.”

Later on, Jessie had a telephone call from Mrs. Randall.

She said,“The Ashby dog show begins tomorrow.We are going to show Smoky. Our little dog has a new name, but I promised not to tell you. Can you come?”

Jessie laughed. She said, “Yes, I don’t even need to ask the others. We’ll be delighted to drive over to the show.”

“Come to our house first,” said Mrs. Randall. “Then you can meet Carl. And we will all go in two cars.”

“We’ll be there,” Jessie said.

“Fine,” said Mrs. Randall. “I want you to see Eric show off the dog. It’s quite a sight.”

The next day, as Henry drove along, Benny said, “I give up about that new name for Smoky. I’m sure they wouldn’t call him Shadow just because we did.”

“We’ll have to wait and see,” Violet said.

When the Aldens reached the Randalls’ yard, Carl ran out. He was a freckled boy in a Camp Mohawk shirt.

“You must be the Alden kids!” he called. “I’m Carl.”

They all went into the house,and Carl’s Uncle Eric shook hands with the Aldens.

“Tell me,” said Uncle Eric, “how did the dog get to you after he left the parking lot?”

“We’d like to know that,” answered Jessie. “I wonder if we’ll ever know.”

“Oh, we’ll know sometime!” said Benny.

Carl said, “Wait until you see how fine Smoky looks. He’s been washed and brushed. His paws and toes are cleaned and shined.”

“I can’t wait to see him!” Violet said.

“What about his new name?” Benny asked.

“You have to wait for that,” Carl said with a wink. “It’s time to go now.”

Henry followed the Randall car to Ashby. He had a little trouble parking, so the Randalls went in first with Smoky.

The Ashby dog show was held in a big hall. When the Aldens went in, they saw the steward standing right by the door.

He said to the young people, “Come in. Your friends are right over there.” He pointed to a large sign that said “Class—Skye Terrier.” Under the sign were two cages.

“That steward seemed to know us,”said Benny. “That’s funny.”
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“Look!” Violet said. “Read what it says on Smoky’s cage. There’s Smoky’s new name!”

A big sign was printed with the words, “Smoky, the Bicycle Dog.”

People were standing around Smoky’s cage.

Someone said, “That’s the dog that was stolen.”

Another said, “He wasn’t stolen.”

“Who stole the Bicycle Dog?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Didn’t you read about it in the paper? Four children on bicycles found him.”

Mrs. Randall smiled at the Aldens. She said, “I guess you don’t know that everyone has seen the picture of you riding your bikes, with Smoky beside you. Tomorrow we will put another piece in the paper telling that you found the dog. Nobody stole him.”

Smoky was delighted to see the Aldens. He tried to get out of his cage, but he could not. He licked their hands through the wires.

“That cage makes me think of Big Jeko,” said Violet.

“It won’t be long now,” said Uncle Eric. “I am going to handle Smoky. But don’t forget, he is Carl’s dog. Next year he can handle him.”
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“What do you mean, handle?” asked Benny. “I would think anyone could handle Smoky.”

“You’ll see,” Uncle Eric replied. “It means to show him off. The dog has to know what he is expected to do, too.”

The Aldens noticed there was one other dog in the same class with Smoky. It was a Skye terrier named Cinderella, for cinder, the color of ashes. It was a soft bluish-gray dog.

Then the show began. The four Aldens found places with the crowd behind the rope.

Everyone was excited. Everyone wanted his dog to get a first prize. Of course, everyone thought that Smoky, the Bicycle Dog, would win a first prize.

Dogs of all kinds were there.There were enormous dogs with soft white fur, and tiny dogs no bigger than a man’s hand. All of them were trained.

The first dog was a Great Dane. His master held his leash while the band played. The dog walked slowly. Then he stood still with his head up and his tail down.

Then came Cinderella.“My,”said Jessie, “hear the people clap!”

And then came Smoky.Uncle Eric knew exactly what to do, and so did Smoky. Henry said, “Now hear them clap! Even louder than for Cinderella.”

The judges for the dog show watched every dog closely. They noticed how the dogs looked and how they acted.

Later on,the judges went around putting ribbons on the cages. The crowd followed them to see which dogs were winners.Then what a surprise! Nobody could believe it. Smoky, the Bicycle Dog, had the second prize, a red ribbon, and the blue ribbon went to Cinderella!

Carl said, “Well, never mind. I like red better than blue anyway.”

“I don’t,” said Uncle Eric. “But I’m not surprised.”

“Aren’t you surprised?” Jessie asked Mrs. Randall.

“No. I’ll explain. Smoky’s trip didn’t do him any good. He wasn’t dried when he got wet in the rain. He wasn’t washed. A dog must be in perfect condition to win the blue ribbon in this show.”

“But wait till next year!” said Uncle Eric.

Suddenly Ben said,“Looktwins! Exactly alike.”

“One in pink and one in blue,” said Violet in a low voice.

Jessie said, “They are coming this way. I think they are looking for Smoky.”

A smiling woman and the two little girls came through the crowd.

“We want to see our dog,” said the twin in pink. “My name is Laurie.”

“Your dog?”asked Benny.“You mean the Bicycle Dog?”

“Well, he isn’t really ours. But we saw him twice, and we wanted him very much. My name is Joy.”

The lady said, “We are the Fullers. My girls just love that dog. They saw him in a parking lot in Essex.”

“Oh, yes,” said Laurie. “He was running around the parking lot.”

“Where were you?” asked Uncle Eric.

“We were in the back of the station wagon,” replied Joy. “We can see everything. We called him and called him, but he ran off. Then we saw the same dog at a vegetable stand way out in the country.”

“Well,” said Benny, “that settles that. Nobody stole him.”

“But they tried to, Ben,” Henry said. “Don’t forget that.”

“I’ll never forget that,” said Benny.

Then Uncle Eric said, “Did you girls see what happened to Smoky that day in the parking lot?”

“Oh, yes,” said Laurie.

“Oh, no,” said Joy. “All we know is that he ran out of the parking lot and right across the road.”

“And he wasn’t even run over,”Laurie added.

“No,” agreed Uncle Eric without a smile. “I should say he got across the road safely. You don’t know which way he went after that?”

“Oh, yes, we know which way he went. Do you know that shortcut in Essex to the old back road? Well, that’s where he was going. Right to that old country road.”

“We hoped he would find his way home, because the next night it rained.Did you find him?”

“He found us,” said Benny. “He climbed in our window to get out of the rain.On that old country road.”

Henry asked, “And you saw him again at a roadside stand?”

“That’s right,”said Joy.“My father says Smoky will get first prize in any dog show next year. We want to say hello to him.”

Smoky seemed to know the little twins. He tried to get out of the cage, and he licked their hands and whined.

A policeman had been walking around the show all day. Now he came walking up to the Aldens. He said to Henry, “You kids want to help me? I hear that you had a bit of trouble with a man and a woman who tried to get your dog.”

“That’s right,” Henry answered.

“Would you know them again,if you saw them?” asked the officer.

“We would!” said Benny.

The officer looked at the four Aldens and smiled. He said, “Well, we have a couple at the police station. Tomorrow will you come with me and tell me if they are the same ones you saw?”

“We certainly will,” answered Henry.
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“That’s all I want,” the officer said with a wink. “You all agree?”

“Yes, sir,” Jessie said. “They tried twice to get the dog.”

“Good,” the policeman said. “We found them with two stolen poodles and a Scottie that didn’t belong to them. That man and woman will go back where they came from, but they will pay a great big fine!”

“They deserve it!” Benny said. “I hope they won’t do it again.”

“They won’t,” promised the man. He laughed.“They have policemen on the West Coast, too, you know.” He turned and went away.

Jessie said,“Well, Mrs. Fuller, you heard that. I guess things will be all right now.”

The dog show was over. Everyone was packing up to go. The Randalls went home with Smoky and the Aldens went straight home to Greenfield.

Grandfather met them on the front porch. “How was the show?” he asked.

The four young people sat down on the porch and told Mr. Alden the whole story.

Violet told about Smoky’s new name and how the twins had helped solve the last puzzle.

Benny said, “But I’m awfully disappointed that Smoky didn’t get the first prize. People liked him the best.”

“I’m sorry myself,” said Grandfather. “But there was a reason. And don’t forget, Ben, somebody always has to come in second.”

And this was something Benny Alden never forgot.

Then Watch came out to see his children. Benny opened the screen door and let him out. He lay down on the porch.

Benny said, “Hello, Watch.” He knelt down and scratched the dog’s rough head. Watch lifted his nose.

Benny said, “I like you best, Watch. You don’t whine or yelp or howl or bark.”

Then they all had to laugh, because what did Watch do? He barked!




棚车少年·海滩奇遇



	
棚车少年·海滩奇遇

	
第一章　大海和沙滩





	
第二章　班尼寻找宝藏





	
第三章　午夜奥秘





	
第四章　发现者们会是守护者吗？





	
第五章　100只猫！





	
第六章　班尼的救援行动





	
第七章　维莉的冒险经历





	
第八章　邀请





	
第九章　最终答案





	
第十章　老狗狗和小把戏









	
Mystery in the Sand

	
Chapter 1　Sea and Sand





	
Chapter 2　Benny Hunts for Treasure





	
Chapter 3　Midnight Mystery





	
Chapter 4　Are Finders Keepers?





	
Chapter 5　A Hundred Cats!





	
Chapter 6　Benny to the Rescue





	
Chapter 7　Violet’s Adventure





	
Chapter 8　An Invitation





	
Chapter 9　Answers at Last





	
Chapter 10　New Trick for an Old Dog










第一章　大海和沙滩




Seaand Sand
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“多美的早晨！”盛夏七月里的一天，杰西站在门口说道。

“你说得对极了，杰西！”班尼赞同地说道。他眺望着蔚蓝的大海和白色的沙滩，以及纯净得没有一丝云彩的天空。

维莉和亨利也走到门口，向外看去，只见海鸥喧哗着，正围绕着一条渔船上下盘旋。

班尼不禁感慨道：“顶有趣的是，别看这会儿我们在沙滩和简姑婆与安迪叔叔的新房车上逍遥自在，谁曾想一两天前，咱们还愁在家里，为去哪儿玩大伤脑筋呐！”

班尼说的房车，其实是一个移动式住房，外部被简姑婆涂抹上了她自己最喜欢的蓝色，并用零星白色作为点缀。屋里有一个房间，是两个女孩的卧室，班尼和哥哥亨利则睡在客厅的双人长沙发床上。

让兄妹们最为开心的是，房车正好停在沙滩上，屋后，是一大片的海滩和水草；屋前，只用跳下两级台阶，便是沙滩。

“就在沙滩上吃早餐吧，杰西，”维莉建议道，“这样的话，大家各自带着餐具过去，也不会太麻烦。”

“我是一点问题都没有，”班尼说，“要是能马上吃到早餐，我可以连你们的餐具都一起捎过去。”
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亨利笑了起来，班尼总是饿得快——不管在家里，在旅行中，在山林里，或者在海滩上，这一点从来不曾改变。

“快来，班尼，”亨利说道，“你还得和我一起把床收起来，还原成沙发呢！”

“好的好的！”班尼答道，“很快我们的卧室就能变身成客厅了！变变变——”

在狭小的厨房里，两个女孩快速地准备着食物，她们也饿了。

“看来简姑婆留下的都是我们最爱吃的，”杰西说，“我来做培根和鸡蛋，维莉，你做烤面包。”

他们有四个盘子，红、蓝、绿、紫——刚好是兄妹们各自喜欢的颜色，杰西选的是蓝色盘子，班尼则选择了红色的。

“每个盘子里的食物都是一样的，”维莉说，“和盘子的颜色没有一点关系。”

“噢，不，有关系，维莉，”班尼反驳道，“我必须要红色的盘子，不过亨利是无所谓的。”

亨利笑了起来，他确实无所谓，他想要的不过是早餐而已，当然，他也知道，维莉会选择属于她自己的颜色——紫色。

兄妹四人坐在沙滩上，开始享受他们在海岸的第一餐。

“我真不明白，”维莉咬了一口培根，突然说道，“为什么沙滩附近的人都在睡觉？这可是一天中最美好的时光了，可居然没有人享受它——除了我们和渔民以外。”

这的确是事实，周围一英里内，连个人影都没有。

班尼盘着腿儿，喝了口牛奶：“我觉得，咱们是这个世界上最幸运的人，总能碰上有趣的事儿，是吧？”

“没错，”杰西回应道，“而且好多事儿都是突如其来的，就显得越发刺激了，当然，爷爷功不可没。”

“不过这次不是，”班尼回答说，“这次多亏了安迪叔叔，他真是个神奇的人，总闲不下来，而且总有地方可去——去了也不多待。幸运的是，简姑婆总能跟上他的节拍，随着他去任何地方。”

亨利慢悠悠地说：“我相信，简姑婆当初以为安迪叔叔会在这里耗上整个夏天的——他喜欢钓鱼、挖蛤蜊和冲浪……要是知道他只待了两星期就走，她才不会买这么漂亮的房车呢！”
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“嗯，这才是安迪叔叔的风格啊！”维莉平静地说，“他一听说有特别的非洲之行，就马上买票走人了——这倒成全了我们，现在我们可以随心所欲地玩儿，去留都由着咱们自己。”

“要是想回家的话，只要转动一下车钥匙就可以了，”班尼表示同意，“反正亨利现在有了自己的车子。”

亨利笑了起来：“没错，而且我还选了辆足够宽敞，能容下我们所有人的大车，很棒吧？”
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“早餐真美味！”班尼说，“把盘子洗干净应该花不了多少时间。”但是大家都懒得动弹。

“快看海滩上。”亨利说。

远处，一个老人和一只小狗正在走来，老人走得很慢很慢，狗狗则紧紧跟随。

“和主人形影不离——我猜那应该是一只受过训练的狗狗，”杰西说，“老人家应该还有根手杖才对。”其他人也是这么认为的。

奥登兄妹本可以拿着盘子走进屋子，可是并没有，他们只是静静地坐着，看着老人和他的狗狗。只见老人在一栋大木屋前停留了片刻，看起来只是倚着拐杖稍作休息，便又开始缓缓前行，狗狗则耐心地等候着。

“真不知道这位老人想做什么，”班尼说，“看，他又往前走了！”

“要我猜，他也许只是散步而已。”杰西回答道，“沙滩上的人都在捡石头和贝壳，也许他也想这样做吧！”

陌生老人越走越近，奥登兄妹这才看清楚，他的手杖一端挂着一枚戒指，下面还绑着个小盒子。

班尼暗自奇怪：老人真的只是出来散晨步的吗？别人是不是也会觉得奇怪呢？或许他起个大早，就是为了避免好奇目光的吧？可是，他们兄妹如此盯着他，老人又会怎么想呢？

终于，这位老人走到了奥登兄妹身旁，“日安噢！”他开心地打着招呼。奥登兄妹立刻听出，这是英国人的口音。

“早上好！”兄妹们同声回答道。

“您的狗狗友好吗？”班尼问。

“很友好，不用害怕，它只是个子有点大而已。”老人回答说。

亨利和班尼一起走到他们旁边。

“你好啊，小家伙！”班尼边说边伸出一根手指，狗狗舔了舔，又嗅了嗅他的盘子。

“真不好意思，”班尼说，“培根都被吃完了，小伙子。”
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杰西仔细观察着眼前的陌生老人，不觉有种由衷的喜欢，他那善意的眼神，笑起来的皱纹，以及被太阳晒成深棕色的皮肤，都让她有种似曾相识的感觉。

老人看向杰西，说道：“我昨天路过这辆房车时，看到的还是一男一女，现在换作四个年轻人了啊！”

班尼忍不住想，这个老人对海滩上的事儿还真是清楚得很。

“您说得没错！”杰西告诉老人，“您看到的是我们的简姑婆和安迪叔叔，这是他们新买的移动房，他们去旅游了，我们要在这里待到他们回来，不过我们都很喜欢这个安排，实在是个意外的惊喜。”

“很好，你们将会发现，这是一个多么漂亮的海滩。”老绅士说道，“我叫丹尼·李，每天早上我都会趁大家还没醒去沙滩散步，走差不多两英里路，这可是一天中最美好的时光了！”

“我们刚才正说这事儿呢！”班尼激动地叫道，“我就说大家都奇怪得很，把一天中最好的时刻耗在睡觉上。您看，除了您和狗狗，沙滩上就只有我们几个了。”

亨利自我介绍道：“我是亨利·奥登，刚才说话的是班尼，这两位是我妹妹，杰西和维莉·奥登。”

“奥登？奥登？”老人喃喃地说，“我以前难道听说过这个名字？听起来好熟悉，他是位有名的塑料生产商？”

“那就是我们的爷爷。”杰西说道。

“很好！”李先生点点头，“希望你们拥有一个快乐的旅行时光，祝你们愉快！”

说完，老人便离开了，狗狗紧紧跟随在他身边。

班尼暗暗想道：“有这么一只狗狗在，估计没人能伤害到他。”

奥登兄妹注视着老人的背影，只见他在沙地上拖拽着拐杖，偶尔倚着它休息一会儿。

“我从没见过那样的手杖，你呢，亨利？”班尼问。

“李先生走路的时候并没用到手杖，”维莉说，“那它又是用来做什么的呢？”

“我不知道，”亨利回答，“这是我们第一天早上就碰到的谜团，班尼。”

“好吧，”班尼笑着说，“我会找出真相的，你们等着瞧！”

杰西问：“你准备怎么找？”

“直接问呗！”班尼简洁地回答道，“单刀直入，这是找到真相的办法，也是爷爷的做法。”

亨利笑了：“你越来越像爷爷了，班尼。真希望李先生能够回答你的问题，因为我们都想知道答案。”


第二章　班尼寻找宝藏

Benny Hunts for Treasure
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杰西终于发话了：“洗完碗后，咱们去游泳吧！”

维莉站在沙滩上拿着她的盘子说：“噢，我好像忘不掉李先生了，他看上去好有趣，而且他还说过，每天都会和狗狗经过这里，我们会经常看到他的。亨利，你认为他手里拿的是什么？我看到绑在手杖顶的盒子里有个指示器，上面还有刻度盘。”

班尼灵机一动：“是不是盖革计数器的一种？”

“不是，”亨利肯定地说，“难道你们不记得了？简姑婆农场边的铀矿有个人，专门用盖革计数器寻找铀矿，可海滩上是没有铀矿的——绝对没有，这就可以排除是盖革的可能性。”

班尼说：“那我只有问李先生了。”
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奥登兄妹拿着盘子，一起走进房车里。

“我们不去杂货店购物了吗，杰西？”维莉一边问一边烘干勺子。

“不啊，要去的。”杰西回答道，“我看了冰箱和货架，必须得添置一些食物了，比如说牛奶，我们的牛奶差不多快喝完了。”

“反正咱们不能刚吃完饭就去游泳，”班尼提议道，“不如先去买东西，再回来游泳，这里到小镇也就四分之一英里的路程而已。”

“这么早去镇上，应该没什么好玩的。”话虽如此，亨利还是做好了一起去的准备。

奥登兄妹穿上凉鞋，锁好房门，登上亨利停在屋外的蓝色小轿车，出发了。

其实他们用不着开车去的，碧乌镇很小，而且只有一条主街，亨利沿着这条道慢慢开着，首先看见的是一些商店，接下来就是路两旁的房子，其中一栋三层楼的砖房最为高大，其余就是几处零星分布的小平房。

一切似乎都很寻常。就在这时，班尼惊呼起来：“噢，看那房子，快赶上一座城堡了！”

“它好大！”杰西说，“我觉得房子里应该是空的，因为临街的窗户没有挂窗帘，就连塔楼上都没有。”

亨利减慢了车速，说道：“奇怪，谁在这样的小镇建了这样的宅子？一看就是古式建筑。”

班尼猜测道：“肯定是大财主修的呗，看看这些塔楼——一、二、三、四、五……现在谁会买这样的房子啊？”

“这房子看起来好荒凉，”维莉说，“和周围的小新房子风格完全不一样——和任何一座乡间小屋都不一样。”

亨利沿着主街慢慢开了一圈，随即又掉头回来。那座塔楼屋——奥登兄妹都这么称呼它，确实是小镇上独一无二的存在，镇上有图书馆、学校、药店、消防站和市政厅，可就连市政厅的房子也比塔楼屋小得多。

“我很好奇，关于塔楼屋，是不是有什么故事？”班尼一边回头看了看它，一边说，“我想，碧乌镇的居民应该为它制造些传说——换作是我就会这么做，你呢，维莉？”

“是啊，我也会。”维莉笑着赞同道，“比如说，可能有位美丽的公主被囚禁在其中一座塔楼里，直到她长成一位老妇人。”

“不管怎样，我们最好到处打听一下，”班尼说，“我敢肯定，塔楼屋是个神秘的所在。”

“咱们去买东西吧！”杰西建议道。

“我想赶快去游泳。”亨利补充了一句。
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在超市里，女孩们买了面包、牛奶、培根、汉堡包、熏肠和一大箱土豆泥，亨利结账的时候，意外地发现，其中居然还有一小盒茶叶和一罐咖啡粉。

杰西解释道：“我想，要是咱们有客人来，提前准备些茶或者咖啡总是好的。”

维莉、班尼和亨利知道，杰西所谓的客人，就是那位老绅士李先生，但是他们都没有挑明。

亨利开车回到海滩，大家迅速将买来的东西收拾妥当。

奥登兄妹再次踏上沙滩时，海滩上已经聚集了不少游客，他们穿着五颜六色的游泳衣，或尽情地在水里嬉戏，或在海滩上享受着日光浴，小孩子们则兴奋地喧闹着。

奥登兄妹加入了游泳的人群，在凉爽的海水里度过了早上的剩余时光。

当天晚上，班尼原本想步行去碧乌镇的，他在想，那有着五个塔楼的塔楼屋里会有灯光吗？或许，他只是太期待有神秘事件发生了吧！

第二天一大早，班尼就发现有人已经搁了把椅子在海滩上，当他看到托盘里放着茶杯、装有面包和黄油的盘子和茶壶后，不禁笑了，这意味着，李先生已经被看作他们这个海滩之家的一员了。

奥登兄妹翘首期盼着，结果并没让大家失望，他们在沙滩上刚吃完早餐，就看到李先生和他的狗狗出现在海滩上。杰西赶紧跑进厨房，一边烧开水，一边寻思待会儿李先生究竟是要喝茶还是咖啡。
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老绅士走到奥登兄妹身边时，一眼便看到了那把椅子，不禁笑了：“这是专门为我准备的吗？”他坐了下来，微笑地注视着孩子们。

“没错！”班尼说，“我想您已经用过早餐了吧？”

“是啊，很早就吃过了。”李先生回答道，“只是昨晚睡得不太好。”

杰西站在门口问道：“您还能再喝下一杯茶或是咖啡吗？”

“能，当然能！请给我一杯茶，英国人习惯喝热茶。”

杰西留意到“热”这个字眼，于是在沏茶之前，尽量确保小茶壶里的水是热的，随后她便端着托盘走到海滩上。

杰西说道：“我曾经读过这方面的文章，说英国人喜欢在茶里面放牛奶，而不是奶油。”

“正是，年轻的小姐。”李先生说道，他一边喝着热茶，一边吃光了面包和黄油。
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老先生倒第二杯茶的时候，班尼紧紧盯着他，很想问问他关于手杖的事儿，而且说不定李先生也知道塔楼屋的一些秘密，但是班尼拿不定主意先问哪一个好，也不知道怎样问会不那么冒失。

于是班尼说道：“我真不明白，为什么人们会喜欢喝茶，我觉得茶难喝得很……可以告诉我们，您的手杖是一种盖革计数器吗？”

对这个问题，李先生看起来并不惊讶，“不是的，”他回答道，“它是金属探测器，与盖革计数器完全不同，也有人叫它‘探宝仪’——这说法也许比较靠谱。来，让我告诉你们一个秘密——没人知道的秘密。首先你们要知道，每年夏天都有成百上千的游客来到这里，他们中有贫有富，但我不得不说，其中大多数人都是极不小心的……”

“您是指他们不注意水里的安全吗？”维莉问。

李先生笑着回答：“那倒不是，他们挺在意人身安全的！我说的是，那些戴着手表或首饰的人，下水游泳前，通常会把它们随手摘下来，放在沙滩上……”

“我开始明白了。”杰西点了点头。

“我相信你明白了，但你还是没法想象，沙滩里会有多少这样的失物。在发现金属物件时，金属探测器就会发出嗡嗡声，一听到这个，我就知道沙里准埋着东西，于是我的狗狗就立刻开始往下刨，它替我辛苦地忙活着，适当的时候就停下来，当信号声变得足够大时，我就亲手去刨，或者用小工具去挖。”

“您找到了很多东西吗？”维莉问。

“是啊，去年我赚了不少钱呢。当然，每次我都会先问人们，有没有丢过东西。如果是贵重物品，我还会让他们描述一下外观。看那座海滩大平房，我曾经在屋子前找到了一个钻戒，并还给了失主——那是一个年轻可爱的小姐。”

“他们一定很感谢你吧！”杰西说。

“是啊，确实如此，他们有的想给我报酬，但我从来没有要过。不过要是找不到失主，那些失物就归我了。”

班尼问道：“您就是以这个为生的吗？”

“班尼！”亨利打断他的话，“不要这么问，这不关我们的事情。”

李先生笑了：“我不介意告诉班尼，我想，单靠这个也能生存，但我并不想这么做。我只是想找点事情做而已，毕竟我太老，干不了老本行了。”

没人问李先生的老本行是什么，他喝完剩下的茶，说道：“我带了一只手镯给你们看看，这是我上星期刚刚捡到的，上面的沙子已经被洗干净了。”说着，他从口袋里掏出镯子，递给杰西。
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杰西评价道：“我对首饰不怎么了解，不过这镯子看起来很不错。”

“它很漂亮。”维莉赞叹道。

“是啊！”李先生点点头，“它应该价值不菲，不过我始终找不到失主。要知道，游客们都来自很远的地方，来了只待几天或一个星期，有的甚至只逗留一天，所以很难找到失主。”

班尼突然间想起安迪叔叔说过的一些话，他向李先生眨眨眼：“您已经尽力，就可以问心无愧。安迪叔叔说这是他爷爷的名言。”

李先生笑了，“谢谢你，班尼，”他说道，“现在你想试试这个探宝仪吗？”

“真的可以吗？”班尼大声说，“我可能会发现一个手表呐！”

“有可能，”李先生赞同道，“但也有可能会一无所获。来，用手杖底在沙滩上划圆圈，慢慢地，慢慢地！”

班尼激动地接过手杖：一场真正的探奇正向他袭来。

李先生让到一边。

“不要兴奋过头了，班尼。”亨利提醒道。

“我一点都不兴奋，”班尼说，“看到我有多冷静了吗？”

手柄处装有一个绿色的小盒子，它貌似仪表，里面的指针颤动着，发出嗡嗡的声音。

大狗狗站了起来，它不明白为什么一个陌生的男孩在用它主人的手杖。

“没事，理查，”李先生对狗狗说，“躺下来吧，这小伙子可用不着你帮忙挖。”

“理查？”亨利笑着重复了好几遍，“狗狗的名字叫理查吗？”

“是的，这是世界上买了最大钻石的人的名字，我为它取这个名儿，是因为我偶尔也会在沙滩里找到钻石首饰。”

班尼慢慢地在沙滩上拖动着探宝仪，大家都注视着他，就连亨利也激动起来，突然，探宝仪开始发出声响，而且声音越来越大。

“你找到宝贝了，亨利，”李先生平静地说，“你想自己动手挖吗？”

“当然！”班尼回答道，“可惜我没有铲子。”

班尼跪下来，开始刨挖起干沙来。维莉悄没声儿地走进房车，拿了个大勺子出来，班尼开心地接过来，这样他就可以挖得更快了。此时，探宝仪的声音变得越来越响了。

“不要期望太大，班尼，”李先生提醒道，“有可能下面只是个废锡罐而已，探宝仪是分不清宝贝和废品的。”

班尼现在铲出去的都是湿沙子，洞变得越来越深了。

李先生说：“要是东西是固体的，就用指头搓一搓，不过别太激动，也许包在里面的不过是含铁的石头罢了。”

班尼闻言就地一坐，他指尖果然多了一样东西。

“哈，总算有点收获，”他说，“有可能是块石头吧！不过我估摸着不像，我觉得要么是枚镍币，要么是块金币，它摸起来又圆又扁。”

班尼抹掉那东西上的沙子，它看起来亮闪闪的，不过那并不是枚硬币——连一分钱都不是。

“不会吧？”班尼丧气地说，“只是个废瓶盖罢了！”

杰西长长地吐了口气，“李先生早就提醒过我们了，班尼，”她安慰道，“不过，想象它是件宝贝的过程其实蛮有趣的。别太灰心！”

“是啊！”李先生说，“反正你已经知道操作方法了。其实没什么收获也是件好事，要是被你轻易找到宝贝了，你就会觉得寻宝易如反掌，其实这事儿需要很大的耐心，到时候你可以再试试。”

“嗯，我知道。”班尼说，“以后我会给这个瓶盖再找个双胞胎兄弟。”

大家都笑了起来。

“好了，咱们明天见吧，”李先生起身说，“再次感谢你们准备的茶点。”

奥登兄妹目送着他和理查走出海滩。

班尼说：“他就像咱家的一员，对吧？”

“尽管我们和他只认识了两天。”杰西补充道。

“不管我们去哪儿，总能碰上有趣的事情！”班尼兴奋地说，“我们肯定有种魔力。”

“能引来奇遇的魔力。”亨利笑着加了一句。

班尼看了看手里沾满沙的勺子，说：“我要去水边洗洗它，在海里洗碗比在厨房里洗有意思多了。”

就这样，哥哥姐姐各自拿起盘子走回了房车，只留班尼一个人在海滩上，他将周围仔细打量了一番，发现李先生和理查早已走远，沙滩上已经杳无人烟。

“可是，”班尼自言自语道，“这些新出现的脚印是怎么回事？昨晚的潮水已经把沙滩上所有痕迹冲洗得一干二净，可这些脚印是从哪里来的呢？”

班尼摇了摇头，肯定是有人来过海滩，而且比李先生起得还早。班尼想知道这些脚印是男人还是女人留下的，于是凑近看了看，结果发现了两种脚印。

“很有趣，”班尼暗想，“这个小脚印应该是小男孩留下的，实在是奇怪啊！”

班尼洗完勺子，站了起来，他决定不告诉亨利和女孩们关于脚印的事情——至少目前不告诉。毕竟，这些脚印可能不是什么大不了的事儿，就像他之前寻宝只找到了废瓶盖一样。

不管怎样，班尼决定，要留意一大早来海滩的所有游客。


第三章　午夜奥秘

Midnight Mystery

[image: ]


午夜时分，班尼突然醒了，他感觉有点不对劲，不由暗自纳闷道：“我这到底是怎么了？”

班尼发觉自己的脸正沐浴在月光下，而且整间房被映照得如同白昼。他没有叫醒亨利，而是轻轻下了床，将窗帘全部拉开。

班尼从窗口眺望出去，外面是一片沙滩和幽深的海水，月光如水银般倾泻在海面上，不过很快，他便闪退到窗户一旁，因为——沙滩上有人。

班尼小心翼翼地观察着，发现有两个黑色的人影正在打量着房车，由于他们站在海边，离得太远，班尼看得并不是很真切。

“什么情况？”班尼暗自纳闷，“那两人正瞧着咱们的房子呢！”他仔细分辨着人影是男还是女，“我估计应该是男的，因为都穿着长裤。”

其中一个的身形比另一个小很多——他是成年人还是小孩子呢？与此同时，班尼猛然想到，海滩上所有游客都穿着长裤，无论是男人女人，还是少男少女。

那两个男人（如果他们确实是的话）仍站在那里，看向房车，其中一个弯下腰，指了指沙滩，很明显他们在交谈着什么。

班尼真希望自己能够听到他们的谈话，然而，尽管沙滩上万籁俱寂，巨大的海浪声还是掩盖住了他们的说话声。

“他们在寻找什么吗？”班尼好奇地想，“不管怎样，来者不善。要不要马上叫醒亨利呢？对，应该这样做。”

亨利立刻就被叫醒了，“发生什么了，班尼？”他低声问道。

“我也不知道！看，有两个人正看向我们的房车，这深更半夜的，他们来海滩上做什么？”

“嗯，当然不是来散步的，”亨利小声说，“我们来看看，他们下一步要干什么。”

两个男孩想将那两个身影看得更真切些，可那两人不仅穿着黑色的衣服，而且离他们至少有50英尺远。

“看那边，亨利！”班尼轻轻提醒道，“快，不然看不到了。”

只见那两人正指着沙滩上的什么东西，接着，其中一个看了看房车，开始弯腰挖了起来，不过他并没有挖多久。

两人最后似乎想要放弃了，他们转身离开了海滩，边走边频频回头。

兄弟俩能看到的，好像仅仅就只有这些了。
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突然，亨利小声说道：“快看，班尼，又有一个人出现了！”

果然，当那两个黑影在海滩上越走越快时，另一个身影正在远远尾随着他们，跟踪者看起来是一个穿着长斗篷的男人，此时，他已经开始奔跑起来。

“他想抓住那两个人！”班尼兴奋地小声说道。

“至少是想尽力追上他们。”亨利看着追踪者迎风飞扬的斗篷，赞同道，“整件事儿都太奇怪，不过咱们用不着害怕，班尼，反正周围住着这么多邻居。”

兄弟俩仍目不转睛地盯着那三个人影，一只狗狗在远处吠叫着。
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两个黑影离开海滩，走进草丛中，消失不见了。穿长斗篷的人停住脚步，凝望了片刻，才转身往回走。

“等等！”亨利低声说，“他返回时正好会经过咱们这儿，到那时我们可以看得更真切些。”

果然，没过一会儿，那人影便飞快地掠过，可惜兄弟俩并没如愿，因为他离得实在太远，几乎就是贴着海边在走。

“真希望我的视力能更好些！”亨利说。

班尼小声说道：“长斗篷里裹着的，有可能是个女人，而不是男人。”

“有可能那几个全是女人呢！”亨利回应道。这想法倒是有趣得紧，俩男孩不由得轻轻笑出声来。他们一直盯着海滩上的长斗篷，发现他的脚步已经慢了下来。

“不管这人是谁，都希望不要打扰到李先生。”班尼不无担心地说。

“李先生能够照顾好自己，”亨利说，“别忘了他有一条好狗狗。”

“是啊，差点忘记理查了，要是有人敢伤害它主人的话，理查准会把他撕碎的——想做坏事的下场就是这样。”

班尼又想起早上在沙滩上看到过的脚印，不过他现在睡意沉沉，已经没心思琢磨任何事情了。

两个男孩回到床上，一觉睡到第二天早上，直到听到杰西在厨房准备早餐的声音，才醒了过来。他们告诉了杰西半夜的刺激经历。

奥登兄妹在沙滩上吃完早餐，准备好热茶后，才看到李先生如预计的一样，朝他们走来，不过他今天的步伐格外缓慢。李先生走到他们身边，照旧说了声“日安”，只是他看起来很疲惫。

杰西心想：“希望老人家没有生病才好，他今早的气色看起来真差。”

“您昨晚没睡好吗？”她一边把茶壶放到托盘上，一边问道。

“是啊，没睡好！我的睡眠质量一向都不怎么好，你们呢？”他问这话时，一直注视着杰西，仿佛在试探她是否看到了昨晚海滩上的夜行人。

“我们都很能睡呢！”杰西回答道，“您昨晚失眠，我很难过。还真没什么能干扰到我睡觉的，除非有人大喊‘杰西’，我才会立马醒过来。”

李先生渴极了似的喝光了热茶，这让他的气色迅速好了起来。或许是看出奥登兄妹在为自己担心，他冲着他们笑了笑。

李先生突然开口问道：“班尼，不想再试试这个探宝仪吗？说不定这次会发现宝贝呢！当然也有可能一无所获，反正几率是一样的。”

“我知道。”班尼说完，便拿起探宝仪，环顾了一下海滩。

李先生说道：“看到那边的标杆没有？我敢肯定，那儿以前曾是个老码头，因为有好几根类似的标杆呐！就在那周围探探吧，柱子或岩石的沙地下通常会有东西的。现在，慢下来。”
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班尼听话地将探宝仪沿着柱子转圈，慢慢地，慢慢地……

理查站了起来，摇了摇尾巴，它还是不明白，为什么这个陌生男孩又在用主人的手杖，于是，它再次躺下去，呜咽起来。

与此同时，探宝仪突然发出了信号。

“不错，”李先生点点头，“你找到东西了，开始挖吧！”

班尼巴不得自己亲自动手。理查站起来，又躺了下去。班尼用最快的速度挖了起来，“亨利，你想一起来吗？”他边挖边问。

“不啦，我还是看着你忙活好了。”亨利说。

当洞挖到一定深度后，班尼的指头碰到了一样东西，他伸手进去，掏出一个被湿沙子包裹的圆形物体。“有可能又是一个瓶盖或者小罐头盖。”班尼说着，将它递给李先生。

李先生用手指搓了搓上面的沙子：“这个——看起来像块旧手表！还是你亲自来吧，班尼，这可是你自己发现的呢！”

于是，维莉将自己的一支画笔刷递给班尼，班尼小心翼翼地刷掉宝贝上的沙子。“是个金项链盒！”他惊呼起来，“接下来该怎么办呢？”

“好极了，好极了，”李先生开心地说，“你才第二次探宝就有了好运气！现在要谨慎小心一点了。”

“咱们现在进屋去，好吗？”杰西提议道。

“好，明智的决定！”李先生回答，“这样的话，就算有东西从项链盒里掉出来，也不至于散落在沙子里。”

奥登兄妹和李先生以及狗狗理查一起走进移动房的客厅里，亨利将小桌子上的书移走，把桌子搬到李先生跟前。

“您能告诉我们眼下该怎么做吗？”亨利说，“我们什么都不懂。”

李先生从口袋里掏出一个小盒子，将它打开，里面放着一套稀奇古怪的工具。他展开一方薄薄的黑丝巾，将项链盒放在上面，并戴了只放大镜在眼睛上。

“您真像一个钟表匠！”班尼说道。

李先生仔细看了看项链盒，不由惊呼起来：“看啊，盒盖上有缩写字母：R.L.。”

“R.L.”杰西重复了一遍，“这么说，找到失主应该变得容易些了。”

“也不一定，”李先生说，“有可能会大费周折呢！”

他小心翼翼地将项链盒的两侧刷了刷。“现在还不能打开它，”他解释道，“得把缝里的沙子清理干净才行。”

“这个项链盒很高级吗？”班尼问道。

李先生一边用精巧的工具清扫着盒盖间的缝隙，一边回答：“是啊，我想它是非常高级的。其一，它有可能是纯金的，而且历史悠久；其二，说不定在打开它后，还能发现新秘密。”

“噢，我们喜欢秘密！”班尼欢呼道，“我真的好希望里面能藏着个谜团。”

李先生用一把精致的工具，从两侧轻轻地将盒盖撬开了一点点，但开口实在太小，即使里面真有东西，也看不出所以然来。

李先生抬头望着班尼，说道：“接下来看你的了，班尼，这宝贝是你发现的，你来打开它，看看里面究竟是什么。”

“还是你来吧，维莉，”班尼说，“你的手指比我灵巧多了。”

维莉没有推让，于是李先生往旁边挪了挪，维莉坐到沙发上，轻轻地打开了盒子。
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“有照片！”她说，“一张房子的，一张猫咪的。”

杰西越过维莉的肩膀看了看，说：“这些照片看上去好古老，而且都褪色了，但是这房子——快看，班尼！”

班尼大喊：“是塔楼屋！”

“我也觉得是它！”杰西说，“虽然只照出了其中一个塔楼，但我确定这就是碧乌镇的那座房子。”

李先生看了一眼，说道：“不用管有几个塔楼，它确实是主街上的老塔屋呢。”

班尼看起来略微有些不开心：“谜团这么容易就解开了啊！一张猫咪的照片，一张塔楼的照片，以及项链盒盖上的缩写R.L.，这些答案都在碧乌镇嘛，离这里不过0.25英里而已，连失主的名字都有了。”
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不过片刻后，班尼又觉得，谜底远远不止0.25英里这么简单。而且假如班尼此时瞥一眼李先生，看看他脸上那稍纵即逝的笑容，就能知道，李先生并不认为谜团能这么轻易被解开。

接下来，李先生整理好工具，叫上狗狗，拿起探宝仪，和奥登兄妹告别了。


第四章　发现者们会是守护者吗？

Are Finders Keepers?
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班尼将项链盒翻来覆去地看了一下，说道：“我想咱们应该去碧乌镇，把它还给失主。”

“不急，班尼，”亨利说，“或许盒子的主人已经不住在那里了，你想想塔楼屋看起来有多荒凉啊！”

“那，我们可以问问附近的邻居，”班尼赞同道，“说不定药店里的人知道，他们的消息最灵通了，何况塔楼屋几乎就在药店对面。”

杰西说：“说走就走！反正在这里只能躺在沙滩上，怪无聊的。”

“我对那张猫咪的照片好奇得很，”维莉说，“为什么不是人物照呢？”

待维莉收拾好盘子，杰西打扫过厨房后，亨利便锁上房车，驾车载大家去碧乌镇了。

亨利在药店外停好车，他们进去之后很走运：一是药店里没有其他顾客，二是柜台后的店员是个超级话痨。

奥登兄妹买了些信纸和防晒油后，班尼便开口问道：“我可以问您一个问题吗？”

“当然，问吧！”店员说，“你们就住在海岸上安迪的新房车里，不是吗？”

“噢，是的。”班尼回答道。店员对他们如此了解，他着实有些吃惊，毕竟彼此之前并没有打过交道，而他们兄妹第一次到碧乌镇来，也只是去超市购过物。可见，消息在这个小镇上传得有多么飞快！

“我们想向您打听一下街对面塔楼屋的事儿。”班尼说。

“哈，”店员说，“这个还算简单，我知道的和别人一样多——都只了解些皮毛，要知道那是个古怪的地方。”

“我懂。”班尼说，“那么，现在谁住在那儿？屋主又是谁？”

“屋主是谁我不知道，有谁住在那儿，我倒是可以跟你们好好讲讲：塔楼屋里的房间基本没住人，除了背街塔楼的一楼住着一个单身女子，她50岁左右，说自己叫玛丽——不过我可不怎么相信。这个女人倒是挺古怪有趣的。”

奥登兄妹兴奋地互相看了看，事情似乎变得越来越有意思了。

“这位玛丽小姐，除了买吃的或者去邮局，基本是闭门不出，而且她经常选择在星期二的时候出门。她模样儿倒是不错，就是从来不笑，还有不到万不得已，决不开口说一个字。她去超市只挑些蔬菜和肉，然后就付款了。不过有件事儿倒是奇怪得紧，她买了不少便宜肉，我都不知道她怎么吃得完。还有就是，她偶尔会来药店里买些阿司匹林——我知道的就这些了。”

“今天就是星期二呢！”杰西说，“说不定咱们可以和她碰上，聊一会儿。”

“她不会和你们聊天的，”店员摇了摇头，“她可是谈话终结者。要想等她的话，你们得守好久才行，她基本上是快到傍晚，街上没什么人的时候才出门。”

“也许咱们登门拜访会更好一些。”维莉说，“这么做的话，结果会怎样？”

“她不会开门的——你们必须相信我，她从没应过门。很久前，有几个街坊为了表示友好，做过类似的事儿，结果吃了闭门羹，所以现在没人再去了。”

“凡事总得有第一次吧！”班尼说，“不管怎样，在她家里聊天总比在药店里自在。”

“好吧，假如你们真有什么事儿非得跟她说的话，”店员说，“我建议你们试试，反正试试也没啥害处——除了小心灵受点打击外。我巴不得你们去呢，真的！”

班尼暗想：这位先生估计超级好奇，为什么他们这么想见玛丽。不过他懒得解释。

“咱们去碰碰运气，看能不能见到她。”杰西说，“真希望能如愿啊！谢谢您的帮助！”

奥登兄妹走到街上，班尼说：“多亏他了，帮了我们大忙不说，也没追问我们，为什么想去找玛丽。”

“我觉得他肯定超想知道，”亨利赞同道，“不过我并不怪他。咱们走过去，敲敲塔楼边的那个门吧！”

大家走近后，发现果然除了背街塔楼一楼的一个房间外，其他房间都是空置的。而住人的那间屋子，门口和窗后都挂着沉沉的黑色帘子。

“幸亏是白天来，”维莉说，“这老宅子真让人毛骨悚然。”

亨利问道：“项链盒带了吗，班尼？”

“在我的口袋里，用纸包着呢！”班尼回答道，“除非玛丽说出它的样子，不然我才不拿出来！”

杰西打量着塔楼屋，用耳语般的声音说：“我有种被监视的感觉，你们有没有感受到？”
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“我们有四个，而玛丽只一个人，”班尼安慰道，“没啥好担心的。”尽管如此，他还是要求，“亨利，你去敲门吧！”

亨利敲了敲门，没有任何反应。

“果然被店员说中了。”班尼建议道，“要不再试一下，亨利？”

亨利换了种有节奏的敲门方式：哒-哒-哒-嘟-哒。

奥登兄妹等了等，让他们意外的是，门居然慢慢打开了，一个妇人出现在门口，注视着来访的客人。

这是一张多么冰冷、阴郁的脸啊，上面没有一丝笑容。
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班尼暗想：“要是她稍微友好一点的话，会是个美人呐！”她有着一张非常漂亮的圆脸，一头浅棕色的卷发被紧紧挽到后面，打了个结，她连“你们想要做什么”都懒得问。

亨利打破了沉默：“您是玛丽小姐吗？”

她点点头。

“我们在海滩上发现了一样东西，”亨利继续说道，“它被埋在沙子里，我们想它应该和这座屋子有些瓜葛。”

班尼的手已经握住了纸包里的项链盒，却并没把它从口袋里掏出来。

玛丽用犀利的目光飞快地扫视了一下客人们，说道：“我没有丢失过任何东西，请不要来烦我。”

说完，她关上房门，奥登兄妹听到门被反锁的声音。

“噢，太糟糕了，”维莉感觉自己真的很受伤，“我真替这样的人难过，她肯定非常不开心。”

班尼则在快速思考着，离开塔楼时，他说道：“有两件事不对劲：第一，项链盒盖上的缩写字母是R.L.，这和玛丽的名字不符；第二，门打开时，你们闻到气味了吗？那是什么味道呢？”

亨利皱皱鼻子，“你说得对，班尼，”他说，“是有种很重的气味飘出来——我当时觉得有点像动物园或马戏团里的味道，到底会是什么呢？”

“或许我们没机会弄明白了。”维莉说。

“不，有机会的，维莉，”班尼立刻反驳道，“你们等着瞧吧！咱们曾放弃过任何一个谜团吗？何况这还是最简单的一个，看着吧。”

亨利微笑地注视着班尼：“没错！那么，下一步该怎么办，班尼？”

“吃午饭怎样？”班尼问，“我在主街上看到过两三个吃饭的地方，我想要一块苹果派，吃饱了我的脑瓜才运转得快。”

杰西回头看了一眼塔楼屋，一切如常，并没人从黑压压的窗户后窥视他们，但杰西依然和之前一样，感到忐忑不安。


第五章　100只猫！

A Hundred Cats!
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奥登兄妹在主街上找到了一个小小的餐馆，餐馆门口的标牌上印着个大苹果。

“是红苹果！”班尼说，“这儿应该有苹果派卖，你们觉得呢？”

奥登兄妹走了进去，一个服务小姐领他们坐到一张四人餐桌旁。
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杰西建议道：“咱们就点些在房车厨房里做不了的食物吧。”

“那我就要烤羊肉和烤土豆！”亨利说，“你还从没在厨房烤箱里烤过小羊肉哩！经过了昨晚和今天的这些刺激事儿后，我都饿坏了。”

大家都同意——除了班尼以外，“不要！”他说，“我还是想吃汉堡包和花生酱三明治。”

“班尼，”杰西劝道，“为什么总点老几样呢？可以试着改变一下嘛！”

“我才不喜欢改变！”班尼依然坚持，“我就喜欢花生酱！甜品的话，就要苹果派和奶酪。”

“随你吧，三明治还便宜一些。”亨利说。

餐厅的食物很美味，服务小姐也很和善，她微笑地看着班尼和他手里的花生酱，说道：“我有个小弟弟，简直跟你一模一样，他也是对花生酱和果酱从没腻味过。”

“噢，差点忘记果酱了！”班尼说道，“我还要点份果酱。”

奥登兄妹正吃着，餐厅经理来到他们桌前，询问食物是否合胃口。

“满意极了！”杰西留意到经理是位老先生后，不由得心念一动，向他打听起来，“我们对那座塔楼屋好奇得很，它和镇上其他房子都不一样，您知道它的主人是谁，又是谁住在那里吗？”

“当然，”经理回答道，“尽管我都快把雷恩家族给忘掉了，可还是觉着这房子是属于他们的，不过我也不确定，我想雷恩家的人应该全都去世了。现如今，只有玛丽一个人住在那儿。”

一听到雷恩这个名字，班尼猛地抬起了头，项链盒上的“L”难道代表着雷恩吗？这猜想似乎很有些道理。

“您知道玛丽是什么时候搬进去的吗？”亨利问道。

“可以说知道，也可以说不知道。”经理回答道。

“我猜您的意思是，您当时太小，所以记得不太真切？”班尼说。

经理不由得笑了起来：“不是的，玛丽搬进去时，我就已经在这家餐厅了。她搬家选在深更半夜，没有人亲眼看到。就像是一大清早，嗖的一声，她就出现在宅子里了。”

“您在镇上见过她吗？”杰西问。

“据我所知，她只是偶尔出门买买食物或者去去邮局。我觉着她根本不喜欢和人打交道。”

“这也太奇怪了吧？”班尼说，“反正我不能理解。”

经理笑着看向班尼：“那是因为你为人和善，所以理解不了。”

这话班尼倒是不太赞同，他说道：“我觉得每个人都是心怀善意的，只是有些人不知道该怎样表达。”

“也许你是对的，”老人赞同道，“我有个婶婶，从没对人笑过，其实只是由于她太害羞。”

“我们要找玛丽，是有个特别的原因。”亨利说道，随后他便向经理解释了项链盒以及盒子里塔楼屋照片的事儿。

“……字母L代表的肯定就是雷恩，”班尼最后补充道，“您已经帮了我们大忙了。”
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“玛丽小姐居然给你们开了门，这太让我意外了。”经理说，“她是个奇怪的人，照眼下的情形推断，她该是个艺术家或者画家，当然我也不知道对不对。”

班尼惊讶地望向他：“您这么看吗？为什么呢？”

“因为据我所知，玛丽小姐差不多每个月都会寄包裹到纽约，而且是同一个地址，在那儿聚集着不少买卖画的商人。另外，一般来说寄画得用特别的盒子装着，我在市邮局干过，所以知道，玛丽小姐用的就是这种盒子。”

“这么说，玛丽很可能是位画家。”维莉沉吟道。

“我也不知道她究竟在画什么，”经理说，“她几乎从不出门，也不四处写生，画些海景或屋子什么的。”

维莉解释道：“真正的画家可以随心所欲地画任何东西，而且还能卖出去，哪怕画的是门窗或一把旧椅子。”

班尼补充道：“哪怕是地毯上的花纹。”

经理不由得笑了：“我想你们是对的，不管怎么说，如果她真是画家的话，画画就是她谋生的方式。”

“可您觉得，她真心想让别人看到自己的作品吗？”维莉问，“听起来她是如此古怪。”

经理压低了声音，缓缓说道：“关于玛丽小姐，我确实听到了各种传言，当然，我本人并不怎么相信，不过据说她在塔楼屋里养了100只猫咪。”

“100只猫咪！”杰西惊呼起来，“我不相信有这么多，养一两只倒是有可能。”

“也许一只都没有，”经理补充道，“对自己不了解的事情，人们总是喜欢妄加揣测。”

班尼说：“不过我敢肯定，她确实养了猫咪。她开门时，我们离房间很近，闻到了一股类似动物园里狮子笼的气味——那味道，啧啧……”

经理看向班尼：“这可是我听到的第一个证据，证明塔楼屋里确实可能有猫咪。一般来说，宠物如主人，玛丽小姐还真像一只猫咪，沉默得很。”

“为什么这么说呢？”班尼问。

“她买信封和邮票时，会递给店员一张小纸条，写明邮票的式样及数量，然后她一个字也不说，付完款就走。看起来她似乎很有钱。”

“我原先以为她会对这个项链盒感兴趣呢！毕竟盒子里有张她屋子的照片。”班尼说道，他预感到有个谜团将会在这里解开，“您想看看这个项链盒吗？”

“非常想。”经理说着，接过盒子，将它小心翼翼地打开。

“噢！”他吃了一惊，“你们没说里面有张猫咪的照片呀！我敢肯定，这只猫咪已经死去很久了。不过说不定玛丽小姐有只和它几乎一样的小猫，谁知道呢？”他笑了起来。

班尼把项链盒放回口袋里。

亨利说：“我想咱们得合计合计，下一步该做些什么。您已经给了我们不少帮助，现在我们至少知道玛丽平日里都在忙些什么了。”

杰西建议道：“要不先回海滩吧，咱们今天已经做了很多事情了。”

回房车的路上，班尼说道：“我都等不及啦，好想早点告诉李先生咱们今天的收获噢！”

“我在想，今天半夜，咱们会不会又看到夜行人在海滩上出没？”亨利说。

维莉说：“希望不会！”

班尼倒是打算在夜里醒来，看看午夜的海滩上是否真有神秘人。不过，因为他游了太多泳，睡得实在太香甜，以至于类似沙滩脚步声这样的小动静，是决不可能惊醒他的。而亨利则是一向睡觉很沉，杰西和维莉也是。

一大清早，奥登兄妹和往常一样，在海滩上享用着早餐。壶里的水烧开了，李先生专用的椅子和杯子也已经准备好了。

“他迟到了。”班尼说道。

“并没有，”亨利的看法不同，“咱们现在应该能远远看到他了。”

果然，李先生出现了，带着探宝仪和理查一起往这边走来。为了尽快看到奥登兄妹——就像他们想尽早见到他一样，李先生的脚步一刻都没停。他加快了脚步，不久就走近到可以和孩子们大声打招呼了。

“你们在小镇里玩得还好吗？”他问道。

“好极了。”杰西说着，倒了一杯热茶。

“你们都快把我宠坏了。”这位老绅士说，“等你们回家去了，我会很怀念我的这份加餐的。来，快告诉我，你们都玩了些什么？”

于是，兄妹们轮流讲述起玛丽如何请他们吃闭门羹，他们又是如何在红苹果餐馆打听到经理的想法和猫咪传言的。

李先生点点头：“关于照片里那只猫咪，餐厅经理说得对，它现在肯定已经不在了，不过那确实是只漂亮的小猫。”

“我们还想去看看，能不能找到更多关于玛丽的消息。”班尼说，“我还是好纳闷，为什么她连扫一眼项链盒都不肯。”

“李先生，我们出门以后，您都做了些什么呢？”杰西问道。

“哦，我正打算跟你们讲呐！”他说着，从口袋里摸索出一枚硕大的硬币，“这可是我在沙滩下两英尺的地方发现的，喏，就在那座最大的木屋门口。这枚硬币很有些年头了，我觉得应该很值钱。”
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奥登兄妹仔细观察着这枚古币，“可见它丢失了有多少年啊！”杰西惊呼道。

“是啊！”李先生赞同道，“很可能早在木屋建成之前，它就遗失在那儿了，后来又被沙子埋了进去，我已经在那里做了记号，准备今年入冬后再往下挖深一些，说不定会有更多发现呢！天一冷，海滩上没什么人，不会打扰到我。”

“这枚古币，会是住在木屋里的游客掉的吗？”维莉问。

“不会，肯定不会！他们来这儿才一个星期，而古币被埋得很深，绝对是很久前就遗失了。以前我也曾发现过一枚1937年的五分镍币，那个也是罕见得很。对了，昨天我还找到了一个童子军别针，是住在我隔壁的小男孩掉的，我还给他的时候，看到他兴奋的小脸，真是太让我开心啦。”

奥登兄妹情不自禁地注意到，原来对李先生来说，昨天的寻宝活动，最令他激动的不是找到了昂贵的古币，而是童子军别针。


第六章　班尼的救援行动

Benny to the Rescue
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李先生离开之后，班尼说道：“我来讲讲下一步的计划吧！咱们开车去塔楼屋后面转转，速度开慢点，说不定可以发现后窗，这样做也不会显得太打眼。”

“好啊！”亨利赞同道，“反正我不怎么相信100只猫咪的传言。”

“或许是真的呢，亨利？”杰西说，“想想那刺鼻的气味。”

“咱们走吧！”班尼说完，将盘子放进厨房，其他人也紧随其后。

不久后，奥登兄妹便开车来到一条生僻的海滩道上，这条路有个很急的右转道。

“估计没人走过这条道，”亨利说，“沿路都没看到什么小汽车和行人。”

“慢些开啊！”班尼建议道，“越慢越好，这样我们才能看得清楚点。”

然而，尽管亨利已经竭尽所能地龟速行驶，他们还是没有发现什么。塔楼屋的后面和两侧都是密集的大树，它们肆意疯长着，似乎从没人打理过。

突然间，有两个小男孩出现在大家的视野中，只见他们肩上搭着毛巾，正往海滩走去。男孩们已经注意到，奥登兄妹正打量着那座塔楼屋。

“嗨！”其中一个男孩喊道，“你们是去看那个老巫婆吗？”

亨利停下车，问道：“老巫婆？”
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“是啊！”小男孩指着塔楼屋回答道，塔楼屋的上面几层都用木板封了起来，“难道你们不知道，有个老巫婆和100只猫咪住在那里吗？”

维莉轻声问道：“你们怎么知道的？”

“这儿的所有人都知道，不信你随便找人问问。”

另外一个男孩说道：“反正我永远都不会去那里，打死也不去。”

杰西说：“我们见过住在那里的女士，她叫玛丽。”

“哦，你们准是白天在杂货店看到她的，不过我敢说，你们绝对没看到她大半夜在海滩上的样子，她会一边跑，一边冲着月亮号叫。”

“乱说！”杰西反驳道，“哪会有人冲着月亮号叫？只有狗狗才会。”

“不信是吧？那好吧，我们只是想提醒你们，不要在这屋子周围转悠，要是她想对你们施魔法，容易到只用看你们一眼就行了。她还养了100只猫咪，那些猫咪也很疯狂，都是她用生肉喂大的。”

“她不买猫粮吗？”维莉问。

“不买，从不买。她成磅成磅地买生肉，保持猫咪的野性，你们听说过《老巫婆和猫咪》的故事吗？”

“听说过，在电影《万圣节》里，”亨利回答道，“不过玛丽小姐是个活生生的人，并不是巫婆啊。”

“随你怎么想吧！”另一个男孩警告道，“要是你们知道好歹的话，就赶紧离开这里。别和塔楼屋有任何瓜葛，这儿闹鬼。”

“我们才不相信有鬼屋呢！”班尼说，“怪事儿一般都是事出有因的。”

“自以为是！首先，她的名字不可能是玛丽，那只是个化名；另外，为什么她要把自己关在家里，不和任何人交往？”

最先搭话的男孩则告诉大家：“有一天，我对她家的大窗户扔了块大石头，你们猜怎么着？玛丽找到一块大玻璃，自己搬回家安上去，一个字都没对别人提过。”

“你认为这样就是疯了吗？”班尼问。

“对啊，当然喽！换作其他人，应该都会报警的，单单她没有，知道为什么吗？她不想让警察知道她太多的事情，她宁愿自己为那扇大窗户买单并且自己装上。”

亨利问道：“可是，你为什么要打碎她家的窗户呢？”

“哈，我就喜欢扔石头玩儿！而且，和我在一起的小伙伴让我尽管扔，他想看看这事儿会有什么后果。”

“那你们现在知道答案了。”班尼点了点头，“不管玛丽小姐是谁，我都为她感到难过，那块玻璃应该花费她不少钱，也肯定很重。”

“那个老巫婆超有钱，绝对的！”男孩说，“她给她自己买了好多吃的。我一点儿都不会内疚，要是你们乐意，就自己难过好了，我才不要呢！”

说完，两个小男孩甩着毛巾离开了。

奥登兄妹坐在车里，沉默了一会儿后，杰西才缓缓说道：“玛丽小姐绝对不是巫婆，不过她身上确实有好多疑点，我好希望能知道真相。”

“是啊！”班尼赞同地说，“我真不明白，她为什么不要项链盒？至少看一眼也行啊，可她却直接关了门。”

奥登兄妹看向灌木丛后面的那扇大窗户，后面并没有挂窗帘，不过既看不到人影在晃动，也听不到任何声音。

“这儿的一切似乎都被烤焦了，”杰西说，“连野草都是焦黄的。”

“我想咱们是在浪费时间，”维莉最后总结道，“走吧，还是去杂货店吧，亨利。”

亨利开始向后倒车，在狭窄的路上调转着车头，突然间，班尼好像听到了什么。

“嗨，亨利，你听到了吗？喵——是只猫咪，快停车！”

“我什么都没听见呀！”亨利答道，“在石头地上倒车，噪音太大了。”

“哈，我听到了！”班尼说，“好清楚地听到了喵的一声。”

兄妹们停下来等待着，可是再没人听到猫咪的叫声——就连班尼也没再听到。他们转过身，注视着窗户。

“那是一个影子吗？”杰西小声问道。

“像是的。”班尼低声回答。

说话间，一只纯白色的猫咪跳到玻璃后的窗台上，“喵……”它叫道。

“看哪！”班尼惊呼道，“传说中100只猫咪中的一只！”

“好漂亮！”维莉小声低语，“白得好纯粹！我想看看它的眼睛，它身上毛茸茸的，看起来好柔软。我还想看看它的大尾巴！”

猫咪坐到窗台上，挠起自己的爪子来，奥登兄妹可以非常清楚地观察它了。

维莉说：“我想它应该是只波斯猫。”

班尼总结道：“现在咱们总算知道，塔楼屋里至少有一只猫咪了，说不定还有99只藏了起来。”

亨利则不无担忧：“我们在这儿耽搁得太久了，要是塔楼屋里除了猫咪，还有别人看到我们，这可不太好，咱们总不能让玛丽小姐以为我们在监视她吧？”

“我怎么没想到这一点？”杰西说，“对，快走吧！”

杰西和维莉去购物，兄弟俩则一边沿着主街散步，一边欣赏着街两旁的橱窗，只见橱窗里摆放着琳琅满目的夏季必需品，一家艺术品商店还挂着大海的油画。随后，两个男孩穿过了马路。

马路对面的大多数建筑物都是木制结构，有几栋房子之间距离很近。

亨利和班尼走到消防站，班尼向一个消防员挥挥手，打了个招呼：“今天好热，对吧？”

消防员点点头：“这种天气，对消防员来说不是好事儿，要知道天干物燥，火势会蔓延得很快。”

“快点，班尼，”亨利催促道，“回车上去吧，她们现在应该买完东西了。”

果然，杰西和维莉已经等候在那儿了。“一回去我就要去游泳。”维莉一边上车一边说。

“咱们回去的路上再看一眼塔楼屋吧！”班尼建议道。

于是，靠近老宅子的时候，亨利放慢了车速，正在这时，班尼大声叫道：“快停车，亨利！就停在这里。”
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不等其他人反应过来，班尼就打开车门，跳了下去，他沿着主街，拼命往回奔跑着。

“怎么了……”亨利话音未落，就听到维莉在说：“亨利，我闻到有什么东西烧着的味道！”

“我也闻到了。”杰西说。

亨利和两个女孩跳下车，四处张望着，照说车里应该很安全，为什么班尼要跑开呢？此刻到处都看不到他的身影。

突然，维莉惊呼起来：“看，亨利！是塔楼屋院子里的草坪着火了！”

她说话的当儿，火已经蔓延到了灌木丛，枯叶迅速燃烧起来。

“往后退！”亨利说，“我去找人来救火。”

不过，还没等亨利行动，救援已经到位了——消防车已经呼啸而至，班尼则跟在后面飞奔。

杰西兴奋地说：“噢，我知道班尼去哪里了，他闻到了烟味，然后跑回去叫消防员了。”

班尼向姐姐们跑来，一个消防员用灭火器向灌木丛里喷洒着，另一个则负责扑灭草地上的火苗。

每个人都在忙碌，竟没有发现塔楼屋的侧门打开了一条小缝，也没人注意到，有三只猫咪正趴在黑洞洞窗口的窗台上。

更没人想到，屋里的玛丽小姐可以听到他们说的每一句话。

熊熊火苗终于逐渐减弱了，不等过往的路人发现并惊呼“着火了”，危险就解除了。

消防队长走到奥登兄妹面前，“还好只是场小火灾，只有灌木丛和杂草烧着了，不过要是再烧上15分钟的话，就会成为大火灾，这整栋房子估计都毁了。而且，以现在向右的风向来看，大火会顺延到山上的那一整排木屋……你，不光拯救了玛丽小姐的房子，兴许也拯救了她的生命，年轻人。”他看着班尼说道。
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班尼沉吟道：“大家好像不怎么喜欢玛丽小姐，依您看，会是有人故意纵火吗？”

“不会，我不这么认为，”消防员回答道，“可能只是有人随手丢了个烟头在灌木丛里。”

“喏！”另一个消防员说，“这就是在草地旁发现的烟头。”

“这人也太不小心了，”先前的消防员说，“要是火灾发生在晚上，整个碧乌镇可能都被毁了。”

火已经被完全扑灭，空气中仍弥漫着烟味。消防员们向他们的消防车走去。

“干得好！”消防队长对班尼说，“你选择了向我们求救，而不是浪费时间自己去扑火。”

维莉瞅了瞅塔楼屋，突然叫了起来：“快，快看！”

只见房门开了一条缝，玛丽正在观察外面的情形，看到维莉后，她大声问道：“是谁救了我们的房子？”

“是那个男孩——班尼，我弟弟，”维莉说道，“是他跑去叫的消防员。”

“班尼是哪个？”玛丽小姐问道。

“是我。”班尼回答道。

玛丽小姐看向他，说了声“好”，便关上了房门，留下奥登兄妹在那儿面面相觑。

亨利不由感慨：“玛丽小姐的确不是很好相处啊！”

杰西安慰道：“我跟你们说过，心急吃不了热豆腐，要想结识玛丽小姐，不是光靠一场火灾就可以促成的，她自闭得实在太久了。”

“是啊，而且班尼，你又不是图感谢才做这些的。”亨利说。

“当然不是。”班尼回答道，他陷入了沉默的思索中。

奥登兄妹驾车回到了房车，杰西说：“还好不是有人故意纵火，在听说那个男孩无缘无故就打碎玛丽的窗户后，我觉得任何事情都有可能会发生。”

“是啊！”亨利赞同道，“就算她不怎么友好，我也不能责怪她什么。”

班尼冷不丁冒了一句：“知道吗？我觉得应该有两个人住在塔楼屋里，而不是只有玛丽一个！”

“她和猫咪？”杰西一字一顿地问道。

“我指的不是猫咪，”班尼很肯定地回答道，“我的意思是，宅子里还有另外一个人。”

“可是大家都说，只有她一个人住在那儿啊，班尼。”亨利反驳道。

维莉问道：“你怎么会那么想，班尼？”

班尼迅速答道：“你不记得了吗？她当时问‘是谁救了我们的房子’，而不是‘我的房子’。我就肯定她指的决不是猫咪。”

“好吧，有可能你是对的。”杰西说。

“很有可能！”班尼回答，“而且，说不定项链盒的主人就是那个神秘人，这便是为什么玛丽不接受项链盒的原因。”

“我慢慢明白了，”亨利点了点头，“如果她接受这个项链盒，将会泄漏她的秘密！”


第七章　维莉的冒险经历

Violet’s Adventure
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第二天清晨，班尼很早就醒了过来，他看了看窗外，发现天气已经变了，大风呼啸，海浪激涌，沙子漫天飞舞。

班尼套上旧长裤，穿上运动衫，他想沿着海滩赤脚跑上一阵子，独自享受一下清早的幽静。

班尼没有吵醒亨利和姐姐们，他打开房门溜了出去。

然而刚一出门，他的脚趾就踢到了一块石头。

“噢！”他惨叫了一声，“昨晚还没有石头的，是谁故意放在这儿挡我的路？”

话音未落，班尼就看到一张白色纸片被风吹了起来，他赶紧追了过去。

纸片在空中高高飞舞，接着慢慢飘下来，落在了沙滩上。

“总算抓到你了！”班尼踩住纸片，将它捡了起来，“我说呢，原来绊我的石头是用来压你的啊！”

班尼很快注意到，纸片是一张对折的信纸，信上的内容是用古体字写的。昏暗的光线下，班尼看得不是太清楚，只能模糊看到“谢谢你”几个字。他又把信纸展开，反复看了看内面，上面只是莫名其妙地写着：“都谢谢你，所有谢谢你。”

仅此而已。班尼将信翻来覆去读了好几遍后，重新折叠好。“这是谁写的呢？”他思索道，“既然出现在我们的房车前，那肯定是写给我们的，但那句‘所有谢谢你’又不像地道的英语。”

他往回走去，边走边四下张望着，海滩上并没有人影。

“应该会留下些脚印的吧！”班尼心想。

可是，除了自己刚才追信时留下的脚印外，什么都没有。

直到走到房车门口，班尼才发现了一些蛛丝马迹，只见坚实的沙地上有三行小小的脚印，“看起来像是小孩子的鞋印呢！”他想。

[image: ]


其中两行脚印是往房车方向去的，一行则是通往大海。这就是全部线索了，其他的印迹都被潮汐冲走，没法看出不速之客是从哪里来，又到哪里去。

班尼又拿起纸条看了看，这才打开房车门，发现亨利和姐姐们刚刚醒过来。

“快来看！”班尼兴奋地喊道，“又有个新谜团了！”

大家轮流看了看纸条，又望了望门外的海滩。

杰西一头雾水地说：“真不明白这是怎么回事。”

“我们可以把信拿给李先生看看。”班尼建议道。

“一大早的，风又大，不知道他会不会出门。”亨利说，“已经变天了。”

“咱们进屋吃早餐吧！”杰西建议道，“班尼，你坐到能看见李先生过来的位置。”

然而，尽管大家望眼欲穿，李先生和理查还是没有出现，海滩上连他的一丝踪影都没有。杰西用来冲茶的热水已经渐渐变冷，兄妹们感到有些难过，也有些不安。

班尼仍在为纸条的事儿伤脑筋：“‘所有谢谢你’，这话是什么意思呢？”

亨利说：“把纸条再给我看看吧！字迹确实很难辨认，你肯定上面写着‘所有’？”

“不然还能是什么？”班尼回答道，“我真的好想知道，它到底是什么意思。”

“我们都想知道啊！”杰西说，“不过我放弃了，我觉得咱们永远不会明白这些话的含义，也找不到能读懂它们的人。”

班尼把纸条折起来，放进口袋，“不然咱们去镇上吧！”他说，“反正大风大雨的，没法游泳，干待在这儿也无聊得很。”

其他人虽然并不想去镇上，但眼下无所事事确实让他们有些不安。

“说不定会遇到啥事体呢！”班尼说，“我说的是碧乌镇！在这儿，不可能！”

“咱们吃完午饭再去镇上吧，班尼！”杰西建议道。

午饭过后，奥登兄妹洗完碗，换好衣服，坐上了亨利的汽车。

车很快就到达了碧乌镇的主街，不过亨利为了停车，很是费了些周章。

“我忘了今天是赶集日，”亨利边找车位边说，“估计因为刮大风，大家都来镇上了。”

开了很久，几乎快到主街尽头，亨利终于发现了一个停车位——准确地说，那里还有两三个空位。

“只要一个就够了。”亨利笑着往自动收款机里投了枚硬币。

“看这人山人海的！”班尼惊呼道，“咱们跟着人潮走吧！我居然不知道碧乌镇有这么多人！”

“不对，班尼。”杰西纠正道，“依我看，他们大部分是海滩来的游客。你仔细瞧瞧，镇上的人都是白皮肤，晒得黑黑的就是游客。”

“还有，镇民们都悠闲得很，车开得很慢，”班尼补充道，“可是海滩来的游客就大不一样了！”

“没错！”亨利赞同道，“那些开车的都指望着别人让道，要有谁挡他们的路，那可不得了！”

奥登兄妹沿着主街，一路走到药店。街上车水马龙，大家都在寻找着停车位，喧嚣的喇叭声震耳欲聋。

亨利和班尼将杰西夹在中间，走得飞快。维莉却突然在一家商店橱窗前停了下来。

只听她大声喊道：“看，那只猫咪！”

亨利和其他人还没来得及阻止，维莉就冲到了街上。她举起左手，示意飞驰的汽车停下来，一时间，齿轮的摩擦声和刺耳的刹车声此起彼伏，汽车都猛地停了下来。
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维莉已经顾不上周遭的一切，她弯下腰，抱起一只大灰猫咪，它正在路中央的泥地上瑟瑟发抖。

直到猫咪在她的怀里安静下来，维莉才向路边跑去。

“看到了吗？”一个男人对妻子说，“那个女孩冒着被车撞死的危险，只为了救一只猫咪！”

熙熙攘攘的人潮中，杰西和亨利将维莉护在了中间，维莉则紧紧抱着猫咪，其实猫咪并不想从她怀里逃开。

药店店员走到门口，看到邮递员正在对维莉说话。

邮递员说：“这是玛丽小姐的猫咪，她住在塔楼屋里，不过我想她是不会让你进屋的。”

“这次可不同，你抱着她的猫咪呢！”药店店员说。

大家都微笑着看向维莉，维莉今天穿了条淡紫色短裤，头上扎着一条淡紫色的头巾，美得像画里的人儿似的。在这片淡紫色映衬下的，是一只毛发柔长、眼睛妩媚的灰色猫咪。

猫咪静静地趴在维莉的臂弯，她能感觉到，尽管它的心还是跳得飞快，但它知道，自己已经远离了喧嚣，已经变得安全起来。

奥登兄妹穿过街道，向塔楼屋走去，这次换作班尼去敲门了，还没敲两下，门就开了，玛丽小姐出现在他们面前，她看起来担忧而害怕，跟以前判若两人。

“噢，快进来！把猫咪抱进来，是我放它出去的，都是我的错。”玛丽一口气说道，“谁能想到它会跑到大街上去呢！”

猫咪躺在维莉的怀里，看起来很舒服，也并不想挪窝的样子。

按玛丽的要求，维莉和班尼走进了屋里，他们快速环视了一下房间，发现屋子的一头挂着长长的黑天鹅绒帘子，从天花板垂到地板上。然而，令他们真正惊奇的是，玛丽小姐一直在发抖——是那种真的发抖。

维莉说：“喝杯热茶吧，这会让您感觉舒服一点！干吗不现在就去喝一杯？我们出去的时候会很小心，不会让猫咪再次溜出去。”

玛丽小姐居然对维莉露出了微笑，“好，我待会就去喝。”她说，“这只猫叫阿里巴巴三世，我差点就失去了它！你们稍等一会儿，不过我不是去喝茶。”

玛丽小姐撩开房间那头的黑色帘子，走了进去，她的动作很小心，尽量不让外头的一丝光亮透进密室。

维莉四处打量着，发现屋里的家具虽陈旧，但质地极好，地毯则带着浓浓的东方情调。维莉依然紧紧抱着那只猫咪。

此时，杰西和亨利正在班尼和维莉身后几步远的地方，玛丽小姐只顾忙着招呼班尼他们，压根没注意到亨利和杰西。因此，他们被关到了门外。

“很显然，咱俩吃了个大闭门羹！”亨利说，“不过我只想知道，塔楼屋里究竟发生了什么。”

“我还以为维莉和班尼会很快出来呢！”杰西说道，“不过我肯定他俩不会有事。”

“要不等一会儿咱们再去敲门。”亨利决定道。

此时在屋子里，玛丽小姐已经很快回到客人身边，她仍然自责不已，“是我让它跑出去的！”她一遍遍地重复道，“我只把门打开了一条缝，它就飞跑出去了，是我放跑它的。”
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玛丽小姐为何这般纠结，班尼和维莉实在不能理解，不过在她情绪变好之前，他们是不会扔下她走掉的。这样一位玛丽小姐，怎么可能像一个巫婆！

“我爱猫，”维莉说道，“班尼也是。”

“我知道，因为阿里巴巴三世从没跟谁这么亲近过——连我在内。你肯定很有办法，你养过猫咪吗？”

“没有，我们养了一条狗狗。”维莉笑着回答道。

班尼说：“要是我们带一只猫咪回家的话，不知道望望会怎样，它是一只不喜欢猫咪的狗狗。”

“大部分的狗狗都不喜欢猫。”玛丽小姐仍然在发抖。

此时，维莉和班尼并不知道，玛丽小姐在刚刚五分钟之内讲的话，比过去一星期说的话还多。而且，她还在不断叨叨着：“真不该啊！是我把它放跑的。”

维莉仍旧抱着猫咪，她说道：“您也不要太过自责了！瞧，小家伙现在安全地待在家里，还打着小呼噜，谁还会怪您呢？”

但玛丽小姐显然不这么想，她注视着猫咪，说道：“以前我还从没见过阿里巴巴三世对谁这么友好过，它可是一只野猫呢！”

班尼说：“因为它知道维莉喜欢它！小动物们都知道，谁是真正喜欢它们的。”

奇怪的是，班尼和维莉谁都没有想起过口袋里的项链盒和猫咪照片，他们只一心记挂着为玛丽小姐排忧。突然，班尼用眼角的余光瞥见黑帘子动了动。

“帘子后面不是猫咪，”班尼心想，“正像我之前认为的，这屋子里有两个人。”

维莉也有了相同的想法。玛丽小姐又一次走到帘子后面，当她重新出来的时候，问道：“你能帮我一个忙吗，小姑娘？”

尽管维莉并不觉得自己是个小姑娘，她依然回答道：“当然可以，希望我能帮得上您。”

“玛丽小姐究竟想要做什么呢？”班尼暗自纳闷道。

“明天上午，天光大亮的时候过来吧！也就是10点钟左右，你能做得到吗？而且穿上和今天一样的衣服，可以吗？”

维莉吃惊得一时说不出话来，班尼只有代为回答道：“可以，她可以的。”

玛丽小姐看起来似乎感觉好多了，于是维莉把猫咪放了下来，说：“我明天10点钟会来见您的，再会啦！”

维莉和班尼一回到杰西和亨利身边，就迫不及待地讲述起刚刚发生的所有事情。

“玛丽小姐让我明儿早上天光大亮时过去，”维莉说，“我真不明白她是什么意思。”

班尼猜测道：“依我看，玛丽小姐准是想画一幅维莉抱着猫咪的画像。”

大家很是赞同，杰西说道：“紫丁香一样的维莉和灰色的猫咪，绝对如同画儿一般。”

“咱们又有故事说给李先生听了，”班尼很是开心，“我敢肯定，他还以为我们永远进不去塔楼屋呢！”

由于太过兴奋，班尼和维莉一时记不起猫咪的名字，毕竟在这么短的时间内，发生了太多太多的事情。

第二天一早，奥登兄妹带来的消息果然让李先生很是惊讶。当他们讲到玛丽小姐的请求时，李先生也同样认为，她是想给抱着猫咪的维莉画幅肖像，“不然的话，”李先生说，“她怎么会要求维莉穿同样颜色的衣服呢？”

10点钟一到，亨利驾驶的蓝色小汽车便准时停在塔楼屋门口，维莉下了车，还不等她敲门，玛丽小姐便打开了房门。

“快请进！”玛丽小姐一边说，一边拉开了黑色的帘子。

一间画室赫然出现在维莉面前，只见阳光透过后面大大的窗户照射进来，映照得满屋璀璨。而正如奥登兄妹所预料，屋里还有另外一个人，此时她正从暗处走出来。

这是一个小巧玲珑的女人，穿着大大的罩衫，上面染满了油彩。她眼神犀利地注视着维莉。

“坐到这里来！”她突然开口道，“你能来，很好！抱着阿里巴巴。”

维莉此刻并不想这么做，她要等阿里巴巴自己过来。她解释道，猫咪此刻在丝绸垫子上睡得正香。好在并没有让她等多久，阿里就伸伸懒腰，轻盈地跳到她的膝盖上。

“真是太美啦！”画家赞叹道，她抓紧时间，飞快地在架起的画纸上作起画来。

“你没有必要呆坐着，”她生硬地说，“不要看阿里，看我。”

维莉照着做了。猫咪就像昨天一样，安静地趴在她怀里，它感到很安全。

“你怎么回家呢，孩子？”小巧的妇人问道。

“我哥哥亨利在车里等我，他们全都在等我。”

“谁是‘他们全都’？”

“噢，他们是我姐姐杰西、我哥哥亨利，还有班尼弟弟，我们一共有兄妹四人。”

“兄妹四人？”小妇人说道，“哦，不错，一个幸福的家庭，是不？”

“噢，是的。”

“我从没见过什么幸福之家。”画家说。

“那您真应该看看我的家人！”维莉惊呼道。她不由想道，一个人孤零零地生活，从没体会过家庭的温暖，这是多么的悲哀！

阿里已经睡着了，脑袋歪向一边，也停止了哼哼。

维莉突然想起一个问题：“你们还有其他猫咪吗？”

“有，我养了10只猫。相比较人类而言，我更喜欢猫一些。我尽量不和人打交道。”

维莉并不觉得奇怪，这屋子的主人的确是与世隔绝的。要不是阿里跑了出去，维莉将永远不会有机会进来。

由于画像还没上色，于是画家要求道：“明天再来吧，孩子！”她递给维莉一个便条，上面写道：

请准备好10点过来，谢谢！

“我会的。”维莉说道。她把阿里巴巴重新放回到垫子上，并不时跟它轻言细语，猫咪睡得非常舒服，压根不想动弹。

“我明天再过来抱你！”维莉承诺道。她并没想去看那幅肖像，她知道，作品还未完成，还需要等待。

画家大声召唤道：“玛丽，送这个小女孩出去吧，我们今天的工作完成了！”接着，她又热情地对维莉说，“谢谢你能来，亲爱的。”

“稍等，露丝。”维莉听到玛丽小姐回答道，不一会儿她就出现了，领着维莉走到门口。

“你让雷恩小姐和我都很开心。”玛丽小姐飞快地说道。此时，她的脸颊飞起了红晕。就在这一瞬间，维莉意识到，其实玛丽是个非常羞涩的人。碧乌镇的人对她的误解是有多深啊！


第八章　邀请

An Invitation
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维莉还没来得及上车，大家就迫不及待地开始发问了。

“屋子里都发生了些什么？”班尼问道。

“你还好吗？”杰西则更担心这个问题。

“玛丽小姐今天没吓到你吧？”亨利问道。

维莉笑了起来。“整件事儿都让人惊喜得很，”她回答道，“我都不知道该从哪儿说起了。”

“那就从头开始讲吧！”班尼说。

“首先，”维莉说道，“咱们对于玛丽小姐的推断，全都错了——其他人也错了，她并不是画家。”

“但是……”班尼说。

“雷恩小姐——露丝·雷恩小姐，才是画家，”维莉解释道，“她个子很小巧，塔楼屋后面，有一扇大窗户的那间，就是她的工作室。”

亨利打断了她的话：“等等，你说的露丝·雷恩……我们都知道塔楼屋是属于雷恩家族的，但并没人提到过露丝·雷恩啊！”

班尼喃喃道：“露丝·雷恩？R.L.？噢，我明白了，项链盒上就是她名字的缩写！现在总算有些眉目了。”

杰西说：“这么说，塔楼屋里果然住着两个女人。”

“还有10只猫咪。”维莉补充道，“很有意思呢！只要你们进去待一会儿，就能闻到里面的气味。”

大家沉默了片刻，班尼又开口问道：“这么说，玛丽小姐是雷恩小姐的管家喽？”

“是啊！”维莉同意道，“雷恩小姐说她只喜欢猫咪，不爱和人打交道，可她对我却很好。也许她自己都没意识到，她其实很欢喜有人陪伴。”

“可能是因为你救了她的猫咪，她才觉得你还不错。”班尼说。

“雷恩小姐画完那张肖像了吗？”亨利问道。

维莉摇了摇头：“没有，她只用铅笔勾画了一下我抱着阿里的样子，她想要我明天同一时间再过去，还给了我这张纸条，我想她是怕我忘了。”

“我看看。”班尼说着，展开维莉递给他的纸条，读了起来，“‘请准备好10点过来，谢谢！’”

班尼突然开始摸索起他的口袋来，末了，摸出另一张纸条，他展开来，放在雷恩小姐的纸条旁边。

“看哪！”他说道，“现在我总算有点明白了。”

大家都看向那两张纸条。

“一模一样的纸！”维莉惊呼道。

“而且是一样的笔迹，我可以肯定！”亨利笑了起来，“看到‘谢谢’这几个字没？”

班尼赞同道：“我也是这么想的。可是，那句古怪的‘所有谢谢你’又是什么意思？雷恩小姐会那样写吗，维莉？”

维莉突然灵光一现，“让我再看看这两张纸条，”她说，“看哪，班尼，这个词应该不是‘全都’（All），而是‘阿里’（Ali），i和l很像。”

班尼得出了结论：“那么，纸条的意思是：‘阿里谢谢你，我们都谢谢你’，阿里巴巴是雷恩小姐最喜欢的猫咪，因此这纸条肯定是她写的，并且放到了我们的房车旁！哈，又一个谜团被解开了！”
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“不是吧？”亨利提出了异议，“那张感谢信是在塔楼屋的草丛着火后才出现的，那时她们并不认识我们，更不知道我们住在哪儿，又怎能把纸条送过来呢？”

维莉说：“那我就不清楚了。不过，这两张纸条起码能证明，那两位小姐很害羞，我还从没见过像雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐那样害羞的人呢！”

“我真希望雷恩小姐也能给我画幅肖像！”班尼说，“说不定我就能发现，她是如何知道我们住在海滩上的。”

那天晚上，日落之前，李先生和理查从海滩上走来，这一次，他没有带探宝仪，他只是迫切地想知道维莉的探访情况如何。

听完事情的经过后，他说道：“有很多关于猫咪的名画都是出自露丝·雷恩笔下，而且，它们被不少人收购并珍藏。我还在纽约的一家店里见过她的一幅真迹呐！不过，相对于猫咪而言，我还是更喜欢狗狗一些。”

说完，李先生拍了拍理查，小家伙立刻摇了摇尾巴。

奥登兄妹陪着李先生在海滩上漫步，一直走到李先生的家附近。

“我想我再也不会半夜起来溜达了，”当奥登兄妹和李先生道晚安时，他说道，“我的意思是，我今晚可以睡个好觉啦。”他又立刻补充了一句。

当奥登兄妹走回房车时，班尼说道：“我觉得好奇怪，李先生说‘再也不会半夜起来溜达了’是什么意思？而且，说溜嘴以后，他看起来是一副很后悔的样子。”

亨利笑道：“你又来了！还想找新谜团，是吗？”

班尼不依不饶地说：“对啊！咱们还有好几个谜团没解开呢！最大的一个谜团就是：为什么玛丽小姐不想要那个项链盒？它明摆着和她或者雷恩小姐有关系啊！”

杰西插了进来：“这个问题，留着明天再说吧！或许到那时就会有答案了。现在呢，该上床睡觉啦！”

第二次拜访雷恩小姐时，维莉已经有充分的心理准备了，她知道眼前这个小个子画家是刀子嘴豆腐心，因此并不把那些生硬的话放在心上，她只是为这个瘦小的女子感到难过。

维莉坐到椅子上后，雷恩小姐说：“你想用什么姿势抱着猫咪都行，因为你的手臂我已经画好了，至于猫咪，我任何时候画它都可以。”

维莉注意到，雷恩小姐今天主要在上色，而不是勾画线条。她挥动画笔的速度飞快，简直就像在粉刷房子呢，维莉心想。
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“您上色真快！”维莉不由赞叹道。

“必须得快啊，”画家回答道，“这种颜料在20分钟之内就会干，它不是油彩，是一种丙烯酸涂料。来，看着我，笑不笑都行。”

这句话把维莉逗乐了，她忍不住笑了一下，她知道雷恩小姐此刻正在画她的眼睛。

突然，没有任何预告，雷恩小姐宣布道：“好，这就够了，你后天再过来。”

维莉正准备起身往外走，雷恩小姐又说道：“你可以看看这张画像——要是你想看的话。”

“噢，真的吗？”维莉惊讶地问道，她看了看那幅肖像，“画得和我真像啊！”

“是啊，确实很像！今天完成得很轻松，一切都很顺利，色彩也恰到好处。”雷恩小姐看起来非常高兴。

维莉说：“这么美好的作品，您画它的时候，一定很开心吧？”

雷恩小姐只是耸了耸肩，没有说什么。

维莉问道：“您会把这幅画卖掉吗？”

“有可能。”

“我不希望人们认出画像上的是我，”维莉说道，“您不会把我的名字放上去的，是吗？”

“不会。”雷恩小姐生硬地说，“这幅画叫作‘女孩与猫’。”

“噢，谢谢您。”维莉说。

“不仅如此，”雷恩小姐继续说道，“我还会修改一下嘴巴的位置，这样看起来就不像你了。之前我还没为任何人改动过画像。”

“啊，您真是个好人儿！”维莉不由得脱口而出，“我知道画家都不喜欢改动原作的。”

[image: ]


雷恩小姐之前从未被人夸赞过“好人儿”，可这次，她真的觉得自己很好——这种感觉很奇怪，但是她喜欢。

维莉又说道：“不过还是请不要修改画像了，也许我的爷爷想买下它呢！我真心希望您可以为班尼画幅肖像，要知道没人能画他，因为他永远连一分钟都安静不下来。”

“要是我要求他每隔一会儿就盯着我一分钟，他做得到吗？”

“我想，他会尽力的。尽管他不乐意一动不动地坐着，不过，为了爷爷，他会做到的。”

“爷爷是谁？”雷恩小姐问道。

“爷爷？哦，我们的父母几年前就去世了，我们和爷爷一起住，他叫亨利·奥登——我哥哥也叫亨利，不过他的全名是亨利·詹姆斯·奥登。我爷爷是世上最好的爷爷。”

“听起来你有个非常幸福的家庭。”雷恩小姐说道，维莉听出她的语气里透着淡淡的忧伤，一扫之前的生硬严厉。

维莉沉吟了一会儿，开口说道：“我有个主意，也许您会喜欢。我们经常在海滩上举办野餐会，因为大家欢喜在露天吃饭。您看，您和玛丽小姐能不能抽出中午的时间来，和我们一起共进午餐呢？我们住得不远，我很希望介绍亨利、杰西和班尼给您认识呢！”
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雷恩小姐摇了摇头，谢绝道：“算了，我们会感到不自在的。”

“哦，天哪！”维莉说，“要是你们能来，我们会多开心啊！其实事情很简单，亨利中午开车来接你们，你们只需要坐上车就行，其他什么都不用做。”

也许是维莉温柔的声音和笑容打动了雷恩小姐，她终于松口了：“你这个妙人儿啊！好吧，我们去，你刚才说的是什么时间？”

“噢，中午！要不咱们就定在12点15分吧，班尼通常都会在这个点嚷嚷着要吃饭，他总是饿得快。我要赶紧去通知杰西。”

“必须要通知她吗？”

“是啊，杰西是大厨，她很好客——总希望有客人来共进午餐。”

雷恩小姐叫来了玛丽：“玛丽，今天中午咱们出去吃午餐。”

玛丽小姐一脸的惊讶。

维莉转眼看到蓝色车上正等候着她的家人，于是向她们提议道：“可以去见见我的家人吗？”

两位女士随维莉走到门口，班尼和亨利立刻从车上下来，维莉互相介绍了一下，女士们逐一跟男孩们打了声招呼“你好”，并僵硬地点了点头。

而对于这两位碧乌镇的神秘人物，奥登兄弟则尽量控制着自己的好奇心。

当蓝色汽车行驶在回家的路上时，维莉说道：“杰西，我已经邀请了雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐中午来野餐——就在今天。”

“那她们真的会来吗？”班尼问道。

“会啊，她们会的！”维莉很是笃定。

亨利笑着说：“维莉，有时你真能给我们意外的惊喜。”

“也没那么难啦！”维莉说，“我想，以前之所以没人邀请过雷恩小姐她们，主要是大家觉得她们很不合群，其实她们只是害羞而已。”

“而且还挺独立，”杰西补充道，“她们觉得，就算不靠别人，自己也可以过得很好。”

班尼说：“你们有没有注意过，猫也是这样的特性？它们总是很独立，而且喜欢自由，和狗狗完全不一样。”

“或许，这就是为什么塔楼屋里住了10只猫咪的原因。”亨利说，“不过我更想知道，那张给我们的纸条，到底是不是雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐留下的。”


第九章　最终答案

Answers at Last
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杰西说：“我要为这次野餐准备些三明治！汉堡就算了，那还得在海滩上生火，太费时间。我要做些火腿三明治，金枪鱼……”

“花生酱……”班尼接腔道。

“没错！我们还要准备几夸脱粉红柠檬水和一些曲奇饼——这是大家都喜欢的。”

维莉想了想，说：“那两位客人也许跟爷爷一样，更喜欢喝咖啡呢？”

[image: ]


“那么，我再准备一些热咖啡好了。”

“咱们运气不错！”亨利说，“这些日子天气一直不错，今天正适合野餐。”

12点15分刚到，亨利的蓝色小汽车就准时停在了塔楼屋门口。房门也同时打开了，先走出来的是雷恩小姐，紧接着是玛丽小姐。

随亨利一起来的还有维莉和班尼。“我们把杰西留在海滩上了，她是大厨嘛！”班尼跳下车，说道，“雷恩小姐，您坐在亨利旁边好了，玛丽小姐和维莉还有我坐后排。”

雷恩小姐说：“我们本可以走路过去的，省得给你们添麻烦。”

“坐车更好玩啊！”班尼说，“这样你们的鞋子里就不会进太多沙了。”

“可要是被人看到我们在车上怎么办？”玛丽小姐问道，“他们会怎么想？”

雷恩小姐回答道：“别傻啦，玛丽，他们爱怎么想就怎么想，反正咱们不需要和其他任何人讲话。”

维莉不由得想道：“对于她们俩来说，这可是迈出一大步了。要是碧乌镇居民知道的话，估计也会大吃一惊的。说不定那些小男孩也不会再说塔楼屋里住着巫婆了。”

海滩很快就到了，亨利把车停在移动房的后面。

“快请进来！”杰西说，“欢迎参观我们的房子。”

维莉轻轻挽住雷恩小姐的胳膊，说：“这边请。”

两位客人从没见过房车的内部，玛丽小姐很喜欢那个“五脏俱全”的小厨房，雷恩小姐则喜欢晚上可以变成卧室的客厅。

“你们看，挺宽敞吧？”杰西介绍道。

就这样，奥登兄妹将客人慢慢引到室外。此时，海水湛蓝，景色如画，海滩上早已放好了两把椅子和一张桌子，还支起了一把沙滩伞，微风轻轻吹拂着海面，一切看起来都是那么惬意。

班尼走到沙滩上，说道：“咱们开饭吧，杰西！”

“好，班尼，我正想让你帮着搬东西呢！过来吧，每只手拿一盘三明治，送去后再回来。”

班尼调皮地问道：“必须每只手拿一个盘子吗？假如我把一个顶在头上呢？”

“哦，班尼，不要掉下来就行！”杰西回答。
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班尼向客人们介绍道：“看，小姐们，这个小牙签和小牌子上标明了三明治的种类：这个是火腿三明治，那个是金枪鱼三明治，我拿着的当然是花生酱和果酱三明治。”

班尼的嬉闹让客人放松了不少，她们不由自主地笑了起来。尤其是在这些三明治面前，她们已经不再僵硬和羞涩。

雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐面对着奥登兄妹坐了下来，放眼望去就是湛蓝的海水。她们能听到身后游客的喧闹声，不过那声音似乎离得很远。

玛丽小姐轻轻地说：“这种粉色的柠檬水让我想起了小时候的野餐。”

雷恩小姐拿起她的第四个三明治，说道：“我已经忘记野餐是多么美妙了！三明治、甜酸泡菜和煮鸡蛋，应该都是野餐必需品。”

班尼说：“连我都忘记那种超级棒的感觉了，况且你们有好多年没有到海滩上来了。”

一阵长长的沉默，没有人说话，最后还是雷恩小姐抬起头，说道：“班尼，并不是这样，玛丽和我昨天晚上还来过这海滩。”

大家顿时惊讶得说不出话来。

最后还是杰西打破了沉默：“昨天晚上？为什么呢？”

“我们几乎每天晚上都会来，”雷恩小姐回答道，“是吧，玛丽？”

玛丽点了点头。

“为什么呢？”班尼再次追问道。

“别问了，班尼，”杰西说，“那真不关我们的事。”

“我知道啊！”班尼说，“可我不能置身事外，我真的想知道——当然，我也明白这很不礼貌。”

玛丽小姐打断了他的话：“不，我一点都不会责怪你，我觉得你是一个非常有礼貌的男孩。”

雷恩小姐点了点头：“我也不会怪你的。其实，我们主要是不想碰到生人，也不想跟他们聊天，才选择晚上到海滩上散步。我们最喜欢午夜过来，这样既能锻炼身体，又能呼吸新鲜空气。只要愿意，我们尽可以在白天睡觉。”

“你们可以管我们叫夜猫子——就像我们的猫咪一样。”玛丽小姐补充道。

雷恩小姐说：“知道吗？有天夜里，我还弄丢了项链盒坠。”

“哈，您的坠子上是不是刻着R.L.？”班尼大声说，“请稍等一下，我拿给您，我把它藏在了一个安全的地方。”片刻之后，班尼便将金色的坠子交到了雷恩小姐的手上，“现在我们知道，R.L.代表的就是露丝·雷恩了。”

“不是！”雷恩小姐摇了摇头，“这只是个巧合，坠子的主人是我的祖母，她的名字是瑞秋·李斯，接着坠子传给了我妈妈，她的名字刚巧叫婼斯·罗斯。最后坠子又传到我手里，而我的名字恰好叫露丝·雷恩。”

“这真是个传奇！”班尼说。

“是啊，祖孙三代虽名字不同，但缩写都是R.L.，我也觉得不可思议。不过，真的很高兴找到了坠子，它原本是挂在我的金项链上的。”

果然，雷恩小姐戴着一条金丝编成的粗链子，长度及腰，她取下项链，将坠子穿了上去。

“这是我们在沙滩里找到的，”班尼说，“您还记得是什么时候丢的吗？”

“就在你们住到房车之前。你们的叔叔婶婶离开后的一天晚上，我们还来找过呢。不过我们每晚都会来沙滩散步。”
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“原来你们就是夜行人哪！”班尼惊呼道，“来无影去无踪的夜行人！”

“是的。”

“有人尾随过你们吗？”班尼问。

“有啊，被尾随过很多次，可能是因为我们穿着夹克和长裤，看起来像男人的缘故吧！有一次我们还被一个穿长斗篷的人跟踪了，不过我们知道他是谁，所以并不介意。”

“你们知道他是谁？”班尼重复道。

“是啊，他是位有名的作家，就住在海滩最顶头的那间小木屋里。”

“你们知道他的名字吗？”维莉问道。

“知道，碧乌镇的每个人都认识他，他叫丹尼·李。”

奥登兄妹惊诧得面面相觑。“我们也认识他，”亨利说，“就是他的探宝仪找到了您的盒坠。”

“不，”雷恩小姐发自内心地微笑着说，“是班尼发现了我的坠子。”

“也是呢！”杰西赞同道，“我猜，除了我们几个外，其他所有人都认识李先生，不过我们应该是最了解他的人。”

“你们是怎么认识他的？”雷恩小姐问道。

“他曾经路过这儿，我们跟他打了个招呼，”班尼回答道，“我们说了声‘早上好’，他也回了声‘早上好’，交朋友就这么简单。”

雷恩小姐沉思了片刻，说道：“对你们来说很简单，班尼，你们擅长这些。可我，独处这么多年，已经不知道该如何和人交往。”

“您已经开始和人交往了。”维莉温柔地说。

亨利说道：“我们确实看到过你们半夜在海滩散步，也确实把你俩错当成男人了，当时有个穿长斗篷的人在跟着你们。”

玛丽小姐非常腼腆地开了口：“依我看，可能是李先生想保护我们，上年纪的人通常睡眠不好，所以总想找点事情做，体现自己的价值。”

班尼说：“我想你说得对。不过我还是有个疑问，有天早上，我在沙滩上发现了几行脚印，还有一张纸条，上面写着‘阿里谢谢你们，所有都谢谢你们’，是你们放在这儿的，还是一个小孩来放的？”

雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐对视一眼，开心地笑了起来。

雷恩小姐说：“我们还是把整件事儿的经过告诉你们吧！玛丽和我都不擅长交流，就连我们彼此之间都很少说话。不过我们都意识到，你们拯救了咱们的房子，可我俩都没好好道过谢，玛丽当时只说了声‘好’，这哪够啊？所以那天我起了个大早，把纸条放到了石头下面。看吧，做这事儿的，并不是小孩子，而是我这个小脚老太太。”说完，这位小个子妇人把脚伸出来给奥登兄妹看。

“这么一来，这个问题解决了！”班尼说，“还有一个问题，你们是怎么知道我们住在这儿的呢？”

玛丽小姐回答道：“我知道海滩上来了四个孩子。着火那天，我从大后窗里看到了你们的蓝色汽车，之前我们曾在你们的房车后见过它，两下一关联，就得出了结论。”

班尼说：“我还以为，我是唯一一个有分析能力的人呐！”

大家都笑了起来。

“这下子，很多事儿都水落石出啦！”班尼说道，“不过还有一点，玛丽小姐，为什么我们第一次去你们家送项链盒时，你不接受呢？”

玛丽小姐并没有立刻回答这个问题，沉吟了一会儿，她才慢慢说道：“当时事出突然，我没有太多时间去细想，只担心这并不是我的坠子，如果我拿着的话，通过盒盖上的R.L.的缩写，你们会联想到它另有主人，这样你们就有可能发现，我并不是一个人住。”

“我想我明白了，”杰西说道，“人们不了解你们，而你们也不了解他们。”

“或许吧！”雷恩小姐说，“不过我们现在真的要回家了。维莉，你明天还能再过来吗？这样我就能画完你的肖像了。”

“我会的。”维莉开心地一口应承。

“我送你们回家吧！”亨利说。

“哦，不用啦！”雷恩小姐说，“我们可以走回去的。”

亨利笑了：“我是不会让女士们走那么远的路的。”

“每天晚上我们不是都要走至少两英里吗？”

“尽管如此，这一次你们还是坐车回去吧！”亨利说。


第十章　老狗狗和小把戏

New Trick or an Old Dog
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海滩假期的最后一天来临时，亨利建议道：“咱们不如打个电话，请爷爷来参加海滩野餐告别会，怎样？”

“他正好可以见见我们的新朋友——李先生，雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐。”班尼补充道。

“我想雷恩小姐已经完成那幅肖像画了。”维莉说。

杰西说道：“咱们来个全家福野餐，两位小姐一定会喜欢的。”

奥登先生很快回话了，说他十分乐意来参加野餐会，还说到时候会开着他的旅行车过来，回去时，班尼和维莉可以坐他的车，亨利和杰西就坐那辆蓝色小车。

杰西负责准备工作，她吩咐道：“你们男孩子得为简姑婆和安迪叔叔打扫好客厅，保证房车像我们刚来时那么干净，维莉负责擦灰，我来做三明治。”

于是，兄妹四人分头行动，不大一会儿，房里的一切都变得井然有序。

杰西继续安排道：“我们还得在沙滩伞下面摆上四张椅子，说不定还得摆上桌子，不然让爷爷端着一大堆茶杯、碟子和刀叉吃饭，那怎么行？”
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“我也不乐意这样吃。”班尼说。

“那么，到时候你也坐到桌子旁吧！”杰西回答道，“每个人都要感觉舒服自在才好。”

话音未落，一辆旅行车便停到了房车后。“有人在家吗？”一个熟悉的声音问道。

“是爷爷！”维莉欢呼道，“快进来吧！”

与此同时，又一个声音从海滩上传来：“你们这是在等客人吗？”

“啊，是李先生，快请进！”杰西说，“爷爷也是刚到。”

“你好啊，阿丹！”奥登先生打了声招呼。

“嗨，詹姆斯。”李先生笑着回应道。

“你们俩居然认识？”班尼吃惊不小。

“哦，那是当然！”奥登先生回答道，“阿丹和我在纽约的时候就是多年的老朋友，他知道你们。能和你们熟络起来，他开心得很。”

“是您要求他照看我们的吗？”班尼追问道。

“那倒没有！我始终相信，你们能处理好自己的事儿，即使有麻烦，你们也能找到帮助你们的人。”

“这要怪我！”李先生说，“是我忍不住想亲近你们。每天我都巴望着过来看看你们，这对我来说，是一种乐趣。我很开心，所有的一切都进展得很顺利。”

“那真是再好不过了！”爷爷说道。

“是啊，不过我还有个主意，可以锦上添花！”李先生坐到他常坐的椅子上，笑着看向奥登先生，“这是我的专用椅，詹姆斯。”

“好吧，那这把就是我的啦！可别让我坐在沙地上，不然我一屁股坐下去，就不知道该怎么站起来了。”

“我知道，”班尼说，“亨利和我把您拉起来，不就行了吗？”

“是啊，是啊！”奥登先生说着，将目光转向湛蓝的海水，“那么，来说说你的想法吧，阿丹。”

李先生脱口而出道：“露丝·雷恩是位出色的画家，她的画作在纽约十分畅销。每年夏天都有很多游客来这儿旅游，他们中肯定有不少人喜欢露丝的猫咪画像。我认为，露丝是时候在碧乌镇举办一次画展了。”

“这真是一个有意思的想法，”奥登先生说，“不过，你是怎么知道雷恩小姐住在这儿的？别人都不知道呐！”

“哈，我来这儿已经有好长时间了！”李先生回答道，“以前就听说雷恩小姐住在这附近，于是我猜她应该就住在家族留下的塔楼屋里。不过，我知道她不好客，所以没人见过她，只见过她的朋友和管家——玛丽小姐。”

“那您后来是如何确定，雷恩小姐真的就住在塔楼屋呢？”班尼问道。

“我只是觉得，女孩们总会出去透透气吧？结果真被我发现，她们喜欢半夜来海滩，散很久的步。我想，假如我跟踪她们的话，说不定雷恩小姐会和我说话，可是她并没有。”

维莉说：“雷恩小姐早就知道您是谁啦！而且对于您的跟踪，我想她是相当开心的。”

爷爷说道：“咱们还是回到画展的话题上吧！你真的认为雷恩小姐会喜欢吗？孩子们似乎都认为她很腼腆。”

“她是很腼腆，不过我想你的孩子们已经帮助她认识到：只要你愿意给别人机会，别人也会和善以待。”

班尼说道：“雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐知道，碧乌镇流传着很多关于她们的流言。小孩子们都说，塔楼屋里住着一个老巫婆，她养了100只猫。甚至有个男孩莫名其妙打碎了她们的玻璃，只是为了好玩。”

“是啊！”李先生说。

“雷恩小姐或许很腼腆，”维莉补充道，“不过她知道自己是位出色的画家。”

“既然她能出售自己的作品，”李先生说，“应该也会同意开画展。更何况，还有个原因，会使得她心甘情愿。”

“什么原因？”奥登先生问道。

“假如我告诉她，画展赚来的钱将全部用来建流浪猫庇护所呢？那可是她非常乐意做的事情。”

“这主意太棒了！”杰西说，“我敢肯定她也会这么想。不过我不知道她有没有足够的作品开画展。”

“她有！”李先生说道，“她在纽约有不少作品呐！詹姆斯，我想只要你开口，那些收藏者会把画借给我们的，这将是一个多么有意思的画展啊！”

维莉说道：“我想，雷恩小姐肯定会把我抱着阿里的那幅肖像送去参展呢！”

“这次画展，有利于碧乌镇的人们去了解雷恩小姐。”班尼说。

“我也这么认为。”杰西赞同道。

“那么，我想是时候让亨利出发去接女士们过来了。”李先生说。

“他已经出发了。”杰西告诉他。

蓝色小车回来了，雷恩小姐提着一个篮子，说道：“我给维莉带了份礼物。”接着，她猛不丁看到了李先生，于是低声打了个招呼：“你好，阿丹，已经好多年没见了。”

“现在我们可是邻居了！”李先生说，“希望以后能经常碰面。呃，篮子里是什么？看起来像是活的。”

“没错！”雷恩小姐回答道，“要知道，维莉特意为我做模特……”

维莉紧盯着篮子——它稍稍动了动。

雷恩小姐打开篮子，抱出一只小猫咪——这是只纯白色的小猫，有着长而柔软的毛发和蓝色的眼睛，像一个毛毛球。

“噢，多可爱的小家伙啊！”维莉惊喜地叫道，眼睛闪闪发亮，“我可以抱抱它吗？”

雷恩小姐把小猫咪放到沙滩上，它坐在那儿，小尾巴直直地翘起来。维莉帮它把尾巴盘在身边，谁知小猫立刻将它展开，又重新盘起，盘得和之前的一模一样。

“看哪！”班尼笑道，“它要自己的事情自己做呐！”

维莉恍然大悟道：“没错，猫咪都这样！我怎么给忘了呢？真是养太久狗狗了。”

这时，小毛毛球向维莉胸口爬了上来，小爪子就像松针一样锋利。

维莉将它放下去，但它又爬了上来，似乎知道自己就是维莉的宝贝，就像老望望知道自己是杰西的狗狗一样。

“它叫什么名儿？”班尼问道，“或许还没有名字？”

雷恩小姐回答道：“有的，它叫糖饼，是一只血统纯正的猫咪，它妈妈叫蓝风铃三世，奶奶叫白三叶二世。”

维莉在沙滩上放了条蓝色的绳子，小猫咪立刻像小老虎一般扑了上去，撕咬翻腾，每个姿势都漂亮极了。

雷恩小姐聚精会神地看着小猫，众人也将目光落到她身上，她那专注的神情，就像要把猫咪的每个动作画下来一般。

“对了，我还带了份礼物，是送给奥登先生的。”雷恩小姐说着，将维莉的肖像画拿了出来，画像非常漂亮，栩栩如生。

奥登先生开心极了，他的目光轮番扫视着肖像和维莉，心里却在想，不知雷恩小姐是否喜欢开画展这个主意。
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“糖饼啊，咱们开饭啦！”班尼说，“不然给你来点热牛奶？”

杰西走进屋子去拿热牛奶，雷恩小姐嗅了嗅空气中的味道：“这咖啡闻起来好香。”

班尼和亨利端出好几盘三明治、泡菜和几杯热咖啡，不一会儿，四处便变得悄然无声，大伙儿都忙着埋头大吃起来。

消灭掉第二个三明治之后，爷爷向李先生使了个询问的眼色，李先生会意地点了点头。

于是，奥登先生字斟句酌地开始说道：“雷恩小姐，我们有个想法，是关于你，喜欢你作品的人，还有流浪猫的。”

听到流浪猫这几个字，雷恩小姐立刻抬起头，看向奥登先生。任何有关猫咪和流浪猫的字眼，她都非常感兴趣。

奥登先生向她详尽解释了为流浪猫建立庇护所的计划：在庇护所里，流浪猫可以得到精心的照顾，直到被好人家收养。

“我对这个计划非常感兴趣，”雷恩小姐听完后说道，“但它背后应该有隐情吧！”

“没错！”班尼开心地说，“您真聪明，雷恩小姐。”

“隐情倒没有，”李先生解释道，“不过，建立庇护所是需要钱的。你可以举办一次小范围内的个人画展，将收入用于庇护所。我想那些喜欢猫的人们应该会来参加的。”

“或许那些不喜欢猫，只喜欢画的人也会来。”杰西补充道。

“你们很聪明，”雷恩小姐点了点头，“知道我的软肋在哪儿，也知道我可能会同意这个计划。”

“噢，噢，真希望您能同意！”维莉说。

此时，糖饼已经累得趴在维莉的膝盖上睡着了，一只小爪子仍抓着那条蓝色的绳子。

“如果是你的愿望，那我就照办好了！”雷恩小姐说，“只不过，你的肖像是目前为止我最好的作品，你介意把它展出吗？”

维莉说道：“不会啊，我不会介意！也许之前会，但现在绝对不介意了。”

班尼说：“我也不介意！不过维莉真让我吃惊，一般情况下她还是挺在意这类事儿的。”

说话间，三明治很快就被吃完了，煮鸡蛋也被消灭得精光，就连泡菜都没了。

吃完曲奇之后，李先生便告辞了，爷爷目送着他在海滩上越走越远，发现他并没有带理查，也没有带探宝仪。

爷爷说：“阿丹和我很像。”

“哦，不对，爷爷，”维莉说，“没那么像啦！”

“我说的是思维方式很像，”爷爷说，“他喜欢速战速决，不拖泥带水。我把话放在这儿，他绝对已经将画展全盘计划好了，也清楚该寻求哪些人的帮助，并且我敢确定，就连动物庇护所，他也挑好了地方，甚至在脑海里敲定了经理的人选。还有，他很可能想要你——雷恩小姐，画一幅特别的画像做宣传用。”

“噢，我义不容辞！”雷恩小姐说，“不过，现在玛丽和我必须得走了，我知道你们都想尽快回家。我还要回去跟蓝风铃解释，为什么抱走了它的小宝贝儿，不过它应该不会介意，因为它还有个小宝贝儿。”

奥登兄妹让爷爷继续坐着休息，他们则一起送两位女士回家，大家依依惜别，并筹划着下一次的见面。

雷恩小姐泪眼蒙眬地向维莉道别，“你都不知道你帮了我多大的忙。”她低声说道。

“别忘了感谢阿里，多亏它逃出去，维莉才有机会认识您。”班尼说。

大家都笑了起来，随后，两位女士便走进了塔楼屋里。
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回来的路上，奥登兄妹一路沉默着，直到看见奥登先生用他的手杖在沙滩上画着什么，话题才又活跃起来。

“我敢打赌，对于动物庇护所，您肯定有了新点子。”班尼说。

“没错！”爷爷回答道，“快过来，把椅子收进去，班尼，咱们该回家了。”

迅速打包完行李后，杰西将剩下的食物放进一个大篮子，准备带回家。他们又四处打量了一下屋子，房车已经干净如初，随时可以让简姑婆和安迪叔叔舒服地住进来了。

爷爷、班尼，还有维莉和她的小猫咪坐进了第一辆车，亨利和杰西则坐着那辆蓝色小车跟在后面。

离家越来越近了，维莉不由得担忧道：“现在的关键问题是望望，咱们不能伤了它的心，我想它不会喜欢糖饼的，我们得想个办法，让它接受这只小猫。”

班尼建议道：“要让望望觉得，收留小猫咪是它的主意，那它就会乐意了，还会把糖饼当作自己的猫宝贝。”

维莉笑了：“可我们该怎么做到这一点呢，班尼？快告诉我！”

这个问题可把班尼难住了。

倒是糖饼自己找到了办法，它喜欢和所有动物交朋友，这是它与生俱来的天性。

望望正懒洋洋地趴在客厅地板上，一听到汽车的刹车声，它立马站了起来，汪汪叫着，表示着欢迎，不过并没有挪步——它已经太老了。

一家人走进了客厅，维莉将白色的小猫咪放到地板上，糖饼很快向望望跑去，奶声奶气地喵喵叫着，小家伙还没见过狗狗呢。

望望倒是见过猫咪，但从没见过这么可爱的小奶猫，糖饼围着望望的前爪转来转去，时不时还用小脑袋蹭蹭望望，看起来小猫咪很喜欢它。

望望躺了下来，小猫咪也累了，转了三圈后，它也在狗狗的前腿中间躺了下来。望望抬头看了看维莉，似乎在说：“现在我也有自己的朋友了！”

维莉惊喜地说：“噢，望望，你变了，我真是太高兴啦！”

奥登先生笑着说：“这倒是为你们的沙滩之旅画了个完美的句号！”

“不是句号，爷爷！”班尼说道，“这是新的开始呢！”



Chapter 1　Sea and Sand
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Jessie Alden stood at the door. “Oh, what a beautiful morning!” she said on that hot July day.

You can say that again, Jessie,” added Benny Alden. He looked out at the blue ocean and white sand. There was not a cloud in the sky.

Violet and Henry came to the door and looked out, too. The sea gulls were sailing around a fishing boat, making a great noise.

“This is the funniest thing,” said Benny. “Here we are at Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy’s new trailer at the beach. A day or so ago we were at home without the least idea of going anywhere at all.”

Benny called it a trailer, but it really was a mobile home. The outside was painted Aunt Jane’s favorite color, blue, with white trim. Inside there was one bedroom for the two girls. Benny and his brother Henry had a double couch in the living room.

Best of all, the trailer was right on the beach. Behind it was a great space of beach grass. But in front, the Aldens could step down two steps right into the sand.

“Let’s eat breakfast on the sand, Jessie,” suggested Violet. “It won’t be much work if we all carry our own dishes.”

“I’m more than willing to carry mine,” Benny said. “I’ll carry them all if we can eat right away.”
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Henry laughed. Benny was always hungry—at home, on a trip, in the mountains, at the beach. Benny didn’t change.

“Come on, Ben,” Henry said. “You and I will fold up this bed into a couch.”

“OK,”said Benny.“Then our bedroom will look like a living room. Magic!”

In the tiny kitchen, the two girls worked fast, for they were hungry, too.

“Aunt Jane left the things we like best,” said Jessie. “I’ll cook the bacon and eggs, Violet, and you make the toast.”

There were four trays. One was red, one was blue, one was green, and the last was violet. There was no doubt about the tray each of the Aldens would take. Jessie took the blue one, Benny took the red.

“The food is the same on every tray,” Violet said. “It makes no difference what color tray.”

“Oh, yes, it does, Violet,” Benny objected. “I have to have red. And Henry doesn’t care.”

Henry laughed. He really didn’t care. All he wanted was breakfast.Of course he knew that Violet should have the one that was her color.

The four Aldens sat down on the sand and began to eat their first meal at the seashore.

“I don’t understand people,” Violet said suddenly. She took a bite of bacon. “Everyone on this beach is sleeping. It’s the best part of the day. And nobody is awake to enjoy it except us and the fishermen.”

It was true. Not a person was on the beach for nearly a mile.
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Benny sat cross-legged, drinking milk. He said,“I think we are the luckiest people in the world. Something is always happening to us. Right?”

“Yes,” agreed Jessie. “Things seem to happen all of a sudden, so that makes it more exciting. Of course Grandfather Alden thinks up a lot of things for us to do.”

“Not this time,” replied Benny. “We owe this to Uncle Andy. What a man! He is so restless and always going somewhere. Then he doesn’t stay very long. It’s lucky Aunt Jane can keep up with him and go whenever he wants to go.”

Henry said slowly,“I believe Aunt Jane thought Uncle Andy would be happy to stay here all summer. He loves to go fishing and clamming and sailing. She didn’t buy this beautiful mobile home for just two weeks.”

“Well, that’s Uncle Andy for you,” Violet said peacefully. “Just the minute he heard about that special African trip he had to get tickets and go. But it was lucky for us. We can stay here or not, just as we like.”

“Just turn the key and go home when we feel like it,” Benny agreed. “It’s lucky Henry has a car of his own now.”

Henry laughed. “Yes, and isn’t it good I picked out a car big enough for all of us?”

“That was a fine breakfast,” Benny said. “It won’t take long to clean up.” But nobody moved.

“Look down the beach,” said Henry.

Far in the distance, the Aldens saw an old man and a dog. The man was walking very slowly up the beach, with the dog at his side.

“A trained dog, I guess,” said Jessie. “He stays right beside his master. I think the old man has a cane.” The others thought so, too.

The Aldens might have picked up their trays and gone inside. But they didn’t. They sat quietly, watching the old man and the dog. Once the man stopped in front of a large cottage. He seemed to rest on his cane, then to drag it along. The dog sat down near his master and waited.
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“I wonder what in the world that man is doing,” said Benny. “He’s coming along again.”

“Just taking a walk,I guess,”said Jessie. “Everybody stops to pick up shells and pebbles. That’s what the man is probably doing.”

As the stranger came closer, the Aldens could see a ring on the end of the cane he carried. A box was fastened to the cane near the top.

Benny began to wonder if the old man was really just out for an early morning walk. Maybe other people were curious about him, too. That might be why he came out like this, early in the morning. How would the man feel about having the Aldens watch him? Benny thought about that.

At last the old man reached the Aldens. “Good day to you!” he said pleasantly. The minute he spoke, the Aldens knew he was an Englishman.

“Good morning,”the four Aldens replied together.

“Is your dog friendly?” asked Benny.

“Oh, yes, don’t be afraid of him. He’s just big, that’s all,” the man answered.

Henry and Benny both got to their feet.

“Hi, feller!” said Benny, holding out a finger. The dog licked Benny’s finger and then sniffed at his tray.

“Too bad,” Benny said. “The bacon’s all gone, boy.”

Jessie looked at the stranger very carefully. She liked him at once.He had kind eyes.His wrinkles were made by smiling. He was very brown from the sun.Jessie felt as if she had always known him.

The man looked back at Jessie and said, “I came by this trailer yesterday, and I thought a man and woman lived here. Now it seems to be four young people.”

Benny couldn’t help thinking to himself that this man knew everything that happened on the beach.
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“You are right,” Jessie told him. “That was Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy Bean. This is their new mobile home. But they have gone on a trip, and we can stay here until they come back. It was a surprise to us, but that’s the way we like it.”

“Well, you will find this to be a beautiful beach,”said the old gentleman. “My name is Daniel Lee. I walk up the beach every morning before anyone is awake. That makes a two-mile hike. It is the best part of the day.”

“That’s exactly what we just said,”Benny exclaimed.“We said people were funny. They sleep through the best part of the day. You see, we are the only people awake on the beach, except for you and your dog.”

Henry said, “I’m Henry Alden. And the one who is talking is Benny. And these are our sisters, Jessie and Violet Alden.”

“Alden? Alden?”murmured their visitor. “Haven’t I heard that name? It sounds familiar. A fine manufacturer of plastics?”

“That’s our grandfather,” Jessie said.

“Good,” nodded Mr. Lee. “I hope that you will have a pleasant time in your trailer. And good day to you!”

He went off at once, with the big dog at his side.

Benny thought, “No one could do that man any harm as long as his dog is with him.”

The Aldens watched Mr. Lee as he seemed to rest on his cane and then drag it over the sand.

“I never saw a cane like that, did you, Henry?” Benny asked.

“Mr. Lee doesn’t really use it to help him as he walks,” Violet said. “What can it be?”

“I don’t know,” replied Henry. “There’s your mystery for our first morning, Ben.”

“All right,” Benny said with a laugh. “I’ll find out what it is. You just wait!”

Jessie asked, “How will you do that?”

“I’ll ask him,” Benny replied simply. “That’s the way to find out what you want to know. Go to headquarters. That’s what Grandfather does.”

Henry laughed. He said, “You are more like Grandfather Alden every day, Ben. I only hope Mr. Lee will answer your question, because we all want to know.”


Chapter 2　Benny Hunts for Treasure
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At last Jessie said, “Let’s do the dishes and go for a swim.”

Violet stood up on the sand and took her tray. She said, “You know, I can’t seem to forget Mr. Lee. He seems so interesting. And he comes past here every day with his dog, he says. We’ll see a lot of him. Henry, what do you think he had in his hand? I saw a dial with a pointer. It was part of the box fastened near the top of the handle.”

Benny had an idea. “Is it some sort of Geiger counter?” he asked.

“No,”said Henry decidedly.“Don’t you remember the man at the uranium mine out at Aunt Jane’s ranch? He was looking for uranium with a Geiger counter. There isn’t any uranium on the beach, that’s sure. This was something quite different.”
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Benny said, “I’ll just have to ask Mr. Lee.”

The Aldens all went in with their trays.

“Don’t we have to go grocery shopping, Jessie?” Violet asked as she dried the spoons.

“Yes, we do,” agreed Jessie. “I have looked through the refrigerator and shelves. There are one or two things we need. Milk for one thing. Ours is almost gone.”

“We can’t go swimming too soon after eating, anyway,” Benny said. “We can do our shopping in town and then swim when we get back. It’s only a quarter of a mile to town.”

“It’s early for an adventure in town,” Henry said. But he was ready to go, too.

The Aldens put on sandals and locked the door.There stood Henry’s blue car.They all climbed in, and off they went.

They did not really need the car. Beachwood was very small, and there was just one long street. Henry drove slowly along Main Street. First came the stores, then houses began to appear on both sides. There was one big brick house with three stories and a few new houses, each with only one story.

Nothing seemed unusual until Benny said, “Oh, look at that house. It is almost a castle.”

“Isn’t it huge!” said Jessie. “It looks empty to me. There are no curtains in the windows at the front, even in the towers.”

Henry slowed down. He said, “I wonder who built a house like that in this small town? It must have looked old-fashioned even when it was new.”

Benny said,“It must have been somebody with a lot of money. Look at those towers! One, two, three, four, five towers. Nobody would buy a house like that nowadays.”

“It has a sad look,” Violet said. “All the new little houses look so different—like any village houses.”

Henry drove very slowly down the whole of Main Street and back again. The Tower House, as all the Aldens called it, was the only house of its kind in town.There was the library, the schoolhouse, the drugstore, the fire station, and the town hall. But even the town hall was smaller than the house with the towers.

“I wonder if there are stories about that house?”Benny said as he looked back at it. “I should think the people of Beachwood would make up stories about it. I could myself. Couldn’t you, Violet?”

Yes,I could,”agreed Violet, smiling.“It would be about a fairy princess held prisoner in one of the towers until she grew to be an old woman.”

“We’d better keep our ears open, anyway,” Benny said.“I’m sure there is something mysterious about that place.”

“Let’s do our shopping,” Jessie suggested.

“I’m ready for a swim,” Henry added.
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At the supermarket, the girls bought bread, milk, bacon, hamburger, frankfurters, and a big box of dry mashed potatoes. When Henry started to pay for the groceries, he was surprised to find a small box of tea and a jar of dry coffee.

Jessie explained, “I thought we might have company sometime who might like tea or coffee. It’s good to have some for times like that.”

Violet, Benny, and Henry knew Jessie was thinking of the old gentleman, Mr. Lee. But they didn’t say so to Jessie.

Henry drove back to the beach. The groceries were soon put away.

By the time the Aldens stepped down onto the sand, the beach was full of people. They could see different colors of swimsuits far up and down the beach. Some people were in the water and some were lying on the beach to get a tan. Children were screaming just for the fun of it.

The Aldens joined the swimmers and spent the rest of the morning in the cool salt water.

That evening, Benny thought about walking over toward Beachwood. Would there be any lights in the old house with the five towers? Maybe he was trying too hard to find a mystery.

The next morning, early, Benny found someone had set up a chair on the beach. He smiled when he found a tray all set with a teacup, a few strips of bread and butter on a small plate, and a fat black teapot. Already, it seemed, Mr. Lee was part of the beach family.

The Aldens waited. They were not disappointed.As they finished breakfast on the sand, they saw Mr. Lee and his dog coming up the beach. Jessie ran into the kitchen to set the water boiling on the stove. She waited, however, to see whether Mr. Lee wanted tea or coffee.
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As the old gentleman reached the Aldens, he saw the chair and smiled. “I wonder if this is for me?” he asked, sitting down and looking at the family.

Yes, it is,” said Benny.“I suppose you have had breakfast?”

Yes, I eat very early,”Mr.Lee replied. “I don’t sleep too well.”

Jessie called from the door,“Could you drink another cup of tea or coffee?”

Yes, indeed. Tea, please. An Englishman can always drink a cup of hot tea.”

Jessie noticed the word “hot” so she made sure that the little teapot was hot before she poured in the boiling water. She carried the tray to the beach.

She said, “I read somewhere that the English like milk instead of cream in their tea.”

“That is correct, young lady,” said Mr. Lee. He drank the hot tea and ate all the bread and butter.

Benny watched him as he poured a second cup of tea. Benny wanted to ask Mr. Lee about the cane he carried. And Mr. Lee might know something about the Tower House, too. It was hard to know what to ask about first, and Benny wanted to be polite, too.

He said,“I can’t understand why anyone likes tea. It tastes so awful. And will you tell us—is your cane some kind of Geiger counter?”
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Mr. Lee didn’t seem surprised at the question. “No,” he replied. “It is a metal-finder, which is quite different. Some people call it a treasure-finder, and that may be true. And now I will tell you a secret, although no one else knows it. But first I must tell you that hundreds of people come here in the summer. Some are rich and some are not, and I’m sorry to say a good many are not very careful.”

“About water safety?” asked Violet.

Mr. Lee smiled. “No, they are careful about that. But someone has a watch or piece of jewelry. Before swimming, he takes it off and leaves it on the beach.”

“I begin to see,” said Jessie, nodding.

“I’m sure you do. But just the same, it is surprising how many things are lost on the beach. The metal-finder gives you a buzz when it locates any metal object. When I hear that, I know there is something made of metal buried in the sand. My dog begins to dig. He does the hard work for me, and he knows when to stop.When the signal becomes loud enough, I dig with my fingers or a small tool.”

“Do you find many things?” asked Violet.

“Oh, yes. Last year I made quite a tidy sum of money. Of course I always ask people if they have lost anything. If it is something of value, I ask them to tell what it looks like. See that big cottage down the beach? I found a diamond ring once in front of that house. I was able to give it back to a pretty young woman who’d lost it.”

“I should think people would be grateful to you,” Jessie said.

“Yes,they are.Some want to give me a reward, but I never take one. If I cannot find the owner, I keep the find.”

Benny asked, “Do you do this for a living?”

“Ben!” interrupted Henry. “Don’t ask that. That is none of our business.”

Mr. Lee laughed. “I don’t mind telling Benny. I think I could make a living this way, but I don’t. This just gives me something to do. I am too old to go on with my regular work.”
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No one asked Mr. Lee what his regular work had been. He drank the last of the tea and said, “I brought down a bracelet to show you. I found it just last week. I have cleaned off the sand.” He took it out of his pocket and handed it to Jessie.

She said, “I don’t know much about jewelry, but this looks like a good bracelet to me.”

“It’s beautiful,” Violet said.

“It is,” Mr. Lee agreed. “I should say it is worth quite a bit. So far I can’t find the owner. You see, people come to this beach from faraway places. They stay for a few days or a week, or sometimes just for a day. It is very hard to trace them.”

Benny suddenly remembered something he had heard Uncle Andy say. He winked at Mr. Lee and said, “You do your best. And that’s all an old horse can do. Uncle Andy says his grandfather said that.”

Mr. Lee laughed. “Thank you, Benny,” he said. “Now would you like to try the metal-finder?”

“Would I?” exclaimed Benny. “I might find a watch.”

“So you might,” agreed Mr. Lee. “And you might find nothing. Just drag the circle on the end of the rod over the sand. Slowly, slowly!”

Benny took the handle. Here was an adventure coming right to him.

Mr. Lee stepped out of the way.

“Don’t get too excited, Ben,” said Henry.

“I’m not excited at all,” said Benny. “See how cool I am?”

There was a small green box on the handle of the rod. It had a clock face with a needle that trembled. It also made a buzzing sound.

The big dog stood up. He didn’t understand why a strange boy was using his master’s rod.

“It’s all right, Richard,” Mr. Lee said to the dog.“Lie down again.This boy will do your digging.”

“Richard?” repeated Henry, laughing. “The dog’s name is Richard?”

Yes, I named him for the man who bought the biggest diamond in the world. Sometimes I find diamond jewelry in the sand.”

Benny slowly dragged the metal-finder over the sand. They all watched him, and even Henry was excited. All at once the finder began to make a sound, louder and louder.

You’ve found something, Benny,” Mr. Lee said calmly.“Do you want to dig with your hands?”

Yes!” Benny answered. “I haven’t a shovel.”

Benny knelt down and began to dig the dry sand away from the spot. Violet went quietly into the trailer and came back with a large old spoon. Benny took it gladly. He could dig faster. The sound grew louder and louder.

“Don’t expect too much, Benny,” warned Mr. Lee.“You may only find an old tin can.The treasure-finder can’t tell the difference between junk and something valuable.”

Benny threw out spoonfuls of wet sand now, and the hole was quite a deep one.

Mr. Lee said, “If you find something solid, rub it between your fingers. Don’t get excited. It may be just a stone with iron ore in it.”

Benny sat back. He had something between his fingers.

“Well, here is something anyway,” he said. “It may be a stone, but I don’t think it is. It could be a quarter or maybe a gold piece. It’s round and flat.”

Benny rubbed off the sand. The thing in his hand was shiny, but it was no coin—not even a penny.

“Oh, no!” Benny said. “It’s just an old bottle cap.”

Jessie drew a long breath. “Mr. Lee warned us, Benny,” she said. “But it was fun to think it might be something important.Don’t be discouraged.”

“Right,” said Mr. Lee. “You have the idea now. Maybe it was a good thing not to find anything. If you had, you would always think it was easy. It takes a lot of patience. Some day you can try again.”

“Yes, I know,” said Benny. “Then I’ll find a twin bottle cap for this one.”

They all laughed.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Mr. Lee, getting up. “Thank you again for the tea.”

The Aldens watched him as he walked up the beach with Richard.

Benny said, “He seems like one of the family, doesn’t he?”

“And we’ve known him for only two days,” Jessie said.

“Interesting things happen to us, no matter where we go!” Benny exclaimed. “We must be magnetic.”

“And attract adventures,” Henry said with a laugh.

Benny looked down at the spoon he still held in his hand. It was covered with sand. “I’ll run down to the water and wash this off,” he said. “I’d rather wash dishes this way than in a kitchen.”

The other Aldens picked up the trays and went into their trailer house. Benny looked up and down the beach. Mr. Lee and Richard were already in the distance. No one else was to be seen in either direction.

“And yet,” Benny said to himself, “here are fresh-looking footprints right at the water’s edge. The tide washed the whole beach clean in the night. Now where did these footprints come from?”

Benny shook his head. Someone else must be up and out on the beach even earlier than Mr. Lee. Benny tried to guess whether the footprints had been made by a man or a woman. When he looked closely, he saw two sets of footprints.

“Funny,” Benny decided. “One set of footprints looks small, almost as if they belong to a boy. Now I wonder.”

Benny washed off the spoon. As he stood up, he decided not to tell Henry or the girls about the footprints, at least not yet. After all, they might be like his treasure hunting. They might not mean a thing, just the way his find was nothing but a bottle cap.

However, Benny planned to keep his eyes open for any early morning visitors to the beach.


Chapter 3　Midnight Mystery
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At midnight, Benny woke up suddenly. He felt strange. “What’s the matter with me?” he thought.

Then Benny saw the moon was shining right in his face. It was almost as bright as day. Without waking Henry, Benny slipped out of bed to pull the curtain across the window.

For a minute Benny stood looking out at the beach and the dark water with the bright streak of moonlight on it. Then he stepped quickly back from the window, for somebody was on the beach.

As Benny carefully peered out, he saw two dark figures looking at the trailer house. They were too far away and near the water for Benny to see them very well.

“Now what is going on?”Benny asked himself. “Two people looking at our house.” He tried to tell whether the figures were men or women. “I guess they are men,” he thought. “They have on pants.”

One of the walkers on the beach was much smaller than the other. Could it be a man and a boy? But at that moment Benny remembered that everybody at the beach dressed in pants—men, women, boys, and girls.

The two men ( if they were men ) still stood looking at the trailer. Then one bent over and pointed at the sand, and the two seemed to talk.
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Benny wished he could hear what they said. The beach was very quiet, but the water made enough noise to cover the sound of the voices.

“Can they be looking for something?” Benny wondered.“Anyway they are up to no good.I wonder if I ought to wake Henry? I think so.”

Henry was awake at once.“What’s the matter, Ben?” he whispered.

“I don’t know. See those two men looking at our trailer? What are they doing on the beach at midnight?”

“Well,they certainly are not just taking a walk,” whispered Henry. “We’ll watch and see what they do next.”

The boys tried to see the two figures more plainly, but their clothes were dark, and they were fifty feet or more away.

“Look at that,Henry!”Benny said softly. “Quick! Get out of sight.”

The two men were pointing at a spot in the sand. One looked toward the trailer, then got down and began to dig. But the digging did not last long.

At last the two figures seemed to give up. They turned and walked up the beach, looking back as they walked. That was all the boys could see.

“Look, Ben!” whispered Henry suddenly. “Another man!”

As the first two walkers hurried more quickly up the beach, another figure followed at a distance. It seemed to be a man who wore a long cape. He was certainly following the first two. All at once he began to run.

“He is trying to catch the other two!” Benny whispered in excitement.

“Trying to catch up, anyway,” agreed Henry. The man’s cape flapped in the wind. “This is very strange, the whole thing. I don’t think we need to be afraid, Ben. There are lots of neighbors near us.”

The boys still watched the three figures. A dog howled in the distance.

Then the first two men turned off the sand into the beach grass and walked away out of sight. The man in the cape stood still and watched for a minute. Then he turned around and started back.

“Wait!” said Henry in a low voice. “He will go right past us on his way back. Maybe we can see more then.”

Soon the figure went by at a fast pace, but the two boys could not see anything more. He was too far away, down by the water.

“I wish I could see better,” Henry said.

Benny whispered, “That long cape covers him up. It could be a woman and not a man at all.”

“Maybe they are all women,” returned Henry. That seemed so funny that the boys laughed softly. They watched until the last figure had gone down the beach. His steps were slow now.
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“I hope whoever it is won’t bother Mr. Lee,” said Benny, feeling worried.

“Mr. Lee can take care of himself,” said Henry. “Don’t forget he has the dog.”

“That’s right. I forgot Richard. If anyone tried to hurt his master, Richard would tear him to pieces. I guess that’s the end of this adventure.”

Benny remembered the footprints he had seen in the sand in the morning, but all at once he was too sleepy to think about anything.

The two boys went back to bed. They slept until morning,when they heard Jessie in the kitchen getting breakfast.They told her about their excitement at midnight.

After breakfast on the sand, with tea ready, the Aldens were not surprised to see Mr. Lee coming toward them. But he walked slowly. When he arrived,he said “Good day” as usual, but he looked tired.

Jessie thought, “Oh, I do hope he isn’t sick. He looks terrible this morning.”

You had a bad night?” she asked as she put the teapot on the tray.

Yes,I really did.I am not a good sleeper, anyway. Are you?” He looked right at Jessie as he said this. It was almost like asking her if she had seen the men walking around on the beach.

“We are all good sleepers,” replied Jessie. “I’m so sorry you have such bad nights. Nothing bothers me, unless I hear somebody calling ‘Jessie.’ Then I wake right up.”

Mr. Lee drank his tea as if he needed it. And after a short time he began to look better. He smiled at the Aldens, perhaps because he could see that they were worried about him.

Suddenly Mr. Lee asked, “Benny, why don’t you try the metal-finder again? Perhaps you’ll find something, perhaps you won’t. It’s always the same chance when you try.”

“I understand,” Benny replied. He took up the metal-finder and looked around at the beach.

Mr. Lee said, “Do you see that piece of post? I’m quite sure there used to be an old dock there because there are several posts like that.Try listening around them. You see, objects usually work their way under the sand to a post or a big rock. Go slowly now.”

[image: ]


Benny obeyed. He ran the ring very, very slowly around the post. Richard stood up. He wagged his tail, but he didn’t understand why this strange boy should be using his master’s rod again. He lay down and whined.

All at once the metal-finder gave a signal that something was nearby.

“Yes,” nodded Mr. Lee, “you’ve found something. Start digging.”

Benny was only too willing to dig. Richard started to get up and then lay down again. Benny went on digging as fast as he could. “You want to dig, Henry?” he asked.

“No, I’d rather watch you,” said Henry.

When the hole was fairly deep, one of Benny’s fingers touched something. He reached in and picked up a round object, covered with wet sand. “Probably another bottle top,” he said, “or the cover of a little jar.” He gave it to Mr. Lee.

With one rub of his fingers, Mr. Lee pushed away the sand and said, “It looks like an old watch.Take it yourself, Benny. You found it, whatever it is.”

Violet handed Benny one of her paint brushes and he carefully brushed off the sand. “It’s a gold locket!” he exclaimed. “How about that?”

“Well, well,” Mr. Lee said, much pleased. “You have had good luck on your second try. Now is the time to be careful.”

“Shall we go into the house?” asked Jessie.

Yes, I think that would be wise,” replied Mr. Lee. “Then if anything drops off the locket, we won’t lose it in the sand.”

The Aldens and Mr. Lee and Richard, the dog, all went into the small living room of the trailer. Henry took the books off a little table and moved it in front of Mr. Lee.

“You’d better show us what to do this time,” Henry said. “We don’t know anything about this.”

Mr. Lee took a small box from his pocket and opened it. It held a strange set of tools. He spread out a piece of thin black silk. He put the locket on top, and a magnifying glass in his eye.

“You look like a watchmaker,” Benny said.

Mr. Lee looked closely at the locket and then exclaimed, “Look, there are initials on the cover: R.L.”

“R.L.,” repeated Jessie. “That should make it easier to find the owner.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Mr. Lee said. “It may take a long time.”

Then with great care, he began to brush both sides of the locket. “I won’t open it just yet,” he explained. “I want to get all the sand out of the edges first.”

“Is it a good locket?” asked Benny.

Mr. Lee was using a fine tool to pick out bits of sand along the crack where the locket opened. He said,“Yes, I think it is quite good. It is probably gold for one thing, and it is old. And for another thing, we may find a puzzle when we open it.”

“Oh, we love mysteries,” Benny exclaimed. “I do hope there’s a mystery inside.”
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With a very fine tool Mr. Lee gently pried up the cover of the locket, first on one side and then on the other. At last the locket came open, but not enough to show what, if anything, was inside.

Mr. Lee looked up at Benny. “From now on, it is yours, Benny. You found it. You take it. See what’s inside.”

You take it, Violet,” said Benny. “Your fingers are better with little things than mine are.”

Violet did not hold back. She sat down on the couch as Mr. Lee moved over. Very gently she opened the locket.

“Pictures!” she said. “One of a house, and one of a cat.”

Jessie looked over Violet’s shoulder. “Those pictures look old and faded,” she said. “But the house—look, Benny!”

Benny cried, “The house is the one with the towers!”

“I believe you are right,” Jessie said. “The picture shows only one tower, but I’m sure that is the house here in Beachwood.”

Mr. Lee took one look. He said, “One tower or not, that’s the Tower House on Main Street.”
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Benny looked a little unhappy. “How easy to solve this mystery,” he said. “A picture of a cat and a picture of the Tower House and R.L. on the cover. The answers are all right here in Beachwood. Just a quarter of a mile away, and there’s the owner.”

But later on, Benny decided the mystery was more than a quarter of a mile away. And if Benny had looked quickly at Mr. Lee, he might have seen a little smile come and go. Perhaps Mr. Lee guessed the mystery would not be so easy to solve.

After Mr. Lee had put away his tools,he called his dog, picked up his treasure-finder and said goodbye.


Chapter 4　Are Finders Keepers?
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Benny held the locket, turning it over in his hand. “I think we ought to go right to Beach-wood and return the locket,” he said.

“Not so fast, Ben,” said Henry. “Maybe the locket doesn’t belong to the people who live there now. If there are any people—you remember how empty the Tower House looked.”

“Well, we can ask somebody who lives there,” Benny agreed. “Maybe the man in the drugstore knows who lives there. Drugstore men know everything,and besides, the Tower House is almost across the street.”

Jessie said, “Let’s go. There isn’t much to do here except lie around in the sand, and I don’t think much of that.”

“And I am curious about that picture of a cat,” Violet said. “Why not the picture of a person?”

Violet put away the few dishes, and Jessie swept out the tiny kitchen. Henry locked the trailer home and they drove to Beachwood.

Henry parked the car at the drugstore and they all went in. They were lucky about two things. There was nobody else in the store, and the clerk behind the counter was a great talker.

First, the Aldens bought some writing paper and some suntan oil. Then Benny said, “May I ask you a question?”

“Sure thing. Fire away,” replied the clerk. “You are staying in the new Andy Bean trailer down on the shore, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, we are,” Benny answered. He was surprised to find the clerk knew so much about the Aldens. He did not think the clerk could have seen them before. On their first shopping trip to Beachwood,the Aldens had only gone to the supermarket. But news travels fast in a small town.

“We want to ask you about that Tower House across the street,” Benny said.

“Oho,” said the clerk. “That is easy in one way.I know as much as anybody—but nobody knows very much. It’s a queer sort of place.”

“I see,” said Benny. “Who lives there? Who owns it?”

“I don’t know who owns it. As to who lives there, I’ll tell you all I know. Most of the house is empty.But on the first floor of one of the back towers there is a woman living alone. She is about fifty years old. She says her name is Mary Smith, but I don’t believe a word of it myself. There is something funny about her.”

The Aldens looked at each other.This was beginning to sound more and more interesting.

“This Mary Smith never comes out except to buy things to eat and to go to the post office. That’s always on a Wednesday. She looks well, but she never smiles. And she won’t say a word unless she has to. She just picks up her vegetables and meat in the supermarket and pays for them. One thing makes you wonder about her. She buys a lot of cheap meat. I don’t see how she can eat it. Once in a while she comes in here for aspirin. That’s about it.”

“This is Wednesday,” said Jessie. “Maybe we can talk to her today.”

“She won’t talk,” said the man, shaking his head. “She’ll cut you off in some way. And you would have to wait a long time. She comes late in the afternoon, after the crowd has gone.”

“Maybe it would be better to knock on her door,” said Violet. “What would happen then?”

“She wouldn’t come to the door. You can be sure of that. At least she never has. A few people tried it long ago. They wanted to be friendly, but she never came to the door. So nobody goes now.”

“There’s always a first time,” Benny said. “I’d rather talk to her at her own house than in a store anyway.”

“Well, if you have something you really want to talk to her about,” said the clerk, “I suppose you can try. No harm done, unless you get your feelings hurt. I’d like to see you try, I really would.”

Benny was thinking to himself that the clerk must wonder why the Aldens wanted to see Mary Smith. But he was not going to say anything to explain.

“I think we will try to see her,” said Jessie. “We really want to. Thank you for your help.”

As the Aldens went down the street, Benny said, “He did help us, and he never asked us why we wanted to talk to Miss Smith.”

“But he was dying to know,” Henry agreed. “And I don’t blame him. Let’s walk over and knock at that door at the side of the Tower House.”

As the Aldens came nearer, they could see that the house did indeed look empty except for the first floor of one of the back towers. There were curtains in the windows and at the door. They looked thick and were a dark color.

“I’m just as glad we are coming in the daylight,” Violet said. “There is something spooky about this old house.”

Henry said, “Do you have the locket, Benny?”

“It’s in my pocket, wrapped in a paper,” Benny said. “I don’t want to show it until Miss Smith describes it.”

Jessie looked at the house and said almost in a whisper, “I have a feeling we are being watched. Don’t you feel that way, too?”

“There are four of us and just one Miss Smith,”Benny said. “There’s nothing to worry about.” But just the same Benny said, “Henry, you rap at the door.”
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Henry knocked. Nothing happened.

“Just what the man said would happen,” Benny said. “Try again, Henry.”

Henry tried a fancy rap: Da-da-da-Dum-da.

The Aldens waited. Then to their surprise the door slowly opened and a woman looked at the visitors.

What a cold, grim face, without a sign of a smile!
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Benny thought, “She’d be nice looking if she was even the least bit friendly.” Her face was round and very fair. Her hair was light brown and curly, but pulled straight back into a tight knot. She did not even ask, “What do you want?”

Henry spoke for all the Aldens. “You are Miss Smith?” he asked. “Miss Mary Smith?”

The woman nodded.

“We found something down on the beach,” Henry went on. “It was buried in the sand. We think it has something to do with this house.”

Benny’s hand closed around the locket in the paper, but he left it in his pocket.

The woman looked quickly and sharply from one of the visitors to the next. Then she said, “I haven’t lost anything. Please don’t bother me.”

She shut the door, and the Aldens heard the key turn in the lock.

“Well, that is too bad,” said Violet, really feeling hurt. “I’m sorry for anyone like that. She must be very unhappy.”

Benny was thinking fast. As they walked away from the Tower House he said, “Two things. First, the initials on the locket are R.L. That doesn’t fit with Mary Smith. And second, did you notice that smell when the door was opened? What was it?”

Henry wrinkled his nose.“You are right, Benny,” he said. “There was a strong smell—for a minute I thought of a zoo, or a circus. What could it be?”

“Maybe we’ll never know,” said Violet.

“Oh, yes, we will, Violet,” Benny said quickly. “You just wait. Have we ever given up on a mystery? And this one is the easiest of all. You’ll see.”

Henry looked at Benny and laughed.“All right, what do you plan to do next, Benny?”

“How about lunch?” Benny asked. “I saw two or three places on Main Street where they serve meals. I want a piece of apple pie. My head works better when my stomach is full.”

Jessie looked back at the Tower House. Nothing was changed. No one was watching from a dark window. But Jessie felt uneasy just the same.


Chapter 5　A Hundred Cats!
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The Aldens found a small restaurant on Main Street. There was a large sign with an apple painted on it.

“The Red Apple,” Benny said. “This place ought to have apple pie, don’t you think?”

The Aldens went in, and the girl showed them to a table for four.

Jessie said, “Let’s have something I can’t cook in the trailer kitchen.”

“Roast lamb and baked potato for me,” Henry said. “You could never roast lamb in our oven. And I am hungry after all the excitement of last night and this day.”

They all agreed on lamb—all but Benny. “No,” he said, “I’ll stick to my hamburgers and peanut butter sandwiches.”

“Benny,” objected Jessie, “why have the same old thing? You can have a change.”

“I don’t like a change,” answered Benny. “I like peanut butter, and for dessert, apple pie and cheese.”

“Well, sandwiches are cheaper,” said Henry.

The food was delicious, and the waitress pleasant. She laughed at Benny with his peanut butter. She said, “I’ve got a young brother like you. He never gets tired of peanut butter and jelly.”

“Oh, I forgot the jelly,” Benny replied. “I’d like that, too.”

As the Aldens were eating, the manager came up to their table and asked if everything was all right.

“Oh, yes,” replied Jessie. She noticed that the manager was an older man and that gave her an idea. “We are curious about that Tower House,” she said. “It is so different from anything else in town. Do you know who lives there and who owns it?”

“Well,” answered the manager, “I don’t remember the Lane family myself, but I think the house is still owned by the Lanes. But then I may be wrong. I think all the Lanes are dead. Miss Mary Smith lives there all alone.”

At the mention of the name Lane, Benny looked up quickly. Could the L on the locket stand for Lane? That surely seemed a good guess.

“Do you remember when Miss Smith moved in?” asked Henry.

“Well, yes and no, you might say,” the manager answered.

“I guess you mean you were too young to remember,” said Benny.

The man laughed. “No, I am not too young. I was right here when suddenly, just like that, Miss Mary Smith lived in the Tower House. She came in the night and nobody saw her move in. When morning came, bang! there she was.”

“You see her around Beachwood?” Jessie asked.

“She comes out once in a while to buy food or to go to the post office. That’s about all. I’d say she just doesn’t like people.”

“That’s funny,” said Benny. “I can’t understand that.”

The manager smiled at Benny and said, “Well, you like everybody. That’s why you can’t understand.”
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But Benny did not quite agree. He said, “I think everyone likes people. But some people don’t know that they do.”

“Maybe you are right,” the older man said. “I have an aunt who never smiles, but it is because she is shy.”

“We have a special reason for wanting to talk to Miss Smith,” Henry told the manager. And he explained about the locket with the picture of the Tower House in it.

“And the L must stand for Lane,” Benny added. “You have already helped us.”

“I’m surprised Miss Smith even opened the door,” the man said. “She is a strange person. Now, understand—I don’t know this for a fact—but I think Miss Smith is an artist and paints pictures.”

Benny looked surprised. “Why?” he asked. “Why do you think so?”

“About every month or so, I know that Miss Smith mails a package to New York. I understand it always goes to the same address, which is on one of the avenues where dealers buy and sell paintings.Pictures come through in a special kind of box. I used to work in a city post office, and that’s how I know. Miss Smith uses the same kind of box.”

“Miss Smith may be a painter,” Violet said thoughtfully.

“I don’t know what she paints,” the man said. “She hardly ever goes out. She doesn’t look around her or paint the sea or houses.”

Violet said, “A real artist can paint anything and sell it. A door or a window or an old chair.”

Benny said, “Even a design in a carpet.”

The man laughed. “I suppose you’re right. Anyway if she is an artist, that is probably the way she earns money.”

“Wouldn’t you think she would want people to see her work?” asked Violet. “She sounds so odd.”

The manager went on slowly and his voice was low. “I do hear all sorts of wild stories about Miss Smith. Of course I am not ready to believe them. But I have heard that she keeps a hundred cats in that tower.”

“A hundred cats!” exclaimed Jessie. “I can’t believe that many, but maybe one or two.”

“Or no cats at all,”added the manager. “People like to make up stories about anyone they don’t understand.”

Benny said, “I bet she does keep cats. When she opened the door, we were standing near enough to smell something. It really smelled like the lion house at the zoo. What a smell!”
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The manager looked at Benny.“That is the first real proof I have ever heard that there might really be cats at the Tower House. People are often a lot like their pets. Miss Smith is like a cat, very quiet.”

“What makes you say that?” asked Benny.

“When she buys stamps and envelopes, she has a little paper she gives to the clerk, saying how many stamps she wants and what kind. Miss Smith doesn’t have to say a word. She pays for them and goes out. She always seems to have money.”

“But I should think she would be interested in a locket that has a picture of her own house,” Benny said. He felt there was a puzzle here he should be able to solve. “Would you like to see the locket?”

“Indeed I would,” said the man. He held the locket and then opened it carefully.

“Well,” he said in surprise. “You didn’t tell me there was a picture of a cat inside. I am sure that this cat must have died long ago. But probably Miss Smith has a young cat a lot like this. Who knows?” He laughed.

Benny put the locket back in his pocket.

Henry said, “I guess we’ll have to think what to do next. You have helped us a lot. Now we have some idea of what Miss Smith does to keep busy.”

Jessie said, “Let’s go back to the beach. We’ve done enough today.”

On the way back to the trailer, Benny said, “I can’t wait to tell Mr. Lee what we have learned so far.”

“I wonder if we’ll see anyone walking on the beach at midnight,” said Henry.

Violet said, “I hope not!”

Benny really meant to wake up during the night. He wanted to see if anyone would be on the beach at midnight. But he swam so much that he slept very soundly. Nothing as quiet as footsteps in the sand could waken him. Henry never stirred, and neither did Jessie or Violet.

Early in the morning, however, the Aldens were outside, having breakfast as usual. The kettle was boiling, and Mr. Lee’s special chair and cup were ready.

“He’s late,” Benny said.

“Not yet,” replied Henry. “But we ought to see him in the distance.”

Then he came, walking along with Richard and carrying his metal-finder.He did not stop often because he wanted to see the Aldens as much as they wanted to see him. He walked faster and was soon near enough to speak.

“How did you get along in town?” he called.

“Quite well,” said Jessie, pouring the hot tea.

“You are spoiling me,”said the old gentleman. “When you go home, I shall miss my extra breakfast. Do tell me what you did.”

One by one, the Aldens told about Miss Smith’s closing the door in their faces, about the Red Apple, the manager’s ideas, and the cats.

Mr. Lee nodded. “The manager is right about the cat in the picture. It can’t be living now. But it was surely a beautiful cat.”

“We’re going to see if we can find out more about Miss Smith,” Benny said. “I still wonder why she didn’t even want to see the locket.”

“Mr. Lee, what did you do while we were gone?” asked Jessie.

“Oh, I was going to tell you,” he said, fishing in his pocket. He took out a very large coin. “I found this buried two feet down, right in front of the biggest cottage. It is a very old coin and I should think valuable.”

The Aldens looked at the old coin. “Think how long this has been lost!” exclaimed Jessie.
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“Yes,” said Mr. Lee. “It may have been lost way up under the cottage long before there was a house there. It probably worked its way downhill. I have marked the place. I shall dig deeper there this winter and may find other things. There is no one around to bother me when the weather is cold.”

“Someone at the cottage didn’t lose that coin?” asked Violet.

“No, I’m sure not. They have been here only a week, and the coin was buried deep. It was lost a long time ago. Once I found a 1937 buffalo nickel. That is a very special coin, too. And yesterday I found a Boy Scout pin. It belonged to the boy in the house next to mine. That was the best part of my day—to see his face when I gave him his pin.”

The Aldens couldn’t help but notice that the best part of Mr. Lee’s adventure had been finding the Boy Scout pin, not the valuable coin.


Chapter 6　Benny to the Rescue
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After Mr. Lee had gone, Benny said, “I’ll tell you what let’s do. Let’s drive around behind the Tower House. If we go very slowly maybe we can see a back window.We wouldn’t seem to be looking.”

“Fine,” said Henry. “I can’t believe those stories about a hundred cats are true.”

“Maybe they are, Henry,” said Jessie. “Remember that strong smell.”

“Let’s go,” said Benny. He took his tray into the kitchen, and the others followed.

Soon the Aldens were driving up a beach road they had not taken before. It suddenly turned to the right.

“I guess nobody uses this road,” said Henry. “We’ve met no cars or people.”

“Slower!” said Benny. “Just crawl along, and then we can see.”

But there was not much to see, even though Henry drove as slowly as he could.Large trees stood at the back and sides of the Tower House. Everything looked wild and as if no one cared.

All at once the Aldens saw two small boys. They had towels around their shoulders. They were going to the beach.The boys noticed the Aldens looking toward the Tower House.
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“Hey!” called one of the boys. “Going to see the old witch?”

Henry stopped the car. “Old witch?” he asked.

Yeah,” replied the boy, pointing to the Tower House.The upper floors of all the towers were boarded up. “Don’t you know an old witch lives there with one hundred cats?”

Violet said in a quiet voice,“How do you know?”

“Everybody knows. Ask anybody.”

The other boy said, “I know I’d never go there. Not on a bet.”

Jessie said,“We saw the woman who lives there.Her name is Miss Mary Smith.”

“Aw, you saw her by daylight, going grocery shopping. You never saw her running on the beach at night, I bet. She goes to howl at the moon.”

“Nonsense!” said Jessie. “Nobody howls at the moon, except maybe dogs.”

“You’re sure of yourself, aren’t you? Well, we’re warning you. Don’t hang around this house. She can put a hex on you as easy as looking at you. And she’s got those hundred cats. Cats can be crazy, too. She feeds them raw meat.”

“Doesn’t she buy cat food?” asked Violet.

“Naw, never. She buys raw meat, pounds of it, and that makes them wild. Didn’t you ever hear of an old witch and her cats?”

“Yes, on Halloween,” answered Henry. “But Miss Smith is a real person, not a witch.”

“Have it your way,” said the other boy. “You’ll get out of here if you know what’s good for you. Just don’t have anything to do with the Tower House. It’s haunted.”

“We don’t believe in haunted houses,” said Benny. “There is always some reason if you can just find it.”

“That’s what you think. For one thing, her name can’t be Mary Smith. That’s just a made-up name. And why does she shut herself up and never speak to anybody?”

The first boy said, “One day I threw a stone at that window, the big one. And you know what? Mary Smith got a big piece of glass and lugged it home and put it in herself. Never said a word about it to anybody.”

You think that was crazy?” asked Benny.

Yes, I do. Anybody else would have told the police. But she didn’t. You know why? She doesn’t want the police to know too much about her. She’d rather pay for that big window pane and fix it herself.”

Henry asked,“Why did you break her window, anyway?”

Well, I just felt like throwing a stone, and the kid with me said to go ahead. He’d like to see what she would do about it.”

“And you found out,” Benny nodded. “I’m sorry for Miss Smith or whoever she is. That glass must have cost plenty. It must have been heavy, too.”

“The old witch has money, that’s for sure,” said the boy. “She buys lots of food for herself. I’m not sorry for her. You can be sorry if you like, not me.”

And the two boys went off, swinging their towels.

The Aldens sat perfectly still in the car. At last Jessie spoke slowly. “Of course Miss Smith isn’t a witch. But there is something very wrong about her. I wish I knew what it was.”

Yes,” agreed Benny. “I don’t know why she didn’t take the locket. She could have looked at it anyway. But she just shut her door.”

The Aldens looked toward the big window behind the bushes. There was no curtain. Nothing moved inside. There was no sound.

“Everything looks so hot and dry,” Jessie said. “Even the weeds look brown.”

“I suppose we’re just wasting our time,” Violet said at last. “Let’s go and do our grocery shopping, Henry.”

Henry began to back the car to turn it around on the narrow back road. Suddenly Benny heard something.

“Hey, Henry, did you hear that? Me-ow! That was a cat. Stop again.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” replied Henry. “The car makes such a racket backing on these stones.”

“Well, I did,” said Benny. “I heard meow just as plain as anything.”

The family waited. Nobody else heard anything.And even Benny heard nothing more. They turned around and watched the window again.

“Was that a shadow?” whispered Jessie.

“It looked like a shadow,” whispered Benny.

Then a pure white cat jumped up on the windowsill behind the glass. “Mee-ow,” it cried.

“There!” exclaimed Benny. “There is one of the hundred cats for you!”

“What a beauty,”whispered Violet.“Pure white.I wish I could see his eyes. He looks so soft and furry. And look at his big tail.”

The cat sat down on the windowsill and began to wash its paws.The Aldens could see him plainly.

Violet said, “I think that is a Persian cat.”

Benny said, “Now we know there is at least one cat in the Tower House. Maybe there are ninety-nine more hidden away.”

Henry said, “We’ve been here quite a long time. If anyone besides the cat in the Tower House has seen us, it might not be good. After all, we don’t want Miss Smith to think we are spying on her.”

“I didn’t think of that,” said Jessie. “Yes, let’s go.”

Jessie and Violet did the shopping. The boys walked along Main Street, looking in the windows. There were all sorts of things for the summer people to buy. An art store had oil paintings of the ocean. Then the boys crossed the street.

Most of the buildings on that side were made of wood, and some were quite close together.

Henry and Benny came to the fire station. Benny waved at one of the firemen. “Hot, isn’t it?” he called.

The fireman nodded. “Bad weather for firemen,”he said. “Everything is so dry. This is when a fire can spread fast.”

“Come on, Benny,” Henry said. “Let’s go back to the car. The girls should have their shopping done now.”
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Jessie and Violet were waiting. “I’m going for a swim as soon as we get back,” Violet said, getting into the car.

“Let’s just take one more look at the Tower House on our way back,” Benny said.

As the car came near the old house, Henry slowed down. All at once Benny exclaimed, “Stop, Henry! Stop right here.”

Before anyone could say a word Benny had the car door open and had jumped out. He was running back along Main Street as fast as he could.

“What—” Henry started to say. Then he stopped. At that moment Violet said, “Henry, I smell something burning!”

“Me, too,” Jessie said.

Henry and the girls jumped out of the car and looked around. The car was safe. But why had Benny run off ? Now he had disappeared.

Suddenly Violet said, “Look, Henry! The grass in the yard is on fire!”

As she spoke, a flame reached the bushes. The dry leaves blazed up high.

“Get back!” Henry said. “I’ll go for help.”

But help was already there. The fire engine pulled in just as Henry started. Benny came racing after it.

Jessie exclaimed, “Oh, that’s where Benny was.He smelled smoke and ran back for the firemen.”

Even before Benny reached the girls, a fireman was turning a chemical fire extinguisher on the bushes. Another fireman was beating out the grass fire.

Everyone was so busy that they did not see the side door of the Tower House open just a crack. No one saw that there were now three cats on the windowsill of the big back window.

Nobody thought that Miss Smith, inside the house, could hear every word.
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The fire blazed high for a moment, and then it began to die down. Before anyone walking past could call, “Fire! Fire!” the danger was over.

The fire chief came over to the Aldens. He said, “This was only a small brush fire. Only the bushes and the grass burned. But in fifteen minutes it would have been a big house fire. This house could have burned to the ground. Then the fire could have spread to the next row of houses on the hill. The wind is blowing the right way for that. You saved Miss Smith’s house, and maybe her life, young man.” He looked at Benny.

Benny said slowly, “People don’t seem to like Miss Smith. Do you think somebody started the fire?”

“No, I don’t think so,” the fireman answered. “Maybe someone threw a cigaret in the bushes.”

“Here you are,” said another fireman. “Here’s the end of a cigaret right at the edge of the grass.”

“People are so careless,” the first fireman said. “If this had happened at night, the whole town of Beachwood could have burned.”

There was still a smoky smell in the air, but the fire was out. The firemen went back to their truck.

“Good work,”the fire chief said to Benny. “You ran for help. You didn’t waste any time trying to put the fire out by yourself.”

Violet looked toward the Tower House, then she said, “Quick, look over there!”

The door was open just wide enough so that Miss Smith could look out. When she saw Violet, she called, “Who saved our house?”

“That boy, Benny. My brother,” Violet said. “He ran to get the fire department to come.”

“Which boy is Benny?” asked Miss Smith.

“Right here. Me,” said Benny.

Miss Smith looked at him and said, “Good!” Then she went in and shut the door. The Aldens looked at each other.

Henry said, “Miss Smith isn’t very friendly.”

Jessie said, “I told you it would be slow. It will take more than a fire to make friends with Miss Smith. She has been shut up alone too long.”

“Well, Ben, you didn’t do it to be thanked,” Henry said.

“No,” answered Benny. He was very quiet. He was thinking.

As the Aldens drove back to the beach trailer, Jessie said, “I’m glad nobody set that fire. After that boy told us about breaking that window for nothing, I could believe almost anything.”

“Right,” agreed Henry. “I can’t blame Miss Smith for not being very friendly.”

Then Benny burst out, “You know what? I think there are two people living in Tower House! I don’t think Miss Smith lives there all by herself.”

“We know she has cats,” Jessie said slowly.

“I don’t mean the cats,” Benny said firmly. “I think another person lives there, too.”

“Everybody says she lives alone, Ben,” argued Henry.

Violet asked,“What makes you think that, Benny?”

Benny answered quickly,“Don’t you remember she said, ‘Who saved our house?’ Not my house. When she said that, she didn’t mean the cats. I’m sure of it.”

“Well, you may be right,” said Jessie.

“Maybe I am,” Benny agreed. “And maybe that locket belongs to this mysterious person, and that is why Miss Smith wouldn’t take it.”

“I begin to see!” Henry said, nodding. “If she took the locket, that would give her secret away!”


Chapter 7　Violet’s Adventure
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Benny woke very early next morning. He looked out and saw that the weather had changed. It was very windy. The waves were high and the sand was blowing.

Benny pulled on an old pair of pants and a sweatshirt.He wanted to race along the beach, barefoot, and have the whole place to himself.

Without waking Henry or the girls,Benny opened the door and slipped outside.

The very first thing, he stubbed his toe on a stone.

“Ow!” he exclaimed. “That stone wasn’t there last night. Now who in the world would put a stone right in my way?”

Then suddenly he saw a piece of white paper blowing away. He raced after the paper.

The wind blew it high, then low. At last it dropped on the sand.

“Got you!” said Benny. He put his foot on it, until he could pick it up. “That stone I stepped on was holding you down.”

Benny soon saw that the paper was a sheet of writing paper, folded in half. On the outside something was written in old-fashioned writing. Benny could hardly read it in the dim light, but at last he made out the words, “Thank you.” Then he opened the paper and looked inside. He read the message twice.It did not seem to make any sense. It said, “All thanks you. We all thank you.”

That was it. Benny turned the paper over. He folded it again. “Who wrote this?” he thought. “And it must be for us, right in front of our trailer. That sentence, ‘All thanks you,’ isn’t even good English.”

He started back to the trailer house. Now he looked around to see if anyone was in sight. The beach was empty from one end to the other.

“Perhaps there are footprints,” Benny thought.

But all he found were his own barefoot tracks he had just made chasing the paper.
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Near the door Benny found what he was looking for. There were three small footprints on the hard sand. “They look like a child’s shoes,” he thought.

Two footprints pointed toward the trailer, and one was made as the person turned to go toward the water. But that was all. Everything else was washed away by the tide. There was nothing to show where the nighttime visitor had come from or gone.

But Benny still had the note. He read it again. Then he opened the door of the trailer and found Henry and the girls just waking up.

“Look!” Benny called. “A new mystery!”

Everyone took turns looking at the note, reading it, and then looking out at the beach.

At last Jessie said, “Well, I don’t know what to make of this.”

“We can show it to Mr. Lee,” Benny said.

“If he’s out on a windy morning like this,” Henry said. “The weather has changed.”

“Let’s have breakfast inside,” Jessie suggested.“Ben, you sit where you can watch for Mr. Lee.”

But although everyone watched, Mr. Lee and Richard did not come down the beach. There was not a sign of them. Jessie let the hot water for the tea grow cold. Everyone felt a bit sad and uneasy.

Benny still thought about the note.“‘All thanks you,’” he said. “That bothers me.”

Henry said, “Let me see that note again. The writing is hard to read. Do you think it really says ‘all’?”

“I don’t know what else it could say,” Benny answered. “I would really like to know what it means.”

“We all would,” Jessie said. “But I give up. I don’t think we’ll ever know what the message means or who was supposed to read it.”

Benny folded the paper and put it in his pocket. “Let’s go to town,” he said. “It’s too stormy to go swimming. There isn’t much to do here.”

Nobody else really wanted to say this, but they were restless not doing anything.

“Something may come up,” Benny said. “But it is more likely to come up in Beachwood than out here.”

“We’ll just wait until after lunch, Benny,” said Jessie. “Then we’ll go up to Beachwood.”

After the lunch dishes were done,they all changed their clothes and climbed into Henry’s car.

They were soon on Main Street in Beachwood, but Henry had a hard time parking the car.

“I forgot this was shopping day,” said Henry, looking everywhere for a parking place. “I guess the windy weather made everybody decide to come to town.”

At last, far down the Main Street, almost at the very end, Henry found room to park. In fact, there was space for two or three cars along the curb.

“One place is all I need,” Henry said, laughing. He put a coin in the meter.

“Look at the crowd,” Benny exclaimed. “Let’s just walk down the street with the crowd. I didn’t know Beachwood had so many people.”

“It doesn’t, Ben,” Jessie told him. “You’ll notice half this crowd comes in from the beaches. The town people are all pale, and the visitors are tanned.”

“And the town people take their time and drive along slowly,” Benny said. “But look at some of the beach people!”

“That’s right,” Henry agreed. “Those drivers expect you to keep out of their way. If you don’t, too bad!”

The Aldens had worked their way down Main Street as far as the drugstore. The street was thick with cars, and people were looking for parking places and honking their horns. What a racket!

Henry and Benny, with Jessie between them, walked along quickly. But Violet stopped to look in a window.

Suddenly Violet cried out, “Oh, look! Look at that cat!”

And before Henry or anyone else could stop her, she ran out into the street. She threw her left hand high in the air to stop the cars coming toward her. There was a noise of grinding gears, and all the cars stopped with a jerk.

Paying no attention, Violet bent over and picked up an enormous gray cat. He was crouching in the dust of the street, and trembling all over.

With the cat safe in her arms, Violet ran back to the sidewalk.

“Did you see that?” a man asked his wife. “That girl risked her life for a cat. She could have been killed!”

Jessie and Henry took Violet between them and led her through the crowd. Violet had the big cat safe in her arms, and indeed the cat did not try to get away.

The drugstore clerk had come to the door of his store. He watched as the postman spoke to Violet.

The postman said, “That’s Miss Smith’s cat. She lives in Tower House. But I don’t think she’ll let you in.”

“She’ll let you in this time—when she sees you coming with her cat,” said the clerk.

People turned to look and smile at Violet. She was a pretty picture in her lavender shorts, a lavender scarf over her hair. And against the lavender was the great gray cat, with long soft fur and beautiful big eyes.

The cat lay still in Violet’s arms, although she could feel its heart beating fast. He seemed to know that he was safe from all the noise.

The Aldens walked across to the Tower House, and this time Benny rapped. He did not have to rap again, for the door opened at once. There stood a new Mary Smith. She was very much upset and frightened.

“Oh, come in! Bring the cat in. I let him out! I am to blame,” Miss Smith said all in one breath. “To think he could have been run over in the street!”

The cat seemed to be comfortable in Violet’s arms. It did not move or try to get down.

When Miss Smith told Violet and Benny to go into the house, they did so. They looked quickly around the room. They both noticed a long black velvet curtain which hung from the ceiling to the floor at the end of the room. But they were amazed at Miss Smith. She was shaking, really shaking.
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Violet said, “You’d feel better if you made a cup of hot tea. Why don’t you get one? We’ll be careful when we go out and not let your cat out again.”

Miss Smith actually smiled at Violet. “Oh, I believe I will,” she said. “That cat is Ali Baba the Third, and to think I nearly lost him! You stay just a minute. I don’t want any tea.”

Miss Smith went through the black curtain at the end of the room. She was careful not to let any light shine into the room beyond.

Violet looked about and noticed that the furniture was old and fine and the carpet was an oriental one. She still held the big cat.

Jessie and Henry had been a few steps behind Benny and Violet. When Miss Smith had asked them to come in, she had been too excited to notice Henry and Jessie. They were left out, on the other side of the door.

“We sure were left out in the cold,” Henry said. “I wish we knew what was going on inside the Tower House.”

“I thought Violet and Benny would be right out,” Jessie said. “But I am sure they are all right.”

“We’ll wait, then try knocking,” Henry decided.

Inside the house, Miss Smith soon came back to her guests. She was still upset. “I let him out!” she repeated. “I just opened the door a crack and out he went, flying. I let him out.”

Benny and Violet could not understand this. But they were not going to leave Miss Smith until she felt better. Nobody could be less like a witch than Miss Smith!
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“I love cats,”said Violet. “And so does Benny.”

“I see you do.I never saw that cat go to anybody, not even me. You must have a way with you. Do you have a cat?”

“No, we have a dog,” replied Violet, smiling.

Benny said,“I can just see Watch if we brought home a cat. He’s a dog that doesn’t like cats.”

“Most dogs don’t,” said Miss Smith, still trembling.

If Violet and Benny had known it, Miss Smith had talked more in the last five minutes than she did in most weeks. She couldn’t seem to stop saying, “I am to blame. I’m the one who let him out.”

Violet still held the cat. She said, “Don’t blame yourself so much. Look, here is the cat, safe in the house. And he’s beginning to purr. Nobody else, surely, is blaming you.”

But Miss Smith certainly acted as if someone else was blaming her. She stared at the cat and said, “I never saw Ali Baba friendly with anyone before. He’s a very wild cat.”

Benny said,“He knows Violet loves him. Animals know when anyone really likes them.”

It was odd that neither Benny nor Violet thought once of the locket and the picture of the cat in it. But they were too busy thinking of Miss Smith and her troubles. Then, out of the corner of his eye, Benny saw the black curtain move.

“That is no cat,” Benny thought. “I’m sure there are two people here, just as I thought.”

Violet had the same idea. Miss Smith disappeared behind the curtain again for a minute. When she came back, she said, “Would you do something for me, little girl?”

Violet did not feel that she was a little girl, but she said, “Of course. I hope it is something I can do.”

“What can Miss Smith want?” Benny wondered.

“Come back tomorrow morning when the sun is just right. About ten o’clock. Can you do that? Will you? And wear the same clothes.”

Violet was too surprised to speak, so Benny said, “Yes, she can.”

Miss Smith seemed better now, and Violet put the cat down. “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten,” she said. “Good-bye.”

The minute Violet and Benny joined Jessie and Henry they began to tell them all that had happened.

“Miss Smith said I was to come when the light was right,” Violet said. “I can’t guess what she means.”

Benny had a fine idea. “I think Miss Smith wants to paint a picture of Violet with the cat in her arms.”

They all agreed. Jessie said,“Violet was certainly a picture with all that gray and violet color.”

“What a story we’ll have for Mr. Lee,” Benny said. “I’m sure he thought we’d never get inside the Tower House.”

In all the excitement, Benny and Violet forgot about the cat’s name. After all, a great deal had happened in a short time.

The next morning Mr. Lee was surprised at all the news. He thought exactly as the Aldens did. When they told him of Miss Smith’s request, he agreed that probably Violet was going to sit for her picture with the cat in her arms.“Otherwise,” remarked Mr. Lee, “she wouldn’t have told Violet what color to wear.”

At exactly ten o’clock Henry stopped the blue car in front of the Tower House and Violet got out. Miss Smith opened the door before she had time to knock.

“Go in, please,” Miss Smith said. She pushed back the black curtain.

Violet found herself in an artist’s studio. Sunshine came in through the large back window, and there was light everywhere. And sure enough, there was another person! She came out of the shadows.

She was a tiny little woman, dressed in a smock, all covered with paint. She looked sharply at Violet.

“Sit here,” she said suddenly. “Good of you to come. Take up Ali Baba.”

Now Violet never picked up a cat. She always waited for the cat to come to her. She explained this now as she saw the cat lying asleep on a silk cushion.She did not wait long.Ali stretched himself and jumped lightly into her lap.

“A marvel,”said the artist. She wasted no time but began to draw very quickly on the paper on the easel.

You don’t have to sit still,” she said gruffly. “Don’t look at Ali. Look at me.”

Violet obeyed. The cat settled down in her arms exactly as he had done the day before. He felt safe.

“How will you get home, child?”asked the little woman.

“Oh, my brother Henry is waiting with the car. They are all waiting.”

“Who is ‘all’?”

“Well, my sister Jessie, Henry, my big brother, and Benny, my younger brother. There are four of us.”

“Four of you?”said the little woman.“Yes, that’s right. A loving family, eh?”

“Oh, yes.”

“I never saw one myself,” said the artist.

You should meet mine,”Violet exclaimed. How sad it must be, Violet thought, to live all one’s life and never know a loving family.

Ali had gone to sleep.His head was lying sideways, and he had stopped purring.

Suddenly Violet asked,“Do you have other cats?”

“Oh, yes. I have ten cats. I like cats better than people, you see. I try not to have anything to do with people.”

Violet thought about that. Here was someone who did not want to make friends. If Ali had not escaped from the house, Violet would never have been invited to come in.

Without even having begun to paint, the artist said, “That’s all. Come tomorrow, child.” And she handed Violet a note that said, “Please be ready for me at 10. Thank you.”

“I will be,” Violet said. She started to put Ali Baba back on the cushion, talking to him all the time. He growled softly. He was very comfortable and did not want to be moved.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to hold you,”Violet promised.She did not even try to look at the picture. She knew it was not done and she would have to wait.

The artist called, “Mary, please let this little girl out. We are finished for today.” And to Violet she said with great charm, “Thank you, my dear, for coming.”

“Just a minute, Ruth,” Violet heard Miss Smith answer. And in a moment she appeared and led Violet to the door.

You’ve made Miss Lane and me happy,” Miss Smith said quickly. Her cheeks were pink as she spoke, and suddenly Violet knew that this was a very shy person. How wrong everyone in Beachwood was about Miss Mary Smith!


Chapter 8　An Invitation
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Violet was hardly in the car when the questions began.

What happened in there?” Benny asked.

You’re all right?” Jessie wanted to know.

Miss Smith didn’t scare you today, did she?” asked Henry.

Violet laughed. “It was all a surprise,” she said. “It’s hard to know where to begin.”

“Begin at the beginning,” said Benny.

“First,” Violet said, “we were wrong about Miss Smith. So is everyone else, too. She isn’t an artist at all.”

“But—” Benny said.

“Miss Lane, Miss Ruth Lane, is the artist,” Violet explained. “She’s a tiny little woman. That big window at the back of the Tower House is the room where she works.”

Henry said,“Wait a minute.You said Ruth Lane. We know the house was owned by the Lane family. But no one ever said anything about a Ruth Lane.”

Benny said, “Ruth Lane—R.L. There we are! Those are the initials on the locket. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Jessie said, “So there are two women who live in the Tower House.”

“And ten cats,” Violet added. “It’s funny, you don’t notice the way the house smells after you’ve been inside for a little bit.”

The talking stopped for a moment. Then Benny said, “So it looks as if Miss Smith keeps house for Miss Lane.”

Yes,” Violet agreed. “Miss Lane says she doesn’t like people. She just likes cats. But she was very nice to me. Maybe she surprised herself and liked having company.”

“She probably thinks you are all right because you saved her cat,” Benny said.

“Did Miss Lane paint your picture?” asked Henry.

Violet shook her head. “No, she just made a pencil drawing while I held Ali. She wants me to come back tomorrow at the same time. She gave me this little note. I guess she doesn’t want me to forget.”

“Let’s see,” Benny said. He unfolded the paper Violet gave him and read, “‘Please be ready for me at 10. Thank you.’”

Suddenly Benny began to feel in all of his pockets until at last he pulled out another paper. He unfolded it and put it beside Miss Lane’s note.

“Look at that!” he said. “I think I understand something now.”

All the Aldens looked at the two notes.

“The same kind of paper!” Violet said.

“And the same writing, I’m almost sure,” Henry said, beginning to smile. “See the ‘thank you’?”
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Benny said, “That’s what I think. But what about that funny sentence, ‘All thanks you’? Miss Lane wouldn’t write that, would she, Violet?”

Then Violet made a clever guess. “Let me see those notes,” she said. “Look, Benny, the word isn’t all. It’s the name Ali. The letter i looks like the letter l.”

Benny said, “Then the note says ‘Ali thanks you. We all thank you.’ And Ali Baba is Miss Lane’s favorite cat, so she must have written the note and put it by our trailer. Well, that’s another mystery solved.”

“Not quite,” Henry said. “That thank-you note was written after the grass fire in the Tower House yard. But Miss Lane and Miss Smith didn’t know who we were or where we were living. How did the note get delivered?”

Violet said, “I don’t know. But the note fits with the ladies being so shy.I really never met anyone as shy as Miss Lane and Miss Smith.”

“I wish Miss Lane wanted to paint my picture,” Benny said. “Maybe I could find out how she knew us and where we lived at the beach.”

Just before sunset that evening, Mr. Lee walked down the beach with Richard. He did not have his metal-finder with him. He was interested in hearing about Violet’s visit.

When he had heard all the news,he said, “There are famous paintings of cats, and the artist’s name is Ruth Lane. There are a lot of people who buy and collect those paintings. In fact I’ve seen cat portraits by Ruth Lane in New York shops. But I just happen to like dogs better than cats.”

Mr. Lee patted Richard, and the big dog wagged his tail.

The Aldens walked with Mr. Lee along the beach until he was nearly home.

“I don’t think I’ll be taking any midnight walks,” Mr. Lee said as they told him goodnight. “I mean I feel I’ll sleep well tonight,”he added quickly.

As the Aldens walked back toward the trailer, Benny said, “I wonder what Mr. Lee meant about not taking a midnight walk.That remark just slipped out. He seemed sorry right after he said it.”

Henry laughed at Benny and said, “There you go again. Still looking for mysteries.”

But Benny was stubborn. “Well, there are still a few mysteries. One big one is why Miss Smith doesn’t want that locket. It just has to have something to do with her or Miss Lane.”

Jessie said, “Tomorrow’s another day. Maybe we’ll find the answer then. I think it’s time for bed.”

On her second visit to Miss Lane, Violet knew what to expect. She knew that the little artist had a sharp tongue, and she didn’t mind too much. Violet felt sorry for the little lady who had shut herself off from people.

As Violet sat down in the chair, Miss Lane said, “Never mind holding the cat. I can paint him in any time. I’ve drawn your arms.”

Then Violet noticed that Miss Lane was painting today, not drawing. She worked quickly, almost as if she were painting a house, Violet thought.
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You paint fast,” Violet remarked.

“I have to,” answered the artist. “This paint dries in twenty minutes. It’s not oil. It’s acrylic paint. Look right at me. Never mind smiling.”

This amused Violet. She couldn’t help smiling a little. She knew Miss Lane was painting her eyes.

Suddenly without any warning, Miss Lane said, “Good. That’s enough. Come day after tomorrow.”

Violet got up and started to go out. Miss Lane said, “Look at the picture if you want to.”

“Oh, may I?” asked Violet, surprised. She took one look at the picture.“That looks exactly like me!” she said.

Yes, it does. Today was easy. Everything came right,and the colors are just right.”Miss Lane looked very much pleased.

Violet said, “It must be wonderful to paint so well. You must be very happy.”

Miss Lane shrugged but said nothing.

Violet asked, “Will you sell this?”

“Probably.”

“I hope people won’t know it is my picture,” Violet exclaimed.“You aren’t going to put my name on it, are you?”

“No,” Miss Lane said gruffly. “The name of the picture is ‘Girl with Cat.’”

“Oh, thank you,” Violet said.

“I’ll do more than that,” Miss Lane went on. “I’ll change the mouth so the picture doesn’t look like you. I’ve never changed a picture before for anybody.”

“Oh, that’s very kind of you!” Violet burst out. “I know an artist doesn’t like to change his picture.”
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Miss Lane had certainly never been called kind before in her life. But this time she did feel kind—and it was odd, she liked it.

Violet said, “Please don’t change the picture. My grandfather might want to buy it. I do wish you’d paint Benny. But nobody could paint him. He’s never still a minute.”

“I expect he can look straight at me for one minute and then later for another minute?”

“Oh, yes. He’d try. He might not like the idea of sitting still to have his picture painted, but he would do it for Grandfather.”

“Who is this grandfather?” Miss Lane asked.

“Grandfather? Well, we live with him. Our parents died years ago. He is James Henry Alden, and my brother Henry is Henry James Alden. He is the best grandfather anyone ever had.”

You do sound like a very happy family,” Miss Lane said, and Violet thought her voice had a sad sound. The sharpness that had been there earlier was gone.
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Violet said slowly, “I have an idea I hope you will like. Here at the beach we have picnics all the time. We like to eat outdoors. Couldn’t you and Miss Smith take the noon hour and come to have lunch with us? It is really not very far. I’d love to have you know Henry and Jessie and Benny.”

Miss Lane shook her head. “No, I don’t think we’d better.”

“Oh, dear!” Violet said. “We’d all like it so much. I’ll tell you how to make it easier. Henry will come for you about noon, and you won’t have to do a thing but get in the car.”

Something in Violet’s voice and in her smile must have touched Miss Lane. She said, “It is very kind of you. Yes, we can come after all. What time did you say?”

“Well, I said noon, but let’s call it quarter of twelve. By that time Benny will be shouting for lunch. He is always hungry. I’ll tell Jessie.”

“Don’t you have to ask her?”

“Oh, no. Jessie is the housekeeper. She expects things like this—company for lunch.”

Miss Lane called Miss Smith and said, “Mary, we are going out for lunch today.”

Miss Smith looked very surprised.

Violet saw her family waiting in the blue car. She said, “Oh, do please come and meet my family.”

The two women went with Violet to the door. In an instant both Benny and Henry were out of the car. Violet introduced everyone, and the ladies said “How do you do” to each one and nodded stiffly.

The Aldens tried not to look too surprised to see the two women no one in Beachwood knew.

When the blue car was well on its way, Violet said, “Jessie, I’ve asked Miss Lane and Miss Smith to come for a picnic lunch—today.”

“And are they really coming?” asked Benny.

Yes, they are!” Violet answered.

Henry laughed and said, “Violet, sometimes you can really surprise us.”

“It wasn’t so hard,” Violet said. “I think no one has ever tried to ask the ladies before. People have thought they were unfriendly. They’re really just shy.”

“And independent, too,” Jessie said. “They have thought they could get along without people.”

Benny said, “Have you ever noticed that cats are like that, too? They are always independent and like to be free. They don’t make the kind of pets dogs do.”

“Perhaps that’s why the Tower House is a home for ten cats,” Henry said. “But I’d still like to know if Miss Lane and Miss Smith left us that note.”


Chapter 9　Answers at Last
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Jessie said, “For this picnic party I’m going to make sandwiches. I don’t want to take time to make a fire on the beach and cook hamburgers. I’ll make ham sandwiches and tuna and—”

“And peanut butter,” finished Benny.

“Right. And we’ll have quarts of pink lemonade and cookies—everyone likes that.”

Violet said slowly, “The ladies may like coffee, the way Grandfather does.”

“Then I’ll make some hot coffee.”

“We are lucky,” said Henry. “We have had pleasant weather almost every day. Today is just right for a picnic.”

Just at quarter of twelve, Henry’s blue car stopped in front of the Tower House. At the same moment the door of the house opened and Miss Lane came out. Miss Smith followed.
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Violet and Benny had come with Henry. “We left Jessie at the beach,” Benny said, jumping out of the car. “She’s the housekeeper. Miss Lane, you climb in beside Henry, and Miss Smith will sit in the back with Violet and me.”

Miss Lane said, “We could have walked and saved you all this trouble.”

“Oh, but it’s much more fun to ride,” said Benny.“You don’t get so much sand in your shoes, either.”

“What if people see us going for a ride this way?” Miss Smith asked. “What will they think?”

Miss Lane said, “Don’t be silly, Mary. Let them think what they like. We don’t have to speak to anyone else.”

Violet thought suddenly, “This is a big step for these ladies. And it certainly would be a surprise if the people in Beachwood knew. Maybe little boys would stop talking about witches living in the Tower House.”

Down the short back road they went. Henry stopped the car right behind the trailer house.

“Come in,” called Jessie. “We want you to see the house.”

Violet put her hand lightly on Miss Lane’s arm. “This way,” she said.

The two women had never seen a mobile home from the inside. Miss Smith liked the tiny kitchen with a place for everything. Miss Lane liked the living room which changed into a bedroom at night.

You see, it’s quite roomy,” Jessie said.

So, very slowly, the Aldens got their company outdoors onto the sand. The water was very blue and beautiful, and there were now two chairs and a table and a beach umbrella. There was even a little breeze off the water, and it was very comfortable.

Benny threw himself on the sand and said, “Let’s eat, Jessie.”

“Right, Ben. I was just going to ask you to help bring out the things. You get right up. Take a plate of sandwiches in each hand, Benny, and then come back.”

Benny said, “Do I have to take one in each hand, Jessie? Suppose I carry one on my head.”

“Oh, Benny, just don’t drop them,” Jessie answered.

Benny said, “You see, ladies, there is a toothpick and a little sign telling you what kind of sandwiches we have today. This one says Ham, and this says Tuna, and of course mine says Peanut Butter and Jelly.”

Benny’s nonsense was good for the two visitors. They had to laugh, and when they saw the sandwiches, they forgot to feel stiff and shy.
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Miss Lane and Miss Smith sat at the table where they could see the blue water and the Aldens. They could not see the crowd of people behind them. They could hear, but the noise seemed far away.

Miss Smith said quietly, “This pink lemonade reminds me of picnics when I was a little girl.”

Miss Lane had taken her fourth sandwich. She said, “I had forgotten how lovely a picnic can be. Sandwiches and sweet pickles and hardboiled eggs seem to go with a picnic.”

Benny said,“I forgot how swell they are myself.And you haven’t been on the beach for years.”

There was a long silence. Nobody said a thing. At last Miss Lane looked up and said, “Benny, that isn’t quite right. Mary and I were on this beach last night.”

Everyone was too surprised to speak.

Finally Jessie said, “Last night? Why?”

“We come almost every night,”replied Miss Lane. “Don’t we, Mary?”

Mary nodded yes.

“Why?” asked Benny again.

“Never mind, Ben,” said Jessie. “It really isn’t our business.”

“I know it isn’t,” Benny said. “But I’m making it my business. I really want to know. I know it isn’t polite to ask.”

Miss Smith suddenly said, “I don’t blame you a bit. I think you are a very polite boy.”

Miss Lane nodded this time. “I don’t blame you, either. We don’t want to see people or talk to people so we walk on the beach at night. We like the middle of the night. That way we get some exercise and fresh air, and we can sleep in the daytime if we want to.”

You might call us night people, just like our cats,” Miss Smith said.

Miss Lane said, “It was on one of those nights that I lost my locket.”

“Oh, your locket with R.L. on the cover!” Benny exclaimed. “Wait and I will get it for you. I put it in a safe hiding place inside.” In a moment Benny dropped the gold locket into Miss Lane’s hand. “We know now the R.L. is for Ruth Lane.”

“No,” said Miss Lane, shaking her head. “It really doesn’t stand for Ruth Lane. It just happened that way. It first belonged to my grandmother and her name was Rachel Lester. Then my mother had the locket and her name happened to be Rose Lawrence. Then I got it, and my name happened to be Ruth Lane.”

“Isn’t that a surprising story!” Benny said.

Yes, three generations and all R.L., but for three different names. I always thought it was very strange. And I am so glad to have the locket back. It belongs on this gold chain I am wearing.”

Sure enough, Miss Lane had a thick braided gold chain hanging almost to her waist. She took it off and slipped the chain through the locket.

“Found in the sand,” said Benny. “When do you think you lost it?”

“Oh, just before you came to the trailer. We looked for it the night your aunt and uncle went away and before you came. But every night we walk the beach.”

“Our midnight walkers!” Benny exclaimed.“You walk very fast.”

“Indeed yes.”

“Does anyone ever follow you?” asked Benny.

“Oh, yes, many times somebody follows us. We probably look like men because we wear old jackets and pants. Only just the other night a man in a cape followed us. But we knew who he was, so we didn’t mind.”

You knew who he was?” repeated Benny.

“Oh, yes, he is a famous writer, and he lives down the beach in the last cottage.He always wears a cape.”

“Do you know his name?” asked Violet.
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“Oh, yes. Everybody even in Beachwood knows him. He is Daniel Lee.”

The Aldens looked at each other. “We know him,too,”said Henry.“It was his metal-finder that found your locket.”

“No,” said Miss Lane, really smiling now. “It was Benny who found my locket.”

“So it was,” agreed Jessie. “I guess everyone knew who Mr. Lee was except us. And we really thought we knew him best of all.”

“How did you get to know him?” asked Miss Lane.

“He came by and we spoke to him,” replied Benny. “We just said ‘Good morning,’ and he said‘Good morning’. It’s easy to make friends.”

Miss Lane said thoughtfully, “It’s easy for you, Benny. You are like that. I wouldn’t know how to begin after all these years.”

You have already begun,” said Violet gently.

Henry said, “We did see both of you walking along the beach at night. Of course we thought you were two men. We saw the man in a cape following you.”

Miss Smith said rather shyly, “I think Mr. Lee likes to feel he is looking after us. Old people don’t sleep very well at night, and they like to be useful.”

Benny said, “I believe you are right. But I have a question to ask. I found footprints in the sand one morning and this note that said ‘Ali thanks you. We all thank you.’ Did you put it there, or was it a child?”

Miss Lane and Miss Smith looked at each other and really laughed.

Miss Lane said, “We might as well tell you the whole story. Mary and I aren’t used to talking much. We don’t even talk much to each other. But we both began to think we hadn’t properly thanked you for saving our house from the fire. All Mary said was ‘Good.’ And that wasn’t really enough. So I went down early and put the note under a stone. It wasn’t a child who put the note there. See! I have small feet.” She showed them her tiny feet. After all, she was a tiny person.

“Well, that’s settled,” said Benny. “Now one more question. How did you know where we lived?”

Miss Smith answered, “I knew there were four of you. I looked out of the big back window the day of the fire and saw the blue car. We had seen this car parked behind your trailer. So we put two and two together.”

Benny said, “And I thought I was the only one who put two and two together!”

Everyone laughed.

“I understand a lot of things now,” Benny said. “But, Miss Smith, why wouldn’t you take the locket back when we brought it to your house the first time?”

Miss Smith did not answer right away. Then she said slowly, “Well, you took me by surprise. I didn’t have much time to think. And it wasn’t my locket. If I took it, you would know it belonged to somebody else, with R.L. on the cover. And then you might have found out that I did not live alone.”

“I think I see,” said Jessie. “People didn’t understand you, and you didn’t understand them.”

“Maybe,” said Miss Lane. “But we really must go home now. Violet, will you come again tomorrow so that I can finish your picture?”

“I will,” Violet said happily.

“I’ll take you home,” Henry said.

“Oh, no,” said Miss Lane. “We can walk.”

Henry laughed. He said, “I wouldn’t think of letting you ladies walk that far.”

“When we walk at least two miles every night?”

“Even so, this time you are going to ride,” said Henry.


Chapter 10　New Trick for an Old Dog
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When the last day at the beach came, Henry said, “Let’s telephone and ask Grandfather to come down for our last beach picnic.”

“He can meet our new friends—Mr. Lee, Miss Lane, and Miss Smith,” said Benny.

“And Miss Lane has finished the picture,” said Violet.

Jessie said, “We’ll have a picnic for everyone. I’m sure the ladies will enjoy it.”

Mr. Alden said he would be delighted to drive the station wagon down to the picnic. Benny and Violet could drive back with him, and Henry and Jessie could come in the blue car.

Jessie took charge of getting ready. She said, “You boys really sweep out the living room for Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy. We want to leave their trailer as clean as we found it. Violet can dust, and I’ll make sandwiches.”

Everyone bustled around. It did not take long to get everything in perfect order.

Jessie said, “We’ll put four chairs under the beach umbrella. We’ll use the table, too. Grandfather hates to hold a cup and saucer and a knife and fork and eat at the same time.”

“So do I,” Benny said.

“Well then, you sit up at the table, too,” replied Jessie. “We want everyone to be comfortable.”

Just then the station wagon pulled up behind the trailer. “Anybody home?” called a familiar voice.

“Grandfather!” cried Violet, “Come in.”
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At almost the same moment, a voice from the beach called, “Are you expecting visitors?”

“Oh, Mr. Lee, come in,” Jessie said. “Grandfather just came, too.”

“Hi, Dan!” Mr. Alden said.

“Hi, James,” answered Mr. Lee, smiling.

“Do you two know each other?” asked Benny, very much surprised.

“Well, I should say we do,” replied Mr. Alden. “Dan and I have been friends in New York for many years. He knows all about you, and he enjoyed becoming acquainted.”

“Did you ask him to keep an eye on us?” demanded Benny.

“I did not. I always trust you to manage your own affairs and to come to the right person if you have any trouble.”

“It’s all my fault,” said Mr. Lee. “I couldn’t keep away. Every day I looked forward to coming down to visit. It was a pleasure and I am delighted it all turned out so well.”

“Couldn’t have been better,” said Grandfather.

“Yes, I can think of a way it might be even better,”said Mr.Lee,taking his usual chair. Looking at Mr. Alden he laughed and said,“This is my chair, James.”

Yes, and this is mine. No sitting down on the sand for me. I might get down, but I don’t know how I would get up again.”

“I know,” said Benny. “Henry and I would pull you up, that’s what.”

“I have no doubt of that,” said Mr. Alden, and he looked off at the blue water. “And now what was your idea, Dan?”

Mr. Lee answered at once, “Ruth Lane is a good artist. Her paintings are sold all over New York. A great many people come here in the summer, and many of them must like Ruth Lane’s pictures of cats. I think Ruth Lane should have an art exhibit here in Beachwood.”

“That’s an interesting idea,” said Mr. Alden. “How did you know Miss Lane was here when no one else did?”

“Well, I have been coming here for a long time,” answered Mr. Lee. “I heard Miss Lane was living and working somewhere near here. I guessed she was in the old family home, the Tower House. But I knew she never welcomed people. People never saw her, just her friend and housekeeper, Miss Smith.”

“How did you find Miss Lane really did live in the Tower House?” Benny asked.

“Well, I thought the ladies had to go outdoors sometimes just for a change from the house. I found they liked long walks on the beach at night. I thought if I followed them, Miss Lane might possibly talk to me. But she wouldn’t.”

Violet said, “Miss Lane knew who you were. And I think she was rather pleased you were following her.”

Grandfather said, “To go back to the matter of the art exhibit. Do you think Miss Lane would like that? The children seem to think she is shy.”

“She is shy. But I think your grandchildren have helped her see that people are friendly if you only give them a chance.”

Benny said, “Miss Lane and Miss Smith know a lot of things that aren’t true have been said about them in Beachwood. Kids say an old witch with a hundred cats lives in the Tower House. One boy even broke a window just for the fun of it.”

“That’s true,” Mr. Lee said.

“Miss Lane may be shy,” Violet added, “but she knows she is a good painter.”

“She sells her pictures, all right,” said Mr. Lee. “I should think she would agree to an exhibit. But there is another reason why I think she would be delighted.”

“And what is that?” asked Mr. Alden.

“Suppose I told her that the money the exhibit earns would be used for a shelter for stray cats? That is the kind of thing she would like very much.”

“That is the best idea!” said Jessie. “I’m sure she will think it is a fine idea, too. But I didn’t know she had enough pictures for an exhibit.”

“She has,” said Mr. Lee. “There are dozens in New York. Then, James, I think if you asked, some people would loan pictures they have already bought. This could be a very interesting exhibit.”

Violet said, “I think Miss Lane would want to show the picture she painted of Ali and me.”

“And that would help everyone in Beachwood understand Miss Lane better,” Benny said.

“I think so, too,” agreed Jessie.

“Well, I guess Henry can go for the ladies now,” said Mr. Lee.

“He’s already gone,” Jessie told him.

When the blue car arrived, Miss Lane was carrying a basket. She said, “I brought a present for Violet.” Then suddenly she saw Mr. Lee. She said in a low voice, “Hello, Dan. We haven’t met for many years.”

“But now we are neighbors,” said Mr. Lee, “and I hope we’ll meet often. What is in the basket? It seems to be something alive.”

“It is,” replied Miss Lane. “You see, Violet was willing to let me paint her picture.”

Violet looked at the basket—it moved a trifle.

Miss Lane opened the basket and drew out a kitten—a perfectly white kitten with long, soft fur, blue eyes, and a look like a puffball.

“Oh, you lovely little thing!” cried Violet, her eyes shining. “May I hold him?”

Miss Lane set the kitten down on the sand. He sat there with his small tail out straight behind him. Violet took the tiny tail and curled it around him. The little cat instantly uncurled it and curled it up again, just exactly the way Violet had placed it.

“Look at that,” Benny said. “He wants to do it himself.”

Violet replied, “That’s like all cats. I ought to have remembered. I am so used to dogs now.”

Then the little puffball began to climb up the front of Violet’s blouse. His tiny claws were like needles.

Violet pulled him off, but he went right up again. He seemed to know he was Violet’s cat, just as old Watch knew he was Jessie’s dog.

“What’s his name?” asked Benny. “Or hasn’t he a name yet?”

Miss Lane answered, “Yes, his name is Sugar Cookie. He’s a registered cat. His mother is Bluebell the Third and his grandmother was White Clover the Second.”

[image: ]


Violet pulled a blue string across the sand. The kitten followed it like a little wild tiger, biting it and tossing it in the air. Every motion was beautiful.

Miss Lane watched the kitten so closely that everyone began to watch Miss Lane. She saw the kitten’s motions just as she would paint them.

“There is a second present, and it is for Mr. Alden,”said Miss Lane.She took the paper off Violet’s portrait. It was a lovely thing, and it looked exactly like Violet.

Mr. Alden was delighted. He kept looking from the picture to the slender girl and back again. He was wondering if Miss Lane would like the idea of an exhibit.

“Sugar Cookie, let’s eat,” said Benny. “How would you like some warm milk?”

Jessie went in to warm some milk, and Miss Lane sniffed the air. “That coffee smells good,” she said.

Benny and Henry brought out plates of sandwiches and the pickles and cups for the hot coffee. For a few minutes it was busy and then it was very quiet as everyone began to eat.

After his second sandwich, Grandfather looked at Mr. Lee and raised his eyebrows in a question. Mr. Lee nodded.

Mr. Alden began very slowly. “Miss Lane, we have an idea for you and for everyone interested in pictures—and in stray cats, too.”

At this last word, Miss Lane looked up at Mr. Alden. She was most interested in the word cats, stray cats.

Then Mr. Alden explained about the idea of a shelter for cats, a place where stray cats could be kept until good homes were found for them.

“I’d be very much interested in that,”said Miss Lane. “But there must be a catch somewhere.”

“There is!” exclaimed Benny. “You’re smart, Miss Lane.”

“It isn’t really a catch,” explained Mr. Lee. “Of course we must raise money to run such a shelter. You could give a one-man show with nothing but your own paintings.There’d be a small admission charge.The money would go to the shelter. Perhaps people who like cats would come.”

“Perhaps people who like paintings but don’t care for cats would come,” Jessie added.

You are all very clever,” said Miss Lane, nodding. “You all know my weak spot. I may agree to this plan.”

“Oh, I wish you would!” said Violet.

Sugar Cookie was tired out. He had gone to sleep in Violet’s lap, one paw still around the blue string.

“If you wish me to, I will,” said Miss Lane. “Your portrait is the best one I have ever done. Do you mind having it shown?”

Violet said, “No, I don’t mind. I should think I might, but I don’t.”

Benny said, “I wouldn’t mind, but I’m surprised at Violet. Usually she minds things like that.”

The sandwiches were fast disappearing. The hardboiled eggs were all gone. The pickles were gone.

After the cookies were gone, Mr. Lee said good-bye. Grandfather watched him as he walked down the beach. He did not have Richard with him or his metal-finder.

Grandfather said, “Dan is exactly like me.”

“Oh, no, Grandfather,” said Violet, “not just exactly!”

“He thinks the way I do,” said Grandfather. “He wants to get things done, quick, right off. He doesn’t waste any time. You mark my words, he already has the whole art show planned. He knows exactly the people he will invite to help. And I am sure he has a place picked out for the animal shelter, too, and maybe a manager in mind. He probably wants you, Miss Lane, to paint a special picture to help advertise the center.”

“I will, you know,” Miss Lane said. “And now Mary and I must go. I know you all want to start for home. And I have to tell Bluebell why I took her kitten away. She has another, anyway, so she won’t mind too much.”

The Aldens left Grandfather sitting in his chair while they took the two ladies home. They wanted to say good-bye for now and to talk about other visits in the future.
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Miss Lane had tears in her eyes when she said good-bye to Violet. “You’ve helped me more than you know,” she said in a low voice.

“Don’t forget Ali had to run away so that Violet could get to know you,” Benny said.

They had to smile at that. Then the women disappeared into the tower.

Nobody spoke all the way back to the trailer until they saw Mr. Alden drawing a picture in the sand with his cane.

“I bet you have some ideas about the animal shelter,” called Benny.

“Right,” agreed Grandfather. “You come and get these chairs, Ben, and we’ll go home.”

The bags were soon ready. Jessie put the food that was left in a large basket to take home. They looked around the trailer home. It was all ready for Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy to enjoy again.

Grandfather, Benny, and Violet with her kitten went in the first car. Henry and Jessie followed in the blue car.

As they came near home, Violet said, “Now the most important thing is Watch. We simply cannot hurt his feelings. I’m sure he won’t like Sugar Cookie. We’ll have to think of some way to get him to like a kitten.”

Benny said, “Make him think the kitten is his idea. He will like it if he thinks Sugar Cookie is his kitten.”

Violet laughed. “How can we do that, Ben? You tell me.”

But Benny could not think of a way.

Sugar Cookie found a way himself. He didn’t know any better. He expected everyone to be his friend.

Watch was stretched out in the front hall. When he heard the cars stop, he stood up on his four feet and barked a welcome. He did not move. He was getting old.

The family came into the hall. Violet set the white kitten on the floor. In a second, Sugar Cookie ran to Watch, crying meow, me-ow in his baby voice. He had never seen a dog.

Watch had seen cats before, but never one like this. Sugar Cookie walked around Watch’s front paws, rubbing his head against the old dog. The kitten certainly liked him.

Watch lay down. The kitten, tired out, turned around three times and lay down between the dog’s front feet. Watch looked up at Violet as if to say, “Now I’ve got a friend of my own.”

Violet exclaimed, “Oh, Watch, you’ve changed, and I’m so glad.”

Mr. Alden laughed. He said, “This is a good end to a very pleasant adventure at the beach.”

“Not the end, Grandfather,”said Benny. “This is just the beginning of the end.”
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第一章
 　
 班尼的烦恼


Benny’s Problem

“我真的觉得好无聊啊。”有一天，班尼突然抱怨了起来。

“太阳真是打西边出来了呀，班尼·奥登！”哥哥亨利说道，“你这是怎么呢？”

“不是跟你说了嘛，无聊死了，”班尼重复道，“我有整整一个暑假，却不知道究竟该干点什么好。我已经浪费了一个星期，可不想再这么无聊下去了。”

他说着，从椅子上滑了下来。

姐姐杰西点了点头，说道：“你说得没错，班尼。你在学校辛辛苦苦地学习了一年，现在之所以这么无所适从，是因为你的朋友们都不在身边。你这是觉得孤单了。”

“哦，或许吧。”其实班尼心里也不知道是不是真是这样。

奥登爷爷什么也没说。他愿意让自己的四个孙子孙女独立解决遇到的问题。要是他们真的需要帮忙，他会随时慷慨出手的。就在这时，一向话不多的管家麦格雷戈太太突然开口了，令奥登爷爷有些意外。

麦格雷戈太太在奥登爷爷家工作了好多年，早在四个孩子来这里和爷爷一起生活之前，她就已经在这儿干活了。她个头不高，身材小巧，一头浅棕色的头发随意绾在脑后。她一点儿都不讲究打扮，心思都放在做饭以及照顾孩子们和他们的爷爷上了。

她对奥登爷爷说：“我知道怎么回事儿。别看班尼身边有爷爷、哥哥、姐姐，还有宠物狗和宠物猫，他孤单着哩。他是想尝试一些新鲜又刺激的事情。我倒是有一点儿想法。”

奥登爷爷欣然一笑，说道：“说来听听，麦格雷戈太太，我很感兴趣，不管你说什么，我都很想听听。”

“哦，您知道的，我有一个姐姐住在加拿大。她给我写信的时候，常常提起邻居家的一个小男孩，说他也很孤单。他现在十岁了，没有兄弟姐妹，也没什么人找他玩。他似乎很活泼，脑子里总是有些鬼主意。他还很勤快，能帮他的爸爸不少忙。要是他能来这儿做客，肯定会觉得咱们家很棒的。你们根本用不着带他出门，他自己在屋里就能找到不少乐子呢。”

听到这些，班尼单脚一蹦，笑开了花。

“你们看！”杰西·奥登说道，“班尼现在不会孤单啦。”她朝着班尼微微笑了笑，又转向麦格雷戈太太说道：“您真是今天的大救星呀，麦格雷戈太太。”

“那孩子叫什么名字？”维莉问道。

“他的名字叫罗德里克，不过没人这么叫他，大家都叫他罗里。”麦格雷戈太太回答道，“你们要是叫他‘罗德里克’，估计他头都不会回的。他姓比顿。”

“‘罗里’！这名字真不错！”班尼说道，“比起罗德里克来，我更喜欢罗里。”

奥登一家人兴奋不已，好像罗里·比顿当天就要过来一样。可实际上，他们还没邀请人家哩。

杰西若有所思地说：“麦格雷戈太太，您打算让他住哪间屋子呢？班尼隔壁空着的那个房间可不太像是给男孩子住的。墙纸上面都是玫瑰花，样式也很过时了。”

“这事就交给我吧，”麦格雷戈太太回答道，“我会给那房里的床上换上一床红色的床单。至于那些画，没准罗里都注意不到呢。他这孩子可闲不下来，整天忙忙碌碌的，总喜欢找事做。他有可能会让班尼累得够呛。”

“一个十岁的小男孩会让我累得够呛？”班尼非常不服气，“我倒想见识见识！”

这时，爷爷开口了：“你得把那个房间给收拾出来，麦格雷戈太太，不过班尼和其他孩子可以给你打下手。”

“一起去帮忙吧！”班尼招呼着。

“我们愿意帮忙。”维莉说道，“我喜欢给小伙伴布置房间，这活儿相当有意思。咱们现在就动手吧，这样也好打发一些时间呀。”

奥登先生说道：“等等，咱们不用这么着急，说不定罗里的父母不允许他来呢。”

“我觉得他的妈妈一定非常乐意让他过来的，她知道我会在他的身边照顾好他的。”麦格雷戈太太回答道。

爷爷立即朝着电话走去。见此情形，奥登四兄妹笑了起来。爷爷做事一向这么雷厉风行，要么就立马去做，要么就索性不做。

麦格雷戈太太将电话号码给了爷爷，很快，便听到他说道：“您好，请问是比顿太太吗？”

班尼听不见比顿太太都说了些什么，不过爷爷看上去很是高兴。这就意味着，罗里肯定能够过来了。

奥登先生说道：“劳烦您收到罗里的机票后送他上飞机，我们会去机场接他的。是的，麦格雷戈太太很好。实际上，这个主意正是她想到的。”

奥登先生放下电话，说道：“你们别忘了，罗里是加拿大人，他说话的方式和咱们可能不太一样。这一点你们可得注意一下。”

“好，我们会的。”维莉说道，“不管他怎么说话，我们都不会笑话他的。”

“爷爷，您觉得他多久能到这儿？”班尼问道。

“估计三到四天吧，”爷爷回答道，“比顿一家会告诉咱们具体时间的。”

“咱们赶紧准备吧！”班尼说道。

于是，大家立刻跑到了楼上，替即将到来的加拿大客人收拾起房间来，就连亨利也不例外。

“要是罗里住到了我隔壁，”班尼说道，“那我们就可以敲墙壁传递信号啦。”他已经为他的客人制订了一套宏伟的计划。

孩子们打开房门，往里看了看。“确实不像是男孩子住的房间。”杰西说道。

“也不像是给客人住的房间，”维莉补充道，“看那墙纸，样式好老，上面还全是玫瑰花。”她拉开窗帘，阳光从窗口透了进来。

“那墙纸已经有些年头了，”杰西说道，“我们搬到爷爷这儿来时，它就在那儿，那时已经很旧了。”

亨利说道：“我已经很长时间没进来过了，我觉得这儿以前应该是女孩子的房间。”

维莉点了点头，说：“这个房间给我的感觉怪怪的，似乎有些令人伤感。我也不知道为什么。我猜或许是长久没有开门通风的原因吧。”

班尼正在打量着床边墙壁上的一幅画。他说道：“快看这张老照片！是一个女孩子，还有她的家人，站在房子的前廊。”“让我看看，”亨利说道，“呀，班尼！这就是咱家的房子——看，你还可以看到前门和那些台阶。”

“是啊，不过——”班尼说道，“咱家的房子比它大多了，而且侧面还有一座楼，旁边的树木和灌木也更高大一些。”

“那张照片已经有些年头了。”亨利说道。

杰西说：“咱们去问问爷爷吧。说不定，这张照片照完之后，这栋房子又进行了一些改造呢。”

维莉看了看照片和照片中的女孩。突然，她的目光停留在照片里的一扇窗户上。她注意到了谁都没有注意的东西——那扇窗户上贴着一张海报。

“看！”她叫道，“里面有一张海报，上面写着‘柯立芝当选总统’。那是什么时候的事？”

亨利答道：“哦，柯立芝当选总统，让我想想，那是1929年之前的事。”

“这么说那个小女孩现在肯定已经很老了，”班尼说道，“我真好奇她现在是什么样子。”

这时，麦格雷戈太太拿着那床红色的床单走了进来，大家一时把照片的事抛到了脑后。

麦格雷戈太太说道：“就是这个，我想，罗里会喜欢的。”

杰西说道：“没错，这样这个房间看起来就有点像是男孩子的房间了。不过，麦格雷戈太太，您还记得爷爷是什么时候买的这栋房子吗？”

“哦，我来这儿工作时，他刚买下不久。那时我还是个小姑娘呢。真是难以置信，但肯定不止四十年了。”

麦格雷戈太太摇了摇头，接着说：“当你忙碌的时候，时间总是过得飞快。”

“而当你等人的时候，又总是慢得要命。”班尼说道。

大家都笑了起来。班尼和爷爷很像——他们俩都不喜欢等待。


第二章　
 墙上的洞


A Hole in the Wall

奥登四兄妹去机场接罗里，爷爷和麦格雷戈太太同行。大家都格外兴奋，好奇罗里究竟长什么样。

“他在那儿！”班尼激动地喊了出来，向他不停地招手，“他看到咱们啦！”

“噢，比我想象的高多了。”麦格雷戈太太说道。

罗里大约十岁，长得很结实，看起来非常健谈。

亨利开车，罗里坐在他身旁，说道：“亨利，你的车开得真不错呀！我现在太小，还不能开汽车，但是我能在我家的农场上开拖拉机。”

班尼一听，凑到了前排，说道：“你只有十岁，怎么能开车呢？”

“我只在我家那边开，只是在地里，开的也不是汽车。我会开拖拉机，后面还能挂上犁地机和播种机，可我开不了普通小汽车。”

班尼哈哈笑了起来，说道：“我觉得普通小汽车对你来说应该更容易呢。”

“很有可能，”罗里赞同道，“可是我不能开到高速公路上去，我还不知道该如何在车流中开车。”

奥登兄妹并没有特意提起罗里的加拿大口音，反倒是罗里主动说了起来。几乎在他们见面刚开口时，罗里便说：“班尼，你说话真有意思，你说的是‘关于那栋房子’，要我说的话就会是‘管于那栋房纸’。”奥登兄妹都笑了起来。的确，他们和罗里有些单词的发音不太一样。不过，这倒是让这位加拿大朋友更加有趣了起来。

“你在农场上还做些什么呢？”班尼问道。

“我帮爸爸砍树。树砍倒之后，我负责砍掉多余的小树枝，然后再和爸爸一起把树桩刨出来。”

“为什么要做这些呀？”班尼问道。

“噢，砍树是为了让园子更宽敞一点儿。树桩太挡道了。我们家有一片花园，还有一片菜园呢。”

亨利说道：“这活听起来不容易呀。”

“系这样的，”罗里回答道，“我的意思是‘是这样的’。”他又补充道，“我的爸爸是苏格兰人，你们知道的。”

“麦格雷戈太太也是，”杰西说道，“她过去经常叫维莉‘小妮子’。”

“咱们到了！”班尼说道，“罗里，这就是我们住的地方。大家都下车吧！”

爷爷说：“罗里，玩得开心点。咱们晚餐见。”

亨利和班尼将罗里的行李搬到了楼上。

班尼问罗里：“需要帮你挂衣服吗？”

“系（是）的，需要。”罗里回答道。他坐到一张大摇椅上，开始晃了起来，一边晃一边打量着他的新卧室。

“墙纸真漂亮，”他说道，“我喜欢玫瑰花，这个红色的床单我也喜欢。壁橱可真大，足够我用了。照片上那栋房子是哪儿？还有那个漂亮的小姑娘是谁呀？”

班尼不由地笑了起来：“罗里，你是不是对什么都这么感兴趣呀？或许爷爷可以给你解答这些问题，我还真不知道是怎么回事。”

“真的，可以说没有我不感兴趣的东西。”罗里若有所思地说。他并不介意班尼笑他。“我什么都想知道呢。”他补充道。

“没错，麦格雷戈太太就是这么说的。”班尼回答道。说着，他取出罗里的夹克，挂到了壁橱里，又拿起一件外套，也挂了进去。

“这壁橱可真奇怪，”罗里说道，“我怎么看不明白。”

“有什么不对劲吗？”亨利问道。他刚刚去了客厅，这才回来。

“哦，”罗里说道，“我原以为这个壁橱是狭长形的，里面很深，直顶到墙壁。但不是这样的，这里边的空间差不多是正方形的，那么后边那一截干什么去了呢？”

班尼敲了敲壁橱的后壁，发现墙壁是木质的，并不是灰泥墙。

“这个我知道，”班尼说道，“你看，我的房间就在隔壁，我房间的壁橱和你的是靠在一起的，这面木头墙刚好将它们隔开了。来，我画一张图给你看。”





“我明白了，”罗里说，“字母R代表我，字母B代表你。”

班尼接着说：“走，咱们去我的房间，我指给你看。”

两个男孩跑到了班尼的房间。班尼打开壁橱门，将里边的衣服推到了一边。

“瞧，是同一面墙吧。”班尼说着，敲了敲壁橱的后壁。

罗里说道：“等我跑回房间，我要在我那头试试。”

“没问题。”班尼回答。很快，他便听到了罗里那头传来的敲击声。不过，声音并不像他想象中那么清脆。他又敲了敲，随即，罗里又跑了回来。

“班尼，你听到我敲墙的声音了吗？”罗里问道，“我能听到你敲的声音，但声音不太大。”

“太糟啦，”班尼说道，“我还想着咱俩早上起来了可以互相发信号呢。”

罗里似乎陷入了沉思。过了一会儿，他问道：“你觉得咱们能不能在咱俩的屋子中间拉一根电报线？”

“电报线？”班尼重复道，他开始发觉有罗里陪在身边真的很有趣，“你的意思是在两个屋子间拉一根结实的绳子？”

“对，两个壁橱之间不过隔着两块木板，说不定在上面能找到可以穿绳子的裂缝或者小洞什么的。”罗里说道。

“咱们还可以在绳子两头挂上一些比较沉的东西，可以用来敲墙壁，”班尼说道，“或许可以挂一个铃铛。”

“就是就是，”罗里说道，“我一拉我这边的绳子，你那边就会响。”

班尼拿来他的手电筒，两个男孩盯着班尼这边的木墙从上到下找了个遍，可是并没有看到小洞，也没有发现裂缝。

于是两个男孩又跑到了罗里这边。他们发现了一道很小的裂缝，还有一块有些松动的木板，不过根本穿不进绳子。

“你觉得咱们可不可以弄一个洞出来？”罗里问道，“奥登爹爹会生气吗？”

班尼扑哧一声笑了：“不，他不会生气的。可是你为什么叫他奥登爹爹呀？”

“哦，”罗里回答道，“在加拿大，我们老家那里都这样叫。我已经习惯啦，就跟你们叫爷爷一样。”

说罢，两个男孩奔向了地下室，等跑回来时，手里已经拿上一把锯子、一把锤子和一些其他的工具了。他们闹出的动静实在太大，惹得亨利跑上楼来，看到底出了什么事。

“我们打算搭一根电报线，”班尼解释道，“不过我们得在壁橱里边挖一个洞，好把绳子穿过去。”

“具体怎么玩呢，班尼？”亨利问道。

班尼说：“噢，我们是这样想的，我们会在绳子的两头挂上铁块之类的东西，要是我在这边拉，罗里那边就会有动静。”

罗里补充道：“说它是电报，是因为我们是有暗号的。敲一下的意思是‘你醒了吗’，要是另一边回敲两下，就代表‘醒了’。”

“咱们用不着规定‘没醒’的暗号，”班尼说道，“要是罗里没有回应我的话，就说明他还没醒。”

亨利笑了笑，说：“我得问一下爷爷，看他允不允许你们挖这样一个洞。要是我没有马上回来阻止你们，你们就可以继续了。”

并没有人来阻止他们。两个男孩在那面双层木板墙上挖了一个极不规则的圆洞。洞口挖得有些过大了，比手指还宽，甚至整只手都能探进去。

紧接着，两个男孩找来了一根绳子，从洞口穿了过去。他们又在工具箱里找到了两只旧铁钩，罗里在他的房间这头的绳子上挂了一只，班尼也如法炮制。

不知不觉间，几个小时的时光已经悄悄溜走了。

“好啦！”罗里说，“这个‘电报机’明天早上就能用啦！”

男孩们把麦格雷戈太太叫上楼欣赏他们的杰作。她早就听到了动静，一直担心罗里会弄坏房间里的东西呢。

麦格雷戈太太说道：“罗里，我还以为你要把这间屋子给拆了呢。你得记住，这儿可不是你家。”她试着摇了摇孩子们的“电报机”，只听另一头传来了咣当声，觉得孩子们很有创造力。她接着说：“班尼，罗里还没参观过其他的房间呢，院子里边也还没去过。”

于是，班尼和罗里到各个房间转了一圈，还骑了一会儿自行车。罗里会骑自行车，因为罗里在他家那边得骑自行车上学。

住在奥登家隔壁的小杰和塞米·海一家出门度假去了，不过，班尼和罗里还是爬上梯子去树屋里参观了一下。建这个树屋的时候，隔壁邻居帮了不少忙。

吃晚餐的时候，罗里突然说道：“奥登爹爹，我房间里边似乎有一张这栋房子的画，好像是一张照片。”

“确实是，罗里，”奥登先生回答道，“那就是一张照片。”

“好像是一家人正走下前廊，”罗里接着说道，“看起来像是爸爸、妈妈和他们的小女儿。”

“你又说对了，我的孩子，”奥登先生笑呵呵地说，“你想知道的东西似乎还不少哩。”

“就是就是！”罗里赞同道，“您知道那上面的人吗？”

“对，我知道，”奥登先生回答，“那是这栋房子原来的主人。我以前也住在这条街上，和他们离得不是很远。但我和他们不是太熟。这家人姓肖，那个小女孩叫斯蒂芬妮。肖先生将这栋房子卖给我后，一家人去法国定居了。自那以后，我就再也没有他们的音信。说不定其他人有，但我没有。我只是买了他们的房子，仅此而已。”

“这么说，照片上面那个漂亮的小姑娘就是斯蒂芬妮·肖吧？”罗里刨根问底。

“没错。”奥登先生答道。

“可是咱们的房子还是有些奇怪，”班尼疑惑地说，“虽然前门和走廊跟照片上是一样的。”

爷爷点了点头：“那是因为我扩建了一些房间。这可不是个小工程，差不多用了一年的时间才修整完毕，我才搬进来住的。”

“有什么问题吗？”罗里问道，“我指的是您和那家姓肖的人？”

爷爷想了想，随即说道：“没有，算不上有什么问题，我原本以为他们会从法国给我写信的。”

“这有些让人伤心呢。”杰西说道。

“给人的感觉就像是肖家人从来没在这儿住过一样，”奥登先生说道，“没过多长时间，人们就忘记了这儿曾经是肖家的房子，觉得这儿好像一直就是奥登家的房子一样。”

麦格雷戈太太刚好端着甜点走进来。“的确如此，”她说道，“现在这栋房子已经属于奥登家好多年了。”

“不过，”维莉说道，“这里曾经是小斯蒂芬妮的家。我好想知道她身上都发生了什么。”

“我想这永远都会是个谜的。”罗里说道。

“或许吧，”班尼补充道，“但是有我们在就很难说哟。”


第三章　
 来自过去的惊喜


Surprise from the Past

第二天早晨，大雨滂沱，天空挂满了乌云。

“真是倾盆大雨啊。”罗里说道。

“真是瓢泼大雨啊，”班尼说道，“看来在外面是玩不了了。”

“没关系啦，”罗里说，“咱们可以把‘电报机’再改进一下。”

两个男孩正忙活着，罗里突然有了新主意。他说道：“这个洞挖得太大了，班尼，或许咱们可以通过它来递纸条。”

班尼看了看那个洞，说道：“对，我觉得没问题。咱们把这个洞再弄大一点点，要是我敲三下，就说明我在绳子上绑了一张纸条，然后你就可以把纸条拉到你这边来。”

两个孩子立即行动起来，不过，他们很快便遇到了麻烦。

“啊！”罗里一声惊呼起来，“绳子被卡住了，洞口的毛刺太多了。”

“我有办法，罗里，”班尼说道，“咱们把这个洞弄成方形的，然后再把四周给打磨一下。爷爷应该不会管的。”

“那还等什么呀？”罗里赞同道，“咱们需要找点工具。”

“这好办，”班尼回答道，“咱们去趟地下室，再拿点工具上来。”

他们找到了一把短锯、一把钢制刨子、一把钳子和几张砂纸，风风火火地冲回楼上。

“你从来不走路的吗，罗里？”杰西笑着问道。她刚好上楼，准备回卧室。

“并不是，我只是能跑就不走，”罗里回答道，“慢吞吞的有什么意思？”说话间，他已经不见了踪影。

麦格雷戈太太说道：“但愿罗里千万别做自己不应该做的事。”

“不，他不会的，”亨利说道，“我一直留意着他们呢，他们只是想在壁橱的墙壁上弄一个更大的孔，没事的。”

罗里一边忙着把洞锯成方形的，一边说道：“洞大多了，班尼，把绳子穿过去绝对绰绰有余。等咱们把边缘打磨打磨，它肯定会好看多的。”

“我来用砂纸打磨吧，”班尼说道，“等我累了，再换你。”

班尼开始忙活起来。几分钟后，又换罗里上阵。

没过多久，他们便累得胳膊都提不起来了。想要打磨橡树木板，可真不是那么轻松的事。

“咱们歇一会儿吧，”罗里说道，“你发现没？这木板墙是双层的。两面墙之间还有不少距离呢。”

班尼答道：“是啊，这木板墙之间的空隙真是一个别有洞天的藏物点啊，要是有人在里边藏上一张纸条或一封信什么的，肯定没有人找得到。”

“谁会把纸条藏这儿呀？”罗里说道，“女孩子才不藏纸条呢。”

“嘿，不会吗？”班尼高声反对道，“我的姐姐们有段时间就特别喜欢藏一些奇奇怪怪的东西。”

“你要愿意，就自己去看吧，”罗里说道，“说不定会找到一个古老的遗愿什么的。我在奇幻故事里边读到过这种情节，有人就发现了一个遗愿。如果真是这样，那就太好玩啦！”

“我的手指伸不进去，”班尼试着往里探了探，说道，“我的手太大了。”

“尽可能平着手往里伸，”罗里指挥道，“说不定能碰到点什么东西。”

“不行，”班尼又试了试，决定放弃了，“还是你来吧，你的手要小一些。”

班尼从壁橱里边出来，换罗里进去。他竭力把手掌撑平，终于探进了墙间的缝隙。

“我什么也没摸到呀。”罗里说。

“什么都没有吗？”班尼问，“可我总觉得这里边会藏点什么呢。”

罗里最后又试了试，将手指使劲探到了里边。

“噢，班尼！”他叫了起来，“我摸到啦，这里边有东西！”

“感觉像是什么？是纸条吗？”班尼问道。

“不是纸条，摸起来像是块布。可我的手指夹不住它。”罗里说道。

“来，试试用钳子。把你的手拿出来吧，钳子更长，也更细。”班尼说道。

“可是万一我把钳子掉到里边怎么办？”罗里说。

“我先在上边拴一根绳子，”班尼说，“像这样。”

随即，两个孩子屏住了呼吸，将细长的钳子一点点伸进夹层之中。

“我夹到东西了，班尼！”试了几次之后，罗里大叫了起来。

“太棒啦，快拉！”班尼指挥道，“罗里，快试着往外拉。里面到底是什么呢？”

罗里来回扭动着钳子，他的脸也拧成了一团，看起来滑稽极了。不过班尼现在哪里还顾得上笑话他。

随后，罗里小心翼翼地将钳子拿了出来，只见钳子里夹着一块奇怪的蓝布，非常轻薄。

“这到底是什么呀？”罗里抓着钳子问道，“就是一小块布而已嘛。”

班尼回答道：“我也摸不着头脑。”

两个男孩将布平铺在地板上，发现它确实非常老旧，有的地方还破了。但仔细一看，这块蓝布上还齐齐整整地缝着一些深蓝色的布条，看上去像是手缝的，非常用心，可针脚却显得非常蹩脚。

看起来，倒像是一排小袋子。这实在是令人费解。

班尼将那块布翻过来，看了看背面，他的手指沿着针脚抚摩了一遍。这到底是用来干什么的？会是谁缝的？还有为什么要藏在壁橱的墙壁里边？

罗里也细细观察着这块布，但一时什么也说不上来。

班尼最终打破了沉默，说道：“我现在只能猜到两件事，一是它肯定已经藏了很久，二是它对做这块布的人来说一定非常重要。”

“你是怎么知道的？”罗里问。

“因为有人费尽心思地将它藏了起来呀，”班尼说，“噢，我真想知道这是用来干什么的。”

这时，杰西碰巧从门外经过，两个男孩立刻叫了起来：“杰西，快看我们发现了什么！”

杰西将那块布翻了个面，仔细研究了一会儿，说道：“看起来像是男人缝的。女人缝出来的东西才不会是这个样子呢。”

“可这到底是什么呀？”罗里问。

“我也不知道，”班尼说，“不过爷爷或许知道。这东西肯定是被藏起来的，要不然咱们不会在这么奇怪的地方找到它。有谁能想到这木板夹层里边居然还塞了东西呢？”

“我都要好奇死啦。”罗里说道。

“爷爷肯定知道，”班尼说，“他什么事情都知道。吃晚饭的时候我问问他吧。”

“那得等到什么时候呀？”罗里问。

“哦，不一定。每次爷爷一下班回家，麦格雷戈太太就会把饭菜准备好端上桌的。”

不过那一天，还没等麦格雷戈太太摆好饭菜，两个男孩就已经迎到了车道上。奥登先生的车一过来，他们便立刻跑上前去，手里举着那块蓝布。

“爷爷，这是什么？”班尼问，“您肯定想都不用想就知道的。”

“哦，呵呵，”爷爷说道，“真是急性子。先让我下车，戴上老花镜再说吧。”

罗里说道：“我们实在是太好奇啦，好想快点知道，爹爹。”

奥登先生和两个孩子一起走进了家门。奥登先生坐下来，戴上了老花镜。他拿起了那块布，杰西、亨利和维莉也跑过来看。

奥登先生将那块布正反都看过一遍之后，说道：“孩子们，我真的不知道，但我觉得这应该是一个硬币包。这个真是很旧了，你们到底是在哪儿找到的？”

“罗里发现的，”班尼说道，“就藏在我们俩的壁橱之间的夹层里。”

杰西说：“我猜应该是斯蒂芬妮·肖做的。他们俩给我看过了。爷爷，她住在这儿的时候大概有多大呢？”

“我想大约十岁的样子。”

杰西摇了摇头：“一个十岁小姑娘的针线活应该比这更好一些——至少在那个年代，小姑娘们都得做针线活的。”

“先别这么快下结论，宝贝，”奥登先生回答，“你先听完整个故事再说。”

“您知道这块布的来历吗？”亨利诧异地问道。

“我会把我知道的都告诉你们，”爷爷回答道，“要是你们都能坐好，耐心地听我讲的话。”

“噢，”罗里说道，“听故事这种事我最拿手啦。”

他这话惹得大家都笑了起来，包括罗里自己，因为通常情况下，他嘴里的话总是没完没了。

“我先从罗里房间里的那张照片说起吧，”爷爷说道，“你们已经都知道了，照片里的那家人曾经就住在这栋房子里。我跟你们说过，他们移居法国之后，我再没有他们的消息了。那个小姑娘的名字叫作斯蒂芬妮·肖，她是我见过的最漂亮的小姑娘，不但长得漂亮，人也很好。”

“就像童话里的公主一样。”班尼说道。

“对极了！”爷爷十分赞同地说，“她总是让我不自觉地想到童话里的公主。不过，她的生活却没有那么幸福。她的爸爸抚养她的方式非常奇怪，不准她和其他的小朋友玩。她想要什么她的爸爸就给她什么，但其实她最想要的是一些朋友。”

“可怜的千金小姐。”杰西说道。

“没错，杰西，”爷爷回答道，“确实就是这样子。斯蒂芬妮过着锦衣玉食的生活，却没有同龄的朋友。我遇到她的时候，她的妈妈已经搬去法国了。或许，肖先生不太懂得该如何带一个像她这样大的小姑娘吧。”

“这么说其实您并不认识她，对吗？”维莉问道。她心里笃信，要不是因为这样，但凡有任何可以帮助小斯蒂芬妮的法子，爷爷肯定都会去做的。

“对，我不认识，”奥登先生说，“不过我是通过朋友尼克尔斯教授知道她的。他和肖先生、斯蒂芬妮经常见面，实际上，尼克尔斯教授和那个小姑娘还有一个共同的爱好。”

“什么爱好？”罗里笑着问道，“指定不会是针线活！”

“不是，当然不是针线活了。”爷爷回答，“比那有意思多了。”

“请您告诉我们吧，”维莉恳求道，“我都觉得自己已经认识斯蒂芬妮啦。”

“这个爱好就是硬币收藏。”奥登先生说道，“就算到了现在，你们要是有任何关于硬币的问题想要找人请教，尼克尔斯教授肯定是最佳人选。他那时候对硬币就很在行了，尤爱收藏镍币。”

“真有趣，班尼，”罗里说，“尼克尔斯和镍币①。”

奥登先生接着说道：“肖先生觉得斯蒂芬妮能有一个这么特别的爱好也是好事，于是他买了许多硬币给她。用蓝布做一个硬币包来装各种硬币是斯蒂芬妮的点子，她和尼克尔斯教授称之为‘蓝色收藏’。”

“可是这里边没有硬币呀，”罗里说道，“只有包。”

“我想知道后来发生了什么，”班尼说道，“说不定斯蒂芬妮搬家的时候把硬币都带到法国去了。”

爷爷摇了摇头：“安德鲁·尼克尔斯不这么看，他觉得她把它们藏在了屋子里的某个地方。你们知道，斯蒂芬妮原本以为她还会回来的，但她没有再回来。”

“那么教授为什么不给她写信，把她的‘蓝色收藏’给她寄过去啊？”亨利问道。

“这不难理解，”奥登先生说道，“他不知道她的地址。”

杰西笑了起来：“噢，这确实是个好解释。罗里和班尼找到的只是空空的硬币包，说不定‘蓝色收藏’里的硬币已经被盗了。不过话又说回来，或许是因为他们俩还没有探到夹层的最深处。”

班尼和罗里对视了一眼，两人都在想着壁橱后壁的那个小洞。

“咱们挖的洞并不是很深，班尼，”罗里说，“说不定硬币还在那里边！我们太激动了，刚发现这个布袋就停了。”

两个男孩朝着楼上飞奔而去，后面紧跟着奥登兄妹，甚至连爷爷也跟了上去。班尼连忙冲进壁橱，大家等在了外面，好奇班尼能不能在墙后边找到其他东西。


第四章　
 只有这些吗？


Is That All？

眼看着班尼将钳子伸进了木板墙的夹层里，罗里紧张得大气也不敢出。班尼自己也激动不已，差点儿把钳子给掉进了洞里。

“是纸！”他说道，“听到沙沙声了吗？”

“别弄破了，班尼，”罗里说道，“它一定很旧了。”

“有不少呢。”班尼说道，此时他的手指已经能够碰到那些纸张了，“摸上去像是一本没有封皮的书。”

“把它夹出来！”罗里说道。

“好吧，你来试试，”班尼答道，“没你想的那么容易。”

“我来，”罗里说道，“既然是在你的房间里发现的，那不管拿出来的是什么，都是你的。”

罗里接过钳子，稳稳地夹住了那沓纸，一本没有封面的笔记本被拿了出来。只见它一副皱巴巴的样子，纸张发黄，老旧不堪。

两个男孩走出壁橱，来到光亮处。班尼将笔记本拿给爷爷和其他人看了看，说道：“自制的！可怜的斯蒂芬妮！她还得自己动手做笔记本。”

“可这是什么本子呀？”维莉问道。

只见它是由四张从作业本上撕下的纸对折而成，被三枚锈迹斑斑的别针夹着。

“先别打开，班尼，”罗里说道，“咱们把它原封不动地交给爹爹吧。”

奥登先生小心翼翼地将本子接了过去，在罗里房间的一张桌子旁坐了下来。

只见那个本子的第一页上，写着几个大字——“我的日记，斯蒂芬妮著”。本子里边的字迹，有些像老妇人的草书，又有些像小孩的涂鸦。

“爷爷，您读给我们听听吧。”杰西说道。

“是啊，”班尼说，“说不定里面会有‘蓝色收藏’的线索呢。”

于是，奥登先生念起了这位小姑娘多年前记下的文字。罗里和其他孩子们则静静地听着，一边听一边想象，这位小姑娘是如何在她的房间里面，慢慢地记述自己的心事的。

“我现在十岁了，我想我应该开始记日记了。这本日记我不会给任何人看，所以我想写什么就写什么。

“从何处下笔呢？首先，我有一头深褐色的鬈发，眼睛也是褐色的。我长得像爸爸，而且我和爸爸的喜好也很像。妈妈喜欢打扮得漂漂亮亮地去参加聚会，可我不怎么去。

“有一次，我和爸爸妈妈正准备去教堂，一个拿着相机的男人走过来给我们照了一张照片。爸爸想要那张照片，于是把它买了下来，我给照片装了相框，给了他一个惊喜。

“既然是一本日记，那就得把关于我的一切都写下来。我不去学校上学，不过爸爸给我请了一位老师。我没有任何玩伴，于是爸爸帮我收集硬币。我做了一个蓝布包，因为我喜欢蓝色。我的针线活做得不太好，因为没人教过我，我是自己摸索的。而且，刚开始做的时候，我还不到十岁呢。

“爸爸给了我一些钱，于是我从瑞秋小姐那儿买来了蓝布。她非常年轻，却有一家自己的小店，里边卖各种各样的东西，比如布啊、别针啊、针线啊什么的。我可以和瑞秋小姐聊天，她是我的朋友。

“不过我喜欢收藏硬币，总是在留意着各式各样的硬币。有时瑞秋小姐也会帮我留意，比如一些特别的便士、镍币或者10分币什么的。爸爸也会给我硬币。

“我之前有五个玩具娃娃，但我现在已经长大了，所以不再玩它们了。有时候我还是很想把它们找回来的，特别是那个穿着长裙和丝绸短袜的玩具宝宝。我曾经甚至觉得它是个真的宝宝，因为它总是闭着眼睛。真希望我当时打消了‘我长大了，不该再玩娃娃了’这种想法。可是，我又想，随着人的成长，硬币还是会取代娃娃的。不管怎样，我还留着玩具娃娃们的玩具屋。

“我真希望我长大后也能写一本像《海蒂》一样精彩的书，让大家都来抢着看。我可以一边写书一边收集硬币的。

“爸爸对我说，斯蒂芬妮，你是一个非常聪明的小姑娘，不如你来想一个大家都解不开的谜题，然后把它藏起来。所以，这就是我现在要做的事，我要设一个谜，还要给它制造一些复杂的线索。

“我觉得我可以设一个无人能解的谜，难到连爸爸也解不开。开头的时候我会弄得简单一些，他肯定想不到的。”

奥登先生停了下来，看了看四周。

“爷爷，别停啊，”班尼说，“接着读下去吧。”

“就这些了，”奥登先生说道，“我已经全部念完了，没有别的了。”

杰西说道：“哦，听起来确实像是一个小姑娘的日记。我也曾经写过这样的东西。”

“噢，天哪！”罗里说，“我还以为咱们马上就能知道这栋房子和我的房间里的惊天秘密了。”

“我也是，罗里。”奥登先生无奈地笑了笑。

“那咱们怎么处理这本日记？”班尼问道，“把它放回原处也没什么用。”

维莉说：“让我来保管吧，我会把它放在一个安全的地方的。”

爷爷将那沓用生锈了的别针别着的纸递给了维莉，便下楼去了。

罗里说道：“我想我们可以把钳子收起来了，用不到它了。”

班尼点了点头：“看来在墙里边是找不出硬币来了，我觉得它们肯定是被人发现以后偷走了，就像杰西说的那样。”

“可是这事也没法肯定呀。”罗里说道，“我觉得它们可能没有被偷走，应该还藏在某个地方。不过就算是这样，咱们还是找不到呀！”

班尼说：“好吧，咱们来想一想。斯蒂芬妮是怎么把这些东西放到墙里边去的？”

“她也没有像咱们一样挖一个洞出来呀！”罗里说道。

“对，我敢肯定她没有这样干过，”班尼说道，“咱们再看一看吧。”

于是，班尼拿来了他的手电筒，两个男孩又将罗里这边的壁橱后壁仔仔细细地检查了一遍。

壁橱后壁是由窄窄的木板拼接而成的，拼接处钉着小钉子。

突然，班尼说道：“看，罗里！”只见他指着的地方，一颗钉子不见了，空空如也的钉子洞清晰可见，而且这块木板另一头的钉子也很松动了。

罗里伸出手去拧了拧那颗小钉子，它左右摇了摇，就像一颗松动的牙齿。他试图将它拔出来，但它有些锈住了。

“给，”班尼说道，“用钳子夹住钉帽，使点劲兴许就能拔出来。”

钉子果然被拔出来了！接着，他们便轻松地取下了那块木板。只见木板后面有一个空空的夹层，正是之前放着斯蒂芬妮的硬币包和日记本的地方。藏东西的地方离两个男孩挖的洞很近，所以他们才能够得到。

班尼若有所思地盯着那块松动的木板，说道：“我猜斯蒂芬妮肯定也发现了这个地方，于是决定把它当成自己的秘密空间了。”

“后来有人发现了硬币，把它拿走了。”班尼说道，“真是太糟了。”

“我倒是有一个法子，”罗里说道，“咱们趁着吃饭前的这段时间，把我的屋子再仔细搜一遍。”

班尼的脸上终于露出了笑容，他说道：“你说得对，罗里，要是壁橱里边都能有一块松动的木板，那说不定这儿还有其他可以藏东西的地方。”

两个孩子手足并用，开始在地板上四处爬着，搜寻松动的木板。

“咱们可以把地毯给卷起来吗？”罗里问。

“当然可以。”班尼答道。

可是地上没有任何松动的木板。

“咱们再找找看，看是不是有人把那块松动的木板给钉住了，”班尼想了想，说道，“要真是那样的话，钉子肯定会不一样。不过，罗里，会不会在床底下？”

“床底下说不定全是灰尘。”罗里说。

班尼笑了起来：“哈哈，你太不了解麦格雷戈太太啦！来吧，咱们把床推到一边，让你见识一下。”

“直接爬到床底下更有意思，”罗里说道，“把床单掀起来一点就行。”

“那咱们开始吧。”班尼说。

很快，床下面就只能看见四只脚了。

“有什么发现吗？”班尼问。

“连灰都没有，”罗里回答，“还是你了解麦格雷戈太太啊。”

“没有灰尘，没有打喷嚏，”班尼说道，“也没有可以藏硬币的地方。”

两个男孩从床底下爬了出来，站起身舒展了一下四肢。

“咱们还能去哪里找呢？”罗里问。

“先排除家具吧，它们都是新买的，”班尼说道，“最早也是爷爷买的。”

“可是那张照片呢？”罗里问道，“它可有些年头了。”

班尼说道：“你说得没错，没准照片后的墙里有暗格呢。”

罗里连忙走过去看了看，随即说道：“噢，班尼，你骗人！你知道这儿什么都没有，要是有，肯定早就被发现了。”

可是，为了确认，两个孩子还是将那张照片给取了下来。

“看，”班尼说道，“相框后面的钉子全都生锈了。”

“好吧，那咱们把照片再挂回去吧，”罗里说道，“那现在还有什么地方可以找吗？”

班尼摇了摇头。“我放弃了。”他说道。想要从班尼·奥登嘴里听到这话，可真是不大容易呀。


第五章　
 新线索


A New Clue

维莉来到了罗里卧室门口。她刚刚将斯蒂芬妮的日记本收好，现在是时候叫班尼和他的客人下楼吃饭了。

“怎么啦？”她问道，“你们俩看起来怎么这么无助呀。”

班尼答道：“我们还以为在斯蒂芬妮的房间里还有其他藏东西的地方呢，可是我们什么也没找到。”

“床底下连灰都没有。”罗里说道。

“哦，毕竟这事已经过去太久了，”维莉说道，“我倒是觉得一点儿也不奇怪。不过饭菜已经准备好了，说不定吃完饭你们会想到新点子的。”

吃饭时大家仍在谈论着这个话题，可还是没有任何头绪。

杰西突然开口道：“我在想那个瑞秋小姐到底是谁，你们觉得她还住在绿野镇吗？”

“我猜她现在肯定已经变成一位老奶奶了。”班尼说。

奥登先生朝着班尼和罗里笑了笑。“你们几个男孩子干吗不骑自行车出去兜兜风，把谜团的事情先放一放呀？”他问道。于是，他们便出去骑车去了。

可是第二天一早，罗里和班尼又对那些硬币牵肠挂肚了起来。

他们俩待在罗里的房间里打发时间。

突然，班尼说道：“罗里，咱们好像忽略了什么东西！”他说着便冲进壁橱。

罗里吃了一惊，他不明白班尼到底在说什么。

“咱们把衣服都推到一边，”班尼说，“现在你看看那块松动的木板在哪儿？哦，是这块！”

罗里看到班尼又将手指探进了墙后。他们已经把那个洞下面的夹层全都搜索了一遍，却没有搜上面。现在，班尼正试着往上够。

就在这时，亨利来到了罗里的房间。“需要帮忙吗？”他问。

“哎哟！”班尼喊道，“我的手指好痛。有东西扎到我的指甲缝了。”

“当心点。”亨利说道。

“这上面有东西，我刚刚能够到，”班尼说道，“是一个边角锋利的东西，我猜应该是。”

大家还没来得及出声制止，班尼又开始在那个小洞口周围摸索了起来。突然，他摸到了什么东西。

“是一张小卡片！”班尼一边惊呼，一边将一张小纸片从墙后拿了出来。

“一张卡片，”罗里说道，“上面有字吗？”

“别催我，”班尼气喘吁吁地说道，“我得把卡片拿到光线下看呀。”

罗里和亨利赶忙围到班尼身旁。大家都盯着卡片看，只见上面写着“找瑞秋小姐要蓝布”。

“这是斯蒂芬妮写的，”班尼说道，“笔迹和那本日记里的一模一样。”

亨利说道：“说不定她写这个只是为了提醒自己，别忘了买蓝布做硬币包呢。”

班尼将这几个字又读了一遍，摇了摇头说道：“我觉得这肯定不是写来备忘的，她肯定会记得蓝布的事情。”

“对，肯定不会忘的。”罗里赞同道。

“卡片背面有东西吗？”亨利问。

班尼把卡片翻到背面。“上面写了东西，但又被擦掉了，”班尼说道，“我认不出来。”

亨利将卡片拿过去看了看，也摇了摇头。

“让我再看看那张卡片。”班尼说着伸出了手去。

他看了看卡片正面，又翻到背面来，随即走到罗里房间的书桌前坐了下来。只见他打开抽屉，拿出了一支铅笔。

“你要做什么？”罗里问道。

“看好了。”班尼说道。他用那支铅笔在卡片上轻轻地刮了起来。

亨利和罗里跑到他身后看了起来，只见卡片上有白色的字迹渐渐显现出来。

“看到了吗？”班尼说道，“斯蒂芬妮在这上面写字的时候下笔很重，她是把这些字擦掉了，但是印迹却还在。我想现在我们应该能够看得清她写了什么了。”

“没错。”亨利兴奋地说。

一会儿，便听到班尼一个字一个字地念道：“L.S.第一条线索。去五鸟。”

一时间，几个男孩子惊讶得说不出话来。随后，亨利说道：“‘第一条线索’这几个字听起来就像是一个谜语。斯蒂芬妮不就说过她要设一个谜吗？”

班尼说道：“那L.S.指的是什么意思？”

罗里开口道：“我有一个想法，我觉得S.指的应该是肖，可是L.代表的又是什么呢？咱们去问问爹爹吧，他还在家。”

爷爷看过那张卡片之后，说道：“对，我想S.应该代表的就是肖，斯蒂芬妮的爸爸的名字是利兰·肖。这应该就是你们所说的L.S.。”

“这就对啦！”班尼叫了起来，“斯蒂芬妮在她的日记中说她要给她的爸爸设一个谜，而且这个点子是她的爸爸想出来的，所以她觉得他也会一起来玩。既然她的爸爸没有看到这张字条，这个线索就留给咱们了。我是这么想的。”

“嗯，”亨利赞同道，“咱们不妨试试。”

“你们知道这让我想起了什么吗？”班尼说道，“让我想起了咱们过去常玩的一个游戏：寻宝。”

“我们在加拿大也玩寻宝游戏，”罗里说道，“我知道你的意思，有人藏了一笔宝藏，但只给寻宝的人留了一张字条，上面写着‘橡树洞’，然后，玩家就去橡树洞里找，还是没有宝藏，而是另一张字条，上面写着‘走廊，摇椅，垫子’。”

班尼接着说：“然后又是一张字条，上面写着‘厨房，最上层抽屉’，然后——”

亨利朝着班尼笑了笑：“我们都知道这个游戏，这么一说确实很像。说不定，斯蒂芬妮的灵感就来自这个游戏呢。”

班尼说道：“所以，斯蒂芬妮是给她的爸爸设计了一个寻宝游戏。她当时可能还不知道他们要搬家。她留下了许多线索，却没有人去找它们。”

罗里问道：“可这条线索到底说的是什么？它上面说‘去五鸟’，这话说不通啊。怎么可能呢？那些鸟到现在肯定早死了——如果真有什么鸟的话。”

“你们说斯蒂芬妮为什么要把这条线索给擦掉？”亨利问。

“我想应该是因为它太简单了，”班尼说道，“她得想出一条更难的来难住她的爸爸。”

“这条线索对我来说已经够难的了，”杰西说道，“我真的想不出五鸟到底指的是什么。斯蒂芬妮应该给她的爸爸一个地址什么的。”

“嘿！”亨利猛地叫道，“这就是的——它就是一个地址！”

“没准是呢，亨利，”杰西说道，“五鸟，听起来确实像一个地址。”

“好吧，假设它是一个地址，”班尼说道，“可我从来没听说过这里啊。绿野镇就这么大一点地方，我还以为每条街道我都认识呢。”

“可是我觉得我好像在哪里看到过，班尼，”亨利边回忆边说，“有一天我在镇上骑车，正想着找一条捷径，哦，我拐进了一条又短又狭窄的小街，里边只有两家商店。我记得那条街就叫作鸟巷。我之所以会记得这个名字，是因为它很特别，而且巷子里其中一间商店的名字叫作雷恩①小店。雷恩小店和鸟巷联系在一起，就很容易让人记住了。”

大家都笑了起来，纷纷赞同亨利的说法。

突然，爷爷说道：“虽然商店的名字叫作雷恩，但说不定你们要找的瑞秋小姐就在里边。”

“爹爹，您肯定知道点什么！”罗里叫了起来，“您肯定知道一些我们不知道的东西，是什么呀？”

“你们自己去看看吧，”奥登先生说道，“你们都需要锻炼锻炼。”说完，奥登先生再也不肯多说了。

“好吧，咱们去找维莉，然后一起骑车去镇子那一头看看吧，”杰西说道，“咱们得去找找鸟巷。”

罗里和班尼立刻跑去将维莉找了过来，向她解释了小卡片上写的线索。

维莉说道：“等等，班尼，别老是这么风风火火的。你们觉得斯蒂芬妮所说的蓝布指的是什么？”

杰西说道：“我猜应该和她用来做硬币包的布料是同一种。可是我想不出现在谁还会有那样的布，已经过去这么长时间了。”

班尼摇了摇头：“这我知道。可是去看看鸟巷5号在哪儿也没有什么坏处啊，说不定那儿还有人记得瑞秋小姐呢。我们可以试试嘛。”

罗里在一旁帮腔：“这是咱们发现的唯一的线索啦，必须试一试。”

维莉说道：“假如斯蒂芬妮说的真是那种蓝布的话，那咱们把硬币包也一起带上吧，没准用得上呢。我这就去拿。”

很快，奥登兄妹和罗里便一起骑车来到了绿野镇宽阔的主街道上。他们仔细地看过街道上的每一块路牌，希望能够找到鸟巷。

这一天，天气十分舒爽，正好适合一次越镇骑行。可是孩子们都无心享受骑车的乐趣，一门心思想着那些旧硬币，那些青铜制的、银制的、黄铜制的，还有锡制的旧硬币。


第六章　
 珍妮·雷恩


Jenny Wren

没过多久，奥登兄妹和罗里就骑到了小镇的另一头。可是到了之后，亨利并没能轻易找到那条巷子。这儿是绿野镇的老城区，孩子们不常来这儿。

亨利在前头带路，大家跟着他在一条条狭窄的小巷中穿行着。

“咱们找不到的。”罗里说道。

“噢，我们当然能！”班尼说道，“就算花上一整天的时间，我们也要找到鸟巷。”

突然，亨利叫了起来：“等等，我想咱们已经离那儿不远了！看那栋窗子被封起来的老房子，我记得原来看到过。鸟巷应该就在前面一两个街区的地方。”

班尼立刻率先冲了过去。来到街角处，他从车上跳了下来，叫道：“你说得没错，亨利，就是这儿，路牌上写着鸟巷！”

班尼等大家都赶上来之后，随即沿着狭窄的小巷骑了进去。第一个映入他眼帘的门牌号是鸟巷3号，那是一家诊所。接着便是鸟巷5号了。

“呀，快看那个牌子！”维莉喊道，“珍妮·雷恩的小店。在鸟巷里边取这样一个名字可真有趣！”

随即，奥登兄妹便推开了这家商店的门，只见里边纱线、布匹以及缝纫所需的各种东西一应俱全。

一位年轻女人朝着孩子们微微一笑，问道：“你们有什么需要的吗？”

杰西和维莉已经把这家小店从头到尾逛了一遍。此时，维莉走到柜台前，说道：“我们想找一种特别的蓝布，就像这个一样。”她掏出了那个硬币包。

年轻女人拿起了硬币包，好奇地打量了起来。

“我还是头一次见这种布，”她说道，“这种布已经很多年没人用过了。”

杰西说道：“确实是这样，我们觉得它至少得有四十多年历史了。”

“请稍等一下，”年轻女人说道，“我想把这东西拿给一个人看看。你们看可以吗？”

奥登兄妹点了点头，那个年轻女人随即推开店子后面的一扇门，走了出去。不一会儿，她便带着一位身材娇小的老太太回来了。只见那位老太太头发花白，步履蹒跚。

年轻女人说道：“瑞秋姨妈，这块蓝布就是这几个孩子拿来的。他们或许可以告诉您它是从哪儿得来的。”

班尼问道：“请问，您是瑞秋小姐吗？”

老太太微笑了起来，说道：“对，我就是。不过这个名字已经很久没人叫过了，我现在是雷恩太太。这是我的外甥女，珍妮·雷恩。”

可班尼还是有些不解。他说道：“您过去确实在这儿开过一段时间的商店，对吗？”

雷恩太太回答道：“对，我开过。我给它取了一个简单的名字——‘鸟巷5号’。我在里边卖些布匹和针线，绿野镇的人们都来我这儿买。”

“那——那您还记得一个叫斯蒂芬妮·肖的小姑娘吗？”班尼问话时，不禁紧张得屏住了呼吸。

“噢，我当然记得！”雷恩太太的声音几乎有些颤抖了，“可怜的小人儿！她现在应该有50岁了——要是她还活着的话。你们知道她已经去世了吗？”

“不，我们不知道。真令人难过。”杰西回答道，“我们的爷爷叫詹姆斯·奥登，或许您认识他？”

“哦，是的，”雷恩太太连忙答道，“奥登先生是一位非常友好的绅士。当然，他不会来我这小店，但麦格雷戈太太有时候会来买一些洗碗巾什么的，我们经常一起聊天。我知道很早以前奥登先生就买下了肖宅。”

班尼说道：“我们在家里发现了这个被藏起来的硬币包，还有斯蒂芬妮·肖留下来的一张字条，上面写着‘找瑞秋小姐要蓝布’。可是我想现在也没什么用了，您应该不会有那种布了。”

雷恩太太说道：“小斯蒂芬妮确实从我这儿买过那种蓝布去做硬币包，她喜欢来这儿，也喜欢和我说话。当然啦，那时我还很年轻。”

“她去法国后，有给您写过信吗？”杰西问道。

“哦，是的，她写的信最可爱了。我相信，她要是还活着，肯定会成为一名作家的。她和她的家人在一场火车事故中遇难了——没有人幸存。但是，你们能来我真高兴，你们都不知道我有多开心！”

“为什么呀？”班尼笑着问道，“三个小伙子和两个小姑娘来买一样您根本就没有的东西。”

“给你们看看。”雷恩太太说着，取出一个古色古香的针线盒，打开了盒盖。只见里面放着一些旧纽扣、花边和几团纱线。她从里边拿出一张折好的纸条，递给了杰西。“这就是其中的原因。”她说道。

因为年代久远，纸张已经发黄。杰西小心翼翼地打了开来，大声念道：“请将这张纸条交给来这儿买蓝布集硬币的人。S.S.。”

“您当时是怎么想的？”班尼诧异地问道，“为什么这么多年来一直保管着它？”

雷恩太太浅浅地笑了笑，说道：“哦，我真的很喜欢那个漂亮的孩子。我留着它只是想做个纪念。人老了就是这样，你们知道的。”

罗里说道：“可是应该不止这些吧，上面肯定还有别的信息。”

“看背面。”雷恩太太说道。

杰西将纸条翻到背面，念道：“阁楼，玩具屋。”

“你们能明白这上面的意思吗？”雷恩太太问道，“我看了上百遍了，既不知道到底有没有人会来，也不知道斯蒂芬妮所说的玩具屋意味着什么。”

“哦，这里面确实有玄机呢，没错，”班尼回答道，“您看，斯蒂芬妮有一些很棒的硬币收藏，但现在不见了。她把它们藏了起来。有人觉得它们被人偷走了。我们希望能够找到它们。”

“这说不定就是我们需要的线索，”杰西说道，“哦，真是万幸，这么多年来您一直把这张纸条留着。”

班尼站在最靠近商店门口的地方，一副随时准备拔腿跑出去的样子。

“谢谢你们！”他说道，“谢谢您，雷恩太太！”

雷恩太太和她的外甥女都不禁笑了起来。“我知道你着急想回到阁楼上探索一番，”这位头发花白的老奶奶说道，“我能理解。要是你们找到了什么，别忘了告诉我们。”

“我们一定会的。”维莉保证道。

奥登兄妹离开了那家小针线铺，骑上了自行车，朝回家的方向飞驰而去。

“真希望能在阁楼上找到斯蒂芬妮的玩具屋，”杰西边骑边说道，“可是我不记得在那儿见过一个玩具屋呀。”

“阁楼上有很多阴暗的角落。”亨利告诉她。

班尼说道：“咱们知道了这么多和斯蒂芬妮的谜语相关的东西，要是还不能找到那些钱币的话，那真是太糟糕啦。”

罗里说道：“班尼，那是不可能的。咱们一定会找到那个‘蓝色收藏’的。”

“继续寻宝！”班尼喊了一声，一阵风般地朝着家里骑去。


第七章　
 一个真正的谜语


A Real Puzzle

罗里随着奥登兄妹一起骑车回家，满脸困惑。

“怎么啦？”杰西问道。

“你们准备怎么上阁楼啊？”罗里问，“我不记得有通向阁楼的楼梯啊。”

班尼听到了罗里的问话，说道：“阁楼的梯子就在一扇小门后面。”

“所以你才不知道有阁楼，”杰西说道，“我们从来没带你去过那上面。”

一到家，孩子们把自行车停好后，便连忙冲上楼，来到了通往阁楼的小门前。杰西打开小门，大家开始往上爬去。

“这梯子可真陡啊，”罗里说道，“噢，好黑呀！我猜应该是烟囱的影子刚好把这儿的光线挡住了，对不对，班尼？”

“没错，就是影子挡住了光，”班尼回答道，“这上面古里古怪的，肯定藏着什么线索。看来我们真得仔细找一找。”

“你真勇敢，班尼，”罗里说道，“我一个人是绝对不敢到这上边来的。”

“我也不敢，”班尼说道，“我都好多年没上来过了。”

阁楼上只有两扇窗子，两端各一扇，不过也没起多大作用。阁楼上的光线非常昏暗，而且也没有电灯可用。

“咱们从烟囱这边找起吧，”亨利说道，“好在这上边也没多大点地方。”

“咦，怎么会这样呀！”杰西诧异地说，“一般阁楼上不都是放着些旧椅子之类的废弃物品吗？这儿怎么几乎什么也没有？”

“没准是爷爷来了一次大扫除，”亨利猜道，“但愿没人把我的旧电动火车给扔了，那可是我过去的回忆呢。”

“来这边，亨利，”班尼在烟囱后面叫道，“这儿有一个盒子，里边有你的电动火车，就在地板上。”

维莉说道：“噢，班尼，咱们可不是为了找小火车上来的，咱们要找的是斯蒂芬妮的玩具屋呀。它会在哪儿呢？”

“等等！”班尼叫道，“这儿太黑了，我看不太清楚。可我觉得我好像找到什么东西了。”

杰西说道：“看来下一条线索藏在这儿的可能性不大。”

班尼叫道：“这就是那个玩具屋！”

亨利说道：“咱们赶紧把它挪到有光的地方看看！来，班尼，帮我一下。”

亨利和班尼将那个木制的玩具屋搬到了阁楼敞亮的地方，窗户外透进来的光刚好照在它上面。

玩具屋是半封闭的，可以方便小姑娘玩耍，她可以将玩具娃娃从一个屋子移到另一个屋子。

小木屋上面布满了灰尘，杰西找来一块破布，将屋顶和四个小房间里边的灰尘擦了擦。

当擦到最大的那个房间时，杰西停了下来。她拿出来什么东西，说道：“这个鞋盒里边说不定装着家具呢。”

维莉打开了盒盖。杰西说得果然没错，里边装的正是斯蒂芬妮的玩具家具。只见里边的小椅子和其他家具上面都用上了从瑞秋小姐的商店里买来的蓝布。

“好漂亮的，对吧？”杰西一边说一边拿起了一张小小的沙发，它的罩面上也是柔软的蓝色布料。

“是的，”班尼的注意力并没有放在这些家具上，“可是我们想找的是那些钱币——或者下一条线索。”

“听我说，班尼，耐心点儿，”罗里说道，“咱们得一点一点来，不然，我们会错过一些线索的。你把这个梳妆台的抽屉抽出来看看。”

“这肯定不是斯蒂芬妮自己做的，”班尼拿起那件玩具家具，说道，“这是有人给她买的，背面还印着玩具厂的名字呢。而且我也找不到任何像是线索的东西。”

“噢，这儿还有一个玩具钟呢，”杰西说道，“一点损坏都没有。看，给它上发条的钥匙都还在。”

她给钟上了发条，那个小小的钟居然还敲响了五下，孩子们都啧啧称奇。

他们一件件地仔细检查着那些家具，但一无所获。他们把玩具屋里边的每个小房间都检查了一遍，还往那小小的木头烟囱里边戳了戳，亨利甚至把玩具屋翻了过来，看了看底座。

“我想我猜错了，线索不在这儿，”班尼说道，“这儿什么都没有。没有纸条，也没有硬币。”

转眼间，阁楼里的光线已经变得很暗了，大家不得不放弃。

“今天就找到这儿吧，维莉，”班尼保证道，“明天寻宝继续。”

但实际上，第二天早晨他们并没有来得及到阁楼上去。一大早，奥登家的电话便响了起来。

班尼一接电话，便听出来对方的声音——雷恩太太。

“噢，是的，雷恩太太，”班尼说道，“也不算太早。有什么特别的事情吗？”

罗里就站在班尼身旁，他怕自己忍不住要问“怎么了”，只好用手捂住了嘴巴。

此时，班尼正说道：“您想见我们？我们这就骑车过去。”

雷恩太太继续说着，班尼在这头静静地听。他回答道：“没有，我们在阁楼上什么也没找到。没有任何有用的东西……噢！您是这么想的？……好，我们会先吃早餐的。”

雷恩太太又说了些什么，只听班尼说道：“请您别这么说，雷恩太太，您一点儿也不糊涂。您真的太好了，还特地给我们打电话来。”

直到此时，一家人都已经在一旁听着了。班尼刚刚说完“再见”，亨利立刻问道：“怎么了，班尼？”

“出什么事了吗？”杰西问道。

“我也不知道。雷恩太太好像很难过。她一直在说她太糊涂了。‘一个糊涂的老婆子’，这是她的原话。”

“好吧，”维莉说道，“肯定是有重要的事情，否则她不会这么早就贸然给咱们打电话的。”

奥登先生此时也已经坐到了餐桌前，他说道：“我听到雷恩太太想和你们再见一面。”

“没错，爷爷，”班尼说道，“我已经急得吃不下饭了。”

听他这么一说，大家都笑了起来。还没有班尼吃不下东西的时候。不过罗里还不太了解内情，他说道：“班尼，你还是吃点吧，我就能把早餐都吃完。”

于是，培根、鸡蛋和吐司果然一样不剩。

很快，奥登先生便起身上班去了。奥登兄妹和罗里开始骑着自行车往珍妮·雷恩的小店赶去。

他们刚走进店里，雷恩太太便迎了上来。“噢，实在是抱歉，打扰你们了！”她说道，“我不应该这么早给你们打电话的。”

维莉拉过雷恩太太的手，说道：“您没有打扰我们呀，我想您是这个镇子上唯一可以帮助我们的人了。”

“我的记性真是越来越差了，”雷恩太太说道，“幸好这个店子现在有我的外甥女在打理。不过珍妮现在还没来。”

班尼心里暗暗着急，他担心雷恩太太忘了自己打电话的目的，不由得屏住了呼吸。

好在她接着说道：“我太健忘了，特别是一激动的时候更是容易忘事。昨天你们过来问起蓝布的事情，我当时真是太兴奋、太意外了！”

“我们理解的，”杰西柔声说道，“我想您肯定是觉得没人会来问起多年前留下来的那张字条了。”

雷恩太太摇了摇头：“我很早以前就已经不再指望了。等到你们果真过来的时候，我忘了我还有另外一张字条。”

“另外一张字条？”班尼惊讶地问，简直不敢相信自己的耳朵。

“对，斯蒂芬妮给我留了两张字条。她告诉我说将第一张字条交给来这儿买蓝布的人，然后把第二张字条交给过来给我一枚大衣纽扣的人。”

大家都诧异不已。随后亨利说道：“我想我知道了，斯蒂芬妮可能留下了好几条寻宝的线索，我们在玩具屋里没有找到的那条就是其中之一。不过，说不定那条线索已经丢失了。”

罗里点了点头，说道：“说不定那张写着‘带一枚纽扣给瑞秋小姐’的字条被藏在了什么地方呢。”

“这个想法很有道理，”班尼说，“可是雷恩太太，您会把第二张字条交给我们的，对吗？”

“哦，当然，就在我这里。”雷恩太太将一张叠着的纸条交给了杰西。

杰西清了清嗓子，念道：“来吧，爸爸，屋后找找，里里外外，解不开谜底吧？继续玩吧，要是您愿意。”

读完，杰西抬起头来，皱起了眉。

“这写的是什么啊？”班尼急切地问道，“听起来一点儿也不像斯蒂芬妮的语气，就像一些凌乱的文字拼凑的。”

大家都不知道该怎么回答，只是看着班尼。很快，班尼便满腹狐疑地说：“说不定这张字条没有任何意义，也说不定……”

“说不定什么？”罗里追问道。

“说不定这里边暗含着什么信息——有暗语。”

“你说到点子上了，班尼，”亨利说道，“没准真就是这样。”

雷恩太太一直在旁边看着孩子们，听着他们的分析。这时，她说道：“这要真是暗语，你们能告诉我吗？要是找到了那些硬币，也告诉我好吗？”

“当然没问题，”杰西说道，“我们肯定会告诉您的。要不是您把这些小纸条保存了这么多年，我们根本就不可能找到‘蓝色收藏’。”

“可是我们还没找到呢。”亨利说道。

“一定会找到的。”班尼说道。

“咱们这就回家去研究一下这张字条，”罗里说，“这里边肯定有玄机。”

奥登兄妹到家之后，维莉说道：“我来把字条上的东西抄下来吧，把字写得工整一些，或许看起来会不一样呢。”

“你抄下来当然更好啦，”班尼说道，“可我还是觉得这样没有多大用处。房子的背面能有什么呀？”

“什么房子？”罗里问道，“我们已经把玩具屋里里外外都看过一遍了，什么也没有呀。”

亨利缓缓说道：“要是真指的是她当时住的房子的背面，那可太不巧了。爷爷已经把这栋房子都改造过了，他在后面又建了些新的房子。还记得他说过这事吗？”

维莉正忙着抄那几句话。她拿来一张硬纸片，用黑色墨水把字写得大大的。她将那几句话断开，一句话一行，这样看上去确实很不一样。

班尼将那几句话慢慢地念了一遍：





来吧（Come），爸爸，

屋后找找（Look），

里里外外（Outside），

解不开（）谜底吧？

继续（Keep）玩吧，要是您愿意。





奥登兄妹面面相觑。果然，这些文字还是一样让人摸不着头脑。

班尼拿着纸片，手尽力往外伸。突然，他叫了起来：“我明白啦！看每一句话的第一个字母！从上往下拼写。”他哈哈大笑了起来，将纸片递给了杰西。

“是啊！”她说道，“现在我也明白了。C—L—O—C—K，钟！就是这样，知道方法后，简单极了。”

大家连连称赞班尼真聪明。

“可是，这上面说的钟是什么意思呢？”罗里问道，“那个玩具钟我们已经看过那么多次了，我连哪个地方掉了一块漆都还记得清清楚楚。”

杰西说道：“我觉得这房子里肯定不会有肖家用过的钟了。噢，天哪！我原本以为我们离宝藏已经很接近了呢！”

亨利说道：“等等，杰西。别轻易放弃！咱们在阁楼上找到了斯蒂芬妮·肖的玩具屋，说不定那上边还有一只她用过的小钟呢。”

班尼笑了起来：“要是上面能有一只布谷鸟钟那就太好玩啦！钟里边的小布谷鸟会不会还给咱们带了口信？这才是货真价实的鸟巷的东西！”

亨利说道：“要想知道只有一个办法，那就是去找。”

“再上阁楼咯！”罗里欢呼道。

他们爬着陡峭的楼梯上了阁楼，又在里边翻找了起来。阁楼上面依旧空荡荡的，这样的寻找似乎又变得绝望了起来。


第八章　
 远在天边，近在眼前


So Near， So Far

阁楼里黑暗而阴沉。天色阴暗，阁楼两侧的小窗户里也没有太多光线照进来。

“咱们还能在哪儿找呢？”罗里问，“我看就只剩那个玩具屋了。可我们已经研究过里面的玩具钟了，什么秘密也没有呀。”

班尼失落地摇了摇头。看来这次寻宝已经到了山穷水尽的地步，消失的“蓝色收藏”似乎再也找不到了。

“你怎么看，杰西？”亨利问道，“我觉得咱们还是先下楼吧。”

不过杰西正在盯着什么东西看。只听她慢慢说道：“你在烟囱后面找到那个玩具屋的时候，还有没有看到过其他东西？”

班尼回答道：“里面黑漆漆的，不过我觉得应该只有玩具屋。”

“哦，我去烟囱后面摸摸看，”杰西说，“虽然看不清，但说不定能摸到什么东西。”

“那真是太好了，”班尼说，“那里面真的太黑了，我更喜欢看得见又摸得着的感觉。”

罗里一听，拿班尼打趣道：“里边没准有什么吓人的东西。我看过一个故事，讲的是阁楼里的骷髅。”

“这个阁楼里边绝不可能有，”班尼说道，“即便是有，肯定也被麦格雷戈太太给清走了。”

杰西小心翼翼地朝着大烟囱后面走了过去，只见烟囱后面黑乎乎的一片。她问道：“罗里，你干吗非要提骷髅的事呀？我知道这儿没有，但听着吓人。”

“我来看吧。”亨利自告奋勇。

但杰西说道：“不用了，我已经过来了，等着——”

杰西将一只手伸到了烟囱后面，但没有碰到砖墙，而是碰到了平滑的木头。

“这后面有东西！”杰西惊喜地叫了起来，“好像是一件家具，又细又长。会是什么呢？”

“噢，我要是带了手电筒就好了。”班尼说道。

“我摸到了有雕花的木头、玻璃，”杰西说道，“还有一个小把手呢。”

杰西努力睁大眼睛，想看清楚。“罗里！”她叫道，“我发现一个有脸又有手的东西！”

“骷髅？”罗里问话的声音里边已经没有了丝毫勇敢的味道。

“抱歉，罗里，我没打算吓你的，”杰西说道，“我想应该是一座大钟，一座老爷钟。”

“一座真正的钟！”班尼说道，“这肯定就是斯蒂芬妮所说的钟了。”

“别太早下定论，班尼，”亨利说道，“说不定就是这座钟，但也别抱太大希望。”

杰西叫道：“这后面太黑，看不清楚。亨利，说不定你和班尼能够把它给搬出去。”

杰西退了出来，两个男孩小心翼翼地搬起那座高高的钟，将它挪到了一个稍微有些光线的地方。

维莉找来之前擦过玩具屋的那块破布，将老钟上面的灰尘擦了擦。确实是一座钟，还是一座非常精美的老爷钟。

“那斯蒂芬妮会把线索藏在钟里的什么地方呢？”

“在背面，”罗里提议道，“她肯定得藏在一个看不见的地方。”

“对，”亨利说道，“我觉得斯蒂芬妮在藏宝藏的线索的时候，这座钟应该还不在阁楼上。”

钟的背面有一扇门，班尼试了试，想要拉开它，但没有成功，随后罗里也试了试。最后，亨利上阵了。他摇得把手嘎嘎作响，那扇门才终于被打开了。

奥登兄妹和罗里一齐将目光投向了门后。那确实是一个藏纸条的好地方，但现在确是空空如也。

“哦，”班尼说道，“肯定是有人发现了这条线索。这样一来，我们永远也找不到斯蒂芬妮的‘蓝色收藏’了。”

维莉静静地观察着这座老钟，随后她绕到了钟的前面，说道：“我觉得像斯蒂芬妮那么小的女孩不可能把东西藏到钟后面。首先，她搬不动它，就算她搬得动，我觉得她也打不开那扇门。”

“没错。”班尼赞同道，他说着，绕着老钟转了转，全方位地打量着它。

亨利说道：“我能打开钟盘前面的玻璃门，斯蒂芬妮要是站在椅子上，也能够得着。”

他打开玻璃门，看了看钟盘和指针，但仍然没有发现纸条的踪影。

“要不打开钟摆前面的玻璃门试试？”班尼问。

罗里说道：“班尼，不用打开也能看，反正我什么也没看到。”

“不管怎样，咱还是打开看看吧，”班尼说道，“我在想需不需要钥匙。不用，能打开。”

班尼小心翼翼地碰了一下，大钟摆便轻轻地晃悠了起来。钟摆的链子上挂着两块沉甸甸的钟锤。

“你们说斯蒂芬妮有没有可能将线索藏在钟锤后面？”杰西问道。

“里面太黑了，什么都看不到。”罗里说道。

“我得去把我的手电筒拿来，”班尼说，“来吧，罗里，帮我找找。”

亨利说道：“好吧，你们去拿手电筒，我们坐在阁楼的梯子上讲鬼故事。”

杰西说道：“亨利，别乱开玩笑。我们真的很想找到斯蒂芬妮留下来的线索——如果真有的话。”

“我觉得肯定已经丢了，”亨利说道，“要不然就不在这座钟里。”

罗里和班尼很快便拿着手电筒回来了。

“往后站。”班尼说道。他拿着手电筒往钟的里面照了照。一无所获。

“班尼！”维莉喊道，“别照钟里面了，照一下门。我觉得我看到东西了。”

班尼将手电筒的光照在玻璃门的内侧。果然，奥登兄妹在木质门框边上看到了一个折起来的东西，被大头钉钉在了门框上。

“看看是什么。”班尼说道。

“我来把大头钉拔出来吧。”亨利说道。很快，那张折起来的纸片就被取了出来，他将它递给了维莉。“看看上面写了什么。”亨利对维莉说道。

维莉打开了纸片，奥登兄妹全都目不转睛地盯着那张纸条。只见上面的笔迹已经褪色，字写得很大，正是斯蒂芬妮的笔迹。

维莉大声念道：“最后一条。在房子的后墙上，但别打碎玻璃！”

“说的到底是什么呀？”班尼叫道，“什么玻璃？”

“什么房子？”杰西问，“这栋房子？”

“难道是玩具屋？”维莉猜测道。

但罗里接话道：“咱们已经把那个玩具屋的每一寸地方都找遍了，还有，它也没有玻璃。”

“确实是这样，”维莉赞同地说，“而且我觉得斯蒂芬妮指的肯定也不是钟盘前面的玻璃门。咱们去罗里的房间里好好想想吧。不会再有别的线索了，这是最后一条。”

孩子们将那座钟留在原地，咯咯噔噔地跑下楼梯，来到罗里的房间。罗里和亨利坐在了地板上，班尼则舒舒服服地坐到了一把松软的扶手椅里边。“现在，咱们来想想斯蒂芬妮所说的房子后墙到底是什么意思吧，”班尼说道，“是这栋房子吗？”

“说不定就是这栋房子，”杰西说道，“纸条上说在房子的后墙。”

维莉摇了摇头：“纸条上说的是‘在房子的后墙上’，意思不大一样。”

班尼说道：“好吧，我觉得到目前为止还是杰西的主意最靠谱，咱们去外面看看房子的后墙吧。”

“我觉得应该没什么大用，”亨利说道，“你得想想这条线索都留下多少年了，我觉得就算有什么也不会还在后墙上了。”

“说得也是。”杰西赞同道。

但班尼说道：“你说得不错，亨利。不过要是咱们出去看看，说不定会有些新点子的。”

“我也要去。”罗里自告奋勇。

于是奥登兄妹和罗里来到楼下，绕到了这座大宅子的背面。

“在买下肖家的房子之后，爷爷在后面又新建了一些房子，”亨利说道，“我猜大部分后墙都变样了。”

“可阁楼那一块儿并没有变过。”班尼说，“这一点我可以肯定。”

他们抬眼观察着阁楼上的一扇小窗子。“别打碎玻璃。”罗里说道。

“你们觉得斯蒂芬妮会不会把线索藏在阁楼的窗子外面了？”班尼问。

“她怎么做得到呢？”维莉问道，“她得爬到窗子外面去，肯定不可能。”

“我想也是。”班尼不得不同意。

维莉说道：“我有一个想法，咱们得站在斯蒂芬妮的角度来考虑问题，说不定可以猜到她到底把东西藏在哪儿了。”

杰西点了点头：“我觉得斯蒂芬妮肯定会把东西藏在一个她轻易就能过去的地方。”

罗里说道：“我觉得线索肯定被藏在屋里了，不过说不定在屋外也可以看到。”

“在窗帘和窗户玻璃之间，”维莉提议说，“那样的话，斯蒂芬妮很轻松就可以做到了。”

“也会很轻易被发现的，”班尼说道，“那样任何人都能找到了。维莉，那条线索的开头是怎么说的来着？我忘了。”

维莉打开纸条，念道：“最后一条。”

“就是这句，”班尼说道，“我觉得这肯定是最后一条线索，这条线索会直接指引咱们去到藏硬币的地方。如果真是如此，那肯定得是一个安全的地方才行。”

亨利摇了摇头：“班尼，我越想越觉得这个谜底没法揭开了。太糟糕了。”

“我想也是。”杰西说道。

就连维莉也说：“我也得放弃了。”

很快，房子后面就只剩下罗里和班尼，其他人都离开去做别的事情了。

“咱们回我的房间去吧，”罗里建议道，“就算是要想办法，也不妨找个舒服的地方想啊。”

回到罗里的房间，班尼说道：“让我想想，硬币的个头不会太大。”他从兜里掏出来一枚25分币、两枚10分币、一枚5分镍币和四便士，堆在一起。

罗里说道：“斯蒂芬妮的硬币要比这些多得多。”

“没错，”班尼说道，“那个蓝布硬币包上的袋子也比这些多得多。但就算是那么多硬币，也占不了多大空间。”

班尼和罗里盯着那几枚硬币，拼命在想：一个十岁的小女孩能够想到什么样的藏硬币的地方呢？

“可是她说的‘后墙上’和‘别打碎玻璃’到底是什么意思？”班尼问。

“我放弃了，”罗里说道，“这个谜团对我来说太复杂了。”

“哦，我不会放弃的，”班尼说道，“我只是需要想想其他事情来转换一下思维。咱们一起骑车去鸟巷5号吧！告诉雷恩太太，那宝藏现在对我们来说真是远在天边，近在眼前呀！”

“总好过在这儿干坐着。”罗里说道。


第九章　
 别打碎玻璃！


Don’t Break the Glass！

班尼和罗里走进珍妮·雷恩的小店时，雷恩太太正在洒满阳光的橱窗前浇花。

“你们找到那些硬币了吗？”她问道，“噢，看你们的表情就知道了，还没有。”

班尼说道：“可我们确实找到下一条线索了，就藏在我们的阁楼上，一座老爷钟里边。”

“可是一点儿用也没有，”罗里说道，“斯蒂芬妮告诉我们在房子的后墙上，但别打碎玻璃。”

“那条线索是她留给她的爸爸的，”班尼说道，“我猜他肯定知道上面说的是什么意思。”

雷恩太太说道：“我从没去过你们家，不过斯蒂芬妮曾给我看过那栋房子的照片，她想要给它镶一个相框，给她的爸爸一个惊喜。”

“那张照片现在就挂在我的房间里。”罗里说道。

“真是想不到！”雷恩太太诧异地说，“事情都过去这么多年了！”

班尼说道：“罗里住在我们家的客房里，那间屋子以前是斯蒂芬妮的。家具都换了，但那张照片没人动过。”

“在房子的后墙上。”雷恩太太缓缓说道，“你们确定她写的不是‘在房子的后墙里边’吗？”

“不是，”罗里说道，“写得非常明白。而房子的后墙早就被改造了，亨利是这么说的。”

班尼在珍妮·雷恩的小店里边转了一圈，想要买一些用得着的东西。不过这个小店里边全都是做针线活用的东西。

柜台上面放着一些纽扣，都被缝在硬纸片上。其中一排扣子吸引了班尼的目光，那排扣子看起来很像硬币。

突然，一个想法击中了班尼。他说道：“快，罗里！咱们这就回家去，我要跟你赛车，走！”

“你怎么突然着急起来了？”罗里问。

“等着瞧好了，”班尼说道，“再见，雷恩太太，我突然有了灵感，如果管用，我会告诉您的。走吧，罗里。”

很快，两个男孩便骑车回到了家里。

“你是想到了可以寻找的新地方吗？”罗里问，“你觉得你知道那些硬币藏在哪儿了吗？”

“咱们会找到的。”班尼说着，率先上了楼梯，直奔罗里的房间而去。

“在我的房间里？”罗里问道，“在哪儿？”

班尼一句话也没说，径直走到罗里床边的墙壁前，将那张镶着相框的照片取了下来——斯蒂芬妮还住在这儿时拍下的那张照片。

“你想干什么呀？”罗里问道，“那张照片不是我刚来那天就看过了吗？我记得我们还把它取下来过呢。”

“没错，”班尼说道，“咱们是看了照片，但别忘了斯蒂芬妮说的是‘在房子的后墙上’。”他一边说，一边将照片翻了过来。

“别打碎玻璃，”罗里说道，“班尼，你觉得她所说的玻璃会是照片相框上的玻璃吗？”

“我就是这么想的！”班尼说道，“看——这后面有张纸板。我们之前就看过这些钉着纸板的小钉子。我得把它们都拔出来。”

班尼尝试着去拔那些钉子，罗里屏住了呼吸。不过那些钉子都锈住了，不容易拔，班尼的手指还没那么大力气。

“我去拿钳子，”罗里说道，“你还希望能找到什么？另一条线索？”

班尼摇了摇头：“我有别的想法。你去拿钳子，我等你。”

班尼轻轻地摇了摇那张照片，没有听到任何声响，不过班尼并不气馁。他耐心地等着，罗里拿着钳子跑了进来。

维莉也跟着罗里进来了，她说道：“我听到你们回来了。怎么了？”

“我有新主意了，”班尼说道，“或许我明白斯蒂芬妮到底想要告诉她的爸爸什么了。”

他接过钳子，飞快地将那些锈迹斑斑的钉子拔了出来。

“把纸板拿出来，班尼，”罗里说道，“小心一点儿，它很旧了。”

班尼用钳子夹住了纸板，它并不好取出来。他将纸板夹了起来，屏住了呼吸。纸板后面果然有东西。

班尼、维莉和罗里同时看到了纸板后面的东西。“噢，噢！”他们齐声惊呼起来，“就在这儿！”

谁也没有动弹，只是坐在那儿呆呆地注视着照片背面，目瞪口呆。

只见照片背面，赫然盖着一块蓝布，和硬币包的布料一模一样。而那些硬币，被排成了五排，粘在那块蓝布上。

第一轮惊喜过后，大家稍稍回过神来。罗里说道：“它们果然就在房子的后墙上，而且我们也没有打碎玻璃！”

“你是怎么想到去那儿找的？”维莉问。

班尼笑了起来：“你们永远也猜不到，我是在珍妮·雷恩的小店里边想到的。”

“快跟我说说嘛。”维莉恳求道。

“哦，那儿有一些纽扣被缝在了纸板上，看起来很像硬币，”班尼说道，“咱们一直觉得这些硬币应该是装在小盒子里什么的，从来没有想过要是铺开的话更简单——就像这样。”

罗里补充道：“而且也不占地方。没有人会猜到它们居然就藏在相框里。一共有多少枚硬币呢？”

班尼数了数，有五排，每排十枚，一共有五十枚。大的、小的、金的、铜的，各式各样。

这就是斯蒂芬妮·肖多年前留下来的“蓝色收藏”。

维莉率先开口了：“咱们现在要做的第一件事当然是把它们拿给爷爷看啦，我知道他一直希望我们能够找到它们。”

班尼说道：“给，维莉，这些硬币你来拿，要是我来拿的话肯定会弄掉的。”

维莉慢慢地捧起了那张照片，三个孩子一起下楼，朝着奥登先生的书房走去。

还没从楼梯上下来，班尼便喊了起来：“找到啦！找到啦！我们找到硬币啦，爷爷！”

亨利和杰西也听到了班尼的喊声。亨利叫道：“班尼，你找到了？我真是不敢相信！”

“你说的不会是‘蓝色收藏’吧？所有的吗？”奥登先生惊讶地问道，赶忙从书桌后面站了起来。

“我想是的，”班尼回答道，“它们全被粘在了一块蓝布上。”

“浅蓝色的，”维莉补充道，“和硬币包一样。”

爷爷又坐了下来，维莉将那些硬币摆放在了他的书桌上。

“真是难以置信！”爷爷说道，“我真的不敢相信这就是小斯蒂芬妮·肖留下来的硬币。”

爷爷目光炯炯地看着那些硬币，试着捧起来看了看背面。“用胶水粘上去的，”他说道，“你们是在哪儿找到的？”

“翻过来，爹爹，您就会明白的。”罗里说道。他也很有成就感。

奥登先生将整片纸板翻了过来，看到了那张照片。

亨利大声说：“就在这栋房子的照片背后，斯蒂芬妮说得没错，就在房子的后墙上。”

“只是她的爸爸一直没能找到。”维莉略带悲伤地说。

“我猜斯蒂芬妮原本觉得他们一家还会再回来的。或者，她的爸爸有其他事情要做，没来得及寻找这些线索，”杰西说道，“所以这些硬币才会被藏了这么久。”

维莉突然说道：“咱们答应过雷恩太太，要是找到了硬币，一定会告诉她的。我这就给商店打电话。”

她立马走到了电话跟前，不一会儿，大家便听到她说：“是的，雷恩太太，我们一会儿就过去跟您讲讲事情的经过，这事您都想不到。”

随后，她走回来，和大家坐到了一起。

“咱们怎么处理这些硬币？”班尼问爷爷。

“哦，我想是时候给我的朋友尼克尔斯教授打电话了。”他说道。

“他会来吗？”班尼问道。

“哦，他只要一听到‘硬币’这个词，就会立刻过来的，”奥登先生说道，“看来你们几个孩子还得收拾一间客房出来。”

“那没问题，”班尼说道，“收拾房间我们最拿手了。”

“那您什么时候给他打电话呀，爹爹？”罗里问。罗里也迫不及待地想见见这位博学的教授。

“现在就打，”奥登先生笑容满面地说道，“等他来的时候，你们大家得有心理准备。他可是个怪人，年纪还没我大，但头发已经花白了。而且他从不戴帽子，冬天也一样。他是一个非常棒的人，能见到他是你们的福气。”

奥登先生找出了电话号码，随即，便听他说道：“你好，安德鲁，我是詹姆斯·奥登。”

“不会吧！”电话那头传来了一个洪亮的声音，孩子们清楚地听到了他说的每一个字，“有什么麻烦了吗？”

“没麻烦，”爷爷回答道，“只是发现了几枚硬币。我”

“用不着再说了，”尼克尔斯教授打断道，“我一买到机票就过去。你就知道我会这么说，对吗？”

爷爷笑了起来，回答道：“我们会去机场接你。你肯定能认出我，因为我会带上五个小孩。”

“我随时随地都能认出你来，”教授的声音传了回来，“就算一个小孩都不带。”

奥登先生挂了电话，说道：“还是同样的老朋友！还是同样的老安德鲁！”

“爷爷，您认识尼克尔斯教授真好，”班尼说道，“除了他，我都不知道还有谁能帮咱们鉴定这些硬币。不过我觉得咱们或许可以去图书馆借一本关于硬币收藏的书来看看。”

“对，我想图书馆里肯定有不少这样的书，”爷爷飞快地点了点头，“不过尼克尔斯教授是这方面的真正的行家，想要请教这些被藏起来的硬币方面的知识，找他最合适不过了。毕竟，他和斯蒂芬妮，还有斯蒂芬妮的爸爸多年前就认识。”

一天后，亨利开着旅行车去了机场。奥登一家迫切地期待着飞机降落。当看到尼克尔斯教授走出机舱的那一刻，他们便明白过来，奥登先生所说的果然没错。人们纷纷对这位高大的男人侧目，他一头银白色的长发，在微风中迎风飘扬。

“我立马就过来了，詹姆斯，”尼克尔斯教授说道，“你知道的，只要有新的硬币出现，哪儿我都愿意去。”

奥登先生说道：“这一点我很清楚，安德鲁。很高兴那些硬币把你招到了这儿来看我。我们有大约五十枚硬币。”

“我已经等不及想看看了。”教授说道。

亨利将车子掉过头，朝着机场外面开去。

“那些硬币呢？我能马上看看吗？”教授问道。

“一到家就给你看，安德鲁。”爷爷朝着杰西微微一笑，说道，“我告诉过你们啦，除了硬币，他对其他的东西一概不关心。”

车子在奥登家门前的车道上停稳之后，大家便带着教授走进了餐厅。那块蓝色的纸板就放在他面前的餐桌上。


第十章　
 大揭秘


What It All Meant

尼克尔斯教授在餐桌前坐下来，开始查看那些硬币。他从衣服内兜里掏出一块放大镜，装到了一只眼睛上。这种放大镜班尼曾见一位修表匠戴过。

罗里和奥登兄妹都兴奋地凑到餐桌旁，看着教授。

“真壮观！真壮观！”他自言自语地嘀咕着，“哦，天哪，哦，我的天哪！”

突然，教授将指头放到了一枚金币上。

“快看这儿！”他对离得最近的班尼惊喜地叫道，“这样的硬币在全世界仅有十枚！你看这是一枚4美元金币，这就是那十枚中的一枚！”

“这么说这些藏品都很值钱，是吗？”班尼问道。

“值钱？值钱？噢，对。这是无价之宝！你看，这儿有一枚20美分的，你们有听说过20美分的硬币吗？”

“没有。”大家异口同声地回答道。听着教授对硬币的诸多见解，大家都着迷了。

“嗯，难怪。这些20美分的硬币并没有流通多长时间。你们看，它们很容易和25美分的硬币混淆，这就带来很多麻烦。没人喜欢这种硬币，所以很快就没再铸造了。我已经很多年没见过它们了，就连我自己，也一枚都没有。”

“您怎么知道它是真的20美分硬币？”班尼问道，“我们对硬币一点儿也不了解。”

尼克尔斯教授将眼睛上的放大镜取下来，对班尼微笑道：“你们当然不了解啦，我很乐意告诉你们。看这儿，摸一下这枚硬币的边缘，它有一种圆润的感觉。我再从兜里拿一枚25美分的硬币给你们瞧瞧。看，它的边缘被碾磨过，也就是说它的边缘处会有一些棱。”

“我明白了，”罗里说道，“20美分的硬币边缘是光滑的。”

“没错，”教授说道，“再看看硬币上的女人像，她就是过去美国硬币上常用的自由女神像。但是你看在这枚20美分的硬币上，她是坐着的。硬币收藏家们管这个叫作‘坐姿女神’。要是硬币上只有自由女神像的头像，那又完完全全是另外一种硬币了。”

“所有这些硬币都很值钱吗？”奥登先生问道。

“哦，是的，就连这些便士都很值钱。收藏这些硬币的人可是位行家啊。不过，这里边最好的还是这枚金币和20美分硬币。”

“那上面有印第安人头像的这种便士呢？”杰西问道。

尼克尔斯教授微笑了起来：“很多人喜欢收藏便士，有的便士非常难找，所以能值不少钱。但这里的大部分便士都有残损，这样就值不了那么多钱了。不过，这在那些刚开始收集硬币的人看来也相当有趣了。”

亨利说道：“这些硬币全部至少有四十年的历史了。”

教授说道：“或许你们想不到，有时候硬币并不是越老越值钱。我有一些古罗马时期的硬币，它们就没有这些美国硬币值钱。因为这些硬币更加少见，也就是所谓的物以稀为贵。”

“我明白了，”班尼说道，“真有意思。”

罗里点了点头。“没错。”他轻声说道。

尼克尔斯教授转向了奥登先生。“詹姆斯，”他说道，“这些藏品都非比寻常，而且保存的方式也很特别。这背后肯定有故事吧，这是谁的？”

“这个我还真不知道，”爷爷说道，“但我们知道它曾经是谁的。这些硬币都是孩子们在一次曲折的寻宝游戏中找到的，他们破解了许多似是而非的线索，其中一条线索上说‘看房子的后墙上’。你看，安德鲁，它们果然是在照片里房子背后的纸板上。”

尼克尔斯教授小心翼翼地将那块纸板翻了过来，看到了那张照片。

“就是现在这栋房子！”他说道，“我好像有点明白了。”

爷爷看着维莉，问道：“那个硬币包还在你那儿，是吗？去取来给教授看看好不好？”

维莉走向了客厅里的楼梯，朝着自己的房间跑了上去。

教授再也坐不住了，他推开椅子站了起来，在房间里来回走动，等着维莉。没等多长时间，维莉便回来了，将那个蓝布包交到了他的手里。

教授愣了一愣，随即说道：“我当然认识这个！这是一个小姑娘——斯蒂芬妮·肖——做的。我认识她的父亲。她在收藏这些硬币的时候，我还稍微帮了点忙。”

奥登先生说道：“这么说我们没有猜错，这就是‘蓝色收藏’。”

“肯定是。自从肖家搬去法国后，我就不知道它的下落了。它就一直被藏在这儿了吗？我想不通的是为什么没人来认领呢？”

“孩子们听人说多年前肖家人全都在法国去世了，”奥登先生说道，“班尼发现了斯蒂芬妮的日记，就藏在壁橱墙壁上一块松动的木板后面。”

“这里边也有罗里的功劳。”班尼说道。

罗里点了点头：“那个空硬币包就是在那儿找到的，爹爹。”

“我们会把所有的线索都拿给你看的。”班尼主动说道。

尼克尔斯教授说道：“真是奇闻呀！这么棒的藏品，差一点难见天日了。哦，一想到这辈子都有可能会和这些藏品失之交臂，我就受不了！”他激动得有些颤抖，“我确实很想看看你们发现的一切。”

“这是斯蒂芬妮的日记，”维莉说道，“我也顺便拿下来了。”

“是她的笔迹，”尼克尔斯教授说道，“是你们几个孩子解开的谜团？要是换作我，可能这辈子也做不到。”

“那您觉得我们应该怎么处理这些藏品？”亨利问道，“我们是应该留着还是卖了？会有人买吗？”

“我会买！”尼克尔斯教授说道，“这些藏品里边有些硬币很有价值。要是能够拥有它们，足以大慰平生呀。不过，我可不忍心把大名鼎鼎的‘蓝色收藏’从你们几个好孩子手里夺走。”

班尼说道：“您认识斯蒂芬妮，我想它应该归您。”

“那我告诉你们我的打算吧，”教授说道，“我会付钱给你们，收购‘蓝色收藏’，然后再从里边给你们每人选一些特别的硬币。”

很快，他便从那块蓝布的不同位置选了五枚硬币出来，给了奥登兄妹和罗里每人一枚。

“好啦！”他说道，“你们奥登兄妹可以开始你们的收藏之旅啦。我想你们会很喜欢的。”

“从四枚硬币开始我们的收藏之旅？”班尼惊喜地说道。

教授点了点头：“硬币很快就会多起来的，快得连你们都想不到。人们一知道你们在做收藏，便也会帮助你们的。”

“我想我还可以收藏加拿大的硬币，”罗里说道，“我是来奥登家里做客的，我是加拿大人。”

“是吗？”尼克尔斯教授饶有兴趣地看着这个孩子，“说不定你有那种加拿大5分币，就是上面有一只海狸的那种。还有一种很有名的银币，1947年发行的，上面有几个男人划着独木船。我猜他们可能是早期的皮毛商。对，你可以开始一段激动人心的收藏之旅了。”

当天晚上，吃晚饭时，尼克尔斯教授看着班尼和罗里，说道：“关于揭开‘蓝色收藏’谜团的部分，你们两个小朋友还有东西瞒着我噢。”

“我们没有！”班尼惊呼起来，“我们把日记给您看了，把所有的线索都告诉您了，而且还有珍妮·雷恩的小店。就这些了。”

教授摇了摇头：“告诉你们我为什么会这么想吧，你们两个孩子是怎么发现那个空硬币包和壁橱墙壁后面的纸条的？”

班尼说道：“很简单，因为假期来了，我很孤单呀。”

“是吗？”教授不禁笑了起来，“真是想不到！可我还是不太明白。”

“哦，您看，”班尼解释道，“我的朋友全都出去度假了，所以我就孤单了。于是爷爷邀请了罗里过来。”

“没错，”罗里说道，“麦格雷戈太太和我们家认识。事情就是这样。”

“当然了，罗里自然是得住在我隔壁的，”班尼接着说道，“当时我们还一点儿也不知道斯蒂芬妮，也不知道那就是她的房间。”

尼克尔斯教授微笑了起来，他现在明白了，想要听班尼讲完整个故事，就得顺着他自己的方式来。

班尼接着说道：“我们俩的房间是紧挨着的，于是我们就想在房子之间装一个‘电报机’，我们想在壁橱墙壁中间拉一根绳子。”

“这是一个好点子，”罗里说道，“可是后来我们就在洞里发现了这些东西。我说班尼，咱们的‘电报机’一直还没弄好呢！”

“没错，”班尼叫了起来，“我猜咱们的下一个谜团该是如何让‘电报机’开始工作了。”

奥登兄妹和尼克尔斯教授全都笑了起来。

“要是你们实在找不到什么谜团，那就自己弄一个。”教授说道。

班尼补充道：“而且我还想告诉您，我现在已经不再孤单啦。”

“好！”爷爷说道，“这样我也就放心了。”


Chapter　1　
 Benny’s Problem


“I  know what to do with myself，” exclaimed Benny one day.

“Tha the first time  ever heard you say that， Benny Alden！” said his older brother， Henry. “What’s the matter with you？”

“I tell you I don’t know，” repeated Benny. “I’ve got a whole summer vacation and I don’t know what to do with it. I’ve used up one week already. I don’t like just to sit around.”

He slid down in his chair.

Jessie， Benny’s sister， nodded. She said， “You are right， Benny. You worked hard at school all year. And you  know what to do with a vacation because your friends have gone away.  lonesome.”

“Well， maybe，” Benny said doubtfully.

Grandfather Alden said nothing. He liked to let his four grandchildren settle their own problems. He was always there if they needed help. But even Mr. Alden was surprised to hear Mrs. McGregor， the family’s housekeeper， put in a word.

Mrs. McGregor had worked for Grandfather Alden for many years. She was there long before the four Alden children came to live with their grandfather. She was a short little woman with grayish-brown hair done in a knot on the back of her head. She never paid any attention to style. She just did the cooking and looked out for the four children and their grandfather.

Now she said to Grandfather Alden， “I know what the matter is. Benny is lonesome， even with a brother and two sisters and a grandfather and a dog and a cat. What he wants is something new and exciting. And I have thought of something.”

Grandfather Alden smiled and said， “Let’s hear it， Mrs. McGregor. Anything you have to say will interest me， whatever it is.”

“Well， as you know， I have a sister living in Canada. She is always writing to me about a neighbor boy who is lonesome， too. He is ten years old now， and an only child. Very few people come out to his place. He seems to be lively， always thinking up something new to do. He works hard， too， to help his father. If he came here for a visit，  think this house was wonderful. You wouldn’t have to take him anywhere outside these four walls. He’d find plenty to do all by himself.”

Benny gave a little jump on one foot. He had a big smile.

“Look at that！” Jessie Alden said. “Benny isn’t lonesome anymore.” She smiled at Benny. “You have saved the day， Mrs. McGregor.”

“What’s the boy’s name？” asked Violet.

“His name is Roderick， but no one uses it. Everybody calls him Rory，” Mrs. McGregor answered. “If you called out ‘Roderick，’ he wouldn’t even turn his head. His last name is Beaton.”

“That’s a good name—Rory，” said Benny. “I like Rory better than Roderick myself.”

The Alden family acted as if Rory Beaton was coming that very day. And he  even been invited！

Jessie said thoughtfully， “Where would you put him， Mrs. McGregor？ That empty room next to Benny’s is not really a boy’s room. The wallpaper has roses， and the pictures are old-fashioned.”

“I’ll take care of that，” replied Mrs. McGregor. “There’s a red bedspread I can put in there. Maybe he won’t even look at the pictures. He’s a busy boy who is forever moving around， doing something. He may tire Benny out.”

“A ten-year-old boy tire me out？” demanded Benny. “I’d like to see him do that！”

Then Grandfather put in a word. “You have to fix up his room， Mrs. McGregor， but Benny and the others can help you.”

“Let’s go，” Benny said.

“We’d love to do it，” Violet said. “It’s fun to fix up a room for company. Let’s go now. It will make the time go faster.”

Mr. Alden said， “Wait. Might as well finish this business at once. Maybe Rory’s parents won’t let him come.”

“I think his mother will be glad to let him come. She knows I’ll be right at hand to take care of him，” replied Mrs. McGregor.

The four Aldens smiled to see their grandfather go at once to the telephone. He always did things at once， or not at all.

Mrs. McGregor gave Grandfather the telephone number. Soon he said， “How do you do. Is this Mrs. Beaton？”

Benny could not hear Mrs. Beaton’s reply， but he knew his grandfather was pleased. That must mean Rory could come.

Mr. Alden said， “Just as soon as you receive his airplane fare， send Rory along. We will meet him at the airport. Yes， Mrs. McGregor is fine. In fact， she was the one who thought of this plan.”

When Mr.Alden put the phone down， he said， “You must remember that the boy comes from Canada and he will not talk exactly the way we do. You will have to be careful about that.”

“Oh， we will be，” said Violet， “no matter how he talks.”

“How soon do you think he’ll get here？” Benny asked.

“Three or four days， perhaps，” his grandfather answered. “The Beatons will let us know when to expect him.”

“Let’s get things ready right now，” Benny said.

So everyone， even Henry， ran upstairs to fix a room for their Canadian visitor.

“If Rory has the room next to mine，” Benny said， “we can rap on the wall for signals.” He was making big plans already for his guest.

They opened the door and looked in. “Not much of a room for a boy，” said Jessie.

“Not much of a guest room， either，” added Violet.“Look at the old-fashioned wallpaper with roses all over it.” She pulled up the shades at the windows and the sun shone in.

“That wallpaper has been here for ages，” Jessie said.“It was here when we came to live with Grandfather， and it was old then.”

Henry said， “I haven’t looked around in here for a long time. I think that this was once a girl’s room.”

Violet nodded. “I have a funny feeling about this room. It seems so sad to me. I don’t know why. I guess perhaps it’s because it is usually shut up.”

Benny was looking at a picture hanging on the wall near the bed. He said， “Look at this old photograph！ It’s a girl and her family on the front walk of a house.”

“Let me look，” Henry said. “Why， Benny！ It’s this house—look， you can see the front door and the steps.”

“Yes， but—” Benny said. “Our house is much bigger and it has another part over at the side. And the trees and bushes are bigger.”

“That picture was taken years ago，” Henry said.

Jessie said， “Let ask Grandfather about it. Maybe the house was changed after this picture was taken.”

Violet looked at the picture and the girl. Then she stared at one of the windows in the picture. She saw something no one else had noticed. There was a poster in the window.

“Look！” she said. “There’s a poster that says ‘Coolidge for President.’ Now when was that？”

Henry said， “Well， President Coolidge was elected， let me think， before 1929.”

“So that little girl must be pretty old now，” Benny said. “I wonder what became of her.”

Just then Mrs. McGregor came in with the red bedspread and everyone forgot about the photograph.

Mrs. McGregor said， “Here. Rory will like this， I think.”

Jessie said， “That’s right. It will make this look more like a boy’s room. But Mrs. McGregor， do you remember when Grandfather bought this house？”

“Well， he had it for a short time before I came to work here. I was just a girl myself. I can hardly believe it， but it must have been forty years ago.”

Mrs. McGregor shook her head and added， “Time goes by fast when you’re busy.”

“And slowly when you’re waiting for someone，” Benny said.

Everyone laughed. Benny and Grandfather were alike—neither of them liked to wait.


Chapter　2　
 A Hole in the Wall


The four Aldens went to the airport to meet Rory. Their grandfather and Mrs. McGregor went along， too. Everyone was excited， wondering what Rory would be like.

“There he is！” exclaimed Benny， waving. “He sees us！”

“My， he’s bigger than I thought he would be，” Mrs. McGregor said.

Rory proved to be a sturdy boy of about ten and also a great talker.

Henry drove， and Rory sat beside him. Rory said， “You’re a good driver， Henry. I’m too young to drive a car， but I drive the tractor on our farm.”

Benny leaned over the front seat. He said， “How can you drive if you are only ten？”

“It’s only at home I drive. Just in the fields. I can’t drive a car. I can drive and pull the power-disc harrow and the seeder. But I can’t drive a plain car.”

Benny laughed. He said， “I should think a plain car would be easy for you.”

“Likely it would，” agreed Rory. “But I could not run it on the highway. I don’t know how to drive in traffic.”

The Aldens did not ask about Rory’s Canadian speech. It was the other way around. Almost the first thing Rory said was， “Benny， you talk funny. You say ‘about the house，’ and I say ‘aboot the hoose.’”

The Aldens laughed. It was true they and Rory said some words differently. But that just made it more interesting to have a Canadian friend.

“What else do you do on the farm？” asked Benny.

“I help Dad when he has to cut down a tree. After the tree has fallen， I chop off small branches. Then I work with Dad to get the stump out.”

“Why？” Benny asked.

“Well， we cut the tree down to make our garden bigger. The stump is in the way. We have a flower garden and a grand vegetable garden， too.”

Henry said， “That sounds like hard work.”

“Aye， it is，” replied Rory. “I mean yes，” he added. “My dad is Scottish， you know.”

“Like Mrs. McGregor，” said Jessie. “She used to call Violet a wee bit of a girl.”

“Here we are！” Benny said. “This is where we live， Rory. Everybody out！”

Grandfather said， “Have a good time， Rory. I’ll see you at dinner.”

Henry and Benny carried Rory’s things upstairs.

Benny said， “Want me to help you hang up your clothes？”

“Aye， that I do，” replied Rory. He sat down in a big rocking chair and began to rock. He looked around his new room.

“Nice wallpaper，” he said. “I like roses. And I like that red bedspread. That is a jolly big closet for one boy. And what’s the picture of the house and that pretty little girl？”

Benny laughed.“Rory， interested in everything， aren’t you？ Probably Grandfather can tell you the answers. I don’t know.”

“Really， I am interested in almost everything，” Rory said thoughtfully. He didn’t mind having Benny laugh. “I like to know about things，” he added.

“Yes， that’s what Mrs. McGregor said，” Benny replied. Benny took one of Rory’s jackets and hung it in the closet. He took a coat and put it in the closet， too.

“That closet looks funny to me，” Rory said. “I don’t understand it.”

“What’s wrong with it？” asked Henry， who was going down the hall.

“Well，” Rory said， “I thought that closet would be long and go way back. But it doesn’t. It’s almost square inside.”

Benny knocked on the back wall of the closet. It was a wooden wall， not a plastered one.

“I can tell you about that myself，” Benny said. “You see my room is next door. My closet backs up to yours. This wooden wall divides the space. Here， I’ll draw you a little map.”





“I see，” said Rory. “The R is for my room and the B is for your room.”

Benny said， “Come in my room and  show you.”

The two boys ran into  room. Benny opened the closet door and pushed his clothes out of the way.

“See？  the same wall，” Benny said. He knocked on it.

Rory said， “Let me run back to my room. I’ll knock on my side.”

“OK，” Benny said. Soon he heard Rory knocking. But it wasn’t as loud as he had thought it would be. He knocked， and in a minute Rory was back.

“Benny， did you hear me？” he asked. “I could hear you knock， but it wasn’t very loud.”

“Too bad，” Benny said. “I was thinking we could signal to each other in the morning.”

Rory looked thoughtful. Then he asked， “Do you think we could make a telegraph between our rooms？”

“A telegraph？” Benny asked， and began to see that having Rory around was going to be fun. “You mean run heavy cord from one room to the other？”

“Well， the back walls of the closets are just wood. Maybe there’s a crack or a hole we could run a cord through，” Rory said.

“And we could hang something heavy that would knock against the wall，” Benny said. “Or even a bell.”

“That’s it，” Rory said. “If I pull the rope on my side， it would make a noise on your side.”

Benny got his flashlight and the two boys looked at the wooden wall from top to bottom. There was no hole or crack on Benny’s side.

The boys ran back to  closet. They found a small crack and a loose board， but no room to run any rope through.

“Do you suppose we could make a hole？” Rory asked. “Would Granda Alden mind？”

Benny laughed and said， “No， he won’t mind. But why do you say Granda Alden？”

“Well，” answered Rory， “we say Granda in the part of Canada I come from. It’s natural for me to say Granda， just as you say Grandfather.”

The two boys raced down to the cellar and raced back with a saw， a hammer， and other tools. They made so much noise that Henry came up to see what was going on.

“We going to rig a telegraph，” Benny explained. “But we will have to cut out a piece of the closet to get the rope through.”

“How will you work this， Ben？” Henry asked.

Benny said， “Well， this is how we think it will work. We will hang something like a piece of iron on each end of the rope. If I pull the rope on my side， there will be a knock on Rory’s side.”

Rory added， “It will be a telegraph because we will have signals. One knock means， ‘Are you awake？’ Then the answer can be two knocks for yes.”

“We don’t need a signal for no，” Benny said. “If there’s no answer， Rory is asleep.”

Henry laughed. He said， “I’ll ask Grandfather if he is willing to have you cut that hole. If I don’t come right back and let you know， you can go ahead.”

No one came to stop them. The boys succeeded in cutting a very rough round hole through the double wood. It was a bigger hole than they needed， big enough to poke a finger or almost a hand through.

Next， the boys hunted for a rope to run through the hole. They found two old iron hooks in the tool chest. Rory tied one to the end of a rope in his room. Benny did the same thing with the other in his room.

Before the boys knew it， several hours had passed.

“There！” said Rory. “There is a fine telegraph to use tomorrow morning.”

The boys called Mrs. McGregor to come up to see their new invention. She had heard the noise and was worried that Rory was doing some damage to the house.

She said， “Rory， I thought you were pounding this house down. You must remember this is not your house.” Then she admired the new telegraph with its loud bangs. But soon she said， “Benny， Rory has not seen the rest of the house yet， or the yard.”

So Benny and Rory walked all around the house and tried out the bicycles. Rory knew how to ride because at home he had to ride a bike to school.

Jeffrey and Sammy Beach， who lived next door to the Aldens， were gone for the summer. But Benny and Rory went up the ladder to see the tree house the Aldens had built with some help from their neighbors.

At dinner， Rory said， “Granda Alden， there seems to be a picture of this house in my room. It looks like a photograph.”

“That is just what it is， Rory，” replied Mr. Alden. “It is a photograph.”

“And  a family coming down the front walk，” continued Rory. “It looks like a father and mother and their little girl.”

“Just right again， my boy，” said Mr. Alden， smiling. “You seem to want to know everything.”

“That I do！” agreed Rory. “Do you know who the people are？”

“Yes， I do，” answered Mr. Alden. “That is the family who lived here before I bought the house. You see I lived on this same street， not far away. I didn’t know the people in this house very well. Their name was Shaw， and the child’s name was Stephanie. Mr. Shaw sold me this house， and they all went to France to live. I have never heard from them since. Maybe someone else has， but I haven’t. I paid them for the house， and that’s all there was to it.”

“Then the picture of the pretty little girl is Stephanie Shaw？” insisted Rory.

“That’s right，” said Mr. Alden again.

“But our house looks so funny，” Benny objected. “The front door and the porch are the same， though.”

Grandfather nodded. “That is because I had rooms added to the house to make it bigger. The work took a long time. It was nearly a year before the house was ready and I could move in.”

“Was there any trouble？” asked Rory. “I mean between you and the Shaw family？”

Grandfather thought a minute. Then he said， “No， not exactly trouble. I did think the Shaws could have written to me from France.”

“That is a little sad，” Jessie said.

“It was almost as if the Shaws had never lived here at all，” Mr. Alden said. “After a time everyone forgot that this had been the Shaw house once. It seemed as if it was always the Alden house.”

Mrs. McGregor brought the dessert in. “That’s right，” she said. “It’s been the Alden house for years now.”

“And yet，” Violet said， “little Stephanie called it home. I do wonder what happened to her.”

“I suppose it will always be a mystery，” Rory said.

“Maybe，” Benny added. “With us you never know.”


Chapter　3　
 Surprise from the Past


The next morning it was raining very hard. The sky was filled with black clouds.

“It’s teeming，” said Rory.

“It pouring，” said Benny. “We  play outdoors very well.”

“That OK，” Rory said. “We can work some more on our telegraph.”

As the boys worked， Rory had an idea. He said， “We made that hole pretty big， Ben. Maybe we could pass messages through it.”

Benny looked at the hole. He said， “Yes， I think we could. Let’s make the hole a little bigger. If I knock three times， it means I’ve tied a message around the rope. Then you can pull it over to your side.”

The boys tried out the new idea right away. But they ran into trouble.

“Ouch！” Rory exclaimed. “The rope is stuck. Look， this hole is full of splinters.”

“I tell you what we can do， Rory，” said Benny. “Let’s make the hole square and sand the edges. It will be all right with Grandfather.”

“Let’s do that，” Rory agreed. “We’ll need the tools.”

“That easy，” replied Benny. “We just go down to the cellar and get the tools again.”

The boys picked out a short saw， a steel plane， a pair of pliers， and some sandpaper. Then they raced upstairs again.

“Don you ever walk， Rory？” Jessie asked， laughing. She was going upstairs to her room.

“No， I don’t walk when I can run，” answered Rory. “What’s the use of waiting around？” And by that time he was out of sight.

Mrs. McGregor said， “I do hope Rory isn’t doing anything he shouldn’t.”

“No， he isn’t，” answered Henry. “I’ve watched the boys. They are just going to make a larger hole between their rooms through the closet wall. It’s all right.”

Rory was busy sawing the round hole into a square one. “Lots more room， Ben， to let the rope through. And it will look better， too， when we begin to smooth it off.”

“Let me sandpaper，” said Benny. “When I get tired， I’ll hand it over to you.”

Benny went to work. Then in a few minutes Rory took his turn.

It was not long before their arms were tired. It was hard work smoothing off the oak wood.

“We can rest a while，” said Rory. “Did you notice that the wooden wall is double？ There quite a space between the two walls.”

Benny said， “Yes， there’s a grand little hidey-hole between these boards. If anyone wanted to hide a paper or a letter， nobody would ever find it.”

“Who could hide a paper there？” said Rory. “Girls don’t hide papers.”

“Oh， don’t they！” exclaimed Benny. “My sisters had a time when they hid the strangest things.”

“Look if you want to，” said Rory. “You might find an old will or something. I read about somebody finding a will in a mystery story. That would be exciting！”

“My fingers won’t go in that space，” said Benny after trying for a minute. “My hand is too big.”

“Make your fingers as flat as you can，” directed Rory. “You might at least touch something.”

“No，” said Benny at last. “You try. Your hand is smaller.”

Benny came out of the clothes closet and Rory went in. He made his fingers as flat as he could and slipped them into the space.

“I can’t feel a thing，” he said.

“Nothing at all？” Benny asked. “I just feel that there must be something there.”

Rory made one last try， moving his fingers as much as he could.

“Oh， Ben！” he cried， “I do feel something！  something in here.”

“What does it feel like？ Paper？” asked Benny.

“Not paper. It feels like cloth. But I simply can’t get it between my fingers，” said Rory.

“Here， try the pliers. Take your fingers out. The pliers are longer and thinner，” said Benny.

“But what if I drop them？” Rory said.

“Let me tie a string on them first，” said Benny. “Like this.”

Then both boys held their breath as the long， slim pliers went into the slot.

“I’ve got something， Ben！” shouted Rory after several tries.

“Well， pull！” commanded Benny. “Try and pull it out， Rory. What could be in there？”

Rory twisted the pliers this way and that. He twisted his face the same way， too. He was a comical looking sight. But Benny did not laugh.

Then very slowly Rory drew out the pliers holding something strange made of thin blue cloth.

“What in the world is it？” asked Rory， holding it up by the pliers. “It’s but a wee bit of cloth.”

Benny answered， “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

The boys smoothed the cloth out on the floor and found it was old and torn in some places. But across the cloth in neat rows were bands of darker blue cloth sewed on very carefully by hand with odd uneven stitches.

The stitching seemed to make a row of little pockets. It was a big puzzle.

Benny turned the cloth over. He looked at the back and ran his finger along the stitches. What could this be for？ Who could have made it？ And why was it hidden between the closet walls？

Rory looked at the cloth， too. For once he did not find a thing to say.

At last Benny said， “I can guess just two things about this. It’s been hidden for a long time. It must have been important to the person who made it.”

“How do you know？” asked Rory.

“Because someone took the trouble to hide it，” Benny said. “Oh， I wish I knew what it was for.”

Jessie walked past the door and the boys called， “See what we found， Jessie！”

Jessie turned the cloth over and looked at it for a while. She said， “Looks like a  sewing. No woman ever sewed like that.”

“But what in the world is it？” Rory asked.

“I don’t know，” said Benny. “But Grandfather might. This thing was surely hidden or we wouldn’t have found it in such a funny place. Nobody would look for anything pushed down between the boards.”

“I’d dote on knowing what it is，” Rory said.

“Grandfather will know，” said Benny. “He knows just about everything. I’ll ask him at dinnertime.”

“What time is that？” asked Rory.

“Well， at different times. When Grandfather gets home from work， Mrs. McGregor has dinner all ready to put on the table.”

That day， however， before Mrs. McGregor had put the meal on the table， the two boys met Mr. Alden’s car at the driveway. They ran up to the car and held out the piece of blue cloth.

“What is this， Grandfather？” asked Benny. “It won’t take you a second to answer.”

“Well， well，” said Grandfather. “What’s all the hurry？ Give me time to get out of the car and put on my reading glasses.”

Rory said，“I suppose we want to know fast because we are so curious， Granda.”

Mr. Alden and the boys went into the house. Mr. Alden sat down and put on his glasses. He took the piece of cloth. Jessie， Henry， and Violet came over to look， too.

After turning the cloth over， Mr. Alden said， “I really don’t know for sure， boys， but I rather think this is a coin case. It is certainly old. Where in the world did you find it？”

“Rory found it，” answered Benny. “It was hidden in a space between the walls of his clothes closet and the closet in my room.”

Jessie said， “My guess is that Stephanie Shaw made it. The boys showed it to me. How old was she when she lived here， Grandfather？”

“She was about ten， I think.”

Jessie shook her head. “A girl of ten ought to know how to sew better than that—at least in the days when every little girl had to sew.”

“Not so fast， my dear，” returned Mr. Alden. “Wait until you hear the whole story.”

“Do you know the story of this cloth？” Henry asked， surprised.

“I will tell you all I know，” replied his grandfather， “if you can all sit still and listen.”

“Oh，” said Rory， “listening is the best thing I do.”

This made everyone laugh， even Rory， for he was always talking.

“I begin with that picture in  room，” Grandfather said. “That is a picture of the family that you know lived in this very house. They all moved to France， as I told you， and we never heard from any of them. The little girl’s name was Stephanie Shaw. She was the most beautiful child I ever saw. And she was as good as she was beautiful.”

“Just like a fairy princess，” said Benny.

“Exactly！” said Grandfather， very much pleased. “She always made me think of a fairy princess. Her life was sad， though. Her father had special ideas about how she should grow up. He would not let her play with other children. He bought her everything she wanted， but she wanted some friends.”

“Poor little rich girl，” Jessie said.

“Yes， Jessie，” replied Grandfather， “that exactly how it was. Stephanie had beautiful clothes—but no friends her own age. Her mother had already gone to France to live when I met Stephanie. Perhaps Mr. Shaw was not sure how to treat a little girl.”

“So you really didn’t know her， did you？” asked Violet. She felt sure her grandfather might have done something for Stephanie if anyone could.

“No， I didn，” Mr. Alden said. “But I knew about her because of my friend Professor Nichols. He saw a lot of Mr. Shaw and Stephanie. In fact， Professor Nichols and the little girl had the same hobby.”

“What was it？” asked Rory， smiling. “Certainly not sewing！”

“No， not sewing，” said Grandfather. “Something much more exciting than that.”

“Please tell us，” Violet begged. “I almost feel as if I’ve known Stephanie.”

“The hobby was coin collecting，” Mr. Alden said. “Even today Professor Nichols is the person to ask if you have any questions about coins. In those days， he knew a lot about coins. His hobby then was nickels.”

Benny threw back his head and laughed. He said， “That’s funny！ Professor Nichols liked nickels.”

“That’s really funny， Ben，” said Rory. “Nichols and nickels.”

Mr. Alden spoke again. “Mr. Shaw thought it was good for Stephanie to have a special interest like coins. He bought coins for her. It was Stephanie’s idea to get some blue material to make cases to hold her collection. She and Professor Nichols called it the Blue Collection.”

“But there are no coins here，” Rory said. “Just the case.”

“I wonder what happened，” Benny said. “Maybe Stephanie took the coins with her when she went to France.”

Grandfather shook his head. “Andrew Nichols didn think so. He thought she left the collection somewhere in the house. You see， Stephanie thought she would be coming back. But she didn’t.”

“Why didn’t the professor write to her and offer to send her the Blue Collection？” Henry asked.

“That’s easy to answer，” Mr. Alden said. “He didn’t know her address.”

Jessie laughed. “Well， that is a pretty good reason. Rory and Benny found only the empty coin case. Maybe the coins in the Blue Collection were stolen. Then again， maybe the boys didn search deep enough.”

Benny and Rory looked at each other. They were both thinking of the small hole in the closet wall.

“That hole isn very deep， Ben，” said Rory. “Perhaps the coins are still there！ We were so excited to find anything that we stopped looking when we found the cloth case.”

The boys raced upstairs followed by all the Aldens， even Grandfather. Benny rushed into the closet while everyone stood still outside. They were wondering if Benny would find anything else hidden behind the wall.


Chapter　4　
 Is That All？


Rory held his breath as Benny reached into the hole in the closet wall. Benny was so excited that he almost let the pliers fall into the hole.

“Paper！” he said. “Hear it rustle？”

“Don’t tear it， Benny，” said Rory. “It must be very old.”

“There’s a lot of it，” Benny said. By now he was able to touch the paper with his fingers. “It feels like a book without a cover.”

“Pull it out！” Rory said.

“Here， you try，” Benny replied. “It’s not as easy as you think.”

“I’ll try，” said Rory. “But it’s in your house and it belongs to you， whatever it is.”

Rory took the pliers and got a good grip on the papers. Out came a notebook without any cover. It was bent and wrinkled. The paper looked yellowed and old.

The two boys moved into the light. Benny held the papers out for Grandfather and the others to see. He said， “Homemade！ Poor Stephanie！ She had to make her own book.”

“But what kind of book is it？” asked Violet.

Three rusty pins held together four pieces of school paper folded twice.

“Don’t open it， Ben，” said Rory. “Let’s give it to Granda just as it is.”

Mr. Alden was very careful with the paper book. He sat down at a table in Rory’s room.

On the first page he read in big printing， MY JOURNAL BY STEPHANIE. Inside， the writing was something like an old lady and also like a small child’s.

“Please read what it says，” Jessie said.

“Yes，” Benny said. “Maybe there’s a clue about the Blue Collection.”

So Mr. Alden read what had been written so long ago. Rory and the others listened. They tried to imagine the little girl in her room， writing slowly about herself.

“I am ten years old and I think I should start a journal. I will never show it to anybody， so I can write what I choose.

“To begin with， I have dark brown curly hair and brown eyes. I look like my father， and I like the things he likes. My mother loves to go to parties in pretty clothes. I don’t go to parties.

“Once my father and mother and I started to church. A man with a camera came along and took our picture. My father wanted the picture. He bought it and I had it framed to surprise him.

“Now a journal has to know everything. I do not go to school， but my father has a teacher for me. I do not have any playmates， so my father helps me with a collection of coins. I made the case of blue cloth because I like blue. The sewing is not very good because nobody ever taught me how and I just picked it up， and besides I wasn’t ten when I began.

“My father gave me some money and I bought the blue cloth from Miss Rachel. She is a very young woman， but she has a little shop and sells all kinds of things like cloth and pins and needles. I can talk to Miss Rachel. She’s my friend.

“But I like to collect coins. I am always looking around for different coins. Sometimes Miss Rachel watches for a special penny I want， or a nickel or dime. My father gives me coins， too.

“I used to have five dolls. But now I am older， and I have given them away. Sometimes I wish I had them back， especially my baby doll with the long clothes and silk socks. I used to think she was real because she shut her eyes. I wish I hadn’t thought I was too old for dolls. But I suppose coins take the place of dolls as one grows older. Anyway， I still have my dollhouse for little dolls.

“I hope that when I grow up I shall write a wonderful book like Heidi and everybody will read it. I can do that and collect coins， too.

“My father said to me， Stephanie， you are a very smart little girl. Why don’t you think up some kind of hard puzzle that nobody can solve？ Then hide it somewhere. So that is what I am going to do， a puzzle with hard clues and everything.

“I think I can make up a puzzle that nobody can solve， not even my father. I will make it easy at first and that will fool him.”

Mr. Alden stopped and looked around.

“Don’t stop，” Benny said. “Go on.”

“That’s all，” Mr. Alden said. “I have read it all to you. There is nothing more.”

Jessie said， “Well， it does sound like a little  diary. I wrote some things like that once， too.”

“Oh， dear！” said Rory. “I thought we were going to learn some great secret about the house and my room.”

“So did I， Rory，” said Mr. Alden with a rather sad smile.

“What shall we do with the journal？” Benny asked. “It won’t do any good to put it back where it came from.”

Violet said， “Let me keep it. I’ll put it in a safe place.”

Grandfather handed Violet the papers held together with the rusty pins. Then he went downstairs.

Rory said， “I guess we can put the pliers away. We won’t need them.”

Benny nodded. “There isn’t any use in looking for the coins in the wall.  sure someone found them and stole them， just the way Jessie said.”

“But we can’t be certain the coins were stolen，” Rory said. “I  think they were. I think those coins are still hidden someplace. But what good is that if we can’t find them？”

Benny said， “Well， let’s think for a minute. How did Stephanie put the things in the wall in the first place？”

“She didn’t saw a hole the way we did，” Rory said.

“No， I’m sure she didn’t do that，” Benny said. “Let’s take another look.”

So Benny got his flashlight again and both boys began to look carefully at the back wall of  closet.

The wall was made of narrow boards fitted together. Small nails held the boards in place.

Suddenly Benny said， “Look， Rory！” and pointed to a place where a nail was missing. The empty nail hole was easy to see. And the nail at the other end of the board was very loose.

Rory ran his finger around the small nail. It wiggled a bit， just like a loose tooth. He tried to pull the nail out， but it was a little rusty.

“Here，” Benny said. “Use the pliers to hold the head of the nail. Maybe if you try that it will come out.”

And the nail did！ After that it was easy to pull the narrow board away. There was the empty space that held the coin case and the sheets of the journal Stephanie had written. The hiding place was near enough to the hole the boys had made to let them reach into it.

Benny looked thoughtfully at the loose board. He said， “I guess Stephanie must have discovered this hiding place and decided to use it for a secret place of her own.”

“And somebody else found it and took out the coins，” said Benny. “Too bad.”

“I tell you what we can do，” said Rory. “Let’s look all around my room before we go to dinner.”

Benny began to smile. He said， “You are right， Rory. If a board was loose in the closet， maybe  some other hiding place.”

The boys got down on their hands and knees. They began to crawl along the floor， looking for a loose board.

“Can we roll up the rug？” Rory asked.

“Sure，” Benny said.

But there were no loose boards.

“We could see if anyone had nailed a loose board down，” Benny said thoughtfully. “I think the nail would be different. But how about under the bed， Rory？”

“It’s probably all dusty，” Rory said.

Benny laughed. “You don’t know Mrs. McGregor then！ Come on， help me push the bed over. You’ll see.”

“It more fun to crawl under the bed，” Rory said. “Hold up the edge of the spread.”

“Here we go，” Benny said.

Pretty soon there were two pairs of boys’ shoes sticking out from under the bed.

“See anything？” Benny asked.

“Not even dust，” Rory said. “You’re right about Mrs. McGregor.”

“No dust， no sneezes，” Benny said. “And no hiding place for coins， either.”

The boys crawled back out from under the bed. They stood up and stretched.

“Where else shall we look？” Rory asked.

“I think the furniture is new，” Benny said. “At least I think Grandfather had it put in here.”

“But what about the picture？” Rory asked. “That is old.”

Benny said， “You right. Maybe there a secret place in the wall behind the picture.”

Rory went over and looked. Then he said， “Oh， Benny， you’re trying to fool me！ You know there is nothing to find. We would have seen anything when we looked at the picture the other day.”

But the boys took the picture down again just to be sure.

“Look，” said Benny， “the little nails that hold the cardboard backing for the picture are all rusted.”

“Well， let hang the photograph back on the wall，” said Rory. “Where can we look now？”

Benny shook his head. “I give up，” he said. And that was something that Benny Alden almost never said about anything.


Chapter　5　
 A New Clue


Violet came to the door of Rory’s room. She had put Stephanie journal away. It was time to call Benny and his guest to dinner.

“What’s wrong？” she asked. “You two boys look as if you haven’t a friend in the world.”

Benny said， “We thought maybe Stephanie had some other hiding places in her room. But we can’t find a thing.”

“Not even any dust under the bed，” Rory said.

“Well， it was a long time ago，” Violet said. “I’m not surprised. But dinner is ready. Maybe you’ll have some ideas later.”

But no one had any new ideas even though they talked about the mystery at dinner.

Jessie said， “I wonder who Miss Rachel was. Do you suppose she’s still living in Greenfield？”

“I guess she’d be an old lady now，” Benny said.

Mr. Alden smiled at Benny and Rory. “Why d you boys go for a bike ride and forget about mysteries？” he asked. So the boys did that.

But the next morning Rory and Benny began to think about hidden coins again.

The boys stood around in Rory’s room.

Suddenly Benny said， “Rory！ There might be something we missed.” He rushed back to the closet.

Rory stared. He didn’t have any idea what Benny meant.

“Let’s push the clothes out of the way，” Benny said. “Now where’s that loose board？ Here it is.”

Rory watched while Benny poked his fingers up into the space. The boys had already looked in the space below the hole. But they hadn’t tried to reach up. Now Benny was reaching upward instead of downward.

Henry came in  room just then. “Need help？” he asked.

“Ouch！” Benny said. “I hurt my finger. Something got under my fingernail.”

“Be more careful，” Henry said.

“Something’s up there where I can just reach it，” Benny said. “Something with a sharp corner，  guess.”

Before anyone could stop him， Benny was trying again to move his fingers around in the small opening. All at once he touched something.

“It a little card！” Benny exclaimed as he pulled a small piece of cardboard out of the wall.

“A card，” said Rory. “Is anything written on it？”

“Don’t rush me，” said Benny， breathing hard. “I have to get the card in the light.”

Rory and Henry crowded around Benny. They all looked at the card. The message written on it said， “Ask Miss Rachel for blue cloth.”

“That’s Stephanie’s writing，” Benny said. “It’s like the writing in the journal.”

Henry said， “Maybe she wrote that to remind herself to buy the cloth for the coin case.”

Benny read the message again. He shook his head. “I don’t think she would write a message to herself. She would remember that cloth.”

“Yes， she would，” Rory agreed.

“Does the card have anything on the other side？” Henry asked.

Benny turned it over. “Something was written and erased，” Benny said. “I can’t read it.”

Henry asked for the card and looked at it. He shook his head.

“Let me look at the card again，” Benny said， holding out his hand.

He looked at the front， then he turned the card over. He walked to the desk in Rory’s room and sat down. He pulled open a drawer and took out a pencil.

“What are you going to do？” Rory asked.

“Watch，” Benny said. He scribbled over the card with the pencil， working very lightly.

As the others looked over his shoulder， they saw the outline of white letters begin to show.

“See？” Benny said. “Stephanie pressed hard when she wrote on this side of the card. She erased the writing， but the hard strokes stayed. I think we can read what she wrote.”

“You’re right，” Henry exclaimed.

Soon Benny read slowly， “L.S. First clue. Go to 5 Birds.”

For a moment the boys were too surprised to talk. Then Henry said， “The words ‘First clue’ sound like a puzzle. Didn’t Stephanie say she was going to make a puzzle？”

Benny said， “L.S. Now what could that mean？”

Rory spoke up. “I have an idea. I think the S. is for Shaw. Now I wonder about that L.  ask Granda. He’s still home.”

When Grandfather looked at the letters he said， “Yes， I think the S. stands for Shaw.  father was named Leland Shaw. That would be your L.S.”

“That’s right！” Benny exclaimed. “Stephanie wrote in her journal that she was going to make a puzzle for her father. He told her to make up a puzzle， and she thought he might as well play， too. Her father isn’t around to get this note， so now the clue is meant for us. That’s what I think.”

“Well，” agreed Henry， “let’s try it.”

“You know what this reminds me of？” said Benny. “It reminds me of an old game we used to play， a treasure hunt.”

“We have treasure hunts in Canada，” Rory said. “I know what you mean. Somebody hides a treasure but gives the hunters a note saying ‘Look in the hole in the oak tree.’ Then the players look in that hole and find another note. No treasure. Just a note that says ‘Look under the cushion in the porch rocker.’”

Benny interrupted， “Then there is another note that says ‘Look in the top drawer in the kitchen.’ And then—”

Henry smiled at Benny. “We know that game， and this does remind me of it. Maybe that’s where Stephanie got the idea.”

Benny said， “So Stephanie planned a treasure hunt for her father. Perhaps she  know they were going away. She left all the notes， and there was nobody to find them.”

Rory said， “But what does this clue mean？ It says go to five birds. It doesn’t make any sense. How can we do that？ Those birds can’t be alive today—even if there were any then.”

“Why do you think Stephanie erased that clue？” Henry asked.

“I think the clue was too easy，” said Benny. “She had to think up a harder one for her father.”

“This one sounds hard enough for me，” said Jessie. “I certainly can’t think what five birds would mean. Stephanie ought to have given her father some address.”

“Hey！” said Henry suddenly. “That’s just what this is—an address！”

“You might be right， Henry，” said Jessie. “Five birds. It does sound like an address.”

“Well， suppose it is an address，” said Benny. “I never heard of it. Greenfield is such a small town， and I thought I knew every street in it.”

“But I think I have seen it， Ben，” Henry said thoughtfully. “One day when I was riding my bike， I was looking for a shortcut across town. Well， I turned into a short， narrow street that had only two stores on it. I think the street was called Birds Lane. I remember the name because it was so different and because one of the stores was called the Wren Shop. The Wren Shop and Birds Lane go together， so it is easy to remember.”

The family agreed， laughing.

Suddenly Grandfather said， “Possibly you can find your Miss Rachel there， even if the name is Wren.”

“You know something， Granda！” exclaimed Rory. “You know something we don’t. What is it？”

“Go and see for yourself，” said Mr. Alden. “You all need exercise.” And with that， Mr. Alden would not say more.

“Well， let’s find Violet， and we’ll all ride our bikes to the other side of town，” said Jessie. “We have to look for Birds Lane.”

Rory and Benny ran to find Violet. The boys explained about the clue on the little card.

Violet said， “Wait a minute， Benny.  be in such a big hurry. What blue cloth do you think Stephanie meant？”

Jessie said， “I guess the same kind of cloth she used for the coin cases. But I  imagine anyone would have any of that left. It was years ago.”

Benny shook his head. “I know. But it won’t do any harm to go and see where 5 Birds Lane is. Maybe someone will remember Miss Rachel. We can try.”

Rory added， “It’s the only clue we have. We have to try it.”

Violet said， “If Stephanie meant that special blue cloth， let’s take the coin case along. Just in case we need it. I’ll get it.”

In a very short time the Aldens and Rory were pedaling down the broad main street of Greenfield. They looked at every street sign， hoping to find Birds Lane.

It was a beautiful day， and not too hot to enjoy a long bike ride across town. But none of the children were thinking about the pleasant ride. Every one of them was thinking about old money， money made of copper and silver， brass and tin.


Chapter　6　
 Jenny Wren


It did not take the Aldens and Rory very long to get to the other side of town. But once they got there， Henry did not find his way so easily. This was the older section of Greenfield， and the children had not been there very often.

Henry led the way and the others followed， up one narrow street and down another.

“We’ll never find it，” said Rory.

“Oh， yes we will！” said Benny. “We’ll find Birds Lane if it takes all day.”

Suddenly Henry called out， “Wait！ I think we are close by. Look at that big old house with its windows boarded up. I remember seeing that before. I think Birds Lane is only a block or two ahead.”

Benny raced up the street ahead of the others. When he got to the corner， he hopped off his bike. He called out， “You are right， Henry. Here it is. The street sign says Birds Lane.”

Benny waited for everyone to catch up， and then he started down the narrow street. The first address he saw was 3 Birds Lane. It was a  office. Then came 5 Birds Lane.

“Why， look at that sign！” Violet exclaimed. “It the Jenny Wren Shop. What fun to have a name like that on Birds Lane！”

In a minute the Aldens were opening a door to a shop filled with yarn， cloth， and all sorts of sewing supplies.

A young woman smiled at the children and asked， “What can I do for you？”

Jessie and Violet had been looking all around the tiny shop. But now Violet stepped to the counter and said， “We’ve come for some special blue cloth， like this.” She took out the coin case.

The young woman picked up the coin case. She looked at it curiously.

“I’ve never seen anything like this，” she said. “No one has had cloth like that for a long time.”

Jessie said， “That’s true. We think this is about forty years old， at least.”

“Wait here，” the young woman said. “I’d like to show this to someone. Is that all right with you？”

The Aldens nodded， and the young woman disappeared through a door at the back of the shop. Soon she came back and a small older lady was with her. She had white hair and she walked a little slowly.

The young woman said， “Aunt Rachel， these are the children who brought this blue cloth in. Maybe they can tell you where it came from.”

Benny said， “Excuse me， but are you Miss Rachel？”

The lady smiled and said， “Yes， I am， but I haven’t been called that for years. I’m Mrs. Wren now. This is my niece， Jenny Wren.”

But Benny was still bothered. He said， “You did have a shop here one time in the past， didn’t you？”

Mrs. Wren answered， “Yes， I did. I just called it‘Number 5 Birds Lane.’ I sold cloth and thread and needles to everyone in Greenfield.”

“Then—then do you remember a little girl named Stephanie Shaw？” Benny asked， almost holding his breath.

“Oh， indeed I do！” Mrs.  voice was trembling. “Poor little thing！ She would be fifty years old by now—if she had lived. Did you know that she had died？”

“No， we didn’t. How sad，” replied Jessie. “Our grandfather is James Alden. Perhaps you know him？”

“Oh， yes，” said Mrs. Wren quickly. “Mr. Alden is a fine gentleman. Of course he doesn’t come to the shop， but Mrs. McGregor comes to buy dish towels and we talk together. I know that Mr. Alden bought the Shaw house long ago.”

Benny said， “We found this coin case hidden in our house. And we found a note Stephanie Shaw wrote that said ‘Ask Miss Rachel for blue cloth.’ But I guess it  do any good. You  have that cloth anymore.”

Mrs. Wren said， “Little Stephanie did buy that blue cloth from me to make cases for coins. She loved to come in and talk to me. Of course I was just a young woman then.”

“Did you hear from her after she went to France？” asked Jessie.

“Oh， yes， she wrote the loveliest letters. She would have been a writer if she had lived. I’m sure of that. She and her family died in a railroad accident—there was no one left. But oh， I am so glad you came in. You don’t know！”

“Why？” asked Benny， smiling. “Three boys and two girls to buy half a yard of cloth that you don’t even have.”

“I’ll show you，” Mrs. Wren said. She took down an old-fashioned sewing box and opened it. There were old buttons， some bits of lace， and scraps of yarn. She took out a folded piece of paper and gave it to Jessie. “That’s why，” she said.

The paper was yellow with age. Jessie unfolded it carefully. She read aloud “Give this note to anybody who comes in to buy blue cloth for a coin collection. S.S.”

“Now， what do you think of that？” Benny said in amazement. “And you kept this all these years？”

Mrs. Wren smiled a little. She said， “Well， I really loved that pretty child. I kept this just to remind me of her. Old ladies do things like that， you know.”

Rory said， “But that can’t be all. There must be more of a message.”

“Look on the back，” said Mrs. Wren.

Jessie turned the paper over and read， “Attic， dollhouse.”

“Does that mean anything to you？” asked Mrs. Wren. “I’ve read it a hundred times. I didn’t know who was ever coming in nor what Stephanie meant about a dollhouse.”

“Oh， it means something， all right，” Benny answered. “You see， Stephanie really had a fine coin collection and it’s been lost. She hid it somewhere. Some people thought it was stolen. We hope to find it.”

“This may be the clue we need，” Jessie said. “Oh， it’s so lucky you saved this piece of paper all these years.”

Benny was nearest to the shop door. He looked as if he were going to run out.

“Thank you！” he said.“Thank you， Mrs. Wren！”

Mrs. Wren and her niece smiled. “I know you want to get back and explore the attic，” the white-haired lady said. “I understand. Do let us know if you find anything.”

“We will，” Violet promised.

The Aldens left the little sewing shop and got on their bikes. They headed toward the street that would take them back to their own neighborhood.

“I hope we find  dollhouse in the attic，” Jessie said as she rode along. “But I  remember seeing a dollhouse up there.”

“The attic has a lot of dark corners，” Henry told her.

Benny said， “It would be just too bad if we had this much of Stephanie’s puzzle and never found the coins at all.”

Rory said， “Ben， that just can’t happen. We have to find the Blue Collection.”

“On with the hunt！” Benny shouted and raced all the others home.


Chapter　7　
 A Real Puzzle


Rory looked puzzled as he rode along with the Aldens on their bikes.

“What’s the matter？” said Jessie.

“How do you get up to your attic？” asked Rory. “I don’t remember any stairs to an attic.”

Benny heard  question. He said， “The attic stairs are behind a narrow door.”

“That’s why you didn’t know about the attic，” Jessie said. “We never go up there.”

When they reached home， they put their bikes away and ran straight upstairs to the narrow door to the attic. Jessie opened the door and they began to climb.

“The stairs are steep，” said Rory. “Oh， what a dark place！ I suppose those are just shadows over by the chimney， Ben？”

“Yes，  only shadows，” replied Benny. “This place looks spooky enough to have any number of clues. We’ll really have to look.”

“You’re brave， Ben，” said Rory. “I would never come up here alone. That’s sure.”

“Neither would I，” said Benny. “I haven’t been up here for years.”

The attic had only two windows， one at each end. They didn’t do much good. It was very dim in the attic， and there were no electric lights to turn on.

“Let’s start by the chimney，” said Henry. “There isn’t much up here after all.”

“Now  you know that！” exclaimed Jessie. “An attic is always supposed to be full of junk and old chairs and things. It’s almost empty up here.”

“Probably Grandfather had a grand clearing out，” Henry suggested. “I hope no one threw away my old electric train. I’d like to have it for the sake of old times.”

“Come here， Henry，” called Benny from behind the chimney. “Here’s a box with your electric train. It’s on the floor.”

Violet said， “Oh， Benny， we don’t care about the train. We want to find Stephanie’s dollhouse. Where can it be？”

“Wait！” Benny called. “It’s so dark back here I can’t see much. But I just think maybe I’ve found something else.”

Jessie said， “It’s almost too much to hope the next clue is still somewhere up here.”

Benny called， “It is the dollhouse！”

Henry said，“The first thing is to move that dollhouse out into the light. Come on， Ben， help me.”

Henry and Benny moved the wooden house out into the center of the attic. The light from one window fell on it.

The whole front of the dollhouse was open so that a little girl could play with it. She could walk the dolls from one room to another.

The house was dusty， and Jessie found an old cloth and wiped off the roof and the four little rooms.

When she dusted in the biggest room， Jessie stopped. She pulled something out and said， “This shoebox probably holds the furniture.”

Violet took off the cover and found that Jessie was right. This was certainly Stephanie  doll furniture. Scraps of cloth from Miss  shop had been used to cover chairs and other pieces.

“Isn’t this pretty？” said Jessie， holding up a tiny sofa covered with soft blue material.

“Yes，” said Benny， who was not interested in furniture. “But what we want are coins—or another clue.”

“Now， Ben， just be patient，” said Rory. “We have to do this little by little. If we don’t we’ll miss the clue. You take out the drawers from this dresser.”

“Stephanie never made that，” Benny replied， taking the piece of doll furniture. “Somebody bought this. It has the name of the toy company stamped right on the back. And I can’t find anything that looks like a clue.”

“Well， here is a toy clock，” said Jessie. “It winds up and everything. Look， the key is still inside.”

She took the key and wound the clock. The children were fascinated to hear the tiniest bell striking five.

They looked carefully at every piece of furniture and found nothing. They looked in all the small rooms and poked down the little wooden chimney. Henry even turned the dollhouse over to look under it.

“I was wrong about a clue here，” Benny said. “There’s nothing here. No note. No coins.”

Suddenly it grew so dark in the attic that everyone had to give up.

“But only for today， Violet，” promised Benny. “Tomorrow the hunt will go on.”

But as it turned out， they did not go right up to the attic the next morning. Very early the Aldens’ telephone rang.

Benny answered it and knew the voice right away. It was Mrs. Wren.

“Oh， yes， Mrs. Wren，” Benny said. “It’s not too early. Is there something special？”

Rory was standing near Benny. He put his hand over his mouth to keep from asking， “What is it？”

Benny was saying， “You want to see us？ We’ll come over on our bikes.”

Then Mrs. Wren said something and Benny listened. He answered， “No， we didn’t find anything in the attic. Nothing at all that helped us... Oh！ You think so？... Yes， we’ll have our breakfast first.”

Benny waited while Mrs. Wren spoke， then he said， “Please don’t talk that way， Mrs. Wren. You are not silly. You are very good to call us.”

By this time the whole family was listening. As Benny said “Good-bye，” Henry asked， “What is it， Ben？”

“Is something wrong？” Jessie asked.

“I  know. Mrs. Wren is upset about something. She kept saying she was silly. ‘A silly old woman’ is what she said.”

“Well，” said Violet， “it must be something important or she would never have had the courage to call us so early.”

Mr. Alden was already sitting at the breakfast table. He said， “I take it your Mrs. Wren wants to see you again.”

“That’s right， Grandfather，” said Benny. “I can hardly eat.”

Everyone smiled at that. Benny could always eat. But Rory didn’t understand. He said， “You’d better eat， Ben. I can eat my breakfast all right.”

So the bacon and eggs and toast disappeared.

In a short time Mr. Alden got up to leave for his office. The Aldens and Rory were starting out on their bicycles for the Jenny Wren Shop.

As soon as they came into the little store， Mrs. Wren greeted them. “Oh， I am sorry to bother you！” she said. “I shouldn’t have called you so early.”

Violet took Mrs.  hand and said， “You aren’t bothering us. I think you are the only person in town who can help us.”

“I am getting so forgetful，” Mrs. Wren said. “That’s why I’m so glad my niece runs the shop for me now. But Jenny isn’t here yet.”

Benny was afraid that Mrs. Wren was forgetting why she had called. He held his breath.

But she went on， “I’m so forgetful， especially when I’m excited. And I was excited yesterday when you came and asked about the blue cloth. I was so surprised！”

“We understand，” Jessie said quietly. “I’m sure you never thought anyone would ask for that little note left with you so long ago.”

Mrs. Wren shook her head. “I had given up the idea long ago. And then when you did come， I forgot that I had another note.”

“Another note？” Benny asked. He could hardly believe what he had heard.

“Yes， Stephanie left two notes with me. She told me to give the first one to the person who asked for the blue cloth. I was to give the second note when someone gave me a coat button.”

Everyone looked surprised. Then Henry said， “I think I know. Stephanie probably had three or four treasure hunt clues. Like the one in the dollhouse that we  find. Somehow that clue must have been lost.”

Rory nodded his head and said， “Maybe another clue that said ‘Take a button to Miss Rachel’ was hidden somewhere.”

“That a good guess，” Benny said. “But Mrs. Wren， you will let us have the second note， won’t you？”

“Oh， yes， I have it right here，” and Mrs. Wren gave Jessie a folded paper.

Jessie read in a clear voice， “Come on， Papa. Look on the back of the house. Outside， inside. Can’t you solve my puzzle？ Keep it if you wish.”

Jessie looked up， frowning.

“That just silly，” Benny said quickly. “It doesn’t sound like Stephanie or anybody else.  just a bunch of words.”

Nobody said anything. They all looked at Benny. Soon he said doubtfully， “Maybe it isn’t meant to say anything. Maybe...”

“Maybe what？” Rory demanded.

“Maybe it’s a hidden message—a code.”

“Now you’re talking， Ben，” said Henry. “That may be what it is.”

Mrs. Wren had been looking at the children and listening. Now she said， “If it turns out to be a secret message， will you let me know？ And tell me if you find the coins？”

“Iteasy to promise that，” said Jessie. “Of course we will let you know. If you hadn’t saved these little notes all these years there would be no chance of finding the Blue Collection.”

“But we haven’t found it yet，” Henry said.

“We will，” Benny said.

“Let’s go back to your house and study the note，” said Rory. “It has to mean something.”

When the Aldens reached home， Violet said， “Let me copy that paper. If it is in plain printing it may look different to us.”

“You’re welcome to copy it，” Benny said. “I still don’t think it means much the way it is. Who could look on the back of a house？”

“What house？” Rory asked. “We looked all over that dollhouse. Nothing there.”

Henry said slowly， “If it means the back of the house she lived in， we’re out of luck. Grandfather had the house all changed. He added rooms at the back. Remember what he told us？”

Violet was busy copying the words. She had taken a stiff card and was printing in large letters with black ink. She put one sentence on each line. It made the words look quite different.

Benny read the words slowly，





Come on， Papa！

Look on the back of the house.

Outside， inside.

Can’t you solve my puzzle？

Keep it if you wish.





The Aldens looked at each other. It was true. The words did not make any sense.

Benny held the cardboard out as far from his eyes as he could. Then he shouted， “I have it！ Just look at the first letters of the sentences！ Read the first letters down.” He laughed and handed the card back to Jessie.

“Of course，” she said. “Now I see it. C-L-O-C-K， clock！ The first letters spell clock. It is just as plain as it can be—if you know what you are looking for.”

Everyone told Benny how smart he was.

“But what does clock mean？” asked Rory. “We looked at the dollhouse clock so many times that I can tell you every bump on the paint.”

Jessie said， “I’m sure there’s no clock belonging to the Shaws still in the house. Oh， dear！ And I thought we were so close to finding the Blue Collection！”

Henry said， “Wait a minute， Jessie. Don’t give up！ We found Stephanie  dollhouse in the attic. Perhaps there’s a little clock of hers up there， too.”

Benny laughed， “Wouldn’t it be fun if there was a cuckoo clock up there？ And the little bird in the clock had a message for us？ From Birds Lane！”

Henry said， “There’s one way to find out. Let’s look.”

“Attic again，” said Rory cheerfully.

They climbed the steep attic stairs. They looked around in the attic. It was so bare that once again the search seemed hopeless.


Chapter　8　
 So Near， So Far


The attic was dark and gloomy. The day was cloudy. Not much light came in through the small windows at each end of the attic.

“Where can we look？” asked Rory. “All I see is the dollhouse. And we know the dollhouse clock doesn’t have a secret.”

Benny just shook his head. It looked as if the treasure hunt had come to an end. The lost Blue Collection would never be found.

“What do you think， Jessie？” asked Henry. “I guess we might as well go downstairs.”

But Jessie was looking hard at something. She said slowly， “When you found the dollhouse behind the chimney， was there anything else there？”

Benny said， “It was dark， but I think the dollhouse was the only thing.”

“Well， I am going to feel behind the chimney，” said Jessie. “If I can’t see anything， perhaps I can feel something.”

“You more than welcome，” replied Benny. “It’s really too dark for me. I like to see what I’m touching.”

Rory laughed at Benny and said， “There could be something scary. I read a story about a skeleton in an attic.”

“Not in this attic，” Benny said. “Mrs. McGregor would have swept it out.”

Stepping carefully， Jessie moved toward the back of the big chimney. The shadows were very dark. She asked，“Rory，why do you have to talk about skeletons？ I know there can’t be one here. But it is scary.”

“I’ll look，” Henry offered.

But Jessie said， “No， I’m here. Wait—”

Jessie put out her hand toward the back of the chimney. She did not touch bricks. She touched smooth wood.

“There is something back here！” Jessie exclaimed. “It’s a piece of furniture or something tall and thin. Now what can it be？”

“Oh， I wish I had my flashlight，” Benny said.

“I can feel carved wood and some glass，” Jessie said. “And a little knob.”

Jessie did her best to see what was hidden in the shadows. “Rory！” she called. “I’ve found something with a face and hands！”

“Bones？” asked Rory， and now he did not sound so brave.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you， Rory，” Jessie said. “I think there is a big clock here. A grandfather’s clock.”

“A real clock！” Benny said. “That has to be the clock Stephanie meant.”

“Careful， Ben，” Henry said. “It might be the clock. But don’t count on it.”

Jessie called， “It’s too dark to see the clock back here. Henry， maybe you and Benny can move it.”

She stepped back. The two boys carefully lifted the tall clock out into the small space where it was light.

Violet found the cloth they had used to dust the dollhouse and she dusted the old clock. It was really a handsome grandfather’s clock.

“Now where would Stephanie hide a clue in a clock？” asked Jessie.

“In the back，” Rory suggested. “She’d hide the clue where it wouldn’t be seen.”

“Yes，” Henry said. “I don’t suppose the clock was in the attic when Stephanie hid the clues for her treasure hunt.”

There was a door on the back of the clock. Benny tried to open it， then Rory tried. At last Henry tried. He rattled the knob a little， and the door came open.

The Aldens and Rory all looked in the open space. It was a wonderful hiding place for a message. But it was empty.

“Oh，” Benny said. “Someone else found the clue. Now we’ll never know where Stephanie’s treasure is.”

Violet looked quietly at the old clock. She walked around to the front. She said， “I don’t think a girl like Stephanie could have put anything in the back of the clock. She wouldn’t have been able to move it. And if she did， I don’t think she could have opened that door.”

“That so，” Benny agreed. He too walked around the clock， looking at it from all sides.

Henry said， “I can open the glass door in front of the clock face. Stephanie could have reached it if she stood on a chair.”

He opened the door and looked at the face and the clock hands. He could see no message at all.

“What about the glass door where the pendulum is？” asked Benny.

Rory said， “Ben， you don’t have to open it. You can just look in. I can’t see a thing.”

“Let just open it anyway，” Benny said. “I wonder if we need a key？ No， it opens all right.”

The big pendulum moved a little when Benny touched it carefully. Two heavy weights hung from chains.

“Could Stephanie have put some sort of message behind the weights？” Jessie asked.

“It’s too dark to see，” Rory said.

“I should go and get my flashlight，” Benny said. “Come on， Rory， help me find it.”

Henry said， “All right. You get the flashlight.  sit here on the attic stairs and tell ghost stories.”

Jessie said， “Henry， don’t make jokes. We really do want to find  message—if there is one.”

“I think it must be lost，” Henry said. “Or maybe this isn’t the right clock.”

Rory and Benny were soon back with the flashlight.

“Stand back，” Benny said. He flashed the light around the inside of the clock. Nothing.

“Benny！” Violet said. “Don’t look in the clock. Shine your light on the door. I thought I saw something.”

Benny shone the light on the inside of the door. Along the wooden frame the Aldens saw something folded. It was tacked to the inside of the door frame.

“See what it is，” Benny said.

“Let me take the tacks out，” Henry said. And in a moment he had the folded paper loose. He gave it to Violet. “See what it says，” he told her.

Violet unfolded the paper and the Aldens stared. There was a message in large faded printing. It was surely done by Stephanie.

Violet read aloud， “This is the end. Look on the back of the house， but don’t break the glass.”

“What in the world！” shouted Benny. “What glass？”

“What house？” asked Jessie. “This house？”

“Or the dollhouse？” suggested Violet.

But Rory said， “We’ve looked the dollhouse over until I know every inch of it. Besides， it doesn’t have any glass.”

“That so，” Violet agreed. “And  sure Stephanie  have meant the glass door in the front of the clock face. Let’s go down to Rory’s room and try to think. We haven’t any more clues. This is the last one.”

The children left the tall clock where it was and clattered down to Rory’s room. Rory and Henry sat on the floor， but Benny made himself comfortable in a soft armchair. “Now  think what Stephanie meant by the back of the house，” Benny said. “This house？”

“Maybe this house，” said Jessie. “The message says to look at the back of the house.”

Violet shook her head. “It says ‘on the back of the house.’ That isn’t quite the same thing.”

Benny said， “Well， I think Jessie has the best idea so far. Let’s go out and look at the back of the house.”

“I don’t think it will do us much good，” Henry said. “You have to think how long ago Stephanie left that clue. I can’t see how it could still be on the back of the house.”

“Perhaps so，” Jessie agreed.

But Benny said， “You may be right， Henry. But if we go out and look， we might get some new ideas.”

“I’ll come too，” Rory offered.

So the Aldens and Rory went downstairs and around to the back of the big house.

“Grandfather added the rooms on the back of the house after he bought it from the Shaws，” Henry said. “I guess most of the back was changed.”

“The part where the attic is wasn’t changed，” Benny said. “I’m sure of that.”

They stared up at one of the small attic windows. “Don’t break the glass，” Rory said.

“Do you think Stephanie could have hidden the clue on the outside of the house near the attic window？” Benny asked.

“How could she do that？” Violet asked. “She’d have to crawl out of the window. She would never have done that.”

“I guess that is true，” Benny had to agree.

Violet said， “I have an idea. We have to try to think the way Stephanie did. Maybe we can guess where she hid that clue.”

Jessie nodded. “I’m sure Stephanie must have chosen some place she could get to easily.”

Rory said， “I think the clue must have been put inside the house somewhere. But perhaps it could be seen from the outside.”

“Between the screen and the window glass，” Violet suggested. “That would be easy for Stephanie to do.”

“It would be too easy to find，” Benny said. “Anybody could have found it. Violet， please read how the clue begins. I’ve forgotten.”

Violet unfolded the paper and read， “This is the end.”

“There，” Benny said. “I think this must be the last clue. This clue should lead us to the place where the coins were hidden. If that’s so， it had to be a safe place.”

Henry shook his head. “Benny， the more I think about it， the more I think the Blue Collection will stay a mystery. Too bad.”

“I guess so，” Jessie said.

Even Violet said， “I have to give up， too.”

Soon Rory and Benny found themselves alone behind the house. Everyone else had gone off to do something.

“Let’s go back to my room，” Rory suggested. “If  going to think， we might as well be comfortable.”

Up in Rory’s room， Benny said， “Let me think. Coins  very big.” He pulled a quarter， two dimes， a nickel， and four pennies out of his pocket. He made a little stack of them.

Rory said， “Stephanie had more coins than that.”

“You right，” Benny said. “There are more pockets in the blue cloth coin case. But even that many coins wouldn’t take up much room.”

Benny and Rory stared at the coins. Where would a ten-year-old girl have thought of hiding a stack of coins？

“But what did she mean by ‘on the back of the house’ and ‘don’t break the glass’？” asked Benny.

“I give up，” Rory said. “It too much of a mystery for me.”

“Well， I don’t give up，” Benny said. “I just need to think about something else for a while. Let’s ride our bikes over to 5 Birds Lane and tell Mrs. Wren how close and how far we are from the collection.”

“It’s better than sitting here，” Rory said.


Chapter　9　
 Don’t Break the Glass！


When Benny and Rory walked into the Jenny Wren Shop they found Mrs. Wren watering some plants in the sunny shop window.

“Did you find the coin collection？” she asked. “Oh！ I can see by the look on your faces that you didn’t.”

Benny said， “But we did find the next clue. It was inside the grandfather’s clock， up in our attic.”

“It doesn’t help us at all，” Rory said. “Stephanie wrote to look on the back of the house， but not to break the glass.”

“She meant that clue for her father，” Benny said. “I guess he would have known what it was about.”

Mrs. Wren said， “I’ve never been in your house. But once Stephanie showed me a photograph of the house. She wanted to get a frame for it to surprise her father.”

“That photograph is hanging in my room right now，” Rory said.

“Think of that！” exclaimed Mrs. Wren. “After all these years！”

Benny said， “Rory has our guest room. That’s the room Stephanie had. The furniture is different， but nobody changed the pictures.”

“On the back of the house，” Mrs. Wren said slowly. “You’re sure she didn’t write ‘in the back of the house’？”

“No，” Rory said， “it’s very plain. And the back of the house has all been changed. That’s what Henry said.”

Benny looked around the Jenny Wren Shop. He wished there was something he could buy. But everything was for sewing or knitting.

Some buttons were on the counter. They were sewed on cards. One set of buttons caught Benny’s eye. The buttons looked just like coins.

All at once something clicked in Benny’s mind. He said， “Come on， Rory！ I’ll race you home on our bikes！ Let’s go.”

“Why are you in such a hurry all of a sudden？” Rory asked.

“Wait and see，” Benny said. “Good-bye， Mrs. Wren. Something here just gave me a new idea. If it helps， I’ll let you know. Let’s go， Rory.”

It didn’t take long for the boys to ride home.

“Have you thought of some place new to look？” Rory asked. “Do you think you know where the coins are？”

“We’ll find out，” Benny said， and he climbed up the stairs ahead of Rory. He ran into Rory’s room.

“Here in my room？” Rory asked. “Where？”

Benny didn’t say a thing. He walked over to the wall by  bed. He took down the framed photograph of the house， the one made when Stephanie lived there.

“What are you going to do with that？” Rory asked. “We looked at that picture and took it down the first day I was here. I remember that.”

“That’s right，” Benny said. “We looked at the picture. But remember what Stephanie said， ‘Look on the back of the house.’” As he said this， Benny turned the picture over.

“Don’t break the glass，” Rory said. “Benny， do you think she meant the glass on the front of the picture？”

“I do！” said Benny. “Look—there’s cardboard on the back. We looked before and saw these little nails that hold the cardboard in place. I’m going to take them out.”

Rory held his breath while Benny tried to pull the small nails loose. But they were rusty and would not come out. His fingers weren’t strong enough.

“I’ll get the pliers，” Rory said. “What do you expect to find？ Another clue？”

Benny shook his head. “I have another idea. You get the pliers. I’ll wait.”

Benny shook the picture gently. Nothing rattled. But Benny did not look disappointed. He waited， and Rory ran into the room with the pliers.

Violet followed Rory. She said， “I heard you boys come in. What is it？”

“I have an idea，” Benny said. “Perhaps I understand what Stephanie was telling her father.”

He took the pliers. He pulled out the rusty nails as fast as he could. They came out easily.

“Lift out the cardboard， Ben，” Rory said. “Be careful. It’s very old.”

Benny pried off the cardboard. It was not easy to get out. As he lifted it up he caught his breath. There was something under the cardboard.

Benny， Violet， and Rory saw what was behind the cardboard at the same time. “Oh， oh！” they exclaimed. “There they are！”

Nobody moved. They sat and gazed at the back of the photograph as if they were stunned.

The back of the photograph was covered with the same blue cloth as the coin case. The coins were stuck on the cloth in neat rows of five， glued in place.

As soon as they were over the first surprise， Rory said， “They are on the back of the house！ And we didn’t have to break the glass！”

“How did you ever think of looking there？” Violet asked.

Benny laughed and said， “You’ll never guess. I got the idea in the Jenny Wren Shop.”

“Tell me，” Violet begged.

“Well， there were buttons like coins sewed on cards，” Benny said. “We’d been thinking about the coins stacked in a little box or something. We never thought how easy it would be to spread them out—just like this.”

Rory nodded. “They don’t take up much room. Nobody ever guessed they were in the picture frame. How many are there？”

Benny counted. There were five rows and ten coins in each row. That made fifty coins altogether. Big ones， little ones， gold ones， and copper ones.

This was the old Blue Collection that Stephanie Shaw had made so many years ago！

Violet was the first to speak. She said， “Of course the first thing to do is to show them to Grandfather. I know he hoped we would find them.”

Benny said， “Here， Violet， you carry the coins. They are sure to drop off if I try it.”

Violet lifted the picture very slowly and the three children went down the stairs to Mr. Alden’s home office.

As they were almost at the foot of the stairs， Benny called out， “Found！ Found！ We have found the coins， Grandfather！”

Henry and Jessie heard Benny. Henry called， “Ben！ You found them？ I can’t believe it！”

“You  mean the Blue Collection？ The whole of it？” demanded Mr. Alden. He got up quickly from his desk.

“I think so，” answered Benny. “They are all stuck on blue cloth.”

“Bright blue，” added Violet. “Like the cases.”

Grandfather sat down again. Violet laid the coins on the desk in front of him.

“I can’t believe it！” said Grandfather. “I just  believe that these are the coins from little Stephanie Shaw.”

Grandfather looked sharply at the coins. He tried to lift one to see the back. “Stuck with glue，” he said. “Now where did you children find this？”

“Turn it over， Granda， and you’ll see，” said Rory. He was having the time of his life.

Mr. Alden turned the whole cardboard over and saw the photograph.

Henry exclaimed， “Right on the back of the very picture of our house. Stephanie told the truth. It is on the back of the house.”

“And her father never found it，” Violet said， a little sadly.

“I guess Stephanie thought the Shaws were coming back. Or perhaps something kept her father from following the clues，” Jessie said. “So the coins have been safely hidden all this time.”

Violet said suddenly， “We promised to tell Mrs. Wren if we found the coins. I’ll telephone the shop.”

She went at once to the telephone. Soon the family heard her say， “Yes， Mrs. Wren. We’ll come over soon to tell you the whole story. You’ll hardly believe it.”

Then she came back and sat down with the others.

“What are we going to do with the coins？” Benny asked his grandfather.

“Well， I think the time has come to call my friend， Professor Nichols，” he said.

“Will he come？” asked Benny.

“Oh， he’ll come all right if he hears the word ‘coin，’” said Mr. Alden. “You children will have to get another room ready for a guest.”

“That’s nothing，” said Benny. “Getting a room ready is the best thing we do.”

“When will you call him， Granda？” asked Rory. He wanted to see this professor who knew so much.

“This very minute，” said Mr. Alden with a smile. “When he comes， you must all be ready for his strange looks. He is a rather odd person. His hair is snow white， although he is not any older than I am. He never wears a hat， not even in winter. He is a wonderful person. You will be lucky to meet him.”

Mr. Alden found the telephone number and in a moment he was saying， “Hello， Andrew. This is James Alden.”

“You don’t say so！” answered a booming voice. The children could hear every word. “What the trouble？”

“No trouble，” replied Grandfather. “Just a few old coins turned up. My—”

“Say no more，” interrupted Professor Nichols. “I’ll come as soon as I can get a plane. You knew I’d say that， didn’t you？”

Grandfather laughed and answered， “We meet your plane. You’ll know me because I will have five young people with me.”

“I know you anyway， anywhere，” said the professor’s voice. “Without any children at all.”

As Mr. Alden hung up the telephone he said， “Same old friend！ Same old Andrew！”

“It lucky that you know Professor Nichols， Grandfather，” Benny said. “I don’t know anyone at all who could help us with the coins. But I guess we could have gone to the library for a book on coin collecting.”

“Yes， I’m sure the library has many books on coins，” said Grandfather with a quick nod. “But Professor Nichols is a real expert. He is just the man to ask about the hidden coins. After all， he knew Stephanie and her father many years ago.”

A day later Henry drove the station wagon to the airport. The Aldens could hardly wait for the plane to come in. When they saw Professor Nichols leaving the plane， they knew that Mr. Alden was right. People stared at the great man. His long white hair blew in the light breeze.

“I came right away， James，” said Professor Nichols. “You know I will go almost anywhere if I can find a new coin.”

Mr. Alden said， “I know that very well， Andrew. I’m glad to get some coins together just to get you to come here to visit me. We have about fifty coins.”

“I can hardly wait to see them，” said the professor.

Henry had already turned the car around and was driving out of the airport.

“And the coins？ Shall I see them at once？” asked the visitor.

“Just as soon as we get home， Andrew，” said Grandfather， smiling at Jessie. “I told you he would not pay much attention to anything but coins.”

The minute the car stopped in the driveway in front of the Alden house， they all took the professor into the dining room. The blue card was on the table before him.


Chapter　10　
 What It All Meant


Professor Nichols sat down at the dining room table and began to look at the coins. From an inside pocket he took a magnifying glass like one Benny had seen a watchmaker use. He fitted it into his eye.

Rory and the Aldens leaned excitedly on the table， watching the professor.

“What a sight！ What a sight，” he murmured， almost to himself. “Oh， my， oh， my！”

Suddenly Professor Nichols put his finger on a gold coin.

“Look here！” he exclaimed， speaking to Benny who was nearest. “There are only ten coins like this in the whole wide world！ You can see it is a four dollar gold piece. And here is one of the ten！”

“That makes the collection valuable，  it？” Benny asked.

“Valuable？ Valuable？ Oh， yes. It is priceless！ Now look. Here is a twenty-cent piece. Did any of you ever hear of a twenty-cent piece？”

“No，” they all answered. They were fascinated by the professor and all he knew about the coins.

“Well， no wonder. These twenty-cent pieces  last long. You can see that they would get mixed up with quarters. That made a lot of trouble. Nobody liked the coins. Very soon they weren’t made anymore. I haven’t seen one of them for years， and I don’t own one myself.”

“How can you tell if it is a real twenty-cent piece？” asked Benny. “We don’t know a thing about coins.”

Professor Nichols took the magnifying glass from his eye and smiled at Benny. “Of course you don’t.  glad to tell you. Look here. Feel the edge of this coin. It has a smooth edge for one thing. I’ll take a quarter out of my pocket. You see， the edge is milled. That means it has little ridges.”

“I see，” Rory said. “The edge of the twenty-cent piece is smooth.”

“That’s right，” the professor said. “Now look at the figure of the woman on the coin. She’s the goddess Liberty and she is often on older U. S. coins. But here on the twenty-cent piece she is sitting down. A coin collector calls this ‘Liberty Seated.’ If there were only Liberty’s head shown， it would be a different coin altogether.”

“Are all these coins valuable？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Oh， yes. Even the pennies are valuable. Somebody knew what he was doing when he collected these. However， the gold piece and the twenty-cent piece are the best of all.”

“What about that Indian-head penny？” Jessie asked.

Professor Nichols smiled. “A lot of people like to collect pennies. Some pennies are very hard to find and that makes them worth a lot. But most of the pennies here are worn. That makes them of less value. They’re interesting to people just beginning to collect coins.”

Henry said， “All of these coins are forty years old at least.”

The professor said，“This may surprise you. Sometimes the oldest coin is not worth the most. I have coins from Roman times that are not worth as much as some of these U. S. coins. That’s because the fewer there are， the more each one is worth.”

“I see，” Benny said. “That’s interesting.”

Rory nodded. “Aye，” he said softly.

Professor Nichols turned to Mr. Alden. “James，” he said， “this is an unusual collection. And it is put together in an unusual way. There must be a story behind it. Who owns it？”

“I really don’t know，” said Grandfather. “But we know who used to own it. The children found the coins after a great hunt. They followed a lot of false clues. One clue said ‘Look on the back of the house.’ You look， Andrew， on the back of that coin card.”

Professor Nichols carefully turned the cardboard over and saw the photograph.

“This very house！” he said. “I’m beginning to get some ideas.”

Grandfather looked at Violet and asked， “You still have the coin case， don’t you？ Will you get it for the professor？”

Violet went to the hall stairs and ran up to her room.

The professor could not sit still. He pushed back his chair and walked back and forth， waiting for Violet. He did not wait long. She was soon back and put the blue case into his hand.

The professor could not speak for a minute. He said， “Of course I know this！ A little girl—Stephanie Shaw—made this. I knew her father. I helped her a little on this collection myself.”

Mr. Alden said， “Then we are right. This is the Blue Collection.”

“It certainly is. I never knew what became of it after the Shaws went to France. Has it been hidden here all this time？ I can’t understand why no one ever claimed it.”

“The children learned that the Shaw family died in France many years ago，” Mr. Alden said. “Benny found  journal hidden behind a loose board in a closet wall.”

“Rory helped， too，” Benny said.

Rory added， “The empty coin case was there， Granda.”

“We’ll show you all the clues，” Benny offered.

Professor Nichols said， “What a story！ It is a wonderful collection that might easily have been lost forever. Oh， I don’t like to think that I might have missed this collection entirely！” He shuddered. “I would indeed like to see all of the things you found.”

“Here is  journal，” said Violet. “I brought that down， too.”

“It is her writing，” said Professor Nichols. “And you children worked out the mystery？ I never could have done it.”

“What do you think we should do with this collection？” asked Henry. “Should we keep it or sell it？ Would anybody buy it？”

“I would！” said Professor Nichols. “There are valuable coins in this collection. It would give me great happiness to own it. However， I don’t want to take the famous Blue Collection away from you children.”

Benny said， “You knew Stephanie. I think you should have it.”

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do，” the professor said. “ pay you for the Blue Collection. Then I’ll select some special coins for each one of you.”

He quickly pulled five coins off the blue cloth from different places on the card. He gave one to each of the Aldens and Rory.

“There！” he said. “You Aldens can start your own collection. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

“Start a collection with four coins？” exclaimed Benny.

The professor nodded. “You’ll be surprised how quickly  add more coins. The minute people know that you are making a collection， they will help you.”

“I think I’ll collect Canadian coins，” Rory said. “I’m visiting the Aldens. I’m from Canada.”

“You are？” said Professor Nichols with a sharp look at the boy. “Maybe you have a Canadian five-cent piece with a beaver on it. And there’s a famous silver dollar from 1947 with men paddling a canoe. Some of the early fur traders， I guess. Yes， you can have an exciting collection.”

That evening at dinner， Professor Nichols looked at Benny and Rory. He said， “You boys are hiding part of the mystery about the Blue Collection from me.”

“We’re not！” Benny exclaimed. “We showed the journal and the clues and told you about the Jenny Wren Shop. That’s all there is.”

The professor shook his head. “I’ll tell what I’m wondering about. How did you boys happen to find the empty coin case and the papers in the closet wall？”

Benny said， “That’s easy. Vacation came and I was lonesome.”

“You were？” asked the professor and laughed. “I can’t believe that！ But I still don’t understand.”

“Well， you see，” Benny explained， “all my friends were away and I was lonely. So Grandfather invited Rory to come.”

“That right，” Rory said. “Mrs. McGregor knows my family. That’s how it happened.”

“Of course Rory had to have the room next to mine，” Benny went on. “We didn’t know anything about Stephanie then or that it had been her room.”

Professor Nichols smiled. He could see that the only way to get the whole story was to let Benny tell it his way.

Benny went on， “We had rooms next to each other. That made us think of a telegraph between them. We thought we’d run a cord through holes in our closet walls.”

“It was a good idea，” Rory said. “But then we found all this stuff in the hole. Say， Benny， we never did finish our telegraph！”

“That’s right，” Benny exclaimed. “I guess our next mystery is how to make it work.”

The other Aldens and Professor Nichols all laughed.

“If you  find a mystery， make one，” the professor said.

Benny added， “And I’ll tell you something else， I’m not lonesome anymore.”

“Good！” said Grandfather. “That’s all I want.”
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第一章
 　
 “在外面等着！”


“Wait Outside！”

“听——快听这个！”班尼·奥登说道。早饭过后，他正在读一份报纸。“科学兴趣展，奥克代尔，7月25日至26日。今天是最后一天！”

“两天的科学兴趣展？”杰西问道，“听起来还比较有趣，我想去。”

班尼看了看维莉和亨利。

“哦，那好吧，”亨利说道，“咱们都去！我想去看看其他孩子都发明了什么，自己动手做了什么。把报纸给我看看，小班班。”

随即，亨利大声念道：“上百种展品，青少年、成人作品皆有；工厂特色展品，展示厂家的最新成果，展现奥克代尔飞速发展的城市风貌。”

“咱们怎么去那儿？”杰西问道。

“我们可以骑自行车去奥克代尔。”维莉说道。

“噢，不行，维莉，”亨利说道，“奥克代尔离这儿足足有三十英里呢，骑车一天之内来回太远了。”

“哦，那坐巴士怎么样？”班尼问道，“咱们得看看巴士时间表。可是咱们没有时间表呀！”

“我碰巧有一份。”奥登爷爷说着，从口袋里掏出了一份时间表。“全新的，应该非常准确。”说着，他将那份时间表递给了亨利。

亨利接了过去。“不行，”他说道，“没有直接到奥克代尔的巴士，咱们得在普莱恩维尔交叉路口换一次车，而且还得在那儿等上一个小时才会有去奥克代尔的巴士。”

“没事，”班尼说道，“在车站等巴士和火车是常有的事。这也是车站的功能嘛！”

杰西说道：“要是咱们抓紧点，还能赶上上午的巴士。”

奥登爷爷笑了起来：“哦，班尼，还是老样子，又是你起的头。我真希望我也能跟你们一起去，我知道奥克代尔周边有不少商业机会。我曾经听说过那儿搬来了一个新工厂，就在普莱恩维尔交叉路口附近。”

“那午饭怎么办？”班尼问道。

大家都笑了起来。班尼总是一副饥肠辘辘的样子，即便是一点儿不饿，也照样能吃下去东西。

“我觉得展会上肯定会有不少吃的，”亨利说道，“说不定车站里也有。”

“对，我也这么认为，”奥登先生说道，“要是我没记错的话，客运站就在交叉路口那儿的一处空地上，过了一座红色的桥就是，附近没有什么人烟。”

“我们可以等到了奥克代尔的展会上再吃东西，”杰西做出了决定，“我觉得那儿肯定有吃的。”

“查一查返程的巴士，亨利。”班尼说道，“要是时间凑巧，咱们当天就能回来。”

亨利又看了看时间表，找到了一辆回程的巴士，大约在晚饭时分就能到家。他环顾了大家一圈，说道：“这次咱们既不用带背包又不用带午餐的旅行，什么东西都不用带。”

“最好带上些零用钱。”爷爷微笑着说道。

“嗯，我们买车票要花钱。”亨利赞同道。

“还要买吃的。”班尼插话了。

“或许，咱们最好还是带上雨衣，”杰西补充道，“我们已经被大雨淋湿过好多次了。”

“不会下雨的，”班尼反对道，“看看这天，多蓝！”

奥登先生摇了摇头：“我把这叫作暴风雨来临前的异常平静，你们最好还是带上雨衣。现在正是一年当中突发性暴雨最多的时节。”

于是，奥登兄妹备好钱，带上了四件雨衣，朝着奥克代尔兴趣展出发了。他们到达绿野镇客运站的时间刚刚好，正好赶上了去普莱恩维尔交叉路口的巴士。

“你们可以到了普莱恩维尔车站之后，再买去奥克代尔的车票，”驾驶员告诉他们，“我猜你们应该是去看展览的。”

“没错。”班尼回答道。

除了他们，巴士上只有另外一位乘客，是一位老绅士。杰西和维莉坐到了一起，亨利坐到了驾驶员后面的座位上，而班尼则坐到了那名老绅士旁边。班尼喜欢有个伴，而且也喜欢认识陌生人。

“出去找地方玩吗？”那位老人微笑着问道。

“对，我们要去奥克代尔的兴趣展，”班尼回答道，“您也是去奥克代尔的吗？”

“不是，我不在交叉路口转车，我路过那儿，还远着呢。我要去俄亥俄。”

“您要是从俄亥俄过来的，”班尼说道，“那您估计对这儿不是太熟。”

“哦，对，确实是这样。我是在新英格兰州长大的，离普莱恩维尔交叉路口不远。不过十年前我搬到俄亥俄去了，偶尔会到绿野镇和奥克代尔来看看老朋友。”

班尼说道：“您肯定在这儿过得很愉快。”

那名老绅士笑道：“对，确实是。不过很多东西都在发生改变，有些是越来越好，有些则在变坏，至少人们是这么告诉我的。”

班尼和那位老人一路谈论着沿途的景物，时间倒也过得飞快。没过多久，车子便来到了一片平整的郊外。

“我爷爷说这附近没有人住，”随着车子的一路前行，班尼感叹道，“看起来好荒凉。”

那人哈哈笑了起来：“你说的是过去吧。等你到了客运站，就会明白的。来绿野镇的时候，我得在那儿换车。车站那里的那个人对即将到来的事情可是颇有微词呢，他说这里即将发生一场大战。”

“大战？”班尼问道，“是因为什么呢？”

“因为某个工厂。有些人觉得它很好，因为它带来了更多的工作岗位，其他人则害怕它会弄脏河流。污染，你知道的。”

“对，我知道什么是污染。”班尼回答道。他看了看窗外，只见公路一直沿着一条小河延展着，前方已能看到一座红色的桥。

“转个弯就是那个车站了，”老人说道，“三条高速公路在那儿会合，所以才会叫作普莱恩维尔交叉路口。去奥克代尔的巴士会从那座桥上过来，然后把你们捎上。去奥克代尔大约还有十英里路程。”

就在此时，巴士进站了，他们已经到了普莱恩维尔交叉路口。

班尼拿上他的雨衣，与老绅士告了别。

“车站管理员叫弗兰克，”那位老人在他背后叫道，“问问他新邻居怎么样。”

说完，那个老人笑了起来，班尼猜他是在说笑，却又不觉得有什么好笑。





奥登兄妹看了看四周，奥登先生所说得没错，车站看起来孤零零的，除了几棵大树，再也没有其他东西，也没有人家。有三条道路在这儿交会，但路上一辆车都没有。

只见车站上边挂着一块牌子，上面写着“弗兰克的地方”，下面写着“客运站”。

奥登兄妹四人从宽敞的空调车上下来，天气已经很热了，班尼嗅了嗅空气中的味道，说道：“这味道真恶心。”

不过，班尼已经无心再去管空气中的味道了。只见车站的屋门突然开了，两个男孩子飞快地从台阶上跑了下来。他们的年龄比班尼稍微大一些，但比亨利要小。他们身后，一个系着围裙的男人来到了门口。

“不准再到这儿来！”他吼道，“我不需要你们家的任何人帮忙，管好你们自己的事吧！要是想坐巴士，就在外边等着。”

那两个男孩从最后几级台阶上边跳了下来，系着围裙的人又“砰”的一声将门摔上了。

“哇，哇，”亨利小声说道，“咱们似乎有点出师不利哦！奇怪，那两个男孩到底做了什么，惹得那个男人大动肝火？”

维莉补充道：“我猜测那个厨子应该就是弗兰克。”

那两个男孩瞥了一眼奥登兄妹和刚进站的巴士，随即跑到一棵大树下，躺在了树荫下。

班尼抬眼看了看巴士上窗子边那位和善的老人，挥了挥手。那人笑了笑，也朝他挥了挥手。车站再也没有其他乘客，司机按了按喇叭示意即将发车，然后大大的巴士就这样开走了。

奥登兄妹聚拢到一块儿，打量着车站和那两个男孩。

“咱们现在该怎么办？”杰西问道。

“咱们得进去买车票，”亨利镇定地说道，“他们吵架跟咱们又没有关系。”

“可是车站里边那个暴怒的男人怎么办？”维莉问道，“我可不想有人对咱们大喊大叫。”

“他不会吼咱们的，”亨利笑了起来，“咱们又没惹他。那两个男孩子肯定是干了什么他不喜欢的事情。”

“他们肯定闯了大祸，”班尼说道，“你瞧他恼火的！”

奥登兄妹正聊得热火朝天，一名邮递员开着车过来了。“你们要进车站里边去吗？”他向奥登兄妹问道，“把这封信带给弗兰克，好吗？”

班尼说了声“当然可以”，将信接了过来。那封信很厚，前面印着弗兰克·迪莫斯的名字，看起来像是一封商务信件。班尼忍不住看了看信封的一角，只见那里印着一个大大的、色彩鲜艳的油漆罐，上面的字迹异常显眼，龙飞凤舞地印着一个大标志：“皮克特完美油漆。”

“来吧，”亨利叫道，“咱们进去看看去奥克代尔的巴士是不是准点。”

他走上台阶，拉开了车站的门。班尼是最后一个进去的，他觉得自己似乎听到了树下那两个男孩的嘲笑声。

他们这是在笑他吗？班尼并不清楚。


第二章　
 屋里的麻烦


Trouble Inside

客运站内部其实是一家简易餐厅，餐厅的一头摆放着一张柜台，靠墙摆放着一些小桌椅，其中一张餐桌稍大一点儿。门口放着一条长凳，以供乘客等车之用。

奥登兄妹推开客运站的门，刚刚将门摔上的那个人抬起了头来。他正拿着一个洒水壶，在房间另一头浇花。

“您就是弗兰克，对吗？”亨利立刻说道。

“对，我就是弗兰克，”那人简短地回答道，“你们想要什么？现在吃午饭还太早，我还没做三明治。”他脸上一丝笑容都没有。

奥登兄妹立刻产生了同一想法：这个人不太礼貌。实际上，他这样的人似乎不大适合在车站经营一家简易餐馆。

“您卖车票吗？”班尼若无其事地问道。

“对，”弗兰克回答道，“这家餐馆也是我的。”

班尼解释道：“我们要去奥克代尔参加兴趣展，得在这儿换车，对吗？”

“没错，”弗兰克的语气稍微缓和了一些，“可是今天去奥克代尔的巴士晚点了。你们可能得在这儿等上一个小时。”

“对，”杰西点了点头，说道，“我们预料到了得等上一小时，从绿野镇出发前就料到了，我们不介意等。”

“这个车站是等车的好地方。”维莉补充道。她不禁想起了刚刚被弗兰克要求在外面等着的那两个男孩子。

班尼走到柜台边，说道：“如果您就是弗兰克，那我想这是您的信。”

弗兰克连“谢谢”都没有说一声，就拿过那封信，直接扔到了柜台后面的一个架子上了。不过，他对奥登兄妹说道：“你们可以坐在这儿。随意，坐着、走走都可以，外面太热。”

他对奥登兄妹说话的语气里边已经有了友善的味道。很显然，比起刚刚那两个男孩子，他更喜欢他们。

奥登兄妹将雨衣叠好，放到了木质长凳上，大家都坐了下来。

亨利问道：“我们可以从您这儿买票吗？”

“对，确实可以。”弗兰克说道。

“我们只想买单程票，”亨利赶忙说道，“巴士司机告诉我们说可以在奥克代尔买回程票。”

“没错。”弗兰克说着，将四张车票递给了亨利。

维莉看了看窗外。“噢，天哪，”她说道，“但愿不要下雨。不过下雨也无所谓，幸好咱们带了雨衣。”

其他人也都朝窗外望去，只见西面的天空中开始挂满了乌云，但树叶纹丝不动。

“用不着担心下雨，”弗兰克说道，“下不了多久。你们待在屋里，不会淋湿的。”

班尼突然想到了在门外时闻到的怪味，于是说道：“噢，我们自然是要待在里边的，外面的气味好难闻。”

弗兰克的脸色顿时变了，怒意渐浓。“那还不是因为我的新邻居？”他暴躁地说道，“新邻居——他们休想在我这里得逞。我可没有那样的邻居。”

奥登兄妹被搞得一头雾水，不过他们可不敢开口问其中的缘由。这人说的是那两个男孩吗？还是另有所指？

弗兰克转过身去，背对着孩子们。奥登兄妹则默默地坐在长凳上，看着他。

电话铃响了。房间里寂静无声，突如其来的声响吓了维莉一跳。

弗兰克走到墙上的电话旁，摘下了听筒。“我是弗兰克，请讲。”他说道。

有人开始说话，弗兰克渐渐皱起了眉头。“对，我刚收到你的信，”他说道，“没有，我还没有打开。我跟你说过了，我不感兴趣。我要的东西，你们给不起。”

弗兰克想要挂断电话，可对方似乎不依不饶。

“什么？”弗兰克问道，“你想干什么？这就是你信里写的东西吗？呵，我倒是想看你们试试。就这样，不信你试试看。你不会得逞的，我不会让你得逞的。”

弗兰克挂上了听筒，并没有说“再见”。他生气地皱起了眉头，随即脸色又变了，取而代之的是深切的悲哀，一种奥登兄妹前所未见的悲凉神情。

奥登兄妹面面相觑，肯定是出事了。这人前一分钟还怒容满面，可是下一秒，却变得悲苦无比。他这到底是怎么了？

班尼在亨利耳边小声说道：“一个天大的秘密。”

弗兰克起身打开了收音机，杰西觉得他这是想听听音乐，打破一下沉默的气氛。





大家一时都没有说话。弗兰克在柜台后面的水池里默默地洗着茶杯。

突然，一首歌放到一半时停了，随即播音员的声音传了出来：“国家气象服务中心预警：一股龙卷风预计产生于约克郡和普兰县，风速很高，还伴有雷电。我们会随时向您播报最新消息，请随时留意本台播发的公告。”

维莉的脸色顿时苍白了起来。奥登兄妹一起望向了窗外，只见天色已经暗了下来，风声四起。

弗兰克和善地看着维莉，说道：“预计有龙卷风就是说可能会刮一场大风。要是换成龙卷风预警的话，情况可能就会糟很多了。”他这是在安慰维莉，想要让她好受一些。

亨利和弗兰克走出大门，来到了外面。只见风已经扬起了路面上的沙尘，树枝在狂风中左摇右摆。

亨利看了看那棵树下面，先前那两个男孩已经不见了踪影。

维莉将头探到了门外：“看，杰西，乌云好浓，还跑得飞快！”

太阳已经被云层盖住，天空正在飞快地暗下来。

弗兰克和亨利回到屋里，关上了房门。弗兰克转向了奥登兄妹，大家看得出来，他有些担心。

“我在离这里一英里远的河上还有一栋小房子，”弗兰克说道，“今早我似乎忘了关窗户了。或许在风暴来临前，我得回去把窗户给关上。我在河边还拴着一条小船，我也想去看看拴得牢不牢固，以免被暴风吹走。”

“我们没事，你去吧，”班尼说道，“可是您在外面安全吗？”

“哦，不用为我担心，”弗兰克说道，“我没事。我的汽车就停在屋后，我开车几分钟就能回去，能够抢在下雨前到那儿的。要是赶上下雨，我会待在家里，等雨停的。”

“您还会回这儿来的，对不对？”维莉问。

“噢，对，我会回车站来的。你们只要待在车站里，就不会有事的。这房子是砖瓦建筑，很牢固，也不漏雨。”

“我们不会有事的，”杰西说道，“除非去奥克代尔的巴士过来，否则我们不会出门的。”

“好，”弗兰克说道，“要是巴士来了，你们走时把门关上就可以了。关紧了，门会自动锁上的，我回来后可以自己拿钥匙开门。我觉得应该不会有人来车站，大家都知道暴风雨即将来临，会待在家里。那个兴趣展的运气可真不好，这种天气，人不会多的。”

“我们会一直开着收音机听天气预报的，”亨利说道，“我相信一切都会过去，您不用担心我们。”

弗兰克走到门口，随即他又停下了脚步，似乎想起了什么事情。回头看奥登兄妹时，他脸上真的有了笑容：“我离开的这段时间里，你们四个可能会饿的。你们只管在冰箱里找吃的就可以了，喜欢吃什么就拿什么。”

“啊，真是谢谢您，”杰西感到很诧异，“您真好。”

班尼补充道：“您一走我们就看看冰箱里有什么，这一点您可以放心。”

弗兰克笑了起来。“你们把钱放在那个钱箱里就行，”他说道，“我认得出来。”

他再次微笑着跟孩子们挥手道别，然后走了出去，反身关上了房门。

可是，片刻之后门又被打开了。弗兰克出现在门口，脸上又有了怒容。

“有件事我忘了告诉你们了，”他说道，“要是你们看到有两个男孩子在附近游荡，别放他们进来，他们都是麻烦鬼，我不想跟他们扯上任何关系。”

随即，弗兰克转身走了出去。这一次，奥登兄妹看到他从窗前走了过去，没过多久，便听到了汽车发动的声响。他沿着河边的道路开车走了。





“哇，”班尼说道，“你们怎么看？开始时弗兰克还很友好，担心我们会饿。可随即，他又生气了，告诉我们别放他讨厌的那两个男孩子进来。我不明白他为什么会这样。”

杰西沉吟道：“弗兰克认识那两个男孩，但我们不认识。除非他们做了什么危害大家的事，否则没有人有权利将他们从一座公共客运站中赶出去。”

班尼说道，“嗯，到现在为止这事对咱们来说还是一个谜，咱们一点儿都不了解。不过我知道一件事，那就是打死我也不会去问弗兰克其中的缘由，我可不想没命。”

杰西快速地环视了这个客运站一周，发现了许多有趣的东西。

“快看窗台上那些粉色的漂亮的花，”她说道，“所有的窗台上都摆放着有，弗兰克肯定很爱花。”

“还有鸟，”班尼看着窗外，补充道，“看那些鸟屋，还有野鸟喂食器呢。”

维莉说道：“一个喜欢花鸟的人坏不到哪儿去的。快看那只啄木鸟！它那红色的脑袋好漂亮！噢，它飞走了，肯定是被什么东西吓到了。”

亨利从维莉的肩后望了出去，也看到了那只鸟。不过，他还看到了其他东西，他肯定其中一棵树后面有东西在移动。

亨利继续观察着，看到了一件红色衬衫。他肯定那就是被弗兰克从客运站赶出去的两个男孩之一。

亨利在心里暗想：那两个男孩到底在干什么，难道其中一个是在监视奥登兄妹吗？还是两个都在监视弗兰克？这也是有可能的。

亨利不想吓着维莉和杰西，不过班尼却惊呼了起来：“嘿，我在车站后面看到了人。会是谁？两个男孩其中的一个！偷偷摸摸的，肯定就是他们。难怪弗兰克会发火。”

“等一下，”杰西说道，“我觉得那个男孩并不像是偷偷摸摸的样子，他手里拿着双筒望远镜呢，正在观察维莉刚刚看到的那只鸟。”

几分钟之后，暴风雨似乎并不会像想象中的那么大了。或许，预测的龙卷风已经消散了。

不过，片刻之后，天空瞬间又变成暗紫色。刚刚平息下去的风在重新聚集了能量之后，又卷土重来。客运站牌被吹得噼啪作响，树枝被狂风吹弯了腰。奥登兄妹赶忙从窗前退了开去。


第三章　
 巴士不见踪影


No Bus in Sight

弗兰克离开的时间已经不短了，而现在，狂风正在咆哮。

奥登兄妹来到车站简易餐厅的窗前，只见天色越发暗了，狂风裹挟着尘土，在空中打着旋儿。

“雨来了。”班尼惊呼起来。果不其然，雨点开始落了下来，一开始时落得还不算快，维莉看着它们一颗颗地打在了窗户玻璃上。随后，雨滴越来越密，瓢泼大雨倾盆而下砸在了窗户上。

“我在想那两个男孩子去哪儿了。”亨利说道。

维莉回答道：“哦，不管他们去哪儿，肯定都被淋成落汤鸡了。我知道弗兰克说过不能放他们进来，但我觉得我们还是应该让他们进来的。”

班尼笑了起来：“我们还不知道他们的名字呢，怎么叫他们进来啊？是说‘嘿，孩子们’还是说‘你们好，小家伙’？要不，‘过来，小东西’？”

他话音未落，敲门声便传了进来。声音非常大，在呼啸的风声中听得一清二楚。

班尼说道：“我不管！这么大的暴风雨，你们不能把人留在外面。绝对不行！”

亨利来到门边，拉开了门。狂风破门而入，两个湿漉漉的男孩跌跌撞撞地走了进来。

门被风吹得砰砰作响，亨利费了好大劲儿才将它关上。不过现在，他也被雨淋湿了，和刚刚进来的那两个孩子差不了多少。

那两个男孩身旁的地板上，滴了一大摊雨水。他们的头发耷拉在眼睛上，雨水顺着背包不停地往下滴。

“非常感谢，”其中一个男孩说道，“外面有点湿。”

“我们看到了，”亨利说道，“所以才会让你们进来。你们知道的，我们不能让你们进来的，弗兰克不想让别人进来。”

“对，我们知道，”穿着蓝色短衫的男孩说道，“不过弗兰克肯定是误会我们了。”

穿红色衬衫的男孩说道：“不用担心，等雨一停我们就会出去的，不会待太久。”

杰西说道：“不知道弗兰克在下雨前有没有赶到家。”

“肯定赶到了，”年龄稍大的那个男孩说道，“时间绰绰有余。再说，他那栋房子和这个车站一样结实。”

班尼心里暗暗觉得奇怪，这个男孩似乎一点儿也不生弗兰克的气，听起来倒是有几分担心他。

这两个孩子应该就是普莱恩维尔交叉路口的本地人，他们对弗兰克的事情知道得还不少，应该不是巴士上那位老人所说的新邻居。看来奥登兄妹还得多加留意，不过他们觉得应该能够弄清楚弗兰克的新邻居到底是何方神圣。

现在，班尼真的对这两个男孩非常好奇。他们一副精力旺盛的样子，没有片刻的休息。奥登兄妹看到那个稍大的男孩在车站里边闲逛了起来，甚至走到了柜台后面的冰箱那儿，似乎还瞥了一眼那封信。

“嘿，特洛伊，”稍大的男孩对弟弟说道，“你猜这是什么？弗兰克收到了一封来自皮克特完美油漆的信，他连拆都没拆开呢。”

“他为什么要拆开啊，裘德？”特洛伊回答道，“弗兰克说不定已经知道信里写的是什么了。”

这男孩说得没错，班尼突然想到，弗兰克已经在电话里边知道了那封信的内容。现在班尼已经能够确定，那个电话肯定就是从那家油漆厂打来的。

雨水敲打着窗户，维莉说道：“看这雨可真够大的，已经好几周没见过这么大的雨了。现在我明白爷爷所说的暴风雨前的平静是什么意思了。这天气可真是太糟糕了。”

远方传来了滚滚雷鸣的声响，闪电划过天际，把天空照得很明亮，雷声随即而至。班尼看着杰西，一道刺目的闪电正好闪过。

雷声再次响了起来。

“这么大的雨，应该下不了多久，”亨利说道，“我想暴风雨很快就会过去的。”

其中一个男孩盯着窗外看了看。“没有漏斗云，”他说道，“很厉害的暴风雨，但还不是龙卷风。”

他话音未落，又一道闪电划过了车站上方的天空。雷声滚滚，随即传来了“轰”的一声。

“好近！”班尼说道，“太近了！”

“肯定有什么东西被闪电击中了。”穿红衬衫那男孩说道。

“咱们很安全，”班尼说道，“或者，应该说与那些暴露在雷雨中的人相比，咱们并没有那么危险。”

“可是刚才什么东西断了，声音近得吓人，”杰西担忧地说道，“希望不是雷电击中了这附近的树。”

亨利说道：“谁想得到这天变得这么快呀？开始时还是晴空一片，万里无云，突然就变得乌云密布，黑沉沉的一片。”

杰西说道：“好歹我们身上是干的。过来吧，维莉，咱们别坐在窗边这条长凳上了。”

“对，”亨利赞同道，“说得没错。”

不过，其中一个男孩瞟了一眼窗外，随即打了一个呼哨：“嘿，是一棵树被击中了，就是咱们刚才躺在下面那棵。哇！幸亏我们进来了。再次谢谢你们让我们进来。”

“不客气，”班尼礼貌地回答道，“你们跟我们一样，都有权利待在这里。”





这场暴风雨似乎来得快去得也快。闪电已经没那么刺眼，雷声也没那么吓人了，狂风也不再肆虐树枝。

没过多久，天空便已经亮了一些。

亨利走到窗前，宣布道：“最猛烈的阶段已经过去了，雨差不多已经停了。再过几分钟，我们就可以出去看看到底发生什么事了。”

那两个男孩——特洛伊和裘德，抖了抖身体，将头发捋到了脑后，拿起了背包。

“我们不想让弗兰克看到我们在这里，”那个稍大的男孩说道，“用不着再惹他发一次火，失去那棵大橡树他已经够恼火的了，那可真是一棵漂亮的树。”

“对，”另外一个男孩说道，“这也有点太残忍了，弗兰克喜欢树，他熟悉这附近所有的树、鸟儿和其他植物。”

“不像有些人，根本就不在乎。”红衬衫男孩说道。

亨利慢慢地拉开了门，大家一起走了出来。四处都是被大风卷过来的残枝断叶。

“雨已经完全停了，”班尼说道，“我是说，空气真是清新极了，一点儿也不像我们刚下车的时候。”

那两个男孩都笑了起来，其中一人说道：“这事我们最熟悉不过了。”

奥登兄妹绕到了车站的侧边，路上不时有水坑，他们走得很是费劲。

杰西率先看清了刚才那声巨响所带来的后果。“噢，没错！你说得没错，”她看着那个大男孩说道，“闪电确实击中了那棵树，而且它还把一些电线也带下来了！”

“退后，”亨利说道，“别靠近掉下来的电线。”

那个大男孩说道：“那些是电话线，不是电线。”

“的确，”班尼说道，“车站里边的电灯并没有熄灭。”

“没有电话了！”维莉说道，“咱们打不了电话了，而且别人也打不进来。”

“哇，”班尼兴奋地说道，“除了弗兰克，没人知道咱们在这里了。”

奥登兄妹和那两个男孩一起绕着车站转了一圈，年龄小点的男孩捡起了一个野鸟喂食器，并将它小心翼翼地放回了树上。

“现在几点了，亨利？”杰西问。

亨利看了看表：“十二点半了，去奥克代尔的巴士确实晚点很久了。”

班尼说道：“弗兰克跟咱们说过巴士会晚点的。他说咱们得等上一个小时，但现在已经远远不止一个小时了。”

班尼和亨利一起看了看车站前面的马路，把左右两个方向都眺望了一遍，但丝毫没有看到车辆的影子，轿车、卡车、巴士，一辆都看不见。

“你觉得这是为什么，亨利？”班尼问道，“一辆车都没有。”

“说不定人们都在等暴风雨完全停了再说，”亨利猜测道，“这样明智一些。”不过，他心里隐隐觉得有些不对劲。

那两个男孩说道：“我们还有一些事情要做，你们几个孩子就待在车站里边。一会儿见。”很快，他们便消失在了马路下方。

“我认为他们也在等去奥克代尔的巴士，”班尼慢慢说道，“你们说他们会不会是临时改变了主意？”

“这我就不知道了，”亨利耸了耸肩，说道，“咱们对这个车站还了解得太少。”

奥登兄妹回到了车站里，继续等巴士。


第四章　
 发现


A Discovery

时间一分一秒地过去，车站前还是没有巴士的影子，弗兰克也没有回来。那两个陌生男孩也走了，不过没人知道他们去了哪儿。路上依然不见车辆的踪影。

班尼最后开口了：“现在已经一点了。午饭时间早就过了，我已经饿啦！咱们干吗不吃一些午饭呀？弗兰克说过咱们可以吃的，所以他不会介意的。”

“对啊，咱们干吗不吃呀？”杰西说道，“巴士还不知要等到何时呢！我也饿了。”

“我也是。”亨利说道。

于是就这样定了。杰西和维莉走到柜台后面，打开冰箱看了看，她们找到了黄油、牛奶和汉堡，还有一个面包盒，里边装着汉堡卷和几条用来做三明治的面包。

“这些足够了，”杰西点了点头，说道，“这些正是弗兰克的餐馆里边用来做午餐的食材。咱们可以做一顿大餐出来。”

“那拜托快一点。”班尼说道。

杰西拿出一口煎锅，开始做起汉堡。很快，便已是香气四溢，大家不禁使劲儿嗅起来。

“请到柜台这边来，女士们、先生们，”杰西说道，“这儿有纸杯和纸盘。”她用纸杯倒了四杯牛奶。

“冰箱里没有其他东西了吗，杰西？”班尼问道。

“嘿，小班班！”亨利叫道，“就在你前面呢，你没看到柜台上面就有一玻璃罐炸面圈么？”

“好吧，好吧，”班尼说道，“可能是我这眼睛出问题啦！有了炸面圈和牛奶，这一餐就可以吃得很舒服啦！”

“等一下，班尼，我再瞅瞅，”杰西说道，“冰箱里边好像还有一包东西。”她打开冰箱，拿出了那包东西。

“奶酪！”班尼叫了起来，“你都用不着打开包装纸，我就知道是奶酪。希望是我喜欢的那种。”

确实是奶酪，而且还真是班尼喜欢的那种。于是，就着牛奶和奶酪，大家吃完了各自的午餐。

“也没多少餐具需要清洗。”杰西笑道。她将纸杯和纸盘扔进了垃圾筐。“没有汤勺，也没有刀和叉。只需要把煎锅洗了就行了。”她一边说一边刷洗了起来，一会儿便将煎锅洗得干干净净，挂到了柜台下面。

亨利再次看了看表：“奇怪，弗兰克这是去哪儿了。他现在也该回来了呀！”

“还是没有巴士的影子，”班尼说道，“照这样下去，咱们永远也去不了奥克代尔展会了。就这样在车站里边白白地浪费时间，也没什么有趣的事情。”

就在这时，外面有声音传了进来：“你们还在吗？”有人叫道，不是弗兰克。

班尼跑过去往外看了看，只见那两个奇怪的男孩子又回来了。他们已经换上了干衣服，正在朝着奥登兄妹咧嘴而笑。

稍大一些的那个男孩说道：“我们刚刚回家换衣服去了，我们发现我们误不了巴士，时间充足得很。”

“你们是怎么知道的？”亨利问道。

稍小的那个男孩说道：“因为大风把一棵好大的树吹倒在了通往这座桥的路上，没有人过得来，巴士得绕上好几英里才能过来。”

“高速公路被阻断了！”维莉低声说道，“这也就是说咱们被困住了。爷爷肯定会担心咱们的，我真希望能往绿野镇打个电话，可是电话线也断了。”

“不用担心爷爷，”亨利说道，“他不知道咱们被困在了这样一个小车站里边。我想他肯定以为咱们现在已经到了奥克代尔，正在享受那场展会呢！”

“来吧，”那个稍大的男孩说道，“咱们回下面路上去等高速公路巡警。你们几个一会儿见啊！”说完，两个男孩便跑开了。





“我可不大喜欢这样，”班尼说道，“没什么事可做。我真希望能有什么东西看看。”

杰西说道：“哦，我洗锅的时候确实看到了一样东西，倒是让我有点好奇。”

“是吗？”班尼问道，“不管是什么东西，也算是聊胜于无嘛。”

杰西说道：“我可什么都没说啊，因为我觉得那跟咱们没关系。还有，它和你想看到的东西有一些差距，一般车站里边是不会有这些东西的。”

“你到底说的是什么啊？”亨利问道，他的好奇心也被勾起来了。

杰西说道：“到柜台后面来，看那个高高的架子上面。”

大家都抬起了头来，只见架子上面有几只喝水用的玻璃杯，里边都装着半杯又脏又浑浊的水，另外两只玻璃杯里边装着一些枯黄褪色的野草，还有一只玻璃杯里边则装着新鲜嫩绿的草苗。一个铁丝做成的架子上面，摆放着一些试管，每一只上面都贴着标签，标注着化学名称。玻璃杯旁边还摆放着几册书和几本笔记本。

“我从这下面就能够看到其中一本书的书名，”维莉说道，“是‘如何分解水’。”

“其中一本是关于鸟类的，”杰西诧异地说道，“这样一个车站里边居然也有这样的书！”

维莉说道：“那本讲鸟儿的书和爷爷的那本一模一样，里边有彩色图片，每一种本地鸟儿都有介绍。”

“奇怪，这些东西我刚才怎么没看到呢？”班尼不解地问道。

“哎呀，小班班，”亨利笑了起来，“刚才又是风又是雨的，还有两个神神秘秘的男孩藏在这儿，你也不可能朝天花板方向看呀！不过现在我们也看到了这些试管和书了，这也就是说，这位弗兰克可不简单啊，他肯定是一位怪人。”

班尼搬过一把椅子，放到了那个架子下面，爬了上去。

“别碰人家的东西，班尼。”杰西说道。

“哦，不会的，”班尼回答道，“一来，这些东西是弗兰克的；二来，我也不想留下我的指纹。”

随即，班尼惊呼了起来：“哇，现在我明白啦！你们猜我看到什么了！这些玻璃杯的另外一侧还有一大本书，叫作《油漆和漆制品化学工艺》。弗兰克既是一名化学家，又是车站管理员，又是餐厅经营者，不会还是一名园艺爱好者吧？”

“说不定弗兰克在帮油漆厂做事呢！”杰西推测道。

“说不定化学是他的业余爱好，”维莉说道，“这和他的工作没多大关系，只是几本书和几个瓶瓶罐罐嘛。”

“弗兰克的爱好可真不少，”班尼说道，“别忘了还有野鸟喂食器、鸟笼和窗台上的鲜花。我真希望他能快点回来，我好问问他。”

“我猜那两个男孩，裘德和特洛伊，肯定是在弗兰克正在工作的时候跑来烦他了，”杰西说道，“他肯定很不待见他们。”

“说不定弗兰克觉得他们是在监视他呢，别忘了望远镜的事。”班尼说道。

亨利刚想开口说话，便听到有车子拐到了车站前面。

“肯定是弗兰克。”维莉立刻说道。

果然是弗兰克。“你们还好吗？”他叫道，“巴士还是没来吗？”

“我们很好，”杰西说道，“但还是没有车。您知道桥被倒下来的大树阻断了吗？巴士得绕行，所以才晚了。”

“对，我知道，”弗兰克回答道，“可是你们是怎么知道的？你们去桥上了？”

“没有，”杰西刚开口便立即意识到，弗兰克肯定不喜欢听自己说起那两个男孩。

不过，此时弗兰克的心思已经不在杰西这儿了，他正在盯着那把被班尼搬到架子下面的椅子。

弗兰克的目光从那把椅子移到了奥登兄妹身上，随即又抬头看了看架子上面的那些书。“呃，”他说道，“你们到底想要找什么？”

他的声音里边并没有愤怒，只有悲哀。“对不起，”他说道，“今天真是糟透了。暴风雨……我的一棵大树被雷电击倒了……那两个小鬼老是缠着我……”

班尼飞快地说道：“我们只是对那些野草和旁边的东西有点好奇而已，我们什么东西都没碰。”

维莉也赶忙补充道：“我们大家都对花花草草很感兴趣，说不定我们可以帮您。”

“没有谁帮得了我，”弗兰克说道，“这事太大了，我试过了，但困难重重。”

他这话似乎更像是在自言自语，倒不像是跟奥登兄妹说的。他似乎已经忘记了他们的存在。





随即，外面传来了响亮的巴士喇叭声。

“去奥克代尔的巴士！”班尼叫道，“噢，咱们可不能错过了！都等这么长时间了。”

弗兰克摇了摇脑袋，似乎想要甩掉自己的烦恼。“你们不会错过的，”他告诉班尼，“司机会等你们的。”

亨利掏出了车票，奥登四兄妹飞一般地离开了车站，弗兰克也跟了出来。

巴士驾驶员站在车旁边，正在开行李箱。他看了看四周，朝着弗兰克挥了挥手。“还有乘客？”他问道。

弗兰克点了点头：“他们有票。”

司机一边抬起行李箱的门，一边说道：“我这儿有一个给皮克特的包裹，指定要送到普莱恩维尔交叉路口这儿。不是太大——在哪儿呢？噢，在这儿呢。”

“就这个？”弗兰克问道，“没有其他的了吗？”

“就这个。”司机说着看了看奥登兄妹，“你们现在就把票给我吧，都上车！”

奥登兄妹登上了巴士，里边光线很暗，黑漆漆的。

班尼看了看四周，要是裘德和特洛伊已经在车上了，他也看不到他们。

司机“砰”的一声关上了车门。“下一站，奥克代尔，十五分钟。”他宣布道。

奥登兄妹坐到了椅子上，很高兴终于踏上了去展会的旅程。


第五章　
 反了！


Not Fair！

巴士上，班尼和亨利坐到了一起。他们沉默着坐了一段时间，随后班尼说道：“我真想知道弗兰克到底在说什么，咱们似乎又卷入到一个谜团里边去了。”

亨利微微笑了笑：“对咱们来说，这是常有的事，小班班。不过要是能够找到问题到底出在哪里，咱们就能帮上忙。”

“你觉得问题会不会就出在那两个男孩子身上？”班尼问道。随即，他又否定了自己的问题：“我想应该不是。”

“咱们都知道弗兰克对花鸟、园艺都很感兴趣，”亨利说道，“那些化学药品和书倒是让我想起了化学课。我猜他应该是在帮油漆厂干活。他还从司机那儿收到了一个包裹。”

班尼想了一会儿：“今天早上，巴士上那个人让我问问他新邻居的事。真是奇怪。”他实在是想不出其中的缘由。

亨利和班尼停止了说话，巴士上寂静无声，只听得到一个男人的鼾声和一个小宝宝的哭声。

随即，有人开始说话了。班尼立刻凝神去听，他听到了一个男孩的声音：“等他开始以后再说，准备好，随时看我的信号。”

“好，”另外一个声音回答道，“我会随时做好准备的。我一点儿也不怕，我可不在乎他说什么。”

第一个声音听起来似乎生气了：“你还是不明白，咱们在乎的不是他，我们知道他肯定会对我们很恼火的，重要的是那儿的人，别忘了。”

那两个男孩停止了谈话，班尼不敢回头去看到底是谁在说话，但他觉得自己肯定知道。他们正是被弗兰克从车站赶出去的那两个人，也正是嘲笑奥登兄妹的那两个人。他们这是在筹划着什么呢？

较年轻的男孩又开口了：“好吧，我明白。那明天晚上的大会怎么办？你觉得咱们能进去吗？”

“咱们可以试试，”年龄稍大的男孩说道，“弗兰克也会去的，这一点我有把握。”

“嘘，”年龄小的男孩子小声说道，“说不定有人在偷听。”

“你说的是咱们后面那两个姑娘吗？她们不知道咱们在说什么。”

“也难说，”另外一个孩子说道，“我信不过任何人。”

班尼想要回头去看杰西和维莉，坐在那两个孩子后面的就是她们吗？居然有人不相信她们，真是岂有此理！

“奥克代尔！”司机叫了起来，“停车十分钟。”他拉了拉把手，宽敞的车门开了。

班尼和亨利率先下了车，维莉和杰西紧随其后。

班尼可不想让那两个从普莱恩维尔交叉路口过来的男孩觉得他在注意他们。他看到了一张关于兴趣展的海报。“看，”他叫道，“这儿有一张广告，咱们找人问问路去吧。”

过了一会，当他回头张望的时候，那两个男孩正背着背包匆匆地下车。当奥登兄妹问清方向之后，那两个男孩早已不见了踪影。





兴趣展就在镇大厅之中举办，成排的桌子上摆满了展品。奥登兄妹在买票时遇到了很多人。一个陌生人朝着班尼笑了笑，说道：“等到你们进去之后，肯定会大吃一惊的。”

“为什么呀？”班尼问道。

“哦，有好多东西你们连想都想不到，你们一定得去看看那个有三面钟盘的钟，它能告诉你时间、月份和温度。三个钟盘来回动啊动的，你可以站在那儿看上好长时间。”

“谢谢你，”亨利说道，“我们这就去看那座钟。”

可是当他们来到钟那儿时，早已是人山人海。奥登兄妹根本就挤不进去。

“咱们永远也看不到了。”杰西说道。

“没关系，”班尼说道，“咱们可以晚点再过来看。我刚刚看到了一个写着‘钓鱼者角落’的牌子，咱们去看看吧。”

一大群男人和一群男孩子正在围着一块摆满了鱼钩的木板看着。

“好多呀！”维莉说道，“我原来还以为鱼钩都是一样的呢。”

“才不是呢，”亨利告诉她，“钓不同的鱼要用不同的鱼钩。”

“那些是什么？”维莉指着一排颜色鲜亮的鱼饵问道，“它们看起来好像昆虫噢，还是羽毛做的。”

“它们叫鱼饵，”展品的主人告诉维莉，“是专门仿照昆虫做的，这样鱼更爱咬钩。只是现在河水被油漆厂污染了，鱼儿都被毒死了。”

维莉看了看其中一些鱼饵的名字：“灰鬼、银色医生、御用马夫。”

“每一个里边都藏着鱼钩。”亨利说道。

一位老人看着展品，说道：“我记得要是在过去呀，你随便扔一条线下去就能钓到鱼。可现在已经不可能啰。”

刚才向维莉解释鱼钩那人点了点头：“没错。每一家工厂都把污水排进河里。也该制止他们了！这就是明晚全镇大会的主题——如何拯救咱们的河流！”

班尼努力回想着还听到谁提起过明晚的集会，很快，他想起来了——车上那两个男孩！

“咱们换个地方吧。”很快，维莉便说道。她不忍心去想那些鱼钩被鱼儿吞进去的场景。

奥登兄妹来到了陶瓷展位前。一个小姑娘正转动着一个轮子，她刚用黏土做出了一个花瓶。此时，她正在用一块小木片雕刻花瓶上的花纹。只见轮子在花瓶上面转动着，小姑娘将手中的木片贴在花瓶一侧，随即便画出了一个完美的圆圈，接着又是一圈。

真是太神奇了，看得维莉完全忘记了那些鱼钩所带来的不快。

杰西回头对大家说道：“现在咱们可以去看钟了，那一大群人已经走了。”

看过钟之后，亨利说道：“真是难以置信，这个钟居然是一个男孩发明的，并且做得精美绝伦，他肯定是一个天才。”

杰西开始笑了起来。“快看那个打蛋器，”她说道，“它还能自动清洗呢！我最讨厌清洗打蛋器了，上面的鸡蛋总是很难洗掉。”

班尼说道：“来吧，我看到了一个很好看的野外生物展，咱们过去看看。”

奥登兄妹在那儿看到了各种画出来的鸟儿、昆虫和其他小动物，还有几盆野生植物和许多野花。

“看这个，”亨利说道，“想到这个的人可真聪明。”

杰西看了看标牌：“上面说这块——这块一码见方的地皮上居然生长着上百种植物。”

“你看，这块泥土是直接从地面上取下来的，原封不动，完全没有人工种植的痕迹。”班尼赞叹道。

维莉说道：“这儿有酸模、酢浆草，还有白色、粉色和红色的三叶草呢。”

杰西完全被这些小花小草迷住了，只听她接口说道：“这儿还有黄色五瓣花、芨芨草和草莓苗呢。”

“还有毛茛，”班尼说道，“我很好奇这些展品到底是谁收集的。”

突然，奥登兄妹看到了那个负责这些野生花草展品的男孩，他正是那个从普莱恩维尔交叉路口坐车过来的年龄稍大的男孩，也正是被弗兰克从车站赶出去的两个男孩之一！他正在忙着向人们讲解这些展品。

“对，”只听他说道，“我们在河边选了一块草坪，每隔三英寸打一根木桩，围成方形，这样我们就能数清方框里边的植物种类了。”

一位妇女问道：“这些植物都是你们在那么小的一块地里发现的？”

那男孩点了点头：“我们想让人们知道，当像油漆厂那样的工厂污染野外的时候，我们到底会失去些什么。”他一边说还一边注视着奥登兄妹，就像他们就是那些污染大自然的人一样。

“展品很好，但那个男孩一点儿也不友善。”杰西说道，“咱们继续往前走吧！”

奥登兄妹走向了一个收集纸板火柴盒的展位，维莉说道：“我猜肯定收藏什么东西的都有。这里每一个州的火柴盒都有，而且还有外国的火柴盒呢。”

“这儿还有收藏别针的，”杰西说道，“想想看，收藏别针呀！”

维莉回答道：“别针倒是挺适合收藏，因为它们根本就不占地方。”

亨利叫班尼过去看飞机模型，随即班尼瞥见了卖冰激凌的摊位。“咱们吃一个冰激凌甜筒吧，”他说道，“我还是要巧克力的。”

“午饭吃了那么多，你怎么还饿呀？”杰西问。

“我肚子里边一个冰激凌甜筒的位置还是有的。”班尼回答道。

“我倒是来一个也无所谓。”亨利说着，已经伸手去摸钱包了。

很快，奥登兄妹便享受到了冰激凌甜筒。“咱们去那个展位看看吧，”班尼指着设在角落里的一个展位说道，“牌子上写着‘皮克特完美油漆’，看那么多人！”

朝那边走过去时，班尼皱起了眉头，“皮克特完美油漆”，这正是他转交给弗兰克的那封信上面印着的名字。而且，从奥克代尔来的巴士司机交给弗兰克的那个包裹，也正是给皮克特工厂的。

那儿的展品光鲜亮丽，有五彩缤纷的玩具小屋，还有几块用皮克特油漆刷过之后又放到日头下面暴晒过的木块，为的是展示这些油漆经过长时间暴晒之后，还是如何的鲜亮。

展位负责人正在向人们展示蓝色油漆和红色油漆都是怎么调制出来的。

只听人群中有一位妇女说道：“皮克特先生，你听我说！”

看来他就是皮克特先生了，奥登兄妹心里暗想。

那位妇女接着说道：“我不关心你在你的油漆里边都放了什么，你的工厂把那些恐怖的废水都排到了属于公众的河里。那可不是你们家的河，是这个镇子的。”

“是我们的河。”一个姑娘说道。

一位老人问道：“鱼都哪儿去了？我们过去经常能从河里钓到大鱼，还能享受钓鱼的快乐时光。”

一个男孩说道：“你那个破工厂的臭味儿几里外都能闻到。”

不过一个年轻人却说道：“给皮克特先生一个说话的机会，他了解自己的生意。一间大工厂可以造福附近的人。”

终于看到了一张友好的脸，皮克特先生高兴了起来。只听他说道：“对！我的油漆厂里边有一百位工人，也就是说他们挣的钱养活了一百个家庭。而且这也意味着消费，我缴的税会用来建学校。我是你们大家的好邻居！”

突然，远处传来了一片嘈杂声，大家纷纷回过头去看到底是怎么回事。一些人笑了起来，另外一些则在叫：“回家去！”

奥登兄妹踮起了脚尖，去看是什么引起了这场骚动，结果大吃一惊。只见那两位从普莱恩维尔交叉路口来的男孩正朝着油漆厂这边的展位挤了过来，手中还挥舞着两块牌子。

其中一块牌子上面写着：“拯救我们的河流，拒绝污染！”另外一块上则写着：“大自然比油漆更加完美。”

一些人鼓起了掌，有男也有女。一些人则说：“那两个孩子可真勇敢。要是我的话，可不敢这么做。”

皮克特先生怒视着那两个孩子和他们手中的牌子。班尼在想皮克特会不会也认识他们。那两个孩子连看也没看皮克特一眼，只是前后挥动着手中的牌子。

“反了！反了！”皮克特先生怒吼起来，“你们怎么抗议到我面前来了！”

有那么一会儿，这个展会似乎要乱成一锅粥了。展会负责人赶忙跑了过来。

“好啦！”经理大叫道，“你们有的人喜欢皮克特先生的工厂，有的人不喜欢，这儿不是争论的地方。明晚来参加全镇大会，那儿才是理论的地方。你们两个孩子——带上你们的牌子出去，我可不想有人在这儿捣乱。”

那两个男孩并没有争辩，或许，他们的目的已经达到，他们已经成功激发了人们对那条河的关注。





奥登兄妹又花了一个小时参观展会。最后，杰西问道：“巴士什么时候发车，亨利？咱们可别错过了。”

亨利说道：“咱们还可以在这儿待上半个小时，班尼呢？”

“他刚刚还在这儿呢，”维莉说道，“噢，他在那儿呢，跟经理在一起。”

“很高兴你们大老远地从绿野镇赶过来参观我们的展览，”只听那名经理正对班尼说道，“发生在皮克特先生的展会旁边的小插曲可真是太糟糕了。”

班尼问道：“抗议皮克特先生的那两个男孩是谁？”

“噢，大家都知道他们是裘德和特洛伊，这才是最糟糕的一点。你们也看到他们的野外植物展了，不得不说，他们都是非常聪明的孩子。”

“我们之前在普莱恩维尔交叉路口见过他们。”班尼说道。

“对，我想你们应该在那儿见过他们，”经理说道，“要是他们是我的孩子，我得跟他们好好谈谈。或许他们是对的，但不能这样做。皮克特先生也有权展示他自己的产品。”

“你提到了明天的集会。”班尼说道。

“对，普兰威利的选民们会在奥克代尔镇大厅集会，十天前就已经发了公告。这是一场例行大会，皮克特先生也会来。人们会向他征询一些问题，他想要买更多的土地。他说他需要一个停车场。他把他的油漆厂开在农村，是因为他需要水源，而且他还觉得没人会介意的。”

“可是我觉得人们真的介意了，我想，”班尼说道，“他们能够制止他吗？”

经理说道：“哦，对，我想他们能。可是不知道是不是大多数人都这样想。他的工厂也给奥克代尔带来了好处，而奥克代尔是普兰威利的一部分。”

“班尼，该走啦！”杰西叫道。

班尼朝经理微微一笑，飞快地说道：“我叫班尼·奥登，或许你认识我爷爷，詹姆斯·奥登先生。”

“我确实认识，”经理说道，“他有一个很聪明的孙子，这一点我也看到了。”

班尼赶到亨利那儿。“真是一次很棒的展览，”他说道，“幸亏咱们来了，真的好刺激。”


第六章　
 出什么事了？


What Did Happen？

去绿野镇的巴士刚好发车，车上没有多少人，一个男人问司机：“在路口那儿有一站，对吗？”

“对，”司机说道，“到时我会报站的。”

“但你在那儿停车只是为了上下乘客，对吗？”另外一人问道，“车子会直达绿野镇吧？”

“没错。”司机说道。

随后，班尼上车了。

“晚上好啊！”司机愉悦地跟班尼打招呼。这个司机正是下午将他们从普莱恩维尔交叉路口带到奥克代尔那位。“展会还好吗？”大家似乎都很愿意跟班尼说话。

“噢，很棒，”班尼回答道，“你也应该去看看。”

“我已经去过了，”司机说道，“我每年都去，而且每一年都能看到新东西。”

奥登兄妹在车厢中部找到了座位。杰西和维莉坐到了一起，班尼坐到了维莉前排座位上，而亨利则坐到了过道对面。车上并不拥挤。

班尼心里隐隐盼望着能够见到那两个男孩——裘德和特洛伊。但是车上并没有他们的踪影。

亨利将座椅靠背往后推了推，调整到了一个舒服的坐姿。班尼说道：“不用在普莱恩维尔交叉路口换乘可真好，我可不想再去那儿等车了。”

“我在想拦在路上那棵大树到底有没有被清走，”亨利靠到了座椅背上，“否则咱们会晚点的。”

“很有可能已经被拖走了，”班尼回答道，“路政工作人员的效率很高的。你觉得咱们在车站能不能见到弗兰克？我想跟他打个招呼。”

亨利耸了耸肩：“没时间再去车站里边了，这辆车只是路过那儿，让到站的乘客下车，再让等车的乘客上来。”

“太糟了，”班尼说道，“我饿了，很想去车站里边吃上一个弗兰克的美味面包圈。”

亨利打了一个大大的哈欠，闭上了眼睛，很快便睡着了。

班尼注视着窗外，他喜欢郊外的感觉，想到了那场暴风雨。除了弗兰克车站附近的大树，似乎暴风雨也并没有造成什么大的损失。

班尼肯定也睡着了，因为他所记得的下一件事，便是司机在喊：“普莱恩维尔交叉路口！”

“别忘了我要下车，”先前那人叫道，“我带着好多购物袋呢，走不快。”

司机笑了起来：“那是自然，我会帮你的，你在座位上坐好就是了，等到站了再起身。”





庞大的巴士一路颠簸着，拐下了高速公路，停在了车站前面。班尼刚好坐在窗户旁边，他往外看了看，突然捅了捅亨利。

“醒醒，亨利！”班尼兴奋地说道，“车站出事了。”

“什么？哪儿？”亨利问道。现在他已经完全清醒过来了，赶忙也趴到窗户上面看了起来。

确实是出事了，但很难说清楚到底出了什么事。

三个带着午餐盒的男人正在那儿等车，有人给他们每人发了一张粉色的传单。

随即，奥登兄妹看清了发传单的人，正是那两个男孩——裘德和特洛伊，此时他们手中还挥舞着一些传单，正在说着什么。

因为车窗是关着的，所以奥登兄妹听不清他们到底在说什么。不过据推测，那两个孩子应该是在鼓动那几个人去看传单内容。

突然，所有人一起看向了他们的身后——包括那三个男人和两个男孩。

只见一辆长轿车的门被打开了，一个男人怒气冲冲地走了下来。他并没有让车熄火，也没有关闭车门，而是飞快地冲向了裘德和特洛伊。

两个孩子吃了一惊。那人一把抓过他们手里的传单，撕成了两半，扔到了地上。

大家都倒吸了一口凉气。

等车的那几个人赶忙让到了一边，巴士上的人则看得目瞪口呆，随即又有一件奇怪的事情发生了。

只见那人指着他的汽车，对那两个男孩说了两个字：“进去！”接着，他将他们推进了汽车后座，“砰”的一声关上了车门，自己也跳上了车。只听到汽车轮胎一声尖叫，车子驶离了车站。

众人都没有反应过来。

“啊！”班尼说道，“这到底是怎么了？”

维莉俯身向前，低声说道：“你们——你们觉得那两个孩子会不会被绑架了？事情发生得太突然了。”

“不，我觉得不会，”亨利回答道，“那两个孩子似乎认识那个人。”

此时，班尼注意到弗兰克出现在了车站前的台阶上，他背着手，看起来和别人一样诧异不已。不过他并没有冲上去帮裘德和特洛伊，只是和其他人一样，站在那儿看着。

巴士司机不耐烦了起来，大声叫道：“都上车！咱们走。我已经晚点了。”带着饭盒、拿着传单的那几人赶忙上了车，谁也没有说一句话。

司机松开了手刹，掉过车头，朝着高速公路开去。班尼回过头去，刚好看到弗兰克捡起了那些被撕成两半的传单。

各种各样的问题在班尼脑海中搅成一团，亨利也是如此。班尼觉得自己要是能够看看那些传单，说不定便能够找到一些答案。

刚刚上车那三个男人坐在后排，班尼不可能回头去叫他们。他即使回头，也无法看清楚那几个人到底有没有在看那些粉色的传单。

“那人是谁？”亨利问班尼，“我觉得我肯定在哪儿见过他。”

“我也有这种感觉，”班尼说道，“那会是在哪儿呢？绿野镇？不是，我觉得应该不是。”

两个男孩沉默了一会儿，随即班尼说道：“等等，我知道了！就在今天下午的展会上。我怎么这么笨呀？那人就是皮克特先生，油漆厂的皮克特先生。我敢肯定就是他！”

“没错，你说得完全正确，”亨利惊讶不已，“肯定就是皮克特先生。他的工厂就在车站附近，他肯定也刚从高速路上拐下来。”

“或者他是去看弗兰克的？”班尼猜测道。

“不知道，”亨利回答道，“他给弗兰克寄过信……”

“他对裘德和特洛伊火冒三丈，这一点倒是可以肯定，”班尼沉吟道，“哇！我可不想让别人对我们那样！”

亨利点了点头：“你知道的，小班班，这事有些蹊跷，那两个孩子居然就这样乖乖跟他走了，一点儿都没反抗或逃跑。”

“没错，”班尼赞同道，“他们看起来也很恼火，而且还有些吃惊。”

“嗯，他们不应该这么吃惊的，”亨利说道，“毕竟，他们在展会上就已经在皮克特先生面前挥舞过牌子了，那时他们就应该知道自己惹恼了他。但他们似乎并不怕他。”

“这里边有些事我不是太明白，”过了一会，班尼说道，“弗兰克只是站在那儿看着，他并没有帮那两个孩子，也没有帮皮克特先生。你觉得他会不会是他们中某一方的人？”

“你说得没错，班尼，”亨利说道，“大家谁都没动，这事值得好好想想。”

巴士继续朝前驶去，班尼和亨利凝视着窗外，安静了下来。班尼又想起了那些传单。要是他能弄到一张……

“绿野镇东！”巴士司机报站了。刚从普莱恩维尔交叉路口上车的那三人走向了车头。

“又是一天过去了，”司机一边说一边打开了车门，“嗯，明天见。小心脚下。”

“回见。”那些人说道，其中一人还朝着司机挥了挥手。

班尼看着亨利，说道：“你知道吗？这些人就是皮克特工厂的工人。这一点我还是第一次想到呢！”

“那是肯定的，”亨利赞同道，“他们肯定每天都坐这辆车下班，司机都认识他们了。”

“我在想他们到底会怎么看皮克特先生的行为。”班尼说道。随即，他感觉到身后有人轻轻拉了拉他的袖子。

是维莉，她悄悄地将一张打印的传单从座位后面递给了班尼，没人看到。

“刚刚下车的那几个人扔下的。”维莉悄声说道。

那张传单被叠过了好几次，班尼打开来念道：“全镇大会。”

下面是几行手写的字：“一起来拯救河流，还不算太晚，你能帮上忙的。”

“这么说，”班尼吃惊不已，“裘德和特洛伊并没有放弃。他们想让皮克特先生的工人在全镇大会上投票反对他，而皮克特先生却是这些人的老板。投票反对自己的老板，怎么可能！”

“看起来像是这么回事，”亨利说道，“我倒是很想知道现在情况怎么样了。皮克特先生为什么要把那两个男孩推进他的车里？我原本还以为他吓唬吓唬他们就算了呢。”

“说不定是要把他们交给他们的父母，”班尼说道，“他们肯定有麻烦了。”

“我觉得他们应该没机会去参加明天的全镇大会了。”亨利说道。

“一点机会都没有。”班尼赞同道。

“绿野镇！”司机叫了起来。奥登兄妹跳下巴士，高高兴兴地回家了。

“晚饭！”班尼叫道，“我都饿死啦！咱们走！”

当晚，脱下衣服上床之后，班尼又想起了裘德和特洛伊，还有这一天当中发生的种种事情。

“看来只能从报纸上面看和集会相关的消息了，”他自言自语地说道，“我好想知道皮克特先生到底把裘德和特洛伊怎么了。真是太糟了——说不定我这辈子都没法知道了。”

睡意渐渐袭来，班尼想道：“我只想知道这些事情的来龙去脉，我明天……得好好想想。”可是，他实在是太困，没办法想下去啦。


第七章　
 偷窥者


The Snooper

第二天一早，班尼躺在床上冥思苦想，想要找一个理由再回车站一趟，但怎么想也想不出来。

他在想，被皮克特先生开车带走之后，裘德和特洛伊到底怎么样了。他们会去参加全镇大会吗？他们打算怎么做？

班尼也想到了弗兰克。弗兰克说过，他所要面对的事情太大了，到底是什么意思？他是一位化学家，或许他有一种全新的油漆想要卖给皮克特先生。

有太多的事情班尼想不明白，他想要去听，去问，或许这才有用。

随即班尼想道：“我们的雨衣！我们把雨衣忘在车站了。万岁！”

他飞快地穿好了衣服，跑下楼去吃早餐。不过让他吃惊的是大家都已穿戴整齐，已经在吃早饭了。

班尼刚开口说：“亨利，你猜我想到什么啦？我们忘了——”

“我们的雨衣，”亨利便打断了他，“我们刚刚还说这事来着。咱们得回去取一趟。”

“咱们出发前得给弗兰克打个电话，”杰西建议道，“得先确认一下雨衣在不在他那儿。”

那场大风暴过后，电话线已经被修好了。很快，班尼便在电话里和弗兰克说上了话。

“对。”弗兰克告诉他说雨衣就在那儿，他正在考虑要不要给他们邮寄过来呢。

“噢，不用，”班尼说道，“那太麻烦您了，我哥哥亨利今天会开车过去拿。您看今天上午您有时间吗？”

让班尼意外的是弗兰克好像一点儿也不喜欢这个主意，他说他已经另有安排了，得离开车站两个小时。

“对不起。”班尼说道。他可不想让弗兰克生他们兄妹的气。“我们实在是不想麻烦您，我们可以晚点再过去拿我们的雨衣。”

这一次弗兰克倒是同意了。

班尼挂上电话，回过头来看着大家，说道：“我真是一点儿也搞不懂弗兰克这个人，大家肯定以为他听说咱们自己过去取会很高兴的，可我怎么觉得他一点儿也不想让咱们过去。他听起来像是——像是在刻意隐瞒什么事情。真是奇怪，这到底是怎么了？”

“说不定他想去钓鱼呢，”杰西猜测道，“我觉得他在车站里边也没什么事情可做。”

班尼摇了摇头：“那他干吗不直说他要去钓鱼啊？这事又没有什么大不了的，咱们都能理解啊。”

亨利一直在思索着。他说道：“今晚还有一个针对油漆厂的全镇大会，我在想弗兰克到底会不会去。”

“还记得咱们昨天傍晚在车站见到皮克特先生的情形吗？”班尼说道，“说不定他就是过来看弗兰克的，只是碰巧抓到了那两个男孩在发传单。”

“弗兰克并不信任那两个孩子，”杰西说道，“他处处防着他们。”

班尼赞同道：“别忘了暴风雨过后，当他回来看到架子下面的椅子时，问的第一句话便是‘你们到底想找什么’。他以为我们对他那些东西很感兴趣呢！确实，我们是错了，我们没有权利去看弗兰克的东西，就算是连碰都没碰一下，错了就是错了。”

“你们觉得那些化学书会不会和这其中的谜团有关系？”杰西问道。

“哦，单纯坐在这儿咱们是找不到答案的，”亨利说道，“咱们永远也看不到皮克特先生的油漆厂，说不定咱们应该先去工厂那儿看看，然后再去弗兰克那儿拿雨衣。”

“好主意，”班尼说道，“咱们走。”





天气非常好，典型的夏日好天气。昨日的暴风雨回想起来倒更像是一场梦魇。奥登兄妹很开心找到了一个理由，可以开车去郊外走走，还可以再去那个车站看看。

“很高兴咱们又有事情可以做了，”维莉说道，“天气这么好，我在家里可坐不住。”

“我也一样。”班尼说着笑了起来。

亨利并没有选择巴士所走的那条通往普莱恩维尔交叉路口的线路，而是选择了一条老路。这条老路刚好要通过车站附近那座红桥。

“多漂亮的河呀，”杰西说道，“爷爷说这个地方很荒凉，但实际上也不大荒凉啊。还记得裘德和特洛伊的野外生物展吗？真是想不到，在这么小的一个地方，居然生活着这么多种动植物。”

突然，他们留意到一群野鸭从头顶飞了过去，随即都扎进了水里，钻进河底觅食去了。不过，它们立刻又飞了起来，一边拍打着湿漉漉的翅膀，一边沿着河流低低地飞着。

“嘎！嘎！”鸭声阵阵。

杰西说道：“快看！河水被污染了，连野鸭也找不到食物了。但愿河水里的化学残留物没有伤到它们。”

“我觉得应该不会，它们在水里待的时间很短，”亨利说道，“看看他们的队形，标准的三角形，总是紧紧地跟着头鸭。”

除了头鸭，所有的野鸭都在嘎嘎叫着。可突然间，大家都安静了下来，只剩下了头鸭孤单地叫着：“嘎！嘎！嘎！”

班尼哈哈笑了起来，说道：“头鸭肯定在说：‘好吧，要是你们都想飞到我前面去，那就去吧！’”

亨利抬头看了看车站方向，突然放慢了车速。他看到车站外面正停放着一辆鲜亮的小型卡车，车厢后面写着的“皮克特完美油漆”几个字若隐若现。

班尼也看到了那辆卡车。“看起来弗兰克那儿来客人了，”他说道，“你们觉得他会不会因为这个才不想让咱们过来的？”

“我不知道，”亨利说道，“也许吧。我会慢慢从车站前面开过去。咱们看看车站还在没在营业。”

维莉所处位置最好，更加便于观察车站的情形。

“窗子里边放着一块纸板，”维莉说道，“上面写着‘上车买票’。我想车站应该是关了。”

“真奇怪，”班尼说道，“我想那肯定是一个人，正在绕着车站转悠呢！”

“我会把车停在一个从车站那儿无法看到的地方，”亨利说道，“然后咱们再绕到后面观察一下。”

“说不定是有人在做恶作剧呢！”班尼说道。他又想起了那些野草和化学书。它们到底和油漆厂有没有关系？还是另有目的？说不定油漆厂也有人想要弄清楚吧!

道路两旁的大树将奥登兄妹很好地掩护了起来，他们一起朝着车站走了过去，谁也没有说话。其实大家都不知道自己究竟想要看到什么。或许，这儿其实什么事也没有。

“看！”班尼小声说着，将杰西从树后面拉了出来。

只见一个灰色的身影正在绕着那栋小小的砖房转。奥登兄妹看了一会儿，终于看清那人身上穿的是一套灰色连体工作服，后背上面印着一只大大的油漆罐。

没错，这人确实是从工厂过来的，班尼心里暗暗做出了判断。随即他有了一个主意：会不会是皮克特先生打扮成工人的样子？他到底想要找什么？

只见那人踮起脚尖，从窗户玻璃外面看了看里面，又轻轻敲了敲玻璃。他不会是想要破窗而入吧？

随即，那人又绕到了门前，想要将门打开。门上了锁，他推了推，随即又用肩膀撞了撞，但门依然纹丝不动。

奥登兄妹在树林后面静静地观察着。突然，那人似乎放弃了，转身在门前台阶上面坐了下来。

“他现在要干什么？”班尼小声问道。

只见那人在口袋里边摸了起来，掏出了一张纸，随即又从另外一个口袋里边摸出了一支铅笔。他在那儿坐了一会儿，随即开始写了起来。


第八章　
 两次上当


Tricked Twice

奥登兄妹谁也没动，只是藏在那儿观察着车站前那人。他到底想要干什么？

亨利示意杰西和维莉待在原地别动，小声对班尼说道：“跟我来。”

班尼点了点头，蹑手蹑脚地跟在亨利身后。两个姑娘则待在原地，藏得严严实实的。

亨利领着班尼退向了他们的旅行车那边，一边走一边低声说道：“咱们出去看看那个人到底想要干什么。要是他不怀好意，咱们也好告诉弗兰克。”

“要是他的行为合情合理，那咱们也就用不着担心了。”班尼说道。

“我也是这样想的，”亨利接着说道，“咱们假装去车站赶车，等咱们走近之后，你随便跟我说点什么，比如‘我还以为永远也找不到这个车站了呢’之类的话，你知道的。”

“好的，”班尼说道，“咱们走。但愿他还没走。”

“肯定没走，他要是离开，咱们肯定会听到卡车发动的声音的。”亨利说道。

两人飞快地走着，竭力装出一副若无其事的样子。

靠近车站之后，他们发现那人还站在台阶上，正向门口猫着腰，无法分辨出他到底在干什么。

班尼大声说道：“可算是看到车站了！我的腿都快走断啦！”

藏在树后的杰西差点笑出声来。

“但愿没有错过巴士。”亨利说道。

“你们没有。”台阶上那人说话了，倒是吓了班尼一跳。

“你——你肯定吗？”他问道。

“没有，你们没有错过巴士，”那人说道，“管理车站那家伙把这儿给关了，一个人都没有。”

亨利说道：“可我们还得买票呢！”

“看那块牌子，”那人说道，“你们上车再买票。想去哪儿？”

“绿野镇。”班尼赶忙说道。

“那你们可有得等了，要到下午才有车。你们是来这儿旅游的？”

班尼用力咽了一口唾沫。他原本只负责问话，不是来回答问题的，于是只好看了看亨利。

“我们是来看裘德和特洛伊的。”亨利说道。这是他在这附近唯一知道的两个名字了。

“河边那两个？昨天傍晚他们发传单之后，他们的爸爸把他们怎么样了？”

亨利脑子里飞快地转着，他也不知道那两个孩子到底怎样了。于是，只好含糊其辞地说道：“他们俩肯定有麻烦了，肯定是。你是来车站办事的吗？”

那人耸了耸肩：“我早就告诉过工厂的负责人这样做没用，可他还是想让我过来看看弗兰克在不在。一台机器坏了，我们需要一个零部件。那个零部件原本今天用巴士带过来的。你们知道的，有时用巴士捎东西比走邮政要快。”

“弗兰克收到那个包裹了吗？”亨利问道。

“我怎么知道？弗兰克又不在。我刚刚从门缝里边塞了一张纸条进去。我晚点再过来取，现在得回去干活去了。替我跟弗兰克打一声招呼——要是你们看到他的话。”

“替你？”亨利问。

“对，告诉他比尔来过了。你们慢慢等吧。”

那人说完走下台阶，朝着那辆卡车走了过去。

卡车消失在视线之外以后，亨利和班尼才敢笑出声来。

“你根本就没机会打听什么事，”亨利告诉班尼，“比尔一直在不停地问问题。”

杰西和维莉也跑了出来。“怎么了？”杰西问道，“你们觉得那人是不是在这附近偷窥？”

“他想来这儿取一个巴士捎过来的包裹，”班尼说道，“就是这样。我估计他还以为只要能进去就能拿到东西呢！他要拿油漆厂用来修理机器的零部件。”

“那咱们现在怎么办？”维莉问道，“等弗兰克回来？”

“咱们只知道他不在车站里，目前能肯定的只有这事。”班尼说道。

“那干吗不去找找弗兰克？”维莉问道，“我可不喜欢在这儿等。”

“还不够刺激吗？”亨利跟维莉开玩笑道，“那好吧，我去开车。”

杰西说道：“噢，亨利，把车停在车站后面吧，咱们走路去。他的小屋离这儿大概只有一英里远，就在河边。咱们不会错过的。”

于是，奥登兄妹将车停在了车站那儿，锁上车，朝着河边走了过去。

“咱们得排成一队往前走，”亨利说道，“我打头，班尼你走在最后。”





河边只有一条狭窄的小路，破破烂烂的。班尼说道：“这附近原本应该看到钓鱼的人的，这种天气最适合钓鱼了。他们都去哪儿了？”

维莉停下了脚步，指了指河流中间一带黑色的污水。“你们见过这么脏的水吗？”她问道，“到底是什么把水污染成这样的？”

“呃，”班尼说道，“我可没兴趣在这儿游泳。”

亨利说道：“我想都是因为油漆厂的废水，这条河才被搞得面目全非了。”

他们沿着小河一路前行，想来已经离弗兰克的小屋不远了。

“或许咱们应该先观察一下，而不是直接上去敲门。”班尼建议道。

大家都同意了，于是，在看到河边系着的一条小船和树林后面一小片屋顶之后，大家停了下来。

“那肯定就是弗兰克的房子，我在树上看到一个鸟屋了。”杰西说道。

一阵微风拂过，杰西嗅了嗅，随即捂上了鼻子：“我忘了昨天在车站那儿闻到过的怪味了。现在又来了。”

“看那儿，”班尼指着前方说道，“看到那个大烟囱了吗？我想咱们不但找到了弗兰克的小屋，还找到了油漆厂。”

说话时，一辆卡车从上面的公路上驶过，正朝那个工厂驶去。

“那咱们现在怎么办？”杰西问。她站在小路上，两旁全是灌木和长草，几乎将她隐藏了起来。

突然，附近传来了一阵窸窸窣窣的声响，还伴随着枝条断裂的声音。

“嘘！”亨利小声说道，“蹲下。”他确信自己在附近的长草中看到了什么人，或者什么东西。

奥登兄妹赶忙跟在亨利身后蹲了下来，一句话也没说，只是静静地等在那儿。

“抓到你们了！”一个声音轻轻说道。

“对，抓到你们了！”另外一个声音接口道，“你们干什么来了？”

奥登兄妹慢慢地站起身来。说话的正是裘德和特洛伊，这两人此时正对奥登兄妹怒目而视呢！

“我们正在找弗兰克，”班尼此时已经镇定了下来，“有什么不对吗？”

“像这样偷偷摸摸地找人还真是奇怪噢，”裘德讽刺道，“你们到底是在监视弗兰克呢，还是另有目的？”

“胡说，”亨利见这两人胡乱怀疑，也来了气，“我们昨天才认识的弗兰克。我们是把雨衣忘在了车站，又不想麻烦弗兰克给寄回去，所以才来取的。”

“是吗？”特洛伊问道，“你相信吗，裘德？”他转向了自己的兄弟。

裘德看着奥登兄妹。“我倒是愿意相信，”他慢慢说道，“四个人一起出来干坏事，人也未免太多了一点。”

杰西说道：“我们昨天把雨衣忘在车站里了，今天是来取的。车站门锁了，所以我们才来找弗兰克。”

“那我就暂且相信你们吧，”裘德说道，“弗兰克就在河下面。”随即，他和特洛伊爬到了上面的公路上，不见了。

“这两个家伙还真是吓着我了，”维莉说道，“你们说他们会不会是在监视弗兰克？”

“还是在暗中帮助他？”班尼问道，“我完全被搞糊涂了。”

“咱们先找到弗兰克再说吧！”亨利决定了。

并没有走多远，维莉便叫了起来：“我看到他啦！”

只见弗兰克正趴在河岸上，从水里往外捞什么东西。他看了看四周，看到了奥登兄妹。

杰西赶忙说道：“我们来早了，所以决定来找您。”她不由得屏住了呼吸：他会发火吗？

“很高兴你们来找我了，”弗兰克回答道，“刚好让你们开开眼。看我发现了什么？”他一边说一边举起了一条大大的死鱼，“它就漂在这边的河水中。真是太糟糕了。”

奥登兄妹看着那条鱼。“这要是没死，说不定谁还能用它来做一顿大餐呢！”杰西说道。

“我，”弗兰克说道，“我过去经常在这儿钓鱼，而且很享受那段时光。有时不出十分钟我就能钓上来一条。现在所有的鱼都死了，船上也待不下去了。污水把这条河给毁了。”

“您打算怎么处理那条死鱼？”班尼问。

弗兰克古怪地笑了笑：“我想它应该会有大用。这会让某些人大吃一惊的。”他一边说一边用报纸将那条鱼包了起来。“我要开车回车站，这样你们就可以去拿你们的雨衣了。”


第九章　
 弗兰克的烦恼


Frank’s Problem

弗兰克将那条死鱼放进了汽车车厢里，锁上房门，随即坐上了驾驶座。奥登兄妹也上了车，班尼和亨利坐在前排，就在弗兰克旁边。

“幸亏没把那条鱼也拿进来。”维莉悄悄对杰西说道。

很快便回到了车站，弗兰克打开了房门。他看到了比尔留下的那张纸条，捡起来将它放到了巴士捎过来的那个包裹上面。

“像这样上午把门锁上，也不会损失多少生意。”他说道，“吃早饭太晚了，但吃午饭又太早。”

奥登兄妹跟着弗兰克走进了车站，只见窗明几净，阳光洒满了一屋。窗台上，盆里的鲜花生机勃勃。弗兰克打开了窗子，屋里顿时充满了鸟语花香。

弗兰克环顾四周，就像在视察自己的王国似的。他说道：“坐吧，孩子们，我跟你们说说话。我想你们应该能理解的，我需要找人聊聊。”

奥登兄妹安安静静地坐了下来，弗兰克可真是让人捉摸不透。他一会儿怒气冲冲，一会儿又和声细语。

弗兰克弯腰拿出了班尼昨天转交给他的那封信，打开来。

他开口说道：“你们来找我的时候，也看到油漆厂那根巨大的烟囱了。工厂就在那儿，在河边，从我那儿转个弯就到。你们也可以说它就是我的邻居。”

“我们也闻到了。”班尼说道。

“这话你倒是可以再说一遍。”亨利说道。

“我会的，”班尼说道，“我们也闻到了。”

弗兰克笑了起来：“这正是问题的一部分。我不喜欢那气味，但最糟糕的还不是这个。”

弗兰克站起身来，放下那封信，又拿出来一本厚厚的笔记本，打开来说道：“我想你们可能也猜到了，我不光是一个餐厅经营者和车站管理员，我还是一位化学家。我喜欢生活在这样一个安静的地方。我对自然生长的、没有使用化学药品的植物非常感兴趣，我还喜欢鸟儿和其他野生动物，所以我才会住在这儿。”

“我们理解。”维莉轻声说道。

“在皮克特先生和他的油漆厂搬到这儿之前，一切都很好。我没办法阻止他，他买下了那块地，可以在上面胡作非为。他以为这事跟别人没关系。”

“他会污染河水的，难道这也跟别人没关系？”亨利问道，“这就是他的逻辑？”

“对，”弗兰克说道，“不过他错了，必须得制止他。可是该怎么做呢？这就是问题所在了。”

弗兰克将头埋到了双手之中，随即低声说道：“我确实做了一些实验，想要告诉别人河水是如何被工厂污染的。化学残留物被带进了水中，杀死了鱼和水草。我原本以为把这本实验数据交给皮克特先生，他就会停止排污的。”

“可这不管用吗？”班尼问道。

弗兰克摇了摇头：“皮克特先生只是说这事真是太糟糕了，但很多人在他的厂里找到了工作，再搬迁已经太晚了。”

班尼看起来一副很气愤的样子：“搬到别处？他还要去祸害其他地方啊？这怎么可以！”

“我也是这么说的，”弗兰克接着说道，“我告诉他法律明文禁止污染，他说我是一个麻烦制造者，还说要对付我。”

“怎么对付您？”杰西问道。

“这事很简单，我想，”弗兰克说道，“皮克特先生把河边的地都买走了，也就是说我的房子和花园周围的地都是他的。要是他喜欢，随时都可以让我回不了家。他就是这么跟我说的。”

“这不公平！”亨利说道，“肯定会有办法制止他的。”

弗兰克说道：“这得花钱。我得去法院告他，而现在他又有了新的阴谋，想要买下我的房子和花园，为工人们建停车场。想想看！他要推倒我的房子，用黑乎乎的砖头把花园填平，这就是这封信里所写的东西。我并不富裕，我斗不过他的。”

奥登兄妹互相对视了一眼。班尼决定换一个问题：“那裘德和特洛伊他们呢？”

“对，”亨利补充道，“昨天巴士在这儿停靠时我看到他们在散发传单。”

弗兰克一声苦笑，生起气来：“噢，对！他们以为他们能够改变这一切。他们想要展示这条河对野外生物是多么的重要。家里的大人们无视他们的想法，于是他们又鼓动油漆厂的工人们反对工厂。结果你们也看到了。”

“根本就没用。”杰西说道。

“昨天我们在奥克代尔的时候听说今晚镇上有集会，”亨利说道，“我知道会在集会上面讨论皮克特先生的工厂和河流被污染的事。您会去吗？”

“我会去。”弗兰克回答道。随即，他又摇了摇头。“可是我想应该不会有太多人的，皮克特先生和他的工人还有朋友都会去。不会有什么好结果的。”

杰西说道：“我们似乎听说很多人都想拯救这条河流，跟您一样。您并不孤单，您得相信这一点。”

弗兰克沉默了片刻，随即直视着奥登兄妹说道：“这是一个好消息。你们知道我会做什么吗？我要把那条死鱼带到全镇大会上去，让大家传递着看看。这个主意不大高明，但我实在是气不过。”

班尼倒是很喜欢这个主意，他能够感觉到弗兰克的愤怒。于是说道：“我倒是觉得这个主意并没有那么不好。可以让镇上的人们看看河水现在都被污染成什么样子了。”

弗兰克说道：“如果真像你们说的那样，要是真的有许多人关心的话，说不定我们可以拯救这条河。”

班尼突然急匆匆地说道：“我知道我们是外人，但说不定我们也能帮上忙。”

“怎么帮？”弗兰克有些诧异。

“我们的爷爷也有塑料厂，说不定您听说过他。他就是詹姆斯·奥登先生。他的工厂就没有污染任何一条河流，也不会释放任何刺鼻的气体。咱们看看爷爷能不能也来参加全镇大会。他是一个生意人，说不定能跟皮克特先生说上话。”

弗兰克想了一会儿，随即说道：“这倒是值得一试。他能来吗？”

班尼说道：“我现在就给他打电话。我们奥登家的人可都是急性子！”


第十章　
 班尼的猜想


Benny Guesses

奥登一家开车到了奥克代尔镇大厅，班尼惊呼起来：“看，有好多人！真想不到居然有这么多人来参加全镇大会。”

爷爷笑了笑，他之前就曾参加过几次全镇大会。

“你们看到弗兰克了吗？”杰西问道，“我希望他能早点过来跟爷爷见个面。”

亨利将车子停在了一辆油漆厂的卡车后面。有人在卡车上油漆厂标志的最后一个字母“T”上面画了一个“×”，于是，“皮克特完美油漆”就变成了“皮克特完美痛苦”。

亨利不禁笑了起来，但随即又忍住了。“看来这里倒是真的有人想要对付皮克特先生的工厂了。”他说道。

“但愿集会别出什么乱子，”杰西说道，“人们的情绪太激动了。”

“弗兰克在那儿，”班尼一边说一边朝他挥了挥手，“我觉得他应该没把那条死鱼给带来，他胳膊下面没夹东西。”

弗兰克和奥登先生见面之后，两人低声谈了起来。陆续走进镇大厅的人们都向他们投来了好奇的目光。

班尼听到一名妇女说道：“咱们得让联邦监察局的人来把皮克特先生的工厂关了，他不能再这样污染咱们的河流了。”

“等等，”一个男人说道，“我在皮克特先生的工厂干活，我需要一份工作。可别让我丢了工作！我可不想让工厂关门。”

“那就是皮克特先生。”维莉小声说道。

只见皮克特先生飞快地走了过去，身旁跟着好几个男人。他根本没有留意到弗兰克和奥登先生的出现。

“我还以为咱们能够看到裘德和特洛伊呢，”班尼看了看四周，说道，“他们迟到了。”

“他们不会来了，”弗兰克说道，“他们反对工厂，所以要是被他们的父亲关了起来，我也不觉得意外。”

“关起来！”班尼诧异地说道，“他们又没干什么坏事。”

“这话你可以去跟他们的父亲说说。”弗兰克说道。

班尼和维莉朝着镇大厅走去，其他人则继续站在原地说话。班尼觉得爷爷就像是一位准备战斗的老将军。而且说不定今晚还真有一场恶斗——大批群情激奋的人们都聚集到了这儿。





突然，班尼拉住了维莉，说道：“快看那边！弗兰克错了，他们来了。”

“谁？哪儿？”维莉问。

“裘德和特洛伊！他们正在那边的架子那儿锁自行车。”

“你说他们会不会是从普莱恩维尔交叉路口一直骑到奥克代尔来的？”维莉问道，“好远的路程。”

“确实，”班尼赞同道，“我猜他们是真的很想来这儿。但愿他们别挑起什么事端，这些人很容易就会被激怒的。”

随即，班尼听到了一个熟悉的声音，正是特洛伊，裘德就在他身旁。

只听特洛伊说道：“得等爸爸离开之后咱们才能走。还有，要是等集会开始之后咱们才进去，那大家都会盯着咱们看的。”

“你在外面没有看到爸爸，对吗？”裘德问道，“他那些朋友呢？”他的声音听起来有一些忧虑。随即，他看到了奥登兄妹。

“快看那是谁！”他惊呼道，“你们不会是又忘了什么东西吧？”

“没错，你们几个外人来这儿干吗？”特洛伊问道。

“我们跟弗兰克一起来的。”班尼说道。他不明白自己干吗要和这两个小鬼解释这么多。

“跟弗兰克？”裘德问道。他看了看周围，随即看到弗兰克和奥登兄妹中的另外两人，正陪着爷爷朝大厅走去。

“跟你们一起来的那人是谁？”特洛伊问道。

“那是我爷爷，”班尼回答道，“在保护河流方面他有一些主意。”

“是吗？”特洛伊倒是有些意外，“你们以为我爸爸能听得进去？”

“伙计，我希望他能听进去，”裘德说道，“我真希望他能。”

“能试的办法我们都已经试过了，”特洛伊说道，“爸爸只是说他也无能为力，他也不想让河流受到污染，但他觉得这是没办法的事。”

大会就要开始了。站在外面的最后一个人也已朝着大厅走去。

“快点，”裘德对自己的兄弟说道，“我可不想让弗兰克看到咱们。咱们偷偷溜到后排座位上去，在那儿爸爸看不到咱们的。”

随即，那两个男孩消失不见了，只留下班尼一个人站在那儿。他看到自己的家人和弗兰克已经走到了大厅入口。

班尼依然站在原地，他正在竭力将许多线索汇集起来。裘德和特洛伊的父亲到底是谁？班尼觉得自己明白过来了——需不需要告诉其他人？或许不用了，他觉得他们很快也会发现的。





大厅里边摆放着成排的椅子，中间有一条过道，前方摆了一排长桌，是镇上官员的座席。

皮克特先生的朋友和工人们都坐在一边，而想要拯救河流的人们则坐在过道对面的另一边。前方，镇上的官员已经落座了。

时针刚好指向八点，仲裁员叫大家安静，人群迅速安静了下来。他解释了今晚集会的原因，说希望能找到挽救河流的办法，还让大家轮流发言。

皮克特先生率先站起身来，讲了他的新工厂如何如何对普莱恩维镇有利。他指出，人们需要工作，他相信他的工人们也需要一些有用的东西，比如上好的油漆。当他说到皮克特完美油漆是最好的油漆时，身后有人鼓起掌来。

仲裁员说道：“咱们听那位从奥克代尔来的女士说两句。”

那名妇女站起来说道：“我们是需要新的工厂，我们也需要工作，以便人们能够买得起我们店里的东西，但我们不想把河给毁了。人重要，自然也重要。难道就找不出既能保住工作，又能挽救河流的办法了吗？”

过道两旁的男男女女都鼓起了掌。

班尼扭过了头去，想要看看裘德和特洛伊有没有在观众席中。最后，他终于看到了他们，只见他们坐在后排，身子还从座位上滑了下去，似乎不想让任何人认出他们。班尼并不怪他们，要是他的猜测是对的，他更是不会责怪他们了。

接下来发言的是一个男人，他自我介绍说是一名教师。他讲述了自从工厂建立之后河流所发生的变化。

“或许皮克特先生是一位很好的油漆商，但他正在毁掉我们的河，”他大声说道，“我们再也不能游泳，再也不能钓鱼，而这些，就因为有个人把他工厂里的废水排到了河中。要我说，皮克特先生的工厂就该关闭。我们可以让它关闭的！”

“同意！同意！”许多人叫了起来。

皮克特先生跳了起来。“你们怎么能这样！”他叫道，“你们不能关闭我的工厂，我投了那么多钱，河里有鱼又有什么用？你们可以跟我一样去市场上买鱼吃嘛。”随后，他坐了下来。

突然间，大厅里边到处都是愤怒的声音，根本就听不清到底在说什么。

集会负责人大声说道：“秩序！秩序！一个一个地说。”

弗兰克举起了手，示意他有话要说。

见他手里没有鱼，班尼觉得有些遗憾。“太糟了，”他对亨利说道，“那条鱼会是一个很好的证据。”

令大家意外的是，弗兰克走到了一张桌子旁，拉开了一个抽屉，拿出来一包用报纸包裹着的东西。

“你们用不着碰这个，”弗兰克对人们说道，“但我可以向你们保证，这是一条‘新鲜’的死鱼。”

“‘新鲜’的死鱼？”有人小声嘀咕着，几乎忍不住要笑出声来。

“是很新鲜，”弗兰克接着说道，“因为它刚死不久。今天下午它还在河里游泳呢！后来，我看到它漂了起来，于是把它捞了上来。你们随时都能够看到一条像这样的鱼，它们就是被工厂的废水给毒杀的。”

“好棒的新证据。”前排一个十来岁的孩子大声说道。

“我就说嘛！”班尼小声说道。

不过弗兰克的话并没有完。“我一直说这个工厂是一个糟糕的邻居，”他说道，“而且现在皮克特先生还想买下我的房子和地，用来建停车场。”

“那你会卖吗？”一些人吃惊地问道。

“不！”弗兰克叫道，“我不卖。但我现在希望皮克特先生能够成为一位好邻居，要是他的工厂能够做出一些改变的话，我相信他既能够生产油漆又不会污染河流。只需要花一些钱，仅此而已！”

皮克特先生站了起来，他环视了一圈听众，随即说道：“我确实很想成为弗兰克和大家的好邻居，可是我怎样才能既把工厂开下去又能保持河水清洁？谁能告诉我？”

“这边这位绅士就可以，我想，”弗兰克一边回答一边示意爷爷站起来，“詹姆斯·奥登先生。”

众人纷纷转过头来。奥登先生微笑着站起身，随即走到皮克特先生身边，和他握了握手。

“我的塑料厂也曾经遇到过你面临的问题，”他解释道，“刺鼻的气味、污水。在我的工厂里，我们找到了解决问题的办法，把废气燃烧后再排向烟囱。我们需要大量的水，但我们会循环使用，没有一滴脏水排向了河流或下水道。”

“一点都没有？”皮克特先生问。

“没有。污水都装进了大罐子里，脏东西和污染物都沉到了罐子底部，干净的水浮到了上面，就可以再次利用了。而且罐子会定期清理，以便保持容量。”

皮克特先生仔细地听着。

奥登先生接着说道：“或许你们厂子里还会有粉尘问题。那对河流没什么危害，但对你的工人有害处。我们会用大型吸尘器把空气中的粉尘都吸走，这样空气当中就不会有什么危害了。”

仲裁员问道：“您看我理解得对不对，奥登先生？您是说皮克特先生的工厂既可以生产油漆又可以创造一个更好的工作环境，对吗？”

“完全正确，”奥登先生说道，“要是皮克特先生同意，我很乐意带他去我的工厂参观，向他展示一下我们都是怎么做的。我的工人会向他详细解释我们是如何保持空气和水清洁的。我很乐意跟他谈谈细节。”

现在，所有人都在注视着皮克特先生。他慢慢地说道：“我当然知道奥登先生的大名。在他的帮助下，我想我能够做出一些改变。”他微笑了起来，“然后我们就会永远既拥有一家完美的皮克特油漆厂，又有一条干净的河流了！”

所有人都鼓起了掌。班尼回过头去看裘德和特洛伊在做什么。只见他们站了起来，一边鼓掌，一边走向了过道。他们这是想要赶在集会结束之前溜出去吗？

仲裁员示意大家安静。他感谢了到场的所有人，随即微笑着说道：“只要我们共同努力，问题终将会得到解决的。休会！”

现在班尼明白过来了，裘德和特洛伊并不是想要出去。他们急匆匆地跑向了另外一边，突然朝着皮克特先生跑了过去。人们纷纷为他们让开了路，一些人的脸上还挂满了笑容。

“爸爸！”裘德说道，“你真棒！你真伟大！”

刚看到这两个孩子时，皮克特先生的眉头立刻开始皱了起来，但现在脸上却有了一个大大的笑容。他看到奥登兄妹和弗兰克也走了过来。

“认识一下，这是我儿子，裘德和特洛伊，”皮克特先生对奥登先生说道，“还有弗兰克，咱们握握手吧！你和我儿子，还有所有的人都将拥有一条干净的河流。”


第十一章　
 故地重游


Back to the Station

真是一个美好的夏夜，集会结束后，许多人在开车离开前还在热闹地聊着天。微风拂过，清新而干净。

一个男人说道：“这才像样嘛，到处都应该有清新的空气才对。幸亏今晚来参加这次大会了。”

一个年纪稍大的男人说道：“是时候该做点事情了，我不知道河边的人怎么能待得下去。”

“我们家孩子都不愿意出去玩了，”另外一人回答道，“可是我们一直不敢对皮克特先生说什么，他太有钱有势了。”

“那位奥登先生就不怕，真是好样的，”一位女士说道，“他直接说出了问题的关键。不过，弗兰克·迪莫斯之所以敢于直面皮克特先生，奥登先生的孙子孙女们可是功不可没啊！我有一种预感，在奥登先生的帮助下，用不了多久，空气又会清新起来的。”

奥登四兄妹笑容满面地听着人们的对话，看着人们陆续驾车离去。

“我猜公众是站在咱们这边的，”杰西说道，“真是想不到，裘德和特洛伊居然是皮克特先生的儿子！”

弗兰克说道：“我还以为你们知道呢。”

亨利问道：“你昨天叫他们‘麻烦鬼’，就是因为他们是皮克特先生的儿子吗？”

弗兰克笑了起来。“对，”他说道，“哦，一开始我觉得皮克特先生的儿子嘛，自然是站在他那边的。当我稍微了解了一点裘德和特洛伊之后，我便开始喜欢他们了，因为他们对植物和动物很感兴趣。我知道他们想要让他们爸爸的工厂做出一些改变，但我并不赞同他们的方式。”

“在自己的父亲面前示威可不是什么聪明的点子啊。”亨利坦诚道。

“还有，”弗兰克说道，“我和皮克特先生之间有着不少冲突，他觉得我就是麻烦制造者，想要赶我走，所以让那两个孩子老和车站搅和在一起也不好。不管我当时是怎么想的，总之这事都不大对。”

“可是现在大家都不一样了，对吗？”维莉问道。

班尼看了看四周，只见月光如水，大厅前面早已只剩下了奥登一家和弗兰克。

“好了，”奥登先生说道，“我想我们也该走了。或许等我的人过来跟皮克特先生谈的时候，你也可以一起来。一个好的化学家能够帮上不少忙呢。”

“我愿意去，”弗兰克说道，“真的很高兴能够认识你们所有人。”

“我想这应该就是告别吧。”杰西有些伤感。

“咱们总是在不停地跟车站、小岛和棚车什么的说再见啦。”班尼说着笑了起来。

不过，奥登兄妹并没有猜到弗兰克接下来要说的话。

“再见？”他故作讶异地说道，“我可是不会听到这两个字的哦！”

奥登兄妹一起看着弗兰克，他到底在想什么？不过，没过多久他们便等到了答案。

“或许，今晚先说再见吧，”弗兰克接着说道，“不过我想邀请你们下周三都来车站共进晚餐，你们觉得怎么样？”

“车站晚餐！”班尼叫了起来，“把我算进去！有饭吃，我可不会错过。”

班尼的话惹得大家都哈哈大笑了起来，爷爷走了过来，他还不明白到底发生了什么事呢！

“您看，爷爷，”杰西说道，“弗兰克刚刚邀请我们去吃家常饭，就在车站。您说好不好？”

“确实很好，”奥登先生目光炯炯，“我差点忘了你是一名厨师了，弗兰克。我一直把你当成了一位水资源保护者了呢！”

弗兰克笑了起来：“我好歹也得当一回厨子，在车站请大家吃一顿。”

“好的。”奥登先生说道。

“当然您也一定得来，”弗兰克对爷爷说道，“毕竟，我欠您的真是太多了。要不是您主动向皮克特先生提出了保住工厂的办法，我可能会失去我的家园，而且河流也挽救不了。”

“抵制污染既是善行，又是一桩好生意。”奥登先生说道。

“那就定在周三晚上，六点，”弗兰克说道，“那时没有巴士经过，我可以专心做饭。我还想邀请你们去我的小屋，但因为和工厂靠得太近，河水的味道实在是太难闻了，你们肯定不会喜欢的。不过在车站咱们也可以玩得很好的。”

班尼觉得自己都等不及要到下周三了，他在想弗兰克到底会请大家吃什么。汉堡？这也不适合请客呀！





到了周三晚上六点，亨利准时将车停在了车站前门旁。

吹的刚好是北风，空气中没有难闻的怪味。

班尼率先下了车，但他并没有得到敲门的机会，因为弗兰克早已打开了房门，迎了出来。

“你们好，你们好，”他说道，“真准时。”

“我们整整一周可都在等着这一天呢，”班尼说道，“真香呀！”

“是鱼，”弗兰克笑容满面地回答道，“我去镇上最好的市场买的。里边填了面包屑，还拌上了黄油、盐、胡椒和——”

“所有好东西。”维莉总结道。

“对，正烤着呢，几分钟之内就能上桌。”

奥登兄妹看到弗兰克已经将那张可以坐下六个人的大桌子给摆好了。今晚桌子上面摆放的是真正的盘子和桌布，不再是纸杯、纸盘。

爷爷看了看四周，微笑了起来。

“请随便坐。”弗兰克说着走进了厨房。

大家一一落座，很快，弗兰克便将几盘菜端到了客人面前。

“所有的东西都是我自己的园子里种的。”弗兰克一边说一边将一盘烤土豆端上了桌。接下来，他又端上一只大盘子，里边各种蔬菜都有。

班尼开始点了起来：“胡萝卜、小洋葱、甜菜、欧芹。看！黄花九叶草！”

“这些黄花九叶草是我去年腌制的，”弗兰克自豪地说道，“在工厂对面的河岸采的。但是现在你们还看不到甜点，在冰箱里呢，那可是今晚的秘密菜式。”

“秘密菜式，听起来很有趣。”维莉说道。

“我打赌肯定是冰激凌。”班尼说道。

“我打赌肯定不是。”弗兰克说道。

弗兰克变了，他开朗了起来，还会开玩笑了。现在，他知道皮克特先生已经不会再往河里排放污水了，也知道了有许多人跟他一样，明白了这条河的重要性，都想拯救它。他可以放心地坐下来，享受一下自己头一次做的招待客人的大餐了。

“醋，”班尼说道，“我要蘸着黄花九叶草吃。还要柠檬汁。”

“柠檬汁是用来吃鱼的，”弗兰克说道。他将烤鱼端了上来，用一把切派用的老式刀具给大家分好之后，也坐了下来。

亨利、弗兰克和奥登先生一边吃一边聊着天，但班尼却不停地在想那道秘密甜点到底会是什么。他猜到了裘德和特洛伊的爸爸是谁，但却猜不出这道甜点。放在冰箱里，可又不是冰激凌，而且弗兰克也肯定不会轻易透露出来的。

班尼暗想：“肯定不会是布丁，我想也不会是派或者蛋糕。看来只好等了。”这事对班尼来说真是太难了。不过倒也不妨碍他享受弗兰克的鱼和里边的填料。

奥登一家人都很享受弗兰克所做的美味佳肴。很快，大家的盘子都空了。

“我来帮你收拾桌子吧。”杰西说道。

“我来收，”弗兰克说道，“你可以把盘子摞起来，放到那边的水池里边就可以。”

随后，弗兰克打开冰箱取甜点的时刻终于到来了。班尼扭着头，伸长了脖子去看到底会是什么。

“一个大西瓜！”他惊呼起来，“可是你没种西瓜呀，弗兰克。”

“哦，我种了！”弗兰克笑道，“你现在可以随时去我的菜园里边摘一个。我得卖一些出去。”

“我们指定要买一个，”维莉说道，“我们都好喜欢西瓜的。”

大家各自拿起一块西瓜，很快便只剩下了翠绿的西瓜皮。“这我得留着，”弗兰克说道，“我要用它来做西瓜皮泡菜。”

“这个呢？”班尼说着，将一颗西瓜籽吐到了屋子另一头。

“我就不会像你这么干，小班班，”奥登先生低声说道，“这是弗兰克的车站，你这样还得害人家扫一遍。”

“没关系的。”弗兰克说着也朝班尼的方向吐了一颗西瓜籽。

很快，就连奥登先生也吐起了瓜籽！

“多开心的聚会呀，”杰西说道，“我从来没见爷爷这么高兴过。”

等到大家都吐累了之后，弗兰克将地上的瓜籽都扫了起来。杰西和维莉说要帮忙洗碗，但弗兰克有洗碗机，很快便洗完了。





“咱们明年还应该来一次全鱼派对，”班尼说道，“或者可以去我们家。”

“要不还是来我家吧，”弗兰克说道，“等到了明年，这条河肯定又会漂亮起来的。我们甚至可以自己去钓鱼。”

“好耶！”班尼说道，“爷爷和我最喜欢钓鱼了。咱们这就把时间定下来吧，我生日那天怎么样？那是七月十五日噢。”

“我这就在我的本子上记下来。”奥登先生说着掏出了钱包，在一本小笔记本上写道：“七月十五日，和班尼、弗兰克钓鱼。”

“这事我记得住，”弗兰克说道，“用不着写下来。”

过了一会儿，奥登一家人告别了弗兰克，开着旅行车回了家。

“皆大欢喜，”班尼说道，“您觉不觉得，爷爷？”

“对，小班班，我确实是这样想的，”奥登先生回答道，“我想那条河会被拯救下来的，而且我觉得皮克特先生的工厂应该会做出一些改变，最终他也会成为弗兰克的好邻居的。”

“我真是从来都没想到那两个男孩竟然是皮克特家的孩子，”杰西说道，“弗兰克之所以不相信他们，是因为他觉得他们会站在自己父亲那边。不过真的，他们竟然反对自己父亲的生意。”

“皮克特反对皮克特，”班尼笑了起来，“你们知道的，大多数的奇遇都开始于一个小小的偶然。我们可能永远也不会认识弗兰克、皮克特一家或者知道油漆厂然后开始保护河流……”

“要不是因为巴士晚点的话。”亨利总结道。

“没错。”班尼说道。


Chapter　1　
 “Wait Outside！”


Listen—listen to this！” said Benny Alden. He was reading the newspaper after breakfast. “Science and Hobby Fair. Oakdale， July 25-26. The last day’s today！”

“A two-day science and hobby fair？” asked Jessie. “That sounds interesting. I’d like to go.”

Benny looked at Violet and Henry.

“Well， come on then，” said Henry. “Let’s all go！ I’d like to see what other kids have invented and built all by themselves. Let me see the paper， Ben.”

Then Henry read aloud， “One hundred exhibits by young people and adults. Special exhibits by factories to show what they make and show that Oakdale is a fast-growing town.”

“How can we get there？” asked Jessie.

“We can ride our bikes to Oakdale，” said Violet.

“Oh， no， Violet，” Henry said. “Oakdale is thirty miles away. That’s too far to bike both ways in one day.”

“Well， what about the bus？” Benny asked.  have to look at a bus timetable. But we  got a timetable.”

“It just happens that I have a timetable，” said Grandfather Alden. He took a timetable out of his pocket. “It’s a brand new one，” he said， “so it will be right.” He gave the timetable to Henry.

Henry looked it over. “No，” he said， “we can’t go straight to Oakdale. We have to change buses at Plainville Junction， and we have to wait there an hour for the bus to Oakdale.”

“That’s OK，” said Benny. “People always have to wait at stations for buses and trains. That’s what stations are for.”

Jessie said， “If we hurry， we can get the morning bus.”

Grandfather Alden laughed. “Well， Benny，  started something as usual. I wish I could come along， too. I know that  a lot of new business around Oakdale. I hear something about a new company near Plainville Junction.”

“What about lunch？” Benny asked.

They all laughed. Benny was always hungry， and he could always eat even when he was not hungry at all.

“I think there will be plenty to eat at the fair，” Henry said. “Perhaps at the bus station， too.”

“Yes， I think so，” said Mr. Alden.“As I remember it， the bus station is at a crossroads in a lonely spot. The station is near a red bridge over the river. Not many people live around there.”

“We can wait till we get to the fair in Oakdale，” Jessie decided. “I’m sure we can eat there.”

“Look up a bus that will bring us home， Henry，” Benny said. “If there are buses at the right time， we can go and come back all in one day.”

Henry looked at the timetable again and found a return bus that would bring them back by dinnertime. He looked around at the others and said， “This is one time we don’t have to pack a bag or a lunch or take a thing.”

“Better take a little money，” said Grandfather with a smile.

“For bus tickets，” agreed Henry.

“And for something to eat，” put in Benny.

“Perhaps  better take raincoats，” Jessie added. “We’ve been caught in plenty of showers.”

“It  rain，” objected Benny. “Look at that blue sky！”

Mr. Alden shook his head. “I’d call this day a weather breeder. Better take your raincoats. This is just the time of year for a sudden storm.”

So with money and four raincoats， the Aldens started off for the Oakdale Hobby Fair. They got to the Greenfield bus station just in time to catch the bus for Plainville Junction.

“You can get tickets to Oakdale at the Plainville bus station，” the driver told them. “I suppose you are going to the fair.”

“That’s right，” answered Benny.

There was only one other person on the bus， an old gentleman. Jessie and Violet sat together， and Henry took a seat behind the bus driver. Ben sat down with the old gentleman. He liked company， and he liked to meet strangers.

“Just going somewhere for the day？” asked the old man with a smile.

“Yes， we’re going to Oakdale to the hobby fair，” Benny answered. “Are you going to Oakdale， too？”

“No， I’m not going to change at the junction.  going right through. I have a long trip before me. I’m going to Ohio.”

“If you come from Ohio，” Benny said， “you  know this part of the country very well.”

“Well， yes， I do. I grew up in New England near Plainville Junction. But I moved out to Ohio about ten years ago. I come here once in a while to visit my old friends in Greenfield and in Oakdale.”

Benny said， “You must have had a good time visiting everyone.”

The old gentleman smiled. “Yes， I did. But everything is changing. Some of it’s good and some of it’s bad. Or that’s what people told me.”

Benny and the man talked about the things they passed， and the time went by quickly. In a little while the bus came to flat countryside.

“My grandfather says no one lives around here，” remarked Benny as they rode along. “Everything is deserted.”

The man laughed.“You mean was deserted.  see what I mean when you get out at the bus station. I had to change buses there to get to Greenfield. The man in the station is all stirred up about what’s going on. He says there’s going to be a big fight.”

“A fight？” asked Benny. “About what？”

“Some kind of factory. Some people think  good because there is more work. Other people are afraid the river will be spoiled. Polluted， you know.”

“Yes， I know about pollution，” replied Benny. He looked out the bus window. He saw that the road was running along beside a little river. Up ahead he could see a red bridge.

“The station is right around the next bend，” the old man said. “Three highways come together.  why  called Plainville Junction. The bus for Oakdale will cross the bridge and pick you up. It’s about ten miles to Oakdale.”

Just then the bus came to a stop. They were at Plainville Junction.

Benny picked up his raincoat and said good-bye to the old gentleman.

“The man who runs the station is named Frank，” the old man called after him. “Ask him how he likes his new neighbors.”

The old man laughed， and Benny guessed it was some kind of joke. But maybe not a funny joke.

The Aldens looked around. Mr. Alden was right. The bus station seemed to be all by itself except for some big trees. There was not a house to be seen. There was not even any traffic on any of the three roads that met at the junction.

A sign said “Frank’s Place，” and under it， “Bus Station.”

The four Aldens climbed down from the big air-conditioned bus. It was already a hot day. Benny sniffed. “What an awful smell，” he said.

But Benny did not have more time to think about the air. Suddenly the door of the bus station flew open. Two boys—older than Benny but younger than  flying down the steps. Right behind the boys came a man with a cook’s apron on.

“Don’t come around here again！” he shouted. “I don’t need help from any of your family. Just mind your own business. If you want to take a bus， you can wait outside.”

The boys jumped down the rest of the steps. The man in the apron slammed the door shut.

“Well， well，” said Henry softly. “Our trip isn’t beginning very well. I wonder what those boys did to make that man so mad.”

Violet added， “I wonder if that cook was Frank.”

The two boys glanced at the Aldens and at the bus. Then they ran over to a big tree and threw themselves on the grass in the shade.

Benny looked up at the friendly old man in the bus window and waved. The man smiled and waved back. There were no more new passengers. The bus driver honked his horn to show that he was leaving. Then the big bus pulled away.

The Aldens stood together， looking from the bus station to the two boys.

“What do we do now？” asked Jessie.

“We go in and buy our tickets，” Henry said calmly. “That quarrel has nothing to do with us.”

“But what about that cross man in the bus station？” asked Violet. “I don’t like to have people shouting at us.”

“He isn’t going to shout at us，” Henry said with a laugh. “We haven’t done anything to annoy him. Those boys must have done something he didn’t like.”

“Must have been something big，” Benny said. “Was he ever mad！”

While the Aldens were talking， the mailman came along in his car. “Are you going into the station？” he asked the Aldens. “Hand this letter to Frank， will you？”

Benny said， “Sure，” and took the letter. It was a thick letter with the name Frank Timmons typed on the front. It looked like a business letter. Benny couldn’t help seeing the printing in the corner of the envelope. A large， bright-colored paint can was printed in the corner. Paint running out spelled the slogan， “Pickett’s Perfect Paints.”

“Come on，” Henry called. “Let’s see if the bus for Oakdale is on time.”

He went up the steps to the station and opened the door. Benny was the last one to enter. He thought he heard the two boys under the tree laugh as he went in.

Were they laughing at him？ Benny didn’t know.


Chapter　2　
 Trouble Inside


The bus station really turned out to be a small lunchroom. There was a counter on one side， and along one wall were some small tables with chairs pushed up to them. There was one bigger table. Near the door was a bench where passengers could wait for the bus.

The man who had just slammed the door looked up as the door opened. He held a watering can， and he was watering a plant at one end of the room.

“You Frank，  you？” said Henry at once.

“Yes， I’m Frank，” the man said shortly. “What do you want？ It’s too early for lunch. I haven’t made any sandwiches yet.” He didn’t smile.

The four Aldens were thinking the same thing. This man was not very polite. In fact， he was not a good man to run a lunch counter in a bus station.

“Do you sell bus tickets？” asked Benny as if nothing had happened.

“Yes，” answered Frank， “and I run this lunch counter.”

Benny explained， “We are going to Oakdale to the hobby fair. We have to change buses here to get to Oakdale. Is that right？”

“That’s right，” said Frank， not so crossly. “But the bus to Oakdale will be late today. You may have to wait here an hour.”

“Yes，” said Jessie， nodding. “We expected to wait here an hour， even before we started from Greenfield. We don’t mind.”

“This is a nice station to wait in，” added Violet. She was thinking about the two boys Frank had told to wait outside.

Benny went over to the counter and said， “If you are Frank， I think this is your letter.”

Without saying thank you Frank took the letter and threw it on a shelf behind the counter. But he said to the Aldens， “You can wait here. Do anything you like. Sit down. Walk around. It’s pretty hot outside.”

His voice was pleasant now as he spoke to the Aldens. It was plain that he liked them better than the two young boys.

The Aldens folded their raincoats across the wooden bench. They all sat down.

Henry asked， “Can we buy our tickets now from you？”

“Yes， indeed，” said Frank.

“We want just one-way tickets，” Henry said quickly. “The bus driver told us we could buy our return tickets at Oakdale.”

“Right，” said Frank， handing four tickets to Henry.

Violet was looking out of a window. “Oh， dear，” she said， “I hope it doesn’t start to rain. Just the same， we’re lucky that we brought our raincoats.”

The others looked out. Dark clouds were beginning to fill the western sky. But the leaves on the trees hardly stirred.

“No need to worry about the rain，” said Frank. “This won’t last long. You can keep dry if you wait inside.”

Benny suddenly remembered the bad smell outdoors. Now he said， “Oh， we’ll wait inside for sure. The air outside smells just terrible.”

Frank’s face changed. He looked angry. “That’s my new neighbor，” he said gruffly. “New neighbors—they have no business here. I don’t have any use for neighbors of that kind.”

The Aldens were puzzled. But they did not dare ask any questions. Did the man mean the two boys or did he mean someone else？

Frank turned his back to the Aldens. They sat still on the bench and watched him.

The telephone rang. In the quiet room it sounded loud. Violet jumped.

Frank went over to the wall telephone and picked up the receiver. “Frank speaking，” he said.

Someone began to talk and Frank started to frown. “Yes， I just got your letter，” he said. “No， I haven’t opened it. I told you I wasn’t interested. You can’t offer me enough.”

Frank started to hang up， but the voice on the line didn’t give up.

“What？” Frank asked. “You do what？ Is that what you wrote in your letter？ Well， I’d like to see you try. That’s all， I’d just like to see you try. You can’t do something like that to me. I’ll find a way to stop you.”

Frank put the receiver back in place without saying good-bye. He frowned angrily. Then his face changed. He had the saddest look that the Aldens had almost ever seen.

The Aldens looked at each other. Something was certainly going on. Here was a man who could be angry one minute and sad the next. Why was he so troubled？

Benny muttered in  ear， “A deep and dark secret.”

Frank reached up and turned on a radio. Jessie thought that Frank felt the music would be better than his silence.

No one said anything for a little while. Frank washed some cups at the sink behind the lunch counter.

Suddenly the music stopped in the middle of a song. A radio announcer’s voice broke in. “This is a National Weather Service warning. A tornado watch is in effect in York and Plain counties. High winds expected， with some thunderstorms. We will give you more information when we have it. Stay tuned to this station for up-to-date storm bulletins.”

Violet was pale. All the Aldens looked out at the day that now looked so dark and stormy.

Frank looked at Violet kindly and said，“A tornado watch only means we might have a bad storm. Now， if it were a tornado warning then it would be much worse.” He was trying to make Violet feel better.

Henry and Frank walked to the door and stepped outside. They saw that the wind had begun to blow the dust on the road in front of the station. The tree branches swayed in the strong wind.

Henry looked for the two boys under the tree， but they had gone.

Violet peeked outside. “Look at those black clouds， Jessie. They’re moving so fast！”

The sun had gone behind the clouds. The sky was growing darker by the minute.

Frank and Henry came back inside and shut the door. Frank turned to the Aldens. They could see he was worried.

“I have a little house on the river just a mile from here，” Frank said. “I think I left the windows open this morning. Maybe I should go back and close up the house before the storm hits. I have a small boat pulled up on the riverbank. I want to see that it is tied tightly to its post so that it won’t float off in the storm.”

“It all right with us if you go，” Benny said. “But is it safe for you outside？”

“Oh， don’t worry about me，” Frank said. “I’ll be safe. I have a car parked behind the building here. I can drive over to my house in just a few minutes. I can get there before the rain starts. If I get caught， I’ll stay in my house until it is over.”

“You come back here，  you？” asked Violet.

“Oh， yes， I’ll come right back to the bus station. You’ll be all right if you stay in the station. This is a strong brick building. It doesn’t leak.”

“We be fine，” Jessie said. “We  go outside unless the bus comes to take us to Oakdale.”

“Yes，” said Frank. “If the bus comes， you can just shut the station door as you leave. The door will lock if you shut it tight. When I come back， I can open the door with my key. I don’t expect anyone to stop at the station anyway. Everyone will see the storm coming and stay indoors. Too bad for the hobby fair. There won’t be a crowd on a day like this.”

“We keep the radio on and listen for the weather bulletins，” Henry said. “I’m sure everything will be all right. Don’t worry about us.”

Frank walked to the door to go out. Then he stopped as if he had remembered something. He turned to the Aldens and really smiled. “You four might get hungry while I’m gone. You can just look in the refrigerator and take whatever you’d like.”

“Why， thank you，” said Jessie. She was surprised. “That’s very good of you.”

Benny added， “We’ll look in the refrigerator the minute you’re gone. Be sure of that.”

Frank laughed. “You can just leave the money by the cash register，” he said. “I’ll know what it is for.”

He smiled again and waved good-bye. Then he walked out and shut the door behind him.

But a moment later the door opened. There stood Frank. This time he looked angry again.

“I forgot to tell you something，” he said. “If you see two boys hanging around， don’t let them in. They are troublemakers. I don’t want to have anything to do with them.”

Then Frank turned around and went out. This time he passed the window， and in a minute or so the Aldens heard him start his car. He drove off down the road that ran close to the river.

“Well，” said Benny. “What do you make of that？ First Frank is friendly and thinks we might get hungry. And then he gets angry and tells us to watch out for those boys he doesn’t like. I don’t understand what makes him act so.”

Jessie said thoughtfully， “Frank knows those boys and we don’t. Nobody would order them out of a public bus station unless they had done something very annoying.”

Benny said， “Well， so far it’s a mystery to us. We don’t understand anything about it. But I know one thing. I’m not going to ask Frank about it and get my head taken off.”

Jessie glanced quickly around the bus station. She began to see a lot of interesting things.

“Look at those beautiful pink flowers on the windowsill，”she said.“They on all the windowsills. Frank must love flowers.”

“Birds， too，” added Benny， looking out of the window. “Just look at the bird houses. And there are some bird feeding stations， too.”

Violet said， “A man who likes birds and flowers can’t be all bad. Just look at that woodpecker！ Isn’t his red head beautiful！ Oh，  flying away. Something must have scared it.”

Henry was looking over Violet’s shoulder. He saw the bird， too. But he saw something else as well. He was sure that something moved behind one of the trees.

Henry continued to watch. He caught sight of a red shirt. It must be one of the two boys Frank had sent out of the bus station in such a hurry.

Henry had been wondering what had become of the boys. Had one of them been spying on the Aldens？ Or maybe the boys were watching Frank. That was possible， too.

Henry  want to say anything to frighten Violet or Jessie. But Benny exclaimed， “Hey， I see somebody behind the station. Who is it？ One of those kids！ Sneaking around，  what. No wonder Frank is mad.”

“Wait a minute，” Jessie said. “I don’t think the boy is sneaking around. He has field glasses. He was watching the bird Violet saw.”

For a few minutes it seemed as if the storm was not going to be too bad. Perhaps the tornado watch was already over.

Then all at once the sky turned a deep purple. The wind which had died down suddenly returned with new strength. The bus station sign creaked and tree branches bent in the strong gusts. The Aldens backed away from the windows.


Chapter　3　
 No Bus in Sight


Frank  been gone more than a few minutes， and now the wind was howling.

The four Aldens walked to the front windows of the bus station-lunchroom. The sky was darker than ever， and the dust was whirling around in the air.

“Here comes the rain，” Benny exclaimed. And sure enough， the raindrops began to fall. The big drops fell slowly at first， and Violet watched them hit the windowpanes. Then the drops began to fall faster and harder. Rain pounded on the windows.

“I wonder where those kids are，” said Henry.

Violet replied， “Well， wherever they are， they are soaking wet. I know Frank said not to let them in， but just the same， I think we ought to.”

Benny laughed. “We  know their names. What should we call？ ‘Boys？ Hey， boys！’ ‘Hello， you boys！’ Or， ‘Come here， you kids！’”

Just then there was a knocking at the door. It sounded very loud， even over the howling wind.

Benny said， “I don’t care！ You can’t just leave somebody outside in a storm like this. You can’t！”

Henry went to the door and unbolted it. The wind tore it out of his hand and two very wet boys stumbled in.

The door banged and Henry struggled to pull it shut. Now he was nearly as wet as the boys who’d just come in.

Water dripped in a puddle around each boy. Their hair hung down over their eyes. Water ran from the backpacks they were wearing.

“Thanks very much，” said one of the boys. “It’s a trifle damp outside.”

“So we see，” Henry replied. “That’s why we let you in. You know we weren’t supposed to let you in. Frank didn’t want anyone to come in.”

“Yes， we know，” the boy in the blue shirt said. “But Frank is sure all mixed up about us.”

The boy in the red shirt said， “Don’t worry about us. We’ll get right out as soon as the storm is over. It won’t last long.”

Jessie said， “I wonder if Frank got to his house before the rain started.”

“Sure，” said the older boy. “He had lots of time. Anyway， his house is just as safe as the bus station.”

Benny thought to himself how queer it was that the boy  sound angry at Frank. He sounded almost worried about him.

These boys were not strangers at Plainville Junction. They knew too much about Frank. They were not the new neighbors the old man on the bus had mentioned. The Aldens would just have to keep their ears open. Somehow they were sure they’d find out who Frank’s new neighbors were.

By now Benny was really curious about the boys. They seemed restless and did not sit down. The Aldens watched the older boy wander all around the bus station， even behind the counter where the refrigerator was. He seemed to glance at an envelope.

“Hey， Troy，” he said， talking to his brother. “Guess what？ Frank got a letter from  Perfect Paints. He hasn’t even opened it.”

“Why should he， Jud？” returned Troy. “Frank probably knows what is in it.”

The boys were right， Benny thought suddenly. Frank had had that telephone call. That was how he had learned what the letter was about. Now Benny was sure the call must have been from someone at the paint factory.

Rain beat against the window and Violet said， “Look at it pour. It hasn’t rained so hard in weeks. Now I know what Grandfather meant about today being a weather breeder. Bad weather.”

Off in the distance the Aldens could hear the thunder roar. The lightning made the sky bright for a moment. Then came the thunder. Benny looked at Jessie just as one bright flash came.

The thunder rumbled again.

“It can’t rain this hard very long，” Henry said. “I think the storm will be over soon.”

One of the boys stared out of the windows. “No funnel cloud，” he said. “It’s a bad storm， but it’s no tornado.”

Just as he spoke， lightning lit up the sky and the bus station. A great clap of thunder sounded， followed by a crash.

“That was close！” Benny said. “Too close！”

“Something got hit， that’s sure，” the boy in the red shirt said.

“We’re safe，” Benny said. “Or as safe as anyone can be in a thunder shower.”

“But that crash was awfully close，” Jessie said in a worried voice. “I hope lightning didn’t strike a tree nearby.”

Henry said， “Who would have thought this day would have changed so quickly？ First a beautiful blue sky without a cloud， then suddenly a black sky with nothing but clouds？”

Jessie said， “We dry anyway. Come on， Violet.  sit on this bench away from the windows.”

“Yes，” agreed Henry. “You do that.”

But one of the boys peered out into the storm. Then he whistled. “Hey， it was a tree that got hit. The very tree we were lying under. Wow！ Are we lucky we’re safe inside. Thanks again for letting us in.”

“You welcome，” said Benny politely. “You have just as much right to be here as we do.”

The storm seemed to leave as quickly as it had come. The lightning was not as bright， the thunder not as loud. The wind stopped lashing the trees.

In a short time， the sky became brighter.

Henry went to the window and announced， “The worst of the storm is over now. It’s hardly raining at all. In a few minutes we can go outside and see what happened.”

The two strange boys， Troy and Jud， shook themselves and pushed their hair back. They picked up their backpacks.

“We  want to be here when Frank comes back，” the big boy said. “No sense in making him mad all over again. He’s going to be upset enough about losing that big oak tree. It was a beauty.”

“Yeah，” the other boy said. “It isn’t fair. Frank loves trees. He knows all the trees and birds and plants around here.”

“Not like some people who don’t care at all，” the boy in the red shirt said.

Henry opened the door slowly， and they all went out. Branches and twigs were scattered about， blown down by the wind.

“The rain’s stopped now，” Benny said. “Say， how good everything smells. Not the way it did when we got off the bus.”

The boys laughed， and one said， “We know all about that.”

The Aldens walked around to the side of the bus station. They had to step over the deep puddles.

Jessie was the first one to get a good look at what had happened. “Oh， yes！ You were right，” she said， looking at the big boy. “Lightning did strike that tree. And it’s taken some wires down with it！”

“Stand back，” Henry said. “Don’t go near any fallen wires.”

The big boy said， “Those are telephone wires， not wires for electricity.”

“Sure，” said Benny. “The lights didn’t go off in the bus station.”

“No telephone！” said Violet. “We can’t make any calls. And no one can call us.”

“Well，” Benny said cheerfully， “nobody but Frank knows we’re here.”

The four Aldens and the two boys walked all around the station. The smaller boy picked up one of the bird feeders and put it carefully back in the tree.

“What time is it， Henry？” Jessie asked.

Henry looked at his watch. “It’s half past twelve. That Oakdale bus is really late.”

Benny said， “Frank told us that the bus would be late. He said we’d have to wait an hour. But it’s more than that now.”

Benny and Henry looked out toward the road in front of the station. They looked to the right and left. They could not see any traffic. No cars， no trucks， no bus.

“What do you think of that， Henry？” Benny asked. “Not a car in sight.”

“Maybe people are waiting to make sure the storm is over，” Henry suggested. “That would be smart.” But he thought to himself that something was wrong.

The two boys said， “We’ve got something to do. You kids stay at the station. See you later.” And they disappeared down the road.

“I thought they wanted the Oakdale bus， too，” Benny said slowly. “Do you think they changed their minds？”

“I  know，” Henry said， shrugging. “ a lot we don’t know about this bus trip.”

The Aldens went back into the station building to wait for the bus.


Chapter　4　
 A Discovery


The minutes went by， but no bus pulled up in front of the station. Frank did not come back either. The strange boys were gone， but nobody knew where. Not even a car passed.

Benny finally spoke up. “It’s one o’clock now. That’s long past lunchtime， and I’m hungry. Why don’t we have some lunch？ Frank told us we could. So it will be OK with him.”

“Yes， why not？” Jessie said. “There’s no telling when the bus will come. I’m hungry， too.”

“So am I，” Henry said.

That settled it. Jessie and Violet went behind the lunch counter and opened the refrigerator and looked in. They found butter， milk， and hamburgers. In the breadbox were hamburger rolls and loaves of bread for sandwiches.

“That’s enough，” Jessie said with a nod. “These are just the things Frank uses for his lunch counter. We can get up a good meal.”

“Just hurry，” Benny said.

Jessie got out a frying pan and began to cook the hamburgers. Soon the smell was delicious. Everyone began to sniff.

“Come right up to the counter， ladies and gentlemen，” said Jessie. “Here are paper plates and paper cups.” She poured four cups of milk.

“Isn there anything else in the refrigerator， Jessie？” Benny asked.

“Well， Ben！” exclaimed Henry. “Right in front of your eyes. Look at that glass doughnut jar on the counter.”

“Well， well，” said Benny. “I guess I’m blind or something. Doughnuts and milk will finish this lunch off just fine.”

“Wait， Benny. Let me look again，” said Jessie. “There was another package in the refrigerator.” She opened the door and took out the package.

“Cheese！” shouted Benny. “I know it’s cheese before you get the paper off. I hope it’s the kind I like.”

It was cheese and the kind Benny liked. More milk and lunch was over.

“Not many dishes to wash，” said Jessie， laughing. She threw away the paper cups and plates. “No spoons， and not even knives and forks. I’ll just wash the frying pan，” she said as she scrubbed away. She left it clean and shiny and she hung it up under the counter.

Henry looked at his watch again. “I wonder where Frank is. He should have come back by now.”

“No sign of the bus， either，” said Benny. “We’ll never get to the fair in Oakdale at this rate. Not much of an adventure， just waiting in a bus station.”

Just then there were voices outside. “You still here？” someone called. It wasn’t Frank.

Benny ran to look out. The two strange boys were back. They had on dry clothes. They both grinned at the Aldens.

The big boy said， “We just went home to dry out. We found out we wouldn’t miss the bus. We could take our time.”

“How did you find out？” Henry asked.

The smaller boy said， “Because the wind blew a big dead tree across the road that leads to the bridge. Nobody can get through. The bus has to go miles around the other way.”

“The highway is closed！” said Violet in a low voice. “That means we’re stranded. Grandfather will be worried about us. I wish we could call him in Greenfield. But the telephone line is broken.”

“Don’t worry about Grandfather，” Henry said. “He won’t know we are stuck at this little bus station. I’m sure he thinks we are in Oakdale now， enjoying the fair.”

“Come on，” the older boy said. “Let’s go back down to the road and watch for the highway patrol to come. See you kids later.” And the two boys ran off.

“I  like this very much，” said Benny. “Nothing to do. I wish I had something to look at.”

Jessie said， “Well， when I was cleaning up I did see something that made me curious.”

“You did？” Benny asked. “Anything will be better than nothing.”

Jessie said， “I  say anything about it， because I  think it was any of our business. Still， it is different from what you’d expect in a bus station.”

“What are you talking about？” asked Henry. He was curious now， too.

Jessie said， “Come around behind the counter. Look up on that high shelf.”

They all looked up. There were several drinking glasses half full of dirty water. Two glasses held old faded weeds， and one glass held clean water and bright green weeds. There were many test tubes in a wire rack， each labeled with the name of a chemical. Beside the glasses were several books and a few notebooks.

“I can see the name of one of those books from down here，” said Violet. “It is How to Analyze Water.”

“One of them is a bird book，” said Jessie in astonishment. “Imagine a bird book in a bus station！”

Violet said， “That bird book is exactly like the one Grandfather has. It has colored pictures of every bird in this part of the country.”

“Now why  I see all this before？” demanded Benny.

“Well， Ben，” replied Henry， laughing， “you don’t go looking around near the ceiling when it’s pouring and blowing like a tornado and two boys are hiding and acting mysterious. But  seen all these test tubes and books now， and it means that Frank is all the more of a riddle. He must be a strange man.”

Benny took a chair and put it under the shelf. He climbed up on it.

“Don’t touch anything， Benny，” said Jessie.

“Oh， no，” answered Benny. “In the first place， these things belong to Frank. In the second place， I don’t want to leave any fingerprints.”

Then Benny exclaimed， “Oh， now I can see what I’m doing！ Now guess what！ Here is another big book on the other side of the glasses.  called Chemistry of Paints and Varnishes. Is Frank a chemist and a bus station man and a lunchroom keeper and a gardener？”

“Maybe Frank is doing some work for the paint factory，” Jessie suggested.

“Maybe chemistry is just his hobby，” said Violet. “He  very much to work with. Only a few bottles and a book.”

“Frank has so many hobbies，” said Benny. “Remember the bird feeders and the bird houses and the flowers in the windows. I wish he would come back so we could talk with him.”

“I think those boys， Jud and Troy， were bothering Frank while he was working，” said Jessie. “He certainly wanted to get rid of them.”

“Maybe he thought they were watching him. Remember the field glasses，” Benny said.

Henry started to say something. But he heard the noise of a car turning around in front of the bus station.

“That must be Frank，” Violet said quickly.

It was Frank. “Everything OK？” he called. “No bus yet？”

“We’re fine，” said Jessie， “but no bus. Did you know the bridge is closed by a fallen tree？ The bus has to go around， and that’s why it’s late.”

“Yes， I know，” replied Frank. “But how did you know？ Did you walk down to the bridge？”

“No，” Jessie started to say. Then she remembered that Frank wouldn’t like to hear they’d been talking to those two boys.

But Frank was not paying any attention to Jessie. He was staring at the chair Benny had pulled over to the shelf.

Frank looked from the chair to the Aldens and then up at the books on the shelf. “Well，” he said， “what in the world were you looking for？”

He didn’t sound angry. He sounded sad. “Excuse me，” he said. “This has been a bad day. The storm... one of my big trees blown down by lightning... the kids pestering me...”

Benny said quickly， “We were just curious about all those weeds and things. We didn’t touch a thing.”

Violet added in a hurry. “We are all interested in flowers and plants. Maybe we can help you.”

“Nobody can help me，” Frank said. “The thing is too big. I’ve tried， but there is too much against me.”

He seemed to be speaking to himself， not to the Aldens. He seemed to have forgotten they were there.

Then there was a loud honk outside.

“The bus for Oakdale！” Benny cried. “Oh， we mustn’t miss it！ We’ve waited so long.”

Frank shook his head as if to get rid of his troubles. “You won’t miss it，” he told Benny. “The driver will wait.”

Henry took out the tickets， and the four Aldens filed out of the bus station. Frank followed.

The bus driver was standing beside the bus， unlocking the baggage compartment. He looked around and waved at Frank. “More passengers？” he asked.

Frank nodded. “They have their tickets.”

The driver lifted the door of the baggage compartment as he said， “I got a package for Pickett， Plainview Junction. Not very big—now where is it？ Oh， here it is.”

“That’s all？” Frank said. “Nothing else？”

“Tha it，” the driver said. He looked at the Aldens. “You can give me your tickets now. All aboard！”

The Aldens went up the steps to the bus. It was dark inside.

Benny looked around. If Jud and Troy had already climbed in， he could not see them.

The driver slammed the big door shut. “Oakdale in fifteen minutes，” he announced.

The Aldens settled back in their seats， glad to be on their way to the fair at last.


Chapter　5　
 Not Fair！


Benny and Henry sat together on the bus. They rode along without saying anything for a few minutes. Then Benny said， “I’d like to know what Frank was talking about.  just as if we stepped into the middle of a mystery.”

Henry smiled. “We’re always doing that， Ben. But if we could just find out what is wrong， we might help.”

“Do you think  those two boys？” Benny asked. Then he answered his own question. “I don’t.”

“We know Frank is interested in birds and gardens and weeds，” Henry said. “The chemicals and books make me think he knows a lot about chemistry. I suppose he could be doing some work for the paint company. He took a package from the driver.”

Benny thought a minute. “That man on the morning bus told me to ask Frank about his new neighbors. I wonder why.” He couldn’t think of any reason.

Henry and Benny stopped talking. Everyone on the bus was quiet except for a man who was snoring and a crying baby.

Then someone began to talk. Benny found himself listening. He heard a boy’s voice. “Wait till he gets a good start. Be ready when I give the signal.”

“Yeah，” another voice answered. “I’ll be ready. I’m not scared， and I don’t care what he says.”

The first voice sounded angry. “You  understand. We don’t care about him. We know he’ll be mad at us. It’s the people who are there who are important. Don’t forget that.”

The boys stopped talking. Benny didn’t dare look around to see who had been speaking. But he was sure he knew. They were the two boys Frank had sent out of the bus station， the two boys who had laughed at the Aldens. What could they be planning？

The younger boy started to talk again. “OK. I understand. What about the meeting tomorrow night？ Do you think we can get in？”

“We can try，” the older boy said. “Frank will be there. I’m sure of that.”

“Shhh，” the younger boy whispered. “Somebody may be listening.”

“You mean those girls behind us？ They don’t know what we’re talking about.”

“You  tell，” the other boy said. “I  trust anybody.”

Benny wanted to look around at Jessie and Violet. Were they sitting behind the whispering boys？ It was hard to think anyone wouldn’t trust them！

“Oakdale！” the bus driver called. “Ten-minute rest stop.” He swung the handle that opened the big bus door.

Benny and Henry were the first ones to get off the bus. Violet and Jessie followed them.

Benny didn’t want the two boys from Plainville Junction to think he was watching for them. He saw a hobby fair poster. “Look，” he called. “Her an advertisement. Let’s ask someone how to get there.”

When he looked around a minute later， Benny saw the boys with their backpacks hurrying away from the bus. By the time the Aldens had been told the directions， the boys were out of sight.

The hobby fair was in the town hall. Tables had been set up for the displays. Some people met the Aldens as they were buying their tickets. A stranger smiled at Benny and said， “You going to be surprised when you see this fair.”

“Why？” asked Benny.

“Well， there are a lot of things you’d never think of. You must go and see the clock with three round faces. It tells the time and the month and the temperature. The three faces go round and round. You can stand and watch it for a long time.”

“Thank you，” said Henry. “We’ll go right to the clock.”

But when they reached the clock， the crowd was huge. The Aldens could not get near it.

“We’ll never see it，” Jessie said.

“Never mind，” said Benny. “We can come back to see the clock later. I just saw a sign that says ‘Fishermen’s Corner.’ We’ve just got to see that.”

A crowd of men and boys were looking at a board covered with fishhooks.

“How many！” said Violet. “I thought fishhooks were all alike.”

“Not at all，” Henry told her. “There are different hooks for different fish.”

“What are those？” Violet pointed at a display of bright-colored fishing flies. “They look like insects made of feathers.”

“They are called flies，” the man who had the exhibit told Violet. “They are made to look like little insects， so the fish snap at them. Only now the river is spoiled by the paint factory. The pollution kills the fish.”

Violet read the names of some of the flies， “Gray Ghost， Silver Doctor， Royal Coachman.”

“There’s a hook inside each one，” said Henry.

An old man looking at the exhibit said， “I remember when you could catch fish by just dropping a line in the water. It’s not that way anymore.”

The man who had explained the fish flies to Violet nodded. “Yep. Every factory pours dirty water into the rivers. It’s time to stop them！  what the meeting is about tomorrow night—how to save our river.”

Benny tried to think who else had spoken of a meeting tomorrow. Then he remembered. The boys on the bus！

“Let’s go somewhere else，” said Violet quickly. She didn’t want to think about hooks in fish.

The Aldens went over to the pottery display. A girl was spinning her  wheel. She had just finished making a vase out of clay. Now she was making a design on the vase with a small wooden tool. As the vase whirled around on the wheel， the girl pressed the tool against the side of the vase. The tool made a perfect ring around the vase. Then another and another.

It was so fascinating to watch that Violet forgot all about the fishhooks.

Jessie turned to the others and said， “Now we can go see the clock. The big crowd is gone.”

After Henry had looked at the clock he said， “I hard to believe a boy invented this clock. It’s clever the way it’s made. The boy must be a genius.”

Jessie began to smile. “Look at this eggbeater，” she said. “It cleans itself！ I always hate to wash an eggbeater. The egg is hard to wash off.”

Benny said， “Come on. I see a good wildlife exhibit. Let’s see what it’s about.”

The Aldens found there were drawings of birds， insects， and small animals. There were pots of wild plants and a bunch of wild flowers.

“Look at this，” said Henry. “Now whoever thought of this is very clever.”

Jessie looked at the card. “It says there are one hundred plants growing in this square—only one square yard of earth.”

“You can see the square was taken from the earth just as it was， with nothing planted on purpose，” remarked Benny.

Violet said， “Here is sour sorrel and wood sorrel， and white， pink， and red clover.”

Jessie went on， fascinated with all the little plants， “Here is a yellow five-finger and chickweed and a strawberry plant.”

“And a buttercup，” said Benny. “I wonder who put this exhibit together？”

Then suddenly the Aldens saw the boy who was in charge of the wild flower exhibit. It was the older boy who had caught the bus from Plainville  very one Frank had ordered out of the bus station！ He was busy explaining something to some people who were interested in the exhibit.

“Yes，” he said， “we took a piece of land down by the river and put up stakes three feet apart to make a square. Then we counted all the different plants inside the square.”

A woman asked， “You found all these different plants in that small space？”

The boy nodded. “We want to show what’s lost when something like the paint factory spoils wild land.” He looked right at the Aldens when he said that as if he thought they were going to spoil the land.

“That’s a good exhibit， but that boy is not at all friendly，” Jessie said. “Let’s move on.”

The Aldens walked over to a collection of match-book covers. Violet said， “I guess people collect anything. There are matchbooks from every state and some foreign countries.”

“And  a collection of pins，” said Jessie. “Imagine collecting pins！”

Violet replied， “They are a good thing to collect because they don’t take up much room.”

Henry called Benny over to see model planes. Then Benny caught sight of an ice cream stand. “ have ice cream cones，” he said. “I always choose chocolate.”

“How can you be hungry after all that lunch？” Jessie asked.

“Always room for an ice cream cone，” returned Benny.

“I  mind one myself，” said Henry， feeling for his wallet.

Soon all the Aldens were enjoying ice cream cones. “Let’s see that exhibit，” said Benny， pointing to a display set up in the corner. “The sign says ‘ Perfect Paints.’ Look at the crowd！”

As they started over， Benny frowned. Pickett’s Paints—that was the name on the envelope he had handed Frank. The Oakdale bus driver had given Frank a package for the Pickett factory.

The exhibit was interesting and bright. There were little toy houses painted in different colors. There were pieces of wood painted with Pickett paints and left out in the sun to weather. They showed how well the paint lasted and how bright it stayed.

The man in charge of the exhibit was trying to show how paint was made. He explained what made blue paint blue and red paint red.

A woman in the crowd said， “Mr. Pickett， just listen to me！”

So this was Mr. Pickett， the Aldens thought.

The woman continued. “I don’t care what you put in your paints. Your factory is pouring all that horrible waste into a public river. It isn’t your river. It belongs to the town.”

“It’s our river，” a girl said.

An old man asked， “Where are the fish？ We used to get fine fish from the river. And have a good time fishing， too.”

A boy said， “Your old factory smells up the country for miles.”

But a young man said， “Give Mr.Pickett a chance to talk. He knows his business. A big factory can be good for people around here.”

Mr.Pickett looked happy to see at least one friendly face. He said， “Yes！ I have a hundred workers in my paint factory. That means they earn money to take care of a hundred families. It means money to spend. I pay taxes for your schools. I’m a good neighbor to all of you！”

Suddenly there was a noise and everyone looked around to see what was happening. Some people began to laugh. Others shouted， “Go home！”

The Aldens stood on tiptoe to see what the excitement was about. It was a surprise. The two boys from Plainville Junction were pushing through the crowd toward the paint exhibit. They were waving signs.

One sign said， “SAVE OUR RIVER.  POLLUTE！” The other read “NATURE IS BETTER THAN PAINT.”

Some men and women clapped. Someone said， “Those boys are brave to do that. I  have dared do anything like that.”

Mr. Pickett stared at the boys and their signs. Benny wondered if he knew who they were. The boys never looked right at him. They waved their signs back and forth.

“Not fair！ Not fair！” Mr. Pickett shouted angrily. “You can’t picket me！”

For a minute it looked as if the paint exhibit was going to be smashed. The man in charge of the hobby fair came running over.

“All right！” the manager shouted. “Some of you want Mr. Pickett’s factory. Some of you don’t. This isn’t the place to decide. Come to the town meeting tomorrow night， right here in the town hall. That’s the place to discuss it. You boys—take those signs and get out. I will not have trouble here.”

The boys did not argue. Perhaps they had done what they wanted to do. They had started people talking about the river.

The Aldens spent another hour looking around at the exhibits. At last Jessie asked， “When does the bus leave， Henry？ We don’t want to miss it.”

Henry said， “We can spend half an hour here and still have time to get the bus. Where’s Benny？”

“He was here a minute ago，” Violet said. “Oh， there he is， over there with the manager.”

“I’m glad you came all the way from Greenfield to see our hobby fair，” the manager was saying to Benny. “It was too bad about that fuss around Mr. Pickett’s exhibit.”

Benny asked， “Who are those boys who wanted to picket Mr. Pickett？”

“Oh， everyone knows Jud and Troy. That’s what makes it so bad. You saw their wildlife exhibit. I’ll have to say they are smart boys.”

“We saw them first at the bus station at Plainville Junction，” Benny said.

“Yes， I imagine that is where you’d meet them，” the manager said. “If they were my boys， I’d have something to say to them. They may be right， but they shouldn’t act like that. Mr. Pickett has a right to show what he makes.”

“You said something about a meeting tomorrow，” Benny said.

“Yes， the voters of Plainville Township are going to meet here at the Oakdale town hall. Posters announced the meeting ten days ago. It will be a regular town meeting. Mr. Pickett is coming. People want to ask him about his plans. He wants to buy more land. He says he needs a parking lot. He put his paint factory out there in the country because he needed the water and he didn’t think anyone would care.”

“But people do care， I guess，” said Benny. “Can they stop him？”

The manager said， “Well， yes， I guess they can. But I don’t know if that’s what most people want to do. His business is good for Oakdale， and Oakdale is part of Plainville Township.”

“Benny， time to go！” Jessie called.

Smiling at the manager， Benny said quickly， “ Benny Alden. Perhaps you know my grandfather， Mr. James Alden.”

“I do indeed，” said the manager. “He has a smart grandson， I see that.”

Benny ran to catch up with Henry. “That was a great fair，” he said. “I’m glad we came. It turned out to be exciting！”


Chapter　6　
 What Did Happen？


The bus for Greenfield was right on time. Quite a few people got on the bus. A man asked the driver， “ You stop at the junction， don’t you？”

“That’s right，” the driver said. “I’ll call out the name when we get there.”

“But you just stop there to let passengers off， don’t you？” a man asked. “You just go right along to Greenfield？”

“Right，” said the driver.

Then Benny got on.

“Good evening，” the driver said pleasantly to Benny. It was the same driver who had taken them from Plainville Junction to Oakdale. “Did you have a good time at the fair？” Everyone seemed to speak to Benny.

“Oh， swell，” replied Benny. “You ought to go.”

“I’ve been there，” said the driver. “I go every year. And I always see something new.”

The Aldens found seats in the middle of the bus. Jessie and Violet sat near each other. Benny took a seat in front of Violet. Henry found an empty seat across the aisle. The bus was not crowded.

Benny half expected to see the two boys—Jud and Troy—catch the bus. But they were nowhere to be seen.

While Henry pushed the back of his seat into a comfortable position， Benny said， “I’m glad we  have to change buses at Plainville Junction. I don’t want to wait there again.”

“I wonder if the tree across the road to the bridge has been moved，” Henry said， settling back. “That could make us late.”

“It probably been pulled out of the way long ago，” answered Benny. “The road crews are pretty fast. Do you think  see Frank around the bus station？ I’d like to say hello.”

Henry shrugged. “There  be time to go in the station. This bus goes right through. It will just stop to let passengers off and pick up anyone who’s waiting.”

“Too bad，” Benny said. “ hungry. I’d like to go in the bus station and get one of  good doughnuts.”

Henry gave a big yawn. He shut his eyes and was soon asleep.

Benny stared out of the bus window. He liked the countryside. He thought about the storm. Except for the trees near Frank’s bus station， it had not done much damage.

Benny， too， must have fallen asleep， for the next thing he knew， the driver was calling out， “Plainville Junction！”

“Remember  getting off，” the man called. “ got these shopping bags， and I can’t move fast.”

The driver laughed. “Sure， I’ll give you a hand. Just stay in your seat until we get there.”

The big bus bumped off the highway and stopped in front of the bus station. Benny， who was sitting next to the window， stared out. Suddenly he poked Henry.

“Wake up， Henry！” Benny said excitedly. “Something’s going on at the bus station.”

“What？ Where？” asked Henry. Now he was wide awake and leaning forward to look out of the window， too.

Something was going on， but it was hard to tell what it was.

Three men with lunch boxes were waiting for the bus. Someone had given each of them a pink paper.

Then the Aldens saw who was passing out the papers. The two boys， Jud and Troy， were waving more papers and saying something.

The Aldens could not hear because the bus windows were closed. But they could guess the boys wanted the men to read the papers.

Suddenly everyone—the men and the boys— looked around behind them.

The door of a large car opened and out stepped a man who was plainly very angry. He did not turn off his motor or shut the door. Instead he made a quick rush at Jud and Troy.

The boys were startled. The man grabbed the papers from the boys’ hands. He tore the sheets in half and threw them on the ground.

Everyone gasped.

While the men waiting for the bus edged out of the way and the people on the bus watched， something strange happened.

The man pointed at his car and plainly said “Get in！” to the boys. He pushed them in front of him and into the back seat of the car. He slammed the door， jumped in himself， and with a screech of tires pulled away from the bus station.

No one had had time to do a thing.

“Well！” said Benny. “What’s going on？”

Violet leaned forward and whispered， “You—you don’t think the boys were kidnapped， do you？ It all happened so fast.”

“No， I don’t think so，” Henry answered. “The two boys seemed to know the man.”

Now Benny noticed Frank standing on the bus station steps， his hands on his hips. He looked as surprised as everyone else. But he did not rush to help Jud or Troy. Like the men， he just watched.

The bus driver was impatient. He called out， “All aboard！ Let’s go. I’m late already.” The men with their lunch boxes and sheets of paper got on， not saying a word.

The driver released the brake， turned the bus， and was out on the highway. Looking back， Benny just had time to see Frank pick up the torn papers.

All kinds of questions buzzed around in  head and  too. Benny felt that if he could just see one of those papers， he might find some answers.

The three men who had just gotten on the bus were sitting in the back. Benny couldn’t call out to them. He couldn’t even turn around enough to see if the men were reading the pink papers.

“Who was that man？” Henry asked Benny. “I feel sure I’ve seen him.”

“Me， too，” Benny said. “Now where？ Greenfield？ No， I don’t think so.”

The boys said nothing for a minute， and then Benny said， “Wait， I know！ It was at the hobby fair this afternoon. How could I have been so stupid？ That was Mr. Pickett. Mr. Pickett of the paint factory. I’m sure of it！”

“You’re right， you’re absolutely right，” Henry exclaimed. “Of course it was Mr. Pickett. His factory is near the bus station. He must turn off the highway there.”

“Or was he coming to see Frank？” Benny suggested.

“I don’t know，” Henry answered. “There was that letter he sent Frank...”

“He was mad at Jud and Troy.  sure，” Benny said thoughtfully. “Wow！ I  want someone to come after me that way！”

Henry nodded. “You know， Ben， there is something funny going on. The boys went with him. They didn’t try to escape or run away.”

“Th right，” Benny agreed. “They looked mad， too. And surprised.”

“Well， they couldn’t have been too surprised，” Henry said. “After all， they did wave those signs against the paint factory in front of Mr. Pickett at the hobby fair. They knew they made him mad then. They didn’t seem to care too much if they did make him mad.”

“There something else I  understand，” Benny said after a moment. “Frank just watched. He didn’t help the boys. And he didn’t help Mr. Pickett.  you think  be on one side or the other？”

“You’re right， Benny，” said Henry. “Nobody did a thing. That’s something to think about.”

The bus rolled along and Benny and Henry stared out of the window. They were quiet. Benny was thinking again about the sheets of paper being passed out. If he could just get one...

“East Greenfield，” the bus driver announced. The three men who had gotten on the bus at Plainville Junction came forward.

“Another day gone，” the driver said as he opened the bus door. “Well， see you tomorrow. Take care now.”

“So long，” the men said. One of them waved.

Benny looked at Henry. “You know， those men must work at Pickett’s factory. I never thought of that before.”

“Sure，” Henry agreed. “They must catch this bus home from work every day. The driver knows them.”

“I wonder what they thought about how Mr. Pickett acted，” Benny said. Then he felt a gentle touch on his sleeve.

It was Violet. She pushed a printed paper around the back of his seat so that no one else would notice.

“One of the men who rode on the bus threw this down as he got ready to get off，” Violet whispered.

The paper was folded over several times. Benny opened it and read “Town Meeting.”

Underneath there was a message printed by hand. It read： “Come and save the river. It is not too late. You can help.”

“So！” Benny exclaimed. “Jud and Troy  give up. They want Mr. workers to vote against him at the town meeting. And Mr. Pickett is their boss. Vote against your own boss. How about that！”

“It looks that way，” Henry said. “I’d like to know what’s going on now. Why did Mr. Pickett push the boys into his car？ I suppose he tried to scare them some way.”

“Probably turned them over to their parents，” Benny said. “I’ll bet there was trouble.”

“I don’t think they’ll have a chance to go to the town meeting tomorrow，” Henry said.

“Not a chance，” Benny agreed.

“Greenfield！” the driver called out. The Aldens jumped down from the bus， happy to get home.

“Dinner！” exclaimed Benny. “Am I starved！ Let’s go！”

When he undressed for bed that night， Benny thought about Jud and Troy and all that had happened on this one day.

“I wonder if we’ll read in the newspaper what happened at the town meeting，” he said to himself. “I like to know what Mr. Pickett really did with Jud and Troy. Too bad—perhaps I’ll never know.”

As he was falling asleep， Benny thought， “I’d just like to know how it all comes out. I’ll have to think about it... tomorrow.” But he was too sleepy to go on.


Chapter　7　
 The Snooper


The next morning Benny lay in bed wondering what excuse he could give to get back to the bus station. He couldn’t think of anything.

He wondered what had happened to Jud and Troy after Mr. Pickett had driven off with them. Would they get to the town meeting？ What were they planning to do？

Benny wondered about Frank， too. Frank had said someone was too big for him to fight. What did that mean？ He was a chemist. Maybe he had a new kind of paint he wanted Mr. Pickett to make.

There was a lot going on that Benny did not understand. He wanted to listen， to ask questions， maybe to help.

Then Benny thought， “Our raincoats！ We left our raincoats at the bus station. Hooray！”

He dressed quickly for breakfast. But to his surprise he found everyone dressed and eating breakfast， too.

Benny began， “Henry， guess what？ We forgot—”

“Our raincoats，” finished Henry. “We were just talking about that.  have to go back and get them.”

“We should call Frank before we start off，” Jessie suggested. “We have to be sure that our raincoats are still at the bus station.”

The telephone lines had been repaired after the big storm. Soon Benny was speaking to Frank on the telephone.

“Yes，” Frank told him. The raincoats were there. He was wondering if he should mail them to the Aldens.

“Oh， no，” Benny said. “That’s too much trouble. My big brother Henry can drive over today and get them. Will this morning be all right？”

To Benny’s surprise， Frank didn’t like that idea at all. He said he had planned to be away from the station for two hours.

“I’m sorry，” Benny said. He didn’t want Frank to be angry with the Aldens. “We don’t want to be any bother. We can come later and get our raincoats.”

This time Frank agreed.

Benny hung up the telephone and turned around to the others. He said， “I don’t understand Frank at all.  think  be glad to have us get the raincoats. I don’t think he wants us to come at all. He sounds as if—as if he’s hiding something. I wonder what’s going on.”

“Perhaps he wants to go fishing，” Jessie suggested. “I don’t think the bus station keeps him very busy.”

Benny shook his head. “Why wouldn’t he say  going fishing？  nothing wrong with that. We would understand.”

Henry had been thinking. He said， “There is that big town meeting about the paint factory tonight. I wonder if Frank plans to go.”

“Remember how we saw Mr. Pickett at the bus station last night，” Benny said. “Maybe he came to see Frank. It was an accident he caught the boys passing out those papers.”

“Frank  trust those boys，” Jessie said. “He likes to keep his own secrets.”

Benny agreed. “You remember how he asked what in the world we were doing when he came back after the storm and saw the chair under the shelf. He thought we were fussing around with his things. Really， we were wrong. We had no right to look at Frank’s things， even if we didn’t touch them.”

“Do you think those chemistry books have anything to do with this mystery？” asked Jessie.

“Well， we won’t find out what’s going on while we sit here，” Henry said. “We’ve never even seen Mr. Pickett’s paint factory. Maybe we should visit it and then get our raincoats from Frank.”

“Good idea，” said Benny. “Let’s go.”

It was a fine summer day. The storm of yesterday seemed like a bad dream. The Aldens were glad to have an excuse to drive out in the country and visit the bus station again.

“I’m glad we decided to do something，” Violet said. “I can’t stay at home on a day like this.”

“Neither can I，” said Benny， laughing.

Henry did not follow the road the bus took to Plainville Junction. He chose a back road that crossed the red bridge near the bus station.

“It is a lovely river，” Jessie said. “Grandfather called this country empty. But it  really. Remember Jud and  wildlife exhibit at the fair？ I never knew so many kinds of plants and animals could be found in such a little space.”

Suddenly they noticed a flight of wild ducks overhead. The ducks all dropped down into the river and dived to the bottom to find food. However， they came up right away， flapped their wet wings， and flew up the river， flying very low.

“Honk！ Honk！” they cried.

Jessie said， “Look at that！ The river is spoiled. The ducks can’t find food. I hope the chemicals  hurt them.”

“I  think they stayed long enough，” said Henry. “Just look at that triangle of ducks. They always follow the leader.”

All the ducks except the leader were honking. Then all at once they stopped and the leader honked all alone. “Honk！ Honk！ Honk！”

Benny laughed and said， “The leader keeps saying， ‘Well， if you all want to pass， go on！’ ”

Henry looked up the road toward the bus station. He slowed down suddenly. He saw a bright-colored pickup truck parked beside the road near the station. He could just make out the words “Pickett’s Perfect Paints” on the back of the truck.

Benny saw the truck， too. “Looks as if Frank has company，” he said. “Do you think  why he didn’t want us to come？”

“I don’t know，” Henry said. “Might be. I’ll drive past the station slowly. Let’s see if it looks closed.”

Violet could see the bus station better than the others.

“There’s a card in the window，” Violet reported. “It says ‘Buy tickets on bus.’ I think the station is closed.”

“That’s funny，” Benny said. “I’m sure I saw somebody going around the station.”

“I’ll park the car where it can’t be seen from the station，” Henry said. “Then we’ll walk back and take a look around.”

“Maybe someone’s up to some mischief，” Benny said. He thought about the weeds and the chemistry books. Did they have something to do with the paint factory？ Or were they for something else？ Perhaps someone from the paint factory wanted to find out.

The big trees along the road hid the Aldens as they walked toward the bus station. No one talked. They didn’t know what to expect. Perhaps nothing at all was going on.

“Look！” whispered Benny， and he pulled Jessie out of sight behind a tree.

A man who moved like a gray shadow came around the small building. When the Aldens could see him better， they found he was wearing gray coveralls. It was a work uniform of some sort. A big paint can was stitched on the back of the suit.

Yes， it had to be somebody from the paint factory， Benny decided. Then he had an idea. Could it be Mr. Pickett dressed up as a worker？ What could he want？

The man stood on tiptoe and looked in the window at the side. He knocked gently against the glass. Was he planning to break it？

The stranger walked around to the front door. He tried to open it. The door was locked. He pushed. Then he used his shoulder， but the door did not open.

The Aldens watched from behind the trees. Suddenly the man seemed to give up. He turned around and sat down on the doorstep.

“What now？” Benny whispered.

The man felt in a pocket. He pulled out a piece of paper. Then he felt in other pockets until he found a pencil. He sat still for a moment， then he began to write.


Chapter　8　
 Tricked Twice


Not one of the Aldens moved. They watched the man on the bus station steps. What was he going to do？

Henry motioned to Jessie and Violet. He wanted them to stay where they were. He whispered to Benny， “Come with me.”

Benny nodded and tiptoed behind Henry. The girls stayed where they were， out of sight.

Henry led Benny back toward their station wagon. He said in a low voice， “Let’s see if we can find out what that man wants. If  up to some harm， maybe we can learn what it is and tell Frank.”

“If there’s a good reason for his actions， then we won’t have to worry，” Benny said.

“Here’s my idea，” Henry went on. “We’ll walk toward the bus station as if we want to catch a bus. When we get near the man， say something to me like， ‘I thought  never find this bus station.’ You know， stuff like that.”

“OK，” Benny said. “Let’s go. I hope he hasn’t gone.”

“I’m sure he hasn’t. We’d hear the truck start，” Henry said.

The boys walked along quickly. They tried to act as if they were not doing anything unusual.

As they came near the bus station they saw the man on the steps， stooping down near the door. They couldn’t tell what he was doing.

Benny said loudly， “Am I glad to see the bus station！ My feet hurt.”

Jessie， hidden behind a tree， nearly laughed aloud.

“I hope we haven’t missed the bus，” Henry said.

“You haven’t，” said the man on the steps， and Benny jumped.

“You’re—you’re sure？” he asked.

“Naw， you haven’t missed it，” the man said. “The fellow who keeps this station has it all closed up. Nobody at all around.”

Henry said， “But we have to buy tickets.”

“Read the sign，” the man said. “You buy your tickets on the bus. Where you want to go？”

“Greenfield，” Benny said quickly.

“You got a long wait. No bus until this afternoon. You been visiting around here？”

Benny swallowed. He was supposed to be asking the questions， not answering them. He looked over at Henry.

“We were visiting Jud and Troy，” Henry said. Those were the only names he knew of anyone nearby.

“Down on the river？ What did their dad do to them after they passed out those papers last night？”

Henry had to think fast. He didn’t know what had happened to the boys. So he just said， “They got in trouble， all right. Did you come to the bus station for something？”

The man shrugged. “I told the foreman at the plant it wouldn’t do any good. But he wanted me to come to see if Frank was around. One of the machines broke and we need a new part to fix it. The part was supposed to come on the bus yesterday. You can send packages on the bus， you know. Faster than the mail.”

“Did Frank have the package？” Henry asked.

“How do I know？ Frank isn’t here. I just pushed a note under the door. I’ll come back later for it. Got to get back to work now. Tell Frank hello for me—if you see him.”

“For you？” Henry asked.

“Yeah， tell him Bill was here. Have a good wait.”

The workman walked down the steps and headed for the truck.

When the truck was out of sight Henry and Benny began to laugh.

“You never had a chance to find out a thing，” Henry told Benny. “Bill was asking all the questions.”

Jessie and Violet came running up. “What was going on？” asked Jessie. “Do you think the man was snooping around？”

“He wanted a package that came on the bus，” Benny said. “That was all. I guess he thought he’d take it if he could get in. It’s something to fix some machinery at the paint factory.”

“What shall we do now？” Violet asked. “Wait for Frank here？”

“We know he  in the station，  one thing sure，” Benny said.

“Why not look for Frank？” Violet asked. “I  feel like waiting here.”

“Not enough excitement？” Henry asked， teasing Violet a little. “All right， let me get the car.”

Jessie said， “Oh， Henry， put the car behind the bus station. Let’s walk. His house is about a mile away， right on the river. We can’t miss it.”

The Aldens left their car at the bus station. They locked it and set off for the river.

“We have to go single file，” Henry said. “I’ll go first， and Benny， you bring up the rear.”

There was a narrow， well-worn path along the river. Benny said， “We should see some fishermen along here.  just the kind of day for fishermen. Where are they？”

Violet stopped and pointed to a dark streak in the middle of the stream. “Do you see where the water is so dirty？” she asked. “I wonder what makes that.”

“Ugh，” Benny said. “I wouldn’t want to swim here.”

Henry said， “I think the paint factory waste makes the whole river look different.”

They walked along until they thought they must be near Frank’s house.

“Maybe we should look around and not just walk up and bang on Frank’s door，” Benny suggested.

The others agreed. So when they saw a boat pulled up on the shore and the roof of a small house behind some trees， they stopped.

“That has to be Frank’s house. I see a birdhouse in one of the trees，” said Jessie.

There was a little breeze. Jessie sniffed， then she held her nose. “I forgot about that queer smell at the bus station yesterday. Now I smell it again.”

“Look over there，” said Benny， pointing. “See that big chimney？ I think  found  house and the paint factory， too.”

As he spoke， a truck passed the Aldens on the road above the riverbank. It was going to the factory.

“What do we do now？” Jessie asked. She was standing on the path. Bushes and tall grass nearly hid the trail.

There was a rustling sound. A twig snapped.

“Shhh！” Henry whispered. “Get down.” He was sure he had seen someone or something move in the tall grass nearby.

The Aldens dropped down behind Henry. No one said a word. They waited.

“Caught you！” a voice said softly.

“Yeah， caught you！” a second voice said. “What do you want here？”

Slowly the Aldens stood up. The voices belonged to Jud and Troy. The boys scowled at the Aldens.

“We were looking for Frank，” Benny said， no longer surprised. “Anything wrong with that？”

“Sneaking around is a funny way to look for someone，” Jud declared. “Are you spying on Frank or something？”

“That’s stupid，” Henry said. He felt angry at the boys for suspecting anything like that. “We never met Frank until yesterday. We forgot our raincoats and came back to save Frank the trouble of mailing a package.”

“Yeah？” Troy asked. “Do you believe that， Jud？” He turned to his brother.

Jud looked at the Aldens. “I kind of believe it，” he said slowly. “Four people are too many to take along if you’re up to something wrong.”

Jessie said， “We left our raincoats at the bus station yesterday. We came to get them. The station was locked， so we started to look for Frank.”

“I guess  OK，” Jud said. “You find Frank down by the river.” And he and Troy climbed up to the road and disappeared.

“Those boys scared me for a minute，” Violet said. “Do you think they were spying on Frank？”

“Or spying for him？” asked Benny. “I’m all mixed up.”

“Let’s find Frank anyway，” Henry decided.

They had not gone far down the path when Violet called， “I see him！”

Frank was lying on the riverbank， pulling something out of the water. He looked around and saw the Aldens.

Jessie said quickly， “We got here early. We just thought  come and find you.” She held her breath. Would he be angry？

“I’m glad you did，” answered Frank. “You are just in time to see what I found.” He lifted a large dead fish as he spoke. “It was right here floating upside down in the river. Too bad.”

The Aldens looked at the fish. “That would have made a big dinner for someone，” said Jessie.

“Me，” said Frank. “I used to sit here and fish and have a good time by myself. Sometimes I caught a fish in ten minutes. Now every fish is dead and it’s not fun even being on the river in a boat. Pollution has ruined the river.”

“What are you going to do with that dead fish？” Benny asked.

Frank gave a queer laugh. “I think I have a special use for it. It will make a real surprise for someone.” He wrapped the fish in paper as he spoke. “I’ll drive you back to the bus station. Then you can get your raincoats.”


Chapter　9　
 Frank’s Problem


Frank put the dead fish in the trunk of his car. He locked the door of his house， then he got in the  seat. The Aldens slid in， with Benny and Henry sitting in front with Frank.

“I’m glad we don’t have the fish with us，” Violet whispered to Jessie.

They were soon at the bus station and Frank was unlocking the door. He found Bill’s note and put it with the package that had come on the bus.

“If I close up like this in the morning， I don’t miss much business，” he said. “Too late for breakfast and too early for lunch.”

The Aldens had followed Frank into the station. They saw the sun shining in the clean windows. The flowers in the pots on the sills were bright and gay. Frank opened a window and the room was filled with a bird song.

Frank looked around as if the station was his own little kingdom. He said， “Sit down， kids， and let me tell you something. I think you’ll understand， and I need to talk to someone.”

The Aldens sat down quietly and waited. Frank was a puzzling person. He was angry one minute and gentle the next.

Frank reached down and pulled out the envelope Benny had handed him yesterday. He unfolded the letter.

He began， “You saw the chimney of the paint factory when you came to find me. The factory is right there on the river around a little bend from me. You might say it’s my neighbor.”

“We smelled it， too，” Benny said.

“ You can say that again，” said Henry.

“I will，” said Benny. “We smelled it， too.”

Frank laughed. “That’s just part of the problem. I don’t like it， but that isn’t the worst of it.”

Frank got up and put the letter down. He pulled out a big notebook. Opening it， he said， “I think  guessed that maybe  not just a lunch counter man and bus station keeper. I’m a chemist. I like living in a quiet place like this. I’m interested in growing plants without using chemicals. I like birds and wild animals. That’s why I’m here.”

“We understand，” Violet said quietly.

“Everything was fine until this Mr. Pickett came along and built his paint factory. There was no way to stop him. He bought the land. He could do what he liked out here in the country. He  expect to bother anyone.”

“He can spoil the river and no one will care？” Henry asked. “Is that what he thinks？”

“Yes，” Frank said. “But he is wrong. He has to be stopped. But how？ That’s the question.”

Frank dropped his head in his hands. Then he went on quietly， “I did some experiments to show how the water from the factory pollutes the river. The chemicals are carried in the water. They kill fish and water plants. I thought that if I showed this notebook about my experiments to Mr. Pickett he would stop polluting.”

“But that didn’t work？” Benny asked.

Frank shook his head. “Mr. Pickett just said it was too bad， but lots of people have jobs at his factory. It was too late to build somewhere else.”

Benny looked angry. “Build somewhere else？ Pollute somewhere else？ That’s no answer.”

“That’s what I said，” Frank continued. “I told him that there are laws to stop pollution. He told me I was a troublemaker. He said he’d get rid of me.”

“How？” asked Jessie.

“Easy enough， I guess，” Frank said. “Mr. Pickett bought all the land along the river. That means all the land around my house and garden. If he likes， he can keep me from getting to my house. That’s what he told me.”

“That’s not fair！” Henry said. “There must be some way to stop him.”

Frank said， “It takes money. I’d have to go to court. Anyway， now he has a new idea. He wants to buy my house and garden to make into a parking lot for the factory workers. Imagine！ Tear down my house. Cover my garden with blacktop. That’s what his letter to me was about. I’m not rich. I can’t fight him.”

The Aldens looked at each other. Benny decided to ask another question. “What about Jud and Troy？”

“Yes，” Henry added. “We saw them giving out papers at the bus station when our bus stopped yesterday.”

Frank gave his angry short laugh again. “Oh， yes！ They think they can change things. They tried to show how important the river is to wildlife. Older people don’t pay attention to boys. Then they tried to line up some of the workers against the paint factory. You saw how that worked out.”

“Not at all，” Jessie said.

“Yesterday in Oakdale we heard about the town meeting tonight，” Henry said. “We know it’s about Mr. Pickett’s factory and the way it’s polluting the river. Are you going？”

“I’m going，” Frank answered. Then he shook his head. “But I don’t think there’ll be much of a crowd. Mr. Pickett and his workers and friends will be there. Nobody will do anything.”

Jessie said， “It sounded to us as if a lot of people want to save the river， just as you do. You’re not alone. You have to believe that.”

For a minute Frank did not say anything. Then he looked right at the Aldens. “That is good news. Do you know what I was going to do？ I was going to take that dead fish to the town meeting and pass it around among the people. It was a stupid idea， but I was angry enough to do it.”

Benny liked the idea. He knew just how angry Frank felt. He said， “I don’t think that would be such a bad idea. It would show the townspeople just how bad the river is.”

Frank said， “If what you say is true and a lot of people really care， maybe we can save the river.”

Benny said in a rush， “I know we’re outsiders. But maybe we can help， too.”

“How？” asked Frank， looking surprised.

“Our grandfather has plastics factories. Maybe you have heard of him. He is Mr. James Alden. His factories don’t pollute any rivers. They don’t make any bad smells either. Let’s see if Grandfather will come to the town meeting.  a businessman. Perhaps he can talk to Mr. Pickett.”

Frank thought for a moment. Then he said， “It worth trying. Will he come？”

Benny said， “Let me call him right now. We Aldens always like to do things in a hurry！”


Chapter　10　
 Benny Guesses


As the Aldens drove up to the town hall in Oakdale Benny exclaimed， “Look at the crowd！ I never thought so many people would come to a town meeting.”

Grandfather smiled. He had been at town meetings before.

“Do you see Frank anywhere？” Jessie asked. “I hope he comes early and meets Grandfather.”

Henry parked the car behind the truck from the paint factory. Someone had crossed out the last letter T on the sign. Now it read “Pickett’s Perfect Pain.”

Henry started to laugh， then he stopped. “There are some people around here who really want to get rid of Mr. Pickett and his factory，” he said.

“I hope there won’t be any trouble at the town meeting，” Jessie said. “People are excited.”

“There’s Frank，” Benny called， waving to him. “I don’t think he brought the dead fish. He has no bundle under his arm.”

After Frank and Mr. Alden had met， the two men stood and talked in quiet voices. People walking into the town hall looked curiously at them.

Benny heard a woman say， “We’ll get the state inspectors to close Mr. Pickett’s factory. He can’t get away with spoiling our river.”

“Wait a minute，” a man said. “I work for Mr. Pickett. I need a job. Don’t try to take work away from me！ I don’t want the factory closed.”

“There’s Mr. Pickett，” Violet whispered.

Mr. Pickett walked along quickly. Several men were with him. They did not look at Frank or Mr. Alden.

“I thought we’d see Jud and Troy，” Benny said， looking around. “They’re late.”

“They won’t be coming，” Frank said. “They are against the paint factory. It wouldn’t surprise me if their father has them locked up at home.”

“Locked up！” Benny exclaimed. “They didn’t do anything that bad.”

“You can try telling their father that，” Frank said.

Benny and Violet went over toward the town hall. The others stood， still talking. Benny thought Grandfather looked like an old general planning for a battle. And maybe it would be a battle—there was a lot of excitement as people gathered.

Suddenly Benny stopped Violet and said， “Look over there！ Frank’s wrong. Here they come.”

“Who？ Where？” Violet asked.

“Jud and Troy！ They’re locking their bikes up at the rack over there.”

“Do you think they rode into Oakdale from Plainville Junction？” Violet asked. “That’s a long ride.”

“It is，” Benny agreed. “I guess they really wanted to get here. I hope they aren’t going to start any trouble. It would be easy to get this crowd angry.”

Then Benny heard a voice he knew. It was . He was with Jud.

Troy was saying， “We couldn’t leave until Dad was gone. And if we walk into the meeting after it has started， everyone will stare at us.”

“You  see Dad outside， do you？” Jud asked. “How about his friends？” He sounded worried. Then he saw the Aldens.

“Look  here！” he exclaimed. “Did you forget something again？”

“Yeah，  outsiders. What are you doing here？” Troy asked.

“We’re with Frank，” Benny said. He didn’t see why he had to explain anything to these boys.

“With Frank？” Jud asked. He looked around then and saw Frank and the other Aldens coming into the building， too.

“Who’s that with you？” Troy asked.

“That’s my grandfather，” Benny answered. “He has some ideas that can help save the river.”

“He does？” Troy asked， surprised. “Do you think my dad will listen？”

“Boy， I wish he would，” Jud said. “I really wish he would.”

“We’ve tried everything we can think of，” Troy said. “Dad says there isn’t anything he can do. He doesn’t want the river spoiled. But he thinks he  do anything about it.”

The town meeting was about to begin. The last people who had been standing outside were beginning to come in.

“Come on，” Jud said to his brother， “I  want Frank to see us. Let’s slip in and get some seats where Dad won’t see us.”

The boys disappeared， leaving Benny standing there. He saw his family and Frank starting toward the hall entrance.

Still Benny stood in the one spot. He was putting a lot of ideas together. Who was Jud and  father？ Benny thought he knew—should he tell the others？ Maybe not. They’d find out soon enough， he felt.

Inside the hall， chairs were set up in rows. There was an aisle down the middle. A long table at the front was for the township officers.

All Mr. friends and workers sat together on one side. The persons who wanted to save the river filled the seats on the other side of the aisle. Up in front， the township officers took their places.

The big clock showed exactly eight o’clock. The crowd grew quiet as the moderator called the meeting to order. He explained why everyone had been asked to come. He said he hoped some way could be found to save the river. He asked everyone to take turns in speaking.

First， Mr. Pickett stood up to tell how his new factory helped Plainview Township. He pointed out that people needed jobs. He believed workers needed something useful， like good paint， to make. When he said Pickett’s Perfect Paint was the best， some of the people behind him clapped.

The moderator said， “Let’s hear from that lady from Oakdale.”

The woman rose and said， “We need new factories. We need work so that people can buy things at our stores. But we don’t want our river spoiled. People are important. So is nature. Isn’t there some way we can have jobs and save the river too？”

Men and women on both sides of the hall clapped.

Benny twisted around to see if he could find Jud and Troy in the audience. He finally saw them sitting toward the back. They had slid down in their seats as if they didn’t want anyone to recognize them. Benny didn’t blame them. Not if his guess was right.

A man who introduced himself as a teacher spoke next. He told how the river had changed since the factory had been built.

“Mr. Pickett may make good paint， but he is ruining our river，” he declared. “We can’t swim in it. We can’t fish in it. And all because one man pours dirty water from his factory into it. I say Mr.  factory should be closed. We can do it！”

“Agree！ Agree！” many people called out.

Mr. Pickett jumped to his feet. “You  do that！” he cried. “You can’t close my factory. I have put a lot of money in my business. Who needs fish from the river？ You can buy fish at the market the way I do.” Then he sat down.

Suddenly a lot of angry voices began to fill the hall. It was impossible to tell what was being said.

The man in charge of the meeting called out， “Order！ Order！ Let one person speak at a time.”

Frank raised his hand to show that he had something to say.

Benny was sorry not to see the bundle of fish in his hand. “Too bad，” he said to Henry. “That fish would have been a good piece of evidence.”

To  surprise， Frank went to a table and opened a drawer. He took out a newspaper bundle.

“You don’t have to touch this，” Frank said to the people. “But I assure you it is a fresh dead fish.”

“Fresh dead fish，” everyone murmured， half laughing.

“It’s fresh，” Frank went on， “because it hasn’t been dead long. Just this afternoon this fish was swimming in our river. Then I saw him stop swimming and float to the top. I picked him up. You can find a fish like this almost any time， poisoned by waste from the paint factory.”

“That a fine new piece of evidence，” called a teen-ager from the front row.

“Just exactly what I said！” Benny whispered.

But Frank had not quite finished what he wanted to say. “I have called the factory a bad neighbor，” he said. “And now Mr. Pickett wants to buy my house and land and make it into a parking lot.”

“And  going to sell him your land？” someone asked， sounding shocked.

“No！” Frank shouted. “I’m not selling. But I am hoping Mr. Pickett can become a good neighbor. If he makes some changes in his factory， I believe he can make paint and not spoil the river. Just spend some money， that’s how！”

Mr. Pickett stood up. He looked at the men and women in the hall before speaking. Then he said， “I do want to be a good neighbor to Frank and to everyone. But who can show me how to run my factory and keep the river clean？”

“This gentleman over here can， I think，” Frank answered and asked Grandfather to rise. “Mr. James Alden.”

Everyone turned around to stare. Mr. Alden stood up and smiled. Then he walked over to Mr. Pickett and shook his hand.

“I have had some of the same troubles in my plastics factories that you have had，” he explained. “Bad odors. Polluted water. In my plants we have found a way to burn the bad-smelling gases before they go up the chimney. We need a great deal of water. But we use the same water over and over. Not a bit of dirty water empties into any river or sewer.”

“None？” asked Mr. Pickett.

“None. The dirty water goes into big tanks. The dirt and pollution settle to the bottom of the tanks. Clean water rises to the top. It can be used again， and the tanks are cleaned out to hold more water.”

Mr. Pickett was listening carefully.

Mr. Alden continued， “You probably have a dust problem in your factory， too. That’s not bad for the river， but it is bad for your workers. We use a huge suction machine to pull the dust out of the air so that the air is safe to breathe.”

The moderator asked， “Do I understand you， Mr. Alden？ You say that Mr. Pickett’s factory can make paint and be a better place to work， too？”

“Exactly，” said Mr. Alden. “If Mr. Pickett agrees， I’ll be glad to take him to my factories and show him what we do. My men will explain how the air and water are kept clean. I will be happy to talk with him about the business details.”

Now everyone looked at Mr. Pickett. He spoke slowly. “Of course I know Mr. Alden’s name. With his help I think I can make some changes.” He smiled. “Then we’ll have Pickett’s Perfect Paint forever and a clean river， too！”

Everyone clapped. Benny turned around to see what Jud and Troy were doing. They were on their feet， clapping and edging toward the aisle. Were they going to slip out before the meeting was over？

The moderator called for order. He thanked everyone， then smiled and said， “If we work together， we can solve our problems. Meeting adjourned！”

Now Benny saw that Jud and Troy weren’t going out. They were hurrying over to the other side of the hall. Suddenly they were running toward Mr. Pickett. People cleared the way for them， and some of the crowd smiled.

“Dad！” Jud said. “You were wonderful！ You were great！”

Mr. Pickett had started to frown when he saw the boys. Now his frown turned to a wide smile. He saw all the Aldens and Frank coming over， too.

“Meet my sons， Jud and Troy，” Mr. Pickett said to Mr. Alden. “And Frank， let me shake your hand. You and my boys and everyone else are going to have a clean river.”


Chapter　11　
 Back to the Station


It was a beautiful summer night. When the meeting was over many people stopped to talk before starting their cars. There was a light wind， fresh and clean.

One man said， “This is the way it should always be. There should be clean air everywhere. I’m glad we had the meeting tonight.”

An older man said， “It was time something was done. I  know how the people living near the river have been able to stay there.”

“My kids  want to play outside，” replied another man. “But we never dared to say anything to that Mr. Pickett. He’s too powerful.”

“Well that Mr. Alden  afraid，” a woman said. “He got things straightened out in a hurry. But it was really Mr.  grandchildren that gave Frank Timmons courage to face Mr. Pickett. I have a feeling that with Mr. Alden to help， it  take much time to get the air fit to breathe.”

The four grandchildren heard this with a smile as they watched the people drive away.

“I guess the public is with us，” said Jessie. “What a surprise it was to learn that Jud and Troy were Mr. Pickett’s sons！”

Frank said， “I guess I thought you knew.”

Henry asked， “Did you call them troublemakers yesterday because they were Mr. Pickett’s boys？”

Frank smiled. “Yes，” he said. “Well， at first I thought that Mr. Pickett’s own sons would of course be on his side. When I got to know Jud and Troy a little better， I liked them because they were interested in plants and animals. I knew they wanted their father to do something about his factory. But I didn’t agree with what they were doing.”

“Picketing their own father wasn’t such a smart idea，” Henry admitted.

“There was something else， too，” Frank said. “I was having a lot of trouble with Mr.Pickett. He thought I was the troublemaker. He wanted to make me move away. It didn’t help to have the boys around the station. It was bad， no matter how I looked at it.”

“But now everything will be different，  it？” asked Violet.

Benny looked around. The Aldens and Frank were the only people left standing in the moonlight in front of the town hall.

“Well，” Mr. Alden said， “I think we must be leaving. Perhaps you can come along when my men come to talk with Mr. Pickett. A good chemist can be a real help.”

“I be glad to，” Frank said. “I enjoyed meeting all of you.”

“I guess this is good-bye then，” Jessie said soberly.

“We always saying good-bye to bus stations and islands and boxcars and things like that，” Benny said with a laugh.

But the Aldens  counted on what Frank would say next.

“Good-bye？” he said in a surprised voice. “I won’t hear of it.”

The Aldens looked at Frank. What was he thinking of now？ They did not have to wait long to find out.

“Good-bye for tonight， maybe，” Frank continued. “But I’d like you all to be my guests for a bus station dinner next Wednesday night. What do you say？”

“A bus station dinner！” Benny exclaimed. “Count me in！ I never miss a dinner.”

Everyone laughed so loud at what Benny said that Grandfather stepped over to see what all the noise was about.

“Guess what， Grandfather，” Jessie said. “Frank has just invited us for a home-cooked dinner， served right at the bus station.  that sound like fun？”

“It certainly does，” Mr.Alden replied with a twinkle in his eye. “I almost forgot you were a cook， Frank. I always think of you as a clean-water man.”

Frank laughed. “I have to be a cook to run a lunch counter at a bus station.”

“Right，” Mr. Alden said.

“You’ll come for dinner， too， of course，” Frank said to Grandfather. “After all， I owe you a great deal. Without your offering to show Mr. Pickett how you made your own factory safe， I might have lost my home. And the river might not have been saved.”

“Fighting pollution is just good sense and good business，” Mr. Alden said.

“Then Wednesday night it is， at six ，” Frank said. “There are no buses passing through at that hour， so I can put my mind on my cooking. I would invite you to my little house， but the smell of the river is so bad there close to the factory， you wouldn’t enjoy it. But we can have a good time at the bus station.”

Benny felt as if he could hardly wait for Wednesday to come. He wondered what Frank would serve for dinner. Hamburgers？ That wouldn’t be a treat.

At six o’clock Henry parked the car beside the bus station door.

The wind was coming from the north， so there was no bad smell in the air.

Benny was the first one out of the car. He hardly had a chance to rap on the door when Frank opened it. He greeted all the Aldens.

“Hello， hello，” he said. “Right on time.”

“We’ve been looking forward to this all week，” Benny said. “And does it smell good in here！”

“It’s the fish，” Frank replied with a smile. “I bought it at the best market in town. I stuffed it with soft breadcrumbs mixed with butter and salt and spice—”

“And everything nice，” Violet finished.

“Yes， and now it is baking. In a few minutes it will be done to a turn.”

The Aldens saw that Frank had set his biggest table for six. There were real plates and a tablecloth. No paper plates or cups tonight.

Grandfather looked around and smiled.

“Sit right down，” said Frank， going into his kitchen.

Everyone took a seat， and soon Frank began to bring platters of food to his guests.

“Everything came from my own garden，” Frank said， putting a plate of baked potatoes on the table. Next came a large dish filled with all kinds of vegetables.

Benny began to count them up. “Carrots， little onions， beets， parsley. And look！ Cowslips！”

“I canned the cowslips last year，” Frank said proudly. “They came from the riverbank on the other side of the factory. But you can’t see dessert yet. It’s in the refrigerator. It’s a mystery dessert.”

“A mystery dessert sounds like fun，” said Violet.

“I bet it’s ice cream，” said Benny.

“I bet it isn’t，” said Frank.

This was a new Frank. He was happy and joking. Now he knew Mr. Pickett was going to stop pouring dirty water into the river. He knew that many people wanted to save the river and understood how important it was. He could sit back and enjoy the first company dinner he ever served.

“Vinegar，” Benny said. “For my cowslips. And lemon juice， too.”

“Lemon is for the fish，” Frank said. He put the baked fish on the table. After serving the fish with an old-fashioned pie knife， Frank sat down.

Henry and Frank and Mr. Alden talked together. But Benny kept wondering what the mystery dessert could be. He had guessed who Jud’s and Troy’s father was， but he couldn’t guess what the dessert was. It was in the refrigerator， but it wasn’t ice cream. And Frank wouldn’t tell what it was.

Benny thought， “I’m sure it isn’t a pudding， and I don’t think it could be a pie or a cake. I guess  just have to wait.” That was hard to do. But he enjoyed every bit of Frank’s fish and stuffing.

All the Aldens enjoyed the delicious dinner Frank had cooked. Soon their plates were clean.

“Let me help you clear off the table，” said Jessie.

“I’ll clear，” said Frank， “and you can pile the dishes up. You’ll see where they go in that sink.”

Then the moment came when Frank opened the refrigerator to get dessert. Benny twisted around in his seat to see what it was.

“A watermelon！” he exclaimed. “But you never raised that， Frank.”

“Oh， yes， I did！” laughed Frank. “You can go down to my garden and pick one any time now. I’m going to sell some of them.”

“We’ll buy one， for sure，” Violet said. “We just love watermelon.”

Everyone took a slice of watermelon， and soon it was gone， except for the green rind. “I save that，” said Frank. “I make watermelon pickle out of it.”

“What about that！” said Benny. He snapped a watermelon seed across the room.

“I wouldn’t do that， Ben，” said Mr. Alden in a low voice. “This is really Frank’s bus station， and he’ll have to sweep it up.”

“I don’t mind，” said Frank， snapping a seed in Benny’s direction.

Soon even Grandfather was snapping watermelon seeds！

“What a party，” thought Jessie. “I don’t know when I have seen Grandfather having such a good time.”

When everyone was tired of snapping seeds， Frank swept them up. Jessie and Violet said they would wash the dishes. But Frank had a dishwasher， so the work was soon done.

“We ought to have a fish party next year，” said Benny. “Maybe at our house.”

“Maybe at my house，” said Frank. “By next year it will be lovely down there by the river. We might even catch our own fish.”

“Hooray！” said Benny. “Grandfather and I love to go fishing. Let’s make it a real date. What about my birthday？ That’s the fifteenth of July.”

“I’ll write it right down in my book，” said Mr. Alden， taking out his wallet. In a small notebook he wrote， “July 15. Fishing with Benny and Frank.”

“I can remember that，” said Frank. “I don’t need to write it down.”

A little later the Aldens said good-bye to Frank and drove home in their station wagon.

“Everything turned out right，” said Benny. “Don’t you think so， Grandfather？”

“Yes， Ben， it did，” Mr. Alden answered. “I think the river will be saved. And I think Mr. Pickett will be able to make the changes in his factory.  be Frank’s good neighbor after all.”

“I never guessed those two boys were Picketts，” said Jessie. “Frank didn’t trust the boys because he thought they were on their father’s side. But really， they picketed their own father’s business.”

“Pickett pickets，” said Benny with a laugh. “You know， most of this adventure was just an accident. We would never have known Frank or the Pickett family or learned about the paint factory or started to clean up the river...”

“If the bus hadn’t been late，” finished Henry.

“Right，” said Benny.
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第一章
 　
 闲不住的班尼


No Lazy Days for Benny

七月最后一天的早晨，天气异常炎热，让人昏昏欲睡。奥登家前院茂盛的枫树上，一片片树叶无精打采，就连鸟儿也悄无声息。

亨利·奥登背靠着一棵树，坐在草坪上，手里拿着一本大学秋季学期将要学习的书。但他丝毫提不起阅读的兴趣。

他的妹妹杰西一动不动地倚靠着另一棵树。维莉躺在草坪上，双手支着头，看着成片的白云慢悠悠地飘浮在蔚蓝的天空中。

“唉，”亨利说道，“印象中真是没碰到过这样的天气，我一点儿也不想动。”

“我也是，”杰西懒洋洋地说着，“真不明白班尼怎么还能玩得动球呢？”

“我知道咱们为什么都这样了，”维莉突然说道，“一般情况下，爷爷都会在暑假帮咱们安排一次旅行的，不是去灯塔就是去船屋，要么就是在火车上。”





这时，班尼穿过树篱走了过来。他身上穿着短裤和短袖衬衫，刚才一直在隔壁打球。

“待会儿见。”杰夫·比奇在他身后叫道。班尼挥了挥手。

“比赛怎么样？”杰西问道，“这就不玩了？”

“哇！真是太热了。”班尼说着坐到杰西身边，他看起来有些闷闷不乐。

“谁赢了，班尼？”亨利问道。

“谁也没赢，”班尼回答道，“杰夫和我只是在练习接球。”

杰西笑了起来，说道：“对你来说不够尽兴，对吗，小班班？”

“对，确实是，”班尼表示同意，“不过这种天气让人浑身没劲儿，也不适合太兴奋。”随即，他又补充道，“我听到一个消息，萨米·比奇已经找到工作了。”

“是吗？”杰西有些意外，“在哪儿？”

“在一家医院打零工。他很喜欢这份工作，而且还能挣到钱。听杰夫的口气，这份工作还不错。萨米整天忙于工作，都不觉得天热难熬了。”

正在这时，报童将《绿野镇日报》送到了车道上。

“接着！”他一边说一边将报纸扔到奥登兄妹坐着的草坪上。

等报童离开后，亨利慢慢地打开了报纸，说：“谁能把报纸给爷爷送去？我实在是不想动。”

“我一会儿就去。”维莉说道。

班尼看着自己的哥哥和姐姐们，他们懒洋洋地坐在那儿，既不说话也不动弹。这可不是奥登兄妹的风格啊！班尼觉得自己必须得做点儿什么。“你们知道我是怎么想的吗？”他问道，“我觉得我们应该去工作。”

“工作？”亨利重复道，“你的意思是去找一份暑期工？现在？”

“对，我就是这个意思，”班尼回答道，“如果萨米·比奇都能去工作，那我们也能。我想找一份真正的工作，不只是干杂务和修剪草坪。”他坐直了身子，“我想找一份朝九晚五的工作。”

杰西朝班尼笑了笑：“维莉和我马上就要忙起来了。我们要去公园工作，维莉教人们画画，我去游泳池当救生员。”

“我把这事儿给忘了，”班尼说道，“你们的工作真好，我现在就想找点儿事情做。”

亨利看着班尼：“小班班，你在学校上课，而且放学后和每个周六都很忙，暑期干吗还想工作啊？”

“噢，谁叫我是那种干活干得手指都快要磨秃的人呢？”班尼一本正经地说着，还抬起一只胳膊看了看。只见他的胳膊非常结实，而五根手指头也安然无恙。

奥登兄妹都笑了起来，大家都清楚，不管是玩还是工作，班尼都喜欢让自己忙碌起来。不过，班尼说的暑期工的事，却是认真的。“嘿，咱们看看报纸上的广告吧，这样咱们足不出户也能找到一份工作了。怎么样，亨利？”

班尼翻开《绿野镇日报》，寻找起写着“招聘启事”的那一版。

“找到了。”他一边说一边将那个版面翻了过来。随即，班尼笑了起来：“这个工作不太适合我。‘招聘：年轻人，每天陪残疾人两个小时。’我知道自己是那种坐不住的人。”

“你很有自知之明。”杰西赞同道。

班尼一行一行地顺着招聘广告往下看。“我说！”他惊呼起来，“总算找到一个适合我的工作了。‘招聘：杂务工，整理院子。不要求有驾照。电话：222—1212。’”

大家还没回过神来，班尼已经朝着屋子走去。“电话号码倒是很好记，不过就是222—1212嘛。”他回头叫道。

“看来他是真的想找一份工作，”亨利说道，“我很好奇，像今天这种日子，谁会在家待一整天，只为接个电话呢？”





屋内，班尼将报纸靠在电话旁边，逐一拨了那几个数字。铃声响了五次之后，终于有人接电话了。

“你好，”班尼说道，“请问是222—1212吗？我在今天的报纸上看见了你们的招聘广告，我叫班尼·奥登，我想应聘这份工作。”

只听一位女士的声音传了过来：“班尼·奥登？詹姆斯·奥登先生的孙子？我很遗憾，刚才另一个男孩打来电话而我已经答应他了。感谢你的来电。”接着，班尼耳边传来了电话被挂断的嘟嘟声。

放下电话，班尼皱起了眉头。这人居然知道自己是奥登先生的孙子，但为什么又不肯透露她自己的姓名和地址呢？她是一位老太太吗？还是只是声音听起来像？她真的招到人了吗？还是只是不想要奥登家的人？





班尼迷惑不解地跟大家说明了情况。“太不走运了，”他说道，“我想第一次找工作应该都会碰壁的。”

维莉朝前廊望去，奥登爷爷正站在那儿，满面笑容地看着他们。他喜欢让孙子和孙女们自己制订计划并付诸实施。只有在他们确实需要帮忙的时候，他才会出手相助。

此时，他插话了：“别忘了我们的管家麦格雷戈太太要去度假，在她去加拿大的这段时间里，咱们得自己收拾屋子。”

“噢，对，我知道，”班尼说道，“可这也没有多少事情可做呀。”

奥登爷爷笑了起来。班尼就是这样，总是闲不下来。

“我们还是回到报纸的招聘信息上来吧，”班尼说道，“我们看到哪儿了？哦，应该就是这个了。‘招聘：仅八月份，销售员。详情请咨询福曼百货商店。’这个听起来倒是挺适合你的，亨利，你能胜任。”

“哦，”亨利说道，“说不定会很有趣。可是这也只有一份工作呀，那你呢，班尼？”

“剩下的没有一份工作适合我。”班尼说着跑过去将报纸递给了奥登爷爷。回来时，他对大家说：“说不定福曼先生看在我这么想找工作的分上，也能给我找点儿事干呢。或者我能在其他商店找到一份工作。我得去问问。快点儿，亨利，咱们走。”

杰西和维莉微笑着对视了一眼。

班尼就是这个样子，他一旦计划好做什么事，恨不得立刻就开始。

爷爷也笑了起来。亨利说道：“爷爷，这事儿您可怪不了别人，您自己也是这样。”奥登先生只能表示赞同。

“没错，没错，”他抬起一只手，说道，“我觉得这主意不错。不管做什么，你们都能学到很多东西。其实，我也很想知道一些福曼百货商店的事情，我听说那儿正在计划改变一下，好像有人对那儿不太满意。”

班尼点了点头。他觉得不管有什么改变，这事儿对他和亨利来说都没什么两样。他说：“我们走吧，亨利。说不定有人会抢在我们前面去的。我真的很想在百货商店工作。但愿我能满足年龄条件。我相信你的年龄完全符合要求。”

“好吧，”亨利说着合上书，站了起来，“我们这就去看看，经理到底想要我们两人中的哪一个。说不定他两个都不要呢。当然了，福曼先生与我们相识多年，但他也许想找个年纪大点儿的人。”

“也许是吧，不过但愿别那样。”班尼边说边朝屋里走去。





男孩们冲上楼，迅速换好衣服，梳好头发，他们完全忘记了现在是一个让人昏昏欲睡的夏日早晨。

看着两个孩子准备完毕，奥登先生在心里暗想：当人们对某一样东西特别感兴趣的时候，便会忘记暑热。

男孩们将自行车推了出来。亨利对爷爷和女孩们叫道：“说不定我们很快就能回来。第一次出去就能找到一份工作未免也太幸运了一点儿。”

“我倒是觉得我们应该没那么快回来，”班尼插话了，“我觉得今天是我们的幸运日。说不定再过一两个小时，我们就是有工作的人了。我已经做好准备了，现在就开始干活也没问题。”

“你们回不回来吃午饭都行，”杰西说道，“不管怎样，我都会准备好的。”

男孩们骑着脚踏车扬长而去。“祝你们好运。”维莉在他们身后喊道。


第二章　
 求招暑期工


Wanted： A Summer Job

班尼一边骑车，一边说：“姐姐们真幸运，她们各自都找到了工作。而到目前为止，我们两个人只能应聘一份工作。”

亨利问道：“要是能随便选择，你真正喜欢的工作是什么？”

“我喜欢在商店工作，”班尼说道，“我喜欢等待顾客的感觉，一家五金店或许是最好的选择。那里会有很多人来买各种各样的工具，比如院子里的软管、耙子什么的。我还可以卖打蛋器，做蛋糕用的锡纸杯，锤子和锯子。”

一想到五金店里那些有趣的东西，班尼不禁露出了笑容。

“哦，那我们干吗不先去五金店里看看？”亨利说，“说不定你的运气真的在那儿呢。”

但最先映入班尼眼帘的，是塔克尔日用品商店。这是一家老式商店，班尼认识塔克尔先生和他妻子。“在这里工作也不错，”他对亨利说，“我可以把那些上好的苹果和橘子堆在橱窗里面。”

“你都想哪儿去了，小班班？”亨利说道，“你更有可能去整理一盒一盒的鸡蛋，要是把鸡蛋打破了，你就倒大霉了。”

“也许我不会打破鸡蛋呢，”班尼说道，“塔克尔先生已经认识我们很长时间了，要是可以，他会给我们两份工作的。”





于是，男孩们将自行车停在塔克尔日用品商店门前，走了进去。

“哎呀，孩子们，你们好啊！”塔克尔先生说，“今天出来买日用品可是有点儿热哟。”

亨利看了看四周。“实际上，”他说，“我们不是来买东西的，我们是来找工作的。”

塔克尔先生坐在一张高高的凳子上，惊讶地说：“你们怎么不早点儿来呀！要是你们昨天来就好了，我刚雇了一个年轻人。我需要一个年轻力壮的小伙子来帮忙整理东西。不管我怎么辛苦，总是有干不完的活儿，所以我雇了塔德·德克尔。”

“嗯，说不定他比我们更需要这份工作。”亨利说道。

“确实是，”塔克尔先生说，“塔德的爸爸刚刚失业，所以他必须出来工作。不过我还是觉得很遗憾，要是可以，我倒是很愿意能有两个奥登家的孩子来帮我。去五金店试试吧，也许格林先生或斯宾塞先生可以给你们提供机会。”

“谢谢，”亨利和班尼齐声说道，“我们接下来就去那里。”

“祝你们好运。”塔克尔先生叫道。

两个男孩在五金店门前锁好自行车，直接推开了沉重的店门。只见店里空空荡荡的，一个顾客也没有，斯宾塞先生和格林先生正倚靠在柜台上，小声说着什么。

男孩们不用开口问，答案不言而喻，两位老先生都摇了摇头。

斯宾塞先生说：“你们也看到了，孩子们，我们这里上午根本没什么生意。很抱歉，帮不上你们。”

“没关系，”班尼说，“当然了，我们的确也没有什么经验。”

“这不是问题，”格林先生说，“只是我们现在真的不需要人手。”

两个男孩说完再见，走出了五金店。





“我们到隔壁的萧先生珠宝店看看吧。”亨利说道。

萧氏珠宝店是一家小店，只有一间展示厅。萧先生正在商店后面，修着一块手表。男孩们推开店门时，他将挂在工作台前面的厚重的蓝色窗帘拉了开来。

只见萧先生的一只眼睛戴了个迷你放大镜，为了看清奥登兄弟，他将放大镜推到了额头上。

“可不常见你们来这儿啊，”他说道，“请问两位小客人，我能为你们做点儿什么？”

“我们不是顾客，”班尼说道，“我们是来找工作的。”

“抱歉，”萧先生说道，“我这小地方容不下更多的人了，我去吃饭或干杂活时，会把门给锁起来。你们最好去福曼百货商店看看。”





从店里出来时，班尼看起来有些闷闷不乐：“没想到找工作这么难，我们应该一开始就去福曼百货商店的。说不定那份工作现在已经被人抢走了。”

“我倒不这么认为，”亨利说道，“报纸今天才刊登这个广告。咱们还是去试试吧。”

于是，男孩们朝着镇上最大的商店——福曼百货商店赶去。这家商店不像城里的百货商店，但绿野镇的居民所需要的东西，这里还是应有尽有。

在绿野镇的商业区，福曼百货商店差不多占了一整条街区。当年福曼先生的父亲创办商店的时候，它仅仅是一家小店，但现在，商店已经扩张了不少，整整有两层楼，不同种类的商品琳琅满目。

走进商店后，班尼和亨利直奔商店的办公室。他们知道办公室的位置，就在一楼和二楼拐角处的夹层中间。

福曼先生此时正在办公室里。那是一间方形的房间，因为是开放式的钢材架构，因此看起来有些像一个笼子。坐在这里，福曼先生几乎可以将一楼的各个柜台尽收眼底。有些人说他应该把这家商店装修得更时尚一些，装上玻璃幕墙，但福曼先生就喜欢办公室现在的样子，这很适合他。

他看到亨利和班尼走进商店，心里暗想：现在的孩子长得可真快。他记得当年班尼拿着购物清单来店里买东西时，还是一个小孩子，店员还得跟他反复确认购物清单和找零呢。

看到奥登兄弟直接穿过一楼的柜台朝着自己的私人办公室而来，福曼先生感到有些意外。不过，他脸上的忧虑随即便化为了微笑。

亨利敲了敲办公室的门，福曼先生叫道：“快请进。”

亨利刚想开口解释此行的目的，班尼就急匆匆地说道：“开学前我们俩想要找一份工作。我们看到了报纸上的广告，那份工作还招人吗？”

“是的，还招人，”福曼先生说道，“人有点儿难找，因为这份工作最多只持续四到六周。在正式员工出去度假的时候，我需要招一个人来代班。”

班尼看了看亨利，笑了起来。这份工作听起来正好适合亨利。

福曼先生接着说道：“这里有许多不同的部门，但困难的是你得适应在不同部门之间转换角色，不过我想这对亨利来说不是什么难事。”他停顿了一下，似乎在考虑着什么，“是的，也许你可以做，亨利。我相信肯定会遇到一些困难，但……”

见福曼先生说不下去，亨利接口道：“嗯，福曼先生，我愿意接受这份工作。我只需要工作到开学。不过，出来找工作其实是班尼的主意，他才是那个闲不住的人。”

班尼和亨利一齐看着福曼先生，等待他的答复。

漫长的沉默之后，福曼先生沉吟道：“班尼想要在这里做全职年龄太小了一点儿，恐怕这里实在是没有适合你的工作了，班尼。”

“您的意思是……”班尼问道，“不管什么工作我都愿意干。”

福曼先生笑了起来，问道：“助理送货员呢，你愿意干吗？”

“噢，愿意，我愿意。”班尼说道。

班尼和亨利一起望着福曼先生，脸上露出了微笑。

“那这事儿就这么定了，”福曼先生说道，“午饭后你们再过来，我们签个合同，正式聘用你们。到时我会给你们介绍一下各个部门的经理和销售员。你们准备好，明天上午就开始上班。”

奥登兄弟微笑着离开了福曼先生的办公室。柜台后面有些人朝他们打招呼，但一个扛着电扇的男人却对他们怒目而视。

“你们难道没看见自己挡路了吗？”他问道，“你们要是不买东西，就别站在门边，给我走开。这电扇重死了，我的背也受伤了。”

班尼刚想说上两句，随即改变了主意。他要是今后还想在福曼百货商店工作，那就不能跟其他部门的工作人员吵架，他必须得学会如何跟他们相处。班尼觉得，自己一定能够做到。

不过，此时亨利却想起了爷爷说过的话，他困惑不已，福曼百货商店最近到底遇到了什么麻烦事？


第三章　
 奥登家的死对头


The Aldens Make An Enemy

午饭之后，奥登兄弟便见到了那个上午对他们怒目而视的人。

“这位是弗格先生，”福曼先生说道，“亨利，你就跟着弗格先生好好干，他是一层的经理，你能从他身上学到不少东西。”

亨利向那人打了声招呼：“您好，弗格先生。”班尼也说了一声：“嗨。”

但是弗格先生并没有回应。

福曼先生似乎没有注意到弗格先生的冷漠态度，他接着说：“弗格先生负责小家电部门，就是类似蒸汽熨斗和电煎锅这类东西。不用站柜台的时候，亨利，你就去一层帮弗格先生上货。”

“去一层上货？”亨利问道。他想确认自己的工作范围。

福曼先生说：“对，你要从地下仓库取货，搬到楼上来。要是莱斯特太太需要装珠宝的盒子，你就帮她拿上去。”

亨利点了点头。

弗格先生一边皱起眉头，一边靠在墙上。“我不需要帮手，”他说道，“这两个小家伙根本就没有经验，让他们跟我一起工作恐怕只会添乱。我不需要这样的帮手。”

奥登兄弟简直不敢相信自己的耳朵。

福曼先生勉强笑了笑：“哦，别这样，弗格先生，给他们一个机会！我还记得你第一天来这里工作时的情形呢，那时你也有许多东西要学。让他们给你帮忙吧，如果出了什么差错，我们可以一起解决，但是，我相信不会有什么大问题。”

弗格先生依然面无表情，一声不吭。

班尼将目光从弗格先生身上移开，他看到柜台里塞满了琳琅满目的待售商品，顾客们人来人往。

班尼说道：“有这么大一家百货商店的感觉肯定很棒，福曼先生。”

福曼先生瞥了一眼弗格先生，然后摇了摇头：“我想你们兄弟俩还不知道我已经把这家商店卖出去了吧。经营这家商店，我已经力不从心了。况且，对方的报价很高。当然了，它的名字还是叫作福曼百货商店，而且到目前为止也还没有大的变化。”

弗格先生的表情越来越阴郁。他喃喃低语道：“我的背伤成这样，新老板估计不会雇佣我了，但是我熟悉这里的工作。”

亨利看着福曼先生，问道：“目前还是由您来负责这家商店，对吗？”

“我现在只是这家商店的经理，新老板名叫斯夸尔斯，住在纽约。直到现在，我还没见过这位新老板呢，只与他的律师碰过面。不过，我不得不说，斯夸尔斯先生非常有生意头脑。”

“哦？”亨利觉得有些奇怪，这位新老板住在纽约，他怎么会知道绿野镇有这么一家百货商店呢？

“是的，斯夸尔斯先生为这个百货商店出谋划策，费尽心思。每当新产品上市的时候，斯夸尔斯先生会做出准确的判断，指导我们是否进货。有时候，我想引进新产品，但斯夸尔斯先生来信，让我耐心等候。结果，我不止一次发现，那些产品要么销量不好，要么在镇上其他店铺压根儿就卖不出去。”

“斯夸尔斯先生一定还有其他商店吧？”班尼猜测道。

“这也有可能，”福曼先生说道，“这事儿很难解释清楚。但据我所知，斯夸尔斯先生还从没失算过。”

“我倒不觉得这事儿有什么好奇怪的，”弗格先生插嘴道，“可是没人拿我的话当一回事儿。”

“新老板肯定是一位很好的老板，所以员工们才愿意为他卖力。”亨利说道。

“没错，确实是，”福曼先生说道，“不过，现在已经不像以前了。”说着，他转过身独自带着两个男孩来到了商店的地下仓库。一个员工正在为即将送到柜台去的商品拆箱。

班尼说道：“我还以为我很熟悉这家商店呢，没想到楼下竟然还有一个仓库，我之前还从没来过这儿呢。”

“你大部分工作都在这儿进行，”福曼先生说道，“随时都有东西要配送。仅弗格先生一个人，就能让你忙得团团转。”

这对班尼可不是什么好消息，但他还是很兴奋地说：“我还从没想过有一天也能给绿野镇的居民送货呢。这太有趣了。”这时，他看到弗格先生出现在楼梯上，他怒容满面。班尼朝他笑了笑，但弗格先生没有任何回应，反而扭头和那名工人说起话来。





福曼先生领着兄弟俩再次回到一楼。班尼感觉弗格先生正跟着他们。

当他们转身走向柜台，靠近礼品和玻璃制品区时，班尼听到了弗格先生的声音，他正在跟人聊天。

“我不知道那两个家伙到底是不是好员工，”弗格先生抱怨道，“我只知道他们是老奥登的孙子。你家要是有老奥登这样的名人该多好，能帮你找个好工作。就像这两个小家伙，找工作多容易。”

班尼和亨利意识到他们有了一位敌人。他们不得不假装没有听到弗格先生的话，尽管他们心里都清楚，弗格先生的话就是故意说给他们听的。

班尼在心里暗想，这次找工作爷爷可没有帮忙，他和亨利全凭自己的本事才找到这份工作。班尼跟着亨利和福曼先生来到商店另外一个区域，从一个柜台转到另一个柜台。店里的商品琳琅满目，而且在每个售货部都能碰到一些有趣的顾客。

福曼先生将兄弟俩介绍给收银部的主管——利普曼太太。“叫我唐妮就可以了，”她和蔼地说，“大家都是这么叫我的。”

唐妮工作的地方正对着前门，有着很好的视野。她随时都在留意着店里的情况。

“就让唐妮带你们去熟悉一下其他部门吧，有什么需要尽管开口。”福曼先生挥了挥手，回到他的办公室。





唐妮将兄弟俩介绍给珠宝和玻璃制品部门的负责人——莱斯特太太。

“可千万别打碎或弄丢这儿的东西，”莱斯特太太解释道，“这儿的东西都很昂贵。”接着，她给两个男孩看了看其中一些小瓷器和精致茶杯上面的标价。

“我还记得当年弗格先生刚来这儿工作的时候，”莱斯特太太轻声说道，“把一个小花瓶掉到了地上，摔出了裂纹，最后不得不特价甩卖。当然，那是很久以前的事了。不过这事儿他是不会跟你们讲的。”

唐妮继续领着他俩参观。班尼和亨利路过弗格先生负责的部门，看到里面摆放着锃亮的吐司机和咖啡机，但弗格先生并没有理会唐妮和奥登兄弟。

商店里还有出售缝纫用品的柜台，出售梳子、发卡的柜台和出售男士短袜及女士丝袜的柜台——光一层就有看不完的东西，让人眼花缭乱。

楼上是服装区，男人、女人和小孩的衣服应有尽有。

最后，唐妮领着两个男孩回到了地下仓库。她说：“现在你们已经基本了解了这个商店，这对你们很重要。班尼，你得来这儿取需要配送的商品，有时你需要和正式的配送员一起上门送货。另外我们针对许多顾客推出了特殊服务，你可能要单独派送一些小商品。”

“那也没什么难的，我可以骑我的自行车去。”班尼说道。

唐妮笑了起来，她指着一排排的大箱子，向男孩们介绍了货品是如何摆好的。

“亨利，有一件事非常重要，你得特别留意，当你把商品送去楼上时，你手中的货物清单必须和部门经理的货物清单完全一致。”

“我记住了，如果清单上标明需要十二箱蜡烛，我就要准确无误地提供十二箱蜡烛。”

“这样你就不会出错，”唐妮说，“有时，仓库人员要是忙起来，可能会以为自己送了六箱短袜到男装部，但实际上只有五箱，我们必须对每箱货物负责。”

“谢谢您的提醒。”亨利说道。

“还有，东西千万别乱放，”唐妮接着说，“虽然不太想跟你们说，但每个商店都难免会遇到顺手牵羊的人。”

“您是说小偷吗？”班尼问道。

“是的，即便绿野镇也有。当然，也有人是一时疏忽，错拿了商品忘记付钱。昨天还有一位女顾客过来补交了一盒便笺纸的钱，因为无意错拿，她倍感惭愧。”

“在商店里需要考虑的东西还真多。”班尼沉吟道。

“好啦，小伙子们，就这些了，”唐妮说道，“福曼先生有一些表格需要你们填。明天早上九点半来上班，商店会在十点开门营业，但你们俩都需要做一些准备工作。”





吃晚饭时，亨利告诉两个妹妹和爷爷当天发生的事情。

“你怎么不说话呀，小班班？”维莉问道。

“都是——都是那个叫弗格的老男人，”班尼突然大发雷霆，“除了他，所有的事情都很好。”

“呀，班尼，这话听起来可一点儿都不像是你说的。”杰西感到非常诧异。

“我实在是控制不住了，那人一直在跟我和亨利作对。不知道为什么，他一点儿也不喜欢我们，而且还毫不掩饰。”

奥登先生放下手中的咖啡杯。“哦，班尼，”他开口说道，“你和亨利必须把工作做到最好，这是大家对你们的要求。在商店里你们会遇到形形色色的人，你们的工作必须尽量做到尽善尽美。”

“我会尽力的，但谈何容易，”班尼说道，“爷爷，弗格先生一点儿机会都不给我们。他当着我们的面说我们之所以能得到这份工作，完全是因为我们是奥登家的孩子。”

“我明白了，”爷爷说道，“我想你们两个孩子在这个暑期能够学到不少东西。”


第四章　
 神秘的顾客


A Mysterious Shopper

上班第一天到底会发生什么事情呢？班尼和亨利心里都没底。

第二天上午九点半，当他们走进商店时，这个问题依然萦绕在他们的脑海中。

唐妮已经到了，正在分类整理当天要用的零钱。

“你们开了个好头儿。很高兴你们来得那么早。”她说道，“班尼，你最好站在楼下；还有亨利，你去玻璃制品和瓷器部门帮莱斯特太太，你得一直在那儿工作到这个周末。”

兄弟俩开始分头行事。莱斯特太太教亨利如何做销售报表，还给他介绍了一些不同种类的瓷器和玻璃制品。

“进货的时候，我们会尽量选择不同种类的玻璃制品。但有些时候，顾客想要的东西我们没有。这时我们就需要给供货商发出一张订购单。”莱斯特太太说完，给亨利指了指订购单存放的位置。

“在发出任何订单之前 ，请务必核对所有信息。”莱斯特太太警告道，“弗格先生会监督这一切。还有一件事，”她微笑着说道，“我希望你们兄弟俩叫我多丽丝。”

站在柜台后面，亨利刚刚感觉舒了口气，突然发现店里异常安静。所有销售人员都停止了交谈，朝同一个方向望去。

所有人的目光都集中在一位刚刚走进店里的瘦小女人的身上。

亨利看不出来这位妇女有什么特别之处。她貌不惊人，头发在脑后绾成了一个圆髻，身上的衣服也普普通通，并不是那种能够吸引回头率的款式。此外，她手中还提着一个破旧的手提包和一个巨大的印花购物袋。

亨利无法判断这女人的年龄，他疑惑地望了一眼唐妮。唐妮走到他的柜台前，说道：“你肯定也想知道那是谁吧？”

亨利点了点头。

“她叫麦琪·道格拉斯，她每天都来，常常也会买上一点儿东西，有时同样的产品会买上两三种。我相信，光给她送货，就够班尼忙活了。”

亨利和唐妮一齐注视着那位小个子女人爬上了二楼。





几分钟之后，二楼的一位销售员过来和唐妮聊天。“我再给你讲一个‘麦琪的故事’。道格拉斯小姐刚刚来我的柜台说需要一件女式衬衫，一件白色的女士衬衫。当我问她需要多大尺码的时候，她说大小无所谓，只要是白色的女士衬衫就行。你说这事儿怪不怪？”

就在这时，弗格先生也过来凑热闹了。他怒气冲冲地问道：“那个女人又来店里了，嗯？”

那位销售员把刚才的故事又跟弗格先生说了一遍。

“你真笨，居然把衬衫卖给那个女人，”弗格先生说道，“我肯定她迟早会来找我们麻烦的。她为什么不在意衬衫的大小？那是因为她明天会把它拿到店里说不合适。更何况，只要她一走进店里，所有人都不好好干活了。”

一听这话，所有的工作人员都迅速离开了柜台，只剩下弗格先生一个人依然站在亨利面前。

“今天到目前为止我还算走运，”弗格先生说道，“至少你还没打碎任何玻璃制品。”

亨利觉得无话可说。就在这时，两位妇女来到柜台前，弗格先生这才走开。





其中一个女人说道：“我想买一份结婚礼物送给我的外甥女。我觉得玻璃花瓶是个不错的选择。”

亨利取出几个花瓶供她挑选。那女人选了一个小巧、雅致、上面带着花朵图案的花瓶。

“这是店里仅有的样品，我不能把样品卖给您。”亨利没有找到同样的花瓶，于是跟顾客解释道。

那女人看起来有些不高兴，亨利赶忙说道：“我可以帮您订一只，四天内就能送到。”

他从柜台下面拿出了订购单。“这只花瓶确实非常漂亮。”他说道。

“是啊，”那女人赞同道，“我就是想要这种。你帮我订一只，下个星期我会早点过来取。”

送走那两个女人，亨利开始填写花瓶订购单，他将每一栏都检查了两遍，没有发现任何错误。多丽丝确认之后，将订单交给了弗格先生。





当天晚上，亨利向家人汇报了第一天工作的情况。“我几乎就没看到过你，小班班，”他说道，“你今天工作得怎么样？”

班尼笑着说：“我几乎一天都没有看到弗格先生。不过我遇到道格拉斯小姐了。”

“你觉得她怎么样？”维莉问道。

“我也不知道。她到楼下的库房里，说她迷路了。但我觉得她就是想四处看看。她说很高兴见到我，因为以后我会给她送货。”

说到这儿，班尼沉默了一会儿，看起来有些迷惑不解。

“怎么了？”杰西问道。

“和道格拉斯小姐说话的时候，我觉得有一件事很奇怪。她直接叫出了我的名字‘班尼·奥登’。她怎么会知道我的名字？我们之前又没有见过。说不定明天去林中小径送东西的时候我能够找到答案，道格拉斯小姐就住在那儿。”

“店里有些人不喜欢她，”亨利说道，“有一个人还说她总是挑三拣四，很难伺候。其他人要不是因为职责所在，也不会搭理她的。”

“那位道格拉斯小姐可真神秘，”杰西说道，“谁能想到在一家百货商店里面也能遇到这样神秘的人物呀！”


第五章　
 隐蔽的房子


The Hidden House

星期三早晨，班尼正忙着拆封货箱里的笔记本和信纸时，弗格先生过来了。

“我有一个订单要送到道格拉斯小姐家里去，她急用。你知道林中小径在哪儿的，对吗？我可不想你浪费时间。”

唐妮给班尼指了路，班尼骑车出发了，他相信自己不会迷路。然而那条林中小径似乎怎么也找不到。

班尼很快来到一片树林中，但想要找到所谓的“小径”又是另外一回事了。

“这看起来像是一条小路。”班尼大声对自己说道。他从自行车后座上拿起装着货品的盒子，又把自行车推到路边隐蔽的地方，然后从枝叶和黑莓藤蔓间穿梭前行。

有几次，班尼都觉得自己走错了。像道格拉斯小姐那样娇小的女士，怎么会住在这么一个杂草丛生的地方呢？

但就在他即将掉头回去的时候，他看到了一栋房子。这房子与他想象中的完全不同，道格拉斯小姐难道就住在这里？

班尼发现自己所走的这条小路直接通向那栋房子的后门。他绕了一圈来到房子的前面，只见邮箱上挂着一块牌子，上面刻着“林中小径”。一条小路从树林中穿了过来——原来自己刚刚走的是一条捷径，班尼心里暗想。

班尼来到前门，他必须把货送到，然后尽快回商店去。他敲了敲纱门。前门自动打开了，班尼看到了屋里的情形——其实，他实在忍不住想要看看。

眼前的景象令他大吃一惊。方形的客厅里铺着柔软的绿色地毯，阳光透过窗户照得白金相间的壁纸闪闪发光。住在这么漂亮的地方，道格拉斯小姐为什么会打扮得那么朴素？

班尼又敲了敲门，然后往后退了一步。他觉得似乎有人正在窗帘后面盯着他，但没人出来开门。

“真是奇怪。”班尼暗想。这时，他意外地看到一个小男孩从房屋拐角处走了过来。

“她不在家，”那男孩似乎看穿了班尼的心思，“没人在家。你可以把包裹放在门边，很安全，我会告诉她是你放的。你是福曼百货商店的人，对吗？”

“对啊，可你是怎么知道的？”班尼感到非常意外，他不喜欢这种被人看穿的感觉。

“很简单哪，”那男孩笑了起来，“首先，盒子上面写着两个大大的字：‘福曼’。其次，她经常让人送货上门。通常只有送货员才会从那条小路下来。”

“我得回去了，”班尼看了看表，说道，“我还在工作呢。谢谢你帮忙。”

“没事儿，不用担心盒子。”男孩说着，在门前的台阶上坐了下来。

班尼又绕到了屋后，沿着那条小路跑了起来。他一边扶起自行车，一边在想：唐妮知不知道道格拉斯小姐有这么漂亮的房子？还有那个男孩是谁？班尼真希望自己能够知道答案。





班尼回到商店时，差不多十一点半了。

“我还以为关门前你回不来了呢，”唐妮说道，“每个星期三商店只营业半天，弥补我们晚上加班的时间。”

班尼说道：“我把这事儿忘得一干二净了。”

“你姐姐她们来了，”唐妮告诉他，“我想她们在买东西，一边买一边等着你和亨利。弗格先生有事要你做，你最好马上去见他。”

维莉正在商店二楼挑选女式衬衫。她想要找一件衬衫，来配自己的新裙子。

她在衣架上一件件地挑选着，当她拿起一件桃红色的衬衫时，听到有人说道：“不，不，孩子，那个款式不适合你！再说，颜色也完全不搭。”

维莉转过身来，看见了一位瘦弱的女人。起初，维莉不太确定那女人是不是在跟自己说话，但是，她发现周围并没有其他人。

一位售货员过来招呼维莉。“这件衬衫应该很适合你，和你的裙子非常搭配。”她说道。

“不，别买那件衬衫，”那位小个子女人边说边走到维莉和售货员之间。“别买那件衬衫。”她重复道，“看这些接缝处——这种衬衫禁不起洗。”

维莉一时不知该说什么好。此时她也发现这件衬衫的做工确实不好。但是为什么会有人阻止她买衬衫呢？而且看起来这个女人也不像是很懂衣服的人哪。

“噢，道格拉斯小姐，那您觉得我应该买哪件呢？”维莉问道。她相信自己猜得没错。

听到维莉居然叫出了自己的名字，麦琪·道格拉斯似乎一点儿也不惊讶。她只是说道：“你第一次看的那件衬衫就不错。选一件浅色的天鹅绒衬衫来搭配你深色的天鹅绒裙子。真想不到，福曼百货商店怎么能卖这么差的衬衫呢？我得和他们的经理谈谈。”

就像她突然出现一样，这个女人又匆匆离开了。

维莉看了售货员一眼，两人都笑了起来。随后赶来的杰西听了这个故事后，也禁不住哈哈大笑。

“现在我明白了，看来男孩们所说的关于麦琪·道格拉斯的那些事还真有其事。咱们去楼下买一个蒸汽熨斗。等麦格雷戈太太度假回来，肯定会大吃一惊的。”

她们来到卖熨斗的柜台前，维莉拉了拉杰西的胳膊，说：“看！道格拉斯小姐就在那儿。她正在和那个男人说话。”

只听他们说话的声音越来越大，道格拉斯小姐正在说：“……可是我想要的是那种能烤两片的吐司机，而不是这种四片的。”

“对不起，只有这种，别无选择。”那男人说道。

“你犯不着对我这么粗鲁，弗格先生！如果你真的想做成这笔生意，你应该把商品目录给我看看，那上面有好几种能烤两片的吐司机。不过没关系，我明天再来商店的时候，但愿你的心情会好一点。”

杰西刚想上前去问问有没有蒸汽熨斗，只见班尼拿着一个包裹上楼了。“这是你们部门的，弗格先生。”他彬彬有礼地说道。

“不，小奥登，你搞错了，”弗格先生不耐烦地说，“这些是煎锅，但不是电煎锅。想不到你们奥登家的人还能犯这么愚蠢的错误。把箱子送到下一个走廊尽头，这些货物应该放在那里。”

班尼满脸通红，一句话也没说。姐妹二人面面相觑。

一阵电铃声突然响起，声音非常大。两位女孩听到旁边的一名店员说道：“离关门还有十分钟。”

“咱们就买这个熨斗吧。”维莉指着柜台上的一个熨斗说道。

“我拿不定主意，”杰西回答道，“我们得找弗格先生问问。”她飞快地跑到弗格先生身边，并没有被他的粗鲁暴躁给吓跑。她问道：“您能帮我们挑一个熨斗吗？”

“不行，小姑娘。关门的时间到了，我得核对账目，而且你也该离开商店了。”说完，弗格先生扬长而去。

杰西无奈地转过身，向维莉走去。福曼先生走上前来，问道：“你需要帮忙吗？”

“我知道现在买东西是有点儿晚了，但我今天真的想买一个新的蒸汽熨斗。”杰西解释道。

“没问题，”福曼先生说道，“你们的哥哥亨利就在那边，我让他去拿一个今早刚到货的熨斗上来。你们刚好可以帮我试试好不好用。”

班尼正在商店前面等候着。

福曼先生笑道：“为了买这件东西，奥登全家人可是一齐上阵噢。”





杰西付完账后，奥登兄妹踏上了回家的路。

“我必须得说那个弗格先生可真难相处，”杰西说道，“不过，以我之见那位道格拉斯小姐更是个厉害角色。看来在这家商店里工作不会枯燥无聊了。”

“那是肯定的，”班尼说道，“我喜欢这份工作，因为我永远都不知道下一秒会发生什么。大多数人都很好相处，即便我犯了错，他们也很友好。他们知道我在商店工作的时间不长，很容易忘这忘那。你们知道吗，我之前想当然地认为，商店里不会有什么难事。我以为经理的工作不过是负责订购东西，等着顾客进来购买就行了。”

杰西点了点头说：“我想只有真正去做了，才会了解其中的酸甜苦辣。”

“你们也看到了，弗格先生的脾气总是这样暴躁，”班尼补充道，“不过我可不会让他给吓倒。这事儿说起来可能会倒胃口，现在是午饭时间了。”

大家都笑了起来。他们都清楚，弗格先生要想让班尼倒胃口，可还真是一件不容易的事情呢。

吃午饭时，班尼又想起了道格拉斯小姐和她那栋树林中的房子，还有他遇到的那个小男孩。这些线索里会不会藏着一个秘密？班尼拿不定主意。他觉得自己得随时睁大眼睛，竖起耳朵。然而接下来的几天里，并没有什么事情发生——除了班尼和亨利拿到了他们的第一份工资。

“现在才觉得这是一份真正的工作了。”班尼眉开眼笑地说道。


第六章　
 是谁写的信？


Who Wrote the Letters？

星期一接近中午的时候，亨利才想起上周订购的玻璃花瓶。他赶忙和莱斯特太太确认货物是否送到。

“没有，亨利，我没有见到任何包裹，”多丽丝说道，“你可以问问其他店员，有时包裹也会送错部门。”

亨利几乎询问了店里所有人，但没人看到那个订单，也没有其他任何包裹。

见亨利愁眉不展，多丽丝安慰说：“我想我可以给公司打一个电话，看看订单有没有寄出来。”

“谢谢你，多丽丝。我想顾客肯定等着呢，我向她保证过今天就可以拿到花瓶。”

班尼刚好路过这里。“我要去取各个部门的信。”他说道。现在，分发信件也成了班尼日常工作的一部分。

“看看能不能帮我找到那个花瓶。”亨利说道。

班尼笑着回答：“我试试看吧。”但是当然了，福曼先生交给班尼的只有需要分发到各个部门的信件、商品目录和广告。

通常情况下，班尼会直接把信件分发下去，但这次离开福曼先生的办公室时，他瞥了那些信件一眼。

班尼盯着那堆信件，觉得有些意外，因为里面有一封信上写着：“福曼百货商店，班尼·奥登收。”

班尼将信封翻来覆去地看了一遍，这是个贴着印刷邮票的普通信封。班尼小心翼翼地将这封写给自己的信拆开，里面有一张蓝色的信纸，上面写着简短的几句话：





你在福曼百货商店的工作很出色。我们印象深刻，非常赞赏。





“这到底是怎么回事？”班尼心里暗想。

他觉得非常开心，但更多的是疑惑。谁会寄信给他呢？他心想：“肯定是店里的员工，不然谁会知道我的表现呢？是福曼先生，是唐妮，还是多丽丝？这真是个谜！”

他想把这封信给唐妮看，但万一唐妮就是寄信人呢？她会觉得班尼问她这事有点儿不明智。于是，班尼将这封信小心地放进口袋里，然后若无其事地分发完信件。

他刚将一个厚厚的信封交给弗格先生，便听到有人说道：“嗨，班尼！还记得我吗？”

班尼飞快地转过身。“当然，”他说道，“我上次送包裹去林中小径时见过你。”

“没错儿，”那男孩说道，“我已经告诉那位女士是你送去的。你从树林里穿了过去，所以我猜你当时是骑车离开的。”

班尼刚想说：“你真是一位不错的侦探，你怎么知道我的名字的？”这时，弗格先生发话了：

“小奥登，别老站在这儿啦，去仓库看看有没有那种电动搅拌机专用的碗，我需要一些。”

“好的，先生。”班尼说完匆忙离开了。有人说弗格先生之所以这么难以相处，是因为他的背痛。但即便真是这样，班尼也不喜欢有人对自己颐指气使。

班尼又想到那个不知名的男孩，他竟然知道自己的名字，这又是一个未解之谜。他觉得那个男孩似乎在嘲讽他，但他没有时间细想。





这一天剩下来的时间里，班尼都忙得团团转，除了工作，他根本没有时间想其他事情。直到吃晚饭时，他才再次想起那封神秘的表扬信。随即，他把信拿给爷爷看。

“哦，班尼，”奥登先生说道，“这很好啊，有人欣赏我的孙子，我很高兴。这封信是谁寄来的？”

“我毫无头绪，”班尼回答道，“这封信没有署名，信封极其普通。我之前也从来没有见过这样的笔迹。”

杰西说道：“给我看看。”她拿起那封信念了一遍，“字体既漂亮又强健有力，可能是男人写的，也可能是女人写的，我没法判断。”

维莉也看了看那封信。她笑了起来，说：“现在你又有小秘密了，班尼，你应该很喜欢这个未解之谜吧？”

“其实我也有一个未解之谜，”亨利说道，“但是和班尼的不一样。我给顾客订购了一只花瓶，今天本该到货，但是我们没有收到。”亨利和家人说了订单的事。

“莱斯特太太告诉你她打电话的结果了吗？”杰西问道。

“她告诉我订单已经寄出来了。”

“那个盒子怎么可能丢呢？”维莉问道。

“我也问过多丽丝同样的问题，”亨利说道，“她说这事儿并不奇怪，店里就曾经丢过一个低音鼓。”大家都笑了起来。

“那她重新下订单了吗？”杰西问道。

“是的，她重新下了。应该还来得及交给顾客，而且我已经给那位女士打过电话了，以免她白跑一趟。”

“考虑得很周到。”奥登先生赞许道。

“是道格拉斯小姐订的花瓶吗？”维莉问道。

“不，那位女士叫艾伦太太，”亨利说道，“福曼百货商店已经尽力了，她对此似乎还比较满意。”

“但是你不满意，对吗，亨利？”爷爷问道，“怎么回事？”

亨利深深地吸了一口气，说道：“爷爷，您觉得这事儿会不会和弗格先生有关？他似乎一直想找班尼和我的麻烦，总是在说奥登家的人不该犯错。”

“别担心，亨利，”奥登先生说道，“那只花瓶肯定会出现，而且我觉得这事儿和弗格先生应该没什么关系。”





第二天，班尼分发信件时将一封信交给了多丽丝。信封与他昨天收到的那封一模一样。

“谁会给我写信？还寄到这里？为什么不直接寄到我家里？”多丽丝的话与班尼的猜想完全一致。

“你不打开信，就永远也别想知道答案。”班尼神秘兮兮地说。

多丽丝撕开信封，拿出一张蓝色的信纸，她的脸突然红了。

班尼忍不住问道：“怎么了？”

“我可不好意思读出来，你自己看吧，”她说道，“会不会是有人在恶作剧？”

班尼大声念道：“你是那种总是将顾客的好恶放在心上的店员。干得好。”

“你的确很棒，”班尼说道，“不过我觉得肯定有人在暗中观察咱们。看——我也收到一封这样的信。”班尼边说边从口袋里掏出那张蓝色的信纸。

对班尼和多丽丝来说，激动人心的事情刚刚开了个头。接下来，他们毫不惊讶地发现，唐妮也收到了同样的信。信上写着：





你是一名很好的收银员。不管怎么忙，找零时都不忘对顾客说一声“谢谢”。





接着，亨利也收到了一封信，上面写道：





别为工作的事太烦恼，你已经为顾客考虑得很周到。





“哎呀，真是太奇怪了！”班尼惊讶地说道，“怎么会有人知道你的烦心事呢？我们得好好侦查一下，弄清楚这些信到底是谁寄来的。”

“我知道写这些信的绝不会是某个人，”亨利冷冷地说道，“弗格先生！”

另外一些员工也收到了信。有人跟班尼开玩笑说：“班奥登，这事儿不会是你干的吧？在你来这儿工作之前，这事儿可没发生过呀。”

班尼摇了摇头。“我也收到了，”他说道，“我要把它放到我的储物柜里，等弗格先生责备我时，好随时交给他看。”

“哈哈，”那名店员笑道，“你真是一个聪明的孩子。说不定为了耍大家，你给自己也写了一封呢。”

“我倒是希望自己真有那么聪明，能找出真正写信的人是谁呢。”班尼回答道。

“找到别忘了告诉我噢，”那名店员说道，“我觉得这只是某人和我们大家开了个玩笑而已。”

但是，当弗格先生也收到这样一封信时，这件事就不再是玩笑了。班尼没有把信直接交给弗格先生，而是递给了亨利，亨利又把信转给了唐妮，唐妮把信交给了多丽丝。

“那好吧，”莱斯特太太说道，“我来交给弗格先生。但我很想知道这位神秘的作者到底能说弗格先生什么好话。”

弗格先生嘟囔着从多丽丝手中接过信封，他打开信纸，皱起了眉头。弗格先生并没有将信给任何人看，而是直接揉成一团扔进了垃圾桶。但他没有投中，纸团直接滚到了莱斯特太太脚边。

“没什么，”弗格先生尽量装出一副满不在乎的神情，“有人和我开了个玩笑。”他瞪着站在亨利柜台旁边的班尼，接着说，“要是让我抓到寄这封信的人，那他就有大麻烦了。”弗格先生说完转身去整理货架了。

多丽丝走向角落，躲开弗格先生的视线，捡起他扔掉的信，对班尼说：“我好想看看上面都写了什么。”

她边说边将皱巴巴的信纸抚平：“上面说‘你影响了生意。福曼百货商店需要一个以礼待人的大堂经理’。”

“呀，”班尼说道，“这也算是客观评价。”

“但是这会是谁写的呢？”莱斯特太太问道，“还有谁这么了解咱们？”

“我会找到答案的，”班尼承诺道，“弗格先生想把这事儿推到亨利和我的头上，我会证明给他看，他弄错了。”

其他部门的经理从班尼和多丽丝身旁走了过去。“你去福曼先生的办公室吗？”有人问莱斯特太太。

“噢，我忘了福曼先生召集开会这事儿了。”多丽丝说道，“亨利也被要求参加，我最好提醒他一下。晚点儿见，班尼。”





开会的时候，亨利觉得自己像个局外人。特别是弗格先生指名道姓地说道：“我觉得有一个男孩不应该出现在这里。”这话让亨利倍感尴尬。

福曼先生说道：“是我让莱斯特太太叫亨利过来的，我想他应该对公司业务感兴趣，这是他了解我们如何运作的好机会。”

亨利仔细聆听了部门经理们的讨论。最后福曼先生转向他，问道：“你有什么需要汇报的吗？一切都还顺利吗？”

亨利脱口而出：“我对重复订购贵重花瓶的事深表歉意。我也不知道到底是怎么回事。我找遍了整个商店也没看见第一次订购的花瓶。花瓶应该早就到了，但就是没人看到。”

这话正中弗格先生的下怀。“瞧瞧！”他大声说道，“我早就说过了，这两个奥登家的人除了惹麻烦，做不了什么事！”

出乎大家意料的是，福曼先生居然笑了起来：“我有两件事要宣布。首先，我要跟大家讲一个故事。今天早上有一位女士上楼来敲我办公室的门，我问她是不是要投诉。她说不，她是来表扬某人的。”

所有参会的人都聚精会神地听着。福曼先生接着说道：“很少有人愿意花时间来表扬我们的销售员，所以对于她的话我很感兴趣。她说我们玻璃制品柜台的新员工亨利帮助过她，还有我们的送货员班尼也帮助过她。亨利，我还有一件事要说，听完这件事，你就会对花瓶事件如释重负了。跟我来。”

会议随之结束，福曼先生领着大家下楼，来到玻璃制品部门。亨利和其他人紧紧跟着他。透过眼角的余光，亨利看到了道格拉斯小姐，但她正忙着和一名店员说话。

“让我来解释花瓶失踪的秘密。”福曼先生说道，“前几天，在班尼来取信之前我浏览了一下邮件，其中有一个特殊的包裹，上面贴着一个标签，写着‘玻璃制品’。我知道这是寄给莱斯特太太的，所以，我想我可以亲自送过去。于是我就送过来了，就在这儿。”

亨利、多丽丝、弗格先生以及各个部门的主管，一起来到福曼先生所站的地方。

只见柜台下面的地板上，在一个几乎看不到的角落，正赫然摆放着那个失踪的包裹。

就连弗格先生都不得不承认：“我来过这里好几次，但都没看到这个包裹。它刚好在暗处，谁都不会留意到。”

“我们大家都没有留意到。”亨利说道。他拿起那只箱子，撕开包装，“我会把它放在一个显眼的位置，争取今天之内把它卖出去。”

说完，亨利对福曼先生和周围的人笑了笑。

他甚至送给了弗格先生一个笑脸。但弗格先生一如既往地板着脸。而且当他看到道格拉斯小姐正朝着他这边走过来时，他的脸色更难看了。


第七章　
 一个新谜团


A New Puzzle

一个谜底揭开了。弗格先生确实和丢失的花瓶没有任何关系。但很快，另一个谜团又接踵而至。

第二天，班尼早早来到了福曼百货商店，他发现唐妮和多丽丝已经在店里了。守夜人山姆在离开前给她们开的门。

“帮我把这些防尘罩掀起来，班尼。”多丽丝叫道，“我得把珠宝都摆放好。我们今天在报纸上刊登了珠宝广告，会有很多人来，今天肯定会很忙。”

班尼帮她将盖在玻璃柜台上的蓝色防尘罩叠了起来。

多丽丝开始将装着耳环和别针的盒子摆放出来。突然，她说道：“这是什么？”

她拿起柜台下面的一个盒子，里面装着吊坠和银链子。每一个吊坠都散发着令人愉悦的花香。

“这是哪儿来的？”她问道，“唐妮，是你订的吗？我还真需要一打这种吊坠。”

唐妮走过来看了看，摇摇头说：“不是，这不是我订的。不过我在纽约的报纸上看到过它们的广告。你觉得它们在绿野镇能销售出去吗？”

多丽丝说道：“说不定是福曼先生订的。价签就在盒子上。等他一来，我就去问问。”

可是当多丽丝见到福曼先生之后，他却说：“不是，不是我订的。我也不知道它们是怎么来的。你问过弗格先生了吗？”

弗格先生朝多丽丝摇了摇手指头，暴躁地说：“我怎么知道那些吊坠是从哪儿来的？我只是一楼的经理，仅此而已。谁会在意我？”

“我只听说过商店小偷，”唐妮对多丽丝说道，“但还从来没听说过会有人暗送神秘的新商品呢。”

班尼正好来找唐妮拿送货单，碰巧听到了她的话，于是问道：“你是说昨晚有人在关店之后溜进了商店？”

唐妮摇了摇头：“晚上守夜人一直在这里，而且关店之后有人来做清洁。福曼先生和弗格先生才有钥匙。我猜新店主也有一把，但他人在纽约。除此之外，我想不到还有谁会有钥匙。”

“如果不是福曼先生和弗格先生，那又会是谁呢？”班尼问道。不过他这个问题谁也给不出答案。

这时，道格拉斯小姐进来了，店里的每个人都注视着她。只见她快步走向珠宝柜台。

“我在想她会不会买一个神秘吊坠。”唐妮对班尼说道。

不过道格拉斯小姐让多丽丝给她看的却是耳环。见到朴素的麦琪·道格拉斯小姐想戴耳环，一些售货员觉得很好笑。

几分钟后，道格拉斯小姐朝着弗格先生的柜台走了过去。弗格先生转过身，似乎希望她只是路过。

“怎么会这样？”唐妮大声对班尼说道，“你不觉得她应该列一张购物清单出来？这样她就不用跑这么多趟了。”

“我猜，”班尼沉吟道，“那位麦琪·道格拉斯是想每天都来福曼百货看看。我想她应该很孤独。”

“班尼，只有你这种小男孩会这么想，”唐妮说道，“或许你说得也对。给，请立刻把它送出去。我已经答应顾客一早就给他送过去。”

弗格先生喊住了班尼：“这儿还有一个订单要送。我希望在午饭前看到你回来。别站在那儿说个没完。”

“嘿，过来，弗格先生，”麦琪·道格拉斯打断了他，“我今天想看看咖啡机。你都有哪些品牌和型号？”

还从来没有人用这样的口吻跟弗格先生说过话。道格拉斯小姐可不会因为弗格先生脾气暴躁而对他客气。

班尼实在没时间看接下来会发生什么，他得出去送货。不过他猜想弗格先生肯定会随便应付一下道格拉斯小姐，因为弗格先生总觉得道格拉斯小姐是来找茬的。

在地下仓库里，班尼又接到了一个送货单，是道格拉斯小姐订的商品。现在，班尼已经非常熟悉林中小径的路了。要是动作快一点，早上他就能把货送到，中午前赶回来应该没有问题。





在他送货的第一站，班尼根本没来得及敲门，就听见一个尖厉的嗓音从门后传了出来：“哦，我想也应该是时候了。福曼百货商店总是标榜送货很及时。”

一个高鼻子、小嘴巴的夫人从拐角处出来，直视着班尼。

班尼尽量露出愉悦的笑容：“我们很高兴收到您的订单，我希望货品没错。”他一边说一边将一个小盒子递给了她。

“哦，”那女人回答道，“你干吗还不回去？你很爱管闲事吗？你想知道这个盒子里是什么吗？”

班尼回答道：“我想我得先确认您的订单有没有送错。如果送错了，我可以马上带走，不用再跑一趟。”

“你们总是想替自己省事儿，”那女人说道，“你们承诺市区以内的订单都免费送货上门。”

“对，确实是这样的。”班尼说道。他并没有说这个地方其实已经超出了市区的配送范围。不过他觉得那女人很清楚这一点。

那女人接过包裹，拆了开来。她打开一个小小的白色盒子，里面躺着一枚镶嵌着珍珠的漂亮别针。

“我想我孙女会喜欢的，”她说道，“这是送给她的十八岁生日礼物。可是她会收到许多礼物，她压根儿不会注意到这件。”

“我把它带回商店，加张生日贺卡，再重新用丝带包扎好，您看这样行吗？”班尼问道，“我们可以把它放在一个更加结实的盒子里给您邮递过来。”他觉得总有办法可以取悦这位顾客。

“哦，这样啊，”那女人说道，“我怎么没想到呢？那就这么办，你把礼物拿回去吧。”她终于露出了笑容，“我得说你是一名很好的送货员。”

班尼接过盒子，说道：“请把要写在贺卡上面的名字提供给我。”

那女人消失了一会儿，随即拿着写着名字的纸条走回来。“贺卡照着这上面写就可以了，”她说道，“要是有额外的费用，把账单寄给我就行。”

班尼向下一个送货地点出发，他心里暗想：“人与人之间是如此不同，那位顾客无缘无故就发脾气，我也好想回她两句，但又不想让福曼损失一位客户。”

第二个订单没有遇到任何麻烦。接着，班尼沿着林中小路向道格拉斯小姐家骑去。从包裹上的信息来看，这回道格拉斯小姐订购了一个喂鸟器。

班尼正准备敲门时，看到了上次在林中小径遇到的男孩。

“我觉得你应该快到了，”那男孩说道，“喂鸟器麦琪小姐不是买给自己的，是给邻居买的。这儿有地址和姓名，看到了吗？”他将一张写着姓名和住址的蓝色纸条递给了班尼。

班尼将纸条放进兜里，拿起装着喂鸟器的盒子，跟着那个男孩向外边走去。他们很快便来到一栋房子前面，那栋房子几乎藏在树林之中。

“我们来啦，菲尔德太太，”那男孩叫道，“百货商店的班尼给您送来了新的喂鸟器。”

菲尔德太太来到门口，班尼诧异地说道：“您怎么把它挂起来呢？盒子上的图片说喂鸟器得挂在房子和树之间的绳子上。”

“我真的不知道，”菲尔德太太说道，“我喜欢这儿的野鸟。一只猫刚刚把我的喂鸟器弄坏了，还吓跑了所有的鸟儿。你也看到了，我扭伤了，伤得很重，所以我的脚踝上才会缠着绷带。我想喂鸟器上面的说明书会告诉我怎么做的。”

“上面确实有说明，”班尼说道，“但想要把它放在合适的位置您得需要一架梯子。您得在窗户和树之间拉上一条绳子，再把喂鸟器挂上去。这样您就可以把喂鸟器拉到窗边，放满食物之后再用绳子把它拽上去。”

班尼正忙着跟菲尔德太太说话，并没有注意到那个男孩已经离开了。此时，他从车库里扛着一架梯子过来了。

“来吧，班尼，”那男孩叫道，“咱们帮菲尔德太太把喂鸟器挂起来。”

“你们两个孩子真棒，”菲尔德太太又惊又喜，“我的邻居也真好，让你们来帮我安装喂鸟器。我想坐在这儿就能看到鸟儿，因为我的脚踝受伤了，走不远。”

两个男孩很快装好了喂鸟器，可菲尔德太太等不及了，她往过道上扔了一大把葵花籽。突然，四周响起了一阵拍打翅膀的声音，两个孩子看到了山雀、冠蓝鸦、啄木鸟和灯芯草雀。

“我猜有了新的喂鸟器它们也会很开心，”班尼说道，“我很想留下来看看这些鸟儿，但是我得回去上班了。”

班尼离开时，那个男孩叫道：“再见，班尼。”





班尼对今天的送货之旅颇为满意。不过午饭后，弗格先生又叫了起来：“小奥登，有件事要你来做。那位麦琪·道格拉斯几分钟前又打来电话。她还想要一台咖啡机，真搞不明白她为什么想再买一台。你去楼下看看我们还有没有布鲁怀特牌咖啡机。”

“好的，弗格先生。”班尼赶忙说道。

“要是找到了，直接给那女人送去。我今天下午不想再被这事儿麻烦了。”说完，他把手搭在背上，自言自语地说道：“痛死了！”

几分钟之后，班尼上楼去见弗格先生。“又怎么了？”弗格先生问道，“我的背很疼，而你又让我头疼。”

“哦，弗格先生，”班尼开口说道，“我们没有布鲁怀特牌咖啡机了，只有无双牌的。至少布鲁怀特牌的咖啡机道格拉斯小姐还没有。”班尼忍不住笑了起来。因为这事儿很奇怪，道格拉斯小姐至少已经有四种牌子的咖啡机了。

“这件事对你来说可能滑稽可笑，但我一点儿也笑不出来，”弗格先生几乎在咆哮，“我的时间比那位道格拉斯小姐想象的要重要得多，甚至你的时间也比她想象的要更重要，小奥登。把那台无双牌咖啡机打包送给她。要是运气好的话，她不会注意到其中的区别。如果她注意到了，这事儿也不值得投诉抱怨。”

“您不觉得应该先打个电话，问问她要不要这个牌子吗？”班尼问道。

“照我说的做，小奥登，”弗格先生说道，“记住了，我才是经理。”

“好的，先生。”班尼答应了一声，朝楼下走去。他找到了咖啡机，不一会儿便拿着它走向商店前面的旋转门。

班尼一手抱着盒子，一手去推门。恰好有人也在推门。班尼听到了对方的笑声，他立刻认出了来人。那个住在道格拉斯小姐家旁边的男孩儿正在笑他。

班尼往后退了一步，那个男孩也往后退了一步，这时班尼也忍不住笑了起来。

唐妮正好看到这幅场景，说道：“你们两个看起来好像在跳双人舞。”说完，她也笑了起来。

男孩们在旋转门里进出不得。福曼先生刚好路过，他将门往前推了一点儿，班尼挤了出去。很快，那个男孩站到了班尼身后。

班尼忍住了笑意，问道：“是道格拉斯小姐让你来取这台咖啡机的吗？”

那男孩摇了摇头：“不是，她让我来拿那张写着菲尔德太太姓名和住址的纸条。你知道的，就是新喂鸟器的那位女主人。我不知道麦琪小姐为什么要那张纸条，或许上面还记着别的东西。我告诉她说已经给你了。”

班尼放下手中的盒子，摸了摸口袋。这似乎有点儿不同寻常，道格拉斯小姐居然这么在意这张纸条。但是对道格拉斯小姐来说，不寻常的事情太多了，班尼心里暗想。

班尼掏出几张叠在一起的纸，找到了那张蓝色纸条，纸条上的字迹非常熟悉，他确定自己以前曾经看到过同样的笔迹。在哪儿呢？

“就是它！”那男孩说道，“把它给我，我得回去了。我还有其他杂活要干呢。”

班尼将装着咖啡机的盒子放到自行车后座上。为什么那张纸条那么重要呢？纸条上除了菲尔德太太的姓名和住址，他并没有看到其他东西呀。他百思不得其解，于是，班尼很快便把这件事抛到了脑后。他要是不快点儿，弗格先生真的要开始抱怨了。

骑着骑着，班尼突然想到了那些神秘的银质吊坠。他得问问亨利这事儿解决了没有。福曼百货商店最近发生了一连串的怪事，而班尼对此完全没有头绪。


第八章　
 亨利的历险


Henry’s Adventure

第二天一早，在上班的路上班尼和亨利谈起了那些神秘的吊坠。

亨利说：“谁也不知道那些吊坠到底是怎么出现在珠宝柜台里的。起初，这件事看起来像是一个恶作剧。”

“我知道，”班尼说道，“这事儿看起来确实有些奇怪。”

“福曼先生越想越觉得放心不下，”亨利接着说道，“昨天下午他找来锁匠，把前门的锁给换了。他自己留了一把新钥匙，给了弗格先生一把，又给纽约的新店主寄去了一把。”





两个男孩刚刚汇报完工作，福曼先生就把亨利叫去他的办公室。

“我实在找不到其他人了，”他开口说道，“有一个棘手的问题需要解决。原本六点钟来上班的人生病请假了，而山姆至少要到午夜才来上班。我需要一个人扫地倒垃圾，但是目前没有合适的人选。”

亨利笑了：“要是您觉得我能胜任的话，我愿意试试，告诉我该做些什么就行。”

“那就好，亨利。我就希望你能这么说。”福曼先生惊喜地说道，“有些人一旦做了销售员，就不愿意干这种事情了。”

福曼先生刚刚说完，便听到办公室门上传来了敲门声。“请进。”他叫道。

守夜人山姆出现在门口。“您想和我谈谈？”他问道。

“对，山姆。昨晚一切还好吗？”

“一切正常，”山姆说道，“没出什么乱子。”

“很好，”福曼先生说道，“山姆，你把前天晚上发生的事情再跟我说一遍。我们想弄清楚那些吊坠是怎么出现在珠宝柜台里的。”

“您整晚独自一人待着不害怕吗？”亨利问道。

“不怕，”山姆说道，“我已经习惯了。前天晚上的确发生了一件怪事。”他转向福曼先生，继续说道，“大约凌晨一点，我像往常一样在一楼巡逻。我觉得我听到了什么声音，像是脚步声。”

“是吗？”福曼先生说道，“接着说。”

“我听了听，又没有动静了。我打开手电筒，四处照了照，想看看到底是怎么回事。”

“然后又什么都没看见吗？”

“嗯，没有。想必是有人在布置商店橱窗，在前门窗户旁边有一个穿着裙子的模特。我进来时没有留意到，要不是那时看到，说不定我一直不会留意。”

福曼先生在桌上的便笺纸上做着记录。“请接着说。”他对山姆说道。

“一切看起来似乎都很正常。我又下楼到地下仓库检查了一下，在那里没待太久。上楼时，我对自己说：‘肯定有什么地方不对劲儿。’我只是觉得——觉得有点儿不对劲。随后我听到前门咔嗒一声关上了。尽管声音很小，但我还是听到了。我跑了过去，看了看外面。‘站住！’我喊了一声。”

“你看到外面有什么东西吗？”亨利问道。

“没，连一个鬼影都没有。我两边都看了，什么都没有。”

“你觉得那声门响会不会是自己的错觉？”福曼先生问道。

“我真的听到了，这一点我很肯定，”山姆说道，“我并没有夸大其词。”

“那好吧，”福曼先生说，“这也算是一条线索。那你有没有再去一楼巡视一圈？”

“当然，一切都很正常。”突然，山姆顿了顿，“等一下！有件事我一直觉得想不通，但现在我明白了。你们还记得我刚刚说过前门窗户旁边那个穿着裙子的模特吗？我觉得我之后再也没看到它了。它不见了，现在回过头来想想，我敢肯定它不见了。这事儿你们怎么看？”

“我也没有头绪，”福曼先生说道，“但是昨天下午我们已经把门锁给换了。今天早晨商店开门前你有没有听到什么或者看到什么？”

“我刚才已经说过了，昨晚一切都很平静。”山姆说完，起身离开了。

守夜人走后，福曼先生告诉亨利：“昨天我们并不想因为这事儿闹得人心惶惶，但我们可以肯定有人溜进了店里。唐妮检查了收银台，我也悄悄地四处查看了一下，看看有没有人进过我的办公室。”

“丢东西了吗？”亨利问道。

“表面上看不出来。我让弗格先生检查了照相机和收音机的数目，那些东西有时会被盗，但是店里什么也没有丢。而且二楼也一切正常。”

亨利看得出来，福曼先生对这个结果并不满意。“我今晚在这儿值班时会睁大眼睛，竖起耳朵的，”他承诺道，“您放心吧！”

福曼先生露出了笑容：“对，我绝对相信你。现在就回家去吧，等商店关门时再回来向我报到。我会对外说你今天旷工了。”

亨利不明白福曼先生的用意，福曼先生解释道：“我有一个大胆的推测，有人可能会趁着关门前提前藏在店里。等到商店里没人之后，那人便出来为所欲为。有些大型商店让看门狗四处嗅，就是为了专门抓捕这样的人。”

“您觉得会不会是店里的工作人员？”亨利问道，“只有熟悉店里情况的人才能把那些价签贴到吊坠上。”

福曼先生耸了耸肩：“是啊，这真令人费解。”

“如果门锁了，那人又怎么出得去呢？”亨利说道，“藏在店里的人应该不会在店里待一整晚的。”

“这倒不是问题，”福曼先生说道，“店门随时都可以从里面打开，这是消防规则。但想要从外面进来，必须得有钥匙才行，除非里面有人给你开门。但我相信山姆，他不会那么做的。”

亨利站了起来：“我会准备好准时回来值班的，开工前我还需要过来见您吗？”

“对，先来我这儿报到。我得给你做一些特别指示。”





亨利来到地下仓库，找到班尼。他跟班尼说了自己的特殊工作，然后便从后门离开，回家了。

班尼忙了一整天，但头一次没有道格拉斯小姐的订单。事实上，道格拉斯小姐今天一直没来商店。下午临近打烊的时候，销售员们纷纷猜测道格拉斯小姐到底发生了什么事。

班尼正准备离开商店时，看见亨利正在跟福曼先生说话。他穿着工作服，福曼先生正在指给他拖把和大垃圾桶的位置。

“别担心二楼，”他告诉亨利，“我想你多留意一楼，扫地时你可以把灯打开。所有的办公室、洗手间和仓库都要仔细检查一遍，确保里面没人。这一点非常重要。要是看到什么可疑的地方，立刻给我打电话。”

“不报警吗？”亨利问。

“我觉得咱们还用不着惊动警察，”福曼先生说道，“目前为止还没有什么损失，这也是让人费解的一点。”





商店很快安静下来。亨利检查了店门，确认已经上锁。于是，他来到二楼，检查了一遍，空无一人。然后他打开灯，柜台上蒙着防尘罩让店里看起来和平时不太一样，令人毛骨悚然。亨利回到放裙子和大衣的房间，那儿有一排长长的衣架，上面挂着各种裙子和大衣，他弯腰检查了一下，那里也没有人。一切都很正常。

接下来，亨利来到地下仓库，在成排的箱子之间上上下下、来来回回地检查了一遍，不时还停下来凝神细听，一点儿声响都没有。他拿起长长的拖把，从楼上开始清扫。

他打开房门，静静地站了一会儿。他似乎听到了轻微的脚步声，什么东西掉了下来，亨利吓了一跳。

亨利小心翼翼、蹑手蹑脚、一步一步地从门口溜了过去，躲在喷泉的阴影下。

一个高高的身影，一边一瘸一拐地来回走着，一边掀起柜台上的防尘罩查看。

亨利必须得决定下一步到底该怎么做。他应该大喝一声“站住”，还是去地下仓库给福曼先生打电话？商店不久前才打烊，说不定福曼先生还没到家呢。

亨利向前迈了一步，就在这时，那个黑影也转过身来，面对着他。亨利倒抽了一口冷气。

是弗格先生！

一时间，亨利和弗格先生都震惊得说不出话来。突然，弗格先生惊叫道：“我就知道是你！可是没有人相信我的话。现在我可有证据了！”

“我？”亨利说道，“你这是什么意思？我正在工作，仅此而已。你来这儿干什么？我以为大家都已经回家了呢。”

“你以为？”弗格先生愤怒地说道，“你这么好，这么努力，这么有礼貌！我知道你在干什么，你想给我惹祸添麻烦，这就是你的目的。哼，你不会得逞的！”

此时，亨利也愤怒了。但他知道和弗格先生吵架并不能解决问题。

“等等，”亨利说道，“我怎么会惹祸添麻烦呢？你是一楼的经理，福曼先生信任你，而且依赖你。”

“我知道你都干了什么，”弗格先生叫道，“你鬼鬼祟祟地把那些吊坠给放到那儿了，那就是你的杰作。噢，对，就是这样，要是那些吊坠是你爷爷公司生产的，我一点儿也不奇怪。奥登家想要一手遮天呀！”

亨利摇了摇头，他还能说什么。他开始相信那些吊坠是弗格先生放到珠宝柜台里的——因为他的目的就是想要陷害自己。

亨利尽量让自己平静下来，他说道：“我觉得这里有误会，在多丽丝发现那些吊坠之前，我从来没有见过它们。放吊坠的另有其人，这事儿不是我干的，我还觉得有可能是你放的呢。”

“我？”弗格先生咆哮道，“你说什么蠢话！”

“那商店关门后你来这里干什么？”亨利问道，“你就有一把钥匙。”

“我来检查一下有没有像你这样的人在鬼鬼祟祟地干坏事，这就是原因。”

亨利见和弗格先生实在谈不出什么来，“需要我给福曼先生打电话叫他回来吗？”他问，“我们可以立刻解决这件事。”

弗格先生摇了摇头：“你别想愚弄我，我准备走了。明天早上我会去跟福曼先生说这件事。要是今晚店里出了什么事，他就会知道谁是主谋了。晚安。”

亨利看着弗格先生一瘸一拐地朝着门口走去，“砰”的一声关上了店门。

亨利把地板拖了一遍，又将垃圾桶倒完之后，终于有时间思考了。现在他已经冷静下来，他觉得弗格先生很可能和吊坠的事没有关系。如果他觉得那样做就能陷害奥登兄弟的话，那也太愚蠢了。那么，这些吊坠又是怎么进入店里的？

亨利完成了清扫工作，又四处看了看，一切都很正常。他关上灯带上手电筒。这时，他冒出了一个新想法。

亨利跑上楼，虽然福曼先生告诉过他二楼的地面不用打扫。但他仍将二楼的灯全部打开，摆出了一副干活的架势。

如果有人正在外面观察商店，那他一定会以为此时的一楼空无一人。

接着，亨利又回到一楼，他在黑暗中小心翼翼地挪动着脚步，没有发出一点儿声响。他紧握着手电筒，坐在前门边等待着。

时间一点点过去，商店里依然非常安静。外面的人行道上，路人偶尔会停下来看看橱窗里面的东西。在温暖的夏夜中，汽车往来穿梭。

亨利看了看手表，真是漫长的一夜啊！他觉得自己就快撑不下去了，但他并没有放弃。说不定会有人试图打开前门。

终于熬到了十一点。现在，外面几乎已经没有汽车和行人了。亨利真是有些佩服山姆，这么漫长的夜晚，他是怎么熬过来的？这种工作，像亨利这样的人可没办法长久地干下去。

亨利刚想打一个哈欠，突然他听到一点儿动静。有人正试图将钥匙插进锁孔！亨利听到钥匙转动的声音，但锁并没有打开，门依然紧锁着。

试过三次之后，那人放弃了。亨利心里默数了十下，然后小心翼翼地走到门口。他透过玻璃向外看，只见一个瘦小的身影正钻进远处街边的一辆小汽车中。他还来不及看清车牌号，车子便开走了。

亨利无计可施，只能等到明早向福曼先生汇报他的所见所闻。不过有一件事可以确定，那个身影绝不是弗格先生的。还有，弗格先生有新钥匙，他可以毫不费力地打开大门。





山姆来换班的时候，亨利高兴地和他道了晚安。到家之后，他发现班尼还没睡觉。

“还好吗？”班尼问道，“有没有发生什么事儿？”

听完亨利的讲述，班尼说道：“这事儿还真成了一个谜，一个真正的谜团。不过我们会找到答案的。你等着吧。”


第九章　
 班尼有了主意


Benny Has Ideas

班尼看到亨利和弗格先生一起走进福曼先生的办公室。他有几分期待听到大喊大叫和愤怒的咆哮声，但事实上他什么也没听见。很快，弗格先生和亨利便一起走了出来，两人都很平静，既不愤怒，也没有生气。在福曼先生的办公室里到底发生了什么，班尼不得而知。

弗格先生叫道：“过来，小奥登。把这个布鲁怀特牌的咖啡机给道格拉斯小姐送过去。看来你说得没错，她已经有无双牌咖啡机了。”

班尼简直有点儿不敢相信自己的耳朵，弗格先生何曾说自己正确过？到底出了什么事，让弗格先生的变化如此之大？也许，他的背痛稍微好转了些！





班尼将装着咖啡机的盒子稳稳地绑在自行车后座上，骑车朝林中小径而去。他敲了敲门，道格拉斯小姐亲自出来开门，而且还让他进去。这真是一个意外的惊喜。

“班尼·奥登，”她说道，“你已经来过这里许多次了，但我们俩一直无缘见面。”

“对，夫人。”班尼说道。他一时觉得有点儿发蒙。一开始，弗格先生的表现便超出了他的想象，而现在，道格拉斯小姐似乎也像是完全换了一个人。

“真是一个温暖的早晨，”她说道，“你要不要喝点儿果汁、吃点儿饼干再回去上班？你把咖啡机搬进来，我们去厨房。”

班尼走进一个洒满阳光的厨房，厨房的窗户上挂着一些植物。任何在福曼百货商店见过道格拉斯小姐的人都会觉得她的厨房一定是阴暗又老旧，但事实恰恰相反，这里的一切崭新而明亮。

班尼将咖啡机放到橱台上，那里已经有四种不同牌子的咖啡机了。

道格拉斯小姐知道班尼很好奇。“我为什么需要五台不同的咖啡机？我来告诉你吧。我有一个爱好。我喜欢试用新产品，而且会为每一项功能打分，这样我就知道哪一种是最好的了。”她指着一张写得密密麻麻的纸，纸上的字迹遒劲有力，工整清晰。“到目前为止，无双牌是这些咖啡机中最好的。不过说不定布鲁怀特牌的表现会更好。”

她走到冰箱旁，给班尼倒了一杯果汁，又给他拿了一些曲奇饼。

“我真的不能在这儿多待，”班尼说道，“弗格先生不喜欢我送货时随意逗留。”

“弗格先生！”道格拉斯小姐笑了起来，“他总是表现得像一头上了年纪的熊，有时他真的让你觉得他就是那样的人。”

“哦，是的……”班尼一时不知道该如何理解道格拉斯小姐的这番话。

“我听到有人敲门了，”她说道，“失陪，我去看看是谁。”

班尼听到她惊喜地说道：“请进，泰德！班尼已经来了，正在喝冷饮。大上午的，天气已经这么热了。”

道格拉斯小姐领着一个身材和班尼差不多的男孩来到厨房。“嗨！”那孩子像老朋友一样跟班尼打了声招呼。

“你们认识？”道格拉斯小姐问道，“班尼·奥登，这是我的邻居兼好短工——泰德·伊万。你手里拿的是什么，泰德？是你从邮局取到的盒子吗？”

“就是那个盒子，还有一些信。”泰德说道。

班尼看不到盒子上的地址，但外包装上却有几个文字标志：纽波特精品首饰。班尼还注意到其中一封信上的“转送”字样很像出自福曼百货商店。

“你今天有很多货要送吗？”泰德问班尼，“真是太热了，不适合做任何事。”

“就给道格拉斯小姐送一趟，”班尼回答道，“我想我会在地下仓库中干活，不管怎样，商店里比较凉快。”

“哦，”泰德说道，“我要去公园泳池里游泳，你不能去真是太糟了。”

厨房的钟声嘀嗒嘀嗒，提醒着班尼时间一点一滴地流逝。他赶忙站起身来，感谢道格拉斯小姐能够让他进来休息片刻。

“我们还会在这里见面的，”道格拉斯小姐说道，“我知道你很快就要回学校去了，八月差不多就要过完了。”

“我真希望八月不要结束，”班尼说道，“我喜欢在商店里工作。可是您怎么知道这是我的暑期工作？”

“哦，我这儿打听一点儿，那儿听说几句，”道格拉斯小姐说道，“只要你小心留意，打探到的信息量会让你大吃一惊的。”

骑车回福曼百货商店的路上，班尼又想起了道格拉斯小姐说的话。他把一些零散的思绪慢慢地整合起来。“这不可能是真的，我一定是搞错了。”他吃惊地说道。





回到商店，班尼向弗格先生汇报了送货的情况。弗格先生一句话也没有说，只是拿走了那台无双牌咖啡机。接着，班尼来到地下仓库，他在那儿有一个储物柜。上午实在是太热，所以他连一件开衫都没带，因此柜子里空空荡荡的——只有一样东西。他把那封神秘的信，就是他刚开始工作时收到的那一封，放在储物柜的架子上。

班尼将信拿下来，重新打开。他若有所思地看着蓝色信纸上的笔迹。“真希望能好好对比一下，”他自言自语道，“我想我应该是对的，但又不大肯定。”

接近中午的时候，多丽丝的部门需要一些茶杯和托盘。班尼给她送了上去。

“那些吊坠都卖完了吗？”他问道。

“是的，一个都不剩。我又订了十几个。”

“是哪里生产的？”班尼问，“商品目录上有吗？”

多丽丝笑着说：“我也想在目录表上找到相关信息，但生产商的名字就在盒子上。我就是通过盒子上的信息订的。”

“你还记得那个厂家的名字吗？”

“哦，纽伯瑞、纽波特还是波特兰来着？我现在想不起来了。如果你真想知道，我可以查一下。”

“不用了，”班尼说道，“我只是有点儿好奇。”





午饭时，班尼和亨利带了三明治去公园里吃。班尼看了看四周，附近没有人。

随即，班尼说道：“关于麦琪·道格拉斯，我有一个猜想，但是没人会相信。我觉得她根本就不叫麦琪·道格拉斯。”

亨利一句话也没说，他咬了一大口火腿芝士三明治，接着，他看着班尼，眨了眨眼睛。

“什么意思？”班尼问道。

“我的意思是说你终于快要解开我们在商店里碰到的谜团了。”

“你怎么会这么想？”

“我也不大清楚，”亨利说道，“我只知道一点儿皮毛。今天早上我和弗格先生进去找福曼先生时，他正忙着。他叫我们坐下，等他打完电话再说。”

“是吗？”班尼说道，“什么电话？”

“福曼先生一直在说‘好的，好的，对，对’，随后，他又说道，‘我这儿有她的电话号码。’”

“就这些？”班尼问道，“我想知道这一切究竟意味着什么。虽然这不关我的事儿，不过你还记得那个电话号码吗？”

亨利看着班尼笑了起来，说道：“这事儿虽然与你无关，但你还是想知道所有的一切。碰巧我记住了那个电话号码，因为它确实很好记——222—1212。我敢肯定我在商店的一部电话机旁边见过这个号码。”

班尼思索了一会儿，然后说道：“我想我知道这个号码是谁的了，但我现在还不打算告诉你。你说福曼先生会不会是在订货？”

亨利笑了：“我不这么认为，那通电话听起来更像电话会议什么的。”

班尼吃完三明治，又咬了一口苹果，问道：“那昨天关店之后弗格先生出现在店里的事儿，福曼先生怎么说？”

“福曼先生听完我们的讲述后说道：‘现在我还不能把整件事的来龙去脉告诉你们，但我可以肯定地说你们和吊坠的事儿都没关系。’随后，他对弗格先生试图揭开吊坠的秘密表示感谢，也感谢了我一直保持警惕。”

“你跟福曼先生说了有人想要打开前门门锁的事情了吗？”

“说过了，临近中午的时候，我告诉福曼先生，昨晚十一点左右我听见了门锁声。”

“他对此没有感到不安吗？”

“没有，他似乎没有，只是悄悄地对我说：‘我想这其中可能有什么误会。’然后，他让我不用担心，因为毕竟没有人进来。”

班尼将吃剩的苹果核扔进棕色的纸袋里，他看了看四周，想找一个垃圾桶。突然，他看到一辆轿车正在红绿灯前等候。

班尼认识那辆车！那是奥登爷爷的车。爷爷正一边开车一边和身旁坐着的人交谈着，他并没有看到班尼。

班尼刚想喊一声“嗨”，但交通信号灯变了，汽车开走了。

不过，对班尼来说，这段时间已经足够了。他瞥见了车上的乘客，一男一女。他可以肯定那个男的就是福曼先生，而那个女的他觉得是麦琪·道格拉斯，不过他心里不大肯定。

“你说道格拉斯小姐、福曼先生和爷爷会在一起做什么呢？”班尼问亨利，“爷爷从来没有提过跟道格拉斯小姐见面的事儿。而且每天晚餐时他都听我们谈论不少和她有关的事情呀。”

亨利笑了起来：“班尼，你很清楚咱们家可不止你一个人喜欢有一点儿小秘密噢。爷爷并没有把他认识的每一个人都告诉你。我来猜一猜吧，现在我觉得福曼先生今天上午接到的电话是爷爷打来的。他邀请福曼先生一起共进午餐，这很有趣，不是吗？”

“福曼先生提供的那个电话号码，”班尼说道，“我敢肯定就是道格拉斯小姐的。我告诉你我是怎么知道的。首先，弗格先生将它记在了他电话旁边的便笺纸上；其次，这正是我们来福曼百货商店前我打过去求职的那个电话号码。还记得吗？现在我知道了，在我打电话前，泰德·伊万已经得到了那份工作。”

亨利站起身来，伸了一个懒腰。午餐时间结束了。

班尼像是在对亨利说，更像是在自言自语：“现在我终于明白道格拉斯小姐是怎么知道我的名字和我的爷爷是谁了。这事儿我当初打电话时就觉得有点儿想不通。”

亨利看了看手表。“该回去了，”他说道，“你要知道，这是我们在福曼百货商店工作的最后一周了。”

“没错！”班尼惊呼道，“等我回学校之后我会想念在商店工作的这段时光。我甚至会想念弗格先生。”


第十章　
 最终的答案


Answers at Last

员工们放置衣物的储物柜旁边，有一个布告栏。星期五早上，所有的员工都聚集到那块布告栏前面。

“出什么事了？”班尼问。

唐妮说道：“太多啦！下个星期三下午打烊后，所有人都被邀请去参加野餐。不过，野餐的地点你绝对猜不到。”

“快告诉我们吧，”亨利说道，“我们肯定没法挤到布告栏前去看清楚到底是什么地方。”

多丽丝笑着说：“在道格拉斯小姐的家里！你们能想到吗？她怎么也会做这样的事情？”

“而且我们都被邀请了，”二楼的一位销售员说道，“是所有的人。”

“你们猜她会为我们准备些什么？”另一个人说道，“我敢打赌我们会饿着肚子回家的。不过我还是想去看看到底是怎么回事。”

就连弗格先生也在看通知。当唐妮问他去不去时，他说要是他的背不大疼的话，他会考虑的。





晚饭时，亨利和班尼跟杰西和维莉提起了野餐的事。

“真巧，我们也收到了邀请，”杰西说道，“爷爷、维莉还有我——我们都收到了邀请。而且我们也会去的。”

班尼转向爷爷，说道：“这里面有蹊跷，只是我还理不清头绪。我有一个直觉，您一定知道一些内幕。”

爷爷看着班尼，微微笑了笑，说道：“星期三我和一些老朋友共进午餐。你们也知道，我和福曼先生已经认识很多年了。实际上，就连他父亲每天去店里的时光，我都还记得呢。”

“那杰西和维莉呢？”班尼看着他的两个姐姐问道，“我想你们和道格拉斯小姐应该没那么熟吧。”

“我们在福曼百货商店遇到过道格拉斯小姐。”杰西说道。

“是的，而且我还很喜欢她帮我挑的衬衫呢。”维莉补充道。

“还有呢，”杰西告诉亨利和班尼，“维莉和我昨天下午还去了林中小径。”

“你们怎么从来没告诉过我们呀？”班尼问道，“杰西，这不公平。你们整天都听我和亨利谈论道格拉斯小姐，还听我们议论她总来福曼百货商店的原因。”

“我们两个女孩子就不能有一点儿小秘密吗？”杰西反问道，“不能所有的秘密都让你来揭开吧，班尼？”

随即，维莉看着两个男孩笑了起来。“我不愿看着你们俩难受，”她说道，“只怕我们不解释一下，你们是等不到星期三那天了。”

“我们正听着呢，”亨利说道，“到底是怎么回事啊？”

杰西说道：“你们知道，我们一直在公园里工作。我在那里当救生员的时候，你们一次也没去那儿游过泳。但没关系，我知道你们很忙。我碰见一些孩子，其中一个人还认识班尼。他跟我说你工作非常努力，班尼——你工作的时候都顾不上说话了。”

班尼赶忙说道：“我知道是谁啦！肯定是泰德·伊万，对不对？”

“对，”杰西说道，“泰德也喜欢寻根究底，他好奇心很强，跟你一模一样，班尼。他四处转悠，去看公园里的各个培训班都在干什么。他还停下来看了看维莉的绘画班。”

“当时我们正在画花儿，”维莉解释道，“你们知道，任何人都可以去公园里参加自己感兴趣的培训班。绘画班里有一些孩子，还有几个大人。”

“泰德不会也想学绘画吧？”班尼问道。他真想象不出泰德画画的样子。

“不是，”维莉笑道，“但是他说，他认识一些喜欢画画的女士。你们猜，第二天谁来了？是道格拉斯小姐和她的邻居菲尔德太太。”

“我记得菲尔德太太，”班尼说道，“泰德和我帮她挂过喂鸟器。她扭伤了脚踝。”

“所以她才想要尝试一下绘画。”维莉说道，“我有点儿担心教不了这两位女士，我不大擅长当老师。可是道格拉斯小姐和菲尔德太太真的很好，我们在一起很开心。”

“道格拉斯小姐表现得怎么样？”班尼问道，“她对你还满意吗？”

“噢，满意，”维莉说道，“她邀请杰西和我工作结束之后去她家。我们知道去林中小径怎么走，因为班尼已经告诉过我们啦。”

杰西说道：“道格拉斯小姐在家和在外面完全不一样。她一点儿也不像在福曼百货商店购物时的样子。她告诉我们她刚刚搬到这里来，她非常喜欢绿野镇。”

“我还记得道格拉斯小姐帮我挑选过衬衫呢，”维莉说道，“我问她从哪里学到这么多服装知识，她告诉我们她喜欢测试不同的面料。她把样品洗过之后，看会不会掉色；还会把它们放到太阳下面暴晒，看褪不褪色。”

班尼说道：“道格拉斯小姐也告诉我她在测试不同的咖啡机。”

大家谈论的时候，亨利一直沉默不语。此时，他问道：“可是为什么麦琪·道格拉斯要邀请所有人下个星期三去野餐呢？如果只是为了表示友好的话，也没有必要这么忙活吧？”

“你们等着瞧吧。”见亨利看着自己，奥登先生回答道。关于道格拉斯小姐的谈论今天就到此结束了。





班尼和亨利在百货商店忙得不可开交，开学前的销售热潮到了，亨利被临时调到了楼上的男童装部工作。

而班尼不停地往楼上搬着成箱的毛衣、T恤和短袜。他觉得镇上的每个男孩上学前是不是都会来买一身新衣裳。

经过一楼时，班尼无意中听到弗格先生和一位顾客的对话。那位顾客想给自己的双胞胎儿子买两套校服。

“让亨利·奥登来帮你们吧，”弗格先生说道，“虽然他只在这儿工作了一个月，但他尽心尽力，想方设法满足顾客的要求。”

“哇！”班尼心里暗想，“这话听起来一点儿也不像是弗格先生说的。或许道格拉斯小姐说的对，他总是像大熊一样咆哮，但当你了解他之后，他并不像想象中那么坏。”

不过，当班尼问他去不去参加野餐时，他似乎又变回了老样子。

“你问这个干吗？”弗格先生暴躁地回答道，“谁会在乎我去不去？但我觉得我会去的。”





星期二晚上，班尼和亨利一起谈论着商店的工作。班尼还在琢磨野餐的事情。“你知道吗？”他问道，“我想我大概知道野餐的原因了。我觉得是新老板想见见所有的员工。”

“你怎么会这么想？”亨利问道，“新老板在纽约呢。他为什么要来绿野镇和大家见面？”

“大家都觉得新老板应该在纽约，”班尼说道，“只是应该而已，这一点得记住。但我们很快就会知道真相了。”





星期三中午，关店的铃声响起时，福曼百货商店里的所有人都忙碌起来。很快，防尘罩便已经罩上了柜台。唐妮关上收银机，销售员们把各自的对账单摆放到位。

对亨利和班尼来说，这是他们在商店工作的最后一天。八月已经结束了。他们新结识的一些朋友说道：“明年夏天再见，我们希望能再次跟你们一起工作。”听到这话，兄弟俩开心极了。

“我也希望能这样。”班尼说道。

大多数员工都开车或搭朋友的车去林中小径，但班尼和亨利是骑车过去的。





这是一个阳光明媚的夏日午后，客人们到达后第一眼见到的便是一排长长的野餐桌，上面铺着红白相间的纸桌布，餐桌一端摆放着一大叠纸杯和纸盘。大盘子里早已摆上了切片火腿和烤牛肉，鸡肉、芝士和沙拉自然也是少不了的。篮子里摆满了面包卷和全麦面包，这是一场名副其实的盛宴！

道格拉斯小姐正站在桌子后面，随时准备招待客人。不过她已经不是店员们熟悉的那个道格拉斯小姐了。只见她一头蓬松的头发，脑后的发髻早已不见了踪影。她穿着红色衬衫和牛仔裙，崭新的耳环看起来熠熠生辉。

“大家请随意，”她开心地叫道，“你们都能来，我真高兴！”

杰西和维莉给客人们端来了冰茶和咖啡，然后又跑前跑后地端来了成盘的肉和新鲜的沙拉。泰德·伊万则又提了几篮子面包卷过来。

福曼先生和奥登先生找了一处阴凉的地方坐下来。多丽丝和唐妮坐在他们附近。

“弗格先生来了吗？”多丽丝问道。

“刚到，在那儿呢，”唐妮说道，“不过，他好像带了什么东西。”

弗格先生看了看周围的客人和野餐桌上堆积如山的食物，皱起了眉头，随即，一丝笑容浮上他的脸庞。“我还以为这是那种大家都得带点儿东西的野餐呢。”他一边说，一边将一个纸袋递了过去。

“噢，不是，”道格拉斯小姐笑道，“这次野餐我做东。不过你带了东西来，也很好。”她打开纸袋，拿出来一大罐泡菜，大家从未见过这么大一罐泡菜。

“是甜泡菜。”弗格先生解释道。

道格拉斯小姐笑了起来，其他人也乐了。弗格先生被大家戏称为“酸泡菜”，或许他并没有那么“甜”，但他正在努力不让自己那么“酸”。

人们笑着，谈天说地。道格拉斯小姐让每个人都有宾至如归的感觉。

吃完蛋糕和冰激凌之后，道格拉斯小姐站了起来。有人敲了敲玻璃杯，大家安静了下来。

“朋友们，”她说道，“你们都知道我是麦琪·道格拉斯，现在是时候告诉大家我的真实身份了。我是——”

“麦琪·道格拉斯·斯夸尔斯！”班尼忍不住大声叫了起来。在场的每个人都听得清清楚楚，他赶忙伸手捂住了自己的嘴巴。他不想让别人知道自己已经解开了谜团。

不过，捂嘴也收不回说出去的话啦！麦琪·斯夸尔斯笑着说：“班尼说得没错。我就是福曼百货商店的新老板。我想让你们所有人都知道，我对现在店里的运营状况很满意。”

有些客人的脸不禁红了起来，他们还记得自己当初是如何不待见这个女人，以及在回答她的那些刁钻问题时，自己又是如何粗鲁的。

福曼先生走上前去和斯夸尔斯小姐握了握手，说道：“直到几天前，我才知道买下福曼百货商店的人的名字，是纽约的M.D.斯夸尔斯。奥登先生向我保证说，那是一个很有经验的人，值得托付。他还告诉我新老板为人很公道，不会突然对商店的运营做出调整。我原本还担心新老板会有新的经营理念呢。”

“班尼，你是怎么知道我的身份的？”麦琪·斯夸尔斯小姐问道。

“我只是把许多线索整合了一下，”班尼说道，“那些表扬员工的信，就是您写的，对不对？”

“是的。”斯夸尔斯小姐点了点头。

“还有那些吊坠——也是您放在珠宝柜台里的。”

“是的，但我真不应该那么做，”她说着笑了起来，“我做梦也没想到居然引起了这么大的麻烦。而且那天晚上我试图进店的时候，门锁已经换了，我差点儿被亨利给抓到。”

守夜人山姆目不转睛地盯着斯夸尔斯小姐。“这么说我那晚在店里听到的动静是真的？”他说道，“我当时只是感觉店里肯定不止我一个人。”

“我当时以为你就要抓到我了呢，”斯夸尔斯小姐说道，“我实在是来不及离开商店了，一时不知道如何是好，只好一动不动地站在那儿，假装成人体模型的样子。我当时好怕自己会突然打个喷嚏什么的。”

“这么说真的是您？”山姆说道，“哎呀，我都被您给骗过去了！”

弗格先生走上前来，握了握斯夸尔斯小姐的手。“您真的很了解销售，”他说道，“福曼先生当初就告诉过我们，新老板很了解销售行业，知道什么东西能好卖，什么东西不能。这话一点儿也没错。”

“呵，谢谢你，”斯夸尔斯小姐说道，“我搬到绿野镇有一段时间了，但我不想仓促接手福曼百货商店。我想先了解一下绿野镇的居民和商店的员工。不过，想要假扮成一位既暴躁又牢骚满腹，还土里土气的道格拉斯小姐，可真不容易呀！我想感谢福曼先生还有你们所有人对我的耐心，今后我们大家将会一起努力，打造一个全世界最好的百货商店。”

大家都鼓起掌来，一个接一个地走上前去欢迎斯夸尔斯小姐。

“班尼和亨利，我期待着你们能再次和我们一起工作，”斯夸尔斯小姐说道，“说不定我可以聘任班尼做我们商店的大侦探呢。”


Chapter　1　
 No Lazy Days for Benny


It was a hot， lazy morning， that last day of July. Not a leaf stirred in the huge maple tree in the Alden front yard. Even the birds were still.

Henry Alden sat on the grass with his back against a tree trunk. He was holding a book he was supposed to read for college in the fall. But he  feel like reading.

His sister Jessie sat with her back against another tree， not moving. Violet was lying on the grass， propping her head up with her hands. She watched the big white clouds float slowly by in the bright blue sky.

“Well，” said Henry. “I don’t remember a day like this ever. I don’t feel like doing anything.”

“Neither do I，” said Jessie without stirring. “I don’t see how Benny can be playing ball.”

“I’ll tell you why we feel this way，” Violet said suddenly. “Usually Grandfather plans a trip in the summer. We’ve been at the lighthouse or on a houseboat or riding in a caboose.”

Just then Benny came through the hedge. He had been next door. He was wearing shorts and a shirt with short sleeves.

“See you later，” Jeff Beach called after him， and Benny waved.

“How’s the ballgame？” asked Jessie. “Quitting？”

“Whew！ It’s just too hot for me，” Benny said. He sat down next to Jessie. He did not look very happy.

“Who won， Benny？” asked Henry.

“Nobody won，” answered Benny. “Jeff and I were just playing catch.”

Jessie laughed and said， “That  exciting enough for you， Ben， is it？”

“No， it isn’t，” agreed Benny. “But it’s too lazy a day for much excitement.” Then he added， “I have one piece of news. Sammy Beach has a job.”

“He has！” exclaimed Jessie. “Where？”

“He’s an errand boy at the hospital. He likes it and he’s earning money. It sounded good when Jeff told me about it. Sammy’s so busy he forgets about the heat...”

Just then the paperboy came into the driveway with the Greenfield paper.

“Catch！” he called as he tossed the paper into the circle where the Aldens sat.

After the paperboy had gone on his way， Henry slowly unfolded the newspaper. He said， “I suppose somebody ought to take the paper into Grandfather.  too lazy to move.”

“I’ll do it in a minute，” said Violet.

Benny looked at his brother and sisters. They were just sitting there， not talking， not moving. Aldens never acted this way！ Benny had to do something. “You know what I think？” he asked. “I think we ought to go to work.”

“Work？” repeated Henry. “You mean get a summer job？ Now？”

“Yes， that’s just what I mean，” replied Benny. “If Sammy Beach is working， we can， too. I want a real job， not just doing chores and mowing the lawn.” He sat up straight. “I want to go to work in the morning and come home at five.”

Jessie smiled at Benny. “Violet and I will be busy soon. We’re going to work at the park. Violet is going to teach painting， and I’m going to be a lifeguard at the pool.”

“I forgot，” Benny said. “That’s good for you. But I want to do something now.”

Henry looked at Benny. “You work in school， Ben. You’re busy after school and on Saturdays. Why work in the summer？”

“Oh， I work my fingers to the bone all the time，” Benny said without a smile， and he held up one arm to look at. It was a strong and healthy arm. And the hand had five perfectly good fingers.

The Aldens all laughed， for they knew Benny liked to be busy， playing or working. But Benny was serious about a summer job. “Hey， let’s look in the paper for ads. We can job hunt without making a move. How’s that， Henry？”

Benny opened the Greenfield paper and looked for the page which said “Help Wanted.”

“Here we are，” he said， folding back the paper. Then Benny laughed. “I wouldn’t be very good for this one. ‘Wanted， young person to sit two hours daily with invalid.’ I know I couldn’t be quiet that long.”

“You’re right about that，” Jessie agreed.

Benny ran his finger down the ads. “Say！” he exclaimed. “Here’s one for me after all. ‘Wanted， someone for errands， some yard work. No driving necessary. Phone 222-1212.’ ”

Before anyone could stop him， Benny was on his feet and headed for the house. “Easy number to remember， just 222-1212，” he called back.

“He really wants to work，” said Henry. “I wonder if anyone will be home on a day like this to answer the phone？”

Inside the house Benny propped the paper by the phone and dialed the number. The phone rang five times before someone answered.

“Hello，” said Benny. “Is this 222-1212？ I’m calling about your ad in today’s paper. My name is Benny Alden and I’d like the job.”

A woman’s voice said， “Benny Alden？ Mr. James Alden’s grandson？ I’m sorry， but another boy just called and I promised him the job. Thank you for calling.” And the phone clicked in Benny’s ear.

Putting the phone down， Benny frowned. Who knew he was Mr. Alden’s grandson， but wouldn’t give a name or an address？ Was it an older woman or had the voice just sounded that way？ And had someone else really taken the job or didn’t this person want an Alden to do the work？

Still feeling puzzled， Benny reported back to the others. “No luck，” he said. “I guess you can’t always get a job the first time you try.”

Violet looked toward the porch and saw Grandfather Alden standing there， smiling at them. He loved to have his grandchildren make their own plans and carry them out. He only helped them if they needed him.

Now he put in a word. “Remember that Mrs. McGregor has a vacation. We’ll have to be our own housekeepers while she’s gone to Canada.”

“Oh， yes， I know that，” said Benny. “But that won’t be too much to do.”

Grandfather Alden laughed. Benny always wanted to be busy.

“Let’s get back to the newspaper ads，” said Benny. “Now where were we？ Say， this may be it. ‘Wanted， for the month of August only， sales clerk. Inquire at  Department Store.’That sounds like something for you， Henry. You could do that.”

“Well，” Henry said. “That might be interesting. But that’s just one job. What about you， Benny？”

“Nothing else here for me，” Benny said and ran over to give Grandfather Alden the paper. When he came back to the others he said， “Maybe if Mr. Furman sees how much I want a job， he’ll find something for me， too. Or maybe I can get a job at another store.  ask. Come on， Henry， let’s go.”

Jessie and Violet smiled at each other.

Benny was always like that. If he planned to do anything， he wanted to start at once.

Grandfather laughed， but Henry said， “You  say a word， Grandfather. You are just like that yourself.” And Mr. Alden had to agree.

“Yes， yes，” he said， holding up his hand. “I think it’s a fine plan. You’ll both learn a lot， whatever you do. In fact， I’ll be interested in learning about  going on at Furman’s Department Store. I’ve heard there are some changes planned there. Not everyone is happy about them.”

Benny nodded. He didn’t think any changes would make a difference to him and Henry. He said， “Let’s go， Henry. Somebody else may get there ahead of us. I’d really like to work in a department store. I just hope I’m old enough. I’m sure you will be.”

“OK，” answered Henry， getting up and closing his book. “We’ll see which of us the manager wants. Maybe he  want either of us. Of course， Mr. Furman knows us—for years and years. But he may want somebody older.”

“Maybe he will， but I hope not，” Benny said， starting toward the house.

The boys raced upstairs. They moved quickly， changing their clothes， brushing their hair. They forgot about the lazy summer day.

As the boys got ready Mr. Alden thought to himself， “When people are interested in something special， they don’t notice how hot it is.”

The boys got out their bikes. Henry called to Grandfather and the girls， “We’ll probably be back soon. It would be pretty lucky to get a job on the first try.”

“I don’t think we’ll be back，” Benny put in. “I still feel lucky today. We may be working men in an hour or so. I’m ready to start right now.”

“Come back for lunch or not， it’s all right either way，” said Jessie. “I’ll be ready.”

“Good luck，” Violet called after them as the boys pedaled away.


Chapter　2　
 Wanted： A Summer Job


As they rode along， Benny said， “The girls are lucky. They already have jobs. They each have their own， but so far we just know of one job and there are two of us.”

Henry asked， “What would you really like to do if you could do anything you wanted？”

“I like the idea of working in a store，” Benny said. “I’d like to wait on customers. Maybe a hardware store would be the best place to work. Lots of people come in for tools and garden hoses and rakes. I could sell eggbeaters and cupcake tins and hammers and saws.”

Benny smiled at the thought of all the interesting things there are in a hardware store.

“Well， why not go to the hardware store first， then？” asked Henry. “Maybe this will be your lucky day.”

But Benny saw Tucker’s Grocery Store. It was an old-fashioned store and Benny knew Mr. Tucker and his wife. “I’d like to work here， too，” he told Henry. “I could make those fancy piles of apples and oranges in the window.”

“What ideas you have， Ben，” Henry said. “It’s more likely you’d have to handle cartons of eggs. You would feel terrible if you broke any eggs.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t break any eggs，” said Benny. “Mr. Tucker has known us for a long time. He’d give us jobs if he could.”

So the boys parked their bikes in front of  Grocery Store and went inside.

“Well， hello， boys，” said Mr. Tucker. “It’s a hot day to go grocery shopping.”

Henry looked around. “As a matter of fact，” he said， “we aren’t shopping for groceries at all. We’re shopping for jobs.”

Mr. Tucker sat down on a high stool. He exclaimed， “You’re just too late！ I wish you had come yesterday. I just hired a young man to help me out. I needed a helper who’s strong to put things away. No matter how often I do it， there’s more to be done. So I hired Tad Decker.”

“Well， maybe he needs a job more than we do，” said Henry.

“He does，” said Mr. Tucker. “His father has lost his job， and Tad has to work. I’m sorry about you， boys， though. I’d like to have a couple of Aldens work for me if I could. Try the hardware store. Maybe Mr. Green or Mr. Spencer has something.”

“Thanks，” said Henry and Benny together. “We go there next.”

“Good luck，” Mr. Tucker called.

When the boys had locked their bikes in front of the hardware store， they swung open the heavy door. They found the store empty. There was not a single customer in sight. Mr. Spencer and Mr. Green were leaning against a counter， talking in low tones to each other.

The boys knew the answer to their question before they asked it. The men shook their heads.

Mr. Spencer said， “As you can see， boys， our business is slow in the mornings. I’m sorry we have nothing for you.”

“That’s OK，” said Benny. “Of course， we’ve had no experience.”

“That’s not the reason，” replied Mr. Green. “We just don’t need any more help now.”

The boys said goodbye and left the store.

“Let’s stop next door and see Mr. Shaw at the jewelry store，” Henry said.

Shaw’s Jewelry Store was a small shop with only one showroom. Mr. Shaw was in the back of the store， repairing a watch. As the boys opened the door， he pushed back the heavy blue curtain that hid his work table.

Mr. Shaw had a small magnifying glass over one eye. He pushed it up so that he could see the Aldens.

“It isn’t often that you two come in，” he said. “What can I do for you customers？”

“We  customers，” said Benny. “We are looking for work.”

“Sorry，” said Mr. Shaw. “I haven’t room for another person. I lock up the store when I go to lunch or do errands. Your best bet is Furman’s.”

When they were outside， Benny looked unhappy. “I didn’t think it would be this hard to find a job. We should have gone to  first. Someone else probably has that job by now.”

“I don’t think so，” Henry said. “The paper just had the ad today. Let’s try.”

So the boys were off to Furman’s， the biggest store in town. It was not like a city department store， but it had most of the things people in Greenfield wanted to buy.

Furman’s Department Store filled nearly a block in the business part of Greenfield. It had been a much smaller store when Mr. Furman’s father had first begun it. Now it had new sections and two floors with many different departments.

Benny and Henry headed for the office as soon as they walked into the store. They knew where the office was， on a landing halfway up the stairs between the first and second floor.

Mr. Furman was in the office. It was a square room， something like a cage because the sides were built of open metal work. Mr. Furman could see almost all of the first floor counters when he looked out. Some people said he should make the store modern and put in glass walls. But Mr. Furman liked his office the way it was. It suited him.

He had seen Henry and Benny enter the store. He thought how big the boys were. He could remember when Benny had been so small that he came to the store with a note saying what he was to buy. The store people would make sure Benny had his purchases and the right change to take home.

Mr. Furman was surprised to see the Aldens pass the downstairs counters and come up the stairs to his private office. The worried look on his face changed to a smile.

Henry rapped on the door and Mr. Furman called out， “Come right in.”

Henry was just going to explain the boys’ errand when Benny said in a rush， “We boys want to work until school starts. We saw the ad in the paper. Is the job still open？”

“Yes， it is，” said Mr. Furman. “I’ve had trouble filling the job because it will only last from four to six weeks at the most. I need someone who can take the place of a salesperson when the regular worker goes on vacation.”

Benny looked at Henry and smiled. The job sounded just right for Henry.

Mr. Furman went on. “There will be a lot of variety， but it can be hard to change from one department to another. I think it just might be right for Henry， though.” He stopped and seemed to be thinking. “Yes， maybe you can do it， Henry. There will be some problems， I’m sure， but...”

When Mr. Furman did not say anything more， Henry said， “Well， Mr. Furman， I’d like to take the job. I only need to work until I go back to school. But it was really Benny’s idea to go job hunting. He’s the one who wants to be busy.”

Benny and Henry looked at Mr. Furman and waited.

There was a long pause. Mr. Furman said thoughtfully， “Benny is a little young to work here full time. I’m afraid I have no work you would take， Benny.”

“What do you mean？” asked Benny. “I’d take anything.”

Mr. Furman laughed and asked， “You wouldn’t want to be assistant delivery boy， would you？”

“Oh， yes， I would，” said Benny.

Benny and Henry both smiled at Mr. Furman.

“Then it’s settled，” said Mr. Furman. “Come back after lunch and we’ll handle the paperwork to get you hired. I’ll introduce you to some of the department managers and salespeople. You’ll be all set to start to work tomorrow morning.”

The Aldens， still smiling， left Mr. Furman’s office. Some of the people behind the counters called out hello to them. But one man carrying an electric fan scowled at the boys.

“Can you see  in the way？” he asked. “If you  buying something stand over there by the door， out of my path. This fan is heavy and my back hurts.”

Benny started to say something， then changed his mind. If he was going to work at Furman’s， he  talk back to the other workers. He’d have to learn how to get along with them. And Benny felt sure he could do that.

But Henry remembered Grandfather’s words about trouble at Furman’s and wondered.


Chapter　3　
 The Aldens Make An Enemy


It was just after lunch when the two Aldens met the man who had scowled at them earlier that day.

“This is Mr. Fogg，” Mr. Furman said. “Henry， you will be working with Mr. Fogg. He is the manager of the first floor. You can learn a lot from him.”

Henry said， “How do you do， Mr. Fogg？” And Benny said， “Hi.”

But there was no reply from Mr. Fogg.

Mr. Furman seemed not to notice. He went on， “Mr. Fogg is in charge of the small electrical appliances， such as steam irons and electric frypans. When we  need you behind a counter， Henry， you will help Mr. Fogg stock the first floor.”

“Stock the first floor？” asked Henry. He wanted to be sure he understood his job.

Mr. Furman said， “Yes， you will bring goods up from the basement. If Mrs. Lester wants boxes for jewelry， you will find them and take them up to her.”

Henry nodded.

Mr.Fogg frowned and leaned forward. “I just  approve of this at all，” he said. “These two boys have no experience. They will be more trouble to me than they are worth. I don’t need help like this.”

The Alden boys could not believe their ears.

Mr. Furman tried to laugh. “Oh， come on， Mr. Fogg， give them a chance！ I remember when you started your first day here. You had a lot to learn， too. When something wrong comes up， we can look into the matter. But I’m sure nothing will go wrong.”

Mr. Fogg still did not smile.

Benny looked away from Mr. Fogg. He saw counters filled with things to sell. There were shoppers coming and going.

Benny said， “It must be wonderful to own a big store like this， Mr. Furman.”

Mr. Furman glanced at Mr. Fogg and then shook his head. “I guess you boys don’t know that I have sold the store. It was too much for me to handle， and I had a good offer. Of course，  still called  Department Store. And so far there haven’t been any big changes.”

Mr. Fogg was looking more and more gloomy. He muttered， “I suppose the new owner won’t want me with my bad back. But I know the work.”

Henry looked at Mr. Furman and asked， “But  still in charge of the store， aren’t you？”

“I’m just the store manager for the new owner， M.D. Squires. So far， I haven’t met the new owner because he lives in New York. I’ve only met his lawyer. I’ll say this， though， Mr. Squires has a good head for business.”

“Oh？” Henry asked， wondering how this new owner could know about his store in Greenfield when he lived in New York.

“Yes， he’s done a lot for the store already. When some new product appears， Mr. Squires knows if our store should carry it. Sometimes I’ve wanted to get something， but Mr. Squires writes and tells me to wait. More than once， I’ve learned that the product  work well， or other stores in town couldn’t sell the item at all.”

“Mr. Squires must own other stores，” guessed Benny.

“That may be it，” said Mr. Furman. “It’s hard to explain. But I have never known Mr. Squires to be wrong.”

“I don’t think it’s so strange，” Mr. Fogg put in. “But no one listens to me.”

“The new owner must be a fine person to work for，” said Henry.

“Yes， indeed，” said Mr. Furman. “Still， it isn’t like the old days.” Then he turned away from Mr. Fogg and led the boys down to the store basement. A man was unpacking goods to go on the counters upstairs.

Benny said， “I thought I knew this store very well， but I’m surprised. I was never down here before.”

“You’ll do a lot of your work here，” Mr. Furman said. “There always something to get or to take somewhere. Mr. Fogg can keep you busy all by himself.”

Benny didn’t like to hear this， but he said， “I never thought I would deliver things to the Greenfield people. This will be fun.” Just then he saw Mr. Fogg on the stairs. His face was angry. Benny smiled， but Mr. Fogg did not return the smile. Instead， he turned to talk to the workman.

Mr. Furman led the boys up to the first floor again. Benny felt that Mr. Fogg was following them.

As they turned around a counter and headed toward the gift and glassware department， Benny heard Mr.  voice. He was speaking to someone Benny couldn’t see.

“I don’t know if those boys are good workers，” Mr. Fogg was grumbling. “I just know that they’re old man Alden’s grandchildren. It would be nice to have someone like that in your family to help you get a job. Just like that， with no trouble at all.”

Then Benny and Henry knew that they had an enemy. They had to pretend that they had not heard Mr. Fogg’s words. But they were sure that he had meant them to hear.

Well， Benny thought， Grandfather had not helped them get their jobs. They had done it on their own. He followed Henry and Mr. Furman to another part of the store. The boys and Mr. Furman went from one counter to another. Each department had interesting people to meet， and there was so much for sale.

Mr. Furman introduced the boys to the head cashier， Mrs. Lippmann. “Just call me Toni，” she said pleasantly. “Everyone calls me that.”

Toni worked in a place where she had a fine view of the front door. She kept an eye on everything that was going on.

“I’ll let Toni show you the rest of the store. Let me know if you need anything.” Mr. Furman waved as he went back to his office.

Toni introduced the boys to Mrs. Lester， who was in charge of jewelry and glassware.

“You mustn’t drop or lose anything here，” Mrs. Lester explained. “Everything is so expensive.” Then she showed the boys how much some small china figures and delicate teacups cost.

“I remember when Mr. Fogg began to work here，” Mrs. Lester said softly. “He dropped a small vase. It chipped and we had to sell it at a special price. Of course， that was a long time ago. He won’t tell you about that， though.”

Toni continued the tour. Benny and Henry went past the shiny toasters and coffeemakers in Mr.  department， but Mr. Fogg paid no attention to Toni or the Aldens.

There were counters where things for sewing were sold and counters where combs and hairpins were on display. And there were socks for men and stockings for women—there was so much to see on the first floor alone.

Upstairs there were clothing departments for men， women， and children.

Toni led the boys back to the basement for the end of their tour. She said， “Now you know most of the store and this will mean more to you. Benny， you will pick up your orders here. Sometimes you will go out with the regular delivery man. But we give special service to a lot of our customers. You may have to deliver small purchases by yourself.”

“That won’t be hard. I can use my bike，” said Benny.

Toni smiled. She showed the boys how the merchandise was arranged. There were aisles of boxes.

“Henry， the important thing for you to remember is that when you take stock upstairs， your list must match the list the department manager takes.”

“I’ll remember that. If the list says twelve boxes of candles， I’ll be sure there are twelve.”

“You won’t get in trouble that way，” Toni said. “But sometimes if a stockboy is in a hurry， he may think he has taken， say， six boxes of socks up to the boys’ department. But there are only five. We have to account for every box.”

“Thanks for warning me，” Henry said.

“And don’t leave things around，” Toni went on. “I hate to say it， but every store has trouble with people who take things.”

“You mean shoplifters？” Benny asked.

“Yes， even here in Greenfield. Of course， some people pick things up by mistake and just honestly forget to pay for them. A woman came in yesterday and paid for a box of notepaper she had taken by accident. She felt bad about it.”

“There’s a lot to think about in a store，” Benny said thoughtfully.

“Well， boys， that’s it，” Toni said. “Mr. Furman has some papers for you to fill out. Come in by nine-thirty tomorrow morning. The store opens a half hour later， but you’ll both have things to do.”

At dinnertime at home， Henry told his sisters and his grandfather what had happened.

“Why are you so quiet， Ben？” asked Violet.

“It’s just—just old man Fogg，” Benny exploded. “Everything is fine except for him.”

“Why， Benny， that doesn’t sound like you at all，” exclaimed Jessie.

“I can’t help it. That man is going to make it hard for Henry and me. For some reason he doesn’t like us， and he’s not keeping that a secret.”

Mr. Alden put down his coffee cup. “Well， Benny，” he began， “you and Henry must do the best work you can. That is all anyone can ask of you. You will meet many people in the store， and it is your job to be as pleasant as possible.”

“I try， but it  be easy，” Benny said. “Grandfather， Mr. Fogg didn’t even give us a chance. He said right away that we had our jobs because  Aldens.”

“I see，” said Grandfather. “I think you boys will learn a lot before your summer jobs are over.”


Chapter　4　
 A Mysterious Shopper


Benny and Henry wondered how the first day at work would go.

That question was still on their minds as they entered the store the next morning at half past nine.

Toni was already there， sorting her change for the day.

“This is a good beginning. You’re early. I’m glad to see you both，” she said. “You better head downstairs， Benny. And Henry， you will be working with Mrs. Lester in the glassware and china department until the end of the week.”

The boys started off. Mrs. Lester showed Henry how to make the sales reports. She told him a little about the different kinds of china and glass.

“We try to carry as many different pieces of glassware as we can， but sometimes a customer wants something we don’t have. Then we send a special order.” Mrs. Lester showed Henry where the special order forms were kept.

“Be sure to get an OK before you send out any orders，” Mrs. Lester warned. “Mr. Fogg watches that. And there’s one more thing，” she said with a smile， “I want you and your brother to call me Doris.”

Henry was just beginning to feel comfortable behind the counter when he noticed that suddenly the store was strangely quiet. Talking had stopped， and all the salespeople were looking in one direction.

Everyone was watching a little woman who had just entered the store.

Henry could not see anything unusual about the woman. She was far from stylish. Her hair was pulled back and pinned up in a bun. Her clothes were plain. They were not the kind that anyone would look at twice. She carried a worn handbag and a large， flowered shopping bag.

Henry couldn’t decide how old the woman was. He caught Toni’s eye. She came to his counter and said， “You must want to know who that is.”

Henry nodded.

“She comes in every day. Her name is Maggie Douglas. She’s always buying something. Sometimes two and three kinds of the same thing. Benny will be busy with her deliveries， I’m sure.”

Henry and Toni watched the little woman climb the stairs to the second floor.

In a few minutes one of the salespeople from upstairs came over to Toni. “I have another ‘Maggie story’ for you. Miss Douglas just came to my counter and said she needed a blouse， a white blouse. When I asked her what size she needed， she said the size didn’t matter. It only had to be a white blouse. Now，  that strange？”

Just then Mr. Fogg joined the group. He looked cross and asked， “That woman is in the store again， eh？”

The salesperson told him the story.

“You are foolish to sell a blouse to that woman，” said Mr. Fogg. “We’re going to have trouble with her sooner or later. I’m sure of it. Why didn’t she ask for a blouse in her size？ She’ll bring it back to the store tomorrow and say it doesn’t fit. Besides， all she has to do is walk into the store and all work stops.”

With that， all the workers quickly left the counter. Henry was alone with Mr. Fogg standing right before him.

“I’m a little lucky so far today，” said Mr. Fogg. “At least you haven’t broken any glassware yet.”

Henry couldn’t think of anything to say. Just at that moment two women came to the counter and Mr. Fogg walked away.

The first woman said， “I need a wedding present for my niece. I think a glass vase would make a nice present.”

Henry lifted down several vases. The woman chose a small， graceful vase with a flower design.

“This is the only one in stock. I’m not allowed to sell this sample，” Henry explained when he could not find another vase.

The woman looked unhappy， and Henry said， “I can order the vase for you and have it here in four days.”

He took the order form from under the counter. “It’s a beautiful vase，” he said.

“Yes， it is，” agreed the woman. “It’s just what I want. You order it， and I’ll be back early next week.”

When the two women had gone， Henry filled out the order form for the vase. He filled in every blank and read the order over twice. He could find no errors. Doris approved the form and turned it over to Mr. Fogg.

Henry reported his first day of work to the family that evening. “I hardly saw you at all， Ben，” he said. “What was your day like？”

Benny smiled. “I didn’t see Mr. Fogg for most of the day. But I did meet Miss Douglas.”

“What did you think of her？” asked Violet.

“I don’t know. She came down the stairs to the basement. She said that she was lost. But somehow I think that she wanted to look around. She said she was happy to meet me because  be delivering her purchases.”

Benny stopped talking for a moment and looked puzzled.

“What’s the matter？” asked Jessie.

“There was one strange thing about talking with Miss Douglas. She called me by my name， ‘Benny Alden.’ Now how did she know who I was？ We had never met before. Maybe I’ll find out tomorrow when I go to Woodland Path， that’s where Miss Douglas lives.”

“Some of the store people don’t like her，” said Henry. “One of them told me she’s fussy and hard to please. Others won’t wait on her if they can help it.”

“That Miss Douglas is a mystery，” said Jessie. “Who would think there’d be a mystery in a department store？”


Chapter　5　
 The Hidden House


It was Wednesday morning， and Benny was busy unpacking notebooks and writing paper. Mr. Fogg came over to him.

“I have a delivery for Miss Douglas. It’s a special order， and she’s in a hurry for it. You know where Woodland Path is， don’t you？ I don’t want you to waste time.”

Toni had given Benny directions. He started out on his bike， sure that he would have no trouble. But it seemed that Woodland Path was almost impossible to find.

Benny reached the woods quickly， but finding the Path was a different matter.

“This looks like a path，” Benny said out loud to himself. He took the box from his bike carrier. He left his bike out of sight， but close to the path. He started to push tree branches and blackberry vines away from his face.

Several times Benny thought he must be on the wrong path. How could a small woman like Miss Douglas come through such a tangle？

Just as he was thinking of turning back， he saw a house. It was not at all the kind of house he had expected to see. Could Miss Douglas live here？

Benny found that the path had taken him to the back door of the house. He followed a walk around to the front of the house. There he read the words “Woodland Path” carved on a small signboard hanging from a post. He saw a lane leading through the trees. The way he had come was probably a shortcut， Benny thought.

Benny went to the front door. He had to make his delivery and get back to the store. He knocked at the screen door. He could see inside because the front door itself was open. In fact， he couldn’t help seeing inside.

What he saw amazed him. The living room was square， with a soft green carpet. Sun shining through a window lighted gold-and-white wallpaper. How could Miss Douglas dress so plainly when she lived in such a beautiful place？

Benny knocked again. He stepped back because he felt someone was watching him from behind a curtain. But no one came to the door.

“This is strange，” thought Benny. Then he was surprised to see a boy come around the corner of the house.

“She isn’t home，” the boy said， as if he knew what Benny was thinking. “Nobody’s home. You can leave the package by the door. It’ll be safe. I’ll tell her you left it. You’re from Furman’s Department Store，  you？”

“Yes， but how did you know？” asked Benny. He felt taken by surprise， and he didn’t like it.

“Easy，” laughed the boy. “First， the box says ‘Furman’s’ in big letters. And second， she’s always getting things delivered here. Only the deliveryman usually comes down the lane.”

“I’ve got to get back，” Benny said， and looked at his watch. “I’m working. Thank you for helping me.”

“It’s OK，” the boy said. “Don’t worry about the box.” He sat down on the front step.

Benny walked around the house. When he was out of the boy’s sight， he ran down the path. As he picked up his bicycle he wondered if Toni knew what kind of house Miss Douglas had. And who was the boy？ Benny wished he knew.

By the time Benny got back to the store， it was almost half past eleven.

“I thought we were going to close without you，” said Toni. “The store is only open half a day on Wednesdays. That makes up for the evening hours we have.”

Benny said， “I had forgotten all about that.”

“Your sisters are here，” Toni told him. “I think they’re shopping until you and Henry can go. Mr. Fogg has something he wants you to do. You’d better see him right away.”

Violet was on the second floor of the department store， looking at blouses. She was trying to find a blouse to wear with her new skirt.

She took a blouse off the rack and put it back. She was looking at a peach-colored one when she heard someone say， “No， no， my child， that style won’t do！ And the color is all wrong.”

Violet turned around and faced a tiny woman. At first Violet wasn’t sure the woman was talking to her. But there was no one else in sight.

A salesclerk came over to help Violet. “This one should fit you， and it’s a good match for your skirt，” she said.

“No， don’t buy that blouse either，” said the small woman， who stepped between Violet and the salesclerk. “Not that blouse，” she repeated. “Look at those  blouse  last more than a few washings.”

Violet didn’t know what to say. She could now see that the blouse was not well made. But why should anyone stop her from buying a blouse？ And to look at this woman， no one would think she knew anything about clothes.

“Well， Miss Douglas， what should I get？” Violet asked， for by now she was sure who this was.

Maggie Douglas did not seem surprised that Violet knew her name. She just began talking， “You had the right idea in the first place. Get a pale lavender blouse to go with the darker lavender skirt. I’m surprised that Furman’s has been selling blouses that are so poor. I will have to talk to the manager about this.”

Just as suddenly as the woman had appeared， she was gone.

Violet looked at the salesclerk and they both laughed. Jessie heard the whole story when she joined her sister a few minutes later.

Jessie laughed， too. “I can see that the boys were telling the truth about Maggie Douglas.  go downstairs and get the steam iron. It will be a surprise for Mrs. McGregor when she comes back from vacation.”

Just as they reached the counter with the irons， Violet tugged  arm. “Look！  Miss Douglas. She’s the one talking to that man.”

The conversation grew louder. Miss Douglas was saying， “... but I want the Perfect toaster that does two slices， not this model that does four.”

“I’m sorry， it’s this or nothing，” said the man.

“You needn’t be rude with me， Mr. Fogg！ If you really wanted to make a sale，  show me the catalog. It has several kinds of two-slice toasters. But never mind. I’ll see if you’re in a better mood when I come to the store tomorrow.”

Jessie was going to ask about the steam irons when Benny came up the stairs with a package. “This is for your department， Mr. Fogg，” he said politely.

“No， Alden， you’ve made a mistake，” said Mr. Fogg impatiently. “These are skillets， but they’re not electric ones. I wouldn’t have thought anyone with your family name would make a mistake like that. Take the box to the end of the next aisle. You’ll see the right place.”

Benny didn’t say a word， but his cheeks were red.

The two sisters looked at each other.

A buzzer made a loud sound. The girls heard a nearby clerk say， “Ten minutes until closing time.”

“Let’s buy this iron，” said Violet， pointing to one on the counter.

“I’m not sure，” Jessie answered. “We’ll have to talk to Mr. Fogg.” She quickly ran to where Mr. Fogg was standing. She did not let his cross look stop her from asking， “Can you help us choose an iron？”

“No， young lady. It’s closing time. I have to close out my sales book， and you should be leaving the store.” And with that， Mr. Fogg walked away.

Jessie turned around helplessly and started to walk back toward Violet. Mr. Furman came up to her and asked， “Do you need some help？”

“I guess it is pretty late to be shopping， but I do want to get a new steam iron today，” Jessie explained.

“That’s no problem，” said Mr. Furman. “Here’s your brother Henry. I’ll send him down for a new iron that just came this morning. You’d do me a favor to test it.”

Benny was waiting near the front of the store.

Mr. Furman laughed. “It takes the whole Alden family to make a purchase.”

Jessie paid for the steam iron and the Aldens were on their way home.

“I must say your Mr. Fogg is difficult，” said Jessie. “But I can see that Miss Douglas is even more of a character. Things can’t be dull at the store.”

“That’s for sure，” said Benny. “I like the work. I never know what will happen next. Most of the people have been pleasant， even when I make mistakes. They know I haven’t worked at the store very long and  easy to forget things. But you know， I never knew there were any problems in a department store. I thought the manager just ordered things and the customers came in to buy them.”

Jessie nodded. “I guess you have to work at a job before you know how much there is to it.”

“You can see Mr. Fogg is always grumpy，” Benny added. “I’m not going to let him get me down， though. That might ruin my appetite， and it’s lunchtime.”

The other Aldens laughed. They knew that it would take much more than Mr. Fogg to stop Benny from being hungry.

While he ate lunch， Benny thought about Miss Douglas and her house in the woods and about the boy he had met. Were these all pieces in a puzzle？ Benny couldn’t make up his mind. He decided to keep his eyes and ears open， but nothing happened during the rest of the week—nothing except that Benny and Henry got their first pay envelopes.

“Now this makes it a real job，” Benny said with a smile.


Chapter　6　
 Who Wrote the Letters？
 　


Monday morning was almost gone before Henry remembered the order for the glass vase. He checked with Mrs. Lester.

“No， Henry， I haven’t seen any package，” Doris said. “You might ask the other clerks. Sometimes a package is taken to the wrong department.”

Henry checked with almost everyone in the store. No one had seen his order. There was no extra package of any kind to be found.

Doris could see that Henry was worried. “I think I’ll call the company and see if the order has been sent out，” she told him.

“Thank you， Doris. I’m certain the customer will be in. I promised she would have the vase today.”

Benny came by. “I’m going to get the mail for the departments，” he said. By now， handing out the mail was one of his regular jobs.

“See if you can find a glass vase for me，” Henry said.

Benny laughed and answered， “I’ll try.” But of course Mr. Furman gave Benny only letters， catalogs， and advertisements to deliver throughout the store.

Usually Benny did not stop to look through the mail before he began to give it out. But this time he glanced through the letters as he left Mr. Furman’s office.

Benny stared. To his surprise there was a letter addressed，“Benny Alden，care of  Department Store.”

Benny turned the envelope this way and that. It was an ordinary post office envelope with a printed stamp. Benny carefully tore open his letter. He found a sheet of blue writing paper. The written message was short. It said， 





Your work for Furman’s Store has been excellent. It is noticed and it is appreciated.





“What in the world？” thought Benny.

He was pleased， but he was more puzzled than pleased. Who could have sent him this？ He thought to himself， “It must be somebody who is in the store， because who else would know？ Mr. Furman？ Toni？ Doris？ This is a mystery！”

He thought of showing the letter to Toni， but suppose she had written it？ She might think Benny wasn’t very smart to ask her. So Benny carefully put the letter in his pocket. He passed out the mail as if nothing had happened.

He had just given a thick envelope to Mr. Fogg when someone said， “Hi， Benny！ Remember me？”

Benny turned around quickly. “Sure，” he said. “You were at Woodland Path when I took the package there.”

“Tha right，” said the boy. “I told the lady you brought it. You came through the woods， so I guess you rode your bike away.”

Benny was going to say， “You a good detective. How do you know my name？” when Mr. Fogg spoke.

“That enough standing around， Alden. Go down and help the man in the basement. See if he has those bowls for the electric mixers. I need them.”

“Yes， sir，” Benny said and hurried off. Some people said Mr. Fogg was hard to get along with because he had a painful back. If that was so， it still did not make Benny like to be bossed around.

Benny thought about the boy whose name he  know. And yet the boy knew Benny’s name. That was another puzzle. He felt as if the boy was teasing him. But there was no time to think about that.

Benny was so busy the rest of the day that he did not think about anything but work. He forgot about his mystery letter until dinnertime. Then he showed it to his grandfather.

“Well， Benny，” said Mr. Alden， “this is very good. I like to have my grandchildren appreciated. Who sent it？”

“I  any idea，” Benny replied. “No one signed it. I never saw writing like this before. But anyone could buy the envelope.”

Jessie said， “Let me see.” She took the letter and read it. “It’s nice writing and it looks strong， somehow. It could be either a man’s writing or a woman’s. I  tell.”

Violet looked at the letter， too. She laughed and said， “Now you have a small mystery， Benny. You should like that.”

“I have a mystery， too，” Henry said. “But not like Benny’s. I ordered a vase for a customer. It should have come by now， but it hasn’t.” Henry told the Aldens about the order.

“What did Mrs. Lester tell you about her phone call？” asked Jessie.

“She told me that the order had been sent.”

“How could the box get lost？” Violet asked.

“I asked Doris the same thing，” said Henry. “She said that it wasn’t hard. The store once lost a bass drum.” Everyone laughed.

“Did she order another vase？” asked Jessie.

“Yes， she did. It should get here in time for my customer. But I had to call the woman so that she wouldn’t make a trip to the store for nothing.”

“That was a thoughtful thing to do，” said Mr. Alden.

“Was it Miss Douglas who ordered the vase？” asked Violet.

“No， the woman’s name was Mrs. Allen，” Henry said. “She seemed satisfied that Furman’s was doing the best it could.”

“But you’re not satisfied， are you， Henry？” asked Grandfather. “What’s the matter？”

Henry took a long breath and said， “Grandfather， you don’t suppose that Mr. Fogg has anything to do with this？ He seems to want to make trouble for Ben and me. He keeps saying that Aldens shouldn’t make mistakes.”

“Don’t worry， Henry，” Mr. Alden said. “I’m sure the vase will turn up， and I doubt that Mr. Fogg has anything to do with it.”

The next day when Benny handed out the mail， he gave a letter to Doris. The envelope was exactly like the one Benny had received.

Doris said what Benny thought she would. “Who can be writing to me in care of the store？ Why  the letter sent to my house？”

“You’ll never know unless you open it，” Benny said， and he tried to sound mysterious.

Doris tore open her letter and took out a sheet of blue writing paper. She blushed.

Benny couldn’t help asking， “What’s the matter？”

“I can’t read this out loud. You read it，” she said. “Is this a joke or something？”

Benny read aloud， “You are the kind of salesperson who always keeps your customer’s likes and dislikes in mind. Good.”

“This is true，” said Benny. “But I wonder who is watching us. See—I got a letter， too.” And he pulled the blue notepaper out of his pocket.

This was beginning to be exciting， at least to Benny and Doris. They weren’t surprised when the next mail brought a letter for Toni. It read， 





You are a fine cashier. You’re never too busy to say ‘Thank  you count out the change.





Henry received a letter， too. It said， 





Do not feel upset about your work. You are thoughtful about your customers.





“Now this is too much！” exclaimed Benny. “Who would know something has been bothering you？  have to do some detective work and find out who is sending these notes.”

“I know one person who didn’t write this，” Henry said grimly. “Mr. Fogg！”

Some of the other workers also had notes. One person teased Benny by saying， “Are you doing this， Benny Alden？ Nothing like this ever happened before you came to work.”

Benny shook his head. “There was a letter for me， too，” he said. “I’m going to keep it in my locker. Then it will be handy to read after Mr. Fogg scolds me.”

“Well，” laughed the salesclerk， “you’re a smart boy. Maybe you wrote one to yourself just to fool everyone.”

“I want to be smart enough to find out who really sent these notes，” Benny answered.

“Let me know when you find out，” said the clerk. “I think it’s a big joke of some kind.”

But it was no joke when a note came for Mr. Fogg. Benny didn’t want to give the letter to him. He handed the envelope to Henry. Henry handed it to Toni. Toni handed the envelope to Doris.

“All right，” Mrs. Lester said. “I’ll take this to Mr. Fogg. But I wonder what nice thing the mystery writer can say about Mr. Fogg.”

Mr. Fogg grunted as he took the envelope from Doris. He opened it and frowned. He did not show the letter to anyone. He just crushed it in his hand and threw it toward the wastebasket. His toss missed. The crumpled ball of paper fell at Mrs. Lester’s feet.

“It’s nothing，” Mr. Fogg said， trying to sound as though he  care about the letter. “Someone around here is playing practical jokes.” He glared at Benny， who was standing near Henry’s counter. “And if I catch whoever is sending these crazy letters，  be trouble.” Mr. Fogg turned around to arrange the stock on his shelves.

Doris went to a corner out of Mr. Fogg’s sight. “He threw this away，” she told Benny and held up the letter Mr. Fogg had tossed away. “I just have to see what it says.”

She smoothed out the crumpled paper. “It says， ‘You hurt business.  needs more polite behavior from its first floor manager.’ ”

“There，” said Benny. “Justice at last.”

“But who writes these notes？” asked Mrs. Lester. “Who knows everyone so well？”

“I’m going to find out，” promised Benny. “Mr. Fogg wants to blame Henry and me. I’ll prove he’s wrong.”

The managers of some of the other departments began to walk past Benny and Doris. “Are you coming to Mr. Furman’s office？” someone asked her.

“Oh， I forgot about the meeting Mr. Furman called，” Doris said. “Henry is supposed to come， too. I’d better remind him. I’ll see you later， Benny.”

Henry felt out of place at the meeting， especially when Mr. Fogg said pointedly， “I don’t think a boy belongs here.”

Mr. Furman said， “I asked Mrs. Lester to bring Henry. I feel he is interested in the store. This is a good chance for him to see how we do business.”

Henry listened as the department managers talked. At last Mr. Furman turned to Henry and said， “Do you have anything to report？ Is everything all right？”

Henry blurted out， “I’m sorry about the double order for the expensive glass vase. I don’t know what happened. I’ve looked all over the store for the first one. It was supposed to be here， but no one has seen it.”

That was all Mr. Fogg needed. “See！” he exclaimed. “I told you that these Aldens are more trouble than they are worth.”

Mr. Furman surprised everyone by laughing. “I have two things to say. First， I have a story to tell you. This morning a woman came up the stairs to my office and knocked on my door. I asked her if she had a complaint to make. ‘No，’ she said. ‘I have a compliment to give.’ ”

Everyone at the meeting was listening to Mr. Furman. He continued， “Hardly anyone takes the time to praise our salespeople， so I was interested in what she had to say. She was helped by our new glassware clerk， Henry， and by our delivery boy， Benny. And Henry， here’s the second thing I have to say. I can make you feel better about that vase in a few minutes. Follow me.”

The meeting was over and Mr. Furman led the way down the stairs and to the glassware department. Henry and the others followed. Out of the corner of his eye， Henry saw Miss Douglas， but she was busy with one of the clerks.

“I’ll explain the mystery of the missing vase，” Mr. Furman said. “The other day I looked over the mail before Benny took it to the different departments. There was a special delivery package with a label that said ‘Glassware.’ I knew it had to go to Mrs. Lester， so I thought I’d deliver it myself. And I did， right to this spot.”

Henry， Doris， Mr. Fogg， the department heads—all trooped over to the place where Mr. Furman was standing.

On the floor under the counter， almost out of sight， was the missing package.

Even Mr. Fogg admitted， “I’ve been by here several times and I never saw that package. It’s in the shadows there. Anyone could miss it.”

“We all did，” said Henry. He picked up the box and began to unwrap it. “I’ll make a special display and try to sell this before the day is over.”

Henry then smiled at Mr. Furman and the people around him.

He even smiled at Mr. Fogg. But Mr. Fogg looked as cross as ever. And when Mr. Fogg saw Miss Douglas walking in his direction， his frown became a real scowl.


Chapter　7　
 A New Puzzle


One mystery was solved. Mr. Fogg had not had anything to do with the missing vase. But soon there was another mystery.

Benny came early the next morning， but Toni and Doris were already in the store. Sam， the night watchman， had let them in before he went home.

“Help me fold these dust covers， Benny，” Doris called. “I have to set up the jewelry display. We’re advertising our jewelry in the paper today. A lot of people should come in. It will be a busy day.”

Benny helped lift and fold the blue cloths used to cover the glass counters at night.

Doris began to set out boxes with rings and pins. Suddenly she said， “What’s this？”

She picked up a box she had found under the counter. It held lockets and silver chains. Each locket was filled with a pleasant flower perfume.

“Where did these come from？” she asked. “Toni， did you order them？ I must have a dozen of these lockets.”

Toni walked over to look at the lockets. She shook her head. “No， I didn’t order these. But I saw some advertised in a New York paper. Do you think they’ll sell in Greenfield？”

Doris said， “Perhaps Mr. Furman ordered them. The price tags are on the lockets. I’ll ask him as soon as I see him.”

But when Doris saw Mr. Furman he said， “No， I didn’t order them. I have no idea how they got here. Did you ask Mr. Fogg？”

Mr. Fogg only shook a finger at Doris and said gruffly， “How would I know where those lockets came from？ I’m just the first floor manager， that’s all. Who pays attention to me？”

“I’ve heard of shoplifting，” Toni told Doris. “But I have never heard of new merchandise just mysteriously appearing.”

Benny heard Toni say this because he had come to get an order from her to deliver. He asked， “Do you suppose someone came in the store after it was closed yesterday？”

Toni shook her head. “The watchman must have been here and the man who cleans after the store is closed. Mr. Furman and Mr. Fogg have keys. I suppose the new owner has one， too， but he’s in New York. I don’t think anyone else has a key.”

“If it wasn’t Mr. Furman or Mr. Fogg， who could it be？” asked Benny. But there was no answer.

Miss Douglas had come in， and everyone was watching her. She walked quickly toward the jewelry counter.

“I wonder if she’ll buy one of the mystery lockets，” Toni said to Benny.

But Miss Douglas asked Doris to show her the earrings. Some of the salespeople smiled at the idea of plain Maggie Douglas wearing earrings.

In a few minutes Miss Douglas went toward Mr. Fogg’s department. He turned away as if he hoped she would pass him by.

“Now what？” wondered Toni aloud to Benny. “You’d think she’d have a shopping list with her. She wouldn’t have to make so many trips.”

“I guess，” Benny said slowly， “that Maggie Douglas wants to be at Furman’s every day. I think she must be lonesome.”

“Benny， you’re quite a boy to think of that，” said Toni. “You may be right. Here， be sure to deliver this box right away. I promised an early delivery on it.”

Mr. Fogg called to Benny， “There is another order to deliver， too. I expect to see you back before lunchtime. Don’t just stand around talking.”

“See here， Mr. Fogg，” Maggie Douglas interrupted. “I want to look at coffeemakers today. What kinds do you have？”

No one else ever spoke to Mr. Fogg in such a sharp voice. Miss Douglas never let Mr. Fogg’s rudeness stop her.

Benny couldn’t wait to see what happened next. He had his deliveries to make. But he could guess that Mr. Fogg would pay as little attention as possible to Miss Douglas. He always expected trouble from her visits.

In the basement stockroom Benny picked up another delivery. It was one Miss Douglas had ordered. By now Benny knew the way to Woodland Path very well. If he hurried， he could make his morning deliveries and be back before noon.

At his first stop， Benny did not have to knock. “Well， I should think it was about time，” said a sharp voice from inside a screen door. “Furman’s Department Store always says it will deliver orders promptly.”

A woman with a pointed nose and a small mouth turned down at the corners faced Benny.

Benny smiled as pleasantly as he could. “We were glad to have your order. I hope it’s right，” he said as he gave her a small box.

“Well，” replied the woman， “why don’t you go back to the store？ Are you nosey？ Do you want to know what is in this box？”

Benny answered， “I thought I’d see if your order is right. If it isn’t， I can take it back now and save another trip.”

“Always thinking of yourself—save yourself some work，” the woman said. “You say that you deliver free any purchase within the city limits.”

“Yes， we do，” said Benny. He did not say that this house was just a short distance beyond the city limits. He thought the woman knew it very well.

The woman took the package and unwrapped it. She opened a little white box. There lay a beautiful pin made with pearls.

“I guess my granddaughter will like that，” she said. “It’s for her eighteenth birthday. She’ll have so many gifts she won’t even notice it.”

“Would you like to have me take it back to the store and put birthday paper and ribbon on it？” Benny asked. “We could put it in a stronger box and mail it for you.” He thought there had to be some way to please this customer.

“Well， now，” said the woman. “I never thought of that. Take the gift back and do just that.” At last she smiled. “I will say you are a good delivery boy.”

Benny took the box and said， “Please give me the name you want written on the gift card.”

The woman disappeared for a moment. She came back with the name. “Fill out the card just as I have it，” she said. “Send me a bill for whatever extra charge there may be.”

As Benny rode to make his next delivery he thought to himself， “People are so different. That customer was cross for no reason. It’s hard not to be cross right back. But I didn’t want to lose a customer for Furman’s.”

The next delivery was no trouble. Then Benny was on his way down the path through the woods to Miss  house. He knew from the box that Miss Douglas had ordered a bird feeder.

As Benny got ready to knock on the door he saw the boy he’d met before at Woodland Path.

“I thought you’d be along soon，” the boy said. “The bird feeder isn’t for Miss Maggie. It’s for her neighbor. Here’s the name and address， see？” He gave Benny a slip of blue paper with a name and address written on it.

Benny put the paper in his pocket， picked up the box with the bird feeder in it， and followed the boy. They soon came to a house almost hidden by trees.

“Here we are， Mrs. Fields，” the boy called. “Benny from the department store has the new bird feeder.”

When Mrs. Fields came to the door Benny asked in a surprised voice， “How are you going to set this up？ The picture on the box shows the bird feeder hung from ropes between the house and a tree.”

“I really don’t know，” said Mrs. Fields. “I love the wild birds here. A cat just broke my old feeder and scared the birds away. As you can see， I’ve had a bad sprain. That’s why my ankle is bandaged. I suppose the directions with the feeder will tell what to do with it.”

“They do，” said Benny. “But you need a ladder to put it up properly. The bird feeder has to hang from a rope between your window and a tree. You can pull the feeder to your window to fill it and then slide it out on the rope.”

Benny was so busy talking to Mrs. Fields that he did not notice that the boy was gone. Now he came from the garage， carrying a ladder.

“Come on， Ben，” the boy called. “Let’s put up the feeder for Mrs. Fields.”

“What kind boys you are，” exclaimed Mrs. Fields. “And how nice my neighbor asked you to put the feeder up for me. I wanted to see the birds because I can’t move around very much until my ankle is better.”

The boys almost had the feeder in place. But Mrs. Fields could not wait. She threw a handful of sunflower seeds into the driveway. Suddenly there was a flutter of wings， and the boys saw chickadees， blue jays， woodpeckers， and juncos.

“I guess they’re pretty happy to have a new feeder， too，” Benny said. “I’d like to stay and watch the birds. But I have to get back to work.”

As Benny started off， the boy called， “See you later， Benny.”

Benny felt good about the deliveries he had made. But after lunch Mr. Fogg called， “Alden， this is something for you to do. That Maggie Douglas called a few minutes ago. Why she wants another coffeemaker is beyond me. Go downstairs and see if we have a Brewrite coffeemaker in stock.”

“Yes， Mr. Fogg，” Benny said quickly.

“If you have one， just take it out to the woman. I  want to be bothered with this anymore this afternoon.” Then he put his hand on his back and said to himself， “What a pain！”

A few minutes later Benny went upstairs to see Mr. Fogg. “What is it now？” Mr. Fogg asked. “My back aches， and you make my head ache.”

“Well， Mr. Fogg，” Benny began. “We don’t have the Brewrite coffeemaker. The only one we have is the Peerless. At least that’s the one Miss Douglas  have yet.” Benny couldn’t help smiling because it did seem odd that she had at least four other coffeemakers already.

“This may be a funny matter to you， but it isn’t to me，” Mr. Fogg almost shouted. “My time is more important than that Miss Douglas seems to think it is. Even your time is more important， Alden. Box up one of the Peerless models and take it out to her. With any luck at all， she won’t notice the difference. Or if she does， it won’t be worth complaining about.”

“Don’t you think you should call and ask if she wants this one？” asked Benny.

“Just do as I say， Alden，” said Mr. Fogg. “I’m the manager， remember.”

“Yes， sir，” Benny answered and went downstairs. He found the coffeemaker and was soon headed for the revolving door at the front of the store.

Carrying the box， Benny tried to push the door. Someone else was pushing it， too. Benny heard a laugh， and he knew who it was. The boy who lived near Miss Douglas was laughing at him.

Benny stepped back. The other boy stepped back. Now Benny began to laugh， too.

Toni， who was watching， called， “You two look as if you are dancing.” She began to laugh.

By now the boys were caught in the door. Mr. Furman came by. He pushed the door just a little and Benny squeezed out. Soon the other boy stood beside him.

When Benny could stop laughing， he asked， “Did Miss Douglas want you to get this coffeemaker？”

The boy shook his head. “No， she asked me to give her that slip with Mrs. Fields’ name and address on it. You know， that’s the lady who has the new bird feeder. I don’t know why Miss Maggie wants that slip. Maybe it has something else written on it. I told her I had given it to you.”

Benny put down the box he was carrying. He felt in his pockets. It seemed unusual that Miss Douglas needed the slip of paper. But a lot of things were unusual about Miss Douglas， Benny thought.

He pulled out several papers he had folded together. He found the blue slip of paper. He unfolded it. As he looked at the writing he felt sure he had seen that kind of writing before. Where？

“That’s it！” the boy said. “Give it to me and I’ll return it. I have another errand to do.”

Benny put the box with the coffeemaker into the carrier on his bike. Why was the scrap of paper important？ He had not seen anything except Mrs. Fields’ name and address on it. He could not think of a reason， so he soon forgot the whole thing. Mr. Fogg would really complain if he did not hurry.

As he rode along， Benny remembered the mystery of the silver lockets. He’d have to ask Henry if anyone had solved that. Things were going on at Furman’s Department Store that Benny just couldn’t understand.


Chapter　8　
 Henry’s Adventure


On their way to work the next morning Benny and Henry talked about the mystery of the lockets.

Henry said， “No one could find out how the lockets got to the jewelry counter. At first it seemed as if someone was playing a joke.”

“I know，” said Benny. “It did seem funny.”

“The more Mr. Furman thought about it， the more it worried him，” Henry went on. “He called in a locksmith and had the front door lock changed yesterday afternoon. He has a new key， and he gave one to Mr. Fogg. He mailed one to the new owner in New York.”

The boys had just reported for work when Mr. Furman called Henry to his office.

“I have no one else I can ask，” he began. “I have a real problem. The man who comes to work at six  is sick and won’t be here. Sam does not start to work until midnight. I need someone to sweep the floor and empty the wastebaskets. I don’t have anyone to do the work.”

Henry smiled. “If you think I can do the work，  try. Just tell me what has to be done.”

“That’s fine， Henry. I hoped you would say that，” exclaimed Mr. Furman. “Some people won’t do that kind of work after they’ve been salespeople.”

As Mr. Furman finished speaking， there was a knock on the office door. “Come in，” he called.

Sam， the nightwatchman， stood in the doorway. “You wanted to talk to me？” he asked.

“Yes， Sam. Did everything go all right last night？”

“All quiet，” Sam said. “Not a bit of trouble.”

“Good，” said Mr. Furman. “Sam， tell me again about what happened the night before.  still trying to find out how those lockets got on the jewelry counter.”

“Don you mind staying alone all night？” Henry asked.

“No，” Sam said. “I’m used to it.  what happened the other night，” he continued， turning to Mr. Furman. “I was making my rounds on the first floor， the way I always do. It was about one  in the morning. I thought I heard a sound， like footsteps.”

“Yes？” said Mr. Furman. “Go on.”

“I listened. Everything was quiet. I flashed my light around to see if anything was going on.”

“And you didn’t see anything at all？”

“Well， no. Somebody must have been decorating the store windows. There was a dress dummy near the window by the front door. I hadn’t noticed it when I came in. But I could have missed seeing it then.”

Mr. Furman wrote a note on a pad on his desk. “Please go on，” he said to Sam.

“So everything seemed OK. I went down to the basement to check. I wasn’t down there long. I was coming up the stairs when I said to myself， ‘There’s got to be something wrong.’ I just had that feeling—something was wrong. Then I heard it. The front door clicked shut. It was soft， but I heard it. I ran over and looked out. ‘Stop！’ I yelled.”

“You saw something outside？” Henry asked.

“Naw. Not a soul. I looked both ways. Nothing.”

“Do you think perhaps you just thought you heard the door close？” Mr. Furman asked.

“I heard it. I’m sure of it，” Sam said. “I don’t make things up.”

“All right，” said Mr. Furman. “So that’s a clue we can work on. Did you look around the first floor again？”

“Sure. Everything was OK.” Suddenly Sam stopped. “Wait a minute！ Something kind of bothered me， though. Now I know what it was. You know that dress dummy I saw by the front window？ I don’t think I saw it again. It was gone. Come to think of it now，  sure it was missing. Now what do you think of that？”

“I don’t know what to think，” Mr. Furman said. “But we had the lock on the door changed yesterday afternoon. Did you see or hear anything before the store opened this morning？”

“Like I said before， everything was quiet last night，” Sam said， getting up to leave.

After the watchman had gone， Mr. Furman told Henry， “We did not want to alarm people yesterday. Someone was in the store. We’re sure of that. Toni checked out her cash register and I looked around quietly to see if anyone had been in my office.”

“Was anything missing？” Henry asked.

“Not that I could see. I asked Mr. Fogg to check on the cameras and radios. Those are sometimes stolen. Nothing had been taken. And everything was all right on the second floor.”

Henry could see that Mr. Furman was not satisfied. “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open while I work this evening，” he promised. “You can count on me.”

Mr. Furman smiled at that. “Yes， I am sure I can. Go home now and report back when the store is closing. I’ll just say you are absent today.”

Henry wondered about that， and Mr. Furman explained， “I have one idea. Somebody could hide in the store at the end of the day. When the store is empty， the person could come out and do what he wanted to do. Some big stores keep watch dogs to sniff around and catch people doing that.”

“Do you think it could be one of the store workers？” Henry asked. “It had to be somebody who knew the store well to put those price tags on the lockets.”

Mr. Furman shrugged his shoulders. “I know.  a puzzle.”

“How could anyone get out if the doors were locked？” Henry said. “Someone who hid in the store after working hours wouldn’t want to stay all night.”

“That part is no problem，” Mr. Furman said. “The doors can always be opened from the inside. It’s a fire safety rule. But you have to have a key to get in from the outside. Unless someone lets you in. But I trust Sam. He would not do that.”

Henry stood up. “I’ll come back ready to go to work. Will I see you before I begin？”

“Yes， report to me. I may have some special instructions for you.”

Henry went down to the basement stockroom and found Benny there. He told Benny about his special job. Then Henry went home， leaving by a back door.

Benny had a busy day. But for once he did not have a delivery to make for Miss Douglas. In fact， Miss Douglas did not come into the store at all that day. By the end of the afternoon the salespeople were wondering what had happened to her.

Benny was ready to leave when he saw Henry talking to Mr. Furman. He was wearing work clothes. Mr. Furman was showing him where the floor brushes and big trash bins were.

“Don worry about the second floor，” he told Henry. “I want you to spend your time on the first floor. You can turn on the lights while you’re sweeping. Check all the offices， washrooms， and the basement to be sure the building is empty. That’s important. If you see anything suspicious， phone me right away.”

“Not the police？” asked Henry.

“I don’t think we need the police，” Mr. Furman said. “No one has done anything wrong. That is what is so puzzling about this.”

The store was soon quiet. Henry checked the doors to be sure they were locked. He went up to the second floor to make sure it was empty. He switched on the lights. The dust covers on the counters made the store look different and spooky. He went back to the room where dresses and coats hung on long racks. He stooped down to make sure no one was there. Everything was all right.

Next， Henry went to the basement stockroom. Up and down the aisles of boxes he went. He stopped to listen. There was not a sound. He picked up the long floor brush and started upstairs.

He opened the door and stood still. Did he hear someone walking softly around？ Something fell and Henry jumped.

Carefully， quietly， step by step， Henry slipped through the door and stood in the shadow by the water fountain.

Someone tall was walking around with a limping step， back bent， lifting the dust covers on the counters and putting them back.

Henry had to decide what to do. Should he call out “Stop！” or go down to the basement and telephone Mr. Furman？ Perhaps Mr. Furman would not be at home yet. The store had not been closed long.

Henry took a step forward. Just at that moment the figure whirled around and faced him. Henry gasped.

It was Mr. Fogg！

For a second neither Henry nor Mr. Fogg spoke. Then Mr. Fogg exclaimed， “I knew it was you！ But nobody would listen to me. Now I can prove it！”

“Me！” Henry said. “What do you mean？ I’m doing my job， that’s all. What are you doing here？ I thought everyone had gone home.”

“You thought！” said Mr. Fogg angrily. “You’re so nice， so hard working， so polite！ I know what you are doing. Trying to get me into trouble， that’s all. Well， you can’t.”

By now Henry was angry， too. But he knew that he could not get anywhere by fighting Mr. Fogg.

“Wait，” Henry said. “How can I get you in trouble？ You’re the first floor manager. Mr. Furman trusts you and depends on you.”

“I know what you did，” Mr. Fogg exclaimed. “Sneaking around and putting those lockets out. That was your work. Oh， yes， it was. I wouldn’t be surprised if those lockets weren’t made by some company your grandfather owns. Aldens want to run everything.”

Henry shook his head. What could he say？ He was beginning to believe it was Mr. Fogg who had put the lockets on the jewelry counter—for the very purpose of getting Henry in trouble.

As quietly as he could， Henry said， “I think  some mistake. I never saw those lockets until Doris found them. Someone else put them there. It wasn’t my work. I thought maybe you put them there.”

“Me？” shouted Mr. Fogg. “Don’t be stupid.”

“Then why are you here after the store is closed？” asked Henry. “You have a key.”

“I here to catch someone like you sneaking around， that’s what.”

Talking with Mr. Fogg was getting Henry nowhere. “Shall I phone Mr. Furman and ask him to come back？” he asked. “We can settle this right away.”

Mr. Fogg shook his head. “Don’t try to fool me that way. I’m ready to leave. I’ll talk to Mr. Furman in the morning. If anything happens in the store tonight， then he will know who is to blame. Good night.”

Henry watched as the man strode with a limp to the door and let it slam loudly behind him.

Pushing the big brush over the floor and emptying the wastebaskets gave Henry time to think. Now that he had cooled off， he decided that Mr. Fogg probably had nothing to do with the lockets. It was too wild an idea to suppose he could get the Aldens in trouble that way. So， how had the lockets gotten into the store？

Henry finished sweeping. He looked around. Everything was in place. He turned off the lights， but kept his flashlight handy. Then he had an idea.

Henry ran upstairs. Mr. Furman had told him not to sweep the second floor.

He now switched on all the lights upstairs as if he was going to work there.

If anyone was watching the store from the outside， that person would think the first floor was empty.

Then Henry went back to the first floor， moving carefully and quietly in the darkness. He held his flashlight ready. Near the front door he sat down and waited.

Time passed. The store was very quiet. Outside on the sidewalk a few people stopped to look at the store windows. Cars went by in the warm summer night.

Henry looked at his watch. What a long evening！ He felt like giving up， but he didn’t. Someone might still try to open the front door.

At last it was eleven o’clock. By now there was almost no traffic and no one walked by. Henry wondered how Sam could spend night after night as watchman. It wasn’t the kind of work Henry would like to do all the time.

Henry was about to yawn when he heard something. Somebody was trying to push a key in the lock. Henry could hear it scrape. But the lock did not open. The door stayed closed.

After three times， whoever it was gave up. Henry counted to ten and then moved cautiously to the door. He looked out through the glass. Away down the street he saw a short figure getting into a car. He could not make out the license number. The car was soon driven off.

There was nothing Henry could do. In the morning he could tell Mr. Furman about what he had heard. He was sure of one thing. The figure had not belonged to Mr. Fogg. And anyway， Mr. Fogg had a new key and could have opened the door with no trouble.

When Sam came， Henry was glad to say good night. At home he found Benny still awake.

“Well？” asked Benny. “What happened？”

When he had heard Henry’s story Benny said， “It’s a real mystery. Yes， sir， a real mystery. And  find the answers. You’ll see.”


Chapter　9　
 Benny Has Ideas


Benny saw Henry and Mr. Fogg go into Mr.  office. He half expected to hear shouting and angry voices. There was nothing of the kind. Soon Mr. Fogg and Henry walked out together. Neither one looked angry or even upset. Benny couldn’t imagine what had gone on in Mr. Furman’s office.

Mr. Fogg called， “Here， Alden. Take this Brewrite coffeemaker to Miss Douglas. It seems you were right. She already has the Peerless.”

Benny could hardly believe his ears. Was Mr. Fogg for once saying that Benny was right？ What had happened to make Mr. Fogg behave so differently？ Maybe his back was better！

With the box holding the coffeemaker set safely in his bicycle carrier， Benny rode off to Woodland Path. He knocked at the door and had a new surprise. Miss Douglas herself answered and asked him to come in.

“Benny Alden，” she said， “you’ve been here many times， but we have always missed each other.”

“Yes， ma’am，” Benny said. He felt mixed-up. First Mr. Fogg had not acted as Benny had expected. And now Miss Douglas， too， seemed like a new and different person.

“This is a warm morning，” she said. “Would you like some fruit juice and cookies before you ride back？ Bring the coffeemaker and we’ll go into the kitchen.”

Benny stepped into a sunny kitchen with plants hanging in the windows. To see Miss Douglas in  Department Store， anyone would expect her kitchen to be dark and old-fashioned. Instead， everything was new and bright.

Benny put the coffeemaker down on the counter. There were four other coffeemakers already there.

Miss Douglas knew that Benny was curious. “Why do I need five different coffeemakers？ I’ll tell you. I have a hobby. I like to test new products. I keep a score for each item， then I know which is best.” She pointed to a sheet of paper， filled with strong， clear writing. “So far， the Peerless is the best of these coffeemakers. But the Brewrite could be better.”

Going to the refrigerator， she poured juice for Benny and offered him cookies.

“I really can’t stay，” Benny said. “Mr. Fogg  like to have me stop when I’m making deliveries.”

“Mr. Fogg！” laughed Miss Douglas. “He tries to act like an old bear. Sometimes he really makes you think that’s what he is.”

“Well， yes...” Benny said， not knowing just how to understand what Miss Douglas had said.

“I hear someone knocking，” she said. “Excuse me while I see who it is.”

Benny heard her exclaim， “Come in， Ted！ Benny is here now. He’s having something cool to drink.  such a hot morning already.”

Miss Douglas led a boy  size into the kitchen. “Hi！” the boy said， like an old friend.

“Do you two know each other？” asked Miss Douglas. “Benny Alden， this is my neighbor and good errand boy， Ted Evans. What have you there， Ted？ Did you get the box from the post office？”

“Here’s the box and some letters， too，” Ted said.

Benny could not see the address on the box， but the wrapping paper had the words “Newport Fine Jewelry” made into a design. And Benny noticed that the word “Forward” was written on a letter that looked as if it was from Furman’s Department Store.

“Do you have many deliveries today？” Ted asked Benny. “It’s too warm to do anything.”

“Just this one for Miss Douglas，” Benny answered. “I think I’ll work in the stockroom in the basement. Anyway， it’s cool in the store.”

“Well，” Ted said， “I’m going swimming at the park pool. Too bad you can’t come.”

The kitchen clock’s ticking reminded Benny that time was passing. He got up quickly and thanked Miss Douglas for the chance to rest.

“I’ll see you here again，” Miss Douglas said. “I understand you will be back in school soon. August is almost over.”

“I wish it weren’t，” Benny said. “I like to work in the store. But how did you know I just have a summer job？”

“Oh， I learn a little here and something else there，” Miss Douglas said. “It’s surprising how much you can learn if no one thinks you are paying attention.”

As Benny rode back to Furman’s， he thought about what Miss Douglas had said. He began to put some ideas together. At last he said， “It can’t be true. I have to be wrong.”

Back at the store， Benny reported to Mr. Fogg. He took the Peerless coffeemaker without saying anything. Then Benny went down to the basement， where he had a locker. It was such a hot morning that he had not worn even a sweater， so his locker was empty. Except for one thing. He had put the mystery letter， the one he had received when he began working， on the locker shelf.

Benny took the letter down and opened it. He looked thoughtfully at the writing and the blue paper. “I wish I could really compare this，” he said to himself. “I think I’m right， but I can’t be sure.”

Later in the morning， Doris needed more cups and saucers for her department. Benny carried them up to her.

“Are all those lockets sold？” he asked.

“Yes， every one. I’m ordering a dozen more.”

“Who makes them？” Benny asked. “Did you find them listed in a catalog？”

Doris laughed. “I suppose I could have. But the name of the maker was on the box. That’s how I found out where to order them.”

“Do you remember the name？”

“Oh， Newberry or Newport or Portland. I can’t remember right now. If you really want to know I can look it up.”

“It’s all right，” Benny said. “I was just curious.”

At lunchtime Benny and Henry took their sandwiches and ate them in the park. Benny looked around to make sure no one was near.

Then Benny said， “I have an idea about Maggie Douglas， but no one will believe it. I don’t think  Maggie Douglas at all.”

Henry didn’t say a word. He took a big bite out of his ham-and-cheese sandwich. Then he looked at his brother and winked slowly.

“What does that mean？” asked Benny.

“It means I think you are getting close to the mysteries we have had at the store.”

“What makes you think so？”

“I don’t know too much，” Henry said. “I just know a little piece. This morning when Mr. Fogg and I went in to talk to Mr. Furman， he was busy. He asked us to sit down while he finished a telephone call.”

“Yes？” said Benny. “What about that？”

“Mr. Furman kept saying， ‘All right， all right， yes， yes.’ Then he said， ‘I have her telephone number here.’”

“That’s all？” Benny asked. “I wonder what that was all about. It’s none of my business， I guess. But do you remember the telephone number？”

Henry laughed at Benny. He said， “It is none of your business， but you just want to know everything that is going on. It happens I do remember the telephone number because it was an easy one—222-1212. I’m sure I’ve seen it near a phone in the store.”

Benny thought about the number for a minute. Then he said， “I think I know whose number that is. But I’m not ready to tell you yet. Do you think the call was about ordering something？”

Henry smiled. “I don’t think so. It sounded more like a meeting. Something of that sort.”

Benny finished his sandwich and bit into an apple. He asked， “What did Mr. Furman say about Mr. Fogg being in the store yesterday after it was closed？”

“Mr. Furman listened to what we each had to say. Then he said， ‘I can’t tell you the whole story now. But I can say that I’m sure neither of you had anything to do with the lockets.’ Then he thanked Mr. Fogg for trying to solve the mystery of the lockets， and he thanked me for being watchful.”

“Did you tell Mr. Furman about hearing someone try to put a key in the front door lock？”

“Yes， later in the morning. I told Mr. Furman about the sounds at the door about eleven o’clock last night.”

“Wasn’t he upset by that？”

“No， he didn’t seem to be. He just said quietly， ‘I think there was some kind of mistake.’ Then he told me not to worry because， after all， nobody had come in.”

Benny dropped his apple core into his brown paper bag and looked around for a waste can in the park. He saw a car stopping for a traffic light.

Benny knew that car！ It was Grandfather . Grandfather was driving， but he did not see Benny. Mr. Alden was talking to someone seated beside him.

Benny would have called “Hi！” but the light changed and the car moved away.

There was enough time， though， for Benny to catch a glimpse of the other people in the car， a man and a woman. He was sure the man was Mr. Furman， and he thought the woman was Maggie Douglas. He could not be quite so sure about that.

“What can Miss Douglas， Mr. Furman， and Grandfather be doing？” Benny asked Henry. “Grandfather never said a word about meeting Miss Douglas. And he has heard us talk about her every day at dinnertime.”

Henry laughed. “Benny， you know very well  not the only one in the family who likes a little mystery. Grandfather doesn’t tell you about everyone he knows. I’ll make a guess. Now I think Mr. Furman’s telephone call this morning must have been from Grandfather. He was inviting Mr. Furman to have lunch. That’s interesting， isn’t it？”

“That telephone number Mr. Furman gave，” said Benny. “I’m sure it is Miss Douglas’s. I’ll tell you how I know. First， Mr. Fogg has it written down on a pad near the phone he uses. And second， it was the phone number in the want ad I answered before we came to Furman’s. Remember？ Now I know Ted Evans already had the job before I called.”

Henry stood up and stretched. Lunchtime was over.

More to himself than to Henry， Benny said， “Now I know how Miss Douglas knew my name and who my grandfather is. That puzzled me when I phoned about the want ad in the paper.”

Henry looked at his watch. “Time to get back，” he said. “You know， this is our last full week to work at Furman’s.”

“That’s right！” Benny exclaimed. “When I’m back in school I’ll miss working at the store. I’ll even miss Mr. Fogg.”


Chapter　10　
 Answers at Last


There was a bulletin board in the store near the lockers where people kept their coats. On Friday morning all the store workers were crowded in front of the bulletin board.

“What’s going on？” asked Benny.

Toni said， “Plenty！ Next Wednesday afternoon， when the store is closed， everyone is invited to a picnic lunch. You’ll never guess where.”

“Tell us，” Henry said. “We never get close enough to the bulletin board to read what’s there.”

Doris laughed and said， “At Miss Douglas’s house！ Can you imagine that？ Why would she do anything like that？”

“And we’re all invited，” said one of the salespersons who worked upstairs. “Everyone.”

“What do you suppose she’ll serve？” somebody else asked. “I’ll bet we go home hungry. But I want to go just to see what it’s all about.”

Even Mr. Fogg read the notice. When Toni asked him if he was going he said he was thinking about it if his back didn’t bother him too much.

Henry and Benny told the story of the picnic to Jessie and Violet at dinnertime.

“It just happens  already been invited，” Jessie said. “Grandfather and Violet and me—we’ve all been asked. We’ll be there， too.”

Benny turned to Grandfather and said， “Something is going on. And I just don’t understand it. I have an idea you know something about this.”

Grandfather looked at Benny and said with just a small smile. “I’m having lunch on Wednesday with some old friends. You remember I’ve known Mr. Furman for years. In fact， I remember when Mr. Furman’s father came to the store each day.”

“But what about Jessie and Violet？” Benny asked. He looked at his sisters. “I didn’t think you knew Miss Douglas that well.”

“We met Miss Douglas at Furman’s，” Jessie said.

“Yes， she helped me buy the blouse I like so much，” Violet added.

“There’s something else， too，” Jessie told her brothers. “Violet and I were at Woodland Path yesterday afternoon.”

“And you never told us？” Benny asked. “Jessie， that isn’t fair. You’ve heard us talk and talk about Miss Douglas and how she comes to Furman’s all the time.”

“Can’t we girls have a little mystery of our own？” asked Jessie. “You aren’t the only one who can uncover a mystery wherever you go， Benny.”

Then Violet looked at the boys’ faces and laughed. “I can’t be mean to you two，” she said. “You won’t be able to wait until Wednesday if we don’t explain some things.”

“We’re listening，” Henry said. “What’s been going on？”

Jessie said， “You know we’ve been working， too. At the park. You never even once came to swim while I was a life guard there. But it’s all right， I know you have been busy. I met some new kids， and one of them knew Benny. He told me how hard you work， Benny—you never have time to talk when you’re on the job.”

Benny said right away， “I know who that is！ It has to be Ted Evans. Right？”

“Right，” said Jessie. “Ted likes to know what’s going on. He’s curious， just like you， Benny. He walked around to see what was happening at the different classes in the park. He stopped to watch Violet’s painting class.”

“We were painting flowers，” Violet explained. “Anybody can take a class in the park， you know. There were some children painting and a few older people， too.”

“Did Ted want to take painting？” Benny asked. He couldn’t imagine that.

“No，” laughed Violet. “But he said he knew some ladies who might like to paint. And the next day， guess who came？ Miss Douglas and her neighbor， Mrs. Fields.”

“I remember Mrs. Fields，” Benny said. “Ted and I put up the bird feeder for her. She had sprained her ankle.”

“That’s why she said she wanted to try painting，” Violet said. “I was a little afraid to have the ladies in my class. I’m not that good a teacher. But Miss Douglas and Mrs. Fields were so nice that we all had a good time.”

“How did Miss Douglas act？” Benny asked. “Was she really pleasant to you？”

“Oh， yes，” Violet exclaimed. “She asked Jessie and me to come over to her house after we were through with our work at the park. We knew how to find Woodland Path because Benny had told us so much about getting there.”

Jessie said， “Miss Douglas is a lot different in her own home. She’s not at all like the woman who goes shopping at Furman’s. She told us she had just moved here. She likes Greenfield very much.”

“I remembered that Miss Douglas helped me buy my blouse，” Violet said. “I asked her how she had learned so much about clothing. She told us she likes to test different fabrics. She washes samples to see if the color runs. She dries them in the sun to see if the colors fade.”

Benny said， “Miss Douglas told me she’s been testing the different coffeemakers， too.”

While the others talked， Henry had been quiet. Now he asked， “But why is Maggie Douglas asking everyone to come to a picnic next Wednesday？ It seems like a lot of work just to be friendly.”

“You’ll have to wait and see，” was all Mr. Alden answered when Henry looked at him. And that ended the talk about Miss Douglas， at least for the day.

Benny and Henry were kept busy at the department store. There was a big back-to-school sale， and so Henry was working upstairs in the boys’ clothing department.

Benny carried up boxes of sweaters， T-shirts， and socks. He began to think every boy in town was going to have new clothes for school.

On the first floor Benny overheard Mr. Fogg talking to a customer. She had twin boys and wanted to buy them school outfits.

“Try to get Henry Alden to help you，” Mr. Fogg said. “He’s just working for us this month. But he tries to please his customers.”

“Well！” Benny thought to himself. “That  sound like Mr. Fogg at all. Maybe Miss Douglas is right. He growls like a bear， but he isn’t so bad when you get to know him.”

But Mr. Fogg sounded more like his old self when Benny asked， “Are you coming to the picnic？”

“What makes you ask？” Mr. Fogg answered gruffly. “Who cares if I come？ But I guess I’ll have to go.”

On Tuesday evening， Benny and Henry were talking together about working at the store. Benny was thinking about the picnic. “You know what？” he asked. “I think I know why the picnic is being given. I think the new owner wants to meet all the store people.”

“What makes you think that？” asked Henry. “The new owner is in New York. Why would the owner want to come to Greenfield to meet people？”

“The owner is supposed to be in New York，” Benny said. “Supposed to be. That’s the part to remember. But we’ll soon see.”

When the buzzer sounded for closing time at noon on Wednesday， everyone at Furman’s hurried. Soon the dust covers were in place over the counters. Toni closed out her cash register. Salespeople made sure their sales books were in order.

This was the last day of work for Henry and Benny. August was over. It made the boys feel good when some of their new friends said， “See you next summer. We hope you’ll be working with us again.”

“I hope so， too，” said Benny.

Most of the workers drove or rode with friends， but Benny and Henry rode their bikes to Woodland Path.

It was a beautiful summer afternoon. The first thing the guests saw on arriving was a long picnic table covered with a red-and-white paper cloth. There were paper plates stacked at one end. There were platters with sliced ham and roast beef. There was chicken， too， and cheese and salads. Baskets were filled with rolls and whole wheat bread. It was a feast！

Standing behind the table， ready to help her guests， was Miss Douglas. But she was not the Miss Douglas most of the store people knew. Her hair was fluffy and no longer done up in a tight bun. She wore a red shirt and a denim skirt. Her new earrings looked fine.

“Help yourselves， everyone，” she called out happily. “I’m so pleased you could all come！”

Jessie and Violet served iced tea and coffee. They ran back and forth to the house to get more platters of meat and fresh salads. Ted Evans passed the baskets of rolls.

Mr. Furman and Mr. Alden found a shady place to sit. Doris and Toni sat nearby.

“Is Mr. Fogg coming？” Doris asked.

“There he is now，” Toni said. “But  he bringing with him？”

Mr. Fogg looked around at the guests and the food set out on the picnic table. He frowned， then a smile slowly spread over his face. “I thought this was a picnic where every guest brings something，” he said， holding out his paper bag.

“Oh， no，” laughed Miss Douglas. “I’m giving this picnic. But if you brought something， that’s fine.” She opened the bag and took out a huge jar of pickles， the largest anyone had ever seen.

“They’re sweet pickles，” Mr. Fogg explained.

Miss Douglas laughed， and so did the others. Maybe Mr. Fogg wasn’t exactly sweet， but he was trying hard not to be the sour pickle he’d often been called behind his back.

People laughed and talked. Miss Douglas made everyone feel at home.

After cake and ice cream， Miss Douglas stood up. Someone rapped on a glass， and everyone became quiet.

“Friends，” she said， “you all know me as Maggie Douglas. Now it is time to tell you who I really am. ”

“Maggie Douglas Squires！” Benny exclaimed loud enough to be heard clearly. He clapped his hand over his mouth. He hadn’t meant to let anyone know he’d solved the mystery.

It  make any difference. Maggie Squires laughed and said， “Benny’s right， that’s who I am. I’m the new owner of Furman’s Department Store. I want all of you to know that I’m pleased with the way the store is run.”

Some of the guests turned red. They remembered that they had not wanted to wait on this woman. They had found her questions hard to answer and had been rude.

Mr. Furman came over and shook Miss Squires by the hand. He said， “Until a few days ago， I only knew the name of the owner who had bought  Department Store. It was M. D. Squires of New York City. Mr. Alden had assured me this was a reliable person who had a lot of experience. He told me the new owner would be fair and not make sudden changes. I was afraid that might happen if someone new took over the store.”

“Benny， how did you know who I was？” Miss Maggie Squires asked.

“I just put a lot of clues together，” Benny said. “Those notes about the kind of work people were doing， you wrote those， didn’t you？”

“Yes，” nodded Miss Squires.

“And the lockets—you put them on the jewelry counter.”

“Yes， but I really should not have done that，” she said and laughed. “I never dreamed it would cause so much trouble. And Henry nearly caught me when I tried to get in the store at night and couldn’t use my key because the lock had been changed.”

Sam， the night watchman， was staring at Miss Squires. “Then I did hear someone in the store，” he said. “I just had a feeling I wasn’t by myself.”

“I was sure you were going to catch me，” Miss Squires said. “There wasn’t time for me to get out of the store. I didn’t know what to do. I stood very still and tried my best to look like a store dummy. I was afraid I’d sneeze or something.”

“That was you？” Sam said. “Well， you fooled me！”

Mr. Fogg came up and shook Miss Squires by the hand. “You really do know all about merchandise，” he said. “Mr. Furman told us the new owner would know what would sell and what wouldn’t. And you really do.”

“Why， thank you，” said Miss Squires. “I moved to Greenfield a while ago， but I didn’t want to take over Furman’s Department Store suddenly. I wanted to learn to know Greenfield people and the workers in the store. It  easy to pretend I was cross， complaining， plain Miss Douglas. I want to thank Mr. Furman and all of you for being patient with me. Now we’ll all work together and have the best department store anywhere！”

Everyone clapped and one by one came up to greet Miss Squires.

“Benny and Henry， I hope you’ll work with us again，” Miss Squires said. “Maybe I’ll make Benny my store detective.”










 棚车少年·20闹鬼小屋之谜


目录


第一章 一封电报



第二章 双重庆祝



第三章 凯普与多多



第四章 奇怪的声响，神秘的光亮



第五章 鬼火



第六章 打碎的鸡蛋



第七章 猫鸟



第八章 木匠



第九章 风暴云



第十章 亨利的计划



第十一章 干草棚



第十二章 真正的财宝



第十三章 最后的惊喜



Chapter 1 The Telegram



Chapter 2 The Double Celebration



Chapter 3 Cap and Doodle



Chapter 4 Weird Noises， Strange Lights



Chapter 5 Will-o’-the-Wisp



Chapter 6 Scrambled Eggs



Chapter 7 The Cat Bird



Chapter 8 The Carpenter



Chapter 9 Storm Clouds



Chapter 10 Henry’s Plan



Chapter 11 The Hayloft



Chapter 12 The Real Treasure



Chapter 13 The Final Surprise




第一章
 　
 一封电报


The Telegram

棚车外的树林中，凉风习习。棚车内，奥登家的四个孩子正热火朝天地忙碌着。最后，十二岁的杰西站了起来。

“看，这才叫作干净呢。”她说着，朝着自己的哥哥、弟弟以及十岁的妹妹维莉笑了起来。

“而且还很整洁，”她的哥哥亨利说道，“还好你想到来打扫棚车。”亨利说完，转向了维莉。维莉在几个枕头上最后拍了拍。

“能在冒险回来以后，看到咱们的宝贝棚车亮闪闪齐整整，真是太好了。”班尼说道，“看啊，咱们干了这么久，望望都又热又累了。”

“望望真是个懒骨头。”杰西柔声道，“它什么都不做，就在那看着。”

“这就是它的工作啊。不过它一开始就很喜欢我们的棚车。”维莉说着，低头冲着望望笑了笑，“还记得咱们的爸妈死后，咱们是怎么来到这儿，发现它的吗？说起来，望望还真是咱们当中的一员呢。”

“那这次探险咱们为什么不能带它去呢？”班尼问道。

“拜托，班尼，”亨利轻轻地拍了拍弟弟，“有谁曾听说过小狗乘明轮船在密西西比河上游览观光呢？再说，望望从前也是留在家里，替爷爷看家的。”

“我知道，”班尼说着，点了点头，“不过我还是会想它的。”

孩子们走出棚车，伸了伸懒腰，沐浴在新英格兰凉爽的空气当中。“现在，咱们最好到爷爷的房子里去，收拾行李。”亨利说着，笑了起来，“咱们当初以为爷爷很凶，还故意逃走，躲了起来。我真不知道，咱们什么时候犯过比这还严重的错误。”

“那可能要数上课了。”班尼一本正经地说道。他如今已经六岁了，经常在想学校和上课的事情。

维莉笑了起来：“谁说上课是错误的呢？上课可以学到什么是对的，这才有意思呢！”

“爷爷说，他的朋友凯普·兰伯特已经做了几年的领航员，发生在密西西比河两岸的各色故事，他都知道。”杰西说道。

“而且我们要去参观的他的那栋长长的小屋，已经有一百年的历史了。”亨利补充道，“能待在那里才叫美呢。”

“凯普·兰伯特肯定是个很不错的人，”维莉说，“他还没见到咱们就邀请咱们去参观。我现在就喜欢上他了。”

“我喜欢乘着船，顺着河流，让船一直将我们送到他家里。”班尼说着，拔腿跑了起来，“咱们去收拾行李吧！”





第二天一早，爷爷看了看放在车后的四个颜色鲜艳的行李箱。“我真希望能跟你们一起去旅行。”爷爷说道，“但生意终归是要打理的。我敢说，你们一定会喜欢凯普的。”

“但愿他也会喜欢我们。”杰西轻声说道，“您不是说，他有个儿子吗？”

奥登爷爷点了点头：“他叫杰森，是一个非常不错的孩子，当然现在他已经成年了。不过他很小的时候，就跟他爸爸合不来，两个人已经多年没见了。”

“他们有什么合不来的呢？”杰西问道。

“凯普想让杰森成为一名医生或律师，但杰森只想像凯普一样，当个水手。”奥登爷爷答道，“杰森离开了家，去做他自己想做的事情，后来就一直没有回来过。”

班尼依偎着爷爷，说道：“我是永远都不会离开您的。”

“探险的时候除外。”亨利插了一句，咧嘴笑了起来。

“至少您能跟我们一起飞到圣路易斯，爷爷。”维莉说道，“到那以后，您马上就回家吗？”

奥登爷爷摇了摇头：“我要到南方去处理一些生意上的事。不过，我会打电话跟你们联系的。家里的话，麦格雷戈太太会照顾好望望，看好家的。我也会给她打电话。”





密西西比河离圣路易斯机场不远，坐出租车很快就到了。班尼拎着亮红色的行李箱，眼睛直勾勾地望着那艘巨大的明轮蒸汽船。

“这么多的旗帜啊？”维莉叫道，“听！还有音乐声！”

爷爷笑了起来：“能在美国境内最长的河流上庆祝独立日，还有比这更好的庆祝方式吗？”

“这也是世界上第四长的河流呢。”杰西补充了一句，笑道，“我事先查了资料的。”

此时，一群人正沿着带有装饰的舷梯向上登，船上的工作人员站在舷梯上方等待着。

“您能跟我们一起上船吗？”杰西向爷爷问道，“就待一会儿。”

“我会的。”爷爷说着，低头冲杰西笑道，“我要看看你们上船后的位置在哪，回头想你们的话，也安心些。”

十四岁的亨利觉得自己已经长大了，他主动把票递给了检票台旁的一位留着金发的船员。

“欢迎登船！”那人冲孩子们点了点头，然后转向了孩子们的爷爷。“也欢迎您登船，先生。船长助理说您一登船，他就要见您，他有消息要转达给您。”说完，他转过身，走到前面带路。孩子们和爷爷跟在后面。

快到办公室的时候，身穿制服的船长助理走了过来。“这封电报是给您的，”他说，“我得确保您在离开船前收到它。”

爷爷读起了电报，孩子们看着他的脸。当爷爷皱起眉头的时候，班尼把小手放在了亨利的手里。

爷爷抬起头，他用一只胳膊搂住了杰西的肩膀。“再次感谢您，”他对那名助理说，“我想找个僻静的地方，跟我的孩子们说一会儿话。”

“那就用我的办公室吧，”那人说，“反正我要到甲板上去。”

船长助理离开时带上了门。奥登爷爷看着围在他身边的孩子们，说道：“这个消息很让人失望，电报是凯普发过来的，我给你们读一读。”

“亲爱的朋友，停。”奥登爷爷读了起来，“我无法告诉你，在写这封信时我是多么的不开心。停。我真的非常希望你那些乖巧的孩子们能够过来。停。但我的脚踝受了伤，行动不方便，恐怕不能让他们过来了。停。祝好。凯普·兰伯特。”

“他为什么总想让您停下来呢？”班尼叫道，“我们可不想停，我们想到他那里去。”

爷爷轻笑了一声说：“这就是电报的书写方式啊！‘停’的意思就跟句号差不多。可怜的凯普！我知道，他一定非常不愿意取消你们的这次旅行。我敢说，他肯定同你们一样失望。”

“哦，是的。可是，爷爷，”杰西说道，“要是他行动不便的话，我们就更应该过去了啊。我们可以照顾他，帮他干活。还记得吗？维莉是个很好的护理员呢。而且我们还可以照顾他的饮食，这样他的脚踝就能好起来。您不是说，他一直都是独居生活吗？”

“除了他的宠物公鸡多多陪着他以外。”班尼插嘴说道。

“杰西说得对。”亨利说，“您的朋友可能不知道，在有事可做的时候，我们才是最高兴的。”

爷爷若有所思地听着孩子们的话。

“您想想，爷爷，”亨利说，“您的朋友并不认识我们，他以为我们需要他的照顾。不过事情正好相反，事实上我们可以照顾他。我们真的非常乐意那样做。”

奥登先生犹豫起来，脸上仍然挂着疑虑。“那样的话，当船到达汉尼拔时，他就不可能在那里接你们了。”爷爷说道，“没人会在那儿等你们，也不会有人把你们带到他家里去。他的小屋离镇上至少有三英里。”

“我们经历过比这更糟糕的事儿，”亨利提醒道，“还记得那次我们被暴风雪困在小屋里吗？当时商店离我们也有那么远呢。”

维莉拉过爷爷的手，抬头看了看他的脸。“我们最喜欢给其他人帮忙了，比做其他任何事情都要喜欢，这一点，您不是知道吗？”她问道，“如果他知道我们这样乐意帮忙的话，一定不会介意让我们过去的。”

奥登爷爷笑了笑，给了四个孩子一个大大的拥抱，说道：“你们赢了。凯普也是一样。我上岸后就给他打电话，告诉他你们要过去。我相信，你们一定会像往常一样，过得非常愉快的。”

几分钟后，孩子们站在甲板上，冲着身材高大、白发苍苍的爷爷挥手告别。爷爷站在岸上，也向他们回礼致意。


第二章　
 双重庆祝


The Double Celebration

男孩们赶在女孩们之前安置好了行李。“咱们可以去转转了吗？”班尼问道，兴奋得几乎上蹿下跳起来。

“你们先去好了，”维莉说道，“我们马上就收拾好了，咱们甲板上见。”

船舱很小，却十分整洁，每个船舱里放着两张双层床。维莉和杰西拿出打算在船上穿的衣服，挂在一个小小的金属衣柜里。收拾完后，她们去甲板上找亨利和班尼。

一名船员正沿着前方狭窄的楼梯向上爬。“请原谅，先生，”杰西说道，“您看到两个男孩朝这边来了吗？一个高，一个矮。”

那名船员瞥了一眼女孩们，很快就将头偏了过去，点了点头，女孩们并没看清他的长相。“奥登家的两个小子就在顶层甲板上，你们会找到他们的。”他冷冷地说道。

维莉一边跟着杰西爬上窄小的楼梯，一边回头看了一眼。“他怎么知道咱们姓什么？”她大声问道。

“亨利把票递给他的时候，他在名单上核对我们的名字来着，我看到了。”杰西说，“当时他还看了爷爷和我们一眼，眼神怪怪的。”

“这个杰先生，他已经是第二次表现得这么奇怪了。”维莉若有所思地说道。

杰西看了看消失在人群中的那个人，笑了起来：“你怎么变得神秘兮兮的。你怎么知道他的名字？什么第二次表现得很奇怪？”

维莉并没有理会杰西的调笑，她甚至连笑都没有笑。“他戴着一枚金色的胸针，上面刻着他的名字。”维莉说，“你没注意到吗？他甚至都不愿意正脸对着我们，好像不愿意让我们看到他的长相一样。”

杰西点了点头：“你说得对，他一点都不友好。”

她们爬上了楼梯尽头。两个男孩正倚着栏杆，望着横跨在河面上的一座大桥。

“咱们什么时候出发？”班尼询问道，“我想看看船的明轮转起来的样子。”

一名船员转过身，低头冲他笑了笑，告诉班尼：“咱们要先吃晚饭，然后等到天黑才行。”他问道：“你一定很喜欢看焰火，对吗？”

“哦，是的。”班尼说着，冲那名船员咧嘴笑了笑，“不过我不知道我更喜欢哪一个，是船上的晚餐，还是焰火。”

这是孩子们在船上的第一顿饭。食物摆在一张长长的桌子上，每个人都可以挑选自己喜欢的东西。看到满桌可口的食物后，维莉顿时睁大了眼睛。她在盘子里装满了西瓜和草莓，还有鸡肉、奶酪以及面包。班尼本打算每样东西都拿一点，但就在他的食物已经摞起了一层时，杰西劝他停了下来。

等孩子们再回到甲板上时，他们看到一位留着红胡子、戴着眼镜的男士正站在栏杆前。“到这儿来吧，”那人说着，朝旁边迈出一步，将紧靠着栏杆方便看焰火的位置让了出来，“到这来看吧，我比你们高，看得见。”

亨利道了谢，抬头看了看那座横跨河面的大桥。“这座大桥真气派。”他说。

那位男士点了点头。“它叫作伊兹桥，”他说，“建成于19世纪。”

杰西看了他一眼，笑道：“连这个都知道，您一定读过不少书吧？”

那位男士笑了笑，说道：“是的，但我的工作就是这个。我为报刊写文章，经常要找些有趣的东西来写。我叫保罗·爱德华兹。你们是奥登家的孩子们吧。我们会在一起用餐的，我在我那桌的餐桌名单上看到了你们的名字。”

“看哪！”班尼叫着，指了指岸上的城市。焰火在圣路易斯高大的建筑物上空炸裂，礼炮和彩弹纷纷从河的两岸蹿升到空中。

“真希望爷爷也能看到。”维莉悄声道。

班尼一直紧挨着亨利，直到最后一波焰火猛然爆裂，星星点点地布满了天空。船起航了。“我渴了，”班尼说着，声音里突然多了一丝难过，“我现在才发现，我忘了件很重要的东西。”

杰西笑着打开了她的包。“你说的，不会是这个吧？”她一边问，一边递给他一个粉红色的杯子。那是他们在棚车里生活时，班尼从垃圾堆里捡来的，他一直留着它。

班尼笑着用双手接过杯子。“谢谢你，杰西。”他轻声说着，语气又欢快了起来。

杰西抱了抱班尼，说：“咱们都去睡觉吧，明天也好精神些，你说好不好？”

“好吧，既然你都这么说了，”班尼说道，“但我还一点都不困呢。”他咧嘴笑了笑，一边说，一边打了个哈欠。





爱德华兹先生果然没有说错。他，还有几名非常友好的旅客都被分在了孩子们这一桌。大家一致认为，当天早晨的鲜肉和鸡蛋比以往的都要好吃。

孩子们在甲板上，看到一艘小拖轮正推着一艘装着木材的大驳船，从他们眼前经过，朝上游驶去。拖轮上的水手冲着孩子们呼喊着，挥舞着帽子。杰西低头往拖轮上看时，发现杰先生正站在下方的甲板上盯着他们。看到杰西朝他看，他立刻转身走开了。

“真是个怪人。”杰西对亨利悄声道。

“他有什么奇怪的？”亨利问道。

“那人是杰先生。不论我们在哪，总能看到他在盯着我们。”她说，“一旦发现我看到他，他立刻就走开了，就好像是在偷偷地监视我们，又不想让我们知道一样。”

“他从来不笑，”维莉补充道，“而且在整艘船上，只有他一个人对我们很不礼貌。”

亨利皱起了眉头。“这还真是奇怪。”他说，“下次见到他时，别忘了给我指一下。”





当晚日落以后，爱德华兹先生领着孩子们来到了船顶部水手们工作的瞭望台。“看到他们是怎么操纵那些由探照灯射到水面上的光柱了吗？”他问道。

“要是没有这些光柱会怎么样？”杰西问道。

“船会搁浅在沙洲里。”他说，“如果那样的话，船必须用人力推出来才行。在过去，一些匪徒经常潜伏在河岸两侧，伺机上船抢劫。”

班尼问道：“就像海盗一样？”他说，“我听说过海盗的事情。”

爱德华兹点了点头。“差不多吧。”他说，“前方的饿狼岛就是出了名的匪窝。坏人经常藏在那儿，袭击过往船只。”

“您的文章里提到这些了吗？”杰西问道。

爱德华兹先生点了点头：“我刚刚发表了一个关于五十万金币的故事，故事中说到这些金币埋在汉尼拔南部，就隐藏于山谷当中。”

“我们正是要去汉尼拔呢。”班尼说着，几乎从椅子上跳了起来。

爱德华兹先生笑了起来：“宝藏的故事似乎永远都讲不完，可是从来都没人找到过金币。”





孩子们有太多的风景要看，太多的事情要做，这一天很快就过去了。

自从杰西和维莉向亨利和班尼提了杰先生之后，亨利也不得不承认，这人似乎无处不在。

“就跟河面上的匪徒一样。”班尼说。

“这倒不至于。”亨利嘴上笑着，但心里仍然感到奇怪，为什么一个陌生人会一直监视他们，但好像又怕被他们认出来一样？

“在咱们上船之前，你们有谁曾经见过这个杰先生吗？”亨利问道。

“从来没见过。”孩子们摇头道。

还没等大家反应过来，船在密西西比河上的行程就结束了。汉尼拔码头上的水手们用缆绳将船拖向岸边。杰西叹了口气，说：“乘坐这艘船太有趣了，我可真不想就这样结束呀。”

孩子们与爱德华兹先生道了别，感谢他讲了那么多好听的故事，然后拎起行李箱，随着其他乘客走下船去。


第三章　
 凯普与多多


Cap and Doodle

下船以后，孩子们决定首先要做的事就是给凯普打电话。

班尼问道：“我们能不能找个地方坐着等？”他说：“我的腿走起路来感觉有些奇怪。”

“我的也是，”杰西说道，“这是坐船坐久了的缘故，很快就会好起来的。”

女孩们和班尼坐在一张长椅上，亨利朝着公用电话亭走去。三个人刚坐下没多久，亨利就回来了。“凯普的电话一直打不通。”他说着，皱起了眉头。

“哦，这可一点都不妙，”维莉说道，“受了伤的人是需要电话的。”

“这也就是说，爷爷的电话也没打通，更没能告诉他，我们在那艘船上，他肯定不知道我们要来。”亨利说道，“咱们贸然过去可不太好。”

“我敢说，见到我们以后，他一定会很高兴的。”班尼说道，“爷爷说过，他的家离这儿只有三英里，走过去也不算太远。”

“说得对，班尼。”杰西说道，“但别忘了，凯普受了伤，如果不知道咱们要来，他也就没有任何准备。我想，咱们应该买些吃的才好。”

班尼跳了起来。“这个主意好，”他说，“船上什么都好，可惜就是没有花生酱。”

“你的腿恢复了？”杰西问道。

班尼点点头，第一个朝食品杂货店跑去。孩子们挑选着自己喜欢吃的东西，店主在一旁饶有兴致地看着他们。孩子们选了些吃的和喝的：奶粉、可可茶、意大利面、番茄酱以及一些小吃——肉桂糖、棉花糖，当然，还有一大罐花生酱。店主结账时，亨利拿起一盏油灯看了看，闻到油灯散发着一股奇怪的味道。

“那是煤油灯，”店主说道，“在没有电的地方，用起来很方便。”他看了看孩子们买的一包又一包的食物，皱起了眉头。“你们不会就这样一直拎到凯普家去吧？”

“我们有四个人呢。”亨利提醒道。

“那也不行，”店主说，“我替你们找辆车，请司机顺路带你们过去。”

孩子们相互间对望了一眼，杰西冲店主笑了起来。“谢谢您，”她说，“不过我们喜欢走路。只是请您告诉我们，去猫头鹰峡谷该走哪条路。”

不一会儿，孩子们一手提着箱子，一手拎着装着食物的袋子上路了。亨利悄悄对大家说：“看看后面，是不是杰先生正在邮局门口监视咱们？”

杰西回头看了看，点了点头。“没错。”她说。

“在哪？”维莉问道。当她回过头去时，杰先生已经转入一条侧街消失了。

“不知道为什么，我不喜欢被别人监视的感觉。”班尼说。

“我们也都不喜欢，”杰西说道，“不过，咱们用不着担心，我们坐的那艘船今天下午会返回圣路易斯，杰先生也会跟着回去，或许以后咱们就都见不着他了。”

“不过我倒是喜欢神秘事件。”班尼坦言道。

通往凯普家的路几乎是一路下坡。路旁长满了高高的灌木和树丛，阳光都被遮蔽起来。途中经过一条小溪，溪旁立着一块标牌，上面写着“波索姆小溪”几个字。当他们看到前方有一栋狭长的小屋时，天色已经暗了下来。

“你们说，这是凯普的家吗？”杰西停住脚步，问道。低矮的木屋烟囱里正冒出一缕蓝色的青烟，高大的松树投下幽深的暗影，房子的门廊隐藏在黑暗之中。

“我没有听见猫头鹰叫，”班尼说着，放下了手提箱和买好的东西，“不过咱们还是停下来看看吧，我走累了。这里真阴森，也许那栋屋子里有鬼呢。”

杰西笑了起来：“班尼！你的想象力可真丰富啊！”

亨利开了大门，门廊里突然传出一阵尖叫声，一团红色的东西拍打着翅膀向他们冲了过来。那是一只颜色鲜艳的小公鸡。班尼兴奋地叫了一声，跑到了公鸡跟前。

“多多。”他叫着，蹲了下去，全然忘记了害怕。

公鸡停住了脚步，但翅膀仍然张开着。它竖起脑袋看了看班尼。这时，一个低沉的声音从门廊里传了过来。“给我回来，多多。你这只疯癫的小公鸡。外面到底怎么了？”

没等孩子们回答，班尼便朝着门廊跑了过去。“您一定就是凯普·兰伯特先生吧。”他连忙说道，“您是怎么受的伤呀？希望您现在好点了。”

“你在说什么？”一位老人躲在阴影里，仔细瞧了班尼一眼，“不管你是谁，请你离开这里。”

两个女孩对望了一眼，眼睛睁得老大。亨利走过去跟班尼站在一起，说道：“我们是奥登家的孩子。”

门廊里的老人坐在一把高背椅上，一条腿缠着绷带，搭在木凳上，旁边的墙壁上靠着一副受伤用的拐杖。阴暗的光线中，他显得十分苍老。老人帽子下露出了花白的头发，满脸卷曲的胡子已经变灰。“这么说，你们没有收到我的电报？真遗憾。”

“我们收到电报啦！可是，我们还是来了！”班尼说。

公鸡沿着小路走了回来，拍了拍翅膀，跳到了凯普的肩膀上，眼睛盯着孩子们。

“你肯定是班尼吧。”凯普说道，“你的爷爷告诉过我，说你很会说话呢。”

班尼点了点头，转身向凯普介绍亨利和两个姐姐。

“你们收到了电报，但还是赶过来了？”凯普冲孩子们一边点头致意，一边问道，“奥登这家伙到底在想些什么？”他皱起了眉头。

“是我们的主意，”杰西承认，“是我们说服了爷爷，他才同意我们过来的。”

“你们真该省省力气。”凯普粗声粗气地说道，“恐怕我还得把你们送回去。这里没人照顾你们，而且也不太安全。”

“但我们可以照顾您啊。”维莉说着，讲起了他们说服爷爷的经过。凯普听着，眉头仍然没有舒展开。

“说得有道理。”他最终承认道，“我的脚伤得很厉害，现在根本没法下地。就连我给邮差打电话，让他替我发电报，我都没有出过这间屋子。食槽里有足够的食物，够那些小鸡吃上一阵子了，鸡窝里的鸡蛋也可以等几天再捡。我那匹名叫水手的马儿喝的水是山上流下来的，也有足够的草料。菜园和果园里种的蔬菜瓜果就随它们去长吧。”

“养鸡的事情，我们很在行，”班尼说道，“喂马也行，我们在简姑婆的农场里学到了很多东西。”

凯普看了看孩子们，叹了口气，说道：“今晚没什么活可干，你们先把东西拿进来吧，明天我再想办法送你们回镇上去。估计你们也都饿了。”

“我随时都饿。”班尼说着，咧嘴笑了起来。

“吃的东西不用您操心，”杰西连忙说，“我们都喜欢做饭，还带了些晚餐过来。亨利和我可以负责做饭，班尼和维莉帮您做其他事情。”

杰西的计划十分奏效。就在凯普刚坐到炉边的摇椅上时，用来煮意大利面的水已经烧开，番茄酱也在黑色的老式木柴炉上咕嘟咕嘟地冒起泡来。维莉找了块红白相间的布铺在圆圆的橡木桌上，然后打算到外面去采些花，摆在桌子中间。当她来到林边采野菊花时，维莉听到一只小猫喵地叫了一声。维莉静静地站了一阵，四处看了看，却没有找到小猫的踪迹。

凯普嗅了嗅空气中食物的味道，冲着班尼眨了眨眼。“我现在跟你一样饿了，班尼，”他说，“我最近一直在吃冷饭冷菜，感觉身体都要生锈了。”

五个人团团围坐在桌旁，尽管小屋仍然需要好好打扫一番，他们吃饭的场景看起来却十分温馨。

“听说您受了伤，我们都很难过。”亨利说道，“跟我们讲讲是怎么回事吧。”

凯普和孩子们交起了朋友，说话时就没有那么粗声粗气了。吃了两盘热腾腾的意大利面后，他的脸色也好多了。但就在他张口解释时，他的语气中仍然掩饰不住担心，说道：“这事真是奇怪极了。我对附近的每一英寸土地都很熟悉，就算闭上眼睛我也知道得很清楚，菜园附近根本就没有深坑，我却偏偏跌在了一个坑里，扭伤了脚。我只能一瘸一拐地回到屋子里。第二天一早，脚踝已经肿得跟脑袋一样粗了，从那以后，我就一直待在屋里。”

“您确定骨头没有伤到吧？”维莉问道，担心地望着他。

凯普点了点头：“我的脚掌还能动，但就是脚踝扭伤太重，肿得厉害，走不动，所以我才叫邮递员给你们的爷爷发电报。”

“不能因为这个就不让我们来啊，”亨利说，“能够照顾您，帮您照看小屋，我们觉得很开心。”

“不仅是因为这个我不让你们来。”凯普说着，声音变得低沉而气愤起来，“这附近跟以前不一样了，可能是我跟别人离得越来越远，所以才会遇到一些诸如一夜之间地上冒出一个大坑来这种事。我真想不明白。”

“但您肯定有邻居啊！”杰西说。

“以前是有，”他说道，“但今年春天，我的邻居罗格·霍吉斯出车祸死了，只留下他的妻子和孩子住在山上。入夏以来，我就没见到过苏西和尼德。”他抬头看了看杰西，说道：“我真想念那两个孩子。苏西跟你差不多高，尼德刚刚满十岁。”

“跟我一样。”维莉说着，站起身来开始收拾桌子。但很快，她停了下来，看了一眼站在凯普椅背上的多多，“您养猫了吗？”她问道。

凯普抬头看了看维莉，摇了摇头：“这辈子从来没养过。为什么这么问？”

维莉笑了起来：“刚才我走到院子里的时候，我听到小猫在叫，却没有找到小猫，只看到一只鸟从灌木丛里飞了出来，那肯定不是鸟叫吧？”

凯普笑了起来：“我对鸟可不太熟悉，不过既然能发出猫叫声，那一定是只很奇怪的鸟。”


第四章　
 奇怪的声响，神秘的光亮


Weird Noises,Strange Lights

班尼喝光了粉红色杯子里的最后一口牛奶，把杯子递给了维莉。他皱起眉头，心里仍然在想着凯普受伤的事情。“如果把电话线接上，您就不会觉得跟别人疏远了。”他对凯普说道。

“电话线是我自己弄断的，”凯普生气地答道，“因为我总会接到一些奇怪的电话。先是响几声，等接起来后又没人说话，但我敢肯定那边有人，因为我能听到呼吸声。”

亨利和杰西对望了一眼。给凯普打电话，却一句话也不说，这会是谁呢？

“我不得不说，今晚有你们陪我真是太好了，”凯普继续说道，“但明天我会安排你们住到镇上的旅馆里去。在你们的爷爷来之前，那里比较安全。”

“但从前爷爷不在的时候，我们也经历过很多冒险啊。”班尼反驳道。

凯普点了点头，但眉头仍然皱在一起。

凯普不太会收拾屋子。虽然有电也有自来水，屋子里的陈设却非常简单。杰西好不容易才找到一个洗碗用的盆子和一个晾盘子的支架。当亨利走过来帮她和维莉时，她摇了摇头。“也许你该跟维莉到外面去看看。小鸡快要回窝了，但马儿也许需要检查一遍。”

凯普点了点头。“如果你们能去看看水手，那再好不过了，”他说，“他可能会很孤单，想要吃盘燕麦呢。”

等亨利和维莉从谷仓回来后，小小的厨房已经变得整洁光亮起来。“天啊，你们还真能干呢，”凯普说道，“所有的事情都做完了，现在睡觉还早。”他轻笑了一声，说道：“要不要做一大碗爆米花？咱们可以拿到门廊里去吃，顺便好好聊聊。”

班尼拍起了巴掌。“我爱爆米花！”他说。

“多多也喜欢。”凯普说道，“我的脚扭伤以后，就再也没有做过。它吃得很快，没等我把爆米花盛到盘子里，它就已经吃完了。我来告诉你材料在哪，然后咱们把这个小无赖赶出去，做好以后再让它进来。”

孩子们还从来没有见过干玉米穗。杰西将玉米穗的叶子剥去，亨利把一口沉重的平底锅放在了炉子上。几分钟后，玉米粒开始在锅盖底下爆裂起来。亨利晃了晃锅，防止玉米粒被烧焦。

“我还从来没吃过这么好吃的爆米花呢。”大家坐在黑漆漆的门廊里时，维莉说道，“这么好的玉米棒是从哪弄来的？”

凯普温和地笑了起来：“就是我的菜园里长出来的。”

“我也喜欢种菜呢。”杰西说，“我明天去看看要不要除草。”

蟋蟀在暗处唱起了歌，凯普给孩子们讲起了自己当领航员的故事。孩子们提到了在船上碰到的朋友——爱德华兹先生。凯普点了点头。“大河两岸总有说不完的故事，足够作家一直写下去了。”他说道，“我好像听过这个人的名字。”

杰西坐在台阶上，班尼则靠在她身上睡着了，手里的碗滑了下来，剩下的几颗爆米花撒落在地上。

凯普笑道：“多多肯定已经睡熟了，否则它早就把地上的爆米花吃光了。咱们也进屋吧。今晚真不错，谁承想你们这些孩子竟然这么能干。”

多多伏在凯普的肩膀上，头埋在翅膀底下。

“多多睡在哪？”维莉问道。

凯普看起来有些尴尬。“我把它的笼子放在我的房间里了。受伤以后，我就一直把它放在那。大门关上以后，狐狸倒是进不了鸡窝，但老鹰有可能飞进来，我担心它被叼走。如果我把鸡窝盖住的话，他在我起床之前都不会打鸣。”

凯普的小屋很舒适。客厅里有座大壁炉，卧室和厨房占据了房子的大部分空间。孩子们睡在屋后的阳台隔间里。杰西和维莉睡在一张很窄但很舒服的床上，亨利和班尼睡另外一张。

孩子们各自爬上床时，维莉问杰西：“你说，他会让我们留下来吗？”

杰西轻声笑了起来：“咱们只要处处帮着他，让他离不开咱们就行。咱们比比谁做的事情最多。”

“也比一比谁能解开这儿的谜团。”班尼说道，“你们知道，大坑是不会自己出现的。”

“说得对。”亨利说道，“咱们本来盼望着会有一件神秘事件，现在却有了一大堆。如果没人拨打的话，电话是不会自己响起来，并且传出呼吸声的。”

“但问题是谁会做这种事呢？”杰西问道。

“这样做又是为了什么呢？”维莉补充道，“如果想要帮助凯普，咱们必须找到很多答案才行。”维莉把头埋进了枕头，“所以，我需要睡个好觉。”

关灯后，杰西和其他孩子一样，很快进入了梦乡。半夜里，一阵奇怪的声响惊醒了她。她坐起身，心里有些害怕起来。维莉动了动，模模糊糊地说了两句梦话，两个男孩依然没有醒来。

杰西将被子披在肩上，走到窗前，朝树林里看了看。远处是参差不齐的暗影，谷仓变成了一大片阴影。杰西听着黑夜里的各种声音：虫鸣声，蛙叫声……但把她惊醒的声音有些不同，与其说是鸟叫，更不如说是一阵呼哨声。她从来没有听见过这种鸟叫声。

正在她猜想那可能是什么声音时，杰西看到一簇亮光在树林里越走越远。会不会是有人拿着电筒在那？那簇亮光有些微弱，走出几码之后，变得模糊起来，但高度一直没变。杰西悄悄走到亨利身边碰了碰他。亨利醒了过来，低声道：“怎么了？”

杰西做了个噤声的手势，朝着树林的方向指了指。亨利坐起身，朝窗外看了看。很快，那簇亮光出现了。他一把抓住杰西的胳膊，低声问道：“那是什么？”

“我不知道。”杰西说道。最后，那簇亮光消失在了谷仓后。

“真奇怪，”亨利悄声道，“要不是有人拿着，那簇亮光怎么会那样移动？”

“所以才可怕啊，”杰西说道，“大晚上，不会有人在那的。”

“也许凯普知道那是什么。”亨利想了想说。

杰西摇了摇头：“我觉得，这件事，咱们一句都不能提。他已经非常紧张了。还记得在解释自己受伤的原因时——在提到那个凭空出现的深坑时，他的脸上是什么表情吗？还有那些奇怪的电话。如果让他知道还有更多古怪的事情，他肯定会让咱们住到镇上去。”

“也许你说得对。”亨利表示同意，“咱们明早一起到那去看看，肯定能找到些线索。”


第五章　
 鬼火


Will-o’-the-Wisp

杰西再次醒来时，听到了各种各样的声音。马棚里传来了马儿的嘶鸣声和亨利的说话声。她还听到了院子里的鸡叫声，以及一阵阵像猫那样喵喵叫的声音。维莉正在厨房里接水，准备给凯普煮咖啡。

“这个主意不错，”杰西对维莉说，“凯普可能就跟爷爷一样，早上一起来就要喝咖啡。对了，我也听见了小猫的叫声。”

“咱们可以继续找找，看看它在哪。”维莉说。

杰西点了点头：“咱们做什么吃？”

“我在冰箱里找到一根火腿骨，”维莉答道，“我已经从上面剔了一碗肉出来。如果外面的鸡蛋还在的话，我就可以做吐司果酱煎蛋卷了。”

“太好了！”杰西说道，“门廊上挂着一只篮子，我可以拿着它去捡鸡蛋。”

杰西在每个鸡窝里都发现了鸡蛋，一共是十四个。亨利从谷仓里走出来，帮她开了后门，杰西提着鸡蛋进了屋。

煎锅里火腿肉发出的嗞嗞声和浓浓的咖啡香将凯普从他的房间里引了出来。他拄着拐杖，多多站在他的左肩上。“我还从来没有闻到过像今早这么好闻的味道呢。”他说着，看了一眼火腿，然后坐了下去，“那根骨头上真的有这么多肉？”

“那当然，”维莉向凯里笑着说道，“还剩下一些，足够煮汤了。”说着，她在碗里打了六个鸡蛋，用叉子搅了搅，然后倒在了锅里的煎肉上。

“要是苏西和小尼德能跟你们一样能干就好了，”凯普说，“不过他们至少还有妈妈。”

“他们不来看您吗？”班尼问道。

“这几个月没有，”凯普说，“肯定到爷爷家去了。我真是有些想他们了。”

煎蛋卷已经被分成了几份，吃到一半时，班尼抬起头来看了看凯普。“昨晚我看到树林里有簇奇怪的亮光。那到底是什么？”他问道。

“是萤火虫吗？”凯普问道。

杰西和亨利相互对望了一眼。他们本打算瞒着凯普，不告诉他关于奇怪的亮光这件事来着。

“但那簇亮光没有像萤火虫一样飞来飞去，只是一会儿亮一会儿暗。”班尼说。

凯普的脸色暗了下来，声音也变得有些不确定了。“有种东西叫作鬼火，”他说，“常在沼泽地带出现，总是忽明忽暗的。”

“鬼火！”维莉叫道，“这个名字我喜欢。”

凯普摇了摇头，看起来有些焦躁，说道：“既然你们看到了那簇奇怪的亮光，天黑以后就不要走出这栋房子，听到了吗？”

孩子们点了点头，继续吃起了早餐。杰西看懂了亨利的眼神——只要提到奇怪的事情，凯普就会变得焦虑。遗憾的是，班尼昨晚也看到了那簇亮光。他们必须尽快解开这些谜团，好让这位老人安心。

洗完早餐盘以后，四个孩子对凯普说，他们想到他的小农场里去看看。菜园就在谷仓后面，菜园的另一侧是果园。孩子们在谷仓周围溜达着，突然，亨利叫了起来，“快来看啊！我想让你们看点东西。”

杰西和维莉连忙跑了过去。“昨晚看到的亮光是不是就在这里？”他问道。

“看起来没有什么不对的啊。”杰西说着，四处看了看，寻找着班尼的身影，因为他也看到了那簇亮光。

“班尼到哪去了？”亨利问道。

“刚才在菜园里的时候还跟我们在一起呢。”维莉说着，回头看了看。杰西叫了几声，但没听到班尼回应。三人一起朝树林跑去，嘴里不停地喊着他的名字。

突然，班尼的小圆脸从一棵枝叶浓密的橡树上探了出来。“我在这儿呢，”他高兴地喊道，“我找到了一间松鼠住的小房子。”

亨利走到树下，抬头往上看了看，说：“松鼠是不会建房子的，班尼，它们只会搭窝，你到底在哪？我看不见你。”

“就在这儿。你自己过来看。”班尼叫道，“这房子里有很多干果壳，好像是松鼠留下的，还有很多垃圾。”突然，他说道，“哦，还有一辆玩具消防车。”

维莉皱了皱眉。亨利说得对，松鼠住在窝里而不是住在房子里，更不会有玩具消防车。“我也想看看。”她对班尼叫道。

亨利早就已经爬上树去，不见了踪影。“小心点。”他朝着树下的两个妹妹喊道，“这树上有间树屋，但木头已经老化腐烂了。”

很快，孩子们全都挤进了那间小房子。房子斜斜的屋顶上被掏了几个洞来做窗口。“很不错吧？”班尼问道，“看啊！”

他拿起一辆小小的金属消防车。它只有三个轮子，上面的红漆多已脱落。维莉手里摆弄着消防车，说道：“我敢说，这间树屋一定属于凯普的儿子——杰森。这肯定是他的玩具消防车。凯普肯定很爱他的儿子，把这里变成了一间游戏室。他现在肯定还十分想念他。”

“但他从来都没有提起过他。”杰西说。

“也许凯普想起他来就会难过。”亨利说。

“我能拿这辆玩具消防车玩一会儿吗？”班尼问道，手里紧紧地拿着那个玩具。

亨利看了看两个妹妹。维莉说道：“只要不让凯普看到就行，否则他会想起他的儿子，会更难过的。”

“我可以在这上面一直待下去，”班尼说，“我喜欢这儿。”

“你的想法的确很好，”亨利表示赞同，“但如果咱们离开得太久，凯普会担心的。”

“刚才在谷仓时，你想让我们看什么？”杰西问亨利，“你找到线索了？”

“也不算是什么线索。”他说着，领着大家来到了谷仓的一侧，“我只是想让你们看点东西。这就是我们看到那簇亮光的地方，对吗？”

杰西和班尼点了点头。亨利让大家踏一踏脚下的土地。“哎呀，这里干燥得就像一根老骨头一样。”杰西说。

“所以，咱们看到的肯定不是凯普说的鬼火。因为鬼火只在潮湿的沼泽地上才有。”亨利提醒大家，“我们看到的忽明忽暗的光亮，一定是别的什么东西。”

“你说得对。”杰西说道，“我和维莉也在菜园里发现了一些东西，让人怎么也想不通。凯普说自从受伤后，他就一直没有到菜园里去过。”

“但菜园里的一切都收拾得很规整，”维莉补充道，“豌豆和西红柿看起来好像天天都有人在摘。胡萝卜也经常有人来拔，就连菠菜似乎也有人在照看，没有发现老得要结籽的菠菜。”

孩子们相互看了看。“松鼠和负鼠吃蔬菜吗？”班尼问道。

“是的，”亨利说道，“但它们只能用嘴大块地咬，只有人才能把萝卜和菠菜拔出来。”

“但会是谁呢？”杰西问道，“这附近没有人啊，连所房子都没有。”

亨利摇了摇头，说道：“咱们越是想要找答案，发现的问题就越多。为了不让凯普担心，咱们还是不要把这些事情告诉他。你们说怎么样？”

班尼点了点头：“如果他一着急，拄着拐杖到处走的话，他的脚就永远也好不了了。”





维莉用火腿骨和蔬菜做了些汤。汤的味道闻起来非常好，大家早就等不及要喝了。两个男孩做了爆米花，大家一起走到外面的门廊里去吃。

当晚睡觉前，孩子们又偷偷地嘀咕了一阵。“要是再不跟爷爷联系，我一天也待不下去了，”杰西说道，“听不到我们的消息，他也会着急的，说不准还会考虑把咱们接回去呢。”

“哦，希望他不会！”维莉叫道，“凯普真的很需要我们。在解开谜团之前，咱们不能离开。”

趴在床上的班尼说道：“咱们给家里打个电话，告诉麦格雷戈太太就行。爷爷会经常跟她联系的。别忘了问问望望怎么样了。”

杰西咧嘴笑了起来。班尼总能想出好计划。虽然望望是属于杰西的，但她并不介意班尼把小狗看作是他自己的。

亨利问道：“我去给爷爷打电话。你们谁想跟我走到镇上去？”他说：“我还要去买些其他东西。”

“我想去。”维莉说道，“我们还剩了很多汤，足够明天中午吃了，我们可以赶回来准备晚饭。”

“走之前看看还有没有花生酱。”班尼睡意蒙眬地说道。


第六章　
 打碎的鸡蛋


Scrambled Eggs

维莉刚好在破晓之前醒来。她悄悄地穿好衣服，心里琢磨着早餐吃些什么好。她决定做些法式吐司，上面抹些蜂蜜。

维莉取下装鸡蛋的篮子，希望太阳能快点升起来。谁知刚一往外走，几件事情便接踵而来。先是小鸡们开始咯咯叫，然后是一只她从来没有见过的小狗从她身边飞奔而过。维莉望着狗的身影，倒吸了一口凉气。有那么一小会儿，她想跑回屋里去，等天亮了再出来。不过这样做很愚蠢。她从来都不怕黑，一只长着毛茸茸尾巴的红色小狗又能给她带来什么伤害呢？

周围什么也看不见，维莉只好把手伸进暖烘烘的鸡窝，摸索着里面的鸡蛋。所有的鸡窝她都掏了，一共捡到八个鸡蛋。维莉站在那里，一动也不动，皱起了眉头。

真是奇怪，杰西前天找到了十四个鸡蛋，如果母鸡每天下八个的话，杰西找到的鸡蛋应该超过十四个才对。可在她们来这里之前的那些鸡蛋去哪儿了？凯普说过，自从他受伤以来，就一直没有捡过鸡蛋。

维莉摇了摇头。这真是个奇怪的地方！他们还从没解过这种谜团呢。这些奇怪的事情之间似乎也没有任何联系。

维莉刚想离开鸡窝，突然，一阵低沉而怪异的呼哨声响了起来，一阵冰冷的寒意袭上了她的后背。那阵尖细的声音离得很近，吓得维莉连大气都不敢喘一口。难道这就是杰西听到的那个声音？维莉平生第一次感到了害怕！那声音还没完全消失，灌木丛里便传来一阵猛力蹿动的声音，听起来像是野兽——很大的野兽。维莉顿时吓得一动也不敢动了。

她深深地吸了口气，走到了暗处，刚好看到有东西消失在树林里。天色仍然很暗，什么也看不清，只知道那是一个大块头，黑漆漆的，似乎还弓着背，跑动的姿势看起来更是吓人。她知道，那肯定不是熊，但又想不出那到底会是什么。维莉吓得拔腿就朝着小屋跑去，浑然忘记了手里拎着装鸡蛋的篮子。

她快要跑到屋后的阳台隔间时，凯普拄着拐杖从房子一侧走了出来。维莉的表情看起来一定跟内心一样恐惧，因为凯普盯着她看了好一阵子，然后才说道：“维莉，怎么了？”没等她回答，凯普挥了下手，示意她跟过去，“走吧，孩子，跟我到门廊这边来。”

维莉低头看了看装鸡蛋的篮子，不由得惊呼起来。只见鸡蛋已经打碎，黄色的液体正从篮子的缝隙中流淌出来。“别管这个了。”凯普不耐烦地说道，“跟我来，过会儿再处理这些鸡蛋。”

维莉跟在凯普身后，心怦怦地跳着。她做错了什么？他为什么这样生气？凯普坐回到自己的椅子上，抬头看了看她，眉头仍然没有舒展开来。“我要你一五一十地告诉我，外面到底是什么东西把你吓到了。”他的语气十分严肃。维莉一时间想不出该如何回答是好，凯普极不耐烦地接着问道：“是那声呼哨吗？”

维莉点了点头：“很可怕的呼哨，还有一只红色的小狗，还有不知是什么东西跑进了灌木丛里。”

凯普皱起了眉头。“是那些小鸡的声音吵醒了我。”他说，“你在鸡窝附近看到老鹰之类的鸟了吗？”

“只看见那只红色的小狗。”维莉答道。当然，她还看到了另外一个东西，维莉只是不知道该如何描述它。

“那只狗的鼻子是不是很尖？尾巴毛茸茸的？”

“我没看到它的脸，不过它的尾巴的确是毛茸茸的。”

凯普叹了口气：“那不是狗，维莉，是狐狸。狐狸和老鹰会打鸡窝的主意，还会偷母鸡。外面还剩多少只母鸡？”

“我根本没想到要去数。”维莉老老实实地说。

凯普向外瞥了一眼，此时院中的空地正沐浴在晨光中。“你去看看好吗？”他问道，“应该不会害怕吧？”

维莉摇了摇头，跑回鸡窝前数了数。为了防止数错，她数了两次。

“十一只，”回到门廊后，她对凯普说道，“颜色都是雪白的。”

凯普盯着她，问道：“一只红色的也没有？”

维莉摇了摇头：“全是白色的。”

凯普叹了叹气：“这比我担心的还要糟糕。我受伤的时候，一共有十一只白色的普利茅斯洛克母鸡，还有一只来自罗得岛的红色母鸡。它很漂亮，名叫罗达，是我和多多特别喜欢的宠物。我们听到的那阵呼哨声可能是鹰或雕发出来的，只不过听上去有些奇怪而已。”他摇了摇头：“我会想念可怜的罗达的。不过还是要谢谢你，维莉。幸亏我没把多多放在外面。自从我的那只老狗死了以后，它就一直是我最好的朋友。你一定捡到了不少鸡蛋吧？”

“没有多少，”维莉老实地答道，“杰西昨天捡了十四个，可我今天只捡了八个。”

凯普皱起了眉头：“个数不够，差得还远呢。实话跟你说吧，维莉，这里的事情有些怪异。如果不是和你们待在一起这么愉快，我早就把你们送到镇上安全的地方去了，就算要拄着拐杖走过去我也无所谓。”

维莉冲他笑了笑：“在您没好之前，我们是不会离开的。现在我最好去看看刚才弄碎了几个鸡蛋。”

两个鸡蛋已经完全打碎了，蛋液淌到了地上。还有五个裂得很厉害，维莉只好把鸡蛋敲开，将它们全都倒在了碗里。

凯普的咖啡刚刚煮好，亨利便走了进来，朝碗里看了一眼。“今天做炒蛋吗？”他问道。

“这些是我打碎的。”维莉说着，把早上听到怪叫声的事告诉了亨利，还提到了那个逃走的身影。杰西和班尼也从门廊走了进来，静静地听着。

“听起来像是书里讲的小矮人呢。”班尼说道。

维莉盯着他，说道：“没错，那东西一身漆黑，有些驼背，跑起来样子很怪。我能想到的就只有熊，但它没有熊那么大。”

“我是被外面那种擦刮声吵醒的，”班尼说道，“看到神秘亮光的那晚，我就听到那种声音了，一会儿有，一会儿没有，一会儿又有。还记得吗？我们刚来的时候我就说过，也许这里闹鬼呢。”

孩子们刚想再问问班尼，凯普出现了。

亨利冲他笑了笑，立刻转换了话题。“来得真及时，咖啡已经好了，”他说，“早餐很快就好。”

凯普喝起了咖啡，亨利则走回炉旁。“你负责炒蛋，维莉，我负责做法式吐司。”他说，“这么好的一天，早餐一定要丰盛！”

吃完满满的一盘黄油炒蛋和抹了蜂蜜的法式吐司后，班尼和凯普都哼哼呀呀地叫了起来。“幸亏我不用跟你们到镇上去，”班尼说道，“我吃得太饱了，只能一摇一摆地才能走动。”

凯普看了看他，问道：“怎么回事，要到镇上去？”

“我跟维莉要到镇上去，给家里打个电话，”亨利说道，“爷爷会跟管家联系，我们得让他知道，我们在这儿玩得很高兴。”

凯普摇了摇头：“没有哪个孩子能比你们四个更仔细了。你们可以骑着水手去镇上，然后再骑回来。”

“真的？”亨利问道，“真是太好了！”

“我也想骑马。”班尼说道。

“那你去吧，”维莉连忙说，“我把杰西和我列好的购物单给你。”

“真的吗？你不介意？”班尼问道，脸上露出了担心的神情。

维莉探过身，拍了拍他的肩膀，说道：“我下次再去。”

亨利把缰绳套在水手头上，马儿站在那儿一动也没动。“它好像很愿意出去兜风呢，”维莉说，“也许它一直都很孤独，就跟凯普一样。”

班尼手里拿着一副马鞍，穿过谷仓。突然，砰的一声，他摔在了谷仓的地板上，疼得大叫起来。

“怎么了？”杰西问着，在他身旁蹲了下来。

班尼眨了眨眼，忍住了泪水，两只胳膊抱着右腿的膝盖说：“我被绊倒了。”

“难怪你会被绊倒，”亨利说着，在他身旁蹲了下来，“干草下的一大块地板松了。”

班尼站起身，低头看了看，说道：“看啊，地板下面有个很深的洞呢。”孩子们凑过来看了看，发现谷仓的地板下方已经被挖出了一个大坑。

“谷仓门一直是关着的，怎么会发生这种事？”杰西问道。“都是被挖出来的洞，而且还这么危险！”她补充道，“这会让人受伤的。”

“凯普已经受伤了。”班尼提醒她说。

“但他不是在谷仓里跌倒的，”维莉提醒道，“是在外面，饮水槽的旁边。”

“过来看啊！”杰西叫道，“这儿也有一块地板松了，那儿还有一块。它们都是埋在干草下面的，底下都被挖出了大坑。”

亨利静静地站了一会儿，皱着眉头，竭力想解开这个谜团。“我们必须弄清楚，这些坑是从哪儿来的。”

“或者说，是谁挖出来的。”班尼一边说，一边揉着自己的膝盖。


第七章　
 猫鸟


The Cat Bird

凯普和多多在门廊里打起了瞌睡。女孩们离开他们来到了果园。维莉爬上树，将摘下的苹果递给树下的杰西。木桶装到一半时，杰西向后退了一步，却仰面朝天地摔在了地上，苹果滚得到处都是。“怎么了？”维莉问道，“没事吧？”

杰西抬头看了看，说：“这附近到处都是坑，就跟谷仓里一样，不过这些坑里填了软土，不容易被发现。”

维莉爬下树来，帮着捡起了苹果。两人在附近走了一圈，发现了十多个土坑。“我刚开始还以为凯普过于紧张了，”走回小屋时，杰西说道，“可现在我自己也紧张起来。”

维莉点了点头：“今早我倒不是紧张，而是害怕。要是这些怪事有些头绪就好了。”

“是啊，”杰西说，“咱们现在只是发现了问题，但没有找到答案。”

回到厨房，杰西将苹果分了分。她把那些非常好的留下来给大家吃，然后同维莉一起将其他的削了皮，用来做午餐。维莉高兴地唱着歌，拿出了猪油、面粉和盐。

“你想做什么吃？”杰西问道。

“惊喜苹果派。”维莉答道。

“主意倒是很好，”杰西说着，还是有点担心，“但我没找到做派用的平底锅，哪儿都没有，倒是发现烤盘的后面塞了很多书。”

女孩们对望了一眼，笑了起来：“这倒有些奇怪，但没有合适的锅我们怎么做派呢？”

“做馅饼或者布丁怎么样？”杰西问道。

“布丁，”维莉叫道，“还要放上葡萄干和肉桂。”

布丁在炉子上冒起了泡，维莉搅了搅热气腾腾的苹果汁。杰西拿起一本书，读了起来。苹果汁准备好后，她拿起书，来到门廊找凯普和多多。

“看啊！”杰西说道，“我找到那只叫起来像小猫的鸟了。这种鸟叫作猫鸟，也叫密苏里仿声鸟。我还在书上找到了它的图片呢。”

“给我看看，”凯普说着，把书拿了过去，“不得不说，你是对的，杰西，这张照片跟维莉的描述一点都不差。”

“我还从来没有听说过猫鸟。”维莉说。

“听听这上面是怎么说的，”凯普照着书大声读了起来，“这种鸟得名于它的叫声，它能发出像猫在抱怨时的喵喵声。”凯普的脸上仍然挂着笑，他翻开书，朝内看了看，不料却砰地合上书，将它递给杰西，脸上露出了气愤的神情。

等凯普离开去看自己的书后，杰西翻开那本书里看了看。一看之下，她不由得后悔起来。只见书上写着歪歪扭扭的几个字，一看就是小孩的笔迹：





本书属于杰森·兰伯特。

想到凯普跟他的儿子闹翻的事情，杰西的眼里忍不住溢出了眼泪。





班尼一边朝镇上走，一边不住嘴地说着，而亨利听得有点心不在焉。杰西和维莉已经把所有要买的食物列了清单，但他不确定自己要买的东西能不能买到，他得向别人打听一下。他有一个计划，现在他盼望着他想做的事情能够行得通。这时，亨利有点庆幸爷爷给了他们足够多的钱。

“前面就是食品杂货店了。”班尼说道。

“先给家里打电话。”亨利说道。

电话响到第三声时，麦格雷戈太太接了起来，听到是亨利的声音，她不禁笑了起来：“我早就跟你们的爷爷说过，你们一定会打电话回来的。”她说，“他今晚会给我打电话，要不要我替你们传个信？”

“您就告诉他，我们爱他，我们一切都好。”亨利说道，“还有，班尼向望望问好呢。”

“告诉他望望很好，也很爱他。”

班尼露出了灿烂的笑容。“现在该去食品杂货店了吧？”他问道。

“现在去五金店，”亨利说道，“你不是也喜欢五金店，还记得吗？”

“或许有一点点吧。”班尼承认。

亨利向五金店的女店主解释了一下自己的计划，她便立刻知道他想要什么了。“你说的门廊里有没有安装灯泡的地方？”她问道。

亨利告诉她在窗子下方有个电源插口。女店主递给他一盏泛光灯，上面还带着粗粗的外接线。“把外接线系在房子上，这样可以防风。这个支架是用来放泛光灯的。难道有狐狸要叼凯普的母鸡？”

亨利点了点头，说道：“我妹妹今早看到一只。凯普还以为是老鹰或雕呢。”

女店主点点头：“这盏灯能把这些东西全都吓跑。”

“现在该去食品杂货店了。”亨利对班尼说着，咧嘴笑了起来。他碰了碰班尼的胳膊，班尼则顺着他的目光看了过去。

“怎么又是杰先生？”班尼悄声道，“他怎么还没回到那艘船上去？”

“我也在疑惑，”亨利说，“我一看到他，他就立刻转过身去，匆忙走开了。他总是这样，真是让人摸不着头脑。”

班尼点了点头：“我也不明白，或许是他忍受不了咱们的眼神吧。”





食品杂货店门口的风铃响了起来。店主朝着他们灿烂地笑道：“我们的外乡人又回来了。怎么样，凯普还好吧？”

“还拄着拐杖呢，不过身体倒不错，”班尼说，“他有一只全世界最好的公鸡。”

店主哈哈大笑起来，开始照着女孩们列出的清单取货。“那是自然，多多漂亮得很呢。火腿罐头要什么分量的？”

“要最大的，”亨利说，“我们都很能吃。”由于店主很和善，亨利替班尼说出了心里的疑问，“我们刚才看到一位和我们从同一条船上下来的船员，但让人想不通的是，他为什么总在镇子里晃悠，一直不到船上去呢？”

“是有点奇怪，”店主说着，拿出一袋葵花子来，“我知道你说的那个人，他已经在镇子附近转了几天了，却没跟任何一个人说过话。这倒让我想起一个人来，不过我一时想不起是谁了。总之那人不是很友好。”

他把葵花子递给班尼，说：“拿着，这是给凯普的那只老公鸡的。代我向他们俩问好。”


第八章　
 木匠



The Carpenter




“我猜，镇子里没什么新鲜玩意儿吧？”等孩子们把买的东西提到屋里，安顿好水手后，凯普问道。

“我们这儿倒是有个新玩意儿。”亨利回答道。

凯普听了亨利关于安装泛光灯的解释，仔细考虑了一番。“用这种办法赶走狐狸之类的小坏蛋，倒是聪明得很。这可是我见过的最大的灯了。你打算把它安在哪？”

“应该安在一个既能照到鸡窝，又能照到谷仓的地方。”

凯普点了点头：“那就应该装在门廊的后角上。还需要一根长长的结实的电线。”

亨利点了点头：“我买了一根最长的线，不过还是先试试吧。”维莉把电线插头拉到了插座跟前，杰西和班尼把电线沿着墙壁拉开，从窗户引了出去。亨利爬上门廊角落里的梯子，点头示意杰西将电线另一头递给他。“够长了，”亨利说，“还余出一截来呢。”

班尼也爬上梯子，把钉子和榔头递了上去。亨利把金属支架安装在了门廊外侧的角上，杰西和维莉则用U形钉把电线固定在墙上。凯普在一旁看着这一切。

“真不知道我为什么没有想到这个主意。”当亨利将泛光灯安在金属支架上时，凯普说道，“我已经等不及要看看这灯的效果了。”

凯普朝门廊走了过去，多多站在他的肩膀上。杰西转向亨利说道：“现在该去谷仓钉地板了吧？”

亨利用手拍了一下额头，叫道：“杰西！真是不敢相信，我竟然忘了多买几颗钉子。”

“咱们可以问问凯普，看他有没有。”维莉建议道。

杰西摇了摇头：“那又少不了一番解释。咱们自己先找找再说。”

找钉子费了一番功夫，可是大家只在谷仓的工具箱里找到几颗弯了的钉子。班尼爬到阁楼上看了看。“需要红色的小马车吗？”他朝下面喊道。

亨利笑了起来：“据我所知不需要。为什么这么问？”

“因为这上面就有一辆，”班尼说道，“还有一箱书，书里面都是漂亮的图画呢。”

“有钉子吗？”亨利问道。

“哦，我差点忘了。”班尼说着，从梯子上爬下来，手里拿着一个锡质的咖啡罐，里面装满了弯弯的钉子。

“咱们到树林里找块平坦的石头，把钉子敲直，”亨利说，“这样凯普就听不见榔头敲敲打打的声音了。”

“必须有人留下陪凯普，”杰西说，“咱们要是离开得太久，他会很担心的。今天我和维莉从果园回来时，他都急坏了。”

“哦，”维莉叫道，“还没来得及告诉你们呢，果园里也有很多坑。”

“果园里！”亨利叫道，“等会儿我敲钉子的时候，给我讲讲。”

孩子们朝树林走去，杰西留在家里陪凯普。凯普偏了偏脑袋，说道：“我好像听到榔头的声音了。”

杰西点了点头：“谷仓里有几块地板松了，亨利正在钉呢。他就喜欢忙忙碌碌的。”

“我还从没见过像你们一样能干的孩子呢。”他说。

敲击声停止后，一阵低沉而怪异的叫声从一棵松树上传了出来，杰西屏住了呼吸，这让她想起大家听到的那阵可怕的呼哨声。刚才这阵叫声虽然有些不同，但还是很可怕，吓得她打了个冷战。凯普侧过身，朝树上看了看，说道：“听听这猫头鹰的尖叫声，真让人全身发冷。”

“是啊，”杰西说道，想想自己惊吓的样子，她不禁笑出声来，“这儿的鸟叫起来还真奇怪呢！”

亨利和班尼从谷仓里走了回来。“我好像听到一声怪叫或是别的什么。”班尼叫道。

凯普笑了起来：“这个峡谷就是以这种猫头鹰命名的，没有什么能像这种猫头鹰一样，只是叫声就能让人汗毛竖起来。有的人还因此认为这里闹鬼呢。”看到班尼睁大了眼睛，凯普连忙转换了话题。“你们回来得正好，”他说着，伸手拿起了拐杖，“我早就闻到苹果汁的味道了，现在该吃饭了吧？”

亨利点了点头，看了看妹妹。猫头鹰的叫声的确可怕，却比不上他们时常听到的那阵呼哨声。那种声音才叫人汗毛倒竖呢。但他还是无法相信凯普的屋里有鬼。可是怎么才能证明这屋里没有鬼呢？

吃饭时，凯普转向亨利说道：“这么说，你今天又变成木匠了。怎么样，谷仓修好了？”

亨利点了点头：“我喜欢做木工。”

“非常感谢你们做的一切。”凯普说着，再次拿起碗，舀了些苹果汁。

“我很喜欢这些苹果汁。”班尼说着，从凯普手中接过碗，自己倒了一些。

这晚睡觉之前，孩子们打开了那盏巨大的泛光灯。院子和谷仓被照得如白天一般明亮。





住进小屋的第一晚，杰西就听到了那阵奇异的呼哨声。她、亨利，还有班尼，全都看到了那簇怪异的亮光。班尼总是说自己听到了奇怪的刮擦声。后来，亨利也听到了呼哨声，维莉也是，她还在第二天早上看到了神秘的身影逃进了树林。

但就在亨利安好泛光灯之后，这些奇怪的事情就再也没有发生过。几天以来，再也没有出现过奇异的呼哨声，也没有怪异的亮光、刮擦声，或是维莉看到的黑影。

亨利有些糊涂了。“难道这些都是幻觉不成？”他问道。

“不可能，”维莉说，“那些坑可都是真的。凯普说他也听到了呼哨声。”

“也许那天早上被维莉撞见后，那东西害怕了。”杰西说道。

“也许是因为安了泛光灯，它不敢回来了。”维莉说。

“哦，天啊，事情有些不妙。”班尼说。

孩子们的目光紧紧地盯在班尼身上，问道：“为什么？”

班尼耸了耸肩。“这就是说，咱们根本帮不上凯普什么忙。咱们走了以后，那些东西还会回来吓唬凯普，说不准还会让他受伤。”

杰西叹了口气，说道：“班尼这次又说到点子上了。再说，咱们这次旅行计划是待十天，现在只剩三天了。”

“也许爷爷太忙了，不会准时来接我们。”维莉满怀希望地说道。

“爷爷向来说话算话。”班尼说。





自从孩子们来到这里，邮递员从没在凯普的小屋前停留过。但就在第二天，他出现在了屋外的马路上，嘟嘟地按响了喇叭。凯普惊讶地抬头看了看。“真奇怪，”他说，“我的信不多啊，你们能不能帮我去取一下？”

亨利取了信，班尼接过信将它拿回到门廊里，递给了凯普。邮递员向亨利问道：“那老家伙怎么样了？听说他摔了一跤，真让人难过。”

“他正一天天地好起来。”亨利说道。

“每次我都想停下来看看他，可是太忙了。后来看到有人来帮忙，我就不着急了。”

“你是说我们？”亨利问道。他从来没想到他们是来帮忙的，但这样说起来，让人感觉很不错。

邮递员耸了耸肩，说道：“也许我想错了。我总能在路上看到一个陌生人，还以为他是替凯普干活儿的呢。”

亨利皱起了眉头：“那人长什么样？”

“很严肃的家伙，从来不笑。”邮递员向亨利描述着那人的外貌。亨利吃了一惊，邮递员说的，正是船上的杰先生，绝对不会错。

“告诉凯普，让他赶快好起来。”邮递员说着，发动车，开走了。亨利满怀心事地走回到门廊里。杰先生鬼鬼祟祟地出现在镇上是一回事，但他在凯普家附近徘徊就是另外一回事了。这让亨利非常担心。

信是奥登爷爷寄来的，凯普大声读了起来。爷爷很高兴从麦格雷戈太太那里得到了孩子们的消息。他告诉凯普，不要为孩子们担心，他们现在所做的，都是他们最喜欢做的事情。他还说星期六会赶过来，很期待见到所有的人。

“咱们得给我这位老朋友准备些好吃的，”凯普说道，“也许你们又得骑上水手，到镇上去了。我必须好好地款待你们的爷爷。”

“我们还有些吃的，”杰西说道，“或许可以明天再去，这样就有时间做其他的事情了。”

凯普问道：“其他的什么事情？你们已经做了很多了！”

维莉朝凯普咧嘴笑了笑，说道：“哦，凯普，就算您的脚已经好多了，最近一段时间还是离不开那根拐杖的。我们想到了很多可以做的事情，争取在离开前帮您做完。”她并没有说出自己的真实想法——要在离开凯普之前，解开这里的谜团。

“比如说上树摘苹果。”班尼说。

“还有到菜园里除草。”维莉插嘴道。

“还有整理谷仓，”亨利说，“我要把那些散开的干草堆起来，给水手吃。”

凯普举起了双手。“我投降，”他说，“但我们首先要做的，就是给你们的爷爷买好吃的，同意吗？”


第九章　
 风暴云


Storm Clouds

“咱们要好好想想食物清单才行。”杰西对其他几个孩子说道，“凯普想让爷爷的晚餐特别一些。”

“再说，这也是咱们照顾凯普的最后一次机会了。”亨利补充道。每个孩子都想添加一些好吃的，当他们最终列完清单，上床睡觉时，时间已经不早了。

孩子们刚刚入睡，风便刮了起来。杰西和亨利还没来得及关窗，冰冷的雨水随风而入。闪电划过天际，继而是隆隆的雷声。

“快点，亨利，”杰西叫着，从门边的挂钩上摘下了那件黄色的油布雨衣，“我去检查鸡窝，你去看看水手。”

冒着倾盆大雨，杰西朝鸡窝跑去，亨利冲出去关了谷仓的门窗。两人回屋时，维莉和班尼正瑟瑟缩缩地藏在一块干燥的毯子下，望着窗外的暴雨。雷声惊醒了凯普。他站在门口，皱着眉头，问：“你们没事吧？不会害怕吧？”

维莉摇了摇头。“雨景很好看呢。”她说道。

隆隆的雷声最终停止了，但雨仍在不停地下着。雨滴淅淅沥沥地敲打着紧闭的门廊窗户，一直持续到第二天清晨。

“咱们今天出不去了，”凯普说道，“波索姆小溪里的水肯定已经淹到路上了。”

维莉做了些热松饼，让大家蘸着蜂蜜吃，同时还做了炒鸡蛋。“要不要吃些火腿罐头？”凯普提议。

“还是留到爷爷来吧，”杰西说，“要是暴雨一直下个不停，我们就去不了镇上了。”

孩子们无法到外面干活，只好打扫起了屋子。吃过晚饭后，他们点着了炉火，烤了一些软糖吃，不一会儿，凯普就上床睡觉去了。

亨利走出屋子，打算在睡前看看水手。几分钟后，他回来了，雨衣上滴着水。一看他的脸色，杰西就知道他有些焦虑不安。亨利示意大家靠近些，说道：“我把谷仓的门窗关了以后，又有人进去过了。有一扇窗户我明明是关了的，却又被打开了。稻草又被弄得乱糟糟的，到处都是。”

“也许是风吹的呢，”维莉想了想说道，“你有没有打开灯，四处看看？”

亨利摇了摇头，说道：“我担心凯普会透过卧室的窗户看到。”

“我知道有个地方放着一把大电筒，”班尼说道，“我在收拾书架时发现的。”

杰西拿过鞋子，说：“真是太好了。咱们带着电筒出去吧。”

“好主意，”维莉说，“咱们必须找到答案才行，就算是风吹的也要弄明白。”

“必须所有人都去吗？”亨利说着，望着班尼。

“别把我扔在这儿，连想都别想，”班尼说，“毕竟是我发现的电筒。”

因为只有两件雨衣，孩子们只好两人共用一件。他们绕过一个个积水坑，朝着谷仓走去。亨利在那扇被打开的窗前停了下来。“看，”他说着，用电筒照了照地上，“泥里有脚印。”

“你确定那不是你的？”维莉问道。

“确定，”亨利说着，抬起了靴子，“看，我的鞋底是平的，这些脚印上有斜纹。”

谷仓里的斜纹脚印更多。孩子们相互对望了一眼。“这种天气，为什么会有人到谷仓里来转悠呢？”杰西问道。

“也许他们认为很安全，因为泛光灯已经关了。”亨利猜测道。

“因为打雷，我们听不到他们来了。”班尼插了一句。

“问题是，他们到底来做什么？为什么要这样做？不可能单单是为了吓唬凯普啊！”维莉说道。

杰西踢开地上的干草，清出一条小路来。“看啊，亨利，”她说，“这块地板也松了，下面也有土坑，你都没注意到呢。”

亨利在她身旁蹲了下来，摇了摇头。“不是我没注意到，”他说，“是有人又把它撬开了。看到那颗生锈的钉子了吗？那是我钉木板时用的。”

维莉走到马棚前，突然停了下来，皱起了眉头。“怎么了？”班尼问道。

“这里的味道好奇怪，”她说，“不是湿草和马儿的味道，而是一种很刺鼻的味道。”

亨利吸了吸鼻子，点头道：“是煤油，”他说，“就是油灯里用的那种。之前我来这里时，都没有煤油味的。”

“周围到处都是草，如果拿这种油灯进来会很危险，”杰西说道，“会引起火灾的。”

“油灯，”维莉叫了起来，“还记得我们看到的那簇怪异的亮光吗？如果是电筒的话，光线一定是直直的，一会儿朝上，一会儿朝下，但如果是油灯……”

“没错，”亨利说，“如果是油灯，就只能提着灯上方的把手，光的高度会一直不变。如果走到树后或是栅栏的柱子后，它看起来就是忽明忽暗的。”

杰西在一只倒扣的桶上坐了下来，两手托着下巴，说：“谁会拿着油灯在泥地里走来走去呢？”

“而且还在谷仓和果园里挖了坑？”班尼补充道。

“而且还偷了蔬菜、母鸡和鸡蛋。”维莉提醒道。

“咱们现在只需要弄清楚两个问题。第一，是谁；第二，为什么。”杰西说。

“如果弄清了是谁的话，咱们也许就知道为什么了。”亨利说道。

班尼站在那儿一动也不动，思索起来：“还记得爱德华兹先生讲过的故事吗？匪徒们是怎样躲在原地，等着抓人的？”他问道，“咱们也可以那样做啊。等抓到了那个人，咱们就让他说出为什么来。”

亨利紧紧地盯着班尼，轻声笑了起来：“这回又是班尼说到了点子上。”

“干草棚，”班尼继续说道，“咱们可以藏在谷仓的干草棚里，看看是谁到这里来了。”

“别忘了我们听到的那阵怪异的呼哨声。”维莉提醒道，“那会不会是某种信号？如果是的话，对方至少有两个人。”

“咱们总算有了点头绪，”亨利说，“现在必须订个计划才行。咱们先回屋去，看看具体该怎么行动。”

“是门声，”班尼悄声道，“我听到小屋的门响了一下。”孩子们跑到谷仓的窗户前，向外看了看。只见凯普穿着白色的睡衣，拄着拐杖，站在院子的空地里。接着，果园的方向传来一阵可怕的呼哨声。谷仓的阴影掩映着果园，周围很暗，但他们还是看到一个漆黑的身影朝着树林里逃窜而去。

维莉倒吸了一口气。“就是那个东西，就是我在鸡窝旁看到的，后来跑掉的东西。”

“是矮人。”班尼悄声道，就在孩子们说话的时候，凯普朝着小屋走了回去。

“到现在为止，有几件事情是可以确定的，”亨利说，“对方至少有两个人，其中一个负责站岗放哨，给另一个人发出警报。”

“咱们回去盘算一下，看看该怎么做，”杰西说着，打了个寒战，“我不相信今晚他们还敢来。”


第十章　
 亨利的计划


Henry’s Plan

当天晚上，孩子们谈论了很久。他们把整个计划重温了好几遍，直到每个人都记得自己具体该做些什么为止。他们讨论到很晚，没睡一会儿，星期四的清晨很快来到了。

天空仍然阴沉沉的，没有放晴。孩子们坐下吃早餐时，凯普说道：“昨晚不太适合睡觉，不是吗？”

亨利翻动着长柄铁煎锅里金黄色的煎饼。维莉把煎饼盛在盘子里，端到了桌上。

“您昨晚睡得不好吗？”班尼向凯普问道。

“有点。”他说，“你呢？”

“我只要睡着了，就一定会睡得很好。”班尼说道。

“这么说，你们谁都没有听到附近有野兽的奔跑声或者奇怪的叫声或者别的什么？”凯普问道。

维莉放下叉子，抬头看了看他。“这个……”她准备告诉凯普昨晚发生的事情。

杰西装得很平静，插嘴说道：“维莉，既然亨利做了饭，咱们就去洗盘子吧。”

“吃早餐时，我感觉很糟糕，”维莉对杰西说道，“自从来到这儿，咱们就一直没把秘密告诉凯普。我总觉得自己像撒了谎一样。”

杰西点了点头：“我也有这种感觉，不过好在快结束了。如果咱们能抓到那些让他感到不安的人，就算是没对他说实话，也是值得的。”

下午太阳仍然没有出来，凯普摇了摇头：“照这样下去，你们明天也没法骑着水手去镇上。我都不知道等你们的爷爷星期六过来时，咱们拿什么招待他了。”

“如果明天能到菜园里去就不愁了，”维莉说道，“但那里现在可能到处都是稀泥。”

“就算是再糟糕，我也可以教你们搭桥过去。”凯普说。

“爷爷就算不搭桥也能过来，是吗？”班尼一脸担忧，向凯普问道。

凯普点了点头：“不会有问题的。通常情况下，他会租一辆大车开过来，这可比四个人骑在马上，同时还带着很多食物要轻松得多。”他扫了一眼四周，说道：“亨利又去谷仓了？那小子离开以后，水手一定会感到孤单的。”

杰西知道亨利待在水手那边在做什么。他正在修理谷仓里的电灯，这样一来，只需在马棚里拉下开关，谷仓里所有的电灯都会亮起来。对于这个计划，她感到非常自豪。昨天晚上，大家已经商讨了很多遍，杰西非常确定，这个计划一定会奏效的。

每个人都有具体的工作。杰西负责在干草棚里放哨。她会拿着电筒，发现有人溜进谷仓后，就透过干草棚阁楼的窗口，让电筒闪烁三下。

班尼负责在门廊后观察杰西的信号。看到电筒闪烁三下后，他就会打开泛光灯，让整个仓院变得跟白天一样明亮。

维莉则待在谷仓，就躲在水手的马棚里，一伸手就能碰到亨利装好的开关。当她看到外面灯亮了，她会立刻将谷仓内的灯都打开。不管是谁，只要想进入谷仓，都会发现谷仓内外明亮异常。

亨利站在养鸡场的篱笆内侧。之所以负责这里，是因为他年龄最大，跑起来最快。他会把篱笆门敞开一点，以便能迅速冲出来。他必须穿过院子，关上谷仓门，把小偷锁在里面，这样一来，对方就跑不掉了。

一切都必须分毫不差地进行。





这是最为漫长的一天。晚餐时间终于到了，大家居然都没有饿。“就要见到你们的爷爷了，肯定很兴奋吧？”凯普说着，要给班尼加些意大利面，但班尼谢绝了。

终于，孩子们上了床。他们只脱了鞋，衣服还穿在身上，感觉起来有些怪怪的。所有人都屏住呼吸，只等亨利一声令下，大家便要冲出去，各就各位。

“今晚好吵啊。”班尼低声道。

“那是因为咱们几个太安静了。”杰西说道。事实上，这天夜里的确很吵。青蛙呱呱地叫着，远处树林里，猫头鹰发出怪异而恐怖的夜啼，让人一听就感到脊背发凉。

亨利望着阴霾的天空，月亮躲在云后，只是偶尔才会探出头来，将银色的月光洒落在湿漉漉的谷仓和院子里。

杰西也望着眼前的一切，说道：“看啊，有了月光，什么东西都能看清。”

亨利点了点头：“等月亮被那一大片云遮住后，咱们就立刻行动。”

月亮躲进了云层，维莉和杰西走了出去，站在小屋投下的阴影里待了片刻，然后迅速朝谷仓门口跑去。谷仓门是开着的，亨利并没有锁。

“是你的心脏在跳吗？声音那么响？”两人安全跑进谷仓后，维莉问道。杰西开始往干草棚阁楼上面爬。

杰西点了点头，说道：“我不想承认自己是害怕了，可是我总觉得阴森森的。”

“我倒是很害怕，这点我很清楚。”维莉说。

杰西沿着梯子小心翼翼地爬上干草棚阁楼，手里拿着电筒，摸索着来到了那扇高高的窗前。

维莉走进了水手的马棚。高大的马儿抬了下腿，轻轻嘶鸣了一声。维莉找到电灯开关，轻轻地摸了摸水手那暖烘烘的长脑袋。

亨利和班尼躲在门廊后，望着女孩们沿着暗影跑过院子。“轮到咱们了，”亨利向班尼说道，“不论你做什么，只要别犯困就行。”

“我已经犯困了，”班尼说，“但这不代表我会睡着。我一直在掐自己，这样就能保持清醒。”

月亮又消失了，亨利走进养鸡场，躲在门边的一根柱子后。

时间慢慢过去，月亮沿着天边越爬越高。想到班尼为了保持清醒在门廊后不停地掐着自己，亨利不由得担心起来。但他更担心的是，那些小偷根本就不会出现。

亨利靠在篱笆柱子上，叹了口气。这种怪事已经不是第一次遇到了，但这次的谜团却最让人不解。就算是有人不喜欢凯普·兰伯特，这样吓唬一位老人也太过分了。他们的计划必须要奏效，抓住使坏的人才行。

突然，一个身影引起了他的注意。那影子要比正常人小，全身穿着黑衣，此刻正悄悄绕过谷仓，十分费力地走着。

他深吸一口气，屏住了呼吸。那家伙走起路来太奇怪了，好像拖着什么东西似的。不一会儿，那道黑影消失在谷仓投下的阴影里。亨利缓缓地舒了口气。

用不了多久，那人就会进入谷仓。又用不了多久，他就会看到杰西在谷仓的干草棚阁楼上发出的信号。他必须做好准备，用平生最快的速度冲过去。


第十一章　
 干草棚


The Hayloft

亨利两眼望着谷仓的干草棚阁楼，等着杰西的信号，同时把篱笆门打开了些，以便能更快地冲出去。

只见阁楼窗口的电筒闪了三下，突然，一团毛茸茸的东西蹿过养鸡场的门，朝他冲过来，又从他身边飞奔而过，差点把他撞倒。

亨利稳住身子，发疯般地朝谷仓门冲去，这时，电灯的光线从四面八方涌来——至少班尼没有中途睡着。仓院被照得如同白昼一般，谷仓里面则灯火通明，像是要开派对。

但是，亨利之前看到的那个人影刚刚走进谷仓，马上又从谷仓退了出来。那个人这么做仿佛是猜到会被关到谷仓里面一般。在亨利还没有来得及关上谷仓门之前，那人转身朝着果园的方向逃走了。

亨利失手了。

他没能及时赶到谷仓门口，便立刻朝着逃跑的人影追去，根本没有注意脚下。突然，随着一声响亮的金属声，亨利被绊倒了，摔在地上，他痛得叫了起来。当亨利挣扎着站起身后，才发现自己是被一个沉重的编织袋给绊倒了。

袋子里是一把铁锹。原来小偷一直拖着装着铁锹的袋子在走，难怪他走路的姿势那么奇怪。当然，他必须用这把铁锹才能在地上铲出那么多土坑来。班尼听到的刮擦声，一定就是铁锹碰到岩石上发出来的。

亨利直起身，看到维莉从身边飞速跑过，渐渐追上了那个奔跑的人影。果园里响起一阵呼哨信号，这是在向同伴发出警报，但一切都太晚了。亨利和维莉同时追上了那个逃跑的家伙。三人扭在一起，在满是泥水的地上翻滚起来。亨利第一个站起身，用双臂箍住了那个小偷。那人戴着黑色的面罩和头罩，一时间也看不出是谁。亨利将那人朝着仓院的方向拖去，而那人则不停地对亨利拳打脚踢。

来到仓院后，亨利一把将那人按在谷仓的墙上，想把对方的手臂反扭过去。

亨利刚刚控制住小偷，他就听到有奇怪的事情发生了。班尼扯着嗓子不停地喊着：“尝尝这个！给我滚吧！”而杰西和维莉则在亨利周围不停地忙活着，想要帮忙，却不知从何下手。

就连凯普也穿着白色睡衣，一手拄着受伤用的拐杖，一手握着手杖，走了过来。

“把面罩摘下来，”亨利对杰西叫道，“我的手一刻也不敢放松。”

当杰西紧紧拽住面罩时，凯普喘着粗气，来到了她身后。杰西最后拽了一下，将面罩揭开了。她倒吸了一口气，只见一个小女孩正盯着她，满脸都是恐惧的神情，蓬乱的淡色头发垂在披着长袍的肩上。

“苏西！”凯普吃惊地叫了起来。

苏西·霍吉斯抬头望着凯普，两手捂在脸上，难过地哭了起来。维莉从杰西身旁走过，一把搂住了女孩。“好啦，”她说，“别哭了，不会有人伤害你的。”

凯普握住女孩的手，说道：“维莉说得对，我们不会伤害你的。不过，我还是不明白到底发生了什么。”

听到这番话，女孩不禁又掉下泪来。维莉拉起女孩的手，转向凯普说：“也许进屋去会好些，这里太潮湿了。”

苏西拼命地摇了摇头：“不行，我不能进去。尼德……”

“你的弟弟在哪？”杰西轻声问道。

“就在外面。”苏西说着，冲着果园的方向点了点头。

“刚才的呼哨警报信号，是他发出的？”亨利问道。

女孩点了点头，凯普的嗓音变得低沉起来：“够了，苏西，别再胡闹了，我要你给我好好解释一番。立刻把尼德叫过来，都到屋里去。”

苏西看了看他，脸上沾满了泪水。她叫了声弟弟的名字，一个小个子的金发男孩缓缓地走了出来。他有着两只蓝色的眼睛，脸上长着雀斑。苏西伸出手去，男孩一把握住了。

凯普在前头一瘸一拐地走着，领着所有的孩子进了屋，然后看了看表。

“凌晨两点，”他哼了一声说，“真不明白这世界到底是怎么了。”

班尼紧紧地盯着苏西，说道：“天啊，你肯定不是鬼吧，我真怕这地方闹鬼呢。”

苏西坐在壁炉旁的椅子上颤抖着，双手抱着头。尼德则坐在她脚边的地上。当杰西朝着厨房走去时，凯普怒气冲冲地问她想去哪。

“煮些热可可。”她说着，没有理会凯普愤怒的语气。

凯普略作迟疑，然后点了点头，转向了其他几个孩子：“该从哪说起呢？”

“从谷仓里的土坑说起，”班尼提议道，“谷仓的一块地板松了，我被绊倒后，发现地板下面被人挖了一个坑。”

看到凯普惊异的表情，亨利继续说了下去。他把自己听到呼哨声和班尼听到刮擦声的事情说了一遍。

“还有，刚住进来那晚，我们看到了奇怪的亮光。”维莉补充道，“您还说过，您最近一直没有出去干活，”她提醒道，“但鸡窝里的鸡蛋不像没人捡过那么多，而且菜园里的菜也被人摘过，根本没有蔬菜瓜果烂在里面。”

“我们很饿，”苏西边哭边说，“那些东西如果不吃也会浪费掉。”

“我珍贵的罗得岛的红色母鸡也被吃了吗？”凯普问着，顿时恼怒起来。

“我们从来没有抓过鸡，真的，”尼德说道，“只是拿了一些没人捡的鸡蛋。而且我们还喂了那些小鸡，对吗，苏西？”

“您看，凯普，”杰西插话道，“这里的事情太奇怪了，所以我们就设了一个圈套，等着小偷落网。”

“我们才不是小偷，”苏西说着，瞪了她一眼，“我们只是想帮妈妈一把而已。”

“树林里那些可怕的呼哨声是你弄出来的吗，尼德？”凯普问道，男孩点了点头。凯普转向了苏西：“那奇怪的亮光呢？”

“那是我们照亮用的煤油灯，因为穿着黑衣服，别人看不见我们。”

“那刮擦声呢？”班尼问道。

“我只找到一把很沉的铁锹，它太重了，我只能将它放在袋子里拖着走。”

“蔬菜和鸡蛋的事情你们已经解释清楚了。但究竟为什么要撬开谷仓的地板，到处挖洞呢？”

苏西垂下目光，声音变得含糊起来：“这就是为什么我们要拿袋子过来——我们想找到海盗埋藏的宝藏。我读到过，宝贝就埋在这里，而我们恰好又非常缺钱。”

杰西走进来，手里拿着两杯可可。她在苏西面前停下脚步，皱起了眉头：“关于海盗埋藏金币的故事，你们是在报纸上读到的吧？”

苏西点了点头：“有人写道，这里埋藏着很大的一笔宝藏，就在一栋小木屋周围。据说那栋小屋已经有一百年的历史了。只有凯普的小屋符合这些条件。”


第十二章　
 真正的财宝


The Real Treasure

凯普的声音再次缓和下来。他转向苏西和她的弟弟，说道：“你们的妈妈知道你们两个寻宝的事情吗？”

“哦，她不知道。”苏西叫了起来，因为害怕，她的眼睛睁得大大的，“她绝对不会允许的，一定不能告诉她，我们只是想帮她而已。爸爸死后，我们的钱很快就用光了。妈妈到处找工作，但她会做的，只是照顾别人和做些好吃的饭菜而已。”

“她现在在哪呢？怎么让你们像这样大半夜的到处乱跑？”凯普问道。

“妈妈在索姆瑟老奶奶家，因为老奶奶自己没法过夜。但她家也很穷，付给妈妈的钱只够还房贷的。所以，尼德和我想……”

“为什么你和尼德没想到向朋友们求助呢？”凯普生气地问道，“难道你们不知道，我们很爱你们，如果你们有需要，我们一定会给予帮助的。”

“不要生苏西的气了。”维莉说道，“我们的爸爸妈妈死后，谁也没想到去向朋友们求助。我们只是找到一节棚车，在那里生活起来。”

凯普咧嘴笑了笑，一只胳膊搂住了苏西。“你说的当然没错。我不是生气，只是一想到你们饿着肚子忙活了这么久，还白忙了一场，我的心里就很不好受。”

“蔬菜和鸡蛋的事情，我们感到很抱歉。”苏西说。

“那母鸡呢？”凯普再次问道。

“我们一只鸡都没抓过。”尼德将之前说过的话又重复了一遍。

“那就算了。”凯普说着，朝尼德和苏西靠了靠，“我来给你们讲讲海盗金币的故事吧。这些东西就跟童话一样，想一想很有趣，但要是相信的话，就会很危险。不过这附近的确有宝藏，苏西，真真正正的宝藏。”

苏西睁大了蓝蓝的眼睛，好奇地盯着凯普。凯普握住了她的手，说道：“真正的宝藏是——我们大家相亲相爱啊。”苏西垂下眼帘，凯普摇了摇头，“我将你，还有你们的妈妈看得要比这个世界上的所有黄金都珍贵。这点我可以保证。”

孩子们一时间全都看着凯普，屋子里顿时安静下来。“你知道我现在最需要什么吗？是有人能帮我收拾这间屋子，帮我做些热腾腾的饭菜，就像这几个孩子为我做的一样。我希望有人能听我讲故事，也给我讲讲他们的故事。我希望有人能逗我笑，可这些孩子星期六就要回家了。苏西，我想你帮我问问你的妈妈，看她愿不愿意接受这份陪护工作。在过去的这一周里，我过得很开心，很舒服，如果能继续过上这样的生活，我宁可多花些钱。”

“凯普，”维莉叫着，跑过去，一把抱住了他，“这个主意太好了。她会同意吗，苏西？你的妈妈会同意吗？”

“我确定，她会的，”苏西说，“她最喜欢照顾别人了。”

尼德和苏西回家时，天空已经露出了一丝曙光，照在小树林上。班尼站在门口，望着两人渐渐走远。他抬起头，看了看凯普，问道：“有没有人想听我跟那只狐狸的事情？”

“什么狐狸？”凯普低下头，不解地望着他说。

“就是在我打开泛光灯时，跑进养鸡场的那只狐狸。”

听到这话，女孩们顿时跳了起来，立刻就要朝鸡窝跑去。但班尼拦住了她们。“狐狸现在已经跑了。我还追了它一阵，扔了几块石头。”班尼解释道，“它还停下来想咬我，不过还是逃走了。”

亨利望着班尼，吃惊得张大了嘴，他突然想起在看到杰西的信号时，有什么东西蹿进来掠过他身边。就在他把苏西按到墙上时，班尼还在大声喊着：“尝尝这个，给我滚吧！”

“你不会是把它赶到鸡窝里去了吧？”凯普咧嘴笑着，向班尼问道。

班尼点了点头：“我进去的时候，小鸡们全都忽扇着翅膀扑腾起来了。不过没等它抓到小鸡，我就把它赶了出去，还把鸡窝的门锁了起来。狐狸身上的味道臭得很呢。”

凯普拄着手杖站起身来，说道：“你们不会还有什么惊险刺激的事情瞒着我吧？这些事情，足够我跟人讲上两年了。”

就在杰西上床睡觉时，她突然想起了那个神秘的船杰先生。他们还没有向凯普提起这个人。不过她还是感到有些奇怪，为什么他要在凯普家附近来回转悠呢？为什么他好像总是在监视他们，而且非常不友好呢？





第二天过得很快。杰西建议大家不必骑着水手去镇上。“就用咱们手头现有的原料做饭，这样会很有趣的。”

吃过午饭，霍吉斯太太就带着苏西和尼德来了。一开始，她看起来很不高兴，但在跟凯普和孩子们在客厅谈了一会儿后，她的脸上逐渐露出了笑容。

苏西和尼德坐在后面的隔间里，跟奥登家的孩子们一起喝着柠檬汁。

“让我们最感到内疚的是，凯普跌进了我们挖的坑里，还受了伤。”尼德轻声说道。

“可他现在已经好了啊，”维莉提醒他说，“又不是摔断了骨头什么的。”

霍吉斯一家离开时，所有人都已经非常疲惫了。“爷爷什么时候才会来啊？”班尼说着，一头栽倒在床上，两眼几乎立刻半闭了起来。

“明天。”维莉说。


第十三章　
 最后的惊喜


The Final Surprise

凯普拄着一根手杖来到厨房门口，笑了起来。“看看你们！太阳刚刚升起来，你们就已经开始做早饭了。两个男孩去哪了？”

“亨利出去照料水手了，班尼在捡鸡蛋。”杰西说道，“爷爷可能很早就会过来，我们要做好准备。”

“说得不错，”凯普说，“今天有场热闹的派对呢，不是吗？”

“非常热闹的派对！”维莉说道，“爷爷，霍吉斯太太，苏西，还有尼德，他们都会过来。这太有趣了！”

“可咱们好像已经没有东西吃了呀。”凯普说着，在厨房里四处看了看，“你们又没到镇上去买东西。”

杰西笑了起来：“我们不需要去食品杂货店。今天的晚餐是个惊喜，您很喜欢惊喜，不是吗？”

凯普笑了起来：“就算从前不喜欢，在过去的这一周里，我也变得喜欢了。自从你们来了，我的惊喜就没有断过。”

班尼第一个看到了爷爷。当时他正站在养鸡场里，看到一辆长长的黑色轿车停在了木屋前，他飞快地跑了过去，连养鸡场的门都忘了关。

孩子们纷纷过来跟爷爷拥抱，然后领着爷爷围着谷仓、菜园和果园转了一圈。最后，爷爷在门廊前跟凯普聊起了陈年往事。

孩子们正各自准备着菜肴，班尼朝门廊窗外看了一眼，叫了起来。其余人全都凑到跟前，想看看到底是什么让他如此兴奋。

维莉连忙跑到门廊，身上那件长长的围裙都没来得及脱掉。“哦，凯普，爷爷，”她叫道，“快到后面来，看看发生了什么！”

凯普和奥登先生绕到房后，只见一只大母鸡从树林里走了出来，嘴里咯咯地叫着，很是高兴。在它的身后，十多只小鸡叽叽喳喳地朝鸡窝的方向走去。

“罗达！”凯普叫了起来，“多多，看啊！我们还以为罗达失踪了，可它又回来了！”

“你说，这段时间，它们都去哪了？”杰西问道。

凯普笑了起来：“罗达总是有自己的想法。它可能是在我受伤的时候跑了出去，在树林里搭了窝。好在它和它的孩子们没被狐狸和老鹰叼走，真是幸运。”

奥登先生看了看自己的老朋友：“你是说，虽然它从家里跑了出去，但你还是欢迎它回来？”

凯普怔怔地望着奥登先生，说道：“当然，这不过是它的天性而已，谁都一样的。”

“人也不例外啊。”奥登先生提醒着他，语气突然变得非常平静。

卡普死死地盯着奥登先生，说道：“我不知道你这话是什么意思，不过，你好像不是在开玩笑。”

奥登先生扶着凯普的胳膊，领着他回到了门廊里，问道：“你不明白？”他说道：“我是指你的儿子，杰森。他和我一直在通信，已经快一年了。他非常想回家来，却一直没有胆量。他不知道你会不会欢迎他。”

凯普沉默起来，两眼直勾勾地盯着自己的双手。“欢迎，”他沙哑着声音说道，“我一直在想他。自从你的孩子们来了以后，我就更难受了。可我不知道他在哪。”

“他在镇上的旅馆里，”奥登先生说道，“今天早上我还跟他说过话呢。听说你受伤后，他还试着给你打电话，却从来不敢开口说话。”

“那个打电话却不讲话的人竟然是杰森？”凯普问道。

奥登先生点了点头：“孩子们来的时候，他也跟着下了船，但他不知道该怎么跟你和解。”

“用不着和解，”凯普愤愤地说道，“当年，他是个固执的小家伙，而我则是个固执的老家伙。那都是很多年前的事了，现在，我想见见我的孩子！”

奥登先生站起身，冲着屋里喊了一声：“晚饭还有多久才准备好，杰西？”

“大约半个小时，”杰西叫道，“会不会太久了？”

“刚刚好，”爷爷说道，“告诉维莉多准备一个盘子，我很快就会带另外一位客人过来！”

维莉在桌子上铺了一块白布，中间摆了一大碗蓝色的飞燕草。“只有这个跟紫罗兰最相近。”维莉有点伤感地说道。

霍吉斯一家很快就到了。班尼领着苏西和尼德去看新出生的小鸡时，那辆黑色的轿车开了回来。杰西透过窗户看到爷爷先下了车，又扶着凯普下了车，然后把手杖递给了他。“维莉、亨利！”杰西叫了起来，“我们的神秘人物——杰先生来了，真是不敢相信！”

接着，凯普叫了起来：“孩子们，过来见见我的儿子。”

“杰森，”亨利悄声说道，“杰先生果然就是杰森。”

现在，凯普的儿子终于笑了，他满是笑容的脸看起来跟凯普的脸有几分相似。“咱们见过的，”他说着，跟孩子们依次握了握手，“咱们是一起坐船过来的，忘了吗？”

孩子们点了点头，看了看爷爷。

“听说你们要来，杰森很是嫉妒呢。”爷爷说道。

“他现在总算过来了啊！”维莉笑着说道，“而且这里非常欢迎他呢！”突然，她的眼睛睁得老大，尖叫起来：“杰西，我好像闻到焦味了。”两个女孩飞也似的跑进厨房。只过了一小会儿，维莉就走了回来。

“我想问你一件事，杰先生，”她说，“既然你知道我们是谁，也知道我们要到这里来，为什么那么不友好呢？每次见到你的时候，你都转过身去，匆匆地走开，好像根本不想见到我们一样。”

“不要叫我杰先生，维莉，叫我杰森好了。我之所以见到你们马上走开，是因为我已经记不清父亲的长相，生怕你们会发现我跟父亲长得很像，知道我们是父子关系。”他咧开嘴笑了笑，摸了摸父亲的胡子，说道：“但要是知道他留了这么长的胡子，我也不会那样做了。”

凯普、维莉，还有其他的人一起笑了起来。

班尼是最后一个见到杰森的。他叹了口气，把手伸进兜里掏出了在树屋里发现的那辆玩具消防车。

“这个是你的。”他低声说道。

杰森拿起那个金属制成的小玩具，仔细看了看，然后又把它放回班尼的手里。“你说对了，班尼，”他说，“但我想把它送给你，希望你能记住这个地方，好吗？”

班尼的脸上露出了笑容，手里紧紧地抓着手里的玩具，叫道：“好的！”

晚餐十分可口。火腿罐头上摆着红红的苹果片和肉桂做成的糖果，一碗红红的甜菜旁，放着裹着黄油的土豆。

最后，霍吉斯太太放下叉子，叹了口气。“多好吃的晚餐啊。”她说道。

“除了火腿以外，所有的食物都是从凯普的菜园和果园里摘来的。”杰西说道。

“我们还有甜点呢。”班尼说道。

“我都不知道能不能吃得下了。”杰森说道。

凯普吃了一勺维莉做的苹果面包布丁，冲着儿子笑了笑说道：“孩子，吃不下就算了，全都拿到我这里来好了。对我来说，一份儿是肯定不够的。”

“咱们俩很像呢，凯普，”班尼说着，冲他笑了起来，“咱们都喜欢美味的食物，不是吗？”

大人们喝起了咖啡，孩子们洗过碗后，在后院里玩起了游戏。离开之前，霍吉斯太太向维莉要了份做苹果面包布丁的菜谱。“真是很好吃呢，”她对维莉说道，“我想给凯普做些来吃，让他常常想起你们。要是你们能留下就好了。”

“也许我们会回来的，”班尼说，“我喜欢这儿。”

奥登先生的车开走了。凯普挥了挥手，多多站在他的肩膀上，杰森站在他的身旁。“这次也许是最棒的一次冒险呢。”杰西对爷爷说道。

“是的，不过我现在想回家，想看看望望，还想看看我们的棚车。”班尼说。

杰西咧嘴笑了笑，心想班尼真是个调皮的小男孩。不过杰西知道，班尼刚才说的，正是每个人的心里话。


Chapter　1　
 The Telegram


Outside in the woods， a cool breeze stirred. Inside the boxcar， the four Alden children were hot from their hard work. Finally twelve-year-old Jessie stood up.

“Now that is what I call clean，” she said， smiling at her two brothers and her ten-year-old sister， Violet.

“And neat，” her older brother， Henry， said. “I’m glad you thought of this，” he added， turning to Violet as she gave the pillows a final pat.

“It’ll be fun to come home from an adventure and find our wonderful boxcar so shiny and nice，” Benny said. “Look， even Watch is hot and tired from our work.”

“Watch is a lazybones，” Jessie said fondly. “He  do anything but watch.”

“That’s his job， but he loved our boxcar from the first，” Violet said， smiling down at him. “Remember how we found him when we came to live here after our mother and father died？ Watch is really one of us.”

“Then why can’t we take him on this adventure with us？” Benny asked.

“Come on， Benny，” Henry said， patting his little brother. “Who ever heard of a dog traveling on a paddle-wheel boat up the Mississippi River？ Anyway， Watch has stayed home to guard Grandfather’s house before.”

“I know，” Benny said， nodding. “But I’m going to miss him anyway.”

Outside，the children stretched in the cool New England air. “Now we’d better go back to  house and pack，” Henry said. Then he laughed. “Can you believe that once we ran away and hid from our own grandfather because we thought he was mean？ I  know how we could have been more wrong.”

“Maybe by taking lessons，” Benny said soberly， who thought a lot about lessons and school now that he was six.

Violet laughed. “Who ever heard of taking lessons to be wrong？ It’s more fun to learn to be right！”

Jessie said，“Grandfather says his friend Cap Lambert was a riverboat pilot for years. He knows all sorts of wonderful stories about the Mississippi River.”

“And his log cabin where we’ll visit is a hundred years old，” Henry added. “Staying there will be a real treat.”

“Cap Lambert has to be a wonderful man，” Violet said， “to invite us to visit him when he hasn’t even met us. I like him already.”

“And I like the trip up the river to his house， too，” Benny said， breaking into a run. “Let’s go pack！”

That next morning their grandfather glanced at the four brightly colored suitcases in the back of the car. “I wish I could go along on this trip with you，” he told them. “But business is business， and I know you’ll enjoy my friend Cap.”

“I hope he’ll enjoy us， too，” Jessie said quietly. “Didn’t you say he has a son of his own？”

Mr. Alden nodded. “A very nice boy named Jason. Of course he’s a grown man by now. But he and his father had a big disagreement when Jason was quite young. They haven’t even seen each other for many years.”

“What did they disagree about？” Jessie asked.

“Cap wanted Jason to be a doctor or lawyer. Jason only wanted to be a sailor like Cap himself，” Mr. Alden replied. “Jason ran away and did what he wanted and never came back.”

Benny snuggled against his grandfather. “I’m never going to leave you，” he told him.

“Except for adventures，” Henry put in， grinning.

“At least you’ll fly with us as far as St. Louis， Grandfather，” Violet said. “Will you come right back home from there？”

Mr. Alden shook his head. “I have business in the south. But I’ll be in touch with you by phone. Of course， Mrs. McGregor will be here taking care of the house and Watch. I’ll call and check on them， too， as I always do.”

The Mississippi River was only a quick taxi ride from the St. Louis airport. Benny， holding his bright-red suitcase， stared at the huge paddle-wheel steamer.

“Did you ever see so many flags？” Violet cried. “And listen to the music！”

Her grandfather laughed. “What better way to celebrate the Fourth of July than on America’s longest river？”

“And the fourth-longest river in the world，” Jessie added. Then she smiled. “I only know that because I looked it up.”

A stream of people were moving up the decorated ramp. At the top， a group of ship’s officers stood waiting.

“Can you come aboard with us？” Jessie asked Mr. Alden. “Just for a while？”

“I wouldn’t miss it，” he said， smiling down at her. “I like being able to imagine where you are in my mind.”

Henry， feeling very grown-up for fourteen， handed their tickets to the blond officer at the desk.

“Welcome aboard！” the man said， nodding at the children. Then he turned to their grandfather. “Greetings to you， too， sir. The captain’s assistant asked to see you as soon as you came aboard. He has a message for you.” He turned to lead the way. The children and their grandfather followed him.

A man in uniform met them as they neared his office. “This telegram arrived for you，” he said. “I was asked to see that you got it before you left the ship.”

The children watched their grandfather’s face as he read the telegram. When he frowned， Benny slid his hand into Henry’s.

Mr. Alden looked up and put his arm across  shoulders. “Thank you again，” he told the ship’s officer. “I need a quiet place to talk to my children for a moment.”

“You’re welcome to my office，” the man said. “I needed on deck.”

When the door closed behind him， Mr. Alden looked around at the children. “This is disappointing news，” he said. “It’s from Cap. Let me read it to you.”

“Dear Friend. Stop，” Mr. Alden read. “I can’t tell you how unhappy I am to write this. Stop. I have looked forward very much to having your fine children here. Stop. But I have to ask you not to send them due to an injury to my ankle that makes me unable to get around. Stop. Regards always. Cap Lambert.”

“Why does he keep telling you to stop？” Benny cried. “We don’t want to stop. We want to go there.”

His grandfather chuckled. “That’s just the way telegrams are written. Stop is like a period. Poor Cap！ I know he hates having to call off your visit. I’m sure that he’s just as disappointed as you children are.”

“Oh， but， Grandfather，” Jessie said. “If  having trouble getting around， that’s an even better reason for us to go. We can take care of him and help him with his work. Remember what a good nurse Violet is？ And we can see that he eats right so his ankle will heal. Didn’t you say that he lives all alone？”

“Except for his pet rooster， Doodle，” Benny put in.

“Jessie’s right，” Henry said. “Your friend doesn’t know that we have the best time if we have real things to do.”

Their grandfather listened thoughtfully.

“You see， Grandfather，” Henry said， “your friend doesn’t know us. He thinks he’ll have to take care of us. Instead， we can take care of him. And we’d really like to do it.”

Mr. Alden hesitated， still looking doubtful. “He  be expecting you when the boat reaches Hannibal，” he pointed out. “There’ll be no one there to meet you and take you out to his place. His cabin is at least three miles from town.”

“We’ve had worse problems than that，” Henry reminded him. “Remember the time we got snowbound in a cabin？ The store was almost that far away from us.”

Violet took her grandfather’s hand and looked up into his face. “Don’t you know that we like doing things for people more than anything？” she asked. “Surely he won’t mind our coming if he knows how much we want to help.”

Mr. Alden smiled and caught the four of them against him in a big hug. “You win， and so does Cap. I’ll call him from shore and let him know you’re coming. And  depend on you， as always， to come through with flying colors.”

Within minutes， they were waving from the deck to the tall， white-haired man who saluted them from shore.


Chapter　2　
 The Double Celebration


The boys got their unpacking done before the girls had finished. “Now can we go and explore？” Benny asked， almost jumping up and down with excitement.

“Go on ahead，” Violet told him. “We’re almost through. We’ll meet you up on deck.”

The cabins were small and shining clean， with two bunk beds in each one. Violet and Jessie unpacked the clothes they would wear on the boat and hung them in a tiny metal closet. After they finished， they went up on deck to look for Henry and Benny.

One of the ship’s officers was going up the narrow stairs in front of them. “Excuse me， sir，” Jessie said. “Have you seen two boys—a tall one and a short one— come this way？”

The man only glanced at them before looking away so his face was half hidden. Then he nodded. “I believe you’ll find the Alden boys on the top deck，” he said with no warmth in his voice.

Violet looked back as she and Jessie climbed the narrow stairs. “How did he know our last name？” she wondered aloud.

“I saw him checking our names off a list when Henry handed in our tickets，” Jessie said. “He looked at Grandfather and us very strangely then.”

“That’s the second strange thing about that Mr. Jay，” Violet said thoughtfully.

Jessie looked at the man who was disappearing into the crowd. Then she laughed. “Now you are being mysterious. How did you know his name？ And what was the second strange thing about him？”

In spite of Jessie’s teasing， Violet didn’t even smile. “His name is written on that gold-colored pin  wearing，” Violet said. “And didn’t you notice how he wouldn’t look us in the face？ It was almost as if he didn’t want us to see what he looked like.”

Jessie nodded. “You’re right. He’s not at all friendly.”

Then they were at the top of the stairs. The boys were at the rail looking up at a huge bridge spanning the river.

“I wonder when we’re going to leave，” Benny asked. “I want to see the paddle wheel turn.”

One of the ship’s officers turned and smiled down at him. “First we’ll have dinner and let it get dark，” he told Benny. “You want to see the fireworks， don’t you？”

“Oh， yes，” Benny said. Then he grinned at the man. “But I’m not sure which I like best， dinner or fireworks.”

Their first meal on board was served on long tables where they all could take what they wanted. Violet’s eyes widened at the huge table of beautiful food. She filled her plate with melon and strawberries， along with chicken， cheese and bread. Benny tried to take at least some of everything， but Jessie talked him into stopping when he started piling on the second layer.

When they went back up on deck， a tall man with a red mustache and glasses was standing by the rail. “Here，” he said， stepping aside to make room for them. “Take my place. I can see over your heads.”

Henry thanked him， then stared up at the bridge that crossed the river. “What a great bridge，” he said.

The man nodded. “It’s called the Eads Bridge，” he said. “It was built back in the nineteenth century.”

Jessie looked at him and smiled. “You must read a lot to know things like that.”

He smiled. “I do，” he said. “But it’s my business， too. I write articles for newspapers. I’m always looking for interesting things to write about. I’m Paul Edwards. If  the Alden children，  be having meals together. I saw your names on my table list.”

“Look，” Benny cried， pointing back toward the city. Fireworks had begun to explode above the tall buildings of St. Louis. Rockets and bright flashes rose into the sky on both sides of the river.

“I wish Grandfather could see this，” Violet whispered.

Benny was leaning against Henry by the time the fireworks ended in a giant burst of color that filled the sky. The ship began to move. “I’m thirsty，” Benny said， his voice suddenly sad. “And I just remembered that I forgot something important.”

Jessie laughed and opened her bag. “It couldn’t be this， could it？” she asked， handing him the pink cup he had kept ever since finding it in the dump when they lived in the boxcar.

He smiled， taking it from her with both hands. “ Thank you， Jessie，” he said softly， his voice happy again.

She hugged him. “Now what do you say we go to bed so we’ll all be perky tomorrow？”

“If you say so，” he said. “But I’m not at all sleepy.” He grinned at himself when a wide yawn caught him right in the middle of his words.

Mr. Edwards was right. He was assigned to their table along with some other friendly people. They all agreed that bacon and eggs had never tasted better than that morning.

Up on deck， they watched a tiny tugboat moving upstream， pushing a huge barge of lumber past them. The sailors on the tug shouted and waved their caps at the children as they passed. Jessie looked down and saw Mr. Jay watching them from the deck below. The minute he saw her looking at him， he turned on his heel and walked away.

“We have a mystery man，” Jessie whispered to Henry.

“What’s the mystery about him？” Henry asked.

“His name is Mr. Jay， and no matter where we are， I see him staring at us，” she said. “But the minute I look at him， he gets away as fast as he can. It’s almost as if he were spying on us but didn’t want us to know it.” 

“He never smiles，” Violet added. “And he’s the only man on the ship who isn’t really polite to us.”

Henry frowned. “That is mysterious，” he said. “Be sure to point him out to me the next time you see him.”

That night after sunset， Mr. Edwards led them to the very top of the boat where the pilots worked. “See how they play those beams of light across the water in front of us？” he asked.

“What would happen without them？” Jessie asked.

“The boat could get stuck on a sandbar，” he said， “and have to be pushed off. In the old days， outlaws often lurked along the river. Sometimes they came aboard and robbed people.”

“Like pirates？” Benny asked. “I know about pirates.”

Mr. Edwards nodded. “About the same，” he said. “Wolf Island up ahead was well known for the bad men who hid there to attack passing boats.”

“Do you write about things like this in your articles？” Jessie asked.

He nodded. “I just published a story about a half a million dollars in gold coins that’s supposed to be buried up there south of Hannibal in one of those valleys.”

“That’s where we’re going，” Benny told him， practically bouncing out of his chair.

Mr. Edwards laughed. “Stories of buried treasure never seem to die away， but nobody ever finds any gold， either.”

There was so much to see and do that the day passed quickly.

After Jessie and Violet pointed out Mr. Jay to the boys， Henry agreed that he seemed to be everywhere.

“Like outlaws along the river，” Benny said.

“Well， not exactly，” Henry laughed， but he wondered. Why would a stranger like that be spying on them and then act as if he were afraid they would recognize him？

“Have any of you ever seen this Mr. Jay anywhere before we got on board？” Henry asked.

“Never，” they agreed， shaking their heads.

Before they knew it， the ship was being towed to shore at Hannibal. Jessie sighed. “This was such fun that I hate to see it end.”

They said good-bye to Mr. Edwards and thanked him for his wonderful stories. Then， their suitcases in hand， they streamed off the boat with the other passengers.


Chapter　3　
 Cap and Doodle


After they left the ship， the children decided that they needed to call Cap Lambert the very first thing.

“Can I just sit some place and wait？” Benny asked. “My legs feel funny when I walk.”

“Mine do， too，” Jessie said. “Those are our ‘sea legs.’ We’ll get our land legs back right away.”

The girls and Benny sat on a bench while Henry went to use a public phone. They were barely settled before he was back. “Cap Lambert’s phone has been disconnected，” he said， frowning thoughtfully.

“Oh， that’s not good at all，” Violet said. “If he’s been injured， he needs a phone.”

“And it means that Grandfather wasn’t able to call him to say we were on the boat. He must not even know we’re coming，” Henry said. “It’s not very nice just to surprise him.”

“I know he’ll be glad when he sees us，” Benny said. “Grandfather said it was only three miles to his house. That’s not very far for us to walk.”

“You’re right， Benny，” Jessie said. “But remember， Cap Lambert has been hurt. If he isn’t expecting us， he may not be prepared. I think we should take some groceries.”

Benny jumped up. “That’s a great idea，” he said. “They had everything I liked on the ship except peanut butter.”

“Do you have your land legs back？” Jessie asked.

Benny nodded and raced into the store to prove it. The grocer watched them with interest as they picked out things they all liked. Along with the regular groceries， like dried milk， cocoa， spaghetti， and tomato sauce，they bought some treats—cinnamon candy， marshmallows， and， of course， peanut butter， a large jar. While the grocer added up their bill， Henry picked up a lamp and looked at it. It had a funny smell.

“That’s a kerosene lamp，” the grocer told him. “They come in mighty handy where there  any electricity.” He looked at the bags of groceries and frowned. “Surely  not aiming to carry all this clear out to ？”

“There are four of us，” Henry reminded him.

“No matter，” he said. “I might find you a ride with somebody going that way.”

The children looked at each other， then Jessie smiled at him. “That’s very nice of you，” she said. “But we like walking. But we need to know the way to find Owl’s Glen.”

A little later， as they set off with a suitcase in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other， Henry spoke quietly. “Look back，” he said. “Isn’t that Mr. Jay watching us there by the post office？”

Jessie glanced back， nodding. “You’re right，” she said.

“Where？” Violet asked. But by the time she turned， he had turned away and disappeared down the side street.

“I don’t like it when people spy on us and I don’t know why，” Benny said.

“None of us do，” Jessie told him. “But we won’t have to wonder about him any more. Our boat will go back down the river to St. Louis this afternoon. He’ll be on it， and we’ll probably never see him again.”

“I do like mysteries， though，” Benny admitted.

The road to Cap Lambert’s was mostly downhill. Tall bushes and trees grew close to its side， shutting off the light. The road crossed a stream that was marked POSSUM CREEK. By the time they saw a log cabin up ahead， it was getting dark.

“Do you suppose that’s Cap’s place？” Jessie asked， stopping. The chimney of the low cabin sent a thin wisp of blue smoke into the sky. The giant pine trees cast such a deep shade that the cabin’s porch was in full darkness.

“I don’t hear any owls，” Benny said， setting down his suitcase and groceries. “But let’s stop and see anyway. My legs are tired of this road. It sure is dark here. Maybe the cabin is haunted.”

Jessie laughed. “Benny！ What an imagination you have.”

As Henry unlocked the gate， a sudden screeching came from the porch. With a flash of red and a beating of wings， a brightly colored rooster flew squawking down the walk at them. Benny yipped with delight and ran to meet the rooster.

“Doodle，” Benny cried， kneeling， forgetting his fears.

The rooster stopped with his wings still spread. As he cocked his head at Benny， a gruff voice came from the porch. “Get back here， Doodle， you crazy rooster. What’s going on out there， anyway？”

Before anyone could answer， Benny had run up to the porch. “You must be Cap Lambert，” he said in a rush. “How did you get hurt， anyway？ I hope you’re feeling better.”

“What is this？” the old man asked， peering at him from the shade. “Go away， whoever you are.”

The girls looked at each other with wide eyes as Henry stepped forward to join Benny. “We’re the Alden children，” he said.

The man on the porch was sitting in a high-backed chair. His bandaged leg was propped on a stool. A pair of crutches leaned against the wall. He looked terribly old in the dim light. His gray hair stuck out under his cap， and his full curling beard was gray， too. “I guess my message didn’t reach you. That’s a pity.”

“Oh， but it did！” Benny said. “We came anyway.”

The rooster had come back up the walk. He flapped up to sit on Cap’s shoulder and stare at the children.

“You must be Benny，” Cap Lambert said. “Your grandfather told me you were a talker.”

Benny nodded and turned to introduce Henry and the girls.

“You got my telegram and came on anyway？” Cap asked when he had nodded at each of the children. He was frowning a little. “What was that Alden thinking of？”

“It was our idea，” Jessie admitted. “We had to talk Grandfather into letting us come.”

“You should have saved your breath，” Cap Lambert grumbled. “ have to turn you around and send you right back. There’s no one here to care for you， and  not safe around here anyway.”

“Oh， but we came to take care of you，” Violet said， telling him how they had convinced their grandfather. He listened， still frowning.

“You make a fair case，” he finally admitted. “I’ve been afraid to go out on the rough ground with this bad ankle. I called the mailman in to send that telegram for me and haven’t left the cabin. There was enough feed in the bins to take care of the chickens for a while， and the eggs can wait in the nests. My horse Pilot gets his water from a spring-fed trough and has plenty of hay. The garden and orchard just have to tend themselves.”

“We’re good with chickens，” Benny told him. “And horses， too. We learned out on Aunt Jane’s ranch.”

Cap looked at them and sighed. “There’s nothing to do tonight， I guess. You might as well take your things inside.  worry about getting you back to town tomorrow. I suppose you’re hungry， too.”

“I’m always hungry，” Benny told him， grinning.

“But you don’t have to worry about food，” Jessie said quickly. “All of us like to cook， and we brought things for dinner. Henry and I will fix it while Benny and Violet help you inside.”

Jessie’s plan worked perfectly. By the time Cap was installed in his rocking chair by the hearth， the water was boiling for spaghetti， and tomato sauce was simmering on the back of the old wood stove. Violet found a red-and-white-checkered cloth for the round oak table and went outside to look for some flowers for a centerpiece. As she picked a bunch of wild daisies at the edge of the woods， she heard a kitten mew. She stood very still， looking for it， but she never did find it.

Cap Lambert sniffed the air and winked at Benny. “I believe I’m as hungry as you are， Benny，” he said. “I been getting along on cold things I could rustle for myself.”

Even though the cabin needed a good cleaning， it looked cozy and friendly with the five of them gathered around the table.

“We were all sorry to hear you were hurt，” Henry said. “Tell us about your accident.”

Cap Lambert’s voice had lost its gruffness as they made friends. His color was better， too， after eating two heaping plates of hot spaghetti. But his voice sounded worried as he tried to explain. “That was the strangest thing ever. I know every inch of this place with my eyes shut. There never had been any deep hole out there by the garden before. But there I was with my foot down in it and my ankle twisted under me. It hurt too much to do anything but hobble back inside. By morning that ankle was as big around as my head， and I’ve been laid up ever since.”

“Are you sure it’s not broken？” Violet asked， looking at him with concern.

He nodded. “I can move my foot around. It’s just too sprained and swollen to walk on. That’s why I asked the mailman to send that telegram to your grandfather.”

“That’s not enough reason to keep us away，” Henry said. “We’ll have fun taking care of you and your place.”

“But I had other reasons besides that to keep you from coming，” Cap said， his voice getting lower and angry again. “Things just aren’t the same around here anymore. I feel too far from everybody， and strange things happen that I don’t understand， like a hole coming in the ground overnight.”

“You must have neighbors，” Jessie said.

“I used to，” he said. “But just this spring my neighbor Roger Hodges got killed in a car accident. There’re only his wife and children left over the hill， and I haven’t seen Susie or Ned since summer came.” He looked up at Jessie. “I miss those kids. Susie’s about your size， I’d guess， and Ned has just turned ten.”

“Like me，” Violet said， rising to clear the table. Then she paused and glanced over at Doodle， perched on the back of Cap’s chair. “Do you have a cat？” she asked Cap.

He looked up and shook his head. “Never in this life，” he said. “Why do you ask？”

She smiled. “I was sure I heard a kitten out in your yard. I couldn’t find it. But a bird flew out of that same bush. It couldn’t have been a bird， could it？”

He laughed. “I’m not much on birds， but I’d say it was a strange bird that would make the noise of a cat.”


Chapter　4　
 Weird Noises， Strange Lights


Benny finished the last of the milk in his pink cup and handed it to Violet. He frowned， still thinking about Cap’s accident. “You might feel closer to people if you had your telephone fixed，” he said.

“I had that thing disconnected myself，” Cap told him crossly. “I was getting calls that didn’t make any sense. That phone would ring and when I’d answer it， no one would say anything. I knew there was somebody there because I could hear breathing.”

Henry and Jessie exchanged glances. Why would anyone call Cap up and then just breathe？

“I must say it’s nice to have your company tonight，” Cap went on. “But I’ll get you into the hotel in town tomorrow. You’ll be safe there until your grandfather comes.”

“We had lots of adventures alone，” Benny protested.

Cap nodded， but his frown didn’t go away.

Cap was no housekeeper. Although the house had electricity and running water， it was otherwise very simple. Jessie finally found a dishpan and a drying rack. When Henry came to help her and Violet with the dishes， she shook her head. “Maybe you and Violet should check things outside. The chickens will be asleep， but you might check on the horse.”

Cap nodded. “I would appreciate your checking on Pilot，” he said. “He’s probably lonesome and would like a pan of oats.”

When Violet and Henry came back from the barn， the tiny kitchen was shining. “My， you are good workers，” Cap said. “Everything’s done， and it’s too early to go to bed.” Then he chuckled. “How about you make us up a big bowl of popcorn？ We can take it out on the porch and get better acquainted.”

Benny clapped his hands. “I love popcorn，” he said.

“So does Doodle，” Cap told him. “That’s why I haven’t made any since I hurt my ankle. He can eat it faster than I can get it off the cob and into the pan. I’ll tell you where it is， and we’ll take this rascal outside until it’s done.”

The children had never seen popcorn still on the dry cob. Jessie shelled it while Henry heated the heavy pan on the stove. Within minutes the popcorn was exploding under the pot lid while Henry shook it to keep it from burning.

“I’ve never eaten popcorn this good，” Violet said when they were settled on the dark porch. “Where do you get it on a cob like this？”

Cap’s laugh was warm and rich. “I grow it right out there in my own garden.”

“I love gardening，” Jessie said. “Tomorrow I’ll go see if it needs weeding.”

The crickets sang in the darkness as Cap told them about his life as a riverboat pilot. The children told Cap about their friend from the boat， Paul Edwards. He nodded. “There’re a million and one stories about that river to keep a writer going，” he said. “I believe I recognize that name.”

Benny， leaning against Jessie on the steps， fell asleep， dropping his bowl and spilling the last kernels of corn.

“Doodle is dead asleep for the night，” Cap laughed， “or he’d be after that corn in a minute. Let’s turn in. This night has been a rare treat for me. Who would have thought you kids could be such a big help？”

Doodle had his head under one wing on  shoulder.

“Where does Doodle sleep？” Violet asked.

Cap looked a little embarrassed. “He has a cage in my room. I’ve kept him there since I was hurt. While the foxes can’t get into the chicken yard if the gate is closed， the hawks can fly in. I was afraid he might get carried off. If I cover his cage， he doesn’t crow until I get up.”

Cap’s small cabin was cozy. The living room with its giant fireplace， Cap’s bedroom， and the kitchen formed the main part of the house. The children were to sleep on the screened porch that ran clear across the back. Jessie and Violet had narrow but comfortable cots at one end， with Henry’s and Benny’s at the other.

As they climbed into their cots， Violet asked Jessie， “Do you think he means to let us stay？”

Jessie laughed softly. “We just need to be so helpful that he can’t spare us. Let’s see who can do the most useful things.”

“And who can solve the mystery， too，” Benny said. “Holes just don’t dig themselves， you know.”

“You’re right，” Henry said. “Here we were hoping for one mystery and we get a whole bunch of them. Telephones don’t ring and breathe without someone else on the line， either.”

“But who would do a thing like that？” Jessie asked.

“And why would they want to？” Violet added. “ ， we need to find a whole lot of things if we’re going to help Cap.” Violet dropped her head on her pillow. “For that， I need a good night’s sleep.”

Once the lights were out， Jessie fell asleep almost instantly along with the others. When the strange sound wakened her， she sat up， startled. Violet stirred and whispered something in her sleep， but the boys slept on.

With her quilt around her shoulders， Jessie went to the window to stare out into the woods. The barn was a larger shadow against the uneven darkness beyond. She listened to the noisy darkness， the droning of insects， and the thumping of frogs. The sound that had wakened her was different， but more like a whistle than a birdcall. She had never heard a birdcall anything like that.

She was still trying to figure out what it could have been when she saw the light moving back among the trees. Could someone be out there with a flashlight？ She saw it shine weakly， then disappear to a glow again a few yards away. It was always at the same height. She tiptoed to Henry’s side. He woke up at her touch and whispered， “What’s wrong？”

Jessie signaled him to silence and pointed to the woods. He sat up and stared out as she had done. When the light appeared， he caught her arm， whispering， “What is it？”

“I  know，” she said. Finally the light disappeared behind the barn.

“That’s weird，” Henry whispered. “I can’t figure out how you could make a light move like that unless someone was carrying it.”

“That makes it scary，” Jessie said. “Nobody has any business out there at night.”

“Maybe Cap would know what it was，” Henry said thoughtfully.

Jessie shook her head. “I  think we should say anything about it. He’s already too nervous. Remember how he looked when he told us about hurting himself—in a hole that  been there before？ And those spooky telephone calls？ If he thought any more strange things were going on， I’m sure he’d make us go stay in town.”

“You’re probably right，” Henry agreed. “Tomorrow we’ll all go explore out there. We’re sure to find some clues.”


Chapter　5　
 Will-o’-the-Wisp


When Jessie woke up again， she heard a lot of different sounds. The horse whinnied in the barn as Henry talked to it. She heard the chickens fussing in their yard， and a noise like a kitten crying “Mew” over and over. Violet was in the kitchen putting on water to make coffee for Cap.

“What a good idea，” Jessie told her. “Cap probably wants coffee first thing， just like Grandfather does. Oh， and I wanted to tell you. I heard a kitten cry， too.”

“We’ll keep watching for it，” Violet said.

Jessie nodded in agreement. “Now， what can we cook？”

“I found a ham bone in the refrigerator，” Violet told her. “I’ve cut off a bowlful of little pieces. If there are eggs out there， we could have an omelet with toast and jam.”

“Wonderful！” Jessie said. “There’s a wire basket hanging on the porch. I’ll go look for eggs.”

She found eggs in every nest， altogether a dozen plus two. Henry， coming from the barn， opened the back door for her to carry them inside.

The ham sizzling in the skillet and the rich coffee smell brought Cap swinging out of his room on his crutches. Doodle rode on his left shoulder. “I’ve never smelled anything as good as this morning，” he said， peering at the ham before he sat down. “Was there really that much meat on that bone？”

“Sure was，” Violet told him. “With enough left over for soup.” She smiled at him. As she spoke， she whipped six eggs in a bowl with a fork， then added them to the ham.

“I hope that Susie and little Ned are getting on as well as you do，” Cap said. “They have their mother， at least.”

“Don’t they ever come over to see you？” Benny asked.

“Not these past months，” Cap told him. “They must be visiting grandparents off somewhere. I miss them， too.”

The omelet had been divided up and was half eaten when Benny looked at Cap. “What was that funny light I saw out in the woods last night？” he asked.

“Lightning bugs？” Cap asked.

Jessie and Henry exchanged glances. So much for keeping the strange lights a secret from Cap！

“It didn’t dance. It flickered，” Benny said.

Cap’s face darkened， and his voice sounded doubtful. “There’s such a thing as a will-o’-the-wisp，” he said. “They say it flickers in marshy places.”

“Will-o’-the-wisp！” Violet cried. “I love that name.”

Cap shook his head， looking very grumpy. “If  seeing such strange lights as that， I don’t want you stepping out of this house after dark. You hear？”

The children nodded and went back to their breakfast. But Jessie caught Henry’s eye. Any mention of strange things upset Cap. She was sorry Benny had seen the light. They needed to solve these strange little mysteries fast so the old man’s mind could be put at ease.

When the breakfast dishes were done， the four children told Cap that they wanted to explore his little farm. The garden was just beyond the barn with the orchard on the far side of that. Suddenly Henry， who was still prowling around the barn， called to the others. “Come look，” he said. “I want you to see something.”

Jessie and Violet ran to him at once. “Isn’t this about where we saw the flickering light last night？” he asked.

“It looks right to me，” Jessie said， looking around for Benny， who had seen it， too.

“Where did Benny go？” Henry asked.

“He was with us in the garden，” Violet said， looking back. When Benny didn’t answer Jessie’s call， they all three ran toward the woods， calling his name.

Suddenly his little round face appeared above them from the dense foliage of an oak tree. “Here I am，” Benny cried happily. “I found a squirrel house.”

Henry went to the foot of the tree and looked up. “Squirrels don’t have houses， Benny，” he said. “They have nests. Where are you， anyway？ I can’t see you.”

“Right up here. Come see for yourself，” Benny called. “This house is full of nut shells like squirrels leave， and a lot of trash. Oh，” he said suddenly， “and a fire truck.”

Violet frowned. Henry was right. Squirrels lived in nests instead of houses， and they didn’t play with fire trucks， either. “I want to see， too，” she called up to Benny.

Henry had already shinnied out of sight up into the tree. “Be careful，” he called down to his sisters. “There is a tree house up here， but the wood is old and rotten.”

Soon they were all crammed into the little house. Its roof was slanted with holes cut out for windows. “ it great？” Benny asked. “And look！”

He held up a tiny metal fire truck with only three wheels and most of the red paint worn off. Violet turned the little truck in her hand. She said quietly， “I’m sure that this tree house belonged to Cap’s son Jason. And this must be his fire truck. Cap must have loved his son very much to make him such a nice playhouse. He must still miss him a lot， too.”

“But  never once mentioned him，” Jessie said.

“Maybe it hurts Cap to think about him，” Henry said.

“Can I take the fire truck？” Benny asked， holding the toy tightly in his hand.

Henry looked at his sisters. “I think it would be all right if you don’t let Cap see it，” Violet said. “Seeing it would only remind him and make him feel even more sad.”

“I could stay up here forever，” Benny said. “I love this place.”

“It is great，” Henry agreed， “but Cap will worry if we’re gone too long.”

“What were you going to show us back by the barn？” Jessie asked Henry. “Did you find a clue there？”

“Not exactly a clue，” he said， leading them to a place near the end of the barn. “I just wanted to show you something. This is where we saw the light. Right？”

When Jessie and Benny nodded， he told them to feel the ground. “Why， it’s as dry as an old bone，” Jessie said.

“Then we can’t have seen a will-o’-the-wisp as Cap suggested. That only happens on wet marshy ground，” Henry reminded them. “We saw something else flickering out here.”

“You’re right，” Jessie said. “And Violet and I found something really confusing in the garden， too. Cap said he hasn’t been out in his garden since his accident.”

“But everything is perfect out there，” Violet added. “The beans and tomatoes look as if they have been picked every day. The carrots have even been thinned， and none of the spinach has gone to seed.”

The children stared at each other. “Do squirrels and possums eat vegetables？” Benny asked.

“They do，” Henry said， “but they just bite chunks out. Only a person would thin carrots and spinach.”

“But who？” Jessie asked. “There’s no one around here. There’s not even a house close by.”

Henry shook his head. “The more we look for answers， the more questions we get，” he said. “Let’s not upset Cap more by telling him about this. What do you say？”

Benny nodded. “His ankle never will get well if he just swings around on those crutches all the time being worried.”

Violet made soup with the ham bone and vegetables. It smelled so good that everyone wanted to eat early. The boys made popcorn， which they all ate out on the porch.

That night before going to sleep， the children held another whispered conversation. “We can’t go another day without getting in touch with Grandfather，” Jessie said. “If he  hear from us， he might get worried. He might even think he has to come get us.”

“Oh， he mustn’t！” Violet cried. “Cap really needs us. And we can’t leave here until we solve these mysteries.”

Benny， lying in bed on his stomach， said， “Just call home and tell Mrs. McGregor. Grandfather is always in touch with her. And be sure to ask how Watch is， too.”

Jessie grinned. Benny always had a good plan. And she didn’t mind that he thought of Watch as his dog even though he really belonged to Jessie herself.

“I’ll call Grandfather. Who wants to walk along with me to town？” Henry asked. “I need to buy some other things， too.”

“I’d love to go，” Violet said. “We’ve got plenty of soup left over for lunch， and we’d be back for supper.”

“Check the peanut butter before you go，” Benny mumbled drowsily.


Chapter　6　
 Scrambled Eggs


Violet woke up just before dawn. She dressed silently， thinking of what would taste the best for breakfast. She decided on French toast with honey.

She took down the egg basket， wishing the sun would come up faster. The minute she stepped outside， things began to happen. The chickens began squawking， and a small dog she’d never seen before darted past her. She gasped as she looked after him. For a minute she was tempted to run back inside until it was light. But that was silly. She’d never been afraid of the dark. What harm could come from a reddish-looking little dog with a plumed tail？

She couldn’t see a thing as she slid her hand into the warm nests and felt for eggs. When she had emptied all the nests， she had eight eggs. She stood still， frowning.

This was curious. Jessie had found fourteen eggs the day before. If the chickens laid eight eggs every day， Jessie should have found a lot more than fourteen eggs. What had happened to the eggs the hens had laid before they got there？ Cap said he hadn’t gathered them since he got hurt.

Violet shook her head. This really was a strange place！ The other mysteries they’d solved hadn’t been like this. None of these puzzling things seemed to have anything to do with each other.

She was about to leave the henhouse when a low， strange whistle sent an icy shiver up her back. The piercing sound was so close that her breath came short. Was this the same noise Jessie had heard？ For the first time Violet was truly scared！ Before the sound even died away， something went crashing off into the bushes. It sounded like an animal—a big animal. For a moment， she couldn’t move.

She took a deep breath. As she stepped out into the darkness， she saw something disappearing into the trees. It was still too dark to see it clearly. It looked lumpy and black and was bent over. The funny way it ran made it even scarier. She knew it wasn’t a bear， but she  think of what else it could be. Whatever it was scared her so much that she forgot all about her basket of eggs and ran for the cabin.

She was almost to the back porch when Cap came around the side of the house on his crutches. Violet must have looked as scared as she felt because he stared at her a minute. Then he said， “Violet， what’s wrong？” Before she could answer， he motioned her to follow him. “Come on， my dear. Come around to the porch with me.”

Violet looked down at her egg basket and gasped. Broken eggs were pouring out between the wires of the basket in a golden stream. “Never mind that，” Cap said impatiently. “Come along with me. You can tend to those eggs later.”

She followed him with a thundering heart. What had she done to make him sound so cross？ Once into his chair， he looked up at her， still frowning. “I want to know exactly what scared you out there，” he said in a stern voice. When she couldn’t think of how to answer right away， he went on impatiently. “Was it a whistling？”

She nodded. “An awful whistling， and a red dog， and something running off into the brush.”

He frowned. “The chickens woke me up，” he said. “Did you see anything like a hawk around the henhouse？”

“Only that little red dog，” she told him. She had seen that other thing， but she couldn’t possibly describe it.

“Did it have a sharp nose and a big plume of a tail？”

“I didn’t see its face， but its tail was bushy.”

He sighed. “That was no dog， Violet. That was a fox. Foxes and hawks both rob chicken houses and carry off hens. How many hens do I have out there now？”

“I never thought to count them，” she admitted.

He glanced at the morning light that was flooding into the clearing. “Would you mind going to see how many there are？” he asked. “You won’t be scared， will you？”

She shook her head and ran back to the henhouse. She counted the hens twice to be sure she had the number right.

“Eleven，” she told Cap when she got back to the porch. “All snow white.”

He stared at her. “No red hen at all？”

She shook her head， “All white.”

He sighed. “That’s worse than I feared. When I got hurt， I had eleven white Plymouth Rock hens and a beautiful Rhode Island red hen named Rhoda. She was my special pet， and Doodle’s， too. Although it sounded strange， that whistle we heard may have been a hawk or an eagle.” He shook his head. “We’ll miss poor Rhoda. But thank you， Violet. I’m glad I didn’t risk losing Doodle by leaving him out there. He’s been my best friend since our old dog died. But you still must have found a lot of eggs.”

“Not too many，” she admitted. “Jessie found fourteen yesterday， and I only found eight today.”

He frowned. “That’s not near enough eggs. I tell you， Violet， strange things are going on around here. If you children weren’t such good company， I’d get you into the safety of town if I had to walk you there on these crutches.”

She smiled at him. “We don’t want to go until  well. But I’d better see how many of those eggs I ruined.”

Two eggs were completely broken and had spilled out on the ground. Five others were so badly cracked that she had to empty them into a bowl to save them.

Cap’s coffee was ready when Henry came in and looked into the bowl. “Scrambled eggs today？” he asked.

“I cracked these，” Violet told him. She started telling him about the whistle and the running figure. Jessie and Benny came in from the porch to listen.

“That sounds like a dwarf out of a book，” Benny said.

She stared at him. “That’s exactly what it looked like， all dark and hunched over and running in that strange way. All I could think of was a bear， but it  that big.”

“It woke me up making a scraping noise out there，” Benny said. “I heard the same noise the night we saw that funny light. It comes and goes， then comes and goes again. Remember when we got here， I said maybe the house was haunted.”

Before they could ask Benny any more， Cap appeared.

Henry smiled at him and changed the subject quickly. “You’re just in time for coffee，” he said. “With breakfast coming right up.”

When Cap was settled with his coffee， Henry went back to the stove. “You do the eggs， Violet， and I’ll make French toast，” he said. “Big breakfast for a big day！”

Cap and Benny both groaned when they had finished off plates of buttery scrambled eggs and golden French toast covered with honey. “I’m glad I’m not walking into town with you，” Benny said. “I’m so full I’d have to waddle.”

Cap looked at him. “What’s this about a trip to town？”

“Violet and I need to go to town and call home，” Henry told him. “Grandfather checks with our housekeeper. He’ll get the message and know we’re here and having a fine time.”

Cap shook his head. “No man ever had more thoughtful children than you four. You could ride Pilot into town and back.”

“Could we？” Henry asked. “That would be wonderful！”

“But I want to ride the horse， too，” Benny said.

“Then you go in my place，” Violet said quickly. “  give you the grocery list Jessie and I made.”

“Are you sure you don’t care？” Benny asked， looking concerned.

Violet leaned to touch his shoulder. “I’ll go next time.”

Pilot held very still as Henry put the harness over his head. “He looks happy to be going for a ride，” Violet said. “He’s probably been lonely， too， like Cap.”

Benny crossed the barn floor carrying a saddle blanket when he suddenly fell with a thud and yelped with pain.

“What happened？” Jessie asked， kneeling beside him.

Benny blinked to hold back his tears and hugged his right knee with both arms. “I tripped and fell，” he said.

“No wonder you tripped，” Henry said， kneeling beside him. “A big board has come loose under this hay.”

Benny， up on his feet， stared down at it. “Look， there’s a deep hole underneath it，” he said. The children gathered around to examine the hollow place where the earth had been dug away under the barn floor.

“How could that have happened with the barn all closed up？” Jessie asked. “Holes have to be dug！ And they’re dangerous，” she added. “Someone could get hurt.”

“Cap has already，” Benny reminded her.

“But he didn’t fall here in the barn，” Violet reminded him. “He was outside， over by the water trough. He told me.”

“Come look here，” Jessie called. “I found another board loose， and still another one. And all of them were hidden under the hay with big holes dug underneath.”

Henry stood silently for a moment， frowning as he tried to solve the puzzle. “We need to figure out what made these holes.”

“Or who made them，” Benny said， still rubbing his knee.


Chapter　7　
 The Cat Bird


The girls left Cap and Doodle dozing on the front porch. Violet climbed a tree and handed the apples down to Jessie. When her bucket was half full， Jessie stepped back and fell flat， her apples rolling off in all directions. “What happened？” Violet asked. “Are you all right？”

Jessie looked up from the ground. “There are holes all around here. They’re like those at the barn except these have soft dirt thrown back in them so you can’t see them.”

Violet climbed down and helped gather up the apples. Then， they walked around and found over a dozen holes. “I thought Cap was just nervous，” Jessie said on the way back to the house. “Now I’m feeling nervous myself.”

Violet nodded. “I wasn’t nervous this morning， I was scared. I like mysteries to make better sense than this.”

“Me， too，” Jessie said. “We have all questions but no answers.”

Back in the kitchen， Jessie sorted the apples. She kept the perfect ones for eating. She and Violet peeled the others for cooking. Violet sang happily as she got out lard and flour and salt.

“What are you going to make？” Jessie asked.

“A surprise apple pie，” Violet said.

“That’s a wonderful idea，” Jessie said， looking doubtful. “I’ve looked everywhere and can’t find a pie pan anywhere. I did find a lot of books stacked behind the roasting pan.”

The girls looked at each other and laughed. “Th just too strange. Now how can I bake a pie without a tin？”

“How about turnovers or dumplings？” Jessie asked.

“Dumplings，” Violet cried. “With raisins and cinnamon.”

When her dumplings were bubbling in the oven， Violet took her turn at stirring the simmering applesauce. Jessie began to read one of the books. When the applesauce was done， she took the book with her as they joined Cap and Doodle on the porch.

“Look！” Jessie said. “I found the bird that makes the noise like a kitten. It is called a catbird or a Missouri mockingbird. I even found a picture of it.”

“Let me see，” Cap asked， reaching for the book. “I declare， you’re right， Jessie. This picture is exactly like the bird Violet described.”

“I’ve never heard of a catbird before，” Violet said.

“Listen to what it says here，” Cap said， reading aloud from the book. “It gets its name from its call note， a complaining ‘mew’ like a cat.” Still smiling， Cap looked inside the front cover of the book. He slammed it shut and handed it back to Jessie with a cross look on his face.

Jessie waited until Cap went back to his own reading to look at the inside page. She almost wished she . The words were written in a childish scrawl：





This book belongs to Jason Lambert.





It brought tears to her eyes to think that Cap had a son who was no longer his friend.

Benny chattered steadily on the way to town， but Henry only half listened. Violet and Jessie had written down their grocery list， but he  sure what he needed until he asked someone. He had a plan. He only hoped that what he wanted to do was possible. He was grateful that their grandfather always gave them enough money.

“That’s the grocery store up ahead，” Benny said.

“First we call home，” Henry told him.

Mrs. McGregor answered on the third ring and laughed when she heard Henry’s voice. “I told your grandfather you’d get in touch，” she said. “He’s going to call back tonight. Do you want me to give him any messages？”

“Only that we love him and we’re all fine，” he said. “And Benny sends his love to Watch.”

“Tell him Watch is fine and loves him， too.”

Benny beamed. “Now the grocery store？” he asked.

“Now the hardware store，” Henry told him. “You like hardware stores， too， remember？”

“Maybe a little，” Benny admitted.

Once he explained his plan， the woman who waited on Henry knew right away what he needed. “Is there a light fixture on the porch you described？” she asked.

Henry told her there was only an electrical outlet under the window. Then she brought him a floodlight with a heavy-duty extension cord. “You’ll need to fasten the cord against the house so it won’t whip in the wind. And this bracket to rest the floodlight in. Does Cap have a fox after his hens？”

Henry nodded. “My sister saw one this morning. Cap thinks he might have a hawk or an eagle， too，” he said.

She nodded. “This light will scare off any of those.”

“Now the grocery store，” Henry told Benny， grinning. Then he touched Benny’s arm. Benny looked at him and then in the direction Henry was looking.

“There’s that Mr. Jay again，” Benny whispered. “Why isn’t he back on the ship where he belongs？”

“I wonder about that myself，” Henry said. “The minute I looked at him， he turned and went away fast. It really puzzles me the way he always does that.”

Benny nodded. “Me， too. Maybe he can’t stand our looks.”

A bell rang over the door of the grocery store. The grocer beamed at them. “Our strangers are back. I hope you found Cap Lambert all right？”

“He’s still on crutches， but he’s fine，” Benny said. “He has the greatest rooster in the whole world.”

The grocer laughed and started reaching for the things on the girls’ list. “That’s for certain. Doodle’s a beauty. Which size do you want of this canned ham？”

“The biggest one，” Henry said. “We all like to eat.” Since the man was so friendly， Henry asked him  question. “We saw one of the men from our riverboat out there. We wondered why he’s still around town instead of back on the boat.”

“That is peculiar， isn’t it？” the grocer agreed， filling a little bag with sunflower seeds. “But I know the man you mean. He’s been around town for days. I never see him with anyone or talking to people. He reminds me of somebody， but I can’t figure out who. He’s not a very friendly fellow.”

He handed Benny the sunflower seeds. “Here，” he said. “These are for Cap’s old rooster. Give them both my best.”


Chapter　8　
 The Carpenter


“Nothing new in town， I guess，” Cap said when the boys had brought in the groceries and brushed Pilot down.

“The new thing is going to be here，” Henry told him.

Cap listened to him explain about putting up the floodlight and examined it carefully. “That’s a clever way to drive away varmints. That’s the biggest light I ever saw. Where did you think to put it up？”

“It should light both the chicken yard and the barn.”

Cap nodded. “For that， it should be fastened at the back corner of the porch. You’ll need a mighty long cord.”

Henry nodded. “I bought the longest one， but let’s check it anyway.” Violet held the plug end of the cord next to the outlet. Jessie and Benny led the cord up the wall and out of the window. Henry， on the ladder at the corner of the porch， nodded when Jessie handed him the end.“It’s going to work fine，” Henry said.“There’s even some extra.”

Benny， on the ladder， handed the nails and hammer up as Henry fastened the metal bracket to the outside corner of the porch. Cap watched as Jessie and Violet hammered in the U-shaped nails to hold the cord against the wall.

“I don’t know why I never thought of that，” Cap said as Henry set the big floodlight into the bracket. “Now I can’t wait until night to see how well it works.”

When Cap returned to the front porch with Doodle on his shoulder， Jessie turned to Henry. “Now for the barn floor？”

Henry slapped his forehead with his hand. “Jessie！ I can’t believe this. I forgot to buy any extra nails.”

“We could ask Cap if he has some，” Violet suggested.

Jessie shook her head. “We need too many to explain to Cap. Let’s see if we can’t find some for ourselves.”

The search for nails went slowly. They found a few bent ones in a toolbox in the barn. Benny went up in the loft to look. “Do you need a little red wagon？” he called down.

Henry laughed. “Not that I know of， why？”

“Because there’s one up here，” Benny told him. “And a box of books with all kinds of good pictures in them.”

“How about nails？” Henry asked.

“Oh， I almost forgot，” Benny said. He came down the ladder carrying a tin coffee can full of more bent nails.

“We’ll hammer them straight on a flat rock in the woods，” Henry said. “That way Cap won’t hear the noise.”

“Somebody has to stay with Cap，” Jessie said. “He gets nervous when we’re gone too long. He was really fretting when Violet and I finally got back from the orchard today.”

“Oh，” Violet cried. “We haven’t had a chance to tell you about the holes in the orchard.”

“In the orchard！” Henry said. “Tell me about them while we straighten these nails.”

While the others went to the woods， Jessie stayed with Cap. He cocked his head. “Do I hear hammering？” he asked.

Jessie nodded. “Henry’s nailing down some loose boards in the barn，” she said. “He really likes to stay busy.”

“I’ve never seen such kids for work，” he said.

As the hammering stopped， a low eerie cry sounded from high up in a pine tree. Jessie caught her breath. She thought of that awful whistling sound they had all heard. Though this was different， it was scary enough to make her shiver. Cap leaned to peer up into the tree. “Listen to that screech owl. Doesn’t he make your blood run cold？”

“He sure does，” Jessie said， laughing at how scared she’d been. “Your birds do make some strange noises！”

Henry and Benny came back from the barn. “I heard a spook or something out there，” Benny cried.

Cap laughed. “That’s the owl this glen is named for. There’s nothing like a screech owl to raise your hair up. It makes some people think this place is haunted.” Seeing Benny’s eyes widen， Cap changed the subject. “I’m glad you boys are back，” he said， reaching for his crutches. “I’ve been smelling that applesauce all day， and I say it’s time to eat.”

Henry nodded and glanced at his sister. The screech owl had made a scary noise， but it hadn’t “raised his hair up” as badly as that awful whistle they had all heard at one time or another. But he couldn’t believe Cap’s cabin was haunted...by what？

At the table Cap turned to Henry. “So now you’re a carpenter，” he said. “Did you get the barn back in shape？”

Henry nodded. “I like carpenter work.”

“I sure appreciate all you’re doing，” Cap said， reaching for the bowl to take another serving of applesauce.

“And I appreciate applesauce，” Benny said， taking the bowl from Cap to serve himself again.

That night before going to bed， they turned on the big new floodlight. The yard and barn were almost as bright as day.

Jessie had heard the scary whistling sound the first night they spent in Cap’s cabin. She and Henry and Benny had all seen the flickering light. Benny had kept talking about a strange scraping sound. Later Henry had heard the whistling， and Violet had heard it the morning she saw the strange creature running off into the dark woods.

After Henry put up the big floodlight， everything stopped. For several days there was no strange whistling sound， no light， no scraping sound， and no more sign of the awkward dark creature that Violet had seen.

Henry was puzzled. “Did we imagine all that stuff？” he asked.

“That can’t be it，” Violet told him. “The holes were real， and Cap talked to me about that whistling.”

“Maybe that strange creature got scared when Violet saw it out by the barn that morning，” Jessie suggested.

“Or maybe it’s been afraid to come back since you put that floodlight up，” Violet said.

“Oh， I don’t like those ideas at all，” Benny said.

The others stared at him. “Why not？”

He shrugged. “That would mean we haven’t helped Cap at all. Those things could come back and scare Cap again， or make him have another accident after we’re gone.”

Jessie sighed. “Benny hit the nail on the head again，” she said. “What’s more， this trip was only supposed to last ten days. We only have about three days left.”

“Maybe Grandfather will be too busy to come get us on time，” Violet said hopefully. 

“Grandfather always keeps promises，” Benny told them.

The mailman hadn’t stopped at Cap’s cabin once since the children came. The very next day he stopped out in the road and tooted his horn twice. Cap looked up in surprise. “That’s a change，” he said. “I don’t get much mail. You boys want to run and get it for me？”

After Henry took the letter， Benny carried it back to Cap on the porch. “How’s the old man doing？” the mailman asked Henry. “I was sorry to hear about his fall.”

“He’s getting better every day，” Henry told him.

“I thought about stopping but I always run late. Then when I saw that he had help out here， I quit worrying.”

“You mean us？” Henry asked. He hadn’t thought of them as “help，” but he liked the way that sounded.

The mailman shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. I keep seeing a strange man on the road. I thought he worked for Cap.”

Henry frowned. “What does this man look like？”

“Sober fellow， never smiles，” the mailman said. As he described the man， Henry caught a quick breath. The mailman was describing Mr.Jay from the riverboat perfectly.

“Tell Cap to get well soon，” the mailman added， putting his car in gear and starting off. Henry walked back to the porch thoughtfully. It was one thing for Mr. Jay to hang around town and act strange， but hearing that he was walking up and down Cap’s road really bothered Henry.

Cap’s letter was from Mr. Alden. He read it aloud. Grandfather Alden had gotten the children’s message from Mrs. McGregor and appreciated hearing from them. He told Cap not to worry about the kids， that they were doing what they liked to do best. He said to expect him this coming Saturday. He was eager to see all of them.

“We need to fix a good fancy meal for my old friend，” Cap said. “You probably need to ride Pilot into town again. I’d hate not to give your grandfather a hearty welcome.”

“We could use a few things，” Jessie said. “Maybe we could go tomorrow. That would leave us time for other jobs.”

“What other jobs？” Cap asked. “You’ve done plenty！”

Violet grinned at him. “Oh， Cap，” she said. “Even though your ankle is ever so much better， you’ll still have to use that cane for a while. We’ve thought of lots of little things to help with before we leave.” She  add what she was really thinking—that they meant to solve the mysteries before they went off and left him alone.

“Like climb the trees and pick the apples，” Benny said.

“And weed and thin the garden，” Violet put in.

“And I’d like to clean up the barn，” Henry said. “I want to sweep up the loose hay to save it for Pilot.”

Cap threw up his hands. “I give up，” he said. “But groceries for your  dinner come first. Agreed？”


Chapter　9　
 Storm Clouds


“We need a really good grocery list，” Jessie told the others. “Cap wants Grandfather’s dinner to be special.”

“And it’s our last chance to cook for Cap，” Henry added. Everyone wanted to add something. It was late when they finally finished the list and went to bed.

They were barely asleep when the wind rose. Before Jessie and Henry could even get the windows closed， a cold rain came blowing in， too. Lightning sliced across the sky， followed by crashing thunder.

“Come on， Henry，” Jessie cried， pulling the yellow oilskin ponchos from the hooks by the door. “I’ll check the chicken house windows. You check on Pilot.”

Leaning into the driving rain， Jessie ran to the henhouse while Henry closed the windows and doors of the barn. Violet and Benny were huddled together under a dry blanket watching the storm when they got back inside. The thunder had wakened Cap. He stood in the door， frowning. “You kids all right？ Not scared， are you？”

Violet shook her head. “It’s beautiful，” she said.

The thunder finally growled away， but the rain kept coming. It settled into a slow steady drumming against the closed porch windows. It was still falling the next morning.

“We’re stuck here today，” Cap told them. “Possum Creek is probably up over our road.”

Violet made hot biscuits to eat with honey and scrambled eggs. “Maybe you’d like some of that canned ham with these biscuits，” Cap suggested.

“Let’s save it for when Grandfather comes，” Jessie said. “In case the storm keeps us from getting to town.”

Since they couldn’t work outside， the children cleaned the inside of Cap’s windows. After supper they made a hearth fire and roasted marshmallows until Cap went off to bed.

Henry went out to check on Pilot one last time. He came back within minutes， his poncho dripping. Jessie could tell from his face that he was upset. He motioned to the others to gather close. “Somebody’s been out there since I shut the barn up. One of the windows I had closed was open， and hay was scattered all over the barn floor again.”

“The wind could have done that，” Violet said， looking thoughtful. “Did you turn on the lights and look around？”

Henry shook his head. “I was afraid Cap would see them from his bedroom window.”

“I know where there’s a big flashlight，” Benny said. “I found it when I was straightening some shelves.”

Jessie reached for her shoes. “That’s wonderful. Let’s go out with the flashlight.”

“That’s a good idea，” Violet said. “We need to find an answer， even if it’s only the wind.”

“Do we all have to go？” Henry asked， looking at Benny.

“Don’t even think about leaving me here，” Benny told him. “After all， I’m the one who found the flashlight.”

Since they had only two ponchos， the children doubled up in them. They made their way to the barn between great puddles of rain. Henry stopped outside of the window he had found open. “There，” he said， shining the flashlight on the ground. “Footsteps， right in the mud.”

“Are you sure they’re not yours？” Violet asked.

“Positive，” Henry said， holding up his boot. “See， my soles are smooth， and these have a waffle weave on them.”

There were more waffle-weave footsteps inside the barn. The children looked at each other. “Why would anyone want to poke around out here during such a storm？” Jessie asked.

“Maybe they felt safe because the floodlight was off，” Henry suggested.

“And we couldn’t hear them for the thunder，” Benny added.

“But why do they come here at all？ Why are they doing this？ They can’t just be trying to scare Cap！” Violet said.

Jessie kicked some hay aside to clear a path. “Look， Henry，” she said. “Here’s a hole with a loose board over it that you missed.”

He knelt beside her and shook his head. “I didn’t miss it，” he said. “It’s been pried up again. See that old rusty nail I used to fasten it down？”

Violet was walking past Pilot’s stall when she stopped and stood frowning. “What’s wrong？” Benny asked her.

“It smells funny in here，” she said. “Not like wet hay and horses， but a sharp kind of smell.”

Henry sniffed and nodded. “That’s kerosene，” he said. “You know， the liquid they burn in lamps. I know the barn didn’t smell like that when I was in here before.”

“It’s dangerous to have that kind of lamp around all this loose hay，” Jessie said. “It could start a fire.”

“Lamp，” Violet cried. “Remember that funny flickering light we saw？ If it had been a flashlight， someone would have pointed it ahead and up and down. But a lamp...”

“You’re right，” Henry said. “You carry a lamp with a handle that goes over the top. It would always be at about the same height. It would also seem to flicker when you went behind a tree or a fence post.”

Jessie sat down on an overturned bucket with her chin in her hands. “Who could be coming here to stamp around in the mud， carrying a lamp？”

“Or to dig holes in the barn and orchard，” Benny added.

“Or to pick vegetables and steal a chicken and eggs？” Violet reminded them.

“We need two things， a who and a why，” Jessie said.

“If we could find out who it was， we’d probably know the why，” Henry told her.

Benny stood very still， thinking. “Do you remember what Mr. Edwards said about the pirates lying in wait to grab people？” he asked dreamily. “Couldn’t we do that？ Then we’d grab the who， and make them tell us the why.”

Henry stared at Benny， then laughed softly. “  our Benny， figuring out exactly what needs to be done.”

“The hayloft，” Benny went on. “If we were hidden in the hayloft， we could see anyone who came in down here.”

“Nobody’s said anything about that strange scary whistling noise，” Violet reminded them. “Could that be some kind of a signal？ If so， maybe there are at least two people in this gang.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere，” Henry said. “ We need to make a plan. Let’s go back to the cabin and figure out exactly what to do.”

“The door，” Benny whispered. “I just heard a door bang at the cabin.” When they rushed to the barn window to look out， they saw Cap in his white nightshirt leaning on his cane in the clearing. Then the awful whistle sounded from the direction of the orchard. It was dark in the shadow of the barn， but they could see a bulky shadow leaping away into the trees.

Violet gasped. “There it is again. That’s the same thing I saw running away when I was in the henhouse.”

“The dwarf，” Benny whispered. As they spoke， Cap turned and walked back toward the cabin.

“But now we do know something for sure，” Henry said. “There have to be at least two people. One person stands guard and whistles to the other one as a warning.”


Chapter　10　
 Henry’s Plan


That night they talked a long time. They went over their plan until each of them knew exactly what to do. They talked so late that Thursday morning came too fast.

Again the sky was dark and overcast. As they sat down for breakfast， Cap said， “Not much of a night for sleeping， was it？”

Henry was flipping golden brown pancakes in an iron skillet. Violet carried them to the table on warmed plates.

“Did you have trouble sleeping？” Benny asked Cap.

“Some，” he said. “How about you？”

“When I did sleep， I did it good，” Benny told him.

“Then nobody heard any animals crashing around or strange cries or anything？” Cap asked.

Violet put her fork down and looked up at him. “Well... ” she began.

Jessie interrupted her quietly. “Come on， Violet， let’s do the dishes since Henry cooked.”

“I felt terrible at breakfast，” Violet told Jessie. “Ever since we’ve been here， we’ve done nothing but keep secrets from Cap. It makes me feel dishonest.”

Jessie nodded. “I feel the same way， but it’s almost over. If we can catch the people who are making him so nervous， keeping secrets from him will be worth it.”

When the sun still hadn’t come out by afternoon， Cap shook his head. “At this rate， you won’t be able to get to town on Pilot tomorrow， either. I don’t know what we’re going to feed your grandfather on Saturday.”

“We do fine if we can get into the garden tomorrow，” Violet said. “But it’s probably pure mud out there now.”

“Worse comes to worse， I can tell you how to build bridges into the garden，” Cap told her.

“Grandfather will be able to get here without building bridges， won’t he？” Benny asked Cap with a worried look.

The old man nodded. “He’ll have no problem in one of those big cars he always rents. It’s not like having a horse loaded with four kids and a bunch of groceries.” He glanced around. “Is that Henry back out at the barn again？ Pilot’s going to be lonesome when that boy leaves.”

Jessie knew what Henry was doing out there with Pilot. He was fixing the barn lights so that all of them could be turned on with a single switch just inside  stall. She was really proud of the plan they had worked out. And they had all gone over it so many times the night before that she was positive it would work.

Every single one of them had a different job. Jessie herself would be the lookout in the hayloft. She would have the flashlight. The minute she saw anyone creeping into the barn， she would wink the flashlight three times out of the window of the loft.

Benny was to stay on the back porch and keep watching to see her signal from the hayloft window. The minute he saw Jessie flash the light three times， he would switch on the floodlight and make the whole barnyard as bright as day.

Violet would be standing inside the barn， just inside Pilot’s stall where she could reach the switch Henry had fixed. When she saw the lights go on outside， she would turn on all the lights inside the barn. Whoever tried to come in there would be covered with light from both inside and out of the barn.

Henry was to stand just inside the chicken yard fence. He got that job because he was the biggest and the fastest runner. He would leave the gate open a little bit so that he could get out and start running fast. He would race across the yard and slam the barn door and lock the prowler inside. That way he couldn’t run away before they caught him. 

Everything had to work perfectly.

That was the longest day ever. When dinnertime finally came， nobody was even hungry. “You kids must be excited to see your grandfather，” Cap said when Benny turned down a second helping of spaghetti.

Finally， it felt strange to be in bed fully dressed except for their shoes. They hardly breathed waiting for Henry to decide it was time to go out and take their places.

“It’s so noisy tonight，” Benny whispered.

“It sounds that way because we’re being so quiet，” Jessie told him. But it was noisy. The frogs croaked. Off in the woods， the screech owl gave its trembling eerie call， sending a shiver up everyone’s spine.

Henry watched the moon climb up the overcast sky. Mostly it was only behind the clouds. Once in a while， it broke free and flooded the wet barn and the yard around it with a silvery light.

Jessie was watching， too. “Look how plainly you can see everything in that light.”

Henry nodded. “We should go as soon as the moon gets hidden behind that big bank of clouds.”

The minute the moon slid under the clouds， Violet and Jessie went outside. They stood in the shadows of the cabin only a minute before making a dash for the barn door which Henry had left open for them.

“Is your heart beating like everything？” Violet asked Jessie when they were safe inside the barn and Jessie was starting up into the loft.

Jessie nodded. “I don’t like to think I’m afraid， but my skin feels creepy， too.”

“I’m scared and I know it，” Violet told her.

Jessie felt her way carefully up the wooden ladder into the loft. With the flashlight in her hand， she crept through the dark to the high window.

When Violet let herself inside the stall where Pilot stood， the big horse stamped his foot， then whinnied softly. After she had located the light switch， Violet stroked Pilot’s long warm head.

Back on the porch， Henry and Benny watched the girls make their shadowy run across the open yard. “Now it’s my turn，” Henry told Benny. “Whatever you do， don’t get sleepy.”

“I’m already sleepy，” Benny told him， “but that doesn’t mean I’ll go to sleep. I’ve even practiced pinching myself to stay awake.”

When the moon disappeared again， Henry made his way to the chicken yard and stood by the tall post just inside the gate.

The moon continued to rise in the sky as the time passed. Henry worried about Benny， back on the porch， pinching himself to stay awake. He even worried that the prowlers might not come at all.

He leaned against the fence post and sighed. This wasn’t the first mystery they had been involved in， but it was the most puzzling. Even if he hadn’t liked Cap Lambert as much as he did， it was terrible for someone to be scaring an old man. The plan had to work.

Suddenly something caught his eye. Something or someone smaller than a man， all dressed in dark clothing， was creeping around the side of the barn， moving awkwardly.

He drew in his breath and held it. How strangely the creature walked， unevenly， as if it were dragging something heavy at its side. Then the dark creature melted into the shadow of the barn， and Henry let his breath out slowly.

In a minute it would be inside the barn. In a minute he would see Jessie’s signal from the barn loft. He had to be ready to run faster then he had ever run in his whole life.


Chapter　11　
 The Hayloft


Henry watched the barn loft for Jessie’s signal. He pushed the chicken yard gate open a little wider so he could make a faster getaway.

Just as he saw the three quick blinks of light at the loft window， something shot past him through the open gate to the hen yard， almost throwing him off balance.

At least Benny had not gone to sleep. As Henry got his balance and raced madly toward the barn door， lights seemed to come from everywhere. The barnyard was as brightly lit as daytime， and the barn itself looked lit up for a party.

But the small dark figure Henry had seen creeping into the barn only moments before was getting away. It had stepped into the barn and right back out through the barn door that he was supposed to have slammed shut. Now it raced toward the orchard.

He had failed.

He hadn’t managed to get to the barn door in time. As he bolted after the escaping figure， paying no attention to where he was going， he tripped on something that made a loud metallic noise. He fell to the ground with a yell of pain. As he tried to get up， he found himself tangled in a heavy woven bag.

A shovel. The thief had been dragging a heavy shovel and that bag along behind him. No wonder he had walked that strange way. But of course he had to have some heavy tool to dig all those holes. The shovel scraping against the rocks in the ground must have caused “that scraping sound” Benny had heard.

As Henry leaped to his feet， Violet sped past him， rapidly gaining on the running figure. The whistling warning signal came from somewhere in the orchard， but too late. Henry and Violet caught up with the runner at about the same moment. All three of them went down together in a pile， rolling over and over on the muddy ground. Henry got to his feet first and grabbed the thief with both arms. He still didn’t know what he had caught. It was wearing a dark mask and a black hood over its head. It kicked and beat at Henry with its fists as he took it back toward the barnyard.

Once there， he shoved it against the side of the barn， and tried to pin back its arms.

He was hearing all sorts of astonishing things at once. Benny was yelling and crying out， “Take that！ Get going！” at the top of his lungs while Jessie and Violet danced around Henry， trying to help but not knowing how to.

Even Cap， in his white nightshirt， was coming， with a crutch in one hand and his cane in the other.

“Pull his mask off，” Henry shouted at Jessie. “I don’t dare let him go a minute.”

Just as Jessie got a firm grip on the mask， Cap came up behind her， breathing heavily. With a final jerk， Jessie managed to get the dark fabric loose. Jessie gasped. A tumble of bright curls fell on the shoulder of the robe， and a young girl’s terrified face looked back into hers.

“Susie，” Cap cried out in shock.

Susie Hodges looked up at Cap， covered her face with her hands， and began to sob bitterly. Violet went past Jessie to put her arms around the girl. “There，” she said. “Don’t cry. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

Cap reached for the girl’s hand. “Violet’s right， Susie. We’re not going to hurt you. But I don’t understand what’s going on.”

When his words only started a fresh flood of tears， Violet took the girl’s hand and turned to Cap. “Maybe if we all went inside out of the damp air， then she’d feel better.”

Susie shook her head fiercely. “No， I can’t. Ned.”

“Where is your little brother？” Jessie asked gently.

“Out there，” Susie said， nodding toward the orchard.

“Did he make that warning whistle？” Henry asked.

When she nodded， Cap’s voice turned gruff. “  enough. I want explanations， not this nonsense. Susie， call Ned， and both of you come inside my cabin this very minute.”

Susie looked at him， her damp face tearful， then called her brother’s name. He walked forward slowly， a small fair-haired boy with blue eyes and freckles. When Susie put out her hand， he seized it gratefully.

Cap hobbled along ahead. He led all the children into the house and glanced at the clock. “Two o’clock in the morning，” he snorted. “I don’t know what this world is coming to.”

Benny stared at Susie. “Boy， you sure aren’t any ghost. I was afraid this place was haunted.”

Susie， her head in her hands， sat trembling on a chair by the fireplace with Ned on the floor by her feet. When Jessie started off into the kitchen， Cap crossly asked her where she thought she was going.

“To make some hot cocoa，” she said， ignoring his gruff tone.

He hesitated， then nodded as he turned back to the rest of the children. “Where should we begin？”

“With the holes in the barn，” Benny suggested. “I fell on a board that had been pulled up from the floor of the barn， and there was a hole dug under it.”

At Cap’s startled look， Henry took over. He told about the whistling noise and Benny hearing scraping.

“And the strange light we saw from the porch that first night，” Violet added. “You told us how you  been able to do your work，” she reminded him. “But there weren’t as many eggs as there should have been， and the garden had been picked. No rotten vegetables or fruit anywhere.”

“We were hungry，” Susie wailed. “It was going to waste.”

“My prize Rhode Island red chicken， too？” Cap asked， suddenly sounding angry again.

“We never took a chicken， not ever，” Ned said. “Just some eggs that weren’t being gathered. And we fed the chickens， too， didn’t we， Susie？”

“You see， Cap，” Jessie broke in. “It was all too mysterious. Finally we set a trap for the thieves.”

“We’re not thieves，” Susie said， glaring at her. “We were only trying to help Mother.”

“Did you make those awful whistling noises in the woods， Ned？” Cap asked. When the little boy nodded， he turned to Susie. “What about the strange lights？”

“We carried a kerosene lantern to see by and we dressed all in black so no one could see us.”

“And the scraping sound？” Benny asked.

“I could only find a really heavy shovel. I had to drag it along with the bag I carried.”

“You’ve already explained the vegetables and the eggs， but why in the world would you tear up my barn floor and dig holes all over my place？”

Susie looked down so that her words came out muffled. “That’s what the bag was for. We were looking for buried pirate treasure. I read about it being hidden here， and we needed the money so very badly.”

Jessie came in with cups of cocoa. She stopped in front of Susie and frowned. “Did you read this article about buried pirate gold in your newspaper？”

Susie nodded. “This man wrote that a lot of pirate treasure was supposed to be hidden right here in  Glen around an old cabin that had been here for a hundred years. Cap’s cabin was the only one like that.”


Chapter　12　
 The Real Treasure


Cap’s voice was gentle again as he turned to Susie and her brother. “Does your mother know about this treasure hunt of yours？”

“Oh， no，” Susie cried， her eyes wide with fright. “She would never let us do it. She must never find out. But we simply had to help her. After Daddy died， our money ran out right away. She tried everywhere to find work， but she only knows how to take care of people and cook wonderful food.”

“Where is she now while you kids are out gallivanting in the middle of the night like this？” Cap asked.

“She sits with old Granny Smothers， who can’t stay nights alone. But she’s poor， too. She can only pay Mother enough money to meet the mortgage. Ned and I thought... ”

“Didn’t you and Ned ever think of coming to your friends？” Cap asked crossly. “Didn’t you know that we loved you and would help if we knew you needed it？”

“Please don’t fuss at Susie，” Violet said. “When our mother and father died， we didn’t think of going to friends， either. We just found the boxcar and set out to take care of ourselves.”

Cap grinned and put his arm around Susie. “Of course you’re right. I didn’t mean to be cross. It’s just that I feel so bad that you went hungry and worked so hard and all for nothing.”

“I’m really sorry about the vegetables and the eggs，” Susie said.

“And the chicken？” Cap asked again.

“We didn’t take any chicken，” Ned repeated.

“Forget the chicken then，” Cap said， leaning toward Susie and Ned. “Let me tell you about those stories of pirate gold. They are like fairy stories， fun to think about but dangerous to believe in. But there is treasure in this neighborhood， Susie， real genuine treasure.”

Her blue eyes stared at him in wonder as he took her hands. “Our real treasure is the love we have for each other.” As Susie dropped her eyes， he shook his head. “I treasure you children and your mother above all the gold in this world. I can prove it.”

The room was completely still as all the children stared at him. “Do you know what I need more than anything？ It’s somebody to keep this cabin clean and fix me healthy hot food the way these children have. To listen to my stories and tell me theirs， and make me laugh. Susie， these children are going back home Saturday. I want you to ask your mother if she would take a job with me. I’d pay handsomely to have the rest of my days as happy and comfortable as the last week has been.”

“Cap，” Violet cried， running to hug him. “What a wonderful idea. Would she do that， Susie？ Would your mother do that？”

“I’m sure she would，” Susie said. “She likes taking care of people more than anything in the world.”

The tiniest tinge of light was showing over the woods when Susie and Ned left for home. As Benny stood at the door， watching them leave， he looked up at Cap. “Doesn’t anyone want to hear about me and the fox？” he asked.

“What fox？” Cap looked down at him， confused.

“The one that ran into the chicken yard just as I turned the floodlight on.”

The girls sprang to their feet and would have started right out to the chicken house but Benny stopped them. “He’s gone now. I ran after him and threw rocks，” he explained. “He snapped at me but he kept on running.”

Henry stared at Benny with his mouth open， remembering that something had brushed by him just as he saw Jessie’s signal. And Benny’s shouts while Henry was pinning Susie to the wall. “Take that，” Benny had been yelling. “Get going！”

“Did you beat him to the chickens？” Cap asked， grinning.

Benny nodded. “They were all flapping around on the ceiling when I went in. I drove him off before he caught any. And I locked them up safe， too. He smelled bad anyway.”

Cap leaned on his cane as he rose from his chair. “I hope you children  any more excitement up your sleeves for me. I’ve just about had my share for this year and the next one coming.”

As Jessie undressed for bed， she thought about their mystery man， Mr. Jay. Maybe it was just as well they had never mentioned him to Cap. But she still wondered why he had been walking up and down Cap’s road， and why he always seemed to be spying on them and was so unfriendly.

That next day went all too quickly. Jessie suggested that they not even try to ride Pilot into town. “You know how much fun it is to make do with what we’ve got.”

Mrs. Hodges came with Susie and Ned right after lunch. She looked very unhappy when she came， but when she and Cap and the children finished talking in the living room， she was smiling.

Susie and Ned sat on the back porch drinking lemonade with the Alden children.

“The thing we hate the most is that Cap fell in that hole of ours and got hurt，” Ned said quietly.

“He’s fine now，” Violet reminded him. “It isn’t like he broke a bone or anything.”

By the time they left， everyone was tired. “Is that grandfather of ours ever going to get here？” Benny asked as he tumbled into bed with his eyes already half shut.

“Tomorrow，” Violet said.


Chapter　13　
 The Final Surprise


When Cap， with only a cane for support， came to the kitchen door， he laughed. “Look at you！ The  barely up， and you already have breakfast started. Where are the boys？”

“Henry’s out taking care of Pilot， and Benny is gathering eggs，” Jessie told him. “Grandfather could get here early， and we want to be ready.”

“That’s right，” Cap said. “This is the day of the big party， isn’t it？”

“A really big party！” Violet said. “Grandfather， and Mrs. Hodges， and Susie and Ned all at once.  it be fun？”

“I guess I  even know what we’re going to eat，” Cap said， looking around the kitchen. “You never did get to take that shopping trip into town.”

Jessie laughed. “We  need any grocery store. And dinner today is going to be a surprise. You do like surprises， don’t you？”

Cap laughed. “If I didn’t before， I’ve learned to this past week. I’ve sure had enough of them since you came.”

Benny was the first to see his grandfather coming. He was in the chicken yard when he saw the long black car pull up in front of the cabin. He went flying around the house without even thinking to close the gate.

First there were hugs all around， then the children had to take their grandfather for a tour of the barn and garden and orchard. Finally he joined Cap on the front porch， talking over old times.

All four of the children were working on their special meal when Benny looked out the porch window and began to yell. They crowded around him to see why he was so excited.

Violet， still wearing her long apron， ran to the front porch. “Oh， Cap， Grandfather，” she shouted. “Come and see what’s happening out in back.”

As the men came around the side of the house， they saw a huge red hen walking out of the woods， clucking happily. Behind her came about a dozen little chicks， peeping and scratching their way toward the gate of the hen yard that Benny had left open.

“Rhoda！” Cap cried. “Doodle， look at that！  given up our good friend Rhoda for lost. Now she’s come home！”

Jessie asked， “Where do you suppose they’ve been？”

Cap laughed. “Rhoda has always had a mind of her own. She must have gotten out about the time I was hurt and made her nest in the woods. She’s lucky that a fox or a hawk didn’t get her or those babies.”

Mr. Alden looked at his old friend a moment. “Do you mean that you’re going to welcome her back even though she went off the way she did？”

Cap stared at him. “Of course，” he said. “She was only following her own nature like any creature would.”

“People do that， too，” Mr. Alden reminded him， his voice suddenly very quiet.

Cap stared at him. “I’m not sure I know what  getting at， but you sound mighty serious.”

Mr. Alden took Cap’s arm and led him back to the porch. “Don’t you？” he asked. “I’m talking about your son， Jason， that’s what. He and I have been writing letters back and forth for almost a year. He wants to come home in the worst way but has been afraid to. He wasn’t sure he’d be welcome.”

Cap fell silent， staring at his hands. “He’s welcome，” he said gruffly. “I’ve never quit missing him. It’s been even worse since I’ve had your grandchildren here. But I don’t even know where he is.”

“He’s at the hotel in town，” Mr. Alden told him. “I talked to him just this morning. When he heard you were hurt， he tried to call you but didn’t have the nerve to talk.”

“That was Jason breathing on my phone？” Cap asked.

Mr. Alden nodded. “He left his ship when the children came. But he didn’t know how to make peace with you.”

“There’s no peace to make，” Cap said crossly. “He was young and stubborn and I was older and stubborn. That’s long years ago now. I want to see my boy！”

Mr. Alden rose and called into the house. “How long until dinner’s ready， Jessie？”

“About a half hour，” she called. “Is that too long？”

“It’s perfect，” her grandfather said. “Tell Violet to set another plate. Cap and I are going to town， but  be right back with one more guest.”

Violet had set the table with a white cloth and a great bowl of wild blue larkspur in the center. “It’s the closest I could find to a violet color，” she said wistfully.

The Hodges family arrived right away. Benny had taken Susie and Ned out to see the new baby chickens when the big black car returned. Jessie watched from the window as her grandfather got out， helped Cap out， and handed him his cane. Then she gasped. “Violet！ Henry！” she called. “Our mystery man， Mr. Jay， is here. I don’t believe this.”

Then Cap called， “Hey， children， come meet my son.”

“Jason，” Henry whispered. “Mr. Jay is really Jason.”

Now Cap’s son smiled， a broad sweet smile that was a little bit like Cap’s. “We’ve met，” he said， shaking hands with each of them. “We even traveled together， didn’t we？”

The children nodded and glanced at their grandfather.

“Jason was pretty envious that you children were coming to where he wanted to be，” their grandfather said.

“Well， he’s here now，” Violet said with a smile. “And as welcome as can be！” Her eyes flew wide open. “Jessie，” she squealed. “Do I smell something burning？” The two girls flew off to the kitchen. But within a minute Violet was back.

“Just one thing， Mr. Jay，” she said. “If you knew who we were and that we were coming here， why were you so unfriendly？ Every time we saw you， you just turned your back and hurried away like you couldn’t stand the sight of us.”

“I’m not Mr. Jay to you， Violet， I’m just Jason. And the reason I turned away was that I didn’t know what my father looked like anymore. For all I knew， you might have recognized that we were father and son.” He grinned and tugged lightly at his father’s beard. “If I had known about this bush he is wearing， I wouldn’t have acted like that.”

Cap laughed right along with Violet and the others.

Benny was the last one to meet Jason Lambert. He sighed， put his hand in his pocket， and pulled out the little fire engine he had found in the tree house.

“This is yours，” he said quietly.

Jason lifted the little metal toy and looked at it carefully. Then he placed it back in Benny’s palm. “I believe you’re right， Benny，” he said. “And I’m glad to have it. It’s the perfect present for me to give you. Would you like to keep it to remember Owl’s Glen by？”

Benny smiled and closed his fingers around the tiny toy. “Oh， yes，” he cried.

The meal was beautiful. The canned ham was glazed with rings of apples dyed red with cinnamon candies. Tiny new potatoes swam in butter beside a bowl of ruby-red beets.

Mrs. Hodges finally put down her fork with a sigh. “What a wonderful meal，” she said.

“And every single thing except the canned ham is from Cap’s garden and orchard，” Jessie told her.

“We have dessert， too，” Benny said.

“I don’t know where I’ll find room for it，” Jason said.

Cap took a spoonful of Violet’s apple bread pudding with caramel sauce and grinned at his son. “Don’t even try to eat this， Jason，” he said. “Just pass it right over here. One serving of this isn’t going to be near enough for me.”

“You and I are a lot alike， Cap，” Benny said， smiling at him. “We both like good things in our mouths，  we？”

The grown-ups sat over coffee while the children cleaned up the dishes， then played games in the backyard. Before they left， Mrs. Hodges asked Violet for her recipe for apple bread pudding and caramel sauce. “It’s just delicious，” she told Violet. “I’ll want to make it for Cap to remind him of you. I just wish you could stay.”

“We might come back，” Benny said. “I like it here.”

As Mr. Alden’s car pulled away， Cap waved back with his rooster on his shoulder and his son at his side. “This may have been our best mystery adventure ever，” Jessie told her grandfather thoughtfully.

Benny said， “Yes， but I want to get home and see Watch and our boxcar.”

Jessie grinned at him. Funny little boy. But Jessie knew Benny was only saying what each of them felt.
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第一章
 　
 爷爷的消息




Grandfather’s News

奥登爷爷坐在一把草坪躺椅上，倒了杯柠檬汁。

这是八月里一个炎热的夏天，天空一片湛蓝。这时，维莉走了过来。爷爷说道：“维莉，我的孩子，把其他人也叫过来好吗？”

“好的，爷爷。”她答应道。维莉今年十岁了，很可爱，很害羞，也很乖巧。

几分钟后，四个孩子都坐在了奥登先生面前的草坪上。亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼都很爱他们的爷爷。他们还记得，在父母死后，他们是如何离家出走，如何躲在一辆棚车里的。当初，他们听说爷爷是个很凶的老头，很怕被他找到。但后来维莉病了，需要看医生。那位医生把他们的住处告诉了爷爷。打那时起，他们便跟着爷爷一起生活了。他们后来才发现，爷爷一点也不凶。相反，他很和蔼，也很慈祥。他总是鼓励他们按照自己的想法行事。

奥登爷爷给每个孩子倒了杯柠檬汁，身子靠在了椅子上。“我有个有趣的消息要告诉你们。”他说着，脸上露出了灿烂的笑容。

亨利和杰西向前凑了凑。到底是什么消息呢？维莉跟往常一样，非常安静，但两只眼睛睁得大大的，充满了好奇。班尼是所有孩子中最小的一个，只有六岁。他已经按捺不住，在爷爷身旁上蹿下跳起来。“到底是什么消息？”他问道。

爷爷笑了起来。他知道班尼很喜欢冒险，事实上，这些孩子都喜欢冒险，就连趴在杰西脚边的小狗望望也不例外。

爷爷变得严肃起来：“我刚刚跟皮特·汉森交谈过。”

“他不就是那个在海湾附近开餐馆和渔具商店的人吗？就在罗克福尔斯镇？”亨利问道。

“是的，没错。”爷爷答道，“皮特告诉我说，村里的一栋老图书馆已经废弃多年，马上就要被拆了。”

“为什么？”班尼问道。

“这个嘛，”爷爷说道，“一方面是因为镇子里没有那么多人，另一方面是因为几年前，那里的图书管理员离开了，从此便再也没有人接替她的职位。”

“我好像见过那个图书馆，窗子都被木板钉死了。”杰西说道，她今年十二岁。

“我可没见过！”班尼叫道，“我想去看看！”

“我想，咱们几个马上就要见到那座图书馆了，班尼。”亨利说着，看了看爷爷，“对吗？”

“没错，亨利。”奥登爷爷答道。亨利只有十四岁，但很聪明，也很善解人意。爷爷喝完了柠檬汁，对孩子们说道：“那座图书馆属于罗克福尔斯镇，一排排的书架上放满了需要清理的旧书。我记得在我小时候，那座图书馆是多么的漂亮。当时我们家在罗克福尔斯镇有栋房子，夏天的时候我们就在那里度过。”

“那时候您多大？”班尼问道。

“跟你差不多。”爷爷说，“我很喜欢那座老图书馆，所以，我想去找镇委会，看能不能给它争取到‘文物建筑’称号。”

“什么叫作‘文物建筑’称号，爷爷？”这回轮到维莉发问了。

“就是说，把历史悠久的建筑保留下来，供大家参观。你们想不想到那座图书馆里去看看，把里面打扫得干干净净的，让它有足够的资格获得‘文物建筑’的称号？”

“想，当然想！”班尼说道，“探险去咯！我们什么时候出发？”

“你们可以明天动身。”爷爷说着，眼里闪着光亮，“皮特已经答应了。你们知道，他在村子边上有栋小房子。夏天的时候，他在自己的餐馆里生活和工作，冬天他就住在那里，雕刻打磨那些鱼饵。”

杰西站起身来。她比亨利小了两岁，但总能知道自己该做些什么。“能住在皮特家真是太好了。我们要带点被褥、食物，还有煮饭用的锅。”

“用不着带锅具，也不需要被褥。”爷爷笑道，“皮特家里什么都有。你们甚至能在食物架上找到罐头和包装食品。你们只需要带些新鲜的食物就可以了。有什么需要，尽管去皮特的餐馆买。”说着，爷爷递给亨利一把钥匙，“这是皮特家里的钥匙。”接着，他又递给杰西一把钥匙，“这是图书馆的钥匙。这两把钥匙都是皮特给我的。”

“谢谢您，爷爷。”杰西说。

爷爷俯下身子，挠了挠望望的耳朵：“望望，你跟我留在家里，要不然我会寂寞的。”

“咱们动手收拾东西吧。”亨利说着，深蓝色的眼睛里闪烁着兴奋的光芒。

孩子们都跑进了屋子，除了维莉。她低下头，在爷爷的额头上亲了一口。“谢谢您。”她轻声说道。

“不用谢，维莉。”爷爷的眼神柔和起来。能有这么可爱的孩子们，他是多么的幸运啊！





第二天一早，奥登家的孩子们就骑着自行车出发了。他们的背包和篮子里装着衣物和一些生活用品。他们骑了两个小时，亨利在最前面，杰西和维莉紧随其后。虽然班尼用尽了全力快骑，却还是落在最后。“等等我！”他叫了起来，“我饿了！”说着，他在马路中间停了下来。

杰西笑了起来：“你总是会饿，班尼。”她虽然嘴上这样说，却还是放慢速度，停了下来。

“我知道。”班尼说着，不好意思地笑了。

“看哪，”维莉说着，指了指两棵高大的橡树，只见一条小溪从树旁流过，“多好的素材啊！用来作画多合适啊！”

“在这儿野餐也很合适呢。”亨利说着，跳下自行车，推着它走下了公路。

班尼也把他那辆红色的小车停在路边。

杰西在柔软的青草地上铺开一张花格桌布。维莉在纸杯里倒了些牛奶，分给大家喝。当然，班尼除外。他带了他的小粉杯，上面还有一道裂纹。那是他在棚车里生活时，从垃圾堆里捡来的。打那时起，他就一直用着那只小粉杯了。亨利拿过保温瓶，续满了杯子。班尼连忙从野餐篮里拿出四块火腿三明治，大家开始吃了起来。

一只黑黄相间的蝴蝶绕着食物翩翩飞舞。

“好大的蝴蝶！”班尼叫道，“它也许会吃掉我的三明治呢。”

亨利轻轻笑了起来：“不，不会的。你的三明治已经吃了大半了。这可怜的帝王蝶就是连面包渣也吃不到的。”

吃过甜美的葡萄后，孩子们再次骑上了自行车。

“只有几英里了。”亨利说着，看了看指南针，“图书馆就在正东方。”

杰西唱起歌来：





划呀划，划小船，

沿着小溪轻轻地划。





几个孩子也跟着唱了起来。

骑了几英里后，孩子们已经穿过了罗克福尔斯镇。亨利用手一指，说道：“在那儿。皮特告诉爷爷的方位一点儿不错。”只见皮特的小屋被树木和灌木丛包围在其中，看起来十分整齐，保养得也很好。远处是一座图书馆，屋体暗灰，屋顶上盖着木瓦，中间已经凹陷了，窗口也用木板钉死。更远处，涌动着一片碧海。

孩子们骑得更快了。

来到皮特的房子跟前，他们发现房子的二楼有一扇正对着海景的窗子，于是便停了下来。

“哦。”班尼低声道，“这座房子看起来好孤单呀。也许夏天皮特不在这里的时候，鬼魂就住在这儿呢。”

“瞎说。”亨利说道，“咱们进去吧。”亨利的话听起来很轻松，但他心里却暗暗地同意班尼的说法。这个地方有点令人发毛。亨利四下里看了看，发现这里一个人影也没有，然后又转头看了一眼。他敢肯定，这里一定会发生什么事情。这次旅行也许并不像大家想象的那么有趣。


第二章　
 古老的图书馆




The Old Library

亨利打开那栋空寂无人的房子，第一个走了进去。阳光从窗口斜射进来。

他挥了挥手，示意其他人跟上。孩子们缓缓地走了进去，木质地板嘎吱作响。第一间大屋子里摆着一张桌子和五把椅子，角落里放着一把高脚凳，旁边有一个石砌壁炉。屋子中间放着一个木柴炉。一张巨大的蜘蛛网挂在墙角。

“看哪！”杰西叫道，“是炉子！咱们能吃上热腾腾的晚餐了。”

班尼的脸上露出了笑容：“真是个好消息。可是炉子是坏的。”

“修一下应该不难。”维莉说道，“只是炉门掉下来了而已。”

“放心，”杰西说，“我可以把它推上去。”她打开生铁铸成的炉门，然后又关了上去。炉门发出一阵吱呀呀的声音。

接着，他们走进了一间卧室。只见一面墙壁上靠着一张双层床，窗口拉着一根松垮的绳索，上面挂着破旧不堪的窗帘。很显然，皮特平时很忙，顾不上收拾房子。

“太棒了！”班尼叫了一声，朝着床铺跑了过去。他顺着梯子爬到了上铺，在床垫上蹦了两下，弄得灰尘四处飞扬。“这张床归我了！”他大声叫道。

“随你好了。”亨利说着，坐在了下铺上，咳嗽起来，“哎呦，灰真多！”他朝杰西望了一眼，问道：“咱们从哪开始呢？”

杰西点了点头。她非常清楚该做些什么。她早已去过楼上，发现了另外一张双层床。“首先，咱们要把这间屋子和厨房里的窗子擦一擦，这样就能看到外面了。”

“有什么好擦的？”亨利说着，在满是尘垢的玻璃上擦出了干净的一块，便于向外观看，“也没什么好看的。这个地方这么荒凉，除了咱们，根本没有别人。屋里连电话也没有。”

维莉咽了口口水。“除了咱们没有别人？”她低声问道，“这真让人心里发毛。”

“咱们很安全。”亨利说，“皮特的餐馆就在两英里外。”

“我知道。”维莉嘴上这样说着，但语气有些不安。

“然后呢，咱们把四张床垫拿到外面去抖一抖，晒晒太阳。”杰西的语气十分平静，她想让维莉知道，自己一点也不紧张。

“是啊！”亨利咧嘴笑了起来，“要不然，就让班尼把这些灰尘全部抖下来好了。”

“不，不要。”维莉说道。

“开玩笑而已。”亨利说着，卷起衣袖，把床垫扛在肩上，朝着门口走去。“快，班尼。”他叫道，“咱们一次拿一张。”

班尼乐颠颠地从梯子上下来。

“维莉。”杰西说道，“咱们负责扫地。我看到炉子旁有旧扫帚和拖把，还有圆桶呢。”

“是啊。”维莉赞同道，“这种地板必须用力擦洗才行。”

“要非常用力地擦洗才行呢。”杰西说着，把头巾系在了头上，“开始动手吧。”

“水在哪儿？”维莉问道。

杰西指了指窗外说：“看到那眼水井了吗？咱们有足够的淡水，屋里还有个干涸的水槽。”

杰西把桶提了过来，桶里的水泛起了肥皂泡，她已经在里面加了些洗涤剂。

女孩们先是擦了擦厨房，然后清理了卧室。地板开始变得光洁起来。

两个男孩陆续把床垫一张张地扛了出去。奥登家的孩子们忙活了整整一下午。他们还把窗子和炉子也清洗了一遍。

班尼走进来，擦了擦额头，脸上留下了一道污迹。他一屁股坐在了椅子上。“哎呦！我们清理了四张床垫，擦洗了四扇窗子。我现在又累……”

“我知道。”维莉笑着说，“你现在是又累又饿。”

班尼歪着小脑袋问道：“你怎么知道我要说什么？”

“你要说什么，我们都知道。”亨利说着，伸手碰了碰班尼的肋骨，逗弄道，“再说，我也饿了。”

“我也是。”维莉说。

“还有我。”杰西赞同道。

亨利仰头大笑起来：“看来大家都饿了。咱们把东西拿出来吃吧。”

杰西走到水井前洗了洗手和脸。接着，维莉、亨利，还有班尼也来洗了洗。

“咱们需要些柴火。”杰西说。

“这点我早就想到了。”亨利笑道，“前门放着一捆柴火呢。”

杰西剥了洋葱，削了土豆皮和胡萝卜皮。亨利在炉子上放了一壶水。水烧开后，女孩们把带来的骨头和蔬菜放进了汤里。

“热腾腾的晚餐一定很好吃。”杰西说。

“一定很好吃的。”班尼眨了眨眼，拍了拍肚皮。汤很快就煮好了。孩子们吃起了从家里带来的硬皮面包，新鲜的梨子还有曲奇饼。这顿饭非常可口。

吃过晚饭后，维莉坐在了窗台上。“图书馆在那儿。”她轻声说道。

“在哪里？”班尼问道，顿时来了精神，伸长了脖子四处看着。

“小山那边。”维莉望着那座灰色的建筑说，“看起来好忧伤、好孤独啊。”

“咱们明天就能让它精神焕发。”杰西说道，“咱们要把那里的旧书都分好类。”

“哦，是的。”班尼说着，拍起手来，“咱们要让图书馆高兴起来。我们要挽救它才行。”

那晚上床睡觉前，维莉朝窗外望了一眼。她不知道这座图书馆是否能够保留下来。


第三章　
 逃走的松鼠




The Squirrel That Wasn’t There

第二天一早，没等大家醒来，亨利便悄悄地骑着自行车出门了。他沿着弯弯曲曲的小路骑了两英里，来到了皮特的餐馆。他必须打电话给爷爷，告诉爷爷他们已经安全到达了。

空气中弥漫着一股咸味，太阳暖洋洋地照在亨利的身上，他觉得很舒服。这一次他们又踏上了冒险的旅程。

亨利走进餐馆，冲着柜台后那个长着白胡子的男人笑了笑。那人很胖。亨利知道，那一定就是皮特。“嗨，我是亨登。詹姆斯·奥登是我的爷爷。我和我的弟弟妹妹们要在您的房子里住几天。”亨利说。

“嗨，亨利。”男人说道，“很高兴见到你。房子住着还舒服吗？”

“很好。”亨利答道，并不想告诉他，他们做了多少的清洁工作。

皮特轻声笑了起来：“房子已经空了几个月，估计里面已经结满了蜘蛛网，落满了灰尘。我猜，你还有你的弟弟妹妹们一定做了些工作吧。”

“就是打扫了一下。”亨利说着，脸上露出了笑容。

“你们找到备用的枕头了吗？就在后门旁的衣橱里。”

“是的，凡是需要的东西，我们都找到了。”亨利说道。

“水井还能用吧？”

“能用。炉子和电冰箱也是好的。”亨利说，“我想给爷爷打个电话，告诉他我们很好。”

“只管打好了。”皮特说，“代我向他问好。”

亨利在拨号的时候，无意中听到了邻桌两个男人的对话。

第一个男人凑过去，说道：“听说了吗？上周塔特太太的钻戒被人盗走了。”

“真的？”另外一个人吃惊地问道，“这已经是两个月以来的第三起盗窃案了。汤姆·戴维斯的店里丢了几张古董地图，迈翰逊的珠宝店也丢了东西。你说，到底是谁干的？”

“我可猜不出来。”第一个人说，“不过咱们最好把家里的东西都锁好了。”

听到这儿，亨利不由得暗自下定决心，一定要小心行事，得把皮特家的门锁好才行。

给爷爷打完电话后，亨利跟皮特道了别，便骑车回去了。





亨利回来刚好赶上吃早餐。吃完后，大家骑着车子，朝图书馆赶去。图书馆离皮特的家差不多有四分之一英里远。由于小路很陡，而且蜿蜒曲折，班尼中途不得不停下来几次。

他们来到图书馆前，看了看眼前这座灰色的建筑。只见屋体已经倾斜，一楼的窗子用木板钉了起来，水泥台阶已经破损，屋顶的木瓦也掉了大半。

二楼有扇大窗子面朝着大海，窗口没有钉木板，部分玻璃早已缺失。这窗子看上去就像是一只巨大的眼睛怔怔地望着海水，似乎在等待着什么。维莉是怎么说的来着？杰西心想：对了，她说这座图书馆看起来很忧伤，很孤独。

“哇噢！”班尼叫了起来，一阵清风吹乱了他乌黑的头发，“真是吓人呢！”

杰西抛开了脑子里那些奇怪的想法：“咱们进去看看吧。”她愉快地说着，朝着第一级台阶走了过去。

“好吧。”班尼说，“我就跟在你后面。”

亨利笑着拉起了维莉的手：“里面会很有趣的。”

杰西开了门。

孩子们走进了那座阴暗而寂静的图书馆，停下了脚步，脸上露出了吃惊的神情。屋子里摆着很多书架，但大部分书都散落在地上。有的背面朝上，有的被扔在角落里。屋子中间是一张大桌子，应该是办理图书借还手续的地方。

他们继续朝着屋里走了进去。亨利大着胆子上了二楼。“上来吧！”他催促道。弟弟和妹妹们跟了上来，大家走进了另外一间屋子。这间屋子里也有很多书，还有一扇大窗子和一个很大的阅读区。窗子下面是一张长椅，椅面上的布料已经褪色，破旧不堪。

“这张天鹅绒椅子以前肯定是红色的。”杰西说着，指尖在软垫上摸了摸。

“我看着像是粉色的！”班尼说着，声音在屋子里激起了回响。

“这样吧。”亨利说道，“在动手清理前，我先把楼下窗口的木板摘掉。”此时，他已经换上了工作装——一条牛仔裤和一件红色条纹短袖，“如果整理得好，图书馆就有可能得到‘文物建筑’的称号。爷爷很想看到这样的结果呢。”

“要是能帮爷爷实现这个愿望该多好啊！”维莉说道。

“我会帮你的，亨利。”班尼说着，跑下楼去。

“小心点。”杰西提醒道，“有的木质台阶可能已经坏了。”

“我没事儿。”班尼说，“你看！”他站在楼梯底下，仰头看了看，双手背在身后，脸上挂着灿烂的笑容。

“很好，班尼。”亨利说，“我们也来了。”孩子们跟着匆匆下了楼。

所有人都忙碌了起来。窗口的木板已经拆除，阳光涌进了屋子。他们到处擦洗着，清理着。最后，班尼说道：“午餐的时间还没到吗？”

维莉停下手里的活儿，擦了擦额头：“嗯，我也想吃三明治了。”她坐下来，整了整紫色T恤衫的领子。她最喜欢紫色，就连家里卧室的壁纸上都有紫色的花朵。

“午餐时间还早呢。”杰西说道，“现在才十一点。”

孩子们打起精神，又整理了一部分书。

“看哪！”班尼说着，举起了一本童话书。这本书很旧，连封面都没有，不过里面还是好的。“给我读一读这个故事吧，杰西。”他说着，用手指了指。

跪在地上的杰西站起身，喘了口气。“我得歇一会儿了。咱们坐到借书台那儿去吧，班尼。哦，你选的这本书叫作《侏儒怪》。”杰西说着，开始读了起来。杰西讲的是那个少女如何被人逼迫，整天辛苦地纺线，还有那些线是如何变成金线的。

杰西读完后，班尼站了起来。“哇噢！”他叫道，“侏儒怪真是个可恶的家伙。不过，我也想纺出金线来。”

“你会用那些金线做什么，班尼？”杰西问道，眼里闪着亮光。

“我会为爷爷修好这座图书馆。”男孩立刻答道。

“真是个好主意。”亨利说着，走了过来，“不过现在，休息时间该结束了。”

“该吃午餐了吗？”班尼问道。

“还早。”亨利轻轻一笑，摸了摸班尼的下巴，“还有几百本书要收拾呢。”

“好吧。”班尼愉快地说道，“不过这次我要到楼上去。”

“要把书整齐地摆在书架上，知道吗？”维莉说道。

“当然。”

没等其他人说话，班尼就跑上楼去了。

杰西笑了起来：“希望到下午的时候，班尼还是这么有干劲儿。”

“看哪，我找到一本拼字书！”维莉说着，把一本薄薄的旧书递给了杰西。

杰西皱了皱鼻子，把书还给了维莉。“有股霉味呢。咱们最好把这几个书架都整理好。”她抽出一本书，翻了两页，突然惊叫起来，“一只蛾子飞到我的脸上了。”

维莉瞥了一眼，发现一只长着翅膀的昆虫从窗口飞了出去。“谁知道下次会碰到什么呢？”她说着，叹了口气。

突然，班尼从楼上冲了下来，圆圆的小脸十分苍白，嘴唇也不停地颤抖着。

“班尼，怎么了？”杰西担心地问道，“你的脸色怎么那么苍白？”

“我……我听到一阵响动。”他颤声说道，“上面有人。”

杰西朝维莉和亨利看了一眼，然后转向班尼，问道：“跟我说说，你都听见了什么。”

“声音并不大，可我随后就看到了一大团黑影！”

“咱们都到楼上去看看。”维莉说着，搂住了班尼的肩膀，“也许是松鼠在藏坚果呢。”

班尼摇了摇头：“绝对是人，我敢保证！”

孩子们来到二楼，找遍了每个角落。“这里没人，班尼。”杰西说着，揉了揉班尼的头发，“也许松鼠从破损的玻璃窗里逃出去了。”

“也……也许吧。”班尼结结巴巴地说着，朝楼梯望了一眼。他根本不相信那是松鼠。维莉也是一样，脸上露出了紧张的神情。


第四章　
 失踪的食物




The Missing Food

“午餐时间到了，班尼。”亨利朗声说道。他想借此分散班尼的注意力，让他不再去想那阵奇怪的声响。通常来说，吃的东西就能起到这个作用。

“该吃饭了吗？”班尼望着亨利说，“我都忘了。”

“你把午餐给忘了？”杰西笑道，“还真是让人不敢相信呢。”

班尼擦完了最后一个书架，突然，他的抹布碰到了一个乌黑的东西。“这是什么？”他说着，举起一块怪模怪样的金属来，“大家快看哪！”

孩子们全都聚拢过去。亨利仔细地看了看这块金属。

“这是剑柄。”杰西说，“呀，这上面的灰尘好多，都有六层厚了！可是剑身到哪儿去了？”

维莉看到剑柄上拴着一节破损的绸带，上面还有一张皱巴巴的纸条。她小心翼翼地展开纸条，读了起来。





查尔斯·霍华德上尉于葛底斯堡战役中表现勇武，特以此剑相赠。阁下率联邦军抗击罗伯特·E. 李将军，勇武坚韧，实为赢得该重大战役之主因。

签名：

G.G. 米德将军
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孩子们惊呼起来。

亨利坐在椅子上，手里不停地翻转着那个剑柄。

“什么是葛底斯堡？”班尼问道。

亨利靠在椅背上，说道：“葛底斯堡在宾夕法尼亚州，内战中最重要的一场战役就是在那里打响的。”

“李将军是不是南方联盟的统帅？就是跟北方军抗争的那个人？”维莉问道。

“没错。”杰西说，“如果当初是他获胜了，整场战争的结局都可能改变，美国也会分裂成两个部分，如今的南北方会各自拥有自己的国旗。”

“哇噢。”班尼悄声道，“这么说，这东西很珍贵咯？”

“是的。”亨利说道，“如果咱们能找到剑身，那就更珍贵了。”

杰西拿过剑柄，用毛巾包了起来。“我们把剑柄放在桌子下。我敢说，咱们一定能找到剩下的部分。”她的脸上露出了笑容，“咱们还是先吃午饭吧，做些三明治，我带了一罐草莓酱，还有一罐花生酱。”

“我带了面包。”维莉说道。

“我带了牛奶。”亨利补充道。

“我还带了胃口过来。”班尼叫着，四处看了看，“再见了，松鼠。希望你别再回来了！”

吃完饭后，杰西朝背包里看了看：“知道吗？咱们每人还有一个苹果呢。”

“我是吃不下了。我已经吃了两个三明治。”班尼说。

“那就放在这里，当作明天的点心好了。”杰西说着，把背包放在了借书台上。

孩子们一直工作到傍晚。这时，亨利说道：“今天就到这儿吧。明天就能做完了。”

浑身又累又脏的孩子们非常乐意回到那间舒适的房子里去。床已经铺好，炉子也燃了起来，老旧的水井里可以抽出清水供他们洗漱。





用过晚餐、美美地睡了一觉之后，孩子们醒了过来。他们精神抖擞地朝着图书馆匆匆赶去。杰西把午餐篮放在了借书台上，看了看昨天放在这里的背包，惊奇地发现里面只剩了三个苹果。“真是奇怪！”她说，“我敢肯定，昨天还剩四个苹果。”

班尼笑了笑，大声哼唱起来：“杰西记错啦！”

杰西也笑了起来，但心里十分不安。她记得很清楚，背包里放了四个苹果，可现在少了一个。她认为松鼠是没法偷走这么大的苹果的！

但杰西还是装作若无其事的样子，继续忙活起来。她把一本旧版的《爱丽斯漫游仙境》放在了一个箱子里。这个箱子里放的，都是她认为比较珍贵的书籍，此时已经快装满了。

“我累了！”过了一会儿，班尼说道。他坐在地上，两手抱在胸前，说：“我要歇一会儿！”

维莉坐在了一把椅子上。“这个主意好。”她深深吸了口气说，“我也累了！”

“咱们是该歇会儿了。”亨利说，“不如骑车到海边去吧。”

“太棒了！”杰西说，“不过，咱们还是先把午饭摆好，回来的时候也该饿了。”

维莉在每个人的盘子里都放了一块三明治。亨利把保温瓶摆在了大桌子的中间，又在旁边摆上了三个玻璃杯以及班尼的小粉杯。杰西放好纸巾，给其他三个人的盘子里分别放了一个苹果，但她并没有给自己留。

孩子们兴奋地朝着海边骑去。虽然有两英里远，但大家很开心。天气十分清爽，空气里弥漫着一股淡淡的咸味。

一到海边，孩子们便脱了鞋，在沙滩上奔跑起来。一会儿他们又跑到水里，大笑着相互撩水，偶尔有白色的海鸥从头顶飞过。班尼发现了一只螃蟹，维莉捡了三只漂亮的贝壳，其中两个都是淡紫色的。亨利和杰西到处找着外形奇特的浮木。

孩子们在阳光里沐浴了一个多小时。等所有人都觉得精神振奋之后，他们开始朝着图书馆赶去。

回到图书馆后，大家连忙坐下吃起饭来。

维莉看了看自己的盘子，低声道：“有人偷了我的三明治。”

班尼、杰西和亨利朝着盘子里看了看。果然，三明治不见了。

亨利一句话也没说，只是四下里看了看。班尼说得不错，他心想，这个图书馆里果然藏着个神秘的人物。

维莉凑到杰西的身旁。“我觉得事情有些不妙。”她低声说道，担心地皱起了眉头。

杰西点了点头：“我觉得也是。门是锁着的，但还是有人进来了。”

“这样吧。”亨利打破了沉默，“现在只有一个办法，咱们必须到楼上去搜查一下。”

听到这话，班尼不禁向后缩了缩，说道：“我可不去！我再也不上去了！”

“亨利说得对。”杰西说，“咱们必须弄清楚是谁在上面。”

“嗯，你们说得对。”维莉无力地说。但很显然，她并不想到楼上去。


第五章　
 逃跑的米格尔




Miguel， the Runaway

亨利做了个噤声的手势，解开鞋带，脱下了运动鞋。他示意大家都把鞋脱掉，然后蹑手蹑脚地上了楼。其他几个孩子跟在他的身后。

奥登家的孩子们搜遍了楼上的每个角落。

杰西耸了耸瘦弱的肩膀，悄声道：“这儿根本没人。”

站在窗边的班尼突然轻声对亨利叫了起来，语气十分急切：“亨利，到这儿来。”

亨利跨出四步，来到了班尼身旁。班尼指了指窗座下方的天鹅绒盖帘。亨利没有丝毫迟疑，一把揭开了窗座上的盖帘。

只见一个小男孩正躲在窗座下，瑟缩在角落里，下巴贴在膝盖上，满眼恐惧地望着他们。

“出来！”亨利严肃地说道，“你为什么要躲起来？”

“还有，为什么要偷我们的食物？”班尼问着，两手叉在了腰间。

吓坏了的男孩从窗座下爬了出来，来到了光亮处。他的脸庞瘦削，面色苍白，浓密的黑发垂在额前，只是两只褐色的眼睛十分暗淡，是奥登家的孩子们从未见过的。他低着头，轻声说道：“我……我很饿。”

“可你为什么要躲起来呢？”维莉柔声重复道，“我们又不会伤害你。”

“在你回答问题之前，”杰西说道，“我想你……”她顿了顿，继续问道，“你叫什么名字？”

“米格尔·莫拉莱斯。”男孩羞涩地答道，“我今年十岁了。”说到这儿，他的眼里闪过一丝自豪。

“好吧，米格尔。”杰西温和地说道，“你想不想吃三明治？”

米格尔使劲儿地点了点头。

“我也饿坏了！”班尼说着，揉了揉肚子。

所有人都笑了起来，朝着楼下走去。

米格尔一边吃着三明治，喝着牛奶，一边讲起自己的故事来。

“我之所以要躲起来，是因为……”他的喉头哽住了，“是因为我在渔具商店听到两个人说，我爸爸的渔船沉了。他们说我爸爸跟另外两名渔民都淹死了。没等他们看到我，我就跑掉了。”男孩放下了手中的三明治，眼里噙满了泪水。

“什么时候的事？”杰西轻声问道。

“两天前。”米格尔看了看奥登家的孩子们，知道自己可以相信他们，“我跟爸爸住在道尔顿，离这里有几英里远。我妈妈三年前去世了，那时候我才七岁。”

“可怜的米格尔。”维莉同情地说道，“那你怎么跑到这儿来了？”

他十分感激地望了望维莉，继续说道：“我走了几个小时后，发现了这座房子。我是从后窗爬进来的。”

“你可把我吓坏了！”班尼责怪道。

“对不起。”米格尔咕哝道，“我不是故意的。”

“但你为什么要藏起来呢？”亨利问道。

“我没有其他的地方可去。”米格尔说着，眼泪从脸颊上滚落下来，“如果我爸爸真的被淹死了，那我就会被送到别人家去寄养。”

“我们不会让他们这样做的！”维莉大声说道，扬起了尖尖的下巴，“我们会保护你的。我们知道该怎样躲开某些人。”

“可不是嘛！”班尼说道，“我永远都不会忘记生活在棚车里的那段日子。”

维莉点了点头：“我们的父母也去世了，米格尔。他们去世后，我们的爷爷到处找我们，想让我们跟他生活在一起。”

“我们当初还以为爷爷很凶。”班尼说道。

杰西笑了起来：“结果正好相反。奥登爷爷十分和蔼，我们现在正跟他生活在一起。所以，幸运的事情也会发生在你身上的。”

米格尔难过地摇了摇头。

“一定会的。”班尼高声说道，“我敢肯定！”

米格尔抬起头来，勉强笑了一下：“谢谢你们。我知道你们不会出卖我的。”

“可是，”亨利缓缓地说，“你也不能待在这儿啊，米格尔。至少不能永远待下去。”他笑了笑，继续道：“我们会调查一下，也许你的爸爸得救了呢。你确定他被淹死了吗？”

米格尔盯着亨利，两只眼睛睁得大大的。“我……我也不知道。”男孩皱起了眉头，“听说‘玛丽亚’号沉船，有三人被淹死之后，我就跑了。”

“你爸爸的船叫作‘玛丽亚’号？”杰西问道。

米格尔点了点头，说不出话来。最后，他开了口：“是以我妈妈的名字命名的。”

“原来是这样。”杰西说着，拍了拍米格尔的膝盖，“不论我们为你做些什么，都会事先征求你的意见的，好吗？”

“好的。”米格尔说着，怯怯地笑了笑。

“那就这样定了。”亨利说，“米格尔，你愿意帮我们整理这座旧图书馆里的书吗？”

“嗯，愿意！”米格尔连忙说道，“我可是干活的好手呢！”

米格尔果然没有说大话。大家忙活了一下午，等到太阳落山时，米格尔坐上了亨利的自行车后座，跟着这群新交的朋友们高高兴兴地回家了。

吃晚餐时，杰西不禁冲米格尔笑了起来。他与班尼一样，也很能吃。饭后，杰西把盘子摞在一起，松了口气——谜团终于解开了。再也没有奇怪的声响和黑影，食物也不会丢失了。


第六章　
 灰色的手套




The Gray Glove

第二天一早，亨利骑车到皮特的餐馆去买牛奶和面包。除此之外，他还有另外一个目的。他必须给爷爷打电话，向他寻求建议。

来到餐馆后，亨利小心翼翼地把车子停在那栋白色的建筑旁。他走进餐馆，四下里看了看。除皮特外，屋里只有两个人。一个坐在桌旁，另一个坐在柜台前。

“嗨，亨利，我的孩子。”皮特叫道，他正在柜台后喝着咖啡，“我的房子住着怎么样？你们把它打理得不错吧？”

亨利笑了起来：“那是自然。”

亨利很喜欢皮特这个老家伙。他跟爷爷是多年的老朋友了。

“我知道你们一定会的。”皮特笑道，“你怎么这么早就来了，亨利？”

亨利的脸上露出了笑容：“我要买些面包和牛奶。”

趁着皮特从冰箱里拿牛奶时，亨利拨通了爷爷的电话。

“亨利！”奥登爷爷听起来非常高兴，“真高兴你能打电话过来。一切都还好吧？”

“很好。”亨利说着，清了清喉咙，“我们在图书馆里发现了一个小男孩。”

“哦？”爷爷疑惑地说，等着亨利继续讲下去。

“他叫米格尔·莫拉莱斯，只有十岁，现在是独身一人。他很怕被寄养到别人家去。”

“这样啊……”爷爷说道。

没等爷爷开口，亨利便抓紧时间说了下去。

“米格尔的爸爸是个渔民，他的船沉了。”

“是‘玛丽亚’号？”

“是的。”亨利惊讶地问，“您怎么知道的？”

“我在收音机上听到了消息。据说当时船上有三个人。”

“是的。米格尔也是这样说的。”亨利答道。

“我会联系海岸警卫队，问问有没有人获救。别担心，亨利，我们不会让人把米格尔送去寄养的。”

亨利舒了口气，心里轻松多了。爷爷一直都是值得他们信赖和依靠的。

“你们最近在忙些什么？”爷爷问道。

“哦，”亨利说道，“差点忘了。班尼在图书馆的书架上找到了一把剑柄，是内战时期的。我们还找到了一封信，上面说，那是米德将军送给查尔斯·霍华德上尉的。查尔斯·霍华德上尉在葛底斯堡战役中表现得非常英勇。”

“内战时期的佩剑？”爷爷听起来非常兴奋，“这可能是非常珍贵的东西呢，也许很多博物馆都想拿来展览呢。”爷爷顿了顿，继续道，“也许还能帮着那座图书馆获得‘文物建筑’的称号。你们找到其余的部分了吗？”

“没有，”亨利说道，“暂时还没有。不过还有很多书架没有清理，也许还能找到的。”

“但愿如此。”爷爷说道，“你、维莉、杰西，还有班尼，已经为图书馆做了很多工作了，现在想不想回家来？”

“还不到时候。”亨利说道，“图书馆必须变得非常整洁有序才行。”

爷爷轻声笑了起来：“好吧，亨利。你们保重。我下周末就过来看你们。对了，我想让你们到皮特的餐馆里好好吃上一顿，用不着担心花费。”

“谢谢您，爷爷，真是太好了！咱们回头见。”亨利说完，转向了皮特。令他高兴的是，他要的东西都已经包好了。

亨利骑车赶了回去，班尼正在外面等着他。

“我都渴坏了。”班尼抱怨道。

“为什么不喝杯水？”亨利故意逗弄道。

班尼咧嘴笑了起来，褐色的眼睛里闪着光亮：“你知道我想喝什么的！”

“哦！”亨利说着，拍了下脑门，“我知道了，是蔓越莓汁！”

“不，不是的！”班尼叫道。

“那，是这个吗？”亨利举起一盒一加仑的牛奶问道。

“是的，是的。”班尼兴高采烈地答道，“有面包吗？”

“那是自然。”亨利笑了笑，班尼为他开了门。

孩子们坐在屋里，喝起了牛奶，吃着面包。看到米格尔的脸上粘了一圈牛奶印，大家都笑了起来。米格尔也笑了，他很喜欢自己的这些新朋友。

“有没有人准备去工作了？”杰西问道。

“我。”维莉答道。

“我也是。”亨利补充道。

“还有我。”班尼和米格尔同时答道。

“那咱们就开始吧。”杰西说着，脸上露出了微笑。她那光泽亮丽的棕色头发已经用一根蓝色的发带绑了起来。





来到图书馆后，孩子们便卷起了袖子，开始干活了。

没过多久，米格尔便高声叫了起来：“看哪！我在书后面找到了这块金属！”说着，他得意地举起了手中那段生了锈的剑身。

亨利看了看那段长长的金属，然后拍了拍米格尔的后背说：“这是剑身的中段，现在就差剑尖了！”

“好样的，米格尔！”班尼叫道。

“干得不错，米格尔。”杰西说。

维莉拍了拍米格尔的手背。

“快到午餐时间了。”亨利说，“为了庆祝米格尔的发现，咱们去皮特的餐馆吃。”

几个孩子兴冲冲地朝餐馆骑去。亨利把剑身包裹起来，放在自行车筐里。“我不会让这东西离开我的视线的！”他保证道。

来到皮特的餐馆后，孩子们点了些龙虾、土豆、沙拉，还有加冰激凌的苹果馅饼。皮特很高兴见到孩子们的新朋友米格尔。由于米格尔不是这里的人，所以皮特并不认识他。看到孩子们的胃口很好，皮特感到非常欣慰。

班尼靠在椅背上，摸了摸肚子说：“多美味的午餐哪！”

皮特大声笑了起来：“我还从没见过这么能吃的人呢。这顿饭我请客，这是你们应得的。”

维莉不解地问道：“就是因为我们能吃吗？”

“不，因为你们是很乖的孩子。”皮特答道，“要不要坐我的渔船兜兜风？”

“当然愿意！”班尼叫道，“我最喜欢坐船了！”

孩子们都登上了皮特那艘红色的渔船。皮特发动引擎，小船乘着波浪开动起来。白色的波浪撞在船头，溅起阵阵水雾，海水不时拍打着船身。

孩子们坐船驶入了海湾。班尼把手拢在眼前，只见餐馆早已变成了一个小白点。

小船乘着波浪行驶了一个多小时，皮特掉转方向，船身画了一个大圈，朝着码头开去。

“真好玩！”杰西说道。

“是啊！”亨利说着，把手搭在了班尼的肩上。

“我们下次能再来吗？”班尼问道。

皮特轻声笑了起来：“随时欢迎，小兄弟。只管开口就是。”他将船绑在码头上，孩子们跳上了岸。

“谢谢您，皮特船长。”维莉说道，海风吹乱了女孩的长发。

“不客气，小姑娘。”皮特说着，满是皱纹的脸上露出了笑容。

“我们接受您的邀请，下次还会来的。”亨利说，“今天玩得很高兴。”他看了看米格尔说道，“是吗，米格尔？”

“嗯，是的。”米格尔轻声答道，但眼睛没有望着亨利。杰西注意到米格尔那瘦削的脸上露出了忧伤的神情。

“米格尔，咱们要回图书馆去了。”杰西说道。她知道，米格尔此时一定在想他的爸爸，还有那艘沉没的渔船。“你还想继续工作吗？”杰西问。

米格尔点了点头。“我很想帮忙。”他说。

孩子们纷纷上了自行车，米格尔则跳上了亨利的自行车后座。大家高高兴兴地离开了。

很快，他们推开了图书馆的大门，回到了各自的工作岗位上。亨利已经装满了一箱珍贵的书籍，此时正准备装第二箱。

杰西一边擦拭着书上的灰尘，一边轻声哼唱着。突然，她停住了。“看哪。”她低声叫道，用两根手指夹起了一只灰色的手套。

亨利接过手套看了看，只见手套的每个指头上都缝着黑线。“这只手套还是崭新的。”他说，“一点都没有磨损。”

“有人进来过……把手套掉在了这里。”杰西说道。

班尼、米格尔和维莉全凑了过来，大家都沉默了。班尼有些害怕，不禁回头看了一眼。

谜团根本没有解开。杰西心想：有人闯进了他们的图书馆。想到这儿，她不禁脊背发凉。


第七章　
 奇怪的小调




The Strange Little Tune

亨利举起那只灰色的手套，耸了耸肩。“有人在图书馆里转悠了一阵，把手套丢在这儿了。就这样，没有什么好担心的。”他嘴上这样说，心里却暗暗在想：这到底是谁的手套？那人又是怎样进来的？他想起了在皮特的餐馆里无意中听到的谈话，但他并不想吓着其他人，于是没有告诉他们。

杰西笑了起来。“你说得对，亨利。一只手套代表不了什么。咱们回房子去，吃顿美味的晚餐吧。今天已经做了很多工作了。”她竭力说得毫不在意，但实际上，她也很担心。到底是谁在附近转悠呢？

亨利把手套揣进兜里，伸出一只胳膊搂住了班尼的肩膀。“怎么了，班尼？你不会被一只手套吓住了吧？”

班尼稳稳地站着，两只小腿叉开，双臂抱在胸前，说道：“你们不怕，我也不怕。”

“这才像话。”亨利说着，用手捋了捋班尼的头发。他开门走了出去。太阳快要落山了。其他孩子也跟着走了出去。夕阳的余晖给图书馆镀上了一层玫瑰红。亨利小心翼翼地关了门，拧好了门把手，确保门已经锁好了。这样一来，就不会有人轻易闯进来了。

当天晚上，奥登家的孩子们和米格尔吃了些花生酱、饼干，喝了些牛奶。吃过中午的龙虾大餐之后，孩子们还不怎么饿。

班尼和米格尔早早地上了床。

“我要把水壶里灌满清水。”杰西说着，走了出去。屋外一片漆黑。

杰西本来正在抽水，却突然停了下来。

她听到了一阵低沉的哼唱声。

她仔细听了一阵，但那哼唱声又停了下来，只听见野兽刮擦树叶般的窸窣声。

很快，那低沉的声音再次响了起来。好奇怪的音调啊！这时，她突然反应过来，那声音一定是人发出来的！难道有人在监视她？她的脉搏加快了。她心想要是亨利或者维莉在就好了。“亨利！”杰西呼唤了一声，又接着喊道，“维莉！”但喉咙却一阵发紧，声音十分嘶哑。

那阵奇怪的哼唱声渐渐变大了，越发清晰起来，但不一会儿又消失了。杰西把水壶紧紧地抱在胸前，快速朝小屋跑去。她被树枝绊了一下，又继续跑了起来。那阵哼唱声已经非常微弱了。她四下里看了看，心里一阵恐慌。那道身影是朝着图书馆的方向去了吗？还是她出现了幻觉？

杰西的心怦怦地跳着，她猛地一推门，冲进了屋子。

“怎么了，杰西？”维莉问着，跑到了她的身旁，“你的脸色都赶上T恤衫一样白了。”

“有……有人在哼唱一支奇怪的小调。”杰西勉强挤出了几个字，放下水壶，双手颤抖起来，“我想，那人好像朝着图书馆的方向去了！我好像看到了他的影子！”

亨利跳了起来。“咱们要见识一下这位不速之客。”他气冲冲地说着，从炉子上拿起一个铁锅，冲出门去。一旦追上了那人，他一定要让对方尝尝厉害！勇敢的亨利悄悄地寻找着陌生人的踪迹。他高举着手里的铁锅，绕着房子转了两圈。尽管杰西说她看见那人朝着图书馆的方向去了，但他还是在房子周围仔细地检查了一番，然后才沿着那条鹅卵石小路追了上去。不过他没有看到任何人，连杰西说的人影也没有发现，更没有听到任何声音。哼唱声消失了。他停下来仔细地听了一阵，但听到的只是清风拂过林间发出的沙沙声。

亨利回到了屋里：“我什么也没听到，杰西。也许那只是昆虫的叫声吧。”

杰西摇了摇头。“不，”她十分肯定地说道，“是人的声音。他就在附近，监视着我。后来那声音越来越小了。他朝图书馆跑去的时候，我还看到了他的影子。”杰西倒了杯水，润了润干渴的喉咙，一双褐色的大眼睛看向亨利，说道：“我敢肯定，他一定有什么企图！”

“我想我知道是怎么回事了。”亨利若有所思地说，“我给爷爷打电话的时候，跟他提到了我们发现剑柄的事情。也许有人偷听到了我们的谈话。不过别担心。”他自信地说道，“那把剑我是随身携带的！晚上我就放在枕头下面，白天就放在自行车里带着。剑身已经包了起来，别人根本不知道里面是什么东西。”

他把在皮特的餐馆里听到的两个人的对话简要地说了一遍。“但是他们所说的小偷又不认识我们，他怎么会知道那把剑的事情？”亨利压低了声音，生怕吵醒班尼和米格尔。

“是啊。”杰西说道。

“咱们怎么办？”维莉问道，“这里安全吗？我可不想任务没完成就离开图书馆。”

“那咱们就不走！”杰西坚定地说，眼睛里闪烁着一丝固执的神情，“咱们必须把剑的最后一部分找到。只有找到了，咱们才回家去。”

“说得对！”维莉说着，浅浅地一笑，“咱们这么辛苦才找到了宝剑，怎么会被人吓走？宝剑是我们的！”

孩子们上了床。杰西把毯子拉得很高。虽然周围非常安静，但那阵可怕而怪异的小调仍然在她的脑海里回荡。





第二天早晨，太阳升起，阳光驱散了大家的恐惧。

亨利早早吃完了饭，把凳子向后一挪，站起身来。“我要去皮特的餐馆给爷爷打电话。”他对杰西说道。

“爷爷会不会有米格尔的爸爸的消息呢？”

“希望如此。爷爷会联系海岸警卫队的。”

在去餐馆的路上，太阳毫无预兆地躲进了乌云里，天色变得阴沉而暗淡。亨利加快了速度，只听见远处响起了隆隆的雷声。

走进餐馆，亨利看到皮特正站在柜台后，给一位客人倒咖啡。他抬头看了看亨利，说：“嗨，亨利！要不要坐船去兜兜风？”

“今天就算了。”亨利笑道。

老皮特轻声笑了起来。“你的感觉很准，孩子。”他指着窗外的海面说，“看看，多大的风浪啊！”

亨利望着浪花拍打在码头的石块上，滚滚的海水翻着白沫朝岸边涌去。北风吹来，雷声轰隆，天空几乎变成了黑色。

“唉。”皮特说道，“这种天气，就连海岸警卫队都不会出来了。”

亨利打了个招呼，然后走去给爷爷打电话。

电话响了几声后，爷爷那温暖的声音出现在电话那头。“亨利！很高兴你能打过来。我已经联系了海岸警卫队，他们说‘玛丽亚’号渔船上有两名渔民获救。”

“只有两名？”亨利问着，心沉了下去。

“是的。恐怕第三个人是淹死了。”爷爷的语气有些沉重。

“是米格尔的爸爸吗？”亨利嘴上问着，心里十分害怕将要听到的答案。

“在通知所有的家属之前，他们不会泄露这两名渔民的姓名。这两名渔民现在正待在熊岛，等风暴结束了，马上就会被送到皮特的餐馆去。”

“谢谢您，爷爷。”

“如果天气允许，我星期五过去看你们。”

“太好了，爷爷。”亨利说道，“大家都想见您呢。”

“那就好，那就好。”爷爷说道。

亨利挂了电话，跟皮特聊了几句，然后骑车回到了房子里。他虽然不想把有一个渔民淹死的事情告诉米格尔，不过他有权利知道事情的真相。说不定，他的爸爸获救了呢？

亨利走进屋子，在米格尔的身旁坐了下来，平静地说起了两名渔民获救的消息来。

米格尔死死地盯着他，咬着下嘴唇。“被……被救的两人都叫什么名字？”他低声问道。

“现在还不知道。”亨利说着，伸出手拍了拍米格尔的肩膀，“风暴结束之前，他们会待在海岸警卫队在熊岛的驻地。”说到这儿，一道闪电照亮了屋子。

杰西走到米格尔的身后。“放心吧。”她安慰道，“我敢肯定，被救的人里面，一定有你的爸爸。”

米格尔回头朝她望了一眼。“但如果没有呢？”他颤声说道，“我爸爸会游泳，可海浪这么大，又有什么用呢？”他抿着嘴唇，身子绷得紧紧的，尽量不让自己哭出来。

“他穿了救生衣的，不是吗？”维莉问着，从厨房里走出来，坐了下来。她的声音很轻，眼里充满了同情。

“是的，可是……”米格尔结巴起来，“我也不知道该怎么想了。”他垂下目光，小脸上露出了痛苦的表情，“如果他被淹死了怎么办？我可怜的爸爸。我……我是那么爱他。”

“不论发生什么事情，我们都会在你身边的。”亨利说道。

“没错！”班尼出现在了门口。他皱了皱眉，眼里满是难过的神情。但很快，他的脸上露出了笑容，“你的爸爸肯定获救了。我能感觉到！”

米格尔朝班尼笑了笑，说道：“谢谢，班尼。谢谢你们大家！我知道，你们都是在往好处想。”但男孩的心在狂跳，他感到自己的爸爸已经离他远去了，他再也见不到爸爸了。他跳起来，转身背对着自己的朋友们。他要怎样才能报答奥登家的这些孩子呢？他不能永远跟他们待在一起的。他决定，如果他得到的是噩耗，他将会再次逃走。他又将变成独身一人了。男孩的心怦怦地跳着，渐渐与窗外的滚滚雷声混在一起。


第八章　
 上锁的门




The Locked Door 

当天下午风很大，孩子们没有骑车。他们顶着狂风朝图书馆走去。维莉和米格尔拉着班尼的小手。亨利第一个到达图书馆。他打开门锁，推门走了进去，几个孩子跟在身后。

“好猛的风暴啊！”杰西说着，一屁股坐在了椅子上，“我想歇一歇。”

“我也是。”维莉赞同道。

“我可不想歇着！”班尼说道，“我已经准备好要工作了。”

亨利笑了笑，脱掉了雨衣：“这也难怪，班尼。刚才冒着大风走路，你一点也没费劲儿啊！”

“我知道。”班尼调皮地笑道，“你看起来很累，尽管歇着好了，亨利。我会把书摆好的。”

“好吧。”亨利说，“不过我也要工作了。”他朝最近的一个书架看了看。令他吃惊的是，他竟然看到了几个非常清晰的指纹。难道是杰西昨晚看到的那个人留下的？

亨利不露声色地把几本书盖在了指纹上。没有必要让大家担心。他心想：为什么有人会到图书馆来呢？是来找宝剑的吗？

他转过身，看了看两个妹妹和米格尔，说：“咱们今天必须格外努力才行，一定要找到剑尖。咱们就快回家了。”

“那要先把宝剑找全了才行。”班尼叫着，从楼上跑了下来。他冲维莉和杰西笑了笑说，“不是吗？”

“是的。”看到班尼如此的坚定，杰西不禁笑了起来。

“我也不想中途放弃。”米格尔说着，走上前来。“在我弄清爸爸的事情之前，我会一直在这儿帮助你们。”他笑了笑说，“你们对我太好了。”

“好的！”亨利叫道，“我们之所以对你好，是因为你也是个不错的家伙，米格尔。”

跟奥登家的孩子们待在一起，米格尔觉得十分安全。他真希望自己能一直待下去，不用离开。

一时间谁也没有说话，所有人都非常同情米格尔。

最后，亨利打破了沉静：“我到楼上去整理。”

“我能跟你去吗？”班尼问道，“我可以帮你的，亨利。”

“当然可以。”亨利轻声笑道。

孩子们忙了整整一下午。班尼和亨利在楼上，维莉、杰西和米格尔在楼下。几乎每个书架都变得整洁干净起来。一本本书整齐地摆在书架上，但就是没有发现剑尖的线索。

最后，杰西停了下来，朝窗外看了看。狂风吹得窗户咔嗒响，大雨不停地敲击着玻璃窗。“我想回家了。”她说，“你呢，维莉？”

维莉站起身，手里还拿着几本书，小脸上弄得很脏，衬衫也弄皱了。“嗯。”她说，“我也很想回去了。”

“我好像听到有人说想回家了？”亨利问道，“可外面的雨很大啊。”

“我不怕被雨淋湿。”班尼说着，拖着疲惫的身子走下楼梯，“我已经又累又饿了。我想回家。”

“那，咱们跑回去吧。”亨利说道，“不过身上肯定会湿透的。”

“那也无所谓。”杰西答道，“我可不想整晚都待在这座图书馆里。”她把那件蓝色的外套披在了肩上，“说不准，那个发出怪声的家伙晚上会待在这里呢。”

亨利警觉地望了妹妹一眼，但很快意识到，她并没有看到那些指纹。他帮着班尼穿上他的红色雨衣，然后自己也穿上了雨衣。

维莉扣好了淡紫色的雨衣，却把紫色的雨伞搁在门口。她可不想打伞出去让风把伞吹翻。米格尔穿着一件黄色的雨衣，就跟渔民穿的一样。那是他之前藏在窗座下面的。

“好了。”亨利叫道，“咱们一路跑回去。”

班尼喊了一声，当先冲出门去。雨越来越大，但班尼一点也不在乎。他抬起头，享受着雨水打在脸上的感觉。

“我们来赛跑！”班尼喊道，但声音被狂风盖住了。他沿着小路冲了下去，红色的雨衣下，只能看到一双运动鞋。

孩子们在雨里奔跑着，泥水飞溅。来到家门前时，班尼竟然在泥坑里踩起水来。“咱们别进去了，就在雨里玩一会儿吧。”

“那可不行。”杰西说着，冷得发起抖来。

“你不是累了吗？”维莉柔声说道，两眼闪着光亮。

“是啊。”班尼说，“可雨水让我又清醒了。多好玩啊！”

“的确很好玩，不是吗？”米格尔说着，笑了起来，长长的睫毛上还挂着闪亮的水珠。

“好啦，你们两个。把湿衣服脱了，到楼上去换上干睡衣。”杰西笑着命令道。

“好吧，杰西。”没等亨利脱下雨衣，班尼就已经冲到了楼上。

大家各自去换了温暖干爽的衣服。杰西在炉子里生起了熊熊的火焰。

亨利穿着牛仔裤和运动衫，维莉换上了紫色的衬衫和牛仔裤。孩子们把吃剩的汤从冰箱里拿出来，放在了火炉上。

很快，菜汤冒起了热气。大家围坐在炉子前，喝着热腾腾的苹果汁，望着跳动的火苗，觉得舒适又温暖。





第二天早上，睡了一夜的好觉后，孩子们觉得神清气爽。他们吃了些热腾腾的麦片和黄油面包，还喝了些热巧克力，准备好了要在图书馆里工作一天。也许今天他们就会找到宝剑的剩余部分。窗外的风依然很猛，但雨已经停了。

“你说，海岸警卫队今天会把那两名渔民带回来吗？”米格尔的声音很低，几乎在耳语。他的心里一直想着爸爸的事情。

亨利看了看窗外阴沉的天空和摇晃的树枝，说道：“今天不行，米格尔。风虽然不像昨天那么大了，但海浪太猛。不过我敢说，再过一两天，你一定会发现你的爸爸安然无恙的。”

米格尔的目光与亨利交会，声音略带沙哑着说：“我要是能像你一样肯定就好了。但愿你说的是真的。”

班尼连忙转移话题，大声说道：“今天的早餐吃得不错。”他跳起来，朝门口跑去，“我看看外面的风有多大。”

“小心点，别被吹倒了。”亨利逗弄道。

班尼推了下门，但门一动不动。他用肩膀抵着门，猛地向外推了几下。门仍然没有开！

“亨利！”班尼喘着气喊道，“门打不开！”

亨利笑了起来：“风的确很大，班尼。但也大不到那种程度吧。”他扭了扭门把手，用力一推，但门还是没有开。他接连推了三下，结果都是一样。

“咱们都来试试。”杰西建议道。五个孩子便一起将肩膀抵在门板上，用力地推着。但门依然一动不动。

亨利摇了摇头，心里十分不解：“也许是什么东西被风吹到了门前，把门堵住了。”

“我可不这样想。”杰西说着，皱起眉头来。

“我得到门外去看看。”亨利说，“不过问题是……”他看了看窄小的窗口，继续道，“窗子太小了，我挤不过去。”

“我能！”班尼叫道，“让我来！让我来！”

亨利点了点头：“好吧，班尼。只有你才能爬出去。”

亨利打开窗子，把班尼抱了起来。班尼扭动着身子，爬出窄小的窗口，跳了下去。

班尼匆匆绕到了前门，但令他吃惊的是，门把手上竟然插着一根粗大的树枝。难怪他们推不开门。他用尽全力，把树枝抽了出来。“现在可以开门了。”他叫道。

亨利开了门，班尼把卡住门板的树枝给他看了看。

“有人成心不想让咱们出去，对吗？”维莉问。

“恐怕你是对的。”亨利答道。

杰西感到喉咙一阵发紧，嘴里也有些发干。她把上衣裹得更紧了。难道有人不想让他们到图书馆去？等他们到了图书馆后，又会发现什么呢？


第九章　
 一片狼藉




The Upside-down Mess 

昨天的时候，奥登家的孩子们还和米格尔在冒雨奔跑，全然不顾道路的泥泞和身上的湿冷。但今天早上，当他们逃出那间被闩上了的屋子后，所有人都沉默起来，只是沿着小路默默地朝图书馆走去。大家都在担心同一件事：到底是谁想把他们困在皮特的房子里。

亨利掏出钥匙，准备打开图书馆的大门。但当他走近的时候，竟然发现门是半掩着的。

他迟疑了一阵，说道：“里面可能有人。大家提高警惕。”

“我们要进去吗？”维莉小心翼翼地问道。

“咱们已经付出这么多努力了。”亨利冷静地说，“你们想中途放弃吗？”

“不。”杰西说道，“进去看看好了。”

亨利推开门，侧起耳朵仔细听了听。听到里面没有声音后，他走了进去。其余几个孩子陆续跟着走了进去，四处观望着。

刚一走进去，杰西就站住了。看到眼前的景象后，她猛地用手捂住了嘴巴。“哦，不！”她难过地叫了起来，“看看这儿，怎么乱成了这样？”

“到底是谁干的？”身后的维莉吃惊地问道。

米格尔的脸色变得苍白。“书被扔得到处都是！”他一边说，一边从一堆书上跨了过去，“看哪，桌子也被掀翻了！”

有的书背面朝上，有的侧立一旁，有的躺在角落里，有的甚至连书页也被扯了下来，扔得到处都是，有的被揉成一团，有的被撕得粉碎。果然没错！有人故意把他们锁在了皮特的屋子里，为的就是趁机到这儿来找东西。书里面，书架上，所有地方都被人翻过了。

“咱们的辛苦努力都白费了！”维莉说道。

亨利站在那儿，双手叉在腰间，一句话也没有说，只是摇了摇头，不敢相信这是真的。他把一本撕破的书捡起来翻看。

“真是太糟了，不是吗？”班尼望着亨利说道。

亨利僵了半晌，随后语气恢复了平静：“是很糟，班尼。不过什么事情都是可以补救的。虽然书被扔得到处都是，但这里的损坏却不严重。”

杰西站起身来。“咱们只要把书放回到书架上去就可以了，就这么简单。”说着，她卷起了衣袖。

米格尔拾起一本书，好奇地看了看：“这些歪歪扭扭的小洞又是哪来的？”

亨利接过书看了看。“是那个小偷干的。”他说，“他肯定是故意的！是他拿着剪刀划出来的。”

“谁会做出这么过分的事情来？”米格尔问道。

“那个人肯定很生气，因为他没有找到想要的东西。”杰西说着，紧紧地皱着眉，“他不仅把书页揉皱，把书到处乱扔，还拿剪刀在书上扎出洞来！”

“太卑鄙了！”维莉说道，“找不到想要的东西，他一定气急败坏。”

“我得到楼上去，看看那里有多少书被糟蹋了。”亨利说。

杰西走到他的身旁，紧张地咬了咬下唇说：“如果图书馆得不到‘文物建筑’的称号，爷爷一定会非常失望的。”

亨利无奈地笑了笑。“我知道，杰西。这事确实挺让人灰心的，不过咱们会把这里收拾好的。”说着，他转身朝楼上匆匆跑去。

很快，亨利回来了：“好消息！楼上几乎完好无损，那人只是弄坏了一个书架而已。”

维莉偏了偏脑袋，若有所思地说：“肯定是咱们来的时候，把他吓走了！”

“说得对，维莉。”杰西说，“听到咱们来了，他肯定是从后门跑掉了。”

“你说，这个可恶的家伙还会回来吗？”班尼问道，两只褐色的眼睛睁得老大。

“也许会的，班尼。他是想要那把剑！我敢肯定。”亨利说着，把一本面目全非的书扔到了书堆上。

“我们要打电话报警吗？”维莉问。

“这儿和皮特家都没有电话。”亨利说，“咱们再等等吧，要是警察来了，可能不会再让我们待在图书馆里了。”

这天余下的时间里，孩子们一直在清理这些书。他们把好书一本本地放回书架上，受损的书则整齐地堆在一旁。

当天傍晚的时候，图书馆的地上已经清理干净。杰西把所有受损的书放在了一个箱子里。亨利把撕碎的书和纸屑全都扫了起来。

米格尔前后仰了仰脖子说：“我的后背好痛。”他嘴上抱怨着，脸上却露出了笑容，“不过看到咱们做了这么多事情，感觉真是太棒了。”

亨利看着米格尔笑了起来，把手搭在了他的肩膀上：“要是没有你，我们真不知道怎么办呢！”

米格尔咧嘴笑了起来。他很喜欢这种被人需要的感觉。

“我会把门锁上。”亨利说道，“但我不知道，是不是这样就能把那个陌生人挡在外面。我估计他手里有钥匙。应该是这样的。”

孩子们朝家里走去，筋疲力尽，垂头丧气。亨利默默地想着事情，有几个问题一直在他脑子里打转。如果明天过去的时候，图书馆再次变得混乱一片该怎么办？他们不可能像今天一样，把所有的书再收拾一遍。那个人似乎了解他们的一举一动。如果那人赶在他们前面找到了剑尖怎么办？要是没找到呢？如果对方处心积虑地想要得到宝剑，说不准他会做出什么事情来！

杰西加快脚步，赶上了亨利：“至少闯进来的那个家伙没有找到他想要的东西。”

“没错，杰西。”亨利答道，“但我担心的是，他可能会因此变得很危险。”他皱了皱眉，说道：“也许，咱们该收拾东西回家了。”

“咱们已经经历了这么多，”杰西轻声道，“现在绝对不能放弃！”

亨利感激地朝她望了一眼。“我正希望你会这样说呢！”他拍了拍裤子口袋说，“那张纸条我一直随身带着，宝剑也是。晚上放在枕头下边，骑车时放在车篓里，干活的时候就放在图书馆。”

维莉走在最后边，不时采些野花。她很爱花，尤其是紫色的。其他孩子已经走到很前面了。太阳快要落山了，维莉感到有些不安，她觉得自己最好赶上大家。就在这时，她听到身后传来一阵响动。有人在跟踪她！沉重的脚步踩在石子小路上嘎吱作响。维莉猛地转过身去，只见一个人影急匆匆地躲进了灌木丛中。维莉赶紧朝着其他人跑了过去。“亨利！”她叫道，“等等我！”

孩子们停下了脚步。“怎么了，维莉？”亨利问道。

“我看到一个人！他躲到灌木丛里去了！”维莉气喘吁吁地说道。跟家人待在一起，她放心多了。

“别担心！”班尼说道，“我们会保护你的！”

亨利紧张地笑了笑：“咱们快到家了，很快就安全了。”话虽如此，他的心却怦怦地跳了起来。再过一天，他心里暗暗发誓，一天之后，必须要离开。这里的局势已经要失去控制了。

当晚，所有的孩子都没有睡好。

班尼在床上翻来覆去。突然，他一动不敢动。是什么在咔嚓响？但很快，他发现那是自己的牙齿在打战。

米格尔似乎听到有人想要闯进来，但实际上，那不过是风中的树枝刮在了窗户上而已。

亨利听到了一阵刮擦声，原来只是只小老鼠。

杰西听到有人在撬锁，但后来才知道，那不过是壁炉里的余烬在噼啪作响而已。

维莉从床上坐了起来。她好像听到有人在撕扯什么东西。不，她想了想，又躺了回去。也许，那只是她的幻觉而已。


第十章　
 剑尖




The Last Missing Piece 

天刚刚亮，亨利便醒了过来。他跳下床，悄悄地走进了厨房。杰西跟了过来。很快，维莉和米格尔也走了进来。

最后，班尼缓缓地朝着大家走去。他打了个哈欠，揉了揉惺忪的睡眼。“起床时间到了？”他满脸困倦地问道。

“没有，”亨利说，“是我睡不着了。”

“我也是。”杰西说。

“还有我。”维莉说道。

“我醒了好几次。”米格尔说道。

“我睡得也不好！”班尼补充道。

借着熹微的晨光，亨利朝壁炉走去。突然，他的身子僵在了原地，一步也跨不出去了。

站在身旁的杰西也停住了。“那把椅子！”她叫了起来，“椅面被人撕破了！”

“这么说，倒不是我出现了幻觉。”维莉沙哑着嗓子说道，一手捂在了红红的脸颊上，“咱们睡觉的时候，竟然有人闯了进来！”她打了个冷战，几乎不敢想象那个陌生人曾经离他们是多么的近。

“这下好了，”亨利说着，勉强笑了两声，“看来皮特的椅子已经报废了。”

“要我看，”班尼低声说道，“这椅子里面只有些弹簧和棉花而已。”

孩子们怔怔地望着那把损坏的椅子，不知该如何处理。

杰西第一个打破了沉默。她硬生生挤出一个开心的笑容，说道：“既然坏了，咱们也无能为力。”她顿了顿，继续道：“再说，那把旧椅子本来就有些塌陷，坐上去都快能碰到地上了。”

“皮特倒是不会介意的，只是一想到竟然有人……”亨利停住了。

“竟然会有人离我们这么近。”米格尔说道。

“是啊，”维莉说道，脸色有些苍白，“咱们要不要打电话求助？”

杰西强撑着笑容，说道：“如果我们说这里有贼的话，咱们就不能继续工作下去了。”

亨利点了点头：“咱们必须格外小心，时刻保持警惕，必须要待在一起才行。”

“他今晚还会来吗？”班尼问道，声音里透出了一丝惊惶，两眼紧紧地盯着亨利的脸。

孩子们都不安地挪了挪脚。但亨利肯定地说：“当然不会！这是咱们在这儿的最后一个晚上，我们可以轮流站岗。今天还可以去图书馆干活，如果再找不到剑尖的话，可能就永远都找不到了！”

杰西俯身看了看班尼：“你必须吃点早饭才行，班尼。”

班尼摇了摇头。

“你竟然没饿？这还真是让人不敢相信呢。”米格尔说着，眼里露出了担忧的神色，“你必须吃点东西，这样才能到图书馆去帮忙。”

“我不想去图书馆帮忙了！”

“那你替我们站岗也可以。”亨利说，“你不用再搬书了。”

“真的吗？”班尼问道，声音渐渐沉了下去。

“是啊。”杰西说道。

班尼棕色的眼睛睁得老大，直勾勾地望着杰西说：“那咱们能吃些煎饼吗？”他调皮地笑道。

维莉也笑了起来。“我早上也想吃这个。”她说。

“这么说的话，我还真饿了。”班尼说着，朝厨房走去。

孩子们立刻动手，准备起早餐来。亨利摆好了餐具，杰西做好了煎饼，维莉倒了些牛奶，米格尔把糖浆和黄油摆在了桌上。班尼叠好了餐巾纸，在每个人跟前放了一张，但时不时会转头看看那张毁坏的椅子。

每个人吃得都很开心，大家想尽量忘掉昨晚有人闯进来的事情。

孩子们决定骑车到图书馆去。亨利一边骑着车，嘴里一边哼唱着。很快，孩子们都跟着唱了起来。沐浴在灿烂的阳光下，孩子们觉得没有那么害怕了。而且今天是他们在这里的最后一晚，他们会轮番站岗，一旦发现有人接近房子，就会及时发出信号。

来到图书馆后，亨利在门前停了下来。如果里面又是一团糟怎么办？他晃晃脑袋，试图把昨天见到的那幅糟糕的景象赶出脑海，然后一把推开了门。

图书馆里的景象与昨天他们离开时没有任何差别。孩子们纷纷凑到亨利身后，朝里面望着。

“一切正常。”他笑道，“你们可以进来了。”

一排排的书籍整齐地摆在书架上。一箱箱包好的书也没有被打开。

“哇噢！”班尼叫着，脸上绽开了笑容。

“看起来很壮观，不是吗？”亨利说着，两手叉在腰间，在屋里环视了一番。

“咱们的努力终于得到回报了。”身旁的杰西说道。

“爷爷看到图书馆现在的样子会是什么表情呢？”维莉说着，甜甜地笑了。

“怎么样，米格尔？”亨利向男孩说着，示意他走到前面来，“这里面也有你的功劳呢。”

“这是我见过的最漂亮的图书馆了。”米格尔说道，但仍然没有走过来。

杰西和维莉对望了一眼。她们知道米格尔为什么不高兴。风已经停了，两名获救的渔民很快就要上岸，而米格尔则不得不面对这一切。他很可能成为世界上最幸福的孩子，也可能成为最伤心的那一个。杰西牵起米格尔的手，把他拉了过去。

“现在只剩楼上还有一些书没有清理了。”亨利愉快地说着，试着转移米格尔的注意力，以免他想得太多。

“楼上的书已经不多了。”杰西轻声说着，走上了楼梯。

“班尼，”亨利严肃地说道，“你待在楼下站岗，如果有人来了，你就喊一声。”

“好的。”班尼说着，顿时觉得自己的职责重要起来。他爬到借书台上说，“我就坐在这儿监视窗外好了。”说完，两条小腿不停地摆动起来。

“好样的。”亨利说道，“有你在这儿站岗，我们就用不着担心了。”

“那是当然！”想到不用再清理图书了，班尼咧嘴笑了起来。站岗可容易多了。

维莉拍了拍班尼的膝盖说：“我们很快就会下来的。”

“好的。”班尼说着，一手托着下巴，两眼警惕地望着窗外。

亨利、维莉和米格尔走上楼去。杰西已经开始忙活了。

两个小时后，孩子们的工作差不多要结束了。

就在这时，大家听到了“砰”的一声闷响。

“什么声音？”维莉颤声问道。

亨利笑了起来：“你没看到班尼兜里露出来的橡皮球吗？”

“哦？是橡皮球？”维莉松了口气，侧耳听着橡皮球弹在地上的声音。

突然，弹橡皮球的声音停下了。

所有人都侧起了耳朵。

“快来，快来啊！”班尼叫了起来，“看我发现了什么！”

众人纷纷朝楼下跑去。

班尼正弯着腰，趴在地上，从地板上的破洞里拉出什么东西来。

“是什么东西，班尼？”杰西问着，褐色的眼睛里充满好奇。

“我刚才在玩球，但球滚到了洞里。”班尼憋足了劲嘟哝道，小脸累得红扑扑的，好像有些喘不来气。他最后一用力，拉出一个锈迹斑斑的东西来。

“到底是什么东西？”维莉问道。

“好像是剑尖呢。”米格尔说道。

杰西迫不及待地从班尼的手里拿过那截金属，激动地叫了起来：“真的是剑尖！这样一来，那把剑就完整了！”

“希望在陌生人发现之前，咱们能赶回家去。”亨利缓缓地说道。

就在这时，后门“砰”的一声关上了。

班尼吓得跳了起来。

孩子们相互间望了一眼。

“是那个小偷吗？”杰西悄声问道。

“不可能啊！”亨利气愤地叫道，快速跑到后门看了看，又跑了回来，“一个人影都没有。肯定是风吹的。”他嘴上说得轻松，但脸上写满了疑惑。

其余的孩子也都疑惑不解。

“后门为什么没有锁？”维莉问道。

班尼有些不好意思：“为了能看到外面，我就把后门打开了。”

亨利叹了口气：“你忘了吗？我说过的，一定要小心……格外地小心。”


第十一章　
 不速之客




The Prowler

“咱们走！”亨利说道，“咱们回到皮特的房子里去。”他小心翼翼地用抹布裹好剑尖，说道：“很难说这附近还藏着什么人。”

“你不是说门是因为风吹才关上的吗？”班尼说着，歪了歪小脑袋。

“也许就是风呢。”杰西安慰道。

亨利最后看了看整洁的图书馆，随后锁了门。这里跟他们刚来时比，已是全然不同。

想到那个小偷可能还在这儿，孩子们连忙骑上自行车，朝着皮特家飞速赶去。班尼的小腿还从来没有这样用力地蹬过车子呢。

回到皮特家以后，孩子们试着不去想后门被关上的事或许真的是因为风，但也可能是那个小偷在监视他们。无论如何，他们现在已经安全了。

“最后一晚！”班尼叫了起来，“爷爷就要来了。看到宝剑的剑尖，他一定会为我们骄傲的。”

“这可是你的功劳呢。”杰西说着，捏了捏他的小手。

“想想吧，”维莉高兴地说道，“明天咱们就回家了。”

“是的。不过必须先熬过今晚才行。”米格尔闷闷不乐地说道。

“放心吧。”亨利说道，他很是为米格尔担心。这位瘦小的男孩非常难过，用不了多久，他就会得到爸爸是否还活着的消息。“米格尔，过来帮我劈柴，好吗？”亨利问道，“我们给皮特劈好一堆木柴，那该多好！”

晚餐时分，孩子们尽情地吃着意大利面和肉丸子，享受着在皮特家的最后一晚。

吃完后，亨利在壁炉前铺开了一块编织毯，拼凑起宝剑的碎片来。尽管刃口已经生锈，宝剑看起来仍然是那么精致，那么漂亮。

“我甚至能想象得出，如果把宝剑磨光了会是什么样子。肯定是闪着明晃晃、金灿灿的亮光。”杰西夸赞道。

“真是一把好剑。”维莉说道，“得到这把佩剑时，霍华德上尉一定非常高兴吧。”

“内战已经是一百多年前的事情了。”杰西说道，“我在想，霍华德上尉后来怎么样了。”

亨利正忙着擦拭剑柄，听到这话不禁说道：“也许是在退休后，回到葛底斯堡务农去了，一直生活到老。”

“你怎么知道他是宾夕法尼亚州人？”米格尔问道。

亨利耸了耸肩：“胡乱猜测而已。也许不是的。”

“我敢说，他穿着制服的样子一定很英俊。”杰西凝视着那把宝剑说道。

亨利轻声笑了起来：“你的想象力还真是丰富呢，杰西。”

杰西也笑了起来。“我可不是什么艺术家。”说着，她朝维莉看了一眼，“维莉才是。”

维莉的小脸红了起来。她的确很喜欢音乐和小提琴，也非常喜欢绘画。

“咱们该睡觉了！”亨利说道，“今晚早点睡，明天早些起。爷爷明天就来，据我估计，他一定会在咱们这儿吃早餐的。”

“再说，咱们离开前，必须把这里打扫得一尘不染。”杰西说，“看到你们劈的柴火，皮特一定会很高兴的，亨利。”

亨利点了点头：“我敢说，看到窗子和地板这么干净，他也会非常高兴的。”

“但愿如此。”杰西说。

“他肯定会的。”维莉说着，冲着杰西笑了起来。在这次历险中，他们做了很多的工作，现在已接近尾声了，每个人都感到非常欣慰。

杰西拿起了水壶。“我去打些水来。”她说，“班尼每次睡觉前都要喝水的。”

“你不会害怕吧？”维莉问道，“也许那个哼唱小调的家伙还在外面等着呢。”

杰西笑了起来。“我一点儿也不害怕。”说着，她朝门口走去，“五分钟后我就回来。”

杰西离开后，班尼和米格尔上床睡觉去了。维莉把桌子摆好，为明天的早餐做准备。当她摆好爷爷的盘子时，脸上不禁露出了笑容。

亨利小心翼翼地用抹布把宝剑包好，等着杰西回来。

杰西走出屋子，很快走到了水井边。她不想耽搁太多时间。

“呜——呜——”树林里传来一阵怪异的叫声。

杰西停下脚步，仔细地听了一阵。

“呜——呜——”

她看了看那棵高大的橡树，脸上露出了笑容。一只黄色的猫头鹰正盯着她看。

“尽情地叫好了，猫头鹰先生。”杰西一边说着，一边抽出清冽的井水，“我才不怕呢。”

一阵树枝折断的声音响了起来。但杰西只顾着汲水，似乎根本没有听到。

身后传来了脚步声。杰西顿时僵住了。那个陌生人又来了！杰西感到一阵凉意袭上后背。

来不及多想，她连忙扔下水壶，转身就跑。但就快跑到门口的时候，一个布袋从她的头上套了下来，顿时她眼前一黑，连呼吸也困难起来。她的胳膊被扣在身后。

“亨利！”她尖叫了一声，但由于布袋的阻隔，声音已经听不太清了。她拼命挣扎着想要喘气。

只听那人在耳边大吼道：“宝剑是我的！你们赶紧滚蛋吧！”

杰西的心怦怦狂跳着，但此时该做些什么，她心里非常清楚。

“听见了没有？”那人恶狠狠地问道。

杰西没有回答，而是抬起腿，猛地向后一踢。那人腿上一痛，松开了手。杰西摘下布袋，大口喘着气，尖叫起来：“救命！救命啊！”

亨利急忙打开门，屋内黄色的灯光照射出来。

“是那个陌生人！”杰西叫着，指了指消失在灌木丛中的黑影。

只见灌木向两侧一分，一阵汽车的引擎声响了起来。不速之客驾车疾驶而去。

亨利连忙跑到杰西的身旁，一把搂住她，担心地问道：“没事吧？”

杰西呆呆地点了点头。看到亨利，她终于安心了些。他们顾不上去拿水壶，连忙跑进了屋里。

“杰西！”维莉叫了一声，连忙跑到她身边。

亨利一进屋，便插上了门闩。杰西在壁炉前坐了下来。维莉坐在她身边。亨利给她端了一杯橙汁。

“他……他让我们滚蛋！还说宝剑是他的！”杰西声音有些发抖，“那个可恶……可恶的家伙！我差点被他勒死！要不是踢了他一下，我肯定逃不掉了！”

“没事了，”亨利轻声安慰道，“他现在已经逃远了！”他瞥了一眼杰西苍白的脸颊，心跳还是不由得快了起来。他暗暗担心，不知道门锁是否能挡住这个处心积虑的陌生人！


第十二章　
 父子团圆




What Did Benny See？

当天晚上，亨利负责站岗，孩子们睡得都不踏实。杰西听到了狗叫，维莉听到了猫头鹰的夜啼，班尼听到了松鼠的叽叽喳喳声，米格尔则听到了树林里的风声。孩子们整夜辗转反侧，一听到什么动静就警觉地坐起身来。

然而第二天清晨，当太阳从窗子里照进来的时候，孩子们迅速跳下床来。他们已经迫不及待地想要见到爷爷，跟他回家去了。

“我已经等不及想要见到爷爷了。”维莉说着，戴上了手表，“都快九点钟了。”

“我也是。”杰西说着，对着妹妹笑了起来。

“我听见有人已经到厨房去了。”维莉说。

“是亨利。他说过要用水壶去接水的。”杰西笑了起来，“我可能把它扔到灌木丛里去了。”

女孩们笑着走进了厨房。果然，亨利正在摆放杯子。

不一会儿，米格尔和班尼醒了过来。

“早啊，米格尔。”维莉说道。

米格尔微微点了点头。“早。”他咕哝道。

“过来坐。”杰西说着，倒了一杯橙汁，“你看起来不太好。”她的眼神里充满了同情。

“嗯。”米格尔低声说着，在椅子上坐了下来，并没有喝橙汁，“我今天就能知道爸爸的消息了。”

“放心。”杰西柔声说道，“一定不会有事的。”

米格尔勉强笑了一下。“希望如此。”他说。

“水来啦！”亨利说着，把水壶放在了桌子上，大声笑了起来。“我在灌木丛里找了好久呢。”他冲杰西眨了眨眼睛说，“你的胳膊可真有劲儿。”

“是啊，”杰西笑道，“我的脚更有劲儿，昨晚还救了我一命呢。”

亨利神情严肃起来：“还好你反应快！”

这时，坐在窗边的班尼叫了起来：“我看到一辆大车！已经转过弯道啦！”说着，他跳了下来，“是爷爷！”

亨利开了门，孩子们都跑了出去。

车子刚刚停稳，班尼就跑上前去。

“爷爷！我们等您好久啦！”

奥登爷爷抱起班尼，抡了一圈。孩子们都拥上前来，亲吻、拥抱着爷爷。当然，除了米格尔独自站在一边。

“这位就是米格尔吧？”爷爷亲切地问。

“是的。”米格尔害羞地答了一句，走上前去，跟爷爷握了握手，“我就是米格尔·莫拉莱斯。”

“好的，孩子，”爷爷说道，“海岸警卫队今天就要把那两名获救的渔民带回来了。”

“真的？”米格尔问道。他感到嘴里一阵发干，几乎说不出话来。

“吃过早饭，咱们就坐车去皮特的餐馆。”爷爷承诺道。

米格尔呆呆地点了点头，心里不知道究竟要不要去。

“望望怎么样了？”杰西问道。

“它正等着你们回去呢。”爷爷答道，“那只小狗跟我相处得还算不错。”

“太好了。”杰西说道。听到望望被照顾得很好，杰西的心里很是高兴。“现在，”她朗声道，“吃饭的时间到了。”

“今天是待在这里的最后一天，我们特意做了班尼最喜欢的蓝莓煎饼。”维莉说道。

“好啊，太好了。”爷爷开心地笑道，“蓝莓煎饼也是我的最爱呢！”

“我知道。”班尼咧开嘴笑了。

杰西把一摞煎饼放在了桌子上，维莉倒好了牛奶。

班尼在椅子上不停地扭着身子。他太兴奋了，一刻也安静不下来。

大家吃着早餐，把图书馆里的事情讲给爷爷听，包括宝剑和那个神秘的陌生人。听到孩子们陷入了这么危险的境地，爷爷不禁皱起了眉头。他们最好尽快离开！

洗净餐盘后，孩子们开始各自收拾东西。

爷爷在屋子里打量了一番。“皮特的房子不错。又干净，又温馨。”他那蓝色的眼睛里闪着亮光，说道，“我敢说，这一定和你们的劳动分不开。”

“除了那个陌生人以外，”杰西轻声说道，“这里的一切都很有趣。”

爷爷的眼神变得严肃起来：“嗯，咱们得赶快离开，这样你们就安全了。”

“看哪，爷爷。”亨利说着，把宝剑的碎片摆在了桌子上。

“真威风！”爷爷仔细看了看，用手指轻轻地摸了摸刃口。“难怪有人想要偷走这把珍贵的宝剑！”

“这把剑是赠给霍华德上尉的。”维莉解释道。

“是啊。”杰西继续道，“因为他在葛底斯堡战役中表现得非常英勇。”

“天哪，天哪。”爷爷说着，用手摸了摸下巴，“博物馆一定非常乐意收下它！”

“真漂亮。”米格尔说道。

爷爷转向那位瘦小又害羞的男孩说：“想到要去皮特的餐馆，你一定非常紧张吧？”

“是……是的。”米格尔结巴着说，“我想是的。”

“那么，”爷爷命令道，“亨利，把剑包起来，放到后备厢别忘了你们的自行车。咱们要走咯！”

“好主意。”亨利赞同道，小心翼翼地把宝剑的碎片分别包裹起来。

车子足足行驶了两英里，途中大家谁都没有说话。每个人的心思都放在了米格尔身上。大家默默地祷告，祈求他的爸爸平安无事。

车子一到餐馆，孩子们便立刻跳了下来。

皮特冲大家招了招手，走过来迎接他们。“你们好，奥登家的孩子们！”他跟爷爷握了握手，“还好吗，詹姆斯？”

“很好，皮特，很好。”爷爷说着，四处看了看，“那两位渔民在哪儿？”

皮特用大拇指指了指身后：“在里面喝咖啡呢。”

听到这儿，米格尔迅速从爷爷身旁跑过，冲进了餐馆里。

其余几个孩子紧跟了进去。杰西屏住了呼吸。

米格尔在屋子里环视了一阵，突然高声叫了起来：“爸爸！”

只见一个男人从座位上跳了起来，跟男孩紧紧拥抱在一起。

“我的孩子。”男人叫道。一时间，屋内一片寂静，父子二人相拥在一起。

“爸爸，”米格尔说道，“我好担心你。你没事，我真是太高兴了。”

“是的，我很幸运。”爸爸答道。男人脸上虽然挂着笑，眼里却闪烁着泪花。他用颤抖的手抚摸着儿子厚厚的头发，说：“可怜的约瑟夫被淹死了。”

“我……我害怕会是你呢。”米格尔轻声说着，把爸爸搂得更紧了。

爷爷走到米格尔的身旁：“我们为你感到高兴，米格尔。”奥登家的孩子们也走过来，拉起了米格尔的小手。

米格尔这才想起来自己有些失态：“这是我的爸爸，佩德罗·莫拉莱斯。”接着，他又向爸爸依次介绍了奥登爷爷、杰西、维莉、亨利和班尼。

“谢谢你们。”佩德罗说着，眼里仍闪着泪光，“感谢你们照顾我的儿子。”

“好样的，莫拉莱斯先生！”班尼叫道，“好样的，米格尔！”突然，他听到了什么声音，脸上的笑容渐渐消失了。他转过头，看了看柜台旁边的那个男人，然后走到亨利身旁。“快看！那边！”他悄声道，“那人正在哼唱一支奇怪的小调，也许就是杰西听到的那种。”他打了个哆嗦，拉住维莉的手说：“我好害怕。”


第十三章　
 直面陌生人




Face to Face with the Stranger 

“说得不错，班尼。”杰西颤声说着，指了指柜台边那个身材瘦削的男人。

亨利看了看趴在柜台边上的那个高个子男人，不解地耸了耸肩：“怎么了，杰西？”

“他……他正在哼唱小调呢。”杰西说。

“那又怎样？”亨利说道。

“他哼的就是那天晚上我在水井旁听到的那首。”杰西轻声说道。

“你不能因为别人哼唱小调就指控他啊，杰西。你必须非常确定才行。”亨利若有所思地看了看那个满脸胡楂的男人。

幸运的是，那人似乎还没有发现他们。他正忙着看菜单。

维莉也从头到脚地打量了那人一番。“我也不确定。”她说着，想了想那个逃进灌木丛中的身影，“那人好像要矮一些。”

“不好说。”亨利答道，“坐着可不好判断身高。”

男人正搅着咖啡，嘴里仍然哼着那首怪异的小调，似乎并不在乎周围的人。

杰西的眼睛睁得老大，一想到离这个陌生人这么近，她就有些害怕。“我……我能确定！”她结巴着说，“我永远都不会忘记那首小调。太怪异了！就是他。”

亨利十分严肃地看了她一眼：“你真的确定？”

杰西死死地盯着那人，缓缓地点了点头：“确定。”

“那，咱们最好报警。”他悄声说着，匆匆走到皮特和爷爷跟前。

“爷爷，”亨利说，两眼仍紧盯着那个正在喝咖啡的男人，“杰西说，她在井边碰到的那个男人就在那儿。要不要打电话报警？”说着，亨利又瞥了那人一眼。

“你们的爷爷都告诉我了，那个陌生人，还有什么奇怪的小调。”皮特说道。“不过用不着打电话报警。”他轻笑一声说道，“每天十点半，比尔·康纳斯都会来这儿喝咖啡。”他偏了偏头，示意那里坐了位警长，“坐在窗边的那位就是比尔警长。”

亨利转向了爷爷。“我们确定柜台旁的那个人就是闯进图书馆的小偷。”他低声说道。

“能肯定吗？”爷爷低声问道，“你们可不能弄错啊！”

“不会错。”亨利急切地说。

“你们怎么知道的呢？”爷爷问道。

“杰西刚才又听到他哼唱那支小调了。”亨利的语气十分迫切。

“亨利，你都可以当一名警探了。”爷爷自豪地说道。

亨利摇了摇头说：“是班尼发现的。”

“杰西，去跟警长说说。”爷爷转身对杰西说道。

杰西早已走到警长身旁，在他的对面坐下了。“警长先生，”她说道，“我是杰西·奥登，我们……”

那个满脸和善的男人仰起脸来看着杰西，说：“皮特跟我提起过你们这群孩子。你们住在他家里，对吗？”男人笑着，咬了一口面圈。

杰西连忙把陌生人以及小调的事情告诉了他。

“放心，”他十分轻松地说道，“我一定会抓住那个骚扰你们的人。”

“他现在就坐在柜台边上。”杰西立刻说道。

比尔警长斜眼朝那人望了望：“不会吧？那是杰克·莫里斯。他就住在这儿，大家都认识他。杰克这家伙不会带来什么危险的。你肯定是弄错了。有什么证据吗？”他将信将疑地看了杰西一眼。

“他刚才哼唱的小调，就是那天晚上我在水井旁边听到的。就是他在监视我们！”杰西咬了咬下嘴唇，生怕那人会跑掉。为什么警长还不行动呢？她的心开始怦怦地跳了起来。

“我可不能因为别人哼唱什么小调就逮捕他。”警长咧嘴笑道，“再说，他现在没有哼啊。”

杰西看了看那人。果然，他已经停了下来。杰西的手指不停地敲击着桌面，心里十分烦乱。

警长意识到杰西的焦虑，便开口安慰道：“放心吧，杰西。我会抓住那个企图对你们下手的人。”

“就是那个人。我敢肯定！”杰西叫道，“求求您，快点动手吧！”

警长摇了摇头：“别担心！不过我不能因为别人哼唱小调就逮捕他啊！”

绝望之下，杰西转过身去。她看着亨利，摇了摇头，然后又转过头去看了看柜台边的那个人。要是有证据就好了！

亨利一直站在爷爷和皮特身旁。突然，他眯起眼睛看了看。杰西说得不错。就是那个人。他的兜里露出了一只灰色的工作手套，和在图书馆发现的那只一模一样！亨利从口袋里掏出了他们找到的那只手套。“警长！”亨利严肃地说，“看到这只手套了吗？”说着，他把手套放在了警长跟前。

警长嗯了一声：“看到了。”

“那个人的口袋里也有一只这样的手套。”亨利摇了摇手中的手套，继续说道，“警长，这只手套是我们在图书馆的书架上发现的！那个小偷就是戴着这个在图书馆里翻找宝剑来着！”

警长瞪大了眼睛：“真的？”他把面圈轻轻放进盘子里，站起身来。

脸庞瘦削的男人朝警长看了一眼。

警长站直身子，紧了紧皮带和枪套，朝那人走去。“你好，杰克。”他友好地说，“你在……”

杰克眯了眯眼睛，眼里闪过一丝惊疑。当看到警长身后的杰西、维莉、亨利和班尼时，他立刻跳起身来，冲进了男厕所。

亨利与警长迅即转身追到了厕所门口。比尔警长扭了扭门把手，发现门已经锁上了。

“他跑掉了！”班尼叫道。

“跑不远的。”警长叫了一声，用尽全身力气，朝着门板撞去。门上出现了裂纹，但仍然没有打开。

“他逃到后面去了！”亨利喊道。

“后面只有一扇窗子，而且很高。”皮特宽慰道。

警长看了看皮特，皮特也看了看警长。

胖胖的警长朝前门跑去，但亨利比他的动作快得多。亨利边跑边想着，如果让他上了车，那就再也抓不到了。

亨利赶到了房后。果然，那人的身子正从窗口探了出来，两手扒在窗台上，两腿悬在半空中，眼看就要着地了！亨利知道，自己必须竭尽全力拦住那人！想到这儿，他向前一扑，死死地抱住了对方的脚踝。“抓住他了！”亨利叫道。

气喘吁吁的警长终于出现在了拐角处。“放开他吧，小子。”他说道。

此时，班尼和其他人也赶到了。“抓住那个恶人了！”班尼叫道，“好样的，亨利！”

亨利松开了那人的双腿。杰克双手一松，摔在了地上。他瞪眼看着亨利，又依次打量着奥登家的孩子们，目露凶光。“你们总是爱管闲事！”他大吼道。

看到那人枯瘦的手指，杰西不禁打了个冷战。“好在你们抓住了他。”她小声说道。

“那是自然。”警长转而严厉地说，“杰克，真是不敢相信。迈克·约翰逊也提起过，在他打开电灯、发现珠宝被偷之前，也听到了有人在哼唱什么小调。”

杰克恶狠狠地瞪了警长一眼，极不自在地动了动身子。

比尔警长点了点头。“我会查出来的，杰克——如果你真是那个在这附近偷偷摸摸的家伙的话。拉蒙特的古董店还丢了一把珍贵的滑膛枪和古董匕首。”他喘了口气，继续道，“塔特太太的钻石戒指肯定也是你偷的！”他挠了挠头说：“天哪，汤姆店里的古董地图，还有那些金币肯定也是你拿走的！如果这些都是你做的，我想肯定没错了，等你进了牢房以后，所有的店主都会笑开花的。”

“唉！”脸庞瘦削的男人眼里露出心虚的神情。他知道，自己已经暴露了。“如果不是因为这四个小鬼，我早就得到那把宝剑了！”他咆哮道。

“你是怎么知道那把宝剑的？”杰西问道，“我们谁都没有告诉。”

杰克笑了起来。“但你们告诉了一个人。”他指了指亨利说，“他在电话里告诉了你们的爷爷。我就坐在邻桌，听到了他们的谈话。”

“我根本没有注意到你。”亨利说道。

“走吧，杰克！”比尔警长推了他一把，命令道，“咱们坐车去警局。大家看到你肯定大吃一惊。”

杰克举起了双手，朝警车里爬去，警长走在他身后。在进去之前，他还特意回头瞪了一眼奥登家的孩子们。

“噢，”班尼说着，擦了擦额头，“好在把他给抓住了。否则他就把宝剑偷走了！”

“说得对，班尼。”维莉笑着，一把搂住了班尼的肩膀，“那把宝剑应该属于博物馆，它属于所有人！”

“牛奶和饼干算我请客！”皮特大声说。

孩子们兴冲冲地跟着皮特进了餐馆。陌生人已经入狱，他们总算安全了！

看到巧克力饼干和冰凉爽口的牛奶时，班尼圆乎乎的小脸上露出了笑容：“抓到那个恶人的时候，我的心跳得好快。现在都饿了！”

大家一边笑着，一边享用着这些美味。

很快，米格尔和他的爸爸站起身，打算离开了。

“感谢你们所做的一切。”佩德罗非常友好地说道。

“是的。”米格尔重复道，“谢谢你们。”他冲着大家笑了起来，黑色的眼睛里闪烁着光亮。

“莫拉莱斯先生，”爷爷问道，“你那艘渔船没了，今后怎么办呢？”

佩德罗耸了耸肩说：“我的孩子在我身边，这就足够了！”

“我们在这里再待一天。”爷爷坚定地说道，“明天两点钟，我们在船厂见面。你可以挑选一艘最棒的渔船！”

佩德罗那饱经风霜的脸上露出了笑容：“我该怎么报答您呢？”

“时而送我们几条鱼就可以了。”爷爷笑着答道。

“是的。”班尼大声说道，“还有龙虾。”

“每周一次！”佩德罗保证道。说完，他搂着米格尔离开了。

第二天一早，爷爷和孩子们开车来到了船厂。佩德罗和米格尔正站在一艘大船旁边等着他们。

“嗨！”班尼叫着，朝米格尔跑了过去，“我来帮你们选渔船！”

米格尔咧嘴笑了起来。能遇到这样一群朋友，他感到非常幸运。

周围摆满了大大小小的船只，有渔船、赛艇、划艇，甚至还有帆船。

爷爷两手抱在胸前，靠在一艘蓝白相间的游艇上，两眼闪着亮光。“你选好了吗，莫拉莱斯先生？”他问道。

佩德罗腼腆地笑了笑。“还没有，奥登先生。”他答道，“还是您来选吧。”

班尼朝着一艘灰色的大船跑了过去。“选这艘！”他大声叫道。

爷爷挑了挑眉毛，问道：“你觉得呢，莫拉莱斯先生？”

佩德罗伸手摸了摸平滑的船身，说：“真是漂亮。班尼选中的是最好的一艘。”

“那就这样定了。”爷爷说着，把手搭在了佩德罗的肩膀上。他朝着推销员挥了挥手，结了账。

满眼含泪的佩德罗先生跟爷爷握了握手，由衷地说：“我永远不会忘记你们的。”

杰西和维莉跟米格尔拥抱了一下，瘦小的男孩怔怔地望着大家，过了一会儿，转身跟着爸爸走了。

走到出口时，佩德罗和米格尔回过头来，挥了挥手，离开了。

“我会想念米格尔的。”班尼难过地说。

“我们都会想念他的。”维莉轻声道。

孩子们一言不发地跟着爷爷朝家里赶去。





第二周，奥登爷爷说服了镇委会——因为历史悠久，而且还藏着一把宝剑，图书馆因此得到了“文物建筑”的称号。

几个月后，爷爷领着孩子们到波士顿博物馆去参观。那把内战时期的宝剑就放在一个漂亮的玻璃展柜里。但它已经不再是锈迹斑斑、残缺不全，而是变成了一把完整的长剑。

剑身闪闪发光，旁边放着那封米德将军的亲笔信。

“这把宝剑是我们找到的。”维莉自豪地说道。

“是啊，”杰西说，“我们找到了美国的宝物，这算是咱们做的最有意义的事情之一了！”

“不对！”班尼高声叫道，“最有意义的事情，是咱们帮助了米格尔和他的爸爸。”

大家都笑了起来。不过每个人都知道，班尼说得一点也不错！

离开博物馆时，每个人都感到温馨而满足。这不只是因为他们挽救了图书馆、发现了内战时期的宝剑，更是因为他们帮助了像米格尔和他的爸爸这样的好人。


Chapter　1　
 Grandfather’s News


Grandfather Alden sat in a lawn chair and poured a glass of lemonade. It was a hot August day with the sky a bright blue. When Violet went by， he said， “Violet， dear， call the others， will you？”

“Yes， Grandfather，” she answered. Ten-year-old Violet was a lovely girl who was shy and sweet.

In a few minutes all four of the grandchildren sat on the grass before Mr. Alden. Henry， Jessie， Violet， and Benny loved their grandfather. They remembered when their parents had died and they had run away to hide in a boxcar. They had heard their grandfather was a mean old man， and they had been afraid that he would find them. When Violet became ill and a doctor was needed， the doctor told her grandfather about the children. It was then they went to live with him， and discovered that Grandfather wasn’t mean at all. He was kind and good. He always encouraged them to follow their own ideas.

Grandfather Alden poured each child a glass of cold lemonade， then leaned back in his chair. “I have some interesting news for you，” he said， his warm smile widening.

Henry and Jessie leaned forward. What could his news be？ Violet was quiet as usual， but her eyes were big with curiosity. Benny， the youngest， only six， couldn’t stand it any longer. He jumped up and danced around his grandfather.“What is it？”he asked.

Grandfather laughed. He knew how much Benny loved an adventure. In fact， they all loved an adventure. Even Watch， their dog， who lay at  feet.

Grandfather became serious. “I’ve just talked to Pete Hanson.”

“Doesn’t he own the caf€?and bait shop in Rock Falls near the bay？” Henry asked.

“Yes， he does，” Grandfather answered. “Pete told me that the small village’s old library is going to be torn down. You know it hasn’t been used in many years.”

“Why？” Benny asked.

“Well，” Grandfather said， “not only were there not enough people in town， but when the librarian left several years ago， no one took her place.”

“I remember seeing the boarded-up library once，” twelve-year-old Jessie said.

“I don’t remember！” Benny shouted. “I want to see it！”

“I think  all about to see the library， Benny，” Henry said. He looked at his grandfather. “Isn’t that right？”

“Th right， Henry，” Grandfather Alden replied. Henry was only fourteen， but he was wise and understanding. Grandfather finished his lemonade and said， “That library belongs to the town of Rock Falls， and it has shelves and shelves of old books that probably need to be sorted out. I remember that lovely library building when I was young. My family had a house in Rock Falls where we spent our summers.”

“How young were you？” Benny asked.

“I was a little boy like you，” Grandfather said. “And I was fond of the old library， and now I want to see the town council give it landmark status.”

“What is landmark status， Grandfather？” This time Violet asked the question.

“When a building is saved by the public so that everyone can enjoy its history.  you like to explore the place and see what’s in the library？ And neaten it up so it looks good enough to be a landmark？”

“Yes， yes！” Benny said. “An adventure！ When can we go？”

“You can leave tomorrow，” Grandfather said， a twinkle in his eyes. “I’ve received permission from Pete. You see， Pete owns a small house on the edge of the village. During the summer months he lives and works in his restaurant and in the winter he lives in his house， carving and painting fish lures.”

Jessie stood up. Even though she was two years younger than Henry， she always knew what needed to be done. “How wonderful to be able to stay in  house. We’ll need bedding， food， and some cooking pots.”

“No cooking pots or bedding.” Grandfather laughed. “You’ll find Pete’s place is well equipped. You’ll even find some canned and packaged goods on the shelf. All you’ll need to bring is fresh food. Later， you can go to Pete’s Caf€?and buy what you need.” He handed a key to Henry. “This will unlock  house.” Next he handed a key to Jessie. “And this is for the library. Pete sent both to me.”

“Thanks， Grandfather，” Jessie said.

Grandfather reached down and scratched  ear. “You stay with me， Watch. Otherwise， I’ll be lonesome.”

“Let start packing，” Henry said. His dark blue eyes were sparkling with excitement.

They all ran into their house except Violet. She stooped down and kissed  forehead. “Thank you，” she said softly.

“Yo welcome， Violet.”  eyes softened. How lucky he was to have such loving grandchildren.

The next morning the Alden children set off on their bicycles. Their backpacks and baskets contained supplies and clothing. They pedaled for two hours. Henry was ahead. Jessie and Violet followed， and Benny was behind. Even though Benny pedaled as fast as his legs would go， he was last. “Wait for me，” he yelled. “I’m hungry！” He stopped in the middle of the road.

Jessie laughed. “You’re always hungry， Benny.” But she slowed down and stopped.

“I know，” Benny said， smiling.

“Look，” Violet said， pointing to two large oak trees with a small stream beside them. “Wouldn’t that be a perfect scene to paint？”

“That a perfect place for a picnic，” Henry said. He jumped off his bike and wheeled it off the road.

Benny parked his red bike by the roadside， too.

Jessie spread a checked tablecloth on the soft green grass. Violet poured milk into paper cups and they all drank from them， except Benny， of course. He had his pink cracked cup. He’d found it in a dump when they lived in the boxcar， and  part with it. Henry reached for the thermos and refilled the cups. Benny quickly took out four ham sandwiches from the picnic basket， and they began to eat.

An orange-and-black butterfly hovered over their food.

“Tha big butterfly！” Benny shouted. “It might eat my sandwich.”

Henry chuckled. “No， it . You’ve already eaten most of it. The poor monarch butterfly won’t even get a crumb.”

After  eaten sweet purple grapes for dessert， they once again got on their bikes.

“Only a few more miles，” Henry said. He studied his compass. “The library is straight east of here.”

Jessie started to sing：





Row， row， row your boat

Gently down the stream.

Soon everyone joined in.

After riding a couple of miles， and going through the tiny town of Rock Falls， Henry said， pointing， “There it is. Pete gave Grandfather perfect directions.”  house， surrounded by trees and bushes， looked neat and well kept. Off in the distance stood the library， a gray shingled building with windows boarded up and the roof sagging in the middle. Even farther away sparkled a green sea.

They pedaled faster.

When they reached  house， they saw it had an upstairs window that looked out toward the water. They stopped.

“Oooh，” Benny whispered. “The house looks so lonely. Maybe ghosts live there when Pete is gone for the summer.”

“Nonsense，” Henry replied. “L go inside.” He sounded cheerful， but secretly he agreed with Benny. There was something scary about this place. Henry glanced about. No one was in sight. He looked over his shoulder. He was sure something would happen here. Their visit might not be as much fun as everyone thought.


Chapter　2　
 The Old Library


Henry unlocked the deserted house and went in first. The sun streamed through the window.

He motioned the others to follow. Slowly they went in. The wooden floor creaked. The first large room had a table with five chairs. A stool sat in the corner by a stone fireplace， and a wood-burning stove was in the center of the room. A huge cobweb stretched across one corner.

“Look！” Jessie exclaimed. “A stove！ We can have a fine hot supper.”

Benny smiled. “Th good news. But  broken.”

“It will be easy to fix，” Violet said. “Only the oven door is off its hinges.”

“Don worry，” said Jessie. “I can push it back in place.” She opened and closed the squeaking cast-iron door.

Next they went into a bedroom. Two bunk beds were against one wall. A sagging string held up a tattered curtain at the window. It was clear Pete had other things on his mind besides keeping house.

“Neat！” Benny shouted. He dashed to the beds’ ladder and climbed up to the top bunk. He bounced up and down on the mattress， causing the dust to fly. “I want this bed！” he yelled.

“You’re welcome to it，” Henry said， sitting on the bottom bunk. He coughed. “Whew！ Too much dust！”He glanced at Jessie.“Where shall we begin？”

Jessie nodded. She knew exactly what to do.  already run upstairs and found two more bunk beds up there. “First， we need to clean the two windows in this room and the two in the kitchen. That way we can see outside.”

“Why？” Henry asked， rubbing off the window grime so that he had a small peephole. “The nothing to see. No one is in this desolate area but us， and there isn’t even a phone in the house.”

Violet swallowed. “No one but us？” she asked in a low voice. “That gives me the creeps.”

“We’re safe as we can be，” Henry said. “Pete’s restaurant is only two miles away.”

“I know，” Violet said， but she  sound reassured.

“Next，” Jessie said matter-of-factly to show she  nervous and to help Violet， “we’ll take the four mattresses outside and whale the daylights out of them.”

“Right！” Henry grinned. “Unless Benny wants to bounce the dust out！”

“No， no，” Violet said.

“Just teasing，” Henry said. He rolled up his sleeves and lifted a mattress over his shoulder and headed for the door. “Come on， Benny，” he called. “We’ll do one at a time.”

Eagerly Benny scrambled down the ladder.

“Violet，” Jessie said， “let’s tackle the floor. I saw an old broom and a mop by the stove. There was a pail， too.”

“Right，” Violet agreed. “This floor could use a scrubbing.”

“It could use two scrubbings，” Jessie said， tying a scarf over her hair. “Let’s get started.”

“Where’s the water？” Violet questioned.

Jessie pointed out the window. “See that pump？ We’ll have plenty of fresh water， and there’s a dry sink in the house.”

Jessie fetched a pail of water， bubbling with soap suds because of the detergent she’d added.

First the girls scrubbed the kitchen， then the bedrooms. The floors began to shine.

The boys went in and out with first one mattress， then another. The four Aldens worked all afternoon. They washed the windows and cleaned the stove.

Benny came in and wiped his forehead， smudging a streak of dirt even further across his face. He dropped into a chair. “Whew！ We pounded four mattresses. We washed four windows.  tired ”

“I know，” Violet said with a laugh. “You’re tired and hungry.”

Benny cocked his head to one side. “How did you know what I was going to say？”

“We all know what you were about to say，” Henry said. Playfully he poked Benny in the ribs. “Besides， I’m hungry， too.”

“So am I，” Violet said.

“Me， too，” Jessie agreed.

Henry threw back his head and laughed. “Then it’s a majority. Let’s unload the supplies and eat.”

Jessie went out to the pump to wash her face and hands.Next Violet went out to the pump， then Henry， then Benny.

“We’ll need wood for the stove，” Jessie said.

“I’m way ahead of you，” Henry replied with a smile. “There’s a bundle of wood by the front door.”

Jessie peeled potatoes and onions and scraped the carrots. Henry set a pot of water on the stove. When the water boiled， the girls dropped in a soup bone they had brought and the vegetables.

“A hot supper will taste good，” Jessie said.

“I’ll say it will.” Benny rolled his eyes and patted his stomach. It didn’t take too long for the soup to cook. With a crusty bread they had brought from home and fresh pears and cookies， they had a delicious meal.

After supper Violet sat on the window ledge. “There’s the library，” she said softly.

“Where？” Benny asked eagerly， craning his neck to see.

“On the hill over there.” Violet gazed at the gray building. “How sad and lonely it looks.”

“We’ll cheer the old place up tomorrow，” Jessie said. “We’ll be chattering and going through its old books.”

“Oh， yes，” Benny said， clapping his hands.  make the library happy. We’re going to save it.”

But that night before Violet got into bed， she stared out the window. She wondered if anything could save the old library.


Chapter　3　
 The Squirrel That Wasn’t There


The next morning， before anyone awakened， Henry quietly went outside and mounted his bicycle. He pedaled down the winding path and rode the two miles to Pete’s Caf€? He must phone Grandfather and tell him they’d arrived safely.

The air smelled salty， and the sunny day warmed him. He felt good. They were off on another adventure.

Entering the caf€椋?Henry smiled at a plump man with a white beard behind the counter. He knew he must be Pete. “Hi， I’m Henry Alden. James Alden is my grandfather. My sisters and brother and I are living in your house for a few days，” Henry said.

“Hi， Henry，” the plump man said. “Good to meet you. How do you like my house？”

“Fine，” Henry answered. He didn’t want to tell him how much cleaning they’d had to do.

Pete chuckled. “I imagine the cobwebs and dust were pretty thick after my house had been sitting there for all these months. I guess you and your sisters and brother took care of things.”

“We did a little cleaning，” Henry said with a smile.

“Did you find the extra pillows in the closet by the back door？”

“Yes， we’ve found everything we need，” Henry assured him.

“And the pump worked okay？”

“Yes， and so did the stove and refrigerator，” Henry said. “I need to use the phone to tell Grandfather we’re all right.”

“Go right ahead，” Pete said. “And tell him hello for me.”

As Henry dialed， he overheard two men who were sitting at a nearby table.

The first man leaned forward. “Did you hear Mrs. Tate was robbed of her diamond ring last week？”

“Yo kidding！” the second man said in surprise. “That’s the third robbery in two months. Some antique maps were taken from Tom  map and coin shop， and Mike  jewelry store was robbed， too. Who do you suppose is doing it？”

“Beats me，” the first man said. “But we’d all better keep things under lock and key.”

Henry promised himself that  better be careful and lock Pete’s door.

After talking to Grandfather， Henry said good-bye to Pete and biked back to the house.

He arrived just in time for breakfast， and then they all biked to the library， which was about a quarter of a mile away. Because the narrow winding lane was steep， Benny had to stop several times.

When they reached the library， they stopped to stare at the gray shingled building. It tilted to one side， and the ground floor windows were boarded up. The front concrete steps were chipped and broken， and the roof had lost half its shingles.

The second floor had a large window looking to the sea. Because no one had boarded it up， a few glass panes were missing. It was as if the library had one big eye watching the water. Watching and waiting. What was it that Violet had said？ Jessie thought. The library looked sad and lonely.

“Wow！” Benny uttered， a light breeze rumpling his dark shiny hair. “It’s scary！”

Jessie pushed her strange thoughts away. “Let’s see for ourselves，” she said brightly. She moved to the first step.

“Okay，” Benny said. “I’m right behind you.”

Henry laughed， taking Violet’s hand. “This is going to be fun.”

Jessie unlocked the door.

After they entered the dark and silent library， they halted. Surprise was written on their faces. Shelves of books lined the room， but many more books were scattered on the floor， some face down. Others were thrown in a corner. In the center of the room was a large desk that had been the circulation desk.

They walked further into the room. Henry bravely went upstairs. “Come on，” he urged. His brother and sisters followed. They went into a room that also had books， but there was a large reading area by the big window. Under the window was a long seat covered in faded and worn material.

“This velvet seat was once red，” Jessie said， brushing her fingertips over the cushion.

“It looks pink to me！” Benny said. His voice echoed through the whole room.

“All right，” Henry said， “before we go through the books， I’ll remove the boards from the downstairs windows.” He was dressed for work， too， in his jeans， and a shirt with a red stripe and short sleeves. “If we make the library look good， it may be given the landmark status Grandfather wants so much.”

“It would be wonderful to be able to do that for him，” Violet said.

“I help you， Henry，” Benny said， running downstairs.

“Careful，” Jessie cautioned. “Some of those wooden steps might be broken.”

“I’m okay，” Benny said. “See？” He stood at the bottom of the steps， looking up. His hands were behind his back， and he wore a big grin.

“Good， Benny，” Henry said. “Here we come.” They hurried down after Benny.

They all pitched in. The boards were removed from the windows， letting the sunlight stream in. They dusted and cleaned until Benny said， “Isn’t it time for lunch yet？”

Violet halted， wiping her forehead. “Yes， I’m ready for a sandwich， too.” She sat down， straightening the collar on her violet T-shirt. Violet was her favorite color. She even had wallpaper in her room at home with violets on it.

“Lunch will be later，” Jessie said. “It only eleven o’clock.”

Willingly， they straightened more books.

“Look，” Benny said， holding up a volume of fairy tales. It was an old book with no cover， but the pages were still in good condition. “Read me this story， Jessie，” he said， pointing to one.

Jessie， who was on her knees， stood up and took a deep breath. “I’m ready for a break. We’ll sit over here by the circulation desk， Benny. Ah，  chosen Rumpelstiltskin.” She began to read about the maiden who was forced to weave all day， and the threads she wove that turned to gold.

When Jessie finished the story， Benny stood up. “Wow！” he exclaimed， “Rumpelstiltskin was a mean man. I’d like to spin gold！”

“And what would you do with it， Benny？” Jessie asked， a twinkle in her eyes.

“I’d fix up this old library for Grandfather，” he said promptly.

“That’s a great idea，” Henry said， joining them. “Right now， though， rest time is over.”

“Is it lunchtime？” Benny asked.

“Not yet，” Henry chuckled， lightly touching Benny’s chin with his fist. “We’ve got hundreds of books to straighten.”

“Okay，” Benny said cheerfully. “But I’m going upstairs.”

“Will you place the books neatly on the shelves？” Violet asked.

“I sure will！”

And before anyone could say another word， Benny raced upstairs.

Jessie smiled. “I hope he’s this eager to help by late afternoon.”

“Look at this old speller I found，” Violet said， handing a thin book to Jessie.

Jessie wrinkled her small nose. “It smells musty.” She handed the book back. “We better finish these shelves.” She pulled out a book and flipped through its pages. All at once she gasped. “A moth！ It flew right in my face.”

Violet glimpsed a winged insect flying out the window. “What next？” she asked， with a sigh.

Suddenly Benny rushed downstairs. His round face was pale， and his lower lip trembled.

“Benny！ What happened？” Jessie asked in a concerned tone. “You’re as white as a sheet.”

“I—I heard a noise，” he said in a quavering voice. “Someone is up there.”

Jessie glanced at Violet and Henry， then turned back to Benny. “Just what did you hear， Benny？”

“It was kind of a little sound， and then I saw a big black shadow！”

“We’ll all go upstairs and look around，” Violet said. She put her arm around  shoulders. “Maybe it was a squirrel hiding a nut.”

Benny shook his head. “No. Someone was there！ I know it！”

They went upstairs and searched every row of books and every corner. “No  here， Benny，” Jessie said， tousling her brother’s hair. “Maybe the squirrel went out through the broken windowpane.”

“M—maybe，” he stammered. But Benny glanced at the stairs. Not for a minute did he believe it was a squirrel. Violet， too， had a nervous look on her face.


Chapter　4　
 The Missing Food


“It almost time for lunch， Benny，” Henry announced. He wanted to take Benny’s mind off the strange noise. Food usually did the trick.

“Is it time to eat？” Benny looked at Henry. “I forgot.”

“You forgot lunch？” Jessie teased. “That’s hard to believe.”

Benny was wiping one last shelf. But all at once his rag snagged on a dark object in back. “What this？” he said， holding up a strange piece of metal. “Look， everybody！”

They gathered around Benny， and Henry carefully examined what he had found.

“This is the hilt of a sword，” Jessie said. “Whew！ It must be covered with six coats of grime！ But  the rest of it？” she wondered.

Violet reached for a crumpled piece of yellow paper that dangled from the hilt by a worn ribbon. Carefully she unfolded the square sheet and began to read：





This sword is presented to Captain Charles Howard for his bravery at the Battle of Gettysburg. Your strength and courage in leading the Union soldiers against General Robert E. Lee’s forces was a major factor in winning this vital battle.





　　Signed，

　　General G.G. Meade

　　Union Commander

　　July 5， 1863





The children gasped.

Henry sat down in a chair and turned the hilt every which way.

“What’s Gettysburg？” Benny asked.

Henry leaned back. “Gettysburg， Pennsylvania， was where one of the most important battles of the Civil War was fought.”

“Wasn’t General Lee the Confederate leader who led his army on an attack against the North？” Violet asked.

“That’s right，” Jessie said. “If he had won， the whole outcome of the war might have been different. Our country would have been split in two. Today the North would have their own flag， and the South would have theirs.”

“Wow，”Benny whispered.“Then this is valuable， isn’t it？”

“Yes， it is，” Henry said. “It would be even more valuable if we could find the blade.”

Jessie took the sword hilt and wrapped it in a towel.“We keep the hilt under the desk.  certain we’ll find the rest of the sword.” She smiled. “In the meantime，  have lunch.  fix our own sandwiches. I brought a jar of strawberry jam and a jar of peanut butter.”

“And I brought the bread，” Violet said.

“And I brought the milk，” Henry added.

“And I brought the appetite！” Benny yelled. He glanced around. “Good-bye， squirrel， and don’t come back！”

After they had eaten， Jessie looked into her backpack. “You know what？ We still each have an apple to eat.”

Benny said， “Not for me. I ate two sandwiches.”

“Then  leave them here for our snack tomorrow.” Jessie put the sack on top of the circulation desk.

They continued to work until late afternoon. Then Henry said， “Enough. We’ll finish tomorrow.”

They were all tired and dirty and glad to return to their cozy house. The bunk beds were made， the stove shone， and the old pump in the back gave them fresh water to wash in.

After dinner and a good  sleep， the children awoke refreshed and hurried back to the library. Jessie put their lunch basket on the desk next to the apples. She checked the sack and was astonished to see only three apples. “That’s funny！” she said. “I know there were four apples here yesterday.”

Benny laughed. “Jessie made a mistake，” he sang out.

Jessie laughed， too. But she was uneasy. She knew she had left four apples. One was missing， and she  think a squirrel had carried away a big apple！

Jessie， however， began to work just as if nothing was wrong. She put an old copy of Alice in Wonderland in a box of what she thought might be more valuable books. The box was getting full.

“I’m tired！” Benny said after a while， sitting down on the floor and folding his arms. “I’m taking a rest！”

Violet sat in a chair. “That’s a good idea.” She took a deep breath. “I’m tired of books！”

“I think we all need a break，” Henry said. “Le bike down to the seashore.”

“Perfect！” Jessie said. “First， though， let’s set out our lunch. When we return we’ll be starving.”

Violet set one wrapped sandwich at each place， and Henry put three glasses and Benny’s pink cup around the thermos in the middle of the big desk. Jessie put out napkins and the three apples. She didn’t leave an apple at her place.

Happily they biked down to the coast. It was a two-mile ride， but they enjoyed it. The day was crisp， and the air salty.

Once at the shore， they all took off their shoes and ran along the sand. Then they waded in the cold water， laughing and splashing each other. White sea gulls dipped and soared above them. Benny found a crab， and Violet picked up three lovely shells. Two， of course， had a lavender tint. Henry and Jessie searched for interesting pieces of driftwood.

Everyone soaked up the sunshine for over an hour. Then， feeling refreshed， they headed back to the library.

Once inside， they eagerly sat down to eat.

Violet stared at her plate. It was empty. Finally she said in a low voice，“Someone has stolen my sandwich.”

Benny， Jessie， and Henry looked at  plate. Sure enough， the sandwich had disappeared.

Henry said nothing， but he glanced around him. Benny was right， he thought. There was a mysterious stranger in this library！

Violet moved closer to Jessie. “I don’t like this one bit，” she whispered， a worried frown on her face.

Jessie nodded her head. “Neither do I，” she said. “The door was locked， yet someone was in here.”

“Well，” Henry said， breaking the silence. “There’s only one thing to do. We’ll need to search the upstairs.”

Benny hung back. “Not me！ I’m not going up there again！”

“Henry’s right，” Jessie said. “We have to find out who’s up there.”

Violet said weakly， “Yes， I guess you’re right.” But clearly she didn’t want to.


Chapter　5　
 Miguel， the Runaway


Henry， his finger to his lips， loosened his laces and removed his sneakers. He motioned everyone else to do the same. Next， he tiptoed upstairs， the others following.

The Aldens searched upstairs， every corner， every nook， every cranny.

Jessie shrugged her slim shoulders. “There’s no one here，” she whispered.

Benny， who stood by the window， suddenly said in a loud， urgent whisper， “Henry， over here.”

In four strides， Henry was at  side. Benny pointed to the low velvet curtain below the window seat. Without a moment’s hesitation， Henry yanked back the velvet seat covers.

There， huddled in a corner， was a small boy. His chin rested on his knees， and he stared at them with a frightened expression.

“Come out of there！” Henry said sternly. “Why are you hiding？”

“And why are you stealing our food？” Benny asked， his hands on his hips.

The frightened boy crawled out into the daylight. His face was thin and pale and a thatch of black hair fell forward on his forehead. He had the darkest brown eyes the Alden children had ever seen. He bowed his head. “I—I was hungry，” he said softly.

“But why are you hiding？” Violet repeated. “We won’t hurt you.” Her voice was gentle.

“Before you answer any questions，” Jessie said， “I think that you...” She stopped.“Wha your name？”

“Miguel Morales，” the boy answered shyly. “I am ten years old.” A proud gleam lighted his eyes.

“Well， Miguel，” Jessie said kindly， “would you like a sandwich？”

Miguel nodded vigorously.

“I’m starved， too！” Benny said， rubbing his stomach.

They all laughed， going downstairs.

Over a sandwich and a glass of milk， Miguel told his story.

“I am hiding because，” his voice caught in his throat， “because I heard two men at the bait shop in my town talking about how my father’s fishing boat sank. They thought he and two other fishermen drowned. I ran before they could see me.” Tears filled his eyes， and he put his sandwich down.

“When？” Jessie asked quietly.

“Two days ago.” Miguel looked at each Alden. He knew they could be trusted. “You see， I live with my father in Dalton， which is many miles from here. My mother died three years ago， when I was seven.”

“Poor Miguel，” Violet sympathized. “How did you get here？”

He glanced at her gratefully and went on. “I walked for hours. Then I found this old building. I crawled through the back window.”

“You scared me！” Benny said reproachfully.

“Sorry，” Miguel mumbled. “I didn’t mean to.”

“So why are you hiding？” Henry asked.

“I have nowhere to go，” Miguel said， a tear spilling down his cheek. “If my father drowned， I’ll be put in a home.”

“We  let them！” Violet cried， her small chin jutting out. “We’ll protect you. We know what  like to have to hide from someone.”

“Do we！” Benny said. “I’ll never forget that old boxcar we lived in.”

Violet nodded. “We  have any parents， either， Miguel， and our grandfather was searching for us after our mother and father died. He planned to force us to live with him.”

“We thought he was a mean man，” Benny said.

Jessie smiled. “Grandfather Alden is just the opposite. He’s very kind， and we have a wonderful home with him now. So you see something good can happen to you.”

Sadly， Miguel shook his head.

“Yes， it will，” Benny stated in a loud voice. “I know it will！”

Miguel looked up and gave them a weak smile. “Thanks， everyone. I know you won’t turn me in.”

“Well，” Henry said slowly. “You can’t stay here， Miguel. At least not forever.” He smiled. “We’ll do a little investigating. Maybe your father was rescued. Are you positive that he drowned？”

Miguel stared at Henry， his big eyes growing bigger. “I—I don’t know，” Miguel frowned. “I heard that The Maria sank and that three men drowned， and I ran.”

“Your father’s boat is called The Maria？” Jessie said.

Miguel nodded， unable to speak. Finally， he said， “My father named it after my mother.”

“I see，” Jessie said. She patted Miguel’s knee. “Whatever we decide you should do， we’ll talk it over with you first. Is that okay？”

“That okay，” Miguel said， giving her a trembling smile.

“Then that’s settled，” Henry said. “Miguel， do you want to help us straighten books in this old library？”

“Oh， yes！” Miguel said eagerly. “I’m a good worker！”

And Miguel was as good as his word. He worked all afternoon， and when the sun set he was glad to go back to the house with his new friends. He sat behind Henry on his bicycle.

At supper Jessie smiled at Miguel. He was a good eater， like Benny. As she stacked the dirty dishes， she felt a sense of relief. At last the mystery was solved. No more strange noises， no more shadows， no more missing food.


Chapter　6　
 The Gray Glove


The next morning Henry biked to Pete’s Caf€?to buy milk and bread. But he had a more important reason. He needed to call Grandfather for advice.

Arriving at the caf€椋?Henry carefully placed his bike next to the white building. He entered the caf€?and glanced around. Besides Pete there were only two other men， one at a table， and the other at the counter.

“Hi， Henry， my boy，” Pete called. He was drinking a cup of coffee at the counter. “How do you like living in my house？ Are you taking good care of it？”

Henry smiled. “We sure are.” He liked old Pete. He’d been a friend of Grandfather’s for years.

“I knew you kids would.” Pete chuckled. “What brings you out so early， Henry？”

Henry smiled. “I need to buy bread and milk.”

While Pete was taking the milk out of the refrigerator， Henry called Grandfather.

“Henry！” Grandfather Alden said in a delighted voice， “I’m glad to hear from you. Is everything all right？”

“Fine，” Henry said， clearing his throat. “We found a small boy hiding in the library.”

“Oh？” Grandfather said， waiting for Henry to continue.

“His name is Miguel Morales， and he’s scared that he might be sent to a home. He’s only ten， and he’s all alone.”

“Well，” Grandfather began.

But Henry hurried on before Grandfather could interrupt. “You see Miguel’s father was a fisherman， and his boat sank.”

“Was it The Maria？”

“Yes，” Henry said， surprised. “How did you know？”

“I heard the news on the radio. There were three fishermen on the boat.”

“Yes，  what Miguel said，” Henry answered.

“I’ll check with the Coast Guard and find out if anyone was rescued. Don’t worry， Henry， we won’t let Miguel be taken to a home.”

Henry sighed with relief. Grandfather could always be depended upon to help.

“And what else have you been up to？” Grandfather Alden asked.

“Oh，” Henry said. “I almost forgot. Benny discovered the hilt of a Civil War sword on the library shelves. We found a letter from General Meade awarding the sword to a Charles Howard. Captain Howard had been a courageous soldier at the Battle of Gettysburg.”

“A Civil War sword！” Grandfather sounded excited. “That could be a very valuable find. Many museums would want to put it on display.” He paused. “It could even help the library become a landmark. But didn’t you find the rest of the sword？”

“No，” Henry said. “Not yet. There are plenty of shelves， though， that we haven’t cleaned. We might still find it.”

“I hope it turns up，” Grandfather said. “You’ve done a lot of work at the library. Are you and Violet and Jessie and Benny ready to come home？”

“Not yet，” Henry said. “The library is getting clean and organized.”

Grandfather chuckled. “All right， Henry. You take care. I’ll be down next weekend to visit you. In the meantime， I want you all to bike in and have a good lunch at Pete’s. And  worry about the bill.”

“Thanks， Grandfather. We’d like that！ Good-bye. We’ll see you soon.” Henry turned back to Pete and was pleased that his groceries were already packed.

He pedaled back to the cabin. Benny was waiting outside.

“I’m thirsty，” he complained.

“Why don’t you drink a glass of water？” Henry teased.

Benny grinned， and his brown eyes sparkled. “ You know what I’m thirsty for！”

“Oh！” Henry said， slapping his forehead. “I know what it is. It’s cranberry juice！”

“No， it’s not！” Benny shouted.

“Could it be this？” Henry asked as he lifted out a gallon carton of milk.

“Yes， yes，” Benny said gleefully. “Is there bread， too？”

“Sure thing.” Henry laughed as Benny held the door open for him.

Inside， they all had bread and milk. Everyone laughed at Miguel， who had a white rim of milk on his face. Miguel smiled， too. He liked his new friends.

“Is everyone ready to get to work？” Jessie asked.

“I am，” Violet answered.

“So am I，” Henry added.

“Me， too，” Benny and Miguel echoed.

“Then  get started，” Jessie said with a smile. Her brown shiny hair was tied back with a blue ribbon.

Once in the library they rolled up their sleeves and started to work.

It  long before Miguel let out a yell. “Look！ This piece of metal was behind the books！” Triumphantly he held up part of the rusty sword.

Henry examined the long metal piece， then patted Miguel on the back. “This is the middle of our sword. Now we need to find the point of the blade， and our sword will be complete！”

“Hurrah for Miguel！” Benny shouted.

“Good for you， Miguel，” Jessie said.

Violet patted Miguel’s hand.

“It’s almost time for lunch，” Henry said. “We’ll celebrate Miguel’s find with a meal at Pete’s.”

Cheerfully they biked to the caf€? Henry had wrapped the sword part and placed it in his bicycle’s basket. “I’m not letting this out of my sight！” he promised.

At Pete’s Caf€椋?they ordered lobster， potatoes， salad， and apple pie €?la mode. Pete was pleased to meet Miguel， the Aldens’ new friend. Since Miguel came from another town， Pete didn’t recognize him. Pete was also pleased to see the  good appetites.

Benny leaned back， patting his stomach. “That was a good lunch！”

Pete burst out laughing. “I’ve never seen such big eaters. You all deserve a treat.”

Violet was puzzled. “Just for eating so much？” she questioned.

“No， just for being such nice children，” Pete answered. “How would you like a ride in my fishing boat？”

“Oh， yes！” cried Benny. “I love to ride in a boat.”

After they all boarded Captain Pete’s red fishing boat， Pete started the motor， and they set off over the waves. The whitecaps slapped against the boat， sending the spray flying. Sometimes the water splashed over the sides of the boat.

They rode way out into the bay. When Benny shaded his eyes， he could barely see the caf€? It was only a white speck.

For over an hour the boat rode the waves. Then Pete made a wide circle and headed back to the dock.

“That was fun！” Jessie said.

“Yes， sir！” Henry agreed， resting his hands on  shoulders.

“Can we do it again？” Benny asked.

Pete chuckled. “Anytime， mates. Just let me know.” He tied up the boat at the dock， and they jumped out.

Violet， the wind whipping through her long brown hair， said， “Thank you， Captain Pete.”

“You welcome， little lady，” Pete answered. His wide grin lit up his wrinkled face.

“We like to take you up on your offer for another ride，” Henry said. “We had a good time.” He glanced at Miguel. “Did you have fun， Miguel？”

“Oh， yes，” Miguel responded quietly， but he  look at Henry. Jessie noticed  sad， thin face.

“Miguel， we need to return to the library，” Jessie said. She knew that Miguel was thinking of his father and the lost fishing boat. “Do you feel like working？”

He nodded. “I want to help，” he said.

Except for Miguel， the Aldens mounted their bicycles. Miguel leapt up on the seat behind Henry， and they left for the library in high spirits.

Pushing open the library’s door， they each went to the spot where  been working. Henry had filled one box with valuable books and was ready to start a second one.

Jessie hummed softly as she dusted off books. Suddenly， she stopped. “Look，” she said in a low voice. From her fingertips she dangled a gray work glove.

Henry took the glove with black stitching around each finger. “This is a brand-new glove，” he observed. “It’s barely worn.”

Jessie said， “Someone’s been here... and left the glove.”

Benny， Miguel， and Violet joined Henry and Jessie. No one said a word. Frightened， Benny glanced over his shoulder.

The mystery  solved after all， Jessie thought. An intruder had invaded their library. A chill ran up her spine.


Chapter　7　
 The Strange Little Tune


Henry held up the gray glove and shrugged. “Someone was poking around in the library and forgot his glove. That’s all. It’s nothing to worry about.” But secretly he wondered who it belonged to， and how the person had gotten in. He thought of the conversation he’d overheard in Pete’s Caf€椋?but he didn’t want to frighten the others by telling them.

Jessie smiled. “You’re right， Henry. One glove doesn’t mean a thing. Let’s go back to the house and have a nice supper. We’ve done enough work today.” She tried to sound unconcerned， but she was worried， too. Who was nearby？

Henry tucked the glove in his back pocket and threw his arm around his little brother. “What’s the matter， Benny？ You’re not scared of an old glove， are you？”

Benny stood with his sturdy legs apart and his arms folded. “I’m not scared if you’re not！”

“Atta， boy！” Henry said， tousling Benny’s hair. He opened the door and stepped out into the setting sun. The others followed. The sun’s rays gave the library a rosy glow. Carefully Henry locked the door， then twisted the knob to be sure that it was secure. It wouldn’t be easy for an intruder to get in now！

That night the Aldens and Miguel ate peanut butter，crackers， and milk. They  very hungry after their big lobster lunch.

Benny and Miguel went to bed early.

“I’m filling the pitcher with fresh water，” Jessie said， going out into the night. Darkness surrounded her.

As she pumped the water， Jessie suddenly stopped.

She heard a low humming.

She listened more closely， but the humming stopped. All she heard was the scuffling of an animal in the leaves.

All at once the low off-key humming started again. What a strange tune！ This time she realized it was a person. Was someone watching her？ Her pulse quickened. She wished Henry or Violet had come outside with her. “Henry，” she called， then， “Violet，” but her throat had tightened. All that came out was a croak.

The weird humming was loud and clear， but it soon faded. Jessie clutched the pitcher to her chest and raced toward the cabin. She stumbled on a branch， but kept running. The humming was very faint now. Fearfully， she glanced around. Was that a shadow moving up the path toward the library？ Or was it her imagination？

With her heart pounding in her ears， she frantically threw open the door and flew into the room.

“What’s wrong， Jessie？” Violet said， running to her side. “You’re as white as your T-shirt.”

“S—someone was humming a funny tune.” She could barely get the words out as she set down the pitcher with a trembling hand. “I think I heard him going up the path toward the old library！ I think I saw his shadow！”

Henry leapt up. “We’ll see about this prowler！” he said angrily， grabbing the iron skillet from the stove and dashing outdoors. If he came upon the intruder， he wouldn’t know what hit him！ Bravely Henry silently stalked the stranger. Twice he circled the cabin， the skillet held high. Even though Jessie had said  seen the prowler going toward the library， Henry carefully investigated around the house. Then he ran a short way up the gravel path， but didn’t see anyone. Not even Jessie’s imagined shadow. Nor did he hear anything. The humming had stopped. He listened intently， but all he heard was the breeze rustling through the trees.

He returned to the house.“I  hear anything， Jessie. Maybe it was the hum of an insect.”

Jessie shook her head. “No，” she said positively. “It was someone humming！ And the person was nearby， watching me. Then the humming grew faint. I saw his outline as he went toward the library.” She poured a glass of water for her dry throat and turned her big brown eyes on Henry. “I’m certain he’s after something！”

“I think I know what it is，” Henry said thoughtfully. “When I called Grandfather， I told him about the piece of sword  found. Anyone could have overheard me. But don’t worry，” he said in a confident tone. “The sword is always with me！ At night it’s under my pillow， and during the day I take it with me on my bike. The sword is wrapped so no one can see what it is.”

Quickly he told Violet and Jessie about the two men  overheard in  Caf€? “But whoever that thief is  be our guy. How would he know about the sword？” He spoke in a low voice so as not to wake Benny and Miguel.

“He couldn’t，” Jessie added.

“What should we do？” Violet asked. “Is it safe to stay here？ I hate to leave until we finish at the library.”

“Then we won’t leave！” Jessie said in a firm voice. There was a stubborn gleam in her dark eyes. “We have to find the third part of the sword. Once we find it， we’ll go home.”

“You’re right！” Violet said with a tight little smile. “No one can drive us away after we’ve worked hard and found the sword. The sword is ours！”

They went to bed， and Jessie pulled the blanket up to her chin. Even though everything was silent， she could still hear that awful weird tune in her head.

The next morning the sun washed their fears away.

Henry ate an early breakfast， then scraped back his chair and stood up. “I’m going to make a quick trip to the marina and phone Grandfather，” he said to Jessie.

“Do you think  have any news about  father？”

“I hope so. Grandfather was going to contact the Coast Guard.”

On his way to the caf€椋?without warning， the sun dipped behind the clouds. The sky became a gloomy gray. Henry pedaled faster when he heard a low rumble of distant thunder.

Entering  Caf€椋?Henry saw Pete at the counter pouring a cup of coffee for a customer. He looked up at Henry’s entrance. “Hi， Henry！ Feel like a boat ride？”

“Not today.” Henry smiled.

Old Pete chuckled. “You show good sense， boy.” He pointed to the large window and the ocean beyond. “Look at those waves！”

Henry watched the waves pound against the stone pier. The whitecaps rolled in， churning toward the shore and ending in foamy puddles. The sky was almost black with the wind blowing from the north. The thunder boomed.

“Yup，” Pete said. “Even the Coast Guard won’t come out in this weather.”

Henry excused himself to phone Grandfather Alden.

After a few rings，  warm voice came on the line. “Henry！  glad you called. I contacted the Coast Guard， and they informed me that two fishermen were rescued from The Maria.”

“Only two？” Henry asked， and his heart sank.

“Yes，  afraid the third man drowned，” Grandfather said gravely.

“Was it  father？” Henry asked， dreading to hear the answer.

“They won’t give out the names of the men until all the families are notified. The survivors are on Bear Island and as soon as the storm lets up， they’ll be brought to Pete’s marina.”

“Thanks， Grandfather.”

“Depending on the weather， I’ll be down to see you on Friday.”

“That will be great， Grandfather，” Henry said. “Everyone wants to see you.”

“Good， good，” Grandfather said.

Henry said good-bye. After exchanging a few words with Pete， he biked back to the house. He hated to tell Miguel about the one drowned fisherman， but he had a right to know. After all， his father could be one of the rescued men.

Entering the cabin， Henry sat down at the table next to Miguel. He quietly told him that only two men had been rescued.

Miguel stared at him， biting his lower lip. “Wh—what were the names of the two fishermen？” he whispered.

“No names have been released yet，” said Henry， reaching out and putting a hand on  shoulder. “Until this storm subsides， the rescued men will stay at the Coast Guard station on Bear Island.” A stab of lightning lit up the room.

Jessie stood behind Miguel. “It will be all right，” she soothed. “I’m certain one of the men will be your father.”

Miguel glanced back at her. “But what if he ？” he said in a trembling voice. “My father knew how to swim， but what good is that in a stormy sea？” His lips tightened， and his body was rigid. He tried not to cry.

“He had a life preserver，  he？” asked Violet， coming from the kitchen and sitting down. Her voice was soft， and her eyes were filled with compassion.

“He had a life preserver， but...” his voice faltered. “Oh， I don’t know what to think.” Miguel lowered his eyes. His small face twisted with pain. “What if he drowned？ My poor father. I—I love him.”

“No matter what happens，” Henry said， “we’ll stick by you！”

“You bet we will！” Benny echoed， standing in the doorway. He frowned， and his eyes were sad. All at once his face brightened. “I know your dad was saved. I feel it in my bones！”

Miguel smiled at Benny. “Thanks， Benny. Thanks， everyone！ I know you all hope for the best.” But his heart thudded against his ribs. He had a feeling that his father was gone， and he’d never see him again. He jumped up and turned his back on his friends. How could he repay the Aldens’ kindness？ He couldn’t stay with them forever. He made up his mind. If he heard bad news， he’d run away. He’d have to be on his own again. His heartbeat matched the thunder that rolled outside！


Chapter　8　
 The Locked Door


That afternoon it was so windy. The Aldens left their bikes at home. They each struggled against the ferocious wind to reach the library. Violet and Miguel held  hands. Henry， leaning against the wind， was the first to the library. He unlocked the door and pushed his way in. The other children followed.

“Whew， what a storm，” Jessie said， collapsing in a chair. “I need a rest.”

“Me， too，” Violet agreed.

“Not me！” Benny said. “I’m ready to work！”

Henry laughed as he removed his rain jacket. “ no wonder you’re ready to work， Benny. You had a little help in fighting the storm！”

“I know.” Benny grinned impishly. “You look tired. Go and rest， Henry， and I’ll straighten a pile of books.”

“You do that，” Henry said. “But  be working！” He peered at the nearest shelf. To his astonishment， he saw very fresh fingerprints. Could they belong to the person Jessie had heard humming the night before？

Casually， Henry piled books over the telltale prints. There was no sense in alarming everyone， he thought. Why was someone searching the library？ Was he looking for the sword？

He turned around and faced his sisters and Miguel. “Let’s work especially hard today and try to find the missing sword point. I think we’re all ready to go home.”

“Not until we find the whole sword， though，” Benny shouted as he came racing downstairs. He smiled at Violet and Jessie. “Right？”

“Right，” Jessie answered， laughing at Benny’s determination.

“And I don’t want to quit， either，” Miguel said， stepping forward. “Until I find out what happened to my father， I’ll stay and help everyone. You’ve been kind to me.” He smiled.

“Good！” exclaimed Henry. “We’re kind to you because you’re a splendid fellow， Miguel.”

Miguel felt safe and secure with the Aldens. He wished he would never have to leave.

For a moment， no one said a word. Their hearts went out to Miguel.

Henry broke the silence. “I’ll work upstairs and sort through the books.”

“May I go with you？” Benny asked. “I can help you， Henry.”

“I’m sure you can，” Henry said with a chuckle.

All afternoon they worked—Benny and Henry upstairs， and Violet， Jessie， and Miguel downstairs. Almost every bookshelf was neat and clean. The books were upright on the shelves， but not a clue turned up as to where the sword point could be.

Finally， Jessie stopped. She glanced at the rattling windows and the rain pelting against the glass panes. “I’m ready to go home，” she said. “Are you， Violet？”

Violet rose to her feet， several volumes in her hand. Her face was smudged， and her shirt wrinkled. “Yes，” she said. “I’m more than ready.”

“Did I hear someone say they wanted to go back to the house？” Henry questioned. “In this rain？”

“I  care how wet I get，” Benny said， dragging himself down the steps. “I’m hungry and tired， and I want to go home.”

“Shall we make a run for it？” Henry asked. “If we do， we’ll get soaked.”

“It  matter，” Jessie replied. “I  want to stay in this library all night.” She flung her blue coat over her shoulders.“Just think！ The person I heard humming might stay here at night.”

Henry gave her a sharp look， but soon realized she hadn’t seen the new fingerprints.He helped Benny with his red raincoat， then struggled into his own.

Violet buttoned her lavender raincoat but propped her purple umbrella by the door. There was no sense in letting the wind whip it inside out. Miguel wore a yellow slicker， just like a fisherman， which he had hidden under the window seat.

“Okay，” Henry yelled. “Let’s run all the way to the house.”

With a whoop， Benny was the first to rush out the door. The raindrops fell faster now， but Benny didn’t care. He lifted his head to the rain， enjoying the fresh drops on his face.

“I’ll race you！” he challenged， but his words were lost in the roar of the wind. Benny raced down the path. All that could be seen below his red rain gear were his sneakers.

Everyone ran through the mud and the rain. When they reached the house， Benny splashed about in a mud puddle. “Let’s stay outside and play in the rain.”

“Not a chance，” Jessie said， shivering from the wet cold.

“I thought you were tired，” Violet said to Benny softly， her eyes twinkling.

“I was，” Benny said. “The rain made me awake！ It was fun！”

Miguel， drops of water glistening on his long lashes， laughed， too. “It was fun， wasn’t it？”

“All right， you two. Time to remove your wet things. Go upstairs and get into your dry pajamas，” Jessie ordered with a smile.

“Okay， Jessie.” And Benny was upstairs before Henry had his coat off.

Jessie built a blazing fire in the fireplace while everyone changed into warm dry clothes.

Henry， in jeans and a sweater， and Violet， in a violet blouse and jeans， took the leftover soup out of the refrigerator and set it on the stove.

While the soup was simmering， everyone drank hot apple cider and sat before the fireplace. They felt cozy and warm as they watched the orange flames.

In the morning， feeling refreshed after a good night’s sleep， they had hot cereal， buttered toast， and cocoa for breakfast， and were ready for a day at the library. Maybe today they would find the rest of the sword. The wind still howled， but the rain had stopped.

“Do you think the Coast Guard will bring in the two fishermen today？” Miguel asked in a low tone， barely above a whisper. His father was always in his thoughts.

Henry glanced out the window at the gray sky and the swaying tree branches. “Not today， Miguel. The wind isn’t as bad as yesterday， but the ocean waves are too high. I’m sure， though， your father will be found safe and sound in a day or two.”

Miguel met  eyes and his voice was husky. “I wish I were as certain as you that he’s alive. I pray you’re right！”

Benny piped up， changing the subject. “That was a good breakfast.” He jumped up and ran to the door. “I want to see how windy it is.”

“Careful you’re not blown over，” Henry teased.

Benny tried to open the door， but it  budge. He leaned against it with his shoulder and shoved as hard as he could. The door was stuck fast！

“Henry，” Benny panted. “The door  open！”

Henry laughed. “The wind is strong， Benny， but I don’t think it’s that strong.” He turned the handle and pushed against the door， but Henry  open it， either. He pushed three times， but the door remained shut.

“Let all try，” Jessie suggested. All five put their shoulders to the door， but it remained closed.

Puzzled， Henry shook his head. “Maybe something has blown in front of the door and jammed it shut.”

“I  think so，” Jessie said. Worry lines creased her forehead.

“I need to check the door from the outside，” Henry said， “but I have a problem.” He stared at the narrow windows. “The windows are too small. I  squeeze through.”

“I could！” Benny shouted. “Let me！ Let me！”

Henry nodded. “Okay， Benny， you’re the only one small enough to crawl through.”

Henry opened a window and lifted Benny up. Benny wiggled through the narrow opening and dropped to the ground.

Benny hurried around the cabin to the front door. There， to his surprise， was a heavy branch shoved through the door handle. No wonder it wouldn’t turn. He tugged with all his might and was able to pull the branch out. “You can open the door now，” he yelled.

Henry opened the door， and Benny showed him the branch that had locked them in.

“Someone deliberately tried to keep us from getting out， didn’t they？” Violet asked.

“I’m afraid so，” Henry answered.

 throat tightened， and her mouth was dry. Was someone trying to keep them from getting to the library？ She pulled her sweater tighter around her. What would they find when they reached the library？


Chapter　9　
 The Upside-down Mess


The day before， the Aldens and Miguel had run up the rain-splashed path， not minding the wet and cold. This morning， however， after they had escaped the house’s bolted door， they walked up the path to the library without a word. They all were worrying about who had tried to keep them in Pete’s house.

Henry took out the library key to unlock the door， but as he came closer， he noticed the door was ajar.

He hesitated. “Someone might be in there. Keep a sharp lookout，” he advised.

“D—do you think we should go in？” Violet asked timidly.

“We’ve worked very hard，” Henry said calmly. “Do you want to stop now？”

“No，” Jessie said. “Let’s just look in.”

Henry pushed the door open. He listened carefully for any sounds. When he heard nothing， he stepped inside. The others followed， peering around.

Entering the library， Jessie stopped. Her hand flew to her mouth at the sight that greeted her. “Oh， no，” she wailed. “Look at this mess！”

Violet was behind her. “Who would do such a thing？” she asked in a shocked voice.

 face paled. “The books are scattered everywhere！” He stepped over a stack of books. “Look！ The desk is upside down.”

Books were upside down， too. Books were right side up， standing on end， and tossed in corners. Leaves of books had been ripped out and cast here and there. Some pages had been crumpled， others torn to shreds. There was no doubt about it！ Someone had locked them in Pete’s house to gain time to search. The books， the shelves， and every nook had been explored.

“All our hard work is wasted！” Violet said.

Speechless， Henry stood with his hands on his hips， shaking his head in disbelief. He picked up a tattered book.

Benny gazed at Henry. “This is bad， isn’t it？”

Henry paused， then spoke in a calm manner. “ bad， Benny， but nothing that can’t be fixed. Books are everywhere， but  no major damage.”

Jessie rose. “We’ll need to put the books back on the shelf， that’s all.” She rolled up her sleeves.

Miguel held up a book， studying it curiously. “Where did these jagged holes come from？”

Henry reached for the book and examined the pages. “Our prowler，” he observed， “has done this on purpose！ He’s used scissors to slash these books！”

“Who would do such a terrible thing？” asked Miguel.

“Someone who is angry because he  find what he wants，” Jessie answered. Her eyebrows knit together in a frown. “The intruder not only balled up pages and tossed them aside， but stabbed the bigger books with his scissors or a knife！”

“What a shame，” Violet said. “He must have been furious when he didn’t find what he was hunting for.”

“I need to check upstairs and see how many books have been ruined up there，” Henry said.

Jessie moved to his side. She anxiously chewed on her underlip. “Grandfather will be so disappointed if the library isn’t a landmark.”

Henry smiled grimly. “I know， Jessie. It’s pretty discouraging， but  clean up this mess.” He wheeled about and hurried upstairs.

Soon Henry returned. “Good news！ The upstairs has hardly been touched. The intruder only tore apart one shelf.”

Violet tilted her head.“We must have interrupted whoever it was，” she said thoughtfully.

“You’re right， Violet，” Jessie said. “When he heard us coming， he must have dashed out the backdoor.”

“Do you think the awful person will come back？” Benny asked. His brown eyes were big.

“He probably will， Benny. He wants that sword！ I’m sure of it.” Henry tossed a ruined book on top of the damaged pile.

“Do you think we should call the police？” Violet asked.

“There’s no phone here or in the cabin，” Henry said. “Let’s wait. The police would probably want us to stay out of the library.”

For the rest of the day they tackled the books. Book after book was put back on the shelves. Others were stacked neatly in piles.

By the end of the day the floor had been cleared. Jessie had collected the damaged books in a box. Henry had swept the floor of all the torn pages and debris.

Miguel leaned backward， then forward. “My back hurts，” he complained with a smile. “I feel good， though. Look how much we’ve done！”

Henry smiled at Miguel， placing a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know what we’d have done without you！”

Miguel grinned， happy to be needed.

“I’ll lock the door，” Henry said， “but I’m not sure it will keep out the stranger. I’m willing to bet he has a passkey. He must have.”

They left for the house， tired and discouraged. Henry kept his thoughts to himself， but certain questions ran through his mind. What if they returned tomorrow and the books were topsy-turvy again？ How could they go through all this work another time？ Someone seemed to know their every move. And what if that someone found the missing sword piece before they did？ And what if he didn’t？ If the intruder was desperate enough for the sword， there was no telling what he might do！

Jessie caught up with Henry. “At least the intruder didn’t find what he was searching for.”

“No， Jessie，” Henry responded. “But I’m afraid he might become dangerous.” He frowned. “Maybe we’d better pack up and go home.”

“We’ve come this far，” Jessie said softly. “We mustn’t give up now！”

Henry gave her a grateful glance. “I was hoping you’d say that！” He patted his back pocket. “The letter is with me all the time， and the sword is either under my pillow or on my bike or in the library when I’m working.”

Violet lagged behind， picking wildflowers. She loved flowers， especially violet ones. The others were far ahead， and the sun was setting. She felt uneasy. She’d better catch up with everyone. All at once she heard a faint noise in back of her. Someone was following her！ Heavy steps on the pebble path made a crunching noise. She whirled about. A shadowy figure dived into the shrubs. Violet raced toward the others. “Henry！” she called. “Wait！”

They stopped. “What is it， Violet？”Henry asked.

“A man！ I saw a man duck into the bushes.” She was out of breath， but felt better surrounded by her family and Miguel.

“Do worry！”Benny said.“We protect you！”

Henry chuckled nervously.“We almost reached the house. We’ll be safe there.” But his heart was racing， too. One more day， he vowed， and they must leave！ Things were getting out of hand！

That night no one slept well.

Benny thrashed about in bed and pounded his pillow. Then he lay very still. What was that click？ But it was only his chattering teeth.

Miguel thought he heard the stranger trying to break in， but it was only the branches scraping against the window.

Henry thought he heard a scratching noise， but it was only a mouse.

Jessie thought she heard someone breaking the lock， but it was only the dying embers in the fireplace that crackled and popped.

Violet sat straight up in bed. Was someone ripping and tearing something？ No， she thought， lying back. It was probably her imagination again.


Chapter　10　
 The Last Missing Piece


When dawn broke， Henry awakened and jumped out of bed. Quietly he went into the kitchen. Jessie joined him. Then Violet and Miguel came in.

And last， Benny slowly shuffled toward them. He gave a wide yawn and rubbed his half-closed eyes. “Is it time to get up？” he asked sleepily.

“No，” Henry said. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Neither could I，” Jessie said.

“Me neither，” Violet echoed.

“I woke up lots of times，” Miguel said.

“I didn’t sleep very good either！” Benny said.

In the half light Henry moved toward the fireplace. Suddenly he halted， unable to go another step.

Jessie， who was beside him， stopped also. “The chair！” she exclaimed. “It’s ripped to shreds.”

“So it wasn’t my imagination after all，” Violet said in a husky voice， a hand flying to her flushed cheek. “To think the intruder was in the house while we were sleeping！” She shivered， hating to think how near a stranger had been.

“Well，” Henry said， trying to laugh， “it looks like Pete has one ruined chair.”

“I’ll say，” Benny said in a low tone. “The chair is all stuffing and springs.”

They stared at the damage， not quite knowing how to handle this.

Jessie was the first to stir. She forced a cheerful smile.“There not much we can do about the damage.” She hesitated， then continued， “Besides， that old chair was so caved in that you almost sank to the floor.”

“Oh， Pete won’t care. It’s just the thought of someone... ” Henry didn’t finish.

“Someone being so close，” Miguel finished.

“Right，” Violet said. Her face was pale. “Shall we go for help？”

Jessie， attempting to keep her smile， said， “If word gets out there’s a prowler， we won’t be able to finish.”

Henry nodded. “We’ll be very careful. We have to keep our eyes open every minute， and we have to stay together.”

“Will he come back tonight？” Benny asked in a small frightened voice， his eyes fastened on Henry’s face.

They all shifted their feet uneasily， but Henry was positive. “Absolutely not！ We only have one more night here， and  take turns standing guard. We’ll work in the library today and if we  find the missing sword， then I guess it will never be found！”

Jessie leaned down， looking at Benny. “You must eat some breakfast， Benny.” 

Benny shook his head.

“I can’t believe you’re not hungry，” Miguel said with concern in his dark eyes. “You must eat so you can help at the library.”

“I’m tired of working in the library.”

“Then you can be our lookout today，” Henry said. “You won’t have to lift books anymore.”

“Really？” he said， slowly weakening.

“Yes，” Jessie said.

Benny stared at Jessie with his big brown eyes. “Can we have pancakes？” He smiled impishly.

Violet laughed. “That’s just the breakfast I was thinking of，” she said.

“Then， I guess I’m hungry， after all，” Benny said， going into the kitchen.

They all pitched in， making the morning meal. Henry set the table， Jessie made the pancakes， Violet poured the milk， and Miguel set the syrup and butter on the table. Benny folded napkins and set one at each place， but every once in a while he stopped and glanced at the ruined chair.

Everyone ate a hearty breakfast， trying to forget the intruder who had been in their house.

They decided to bike to the library and on the way Henry began to sing， and soon everyone joined in. In the bright sunlight， the stranger  seem so ominous. Besides， it was their last day， and tonight the lookout would warn them if anyone approached the little house.

When they reached the library， Henry paused before opening the door. What if it was a mess again？ He shook his head to get rid of the awful picture of yesterday’s chaos， and flung open the door.

All was as they had left it yesterday. Everyone crowded behind Henry， peeking over his shoulder.

“It’s all right，” he laughed. “You can come in.”

Row after row of books lined the shelves. Boxes of books， tied with string and labeled，  been opened.

“Wow，” Benny exclaimed. He beamed his approval.

“Doesn’t everything look grand？” Henry said， surveying the room with his hands on his hips.

Jessie stood beside him. “All our hard work has paid off.”

“Wait until Grandfather sees how lovely the library looks，” Violet said with a sweet smile.

“What’s the matter， Miguel？” Henry motioned the boy forward. “You helped in this， too， you know.”

“It’s the nicest library I’ve ever seen，” Miguel said， but he still hung back.

Jessie and Violet exchanged glances. They knew why he wasn’t in a happy mood. The wind had died down， and now Miguel would have to face the two fishermen who would soon be brought to shore. Miguel might be the happiest boy in the world or the most heartbroken. Jessie took Miguel’s hand， pulling him into the group.

“We only have the upstairs and  be finished，” Henry said briskly， attempting to distract Miguel so he wouldn’t think too much.

“There aren’t many books upstairs，” Jessie said lightly， already mounting the steps.

“Now， Benny，” Henry said gravely. “You stay downstairs and be our guard. If anyone approaches， you yell a warning.”

“Okay，” Benny said， feeling important. He climbed atop the circulation desk. “I’ll sit right here and look out the window，” he said， swinging his legs.

“Good boy，” Henry said. “We don’t need to worry with you as our lookout.”

“You bet you don’t！” Benny grinned， glad not to have to handle any more books. Being a guard was much easier.

Violet patted Benny’s knee. “We shouldn’t be too long.”

“That okay，” Benny answered， resting his chin in his hand and staring intently out the window.

Henry， Violet， and Miguel went upstairs where Jessie was already straightening books.

After two hours of hard work， their job was almost ended.

Suddenly they heard a thud. Then another.

“What was that？” Violet asked in a shaky voice.

Henry laughed. “Did you see the rubber ball sticking out of Benny’s back pocket？”

“Oh， is that it？” Violet said in relief， listening to the steady bounce of the ball.

All at once the noise stopped.

They all listened.

Benny shouted， “Hurry， hurry！ See what I’ve found.”

They rushed downstairs.

Benny， bending over a hole in the floor， pulled and tugged at something below the floorboards.

“What is it， Benny？” Jessie questioned， her brown eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“I was playing with the ball， and it rolled into the hole，” Benny panted. His face was beet-red， and he grunted with huge effort. He gave one final pull and lifted out a rusty black object.

“What in the world did you find？” Violet asked.

“It looks like the point of the sword，” Miguel said.

Jessie eagerly seized the metal from Benny. “It is！” she cried triumphantly. “It’s the missing sword piece！ Now our Civil War sword is complete！”

Henry said slowly， “I hope we can get it home without the stranger finding out.”

Just then the back door slammed.

Benny jumped.

Everyone’s eyes darted from one to the other.

“Is it the prowler？” Jessie whispered.

“Nonsense！” Henry said with a snort. He ran to the back door and quickly returned. “Not a soul in sight. It was only the wind，” he said heartily. But there was doubt written all over his face.

The others were doubtful， too.

“How come the backdoor wasn’t locked？” Violet asked.

Benny looked sheepish. “I opened it before to look outside.”

Henry sighed. “Remember I said we have to be careful... very careful.”


Chapter　11　
 The Prowler


“We’re leaving！” Henry said. “We’re heading back to the house.” He carefully wrapped the point of the sword in a dust rag. “No telling who’s around here.”

“I thought you said it was only the wind that slammed the door，” Benny said， his head tilted to one side.

“It probably was，” Jessie soothed.

Henry gave a last look at the tidy library—so different from when they’d first entered—then locked the door.

With the prowler on their minds， everyone hastily mounted their bicycles. As fast as they could， they biked back to Pete’s house. Benny’s legs had never pushed so hard.

Back in the house， however， they tried to forget the slammed door. Maybe it was the wind， maybe it was the prowler spying on them， but whatever it was， they were safe and sound now.

“One more night！” Benny crowed. “And Grandfather will be here. He’ll be proud we found the rest of the sword！”

“Thanks to you，” Jessie said， giving his hand a squeeze.

“Just think，” Violet said happily. “Tomorrow  be going home.”

“Yes， but we still have tonight to get through，” Miguel said gloomily.

“No problem，” Henry said. He was worried about Miguel， though. The slim boy was so sad. It wouldn’t be long before he knew whether his father was alive or not. “Miguel， why don’t you help me chop wood？” Henry asked. “We’ll leave a nice stack for Pete.”

At supper they lingered over their spaghetti and meatballs， enjoying their last night in Pete’s house.

When they’d finished eating， Henry fit the sword together on a braided rug before the fireplace. Even though the blade was rusty and black， it was graceful and beautiful.

“I can imagine how the sword will look when it’s polished. The silver and gold will gleam，” Jessie said， admiring it.

“Such a wonderful sword，” Violet said. “Captain Howard must have been very proud to have been honored with such a gift.”

“The Civil War was over one hundred years ago，” Jessie said thoughtfully. “I wonder what happened to Captain Howard.”

Henry， busy polishing the hilt， said， “Oh， he probably retired to his farm near Gettysburg and lived to a ripe old age.”

“What makes you think the Captain was from Pennsylvania？” Miguel asked.

Henry shrugged. “Just a guess. He may not have been.”

“I bet he looked handsome in his uniform，” Jessie said， gazing at the sword.

Henry chuckled. “You got a vivid imagination， Jessie.”

Jessie laughed. “I’m not the artistic one.” She glanced at Violet. “Violet is.”

Violet’s cheeks grew pink. She did love music and her violin， and she did enjoy painting.

“Time for bed， everybody！” Henry said. “The earlier we go to bed， the earlier  get up. Grandfather said  visit us tomorrow， and if I know him， he’ll be here for breakfast.”

“We need to leave  house spick-and-span， too，” Jessie said. “Pete will be glad for the wood you left him， Henry.”

Henry nodded. “And I’m certain he’ll be pleased when he sees how clean the windows and floors are.”

“I hope so，” Jessie said.

“I’m sure he will，” Violet said， smiling at Jessie. They had really worked while on their adventure， but now that it was almost over， they felt good.

Jessie picked up the pitcher. “I’m going out to fill this with water，” she said. “I know Benny will want a drink before he goes to sleep.”

“You not afraid， are you？” Violet asked. “Maybe the hummer will be outside waiting for you.”

Jessie laughed. “I’m not frightened at all.” She moved to the door. “Besides， I’ll only be gone five minutes.”

After Jessie left， Benny and Miguel went to bed while Violet set the table for breakfast. She smiled as she set a place for Grandfather.

Henry carefully rewrapped the sword in the dust rag and waited for Jessie’s return.

Outdoors， Jessie stepped quickly to the pump. She didn’t intend to tarry any longer than necessary.

“Hooo， hooo，” came a strange call from the trees.

Jessie halted， listening intently.

“Hoooo， hooo.”

She stared at the large oak. Then a smile broke over her face. The yellow unblinking eyes of an owl stared back at her.

“Go ahead and hoot， Mr. Owl，” Jessie said as she pumped fresh cold spring water. “I’m not afraid.”

A twig snapped， but Jessie kept pumping as if she hadn’t heard a thing.

Footsteps approached. Jessie froze. The stranger was back again！ A cold chill ran up her spine.

All at once she whirled about， flinging the pitcher in the air.  almost reached the door when a cloth bag was thrown over her head， blotting out sight and air. Her arms were pinned to her side.

“Henry！” she screamed， but her muffled voice was lost in the cloth. She struggled for a breath of air.

“The sword is mine！” the stranger growled in her ear. “Get out！”

Jessie’s heart thumped against her ribs， but she knew what to do.

“Do you understand me？” The prowler growled menacingly.

Suddenly， Jessie kicked the man’s shins hard， and he let go of her arms to grab his painful legs. She yanked off the bag and gulped in air. She yelled， “Help！ Help！”

Yellow light streamed from the house as Henry tore open the door.

“The prowler！” she shouted， pointing at a shadowy figure disappearing in the brush.

The bushes violently swayed back and forth. An instant later a car’s engine started， and the intruder sped away.

Henry dashed to  side. “Are you all right？” he asked with concern， throwing his arms around her.

She nodded numbly， glad for Henry’s warmth. The water pitcher was forgotten as they hurried into the house.

“Jessie！” Violet said， rushing to her side.

Once inside， Henry bolted the door. Jessie sank down before the fire with Violet beside her. Henry brought her a glass of orange juice.

“H—he told us to get out！ That the sword was his！” Jessie shuddered. “That awful， awful man！ He almost smothered me！ If I  kicked him hard， I wouldn’t have escaped！”

“It’s over，” Henry said softly. “He’s far away by now！” But his heart was beating rapidly when he glanced at  white face. He wondered if the locked door could keep out such a determined stranger！


Chapter　12　
 What Did Benny See？


That night， while Henry stood guard， everyone was restless. Jessie heard a barking dog， Violet heard an owl hoot， Benny heard a scolding squirrel， and Miguel heard the wind in the trees. The children tossed and turned all night， sitting up in bed at each sound they heard.

In the morning， though， when the sun peeped through the window， they jumped out of bed， eager to greet their grandfather and go home.

“I can’t wait to see Grandfather，” Violet said， strapping on her watch. “It’s almost nine o’clock.”

“I ， either，” Jessie said， smiling at her sister.

“I hear someone in the kitchen already，” Violet said.

“It’s Henry. He promised to fill the pitcher with water.” Jessie laughed. “If he can find it after I threw it in the brush！”

Laughing， the girls went into the kitchen. Sure enough， Henry was setting out the glasses.

Soon Miguel and Benny woke up.

“Good morning， Miguel，” Violet said.

Miguel barely nodded. “ Morning，” he mumbled.

“Come sit down，” Jessie said， pouring his orange juice. “You look upset.” Her eyes were sympathetic.

“Yes，” Miguel said in a low tone， sliding into his chair but not drinking his juice. “Today I’ll find out about my father.”

“Don’t worry，” Jessie said gently. “I know it will be okay.”

Miguel smiled weakly. “I hope so，” he said.

“Her the water，” Henry said， putting the pitcher on the counter. He laughed. “I had to search in every bush.” He winked at Jessie.“ You’ve got a strong arm.”

“Yes，” Jessie said， smiling. “Last night， my strong foot could have saved my life.”

Henry stopped smiling. “I glad  so quick！”

Benny， who sat by the window， said， “I see a big car coming around the curve.” He leapt down. “It’s Grandfather！” he shouted.

Henry opened the door， and they all ran out to greet him.

When his car pulled up， Benny dashed forward. “Grandfather！ We’ve been waiting for you！”

Grandfather Alden picked up Benny and swung him around. Then everyone crowded around， hugging and kissing. All， that is， except the sad boy in the background.

“Is this Miguel？” Grandfather Alden asked kindly.

“Yes，” Miguel answered shyly， moving forward and shaking  hand. “I Miguel Morales.”

“Well， my boy，” Grandfather said， “the Coast Guard is bringing in the two fishermen today.”

“They are？” Miguel said， his mouth so dry he could barely speak.

“We drive down to  Caf€?after breakfast，” Grandfather promised.

Miguel nodded stiffly. He was uncertain if he really wanted to go.

“How’s Watch？” Jessie asked.

“Watch is eagerly waiting for you，” Grandfather replied， “but the dog and I got along fine.”

“Good，” Jessie said， obviously glad Watch had been taken good care of. “And now，” she announced， “it’s time to eat.”

“We having  favorite blueberry pancakes in honor of our last day here，” Violet said.

“Well， well，” Grandfather laughed heartily. “Think of that. Blueberry pancakes are my favorite， too！”

“I know.” Benny grinned.

Jessie set a pile of pancakes on the table， and Violet poured the milk.

Benny wiggled in his chair. He was so excited， he couldn’t sit still.

While they ate， Grandfather heard all about the library and the sword and the mysterious stranger. He frowned when he realized how close to danger his grandchildren and Miguel had been. The sooner they left， the better！

After the breakfast dishes were washed， everyone packed his or her belongings.

Grandfather glanced around the room. “Pete has a nice house. Clean and cozy.” His blue eyes twinkled. “I’m sure you all had something to do with the way it looks.”

“It was fun，” Jessie said， then added softly， “except for the stranger.”

Grandfather’s eyes grew serious. “Well， we’ll be leaving soon， and you’ll be safe.”

“Look， Grandfather，” Henry said， fitting the sword pieces together on the table.

“It’s magnificent！” Grandfather exclaimed. He ran his fingers lightly over the blade. “No wonder someone is after this valuable sword！”

“The sword was awarded to Captain Charles Howard，” Violet explained.

“Yes，” Jessie continued， “because of his bravery at the Battle of Gettysburg.”

“My， my，” Grandfather said in wonder as he stroked his chin. “Wouldn a museum be glad to have this！”

“It’s beautiful，” Miguel said.

Grandfather turned to the slim， shy boy. “I know you must be anxious to go to Pete’s Caf€?”

“Y—yes，” Miguel stammered. “I guess I am.”

“Then，” Grandfather directed， “Henry， wrap up the sword， and we’ll put it in the trunk of the car... and don’t forget your bikes， too. Let’s get going！”

“Great idea，” Henry agreed， carefully wrapping the three pieces individually.

Once in the car， no one said a word for the whole two miles.  thoughts were of Miguel. Everyone hoped his father would be alive.

Arriving at the marina， they jumped out of the car.

Waving， Pete came out to greet them.“Hello， Aldens！” He shook Grandfather’s hand. “How are you， James？”

“Fine， Pete， just fine，” Grandfather said， looking around. “But where are the two fishermen？”

Pete jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Inside， drinking coffee.”

Miguel slipped past Grandfather and dashed into the caf€?

The others hurried in behind him. Jessie held her breath.

Miguel searched the room. Suddenly he let out a yell. “Father！” He rushed into the arms of a man who had jumped up from a back booth.

“My son，” the man cried. For a moment all was silent， as father and son clung to one another.

“Father，” Miguel said， “I was worried. I’m so glad you’re safe.”

“Yes，  lucky，” his father answered. Even though the man smiled， tears glistened in his eyes. He ran a trembling hand over  thick hair. “Poor Joseph drowned.”

“I—I was afraid it was you，” Miguel whispered， hugging his father even tighter.

Grandfather moved to  side. “We happy for you， Miguel.” The Alden children joined him and grabbed Miguel’s hand.

Miguel broke away， remembering his manners. “This is my father， Pedro Morales.” He introduced Mr. Alden， Jessie， Violet， Henry， and Benny.

“Thank you，” Pedro said， with shining eyes. “ You took good care of my son.”


Chapter　13　
 Face to Face with the Stranger


“You right， Benny，” Jessie said in a shaky voice， pointing to a lean man at the counter.

Henry glanced at the tall man hunched over the counter and shrugged. “What’s wrong， Jessie？”

“H—He’s humming.”

“So？” Henry said.

“He’s humming that awful tune that I heard the night I went to the pump，” she said softly.

“You can’t accuse a man for humming. You have to be sure， Jessie.” Henry studied the unshaven man thoughtfully.

Fortunately the man didn’t notice them. He was too busy reading the menu.

Violet， too， examined the man from head to foot. “I  know，” she said， remembering her encounter with the figure that had dived into the shrubbery. “I thought he was shorter.”

“It’s hard to tell，” Henry answered， “when he’s sitting down.”

The lean man stirred his coffee， still humming the eerie tune. He  seem to care who was around him.

Jessie’s eyes grew big， horrified at being so close to the stranger. “I—I’m sure！” she stammered. “ never forget that funny off-key melody！  too weird. He’s the one.”

Henry gave her a sharp look. “Are you positive？”

Jessie stared at the man， nodding slowly. “I’m positive！”

“Then， we’d better phone the sheriff，” he said quietly. He hurried to the table where Pete was sitting with his grandfather.

“Grandfather，” Henry said， keeping an eye on the lean man drinking coffee. “Jessie says that’s the man she heard at the pump. Should you call the sheriff？” Again Henry glanced at the stranger.

“Your grandfather told me all about the prowler and his humming，” Pete said. “No need to call the sheriff， though.” He chuckled. “Bill Connors comes in here at ten-thirty every day for coffee.” He tilted his head in the direction of the sheriff. “That’s Bill at the table next to the window.”

Henry turned to his grandfather. “We’re certain that man at the counter is the intruder，” he said in a low voice.

“You are？” Grandfather asked， talking in a low voice. “You mustn’t make a mistake.”

“I’m sure，” Henry said urgently.

“How do you know？” Grandfather questioned.

“That man is humming the same tune that Jessie heard at Pete’s house.” Henry’s tone was urgent.

“Henry， you could be a detective，” Grandfather said proudly.

Henry said， shaking his head， “It was Benny who spotted him.”

“Jessie， go talk to the sheriff，” Grandfather said， turning to find Jessie.

But Jessie had already hurried to the  side and sat across from him. “Sir，” she began， “I’m Jessie Alden and we... ”

The pleasant， round-faced man half turned to face Jessie. “Pete told me all about you kids. You’re staying at his house， aren’t you？” The smiling man took another bite of his doughnut.

Jessie hurriedly told him about the humming prowler.

“Don’t worry，” he said easily， “we’ll catch the man who bothered you！”

“He’s sitting at the end of the counter，” Jessie said quickly.

Sheriff Connors gave the stranger a sideways glance. “Why， that’s Jake Morris. He lives in town and everyone knows him. Jake’s a harmless fellow. You must be mistaken. What makes you think he’s the one？” He gave Jessie a doubtful look.

“I heard him humming the tune that he was humming when I went to the pump one night. He was watching our house！” Jessie bit her underlip， afraid the man would get away. Why didn’t the sheriff do something！ Her heart began to pound.

“Now， I  arrest everyone who hums a certain tune，” the sheriff said with a grin. “Besides， I don’t hear him humming.”

Jessie glanced at the stranger. Sure enough，  stopped. Jessie impatiently tapped her fingers on the tabletop.

When the sheriff noticed how worried she was， he continued in a soothing voice， “Don you worry， Jessie. We’ll catch the man who tried to rob you.”

“He’s the one. I’m positive！” Jessie exclaimed. “Please， hurry！”

The sheriff shook his head. “Relax！  not arresting anyone because they’re humming a tune！”

In despair， Jessie twisted around. She looked at Henry and shook her head. Again she turned and studied the man at the far end of the counter. If only there were something to prove he was the intruder！

Henry was still standing beside Grandfather and Pete when all at once his eyes narrowed. There was no doubt about it—Jessie was right！ That man was the guilty one！ Out of the man’s back pocket jutted a gray work glove. The very glove that matched the one he had found in the library！ He pulled it from his pocket. “Sheriff！” Henry said grimly. “See this glove？” Triumphantly， he held it before the  eyes.

The sheriff grunted. “I see it.”

“It matches the one that man has in his pocket！” Henry slapped the glove back and forth in his hands. “Sheriff， this glove was found on a shelf in the library！ The prowler wore it when he handled the books in his hunt for the sword.”

The sheriff’s eyes widened. “Is that so？” Gently he placed his doughnut back on the plate and stood.

The thin-faced man glanced at the sheriff.

The sheriff stood up and hitched up his belt and holster. He moved toward the man. “Hello， Jake，” he said in a friendly tone. “What are you... ？”

 eyes narrowed suspiciously. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Jessie， Violet， Henry， and Benny. Immediately he jumped up and dashed into the men’s room.

Henry whirled about， and along with the sheriff he rushed at the door， but when Sheriff Connors tried the knob， it was locked！

Benny cried， “He’s gone！”

“Not by a long shot，” the sheriff yelled. Putting his shoulder to the door， he heaved against it with all his might. The door splintered， but remained shut.

Henry shouted， “He’ll go out the back！”

“There only a high window，” Pete said reassuringly.

The sheriff looked at Pete， and Pete looked at the sheriff.

The plump sheriff raced to the front door， but in a flash， Henry was outside ahead of him.  thoughts raced along with his legs. If the stranger got to his car， he’d escape for sure.

When Henry reached the back of the caf€椋?sure enough， the man had crawled out the small high window and was clinging to the windowsill， his long legs dangling in midair. He was about to drop to the ground and escape！ Henry realized he had to stop him any way that he could！ He dived for the man’s legs， wrapping his arms about his ankles and holding on tight！ “I’ve got him！” he yelled.

Huffing and puffing， the sheriff finally appeared around the corner. “Let him go， lad，” he commanded.

By this time Benny and the others had arrived. “You caught the mean man！” Benny shouted. “Good， Henry！”

Henry let go of the man’s legs， and Jake released his hold on the sill， dropping to the ground. He glared at Henry. “You！” he snarled. His eyes glittered as he glanced at each Alden. “You all meddled in things that  concern you！”

Jessie shuddered， glancing at the  bony long fingers. “I glad you caught him，” she murmured.

“You bet I have，” the sheriff said grimly. “Jake， I can’t believe this. But it must be true. Mike Johnson mentioned someone humming before he switched on the light in his jewelry store the night he was robbed.”

Jake glared at the sheriff and shifted uneasily.

Sheriff Connors nodded knowingly. “We’ll find out， Jake， if  the one  been stealing things around here. A valuable musket and an old dagger from  Antique Store were stolen， too.” He took a breath. “And you must have been the one who robbed Mrs. Tate of her diamond ring！” He scratched his head. “And， by golly， you must have stolen the antique maps from Tom Davis’s map and coin shop. And the set of gold coins he had！ Why， if  the one， and I think you are， every store owner will be tickled pink that you’re behind bars.”

“Hah！” the thin-faced man had a guilty look in his close-set eyes. He knew he’d been found out. “If it hadn’t been for these four kids，” he snarled， “I could have gotten my hands on a Civil War sword！”

“How did you know about the sword？” Jessie asked. “We didn’t tell a soul.”

Jake laughed.“You told one person.”He motioned toward Henry.“He told your grandfather on the phone. I was in a booth here and I overheard him.”

“I never even noticed you，” Henry said.

“Move， Jake！” Sheriff Connors ordered， giving him a shove.“W taking a ride to the county station. Won’t the boys be surprised to see you？”

With his hands in the air， Jake walked to the squad car， the sheriff in back of him. Before he got in， he gave the Aldens a dark scowl.

“Whew，” Benny said， mopping his forehead.  glad we caught him. He could have stolen our sword and kept it for himself！”

“You’re right， Benny.” Violet laughed， throwing an arm about Benny’s shoulder. “That sword belongs in a museum. For everyone！”

“The milk and cookies are on me！” Pete said in a loud voice.

Happily everyone followed Pete back into the caf€? The stranger was going to jail， and they were safe at last！

Benny’s round face lit up when he saw the big chocolate cookies and the cold， frothy milk. “My heart was beating fast when we caught that mean man！ It made me hungry！”

Everyone laughed and finished the treat.

Miguel and his father soon stood up to leave.

“Thank you for everything，” Pedro Morales said warmly.

“Yes，” echoed Miguel. “Thank you.” His dark eyes sparkled as he smiled at everyone.

“Mr. Morales，” Grandfather asked， “what will you do without a fishing boat？”

Pedro shrugged. “I have my son. I  need anything else！”

“We all stay one more day，” Grandfather Alden said firmly. “Tomorrow I want you to meet me at the boatyard at two o’clock. You are to pick out the best fishing boat afloat！”

Pedro smiled， which lit up his weather-beaten face. “How can I repay you？”

“Bring us some fish once in awhile，” Grandfather answered with a smile.

“Yes，” Benny said loudly. “And lobsters， too.”

“Every week！” Pedro promised. He left with his arm around Miguel.

The next morning Grandfather and his grandchildren drove to the boatyard. Pedro and Miguel were standing by a large boat， waiting for them.

“Hi！” Benny yelled， racing toward Miguel. “I’ll help you choose a boat！”

Miguel grinned. He was lucky to have such wonderful friends.

Row after row of boats surrounded them. Big boats， small boats， fishing boats， speed boats， row boats， and sailboats.

Grandfather， his arms folded， leaned against a blue and white yacht. His eyes twinkled. “Have you picked out a boat， Mr. Morales？” he asked.

Pedro smiled shyly. “No， Mr. Alden，” he responded. “That up to you.”

Benny dashed toward a large gray boat with clean long lines. “This one！” he shouted.

Grandfather raised an eyebrow. “What do you think， Mr. Morales？”

Pedro ran his fingers over the smooth surface. “It’s a beauty. Benny has chosen the best boat on the lot.”

“Then it’s settled，” Grandfather said， placing a hand on  shoulder. He motioned to the salesman and completed the sale.

With tears in his eyes， Pedro heartily shook Grandfather’s hand. “I’ll never forget you.”

Jessie and Violet hugged Miguel， and the slender boy gazed at them for a moment， then turned away with his father.

Pedro and Miguel stopped once at the entrance and waved， and then they were gone.

“I’ll miss Miguel，” Benny said sadly.

“We all will，” Violet said softly.

Without a word they joined Grandfather and went home.

The next week， Grandfather Alden convinced the City Council that the library should be saved and， because of its age and the hidden sword， be given landmark status.

Several months later， he took his grandchildren on a trip to Boston to visit the Boston Museum. Displayed in a beautiful glass case was their Civil War sword. It no longer was in rusty pieces but in one long blade.

The blade shimmered. Nearby was the letter from General Meade.

“We found the sword，” Violet said proudly.

“Yes，” Jessie said. “We found an American treasure.  one of the best things  ever done！”

“No，”Benny piped up.“The best thing was helping Miguel and his father.”

They laughed， knowing that Benny was right！

And they left the museum feeling warm and good. Not， however， because  saved a library and discovered a Civil War sword， but because  helped someone as nice as Miguel and his father.
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第一章　
 窗户上的拍打声


A Thump at the Window

一声狗的低吼打断了奥登一家的晚餐，亨利、杰西、维莉和奥登爷爷都转过身看着望望。

“怎么啦，望望？”杰西问狗狗。

“那只胖浣熊又来了吗？”维莉好奇地问。

“或者是只臭鼬，伙计？”亨利问道。

望望又是一声低吼，回答了所有问题。这让饭桌上的所有人都感到很吃惊，不过班尼除外，他正忙着用勺子舀蓝莓和香草冰激凌吃，压根儿没注意到望望。

突然，什么东西撞到了纱窗上，望望不再低吼，它大声狂吠起来。有什么人或者什么东西在门廊的窗户那里，正试图闯进来！

“我出去看看吧！”亨利说。

这时，班尼把汤匙往碗里一扔，也和大家一道朝走廊跑去。“可能是个小偷！”他说。

“哎呀！”维莉突然大叫道，“刚才有个什么东西从我腿边擦过去了！”

杰西弯下腰去。“哦，看呀！”她说，“这根本不是小偷，是一只小花猫！”

“这么说，是这团小毛球想闯进我们家喽？”奥登先生笑着问道。他笑起来时，脸就像橘子皮——皱巴巴的。这只毛色橙、灰、白相间的小花猫在他们腿边转着圈，蹭来蹭去。

维莉抱起小花猫，说：“我觉得它一定是迷路了——可怜的小家伙！”

“而且它肯定饿了！”班尼补充道。说完，他飞快地朝餐厅跑去，随即又飞快地跑了回来，手里拿着他那碗冰激凌。

“它真的饿坏了。”杰西说，“瞧，它舔班尼的甜点舔得好欢快啊！”

不一会儿，班尼的碗就被舔得干干净净。

奥登先生开心地笑了。他的孙子们还住在棚车里的时候，望望出现了并开始保护他们。自那以后，他们还收养过好多宠物。当然，现在孩子们不再需要保护了，因为父母去世后，爷爷在旧棚车里找到他们，将他们带到他又大又安全的房子里。





“听！”那只小花猫吃完晚饭后，杰西说，“它在打呼噜呢！”

“听起来就像它带了个收音机。”班尼笑着说，“这么小的一只母猫，发出的呼噜声可不小啊！”

“你怎么知道它是母猫呢？”亨利问道，“也可能是公猫呀！”

“斯科特医生跟我说过，花猫都是母猫。”维莉解释道。

尽管维莉只有十岁，但家里人知道她说的是对的。这个夏天，奥登家的孩子们都在绿野镇的动物收容所做志愿者，而维莉是斯科特医生的特别助理。无论是安慰受惊吓的动物还是替它们处理伤口，没人比维莉更温柔、细心。

“好了，我们来看一下它叫什么。”奥登先生说，“它脖子上好像挂着一个标牌似的东西。”

杰西看了一眼：“是一个小盒子吊坠！给，维莉，你来打开它吧。我的手指太粗了，打不开。”

维莉用纤细的手指轻而易举地打开了小盒子吊坠。“哦，快看！这里面有张纸条！”维莉喊道。一张折成一团的纸条从小盒子吊坠里掉了出来。

班尼立马把纸条捡了起来。他把额前遮住眼睛的一缕头发捋到后面，“我来念，”他说，“我都六岁了，已经识字了！”

于是，班尼在杰西的帮助下，念了起来：





我叫斑斑。我的主人没办法再照顾我了。我知道你们这些孩子会给我一个温暖的家。





“原来它不是迷路了。”杰西说。

“是有人故意放在这儿的。”亨利也这样认为，“但是为什么呢？而且为什么放在我们家门口呢？”

“可能那个人也想要一个这样的家啊。”班尼说，“这可不是一般的老房子，它是爷爷的房子，带一个大门廊，后院有棚车，有蓝莓，还有冰激凌——一切都恰到好处！”

听到班尼这么说，奥登先生乐开了花。他觉得孙子说得没错——奥登家的房子是最好的，比别人梦想中的房子还要好！





杰西一脸困惑，用手指绕着辫尾，问道：“斑斑性格友善，身体也很健康——它的主人一定把它照顾得很好。为什么他们要把它送走呢？”

“我们应该想办法找到它的主人，”维莉说，“还有他们把它送到我们这儿的原因！”

“真希望我们能留下这只小花猫。”班尼说，“它喜欢我们。就留它一晚可以吗？拜托了！”

“当然可以，班尼！”亨利回答道。他拍了拍弟弟的头，“它可以睡在任何一个房间。”

就在这时，望望叫了起来。

“斑斑不能睡在房间里。”杰西说，“我们也要照顾一下望望的感受呀！斑斑可以待在装了纱窗的门廊上。外面夜色这么美，我们留一盏灯陪它就是了。”

维莉接着说：“我们可以在班尼的红色小拖车上给它铺张床！”

“得有软软的床垫。”说完杰西转身进屋了。当她回到门廊的时候，手里拿着一个绒面枕头。杰西把枕头塞进小拖车，想哄斑斑爬上去，可它对那个枕头一点儿都不感兴趣。

“它有点儿紧张。”维莉说，“我知道它需要什么！”她在奥登先生耳边悄声说了几句话后，往楼上跑去。维莉下来的时候，手里拿着一个用旧毛巾裹着的胀鼓鼓的包。她把包裹轻轻放在班尼小拖车里的枕头上。“去吧！”她说着捧起小花猫，把它放在枕头上。

小花猫嗅了嗅包裹，围着枕头转了一圈，蜷成一团卧下了。

“那里面放的是什么呀，维莉？”班尼问道。

“是爷爷的大黑闹钟。闹钟的嘀嗒嘀嗒声会让斑斑想起妈妈的心跳——这样它就能安然入睡了。”维莉解释道。

“哦，真是没想到！”亨利说，“快看！”

所有的人都转头看向斑斑，它已经睡着了。

“我不知道是谁为什么把它放在我们家，但他们肯定选对了地方！”奥登先生说。随后，他留着门廊上的灯，锁上纱门，对大家说：“我们也该睡觉了。”

杰西哄着班尼进屋：“我们要想在去动物收容所之前寻找小花猫的主人，明天早上就得早起。如果明天早上大家一起帮我送报纸，就有时间一路打听打听。说不定有人知道斑斑是从哪儿来的呢！”

大家又回头看了看那个小“不速之客”。小花猫蜷在班尼的小拖车里——舒服的样子就像回到了家。它怎么到的这儿？奥登一家都想知道答案。


第二章　
 失踪的人


Missing Person

每天早晨，奥登家独有的“闹钟”都会把大家唤醒。当第一缕阳光照进房间时，望望已经站在杰西的床边，用鼻子拱她，然后，再挨个儿去拱亨利和维莉。

但是，要把班尼叫醒，望望得用非常手段。它用力拽着毯子，一直拽到班尼睁开眼睛才罢休。

“天还没亮呢！”班尼告诉望望。说完，他扯过毯子蒙到头上。

望望又把被子拽了下来。

“好了，伙计，好了！我这就起来。但这并不意味我睡醒了！”班尼嚷嚷道。

班尼错了。他突然想起了今天的特别之处，一下子完全清醒了。他跑下楼，冲到门廊上。但太晚了——维莉、杰西和亨利已经在那里了，他们正在喂小花猫吃炒蛋呢。

“那是我的早餐吗？”班尼嚷嚷道。

亨利笑着说：“别担心，厨房还有好多呢！”

“天哪，这么小一只猫，吃得可真不少！”去厨房的路上，班尼对管家麦格雷戈太太说。

麦格雷戈太太忍不住笑了：“那么，你这么小一个男孩，饭量一定也不小吧！”

果然，班尼就着切达奶酪吃了满满一碗炒蛋和两片涂了花生黄油的吐司，接着他又跑到厨房倒了满满一杯鲜榨橘子汁在他的粉色杯子里。

吃完早餐后，亨利和班尼一起帮着麦格雷戈太太收拾。“班尼，你的盘子太干净了，一点儿面包渣都没有！”亨利惊叹道，“给，这是擦碗巾，你来把盘子擦干吧。我去车库看看杰西和维莉的猫笼做得怎么样了。我们想带着小花猫一起帮杰西送报纸。说不定途中有人知道它的主人是谁呢！”

班尼用擦碗巾上垂下来的线逗小花猫，他玩得很开心。“它要是我们的就好了。”他念叨着。

“至少在找到它的主人之前，它是我们的。”亨利说，“我去车库了。待会儿见！”





幸亏十四岁的亨利这个夏天在西德五金店做兼职，所以奥登家的孩子们才在爷爷的车库里有了一间设备齐全的工作间。亨利在里面放了一堆废木材、几罐亮铮铮的尖钉和大头钉，还有西德先生借给他的一些工具。奥登家的几个孩子喜欢自己修理坏掉的东西，还会自己动手做需要的东西。

现在，他们需要一个猫笼。亨利进来的时候，杰西正在做。“亨利，你从五金店带回来的那块多余的筛板刚好可以放在木质水果盒做成的猫笼上面。”杰西告诉哥哥。

“干得好，杰西！”亨利看到猫笼高兴地说，接着他又问道：“你在忙什么呢，维莉？”

工作台的另一边，维莉弯腰在画着什么。过了一会儿，她举起几张自己做的海报，上面写着“失猫招领”。“你觉得会有人认出斑斑吗？”她问。

“我不觉得绿野镇上还有第二只猫鼻子上有这种三角形。”亨利回答。

这时，班尼走进车库，他也有样东西要放在猫笼里。

“给，这是我的毯子。”他说着，把毯子折好，塞进猫笼，“这下齐全了！”

亨利四下看了看，走到后院。“现在就差那只小猫了。”他说。

这才是棘手的地方。斑斑刚发现了爷爷的菜园子，它在爷爷给豌豆搭的架子里蹿来蹿去。

杰西进了屋，随后又回到后院：“这儿有一勺麦格雷戈太太做的金枪鱼。等斑斑凑过来吃的时候，我们就可以趁机抓住它。”

班尼笑了：“麦格雷戈太太做的金枪鱼很美味，没人不喜欢，更不用说猫了！”

果然，斑斑嗅到了金枪鱼的味道，朝杰西跑去。它飞快地舔完了勺子里的金枪鱼，然后仔仔细细地清理自己的脸和爪子。杰西趁机抓住了小花猫，把它放在了猫笼里。

“这个盒子真棒，杰西！但我觉得它不是很喜欢。”亨利对妹妹说。

斑斑不再“喵喵”地叫了，它生气地吼起来。

在斑斑吼叫停歇的间隙，孩子们听到了报纸撞到路沿发出的闷响。“我的报纸到了！”杰西说，“我们赶紧把它们折好，这样就有时间一路上多问问了。”

所有的报纸折好后，大家照杰西做的那样去送报纸。连班尼都是仔仔细细地把报纸放在别人家的门垫上，而不是随手扔到院子里。

“太早了，我们这条街没一个人起这么早。”亨利送完一摞报纸，回来拿另一摞的时候说，“我来送下一条街。可能那条街已经有人起床了，到时我就问问他们小花猫的事。”

还是无人可问，绿野镇的人们还在熟睡呢！奥登家的孩子们一直走到艾考街才看到人。

“看，柯洛伍先生在送牛奶和鸡蛋！”班尼叫起来，“柯洛伍先生！柯洛伍先生！您认识这只猫吗？”

柯洛伍先生放下牛奶箱，朝猫笼里看了看。斑斑嗅了嗅柯洛伍先生伸过来的手。

“我当然认识！”柯洛伍先生说，“是我一个客户——纽卡姆女士的，她住在福克斯登路。这只猫怎么会在你们这儿呢？”

孩子们争先恐后地想告诉柯洛伍先生发生了什么。

“啊！”柯洛伍先生笑了，“要不你来说吧，班尼？你总是有满肚子的故事。”

班尼深吸一口气，把昨天晚上斑斑如何出现在他们家门口的事一股脑儿告诉了柯洛伍先生。

当班尼讲到他独自读出纸条上的留言时，大家都以为柯洛伍先生会笑出声来，不料，他却一脸严肃。

“你是说纸条上没有落款？”柯洛伍先生脸上掠过一丝不安，“不得不说，这真是太奇怪了！在遇到你们之前，我还以为纽卡姆女士出门旅游去了，忘了取消这周牛奶和鸡蛋的订单。我早上到她家去过，大门紧锁。我还得把这盒东西带回乳品店呢。”柯洛伍先生说着，指向他的货车。

“我还有些东西没送完，你们为什么不直接去纽卡姆女士家呢？她住在福克斯登路264号。可能她现在在家呢！跟她说，如果她还要牛奶和鸡蛋，就给我打电话，我送完别人的再跑一趟给她送去。对年长的顾客，我会特别关照的。纽卡姆女士年纪大了，家人也都不在了，我尽量留意着她呢。不过，她不愿跟人打交道，所以我尽量不去叨扰她。”

柯洛伍先生开着蓝色的货车离开后，孩子们很快送完了剩下的报纸。杰西着急得甚至把最后几份报纸直接扔到了别人家的门廊上。他们想尽快去福克斯登路。

“柯洛伍先生的话根本说不通。”亨利在送最后一份报纸时说道，“如果纽卡姆女士离开小镇时走得太急没顾得上取消订单，那她怎么还有时间写纸条，把小花猫送到我们家门口呢？”

杰西一脸迷惑：“而且她为什么不落款呢？”

“唉，到底在哪儿呢？你的主人到底在哪儿呢，小花猫？”维莉问道。

斑斑“呜呜”叫着，像在回答维莉。


第三章　
 禁止擅自入内


No Trespassing

福克斯登路狭窄而曲折，班尼拉着他的小拖车尽量靠边走，以便汽车通过。

“嘎吱——嘎吱——”走近标有“264”的邮箱时，孩子们听到了一阵刺耳声。这声音太可怕了，害得班尼差点儿把小拖车拖翻了。

“那是什么声音啊，亨利？”维莉问道。

杰西和亨利已经跑上前了。“是铁门关上时发出的声音！”杰西转身对维莉和班尼叫道，“刚才有人把铁门‘砰’的一声关上了，不想让我们进去！”

孩子们朝挡住车道的锈铁门走去。铁门旁边挂着一块指示牌，上面的字是刚写上去的，黑色的颜料还在往下滴落：禁止擅自入内！说的就是你！

“也包括我吗？”班尼问杰西。通常，人们都想见到可爱的班尼·奥登，而不是把他赶走。

“这上面的‘你’指的是任何一个人。”亨利说。

维莉努力让小花猫平静下来：“上面指的肯定不包括斑斑。这是它的家啊！”

杰西小心翼翼的，生怕颜料沾到衣服上。

“这块指示牌是刚挂上去的。”她说，“刚才有人在这儿，只是我们没看见是谁。”杰西已经十二岁了，她一点儿也没有被指示牌吓到。她晃了晃大门，想把大门打开。

“没用的，杰西。”维莉告诉姐姐，“那把挂锁紧紧地锁住了大门。”

孩子们从门外盯着这栋房子。房子的大部分都被高大茂密的植物遮挡住了。不像他们一路走来路过的那些房子，这栋房子里没有一盏灯亮着，也没有人在厨房做早餐。房子前门上方的大窗子看起来像漆黑的大眼睛，一楼所有窗户的窗帘都被拉上了。





“小心！小心！”一辆锈迹斑斑的卡车不知道从哪儿冒了出来，亨利和杰西大声喊道。维莉感到有石子打在她腿上，班尼差点儿又把小拖车拖翻了。

“它转弯了！快往后退！”亨利一边警告着大家，一边把弟弟妹妹往路边推。

卡车在狭窄的路中间一个急转弯，再次从孩子们面前呼啸而过，溅起的石子噼里啪啦地击打在他们腿上。

亨利很生气，但他一点儿都不害怕。他朝卡车追去，想追上去把司机训斥一顿。然而，卡车飞驰着在拐角处消失了，把亨利远远地抛在了后面，他只好气愤地扬了扬拳头。

回到弟弟妹妹身边时，亨利还在生气。“我敢打赌，卡车里的人不想让任何人看到他们进了纽卡姆女士的房子！”他说，“所以，他们看到我们之后马上掉头了。我没看清卡车侧面的标志，只依稀辨认出‘小狼拆——’几个字。”

孩子们努力使自己冷静下来。杰西扯了扯班尼的裤脚，有不少小石子掉了出来。她的手在微微颤抖：“你还好吗，班尼？”

“我没事。”班尼小声说道。

维莉摸了摸被石子击中的腿：“那辆卡车差一点儿就撞到我们了！”

亨利伸手搂着维莉，“没事了。不会再有下一次！”他坚定地说，“我还会回来的！我一定要把这件事弄个水落石出！”

维莉和班尼脸色苍白，他们吓坏了，再也不想来这儿了。杰西深吸了几口气，努力使自己看起来很勇敢，可是她的手还是抖个不停，腿也软弱无力。





等大家都觉得安全了，他们才继续前往动物收容所。还好，这次他们没有遇到超速的卡车。但是，他们还是会每隔几分钟就转过身看看，以免再受到惊吓。那辆卡车当时离他们太近了！现在，所有人都顺着路的最边缘走，以防万一。

看到绿野镇动物收容所的标牌后，他们悬着的心才落下来一点儿。动物收容所在一个红色的谷仓里，离西德五金店和绿野镇银行不远。

“我喜欢在镇中心的谷仓工作，”班尼对他的哥哥姐姐说，“尤其是红色的谷仓。”

“我也是！”杰西说完用力搂了一下班尼。看见经历了惊魂未定的早晨后的班尼终于感觉好点儿了，她很欣慰。

“我们下班后吃午饭时见喽！”到了收容所的小停车场后，亨利对杰西、维莉和班尼说，“告诉斯科特医生，西德先生给了我一些店里用剩的瓦片。我可以用它们来修补收容所后面的小工具棚。那个工具棚一旦修好、清理干净，是个不错的狗舍呢。”

亨利走后，班尼把斑斑从它的猫笼里抱了出来。

“哎呀！”杰西警告班尼，“你最好把它放回去，那只狗朝它冲过来了！”

果然，一只狗径直走向小花猫，它身上毛色黑白相间，耷拉着一只耳朵。那只狗后面跟着一个小男孩，正拼命拉着狗绳。

“对不起！”一个女人带着小男孩走向他们，带着歉意说道，“这只狗看到任何动物都很紧张。”

班尼一直抱着斑斑。不知道为什么，它似乎一点儿也不怕那只大狗。那只狗嗅了嗅斑斑，然后用鼻子蹭了蹭它的鼻子。

“妈妈，看！弗莱德在亲这只猫！“小男孩说，“要是我们养不成弗莱德，能不能养一只这样的猫呢，妈妈？”

女人弯下腰，跟小男孩说着什么。她声音很小，但奥登家的几个孩子还是听得清清楚楚。

“或许我们可以考虑一下，杰弗里。我也希望我们能收养弗莱德，但是如果把它再带回家，我们就不能住在公寓里了。很遗憾，收容所今天不能收留它。我真的不知道我们该拿它怎么办。”

杰西咳了一声，说道：“我是杰西·奥登，这是我的弟弟班尼，妹妹维莉。我们这个夏天都在收容所当志愿者。我敢肯定，收容所会收留您的狗的——他们收留所有的动物。”

女人握住了杰西伸出的手。“我是苏珊·奥康纳，这是我儿子杰弗里。我也希望你说的是真的。”奥康纳太太告诉杰西，“但收容所的人说两周后这里就要关闭了，所以从今天起，不再收留任何动物。”

“这不是真的！”维莉惊恐地说。

“恐怕是这样。”奥康纳太太说，“我解释一下，弗莱德不是我们家的狗，我们是昨晚在停车场发现它的，当时它正在停车场游荡。收容所的人跟我们说，现在他们甚至不知道该拿已经收留的动物们怎么办了。”

“这其中一定有误会！收容所一定不会关闭的！”杰西的话里充满了担忧。

奥康纳太太叹了口气，说道：“希望你说的是真的。但收容所里的人看起来很肯定。我还跟他们解释，今天早上我们一直在找弗莱德的主人。瞧，这是它狗牌上的一部分地址。”

杰西看了一眼狗牌。“上面写着‘福克斯——264号’，剩下的字看不清。我们刚才就在福克斯登路264号。”杰西告诉奥康纳太太，“这只小花猫也是那儿的。”

“我们去过那栋房子，”维莉解释道，“但房子里没人。”

那个女人看起来很苦恼：“好吧，我们去那儿的时候，房子里有人——一个可怕的男人！”

“他看起来好凶！”小男孩补充道，“他朝我们大喊大叫，赶我们走呢！”

维莉拍了拍那只友善的狗：“我们以为一位叫纽卡姆的女士住在那里，那是她家的地址，但房子里黑黢黢的。”

“而且有人在门边挂了一块很不友好的指示牌。”班尼接着说，“上面写着‘禁止擅自入内’，然后一辆锈迹斑斑的卡车还差点儿撞上我们呢！”

听到这里，杰弗里不禁哆嗦了一下。“一辆锈迹斑斑的旧卡车！”他喊起来。

他妈妈解释说，那天早上，也有一辆那样的卡车差点儿撞上他们。当时，他们正站在车道上看邮箱上的地址，卡车是从车道上开出来的。

“我不禁想，一定有另一条名字以‘福克斯’开头的路。”这个女人继续说，“这只漂亮的狗和这只可爱的猫不可能是那个赶我们走的凶狠的男人养的！”

女人叹了口气：“我得尽快去上班了。我去了解一下绿野镇是不是有另一条名字以‘福克斯’开头的路，看看弗莱德是不是别的什么人的。”

“我在镇上送报纸，对大多数路很熟悉。可我从没见过另外一条名字以‘福克斯’开头的路。”杰西说，“要不您把这只狗留给我们？我们会和斯科特医生谈一谈。我相信她会接受弗莱德的。”

“看，妈妈，弗莱德好喜欢这个女孩！”杰弗里对他妈妈说，“看来她可以做它的妈妈。”

维莉朝小男孩笑了笑，“我保证这只狗会有一个温暖的家，您可以随时来看它。”她告诉奥康纳太太，“我们现在把这只狗带过去，看看斯科特医生怎么说吧。”

奥康纳太太给他们留了电话之后，维莉牵着狗狗进了动物收容所。班尼和杰西小心翼翼地抬着装斑斑的猫笼，跟在她身后。





收容所的候诊室里挤满了正在不停吠叫的狗和“喵喵”叫的猫。甚至还有一个人拿着个纸箱子，里面有只乌鸦，正挥舞着受伤的那只翅膀。

“怎么回事？”杰西说，“我从来没有在一天之内见过这么多动物！真高兴今天是我们的工作日。斯科特医生一定需要很多帮手。”

“我确实需要！”杰西和维莉踏进诊室后，奥登家的孩子们听到有人这样说。班尼带着斑斑和弗莱德继续待在候诊室。斯科特医生——一个迷人的黑人妇女，正在给一只猫洗澡、去跳蚤，但那只猫并不喜欢这样。斯科特医生自己的一只名叫梅杰的黑色卷毛狗，正卧在她脚边。

“你们这些孩子来得正是时候，快来帮忙啊！”

“斯科特医生，收容所真的没办法再收留任何动物了吗？”维莉边问道，边递给斯科特医生一条厚毛巾，用来擦干那只湿漉漉的瘦猫。

斯科特医生皱着眉头，看上去很沮丧。“发生了一件糟糕的事。”她开口说道，“昨天晚上，我们收到了收容所创建人的一封电报，说我们必须在两周内关闭收容所。我们不能再使用这栋房子和周围的土地了。”

“绿野镇动物收容所不能关闭呀！”维莉顿时哭了起来。

“您能问问创建人为什么一定要关闭收容所吗？”杰西想知道。

斯科特医生停下了手上的工作，说：“我告诉过你们的，孩子们，这么多年来，收容所创建人的身份一直是个谜。我们只知道这是一个非常爱动物的人。除此之外，一无所知。”

“那他们为什么要关闭收容所呢？”维莉问道。

斯科特医生把水槽里的水抽干，又往水槽里放了些温水，准备给另一只猫洗澡：“我不知道，维莉。我很担心。不管这个人是谁，一定是遇到困难了，才不得不关闭开了这么多年的收容所。我已经打了好几个电话，看能不能揭开创建人的身份之谜。”

听到“谜”这个字，班尼把头伸进了诊室：“今天我们已经揭开了一个谜。斯科特医生，现在我们需要另一个！”

“是吗，班尼？”斯科特医生问道，“你们一大早揭开了什么谜呢？”

班尼抱起装猫的猫笼，给斯科特医生看了看斑斑。“猫和狗之谜。”他边说边把弗莱德叫过来，“我们认为这两只动物是一位叫纽卡姆的女士的，她住在福克斯登路。但是有一个很凶恶的人在那儿，我们还差点儿被卡车撞到呢！不过我们还会再去那里的，亨利说的。”

“你真是一个好侦探，班尼！”斯科特医生对这个年纪最小的助手说，“这两只动物的确是克莱拉·纽卡姆的。那是她的狗，叫莱德，这是她的小花猫，叫斑斑。她经常带着它们还有她的其他宠物一起来做检查。我真好奇这两只是怎么走丢的。”

“斑斑不是走丢的。”杰西说，“有人把它送到我们家门口，还留了一张纸条，说它需要一个温暖的家。一个小男孩和他妈妈发现了弗莱德——也就是莱德，当时它正在停车场游荡。”

斯科特医生一脸惊恐：“噢，我的天！我得调查一下这件事！纽卡姆女士是绝对不会把她的宠物送人的，更不会任由它们在外面游荡！”

“早上好，斯科特医生！”一个满头白发的男人说着走进了诊室，手里抱着一只黑猫，“不知道你最近有没有听到克莱拉说过什么。不知道是她还是谁昨晚把咪咪放在了我的谷仓门口。纽卡姆家的房门紧锁着——她应该不会没给宠物们安排好去处就出门的。”

“当然不会，杰布。”斯科特医生告诉他，“克莱拉·纽卡姆女士身上好像发生了什么不寻常的事。我要不是照顾这些动物忙得不可开交，会马上去调查这件事的。我得先看看能为这些流浪动物做些什么。天哪，这里就快连养老鼠的火柴盒大的地方都没有了！”





奥登家的三个孩子彼此看了看，没有说话。然后，杰西说道：“我们家有一个比火柴盒大的地方，斯科特医生。比火柴盒大多了，能收留好多动物呢！”

“那是什么地方呢？”医生问道。

“我们的棚车！”杰西、维莉和班尼同时大声说道。

斯科特医生惊讶地问：“你们说的是那个在爷爷找到你们之前，你们住过的棚车吗？”

杰西眨着亮晶晶的大眼睛说：“是的！爷爷把它搬到了后院，被我们当成了游戏屋。当然，对于那些流浪小动物来说，那是一个不错的房子哟！这个夏天，亨利一直在帮西德先生修栅栏。他把旧栅栏和铁丝网留了下来，我们可以用来做成装动物的笼子，放在棚车里。”

维莉看着医生若有所思的脸，说：“在照顾动物方面，您已经教了我们很多，斯科特医生。我向您保证，在替这些流浪动物找到家之前，我们会好好照顾它们的！”

“我每天都会喂它们，和它们一起散步！”班尼说道，“昨晚，我还给这只猫吃了我剩下的蓝莓和冰激凌呢！这些动物在我们的棚车里会很开心的，外面的那只乌鸦也一样！”

斯科特医生摸了摸班尼的小脑袋，“你知道吗，班尼？我觉得即便那只乌鸦也会很喜欢你们的棚车的。但有一点——”

班尼抬头看了看斯科特医生，问道：“什么？”

“只能给乌鸦喂蓝莓，不能喂冰激凌。”

班尼点了点头：“好的。不喂冰激凌，只喂蓝莓！”


第四章　
 被藏起来的笔记本


The Hidden Notebooks

这天中午，当绿野镇图书馆的钟声响起时，奥登家的孩子们还在收容所里忙得抽不了身。杰西把报纸铺在装流浪动物的笼子里；维莉忙着做收留猫和狗的传单，以及更多的寻猫海报，准备把它们贴在小镇各处；班尼也和往常不一样，没有喋喋不休地催着要吃饭。

“即便是医生，也会停下手上的工作吃午饭的。”已经十二点五十五分了，斯科特医生发现奥登家的三个孩子还在卖力干活，对他们说道。

斯科特医生对班尼笑笑：“想不到你还会忘记吃午饭啊。”

她把“午餐时间，暂停营业”的标牌挂在收容所的前门上。看到这里，大家都不由地笑了起来。

“好好吃一顿丰盛的午餐，吃完再和亨利一起修理旧工具棚吧。说不定到那时就有神秘创建人的消息了！我打算午餐时间打几个电话问问这件事。好了，现在你们快去吃饭吧！”

在去五金店的途中，维莉停下来在银行门口的电线杆上贴了一张海报。“这些海报上有我们家的电话。希望有人打电话回家的时候，爷爷或者麦格雷戈太太在家。”她说。

班尼跑在最前面，他想尽快看到亨利。每天午餐时间，亨利都会在西德五金店门口等他们。但今天亨利却不在门口。





“或许我们来得太晚了。”杰西边说边推了推门。门一下子开了，“真奇怪！西德先生中午一般都会锁门的。估计是店里有顾客。”

果真如此——有三个顾客在店里。一个男人站在收银台旁，亨利认真地数着零钱，另外两个背对着孩子们与西德先生站在一起。

“别数那些零钱了，小家伙。”男人对亨利说，“只是些小硬币，没必要数。”

但亨利并没有停下来，他边数边说：“先生，我爷爷说过，每一美元都是从一美分累积起来的。另外，西德先生也不喜欢他的顾客没有拿到该得的零钱。”

“随便你吧，小家伙，不过快一点！”那个男人一把抓起亨利递给他的零钱，直接塞进口袋，数都没数。

大家抬起头，看到另外两个男人跟在西德先生后面从装货区走了过来。西德先生不紧不慢地说着什么，但那两个男人似乎根本没听。

“你们车厢里装着那箱炸药，车不要开得太快，避开路上的坑坑洼洼。”西德先生说，“你们知道的，要是不小心撞到路上凸起的地方，整辆车都可能被炸飞！”

“没问题，老人家！”其中一个男人对他说。

西德先生看见杰西、维莉和班尼正在等忙着找收据簿的亨利，说：“亨利，先别管收据了，和弟弟妹妹去吃饭吧。我会把收据填好的。”

其中一个男人走到正在收银台上填写收据的西德先生面前，对他说：“先生，不需要签什么字吧？这是现金交易，不需要收据。我们会用掉那箱炸药的。放心吧，我们不会把它拿回来换你这些花盆或者金盏花种子的！”

这个男人和他的两个朋友似乎觉得这句话很好笑，他们哈哈大笑起来。孩子们看到西德先生的脸一下变红了——他一向为自家店里的所有东西感到自豪，包括花盆。





杰西不忍心看到西德先生难过。“不好意思打扰了，西德先生。我想买两个花盆，用来装天竺葵。”她说道。

“好的，杰西。”西德先生用颤抖的声音说，“那么你呢，维莉？我有什么能帮到你的吗？”

“给我一块胶带就行了，用来贴这张寻猫启事。我们找到了纽卡姆女士的宠物，但是还没找到她本人。或许您的顾客看到传单，会告诉我们她在哪里呢。”

听到这里，那三个男人使劲盯着奥登家这三个孩子。刚刚取笑花盆的那个人走向杰西：“你们这帮小孩不是碰巧一路跟着我们到这里来的吧？”

“当然不是。”杰西回答道，“我们是来找哥哥一起吃午餐的，顺便给爷爷的花园买两包种子。能给我两包金盏花种子吗，西德先生？”

西德先生没有马上回答，他还在琢磨刚才那三个人盯着孩子们的眼神，那眼神令他很不舒服。

“当然可以，当然可以，杰西。”他终于回答道，“不过我们还是先等顾客们走了再说吧。”西德先生催着他们出去。“走好！”他对那三个男人说，但是听得出他言不由衷。西德先生打开门时，门上的铜铃发出“叮当叮当”的声音。等那三个人出了门，西德先生迅速把门关上，铜铃又“叮当叮当”响了几声。随后西德先生把铜锁反锁了，以免那几个男人再进来。

这时，所有人才打开了话匣子。





“这些人是谁，西德先生？”杰西率先问道，“他们为什么用那种语气对您和亨利说话呢？”

西德先生用手帕擦了擦额头。大家看出西德先生和平时不大一样——他的手在颤抖，眼神茫然。“几天前，他们其中一个人给我打了一个电话，我不确定是哪一个。他们的要求很高，而且很不耐烦，说他们是一家建筑公司的，然后要订购一箱炸药。我不得不特地从我的一个供应商那里订购。他们来拿货的时候，我差点儿反悔了，但他们有州北部一家建筑公司的采购订单。”

“您和亨利以前见过他们吗？”杰西问。

亨利皱着眉头，似乎在苦苦思索：“好奇怪！我总觉得以前见过他们，但一时又想不起来是什么时候在哪里见过。”

西德先生把收银台锁上：“我根本不想赚那些人的钱，我也不喜欢你们走进店里的时候，他们看你们的眼神，所以让他们快点离开了。”

“他们看我们的眼神的确有点儿好笑，”班尼说，“但不是真的好笑。当维莉说想张贴传单寻找纽卡姆女士的时候，看得出那些家伙不怀好意。”

维莉把传单抱得更紧了：“为什么我贴传单这件事会惹怒他们呢？算了，不想了！我得马上去把这些传单贴满小镇。我们找到了纽卡姆女士的宠物，现在我们要做的是尽快找到纽卡姆女士！”

“好吧，这是胶带，维莉。”西德先生说，“你等会儿回动物收容所的时候，可以在我的窗子外面贴几张传单。现在，我觉得你们最好在我这里吃午餐。这样的话，等你们回到收容所时，那帮人估计已经离开小镇了。我和亨利已经在卡车上装了很多瓦片和钉子，还有其他一些你们用来修理工具棚的东西。”

“西德先生，您想要肉糜三明治吗？”杰西打开背包时问道，“我今天不是太饿，您可以把我的吃了。”

西德先生摇了摇头：“恐怕那几个男人倒了我的胃口。他们不是什么好人，我真后悔让他们进了店。我一点儿也不饿，你应该把它吃了——要想修理好那个旧工具棚，你们得花大力气。上次我去的时候，发现有个地方被水侵蚀很厉害。光是把腐朽的棚顶抽出来，就是一项大工程。”

“我们喜欢大工程！”班尼一本正经地说道，“所以，我要吃两个三明治！”

这下所有人都被逗笑了，他们这才意识到自己饿了。杰西拆开所有三明治的包装，在每个三明治旁边都放了一根大腌黄瓜。“这里面还有好多冰镇柠檬水呢。”杰西拧开一个又高又大的红色保温瓶，说道。





半小时后，图书馆的钟声响了，奥登家的孩子们把装午餐的东西和西德先生给收容所的物品一起放上了卡车。西德先生开车行驶在红色谷仓后面通往旧工具棚的一条泥泞的小道上。

“希望你们所做的一切都不是徒劳。”西德先生把车停在旧工具棚前时，对孩子们说，“我听说收容所过几周就要关闭了，那么斯科特医生可能不需要更大的地方了。”

杰西看着西德先生：“但是这些宠物需要啊！而且我知道我们能在最后期限之前，帮助斯科特医生找到收容所的创建者。我们必须这样做——必须这样！”

“当然了。”西德先生语气温和地说，“你们这些小家伙如果需要任何店里的东西，给我打电话就行。我有足够的铁丝、木板——很多你们可能会在棚车里用到的东西。有什么需要告诉我，好吗？”

“好的！”孩子们异口同声地回答道。





在大家齐心协力下，腐朽的板子很快就被拉了出来，换上了新的。

几分钟后，维莉说：“不知道我们走后，斯科特医生有没有什么新的发现。”

“我又给你们的棚车找了两只幼崽来。”正在这时，大家听到了斯科特医生的声音。斯科特医生的两只手里各抱着一只他们从未见过的德国牧羊犬幼崽。“这两只幼崽不久就会长成大狗，收容所里的笼子对它们来说很快就小了。”

班尼抱起了一只，幼犬在他怀里轻柔地扭转着身子，杰西抱起了另一只。“斯科特医生，有创建人的消息吗？”杰西问。

斯科特医生摇了摇头说：“还没有，杰西。你们走后，我还要给很多动物接种疫苗，打很多电话给这些流浪狗找家，所以一直没顾上打电话问创建人的事。此外，还要找纽卡姆女士。所有事都堆在一起了！不过，你们照顾这些流浪小动物，已经算帮了我很大的忙。还有亨利，他就像上帝从天堂派来的天使。”

“西德先生今天下午给我放了假，所以我们会修好这个工具棚。”亨利对斯科特医生说，“这样，您就不用把两只动物挤在一个笼子里了。”

“那样就轻松多了。”斯科特医生说，“这些可怜的动物们终于不用像沙丁鱼一样挤在一起了。”她看了看尘土飞扬的旧棚子，又说，“我会叫一个收废品的人来，把这些旧桌椅搬出去，这样空间就更大了。”

“哦，不能搬！我们想留着那些东西。”杰西大声嚷道。

斯科特医生朝所有人眨了眨眼：“我是开玩笑的！这个夏天，看着你们四个把每一根铁丝、每一张纸和每一个瓶子都保存下来，就知道你们会让这些旧家具物尽其用的。我会安排人把所有东西送到你们爷爷那里的，放心吧！”

“我们会把旧家具放到我们家的车库里，办公用。”杰西告诉医生，“希望我们的收容所能像绿野镇动物收容所一样好！”

“看见你们把旧工具棚的修复工作做得这么好，我相信你们一定会把旧棚车改造成流浪小动物们安全舒适的家。”说完，斯科特医生转身回谷仓了。

“把旧东西拆得七零八落——我最喜欢这个工作了！”杰西一边把棚瓦递给亨利，一边对大家说。

“我也是！”班尼说着，轻而易举地把最后几块板子从腐朽的墙上拉下来。“嘿，快看这里！”他喊起来，“最后两块板子中间卡着什么东西呢！”

“看起来像几个旧的黑色笔记本。”亨利凑上去看了一眼班尼的新发现，然后说，“封面上写着，‘雅格布·尅斯克的财产’。”

杰西最爱看老书，她也凑上去仔细看了看。“这个叫雅格布·尅斯克的人一定是个奶农。瞧，这一页上面记着奶牛产了多少奶，吃了多少食物呢！”

班尼听后失望极了：“原来只是一些关于奶牛的笔记呀，没什么用。”

“不，班尼。我们建立自己的收容所的时候，可以用这个笔记本记录小动物们的生活细节呢。”杰西说。

“这件事就交给你和维莉去做吧。”班尼说，“我呢，喂喂它们，和它们一起玩玩就可以啦！”

亨利、杰西和维莉忍不住都笑了起来。班尼只喜欢那些可以自由奔跑和玩耍的工作，他可不喜欢在同一个地方静止不动待很久。

“先把这里剩下的工作做完吧。”杰西说，“我们回家后有的是时间仔细研究这些旧笔记本。”

亨利把这些厚厚的笔记本放在旧书桌最上面的抽屉里，他关上抽屉，就回来量来量去、钉钉子了。


第五章　
 棚车里的时光


Boxcar Days

奥登家的四个孩子几乎花了所有的时间在棚车里做准备工作。杰西和维莉充分利用了亨利从西德五金店带回来的木板。不一会儿，她们就给棚车增添了四个新货架，用来存放食物、盘子、毯子和一些旧毛巾。他们需要这些东西来解决小动物们的温饱问题。在棚车收容所开放的当天，将有这些“小流浪儿们”入住——四只猫，三只肥肥的白老鼠，一只乌鸦和三只狗。

班尼的工作是整理和清洗他们在棚车里住的时候用过的盘子。“刚好每只动物都有一个盛水的盘子和一个装食物的盘子。”他对维莉和杰西说。

在棚车的后面，亨利把旧篱笆桩架起来，再拉上细铁丝网，圈出了一块空地。

“来吧，莱德！进去吧，狗狗们！”他一边说一边领着狗狗们走进宽敞的空地。

一切准备就绪，班尼跑进去把奥登先生拉出来，让他看看大家的劳动成果。

“喏，爷爷，您觉得我们的收容所怎么样啊？”杰西问爷爷。

奥登先生一步踏上棚车门口的大树墩。“嗯，这对那些流浪小动物们来说，完全不像收容所，倒更像一家不错的旅馆呢！”奥登先生四处看了看，对杰西说。

“这边是专门给小猫准备的。”杰西指着棚车一侧宽敞的铁丝笼，给爷爷解释道。

班尼指着维莉和杰西搭建的货架。“那是我们存放旧盘子的地方。”班尼说，“我负责将水和食物放到盘子里，拿出去给小动物吃，一天两次呢。那只黑猫喜欢吃干点的食物，而斑斑只喜欢吃金枪鱼。”

“爷爷，看看我们在外面建了什么！”大家走出来时，维莉说。

“好漂亮的狗舍啊！”奥登先生说，“现在，莱德和那些小狗狗们可以自由地追逐打闹了——这儿的空间足够大，不是吗？它们不再像昨天斯科特医生送它们来时的可怜儿样了，就像回到了它们自己的家！干得漂亮！”

“谢谢夸奖，爷爷！”亨利说。

“我回屋里去看看，能为望望做些什么。”奥登先生说，“听听它的呜咽声——它是真心不喜欢全家人都和新动物待在一起！”





奥登先生离开后，杰西核对了记事板上需要做的事：“既然所有的动物们都安顿好了，我们得在车库里鼓捣一间办公室出来。还有很多事要做——订购小动物们的食物、填写处方、替斯科特医生记录一些笔记。她今天下午来的时候，会想了解所有事情的。”

班尼·奥登对办公室的事不太感兴趣，尤其是有这么多动物陪他玩的时候：“亨利，我能留在外面陪狗狗们玩吗？”

亨利已经站在爷爷车库里的梯子上了，他正在把一些绷带、如何照顾动物的书籍和那几本暂时没人有时间查看的古怪的黑色笔记本放到架子上。“去吧，班尼！”亨利站在梯子上向下喊道，“要是连你都不能像小狗一样自由自在地跑来跑去，那后院的动物收容所还开着干什么呢？”





一个小时后，当班尼回来的时候，车库看上去已经很像绿野镇动物收容所里斯科特医生的办公室了。亨利和维莉已经把医疗用品归置好了，杰西则在写他们照顾的每只小动物的详细报告。

“我会用这些老农夫的笔记本，来使一切变得井井有条！”杰西告诉亨利和维莉，“一本可以用来订购食物，一本用来写给斯科特医生看的报告，第三本我们可以用来记任何我们需要记录的事项。”

维莉开始阅读其中一本笔记本里皱巴巴的，有些破损的几页。“我很开心我们照顾的只是些宠物，而不是真正的农场动物。”她说道，“尅斯克先生的牛，一个冬天就得吃掉四十七捆干草！”

“真不敢相信绿野镇以前有那么多农场！”杰西说，“现在，这附近已经没那么多农场啦。”

亨利的目光跃过维莉的肩头。“西德先生说过，以前，从福克斯登路一直到波威勒路，包括中心大街——一大片全是农场呢！”他说，“但是现在，所有城郊的土地都升值了，就没有多少农场了。所以，肯定有人也看上动物收容所那块地了！”

班尼走进车库，“嘿，杰西！有什么东西掉出来了！”他说道。班尼弯下腰，捡起一个长长的黄色信封——是从笔记本里掉出来的。“信封上写着‘善——事’。是爷爷说的人人都应该做的‘善事’吗？”

“是另一种意思，班尼。”杰西一边解释，一边小心翼翼地抽出一张厚厚的纸打开，“这是一张法律文件，写的是土地的所有权归谁。里面还附着一张地图呢，看！”

“让我也看看，杰西！”亨利对妹妹说，“说不定是有关绿野镇动物收容所的什么重要的东西。”

亨利认真研究着这张旧文件。“雅各布·尅斯克立契转让五十英亩土地给西拉斯·纽卡姆。”他念完摇摇自己的头，“爷爷不是说过，当他还是小孩的时候，纽卡姆女士的父亲——西拉斯，曾免费给学校提供农场的牛奶和冰激凌？”

杰西若有所思地说：“对啊！但是如果这张契据上有她父亲的名字，为什么被夹在破旧工具棚的旧笔记本里呢？为什么纽卡姆女士不把它放在一个安全的地方呢？”

维莉一脸担忧：“纽卡姆女士一定出事了——我有预感。”

“斯科特医生稍后要来给小动物们做检查。”杰西说，“说不定她能弄清楚这张契据是怎么回事。”





大家正在讨论纽卡姆女士的事，斯科特医生的旅行车驶进了爷爷的车道。

她匆匆忙忙进来，气喘吁吁的——看来没有时间告诉她了。她道歉道：“这么急匆匆过来，我很抱歉！要在这么短的时间里把收容所清理好，我几乎都没时间治疗小动物们了！”

孩子们看得出现在提地契的事不太合适，因为斯科特医生已经拿起医用包朝后院走去了。她一个一个地看望动物，孩子们就挨个儿汇报动物的情况。

亨利领着斯科特医生走进狗舍。莱德和另外两只小狗互相依偎在一起，睡得正香。“今天早上，这两个小家伙已经吃常规食物了，”杰西告诉医生，“晚上也都很安静。”

“它们之前叫唤可能只是需要更多的食物。”斯科特医生说，“而且这个安全的新家对它们一觉睡到大天亮也起到了一定的帮助。”

班尼拽着斯科特医生的手往里走。“来看看乌鸦嘛！”他停在一个挂在空中的鸟笼前，对医生说。乌鸦正蹲在一根树枝上，那是班尼放进去的。“乌鸦昨天晚上吃了两大把从爷爷的蓝莓灌木丛上摘的蓝莓，而且我没给它喂冰激凌！”

“我看得出它很信任你，班尼。”斯科特医生说。她把手伸进笼子，用两只手轻轻地握着乌鸦，检查它的翅膀。“它现在吃得好，翅膀也在逐渐恢复。再过几天，把笼子的门打开，估计它就能短途飞行了——飞到蓝莓灌木丛后再返回笼子，直到翅膀完全愈合。对了，那些兔子怎么样了？”

“它们在这儿呢。”班尼带着斯科特医生到了兔笼，“我让它们出来玩了一会儿，结果，它们吃了两根爷爷菜园里的莴笋！我觉得今后得把晚饭送到它们的笼子里了。”

“我也这样觉得。否则剩下的炎炎夏日里，我们就没有沙拉吃了。”亨利笑着说。

斯科特医生检查完后，说：“好吧，看来这些小动物们不需要我了。还有没有别的什么事呢？”

“对了，还有一件事。”杰西回答道，“但不是关于动物的，是关于纽卡姆女士的。”

“哦，纽卡姆女士啊。”斯科特医生叹了一口气，“你们知道的，我挂念着她呢。我打了很多电话，终于联系到新的看门人。他说她去拜访亲戚了。我只跟那个人说了几句话，但总感觉有件事困扰着我，只是最近收容所里的事情太多了，我还没来得及好好想一想是什么。”

“柯洛伍先生不是说她没有家人了吗？”亨利问大家。

杰西瞪大了眼睛：“他的确这样说过！那么纽卡姆女士怎么会去拜访亲戚呢？”

斯科特医生的脸突然亮了起来，“对了！这正是困扰我的地方。我之前就知道克莱拉·纽卡姆没有任何亲戚，只是脑子里装的事情太多了没有想起这件事。”斯科特医生拍了拍杰西的肩膀，“你真聪明！”





“您现在或许可以帮我们一个忙。”杰西说着打开了农场主的黑色笔记本。

班尼抢着说：“我们在这本旧笔记本里面找到了一张契据。契据就是有关土地的一张文件！”

斯科特医生从她的白色外套的口袋里掏出一副阅读用的放大镜，仔细阅读杰西递给她的那张旧文件：“嗯，如果我没有弄错的话，这是一张地契——是绿野镇收容所所在地的地契。不过有一件事让我觉得很困惑，这张地契上还提到了纽卡姆女士的地产。”

维莉看了一眼那张文件，说道：“会不会写这张地契的时候，这两块土地属于同一块地产呢？”

斯科特医生用手帕擦了擦她的放大镜说：“你们发现了一张很有趣的文件。当然，这张地契是五十年前的，可能现在已经不具有法律效力了。想知道它还具不具有法律效力的唯一办法，就是去州首府的国土资源局了解一下。”

亨利又看了一眼文件，说：“我去问问爷爷！他的老朋友，伊丽莎白·汤普森，是一位在州首府工作的律师。或许我们可以去那里一趟，看看到底有没有这张地契的存档。”

“这真是一个好主意，亨利！”斯科特医生说，“那我把这张地契留给你。同时，我继续在绿野镇调查，看看收容所的地产到底是怎么回事。”她说完，上了她的旅行车。





奥登兄妹正在和斯科特医生挥手告别，他们听到房子里的电话响了。

“麦格雷戈太太和爷爷说，接下来的几天，应该由我们接电话。他们每次接电话的时候，对方总是不说话就挂断了。”杰西边说边跟着维莉跑上了楼梯。

维莉先接起了电话。“也许是有人看到我寻找那两只德国牧羊犬主人的传单了。”她气喘吁吁地说，“这里是棚车动物收容所，我是奥登·维莉。”

电话那头没有人说话，但维莉知道有人在听。

“这里是棚车动物——”维莉还没说完，就被一个粗暴的声音打断了。

“你们得需要比棚车大得多的地方来开动物收容所吧，小姑娘！”电话那头的人说，“你们总有一天需要一列一英里那么长的货运火车，把绿野镇动物收容所的所有动物统统拉走！”

维莉一时不知该怎么回答。杰西从她手里夺过听筒，说：“你是谁？想干什么？”

“很高兴你问了，小姑娘。”那个人回答道，“我想让你们停止寻找那个老太太，也不要再瞎打听了！这就是我想要的，你听到了吗？”

还没等杰西反应过来，那个人就挂断了电话。

“他挂断电话了。”杰西平静地说。

这时，奥登先生和麦格雷戈太太已经站在电话旁，他们想知道那个神秘的来电者是谁。

看到杰西和维莉受到惊吓，麦格雷戈太太十分难过。她在电话旁摇晃着擀面杖说：“你们知道吗？今天，这是第三次还是第四次打电话过来了。只要我跟你爷爷一接电话，他们就挂断！”

爷爷伸手搂着维莉：“打电话的人想干什么？声音听起来熟悉吗？”

“那个人说我们需要一列货运火车而不是棚车，因为不久后所有的动物都得离开绿野镇动物收容所。”维莉告诉爷爷。

杰西拿起听筒听了听，她担心那个人没挂电话，但听到的只是“嘟嘟”声。

“他还说让我们不要再找纽卡姆女士了，也不要瞎打听！”

“好吧，他吓错人了！”亨利加入了谈话，“刚刚我们已经决定了，要更努力地寻找纽卡姆女士，还要争取打听到更多的线索！”


第六章　
 又来一只猫和狗


Raining Cats and Dogs

维莉突然听到一声嚎叫，她一下子从床上坐了起来。“莱德！”她听出是莱德在嚎叫，大喊了一声。

维莉从床上溜了下来，朝窗子走去。

窗外下着绵绵细雨，起雾了，她看得不是很清楚。有那么一瞬间，维莉以为她看见了一个浅灰色的影子从草坪上穿过。她擦了一下玻璃想看得更清楚，却没看到人——草坪上只有三只兔子和那只乌鸦在笼子里睡觉。

“我一定是梦见莱德在叫。”维莉说。她打着哈欠，揉了揉耳朵，又回到床上继续睡觉。

终于，一只现实中的动物还是叫醒了她。“哦，是你啊，望望。”维莉边说边打了个哈欠。望望用鼻子蹭了蹭她的腿。“终于到早晨了！”维莉说着又打了一个更大的哈欠，“这一夜好漫长啊！好累啊！”

维莉听到厨房里传来玻璃和银器发出的“叮叮当当”的响声。家里其他人肯定都起来了，她心想。她用手指梳了梳自己棕色的头发，飞快地穿上了紫色短裤和印花T恤。

“早上好，小贪睡鬼！”奥登先生看到孙女出现在厨房，说道。

“你还好吗，维莉？”麦格雷戈太太问道，“你今天早上看起来很憔悴。”

“我很累，麦格雷戈太太。”维莉回答，“我昨晚被雨声吵醒了，还听到莱德在叫呢！”

“雨？没有下雨吧！”麦格雷戈太太边说边往煎锅里打了个鸡蛋，“和昨天一样，今天又是一个阳光明媚的日子。你像班尼一样吃一顿丰盛的早餐，就会感觉好一点的。”

“我现在没办法吃早餐，”维莉说，“我得先去检查一下棚车。”





动物们听到了维莉的脚步声，都开始嚎叫起来。维莉拉开沉重的棚车门往里面看去。平时，维莉极少提高嗓门说话，但今天她却大声叫道：“亨利、杰西、班尼、爷爷，快到后面来！”

望望第一个冲了出来，看维莉为什么那么兴奋。它跑进棚车后，却顿时耷拉下了脑袋——又来了一只狗和一只猫。难道以后人们会无休止地往奥登家送小动物了吗？

“这只狗是从哪里来的呀？”亨利问道。

一条黑斑纹的大白狗四处张望着，用惊恐的眼神望着大家。

“快看这里！”班尼说，“这个盒子里有一只大灰猫！它从哪里来的呢？”

“这两只动物是哪里来的呀？”奥登先生问他的孙子孙女们，“你们觉得是不是昨晚斯科特医生从绿野镇收容所带过来的？”

维莉摇了摇头说：“这些动物不可能来自绿野镇收容所，它们昨天不在那里呀！”

“斯科特医生也不可能不跟我们说，就把它们留在这里啊。”杰西补充说，“或许昨天晚上真的有人来过这里。维莉，你真的听到了什么吗？”

一时间，棚车里充斥着各种各样的声音——狗吠声，猫叫声，还有奥登家五个人的说话声。

亨利注意到，那只新来的狗与莱德蹭着鼻子。“莱德认识这只狗！”亨利说，“这只狗标牌上的挂钩掉了，但是它的项圈和莱德的很像。”

“不只是项圈，长得也很像莱德。”杰西说，“只是身上的毛色刚好相反——莱德身上黑色的地方这只狗是白色的，而白色的地方这只狗是黑色的。它们一定都是纽卡姆女士的！”

“看来我不是在做梦呀！”维莉说道，“昨天晚上有人把这两只动物放在了这里。是谁呢？”





这时，大家听到杰西的报纸撞到路沿发出的声音。“你们今天有很多事要做了。”奥登先生说，“派送报纸，照顾两个新宠物，解开又一个谜团！”

亨利正在棚车里给望望、莱德和新来的狗狗栓链子，突然，所有的狗一起狂吠起来。望望挣脱链子，径直朝前院跑去。

“这些狗狗怎么啦？”维莉问。

“我好像听到车门关上的声音了！”杰西说。

大家到前院时，只见四周一片寂静，一捆报纸在地上，和平时一样。除了望望，以及尾随它过来的莱德和新来的狗狗一副紧张的样子之外，一切如常。

“真想知道这到底是怎么回事！”亨利边说边努力安抚着三只狗狗。

维莉朝狗狗们看的方向看了看，说：“我相信它们不会无缘无故地叫，尤其是望望。没什么问题的话，它是绝不会无故嚎叫的！”

杰西弯腰整理报纸，她的脸色突然变得苍白，喊出了声：“问题在这里！”她说着拿起一张撕破了的脏兮兮的纸，“肯定是有人在我的报纸到了之后，故意塞到报纸里的！”

亨利拿过那张纸，大声读道：“这是对你们最后的警告！管好自己的事就行了！”

“所以这就是狗狗们这么烦躁不安的原因。”杰西说，“不管是谁写的，下次他一定需要写一段更长的警告。因为我们会继续关注纽卡姆女士的事，直到找到她！”

大家帮助杰西以前所未有的速度完成了送报纸的工作。他们甚至还安排狗狗们帮忙把报纸运到人们的门廊上。

“都送完了！”报纸送完后，杰西跟大家说，“现在我们马上去纽卡姆女士家吧。我特意留了一份报纸，无论如何，我都要把它送到那儿去！”





奥登家的四个孩子到达福克斯登路后，都小心翼翼地注意着周围的动静。还好，这次没有遇见让他们心惊胆战的那辆生锈的卡车。

到纽卡姆女士的家门口时，杰西低声说：“看！‘禁止擅自入内’的牌子还在，但铁门今天开着。维莉，你和班尼在这里等着，我和亨利去按门铃。”

维莉、班尼和三只狗待在房子视野以外，但离路不远的地方。他们看着哥哥姐姐径直走向那栋房子，按响了门铃。

门终于打开时，他们清晰地听见杰西说：“早上好！我正在送这周免费的绿野镇日报。您想要一份吗？”

透过灌木丛，班尼和维莉看见和杰西说话的那个人——就是去过西德先生五金店的那几个人中的一个！他正怒气冲冲地盯着他们的姐姐。“这栋房子里没人需要报纸！”他终于开口回答道，“如果你看见了那个把这箱牛奶放在冰盒里的家伙，告诉他不要来了！我们不需要任何东西，尤其是你们这帮爱管闲事的小孩送来的！你听到了吗？”

这并没有吓到亨利。“也许房子里的其他人想要我们的报纸呢。”他告诉那个胡子拉碴的男人，“送货上门很方便的哦！你不问问房子里的其他人吗？”

那个男人“砰”的一声关上了门。

“你们看到里面有其他人吗？”杰西和亨利回到大门口的时候，维莉问道。

“没有！”亨利回答道，“就他一个。他就是从西德先生那里买炸药的几个人之一！”

杰西瞪大她亮晶晶的棕色大眼睛说：“你知道他是谁吗？我从电话里听到的就是他的声音。他总是以‘你听到了吗’结束他所说的话。说得好像那么大声音我们会听不到似的！”

维莉不禁打了个冷战：“你真的觉得是同一个人吗，杰西？纽卡姆女士怎么会让那样一个人住在她家里呢？”

亨利看起来很担心：“或许不是她让他们住在那里的，维莉，也许是他们把她吓跑的！”

“可能吧，不过那个男人可吓不走这些狗狗。瞧，它们想回家呢！”班尼嚷嚷道。

果然，莱德和那只白色的狗拽着握着狗绳的班尼朝着那房子走去。

“它们认出这是它们的家啦！”维莉大声说，“好，我正要上去看看会发生什么。看那个人怎么解释这件事！”





这一次，奥登家的四个孩子和三只狗一起走上门廊。维莉按响了门铃。

门猛地打开了。“我告诉过你们，我对你们的东西不感兴趣！你听到了吗？”那人一看到门廊上站满了人和狗狗，大声吼道，“你们这些讨厌鬼！”

突然，莱德猛地一蹿，狗绳从班尼的手中滑了出去。它冲进了房子！还没来得及考虑礼不礼貌，几个孩子已经跟着进了房子。

带着望望和那只新来的狗，班尼和亨利沿着走廊飞快地跑了进去。

“莱德！莱德！快回来！”班尼大叫，追着狗狗去了房子的后面。

“你们这些孩子通通滚出这栋房子！把这些狗也带走！”那个男人骂道，“我说，滚出去！”

亨利急忙走回来，站在那个人的面前。“我们要等弟弟和狗狗一起，否则我们绝不会离开！”亨利说完，又跑去找莱德了。

杰西也站得笔直。“那只黑色的狗狗和这只白色的狗狗就是住在这栋房子里的！”她对那个男人说。

“除了我，没有人住在这里！”那男人说。

维莉尽管怕得发抖，但还是提高了嗓音，“纽卡姆女士在哪里？”她询问道，“这是她的家！”

男人向维莉走去，对她说：“关你什么事，小姑娘？没人在这里，我说过了。我现在是这栋房子的主人，我不需要向入侵者解释任何事！”

这时，亨利已经拉住了莱德的狗绳，班尼跟在他后面。“别担心，我们这就走。但是你阻止不了我们寻找纽卡姆女士的！”亨利说。

所有人还没来得及阻止班尼，他已经说了出来：“她房子的地契在我们手上，我们的爷爷会把它带到州首府去，看看究竟谁是这栋房子真正的主人！”

“我们走着瞧！”男人警告道，“现在你们马上滚出这栋房子！听到了吗？”

当所有人都安全地站在车道上时，杰西伸手搂住班尼，关切地问：“你没事吧，班尼？”

“我没事。”班尼说，“但是那个人太坏了！而且我觉得房子里面一定还有其他人。去追莱德的时候，我听到‘砰’的关门声，还听见脚步声了呢！”

亨利带着弟弟妹妹们走出大门。“班尼说得对。跟着班尼和莱德跑到房子后面的时候，我好像看见另一个男人进了里屋。在西德先生那里买炸药的就是他，开着卡车差点儿撞到我们的也是他！”

“真不敢相信，那么善良的人家里居然会出现这么奇怪的人！”维莉说，“而且还说莱德不住在那里。任何人都看得出两只狗对那栋房子很熟悉！”

孩子们躲在常青树后面，偷偷地观察那栋房子，杰西比其他人看得远。“瞧，亨利！那辆想撞我们的卡车就停在那里！”她低声说。

亨利看了一眼：“是同一辆卡车！回答我们的那个男人不是一个人住在房子里，我敢肯定！我绕到房子的另一边去看看那辆卡车上面写着什么。”





维莉和班尼看着杰西和亨利穿过通向房子的一片小树林。

每走一步，杰西和亨利都生怕踩到树枝或橡子，惊起灌木丛中的鸟儿。他们得确保房子里的人听不到任何树枝被踩断或是树叶被踩到发出的“嘎吱”声。

“我觉得我们透过这些松散的石头可以看得很清楚。”到了房子围墙边，杰西对亨利说。

“我把这块石头从墙上拿下来。”亨利说。

刚拿下石头，一只花栗鼠从豁口里跑了出来，杰西和亨利吓得往后退了一步。

“哟！”亨利叫了一声。

他和杰西赶紧弯下腰，从墙上的豁口处往里窥视。现在，那辆生锈的卡车离他们只有几英尺远。

杰西读着卡车侧面快脱落的标志。“上面写着‘小狼拆迁’。下面还有一行小字，‘任何大小的建筑我们都能拆除’。”杰西惊恐地瞪大了眼睛，“你认为他们会把纽卡姆女士的房子也拆了吗，亨利？”

亨利摇了摇头说：“我想这就是他们买那箱炸药的原因吧！但也可能是纽卡姆女士雇佣他们买的。这里是最后一块靠近城镇的农田了，和废弃的农场相比，把它建成大楼，要值钱得多！可能纽卡姆女士需要钱，她把土地卖给想建大楼的人了。”

听到门“嘎吱”一声打开，亨利和杰西赶紧蹲下躲了起来。他们轮流从豁口处往里窥视。那个胡子拉碴的男人站在门廊上一边抽烟，一边和房子里的什么人说着话。

“我们只让她进房子拿她的东西。”一个低沉的声音从里面传出来，“要是她敢再回来，我们就好好吓唬她一下！”

“她还有几天的时间回来拿东西。很快我们就会把这块地方夷为平地了！”房子里又传出另一个声音，“没想到这老太太一直坐在这座金矿上，而且这甚至不是她的！真遗憾，老板花了那么久才把这块土地调查清楚。我们最好确保在那帮孩子去州首府国土资源局瞎打听之前赶到那里！”

“放心好了！”站在门廊上的那个男人说，“他们不会及时赶到那里的！”说完，他把香烟掐灭在窗台上的花盆里，走进了房间。

亨利再也听不到那三个声音了，但他们已经听得足够多了。他们蹑手蹑脚地穿过树林，找到维莉和班尼。

“你们发现什么了吗？”班尼问道。

“我们发现那辆卡车是拆迁公司的，他们要拆掉纽卡姆女士的房子！”亨利说。

“那个男人说这根本不是纽卡姆女士的房子。”杰西补充说，“至少我们认为他们是这样说的，我们只听到其中一些话。”

“不过我们听得已经足够多了。纽卡姆女士的房子已经有危险了！”亨利说，“我们必须马上找到她！还要带着那张地契马上去州首府！”


第七章　
 一件善事


A Good Deed

第二天，每个人都早早起床，以便早点开始前往州首府的旅程。爷爷的朋友，伊丽莎白·汤普森，在国土资源局工作，她说他们可以立即把那张地契归档。

“你们午餐时间一定要吃这些花生黄油三明治。”他们坐进奥登先生宽敞的车时，麦格雷戈太太告诉大家，“我知道你们会饿的。”

“我也知道我会饿的。”班尼说。

杰西看了看她长长的事务清单。“动物们都喂饱了，也都已经遛过了！”她告诉麦格雷戈太太。

“别担心了！”麦格雷戈太太说。

“我们不会的。”奥登先生返回车里的时候说，“我们有满满一箱汽油，还有你准备的不让我们挨饿的美味午餐。”

杰西把那本最重要的黑色笔记本递给麦格雷戈太太看：“还有安全地夹在这里面的纽卡姆女士的地契！”

“这是一件善事。”班尼隔着窗子向麦格雷戈太太喊道。

奥登先生和他的孙子们开心地笑了。“它真的是哦！”他说。大家再次开心地笑了，启程前往州首府。





可是他们并没有行驶多长时间。

“车为什么慢下来了呀，爷爷？”亨利听见汽车发出噼里啪啦的杂音后问道。几分钟后，汽车停在高速公路上，一动不动了。

奥登先生再次发动引擎，但还是没什么用。“我不知道问题出在哪里，不过趁路上车不多，我们得马上离开这里！”奥登先生跑去协助孙子们下了车。

确认每个人都安全后，奥登先生看了看高速公路，对亨利说：“我操纵汽车驶到路边，你帮忙推一下。现在还没人行驶过来。”

但是爷爷错了。正当亨利用尽全力把车推到一旁时，杰西尖叫道：“爷爷、亨利，当心啊！”

亨利猛地转过头，正好看见车身写着“小狼拆迁”的那辆卡车从离他们的汽车只有几英寸的地方呼啸而过。

奥登兄妹认出了其中一个乘客。“看样子，你们今天得在这里待上一整天啦！”住在纽卡姆女士房子里的那个胡子拉碴的男人窃笑着说。随即，那辆卡车消失在蓝色的尾气烟雾里。

“我打赌他们是去州首府！”维莉大喊道。

“算了，维莉。”亨利一边和杰西继续推车，一边说，“我们有地契。尽管汤普森夫人说过，在夏季的星期五，国土资源局会早早关门，但我们还来得及在中午之前赶到那里。”

汽车安全驶出公路后，奥登先生脱下他的夹克，卷起衬衣袖子，说：“我来检查一下发动机。可能是发动机太热了，或者是油位表停摆了。不过我还是不明白为什么会出问题，昨天杰克·温特农才彻底检查了汽车。”

在接下来的半个小时里，奥登一家使出了浑身解术，还是无法发动汽车。

“水位表和油位表看起来是正常的。”奥登先生检查完量油尺后说，“如果不是我昨天刚把油箱加满，我会以为是汽油用光了呢。”

亨利把他的棒球帽拿出来戴上：“爷爷，我去找人帮忙。或许前面有加油站，我可以带个机修工回来，检查一下到底哪里出了问题。”

亨利没有浪费时间，他快步向前走去。他消失在道路尽头。有几辆车停了下来，想帮助他们，但奥登先生拒绝了，他说他孙子很快就会带人回来帮助他们的。





“有一辆红色的拖车停下来了！”过了一会儿，班尼说。

司机从卡车上跳下来，亨利则从副驾驶那侧跳了下来。“这是哈尔先生，爷爷。他非常熟悉您的这种汽车。”

“我会很快修好的。”哈尔先生说，“您的孙子跟我说了，你们必须在中午之前赶到州首府。”

哈尔先生拿着工具趴在汽车下面检查。过了一会儿，大家听见他在汽车下面说：“可能是你们的汽油用完了。”

“不太可能啊！”奥登先生说，“我昨天才加满了油，而且，今天出发前我也没有开过这辆车！”

“好吧，看看这点儿油能不能让车发动起来。这样加油，会把输油管道里可能存在的一些空气推出去。”哈尔先生边加油边说。加完油后，他说：“我也不想这么说，先生，但是您的油箱的确一滴油都没有了！”

“这不可能！”亨利说，“如果我爷爷说他加满了油，他就一定加满了油的！”

“可能他当时是加满了，但现在油箱确实没油了。最近油价这么贵，或许有人抽走了你们的油。”

“我真是太羞愧了！幸好你解决了这个问题，把账单给我吧！”奥登先生对机修工说。

大家回到了车上，一阵“轰隆”声之后，汽车又飞驰在高速公路上了。

“搞不懂！我真是搞不懂！”奥登先生反复念叨着，“那天晚上我把车从杰克那里开出来的时候，明明把油箱加满了的！”

“我知道是怎么回事了，爷爷。”亨利说，“我觉得是那帮人故意抽空了我们的汽油，因为他们不想我们的验证地契之旅成行。而且他们对油位表做了手脚，所以您才不知道到底是哪里出了问题！”

“或许你是对的，亨利。”奥登先生赞同说，“不管怎么样，我们有地契，而他们没有！”





十二点差二十分，奥登一家在国土资源局大厅见到汤普森夫人时，她还不知道那三个男人的事情。“我很抱歉，詹姆斯。”她对奥登先生说，“整个上午，大厅里有上百个人来来往往，我没有在人群中注意到那三个嫌疑人。但是这更意味着我们得快点了，就快下班了！”

大家跟在汤普森夫人的身后，匆忙爬上三层大理石楼梯。在他们上楼的过程中，奥登一家告诉了汤普森夫人他们在笔记本里发现地契的事。

“您能帮到我们吗？”到国土资源局办公室时，杰西问。

“如果地契签了字，同时盖了州里的公章，那么我们只需要制作一份副本，交给国土资源局的职员图里先生归档就行了。图里先生看起来有点凶，你们不要害怕。他把资料室里的文件看得很紧，而且他在午餐前总是有点儿急躁。”

“我也是！”班尼说。

大家都笑了起来。他们走进国土资源局办公室时，笑声还回荡在大理石墙面和地板间。但大家的好心情丝毫没有感染到图里先生，他向奥登一家走过来，一脸严肃。

“我能为您做些什么，汤普森夫人？”这个男人问，“我希望不会太棘手。我们周五一般十二点整就下班了，现在已经十二点过十分了。”

“这是奥登一家人，他们想了解一下一张五十年前的地契的相关信息。地契是他们在绿野镇发现的。”汤普森夫人说道。

“绿野镇？天哪！绿野镇到底发生了什么？”图里先生大声嚷嚷道，“有人想在那儿建摩天大厦还是怎么的？大约一个小时前，几个拆迁公司的员工到这里来过，询问绿野镇一块地产的事，我例行公事回答了他们。他们必须等到周三竞标结束才能买下那块地，万一地契周二出现了呢！我把他们打发走了，就像几天前打发那个麻烦的老女人那样，她也是来询问那块讨厌的地产的。”

亨利走向图里先生，问道：“是纽卡姆女士吗？”

图里先生想了一下，说：“我不会问他们的名字，年轻人，除非他们给我看官方文件。没有纸质证明，我不会帮任何人。那位年长的女士有的只是一肚子老故事。如果我把时间都用来听那些人讲故事的话，那我的事可就永远做不完了！”图里先生看着奥登一家和汤普森夫人，那眼神仿佛在怀疑他们窥视着他的私人财产。

“可是我们——”杰西开口道。

“奥登一家人的确有——”汤普森夫人刚开口，图里先生就想指正他们。

“那个年长的女士似乎认为，我能阻止开发商在可能属于她的土地上建房。我也可以说大峡谷是我的，但是没有地契，我说了也不算呀！是不是？”

“是的，您说得对。”维莉用不高但很坚定的声音说，“但是我们有地契，图里先生！”

“不可能！”图里先生说，“那块土地从来就没有地契，所以当它最后一个记录在册的主人去世后，它就属于州里了。在拥有者去世五十年后，任何人都能买下那块土地。下个星期二就五十年了，离现在还有四天。小狼拆迁公司已经参加了首轮竞标，过了周二，他们就能堂而皇之地买下那块土地了！”图里先生停顿了一下，盯着奥登一家说，“除非有人能够出示合法有效的地契。”

亨利挺直胸脯说道：“您会发现这张地契能证明纽卡姆女士拥有那块土地！”

图里先生挑了挑眉毛，“让我看看。嗯——嗯——”看那份旧文件时，他不停地哼道。

“地契还有效吗？”亨利问。

“有效！从签字那天起就生效了。”图里先生说，“现在我纳闷的是为什么雅各布·尅斯克没把这份地契拿去归档。或许这两个老农夫中的其中一个把所有东西藏在了床垫下面，没告诉任何人。”

班尼再也憋不住了：“是我发现这张地契的，图里先生！不过不是在床垫下。这张地契是夹在工具棚两块木板之间的笔记本里。”

图里先生打断了班尼的话：“哦，工具棚！五十年前，首府就在现在所在的地方了，更不用说绿野镇政府大厅了。那个老女人说她没有任何归档的证明。真可惜她没有检查工具棚！好吧，这正是她需要的证据。”

听了图里先生的话，奥登一家欣喜若狂。杰西兴奋得差点拥抱图里先生，但取而代之的是，她拥抱了爷爷。

“我们的调查有了回报！”奥登先生说，“图里先生，你知道吗？我从来没有见到我的孙子们放弃寻找他们想要寻找的东西！”

图里先生咳嗽了几声，示意大家安静下来。“如果是我的话就不会这么早庆祝！”他粗鲁地说。

杰西的声音变得尖锐起来：“我们为什么不能庆祝呢？”

“这个地契上的名字是西拉斯·纽卡姆，”图里先生说，“是个男人的名字，不是那位女士的名字。就我们目前所知，西拉斯·纽卡姆说不定还活着。”

“他是纽卡姆女士的父亲，”亨利说，“很久之前就去世了。”

图里先生还是一脸严肃，说：“好吧，那怎样证明他把地产给了几天前在这里的那位女士呢？她必须出示把地产留给她的遗嘱。没有遗嘱，就拿不到土地！”

奥登一家人的希望又一次落空了。他们不知道纽卡姆女士在哪儿，更别提遗嘱了。

“我们会和她谈的。”杰西直视着图里先生，“谈完后，我们会带着她父亲的遗嘱回来的！”

“你们必须在星期二之前来，小姑娘。”图里先生说，“否则，那个小狼拆迁公司就可以购买这块土地了！”





没等图里先生说出更多的坏消息，大家就一声不吭地离开了国土资源局。

“很抱歉，图里先生不是很友好。”汤普森夫人把一只手放在杰西的肩上，说，“但最重要的是，这张地契证明了地产属于纽卡姆女士的家人。你们现在只需要从纽卡姆女士那儿拿到遗嘱。她现在肯定已经回到绿野镇了。”

亨利开口说道：“即便她回到绿野镇，拆迁公司的人也会把她吓跑的。反正我们是这样想的。”

汤普森夫人停下脚步，站在台阶上，“我知道。”她轻声说，“这就是问题所在。就像图里先生说的，时间紧迫，到星期三，这张地契就失效了！很遗憾，图里先生说的是对的，雅各布·尅斯克去世五十年后，开发商完全有权利从州里购买这块土地。”

奥登一家人一言不发地走完了剩下的楼梯。他们都在想同一件事情——纽卡姆女士在哪里？他们必须尽快找到她！


第八章　
 失物招领


Lost and Found

接下来的两天里，奥登一家为了找到纽卡姆女士跑遍了整个绿野镇。

星期一，在大家去绿野镇动物收容所搬运物资的途中，维莉说道：“纽卡姆女士可能见了图里先生后，就待在州首府没回来。如果回来了，镇子上一定会有人看见她的！”

亨利、杰西和班尼没有说出他们心里的想法，维莉或许是对的。纽卡姆女士不知道他们发现了那块土地的地契。也许她气馁了或是被吓坏了，不敢回到绿野镇。

杰西轻声说：“我想我们今天必须告诉斯科特医生，到目前为止，我们没有任何进展。”

他们不需要告诉斯科特医生任何事。她从他们的神情里就已经看出来了，他们没有找到纽卡姆女士。

杰西、维莉和班尼到动物收容所时，斯科特医生告诉他们：“不着急，我们还有时间。”

但看得出来斯科特医生也很沮丧。在奥登家的孩子们寻找纽卡姆女士的同时，斯科特医生也没有确定收容所的创建人是谁。和奥登家的孩子们一样，她也没多少时间了，两周的期限马上就要到了。

维莉和杰西一上午都在给镇子上的人打电话，询问有谁愿意收养收容所的动物。

“我们只找到了两家愿意收养动物的人。”斯科特医生回来检查他们的进度时，杰西告诉她。

“要不你们两个回家打剩下的电话吧。我征集了一些志愿者，下午应该会到。”斯科特医生对杰西和维莉说道。

正在这时，亨利过来了。她们能从他兴奋的脸上看出来，他有好消息要告诉大家。

“科纳普先生——那个出租车司机，今天到店里来过。”亨利开口说道，“他说纽卡姆女士今天早上坐火车回来了。是他把纽卡姆女士送到她家大门口的！我们现在就去她家吧！”

“这真是一个好消息，亨利！”斯科特医生拿起电话拨了一个号码，过了好长一会儿，她挂断电话说，“没人接。我还以为我能在她家找到她呢，但是没人接电话。”

“这不会阻止我们的！”杰西接着说，“我们无论如何都要去纽卡姆女士家一趟！”

“祝你们好运！”孩子们离开动物收容所时，斯科特医生对他们说，“到了给我打个电话，告诉我发生了什么。”





他们用最快的速度朝福克斯登路走去。快到纽卡姆女士家时，亨利率先跑了起来。等其他人跟上去后，他们看到亨利正在摇晃锁住的大门。

“开门！快开门！”他隔着栏杆大声叫道。

“没用的，亨利。”杰西说，“没人在这里，那辆卡车也不见了，所有的窗子也都关着呢。”

“科纳普先生不是说把纽卡姆女士送到家门口了吗？”维莉问，“他亲眼看见她进去了吗？”

亨利摇了摇头：“他告诉我纽卡姆女士开锁的时候没让他等在那里。所以在她打开门之前，他就开车离开了。”

杰西看了看地面说：“或许她根本就没进大门。”

回家的路上，大家一声不吭。在寻找纽卡姆女士的过程中，这是离她最近的一次，但他们还是与她失之交臂。

尽管麦格雷戈太太做了可口的晚餐，爷爷也一直在鼓励他们，孩子们还是没精打采的——看来这个谜，奥登家的孩子们永远都解不开了。

晚饭后，他们一起默默地去棚车做杂务——杰西打扫动物们住的笼子；维莉把猫和狗移到棚车里过夜；为了避免晚上动物们渴了没水喝，班尼特意检查了一下水槽，确保水是满的。





维莉格外难过。纽卡姆女士身上到底发生了什么事呢？她那些可爱的宠物们该怎么办呢？他们究竟怎样才能给那些小可怜们找到家呢？这些问题一直困扰着维莉，让她久久不能入睡，而家里其他人都已经沉睡了。

突然，她听到一声悠长而低沉的推门声。

“棚车！”她惊叫了一声，从床上一骨碌跳下来，朝窗子跑去。

一轮月亮高高地挂在奥登家后院的天空上。月光下，维莉看见一个头发花白的女人走进了棚车。“这么晚了，麦格雷戈太太出来干什么呢？”她一边自言自语一边穿上睡袍，蹑手蹑脚地下了楼。望望站在后门那里，轻声低吼着。

“不要叫，望望！”维莉小声对狗狗说道，“那是麦格雷戈太太。”

借着月光，维莉朝动物们睡觉的棚车走去。维莉离棚车大约十英尺的时候，听到狗狗的尾巴扫在棚车壁上发出的声音，所有的狗狗都激动地叫了起来。

维莉很了解这些叫声。它们不是因为害怕或是不开心才发出这样的叫声。当奥登一家走进棚车，轻抚它们，给它们喂食时，它们也是这样叫的。走进棚车的，一定是它们喜欢的人！

“哦，斑斑，你这个可爱迷人的小家伙！”有人在棚车里说道，“我就知道，这里对你来说是个好地方。”

莱德急切地叫了一声。

“还有你，莱德，你也是个小可爱！”这个人继续说着。

当维莉的眼睛适应了黑暗后，她看见一个头发花白的女人坐在空空的食物箱上。莱德、那只白狗、斑斑，还有一只猫围在她身旁。它们都在舔她，在她脚边蹭来蹭去。





“不好意思，打扰一下。”维莉说道。

女人猛地惊跳起来。借着月光，维莉看到她眼里闪过一丝恐惧。

“很抱歉！”维莉轻声说，“我听到棚车门打开的声音，很担心小动物们。”维莉说完不吭声了。她没有走进棚车，生怕吓到那个女人。

“没关系的，莱德，坐下。”这个女人边说边把那只狗的前爪从身上拿下来。

“莱德？”维莉问道，“您认识这只狗？”

那个女人站了起来，她比维莉只高一丁点儿。她理了理裙子，转了转手指上的戒指。“这里大多数动物都是我的。”她开口说道，“是我把它们留在了你们这里，我知道你们会妥善照顾它们的。”

维莉激动得好一会儿才说出话来：“那您一定是纽卡姆女士了！”

“是的，克莱拉·纽卡姆。我听斯科特医生说你们很喜爱小动物，而且我很早以前就认识你们爷爷了。我迫不得已离开宠物们的时候，知道这里对它们来说会是一个舒适的家。”

“是您把这些宠物带来的吗？”维莉问道。

这个女人抱起斑斑在她额头上蹭了蹭，说：“是的，我一周半前把斑斑放在了这里，把其他宠物放在了镇上其他好心人的家里。但是有些宠物离开了新家，想跑回去。那天已经很晚了，我看见雷迪一直在绿野镇游荡，就把它也带到了这里。至于莱德和咪咪，我不知道它们是怎么到这里来的，不过我很高兴它们都在这里。莱德和雷迪是一个妈妈生的。”

维莉摸了摸莱德耷拉着的耳朵说：“开始，我们叫他弗莱德——我是说最先发现它的那个人这样叫它。一个女士和她的儿子最先看见它，当时它在他们公寓附近的停车场里游荡。而咪咪则是一个声称认识您的农民带到绿野镇动物收容所的。我们收留它是因为收容所不得不关闭了。”

听维莉说到这里，纽卡姆女士坐了下来。“是的，收容所。我知道动物收容所要关闭的事。”她抬头看了一眼维莉，“所以我才把动物送到你们这里来。”

“您得进屋里来。”维莉轻声说，“外面太冷啦！”维莉把动物们放回笼子，再扶着纽卡姆女士从棚车上下来，“不用担心，宠物们今晚在这里会很安全的！”





她们准备回屋里时，看见厨房的灯亮了。维莉打开后门，看见亨利正眯着眼睛打着哈欠。他身后不远，是睡眼惺忪的杰西和班尼。奥登先生也下楼了，他看起来没有那么困。总是对着陌生人嚎叫的望望，这次看见纽卡姆女士却很安静。它似乎很喜欢纽卡姆女士，尽管它不知道她是谁。

“这位是纽卡姆女士。纽卡姆女士，这是我的哥哥和弟弟，亨利和班尼，那是杰西。对了，您知道我爷爷是谁。”

奥登先生给纽卡姆女士拖来一张椅子：“你好，克莱拉，多年不见！”

这个疲惫的老太太一下子坐了上去：“是啊，好多年了，詹姆斯。我把自己封闭得太久了！”

杰西站在水槽边接了壶水。“我给您泡点茶吧。”她说。

“纽卡姆女士是来看望斑斑和莱德的。”维莉说，“那个新来的狗狗叫雷迪——它是莱德的姐姐。”

奥登先生向纽卡姆女士伸出手：“我的孙子们已经找你找了快两周了。我知道你不太喜欢和别人来往，克莱拉，所以你可能不希望被找到。但是，他们有好消息告诉你呢！”

班尼张开嘴想和纽卡姆女士讲话，可他想说的话却变成了一个大大的哈欠。

杰西跑进了小房间。回来的时候，手里拿着那个夹着地契的黑色笔记本。“给！”杰西打开那张黄色的纸，“看一下吧！我们觉得这是一份很重要的文件，和您的土地有关系。”

在这个温暖又明亮的厨房里，老妇人看起来已经没有开始时那么害怕了。看到这些善良的脸，谁还会害怕呢？

这个女人立刻看了一遍那份文件，然后似乎又看了一遍。终于，她抬起头看着每一个人：“你们不知道这张地契有多么重要！”

“哦，但是他们知道。”奥登先生说，“我的孙子们一直在调查发生在你家的那些奇怪的事情。他们相信一家拆迁公司霸占了你的地产。明天就是出售日，如果那帮人买下那块土地，他们就打算开发它了。”

纽卡姆女士用力地点了点头：“他们猜对了。多年前，这块土地是属于雅各布·尅斯克的。那时，我父亲租了他的房子、两个畜棚和一片牧场。作为报酬，我们给他提供牛奶、鸡蛋、黄油还有奶酪。尅斯克先生总是说他做了安排，在他过世后，会把土地留给我们家，但他从未给我父亲地契！”

奥登先生坐在桌子边，正对着纽卡姆女士，离她只有几英尺远：“但是绿野镇的人都以为那块土地是你们家的，克莱拉。”

纽卡姆女士低下眼，卷弄着蕾丝手帕，很长时间默默不语。终于，她开口了，用颤抖的声音说：“是的，我知道人们是这样想的。你知道吗？我父亲只是打算守在那块土地上等州政府收回。但是一直没人来，所以父亲就一直待在那儿。他去世后，我也一直待在那儿。”

“纽卡姆女士，”亨利轻声说，“尅斯克先生去世时，绿野镇动物收容所所在的那块土地也是他的吗？”

纽卡姆女士淡蓝色的眼睛里又闪出害怕的神色，她连那杯茶都快拿不稳了：“我想我得告诉你们另外一部分故事了。你们知道吗？住在可能属于州政府的土地上，我很内疚。所以，当州政府想在那块土地上建一家动物收容所时，我给他们提供了土地。同时，为了保住父亲的好名声，我没有公开此事。”

“所以您就是动物收容所的创建人喽！”杰西吃惊地叫了起来。

“没错，是我！”纽卡姆女士回答道，“因为担心有一天会有人把土地夺走，所以我不希望有人知道。可是现在已经有人把土地夺走了。”

维莉拍了拍纽卡姆女士的手，想让她感觉好点儿。杰西重新给她倒满了茶。

“我喜欢动物，你们知道的。我原本计划在尅斯克先生去世五十年后出价把那块土地买下来。但就在这时，那些讨厌的人出现了。”





这会儿，班尼也清醒了。“一辆锈迹斑斑的卡车老跟着我们。”他告诉纽卡姆女士，“他们打电话到我们家吓唬我们，偷爷爷的汽油，还在杰西的报纸里塞了恶毒的纸条呢！”

纽卡姆女士拍了拍班尼的手说：“是的，班尼。这些人也吓到了我。他们骗我说已经买下这块地，让我必须离开，还命令我关闭收容所。我想知道是否有办法阻止这一切，所以去州首府查看了过去的地产记录。我不希望有人知道发生了什么，所以悄悄离开了绿野镇。”

“您就在那时把动物送到了不同的家里吗？”杰西问道。

“是的，我从我的朋友斯科特医生那里了解到，你们特别喜欢动物，所以，一天晚上，我把斑斑送到了这里，又把其他动物分别送到镇子里的其他人家。当时我的处境太危险了，没有时间给每个人都写纸条，也没有时间检查动物的标牌。当然，我也看见有些动物离开了新家，想找回家的路。”

杰西端来了一些麦格雷戈太太做的咖啡蛋糕，放在了纽卡姆女士面前。“您这些天都待在哪里呢？”她问道。

“不同的地方。我在首府找了一间小房间——方便去拜访律师，或者去土地资源管理局。然而我跑的这趟很令人失望。”

“我敢打赌，图里先生一定觉得你在麻烦他。”班尼说。

纽卡姆女士微微笑了笑：“是的。他那么忙的一个人，对一个没有文件或者其他证据的人，也帮不上忙。虽然父亲在遗嘱中说把土地留给我，可我没有书面文件证明土地属于我父亲。”

“遗嘱！”亨利大叫一声，“您有遗嘱吗？”

“是的，我当然有。”纽卡姆女士说，“我是父亲唯一的孩子，他把所有财产都留给了我——包括尅斯克先生承诺给他的地产。”

“你需要的就是这份遗嘱。”奥登先生解释道，“遗嘱和这张地契。你今晚就和我们待在一起吧。明天我就开车到州首府去，在截止日期前把地契归档。明天下午，你就能回到自己的家了！”

这个女人喝了一大口茶，努力使自己的心情平复下来：“你真的觉得这样可行吗？”

“是的，可行！”班尼大声说，“是的，可行！”


第九章　
 感人的一天


Moving Day

“嘘——安静，望望！”杰西听到望望在低吼，低声说，“现在起床太早了。”

望望没有理会杰西，继续发出低沉的吼叫。等杰西的眼睛刚适应黑暗，她看到望望站在卧室窗户那里，看向车道。杰西现在完全清醒了，她向窗子走去。

她轻轻摸了一下望望警觉的耳朵，问它：“怎么啦，小家伙？”

杰西不是真的想得到望望的回答。路灯下，她隐约看见有辆卡车停在街道上。有人在车里抽烟，每隔几分钟就把手伸出车窗弹烟灰。

“不知道是不是就是那辆卡车。无论如何，我要抓住这次机会！”她对望望说。

她踮着脚下了楼梯，走到放电话的桌子边，拨通了绿野镇警察局的电话。“您好，您好，我是杰西·奥登！”她对着电话悄声说，“我打电话是要举报一个嫌疑人……哦，您好，劳勒警官！是的，我知道现在还很早，但这正是我要报警的原因。有一辆卡车停在我爷爷房子前，里面有人，可能就是骚扰住在福克斯登路的纽卡姆女士和我家人的那帮人。您能不能派一个警察来我们房子这里一下——以免他们制造麻烦。好的，谢谢您！”

“呼——”杰西放下电话，长舒了一口气。

“你在‘呼’什么？”亨利突然问，吓得杰西差点儿从睡袍里跳出来，“现在才早上五点钟！”

“我知道！所以我才打电话给警察局的劳勒警官，让他们来检查一下外面那辆可疑的卡车。瞧！”她低声说，“小心点儿，不要靠近窗子！他们会看见你的！”

亨利小心翼翼地把窗帘拉到一边，他站在窗帘后面说：“嘿！他们从车上下来了，正朝爷爷的车走去。我要出去！”

亨利把手放在开关上正要打开灯，杰西阻止了他：“别开灯！或许这次我们正好可以看看他们想干什么。他们一定以为我们还在酣睡呢！况且劳勒警官说他马上就出发。”

亨利擦了擦眼睛说：“你说得对！”

杰西和亨利踮着脚走下楼梯。为了通风，厨房的窗子开了条缝，亨利和杰西蹲在水槽边——这里既听得见那个人悄声跟另一个人说话，又不会被他们发现。

“把四个轮胎毁掉就行了。”其中一个声音说，“山姆，你平时随身携带的那把刀呢？”

杰西一把抓住亨利的手臂说：“哦！不！我觉得他们想刺破轮胎，这样我们今天就没法坐爷爷的车了！”

杰西和亨利听得太专注了，他俩试图听清那个人说的每一个字，以至劳勒警官的巡逻车到了，他们都没听见。





“把手放在背后！”一个深沉的声音吼道。

亨利和杰西听到了那个男人的刀掉在马路上发出的“哐当”声。这时，厨房的灯亮了。

“我的天哪！你们俩挤在水槽边干什么呀？”麦格雷戈太太问。

接着班尼也进来了，抱着他的毯子。维莉紧随其后，她眨着眼睛想弄明白这阵骚动是怎么回事。

“我的天！”奥登先生走进厨房，发现一大清早五个人都起来了，说道，“还有几个钟头才出发去首府呢！大家在吵醒纽卡姆之前赶快静悄悄地回到床上去。”

“但是，爷爷，”杰西开口说道，“您看，警察在——”

“我的天哪，门铃响了！”麦格雷戈太太说，“我一定是在做梦！要不然怎么解释得通——我不躺在温暖的大床上，却待在冷飕飕的厨房里。”

奥登先生带着大家来到前厅，打开了大门：“哎呀，劳勒警官，此刻我最不想看见的人就是你。”

“或许吧，奥登先生！”警察继续说，“但是您机灵的孙女帮我抓到了三个正在刺您车轮胎的破坏者。一个轮胎已经划烂了，还好，其他三个还是好的。”

奥登先生搂过杰西说：“一定是我们这位小侦探！她是唯一一个能保持冷静，找到电话，及时给警察局打电话的人。”

杰西正在发抖，不过她心里暖暖的：“那些人是小狼拆迁公司的员工吗，劳勒警官？”

警察查看了他们的记事本。“他们公司的名字可真是名副其实——在夜里猎食的狼。不过现在好了，我已经用‘笼子’把他们关起来了——他们被关在我巡逻车的后座上呢！如果今天稍晚一点儿，你们来警察局提出控告，我们就可以把他们登记在案了。”警察先生脱帽行了个礼，“晚安！哦，或许我应该说早安了！”

“我去煮点儿咖啡让大家清醒点儿。”麦格雷戈太太说，“我知道你们要开始忙一整天了。”





一个小时后，所有人，包括纽卡姆女士，睡意全无，大家都穿好了衣服，开始了忙碌的一天。

“班尼和我已经把坏掉的轮胎换下来了，爷爷。”亨利说，“我先发动引擎，油位表的指针显示汽油加满了。”

奥登先生说：“很抱歉，这次旅程不能带你们一起去。现在纽卡姆女士已经回来了，我知道你们想把绿野镇动物收容所的事理顺。克莱拉，我想你应该给斯科特医生打个电话！”

纽卡姆女士拉着奥登先生的手说：“谢谢你，詹姆斯！两周以来，昨晚是我睡得最安稳的一夜。我感觉我像换了个人一样。还能回自己的家，这对我来说简直意味着一切！”

“这件事你得感谢我的孙子们，克莱拉！”奥登先生说，他拍了拍西装口袋，“地契就在这儿！出镇子的路上，我会从你的律师那里拿上遗嘱。这样就万事俱备了！”

孩子们和爷爷挥手告别后，去棚车里检查动物了。

今天早上，纽卡姆女士一路步伐轻盈。“我已经迫不及待地想见到我的猫咪蜷卧在椅子上的样子了！而且我也喜欢看莱德和雷迪在森林中的草地上奔跑。当然，我并不是说它们不喜欢棚车。”这个老妇人在孩子们往棚车里窥视时，对他们说，“你们给动物们安了一个很棒的家！”

维莉的那句“谢谢夸奖”，声音小得几乎没人能听见。她努力眨着眼睛，不让在她眼里打着转的眼泪滴落下来。

纽卡姆女士递给她一块白色手帕，对她说：“我明白你的感受，亲爱的。和新朋友分开是件难过的事，所以你想它们的时候，随时来我家看它们就行了。我想我要重新开始订报纸了，以便及时看到新闻——奥登家的新闻！”

这句话让维莉“扑哧”一下笑了。斯科特医生开着她的旅行车来接纽卡姆女士和宠物的时候，大家的笑声还回荡着。





斯科特医生给了纽卡姆女士一个大大的拥抱：“嗨，克莱拉·纽卡姆！真不敢想象你居然瞒了我这么多年！看来比起人类，我一定是更了解动物的想法，所以没能猜出你就是绿野镇动物收容所的创建人。”

纽卡姆女士的脸颊红得不能更红了：“是啊，玛丽！瞒着你我也是迫不得已。不过现在好了，谢谢你们，我不用再藏着掖着了！”

“是时候了吧？”亨利像往常一样轻声问。

纽卡姆女士微笑着说：“你可以去拿动物们回家要用的狗绳和笼子了。”

亨利叫来了纽卡姆女士的两只狗，“这里，莱德！快过来，雷迪！”

亨利给两只狗系狗绳的时候，它们站着一动也不动。他打开了斯科特医生旅行车的后备厢，让两只狗进去，又在前面腾出了一些位置放两个猫笼。“斑斑和咪咪就放这里吧，把那只灰猫放在后面的猫笼里。”他说道。

维莉把装着灰猫的笼子放到后排座位上，那儿刚好放得下。

纽卡姆女士一脸困惑。“为什么给我这只猫呢？”她问。

维莉检查了笼子，确认了一下：“它不是您的吗？您把雷迪带来的那个晚上，它也在棚车里，还记得吗？那个雨夜？”

纽卡姆女士摇摇头说：“哦，当时，我发现这只猫在棚车外面游荡，以为它是住在棚车里的，只是跑出去玩玩，就把它放进一个空笼子里了。它不是我的。”

听到这话，维莉开心得笑了起来。“或许我们最终能收养一只走失的小动物呢！现在绿野镇收容所会继续开放，那我们的棚车就空空的了！”她打开笼子，抱起那只漂亮的灰色波斯猫，“而且我喜欢这只毛茸茸的猫咪！”





不像斑斑和咪咪，这只灰猫很胆小，只敢在棚车和人周围转悠。

“它性格真温顺呀！不是吗？”维莉问，“希望其他的猫走后，它能多在院子里转悠转悠。”

“它一定是家养的猫，所以害怕所有的小东西。”亨利对妹妹说。

“也害怕庞然大物哦！”班尼补充道。他指了指站在旁边对这团小毛球博得所有关注有点儿不悦的望望。

那只灰猫看起来有点儿怕望望。

维莉抚摸着被吓坏了的小波斯猫：“可怜的小家伙！我有一个主意。我知道有一个人会非常喜欢你。”她说完跑进屋去。

所有人都很困惑，尤其是班尼：“维莉要把猫送到哪儿去呢，杰西？”

班尼没等多久就得到了答案，因为维莉很快就回来了。“一切准备就绪！”她宣布道，“我打算把这只猫送给奥康纳家，你们知道的——就是发现莱德在他们公寓附近游荡的那个母亲和小男孩家。杰弗里很想要一只宠物，尤其想要一只可爱的猫。这只猫就很可爱呀！所以，我拨通他们给我的电话号码，说了猫的事，他们马上就过来把它带回家！”

“他们最好快点儿把它带回家。”班尼说完，弯下腰去追那只波斯猫，“动物总是在你需要它们的时候跑掉！”

纽卡姆女士的眼睛里闪烁着泪花：“有时候，人类也会在你需要的时候跑掉。”

“可是我们终究会找到他们的呀！”班尼回答道。

“很高兴你们找到了我！”纽卡姆女士说，“我再也不会跑掉了，我会一直待在亲爱的宠物和亲爱的新朋友身旁！”


Chapter　1　
 A Thump at the Window


Dinner at the Aldens’ ended with the sound of a growl. Henry， Jessie， Violet， and Grandfather Alden， too， all turned to look at Watch.

“What’s the matter， Watch？” Jessie asked the family dog.

“Did you hear that fat raccoon again？” Violet wanted to know.

“Or maybe a skunk， boy？” Henry asked.

Watch answered all these questions with another growl. This surprised everyone at the dinner table but Benny. He was too busy spooning up his blueberries and vanilla ice cream to pay any attention to Watch.

Something hit the screen， and  growl turned into a real bark. Something—or someone—was at the porch window， trying to get in！

“I’ll go out back and check，” Henry said.

Now Benny dropped his spoon into the bowl. He ran out to the porch with everyone else. “Maybe it’s a prowler，” he said.

“Oh！” Violet cried out suddenly. “Something just brushed against my legs.”

Jessie stooped down. “Why， look，” she said. “ not a prowler at all. It’s a little calico cat.”

“So this ball of fur was trying to get into our house？” Mr. Alden asked. He laughed as an orange， gray， and white cat circled through everyone’s legs.

Violet picked up the cat. “I think she’s lost， poor thing.”

“And hungry，” Benny added. He quickly ran into the dining room and came back with his ice cream bowl.

“She is hungry，” Jessie said. “Look how fast  lapping up Benny’s dessert.”

In no time at all Benny’s bowl was licked clean.

Mr. Alden smiled. His grandchildren had adopted many pets since the old boxcar days when Watch first showed up to protect them. Of course， the Aldens  need much protection anymore. After their parents died， their grandfather had found them living in a boxcar and brought them home to his big safe house.

“Listen！” Jessie said when the cat finished her dinner. “She’s purring.”

“Sounds like  got a little radio in there，” Benny said， laughing. “For such a small cat， she sure has a big purr.”

“How do you know  a she？” Henry asked. “Maybe she’s a he.”

“Dr. Scott， the animal doctor， told me calico cats are always girl cats，” Violet explained.

Though Violet was only ten， her family knew she must be right. The Aldens were all working as volunteers at the Greenfield Animal Shelter this summer， but Violet was Dr. Scott’s special helper. No one was gentler than Violet when it came to soothing scared animals or fixing their hurts.

“Well， let’s see if this girl cat has a name，” Mr. Alden said. “There’s some sort of tag on her collar.”

Jessie took a look. “It’s a locket. Here， Violet， you open it. It’s too small for my fingers.”

Violet’s delicate fingers opened the locket with no trouble at all. “Why， look， there’s a message inside！” she cried. A folded piece of paper fell out of the locket.

Benny got to it first. He brushed back his hair from his eyes. “I’ll read it，” he said. “Now that I’m six， I know how to read.”

And so he did... with some help from Jessie.





My name is Patches. My owner can no longer take care of me. I know you children will give me a good home.





“Then she’s not really lost，” Jessie said. 

“Somebody left her here on purpose，” Henry agreed. “But why？ And why did they bring her to our house？”

“Maybe the person wanted this home，” Benny said. “Not just any old place， but Grandfather’s house， with a big porch， and a boxcar in the backyard， and blueberries and ice cream， and everything just right.”

Mr. Alden smiled. He was happy to hear Benny say this. His grandson was right. Anyone who wanted a good home couldn’t do any better than the Alden place.

Jessie looked puzzled. She twisted her braid around her finger. “Patches is such a healthy and friendly cat. Her owners must have taken very good care of her. Why would they give her away？”

“We should try to find out who her owners are，” Violet said. “And what their reason was for giving her to us.”

“I wish we could keep this cat，” Benny said. “She likes us. Can we keep her just for tonight？ Please？”

“Sure thing， Benny，” Henry said. He gave his little brother a pat on the head. “I guess she can sleep in one of our rooms.”

Just then， Watch barked.

“Patches  sleep inside，” Jessie said. “We have to be careful of Watch’s feelings. Patches can stay on the screened porch. It’s a lovely summer night.  leave a small light on to keep her company.”

Violet added， “We can make up a small bed for her out there in Benny’s red wagon.”

“With a soft mattress，” Jessie said. She came back out to the porch carrying a flannel-covered pillow. She tucked it in the wagon and tried to coax Patches to climb up. But the little cat wasn’t interested.

“She’s nervous，” Violet said. “I know what she needs.” She whispered something in Mr. Alden’s ear， then ran upstairs. When she came down again， she was carrying something lumpy wrapped in an old towel. She laid the lump carefully on the pillow in Benny’s wagon. “There you go，” she said. She lifted the cat and placed her on the pillow.

The cat sniffed the lump， walked in a circle around the pillow， then curled up.

“What did you put there， Violet？” Benny asked.

“It’s Grandfather’s big black alarm clock. The ticking will make Patches think of her  heartbeat. That will help her sleep，” Violet explained.

“Well， what do you know！” Henry said. “Look at that.”

Everyone stared at Patches. She was practically asleep already！

“I don’t know who or why somebody left her here， but they certainly picked the right place，” Mr. Alden said. He left on the porch light but locked the screen door. “Time for all of us to get to sleep， too.”

Jessie coaxed Benny into the house. “We’ll have to get up early if we’re going to look for this cat’s owner before we go to the animal shelter. If everyone helps me in the morning on my newspaper route， we’ll have time to talk to people along the way. Maybe someone will know where Patches came from.”

Everyone looked back once more to check on their calico guest. Cuddled in Benny’s wagon， the cat looked right at home. But how had she gotten here？ The Aldens meant to find out.


Chapter　2　
 Missing Person


The Aldens had their own alarm clock to wake them up every day. With the first ray of light， Watch stood by Jessie’s bed and pushed her with his nose. Then he visited Henry and Violet and did the same thing.

Benny needed something different to wake up. Watch tugged at the blankets until Benny opened his eyes.

“It still dark out，” Benny told the dog. He pulled the covers over his head.

Watch pulled them down again.

“Okay， boy， okay. I’ll get up. But that  mean I’ll wake up.”

Benny was wrong. Suddenly he remembered what was special about today. Wide awake now， he ran downstairs and rushed out to the porch. Too late. Violet， Jessie， and Henry were already there， feeding Patches bits of scrambled eggs.

“Is that my breakfast？” Benny cried.

Henry laughed. “Don’t worry， there’s plenty left in the kitchen.”

“Boy， for such a small cat， she sure eats a lot，” Benny told the housekeeper， Mrs. McGregor， when he got to the kitchen.

Mrs. McGregor couldn’t help laughing. “And for such a small boy， you sure eat a lot！”

Benny helped himself to a heap of scrambled eggs with cheddar cheese， and two pieces of toast with peanut butter. He had to make a second trip back to the kitchen to fill his pink cup with fresh-squeezed orange juice.

After breakfast， Henry and Benny helped Mrs. McGregor clean up. “There’s not even a crumb left on your plate to scrape into the garbage， Benny！” Henry said. “Here’s a dishtowel so you can dry these plates. I’m going to see how Jessie and Violet are doing on the cat carrier they’re making in the garage. We want to bring the cat along when we help Jessie with her paper route. Maybe someone along the way will know who her owner is.”

Benny was having a great time teasing Patches with a thread hanging from the dishtowel. “I wish she could belong to us，” he said.

“She belongs to us for now， at least until we find her owner，” Henry said. “I’m going out to the garage. See you in a few minutes.”

Thanks to fourteen-year-old  part-time summer job at Seed’s Hardware Store， the Aldens now had a well-equipped workshop in their grandfather’s garage. Henry had stacked up scrap lumber， jars of shiny nails and tacks， and the excellent tools Mr. Seed had lent him. The Aldens loved to fix things that were broken and build whatever they needed.

Today they needed a cat carrier， and Jessie was busy making one when Henry came into the garage. “The extra screening you brought back from the hardware store fits just right over this wooden fruit-box carrier， Henry，” Jessie told her brother.

“Good job， Jessie，” Henry said when he saw the cat carrier. “Now， what’re you up to， Violet？”

Violet was bent over some drawings at the end of the workbench. She held up a handful of FOUND CAT posters she had made. “Do you think anyone will recognize Patches？” she asked.

“I don’t think there’s another cat in Greenfield with a triangle on her nose like this one，” Henry answered.

Benny， too， had something to add when he came out to the garage. “Here’s my blanket，”he said. He folded the blanket so it fit into the carrier. “She’s all set.”

Henry looked around the garage， then out in the backyard. “Now all we need is the cat，” he said.

That was the hard part. Patches had just discovered Grandfather Alden’s vegetable garden. She was running in and out of the poles he had set up to grow his pea vines.

Jessie went into the house and came out again. “Here’s a spoonful of Mrs. McGregor’s tuna fish. Maybe Patches will come over to eat it， and we can catch her that way.”

Benny laughed.“No one can turn down Mrs. McGregor’s good tuna fish， especially a cat.”

When Patches smelled the fish， she ran to Jessie. She quickly licked the spoon， then cleaned her face and paws carefully. This gave Jessie a chance to get the cat into the carrier.

“It’s a great box， Jessie， but I don’t think she much likes it，” Henry told his sister.

Patches wasn’t just meowing now. She was howling mad.

In between the howls， the Aldens heard the thud of Jessie’s newspapers hitting the curb. “My papers are here，” Jessie said. “Let’s fold them up quickly so we have plenty of time to talk to people along the way.”

When all the papers were folded， everyone set out to deliver them just the way Jessie did. Even Benny was careful to place each newspaper on the porch mat and not just toss it across the yard.

“No one’s up this early on our street，” Henry said when he came back for another armload of papers. “ do the next street. Maybe more people will be out. I’ll ask them about the cat.”

But there was no one to ask. People in Greenfield were still asleep. The Aldens  see anyone until they reached Acorn Street.

“There’s Mr. Clover delivering milk and eggs，” Benny said. “Mr. Clover！ Mr. Clover！ Do you know this cat？”

Mr. Clover put down his milk crate and looked into the cat carrier. Patches sniffed at Mr. Clover’s hand.

“I sure do，” Mr. Clover said. “Belongs to one of my customers， Miss Newcombe， over on Fox Den Road. How did you folks happen to get her？”

The Aldens all talked at once.

“Whoa.” Mr. Clover smiled. “How about you， Benny？ You’re always full of good stories.”

Benny took a deep breath and told Mr. Clover all about how Patches had showed up thumping at the window the night before.

Everyone expected Mr. Clover to smile when Benny got to the part about reading the note all by himself. But Mr. Clover wasn’t smiling at all.

“You say the note wasn’t signed？” He looked upset. “That’s pretty odd， I must say. Up until I ran into you， I thought Miss Newcombe had gone on a trip and forgotten to cancel her weekly order for milk and eggs. Went there today， and the gate was locked up tight. Got a box of stuff to bring back to the dairy，” he said. He pointed into his truck.

“Why don’t you head over to Miss Newcombe’s while I finish my route？ She lives at 264 Fox Den Road. Maybe she’s there by now. Tell her I’ll make another run by at the end of my route if she’ll just give me a call. I like to check on my older customers when I don’t see them around. Miss Newcombe is old and has no family left， so I keep an eye on her when I can. She’s very private， though， so I try not to meddle.”

After Mr. Clover’s bright blue truck pulled away， the Aldens finished the rest of the route quickly. Even Jessie tossed the last few papers up to the porches instead of delivering them by hand. Everyone wanted to get to Fox Den Road as soon as they could.

“What Mr. Clover said doesn’t make sense，” Henry said when he delivered the last of the newspapers. “Miss Newcombe might have left town too quickly to cancel her order with Mr. Clover. But why did she take the time to write a note and deliver her cat to our house？”

Jessie was puzzled. “And why didn’t she sign the note？”

“Oh， where， oh， where is your owner， little cat？” Violet asked.

Patches whined in answer to Violet’s question.


Chapter　3　
 No Trespassing！


Fox Den Road was narrow and twisted. Benny didn’t take any chances with his wagon or Patches as the Aldens walked along. He kept his red wagon as far to the side as he could so that cars could get by.

Screech！ Screech！ Everyone heard the noise when they neared the mailbox marked 264. Benny nearly tipped over the wagon at the awful sound.

“What was that sound， Henry？” Violet asked.

Jessie and Henry had run ahead. “It was these iron gates closing！” Jessie yelled back to Violet and Benny. “Someone just slammed them shut on us！”

The Aldens walked up to the rusted iron gate that blocked the driveway. Next to the gate was a freshly painted sign in dripping black letters： NO TRESPASSING！ THIS MEANS YOU！

“Does that mean me， too？” Benny asked Jessie. People usually wanted to meet Benny Alden， not chase him away.

“It means everybody，” Henry said.

Violet tried to calm the cat. “They can’t mean Patches. This is her home！”

Jessie was careful not to get wet paint on her clothes. “This sign is brand-new，” she said. “Someone is in there， but we didn’t see who it was.” Jessie was twelve and not a bit put off by the sign. She tried to shake open the gate.

“It’s no use， Jessie，” Violet told her sister. “That padlock is locked tight.”

The Aldens stared at the house from outside the gate. Tall， dark evergreens covered most of the house. Unlike the other homes they had passed， there were no cheery lights on， or people making breakfast in their kitchens. The windows above the tall front door looked like big blank eyes. The drapes in every window on the first floor were pulled shut.

“Watch out！ Watch out！” Henry and Jessie yelled when a rusty pickup truck roared up Fox Den Road out of nowhere. Violet felt gravel hit her legs. Benny nearly tipped over the wagon again.

“It’s turning around. Step back！” Henry warned. He pushed his brother and sisters even farther back from the road.

The truck made a sharp turn in the middle of the narrow road and roared back past the children. Again， pieces of gravel peppered everyone’s legs.

Henry was angry but not afraid. He chased the truck halfway down Fox Den Road. He wanted to catch it and yell at the driver. The truck sped around the corner and left Henry behind， shaking his fist.

He was still angry when he got back to his brother and sisters. “I bet the men in that truck didn’t want anyone to see them going into Miss Newcom property，” he said. “That must be why they turned around when they saw us. I couldn’t read the sign on the side. All I could make out was ‘Wolf D-E-M，’or something like that.”

The Aldens tried to calm themselves down. Jessie pulled burrs from the cuffs of Benny’s pants. Her hands were shaking. “Are you all right， Benny？”

“I’m not scared，” he said in a small voice.

Violet brushed her scratched legs. “That truck nearly ran us over！” she said.

Henry put his arm around Violet. “Well， they  do it again，” he said in a strong voice. “I want to come back here later and get to the bottom of this！”

Violet and Benny still looked pale and frightened and not at all eager to come back to this place again. Jessie took several deep gulps of air and tried to look brave. But her hands were still shaking， and her legs felt rubbery.

When everyone felt a little safer they set off for the animal shelter again. No speeding trucks passed the Aldens this time. Still， all of them turned around every few minutes to make sure they  be surprised again. That truck had come so close. Everyone stayed to the far edge of the road， just in case.

The sight of the Greenfield Animal Shelter made them all feel a little better. It was in a big red barn， not too far from  Hardware Store and the Greenfield Bank.

“I like going to work in a barn that’s practically in the middle of our town，” Benny said to his brother and sisters. “Especially a red one.”

“Me， too，” Jessie said. She put her arm around Benny to give him a squeeze. She was glad that he was feeling better after their upsetting morning.

“See you at lunchtime when I get off from work，” Henry told Jessie， Violet， and Benny when they reached the small parking lot at the shelter. “Tell Dr. Scott that Mr. Seed is giving me some leftover shingles from the store. I’ll use them to fix up that rundown toolshed in back of the shelter. It will make a good kennel once we clean it out and patch it up.”

After Henry left， Benny lifted Patches from her carrier.

“Uh-oh，” Jessie warned Benny. “You’d better put her back inside. That dog is coming straight for her.”

Sure enough， a black and white dog with one floppy ear was headed straight for Patches. Behind him was a little boy trying hard to hang onto a leash.

“I’m sorry，” said a woman with the little boy when she came over to the Aldens. “This dog is very nervous around all these animals.”

Benny was still holding Patches. For some reason， she  seem one bit scared of the large dog. The dog sniffed at the cat， then rubbed his nose against Patches’s nose.

“Mom， look. Fred is kissing this cat，” the little boy said. “If we can’t keep Fred， can we get a cat like this one， Mom？”

The woman bent down to talk with her little boy. She spoke softly， but the Aldens heard every word. “Maybe we can think about that， Jeffrey. I wish we could keep Fred， but we’ll lose our apartment if we bring him home again. It’s too bad the shelter can’t take him today. I just don’t know what we’re going to do with him.”

Jessie coughed. “I’m Jessie Alden， and this is my brother， Benny， and my sister， Violet. We’re volunteers at the shelter this summer. I’m sure the shelter will take in your dog. They accept every animal.”

The woman shook  outstretched hand. “ Susan O’Connor， and this is my little boy， Jeffrey. I wish what you said were true，” Mrs. O’Connor told Jessie. “But the people in the shelter said  closing down in two weeks， and as of today they  take any more animals.”

“That can’t be true！” Violet said in alarm.

“I’m afraid it is，” Mrs. O’Connor said. “I explained that Fred isn’t even our dog， and that we found him wandering around last night in a parking lot. But we were told they don’t even know what they’re going to do with the animals they already have.”

Now Jessie’s voice was full of worry. “There must be a misunderstanding. The shelter would never close down.”

Mrs. O’Connor sighed. “I wish that were true， but the people inside seemed very certain. I even explained how I had already tried to find Fred’s owner this morning. See， there’s part of an address on his tag.”

Jessie took a look at the tag. “It says， ‘264 Fox，’ then the rest is worn off. Why， we were just at 264 Fox Den Road ourselves，” Jessie told Mrs. O’Connor. “This calico cat lives there， too.”

“We went to the house where this cat came from，” Violet explained， “but no one was home.”

The woman looked upset. “Well， there was someone in the house when we were there. A horrible man.”

“With a mean face，” the little boy added. “He yelled at us to go away.”

Violet petted the friendly dog. “We thought someone named Miss Newcombe lived there. That’s her address. But the house was dark.”

“And someone put up a mean sign，” Benny added. “ ‘No Trespassing！’ Then a rusty truck almost ran us over.”

Jeffrey shivered. “An old bad rusty truck，” he said.

His mother explained how a truck had almost run them over that morning， too. As they had stood in the driveway to check the address on the mailbox， the truck came out of the driveway.

“I can’t help thinking it must be some other road that starts with the word ‘Fox，’ ” the woman went on. “This nice dog and that sweet cat couldn’t possibly belong to such a mean-looking person as the man who chased us away.”

The woman sighed. “I must get to work soon. I was going to check if there’s another road in Greenfield that starts with ‘Fox，’ to see if Fred belongs to someone else.”

“I deliver newspapers around town and I know most of the roads. I’ve never seen another road that starts with ‘Fox，’ ” Jessie said. “Maybe you could leave the dog with us. We’ll talk to Dr. Scott for you.  sure she would take Fred in.”

“Look， Mom， Fred likes this girl，” Jeffrey said to his mother. “Maybe she can be his mom.”

Violet smiled at the little boy. “I’ll make sure this dog gets a good home and that you can come and visit，” she told the O’Connors. “For now， we’ll take him inside and see what Dr. Scott says.”

After the O’Connors gave the Aldens their telephone number， Violet walked the dog inside the animal shelter. Behind her， Benny and Jessie carefully carried Patches in her carrier.

The waiting room of the shelter was crowded with barking dogs and meowing cats. One person even had a crow with a broken wing flapping inside a cardboard box.

“What’s going on， I wonder？” Jessie said. “I’ve never seen so many animals here in one day. I’m glad today’s our day to work. Dr. Scott’s going to need a lot of help.”

“I certainly will，” the Aldens heard next. Jessie and Violet stepped into the examining room. Benny stayed in the waiting room with Patches and Fred. Dr. Scott， an attractive black woman， was giving a cat a flea bath， which the cat didn’t much like. Dr. Scott’s own dog， a black poodle named Major， sat right by the doctor’s feet. “You children came just in time to help out.”

“Dr. Scott， is it true the shelter can’t take any more pets？” Violet asked. She handed the animal doctor a fat fluffy towel to dry the wet skinny cat.

Dr. Scott frowned. She looked very upset. “A terrible thing has happened，” she began. “Last night we received a telegram from our founder， saying we must close down the shelter in two weeks. We  use this building or the land around it anymore.”

“The Greenfield Animal Shelter can’t close down！” Violet cried.

“Can’t you ask the founder why they have to shut down the shelter？” Jessie wanted to know.

Dr. Scott stopped rubbing the wet cat for a second. “As I’ve told you， girls， the identity of the shelter’s founder has been a secret for many years. We don’t know who the person is except that it’s someone who must love animals very much.”

“Then why would they close the shelter？” Violet asked.

Dr. Scott drained the sink， then ran more warm water into the basin for another flea bath. “I don’t know， Violet. I’m very worried. Whoever this person is must be in some trouble to close this shelter after so many years. I’ve made quite a few phone calls to see if I can solve the mystery of our founder’s identity.”

At the sound of the word mystery， Benny stuck his head into the examining room. “We solved a mystery today， Dr. Scott， and now we need another one！”

“Do you now， Benny？” Dr. Scott answered. “And what mystery did you solve so early in the day？”

Benny picked up the cat carrier and showed Patches to Dr. Scott. “A cat and dog mystery，” he said. He called Fred over. “We think these animals belong to a lady named Miss Newcombe， and she lives on Fox Den Road. Except somebody mean is there， and we almost got run over. But we’re going to go back again. Henry said so.”

“You’re a good detective， Benny，” Dr. Scott told her youngest helper. “These animals do belong to Clara Newcombe. That’s her dog， Lad， and her cat， Patches. She brings them for checkups along with many of her other pets. I wonder how these two got loose.”

“Patches didn’t get loose，” Jessie said. “Someone dropped her off at our house with a note saying she needed a good home. A little boy and his mother found Fred， I mean Lad， wandering around in a parking lot.”

Dr. Scott looked alarmed. “Oh， my. I’ll have to look into this. Miss Newcombe would never give her animals away or let them wander off.”

“Morning， Dr. Scott，” a white-haired man carrying a black-haired cat said as he came into the examining room. “Wondered if you heard anything from Clara lately. She or somebody dropped off Midnight here in my barn last night. The Newcombe place is locked tight. Not like Clara to go off without making arrangements for her pets.”

“It certainly isn’t， Jeb，” the animal doctor told the man. “Something very strange seems to be going on with Clara Newcombe. If I weren’t up to my eyebrows in animals， I’d look into it right away. But my first job is to see what I can do about all these strays. Why， I haven’t even a matchbox to keep a mouse in！”

The Aldens looked at each other without saying a word. Then Jessie made an announcement. “We have something bigger than a matchbox， Dr. Scott. Much bigger. Something that could shelter a lot of your animals.”

“And what would that be？” the doctor asked.

“Our boxcar！” Jessie， Violet， and Benny cried out at the same time.

Dr. Scott looked surprised. “You mean the boxcar you lived in before your grandfather found you？”

 big brown eyes were shining. “Yes. Grandfather had it moved to our backyard. We use it as a playhouse， but it would make a good kennel for some of your strays. Henry’s been helping Mr. Seed put up new fences this summer. He gets to keep the old fences and chicken wire. We could use them to build animal cages inside the boxcar.”

Violet looked up at Dr. Scott’s thoughtful face. “You’ve taught us so much about taking care of animals， Dr. Scott. I know we could do a good job taking care of your strays until we find homes for them.”

“I’ll walk them and feed them every day，” Benny said. “I gave this cat the rest of my blueberries and ice cream last night. These animals would be happy in our boxcar. So would that crow out there.”

Dr. Scott smoothed back Benny’s hair. “You know， Benny， I think even that crow would like your boxcar. But one thing.”

Benny looked up at Dr. Scott. “What’s that？”

“Just give the crow plain blueberries. No ice cream.”

Benny nodded. “Okay， no ice cream. Just blueberries.”


Chapter　4　
 The Hidden Notebooks


That day when the Greenfield Library bell rang out at noon， the Aldens could hardly pull themselves away from their work at the shelter. Jessie wanted to finish lining the indoor cages with newspapers. Violet was busy making flyers for adopting cats and dogs and more FOUND CAT notices to put up around town. And， for a change， Benny Alden wasn’t chattering or hungry.

“Even animal doctors stop for lunch，” Dr. Scott said when she found the three Aldens still hard at work at twelve-fifteen.

Dr. Scott smiled down at Benny. “I’ve never known you to forget about your lunch.”

Everyone was laughing when Dr. Scott put up the CLOSED FOR LUNCH sign on the front door of the shelter. “Have a nice big lunch so you can tackle that old shed when you get back with Henry. Maybe by then I’ll have some information about our mystery founder. I’m going to spend my lunchtime making phone calls. Now off you go.”

On the short walk to the hardware store， Violet stopped to post one of her FOUND CAT signs on a telephone pole in front of the bank. “Our phone number is on these posters. I hope Grandfather or Mrs. McGregor is home in case anyone calls，” she said.

Benny ran up ahead. He expected to see Henry waiting in front of Seed’s Hardware the way he usually did at lunchtime every day. But Henry was nowhere around.

“Maybe we came too late，” Jessie said. She tried the door and it opened. “That’s strange. Usually Mr. Seed closes up right at noon. He must have a customer.”

In fact， Mr. Seed had three customers. One man was at the cash register where Henry was carefully counting out money. The Aldens could see two other men in back with Mr. Seed.

“Don’t bother with the change， sonny，” the man told Henry. “It’s not worth counting just a lot of loose coins.”

That didn’t stop Henry. “My grandfather says every dollar starts with a penny， sir. Besides， Mr. Seed wouldn’t like it if his customers didn’t get the change they were due.”

“Whatever you say， sonny， but make it fast.” The man grabbed the change Henry gave him and shoved it into his pocket without even counting it.

Everyone looked up when Mr. Seed came in from the loading dock with the two men following behind. Mr. Seed was talking slowly， but the men didn’t seem to be paying any attention.

“Now， you’ll want to drive slowly and avoid any bumps with that box of dynamite in your trunk，” Mr. Seed said. “Your whole car could blow up if you hit a pothole too hard， you know.”

“No problem， old man，” one of the men said to Mr. Seed.

Mr. Seed noticed Jessie， Violet， and Benny waiting for Henry， who was busy looking for a receipt book. “Henry， why don’t you leave those receipts so you can have lunch with your brother and sisters？ I’ll get them signed.”

One of the men stepped up to the register where Mr. Seed was filling out the receipt book. “No need to sign anything， is there， mister？ This is a cash deal. No need for receipts. We’re going to use that dynamite. Don’t worry， we won’t be back to exchange it for one of these flowerpots or maybe a nice pack of marigold seeds.”

The man and his two friends seemed to find this very funny and laughed loudly. The Aldens could see Mr. Seed’s face turn red. He was proud of everything in his store， including the flowerpots.

Jessie couldn’t bear to see Mr. Seed upset. “Excuse me， Mr. Seed. I’d like two starter pots for geraniums，” she said.

“Sure thing， Jessie，” Mr. Seed said in a shaky voice. “And what about you， Violet？ Can I get you anything？”

“Just a piece of tape to put up this FOUND CAT sign. We found Miss Newcombe’s animals， but we  find her. Maybe one of your customers will see my sign and tell us where she is.”

At this， all three men stared hard at the Aldens. The man who had made fun of the flowerpots stepped up to Jessie. “You kids didn’t happen to follow us here， now， did you？”

“Of course not，” Jessie answered. “We came to meet our brother for lunch. And buy some flower seeds for our grandfather’s garden. May I have two packs of the marigolds， Mr. Seed？”

Mr. Seed didn’t answer right away. He was studying the way the three men were staring at the Aldens. He didn’t like what he saw one bit.

“Of course， of course， Jessie，” he finally answered. “But let’s let these customers out first.” He hurried the men to the front door. “Good day，” he told them， though it was plain from his voice that this hadn’t been a good day at all. The brass bell at the top of the door jingled when he opened the door， then jingled again when he shut it and turned the big brass lock so the men couldn’t come back in.

Everyone started talking at once. “Who were those men， Mr. Seed？” Jessie asked first. “And why did they talk to you and Henry that way？”

Mr. Seed wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. The Aldens could see he wasn’t his usual cheery self. His hands shook， and his eyes darkened. “I got a call a few days ago from one of them， I’m not sure which one. They’re all demanding and impatient. Said they were from a construction company and then ordered a box of dynamite， which I had to get special from one of my suppliers. When they came to pick it up， I almost changed my mind about selling it to them， but they had a purchase order from a construction company upstate.”

“Have you or Henry ever seen them before？” Jessie asked.

Henry frowned and seemed to be thinking hard. “That’s the odd thing. I kept thinking I’d seen them somewhere， but I can’t figure out where or when.”

Mr. Seed locked up the register. “I don’t even like to take money from people like that. And I didn’t like the once-over they gave all of you when you came into the store. That’s why I wanted them to leave before the four of you went outside.”

“They did look at us kind of funny，” Benny said. “But not really funny. That one guy looked mean when Violet said she wanted to put up the flyer to find Miss Newcombe.”

Violet hugged the sheets of paper close to her. “Why would that bother them， I wonder？ Well， I don’t care. I am just going to post these all over town. We have Miss Newcombe’s pets， and now we need to find Miss Newcombe.”

“Well， here’s some tape， Violet，” Mr. Seed said. “When you go back to the animal shelter later， you can tape up a few of your flyers on the outside of my windows. For now， I think it would be a good idea to eat your lunch in here， so that those men are well out of town when you go back to the shelter. Henry and I loaded up the truck already with plenty of shingles and nails and whatever else you need to fix that toolshed Dr. Scott wants repaired.”

“Would you like a meat loaf sandwich， Mr. Seed？” Jessie asked when she opened her knapsack. “I’m not too hungry today. You can have mine.”

Mr. Seed shook his head. “I’m afraid those men took my appetite with them. They’re up to no good， and I’m sorry I ever let them in the store. No， I’m not hungry， either. But you should eat. You’ll need all the energy you can muster when you work on that old toolshed. Last time I was at the shelter， I noticed there was a lot of water damage on one side. Just taking out the rotted shingles is going to be a big job.”

“We like big jobs，” Benny announced， “so I’d better eat two sandwiches for lunch！”

This made everyone laugh and realize they were hungry after all. Jessie unwrapped all the sandwiches and put a fat pickle next to each one. “There’s plenty of ice-cold lemonade， too，” she said as she twisted the cap off a tall red thermos.

When the library bell rang a half hour later， the Aldens packed all their lunch things in Mr. Seed’s truck along with the materials he was giving to the shelter. Mr. Seed drove on a dirt path in back of the red barn that led to the far end of the property.

“I hope you won’t be doing all this hard work for nothing，” Mr. Seed told the Aldens when he stopped the truck in front of the old toolshed. “I’ve heard the shelter’s closing in a couple of weeks， so Dr. Scott may not need the extra space.”

Jessie looked at Mr. Seed. “The animals need more space now， and I just know we can help Dr. Scott track down the founder of the shelter before the deadline. We have to—we just have to.”

“Of course，” Mr. Seed said gently. “Now you folks give me a call when you need some other supplies from my store. I’ve got plenty of chicken wire， wood of things I know you could use in that boxcar you all told me about. All you have to do is ask， okay？”

“Okay！” the Aldens all said at once.

Soon everyone was busy pulling out rotted boards and lining up the new shingles to replace the old ones.

After a few minutes， Violet spoke up. “I wonder if Dr. Scott was able to find out anything while we were gone.”

“I found two pups for your boxcar，” everyone heard next as Dr. Scott came out to see how the Aldens were doing. In each arm the animal doctor was carrying a German shepherd puppy they  seen before. “These pups will be big dogs in no time， and the cages we have here will be much too small for them.”

Benny held one of the squirming dogs in his arms while Jessie held the other. “Did you have any luck finding out about the founder of the shelter， Dr. Scott？” Jessie asked.

Dr. Scott shook her head. “I’m afraid not， Jessie. After you left， I still had so many shots to give and so many other calls to make about getting homes for these strays， I didn’t get a chance to make any other calls. Then  Miss Newcombe to check on， too. Everything always happens at the same time. But  all been a big help tending to all these strays. And Henry here has been sent from heaven.”

“We’ll have this old shed fixed up by this afternoon since Mr. Seed gave me the rest of the day off，” Henry told Dr. Scott. “Then you won’t have to double up so many animals.”

“That’ll be a great relief，” Dr. Scott said. “These poor animals can start living like dogs and cats and not like sardines.” She peeked into the dusty old shed. “I’ll call for the junk man to remove that old desk and those chairs in there to make more space.”

“Oh， no， we want them！” Jessie cried out.

Dr. Scott winked at everyone. “I was teasing！ After watching the four of you save every bit of string， every scrap of paper， and every bottle and can this summer， I knew you would find some use for these old pieces of furniture. I’ll arrange to have everything sent to your grandfather’s， so don’t you worry.”

“We’ll use the desk and chairs for an office in our garage，” Jessie told the doctor. “We want our shelter to be just like the Greenfield Animal Shelter.”

“Judging by the excellent repair job you’re doing on this old shed， I know you’ll turn your boxcar into a safe place for my strays，” Dr. Scott said before heading back to the barn.

“I like tearing down old things， so I can fix them up again，” Jessie said when she held up a new shingle for Henry to nail in.

“So do I，” Benny said. He easily pulled off the last few boards from the rotted section of wall. “Hey， look at this！” he called out a few minutes later. “There’s something stuck between these last two boards.”

“Looks like some old black notebooks，” Henry said when he took a close look at what Benny had discovered. “On the cover it says， ‘Property of Jacob Kisco.’ ”

Jessie， who loved old books， took a closer look. “Jacob Kisco must have been a dairy farmer. Look， this page tells how much milk his cows gave and how much food they ate.”

Benny was disappointed. “Just a bunch of old notes about cows. Nothing good.”

“Why， Benny， we can use these to keep track of our animals when we set up our shelter，” Jessie said.

“You and Violet can do that，” Benny said. “I want to feed the animals and play with them.”

Henry， Jessie， and Violet couldn’t help laughing. Benny always liked jobs where he could run and play and not have to stay still for too long.

“Let’s finish up here，” Jessie said. “There’ll be time to look through these old notebooks when we get home.”

Henry put the heavy books in the top drawer of the old desk. He shut the drawer and went back to work measuring and hammering.


Chapter　5　
 Boxcar Days


The Aldens spent all their time getting the boxcar ready for business. Jessie and Violet made good use of the leftover boards Henry brought back from Seed’s Hardware Store. In no time， they had added four new shelves to the boxcar to store the food， dishes， blankets， and old towels they needed to feed their orphaned animals and keep them warm. On opening day， the needy orphans included four cats， three fat white rabbits， one crow， and three dogs.

Benny’s job was to sort and clean the dishes they had used in the old boxcar days. “There are just enough dishes so that each animal gets one water dish and one food dish，” he told Violet and Jessie.

Out back， Henry finished framing the last few yards of chicken wire with old fence posts. “Come on， Lad. Here you go， fellas，” he said when he led all the dogs into the spacious dog run.

When everything was ready， Benny ran inside and brought out Mr. Alden to take a look at what they had all built.

“Well， Grandfather， what do you think of our shelter？” Jessie asked Mr. Alden.

Mr. Alden took a step up the tree stump that led into the boxcar. “Why， this looks more like a fine hotel than a shelter for strays，” Mr. Alden told Jessie when he looked around.

“This side is just for cats，” Jessie explained. She pointed to the roomy chicken-wire cages on one side of the boxcar.

Benny pointed to the shelves Violet and Jessie had put up. “That’s where we keep the old dishes we had in the boxcar，” Benny announced. “I have to fill each one with water and food twice a day and put them out for each animal. That black cat only likes dry food， and Patches only likes tuna fish.”

“Look at what we built out here， Grandfather，” Violet said when everyone came outside again.

“What a fine dog run，” Mr. Alden said. “Lad and those pups have plenty of room to chase each other，  they？ They certainly don’t look like the sad orphans Dr. Scott dropped off last night. They’re right at home. Good job.”

“Thank you， Grandfather，” Henry said.

“I guess I’ll go back inside and see what I can do for Watch，” Mr. Alden said. “Listen to that sad whining. He really doesn’t like the whole family out here with all these new animals.”

After Mr. Alden left， Jessie checked her clipboard of things to do. “Now that the animals are all settled， we need to fix up an office in the garage. There are cases of pet food to order， prescriptions to get filled， and notes to take for Dr. Scott. She’ll want to know everything when she comes by this afternoon.”

Benny Alden wasn’t too interested in office work. Not when there were so many animals to play with. “Can I stay outside and play with the puppies， Henry？”

Henry was already up on a ladder in Mr. Alden’s garage and putting in long shelves for bandages， animal-care books， and the curious black notebooks no one had had time to look at again. “Go ahead， Benny，” Henry called down from the ladder. “What good’s having an animal shelter in your own backyard if you can’t run around like a puppy？”

When Benny came back an hour later， the garage looked almost like Dr. Scott’s office at the Greenfield Animal Shelter. Henry and Violet finished putting away the medical supplies， while Jessie wrote careful reports on each of the animals in their care.

“I think I might use these old farmer’s notebooks to keep everything organized，” Jessie told Henry and Violet. “One of them could be for ordering food， another for our reports to Dr. Scott， and the third one for anything else we need to write down.”

Violet began reading over the wrinkled， torn pages of one of the notebooks. “I’m glad we’re only taking care of pet animals， not real farm animals，” she said. “Mr. Kisco’s cows needed forty-seven bales of hay over one long winter.”

“It’s hard to believe there was so much farmland right here in Greenfield，” Jessie said. “There aren’t many farms nearby nowadays.”

Henry looked over Violet’s shoulder. “Mr. Seed said the farms started two roads over from Main Street back then， from Fox Den Road all the way to Burrville，” Henry said. “Now， of course， all the land near town is worth too much to keep as farmland. That must be why someone wants the animal shelter.”

“Hey， Jessie， something just fell out，” Benny said when he came into the garage. He bent down to pick up a long yellow envelope that had fallen out of the notebook Jessie was holding. “It says ‘D-E-E-D’ on the envelope. Is that like what Grandfather says people should do—a good deed？”

“This is another kind of deed， Benny，” Jessie said. She carefully unfolded the thick sheet of paper. “This is a legal paper that says who owns certain land.  an old map attached. See？”

“Let me see it， too， Jessie，” Henry said to his sister. “Maybe it’s something important that belongs to the Greenfield Animal Shelter.”

Henry studied the old document. “Jacob Kisco deeds fifty acres of land to Silas Newcombe，” he read. Henry shook his head. “Didn’t Grandfather say that when he was a little boy， Miss Newcombe’s father， Silas， gave the schools free milk and ice cream that came from his farm？”

Jessie looked thoughtful. “That’s right. But if the deed has her father’s name on it， why was it hidden away in this old book in that broken-down toolshed？ Why shouldn’t Miss Newcombe have it in a safe place？”

Violet had a worried look on her face. “I just know something must be wrong with Miss Newcombe. I have a feeling.”

“Dr. Scott will be here soon to check on the animals，” Jessie said. “Maybe she can figure out what this deed is all about.”

The Aldens were still talking about Miss Newcombe when they heard Dr. Scott’s station wagon pull into their grandfathers driveway.

But there was no time to tell Dr. Scott anything. She arrived， out of breath and in a hurry. She apologized to everyone. “I’m sorry to be in such a rush， but trying to clear out the shelter in such a short time has cut into my medical work.”

The Aldens could see this was no time to bring up the land deed. Dr. Scott was already out back with her medical bag. As she visited the animals one by one， the children reported on each of them.

Henry let Dr. Scott into the dog run where Lad and the two puppies were sound asleep in a heap on top of each other. “The two pups started regular food this morning，” Jessie told the doctor. “They didn’t whine at all during the night.”

“Maybe they just needed more food，” Dr. Scott said. “And having this safe new home helps them sleep through the night， too.”

Benny took hold of Dr. Scott’s hand. “Come see the crow，” he told her when they stopped in front of the tall， airy birdcage. The crow was sitting on a tree branch Benny had put in the cage. “This crow ate two handfuls of blueberries from Grandfather’s blueberry bushes last night， but no ice cream.”

“I see he trusts you， Benny，” Dr. Scott said. She reached into the cage and wrapped both her hands around the bird to check his wing. “He’s well fed， now， and this wing is mending beautifully. In another few days， leave the cage door open. He may be able to make a short flight to those blueberry bushes himself and come back to the safety of this cage until his wing is completely healed. Now how are those rabbits doing？”

“They’re right here，” Benny said. He led Dr. Scott to the rabbit hutch. “I let them out to play， and they ate two heads of Grandfather’s lettuce from the garden！ I think I should bring them their dinner inside the cage from now on.”

“I think so， too， or we won’t have any salad for the rest of the summer，” Henry laughed.

Dr. Scott finished her checkups. “Well， I see these animals don’t need me！ Is there anything else we should talk about？”

“Yes， there is something，” Jessie answered. “ not about the animals， though， but it might have something to do with Miss Newcombe.”

“Ah， yes， Miss Newcombe.” Dr. Scott sighed. “I haven’t forgotten her， you know. After many calls， I finally reached the new caretaker who is looking after her house. He says she’s away visiting relatives. I’ve only had one short conversation with this man， but something bothers me. With everything that’s going on at the shelter lately， I just haven’t had time to figure out what it is.”

“Didn’t Mr. Clover tell us she didn’t have family left？” Henry asked everyone.

Jessie’s eyes opened wide. “He did！ Then how could Miss Newcombe be visiting relatives？”

Dr. Scott’s face lit up. “Of course！ That’s what was bothering me. I knew Clara Newcombe didn’t have any relatives， but I had so much on my mind I forgot all about that.” Dr. Scott patted Jessie’s shoulder. “Good thinking.”

“Maybe you can help with something now，” Jessie said. She opened up the farmer’s black notebook.

Benny started first. “We found a deed in this old book. A deed is a piece of paper about land.”

Dr. Scott took out a pair of reading glasses from the pocket of her white jacket. She read over the old piece of paper Jessie had given her. “Hmm. If I’m not mistaken， this seems to be a deed for the land the Greenfield Shelter is on. One thing puzzles me， though. This deed includes Miss Newcombe’s property as well.”

Violet took another look at the paper. “Maybe when the deed was written， both pieces of property were part of the same land.”

Dr. Scott wiped her glasses with her handkerchief. “You’ve all discovered a very interesting document here. Of course， this deed is fifty years old， so it may not be legal anymore. The only way to find out is to visit the Land Records Office at the state capital.”

Henry took another look at the piece of paper. “ going to ask Grandfather about this. His old friend， Elizabeth Thompson， is a lawyer who works at the state capital. Maybe we can take a trip up there and see if there’s a record of this deed on file.”

“That’s an excellent idea， Henry，” Dr. Scott said， “so I’ll leave the deed with you. Meanwhile， I’ll keep up my own investigation here in Greenfield about the shelter property，” she said before getting into her station wagon.

As the Aldens waved to the animal doctor， they heard the telephone ringing inside the house.

“Mrs. McGregor and Grandfather said we should answer the phone for the rest of the day. They said every time they answer， someone hangs up，” Jessie said as she ran up the porch stairs behind Violet.

Violet got to the phone first. “Maybe it’s someone who saw my flyer for the two German shepherd puppies，” she gasped. “Boxcar Animal Shelter， Violet Alden speaking.”

No one spoke at the other end， but Violet could tell someone was there.

“This is the Boxcar Animal—” she began to say before she was cut off by a rough voice.

“You’re gonna need a lot more than a boxcar for your animal shelter， little girl，” the voice said.  gonna need a freight train a mile long for all the animals that’ll be leaving the real shelter any day now.”

Violet couldn’t find her voice to answer back. Jessie took the phone receiver from her hand. “Who is this， and what do you want？”

“Glad you asked， miss，” the voice said back. “I want you to stop looking for the old lady and stop asking a lot of nosy questions. That’s what I want， you hear？”

Jessie was still holding the phone when the person hung up without another word.

“He hung up，” she said quietly.

By this time， Mr. Alden and Mrs. McGregor had gathered near the phone to find out about the mystery caller.

Mrs. McGregor was very upset when she saw Jessie’s and Violet’s frightened faces. She shook her rolling pin at the phone. “You know， that’s the third or fourth time someone has called here today. Only whenever your grandfather or I answered， they hung up.”

Mr. Alden put his arm around Violet. “What did the caller want？ Did the voice sound at all familiar？”

“The man said we’d need a freight train， not a boxcar， for all the animals that will have to leave the shelter soon，” Violet told her grandfather.

Jessie picked up the receiver in case the person was still there， but all she heard was the dial tone. “He said to stop looking for Miss Newcombe and to stop asking nosy questions.”

“Well， he said the wrong thing to this family，” Henry said when he joined the group around the phone. “We’re just going to make sure we look even harder for Miss Newcombe and ask even more nosy questions！”


Chapter　6　
 Raining Cats and Dogs


At the sound of howling， Violet sat up in bed. “Lad！” she cried when she recognized his special howl.

She slipped from her bed and went to the window. Outside it was raining softly and too foggy to see very well. For a second， Violet thought she saw a grayish figure move across the lawn. But when she rubbed the fogged window to see better， there was no one there except the three sleeping rabbits and one sleeping crow in their outdoor cages.

“I must have dreamed Lad was howling，” she said. She yawned and rubbed her eyes， then went back to bed.

Finally a real animal woke her up for good. “Oh， Watch， it’s you，” she said and yawned as he pushed against her leg with his nose. “Finally， it’s morning，” she said with an even bigger yawn. “What a long night. I’m so tired.”

Violet heard the clink of glasses and silverware coming from the kitchen. Everyone’s up already， she told herself. She ran her fingers through her brown hair and quickly pulled on some lavender shorts and a flowered T-shirt.

“Good morning， sleepyhead，” Mr. Alden said to his granddaughter when she appeared in the kitchen.

“Are you feeling well， Violet？” Mrs. McGregor asked. “You look a bit peaked this morning.”

“I am tired， Mrs. McGregor，” Violet told the housekeeper. “The rain woke me up during the night. I thought I heard Lad howling.”

“Rain？ I don’t think it rained，” Mrs. McGregor said as she broke an egg into the frying pan. “It’s bright and sunny， just like yesterday. You’ll feel fine once you have a nice big breakfast like Benny’s.”

“I can’t eat right now，” Violet said. “Not until I check the boxcar.”

The animals heard Violet coming and started up some real howling. Violet slid open the heavy boxcar door and looked inside. She hardly ever raised her voice， but this morning she did. “Henry！ Jessie！ Benny！ Grandfather！ Come out back！”

Watch was the first to bound out to see what the excitement was all about. When he reached the boxcar， he didn’t like what he saw at all. Another dog！ Another cat！ Was there no end to the animals who were taking over the Alden house？

“Where did this pooch come from？” Henry asked.

A large white dog with black markings looked out at everyone with frightened eyes.

“And look over here！” Benny said， “There’s a big gray cat in this cage！ Where did it come from？”

“Who are these two animals？” Mr. Alden asked his grandchildren. “Do you suppose Dr. Scott dropped them off from the shelter last night？”

Violet shook her head. “These animals couldn’t be from the shelter. They weren’t there yesterday.”

“Dr. Scott wouldn’t just leave them here without letting us know，” Jessie added. “Maybe someone was here last night， Violet， and you really did hear something going on.”

By this time， the boxcar was noisy with barking dogs， crying cats， and five Aldens all talking at once.

It was Henry who noticed the new dog rubbing noses with Lad. “Lad knows this dog， too！” Henry said. “The hook on the dog’s tag broke off， but his collar looks just like Lad’s.”

“Not just the collar—the whole dog looks like Lad！” Jessie said. “Only this dog is white where Lad is black， and black where Lad is white. They both must belong to Miss Newcombe.”

“I guess I wasn’t dreaming after all，” Violet said. “Someone brought these animals here during the night. I wonder who？”

The Aldens heard  newspapers hit the sidewalk. “You’ll have plenty to do today，” Mr. Alden said. “Papers to deliver， two new pets to look after， and another mystery to figure out.”

Henry was in the boxcar getting leashes for Watch， Lad， and the new dog when all the dogs started howling and barking at the same time. Then Watch broke away and raced to the front yard.

“What’s the matter with these dogs？” Violet asked.

“I thought I heard a car door slam，” Jessie said.

When the Aldens reached the front yard， all was quiet. The bundle of newspapers was where it was every morning. Everything was still except for a very nervous Watch， trailed by Lad and the new dog， who looked plenty nervous， too.

“I wonder what this is all about，” Henry said， trying to calm all three dogs.

Violet checked down the street where the dogs were looking. “I sure they  bark for nothing， especially Watch. He never barks unless something is wrong.”

Jessie bent down to sort out her newspapers. Turning pale， she cried， “Here’s what’s wrong！” She held up a torn， dirty sheet of paper. “Someone must have just stuck this inside my newspaper bundle after it was dropped off.”

Henry grabbed the paper and read it out loud： “ ‘This is your last warning. Mind your business！’ ”

“So that’s what upset the dogs，” Jessie said. “Well， whoever wrote this will have to write a longer note next time， because I’m going to go right on minding Miss Newcombe’s business until we find her！”

The Aldens never did a faster job of helping Jessie with her newspaper route. They even set the dogs to work carrying papers up to people’s porches， and the route was finished in record time.

“All done，” Jessie told everyone when all the newspapers were gone. “Now  get to Miss Newcombe’s house right away. I kept one paper out， and I’m going to deliver it there no matter what！”

The Aldens listened carefully for traffic when they reached Fox Den Road. No rusty pickup truck was going to surprise them this time！

When they got to Miss Newcombe’s gate， Jessie whispered， “Look， the NO TRESPASSING sign is still up， but the gate’s open today. Violet， you and Benny wait out here while Henry and I go up to the house and ring the doorbell.”

Violet， Benny， and the three dogs stayed out of sight of the house but well away from the road. They looked on as their brother and sister marched straight up to the house and rang the bell.

When the door finally opened， they heard  clear voice speak out. “Good morning. I’m delivering free copies of the Greenfield Daily News this week. Would you like one？”

Through the bushes， Benny and Violet could see that the man talking to Jessie was one of the same men who had been at Mr. Seed’s hardware store！ He was staring angrily at their sister. “We don’t want any paper in this house，” he finally answered. “And if you see the fellow who put this milk in the cooler， tell him not to come back. We  want any deliveries. Especially from you snoopy kids， you hear？”

This didn’t stop Henry. “Maybe someone else in your house would like our paper，” he told the unshaven man. “Home delivery saves a lot of car trips to town.  you check with the other people in your household？”

For an answer， Henry got a door slammed in his face.

“Did you see anyone else in there？” Violet asked when Jessie and Henry came back to the gate.

“No one，” Henry answered. “Just that man. He was one of the men who bought the dynamite at Mr. Seed’s.”

Jessie’s brown eyes grew large and bright. “You know who else he is？ The same man I heard on the phone. I’m sure of it. He finishes what he’s saying with ‘you hear.’ As if we couldn’t hear a loud voice like that！”

Violet shivered. “Do you really think it’s the same person， Jessie？ Why would Miss Newcombe let someone like that live in her house？”

Henry looked worried. “Maybe she didn’t let them in， Violet. Maybe they scared her away.”

“Well， that man didn’t scare these dogs away. Look， they want to go back to the house，” Benny cried.

Sure enough， Lad and the white dog were pulling hard on their leashes and half dragging Benny up the driveway toward the house again.

“They know this is their home，” Violet cried. “Well， I’m just going to march up there and see what happens. Let’s see what the man has to say about that！”

This time， four Aldens and three dogs went up to the porch. Violet rang the bell.

The door flew open. “I told you， I don’t want what you’re selling， you hear？” the man shouted when he saw a porch full of Aldens and dogs. “Now， git！” he said.

Suddenly， Lad pulled so hard on the leash， it slipped from Benny’s hand. He dashed into the house！ Before the Aldens had time to think about their manners， they were in the house， too.

With Watch and the new dog， Benny and Henry flew down a hallway.

“Lad！ Lad！ Come back！” Benny yelled. He chased the dog to the back of the house.

“You kids stay out of this house and keep those hounds out， too，” the man shouted. “I say， get out of here！”

Henry hurried back and stood in front of the man. “We won’t leave without our brother or the dogs！” he said. Then Henry ran off again to find Lad.

Jessie stood tall， too. “That black dog and this white one live in this house，” she told the man.

“No one lives here but me，” the man said.

Violet was shaking， but she spoke up all the same. “Where is Miss Newcombe？” she demanded. “This is her home.”

The man stepped toward Violet. “And what business is that of yours， little girl？ None at all， I say. I’m in charge of this property now， and I don’t have to explain anything to trespassers！”

By this time， Henry had caught Lad by the leash， and Benny was right behind. “Don’t worry， we’re leaving. But you can’t keep us from looking for Miss Newcombe，” Henry said.

Before anyone could stop Benny， he spoke to the man， too. “We have a deed to her house， and my grandfather is going to bring it to the state capital to see who owns this house.”

“We’ll see about that！” the man warned. “Now get off this property， you hear？”

When everyone was safe at the end of the driveway， Jessie put her arm around Benny. “Are you all right， Benny？”

“I’m good，” Benny said， “but that man is bad. And I think there are other people in that house， too. I heard a door bang and some footsteps while I was chasing Lad.”

Henry led his brother and sisters out the gate. “Benny’s right. When I ran to the back of the house to follow Benny and Lad， I thought I saw someone disappear into a back room. Another man. They’re the same men who bought the dynamite at Mr. Seed’s and who nearly ran us over with their truck.”

“I can’t believe strange people would be in a nice old woman’s house，” Violet said. “And to act as if Lad didn’t live there！ Why， anyone could see both dogs knew that house very well.”

When the Aldens peeked through some evergreens at the house， Jessie stared longer than anyone else. “Look， Henry. The truck that tried to run us over is parked back there，” she whispered.

Henry took a look. “It’s the same pickup truck！ That man who answered the door isn’t alone in there， I’m sure of it. I’m going to sneak around the side of the house and see what that truck says.”

Violet and Benny looked on as Jessie and Henry walked through a clump of trees that led toward the house.

With each footstep， Jessie and Henry seemed to crack a branch or an acorn or scare a bird out of a bush. They were sure the men in the house could hear every snapped twig and crunched leaf.

“I think we can get a good look through those loose stones，” Jessie told Henry when they got to the wall that surrounded the property.

“I’ll take out this rock from the wall，” Henry said.

A chipmunk dashed out from the space where the rock had been， and Jessie and Henry jumped back.

“Whew！” Henry said.

He and Jessie bent down low. They peered through the wall opening. Now the rusty truck was only a few feet away.

Jessie read the peeling sign on the side of the truck. “It says， ‘Wolf Demolition.’ In smaller letters it says， ‘We take down buildings any size.’ ” Jessie’s eyes opened wide with worry. “Do you think they’re going to tear down Miss Newcombe’s house， Henry？”

Henry shook his head. “I guess that’s why they bought all that dynamite. But maybe Miss Newcombe hired them for that. This is the last piece of farmland so close to town. It’s probably more valuable to build on it than to keep it as a rundown farm. Maybe Miss Newcombe needs money， and wants to sell the land to somebody who wants to build on it.”

Henry and Jessie ducked when they heard the door squeak open. They took turns peeking through the stones. The unshaven man stood on the side porch smoking a cigarette while he talked to some other men still inside the house.

“We’ll just let her in the house to get her things， and that’s all，” one deep voice said from inside. “If she even comes back. I think we scared her good.”

“Maybe. She’s got a few days to get back. Then we’ll turn this place into dust，” another voice said. “Can’t believe the old lady’s been sitting on this gold mine， and it ain’t even hers. Too bad the boss took so long to get that land search done. We’d better make sure those kids don’t start snooping around the Land Records office at the capital before we get there.”

“Don’t worry about that，” the man on the porch said. “They’ll never get there in time.” He put out his cigarette in the window box and went inside.

Henry and Jessie could no longer hear the three voices， but  heard enough. They crept back through the woods to find Violet and Benny.

“Did you find out anything？” Benny asked.

“We found out that truck is from a demolition company that’s going to tear down Miss Newcombe’s house，” Henry said.

“The men in there said this isn’t even her house，” Jessie added. “At least that’s what we think they said. We only heard a little.”

“We heard enough to know that Miss  home is in danger，” Henry said. “We have to find her， and we have to get the deed up to the state capital right away！”


Chapter　7　
 A Good Deed


The next day， everyone was up early so they could get a fast start on their trip to the state capital. Grandfather’s friend， Elizabeth Thompson， who did some work with the Land Records Office， had said they could file the deed immediately.

“Now you make sure to give yourself time to have those peanut butter sandwiches at lunchtime，” Mrs. McGregor told everyone as they got into Mr. Alden’s roomy car. “I know you’ll be hungry.”

“I know I will be， too，” Benny said.

Jessie checked her long list of chores. “The animals are all fed and walked for the day，”she told Mrs. McGregor.

“Don’t worry about a thing，” Mrs. McGregor said.

“We won’t，” Mr. Alden said when he backed out his car. “We’ve got a full tank of gas and the excellent lunch you prepared to keep us all from starving.”

Jessie held up the all-important black notebook for Mrs. McGregor to see. “And tucked safely in here is Miss Newcombe’s deed.”

“It’s a good deed！” Benny called out the window to Mrs. McGregor.

Mr. Alden and his grandchildren laughed. “It is indeed！” he said. Everyone laughed again， and they were on their way.

But not for long.

“Why is the car slowing down， Grandfather？” Henry said when he heard the car sputter. In a few minutes it stopped dead in the middle of the highway.

Mr. Alden quickly tried to restart the engine， but nothing happened. “I don’t know what the problem is， but we have to get out quickly while the road is clear.” Mr. Alden raced to help his grandchildren out of the car.

When everyone was safe， Mr. Alden checked the highway. “Henry， you give a push while I steer the car off the road. No one is coming right now.”

But Mr. Alden was wrong. Just when Henry was giving the last strong push to roll the car to the side， Jessie screamed， “Grandfather！ Henry！ Watch out！”

Henry turned around just in time to see the Wolf Demolition truck whiz by， only inches away from the car.

The Aldens recognized one of the passengers right away. “Looks like you’ll be here all day，” the unshaven man from Miss  house snickered before the truck disappeared in a cloud of oily blue smoke.

“I bet they’re going to the state capital，” Violet cried.

“Never mind， Violet，” Henry said while he and Jessie continued pushing the car. “We have the deed. Even though Miss Thompson said the Land Records Office closes early on Fridays during the summertime， we still have time to get there before noon.”

After the car was safely off the road， Mr. Alden took off his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves. “I’m going to check the engine. Maybe we’ve overheated， or the oil level dropped for some reason. Can’t figure out why， though. Jack Vetrano checked out everything just yesterday.”

For the next half hour， the Aldens did everything they could think of to get the car started. Nothing worked.

“The water and oil levels seem fine，” Mr. Alden said after checking the dipstick. “If I hadn’t just filled the gas tank yesterday， I’d almost think we were out of gas.”

Henry took out his baseball cap from the backseat and put it on. “Grandfather， I’m going to look for help. Maybe there’s a gas station up ahead， and I can get a mechanic back here to take a look at what’s wrong.”

Henry  waste any time jogging off for help. After he disappeared down the road， a few cars stopped by to offer help， but Mr. Alden waved them away， saying his grandson would be bringing back some help very soon.

“There’s a red tow truck slowing down！” Benny said awhile later.

The driver jumped down from the truck， and Henry got out on the passenger side. “This is Mr. Hall， Grandfather. He knows everything about cars like yours.”

“I’ll work fast，” Mr. Hall said. “Your grandson， here， told me all about how you have to get to the capital by noon.”

Mr. Hall went over and under the car with his tools. From under the car， everyone heard him say， “Maybe you’re out of gas.”

“It’s not likely，” Mr. Alden said. “I just had it filled up yesterday， and I didn’t drive it until today.”

The mechanic took a gas can with a long spout and began pouring gas into the tank.

“Well， let’s see if a little gas can get it going. It might push out some air that could be in the gas line，” Mr. Hall said as he poured. And poured. “I don’t like to say this， sir， but your gas tank seems to be bone dry.”

“That impossible，” Henry said. “If my grandfather said he filled the tank， he filled it.”

“Maybe he did， but it’s still dry. With gas prices the way they are these days， maybe somebody drained your gas out.”

“I have to say I’m quite embarrassed at all this， but you fixed the problem， so give me the bill，” Mr. Alden said to the mechanic.

Everyone got into the car， which was soon humming down the highway again.

“I can’t figure it， I just can’t figure it，” Mr. Alden repeated. “I filled this tank with gas when I picked it up from Jack last night.”

“I think I know what happened， Grandfather，” Henry said. “I think they drained all our gas on purpose because they didn’t want us to make this trip to check on the deed. Then they tampered with the gas gauge so you wouldn’t know anything was wrong.”

“You’re probably right， Henry，” Mr. Alden agreed. “In any case， we have the deed， and they don’t.”

When the Aldens met Miss Thompson in the capitol lobby at twenty to twelve， she didn’t know a thing about the three men. “I’m sorry， James，” she said to Mr. Alden. “There’ve been hundreds of people going through the lobby all morning. I can’t say I noticed three suspicious men in all these crowds. But that does give us even more reason to hurry！ It’s nearly closing time.”

Everyone raced behind Miss Thompson up three flights of marble stairs. As they climbed flight after flight， the Aldens told Miss Thompson the whole story about finding the deed in the old notebooks.

“Do you think you can help us？” Jessie asked when they finally reached the Land Records Room.

“If the deed is signed and stamped with the state seal， then all we need to do is make a copy and file it with Mr. Tully， the Land Records Clerk. Now don’t worry if he seems a bit gruff. He likes to keep a close watch on the documents in the Records Room. And  always a bit grumpy right before lunch.”

“Me， too，” Benny said.

Everyone’s laughter bounced off the marble walls and floors when they went into the Land Records Room. This did not please the annoyed-looking man who came over to the Aldens.

“What can I do for you， Miss Thompson？” the man asked. “I hope it’s not too complicated. On Fridays， we lock up at twelve sharp， and it’s ten of already.”

“This is the Alden family， and they’d like us to find information about a fifty-year-old deed they discovered in Greenfield.”

“Greenfield？ What in heaven’s name is going on in Greenfield？” Mr. Tully said in a loud voice. “Is someone putting up skyscrapers or something？ Some employees of a demolition company were in just about an hour ago， asking about some Greenfield property， and I told ’em what I always tell ’em. They have to wait until Wednesday before their bid goes through， just in case a deed turns up by Tuesday. I sent them packing just like that pesky old woman who was here a few days ago， asking about the same darn land in Greenfield.”

Henry stepped up to Mr. Tully. “Was it a Miss Newcombe？”

Mr. Tully thought for a minute. “I don’t ask their names， young man， unless they have something official to show me. I can’t help anyone without a piece of paper， and all this woman had was a lot of old stories. Why， I’d never get a day’s work done if I spent time with these folks always coming in here with their stories.” Mr. Tully looked at the Aldens and Miss Thompson as if they were trespassing on his private property.

“But we—” Jessie began.

“The Aldens do have—” Miss Thompson started to say， but Mr. Tully wanted to set everyone straight.

“This elderly woman seemed to think I could stop developers from building on some land she says might be hers. Why， I could say I owned the Grand Canyon， but without a deed， I certainly wouldn’t get too far， now would I？”

“No， you wouldn’t，” Violet said in a quiet but sure voice. “But we do have a deed， Mr. Tully.”

“That’s quite impossible，” Mr. Tully said. “There was never a deed on that land， so it came to the state when the last owner of record died. Anybody can buy it once fifty years have passed after the owner’s death， and that anniversary is Tuesday， just four days from now. The Wolf Demolition Company has already put in a preliminary bid， and after that they can buy the land fair and square.” Mr. Tully paused and stared at the Aldens. “Unless， of course， someone shows up with a valid deed.”

Henry stood tall. “You will find that this deed proves Miss Newcombe owns the land.”

Mr. Tully raised an eyebrow. “Let me see that. Hmm. Hmm，” he kept saying as he read the old document.

“Is this deed still good？” Henry asked.

“Good as the day it was signed，” Mr. Tully said. “Now why this Jacob Kisco didn’t file it， I don’t know. Probably one of these old farmers who kept everything hidden under his mattress， I suppose， and didn’t tell anyone about it.”

Benny just couldn’t stay still. “I found it， Mr. Tully， but not under a mattress. It was hidden in a book stuck between two boards in a toolshed.”

Mr. Tully could hardly stand this. “There you go. A toolshed！ Fifty years ago this capitol was standing here same as now. Not to mention the Greenfield Town Hall. The old woman said there wasn’t a thing filed there， either. Too bad she didn’t check the toolshed！ Well， here’s the proof she needed right here.”

The Aldens jumped up and down. Jessie almost hugged Mr. Tully， but she hugged her grandfather instead.

“The search paid off，” Mr. Alden said. “You know， Mr. Tully，  never known my grandchildren to give up on finding what they wanted.”

Mr. Tully coughed a few times to quiet everyone down. “I wouldn’t celebrate just yet，” he said gruffly.

 voice was squeaky. “Why  we celebrate？”

“The name on this deed is Silas Newcombe，” Mr. Tully said. “Th a man’s name， not the name of that woman. For all we know， Silas Newcombe could still be alive.”

“It’s Miss Newcombe’s father，” Henry said. “He died a long time ago.”

Mr. Tully’s face didn’t change. “Well， how does anyone know he left the property to the woman who was here the other day？ She would have to produce a will saying that the property was left to her. No will， no land.”

The Aldens’ hopes fell again. They not only  have a will， they didn’t even have Miss Newcombe.

“We'll talk to her，” Jessie said. She looked Mr. Tully in the eye. “And after we do， we’ll be back with her father’s will.”

“You’ve only got until Tuesday， young lady，” Mr. Tully said. “Otherwise， that Wolf Demolition Company can buy the land.”

Everyone left the Land Records Office quietly before Mr. Tully could give them any more bad news.

“I’m sorry Mr. Tully wasn’t more polite，” Miss Thompson said. She put an arm around  shoulder. “But the main thing is that the deed proves the property belongs to Miss Newcombe’s family. All you have to do is get the will from her. She must be back in Greenfield by now.”

Henry spoke up. “If she even went back to Greenfield. You see， these men from the demolition company seem to have frightened her away. That’s what we think.”

Miss Thompson stopped on the step where she was standing. “I see，” she said softly. “That is a problem. As Mr. Tully said， time is running out. On Wednesday， this deed won’t be any good. I’m afraid Mr. Tully is correct. The developers have a perfect right to buy the land from the state when the fifty-year anniversary of Jacob Kisco’s death has passed.”

The Aldens didn’t speak the rest of the way down the winding stairs. No one had to. They were all thinking the same thing. Where was Miss Newcombe？ She just had to be found.


Chapter　8　
 Lost and Found


The Aldens spent the next two days searching everywhere in Greenfield for Miss Newcombe.

On Monday， as everyone walked to the Greenfield Animal Shelter to help out and pick up supplies， Violet said， “Maybe she just didn’t come back from the capital after she talked to Mr. Tully. Surely someone in town would have seen her by now if she had returned.”

Henry， Jessie， and Benny didn’t want to say out loud what they were thinking. Violet was probably right. Miss Newcombe didn’t know they had the deed to her land. Maybe she was too discouraged or frightened to return to Greenfield.

Jessie spoke quietly. “I guess we’ll just have to tell Dr. Scott today that we haven’t had any luck so far.”

They didn’t have to tell Dr. Scott anything. She could see by everyone’s faces they hadn’t found Miss Newcombe.

“There’s still the rest of today，” Dr. Scott told Jessie， Violet， and Benny when they arrived at the shelter.

But Dr. Scott was upset， too. While the Aldens had to find Miss Newcombe， Dr. Scott still hadn’t located the shelter’s founder. Like the Aldens， she had very little time left. The two weeks were almost up.

Violet and Jessie spent the morning making phone calls to see if anyone in Greenfield wanted to adopt any animals from the shelter.

“We only found two homes，” Jessie told Dr. Scott when she came back later to check on their progress.

“Why don’t you girls make the rest of the calls from home？ I have some volunteers coming in this afternoon，” Dr. Scott told Jessie and Violet.

Just then， Henry came by. They could see by his excited face that he had some news.

“Mr. Knapp， the taxi driver， came into the store today，” he began. “He said Miss Newcombe came in on the train just this morning. He dropped her off at the gate to her house！ Let’s go there right now.”

“That’s wonderful news， Henry，” Dr. Scott said. She picked up the phone and dialed a number. After a long time， she hung up. “No answer. I thought I might find her home at last， but no one answered the phone.”

“That’s not going to stop us，” Jessie said. “We’ll go to Miss Newcombe’s anyway.”

“Good luck！” Dr. Scott said when the Aldens left the shelter. “Give me a call later on and let me know what happens.”

The Aldens walked as quickly as they could to Fox Den Road. Henry broke into a run when they neared the Newcombe house. When the others caught up， they found Henry shaking the locked gate.

“Open up！ Open up！” he called through the bars.

“It’s no use， Henry，” Jessie said. “No one’s there. The truck is gone. All the windows are closed.”

“Did Mr. Knapp say if he drove Miss Newcombe right up to the house？” Violet asked. “Did he see her go inside？”

Henry shook his head. “He told me she didn’t want to keep him waiting while she unlocked the gate. He drove off before she opened it.”

Jessie looked down at the ground. “Maybe she never got inside the gate.”

Everyone walked the rest of the way home without saying a word. This was the closest they’d come to finding Miss Newcombe. But they had missed her.

Mrs. McGregor good chicken dinner and  encouraging words  help the children feel any better. This looked like one mystery that the Aldens weren’t going to solve after all.

After dinner， they went about their boxcar chores in silence. Jessie cleaned the cages while Violet moved the cats and dogs into the boxcar for the night. Benny checked that all the water dishes were filled so none of the strays would be thirsty during the night.

Violet was especially sad. What had happened to Miss Newcombe？ What would happen to her nice pets？ How would they find homes for all the animals they had？ All this worry kept Violet awake long after the rest of the family had fallen asleep.

Suddenly she heard the long， low sound of a heavy door being pushed.

“The boxcar！” she cried. She jumped from her bed and went to the window.

The moon was high above the Aldens’ yard now. In the moonlight， Violet saw a gray-haired woman step inside the boxcar. “What is Mrs. McGregor doing out there this late？” she said to herself. She put on her robe， then tiptoed downstairs. Watch was at the back door， growling in a low voice.

“No need to growl， Watch，” Violet whispered to the dog. “It’s just Mrs. McGregor.”

In the moonlight Violet found her way easily to the boxcar. When she was about ten feet away， she could hear a dog’s tail thumping against the metal walls of the boxcar. All the dogs were yipping with excitement.

Violet knew those sounds very well. They were not frightened or unhappy sounds. These were the same happy cries the animals made when the Aldens came to visit， pet， or feed them. Somebody they liked very much was in the boxcar！

“Ah， Patches， you lovely， sweet thing，” someone was saying inside. “I knew this was the right place for you.”

Lad made an eager yelp.

“And you， too， Lad，” the voice continued.

When Violet’s eyes adjusted to the darkness， she saw a white-haired woman sitting down on an empty food crate. The woman was surrounded by Lad， the white dog， Patches， and a cat. They were all licking her and rubbing against her ankles.

“Excuse me，” Violet said.

The woman jumped. In the moonlight， Violet saw the woman’s eyes flash with fright.

“I’m sorry，” Violet said softly. “I heard the door of the boxcar opening. I was worried about the animals.” Violet paused. She didn’t want to frighten the woman away by stepping inside.

“It’s okay， Lad. Sit，” the woman said， taking the dog’s front paws off her lap.

“Lad？” Violet asked. “You know this dog？”

The woman stood up. She was hardly taller than Violet. She smoothed her dress and twisted a ring on her finger. “Many of the animals in here were mine，” she began. “I left them here in your safekeeping.”

Violet waited a long time before she said anything. “Then you must be Miss Newcombe.”

“Yes. Clara Newcombe. I heard about your love of animals from Dr. Scott. And I knew your  family long ago. When I had to leave my animals， I knew they would have a good home here.”

“You brought all these animals here？” Violet asked.

The woman stroked Patches on her forehead. “Yes， I left Patches here a week and a half ago and the other animals at good homes around town， but some of them ran away and tried to get back home. Late the other night， I saw Lady wandering around Greenfield， so I brought her here， too. As for Lad and Midnight， the cat， I don’t know how they came to be here， but I’m glad they are. Lad and Lady are from the same litter.”

Violet stroked Lad’s floppy ear. “At first we called him Fred. I mean the people who found him did. A woman and her little boy saw him wandering around in the parking lot of their apartment building. A farmer who says he knows you brought Midnight to the Greenfield Animal Shelter. We took her because the shelter has to close.”

When Violet said that， the woman sat down. “Yes， the shelter. I know all about the shelter closing，” she said. She looked up at Violet. “That’s why I didn’t bring my animals there.”

“You must come into our house，” Violet said gently. “It’s chilly out here.” Violet led the animals back to their cages and helped the woman down from the boxcar. “Don’t worry. Your pets are safe here tonight.”

As they walked to the house， they saw the kitchen light go on. When Violet opened the back door， there was Henry， yawning and squinting. Not too far behind was a sleepy Jessie and a sleepy Benny. Mr. Alden， who did not look the least bit sleepy， had come downstairs， too. Watch， who often growled at strangers， did not growl at Miss Newcombe now. He seemed to like this woman without even knowing who she was.

“This is Miss Newcombe. Miss Newcombe， these are my brothers， Henry and Benny. That’s Jessie. And， of course， you know who my grandfather is.”

Mr. Alden pulled out a chair for Miss Newcombe. “Hello， Clara. It’s been many years.”

The tired woman sank into the chair. “Yes， too many， James. I’ve kept to myself so long.”

Jessie was at the sink filling the kettle. “Let me get you some tea，” she said.

“Miss Newcombe came to see Patches and Lad，” Violet announced. “The new dog is called Lady， and she’s Lad’s sister.”

Mr. Alden reached a hand out to Miss Newcombe. “My grandchildren have been searching for you for nearly two weeks. I know you like to keep to yourself， Clara， so perhaps you didn’t want to be found. But they may have some special news for you.”

Benny opened his mouth to speak， but whatever words he was going to say turned into a big yawn.

Jessie ran into the den and came back. In her hand was the farmer’s black notebook with the deed tucked inside. “Here，” she said， unfolding the yellowed paper. “Read this. We think this is an important piece of paper about your land.”

The old woman looked less frightened now in the warm， well-lit kitchen. Who could be afraid of these kind faces？

The woman read the paper once， then seemed to read it again. Finally she looked up at everyone. “You don’t know how important this deed is.”

“Ah， but they do，” Mr. Alden said. “My grandchildren have been investigating some strange goings-on at your house. They have reason to believe a demolition company has got hold of your property. They intend to develop it if they can buy it for good when it comes up for sale tomorrow.”

The woman nodded her head up and down. “How right they are. You see， years ago this property belonged to Jacob Kisco. Back then my father rented from him the house， the two barns， and some meadows for the price of the milk， eggs， butter， and cheese he got from our herd of cows. Mr. Kisco always said he had made arrangements to leave the land to our family when he died， but he never gave my father the deed.”

Mr. Alden sat down at the table a few feet across from Miss Newcombe. “But everyone in Greenfield always thought the land belonged to your family， Clara.”

Miss Newcombe lowered her eyes and twisted the lace handkerchief in her hands. She didn’t speak for a long time. When she finally did， her voice was shaky. “Yes， I know that’s what people thought. You see， my father only planned to stay on the property until the state came to claim it. But they never sent anyone， so Father stayed there. After he died， I stayed on， too.”

“Miss Newcombe，” Henry said softly. “Was the Greenfield Animal Shelter part of Mr. Kisco’s land at the time that he died？”

Miss Newcombe’s soft blue eyes looked frightened again， and she could hardly hold her cup of tea. “I guess I have to tell the other part of the story. You see， I felt so guilty about staying on land that probably belonged to the state， I offered the state use of some of the property when they wanted to open an animal shelter in these parts. At the same time， I wanted to protect my father’s good name， so I kept the Newcombe name out in case the truth ever came out.”

“So you’re the founder！” Jessie cried out.

“Yes， I am，” Miss Newcombe said. “I didn’t want to let anyone know because I worried that someone would take away the land someday. Now someone has.”

Violet patted Miss Newcombe’s hand to make her feel better. Jessie refilled her cup.

“I love animals， you know. I fully expected to make a bid on the land when fifty years had passed after Mr. Kisco’s death. But then these terrible men showed up.”

Now Benny was awake. “With the bad， rusty truck that’s always following us，” he told Miss Newcombe. “They called our house with scary voices， and stole Grandfather’s gas， and put a bad note in Jessie’s newspapers.”

She patted Benny’s hand. “Yes， Benny. Those men scared me， too. They told me they had already bought the land and I had to leave. They ordered me to close down the shelter. I wondered whether there was any way to stop this from happening， so I went up to the capital to check old property records. I  want anyone to know what had happened， so I left Greenfield quietly.”

“Is that when you sent your pets to different families？” Jessie asked.

“Yes. I knew from my friend， Dr. Scott， that your family liked animals， so I dropped Patches off one night. I left animals at other places around town. I was in such a state， I didn’t have time to write notes to everyone or even check the animal tags and such. And， of course， I see some of the pets wandered away from where I left them and tried to find their way home again.”

Jessie brought out some of Mrs. McGregor’s coffee cake and set it in front of the woman. “Where have you been staying all this time？” she asked.

“Different places. I found a small room at the state capital so I could see some lawyers and visit the Land Records Office. That turned out to be a disappointing trip.”

“I bet Mr. Tully thought you were bothering him，” Benny said.

Miss Newcombe smiled a bit. “Yes， I’m afraid such a busy man didn’t have much time for someone with no papers or proof that the land belonged to my father， who left it to me in his will.”

“The will！” Henry cried. “Do you have a will？”

“Yes， of course，” Miss Newcombe said. “I was my  only child， and he left everything to me， including the land he was sure Mr. Kisco had left him.”

“The will is all you need，” Mr. Alden explained. “That and this deed. You stay here with us tonight. Then tomorrow I’ll drive up to the capital and file this deed before the deadline. You’ll be back in your own home by tomorrow afternoon.”

The old woman took a long sip of tea to calm herself. “Do you really think so？”

“Yes， indeed！” Benny said loudly. “Yes， indeed.”


Chapter　9　
 Moving Day


“Shh. Quiet， Watch，” Jessie whispered when she heard Watch growling. “It’s too early to get up.”

Watch did not agree with Jessie and growled long and low. When Jessie’s eyes adjusted to the darkness， she saw Watch looking out the bedroom window over the driveway. Jessie was wide awake now and went to the window， too.

She stroked Watch’s alert ears. “What is it， boy？”

Jessie didn’t really need Watch’s answer. Under the streetlamp， she could see the outlines of a pickup truck parked on the street. Whoever was in the car was smoking and flicking ashes out the window every few minutes.

“I don’t know if that’s the truck， but I’m not taking any chances，” Jessie told Watch.

She tiptoed down the hall to the phone table and dialed the Greenfield Police Department. “Hello， hello， this is Jessie Alden，” she whispered into the phone. “I’m calling to report a suspicious... oh， hello， Officer Lawler. Yes， I know it’s early， but that’s why I’m calling.  a truck parked in front of my grandfather’s house， and I think there might be some men in it who’ve been bothering Miss Newcombe on Fox Den Road and my family， too. Could a policeman drive by our house just in case they’re going to make trouble？ Yes， thank you.”

“Whew，” Jessie said when she put down the phone.

“What are you whewing about？” Henry said， making Jessie practically jump out of her robe. “It’s five o’clock in the morning.”

“I know. That’s why I just called Officer Lawler at the police station to check on that suspicious truck out there. See，” she whispered. “Careful， don’t get in front of the window. They might see you.”

Henry pulled aside the curtain carefully and stood off to the side. “Hey， they’re getting out and walking toward Grandfather’s car. I’m going out there.”

When Henry put his hand on the light-switch， Jessie stopped him. “Don’t do that. Maybe this time we can catch them doing something while they think we’re asleep. Officer Lawler said he was leaving right away.”

Henry rubbed his eyes. “You’re right.”

Jessie and Henry tiptoed downstairs. The kitchen window was open a few inches to let in the night air. Henry and Jessie crouched down near the sink where they couldn’t be seen but right where they could hear the men whispering to each other.

“Four bum tires ought to do the trick，” one voice said. “Sam， where’s that knife you always carry？”

Jessie grabbed Henry’s arm. “Oh， no， I think  going to slash the tires so we  use Grandfather’s car today！”

Jessie and Henry were listening so hard to make out what the men were saying， they didn’t hear Officer Lawler’s cruiser pull up.

“Hands behind your back！” a deep voice shouted.

Henry and Jessie heard the men’s knife clatter to the driveway. That’s when the kitchen lights went on.

“Heavens， me， why are you both huddled by the sink？” Mrs. McGregor asked.

Benny came in next， carrying his blanket， followed by Violet， who was blinking hard and trying to figure out what the commotion was all about.

“My goodness，” Mr. Alden said when he came into the kitchen to find five people all up at this very early hour. “I’m not leaving for the capital for hours. I hope you’ll all quietly go back to bed before we wake up Miss Newcombe.”

“But Grandfather—” Jessie began.

“You see， the police are—”

“My word， there’s the doorbell！” Mrs. McGregor said. “I must be dreaming. That’s the only explanation for why I’m down in this chilly kitchen with everyone instead of in my nice warm bed.”

Mr. Alden led the way to the front hall and opened the door. “Why， Officer Lawler， you’re the last person I expected to see on my porch at this hour.”

“That may be， Mr. Alden，” the policeman said， “but one of your quick-thinking grandchildren helped me catch three vandals who were trying to slash your tires. I’m afraid they did some damage to one of them， but the other tires are fine.”

Mr. Alden put his arm around Jessie. “I’ll bet this is our detective. She’s the only one who looks wide awake enough to find the phone， let alone dial the right number for the police station.”

Jessie shivered， but she felt warm inside. “Are those men from the Wolf Demolition Company， Officer Lawler？”

The policeman checked his notepad. “That’s a good name for what they are—wolves who hunt in the night. But I’ve got them caged， all right. They’re locked up in the backseat of my cruiser. So if you’ll file a complaint later today， we can register the arrest.” Officer Lawler tipped his cap. “Good-night， or maybe I should say good-morning.”

“I’d better get some coffee perking，” Mrs. McGregor said. “I know you’ve all got a busy day ahead.”

An hour later， everyone， including Miss Newcombe， was wide awake， dressed， and ready to get on with that busy day.

“Benny and I changed the bad tire， Grandfather，” Henry said. “I started the engine for a minute， and the gas gauge needle is on full.”

Mr. Alden said， “I’m sorry not to have my backseat drivers on this trip， but I know you’ll want to get the animal shelter business straightened out now that Miss Newcombe is back. And， Clara， I imagine you’ll want to phone Dr. Scott.”

Miss Newcombe took Mr. Alden’s hand into hers. “Thank you， James. I feel like a new person today after the first restful sleep I’ve had in two weeks. Knowing I can go back to my own home， well， it means everything to me.”

“You can thank my grandchildren for that， Clara，” Mr. Alden said. He patted his suit pocket. “Well， the deed is in here， and I’ll pick up the will from your lawyer on the way out of town. So we’re all set.”

After everyone waved off Mr. Alden， they went out to the boxcar to check on the animals.

Miss Newcombe’s step was young and lively this morning. “I can hardly wait to see my dear cats curled on their favorite chairs. And I know it will cheer me to see Lad and Lady running in the meadows and through the woods. Not that they haven’t loved your boxcar，” the elderly lady told the Aldens when they peeked into the boxcar. “All of you did a wonderful job making a home for them.”

Violet’s thank-you could hardly be heard. She was blinking back tears.

Miss Newcombe handed her a white hanky. “I know just how you feel， dear. It will be hard to part from your new friends. That’s why I want you to come visit me whenever you want. I think I’ll start getting newspaper delivery again to keep up with the news— news of the Aldens！”

This made even Violet laugh， and everyone was still laughing when Dr. Scott drove up in her station wagon to pick up Miss Newcombe and her pets.

She gave Miss Newcombe a huge hug. “Why， Clara Newcombe！ Imagine keeping a secret from me all these years. I must be better at figuring out animals than people not to guess that you were the founder of the Greenfield Animal Shelter.”

Miss Newcombe’s cheeks got pinker than ever. “That’s all right， Mary. There were reasons I was so secretive， but now， thanks to all of you， I don’t have to be.”

“Is it time？” Henry asked in a quieter voice than usual.

Miss Newcombe smiled. “You can get the leashes and cages for the ride home.”

Henry called Miss Newcombe’s two dogs. “Here， Lad. Come here， Lady.”

The dogs stood nice and still while Henry fastened on their leashes. He opened the back of Dr. Scott’s station wagon and let the dogs in. Up front， he cleared some space for two cat carriers. “We should be able to fit Patches and Midnight up here， and the gray cat in a cage in back.”

Violet slid the gray cat’s cage across the backseat where there was just enough room for it.

Miss Newcombe looked puzzled. “Why are you giving me this cat？” she asked.

Violet checked inside the carrier to make sure she had the right animal. “Isn’t she yours？ She was in the boxcar the night you brought Lady here， remember？ That rainy night？”

Miss Newcombe shook her head. “Why， I found that cat wandering outside the boxcar that night. I thought she lived in the boxcar already and had just gotten out. So I put her in an empty cage. She isn’t mine.”

At this news， Violet broke into a big smile. “Maybe we’ll get to keep one of the strays， after all. Now that the Greenfield Animal Shelter can stay open， our boxcar will be practically empty.” She opened the cage and lifted the pretty gray Persian in her arms. “And I do like this fluffy cat.”

Unlike Patches and Midnight， the gray cat was a shy one and never went too far from the boxcar or from people.

“She’s such a frightened one， isn’t she？” Violet asked. “I’d hoped that with the other cats gone， she would look around the yard a bit more.”

“She must have been an indoor cat， she’s so shy of every little thing，” Henry told his sister.

“And every big thing，” Benny said. He pointed to Watch， who was standing nearby and not a bit pleased with all the attention this ball of fur was getting.

The gray cat looked terrified of Watch.

Violet stroked the frightened Persian. “Poor cat. That gives me an idea. I know someone who would like you very much，” she said before she ran into the house.

Everyone looked puzzled， especially Benny. “Where does Violet want to send this cat， Jessie？”

Benny  have to wait long for an answer. Violet was back in no time. “It’s all set，” she announced. “I’m sending this cat to the O’Connors， you know， the mother and the little boy who found Lad wandering around near their apartment. Jeffrey wanted a pet so much， especially a nice cat. And this is a nice cat！ So I called the number they gave me when we met them and told them all about this cat. They’ll be over right away to pick her up.”

“Then we’d better pick her up，” Benny said. He bent down to catch the Persian. “Animals always run away just when you need them.”

Miss Newcombe’s eyes were twinkling. “Sometimes people run away when you need them， too！”

“But we always find them，” Benny said.

“I am glad you found me，” Miss Newcombe said. “I won’t run away again. I’ll be nearby with my dear pets and my dear new friends！”
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第一章　
 汽车旅馆


The Old Motel

简姑婆和奥登家的四个孩子维莉、班尼、亨利和杰西匆匆走出迈阿密机场。他们已经到达佛罗里达州，此时正要去拜访简姑婆的好朋友——凯·金斯利。

“咱们得快点儿，孩子们。”爷爷的妹妹——简姑婆笑着说。她很幸运，嫁给了安迪·豆这样的男人。丈夫非常善解人意，一直催促着她去走亲访友，不论她想在亲友家待多久都可以。孩子们的爷爷奥登先生已经同意由简姑婆带着他的孙子孙女们去佛罗里达州度假。

众人走出机场，沐浴在八月炙热的阳光下。“我已经想望望了。”杰西说道。

“嗯，能给爷爷做伴，咱们的小狗会非常高兴的。”亨利安慰道，“你也不想让爷爷感到孤单吧，对吗？”

杰西点了点头，但心里还是有些难过。

“看啊！”班尼喊了起来，“是棕榈树耶！”

简姑婆笑了起来：“在佛罗里达州的湿地公园里，你能看到比棕榈树还要奇特的景观呢。”

班尼眯起眼睛，看了简姑婆一眼，问道：“什么是湿地公园？”

“湿地公园是佛罗里达州的一处大型国家公园。那里有许多河流和沼泽地，里面生活着各种各样的野生动物，从短吻鳄到鹈鹕，什么都有。我读过这方面的书。”维莉说道。

亨利咧嘴笑了起来：“先别急着介绍，等咱们亲眼见见再说。”

班尼那圆圆的小脸上顿时露出了欢喜的神情，两只眼睛睁得老大。“短吻鳄？”

“是短吻鳄。”亨利重复道，“或许还看不到呢，因为现在，短吻鳄的数量没有以前多了。”

杰西匆匆地向前走去。“穿蓝色裙子的那个人一定是凯·金斯利。你们看，她正和简姑婆拥抱呢。”

四个孩子全都向前跑去。

凯·金斯利突然不说话了，一双黑色的眼睛喜滋滋地打量着在她面前站成一排的孩子们。“简，这几个就是奥登家的孩子？”

简姑婆十分自豪地笑了笑。“是的，”她把手放在班尼的肩上说，“这是班尼，最小的一个。”

“我今年六岁了。”班尼骄傲地说道。

简姑婆摸了摸他的下巴：“你说的没错，班尼。”她挥了挥手，示意其他孩子也到前面来，“这是亨利，年纪最大的一个。”

亨利非常礼貌地和金斯利夫人握了握手。他今年十四岁，中等个子，长着一头棕色的头发。

“这是维莉，”简姑婆继续介绍道，“今年十岁了。你也看到了，她非常喜欢淡紫色。”

维莉的小脸变得通红，她笑着低头瞄了一眼她那件淡紫色的T恤，羞涩地说道：“您好，金斯利夫人。”

金斯利咯咯地笑了起来：“叫我凯好了。”

“最后一位，”简姑婆说着，朝旁边侧了侧身，把杰西拉到了身前。“这是奥登·杰西，今年十二岁了。”

杰西眨了眨眼睛说：“您好，凯。”她那深棕色的头发用一条蓝色的丝带扎在了脑后。

“简，我有好多话要对你说。”金斯利高兴地说着，一把搂住了她的朋友，“全体注意，”她向后瞥了一眼，愉快地命令道，“跟我走！”

凯朝着一辆白色货车走去，蓝色的裙子在暖暖的微风中沙沙作响。她打开驾驶座一侧的车门，停住了脚步。“噢，简，见到你，还有这些孩子们，真是太好了。”说到这儿，她的喉头哽住了，“我自己住在空荡荡的汽车旅馆里，真的很寂寞。”

简姑婆快速地扫了她一眼，凯看起来似乎真的需要有人陪伴。“你的汽车旅馆没人住吗？”简姑婆问道，掩饰不住语气中的好奇。

“差不多吧，”凯答道，“十个单元房，只租出去了两个。”说着，她坐到了驾驶座上，“你很快就会看到的。”

奥登家的孩子们已经迫不及待地想要看看简姑婆提到过的汽车旅馆、游泳池和网球场了。





前往汽车旅馆的途中充满了快乐，孩子们目不转睛地盯着窗外高大的柏树和沼泽地里的青草。远处的河流如手指般纤细，一直延伸到红树林，其间点缀着一根根芦苇。

几只野鹤叫了起来，它们的两条细腿沿着沼泽地走着，眼睛盯着浑浊的水面，等待着鱼儿出现。

“佛罗里达州确实和绿野镇不一样。”班尼说道。

维莉笑了笑，说：“你不会是觉得孤单了吧，班尼？”

“我才不会。”班尼坚定地说道。





车子行驶了四十英里后，来到一个名叫林戴尔的小镇，凯又朝前开了几英里，车子驶入一条狭长的车道，车道尽头便是她的汽车旅馆。道路两侧高大的柏树遮住了阳光。汽车停稳后，奥登家的孩子们瞥见一座狭长的房子。这座房子看上去破旧不堪——油漆已经脱落，房顶的瓦片残缺不全，门板也从铰链上脱落下来，还有几扇窗户早已破碎。总之，眼前的景象并不乐观。

“这就是那个汽车旅馆？”班尼皱着鼻子问道。

“是的，这就是我的柏树汽车旅馆。”凯难过地回答。她知道，汽车旅馆的状况很糟糕。“很多年前，我继承了这座旅馆，那时候，它的状况就已经很糟糕了。不过我认为，是我让它变得更糟糕的。我只是不想在它上面投入太多的钱，不过……”她说着，语气变得欢快起来，“山上的那座白房子才是我住的地方，咱们全都住得下。除非……”她犹豫了一下，“除非你们想单独住在旅馆的单元房里，屋里还有个厨房呢。”她补充道。

“噢，我们想住在汽车旅馆里。”杰西毫不犹豫地说道。

“是的，”亨利同意道，“　　我们习惯了自己照顾自己，对吧？”

“是的，没错！”班尼和维莉齐声说。

“那么，简和我就住在白房子里，你们这些孩子们就住汽车旅馆里。当然，今天的晚饭我们要一起吃。汽车旅馆最后一间单元房的旁边是自行车篷，里面停放着各种型号的自行车。你们可以挑选一辆自己喜欢的来骑。”凯看了简姑婆一眼，问道，“还算满意吗？”

“噢，天哪，当然满意了。”简姑婆答道，“这四个孩子很喜欢独立生活。”

“游泳池在哪里呢？”班尼擦了擦前额的汗，问道：“天好热啊！”

“很抱歉，”凯说道，“游泳池里没有水，要等彻底清理以后才能放水进去。”

“清理？我们正好擅长啊！”维莉面带微笑地说。

亨利打量了一下四周，只见网球场里长满了野草，爬满了藤蔓植物。不过这里还真是个不错的地方呢！他想，凯的白房子坐落在山上，汽车旅馆在山脚下。高大的柏树和蜿蜒的车道更为汽车旅馆增添了魅力，但美中不足的是，汽车旅馆经营得太惨淡，真是可惜得很！


第二章　
 空荡荡的游泳池


The Empty Swimming Pool

凯将货车停在她那栋漂亮的白房子前，房子四周围着尖桩篱笆。车子刚一停稳，孩子们就争先恐后地下了车。

很快，他们注意到一个黑头发、留着胡须的高个男人。他的双手叉在腰间，穿着靴子的两脚微微分开着。男人转向维莉和杰西。“要不要我帮你们提行李箱？”他问道。

“噢，不了。”亨利说着，向前迈了一步，“我们会把这些箱子拎到山下的汽车旅馆里去的。”

男人笑着说：“我很乐意帮忙的。”

“谢谢，”班尼说着，从货车里拎出一个重重的行李箱，一下子放在地上。他圆圆的小脸变得通红，气喘吁吁地说，“不过我们能行的。”

“这位是罗夫·金森，”凯说道，“他是我的得力助手，总是那么愿意帮助我。”她将罗夫介绍给简姑婆和四个孩子。

“嗨，大家好。”罗夫说道，“很高兴你们能来佛罗里达州。”他看了凯一眼，说，“我想，凯也应该找些人陪陪她了。”

“罗夫有一艘游船，可以载着游客们参观湿地公园呢。”凯连忙打断了他的话。

“怎么样，”罗夫说着，扬起了一条眉毛。“想去吗？”他向孩子们问道。

“想，当然想！”班尼兴奋地说，“我想看短吻鳄。”

罗夫棕色的脸上露出了一丝笑容：“嗯，到时候看看能不能见到吧。”

“这样吧，”凯说道，“咱们先进屋去，喝上一杯冰爽的橙汁。”

“嗯，听起来不错。”维莉说。

“橙子是我从后院的橙子树上摘的。”凯说着打开了纱门。

“噢，”杰西棕色的眼睛亮了起来，“我还从来没有见过橙子树呢！”

“我也是。”班尼说。

“稍等一下，你们有的是时间去探索呢！”简姑婆微笑着说。她知道，在天黑之前，孩子们一定会在周围转个够。

孩子们走进客厅，发现一张小沙发的角落里正蜷缩着一只橘黄色的猫咪。

“噢，”班尼叫道，“看啊，橘黄色的猫咪，白色的爪子！真漂亮！”他张开手臂，向前冲了过去。

那只猫迅速地跳下沙发，钻进了角落里。

维莉跟了过去，慢慢地走到被吓坏的猫咪跟前，温柔地抚摸着它的皮毛。不一会儿，猫咪的喉咙里发出了咕噜声。

凯笑着说：“威利已经把你当成朋友了。”

“威利。”亨利轻声说着，把手向下伸去，让威利嗅了嗅。

“咱们给爷爷打个电话吧，”维莉说，“给他报个平安。”

“哦，好的。”班尼说。

就这样，孩子们跟奥登爷爷通了电话，得知他也一切都好。爷爷说，家里只剩下麦格雷戈太太和望望，似乎冷清了不少。

凯倒了些冰镇橙汁，又端出一盘饼干来。吃完点心，杰西说：“我们会及时赶回来吃晚饭的。”说完，孩子们便匆匆下了山。尽管手中还提着重重的行李箱，但他们已经迫不及待地想要见到自己的度假旅馆了。





班尼第一个来到最后一间单元房的门口，他推开了门。

这间单元房有两个大房间，外加一个小厨房。过了今天晚上，他们就要与山上的小屋切断联系，开始独立生活，自己做饭，自己制订购物单了。

“这里看起来真阴暗。”维莉说着，打开了百叶窗。

“可不是嘛！”杰西一边说，一边把行李箱中的牛仔裤、短裤和上衣拿了出来，“要是换上新的窗帘和床罩会不会好一些呢？”

“那还用说？”亨利回答道。

班尼试了试他和亨利的床铺。“这床的弹性很好嘛！”他说着，一边笑，一边上下跳了起来。

亨利也笑了起来：“走，到旅馆附近瞧瞧！”说着，他打开门。

“噢，好的。”杰西说，“咱们走吧！”





维莉一直走在最前面，突然，她失望地叫了起来：“噢，不！”她一屁股坐在草地上，指了指游泳池说：“看啊！”

其他三个孩子纷纷向前跑去。杰西和班尼站在泳池边上，向下望了望。

“里面全都是绿色的东西。”班尼说，“要是能下去游泳该多好啊！”

“我也以为天天都可以游泳呢，班尼。”杰西皱着眉头说。

“要是没有那些恶心的绿色的东西就好了。”班尼抱怨说，“那到底是什么呢？”

“青苔。”亨利简短地回答，“要是能刮掉的话，应该就可以向池里注水了。”

“你说，凯会这么做吗？”维莉轻声问道。

“我敢说她会的。”杰西答道，“我只是觉得，这座旅馆对她而言是个不小的包袱。”

“我们正好能帮上忙。”班尼两手抱在胸前说，“清理污垢，我很在行的。”

“我也是。”亨利接过班尼的话说，“只要能够游泳，我想咱们大家都很在行的。”

“那个罗夫·金森似乎人还不错。”杰西望着维莉说道，“你说，他会帮咱们吗？”

“我敢说，他一定会尽力帮忙的，不过，别忘了他也有工作要做啊！”维莉说。

“噢，差点忘啦，他还有艘游船呢！”班尼咧嘴笑道，“我都等不及要坐船开始我们的旅行了。”

所有人都笑了起来。

这时，一个又高又黑、穿着白色短裤和上衣的女孩从树林里走了出来，出现在他们面前。看到奥登家的孩子们后，她停住了脚步，一双深色的眼睛把每个孩子都打量了一遍。“你们准是奥登家的孩子吧？”她问道，脸上带着迷人的微笑。

“是的。”亨利说着为每个人都做了一番介绍。

“我听凯提到过你们，我叫凯瑟琳·威尔逊，”漂亮女孩说，“在佐治亚大学学习人类学。”

“人——类——学？”班尼一字一顿地说着，脸上充满了疑惑。

女孩咯咯地笑了起来：“就是研究人类的科学。现在，我正在学习和研究生活在湿地公园里的塞米诺尔族的印第安人。”

“哇，真刺激！”杰西叫道，声音中掩饰不住激动。

“是的，我的论文就快写好了。”凯瑟琳说，“只不过还要去几次营地。我租了一辆车，这一个月以来，一直靠它往返。我要先把车开到湿地公园附近，然后跟拉科达坐船一起去营地。他就是塞米诺尔族印第安人呢。”

“你住在这儿吗，凯瑟琳？”维莉问道。

“是的，我住在九号单元房，隔壁就是米尔森。”

“米尔森？”杰西问道，她的眼中忍不住闪露出羡慕之情——眼前的凯瑟琳看起来倒很像是模特呢！

“米尔森·菲尔，她住在十号单元房，是个不错的老太太。我敢说，你们很快就会见到她的。”凯瑟琳的脸上挂着浅浅的笑容，她似乎对米尔森的个性十分了解。

“我们住在一号单元房。”亨利说，“我们正打算在周围转转呢。”

“你们的房间正好挨着车棚，随时可以挑一辆自行车来骑。”凯瑟琳笑着说，“这里的自行车倒是不错，不过其他的东西就很破旧了。”她摇了摇头，“我真为凯感到难过。她人这么好，工作又很努力。”

凯瑟琳顿了顿，继续说道：“很高兴见到你们，不过我现在有点儿忙。我必须去换衣服了，然后到塞米诺尔族营地吃晚餐。”说着，她挥了挥手，朝汽车旅馆走去。

“哇！”班尼说着，眼睛睁得老大，“那该多好玩啊！”

“我们也该走了。”亨利说道。

“再见，凯瑟琳。”维莉说，“咱们还会见面的。”

孩子们继续向前走着，他们穿过了枝桠丛生的灌木林，来到了网球场。他们停了下来，再也迈不动脚步了。

“噢，不！”杰西说着，摇了摇头，“球场里长满了藤蔓和野草。”

“我们可以把野草拔掉。”维莉说道，她的脸上显出坚定的神情。

“是的，”班尼喊道，“这个我很在行。”

“看来，咱们又有事情做了。”亨利说着，打量了一番这座破旧旅馆的四周。

“从明天开始，咱们就动手清理游泳池吧！”杰西说。

“噢，天呀，游泳池！”班尼重复道，“真是个好主意。”





孩子们打开箱子，放好了行李，便回到山上的房子里和凯共进晚餐。晚餐是烤羊肉、土豆泥和豌豆，味道十分鲜美。

“凯，你这地方多好啊！”简姑婆一边说，一边把豌豆递了过来。

“是呀，没错。”凯同意道，“只不过经营得有些惨淡，我都想把它卖掉了。其实，‘连锁旅馆’的人早已经给我开过价了，他们很想买下这座旅馆，而我也正打算卖呢。”

“噢，不。”杰西放下手中的叉子，赶紧说，“这地方多漂亮啊！”

凯冲她笑了笑：“我知道，杰西，对我来说，这座旅馆非常重要。可我现在只雇得起罗夫一个人。我想着可以把它卖掉，然后租一个公寓住。”

“凯！”简姑婆反对，“你不能这么做，住在公寓里，你是不会感到快乐的。”

“我们可以帮你把这里翻修一下，凯。”维莉说道。她向来喜欢帮助遇到麻烦的人。

凯站了起来。“我也不知道该怎么办才好。”她一边把草莓派端到了桌子上，一边迟疑地说。

“这种事情，我们很在行呢！”班尼说道。

“是啊，”维莉赞同道，“只需要刷些油漆，再换上几套新床罩就行了。”

凯坐下来，将草莓派切成几块，给每个人的盘子里放了一块。

简帮着她把盘子递给孩子们。“凯，你知道的，你真该考虑一下孩子们的提议。我也能帮上一点儿忙。我可以缝缝东西，还可以重新布置一下房间。”

凯看了看满脸热切的孩子们：“我都不知该说些什么了，不过需要做的事情，真是太多了。”

“事实上，先列个清单。”简姑婆说，“一步一步地来，不用花太多时间，也用不了多少钱，你等着瞧好了。”

“旅馆要重新粉刷一下才行，”凯若有所思地说道，“孩子们可以……”说到这儿，她犹豫了一下，眼睛里闪露出一丝希望。

“你想让我们做什么都行。”亨利补充道。

凯向前探了探身子，脸上露出了微笑：“那我就试试好了。这家旅馆是值得再投些钱进去的。”

“我们会让它变得闪闪发亮的！”班尼说道。





当晚，维莉躺在床上，久久不能入睡。她两眼盯着佛罗里达州上空的圆月，心里在想：汽车旅馆这么破旧，他们真的能做完所有的工作吗？


第三章　
 米尔森·菲尔


Millicent Fair

第二天，奥登家的孩子们便努力地刮起泳池底部的青苔来。幸运的是，泳池并不大。看到空荡荡的泳池如此干净，凯的心里非常高兴。她向孩子们保证，第二天就往泳池注水，还说要请几位油漆工过来。

清理完泳池后，孩子们骑着自行车，来到了几个街区外的一家小超市。爷爷给了他们足够多的钱去买他们在旅途中需要的东西。杰西掏出大家一起列好的购物单，沿着超市的货架挑选起来。他们在购物篮里装满了青豆、绿豆、生菜、西红柿和新鲜水果，除此之外，还有汉堡、鸡肉、冰激凌、巧克力酱、沙拉酱、面包、黄油和牛奶。当然，他们还买了早餐吃的东西。

当晚，杰西和亨利准备晚餐吃的烤鸡，维莉和班尼剥好了豌豆，端到了桌子上。

吃完水果甜点后，孩子们坐在那儿休息。

“还记得咱们在棚车里生活的那段日子吗？”班尼问道。

“怎么不记得！”杰西叫道，“虽然很苦，但也很开心呢！”

班尼跳起身，跑到橱柜前：“这个粉色的杯子是我在垃圾堆里捡来的，虽然有点儿破了，但我是绝对不会把它扔掉的。”

“维莉，”亨利拉起妹妹的手说道，“要不是当时你病了，也许爷爷永远都找不到咱们。”

“是啊，当初之所以逃走，是因为咱们以为爷爷是个很凶的人。”杰西说。

“嗯，可谁知恰好相反，爷爷是个好得不得了的人呢！”亨利咯咯地笑了起来。

“咱们都没有父母，”班尼说，“幸好爷爷找到了咱们。”

“我也这么想。”亨利答道，“这次咱们全都出来了，真不知道爷爷在家里怎么样。”

“我敢说，他一定会很好的。”杰西说，“麦格雷戈太太会照顾好他的！”

“望望也会照顾好自己的。”维莉笑着说，“我们的小狗狗是很聪明的。”

“我想望望了。”杰西说道。

就在这时，大家听到了“喵”的一声。

“是威利。”班尼叫着，两眼向窗外望去，“它可以暂时代替望望，至少我们待在佛罗里达州的这段时间可以。”他飞奔过去，一下子打开了门。

杰西找来一根绳子，逗弄起威利来。玩了一会儿，猫咪朝门口走去。亨利开了门，放威利出去，看着它走进温暖的夜色，朝着山坡上凯的白房子一路跑去。

疲倦而快乐的孩子们脱了衣服，入睡了。





第二天的早餐非常丰盛，有麦片、煎蛋、葡萄果冻，还有牛奶。正当孩子们吃早餐的时候，有人轻轻地敲了一下门。

班尼把门打开一条小缝。一个矮胖的女人朝里面瞄了一眼，她长着一张圆脸，卷卷的头发已经有些发白。

“你们好，”她的脸上露出了甜蜜的笑容，“我是米尔森·菲尔，你们就叫我米尔森吧！”她说着，走了进来，“我来只是想说，欢迎你们。”

“您好，”杰西愉快地说道，“请进！”

“不好意思，我好像已经进来了。”米尔森说着，用手捂着嘴，咯咯地笑了起来。她快步走到椅子前，坐了下来。“听说你们是来看望凯的。”她那对明亮的蓝眼睛逐一打量着孩子们，“你们会在这里待多久？”

“我们还不确定。”亨利回答说。

“我看见你们清理了游泳池。”她很高兴地说道。

“是的，”杰西说，“我们想让罗夫·金森帮忙注满水。”

“这活很不好干呢！”班尼说着，伸出手来，“瞧，我的手，都红了！”

“那你们还清理它做什么？”米尔森·菲尔问道。

“我们想去游泳。”班尼说。

“可任务的确重了些，”米尔森叹息道，“难道你们不知道，凯打算卖掉这个地方吗？”

“凯不打算卖了。”杰西说着，使劲儿地摇了摇头。

“不卖了？”米尔森惊讶地说，身子向前挪了挪，“你的意思是说，她不打算搬走了？”

“我们希望她待在这儿。”维莉轻轻地说，“我们会竭尽全力帮助她的。”

“稍稍翻修一下，汽车旅馆会焕然一新的，”亨利说，“到那时，凯就一定会留下它的。”

米尔森直了直身子，说：“　可是，我敢说‘连锁旅馆’开出的价钱也很高啊！”

“凯说起过这件事，”杰西笑道，“但是，这里的环境多好啊，周围都是柏树，跟那些高楼大厦里的旅馆比起来，这座汽车旅馆给人的感觉更温馨、更舒适。”

“等油漆工粉刷以后就能看出效果了。”维莉说。

“油漆工？”米尔森的小嘴张成了一个大大的“O”形。

“是的，他们今天就会赶过来。”亨利说，“　凯昨晚就安排好了。”

“用不了多久，这些丑陋的棕色油漆就会被覆盖掉。”维莉说。

“那该刷什么颜色的油漆呢？”米尔森好奇地问道。

“闪亮的白色。”维莉回答道。

“再加上青草和绿树的衬托，汽车旅馆不是很漂亮吗？”杰西说。

米尔森长长地出了口气，接着她站起身来。“是的，会很漂亮的。”她说，“我真高兴。我必须走了，但咱们很快还会再见面的。”

两名油漆工来到汽车旅馆后，开始刮除墙上的旧漆。这两人好像是一对亲兄弟，长得都很高，只是其中一人要更瘦一些。两人都穿着宽松的白色工作服，戴着白色的工作帽，帽檐底下露出一绺乱蓬蓬的黄头发。

一天的工作结束之后，他们把六罐白漆排成一列，靠放在汽车旅馆的外墙边。

“看啊，要是汽车旅馆刷了新漆，是不是会变得很干净、很漂亮？”班尼问着，他棕色的眼睛里闪烁着兴奋的光芒。

“是啊，只要涂上油漆，汽车旅馆看上去就好多了。”亨利说。

“我饿了。”班尼的嘴唇噘了起来。

“我也饿了，班尼。”杰西大笑着说。

孩子们朝汽车旅馆走去。但是这一次，他们走得很慢。因为他们太累了，只能缓缓地拖着脚步走。

当天晚上，孩子们睡得很沉，一丝一毫的声音都没有听见。





第二天一早，吃过早饭后，维莉打开了门。只见她立刻用手捂住了嘴：“噢，不！”她低声叫了起来。

“怎么了？”杰西冲到了妹妹身边。她停住脚，惊讶地盯着外面。班尼和亨利也跑了过来。

　　

此时此刻，谁都没有说话。

两名油漆工还没有到，但油漆罐不见了。摆放油漆罐的草地上只留下了六个圆圈。


第四章　
 短吻鳄与沼泽鸟


Alligators and Swamp Birds

孩子们仔细查看了摆放油漆罐的地方，随后杰西便跑到山上的房子里去找凯。

那天早上罗夫正在房子里干活，他和凯朝山下的汽车旅馆跑去，简姑婆和杰西紧跟在后面。

凯仔细地看了看草地上的圆圈，满脸阴沉。“六罐新油漆都不见了。”她哀嚎一声，抹了抹额前的一缕头发，“我该怎么办呢？”

简姑婆停住了脚步。焦虑之余，她已经一动不能动，只能碰了碰凯的手，表示同情。

“油漆工们九点钟才过来，”罗夫的声音虽然冷静，但他的心里也很焦虑。他看了凯一眼，继续道，“要不要我去林戴尔再买六罐回来？”

“嗯。”凯迟疑了一下，但还是点了点头。

罗夫走后，凯看向了几个孩子，她满脸都是焦虑的神情。“我不明白，为什么会有人偷油漆呢？”

亨利耸了耸肩，说：“我们一点儿动静也没听见。”

“这还算好，”简姑婆说，“不管是谁做的，他们只是想小偷小摸的而已，如果被人抓住，谁知道他们会有什么反应呢！”

凯叹了口气，转过身去：“反正已经被偷了，现在做什么都无济于事。”很快，她又笑了起来，“孩子们，我正要和你们的简姑婆去喝茶呢，你们也一起到山上的房子里去吧！”

“喝茶？”班尼问道。

“我给你们每人准备了一杯鲜榨橙汁。”凯笑道。

“噢，太好了。”班尼叫起来，“我都渴坏了！”

维莉笑道：“那咱们上山去吧！”

孩子们跟着凯和简姑婆。当他们爬上斜坡时，班尼问道：“今天罗夫会给游泳池注水吗？”

“也许吧。”维莉回答，“但至少要等他把油漆买回来才行。”

到了客厅，简姑婆为每个孩子倒了一杯橙汁。凯则凝视着窗外，时不时地抿一口茶水。“为什么？”她瞥了简姑婆一眼低声问道。

简姑婆叹道：“我也希望我们能知道原因。”

“别担心，”亨利对凯说，“我们会帮助您的。”

“是的，”杰西说，“油漆被偷的事儿很快就会过去的。”

“但愿如此。”凯说。

为了转移话题，简姑婆拿来了一本迈阿密大型百货商店的商品目录，并翻到了介绍床罩的那几页。“　凯打算在每个套间都用这种风格的床罩。这是我们昨天晚上决定的。”

“多漂亮啊！”杰西一边感叹，一边欣赏着床罩上的花边。

“是的，”凯说，“每个套间会换上不同颜色的床罩并挂上相匹配的窗帘。购买这些东西，可能要花上一两天的时间呢。”

“您会买什么颜色的呢？”杰西问道，她的声音中掩饰不住自己的激动。

“各种颜色，”凯发觉杰西的好兴致，接着说，“你们住的那间会用淡紫色。”

“噢，太好了。”维莉说，“那是我最喜欢的颜色呢。”

“我知道。”凯的眼睛再次亮了起来。

“每个套间都有一个小厨房吗，凯？”班尼问道。

“不是的，”凯一边说，一边用手抚摸着威利，“班尼，你为什么问这个呢？”

“我在想，”班尼说，“大家肯定都爱吃东西！所以，您可以为房客们提供早餐盒饭。饭盒的颜色可以跟房间的颜色一样。”

“多棒的主意啊！”凯叫道。

“还有，”亨利补充道，“每盒饭还可以配上一保温瓶的热咖啡。”

“还有小松饼。”维莉说。

“还有橙汁。”杰西接着说。

“孩子们，你们的主意真是太棒了！”凯说着，眼睛亮了起来。

“这下，你该下定决心翻修旅馆了吧？”简姑婆问道。

“是的，”凯迅速站起身，威利跳到地上，愤愤地“喵”了一声。“我的柏树汽车旅馆又一次让我兴奋不已。”

“我们也下定决心了！”亨利说着，脸上露出了灿烂的笑容。

“你们已经帮了我很多忙。”凯说，“等罗夫回来后，他也许会带你们去国家湿地公园玩。回来以后，再让他把游泳池注满水，这样，你们就可以游泳了。怎么样，你们想去湿地公园吗？”

“想！”班尼喊道，“我想去看短吻鳄。”

“我敢说你一定会看到的。”亨利说。

“祝你们玩得愉快，”凯说完，打开了门，“我还有事要做，简，要不然，你陪孩子们一起去吧？”

“我很乐意。”简姑婆答道。





罗夫把红色的吉普车停在凯的房子前，他已经同意带孩子们出去游玩。半个小时后，他载着孩子们朝码头赶去。罗夫的船像一艘大划艇，船体两侧放置了长椅。船顶扯着条纹帆布，就像马戏团里的帐篷一样。

大家上了船，简姑婆坐在船头，孩子们坐在船舱里。杰西把照相机挂在脖子上，亨利则拿起一副望远镜。

“我总算可以出来轻松一下了。”罗夫说着，驾着船驶出了狭窄的河道，进入宽阔的河面，“昨天，我刚刚在我的房子里装了一个新水槽，又买了一个新冰箱。”

“还好没有给您添麻烦。”简姑婆说。

海鸥在头顶时高时低地飞着，船在长满树木的小岛间穿梭着。蓝色的苍鹭正沿着河岸漫步，两条细腿小心翼翼地走着，仿佛踩在高跷上一般。

“看到那只潜入水中的黑鸟了吗？”罗夫问着，用手指了指那只已经消失在水面上的鸟。

“是的，看见了。”杰西说，“看啊，它又钻出来了，嘴里还衔着一条鱼！”

“那是蛇鹈。”罗夫说，“远处那群白色的是鹈鹕。再远一点的，那些粉红色的是火烈鸟。”

“生长在小岛岸边的是红树。”罗夫指着那些树干粗壮、枝叶茂密的树，继续说道，“它们是世界上唯一能在盐水中生长的树。”

杰西透过镜头看了看，调好焦距后，立刻按下了快门：“我刚才拍了张秃鹰的照片，它正在巢穴上方盘旋呢。”

“真漂亮。”亨利说着，两眼紧紧地贴在望远镜上。

“那是南部秃鹰，”罗夫解释道，“这种秃鹰已经相当稀有了。看那棵柏树的顶端，它的巢穴多大啊！”

“哇，”班尼叫道，“我还从没见过这么大的鸟巢，都快和我的浴缸一样大了！”他停顿了一下，四下里看了看，“可是，短吻鳄在哪儿呢？”

罗夫说：“幸运的话，我们今天能碰上一条。”

“湿地公园真漂亮！”维莉说着，深深地吸了口气。

“是啊，”罗夫说，“连这里的水湾都很漂亮。不过，你必须对这些窄如手指的河流了如指掌，要不然，一不小心就会迷路了。”

罗夫什么事情都知道，维莉一边想着，一边用手划了划水。也许，他对汽车旅馆的事情也知道得一清二楚，毕竟他经常为凯干活。

突然间，一个奇怪的家伙把头探出了水面。

“快看！是恐龙耶！”班尼喊道。

罗夫扭头看了看，哈哈大笑起来，“那不是恐龙，班尼，是海牛。它看起来有点像海象。”

“海牛很凶吗？”班尼问着，向前探了探身子，近距离地看着这个皱皱的、怪异的脑袋。

“不，虽然它们又笨又丑，但很温顺。”罗夫说着，戴上了太阳镜。

突然，他把话题一转，向孩子们问道：“你们知道到底是谁偷了油漆吗？”

“不知道。”亨利代表所有人发表了意见。

“我真不明白凯为什么这样卖力。你们觉得，这间汽车旅馆还值得挽救吗？”罗夫望着孩子们问道。

“我觉得汽车旅馆很迷人。”杰西说，“稍稍翻修一下就会很漂亮。”

“是的，我也这样认为。”亨利肯定地说道。

“有时候，我认为她真该把它卖掉。”罗夫说，“对她来说，这个负担太重了。”突然，他把船头掉转过来，“已经出来三个多小时了，咱们回去吧！”

“还没有看到短吻鳄呢！”班尼失望地皱了皱眉头。

“也许，在回去的途中就能看到。”杰西说。

“说得还真准呢！”罗夫愉快地叫了起来，“看那里！”

维莉用手挡了挡阳光，喊道：“我看见了，一条巨大的短吻鳄。”

“在哪里？”班尼激动地问着，眼睛眯了起来，“在哪里？”

“我也看见了，”亨利说，“看啊，班尼，就是那截灰色木桩一样的东西！它正朝水里游呢！”

“看见了，”班尼兴奋地说，“是条长长的短吻鳄，它的背就像树皮一样。”

短吻鳄消失了，水面留下了一串水花。





回家的途中，班尼的脸上一直挂着笑容。当罗夫把船停靠在码头时，班尼仍然在微笑。这次旅行真是太棒了，每个人都领略到湿地公园的神秘。

“谢谢你，罗夫。”维莉说着，十分灵巧地从船上跳到码头。

“谢谢你。”孩子们齐声说着，一个接一个地下了船。简姑婆在最后，她抓紧罗夫的手，稳稳当当地走上码头。她笑了笑，跟罗夫握了握手，说：“我永远不会忘记这次美妙的湿地公园之旅。”

“那就好。”罗夫回答。

罗夫的吉普车行驶在弯弯曲曲的小路上，载着孩子们迅速朝山上赶去。

“现在，”罗夫说着，把车停在凯的房子前，“我要去给游泳池注水了。”

“太棒了！”亨利说，“现在我最想做的事就是去游泳，凉快一下。”说着，他跳下吉普车，并帮着班尼下了车。

“不知道油漆工的进展怎么样了。”杰西边说边跟着亨利、维莉和简姑婆下了车。

孩子们站在凯的房子前，俯视着山下的汽车旅馆，想看看粉刷工作已经完成了多少。然而，他们并没有看到油漆工的身影。

这时，凯从房子里走了出来，她看上去似乎有些不太高兴。

“出了什么事？”罗夫问着，大步向她走去。

“你们刚走没一会儿，油漆工就停工了。”凯咬了咬下嘴唇，满脸的沮丧。

“为什么？”罗夫担心地问道。

“没水了。”凯回答得很干脆，“有人切断了水源，现在一直没修好——有些零件不见了。天这么热，又没水，油漆工根本干不了活儿。”她捋了捋脑后的头发，看起来十分疲倦，“水管工答应一会儿过来修。”

维莉瞥了罗夫一眼，心里再次泛起了疑窦。是他切断了水管吗？他好像很希望凯能卖掉旅馆。





回到汽车旅馆后，亨利拿出奶酪和面包，维莉准备了水果和饼干，杰西摆好了桌子，而班尼负责倒牛奶。

“是谁切断了水管？又是谁偷走了油漆呢？”吃饭的时候，杰西好奇地问。

“你们说，有可能是同一个人干的吗？”维莉问道。

“嗯，我认为是的。”亨利回答道，“否则哪有那么巧？这两件事的目的都是为了阻止凯翻修汽车旅馆。”

“我希望不是罗夫干的。”维莉说，“他一直都很热心。”她深深地吸了口气，“不过你们应该知道，能在房子里安水槽的人，也一定知道如何切断水源，不是吗？”

“说得有道理。”亨利答道。

噢，不。维莉心想，她不应该把罗夫想得如此阴险。然而凯已经下定决心要翻修旅馆，这时偏偏有人出来捣乱。维莉真替凯，那个一心想要挽救自己的旅馆的人感到伤心。现在，游泳池已经没法注水，油漆也没法刷了。接下来还会发生什么事呢？


第五章　
 摘橙子


Oranges and More Oranges

第二天一早，阳光耀眼，微风怡人。杰西心想，这天气正适合帮凯修理房子。头天晚上，水管工带来了零件，供水已经恢复。一名油漆工刚从窗前经过，一切都已恢复正常。

杰西在烤熏肉，维莉在烧水煮荷包蛋，亨利正用面包机把面包切成小片，而班尼则在倒牛奶。这时，门外传来一阵敲门声。

班尼跳下椅子，跑过去开门。

米尔森·菲尔走了进来，她拿着一盘松饼，神情十分得意。她把盘子放在早餐桌上。“这是香蕉和核桃做的松饼，趁热尝尝吧。”她笑着说。没等亨利反应过来，米尔森已经自己拉出了一把椅子，“你们昨天去了哪里？”她问道，“我很想你们呢！”

“我们坐罗夫的船去湿地公园了。”班尼说，“我还看到了短吻鳄呢!”

“噢，天哪，班尼，”米尔森·菲尔两眼望向天花板说，“看来，你玩得很开心。凯呢？她没去吗？”

“是的，凯没去。”杰西说着，放了一杯橙汁在米尔森的面前。

“你们的简姑婆也一起去了吧？”米尔森问道。

“是的。”亨利答道。

“嗯，太好了，我昨天也过得‘相当不错’。”说着，米尔森皱起了眉头，“这里竟然没有水，”她十分懊恼地说道，“一滴也没有！”

“我们知道停水这事儿。”亨利说着，皱了皱眉头，“是有人故意切断了水源。”

“你不会是说真的吧？”米尔森靠在椅子上，吃惊地问道。不一会儿，她向前探了探身子，说：“这里的事情真有些古怪呢！”她一边说，一边喝了口橙汁。

维莉瞥了米尔森一眼，目光十分锐利。她为什么对他们的行踪这么感兴趣呢？

“跟我们一起吃早饭吧？”杰西礼貌地问道。

米尔森跳起身，摇了摇她圆圆的脸。“不，不了，我得走了。我要去林戴尔做头发，已经预约好了，出租车很快就到。”说着，她走了出去，一边点头，一边微笑着。

等米尔森离开后，亨利说：“她这个人倒是好奇得很呢！”

“我看也是。”维莉说着，吃完了最后一片咸肉。





吃完饭，洗过碗后，孩子们从车棚里挑了四辆自行车，骑着兜风去了。经过游泳池时，他们朝油漆工挥了挥手。

罗夫昨晚已经将游泳池注满了水。

孩子们绕着汽车旅馆骑了一圈后，来到了宽阔的马路上。他们经过了一家商店，一直骑到了林戴尔小镇的边缘。

回来后，他们各自把自行车放回了车棚。

“咱们去游泳吧！”班尼提议道。

“嗯。”杰西说，“不过，咱们得先去看看凯需不需要帮忙。”

“好主意。”亨利说。

于是，四个孩子向山上跑去，他们迫不及待地想知道，凯到底需要什么帮助。





等他们赶到凯家里的时候，发现简姑婆和凯正一边缝东西，一边聊着天。

“嗨，孩子们。”凯说道，“今天有什么计划？”

“我们过来看看有没有什么事情需要帮忙。”杰西说。

凯笑了起来。“多乖的孩子们啊！我已经打电话订了床罩和窗帘，明天就能送到。”她说，“到那时，如果你们想帮忙的话，就把床罩和窗帘分别放到套间里去吧。”

“噢，好的，没问题。”维莉说，“房间一定会焕然一新的。”

“谢谢你们。”凯说，“油漆工很快就完工了。昨天，我在几家北方报纸上刊登了旅馆的广告。再过几个月，就到了‘雪鸟’南飞的时候了。”

“雪鸟？”维莉轻声问道。

“是的，”凯笑道，“佛罗里达州人把那些到南方过冬的北方游客叫作‘雪鸟’。希望我的汽车旅馆会收到他们的订单。”说到这儿，凯的眼睛亮了起来，似乎再次充满了希望，“对了，你们想摘橙子吗？”

“想！”班尼喊道，“肯定很好玩！”

“好。”凯说，“如果我们打算每天早晨都给游客提供橙汁的话，我就必须榨些橙汁，冷冻起来。”她伸出手臂，摸了摸班尼的手，说：“如果没有你们，我真的不知道该怎么办才好。你们所有人都这么善良、这么热心，就跟你们的简姑婆一样。”

“噢，”班尼低声说道，“这没什么。”

“橙子在等着我们呐！”杰西说着，朝门口走去。





孩子们全都笑了，他们跟着杰西走出门，来到后院的树下，只见树上挂满了熟透待摘的橙子。

一架梯子斜靠在屋墙上，亨利把它拿了过来，靠在第一棵树上。杰西和维莉拿来了六个大篮子。他们把饱满的橙子从树枝上摘下来，放进了篮子里。

奥登家的孩子们上午工作了一个小时，下午又继续摘了起来。这时，凯瑟琳·威尔逊走上山来。

“你们摘这么多橙子干吗呢？”高挑又漂亮的女孩看了看两个装得满满的篮子，问道。

“凯打算榨些橙汁，给那些来这儿过冬的游客们。”维莉说。

“希望到那时，游客能比现在多。”凯瑟琳说道。

“一定会的。”班尼肯定地回答。

“但愿如此。”凯瑟琳说着，用手帕擦了擦额头，“今天真热啊！”她说，“我刚从塞米诺尔族的营地回来。你们不如歇一会儿，跟我去游泳吧？”她提议道。

“我们想把这些篮子装满。”杰西说，“一会儿再去吧。”

“走嘛，”凯瑟琳催促道，“我不想一个人游泳。”

“我们很想去。”亨利说着又把几个橙子放到了篮子里，“但是我们最好先摘完再说。”

“橙子又不会跑，明天还会待在树上。”凯瑟琳再次催促道。

“抱歉，”维莉说，“我们等会儿再去找你。”

“噢，好吧。”凯瑟琳失望地挥了挥手，朝山下走去。

她走起路来多优雅啊！杰西心想。她摘了一个大橙子，扔给了树下的维莉。凯瑟琳为什么不想让他们继续干下去呢？而且态度还这么坚决？

等凯来到后院时，杰西已经忘记了心里的疑虑。

“嗨，凯。”她叫了一声，从梯子上爬了下来。

“呦，六个篮子都装满了！”凯惊叫道，“真是了不起！”她若有所思地用手指敲了敲下巴，说：“让我想想，我们将三个篮子放在厨房里，其余的放在后门。明早我再来安排好了。”

孩子们帮助了凯，心里十分高兴。

“这下可以榨很多的橙汁呢！”班尼说道。

凯大笑起来，“说得没错，班尼。”

“现在我们能去游泳了吗？”班尼问着，抬头看了亨利一眼。

“当然可以。”亨利说。





孩子们争先恐后地跑下山去换泳衣。

等他们来到游泳池时，凯瑟琳已经走了。不过他们还是在水里尽情地玩耍畅游了一番。

晚餐很丰盛，有汉堡、焙青豆，还有巧克力蛋糕。吃过晚饭，孩子们就上床了。辛苦工作了一天，又在游泳池里游了那么久，他们已经很疲倦了。





窗外下起了微微细雨，但孩子们进入了梦乡，谁都没有醒，直到班尼从床上坐了起来。

“亨利！水滴到我的鼻子上了。”班尼抱怨道。

亨利掀开被子，跑到班尼身边，把班尼的床从滴水处挪开。“是屋顶在漏水，班尼。”他说，“罗夫跟凯说过，明天会来修屋顶。”亨利没有叫醒杰西和维莉，他悄悄地进了厨房，拿来一个平底锅放在漏水处的下方。

班尼和亨利再次回到床上，他们一直睡到第二天早晨才睁开眼睛。





亨利建议大家在早餐之前先去游会儿泳。

“好哇！”班尼说，“我喜欢游泳。”说着，他穿上了泳裤，朝游泳池跑去。但他并没有马上下水。

相反，班尼匆匆地跑回了汽车旅馆，并大声叫道：“橙子！快来看啊！”

亨利快步跑了出去，穿着泳衣的杰西和维莉紧跟在他的后面。当他们来到游泳池旁边时，全都停下来，惊得一步也迈不出去了。

在他们眼前，三个空空如也的篮子和上百个橙子正漂荡在游泳池清澈的水面上。


第六章　
 贼影再现


Oranges， Oranges， Oranges

“小偷又出来捣鬼了！”杰西叫着，跳进了游泳池，抓起一个又一个橙子，把它们放在游泳池旁边。

班尼也捏住鼻子，游到了浅水区。他伸手想把橙子抓住，但橙子从他的手中滚走了。

亨利和维莉把橙子一个个捡起来，放在游泳池旁边的草地上。

“橙子很快就会晒干的。”维莉说着，从水中爬上来，坐在游泳池边上，“真希望咱们能抓住这个捣鬼的人。”

“这是最后一个橙子了。”亨利说着，也爬上岸来，“咱们最好把这件事告诉凯。”

“一定要跟她说吗？”维莉问道，她的声音里带着一丝遗憾。

这时，杰西也爬上岸来，她的皮肤上挂着水珠，闪闪亮亮。“我认为亨利说得对。”她说，“凯应该知道自己的旅馆里发生了什么事。”

维莉深深地吸了口气。“我想你说得对。”她对杰西说道，“但我怕凯会灰心，失望之下会把它卖给‘连锁旅馆’。”

就在这时，凯瑟琳出现了。她穿着白短裤和黄色上衣，头上围了一条红色的头巾。她的脸上挂着一丝奇怪的笑容：“你们把橙子放在这里做什么？”

“有人把它们扔进了游泳池。”班尼喊着，顺着浅水区的梯子爬了上来，“我们昨天摘了一整天呢。”

凯瑟琳的眉毛顿时挑了起来。“真是奇怪。”她说着，在帆布椅子上坐了下来。

“的确非常奇怪。”维莉一边说，一边用脚撩着水。

杰西使劲儿地拧了拧湿漉漉的头发说：“我们一定要把这家伙揪出来。”

凯瑟琳一句话也没说。在维莉看来，她似乎有些过于沉默了。

“我现在到山上去，把这个坏消息告诉凯。”亨利说，“一会儿回来吃早饭，咱们旅馆见。”

凯瑟琳站了起来，她说道：“我也得走了。”

“你今天又要去拜访塞米诺尔人吗，凯瑟琳？”维莉问道。

“是的，我的论文差不多快写完了，再去两次就可以了。”

“你都写了些什么呢？”班尼问道。

“他们的生活习俗，还有他们的营地。”凯瑟琳答道。“你知道吗，班尼，在19世纪，塞米诺尔人本来是生活在佛罗里达州的，后来他们被迫离开，移居到了俄克拉荷马州。他们在首领奥瑟拉的带领下，跟入侵者展开了斗争。但是，在奥瑟拉被俘后，他们就躲进了湿地公园，现在仍然生活在那里。”

“哇，”班尼说，“你真幸运，凯瑟琳，竟然能跟印第安人交朋友。”

“我也是这么想的，班尼。”说着，她看了看手表，“我得走了，拉科达在码头等我呢。”接着，她犹豫了一下，说：“我要几天以后才回来。”

“再见，凯瑟琳。”维莉说，“谢谢你给我们讲塞米诺尔人的故事。”

“没什么，我很愿意给你们讲这些。”凯瑟琳甜甜地笑了起来。

维莉看着凯瑟琳开车离开。凯瑟琳这么可爱，坏事应该不是她做的。

“你们说，凯瑟琳会把我介绍给拉科达吗？”班尼问道。

维莉摇了摇头：“估计不会，班尼。这些土著对凯瑟琳很友好，但他们可能不愿意让陌生人进入他们的家园。”

班尼有点儿失望，仅仅“哦”了一声。

“你饿了吗？”维莉站了起来，问道。

“哎哟，早饭！”班尼说，“我差点给忘了。”

“走吧，我们去帮帮杰西。”说着，维莉和班尼朝着旅馆跑去。





回到房间时，他们看到杰西正在搅拌面糊。而亨利已经从凯的房子回来了，此时正在烤香肠。

“正好赶上吃饭，”亨利说着，把香肠装进盘子里，“坐下吧，班尼。”

维莉把糖浆和黄油端上来，放在了桌上，然后又倒了些牛奶。杰西则把一堆热气腾腾的煎饼放在班尼的面前。

“听到橙子的事情，凯有什么反应？”维莉问道。

亨利夹了几根香肠，递给了杰西，“凯很不高兴，不过，她已经下定决心要继续翻修汽车旅馆。”

“太好了。”维莉说着，松了一口气。

“今天上午，简姑婆会和凯一起去林戴尔。凯打算去申请贷款。”亨利补充道。

“希望她能顺利申请到。”杰西说。

“是啊，我也希望如此。”亨利回答说，“之后她们还要在镇上买些东西，并且在那儿吃午餐。”

“听起来很不错嘛！”维莉说。

“还有，”杰西故意拖长了声音，神秘地笑了笑说，“　凯说过，床罩和窗帘今天送到，所以，如果咱们愿意的话……”

“愿意！”维莉急切地说，“我们当然愿意！”

“愿意什么？”班尼问着，舔干净叉子上的最后一滴糖浆。

维莉那对棕色的眼睛亮了起来，“愿意整理床罩和窗帘，把它们布置到每一个房间里去啊！”

“太好了！”班尼说，“我们要给简姑婆和凯一个大大的惊喜。”

“我们一定会的。”亨利说着，轻笑了一声，“　凯说，我们今天的任务是休息。她说我们应该放松一下，骑骑车，游游泳。”

“咱们把床罩布置好再去。”杰西说着，冲班尼笑了笑，动手收拾起盘子来。


第七章　
 闪烁的黄眼睛


Glittering Yellow Eyes

孩子们把颜色鲜艳、带着花纹的床罩铺在了床上。中午时分，他们用凯交给杰西的钥匙打开房门，给米尔森和凯瑟琳的房间挂上了新窗帘。这些窗帘的颜色与床罩十分相配。房客们都还没有回来，孩子们工作起来很顺利。

杰西在凯瑟琳的房间里换枕套时，手臂一挥，不小心把桌上的一本书打落在地，一张地图从书中掉了出来。她瞥了一眼，发现那竟然是一张当地的地图。当她把地图放回书里时，无意中发现地图上画着一个红色的标记。

“快看，亨利，”杰西叫道，她的声音里充满了困惑，“她在汽车旅馆的位置做了标记。”她顿了顿，又继续说道，“‘连锁旅馆’也被标记出来了。”

“是有点奇怪。”亨利说，“不过，咱们还是把它放回去吧，也许这些标记没有什么特殊的含义。”

但是杰西却不这么认为。

“等凯瑟琳和米尔森回来时，肯定会大吃一惊吧。”维莉说道。

杰西点了点头，一言不发地把地图放了回去。





吃过午饭，孩子们开始装饰自己的房间。亨利站在梯子上，把那幅淡紫色的窗帘穿在拉杆上。杰西和维莉负责铺床。

维莉往后退了一步，仔细地打量着自己的床铺，满意地说：“真漂亮，不是吗？”

“凯回来后肯定会很高兴的。”杰西说。

“现在我们可以去游泳了吗？”班尼问道，“我好热啊！”

“开了空调还觉得热？”维莉问道。

“是啊，”班尼那圆圆的脸上露出了笑容，“就是在冬天我也能游泳的。”

“我也想去游泳了。”杰西说。

就这样，孩子们再次穿上泳衣，奔向了游泳池。

亨利纵身跳入清澈的池水，而杰西从跳板上跳入水中。维莉和班尼则从浅水区的梯子上爬了下去。

亨利潜入水中，悄悄地游到班尼的下方。当班尼坐在亨利的肩膀上浮出水面时，他开心地大叫起来。杰西和维莉在兄弟俩周围欢快地游着。

孩子们开心地游着、笑着，直到简姑婆和凯走到了游泳池边，他们才停下来。

凯微笑着说：“亲爱的孩子们！我和简到你们的房间里看了一眼。真是个惊喜呢！整个房间的床罩和窗帘都换过了。”

简姑婆温柔地冲着每个孩子笑着。“我们忍不住也到其他套间看了看，真是不敢相信自己的眼睛！每个房间的风格和色调都不一样！”她伸出手，把维莉从水里拉了上来，“我想，肯定是我们前脚一走，你们就开始忙活了。”

凯朝四周望了望，除了自行车棚还没有粉刷外，其他的部分都已完工。白色的汽车旅馆在阳光下熠熠生辉。凯满意地叹息道：“我的贷款差不多办好了，明天一早银行会派人来查看汽车旅馆，如果对方满意，我就能拿到钱了。”

“他肯定会满意的。”班尼大声说道，“他没有理由不喜欢。”

凯笑了笑，弯下身子给了他一个拥抱。

“现在有人预订房间了吗？”亨利问道。

凯微微皱了皱眉，说：“还没有。不过往年的常客也该来了，而且我还在报纸上登了广告。”

简姑婆摘下头上的草帽，整理了一下蓬松的头发，问道：“我想去喝杯冰茶，凯，你呢？”

“听起来真是个好主意。”凯答道，“孩子们，要不要一起去？”

孩子们相互对视了一眼，纷纷摇了摇头。“不了，凯。”杰西说，“不过还是谢谢你，我们想去骑自行车，然后……”

“然后就吃饭！”班尼高声叫道。

亨利的眼睛亮了起来：“是的，我们准备了一份特别的晚餐。”

班尼揉了揉肚子说：“有鸡肉和土豆泥。”

“还有花椰菜。”维莉说。

“还有草莓果冻、冰激凌和甜点。”杰西补充道。

“嗯，”凯说，“听起来真棒。”

“天呀，我都等不及了，我要每样吃两份。”班尼说。

果然，当天的晚饭，班尼每样都吃了两份。

孩子们吃得饱饱的，满心愉快地入睡了。这一天过得太充实了。





维莉迷迷糊糊地翻了个身，突然她看到窗口闪过一个黑影，很快黑影又不见了。她的心怦怦地跳着，蹑手蹑脚地下了床。“杰西！亨利！刚才有人从窗户旁走过。”

亨利丝毫没有耽搁，立即拿起手电筒，跑过去开了门。

睡眼惺忪的班尼也走了过来。“出什么事了？”他一边问，一边打了一个大大的哈欠。

“嘘，”维莉警惕地说，“有人从这里出去了。”

班尼踮起脚尖，走到亨利的身后。

亨利用手电筒照了照树丛，但周围一点儿动静也没有。

突然，杰西用手捂住嘴巴，忍住了尖叫，她结结巴巴地说：“在……在屋顶上。”

亨利照了照屋顶，吓得全身僵硬起来。

白色的光柱中出现了两只黄色的眼睛。

孩子们盯着那双离他们越来越近，在黑暗中闪闪发光的眼睛，心里泛起一阵寒意。


第八章　
 停电了


The Lights Go Out

奥登家的四个孩子盯着那双黄色的眼睛，吓得一动也不敢动。只见那双眼睛已经移了过来，越来越近。

突然，班尼哈哈大笑起来。“原来是威利。”他高兴地叫道。

亨利稳稳地握着手电筒——果然是一只猫，它已经走到了屋顶的边缘，孩子们甚至能看见它那毛茸茸的身体。

只听见“喵”的一声，威利跳到了一棵树的树枝上，惊恐地朝着凯的房子跑去。

“哟！”亨利说，“小偷原来是威利，这倒让人放心了。”

“可是，我刚才明明看见有个人影站在窗前。”维莉反驳道。

“你一定是看错了。”杰西说着，轻轻打开了门，“或许是你把它想象成了人影，维莉。”

“不会的，”维莉嘟囔道，“那明明就是一个人。”

孩子们可能没有听见维莉说的话，又或者并不相信她。于是，他们各自回到了床上。一想到小偷是一只猫，大家的心情就放松了许多。

维莉叹了口气，蜷缩在被子里，她想继续睡下去。但过了很久，她才进入梦乡，她梦到窗前出现了许多黑影和许多张脸。





第二天清晨，孩子们喝了些橙汁，吃了些香蕉片燕麦粥和吐司面包，然后他们便坐在那儿讨论起汽车旅馆的事情来。

“你们知道的，”杰西说着，两只手叠在一起，搭在了桌上，“米尔森总是像蜜蜂一样从这儿进进出出，问个不停。”

“我知道。”维莉说，“你们说，她有什么企图呢？”

“这有什么嘛，”班尼反驳道，“米尔森是来给我们送好吃的。”

“你说得对，班尼。”杰西赞同道，“我有点儿怀疑凯瑟琳。还记得吗，她当时极力反对我们摘橙子。”

“她还问了好多问题呢。”维莉说。

“不好说。”亨利神情严肃地说道，“也可能是罗夫。你们难道不记得他说他认为凯应该卖掉汽车旅馆呢。”

“没错。”杰西说。

“但我认为，那是因为他喜欢凯。”班尼说。

“我同意，班尼。”维莉说，“每当罗夫看着凯的时候，他的眼睛就变得格外明亮。”

“不是米尔森，”班尼说着，点了点头，“也不是凯瑟琳，更不可能是罗夫。他们都很友好。”

“也许真的是个小偷。”杰西说，“是我们不认识的家伙。”

亨利怀疑地摇了摇头：“这些都是针对凯和汽车旅馆的，而且我敢说，这人我们一定认识。”

“别猜了。”杰西说着，站起身来，“我们去帮凯布置汽车旅馆吧，今天还要迎接银行的检查员呢。”

“是啊。”维莉赞同道，“咱们到凯的房子里去吧。”

奥登家的孩子们穿上牛仔裤、T恤衫和运动鞋，出了门。天空变得十分昏暗，远处还传来了隆隆的雷声，这令孩子们感到非常不安。

“真是糟糕，太阳没有出来。”维莉说。

杰西点了点头：“是啊，天气好的时候，旅馆看起来要漂亮得多。”

维莉说：“　我们去把每个单元房的灯都打开吧。”

“好主意，维莉。”杰西说，“凯的钥匙还在我这里呢。”

班尼望了望天空：“看啊，天这么黑！而且这些云飞得好快！”

“嗯，恐怕随时都会下大雨。”亨利说。

“没事。”杰西笑道，“开了灯，旅馆的每一间屋子都会变得明亮而温馨起来。”

凯瑟琳不在家，因此孩子们便从女孩的套间开始了。班尼轻轻地按了一下开关，他皱起了眉头，说：“灯怎么不亮？”

亨利咯咯地笑了起来：“你看看电源插座有没有插上去？”

班尼顺着电线走到了插座前，用手按了按。“插好了。”他说，“我检查过了。”

“嗯……”杰西说，“那再看看是不是灯泡接触不良？”说完，她动手扭了扭，发现灯泡拧得很紧。

维莉打开浴室的灯。但灯还是没亮！

“我们去其他房间看看。”亨利的语气变得焦急起来。

果然不出所料，整间旅馆都停电了。

这时，米尔森·菲尔从她的房间里走了出来。“我的灯不亮了。”她抱怨道，“我可不想待在这儿了！我已经叫了出租车，要到‘连锁旅馆’吃早餐去！”

“米尔森，”班尼说道，“是有人关掉了电源，所以灯不亮了。”

米尔森睁大眼睛凝视着班尼，“什么？那太恐怖了。”她说着紧紧地攥着手里的提包，“你们知道吗？”她的身子向前凑了凑，低声道，“要我说，这里肯定是被人诅咒了！”

不一会儿，一辆黄色的出租车停在了米尔森的房前。米尔森匆匆地上了车，“砰”的一声关了车门，再也没有去看孩子们一眼。

杰西皱起了眉头：“这事如果让刚住进来的游客知道了，那该怎么办呢？”

维莉咬了咬嘴唇说：“他们肯定不会继续住下去的。”

“这里被诅咒了！”班尼尖叫道，“米尔森是这样说的。”

“不，班尼，”亨利坚定地说，“汽车旅馆没有被诅咒。咱们一定要追查到底，把幕后黑手揪出来。”

就在这时，孩子们听到“砰”的一声，是关车门的声音。维莉朝凯的房子望了一眼，一辆蓝色的车身印着“林戴尔银行”标志的轿车停在了房子前。

“检查员到了。”维莉说，她的声音低沉而悲伤，“他看不到汽车旅馆到底有多漂亮了。”

“如果天气像昨天一样晴朗就好了。”杰西说，“在阳光的照耀下，这里很漂亮呢！”

“他来了。”亨利提醒道。

凯和检查员朝山下走来，凯跟旁边那个瘦高的男人交谈时，不停地比画着。银行检查员穿着黑色西装，手里拿着一把黑色的伞，嘴唇紧紧地抿成了一条细线。

“噢，噢，”班尼说，“他不会喜欢这家旅馆的。看他一脸什么都讨厌的表情就知道。再说，这里这么黑，他不可能看得清楚！”

“我想他能看清楚的。”杰西嘴上虽然这样说，但心里很忐忑。如果把灯打开，汽车旅馆看起来一定会非常温馨，非常舒适，可到底是谁切断了电源呢？她敢肯定，这不是一个意外。

一道闪电划过了黑暗的天空，隆隆的雷声响过耳际。孩子们冲进屋里，挤坐在一张桌子旁，等待着检查员的到来。

杰西站起身，找来两根蜡烛后又坐了回去。可怜的凯，杰西心想，她可能是这个世界上最不幸的人了。如果贷不到款，就没有办法修葺屋顶，其他的维修工作也没法继续下去。到那时，她就不得不卖掉它了。


第九章　
 斯迈利先生


Mr. Smiley

孩子们安静地坐在桌子旁，屋内烛影摇曳，屋外电闪雷鸣。银行检查员马上就要到这里来了。

没过多久，那个面容消瘦的男人跟着凯走进了他们的房间。凯把斯迈利先生介绍给了他们。在班尼看来，斯迈利先生脸上没有一丝笑容，满脸阴沉。他四下里望着，很少点一点头。他用雨伞戳了戳床铺，还用鼻子在上面闻了闻。

斯迈利先生走进厨房时，凯皱起眉头。亨利对凯竖起了大拇指，以示安慰。不一会儿，厨房里传来了水龙头和煤气灶被打开的声音。

斯迈利先生走进房间，说：“我已经参观得差不多了，金斯利太太，我会做出公正的评估的。”他瞥了孩子们一眼，冷冷地点了点头。为凯开了门后，斯迈利先生跟着她走出了房间。





杰西松了一口气：“终于检查完了。”

“你们觉得凯能贷到款吗？”维莉轻声地问道。

“依我看，他有些挑剔。”班尼一边说，一边学着斯迈利先生的样子皱了皱鼻子。

很快，大雨倾盆而下。亨利连忙找来一个水壶，把它放在漏水屋顶的下方。

杰西从橱柜架上拿下一套游戏用具。“今天可是玩‘大富翁’的好日子。”她说。

“是的，”维莉赞同道，“这里有各种各样的游戏可以玩儿，真是不错呢。”

孩子们玩了整整一个小时。

“雨已经停了。”杰西说。

亨利打开门，发现屋檐还在滴水，不过昏暗的天空已经变成了浅灰色，东方出现了玫瑰色和粉红色的条状云彩，太阳就要出来了。

“咱们去骑自行车吧！”班尼一把推开游戏板，急切地说，“维莉赢了。”

“好吧，班尼。”维莉答道，“咱们到商店去买些面包吧。”

孩子们一起收拾好游戏道具，放回橱柜架上。

亨利走出门，朝凯的房子望了望。斯迈利先生的车已经开走了。亨利走进屋，说道：“我们先去凯的家，看看她是否拿到了贷款。”

“噢，好吧。”杰西说着，将食指和中指交叉相叠，默默地祝福起来，“我希望她拿到了。”

“还有，给爷爷打个电话吧。”班尼说。

“噢，好的，班尼。”维莉说，“我们会打的。”

孩子们从车棚里推出自行车，排成一列纵队，朝着凯的房子骑了过去。

凯和简姑婆正在摘玫瑰。房屋四周的玫瑰点缀着雨露，粉红色的花瓣闪耀着光辉。

简姑婆转过身，微笑着说：“你们好，孩子们。昨晚睡得好吗？”

“威利离开以后，”亨利跨坐在自行车上，说，“我们才能入睡。”

凯笑道：“是的，我的猫咪喜欢在半夜嚎叫。”

“原来它一直都是这样的啊！”杰西说，“威利的黄眼睛吓了我们一大跳。”

“我们想知道斯迈利先生说了些什么。”维莉羞涩地问道。

凯学着斯迈利先生那低沉的声音，说：“经过深思熟虑之后，我会向银行建议，向你提供贷款。”

“哦耶！”班尼叫了起来，杰西则被凯的模仿逗得哈哈大笑。

凯的语调变得温和起来：“我已经给罗夫打了电话，他正在林戴尔买木瓦和保险丝。他说是因为有人拆掉了保险丝，所以灯才不亮了。”

“太好了，”班尼说，“现在我们来想想，这事到底是谁干的呢？”

“要是知道就好了，”凯说，“怎么发生了这么多事？”

“不管是谁，这人总会被逮住的。”维莉试图安慰凯。

“罗夫修了屋顶后，雨就不会再滴到我脸上了。”班尼说着，脸上露出了笑容。

凯咯咯地笑道：“对呀，班尼，屋顶再也不会漏水了。”

“我们可以给爷爷打电话吗？”杰西问道。

“当然可以。”凯说着，指了指桌子上的电话。

杰西拨通了电话，告诉奥登爷爷他们过得很好。维莉向爷爷问了好，因为害怕爷爷担心，她并没有把这些神秘事件告诉爷爷。不过班尼却迫不及待地把橙子和游泳池的事情说了出来。

孩子们和爷爷通完电话后，亨利走到了凯的面前。“要不要我们带点儿什么东西回来？”他问道，“我们要骑车去商店。”

凯看了看简姑婆，简姑婆向她摇了摇头。“我们什么也不需要，不过还是谢谢你。”凯说。

孩子们兴奋地挥了挥手，沿着泥泞的小路骑了下去。

杰西在商店里买了一条面包，随后他们骑车去了林戴尔，然后又骑了回来。

回来后，凯对他们喊道：“罗夫买回了木瓦，保险丝也已经装好了，但他可能需要你们帮忙搬一下木瓦。”

班尼喊道：“我来帮忙。”

“我也是。”亨利说道。

“太好了，”凯说，“你们只需要帮着递一下瓦片。”

“那我们能做什么呢？”维莉问道。

凯微笑着说：“看见这些天竺葵了吗？我们要把它们栽到花盆里去。车棚里有花盆。”

“噢，太有趣了。”杰西说，“咱们先把花栽到花盆里，然后再把它们摆到每个房间的阳台上。”

“没错。”凯说。

“红色的天竺葵不正好衬托了白色的旅馆吗？”维莉说。

“我也这样认为，”凯说，“如果你们帮着栽花，我就和简缝制桌布。我们打算给每间房床边的小圆桌都配上桌布。”

“简姑婆可是个很出色的裁缝呢！”维莉说。

凯咯咯地笑了起来：“我知道，她已经给我的裙子缝了条衬边。”

这时，罗夫走上山来。“你们好，孩子们。”他喊道，“太阳又出来了，感觉真好，不是吗？”

“是的，”班尼看了看罗夫说，“亨利和我会帮你搬木瓦！”

“那么咱们就开始吧！”罗夫说，“木瓦全都装在我的吉普车里，现在车正停在汽车旅馆。快点儿吧，孩子们。”他把班尼举起来，让他坐在自己的肩膀上。

不一会儿，他把班尼放在地上。“今天我要做一名屋顶工。”罗夫咧嘴笑了笑。他已经换了衣服：头上戴着一顶帽子，穿着牛仔裤和海军衫，看起来非常帅气。“我要去拿梯子，你们能把木瓦从吉普车上搬出来拿给我吗，亨利？”罗夫继续说道。

“当然可以。”亨利说着，迫不及待地动起手来。

女孩们从车棚里拖出八个花盆和几袋盆栽用的泥土。她们将泥土填在花盆里，然后把一棵天竺葵移栽进了第一个花盆里。

罗夫把梯子靠在汽车旅馆的墙上。

当罗夫爬到梯子的一半位置时，班尼用手在额前挡住阳光，抬头问道：“你不会再让雨水滴到我的眼睛里了，对吗？”

“我会把这里修好的。”罗夫保证道。

一块块木瓦堆叠在吉普车的后备厢里。亨利伸出手，抓住几块木瓦，但又立刻放开了。他凝视着自己黏糊糊的手指，脸上写满了疑惑。

班尼走在亨利的后面，他也试着拿起一块木瓦，但手上也沾上了黏糊糊的东西。

“呸，”班尼说着，在草地上擦了擦手上黑色的黏稠物质，“亨利，这是什么东西？”

“我想是焦油。”亨利说。

木瓦已经不能用了，有人在上面倒了焦油。


第十章　
 夜半洪水


Running Water

“罗夫！”亨利喊道，“快来看看！”

罗夫立刻从梯子上爬了下来，走向亨利。“怎么了？”话一出口，他就看到了木瓦上的焦油。“哦，天啊！”他低低地叫了一声，两手叉腰，摇了摇头，“是谁干的？”

“要是知道就好了。”亨利满脸失望地看着罗夫。但罗夫似乎非常冷静，在亨利看来，他一点儿也不担心。

班尼仰起头，高声喊道：“我们一定要把这个坏蛋找出来！”他在空中挥了挥拳头说：“我真想揍他一拳。”

亨利拍了拍班尼的肩膀说：“我了解你的心情，班尼。但别担心，我们一定会把他揪出来的。”

“现在只能把这些东西扔到垃圾场去了。”罗夫说。

维莉和杰西听到亨利和班尼的喊声后跑了过来。杰西盯着被毁坏的木瓦，“糟了，这下完了。”她生气地说，“我想，应该让凯请一位侦探过来。”

罗夫捋了捋胡子，似乎在想着什么：“我们不要草率地聘请侦探，先把事情告诉凯再说。”

亨利瞥了罗夫一眼，他难道害怕了？每次事发他都在现场，而且他对汽车旅馆非常熟悉。既然能在那么短的时间内安好保险丝，他肯定也知道哪些保险丝是与旅馆的房间相连的。

“快点吧，亨利，班尼，我们告诉凯去。”罗夫催促道。

正在这时，米尔森和凯瑟琳出现了。

“我们听到喊声，”凯瑟琳说，“所以出来看看发生了什么事。是谁弄坏了这些木瓦？”

杰西耸了耸肩：“应该是同一个人——想阻止凯翻修汽车旅馆的人。”杰西诧异地看着凯瑟琳，她本该和塞米诺尔人在一起才对，哪知却出现在汽车旅馆。想到这儿，杰西慌忙又跑回去继续移栽天竺葵，生怕凯瑟琳从自己的脸上看出了她的疑惑。

“噢，天哪！噢，天哪！”米尔森说着，用手摸了摸自己的圆脸，“真是不敢相信，发生了这么多事情，凯仍然愿意待在这里！这些麻烦还不够多吗？”

“凯很勇敢。”维莉轻声说，“她会请一位侦探过来，调查这些事情的。”

米尔森的眼睛睁得大大的。“噢，我倒认为没有这个必要。”她说，“也许这次是一场意外呢？”

杰西把头转向米尔森，她是说真的？这话怎么听起来有些奇怪？也许坏事就是她干的。杰西偷偷地笑了起来——很难想象米尔森是如何切断水源和电源的。

“哎，我也不知道。”米尔森说，“我刚刚退了休，本想出来放松一下，可谁知——”她挥了挥胖嘟嘟的手指，继续道，“竟然发生了这么多事情。我以前就说过，不过今天还要重复一次：凯的汽车旅馆被诅咒了。”

杰西站了起来，尽可能平静地说：“我倒不这么认为，米尔森。不管这些事是谁做的，他总不会是什么鬼怪之类的东西。”

“好吧，”米尔森朗声道，“反正我只住到这个周末，这些吵闹声真是让人心烦！”

“喵——”威利走了过来，蹭了蹭米尔森的脚踝。

“天啊，猫！”米尔森尖叫着，顿时打起喷嚏来——接连三个小喷嚏。“天呀，这畜生在我身上蹭什么！”

凯瑟琳把威利抱在怀里。“猫咪好像知道有人不喜欢它了呢！”她说，“威利不过是想和你交个朋友而已。”

米尔森绝望地举起双手。“我还是进屋好了。”她的呼吸变得急促起来。“我有过敏症，你们是知道的。”很快，她拖着两条胖胖的短腿离开了，一路上喷嚏声不断。

米尔森刚一走开，威利就从凯瑟琳的怀里跳了下来。它走到一棵树下，用爪子挠起树皮来。

“时间过得好快啊！星期一我就要回学校了。”凯瑟琳微笑着说，“我的钱也快花光了，租车和住旅馆花了很多钱。”她顿了顿，说：“尽管这里的价格比大酒店便宜得多。”

“你要走了，我们还真有些难过呢！”维莉真诚地说，“咱们才刚刚认识，马上又要分开了。”

杰西赞同地点了点头：“你的论文很吸引人，凯瑟琳，我们还想听你讲印第安人的故事呢！”

“看明天吧，”凯瑟琳答道，“今天我要看书学习。”

“不要太辛苦啊！”维莉说。

“你们也是。”凯瑟琳说着，转身朝自己的套间走去。

如果坏事是凯瑟琳做的，她一定会急着离开这里，杰西禁不住在心里想着。

这时，罗夫、亨利和班尼已经从凯的房子里走了回来。班尼跑在最前面，他弯腰去看女孩们移栽的天竺葵。

“凯不想请侦探。”亨利说着，站在了女孩们身边。他弯下腰，递给维莉一株天竺葵，“　凯说，我们自己就可以把这人揪出来。”

“希望她的决定是正确的。”维莉迟疑地说。

“而且，”班尼补充道，“凯说聘请侦探会花很多钱。”

“她说得对，”罗夫说，“请侦探会花很多钱，凯现在已经欠了不少债，光是这些新木瓦就会花很多钱。”

杰西站了起来：“凯现在肯定在犹豫要不要继续翻修汽车旅馆。我觉得我们最好开始考虑一下这个问题。”

罗夫朝着他的吉普车走去。

“你要走了吗？”维莉问道。

“是的，”亨利说着，走到罗夫的身边，“我们要把这些木瓦扔到垃圾场去，然后再去林戴尔买些新木瓦回来。”

“来吧，班尼！”罗夫喊了一声，爬上了驾驶座。

班尼飞快地上了车，坐在中间的位子上，而亨利坐在另一边。

两个女孩看着吉普车朝车道驶去。

“我有种预感，”维莉说，“那个小偷可能还会动手。”

杰西笑道：“到底是预感，还是你已经知道了什么事情？”

维莉笑着耸了耸肩说：“我猜的，只是一种感觉而已，我自己也不知道是不是真的。”

“好吧，也许咱们很快就能找到真相。”杰西轻声说道。

女孩们用盆栽土装满了八个花盆，现在这些红色的小天竺葵会生长得更快了。

杰西和维莉将这些花盆一个一个搬进房里，摆放在每间房的窗台上。

杰西退后一步，欣赏着这些花。“发生了这么多事，好在这些花还能让人高兴一些。”她说着，擦了擦被弄脏的脸颊。

维莉笑道：“嗯，你说得没错。不过自从我们来这儿之后，汽车旅馆已经改变了很多。”

女孩们还有一个任务。她们小心翼翼地从车棚里拖出水管，给每个花盆都浇了些水。

杰西和维莉对她们今天的工作非常满意。洗过澡后，女孩们换上漂亮的短裤和T恤衫，去游泳池游了一个小时的泳。

“我们好像总是待在游泳池里。”维莉说。

杰西笑着回答：“放松的时候就要这个样子嘛。”





不一会儿，男孩们回来了。他们满头大汗，又热又累。

“罗夫买了新木瓦，”亨利说，“他说得对，木瓦非常贵。”

“好在不用把整个屋顶都铺上木瓦。”维莉说。

“是啊，”杰西说，“她已经拿到了贷款，这真令人高兴，只是不知道还会不会有不愉快的事情发生。第一眼看到斯迈利先生时，我还以为他不会同意给凯贷款呢。”

亨利咯咯地笑了起来：“我也是这么想的，杰西。我永远都忘不了他那张苦瓜脸。”

“什么时候吃晚饭？”班尼问道。

“六点半，”维莉回答，“不过，你要先把桌子放好才行。”

“好的，”班尼说着，连忙到碗架上去拿盘子。

晚餐吃了烤鱼、豌豆和烤土豆后，孩子们又玩起了大富翁。当他们吃完一碗盖满奶油糖果的冰激凌后，这一天又结束了。

准备睡觉时，杰西突然感到一阵不安。哎，她心里叹道，瞎想什么呢？都是因为维莉说她有种不好的预感，害得自己也乱想起来。





但是接下来的两天里，什么也没有发生。第一天，天气晴朗，孩子们骑车、游泳，还到林戴尔去玩了一趟。然而第二天却下雨了，因此他们在屋里玩了会儿游戏，去看了简姑婆和凯，又和威利玩了一阵子。

但是，这天晚上半夜时分，杰西被一阵水声吵醒了。出事了！她想着，心开始怦怦地跳了起来。

杰西立即掀开被子，下了床。

令她恐惧的是——她的脚碰到了冰冷的水。

她连忙把脚缩回来，嘶声叫道：“维莉，维莉！快醒醒！”

“嗯——？”维莉懒洋洋地回答着，从床上坐了起来，揉了揉眼睛，“怎么了，杰西？”

“水！”杰西惊恐地说，“到处都是水。”

这下维莉完全清醒了，她打开床头灯——果然，地板上到处都是水。

“哪里来的水？”维莉着急地问道。

“我也不知道。”杰西说着，后背泛起了一阵阵凉意。


第十一章　
 嫌疑犯


The Suspects

亨利从卧室里冲了出来，班尼紧跟在他后面。“出了什么事？”亨利问道。

“别再往前走了。”维莉提醒道。

亨利低头看了看，地板上的水正向他涌来。

班尼好奇地冲到前面，当发现自己站在水里时，他立即停住了。他抬起一只光着的脚，接着又抬起另一只。“地板上怎么会有水呢？”

“我们也不知道，”杰西竭力保持着平静。

亨利卷起睡裤的裤脚，朝前门跑去。那里的水声最大。

杰西赶到亨利身旁，维莉跟在他们后面，班尼踩着水花走在最后。

“是花园里的水管！”杰西喊道，“有人通过开着的窗户把水管插到了花盆里，可怜的天竺葵都被淹了！”

水管里流出的水灌满了花盆，随后又淌到了他们房间的地板上。

杰西立即跑了出去，关上水管的开关。

水沿着外墙流出，浸透了旅馆四周的土壤。“这下麻烦可大了。”亨利说。

维莉急忙跑出去，从储藏室拿来一把拖把，在地板上来回拖了起来。亨利则拿起扫把，把水朝门口扫去。

杰西用抹布擦干了护壁板上的水。

而班尼仍站在那里，一动不动，两眼愣愣地盯着地板。“米尔森说得对，”他说，“汽车旅馆被诅咒了。”

杰西站了起来，说道：“不，班尼，这绝对是有人在捣鬼。”

亨利皱了皱眉：“如果没有及时发现，水可能会流进旁边的房间里呢。”

杰西褐色的眼睛闪闪发光：“发生了这么多事，这一件是最糟糕的了。”

“我早就知道有事情要发生。”维莉嘀咕道。

“睡觉吧，”杰西说，“我们已经把水扫干净了。”

“我不想睡觉！”班尼说。

亨利笑了笑，把手搭在班尼的肩上：“噢，我想你会的。”

当天晚上，孩子们都没有睡安稳。亨利一直在想小偷是不是在门外徘徊；杰西则担心小偷会不会给他们带来危险；维莉在想小偷下一步的行动是什么。班尼呢？则一直在疑神疑鬼。





第二天早晨，杰西赶到凯的住处，把昨晚的事情说了一遍。一开始，凯并没有说话，但她的神情十分严肃。“真没想到还会发生这种事。我一定要打电话给米勒警官，让他晚上来旅馆巡逻。”

简姑婆穿着睡袍，一直站在门口。这时，她走到杰西身边说：“可怜的孩子们，你们一定吓坏了吧！不如，咱们打电话给爷爷，这就回家去吧？”

“我们不害怕。”杰西脱口而出。她不想吓到她的姑婆。但她的脑海中不禁浮现出班尼说旅馆被诅咒时那张惊恐的脸。

聊天的时候，凯故意装得十分平静，生怕大家担心：“罗夫昨天在这儿吃的晚饭，待到很晚才走。他说今天要过来检查油漆工翻新的工作，还说要把屋顶补好。”

杰西似乎察觉到了什么，水管是半夜被打开的。“罗夫是什么时候离开的？”她冷静地问道。

“哦，”凯说，“我想是半夜吧。”

真的是罗夫吗？他一直在汽车旅馆周围游荡吗？可为什么呢？他似乎真的很喜欢凯啊！

“怎么了？”简姑婆问道。

“噢，没事，没事。”杰西顿时回过神来，她心里十分难受。她认为罗夫不是坏人。“我必须得走了。”她含糊地说着，勉强笑了笑，“否则他们会把早饭吃光的。”

杰西慢慢地朝山下走去，她不知道该不该把自己的猜测告诉兄弟姐妹。但她知道，如果他们和凯越早知道，这些怪事就会越早停下来，不过，她不知道罗夫会不会因此坐牢。

杰西理了理头发，走进了旅馆。班尼第一个跟她打了招呼。“来吃煎饼啊，杰西。”他微笑着说，“我们一直在等你回来呢。”

“早餐我们一直温着呢。”维莉说。

杰西坐了下来，把罗夫的事情告诉了大家。“还有，”她补充道，“我听见水声的时候也是在半夜。”

“我真不敢相信是罗夫干的，他常常来这儿帮忙。”亨利犹豫了一阵，接着说，“不过，他既然能用吉普车拉木瓦，也能轻易地把焦油倒在上面。”

“可我们没有证据。”维莉说着，皱紧了眉头，“我们必须百分之百地确定才行。”

她把烤肉递给杰西，但杰西摇了摇头。“我吃不下。”她痛苦地说。她心里早已把罗夫当成了朋友。

班尼喝了一口橙汁，说：“罗夫不是坏人，他还让我骑在他的肩膀上下山呢。”

“我认为我们不该排除凯瑟琳。”维莉说，“尽管我们也都喜欢她，但她昨天一整天都待在汽车旅馆。”

“说得对。”杰西若有所思地说。

“我不知道，”亨利说，“她这人好像还不错。”

“而且还很漂亮。”班尼补充道。

“现在不能乱猜，”维莉说，“我们没有证据。”

“也可能是米尔森，”班尼说，“她是个间谍，想通过给我们送吃的来获取汽车旅馆的情报。”

“米尔森？”亨利笑了起来，“她不过是个好心的老奶奶而已。”

孩子们静静地坐在桌子旁，苦苦地思索着谁才是真正的嫌疑犯。

孩子们在游泳池里待了一下午。那天晚上，他们做了班尼最喜欢的晚餐：汉堡、番茄、烤土豆，还有热奶油圣代。

晚上，他们睡得很香。





第二天清晨，孩子们正吃着香蕉片麦片粥时，米尔森的声音传了过来：“呀——呼！我能进来吗？”

亨利瞥了杰西一眼。“米尔森又来了。”他低声说着，笑了笑，“不知道她今天带了什么吃的过来。”

班尼从椅子上跳了下来，跑去开了门。

米尔森大步走了进来：“今天早上六点钟我就醒了，做了些巧克力曲奇饼干。”班尼把目光转向了维莉。米尔森笑了笑，当她把盘子放在桌子上时，脚下一滑，她的手提包掉在了地上，里面的东西全撒了出来。

“天呀，天呀。”她说着，弯下腰去，手忙脚乱地把东西捡了起来。然而维莉的动作更快，她从地板上捡起几封信。当维莉把信递给米尔森时，她瞥见了收信人的地址，只见上面写着：佛罗里达州，林戴尔，柏树汽车旅馆，凯·金斯利太太收。

米尔森从一脸震惊的维莉手中一把夺过信件，结结巴巴地说：“我……我必须得走了。”她慌张地点了点头，“好好享用饼干吧，孩子们。”

门一关上，维莉的声音便颤抖起来：“米尔森·菲尔拿走了凯的信，我看见那些信封了。”

孩子们顿时放下饭碗，目光转向了维莉。

亨利清了清嗓子，向维莉问道：“你是说，那些信可能是客人们寄来，打算预订房间的？”

维莉点了点头：“我看见很多信的信封上都写着凯的名字。”

“难怪凯一直没有收到房客的消息。”杰西说。

“米尔森是从凯的信箱里偷的信吗？”班尼惊讶地问道。

“是的，”维莉说，“她肯定一直都在做坏事。”

“我早就说了吧？”班尼得意地说，“米尔森是个间谍。”

“偷信很容易。”亨利想了想说，“信箱就在马路旁边，任何人都能打开。”

杰西连忙把她的盘子和水杯放进了水槽：“米尔森肯定已经有所察觉，我估计，她现在要跑了。”

班尼已经站在门口：“我们要不要去告诉凯？”

孩子们朝凯的房子望去，只见一辆蓝色的警车停在凯的房子前。

“凯遇到麻烦了。”亨利喊着，撒腿跑了起来，“我们去看看发生了什么事！”

其他的孩子紧跟在亨利后面飞快地向前跑去。维莉在心里暗暗祈祷——希望凯平安无事。

进屋之后，孩子们看到凯正在餐厅与警察交谈。

班尼朝一张桌子走了过去，只见许多纸张散落在桌面和地板上。“杰西，”他双手叉腰叫道，“这里真是一团糟！”

简姑婆向孩子们走了过来，心平气和地解释道：“昨晚，威利发出一声可怕的嚎叫，凯和我从床上爬起来，然后就看到——”她用手指了指桌子的方向，说，“看到了这些。”

“是小偷干的吗？”杰西问道。

“是的，”简姑婆说着，担心地皱了皱眉头，“大约在两点钟我们叫了警察，他们过来查看了一番，但不幸的是，连个人影都没找到。”她朝一名身穿制服的警察点了点头，接着说，“米勒警官专程又赶过来问凯一些详细情况。”

“小偷撬开了桌子的抽屉。”亨利说，“丢了什么东西吗？”

“没有，”简姑婆答道，“凯把钱放在了最下面的抽屉里，但是没有被偷。这次多亏了威利。很显然，小偷在翻抽屉时踩到了威利的尾巴。”

“他们是怎样进来的呢？”维莉问道。

“小偷撬开了一扇窗户，偷偷溜了进来。”简姑婆说道。

警官合上记录本，走进了起居室。

不一会儿，他朝众人挥了挥帽子，离开了。

凯走过来，加入他们的谈话。“还好我这点儿钱没丢。”她无力地笑了笑，“别担心，我不会放弃翻修旅馆的。”

“嗯，”亨利说着，挠了挠头发，“不过，我们还有个更坏的消息要告诉您。”

凯的眼神黯淡下来。“还有什么？”她突然问道。

“米尔森·菲尔，”杰西简洁地说。

“今天早上，她带了些饼干给我们，但她的手提包突然掉了，从里面散落了一些信件，”维莉解释道，“我伸手去捡的时候，发现那些信都是寄给您的。”

“寄给我的？”凯问着，满脸不解的表情，“为什么米尔森手里会有我的信？”

“我们认为是她取走了您信箱里的信。”亨利认真地说，“可能是游客们预订房间的信。”

“噢，天啊！”凯说道，“真不敢相信，这些竟然是米尔森做的。”

“我也不相信，”简姑婆说，“一直以来米尔森都那么会讨人欢心。可是……”她想了想，补充道，“她总爱问问题，对吧，凯？”

凯点了点头，沉默了一阵子。最后，她终于开口了。“是的，米尔森总是打探我的事情。我对她了解不多，只知道她退休了，靠一点儿退休金过日子。”她深深吸了口气，说：“米尔森从前在‘连锁旅馆’当秘书。”


第十二章　
 逮捕


The Capture

“就是想要收购这座汽车旅馆的‘连锁旅馆’？”亨利皱着眉头问道。

“是的，”凯说，“我知道她和那家旅馆的关系，但当时并没有想那么多。我没料到竟然会是她。不过，现在是时候该找米尔森谈谈了。”凯转过身去，冲着维莉笑了笑，“亲爱的，你是一个很棒的侦探呢！”

“我们要不要跑去找米尔森，就说您想找她谈谈？”班尼问道。

“还是说请她上山喝咖啡、吃点心吧！”凯说道，“否则她会起疑的。”

“我有种感觉——她可能已经逃走了。”杰西轻声说。

“罗夫一会儿要来修屋顶，”凯说道，“我跟他商量一下吧。真的不想再给警察打电话了，等到我们确认是米尔森做的再说。”说完，凯对班尼说：“去吧，班尼，把米尔森带到这儿来。”

“如果她还在屋里，我们会尽量把她带过来。”亨利说着，向门口走去。





奥登家的四个孩子转身向山下跑去。

班尼第一个冲到米尔森的门口，他敲了敲门。

“没人回答，”杰西说，“果然不出所料。”

班尼敲得声音更大了。

“恐怕真让你说中了，杰西。”维莉说道。

“好吧，”亨利说，“咱们各自分散开，试着找一找吧。”

亨利走过去的时候，三名油漆工朝他挥了挥手。其中一个人说他们马上就要完工了，很快就要离开这里。威利在油漆工们的脚边来回穿梭着，油漆工们“嘘”了几声，想把它赶走。

孩子们搜遍了每个角落，甚至连油漆工的卡车和车棚都没有放过，但就是没有发现米尔森的踪影。

失望的孩子们聚集在他们的单元房门前。

“从凯的房子里可以清楚地看到汽车旅馆。”亨利说。

“是的，”维莉说，“没有看到出租车开进来。”

杰西摇了摇头：“她会在哪儿呢？”

两名瘦高的油漆工走向卡车，“再见，孩子们，我们完工了。”

第三名油漆工走在最后，亨利以为他是新来的——他长得那么胖，那么矮小。

“我们回凯的房子里去吧，”杰西疲倦地说，“米尔森已经消失了，她肯定会很失望的。”

突然，走在最后的那名油漆工打起喷嚏来——连着打了三个小喷嚏。维莉注意到他正试图赶走威利。“那个油漆工，”维莉说，“他打喷嚏的样子很像米尔森。”

孩子们的目光立刻转向那个矮胖的油漆工。他穿着白色的工作服，戴着鸭舌帽，此时正迅速地朝卡车走去。

“等一下，”亨利边喊边冲到那个油漆工的面前，挡住了他的去路。“我们想和你谈谈。”

油漆工突然从亨利的身旁绕了过去，杰西连忙跑过去，一把抓住了他的手臂，但油漆工猛地抓住了杰西的头发。

“哎哟！”杰西尖叫一声，松开了手。

油漆工甩开手臂，却没想到他的帽子也被甩了下去，露出了蓬松的头发和一张狰狞的脸。

“是米尔森，”班尼尖叫道，“拦住她！”

米尔森向前一冲，一把将维莉推倒在地，但班尼死死地拦住了她的去路，亨利一把抓住了她。米尔森气喘吁吁地举起手来。“好了好了，”她低声说，“我投降，我投降了。”

亨利不知道米尔森有没有受伤，他始终不敢相信，这个讨人喜欢的女人竟然给凯惹了这么多麻烦。

班尼凝视着她，问道：“米尔森，所有的坏事都是你做的吗？”

米尔森只是一味地摇着头。

“凯想要跟你谈谈。”维莉轻声说。

“好吧，”米尔森的语气柔和下来，“我可以把这身夸张的衣服换掉吗？”

“我们在你门外等你。”杰西说。

不一会儿，米尔森出来了。她的头发梳得很整齐，身上穿着一条漂亮的粉红色的裙子，手里拿着皮包，看上去和她假扮油漆工的样子截然不同。

“走吧！”米尔森冷静地说。





孩子们带着她上了山，朝凯的房子走去。他们都迫切地想听到米尔森的解释。

中途，他们遇到了罗夫，他领着大家来到客厅，孩子们分别坐在简姑婆的身旁，米尔森则坐在窗边的安乐椅上。她刚一坐下，凯就给她端来了一杯咖啡。

屋里一阵尴尬的寂静，米尔森紧张地清了清嗓子。“对……对不起，凯，我为我的行为道歉。”她眨了眨眼睛，“你对我一直都很好，我却做了这么多坏事来回报你！”

“我们所有人都想听你的解释，米尔森。”凯温和地说道，“我们有权知道真相。”

米尔森点了点头，她的声音开始颤抖起来。“你知道的，凯，我以前在‘连锁旅馆’里当秘书，”她喝了口咖啡，继续说道：“那家连锁旅馆非常想买你的汽车旅馆。那个旅馆的经理——华纳先生对我说，如果我能帮他们把你从这里赶走，他就会给我一大笔钱。”她用纸巾轻轻地擦了擦嘴。

“我知道这样做不对，但我非常需要钱。再说，我认为你卖了旅馆以后，会过得更好些，凯。这家汽车旅馆又老又旧，卖了以后，你会很富有。”她犹豫了一下，看了看奥登家的孩子们，“只是我没想到汽车旅馆被翻修得如此漂亮，我也没料到它在你心中竟然如此重要。”

罗夫向前探了探身子，冷冷地说：“木瓦是你毁掉的吧？”

“还有，是你打开了自来水开关，对吧？”杰西指责道，“整栋旅馆差点就毁了。”

“噢，”米尔森说着，她惯有的笑容又回到了脸上，“我不想毁掉它，杰西，我只是想让你们的房间里进点儿水。”

凯给米尔森的杯子添了些咖啡，米尔森感激地看了她一眼。

“你是怎么知道如何切断电源和水源的呢？”凯问道。

“是华纳先生告诉我的，”米尔森叹道，“当时我自己也吓了一跳，没想到我还有能力干这种事。”

“是你干的龌龊事。”凯严肃地说。

“你后来怎么穿上了油漆工的衣服？”亨利问道。

“噢，我撒起谎来也很厉害，”米尔森放下了杯子，“不过，我并不以此为荣。我告诉其中的一名油漆工，我想和你们开个玩笑。于是，我向他借了一套工作服，他觉得这很有意思。然后他就从卡车里拿出备用的衣服给了我。我原本打算跟他们一起乘车离开这里。”

“可你为什么要闯进凯的家，把这里弄得一团糟呢？”简姑婆问道。

“我想看看你家里有没有钱。如果没有钱，凯，我想你是不可能继续翻修旅馆的。那只可恶的猫折腾了我两次，踩到它的时候，我真被吓了个半死，所以只好匆匆离开了。”她停了一下，从衣袖里掏出一块手帕来，“也是因为这只猫，我才打起了喷嚏，暴露了自己。”她望着维莉说，“我知道你已经怀疑我了，所以我必须要逃走。”

“你还把所有的橙子扔进了游泳池里。”维莉说。她始终难以相信眼前的这个人竟然能做出这么卑鄙的事情来。

“我必须得承认，”米尔森说，“这些坏事不是我自己想出来的，大部分都是华纳先生的计划。”

杰西问道：“华纳先生在哪里？”

“他在林戴尔镇中心的‘连锁旅馆’里上班。”米尔森说，“他上次来这里时，把六罐油漆放进车子里带走了。而且他还把装满橙子的篮子扔进了游泳池。”

凯从身后的桌子上取来便笺纸和铅笔，把米尔森说的地址记了下来。

“最糟糕的是，”罗夫说，“被偷走的六罐油漆和毁坏的木瓦，这些材料都很贵。”

米尔森低下头，怔怔地盯着自己的双手。“我很惭愧，我以为这样做，你就会停止翻修。”米尔森抬起头，她的眼里噙满了泪花，“　凯，在你叫警察之前，我只想说声对不起。”她的目光转向了奥登家的孩子们，“我向你们所有人道歉。”她对班尼笑了笑，说：“我是真心想给你们做些吃的。”

“我喜欢吃你做的东西。”班尼承认道。但当他想到米尔森会进监狱时，他立刻沮丧起来。

“给你造成的损失，我会尽力偿还的，凯。”米尔森说。

“不，”凯坚定地说，“我打算找华纳先生谈一谈。比起负面宣传的风险，我想他会更乐意赔偿我的全部损失。”

米尔森的脸上又露出了笑容：“噢，多么好的主意啊！”

凯清了清嗓子说：“米尔森，我没打算叫警察，我也不想起诉你，因为我相信，你自己心里也很难受。”

米尔森如释重负地叹了口气。

“但是，”凯继续道，“我想请你马上离开这里。”

“你不送我去坐牢？”米尔森满脸惊疑地问道。接着，她连忙说：“噢，我保证，今天就离开。凯，相信我，我绝对不会再做这种事了。”她在手提包里摸索了一阵，“这是预订房间的信件。”她掏出一沓信件，递给了凯，“这个冬天会有很多游客来预订房间的。”

“你要去哪儿，米尔森？”凯问道。

米尔森缓缓答道：“我有个姐姐住在克利夫兰。在找到工作之前，我会住在她家。”她站了起来，“你知道的，我仍然是一名出色的秘书，我会找到工作的。”

米尔森朝门口走去，在开门的一瞬间，她转过身来，一滴眼泪从她的脸颊上滚了下来。“我真的喜欢你们。”她哽咽道。

这时，威利走进了房间，米尔森突然打起喷嚏来，连续三个小喷嚏。“它在提示我，现在该走了。”她说着，无力地笑了笑，关上门离开了。





房间里一片寂静，只听见威利发出一阵阵咕噜声。它已经坐在了维莉的大腿上。

最后，简姑婆打破了沉默。“　凯，明天我们也要回绿野镇了。孩子们要准备开学，我也要回到安迪的身边去，他已经想我了。”她微笑着说，“而我也开始想他了。”

“不要这么快就走嘛！”凯反对道。

简姑婆笑了：“你会过得很好的，凯。我们要回家了，对吧，孩子们？”

“是的。”维莉说道。其他的孩子也都愉快地点了点头。

“那么，今天晚上我们举行一个欢送派对吧。”凯宣布道。

“噢，天呀，派对！”班尼叫道。

“我带牛排来。”罗夫说道。

“我们带花椰菜。”杰西说。

“还有土豆。”亨利说。

“还有我们自己！”班尼大声地说。

“噢，”凯说，“把凯瑟琳也邀请过来，怎么样？”

“好啊！”维莉说道。

这是他们待在这里的最后一晚，孩子们穿上了自己最漂亮的衣服。当他们离开一号房间时，一辆黄色的出租车正好开走——米尔森踏上了她的旅程。

孩子们上了山，一路上边说边笑，谜底解开了，他们的心情都很舒畅。

当他们到达凯的房子后，所有人都围坐在一张圆桌旁，包括凯瑟琳。罗夫带来了牛排。

“来啰！”罗夫叫着，在每个人的盘子里放了一块美味的炭烤牛排，而他自己也在凯的旁边坐下来。

“哦，孩子们。”凯说着，冲他们笑了笑，“是你们和简说服了我，让我留下来，我从来没有这样高兴过。”

“是的，”杰西补充道，“这个地方太漂亮了，你肯定舍不得离开它。”

凯咯咯地笑了起来：“多亏你们的努力，它才变得这么漂亮。”

“这里发生了许多可怕的事，”班尼说着，吃了一口花椰菜，“有一两次，我真的被吓到了。”

“是的，班尼，这里发生了许多不好的事情，”罗夫强调道，“但现在一切都结束了。”

“我们甚至还怀疑过你呢！”维莉盯着罗夫坦白地说。

“我？”罗夫那两根黑色的眉毛竖了起来，“噢，我明白了，在没有抓到真凶之前，你们怀疑过每一个人。”

杰西笑道：“是的，每一个人。”她斜着眼睛瞥了一眼凯瑟琳。

“可不是我做的哦！”凯瑟琳说着，俏皮地眨了眨眼睛，“不知道你们有没有怀疑我呢。”凯瑟琳穿着浅黄色的裙子，今晚看起来特别迷人。

杰西尴尬地笑了笑：“我必须告诉你，凯瑟琳，我们在整理你的床铺时，把一本书碰掉在地板上，你的地图掉了出来。”

凯瑟琳说：“然后，你发现汽车旅馆和‘连锁旅馆’的位置上都用红笔圈了起来，是吗？”

“是的，”杰西说，“我们想知道为什么。”

“因为，”凯瑟琳解释道，“这是我刚来佛罗里达州时买的地图，我在两家旅馆上都做了记号，是因为我不知道该选哪一家。”

“喔，”杰西说着，轻松地笑了起来。

“这些都已经过去了，”凯说，“我已经看完了所有的信件，今年冬天的大部分时间里，汽车旅馆都会住满客人。”

罗夫走过来，用他棕褐色的大手盖上凯的手，说道：“太好了，凯。我必须得承认，我想过要你卖掉它，因为我觉得汽车旅馆会让你不开心。但现在我终于明白了，事实正好相反。但是，这一下，你可有事情做了。”他对凯笑了笑，说：“我会在这儿帮你的。”

班尼戳了亨利一下，笑着向罗夫示意。

“看到汽车旅馆变了样，你的那些‘雪鸟’们会不会感到惊喜呢？”杰西问道。

“他们会很高兴的！”凯答道，“对不起，失陪一下。”她说着，把椅子向后挪了挪，朝厨房走去。

亨利和维莉把盘子端了下去。

凯拿着一个大大的蛋糕走了回来，蛋糕上站着四个小指一般大小的奶油小人，下方分别写着亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼的名字。

“感谢你们付出的努力，也感谢你们的简姑婆带着你们来看我。”凯为每个人都切了一大块蛋糕。

班尼的眼睛睁得大大的，叫道：“是巧克力蛋糕耶！”

“是的，”凯说着，把一块块蛋糕放进盘子里，“蛋糕里面还有软糖哦。”

这个夜晚充满了欢乐，充满了欢笑。





第二天，罗夫和凯开着车，把奥登家的孩子们和简姑婆送到了机场。孩子们依依不舍地与凯和罗夫道了别。不过，令他们感到欣慰的是，凯对自己的汽车旅馆非常满意，而且她还拥有罗夫这样的好朋友。简姑婆向凯保证，他们还会再来。孩子们十分高兴，因为他们再次揭开了神秘事件的面纱。


Chapter　1　
 The Old Motel


Aunt Jane and the four Alden children， Violet， Benny， Henry， and Jessie， hurried out of the Miami Airport. They had arrived in Florida to visit Aunt  friend， Kay Kingsley.

Grandfather’s sister， Aunt Jane said， “Hurry， children.” She smiled to herself. She was lucky to have married a man like Andy Bean. He was most understanding and had urged her to visit her friend and stay as long as she liked. Grandfather Alden had agreed that she take her nieces and nephews with her for a Florida vacation.

As they came out into the hot August sunshine， Jessie said， “I miss Watch already.”

“Oh， our dog is happy keeping Grandfather Alden company，” Henry reassured her. “You  want Grandfather to be all alone， would you？”

Jessie shook her head， but she felt sad.

“Look！” Benny shouted. “Palm trees！”

Aunt Jane laughed. “You’ll see stranger sights than palm trees in the Florida Everglades，” she said.

Benny squinted up at her. “What are the Everglades？” he asked.

“The Everglades are a huge national park in Florida. The park has lots of waterways and swamps with all kinds of wildlife， from alligators to pelicans，” Violet said. “I’ve read about it.”

Henry grinned. “Just wait until we see it.”

Benny’s round face lit up， and his eyes grew big. “Alligators？”

“Alligators，” Henry echoed. “You might not see one， though， because there are not as many now as there used to be.”

Jessie hurried forward. “That must be Kay Kingsley in the blue dress.  hugging Aunt Jane.”

The four of them ran forward.

Kay Kingsley stopped talking. Her dark eyes admired the four Aldens lined up in front of her. “Jane！ Are these the Alden children？”

Aunt Jane smiled proudly. “Yes， indeed.” She placed her hands on  shoulders. “This is Benny， the youngest.”

“I’m six years old，” he said proudly.

Aunt Jane touched him under the chin. “So you are， Benny.” She motioned the others forward. “This is Henry， the oldest.”

Politely， Henry shook Mrs. Kingsley’s hand. He was fourteen years old， of medium height with brown hair.

“This is Violet，” Aunt Jane continued. “She ten， and as you can see， she loves the color of her name.”

Violet’s face turned pink， but she smiled when she glanced down at her lavender T-shirt. Shyly， she said， “Hello， Mrs. Kingsley.”

Kay chuckled. “Please. Call me Kay.”

“And last but not least，” Aunt Jane said， stepping to one side and drawing Jessie forward， “this is Jessie Alden. She’s twelve.”

Jessie eyes twinkled. “Hello， Kay.” A blue ribbon tied back her brown hair.

“Jane， I have so much to tell you，” Kay said happily， putting her arm around her friend. “All of you，” she ordered pleasantly， glancing back， “follow me！”

Kay， her blue skirt rustling slightly in the warm breeze， walked to a white van. She opened the driver side and paused. “Oh， Jane， it’s so good to see you and these darling children.” There was a catch in her throat. “I was lonely in my empty motel.”

Jane gave her a quick look. Kay sounded as if she really needed someone. “Is your motel empty？” She couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice.

“Almost，” Kay answered. “Out of ten units I only have two rented.” She slid into the driver’s seat. “But you’ll soon see for yourself.”

The Aldens couldn’t wait to see the motel and the swimming pool and the tennis court  heard Aunt Jane talk about.

The ride to the motel was fun. The  eyes were glued to the tall cypress trees and the marshy grass. In the distance long fingers of water， dotted with clumps of reeds， reached into the mangrove forests.

Cranes screeched as they walked along the marsh on skinny legs. Peering into the muddy water， the big birds waited for a fish to appear.

“Florida is sure different from Greenfield，” Benny said.

Violet laughed. “You’re not lonesome， are you， Benny？”

“Not me，” Benny said firmly.

After a forty-mile ride， Kay arrived in the small town of Lyndale. She drove a few more miles until she came to a narrow lane that led to her motel. Large cypress trees shaded both sides of the road. When the car stopped， the Aldens glimpsed a long building nestled among the trees， but it didn look very inviting. The motel， a dark brown， had peeling paint and a roof with missing shingles. One door hung from its hinges and a few of the windowpanes were broken. All in all it was a pretty gloomy sight.

“Is that the motel？” Benny asked， wrinkling his nose.

“That’s my Cypress Motel，” Kay said sadly. She realized the bad shape it was in. “I inherited the motel a number of years ago. It wasn’t in great shape then， and I guess I’ve let it get even worse. I just didn’t want to put much money in it. However，” she said in a more cheerful tone， “the white house on the hill is where I live. There’s room for all of us. Unless，” she hesitated， “you children would rather stay in one of the motel units. There’s a kitchenette，” she added.

“Oh， we want to stay in the motel，” Jessie said， not hesitating a second.

“Right，” Henry agreed. “We’re used to taking care of ourselves. Aren’t we？”

“Yes， we are！” Benny and Violet said together.

“Then Jane and I will stay in the house and you children will be on your own. Of course， you’ll have dinner with us tonight. Next to the end unit is a bicycle shed with all sizes of bikes. You can choose one that you like.”Kay looked at Jane.“Is that satisfactory？”

“Oh， my， yes，” Jane answered. “The four of them like to be independent.”

“Where’s the pool？” Benny asked， wiping his forehead. “It’s hot.”

“I’m sorry，” Kay answered. “The pool is empty. It needs a good cleaning before being filled with water.”

“Cleaning. That’s where we come in，” Violet said with a smile.

Henry glanced around. Even the tennis court was overgrown with weeds and vines. But it was a lovely place， he thought. Kay’s white house stood on the hill， and the motel was at the foot of it. The cypress trees and the crooked lane leading to it all added to the Cypress Motel’s charm. It was too bad that it was so run-down.


Chapter　2　
 The Empty Swimming Pool


Kay parked the van before her charming white house with a picket fence around it. The car had barely stopped when the children scrambled out.

All at once they noticed a tall， black-haired man with a mustache. With his hands on his hips and his booted feet far apart， he turned to Violet and Jessie.

“May I carry your suitcases？” he asked.

“Oh， no，” Henry said， stepping forward. “We’ll carry them down the hill to the motel.”

The man smiled. “I’ll be glad to help.”

“Thanks，” Benny said， lifting a heavy suitcase and dropping it to the ground. His round face was red. “We can do it，” he said， panting.

“This is Rolf Jensen，” Kay said. “He’s my right hand， always willing to help me.” She then introduced him to Aunt Jane and the four Aldens.

“Hi， everyone，” Rolf said. “I’m glad you could come to Florida.” He glanced at Kay. “I think Kay could use a little company.”

Kay hastily interrupted， as if to dismiss her troubles， “Rolf has a barge boat that takes tourists out into the Everglades.”

“How about it？” Rolf said， one black eyebrow shooting upward. “Would you like a tour？” he asked the Aldens.

“Yes， yes，” Benny said excitedly. “I want to see an alligator.”

A grin spread across Rolf’s tanned face. “Well，  see what we can do about that.”

“In the meantime，” Kay said， “come into the house. We’ll have a cold glass of orange juice.”

“Hmmmm， that sounds good，” Violet said.

“I pick the oranges from my orange trees in the backyard，” Kay said， opening the screen door.

“Oh，” Jessie said， her brown eyes sparkling. “I never seen an orange tree.”

“Me neither，” Benny said.

“You’ll have plenty of time to explore in a little while，” Aunt Jane said， smiling. She knew they’d be all over the grounds before evening.

The children entered the living room. In the corner of a small sofa， a marmalade cat was curled up.

“Oh，” Benny said. “A pretty orange cat with white paws！” He rushed forward， arms extended.

Quickly the cat jumped down and ran into a corner.

Violet followed， coming close to the frightened cat. Softly she stroked its fur， and before long the cat was purring.

Kay laughed. “You’ve made friends with Willie.”

“Willie，” Henry said gently， reaching down and letting Willie smell his hand.

“Let’s call Grandfather，” Violet said， “and tell him we’re safe.”

“Oh， let’s，” Benny said.

So they talked to Grandfather Alden and found out he was all right， too. He said the house seemed very quiet with just Mrs. McGregor and Watch.

Kay poured the cold juice and set out a plate of cookies. When  finished their snack， Jessie said， “We’ll be back in time for dinner.”

Then， despite the heavy suitcases， they hurried down the hill， eager to see their new vacation home.

Benny was the first to reach the door on the end unit and push it open. The unit had two large rooms plus a kitchenette. After tonight they could be independent of the house on the hill. They’d do their own cooking and make out their own grocery lists.

“It’s so gloomy in here，” Violet said， opening the blinds.

“Isn’t it？” Jessie agreed， unpacking her jeans， shorts， and tops. “Wouldn new drapes and a bedspread help？”

“You bet it would，” Henry answered.

Benny tested the bed in the room he and Henry would share. “It bounces good，” he said， laughing and jumping up and down.

Henry laughed， too. “Let’s check out the motel grounds.” He held the door open.

“Oh， yes，” Jessie said， “let’s.”

Violet had walked ahead. “Oh， no，” she said. Disappointed， she sank down on the grass. “Look！” She pointed to the pool.

The three Aldens hurried forward. Jessie and Benny peered over the edge of the pool.

“It’s all green，” Benny said. “I wish we could go swimming.”

“I was hoping we could go swimming every day， too， Benny，” Jessie said with a frown.

“Not with that yucky green stuff on the bottom，” Benny said with a groan. “What is that？”

“Moss，” Henry answered shortly. “If we scrape it off， though， there no reason the pool can be filled.”

“Do you think Kay would do that？” Violet questioned softly.

“I sure she would，” Jessie replied. “I just think this motel is too much of a burden for her.”

“That’s where we come in，” Benny said， folding his arms. “I’m a good scraper.”

“So am I，” Henry said. “If it means we can swim， I know we’ll all be good scrapers！”

“That Rolf Jensen seems like a nice fellow.” Jessie looked at Violet. “Do you think he’d help us？”

“I’m sure he’ll help as much as he can， but he has a job， remember？” Violet said.

“Oh， boy， he runs a barge boat.” Benny grinned. “I can’t wait for our tour.”

Everyone laughed.

Suddenly a tall black girl， dressed in white shorts and top， appeared through the trees. When she spotted the Aldens， she halted， and her dark eyes glanced from one to the other. “You must be the Aldens，” she said with a dazzling smile.

“We are，” Henry said， introducing himself and the rest.

“Kay told me about you. I’m Catherine Wilson，” said the beautiful girl. “I’m an anthropology student at the University of Georgia.”

“An-thro-pol-ogy？” Benny said slowly with a puzzled look.

She laughed， a happy tinkling sound. “That’s the ‘study of man.’ In this case， I’m studying the Seminole Indians who live in the Everglades.”

“How thrilling！” Jessie said， unable to keep the excitement out of her voice.

“Yes， I’m just about finished with my paper，” Catherine said. “I’ll go back to their camp several more times. I rented a car for the month and I go back and forth in that. I drive to the edge of the Everglades where Lacota， a Seminole Indian， meets me in his boat. He takes me to their camp.”

“Do you live here， Catherine？” Violet asked.

“Yes， I’m staying in unit number nine， next to Millicent.”

“Millicent？” Jessie questioned， unable to keep the admiration from shining in her eyes. Besides being a student， Jessie wondered if Catherine was also a model.

“Millicent Fair lives in the end unit number ten. She’s a very nice older woman， who I’m sure you’ll soon meet.” Catherine had a little smile on her face as if she knew Millicent’s habits quite well.

“We’re staying in unit number one，” Henry said. “Right now we’re looking things over.”

“Next to you is the bike shed. You can take out a bike anytime you want to.” She smiled. “The bikes are in good condition， but everything else is pretty run-down.” Catherine shook her head. “I feel sorry for Kay. She’s so sweet and works so hard.”

Catherine paused. “It’s nice to meet you， but  in a bit of a hurry.” Waving， she moved toward the motel. “I have to change. I’m having supper in the Seminole camp.”

“Wow！” Benny said， his eyes wide. “What fun！”

“We’d better go， too.” Henry said.

“ Bye， Catherine，” Violet said. “We’ll see you later.”

The children walked on， brushing through the thick untrimmed shrubs. When they reached the tennis court， they stopped， unable to take another step.

“Oh， no，” Jessie said， shaking her head. “The court is overgrown with vines and weeds.”

“We can pull weeds.” Violet said， a determined expression on her face.

“Yes， we can！” Benny shouted. “I’m a good weed puller.”

“I see we have our work cut out for us，” Henry said， glancing around at the run-down motel.

“Tomorrow  start on the swimming pool，” Jessie said.

“Oh， boy， the swimming pool，” Benny echoed. “That’s a good idea.”

Once they were unpacked， they went back up the hill to have supper at . The dinner of roast lamb， mashed potatoes， and peas was delicious.

Aunt Jane passed the peas and said， “Kay， you have a lovely place here.”

“Yes， it is，” Kay agreed， “but it’s so run-down that I’ve almost given up on it. In fact， I’ve had an offer from the Adventure Hotel chain. They are eager to buy the motel and I’m thinking of selling.”

“Oh， no，” Jessie said quickly， putting her fork down. “This place is too beautiful.”

Kay gave her a small smile. “I know， Jessie， but too much for me. The only help I can afford is Rolf. Maybe  take the hotel money and rent an apartment.”

“Kay！” Aunt Jane protested， “you  do that. You wouldn’t be happy in an apartment.”

“We could help in fixing your place up， Kay，” Violet said， eager as always to help someone in trouble.

Kay stood up.“I  know，”she said doubtfully， setting a cherry pie on the table.

“We’re good fixer-uppers，” Benny said.

“Yes， we are，” Violet agreed. “A little paint would help and so would new bedspreads.”

Kay sat down， cutting the pie into six pieces and placing a piece on each plate.

Jane helped pass the pie. “You know， Kay， I think you should think about the children’s offer. I can help， too. I can sew and I can redecorate.”

Kay looked at the children’s eager faces. “I  know what to say. There’s so much to be done.”

“Make a list，” Aunt Jane said practically， “and take the work step by step. You’ll see， it won’t cost too much to do.”

“The motel needs a coat of paint，” Kay said thoughtfully. “And you kids could...” She stopped， hesitated， her eyes shining with hope.

“We could do whatever you want us to，” Henry added.

Smiling， Kay leaned forward. “I’ll give it a try！ It’s worth putting some more money into it.”

Benny said， “We’ll make your motel shine！”

But lying in bed that night， staring at the big Florida moon， Violet couldn’t sleep. How could they possibly tackle all the work that the old motel needed！


Chapter　3　
 Millicent Fair


The second day the four Aldens scraped and scraped the green moss from the bottom of the pool. Fortunately， it  a very large area. Kay was pleased at how clean the empty pool looked. So pleased that she promised to have it filled with water the next day， and to call the painters.

After cleaning the pool， the children biked to the small supermarket several blocks away. Grandfather had given them enough money to buy whatever they might need on their trip. Jessie took out the list which they’d all helped to write， and they went down the store aisles， filling the basket with green beans， peas， lettuce， tomatoes， fresh fruit， hamburger， chicken， ice cream， chocolate sauce， salad dressing， bread， butter， and milk. They also bought things for their breakfasts.

That evening， Jessie and Henry baked chicken for supper while Violet and Benny shelled peas and set the table.

After they had eaten fruit for dessert， they sat back and relaxed.

Benny asked， “Do you remember when we lived in the boxcar？”

“Do I！” Jessie exclaimed. “It was hard， but we had such good times， too.”

Benny leaped up and ran to the cupboard. “Here my pink cup that I found in the dump. It’s all chipped and cracked， but I’ll never throw it away！”

“Violet，” Henry chimed in， taking his sister’s hand， “if you hadn’t become sick， Grandfather never would have found us.”

“We ran away because we expected Grandfather to be a mean old man，” Jessie said.

“And he was just the opposite，” Henry said with a chuckle.

“We  have a mother or father，” Benny said. “I’m glad Grandfather found us.”

“Me，too，”Henry replied.“I wonder how Grandfather is getting along without us.”

“Oh， fine，  sure，” Jessie said. “Mrs. McGregor will take good care of him！”

“And Watch will take care of himself，” Violet said with a laugh. “Our dog is smart.”

“I miss Watch，” Jessie said.

Just then a loud “meow” was heard.

“It Willie，” Benny yelled， looking out the window. “He can take Watch’s place while we’re in Florida.” He hurried to fling open the door.

Jessie found a string and played with Willie， but soon the cat went to the door. Henry let Willie out into the warm night and watched as the cat dashed up the hill to Kay’s house.

Weary but happy， the Aldens undressed for bed.

 The next morning， while they were eating a big breakfast of cereal， scrambled eggs， toast with grape jelly， and milk， someone tapped on the door.

Benny cracked open the door. A short plump woman peeked in. Her gray hair curled about her round face.

“Hello.” She smiled sweetly. “I Millicent Fair. Call me Millicent，” she said， stepping inside. “I want to say welcome.”

“Hello，” Jessie said pleasantly， “come in.”

“Looks like I am in，” Millicent said， hiding a giggle behind her hand. She bustled forward and dropped into a chair. “I heard you were visiting Kay.” Her bright blue eyes darted from one Alden to the other. “How long are you staying？”

“We’re not sure，” Henry answered.

“I see you cleaned the swimming pool，” she said happily.

“Yes，” Jessie said. “We hope Rolf Jensen will fill it.”

“It was a big job，” Benny said， holding his palms outward. “See how red my hands are？”

“Why in the world are you doing all this？” Millicent Fair asked.

“We want to go swimming，” Benny said.

“All this work.” Millicent sighed. “Don you know Kay plans to sell this place？”

“Kay’s not going to sell，” Jessie said， shaking her head hard.

“She not？” Millicent said with surprise， leaning forward. “You mean she’s staying？”

“We hope she will，” Violet said softly. “And  going to help all we can.”

“With a little repair we’ll make the motel look like new，” Henry said. “Then Kay will stay for sure.”

Millicent sank back in her chair. “I declare，” she said. “And the Adventure Hotel chain made her such a splendid offer， too！”

“She told us，” Jessie said， smiling. “But this is such a lovely spot， surrounded by cypress trees. Compared to the tall hotels， this motel has a cozy warm feeling.”

“Wait until you see it when the painters are finished，” Violet said.

“Painters？”Millicent small mouth formed a big O.

“Yes， they’ll be here today，” Henry said. “Kay arranged for them last night.”

“Soon this ugly brown paint will be painted over，” Violet said.

“What color？” Millicent asked with interest.

“A glistening white，” Violet responded.

“Won the motel be beautiful set against the green grass and trees？” Jessie said.

Millicent blew out a breath of air， then she stood up. “Yes， it will be beautiful，” she said. “I’m so glad！” Then she added， “I must go， but I’ll see you soon.”

When the two painters arrived， they began removing all the old paint. They appeared to be brothers， for they were both tall， though one was skinnier than the other. Each of them wore loose-fitting white overalls and white-billed caps from which a fringe of yellow hair stuck out from all angles.

At the end of the day they lined up six cans of white paint against the motel’s outside wall.

“Won’t the motel look nice and clean？”Benny asked， his brown eyes twinkling with excitement.

“Yes， it will once the paint is on，” Henry said.

Then Benny， his lower lip sticking out， said， “I hungry.”

Jessie laughed. “I’m hungry， too， Benny.”

They headed back to the motel， but this time they didn hurry. They were too tired and their feet dragged.

That night they slept so deeply that they didn’t hear a sound， not even the prowler outside their window.

In the morning， after breakfast， when Violet opened the door， her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh， no，” she whispered.

“What is it？” Jessie asked， hurrying to her  side. She， too， stopped and stared. Benny and Henry joined them. They were speechless.

Someone had taken the paint. The painters hadn arrived yet， so they hadn done it. In the grass were circles where the six cans of paint had been. Not one can remained.


Chapter　4　
 Alligators and Swamp Birds


After one look at where the paint cans had been， Jessie hurried up the hill to get Kay.

Rolf， who was working at the house that morning， and Kay ran down to the motel， followed by Aunt Jane and Jessie.

Grimly， Kay surveyed the circles in the grass. “Six new cans of paint gone，” she groaned， brushing back a strand of hair from her forehead. “What am I going to do？”

Aunt Jane stopped， too upset to move. Sympathetically， she touched Kay’s hand.

“The painters  be here until nine，” Rolf said calmly， but he was also upset. He looked at Kay. “Do you want me to go into Lyndale and buy six more cans？”

Kay nodded. “I guess so.” But she seemed uncertain.

As Rolf left， Kay， a worried look on her face， turned to the four children. “I don’t understand. Why would anyone steal paint？”

Henry shrugged his shoulders. “We didn’t hear a sound，” he said.

“It’s a good thing，” Aunt Jane said. “Whoever did this wouldn’t want to be caught. Who knows how they might have reacted.”

Kay sighed and turned away. “Nothing can be done about the stolen paint.” But suddenly she smiled. “Come up to the house， children. Aunt Jane and I were just about to have a cup of tea.”

“Tea？” Benny asked.

Kay laughed. “For everyone else there’s a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice.”

“Oh， boy，” Benny shouted. “I’m thirsty.”

Violet laughed. “Then let’s go up the hill.”

The Aldens followed Kay and Aunt Jane. As they climbed the slope Benny asked， “Will Rolf fill the pool today？”

“Maybe，” Violet answered. “But if he does it will be after he’s bought the paint in town.”

In the dining room， Aunt Jane poured a glass of orange juice for each of the Aldens while Kay stared out the window. Every once in a while she took a sip of tea. “Why？” she murmured， glancing at Jane.

Aunt Jane sighed. “I wish we knew.”

“Don’t worry，” Henry said to Kay. “We’ll help you.”

“Yes，” Jessie said. “The stolen paint will soon be forgotten.”

“I hope you’re right，” Kay said.

Aunt Jane changed the subject by reaching for a catalog from a large department store in Miami， and opened its pages to bedspreads. “Kay is going to order this style of bedspread for each unit. We decided last night.”

“How lovely！” Jessie exclaimed， admiring the dust ruffle and quilted cover.

“Yes，” Kay said. “Each unit will have a different color bedspread with matching drapes. The order should only take a day or two.”

“What colors will you get？” Jessie asked， her voice rising with enthusiasm.

“Lots of colors，” Kay replied， catching Jessie’s good spirits. “Your unit will be lavender.”

“Oh， good，” Violet said. “My favorite color.”

“I know，” Kay said， the old sparkle appearing in her eyes.

“Does every unit have a little kitchen， Kay？” Benny asked.

“No，” Kay replied. She stroked Willie. “Why do you ask， Benny？”

“I was thinking，” Benny said. “Everybody likes to eat！ You could serve breakfast in lunch boxes. Each box would be painted the color of the room.”

“What an excellent idea，” Kay said.

“And，” Henry added， “each box could have a thermos of hot coffee.”

“And muffins，” Violet said.

“And orange juice，” Jessie continued.

“Children， what marvelous ideas you’ve given me，” Kay said， her eyes sparkling.

“Then you’ll definitely go ahead with painting the motel？” Aunt Jane questioned.

“Yes， I will！” Kay stood up so quickly that Willie leapt down with an annoyed meow.“I excited again about my Cypress Motel.”

“So are we！” Henry said， a big grin creasing his face.

“You been so helpful，” Kay said. “Maybe when Rolf comes back  take you on the Everglades tour. He’ll fill the pool after that and you can have a swim. Would you like to see the Everglades？”

“Yes！”Benny shouted.“I want to see an alligator.”

“I’ll bet you will， too，” Henry said.

“Have fun，” Kay said， opening the door. “I have work to do here but， Jane， wouldn’t you like to go along？”

“I’d love to，” Aunt Jane answered.

When Rolf pulled up in his red Jeep， he agreed a tour would be fine. A half hour later he drove them to the dock where his boat was tied. It was like a big rowboat with sides that had benches all around. Overhead was a canvas top striped like a circus tent.

Everyone scrambled aboard. Aunt Jane sat in front and the children sat in back. Jessie wore her camera around her neck， and Henry carried a pair of binoculars.

“I’m ready for a little relaxation myself，” Rolf said as he steered the big boat out of the narrow channel and into open water. “Yesterday I put in a new sink at my own house and had a new refrigerator delivered.”

“I’m glad this tour isn’t a burden for you，” Aunt Jane said.

Gulls dipped and soared above them. On either side of the boat were islands of trees. Long-legged blue herons walked along the shore. The birds moved carefully， as if they were on stilts.

“See that dark bird diving into the water？” Rolf asked， pointing to a bird just vanishing beneath the water.

“Yes， yes，” Jessie said. “Now the bird is coming up. He’s speared a fish with his sharp beak.”

“The bird is an anhinga，” Rolf said. “The other birds that you see in the distance with the wide bills are pelicans. Beyond the pelicans are pink birds called flamingos.

“Mangrove trees are edged along the islands，” Rolf continued， indicating trees with thick trunks and leaves.“Mangroves are the only trees whose roots will grow in salt water.”

Jessie peered through her camera lens， and when it was focused just right， she clicked the shutter. “I just shot a bald eagle circling his nest.”

“He a beauty，” Henry said， his binoculars fastened to his eyes.

“That’s a Southern bald eagle，” Rolf explained. “ fairly rare. See how large his nest is on top of that cypress tree？”

“Wow，” Benny exclaimed. “I’ve never seen a nest as big as my bathtub！” He paused， looking in every direction. “But where are the alligators？”

“If we’re lucky we’ll see one，” Rolf said.

“The Everglades are beautiful，” Violet said， breathing in the warm August air.

“Yes，”Rolf said，“and the many inlets are beautiful， too. But you have to know these narrow fingers of water or you could easily become lost.”

Rolf knew everything， Violet thought， trailing her hand in the water. He probably knew everything about Kay’s motel， too， as he came to work for her so often.

Suddenly a strange creature poked its head above water.

“Look！ It’s a dinosaur！” Benny shouted.

Rolf threw back his head and laughed. “No， Benny， that’s a manatee or sea cow. It sort of looks like a walrus.”

“Are manatees mean？” Benny asked， leaning forward to catch a closer look at the misshapen wrinkled head.

“No， they are clumsy and ugly， but they are gentle，” Rolf said， putting on his sunglasses.

Suddenly， he asked， “Do you children have any idea who stole the paint？”

“No， we don’t，” Henry said， speaking for all of them.

“I wonder why Kay is working so hard. Do you think her motel is worth saving？” Rolf looked at the Alden children.

“I think it’s charming，” Jessie said. “It can be made beautiful.”

“Yes， I agree，” Henry stated positively.

“Sometimes I think she should sell，” Rolf said. “ too much for her.” Abruptly he turned the boat around. “We’ve been out over three hours， time to get back.”

“No alligator，” Benny said with a disappointed scowl.

“Maybe we’ll see one on the way back，” Jessie said.

“No sooner said than done，” Rolf said cheerfully. “Look over there！”

Violet shaded her eyes. “I see it！ It’s a huge alligator.”

“Where？” Benny asked in an excited voice， squinting. “Where？”

“I see it， too，” Henry said. “Look， Benny， do you see that gray log moving into the water？”

“Yes！” Benny said in a thrilled voice. “The log is a long alligator. It looks like its back is tree bark.”

With a splash the alligator disappeared below the surface.

Benny smiled all the way back and was still smiling when Rolf pulled up to the dock. The tour had been a success for everyone. The whole mysterious world of the Everglades had opened up to them.

“Thanks， Rolf，” Violet said， as she jumped nimbly from the boat to the dock.

“Yes， thanks，” the others echoed， piling out of the boat. Aunt Jane was last. She grabbed Rolf hand， and he pulled her firmly up to the dock. Smiling， she shook his hand. “I’ll never forget our wonderful Everglades tour，” she said.

“Good，” Rolf said.

They sped along the winding road to Kay’s.

“And now，” Rolf said， pulling up before Kay’s house， “I’ll fill the swimming pool.”

“Great，” Henry said. “There’s nothing I’d like better than a good swim to cool off.” He jumped out of the Jeep and helped Benny down.

“I wonder how much the painters have done，” Jessie said as she followed Henry， Violet， and Aunt Jane.

Standing before Kay’s house， they looked down at the motel to see how much was finished. However， the painters weren’t in sight.

Kay came around the house to meet them. She  look happy.

“What’s wrong？” Rolf asked， striding toward her.

“The painters walked off the job shortly after you left.” Upset， Kay bit her underlip.

“Why？” Rolf asked， concern showing in his dark eyes.

“No water，” Kay answered crisply. “Someone cut off the water， and it can’t be turned back on because there’s a part missing. The painters refused to work in this heat without water.” Wearily， she pushed back a strand of hair. “The plumber promised to come later today.”

Violet glanced at Rolf. Again she thought how much Rolf knew about Kay’s motel. Could Rolf have turned off the water？ He did want her to sell it.

When they returned to the motel， Henry put out cheese and bread. Violet set out fruit and cookies. Jessie set the table， and Benny poured the milk.

“Who could have shut off the water and stolen the paint？” Jessie wondered as they ate.

“Do you think  the same person？” Violet asked.

“I do，” Henry responded. “It’s too much of a coincidence that two things should happen to stop work on Kay’s motel.”

“I hope it isn’t Rolf，” Violet said. “He’s always so helpful.” She took a deep breath. “But if you can put in a sink you need to know how to turn off water， don’t you？”

“You sure do，” Henry answered.

Oh， Violet thought， she  think such mean things about Rolf. It did seem， however， that someone was trying to stop Kay. She felt sorry for Kay， who was trying to save her motel. Now the pool  be filled， and no painting had been done. What was going on？


Chapter　5　
 Oranges and More Oranges


The next morning the sun shone brightly， but there was a nice breeze. It was a good day to help Kay， Jessie thought. The plumber had brought the missing part the evening before， and now the water was turned on. A painter went by the window. All was going well.

Violet boiled water for poached eggs while Jessie broiled bacon. As Henry slid bread in the toaster and Benny poured the milk， there was a knock on the door.

Benny hopped down from his chair to answer.

Millicent Fair entered， proudly displaying a plate of muffins. She set them on the breakfast table. “Eat these banana-walnut muffins while they’re still warm，” she said with a smile， pulling up a chair before Henry could do it for her. Her sharp eyes darted from one to the other. “Where were you yesterday？” she asked. “I missed you.”

“We went on  boat in the Everglades，” Benny said. “And I saw an alligator！”

“Oh， my， Benny，” Millicent Fair said， rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “You had a big day. Did Kay stay home？”

“Yes，” Jessie said， setting a glass of orange juice in front of Millicent.

“Did your Aunt Jane go on the tour？” Millicent questioned.

“Yes，” Henry answered.

“Well， I had quite a day， too.” She frowned. “There was not a drop of water，” she said in a disapproving tone. “No water！”

“We know there was no water，” Henry said， wrinkling his forehead. “Someone deliberately shut it off！”

“You  mean it，” Millicent said， sinking back in her chair in surprise. After a brief pause， she leaned forward. “There are some queer things going on around here.” With those words she drank her orange juice.

Violet gave Millicent a sharp look. Why had she been so eager to know where they’d been and what they were doing？

“Won’t you have some breakfast？” Jessie asked politely.

Millicent jumped up， shaking her plump cheeks. “No， no， I must run. I have a hair appointment in Lyndale and the taxi will be coming any minute.” She backed out， nodding and smiling.

After Millicent left， Henry said， “Millicent is certainly curious， isn’t she？”

“I thought so， too，” Violet said， eating the last piece of her bacon.

When they had finished eating and the dishes were washed， the Aldens chose four bikes from the bike shed for a ride. Waving to the painters， they pedaled past the swimming pool which Rolf had just filled that morning.

After circling the  grounds they headed out to the open road， riding beyond the store and to the edge of Lyndale.

When they returned， they placed the bikes in the bike shed.

“Let’s go for a swim，” Benny coaxed.

“First，” Jessie said， “let’s see if Kay needs our help.”

“That’s a good idea，” Henry said.

The four children ran up the hill， eager to see what Kay needed.

When they arrived， Kay and Aunt Jane were sewing and talking.

“Hi， children，” Kay said. “What are your plans for today？”

“We wanted to see if you needed anything done，” Jessie said.

Kay smiled. “Aren’t you sweet？ I did call in the order for the bedspreads and drapes and they should arrive tomorrow，” she said. “Then you could put them in each room， if you wanted to.”

“Oh， yes we can do that，” Violet said. “It will completely change the look of the rooms.”

“Thanks， everyone，” Kay said. “The painters should finish soon. Yesterday I placed an ad about my motel in several northern papers. In a few months it will soon be time for my ‘Snowbirds’ to fly south.”

“Snowbirds？” Violet asked quietly.

Kay smiled. “Yes， that’s what we Floridians call tourists from the north who fly south for the winter.  hopeful that I’ll soon be receiving reservations to fill my motel.” Her eyes began to sparkle and once again she seemed full of hope. “In the meantime， how would you like to pick oranges？”

“Yes！” Benny shouted. “That will be fun.”

“Good，” Kay said. “If we’re to serve orange juice every morning to tourists， I’ll have to squeeze the juice and freeze it.” She reached over and touched Benny’s hand. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.  all as sweet and helpful as your Aunt Jane.”

“Aw，” Benny murmured. “It’s nothing.”

Jessie moved to the door. “The oranges are waiting for us.”

They all laughed and followed her out to the backyard. They stood beneath the trees that were drooping with oranges ripe for the picking.

Leaning against the house was a ladder that Henry carried to the first tree. Jessie and Violet brought six bushel baskets from the same spot. They began to pull big oranges off the branches and drop them in the baskets.

The Aldens worked for an hour in the morning and came back in the afternoon. Catherine Wilson climbed the hill.

“Why are you picking all these oranges？” the attractive tall girl asked， glancing at the two full baskets.

“Kay intends to freeze juice for her winter tourists，” Violet said.

“I hope her motel is better occupied than it is now，” Catherine said.

“It will be！” Benny answered positively.

“I hope so，” Catherine said， wiping her forehead with a handkerchief. “It’s hot today，” she said. “I just returned from the Seminole camp， and I think I need a swim. Why don’t you stop picking oranges and join me，” she urged.

“We want to finish filling these baskets，” Jessie said. “We will later.”

“Please come，” Catherine coaxed. “I don’t want to swim alone.”

“We like to，” Henry said， placing several oranges in the basket， “but we’d better finish.”

“The oranges will be there tomorrow，” Catherine urged.

“Sorry，” Violet said. “We’ll join you later.”

“Oh， all right，” Catherine said in a disappointed voice. With a wave Catherine headed down the hill. How gracefully she moves， Jessie thought. She picked a big orange and tossed it down to Violet， still thinking about Catherine. Why did she want them to quit working？ She had been so insistent.

When Kay came out， Jessie forgot her suspicions of Catherine. “Hi， Kay，” she said， stepping down from the ladder.

“Why， you have six baskets brimming with oranges！”Kay exclaimed.“How wonderful！” Thoughtfully， she tapped a finger on her chin. “Let’s see， we’ll put three baskets in the kitchen， and we’ll leave the rest by the back door. I’ll deal with those in the morning.”

The children were pleased that they had helped Kay. “Now，” Benny said， “you’ll have lots and lots of orange juice.”

Kay laughed. “You’re right， Benny.”

“Can we go for a swim now？” Benny asked， squinting up at Henry.

“You bet，” Henry said.

They raced down the hill to change into their swimsuits.

When they got to the pool， Catherine had already left， but they had a splashing good swim.

After a supper of hamburgers， baked beans， and chocolate cake， they almost fell into bed. They were tired from a day of hard work and their long swim.

As they slept， a soft rain fell， but the children  awaken until Benny sat up in bed and complained， “Henry！ Water is falling on my nose！”

Henry threw back his covers and hurried to  bed. He pulled the bed away from the dripping ceiling. “It’s the roof， Benny，” he said. “I heard Rolf tell Kay that  repair it tomorrow.” Without waking Jessie and Violet he tiptoed into the kitchen and found a pan to put under the leaky roof.

Benny and Henry went back to sleep and didn’t open their eyes until the next morning.

Henry suggested a swim before breakfast.

“Hurrah！” Benny said. “I love to swim！” He pulled on his swim trunks and ran to the pool. But he didn’t go in.

Instead he rushed back to the motel.“The oranges，” he yelled. “Come， quick！”

Henry raced outside， followed by Jessie and Violet， who were also in swimsuits. When they reached the edge of the pool， they halted. They were too stunned to move another step.

There， before their eyes， three empty baskets and hundreds of oranges could be seen bobbing about on the clear water.


Chapter　6　
 Oranges， Oranges， Oranges


“The prowler strikes again！” Jessie exclaimed as she jumped into the pool and grabbed one orange after another， which she placed on the edge of the pool.

Benny， holding his nose， waded into the shallow end. He reached out and tried to catch an orange， but it rolled out of his hand.

Henry and Violet captured oranges， one by one， and set them on the grass above the pool.

“The oranges will soon dry in the sun，” Violet said， jumping up and sitting on the pool’s edge. “I wish we could catch this prowler.”

“That’s the last one，” Henry said， getting out. “ better tell Kay.”

“Do we have to？” Violet asked， a note of regret in her voice.

Jessie jumped out， too， her wet skin glistening. “I agree with Henry，” she said. “Kay needs to know  going on at her own motel.”

Violet breathed in deeply. “I suppose  right，” she said to Jessie， “but I’m afraid she’ll become discouraged and sell to the Adventure Hotel chain.”

Just then Catherine appeared. She was dressed in white pants and a yellow top， and she wore a red scarf around her head. Her smile was puzzled. “What are you doing with all these oranges？”

“Somebody threw them in the pool，” Benny shouted， climbing up the ladder at the shallow end. “And after we picked oranges all day yesterday！”

 eyebrows rose. “That strange，” she said， sitting in a canvas chair.

Violet， her feet in the water， said， “It very strange！”

Jessie vigorously dried down her brown hair. “We intend to find out who’s doing all these things to Kay，” she said.

Catherine was silent. Too silent， Violet thought.

“I’ll meet you back at the motel for breakfast，” Henry said. “I’ll run up and tell Kay the bad news.”

Catherine rose. “I must go， also.”

“Are you visiting the Seminoles today， Catherine？” Violet asked.

“Yes， I’ve almost completed my paper so I only need to visit them two more times.”

“What do you write about them？” Benny asked.

“I write about their habits and their camps，” Catherine answered. “You know， Benny， the Seminoles who lived in Florida in the nineteenth century were forced to leave and resettle in Oklahoma. Some， under their great chief， Osceola， tried to fight， but when Osceola was captured they hid out in the swamps and they still live there today.”

“Wow，” Benny said. “You’re lucky， Catherine， to have Indian friends.”

“I know， Benny，” she said， glancing at her watch. “I’d better leave. Lacota will be waiting for me at the dock.” She hesitated. “I’ll be gone for a couple of days.”

“Bye，Catherine，”Violet said.“Thanks for taking the time to tell us about the Seminoles.”

“I was glad to，” Catherine said with a sweet smile.

Violet watched Catherine’s car leave. Catherine was such a lovely girl. She certainly couldn’t be guilty of doing anything bad.

“Do you think Catherine would introduce me to Lacota？” Benny asked.

Violet shook her head. “I doubt it， Benny. The Native Americans are friends with Catherine， but they might not like a stranger coming into their homes.”

Disappointed， Benny said only one word. “Oh.”

“Are you hungry？” Violet asked， standing.

“Breakfast！” Benny said. “I almost forgot.”

“Come on， then， let’s give Jessie a hand.” Violet and Benny dashed back to their unit.

When they arrived， they found Jessie mixing pancake batter， and Henry， who had returned from Kay’s， broiling sausages.

“Just in time to eat，” Henry said， dishing up the sausages. “Sit down， Benny.”

Violet set the syrup and butter on the table and poured the milk while Jessie placed a steaming stack of pancakes before Benny.

“How did Kay take the news about the oranges？” Violet asked.

Henry helped himself to several sausages and passed them to Jessie. “Kay wasn’t happy about it， but she’s determined to go ahead with redoing the motel.”

“Good，” Violet said， breathing a sigh of relief.

“Aunt Jane is going into Lyndale this morning with Kay. They’re stopping at the bank where Kay plans to ask for a loan，” Henry added.

“I hope she gets it，” Jessie said.

“I hope so， too，” Henry replied. “After they go to the bank， Aunt Jane and Kay are staying in town for shopping and lunch.”

“Good for them，” Violet said.

“W-e-ll，” Jessie said， drawing out the word and smiling slyly. “Kay did say the bedspreads and drapes will arrive today and if we wanted to—”

“If we wanted to！” Violet said eagerly. “Of course we want to！”

“Want to what？” Benny said， licking his fork for the last drop of syrup.

Violet’s brown eyes twinkled. “Want to unpack the bedspread and drapes and fix up each room.”

“Yes！” Benny said. “We’ll have a big surprise for Aunt Jane and Kay.”

“We sure will，” Henry said with a chuckle. “Kay said we all needed a break and that we should loaf today and go biking and swimming.”

“We can do that and put on the spreads， too，” Jessie said， clearing her plate and glass. She smiled at Benny.


Chapter　7　
 Glittering Yellow Eyes


The Aldens made up the beds with the brightly flowered bedspreads. Then they unpacked the matching drapes and in the afternoon， using the master key that Kay had given Jessie， hung them in Millicent’s and Catherine’s units. Neither was home so it was easy to work in their rooms.

While stripping off the pillows in Catherine room， Jessie brushed her arm against a book on the end table. The book clattered to the floor and a map fell out. She glanced at the map， noticing it was of the area. She was about to slip it back in the pages， when she glimpsed a red marking. “Look， Henry，” she said in a puzzled tone. “This map has Kay’s motel circled in red.” She stopped. “And Adventure Hotel is circled， too！”

“That is strange，” he said. “But put it back. It probably doesn’t mean anything.”

Jessie wasn as sure as Henry that it didn mean anything.

“Won Catherine and Millicent be surprised when they return？” Violet asked.

Jessie nodded， replacing the map and saying nothing.

After lunch， they decorated their own rooms. Henry stood on a ladder， pulling the lovely lavender drape across the rod， while Jessie and Violet made the beds.

Violet stood back and gazed at her bed. “Isn’t it beautiful？” she asked， admiringly.

“Won’t Kay be pleased when she returns？” Jessie said.

“Can we go for a swim now？” Benny asked. “I’m hot.”

“Even in this air conditioning？” Violet asked.

“Yes.” A smile lit Benny’s round face. “I could go swimming in the winter.”

“I’m ready for a swim， too，” Jessie said.

So once again they pulled on their swimsuits and raced to the pool.

Henry made a clean dive into the clear water. Jessie stood on the diving board and dived into the water. Violet waded in with Benny at the shallow end.

Henry swam under the water and came up underneath Benny， who screamed with delight when he was lifted on Henry’s shoulders. Jessie and Violet swam easily around their brothers.

The Aldens were swimming and laughing so hard that they didn’t hear Aunt Jane and Kay arrive until the two women were at the edge of the pool.

Kay smiled. “You darlings！ Jane and I went to your room and peeked in， and what a wonderful surprise！ We saw the whole motel changed with new spreads and drapes.”

Aunt Jane smiled warmly at each child. “We  resist checking out the other units， too， and it was hard to believe our eyes！ What a difference to see each room with a style and color of its own.” She held out her hand， pulling Violet out of the water. “You must have been working ever since we left.”

Kay looked around. The painters had finished， except for the trim and the bike shed， and the white motel gleamed in the sun. Kay gave a contented sigh. “I almost received my bank loan. I’ll know tomorrow morning after the bank inspector comes to look over the motel. If he likes what he sees，  get the money.”

“He like the motel！” Benny said in a loud voice. “How couldn’t he not like it？”

Kay laughed and leaned over， giving him a hug.

“Have any reservations come in yet？” Henry questioned.

A brief frown flickered across Kay’s face. “Not yet. I should be receiving the reservations from my regular Snowbirds and also a few from my newspaper ads.”

Aunt Jane removed her straw hat and brushed back a loose strand of hair. “I’d like an iced tea， wouldn’t you， Kay？”

“Yes，” Kay responded. “That sounds like an excellent idea. Won’t you join us， children？”

They looked at one another and shook their heads. “No， Kay，” Jessie said， “but thank you. We want to go for a bike ride and then—”

“And then，” Benny piped up， “we’ll eat！”

Henry’s eyes sparkled. “Yes， we have a special supper planned.”

Benny rubbed his stomach. “Chicken and mashed potatoes.”

“And broccoli，” Violet said.

“And strawberry Jell-O，” Jessie added. “Topped off with ice cream and cookies.”

“Ummm，” Kay said， “that does sound good.”

“Boy， I can’t wait to eat. I’m going to have two helpings of everything！” Benny said.

And that night for supper that’s exactly what he did.

They all went to bed with full stomachs and a happy feeling that they had had such a successful day.

As she was drifting off to sleep， Violet turned in bed and was astonished to see a shadow outlined in her window. Then it disappeared. Her heart pounded and she jumped out of bed. “Jessie！ Henry！ Someone just went by my window！”

Without a  delay， Henry found his flashlight and flung open the door.

Sleepily， Benny joined them. “What’s wrong？” he said with a wide yawn.

“Shhh，” Violet cautioned. “Someone out there.”

Benny tiptoed outside behind Henry.

Henry shone the flashlight into the trees， but nothing stirred.

Suddenly  hand flew to her mouth， stifling a scream. “H-he’s on top of the motel，” she stammered.

Henry shot the beam up on the roof. He stiffened with fear.

The white beam of light caught two yellow eyes.

Frightened， they stared at the glittering yellow eyes that moved closer and closer.


Chapter　8　
 The Lights Go Out


The four Aldens watched the yellow eyes， too scared to move. Closer and closer they came.

All at once Benny began to laugh. “It’s Willie，” he hooted gleefully.

Henry held the flashlight steady， and sure enough， as the cat crept to the edge of the roof， they could see Willie’s furry form.

With a meow， Willie leapt to a tree limb and scampered away up to Kay’s house.

“Whew！” Henry said. “Am I glad the prowler turned out to be Willie！”

“But I saw a person in my window，” Violet protested.

“You must be mistaken，” Jessie said quietly as she opened the door of their motel. “You may have imagined a shadow， Violet， but it was only a cat.”

“No，” Violet mumured.“I know it was a person！”

But either they  hear  words or they  believe her. Everyone went to bed， relieved it had been only Willie.

With a sigh， Violet snuggled beneath the covers and tried to sleep. It was a long time， however， before she dreamed of shadows and faces at the window.

In the morning after a breakfast of orange juice， Shredded Wheat with sliced bananas， and toast， they sat awhile and discussed Kay’s motel.

“You know，” Jessie said， resting her folded hands on the table， “Millicent is always buzzing in and out and asking questions.”

“I know，” Violet answered. “What do you suppose she’s up to？”

“Nothing！” Benny protested. “Millicent brings us good things to eat.”

“You’re right， Benny，” Jessie agreed. “I’m a little suspicious of Catherine. Remember how she wanted us to stop picking oranges？”

“She asks questions， too，” Violet responded.

“I  know，” Henry said， his dark eyes serious. “It could be Rolf. Did you hear him say he thinks Kay should sell？”

“That’s right，” Jessie said.

“I think he likes Kay，” Benny said.

“I agree， Benny，” Violet said. “I’ve seen Rolf’s eyes light up when he looks at her.”

“Millicent isn’t the one，” Benny said， nodding his head. “And Catherine isn’t either. Rolf couldn’t be. They’re all too nice.”

“What if  just a prowler？” Jessie asked. “Maybe it’s no one we know.”

Henry shook his head doubtfully. “Someone after Kay and her motel， and I’ll bet it’s someone we know.”

“Enough guessing，” Jessie said， standing. “Let help Kay get the motel ready for the bank inspector.”

“Yes，” Violet agreed. “Let go up to Kay house.”

The Aldens， wearing jeans， T-shirts， and sneakers， went outside. They were upset at how dark and gloomy the day had become. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Isn’t it too bad the sun isn’t shining？” Violet said.

Jessie nodded. “Yes. The motel is so much prettier in the bright sunshine.”

Violet said， “Let turn on the lamps in each unit.”

“Good idea， Violet，” Jessie said. “I still have the key Kay gave us when the bedspreads arrived.”

Benny looked up at the sky. “Look how dark it is， and how fast the clouds are flying！”

“Yes， I’m afraid it’s going to pour any minute，” Henry said.

“No matter，” Jessie said， smiling. “We’ll make each motel room bright and cheery with lots of light.”

They began at Catherine’s unit since she wasn’t home. Benny flipped on the switch. Frowning， he muttered， “Where’s the light？”

Henry chuckled. “Did you see if the cord is plugged into the outlet？”

Benny followed the cord to the outlet， and wiggled it back and forth. “It’s plugged in！” he said. “I tested it！”

“Hmmmm，” Jessie said. “Let’s see if the bulb is screwed tightly into the socket.” She twisted the bulb and it was tight.

Violet tried the bathroom light. Nothing！

Henry said in a worried voice， “Let’s see if the lights are off in the other units.”

Sure enough， there were no lights.

Millicent Fair came out of her unit. “My lights  work，”she complained.“I not staying here！I called a cab， and I going to the Adventure Hotel for breakfast！”

“Millicent！” Benny said. “Somebody fixed the lights so they wouldn’t light.”

Millicent stared with wide eyes at Benny. “Why， that’s terrible，” she said， grabbing her purse. “You know what I think？” She leaned forward and whispered， “I think this place is jinxed！”

Soon a yellow taxi pulled up to Millicent’s unit and she hurried in. She shut the door with a bang， not once looking back at the children.

Jessie forehead wrinkled. “What if new tourists who rent Kay’s units find out what’s been happening？”

Violet bit her lip. “They won’t stay here.”

“It’s jinxed！” Benny yelled. “Millicent said so.”

“No， Benny，” Henry said firmly. “The motel is not jinxed！ That why we got to get to the bottom of who’s doing these things！”

Just then a car door slammed. Violet glanced toward Kay’s house. A blue car with the words BANK OF LYNDALE was parked in front.

“The inspector is here，” Violet said in a low sad voice. “He won’t be able to see how pretty the motel really is.”

“If only the sun could have shone like yesterday，” Jessie said. “The place looks lovely in the sun.”

“Here he comes，” Henry warned.

Kay and the inspector walked down the hill. Kay gestured with her hands as she eagerly talked to the tall skinny man at her side. The bank inspector， dressed in a black suit and carrying a black umbrella， pressed his lips together in a thin line.

“Oh， oh，” Benny said. “He won’t like it because it looks like he doesn’t like anything. Besides， it’s so dark he can’t see the motel very well！”

“I think he’ll be able to see enough，” Jessie said encouragingly. But in her heart she wondered. They could have made the motel look so cozy and bright in the lamplight. Who turned off the lights？ She was certain it was no accident.

Lightning zigzagged across the black sky， and a crack of thunder boomed. The Aldens hurried inside where they sat huddled around a table， waiting for the inspector.

Jessie rose and found two candles， then she quietly sat down again. Poor Kay， she thought. She has the worst luck in the world. If she didn’t get the loan， the roof wouldn’t be repaired， and all the other things she wanted to fix would go undone. She would have to sell.


Chapter　9　
 Mr. Smiley


In the flickering candlelight the Aldens sat quietly at the table. The bank inspector would be there any minute. The thunder rumbled and the lightning flashed.

It wasn long before the pinch-faced man and Kay entered their room. Kay introduced them to Mr. Smiley. But he  look very smiley， Benny thought. He looked more scowly. Mr. Smiley barely nodded as he snooped around the motel. He sniffed as he poked at a bed with his umbrella.

Kay winked at the children as Mr. Smiley walked into the kitchen. Henry gave Kay a thumbs-up sign. They heard the faucet run and the gas stove turn on.

Mr. Smiley came into the room and said， “I’ve seen enough， Mrs. Kingsley， to make an honest assessment.” Glancing at the children， he again nodded coldly. Holding the door open for Kay， Mr. Smiley followed her out of the room.

Jessie breathed a sigh of relief. “Whew，” she said. “I’m glad that’s over！”

“Do you think Kay will get the loan？” Violet asked quietly.

“He looked too fussy to me，” Benny said， lifting his nose in the air， pretending to be Mr. Smiley.

Suddenly， the rain came down in torrents. Henry rushed for a pot to place under the leak above where Benny’s bed used to be.

Jessie took down a game from the closet shelf. “ This is a good day to play Monopoly，” she said.

“Yes， it is，” agreed Violet. “Isn’t it nice that Kay has all kinds of games and cards for tourists to check out？”

They played Monopoly for over an hour.

“The rain has stopped，” Jessie said.

Henry opened the door and drops of water fell from the roof. The dark sky， however， had changed to a light gray， and in the east was a rosypink streak， which meant the sun might shine after all.

“Let go for a bike ride，” Benny said eagerly， pushing the board away. “Violet won.”

“Okay， Benny，” Violet answered. “We can stop at the store and buy bread.”

They all helped to put the game back neatly.

Henry went outside and glanced up at  house. Mr. Smiley’s car was gone. Coming back in， he said， “Let’s swing around by Kay’s and see if she was given the bank loan.”

“Oh， yes，” Jessie said， holding up two crossed fingers for luck. “I hope.”

“And let’s call Grandfather，” Benny said.

“Oh， good， Benny，” Violet said. “We will.”

Wheeling out the bikes from the nearby shed， they pedaled single file up the narrow path to Kay’s house.

Kay and Aunt Jane were picking roses that grew near the house. The pink blossoms glistened with raindrops.

Aunt Jane turned and smiled. “Hi， children. Did you sleep well last night？”

“After Willie jumped off the roof，” Henry said， straddling his bike， “we were fine.”

Kay laughed. “My cat likes to roam at night.”

“Does he ever！” Jessie said. “Willie yellow eyes gave us quite a scare.”

“We were wondering what Mr. Smiley had to say，” Violet asked shyly.

Kay said in a deep voice like Mr. Smiley’s， “ After much thought， I will recommend that you be granted a loan. ”

“Hurrah！” Benny yelled. Jessie laughed in delight at Kay’s imitation.

Now Kay’s voice was lighthearted. “I’ve already phoned Rolf， and he’s in Lyndale right now buying shingles to patch the roof. He’s also bringing fuses. He thinks someone stole the fuses from the fuse box and that’s what made the lights go out.”

“Good！” Benny said.“Now we can see， but who did it？”

“I wish we knew，” Kay said. “Too many things are happening！”

“Whoever it is， the person will be caught，” Violet said， trying to reassure Kay.

“When Rolf fixes the roof， no more rain will drip on my face，” Benny said， his face brightening.

Kay chuckled. “That’s right， Benny. No more leaks in the roof.”

“May we call Grandfather？” Jessie asked.

“Please，” Kay answered， gesturing to the phone on the desk.

Jessie dialed the number and told Grandfather Alden what a good time they were having. Violet said hello and didn’t mention any of the mysterious goings on， for fear that he’d worry. Benny eagerly told him about the orange trees and the swimming pool.

After each Alden had talked to Mr. Alden， Henry went over to Kay. “Could we bring you anything？” he offered. “We’re biking to the store.”

Kay glanced at Jane， who shook her head. “I  think we need a thing， but thanks，” Kay said.

Cheerfully waving good-bye， the children biked down the muddy lane.

At the store， Jessie bought a loaf of bread. That errand over， they biked to the edge of Lyndale and back.

When they returned， Kay called to them， “Rolf is back with the shingles and has already replaced the missing fuses. He needs a little help with the shingles.”

Benny shouted. “I’ll help.”

“And so will I，” Henry volunteered.

“Wonderful，” Kay said. “I think he just needs someone to hand him the shingles.”

“What can we do？” Violet asked.

Kay smiled. “See all these geraniums？ They need potting. I have window boxes stored in the bike shed.”

“Oh， what fun，” Jessie said. “We’ll plant the flowers in the boxes and put them on the windowsills of each motel unit.”

“Right，” Kay said.

“Won the red flowers be pretty against the white motel？” Violet said.

“I thought so，” Kay said. “If you’ll do that， Jane and I have a sewing project. You know the small round table by each bed. We’re going to make tablecloths to cover each one in all the units.”

“Aunt Jane is a beautiful seamstress，” Violet said.

Kay chuckled. “I know. She’s already hemmed a skirt for me.”

Rolf climbed the hill. “Hi， kids，” he called. “It’s good to see the sun again， isn’t it？”

“Yes，” Benny said， looking up at the big man. “Henry and I will help you with the shingles！”

“Then let’s get started，” Rolf said. “My Jeep is parked below， filled with shingles. Come on， kids.” He hoisted Benny up on his shoulders.

“I a roofer today，” Rolf said with a grin， setting Benny on the ground. Rolf wore a cap， jeans， and a navy shirt and looked quite handsome. “Do you want to bring me a bundle of shingles from the Jeep， Henry， while I get the ladder？”

“Sure thing，” Henry said， eager to start.

The girls hauled out eight window boxes and filled them with potting soil from the bags that were lined up against the shed. Then they took the crimson geraniums and planted the first window box.

Rolf placed the ladder against the motel.

Benny shaded his eyes as Rolf climbed halfway up the ladder. “Will you stop the rain from dripping in my eyes？”

“I going to patch that very spot，” Rolf promised.

Shingles were stacked high in the back of the jeep.

Henry reached in for a stack but quickly pulled his hand away. Puzzled， he stared at his sticky fingers.

Benny， coming up behind Henry， also tried to lift a shingle， but it was stuck fast.

“Ugh！” Benny said， wiping a thick black substance on the grass. “It  come off，” he wailed. “What is it， Henry？”

“I think it’s tar，” Henry said.

The shingles were ruined. Someone had poured tar all over them.


Chapter　10　
 Running Water


“Rolf！” Henry shouted. “Look at this！”

Rolf stepped off the ladder and walked over to Henry. “What is it？” Then he saw the black tar oozing over the new shingles. “For Pete’s sake，” he muttered， planting his hands on his hips and shaking his head， “Who did this？”

“I wish I knew.” Henry looked at Rolf with a stricken expression. Rolf seemed very calm. To Henry， Rolf  seem upset， nearly enough.

 chin stuck out and he said in a loud voice. “I wish we could find this mean person！” He shook his fist in the air. “I like to give him a punch！”

Henry’s hand dropped on Benny’s shoulder. “I know， Benny. But don’t worry， we’ll find out who’s behind this！”

“I just have to haul the whole mess to the dump，” said Rolf.

Violet and Jessie hurried over to see what all the fuss was about. Jessie stared at the ruined shingles. “ Well， this tops it，” she said angrily. “I think Kay should hire a detective！”

Thoughtfully， Rolf smoothed his mustache. “Let not be too hasty about hiring a detective.  talk to Kay first.”

Henry gave Rolf a sideways glance. Was Rolf afraid of a detective？ He was always at the scene of trouble， and he knew Kay’s motel like his own place. He was able to replace the fuses in a flash， knowing just which ones controlled which units.

“Come on， Henry and Benny. Let go up to ，” Rolf said.

All at once Millicent and Catherine appeared.

“We heard the commotion，” Catherine said， “and came out to take a look. Who spoiled the shingles？”

Jessie shrugged. “The same person who’s upset Kay’s plans for the motel.” Jessie was surprised to see Catherine. She thought she was with the Seminoles. You never knew where Catherine was. When you believed she was out in the Everglades， she was there at the motel. Hastily Jessie returned to her planting， afraid Catherine might see the doubt in her face.

“Oh， dear， oh， dear，” Millicent said， placing a palm against her round cheek. “I’m astonished Kay would stay here after this！ She’s had one problem after another.”

“Kay is a fighter，” Violet said quietly. “Maybe  hire a detective to find out who’s doing these things.”

eyes grew wide. “Oh， I  think that would be necessary，” she said. “Maybe the tar spill was an accident.”

Jessie stopped patting dirt around a red geranium to stare at Millicent. Was she serious？ What a weird thing to say. Perhaps Millicent was the guilty one. Jessie hid a smile. It was hard to imagine that Millicent knew how to turn off the water and lights.

“I just  know，” Millicent said. “I’ve just retired and want a little relaxation and”— she waved a plump hand in the air —“all these things happen. I said it before and I’ll say it again—Kay’s motel is jinxed.”

Jessie stood up and said as calmly as possible， “I don’t think so， Millicent. Whoever the prowler is，  as much alive as you and I.”

“Well，” Millicent announced， “I’m only staying until the end of the week. All this hullabaloo is hard on my nerves！”

“Meow，”went Willie，rubbing against  ankle.

“Heavens！ The cat！” squealed Millicent. All at once she sneezed—three tiny sneezes in a row. “Why， oh， why， does that beast come near me！”

Catherine gathered Willie in her arms.“Cats seem to know when someone doesn’t like them，” she said. “Willie just wants to make friends with you.”

Millicent threw up her hands in despair. “I’m going inside before I break out.” Rapidly she breathed in and out. “My allergy， you know.” And off she went as fast as her short legs could carry her， sneezing all the way.

As soon as Millicent was gone， Willie leapt out of Catherine’s arms and padded over to a tree where he clawed the bark.

Catherine said， “Time is running out for me. On Monday I return to the university.” Smiling， she said， “My money supply is running out， too. Renting a car and staying in a motel are expensive.” She paused. “Although  motel is much more reasonable than the big hotels.”

“We be sorry to see you go，” Violet said sincerely. “We just get acquainted and then  separated.”

Jessie nodded in agreement. “Your work with the Seminoles is fascinating， Catherine.  like to hear more.”

“Maybe tomorrow，” Catherine replied. “Today  hitting the books.”

“Don’t work too hard，” Violet said.

“And that goes for you， too，” Catherine said as she turned and went into her unit.

Jessie  help thinking that if Catherine were the guilty one， she’d be gone in a few days.

Rolf， Henry， and Benny came down the hill from Kay’s. Benny ran ahead and bent down to see what the girls were planting in the window boxes.

“Kay not going to hire a detective，” Henry said， standing over the kneeling girls. He leaned over and handed Violet a geranium plant. “Kay thinks we can find the person doing all this ourselves.”

“I hope she’s right，” Violet said doubtfully.

“Besides，” Benny added， “Kay says a detective would cost too much.”

“She’s right there，” Rolf said. “A detective would be expensive， and Kay has plenty of bills to pay already. The new shingles alone will cost enough.”

Jessie stood up. “Kay must be wondering if she should invest any more money in her motel. I know  begin to think about it.”

Rolf walked toward his Jeep.

“Are you leaving now？” Violet asked.

“Yes，” Henry said， moving to  side. “We going to the dump and get rid of the shingles， and then drive to Lyndale to buy more.”

“Coming， Benny？” Rolf called， climbing in the driver’s seat.

Benny dashed forward， got into the Jeep， and slid toward the middle while Henry got in on the other side.

The girls watched the Jeep roar down the lane.

“I have a feeling，” Violet said， “that the prowler has more plans for Kay’s motel.”

Jessie laughed. “Is that just a feeling or do you know something I don’t？”

Violet smiled， giving a slight shrug. “I guess it’s a feeling because I don’t know anything for certain.”

“Well， maybe we’ll find out soon，” Jessie said lightly.

After using up the bags of potting soil， the girls had filled eight window boxes. The red blooms， small now， would grow quickly.

One by one Jessie and Violet carried the window boxes and set them on the wide window ledge of each unit.

Jessie stepped back to admire the flowers. “For every wrong thing， there’s a right one，” she said， wiping her smudged cheek.

Violet laughed. “You right. Look how the motel has changed since our arrival.”

They had one more task. Carefully dragging the water hose out of the bike shed， they watered each window box.

Pleased with their  work， the girls showered and dressed in fresh shorts and T-shirts and went to the pool for an hour.

“It seems like we’re always at the pool，” Violet said.

Jessie laughed. “That’s what you do when you stay at a motel to relax.”

When the boys arrived， they were hot and tired. “Rolf bought new shingles，” Henry said. “He was right. The shingles were pretty expensive.”

“It a good thing Kay  doing the whole roof，” Violet commented.

“I know，” Jessie said. “I glad she got the loan， just in case there are any more unpleasant surprises. After seeing Mr. Smiley， I didn’t think he’d give her the money.”

Henry chuckled. “I didn’t either， Jessie. I’ll never forget his sour face.”

“When is supper？” Benny asked.

“Six-thirty，” answered Violet. “First， though， will you set the table？”

“Sure， I will，” Benny said， and he promptly went to the shelves to get the dishes.

After a supper of broiled fish， string beans， and baked potatoes， the Aldens played another lively game of Monopoly. They finished the day by eating a bowl of ice cream that dripped with butterscotch sauce.

Getting ready for bed， Jessie felt uneasy. What nonsense， she thought. Violet was the one who had the feeling that something bad would happen.

But for two days nothing happened. One day it was sunny， so the Aldens biked， swam， and went into Lyndale， while the next day was rainy so they played games， visited with Aunt Jane and Kay， and played with Willie.

That night， however， shortly after midnight， Jessie awoke to the sound of running water.  wrong， she thought， and her heart began to pound.

Quickly， she threw back her covers and stepped out of bed.

To her horror her feet touched cold water.

Drawing her legs back， she called hoarsely， “ Violet！ Violet， wake up！”

“Hmmmm？” Violet said drowsily. She sat up， rubbing her eyes. “What is it， Jessie？”

“Water！” Jessie said in an alarmed voice. “Water is everywhere！”

Fully awake， Violet reached over and turned on the bedside lamp. Sure enough， water covered the floor.

“Where’s the water coming from？” Violet asked urgently.

“I don’t know，” Jessie replied， a prickle of fear running down her spine.


Chapter　11　
 The Suspects


Henry rushed out of his bedroom， followed by Benny. “What’s all the commotion？” Henry asked.

“Don’t take another step，” Violet warned.

Henry glanced down and saw the water edging toward him.

Curious， Benny ran forward and stopped abruptly when he found himself standing in water. He lifted one bare foot， then the other. “Why is there water on the floor？”

“We’re not sure，” Jessie said as calmly as she could.

Henry rolled up his pajama bottoms and raced to the front door where the sound of gushing water was loudest.

Jessie hurried to  side， followed by Violet. Benny was last， splashing through the water.

“The garden hose！” Jessie exclaimed. “The  stuck in the window box and all our poor geraniums plants are drowned！”

The hose， pouring forth water， had overflowed from the window box through the open window， and into their room.

Without wasting a minute， Jessie raced to the outside faucet and turned it off.

Water ran along the outside wall， flooding the soil along the motel’s foundation. “This could have been serious，” Henry said.

Violet hurried out and grabbed a mop from the supply closet. She swished the mop back and forth on the floor and then wrung it out in the sink. Henry grasped a broom and swept water outside.

Jessie， using rags， soaked up water along the baseboards.

Benny， though， hadn’t moved. He continued to stare at the wet floors. “Millicent was right，” he said. “The motel is jinxed！”

Jessie rose and said， “No， Benny. A real person is causing the damage.”

A frown crossed Henry’s face as he paused in his sweeping. “If the water kept running， it could have seeped through the wall cracks into the next unit.”

Jessie’s brown eyes flashed. “Of everything that has happened， this is the worst！”

“I knew something would happen，” Violet murmured.

“Let’s go to bed，” Jessie said. “We’ve cleaned up the water.”

“I won’t sleep！” Benny said.

Henry smiled and put his hand on  shoulder. “Oh， I think you will.”

But that night none of the Aldens slept well.  thoughts were on the prowler—was he still hanging around？ Jessie thought of danger—would whoever was doing these awful things turn violent？ Violet wondered what the prowler would do next. And Benny kept thinking he saw shadows and heard mysterious noises.

In the morning， Jessie climbed the hill to inform Kay of the deliberate attempt to flood her motel.

At first Kay didn’t reply， but then her eyes took on a steely look. “I can’t believe anything else is going to go wrong， but I’ll call Officer Miller just the same.  patrol the place at night.”

Aunt Jane， who had been standing in the doorway in her robe， now moved to Jessie’s side. “You poor children，” she said. “You must have been scared to death. Shall we call Grandfather and go home？”

“We  afraid，” Jessie said boldly. She  want to alarm her aunt. But the image of Benny’s face when he’d said the motel was jinxed stuck in her mind.

Kay chatted on， trying to sound unconcerned， though she looked very concerned. “Rolf was over for dinner last night and stayed quite late. He promised to come over today and check on the painters. It’s their last day to finish some retouching. He also promised to shingle parts of the roof.”

Jessie became instantly alert. The water had been turned on about midnight， when  been awakened. “What time did Rolf leave？” she asked in a casual tone.

“Oh，” Kay said， “I guess it was midnight.”

So， Jessie thought， was Rolf the guilty one after all？ Had he been prowling about outside their motel？ But why？ He seemed to really like Kay.

“Is something wrong？” Aunt Jane questioned.

“What？” Jessie said weakly. “Oh， no， no.” She backed up， a nervous feeling in her stomach. She liked Rolf. “I have to go，” she said lamely， trying to smile. “Or they won’t leave me a bite of breakfast.”

Slowly Jessie walked down the hill. How she hated to tell her sister and brothers about her suspicions. But the sooner they knew and Kay knew， the sooner these awful things would stop. She wondered if Rolf would be sent to jail.

Entering the motel， Jessie brushed back her hair. Benny was the first to greet her. “Pancakes， Jessie，” he said， smiling. “We’ve been waiting for you to get back.”

“We’ve kept breakfast hot，” Violet said.

Sitting down， Jessie dully told them about Rolf. “And，” she ended， “midnight was when the running water woke me up.”

“I can’t believe that Rolf is the one. He always wants to help.” Henry hesitated. “Yet he did haul the shingles in his Jeep. It would have been easy to pour tar on them.”

“But  no proof，” Violet said， a slight frown creasing her forehead. “We must be certain.”

She passed the bacon to Jessie， but Jessie shook her head. “I can’t eat，” she said miserably. Rolf had been everyone’s friend.

Benny drank his orange juice and said， “Rolf  the mean one. I rode piggyback on his shoulders downhill.”

“I don’t think we should overlook Catherine，” Violet said. “As much as we all like her， Catherine was here all day and night yesterday.”

“That’s right，” Jessie said thoughtfully.

“I don’t know，” Henry said. “She’s so sweet.”

“And pretty！” Benny added.

“We can’t blame anyone，” Violet said practically. “We have no proof.”

“Maybe it’s Millicent，” Benny said. “She’s a spy who learns a lot about Kay’s motel by giving us things to eat.”

“Millicent？” Henry asked with a chuckle. “She just a nice little old lady.”

Quietly they sat at the table， each thinking about the suspects.

They spent the afternoon at the pool and that night they had one of  favorite suppers， hamburgers， tomatoes， baked potatoes， and hot fudge sundaes.

They slept well.

In the morning， as they were eating their cereal with sliced bananas， Millicent called， “Yoo-hoo， may I come in？”

Henry glanced at Jessie. “Here Millicent again，” he whispered， smiling. “I wonder what she has today.”

Benny jumped off his chair and ran to the door.

Millicent hurried in. “I woke up at six so I baked chocolate chip cookies this morning.” 

Benny rolled his eyes at Violet. 

Millicent smiled. As she set the plate on the table， she stumbled. Her large handbag dropped to the floor， and the contents spilled out.

“Dear， dear，” she said， stooping down and trying to gather up everything. Violet， however， was faster. She scooped up several letters， and as she handed them to Millicent， she caught a glimpse of the addresses. They read：MS. KAY KINGSLEY CYPRESS MOTEL LYNSDALE， FLORIDA.

Millicent snatched the letters from a shocked Violet. “I—I must hurry along.” She nodded quickly in a nervous way. “Enjoy the cookies， children.”

As soon as the door shut， Violet said in a shaky voice，“Millicent Fair had  mail.I saw the envelopes！”

The children stopped eating to stare at Violet.

Finding his voice， Henry asked Violet， “Do you think those letters could have been reservations for the motel？”

Violet nodded， answering， “I saw lots of letters and they all had Kay’s name on them.”

“If that’s true， then it’s no wonder Kay hasn’t received reservations from her Snowbirds，” Jessie said.

“Did Millicent steal letters from  mailbox？” Benny asked， his voice rising in surprise.

“Yes，” Violet stated. “That must be exactly what she’s been doing.”

“Didn’t I tell you？” Benny asked smugly. “I knew Millicent was a spy with her sweets.”

“It would be easy to sneak the letters out of the mailbox，” Henry said thoughtfully. “It’s on the edge of the road and open to anyone.”

Jessie quickly placed her plate and glass in the sink. “I’m sure Millicent noticed Violet’s reaction to the letters. My guess is that she’s packing right now.”

Benny was already at the door. “Aren’t we going to tell Kay？”

They looked up at Kay’s and parked in front of her house was a blue police car. “Kay’s in trouble，” Henry shouted，breaking into a run.“Let see  wrong！”

The others followed as fast as they could. I hope， Violet thought， that Kay is all right.

When they entered the house Kay was in the dining room answering a policeman’s questions.

Benny dashed over to the desk where papers were scattered about helter-skelter. The floor was littered with books and papers. “Jessie，” he said with his arms on his hips， “look at this mess.”

Aunt Jane came over to the children and explained in a quiet voice， “Last night， Willie let out a terrible yowl. Kay and I jumped out of bed to see what was wrong and this”—she threw out her hand in the direction of the desk—“is what we found.”

“Was it a prowler？” Jessie asked.

“Yes，” Aunt Jane answered， with a worried frown. “We called the police about two o’clock and they came right over to search the grounds， but unfortunately they  find a soul. Officer Miller.she nodded her head toward the policeman in uniformreturned to ask Kay a few more questions.”

“The prowler really tore up the desk，” Henry said. “Is anything missing？”

“No，” Aunt Jane responded. “Kay had some money in the bottom drawer， but it wasn’t touched. Thank heavens for Willie. Evidently， whoever was searching the desk stepped on his tail in the dark.”

“How did they get in？” Violet wanted to know.

“The prowler pried open a window and sneaked in that way，” Aunt Jane answered.

The officer slapped shut his notebook and entered the living room.

He tipped his hat in their direction， then left.

Kay joined them， saying， “It was lucky the intruder didn’t get what little cash I had.” She gave them a weak smile. “Don’t worry， I intend to go on fixing up my motel.”

“Good，” Henry said. He ran his hand through his hair. “Because I’m afraid we have more bad news for you.”

Kay’s green eyes darkened. “What next？” she questioned sharply.

“Millicent Fair，” Jessie said briefly.

“She brought us some cookies this morning， and accidentally dropped her purse. Some letters fell out，” Violet explained， “and when I picked them up， I noticed they were addressed to you.”

“To me？” Kay said， a puzzled expression on her face. “Why would Millicent have my letters？”

“We think she’s been taking your mail out of the mailbox，” Henry said grimly. “It could be your missing reservations！”

“Oh， my，” Kay said. “I can’t believe Millicent is the one who has been doing all these awful things.”

“Neither can I，” said Aunt Jane. “Millicent was always so pleasant. But，” she added thoughtfully， “she always had a hundred questions， didn’t she， Kay？”

Speechless， Kay nodded. At last she spoke. “Yes， Millicent always wanted to know my every move. I  know much about her except that she’s retired and lives on a small pension.” She took a deep breath. “Millicent used to work as a secretary for the Adventure Hotel chain.”


Chapter　12　
 The Capture


“Isn’t that the hotel trying to buy your motel？” Henry asked， frowning.

“Yes，” Kay said. “I knew of her connection with the hotel， but didn’t let myself think about it. I  see how Millicent could be the one. I think， though， now is the time to ask Millicent a few questions！” She turned and smiled at Violet. “ You a good detective， my dear.”

“Shall we run and tell Millicent that you want to talk to her？” Benny wanted to know.

“Tell her to come up for coffee and rolls，” Kay said. “Maybe， then， she won’t be suspicious.”

“I have the feeling she might be gone，” Jessie said quietly.

“Rolf is coming to finish the roof，” Kay said. “I’ll talk to him about it. I really don’t want to call the police again. Not until we’re sure about Millicent.” She turned to Benny. “Go ahead and bring her here， Benny.”

“We’ll see if she’s in，” Henry said， moving to the door.

The four Aldens left， racing downhill.

Benny was the first at  door. He knocked and knocked.

“No answer，” Jessie said. “It just as I thought.”

Benny knocked louder.

“I’m afraid you’re right， Jessie，” Violet said.

“All right，” Henry said. “Let’s spread out and try to find her.”

Three painters， who were finishing the trim on the windowsills， waved to Henry as he went by. One said they would soon be gone for good. Willie was weaving through the painters’ legs and they tried to shoo him away.

They searched everywhere， even in the painters’ truck and the bike shed， but Millicent  in sight.

Discouraged， the children met back in front of their motel unit.

“From Kay’s house， we had a good view of the motel，” Henry said.

“That’s right，” Violet said. “No taxis drove in.”

Jessie shook her head. “Where can she be？”

The two lanky painters walked by on the way to their truck. “Good-bye， kids. We’re finished.”

The third painter stayed behind. He must be new， Henry thought. And he’s so plump and short.

“Let return to Kay，” Jessie said wearily. “ be disappointed that Millicent has disappeared.”

All at once the painter in the background three small sneezes. Violet stared at the painter who was attempting to push Willie away. “That painter，”said Violet，“sneezes just like Millicent sneezes.”

All eyes turned on the plump painter in the white overalls and billed cap who was walking rapidly in the opposite direction.

“Just a minute！” Henry shouted， dashing in front of the painter and blocking his way. “We want to talk to you.”

The painter sidestepped Henry， but Jessie rushed forward and grabbed his arm. The painter yanked  hair.

“Ow！” Jessie yelled， loosening her hold.

The painter twisted free， but as he did his cap flew off， revealing mussy gray hair and an angry round face.

“It’s Millicent！” Benny yelled. “Stop her！”

But Millicent rushed off. She pushed Violet， causing her to topple over. Benny， feet firmly planted， stood in her way and Henry grabbed her. She gasped for breath and held up her hand. “Stop，” she whispered. “I give up. I’ve had enough of this.”

Henry hoped Millicent wasn’t hurt. It was hard to believe that this sweet woman had caused Kay’s problems.

Benny stared at her.“Millicent，” he said reproachfully. “Did you do all those mean things？”

Millicent just shook her head.

“Kay wants to talk to you，” Violet said quietly.

“Very well，” Millicent said meekly. “May I change out of these ridiculous overalls？”

“We’ll wait outside your door，” Jessie said， not unkindly.

In a little while， Millicent， her hair neatly brushed， came out. She wore a fresh pink dress and carried her purse， looking very different from her painter disguise.

“Let’s go，” Millicent said calmly.

They climbed the hill to Kay’s house. The Aldens were eager to hear Millicent’s explanation.

When the Aldens and Millicent arrived at Kay’s house， Rolf met them and led them into the living room. Quietly the children seated themselves next to Aunt Jane. Once Millicent was settled in an easy chair by the window， Kay handed her a cup of coffee.

There was an awkward silence as Millicent nervously cleared her throat. “I—I’m sorry for what I did to you， Kay.” She blinked rapidly. “You’ve been good to me， and  repaid you by doing terrible things！”

“All of us want to understand， Millicent，” Kay said gently. “I think we deserve to be told the truth.”

Millicent nodded several times. She began in a trembling voice. “As you know， Kay， I once worked for the Adventure Hotel chain as a secretary.” She sipped her coffee and went on in a stronger voice. “The hotel desperately wanted to buy the Cypress Motel so they could build a big new hotel. Mr. Warner， the manager， promised me a large sum of money if I would help them out and force you to leave.” She dabbed at her mouth with her napkin.

“I knew it was wrong， but I needed the money badly. Besides， I thought you’d be happier with all the money the hotel would pay you， Kay. You could leave this old rundown motel a wealthy woman.” She hesitated， looking at the Aldens. “I had no idea the motel could be changed into such a pretty place or that it meant so much to you.”

Rolf leaned forward and said in a calm voice， “You damaged the shingles.”

“And you turned on the running water，” Jessie accused. “That really could have flooded the motel.”

“Oh，” Millicent said， her usual smile returning. “I didn’t want that to happen， Jessie. I just wanted a little water in your room.”

Kay refilled Millicent cup， and the older woman gave her a grateful look.

“How did you know how to turn off the lights and water？” Kay questioned.

“Mr. Warner at the hotel told me what to do.” Millicent sighed. “I surprised myself. I didn’t know I was capable of some of the things I did.”

“You did awful things，” Kay said sternly.

“How did you end up in a painter’s uniform？” Henry asked.

“Oh， I became a good liar， too.” Millicent set her cup down. “But I didn’t like what I was doing. I told one of the painters that I wanted to play a practical joke on you， and I asked to borrow a pair of overalls. He thought it was funny and gave me an extra uniform he kept in his truck. I was going to ride out of here with them.”

“And why did you enter Kay’s home and mess it up？” Aunt Jane asked.

“I was looking to see if you had any money in the house. Without money， Kay， I didn’t think you could go ahead with remodeling. That wretched cat tripped me up twice. He scared me half to death when I stepped on him. I couldn’t get out fast enough.” She paused to remove a hanky from her sleeve. “The second time Willie tripped me up was when he uncovered my disguise by causing me to sneeze.” She looked at Violet. “I saw how suspicious you were and knew I had to get away.”

“You even had the nerve to dump the oranges in the pool，” Violet said. She hated to believe someone she had liked and trusted could do such mean things.

“I must admit，” Millicent said， “that I couldn’t think up all these destructive things alone. Most of them were Mr. Warner’s plans.”

Jessie asked， “Where is Mr. Warner？”

“He works in the Adventure Hotel office in downtown Lyndale，” Millicent said. “He came over and put the six cans of paint in the car and also carried the orange baskets down to the pool.”

Behind her， Kay reached for a pad and pencil on the desk to jot down the name.

“The worst thing，” Rolf said， “was stealing the six cans of paint and ruining the shingles. It was expensive.”

Millicent gazed at her hands. “I’m not proud of what I’ve done.” She looked up. “I thought if I got rid of the paint， you’d stop.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “Before you call the police， I just want you to know  sorry， Kay.” Her gaze shifted to the Aldens. “I apologize to all of you.” She gave Benny a trembling smile. “I really did enjoy baking for you.”

“I enjoyed eating it， too，” Benny admitted. He felt unhappy at the thought of Millicent in jail.

“I’ll try to repay you for all the damage I cost you， Kay，” Millicent said.

“No，” Kay said firmly. “I mean to have a little chat with Mr. Warner. I’m certain the hotel will be happy to pay damages rather than risk bad publicity.”

 smile returned. “Oh， what a good idea.”

Kay cleared her throat. “Millicent，  not calling the police. I  want to prosecute you because I think you’ve suffered enough.”

Millicent gave a sigh of relief.

“But，” Kay continued， “I think you should leave at once.”

“You’re not sending me to prison？” Millicent’s face lighted in wonderful disbelief. “Oh，” she said， “I promise to leave today， Kay. Believe me， I’ll never become involved in anything dishonest again.” She fumbled in her purse. “Here are the reservations.” She handed Kay a bundle of letters. “You have plenty of tourists to keep your motel occupied all winter.”

“Where will you go， Millicent？” Kay asked.

Millicent answered slowly.“I have a sister in Cleveland. I’ll stay with her until I find a job.” She stood up. “I’m still a fine secretary， you know. I know I’ll find a job.”

With her hands on the doorknob， she turned. A tear rolled down her cheek. “I really was fond of all of you，” she choked.

Willie padded into the room. Suddenly Millicent sneezed. Three small sneezes. “That my cue to leave，” she said. She smiled weakly， and quickly left， shutting the door behind her.

The only sound in the room was Willie’s purr as he settled in Violet’s lap.

Finally， Aunt Jane broke the silence. “Tomorrow we must return to Greenfield， too， Kay. The children need to get ready for school， and I need to return to Andy. My husband misses me，” she said with a smile， “and I miss him also.”

“Not so soon！” Kay protested.

Aunt Jane laughed. “You’ll do fine now. And  be back， won’t we， children？”

“Yes，” Violet said， and the others nodded enthusiastically.

“Then tonight we’ll have a party to celebrate，” Kay pronounced.

“Oh， boy， a party，” Benny said.

“I’ll bring steaks，” Rolf offered.

“We’ll bring broccoli，” Jessie said.

“And potatoes，” Henry said.

“And ourselves！” Benny said in a loud voice.

“Oh，” Kay said. “Invite Catherine， too， will you？”

“With pleasure，” Violet said.

For their last night， they dressed in their best. As they left unit number one a yellow taxi was leaving. Millicent was on her way.

Going up the hill， they talked and laughed. How good it was to have the mystery solved.

When they arrived at Kay’s house， they were all， including Catherine， seated about a round table. Rolf brought in the steaks.

“Here they are！” Rolf  boomed， dishing up a beautiful charcoal-broiled steak at each plate. He sat down next to Kay.

“Well， children，” Kay said， beaming at them. “ You and Jane convinced me to stay and I’ve never been happier.”

“Yes，” Jessie added. “This place is too beautiful to leave.”

Kay chuckled. “Now it’s beautiful. Thanks to your hard work.”

“There were lots of mean things that happened，” Benny said， helping himself to the broccoli. “I was scared once or twice.”

“Yes， Benny， there were lots of bad things，” Rolf said emphatically. “But they’re all over now！”

“We even suspected you，” Violet admitted， glancing at Rolf.

“Me？” Rolf’s black brows shot up. “Oh， I see. When you didn’t know who the guilty one was， you were suspicious of everyone.”

Jessie smiled. “Yes， everyone.” She gave a sideways glance at Catherine.

“Not me！” Catherine said， her dark eyes sparkling with humor. “I wondered myself who it could be.” Catherine looked especially pretty tonight in a soft yellow dress.

Jessie gave an embarrassed little laugh. “I have to tell you， Catherine， that when we made up your bed I knocked a book to the floor and your map fell out.”

Catherine said， “And you saw the big red circle around  motel， and the Adventure Hotel， right？”

“Yes，” Jessie said. “We wondered why.”

“Because，” Catherine explained simply， “this was the map I used to come to Florida. I marked  motel and the hotel because I  sure which one I’d stay at.”

“Oh，” Jessie said， laughing with relief.

“It’s over now，” Kay said. “I’ve gone through the reservations， and my motel will be occupied most of the winter.”

Rolf reached over and covered Kay’s hand with his big tanned one. “That’s wonderful， Kay. I must admit I wanted you to sell because I thought your motel was making you unhappy. I can see now that  just the opposite. But running a ten-unit motel will need a lot of work.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “And I’ll be here to help.”

Benny poked Henry， grinning and motioning at Rolf.

“Won your regular Snowbirds be surprised when they see the changes  made？” Jessie asked.

“They’ll be delighted！” Kay answered. “Excuse me，” she said， pushing back her chair and going into the kitchen.

Henry and Violet cleared the table.

Kay reentered with a large cake. On the frosting were four figures outlined in pink icing， and underneath were the names Henry， Jessie， Violet， and Benny. “ This is to thank you for your work and to thank your Aunt Jane for bringing you to visit me.” She cut big slices for each one.

Benny’s eyes grew big. “A chocolate cake！”

“Yes，” Kay said， putting the pieces on plates. “A chocolate cake with fudge filling.”

The night was one of happiness and laughter.

The next day as Rolf and Kay drove the Aldens and Aunt Jane to the airport they were all sad to say good-bye to Florida. Kay was sad to see them go. They were pleased， though， that Kay was happy with her motel and best of all that she had a good friend in Rolf. They would come back. Aunt Jane had promised. And they were happy another mystery had been solved.　
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第一章　
 生日派对


Birthday Plans

奥登家的孩子们——亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼嬉笑着从爷爷的屋子里跑了出来。他们相互追逐着跑到了附近的花园里。花园中间是个喷泉，旁边则是他们的那辆棚车。

亨利今年十四岁，是所有孩子中年纪最大的一个。他第一个跑到棚车前，拉开了车门。接着，杰西和维莉跑了过来，两人几乎同时到达。她们转过头，望着六岁的班尼在八月的骄阳下气喘吁吁地跑了过来。

“这不公平，”班尼说，“我永远都是年纪最小的，也永远都跑不过你们！”

“总有一天你会跑得比亨利还快。”维莉安慰道，她虽然只有十岁，却比很多年龄比她大的孩子更体贴。

孩子们爬进了棚车，四处打量着。他们的小狗望望也跟了进来。

“哎呀！”班尼叫道，“这里好脏啊！”

亨利拿起扫帚，扫起地来。那把扫帚是他们昔日生活在棚车里时杰西亲手做的。“咱们好久都没来了，难怪这么脏。不过我还是很喜欢这儿。”亨利说。

杰西笑了笑，用一副少年老成的口吻说道：“还记得吗？爸妈去世之后，咱们逃了出来，还躲着爷爷呢！那段日子，每一天我都记得清清楚楚。”

“记得，”班尼说，“当时咱们以为爷爷很凶，才不愿意跟他住在一起呢！”

“可现在咱们才知道，他是多么亲切、多么和善的一个人呀！”维莉说，“跟爷爷生活在一起真是太幸福啦！”

“所以咱们今天才到这儿来。”亨利说，“下个月就是爷爷的生日了，咱们这么敬爱他，一定要给他办一个绝妙的生日派对。咱们有好多准备工作要做呢！”

“那现在就开始吧！”杰西说，“这里太热了。”

“等等！”班尼插口道，“咱们还是先吃点东西吧，我都——”

“饿了。”维莉替他说出了要说的话。她把随身带的篮子拿了过来，“麦格雷戈太太给咱们装了些点心。”

杰西走到柜子前，把从前在棚车里生活时用过的餐具拿了出来，然后又拿出了四个杯子。

“只拿三个就够了，”维莉说，“我把班尼的杯子带了过来。这事我是不会忘的。”

班尼从篮子里拿出了那个带有裂痕的粉红色杯子，递了过去。亨利拿出了曲奇饼和一盒牛奶，给班尼倒了满满的一杯。杰西把桃子和李子拿了出来，放在碗里，然后把一串香蕉摆在了最上面。

棚车没有丝毫改变，仍然保持着孩子们居住时的样子。麦格雷戈太太给每个人都做了一个鲜艳蓬松的坐垫，这样他们就可以坐在车厢地板上了。此刻，孩子们正悠闲地坐在垫子上，吃着美味的曲奇饼。





“你们说，”杰西问道，“爷爷的生日派对，咱们该怎么办才好呢？”

“一定要有蛋糕，还要有冰激凌。”班尼起劲儿地说道，“要是没有蛋糕，那还算什么生日派对？”

“我会帮麦格雷戈太太做蛋糕的。”杰西说。

“不！我来做。”班尼叫道。

维莉笑了起来：“我就知道你会这么说。我嘛，会给爷爷演奏一首提琴曲。我很乐意这样做。只是我得想一想，该演奏哪一首。”

“那我来装饰客厅好了。”杰西说。

“我想写首诗。”亨利说，“上学期期末的时候，我们学了些诗歌，我会把学到的东西好好利用一下。”

“咱们还得给爷爷买个礼物，”维莉说，“可买什么好呢？”

“玩具车。”班尼建议道。

其他几个孩子都笑了起来。亨利说道：“上周，我看到爷爷站在巴罗男装店门前，正在看一件毛衣。我想，他肯定很喜欢那件衣服。咱们可以凑点钱，把它买下来。”

“可我没有多少钱啊！”班尼想了想说，“我的那份肯定拿不出来的。”

“咱们一起想办法，班尼，别担心。”杰西说着，拍了拍他的肩膀。

维莉突然跳了起来：“我知道了！咱们要盛装打扮参加这场派对！”

“你是说，我要打领带？”班尼极不情愿地问道。

“不，”维莉说，“我是说穿道具服。我记得阁楼上有各式各样的旧衣服，我们可以充分利用这些旧衣服来把派对变成化装舞会。我猜，爷爷一定会喜欢的。”

“这个主意不错。”杰西迫不及待地说。

亨利做了个鬼脸说：“我可不这么想。化装舞会有点孩子气，难道不是吗？”

“才不会呢！”维莉和杰西异口同声地喊道。

“走嘛！”杰西抓住亨利的手说，“咱们现在就到阁楼里去看看。我知道你一定会喜欢化装舞会的。”





孩子们跑回屋里，来到了前厅。望望在后面一路跟着。这时，麦格雷戈太太从厨房里走了出来，她的鼻子和手上沾满了面粉。“什么事这么兴奋？跑得这么急准备去哪儿呢？”

“我们要到阁楼里去找些衣服，在爷爷的生日派对上穿。”维莉上气不接下气地答道。

“什么派对？你们到底在说什么呀？”麦格雷戈太太问道。

“一会儿再告诉您。”杰西喊了一声，大家一起跑上楼去。

“把窗子打开，阁楼里大概有100度呢！”麦格雷戈太太的声音从身后传来。

进入阁楼后，杰西开了一扇窗子。“嗯，麦格雷戈太太说的对，这里还真热呢！”

维莉早已四处翻找起来。她找到一顶旧的大草帽，戴在头上后跑到镜子前照了照，咯咯地笑了起来。

“还挺适合你呢！”杰西叫道，“是淡紫色的，你最喜欢的颜色。”

亨利找到一件天鹅绒大衣，把它披在了身上。“这件怎么样？”他问道。

班尼打开一个大箱子，从里面倒出了很多旧时的玩具：积木、皮球、跳绳、小丑，等等。“这里真不错，幸亏咱们来了。”

杰西站在角落里，背对着大家，一直没有讲话。维莉朝她看了看，问道：“你找到什么了，杰西？”

杰西缓缓地转过身，双手拿着一个金色的相框。“看啊，多漂亮！”她说道。

维莉摘了帽子，走上前去。“哦，真的耶！她真漂亮！”她惊讶地说，“这张照片可以让我看到废寝忘食的地步呢！”

相框里是张年轻女人的画像。女人很漂亮，穿着一件晚礼服，脖子上戴着条闪闪发光的蓝宝石项链，跟她那蓝色的眼睛十分相称。那双大大的眸子正朝着相框外面望着，娇艳的嘴唇上带着浅浅的笑容，看起来十分幸福。

“你们猜，她是谁？”班尼问道。

亨利走近了些：“看上去像是咱们的奶奶。爷爷给咱们看过她的照片。”

“可在他给我们看的照片上，奶奶已经很老了。”杰西说。

“这个嘛，”维莉若有所思地说道，“也许这是奶奶年轻时候的画像呢！”

“如果真的是奶奶的画像，为什么要藏在阁楼里呢？”亨利问道。

班尼耸了耸肩：“咱们问问爷爷不就知道了？他肯定知道，他什么事都知道的。”

杰西笑了起来：“班尼，你每次都能说到点子上。”


第二章　
 画像


The Painting

吃过晚饭后，全家人都坐在了宽敞的客厅里。杰西跑回卧室，拿出了那幅画像，来到了爷爷跟前，递上前去。

“爷爷，”她轻声问道，“这是我们今天在阁楼里找到的。我们想知道，这幅画里的漂亮女士是谁。亨利说是奶奶，可奶奶哪有这么年轻呢？”

奥登先生凝视着这幅画，思绪似乎飘到了另外一个世界里。看着爷爷难过的表情，维莉连忙说道：“还是别说了，爷爷。我们这就把画放回去。”

维莉伸手拿起了相框，但爷爷拦住了她。“没事的，维莉。放在这儿吧！”

“她是奶奶吗？”维莉问道。

爷爷笑了起来：“是的。画这幅画的时候，她还很年轻，也很漂亮。她在世的时候，一直都很漂亮。”

“可是干吗放在阁楼里呢？”班尼问道，“怎么不挂在这儿？”他指了指壁炉上方的墙壁说。

爷爷叹了口气：“孩子们，说来话长啊！你们都坐下来，我给你们讲讲吧！”

班尼和维莉坐在了爷爷脚边，杰西和亨利坐在了爷爷安乐椅旁的沙发上。孩子们都注视着爷爷，等着他讲下去。

爷爷清了清嗓子。

“你们的奶奶叫塞莉娅，画像上她戴的这条项链是我送给她的结婚礼物。那是一位技艺非常高超的珠宝匠人做出来的。这种款式的项链全世界只有一条，任何地方也找不出第二条来。你们的奶奶很喜欢，于是就戴上这串珍贵的结婚项链，让人画了这幅画。一年以后，我们办了一次盛大的派对，庆祝第一个结婚纪念日。当然，她当时是戴着项链的。”

“那场派对非常隆重。我们请的是城里最好的厨师，最好的乐队，屋子里摆满了最漂亮的花。派对结束后，塞莉娅把项链放回了首饰盒里，打算第二天再放进保险柜。”

“后来怎么了？”班尼问着，大气也不敢出一口。

“后来——”奥登先生继续道，“第二天她忙着收拾屋子，整理杯盘，却把项链的事情忘在了一边。到晚上的时候，她打开抽屉，拿出首饰盒……却发现首饰盒是空的，项链不见了！”

“哦，不！”杰西叫了起来。

“项链去哪儿了？”班尼吃惊地问，两眼瞪得大大的。

爷爷耸了耸肩：“我们一直没有找到。所有地方都找遍了。第二天，警察把前一天在房子里待过的所有人都问了一遍，包括派对上的服务员、搬运工，甚至还询问我来着！但大家都说不知道，也没看到过，项链从此就消失了。”

“可是那幅画像，”维莉柔声问道，“为什么要放在阁楼里呢？”

爷爷再次叹了口气：“画像完成后，我本来是把它挂在壁炉上方的，我很喜欢看这幅画像。可自从项链丢失后，你们的奶奶再也不忍心去看那幅画了。它总是让她想起那件心爱的结婚礼物。于是我们就把它摘了下来，放进了阁楼。都过了这么多年了，我倒忘了它还在那里。”

“那真是太遗憾了，爷爷。”杰西说道。

爷爷笑了笑，伤感的表情不见了：“那都是很久以前的事情了，杰西。不过如果那条项链还在的话，现在一定会传给你的。因为你是家里最年长的女孩。”

“哦，杰西，你差点就拥有了一份多么贵重的物品啊！”班尼说道。

孩子们笑了起来。爷爷站起身，对孩子们说：“咱们到厨房去，看看麦格雷戈太太做的巧克力蛋糕还有没有剩的，好吗？”

“还有牛奶。”班尼补充道。

爷爷笑着用手搂住班尼的肩膀，赞同地说：“当然要有牛奶。”





大家走进温馨的厨房，围坐在宽大的餐桌旁。爷爷给每人倒了些牛奶，杰西切好了蛋糕。

“这是最后一块巧克力蛋糕了。”她说着，把吃空的蛋糕盘子拿到热水下冲了起来。

“也许麦格雷戈太太明天还会再做一个蛋糕的。”班尼满怀期待地说道。

“也许会做一个柠檬派。”亨利也同样期待满满。

在大家各自品尝着蛋糕时，杰西说道：“项链就这样丢了，真是可惜！奶奶戴起来漂亮得很呢！”

“是的，的确可惜。不过让我感到欣慰的是，幸好她还戴过一阵子。”爷爷欣慰地笑着说道。

“您确定警察真的问过每一个人了吗？每个可能知道些什么的人都问过了？”亨利问道。

“那是自然。”奥登爷爷说，“他们询问了很多人，人数多得令人吃惊。当然，警察坚持要询问所有到场的客人，这很令人难堪。有些人对此很不满，觉得自己受了侮辱。可是当时负责案件的警官坚持要这样做。”

说到这儿，爷爷笑了起来：“你们肯定猜不到他们都搜查了哪些地方。尽管当时我跟你们的奶奶都很沮丧，但还是忍不住笑出声来。”

“哪些地方？”维莉好奇地问道。

“冰箱里都找过了，你们相信吗？”

孩子们笑了起来。“为什么要搜查冰箱？”杰西问道。

“他们说，小偷也许会把项链暂时藏在那里，直到离开时才带走。”

“听起来有些可笑。”亨利说。

“我也是这样认为的。”爷爷说，“当然，项链并不在冰箱里。但几年来，这件事一直被我们当成笑料，你们的奶奶一听到就要笑出声来。”

“爷爷，”杰西想了想说，“您说奶奶打开首饰盒的时候项链就已经不在里面了？”

“没错，孩子。”爷爷答道。

“那你把盒子怎么处理的呢？”杰西问道，“奶奶只要看到盒子，就一定会想起丢失的项链吧！”

“你说的对。所以我就把空盒放在书房桌子的抽屉里了，这样你们的奶奶就不会常常看到它了。”爷爷说。

“后来扔掉了？”班尼问道。

“没有，孩子。我记得很清楚，我至今仍然保存着那个空盒呢！”爷爷说。

“那我们能看看吗？”维莉瞪大眼睛问道。

“当然可以。”爷爷说，“就在书房里。”

孩子们跟着爷爷走进了那间小屋子。这是爷爷在家办公的地方。屋子布置得非常舒适，里面放着一张沙发，一把安乐椅，一张大桌子。奥登先生打开红木办公桌的一个抽屉，拿出一个蓝色的方形天鹅绒盒子来，轻轻地递给了维莉。

维莉打开盒子端详起来，只见盒子里铺着洁白的缎子，中间凹陷下去，那是用来放项链的地方。“感觉项链就像在眼前一样呢！”维莉说。

“我也有这种感觉。”班尼说。

“好了，”爷爷愉快地说，“我可不想你们为这件事难过。忘掉它吧！睡觉的时间到了。”





稍后，杰西坐在维莉的卧室里看维莉梳头发。不论是谁，只要看上一眼，马上就知道这是维莉的屋子。因为屋里的墙纸、被单、窗帘，都是淡紫色的。

维莉梳着梳着停了下来，突然转向杰西说：“你觉得那条项链到底去哪儿了？”

“我想不出来。”杰西说着，躺在了床上，“爷爷说警察问过了所有人，可还是一点头绪都没有。”

维莉叹了口气，“真是可惜。那条项链看起来真漂亮。你要是戴上的话，一定也会光彩夺目的。”

两个女孩都被这句话逗得哈哈大笑起来，一时间竟忘记了项链的事情。这时，望望跑了进来，不断地尝试着跳上床来。





接下来的三天一直在下雨，孩子们在家里待得越发无聊起来。一天下午，他们都跑到了棚车里。亨利开始为爷爷的生日派对写诗，维莉跟班尼玩起了抓子游戏，杰西则读起了绿野镇的报纸。

突然，杰西叫了起来，“看啊！”她一手递过报纸，另一只手指着上面的一幅照片喊道。

亨利、维莉和班尼跑了过去，盯着报纸看了起来。“看什么？”班尼问道，“这个女人我们又不认识。”

“看她的身上，”杰西坚持道，“看她的服饰！”

维莉拿过报纸看了看，说：“她穿的是晚礼服，很端庄。照片下面写的是：伊利莎白·哈金斯太太，艾福德慈善舞会主席。”

“看看还有什么？”杰西极其迫切地说道。

亨利凑近看了看：“她还戴了一条项链。”

“看起来跟那幅油画上的一模一样呢。”杰西说。

维莉再次仔细端详起报纸来。“杰西，这张照片太小了，而且是黑白的，你怎么知道是一模一样的？”

“我就觉得它们是一样的。”杰西说，“咱们再回屋看看油画上的项链吧！”

就这样，孩子们跑回客厅，再次看了看爷爷靠在书架上的那幅油画。杰西把相框放到沙发上，把报纸放在相框旁边。孩子们凑到跟前，非常仔细地观察起两幅画来。

“看！”杰西说，“它们真的很像！”

“说的没错。”维莉说。

亨利皱起了眉头：“我可不敢确定。”

“也许咱们又碰到神秘事件了！”班尼兴奋地跳起脚来，“可该怎么解决呢？我们根本不认识哈金斯太太啊。”

亨利再次仔细观察了报纸上的图片。“看啊，她住在艾福德！简姑婆也住在那儿！咱们可以去简姑婆家，顺便——”

“顺便找哈金斯太太谈谈。”杰西抢着说道。

“咱们必须问过爷爷才行。”维莉说。

“他一定会同意我们去拜访简姑婆的。”班尼保证道。

“咱们还是不要把哈金斯太太的事情告诉爷爷，如果事实证明哈金斯太太的项链并不是奶奶那条，爷爷会白高兴一场的。”亨利若有所思地说道。

“亨利说的对。”维莉赞同道，“咱们不能平白无故的让爷爷难过。”

“好吧，”杰西说，“咱们就说今晚去看简姑婆。”

维莉走到屋角处的桌子前，从抽屉里拿出了一大张白纸和一支铅笔。

“你要干什么？”杰西问道。

维莉在油画旁坐了下去，把白纸垫在一本大书上，开始在纸上画了起来。

“我要把这条项链仔仔细细地画下来。这样一来，我们就可以去找哈金斯太太，给她看看我们的项链是什么样子的。”维莉说道。

班尼一动不动地盯着维莉的铅笔说：“我们的项链是蓝色的。”

“没错，画完以后我会上色的。”维莉笑道。

“这个主意真不错，维莉。”亨利满眼敬佩地望着妹妹说。


第三章　
 拜访简姑婆


A Visit to Aunt Jane

晚饭过后，奥登一家人都坐在了屋外那片绿油油的大草坪上，享受着清凉温柔的晚风。当孩子们说起要去拜访简姑婆时，爷爷立刻答应了。他认为这是一个不错的主意。

“这个夏天你们都还没有出去玩过呢！”他说，“我这就给她打电话。”

听到孩子们要来，简姑婆也十分高兴。“能见到你们，我会格外高兴的！你们的安迪叔叔刚好出差了，这几天我正闷得很呢。”简姑婆在电话里对杰西说道。

就这样，一切都已安排妥当，孩子们第二天下午坐一点钟的车过去，简姑婆会在车站接他们。





第二天一早，孩子们每人都装好了一个颜色鲜艳的小行李箱。班尼把自己那个粉色的杯子也放了进去。下午一点钟，爷爷开车把他们送到了汽车站，跟孩子们挥手告别。三点钟，孩子们到达艾福德，简姑婆正在车站等着他们。一想到简姑婆家附近那个清凉的水塘，想到从前在里面泼水嬉戏的日子，孩子们早就迫不及待地想到简姑婆的农舍去了。

孩子们放好了行李，收拾妥当后到水塘里玩了一个多小时，然后跟着简姑婆来到了她家宽敞的厨房里。班尼撕了些生菜，准备做沙拉，亨利捣碎了土豆，维莉切了几根扁豆，杰西和简姑婆做起了火鸡馅饼。简姑婆非常注重饮食健康，她也想尽量让孩子们适应她做的饭菜……所以，她只做了火鸡馅饼，却没有做汉堡。但孩子们一直没告诉她，他们并不十分喜欢火鸡馅饼。

维莉和杰西对望了一眼，杰西简要地告诉了简姑婆他们发现画像的经过，最后还提到在报纸上看到了哈金斯太太的照片。听完之后，简姑婆显得有些吃惊。

“你们奶奶的那条项链已经失踪很多年了，我觉得哈金斯太太戴的肯定是另外一条。”简姑婆望着孩子们说道。

“您认识哈金斯太太吗？”亨利问道。

简姑婆摇了摇头：“不太熟，算不上是朋友。你们知道，在艾福德这种小镇子里，大家多少都听说过彼此。”

“那您能不能打个电话给她，说我们想过去问她几个问题？”杰西说着，在围裙上擦了擦手，满怀期待地等着简姑婆的回答。

“我也不知道。”简姑婆答道，“她连见都没见过你们，我可不知道她愿不愿意回答你们四个孩子的问题。”

“您就试一试，可以吗？”维莉央求道，“求您了。”

“求您了。”班尼重复道。

“好吧，”简姑婆同意道，“我会打电话给她。”

简姑婆走到厨房旁的客厅里，打了个电话。不一会儿，她走了回来，说道：“哈金斯太太说，你们可以明天上午十一点过去。她好像不太高兴，不过还是答应了和你们见面。她还说你们一定要准时。”

班尼一把抱住了简姑婆，叫道：“简姑婆，您真好！”





第二天吃过早饭后，简姑婆把哈金斯太太家的具体地址告诉了孩子们。孩子们经常来简姑婆家，因此对镇子周围很是熟悉。他们骑上简姑婆为他们准备的自行车，在青翠的乡间穿行起来，一片片茂盛的农田和一栋栋小房子纷纷从两侧掠过。空气十分清新，带着一丝甜意。

“看啊，是奶牛！”班尼叫着，伸手指了指路旁篱笆后的三只正懒洋洋地吃着草的奶牛。“我喜欢农场。”他诚恳地说。

“你这么喜欢奶牛，肯定是因为它们能提供你最爱喝的牛奶！”杰西说着，笑了起来。

孩子们不紧不慢地骑着，到达哈金斯太太家时刚好十一点。他们牢牢记住了她的要求——一定要准时。她家的房子很大，红红的砖墙，洁白的百叶窗。杰西按下门铃后，一名女佣开了门，把他们领到了一间宽敞舒适的客厅里。哈金斯太太正站在那里等着他们。

她是个身材娇小、很有魅力的女人，年纪在五十岁上下。“听你们的简姑婆说，你们来这儿是为了什么项链的事情吧？”她问道，“四个小孩子为什么对项链这么感兴趣呢？”

杰西从兜里掏出了报纸，给哈金斯太太看了看说：“您戴的这条项链——”

“我们还是坐下说吧！”伊利莎白·哈金斯打断了她，领着他们朝客厅里面走去。“这样更自在些。”

“那条项链——”杰西继续刚才的话题。

“那条项链跟我奶奶的那条很像。”班尼已经忍不住说了出来。

哈金斯太太皱起了眉头：“这是什么意思？”

维莉把手伸进包里，掏出并展平那幅画着项链的画说：“您看，这就是我奶奶的项链。我们认为，您参加舞会时戴的那条项链跟这个是同一条。”

这时候，一个男人出现在了门口，“伊利莎白，请过来一下。”男人的口气十分坚定。

哈金斯太太站了起来，“对不起，我的丈夫在叫我。”

说着，她站起身，走进了隔壁房间。一阵低沉的对话声传了出来。很快，两人的声音都提高了，哈金斯夫妇似乎在争论着什么。孩子们面面相觑。

“也许咱们该走了，”维莉说，“咱们好像惹得他们不高兴了。”

这时，哈金斯先生的声音传了过来，这次的声音比较大，在隔壁房间听得清清楚楚：“要小心！”

不一会儿，哈金斯太太走了回来，坐了下去。“我真的只有几分钟的时间了。说吧，你们想要什么？”她冷冷地问道。

“我们只是想知道，您这条项链会不会就是——”亨利的话没说完，就被哈金斯太太打断了。

“那条项链不是我的。”她说着，脸上露出了一丝微笑，“是艾福德博物馆借给我让我在舞会上戴的，因为那是为医院举办的慈善活动。但我对项链的来历一点也不清楚。”

她站起身，向杰西伸出手去，“很高兴见到你们！不过我还有事情，我现在真的要走了，只能请你们离开了。”

走出房子后，班尼相当困惑地说道：“她这人一点都不友好，不是吗？”

亨利搂住他的肩膀说：“你说的没错，班尼，她的确不友好。”

“我们现在该怎么办？”维莉问道。

“吃饭！”班尼喊了起来，“我都饿了！”

杰西转向亨利道：“还记得正街上的那家小咖啡馆吗？咱们去那儿吃午饭吧。”

“好主意。”班尼说。

几分钟后，孩子们都坐在了咖啡馆的一个小隔间里。“先点菜，然后再说一说哈金斯太太的事情。”维莉说道。

服务生走了过来，班尼点了一份花生酱三明治、一份巧克力蛋糕，还有一份牛奶。点完后，他满意地笑了。

“你吃得了这么多东西吗，班尼？”杰西问道。

“当然可以，等着瞧吧！”班尼答道。

亨利点了一份奶酪、一份可乐，杰西点了一份金枪鱼、一份奶昔，维莉要了一个汉堡、一份牛奶。然后杰西开口了：“真是搞不懂，既然项链不是她的，哈金斯太太为什么还对我们那么冷淡？”

“还有，哈金斯先生说的‘要小心’是什么意思？”亨利补充道。

“我想，咱们接下来只能到博物馆去问问了。”杰西建议道。

“吃过午饭咱们就一起去。”亨利说。





孩子们吃完了午饭，骑车朝那个小博物馆赶去。来到博物馆后，他们在门上看到了一块牌子，上面写着：

“哦，不！”维莉叫道，“咱们来之前应该打电话问问的。”

“现在我们该怎么办？”班尼问道，“我感觉好热啊！”

亨利在街道两侧看了看，发现路旁有个小电影院。“咱们看场电影吧，电影院里应该比较凉快。”他说。

“好吧，”班尼想了想说：“不要太无聊就好。我可不想看一场无聊的电影。”

“不会无聊的，是西部片呢！”杰西笑道。

“那赶快走吧！”班尼叫道。

“我给简姑婆打个电话，告诉她我们会晚点回去。”维莉说。


第四章　
 博物馆


At the Museum

第二天中午十二点，孩子们准时来到了博物馆。大厅里十分安静，也十分凉爽，走在干净明亮的木质地板上，脚步声在整个大厅里回荡。亨利指了指右侧的办公室，孩子们都走了过去，站在门口朝里面望去。

“有人吗？”亨利叫道。

一个身材矮小、满头白发的人从储物间走了出来，手里拿着一沓纸。他捋了捋胡子，朝着孩子们走了过来。

“有什么事吗？”他笑着问道，“我叫卡尔·梅森。”

一开始，孩子们谁都没有说话，也不知道该从何说起。沉默了一会儿，杰西开口了：“哈金斯太太告诉我们说，她在医院慈善晚会上戴的那条项链是博物馆的。”

“没错，”梅森先生说，“不过，你们这群孩子为什么会对这条项链感兴趣？”

“因为我们认为那条项链是我奶奶的。”班尼脱口而出。

梅森先生大笑起来：“你的笑话很好笑！”

“我们能看看那条项链吗？”维莉问道。

“当然可以，”梅森先生答道，“跟我来吧！”他领着孩子们来到了一间小屋子里。屋子中央摆着一个展台，那条项链就放在玻璃柜台下，在灯光的照耀下闪闪发光。

“哦，”维莉叹了一声，“真漂亮！”“是啊！”杰西赞同道。她把那份报纸和维莉画的画都从兜里拿了出来，摆在了柜台上。

孩子们凑近了些，仔细地对比着那两幅画和那条项链。

很快，亨利把项链和照片的事情向梅森先生解释了一遍。

“这么说，你们真的认为这条项链属于你们的奶奶？”梅森先生问道。

杰西又仔细审视了维莉画的项链，“它跟您的这条很像，不是吗？”

梅森先生再次哈哈大笑了起来：“其实，这世界上有很多条项链看起来都很相像的。”

“不，”维莉说，“爷爷说过，这条项链是他专门为奶奶设计的。”

“好啦，孩子们。”梅森先生说，“你们也知道，没有谁是一直不骗人的。也许是首饰匠说了谎呢！”

听到这里，班尼沮丧地说了声：“哦！”

梅森先生望着孩子们，清了清嗓子说：“这样吧，你们把这幅画留在这儿，有时间的时候我再仔细看看，怎么样？”

维莉皱起了眉头：“那要等到什么时候？”

“我也不知道，”梅森先生应付着说，“明天下午三点以后你们再过来。如果我不忙的话，咱们可以再谈谈。”说完，梅森先生把孩子们领到门口，直到目送他们远去。

“我觉得这个镇子里的人好像都不喜欢我们。”走到自行车跟前时，班尼说道。

维莉笑了笑，搂住班尼的肩膀说：“我喜欢你啊！”

“咱们还是到水塘里去凉快一下吧！”杰西叹了口气说。

“好啊，”亨利赞同道，“不过，咱们先去超市吧！”他指着街对面的一个便利店说：“咱们得买点中午吃的东西，然后带简姑婆出来野餐。”

“你真聪明。”班尼说完，朝超市走去。

孩子们走进超市，买了些面包、火腿，还有奶酪用来做三明治。班尼拿了罐巧克力味的牛奶，维莉挑了些新鲜的水果，杰西买了些曲奇饼。





孩子们到家时，简姑婆正在客厅里叠洗好的衣服。“我们带您出去野餐吧！”班尼自豪地对简姑婆说。

“没错，”亨利说道，“我们到水塘边上去吃。”

“太棒了，”简姑婆说，“对了，在博物馆有什么发现吗？”

孩子们依次把他们在博物馆里与梅森先生的谈话讲述了一遍。简姑婆聚精会神地听着。

“我们真的看到那条项链了，”维莉说，“非常漂亮。”

“我想有可能就是奶奶的那条。”杰西说。

孩子们准备着三明治，把食物放进了野餐篮。简姑婆则揣摩着孩子们在博物馆里的经过。最后，她说道：“事情已经过去这么多年了，要说博物馆里的那条项链属于你们的奶奶，还真的很难让人信服。”

“我想简姑婆说的有道理，”亨利说，“毕竟，项链如果是被人偷了的话，绿野镇报纸上肯定会报道。这儿离爷爷家又不远，这儿的人们肯定听说过这件事。”

简姑婆陷入了回忆中：“事实上，这件事的确没有上报。听你们的爷爷说过，是因为当时报社的打印机坏了一周，所以没有刊登。”

“咱们还是不要说项链的事情了，”班尼说，“赶紧到水塘边去吧！”

安迪叔叔在水塘里放了一个非常大的旧橡胶圈，用一根长长的绳子拴在一棵树上。孩子们和简姑婆依次坐进了橡胶圈，晃荡着漂浮在水面上。班尼是和亨利一起坐进去的，因为他的个头还没有池塘的一半高呢！他们在池塘上划起水来，很快就把项链的事情抛之脑后了。





直到晚饭时，孩子们都没再提及那条项链。大家一边吃晚餐，一边听简姑婆讲述她成长过程中有趣的故事。这时候，隔壁房间里的电话响了起来。简姑婆对杰西说：“杰西，你能帮我去接一下吗？”

杰西快速跑进房间，一把抓起了电话，“喂？”

一个女人的声音传了过来：“你是谁？”

“我……我是杰西·奥登……简是我的姑婆，我正在她家做客。”杰西答道。

“我想你该回家去。”女人说道，“你，还有你的兄弟姐妹，都该回去，越快越好。”

“你是谁？”杰西紧张地问道。

但是她只能听到对方已经把电话挂掉的声音了。

杰西迈着沉重的步子缓慢走回了餐厅。

“是谁打来的？”简姑婆问道。

“是个女人，她叫我们赶快回家去……越快越好。我问她是谁的时候，电话已经挂了。”杰西答道。

“她的胆子倒不小。”亨利气愤地说道。

“你听出她的声音来了吗？”维莉问道。

“是那个讨厌我们的哈金斯太太吗？”班尼问道。

“听起来一点也不像她，但我实在没听出是谁。”杰西答道。

“我怎么越听越不对劲。”简姑婆说。“也许你们真的不能待下去了，我必须给你们的爷爷打电话，告诉他——”

“哦，不。”杰西插嘴道，“我们想再多待一阵子来寻找这条项链。想想吧，如果真的找到了，爷爷该多高兴啊！”

“这倒没错，”简姑婆说，“但他肯定不想看到你们受到任何伤害。如果你们真的出了什么事，他一定会对我大发脾气的。”

“简姑婆，”亨利说，“我们不会有事的。也许只是有人在开玩笑吧。”

“可这里的人我们一个都不认识啊！”班尼说道，“谁会跟我们开玩笑呢？”

大家都同意班尼的话，都沉默了起来。

“咱们明天必须再去一趟博物馆。”维莉说。

“求您了，简姑婆。”杰西央求道。

“好吧，”简姑婆最后说道，“不过，这次我要跟着你们一起去。我开车带你们到镇里去，然后一起跟梅森先生谈谈。”


第五章　
 顺藤摸瓜


Follow the Leader

时间还没到，孩子们就已经迫不及待地想要赶往博物馆了。

无论早餐还是午餐，他们都故意慢慢吞吞地吃，一分一秒地挨着时间。饭后，他们又打了三场羽毛球。最终，他们挤进了简姑婆的那辆小车，朝着镇里驶去。

他们到达了博物馆，梅森先生见到简姑婆后似乎有些吃惊。看到他惊讶的表情，维莉和杰西交换了一下眼神。“哦，简女士，没想到您也来了。”梅森先生说。

“我只是陪孩子们来的。”简姑婆答道。

“梅森先生，”亨利问道，“您有没有抽出时间来，仔细地看看维莉画的那条项链？”

“嗯。哎，年轻人，”梅森先生说道，“我这里发生了一件怪事，那张画不见了。”

“不见了！”维莉和杰西异口同声地叫了起来。

梅森先生清了清嗓子：“昨晚保洁工人来过，他的工作就是替我整理书桌。也许他看都没看就把我桌上的那张画给丢了。真是抱歉。”

但奥登家的孩子们隐隐地觉得，他看起来连一丝抱歉的意思都没有。

“那张画是我姐姐花了很长时间才画成的。”班尼说，“你把画扔掉了，她会很难过的。而且这样做很不好。”

维莉抬起头，看了看梅森先生说：“没事的，班尼。等我回家以后可以再画一张。”

“嗯，就是，你们回家去吧。”梅森先生说。

简姑婆一边拉起班尼的小手，一边问道：“梅森先生，我可以看看那条项链吗？”

梅森先生看起来十分不情愿，但嘴上还是说：“当然可以，简女士，跟我来吧！”

大家走进了那间展示项链的屋子。简姑婆看着项链，轻声道：“真是漂亮。”

突然，杰西叫了起来：“看啊！我昨天都没注意到。”她指了指项链下方的一个小牌子，读道：“洛林·牛顿太太捐赠。”

“什么叫‘捐赠’？”班尼问道。

“就是说，这条项链是洛林太太当作礼物送给博物馆的。”亨利解释道。

“谁是洛林太太？”班尼又问道。

“洛林·牛顿太太是艾福德地区非常有名的人。”梅森先生说道，“她很富有，也很出名。”

“项链是她的吗？”维莉问道。

“曾经是，但她很大方，把项链捐给了博物馆。那是很多年以前的事情了。”梅森先生说，“事实上，我只知道这些。”

“真不好意思，打扰了。”简姑婆说道，“我们也该走了。”说完，她领着孩子们走出了博物馆。





在开车回家的路上，简姑婆说：“我知道你们在想什么。你们肯定是想去拜访洛林太太。不过，我想这不太可能。那条项链一定是她的。你们不能直接闯到她家，问这问那。”

“不会的，”亨利说，“只有几个问题而已。”

“或许吧。”简姑婆说道。

“可如果没见过洛林太太的话，我们是绝对不能回家的，”杰西说，“绝对不能。”

“但我认为，她连见都不会见你们的。”简姑婆说。

“我们可以试试吗？”杰西问道。

简姑婆笑了起来：“我必须承认，你们是我见过的最有决心的孩子，这点跟你们的爷爷很像。好吧，你们可以试试，不过别麻烦人家太久，几分钟就够了。”

简姑婆看了看坐在她身旁的亨利说：“亨利，你怎么一直盯着后视镜？有什么不对吗？”

亨利的目光仍然没有离开后视镜：“简姑婆，好像有人在跟踪我们。”

杰西、班尼和维莉立刻转过头去朝后车窗外四处观望。班尼直接跪在了座椅上。

“亨利，是你的想象力太丰富了吧！”简姑婆说，“谁会跟踪我们呢？”

“我想应该是梅森先生。”杰西说着，两眼直勾勾地盯着窗外。

“哦，杰西。”简姑婆说着，笑出声来，“你们肯定是侦探游戏玩多了。梅森先生他没有理由跟踪我们啊！”

“简姑婆，咱们试一下他，”亨利说，“下个街口向右转。”简姑婆依言行事，后面的那辆车子也跟着向右转去。

“看啊，”班尼说，“他也转弯了呢，好像真的是在跟踪我们。”

简姑婆笑了起来，“也许他恰好向右转呢。说不准他就住在附近。咱们开回到正街上去，我带你们去金尼森公园吧，那里很好玩的。咱们可以租一艘小船来划，还可以在那儿吃饭。希望你们可以把项链的事情给忘掉。”

但孩子们的目光仍然紧紧地盯在后面那辆车上。当简姑婆的车子离开艾福德驶向金尼森公园时，跟在他们后面的那辆车消失不见了。

“看吧，”简姑婆高兴地说道，“那辆车走了。”

“是的，”亨利说，“可那也是等咱们离开了艾福德以后才消失的。”





来到金尼森公园后，大家朝湖边走去。简姑婆租了最大的一艘船。孩子们面对面地坐在中央，简姑婆坐在船尾。维莉和杰西一同划着桨，后来又换成班尼和亨利来划。简姑婆用手撩着清凉的湖水，高兴地望着他们划桨。大家玩得很高兴，一时间把项链的事情忘在了脑后。

过了一会儿，他们来到了公园里的小吃摊位前，买了些热狗、土豆条，还有几瓶苏打水。大家坐在湖边的草地上，尽情地吃了起来。

“麦格雷戈太太平时从来不让我们吃这些东西。”维莉说着，笑了起来。

“我也不喜欢垃圾食品，”简姑婆说，“不过偶尔吃一次也没什么大碍。”

吃完后，大家静静地坐在原地，望着天色渐渐暗了下去。公园里的电灯已经打开，远处传来了音乐声。班尼枕在杰西的腿上睡着了。要离开时，亨利把班尼抱到车上，大家一致认为今晚玩得很开心。但维莉、亨利和杰西仍然会时不时地想起那条躺在博物馆展柜里的蓝宝石项链。


第六章　
 洛林太太


Another Strange Visit

第二天一早，简姑婆在花园里修剪起了花枝，孩子们在屋里吃着早餐。

“咱们今天早上必须去见洛林太太。”杰西说，“爷爷很快就会让我们回家了。我知道，他已经想我们了。”

“咱们应该先打电话给她。”维莉说。

“也许，咱们应该直接过去，不打电话。”亨利沉思着说。

维莉摇了摇头：“这样不礼貌。”

“如果是她拿走了奶奶的项链，那她才不讲礼貌呢！”班尼坚定地说。

杰西和亨利大笑起来，就连维莉的脸上也露出了笑容。“班尼说的没错。”亨利说。

孩子们吃完了凉麦片、黄油火腿吐司，又喝了些牛奶，然后便走到楼上去换衣服。“咱们必须穿得整洁点，”杰西说，“这样洛林太太才知道我们是好孩子。”

杰西和维莉穿上了花衬衫和短裙。班尼和亨利穿上了卡其色的短裤和白衬衫。他们来到楼下的时候，简姑婆正在摆放花盆。

“你们这是要出发了？”简姑婆问道，“有没有事先打电话给洛林太太？”

杰西和亨利对望了一眼，神情十分愧疚。“我们还是直接过去好了，只待几分钟而已。”亨利赶紧说道，“我们不会待太久的。”

简姑婆笑了笑说：“这样做是不太好的，不过你们要答应我，不能待太久。”

“我们一定答应。”杰西说。

“一定。”班尼补充道。





孩子们按照简姑婆说的路线来到了洛林太太家。走到门前的时候，他们不禁吃了一惊。眼前是一栋三层高的大房子，房前挺立着高大的廊柱，周围是环形车道，两侧长满了美丽的玫瑰花。孩子们把自行车停在草地上，走过去按响了门铃。

一名女子开了门，她看着孩子们，一时间什么也没说，脸色十分阴沉。

“你们是谁？”她最后问道。

杰西看了看自己的兄弟和妹妹，开口说道：“我是杰登，他们是我的兄弟和妹妹。您是洛林太太吗？我们想跟她谈一谈。”

“不是，”女人答道，“我是她的女儿劳拉·加利森。我妈妈在后院，跟我来吧，我们一直在等你们呢！”

“等我们？”进屋后，维莉问道。

“是的，”劳拉说道，“昨天梅森先生打电话给我，说你们到博物馆问这问那，还说你们一定会到我们这里来的。”

劳拉领着孩子们穿过宽敞的客厅，来到了洒满阳光的后院，只见一个白发苍苍的穿着凉爽花裙子的女人直挺挺地坐在一把绿色的柳条椅上。她冷冷地打量着奥登家的孩子们。

“说吧，你们想怎么样？”她问道。

孩子们说明了自己的来意，再次提起了那条项链。“我没有带我的画来。梅森先生说，我的那张画可能被人弄丢了。”维莉说，“所以，你可能不知道我说的项链是什么样子，不过——”

班尼看了看洛林太太，插口道：“如果能找到那条项链，我们的爷爷会非常高兴的——”

没等班尼说完，劳拉打断了他的话，看向她的妈妈，开口了：“妈妈，也许咱们该——”她的语气里带着一丝难过。

“劳拉！”洛林太太吼了一声，好像在警告女儿。

“你们这群孩子！什么项链，肯定都是你们想象出来的！那条项链绝对不属于你们的奶奶。那是我家的东西，一直代代相传，已经传了几代了。”

“什么叫‘传了几代’？”班尼向亨利悄声问道。

“一会儿再告诉你。”亨利答道。

劳拉再次看向妈妈，说道：“妈妈，也许咱们真的该——”

“没错，”洛林太太说，“真该给这些孩子们倒些果汁喝，打发他们回家了。”她依然阴沉着脸，俯身从面前桌子上的容器里倒了一大杯葡萄汁。她给每个孩子分别倒了一杯果汁，在把杯子递给杰西的时候，玻璃杯从她手中滑落出来，掉在了地上。紫色的葡萄汁洒在了杰西的白色上衣上。

“哎呀！”杰西叫了一声，站起身来擦拭她的上衣。不知为什么，她总觉得洛林太太是故意的。

洛林太太递给杰西一张餐巾纸，说道：“我想，你该立刻赶回家去把衬衫洗了，这样才不会留下印记。”

“可是那条项链——”维莉刚想说话。

洛林太太已经站了起来：“孩子，那项链是我的，是我捐给博物馆的。到此为止，不要再胡思乱想了。我已经不想再谈下去了。”

孩子们都站起身来。“打扰您了。”亨利说道。

洛林太太点了点头：“希望你们赶快回到绿野镇，把这件事忘了！”

劳拉把孩子们领到了前厅，对他们说：“我知道，我妈妈有时候非常冷淡，不过她不是故意的，真的。”

杰西走到前厅里的一面镜子前，想看看衬衫被弄得有多脏。就在她一低头的工夫，突然瞥见桌子上放着一封信。收信人是洛林太太，寄信人是苏珊·巴斯托，寄信人的地址是银城哈得孙巷1600号，就在绿野镇旁边。





关于那封信，杰西并没有对她的兄弟姐妹们提及，她想静静地思考一阵子。回到家后，孩子们把今天见到洛林太太的事情告诉了简姑婆。

“估计事实就是这样了。”简姑婆说，“项链肯定是洛林太太的。”

维莉点了点头说：“我觉得也是。现在该给爷爷打电话，告诉他我们明天要回家了。我都想他了。”

“我真不想让你们走。”简姑婆说，“但维莉说的对，你们确实该回家了。”

亨利皱起了眉头：“就这么走了，我真的不甘心。我们还从来没有碰到过解不开的谜题呢，这次真是让人失望！”

杰西给爷爷打了电话。挂了电话后，她满脸笑容地走了过来：“听说我们要回家，爷爷很高兴呢。他说会让望望在家里等我们。”





第二天，孩子们纷纷跟简姑婆吻别。“到家后给我来个信。”简姑婆站在公交站台上，对孩子们说道。

“我们会的。”班尼保证道。

爷爷在家期待着孩子们的归来。这一天，他提前下了班，来到绿野镇汽车站接孩子们。他开车把孩子们载回了家，一家人都坐在屋外喝起柠檬汁，享受着午后温暖的阳光。望望在孩子们之间来回跑动着，不时嗅一嗅孩子们的小手，看到家人回来了，它显得格外高兴。

“跟我说说，你们在简姑婆家里都做了些什么？”爷爷问道。

孩子们迅速对望了一眼。

“我们到水塘里的旧轮胎上玩来着。”班尼答道。

“还去了金尼森公园。”维莉小心翼翼地答道。

“还去了博物馆。”杰西补充道。

“去了两次呢！”班尼说。

“嗯，真不错。你们竟然对艾福德的博物馆这么感兴趣。”爷爷看起来有些感动。

“是啊，那里真的很有趣呢。”班尼说着，笑了起来。

不一会儿，麦格雷戈太太过来叫大家进屋吃饭。“你们可以先到客厅里去看看。”奥登先生说。

一进门，维莉就惊呼起来：“看啊！”

只见壁炉上方的墙壁上挂着一个相框——正是奶奶年轻时的画像。“我想，现在应该把这幅画挂上去了。”爷爷说，“虽然项链已经不在了，可我还有这幅画。咱们都该欣赏一下才是。”

“如果能找到项链就好了。”班尼说道。

“是啊，”爷爷赞同地说道，“如果能找到就好了。”


第七章　
 线索中断


No More Clues？

第二天下午，孩子们来到了棚车里，玩起了“大富翁”的游戏。玩了一会儿，杰西突然放下了手中的骰子说：“我有事情要告诉你们。”

“什么事情？”班尼叫道，“是不是又发现神秘事件了？”

“还是那件事，”杰西说道，“你们还记得吗，我在离开洛林太太家之前，照了照镜子？”

“记得。”维莉答道。

“我注意到镜子下面的桌子上放着一封信，收信人是洛林太太，但寄信人是住在银城的苏珊·巴斯托。”杰西继续说道。

“那儿离咱们家很近啊，”亨利说，“不过这没有什么好奇怪的，不是吗？”

杰西耸了耸肩：“我也不知道，只是觉得有点奇怪。这么近的距离怎么还要写信给洛林太太？”

“我不明白，杰西，你到底想说什么啊？”亨利问道。

“也许，咱们可以骑车到银城去看看……”

“去干什么？”维莉也很疑惑。

“看看苏珊·巴斯托家的房子。”杰西答道。

“你是要寻找什么吗？”班尼问道。

“我一直都不相信咱们的线索就这样断了，”杰西说，“也许在苏珊太太家里能发现什么。我也不知道为什么，就是觉得去看看也没什么坏处。”

“去看一看的确没什么坏处。”维莉赞同道。

“那就赶快去吧！”班尼说道。

孩子们冲进屋子，来到了厨房里，麦格雷戈太太正在做面条沙司。“我们要去骑车。”杰西对麦格雷戈太太说。

“小心点儿，早点回来吃晚饭。”麦格雷戈太太把目光从正在搅拌的锅里移开，抬头看着孩子们。

“不会晚的。”亨利说。

“我们这样算不算撒谎？”在他们把自行车从车库取出来时，班尼问道。

“不，班尼。”亨利说，“咱们的确是要去骑车啊！”

“咱们只是没有说去哪儿而已。”维莉说。

“再说，麦格雷戈太太又没有问，所以就不算撒谎。”亨利补充道。

“好吧。”班尼说。





孩子们缓缓地骑着车，享受着温暖的阳光和青草的芳香。来到银城后，他们向一名警察问明了方向，朝着哈得孙巷1600号赶去。

这是一栋白色的小房子，窗口装着蓝色的百叶窗，门前有一片修建整齐的小花园。孩子们停在了房子左侧的篱笆后，纷纷下了车。

“咱们到了，”亨利说，“现在该做些什么？”

“其实，我也不知道。我只是不想放弃而已。”杰西说。

孩子们等了五分钟左右，一直没见有人从屋里出来。“好无聊啊。”班尼说。

“还好你这次没饿。”维莉微笑着说道。

“其实我也饿了。”班尼调皮地笑了。

就在这时，一辆小车开了进来。“看啊！”杰西轻声说。

劳拉从车上走了下来，沿着小路朝门口走去。她按响了门铃，门开了，劳拉走了进去。

“她来这儿干吗？”维莉说。

“既然苏珊太太能给洛林太太写信，估计劳拉也认识她。”亨利说。

孩子们静静地等着，同时也密切地监视着那栋房子。

最后，劳拉走了出来。孩子们看不到门口的情况，但一个女人的声音却清晰地传了出来：“我绝对不会同意你的主意的，劳拉！绝对不会！”

“我想你们都错了——你，还有我妈妈。”劳拉答道。

说完，她便上车离开了。

“你们说，刚才那话是什么意思？”杰西若有所思地问道。

“估计咱们永远也猜不出来的，”亨利说，“回家吧！”

“要不要跟苏珊太太谈一谈？”杰西问道。

“可你跟她说什么呢，杰西？”维莉反问道。

“我也不知道。可一句话不说就走，我真不甘心。”杰西说。

亨利微微皱了皱眉头：“也许洛林太太和苏珊太太只是普通的朋友而已，就这么简单，咱们还是不要忙着下结论。”

杰西摇了摇头说：“那她为什么对劳拉大喊大叫，还说不会同意？”

“这么看来，她们可不像是朋友。”班尼说。

孩子们沉默了一阵。几分钟后，亨利说道：“如果咱们进屋去，该怎么跟她说呢？”

“就问她知不知道那条项链的事情。”杰西答道。

“就这样走过去，按响门铃？咱们都还不认识她啊！”维莉说，“这样做太不礼貌了。”

“咱们去洛林太太家的时候也没有事先打招呼，不是吗？”班尼提醒道。

“没错，”维莉说，“这就是说，我们那次的做法也是不礼貌的。”

杰西变得闷闷不乐起来，维莉只好拍了拍她的胳膊说道：“好吧，杰西，咱们去就是了。”

听到这儿，杰西的脸上露出了笑容：“别担心，我来跟她谈好了。”





孩子们沿着小路走到门前，按响了门铃。很快，一个瘦高的深棕色头发的女人开了门。她笑了笑说：“对不起，孩子们，我已经买过曲奇饼了。我买的曲奇饼够吃一年的呢！”

班尼惊讶地望着苏珊太太，问道：“真的？”

“对不起，苏珊太太，我们不是来推销的。我们只是想跟您谈一谈，可以吗？”杰西礼貌地问道。

苏珊看起来有些惊讶。“谈什么？”她问道。

“谈一下关于我们奶奶的项链。”班尼连忙说道。

苏珊脸上的笑容不见了。“什么项链？”她又问道。

“我们能不能耽误您几分钟，进屋说？”维莉腼腆地问道。

苏珊太太想了一阵，说道：“你们只能待几分钟，不过我可以告诉你们，我根本不知道什么项链的事情。”

她把孩子们领到一间小小的客厅，示意他们坐下。杰西尽量简洁地把整件事情讲了一遍，还提起了他们拜访哈金斯太太和洛林太太的事。

苏珊的目光一直躲避着孩子们的眼睛。她望着窗外，十分小心地答道：“我帮不上你们。你们说的那条项链，我从来都没有听说过。”

突然，厨房里传来一阵“呜呜”的响声。“我的茶水烧开了，”苏珊太太说，“我马上回来。”

等她离开后，杰西在屋子里四处张望起来。突然，她从椅子上跳起来，走到壁炉前，大声叫了起来：“看啊！”

其余的孩子也都跑了过去。杰西指了指挂在墙上的一个大相框，那是洛林太太和两个小男孩的相片。相片虽然已经陈旧，但洛林太太的面容很容易就能辨认出来。

“那不是洛林太太吗？”班尼问道。

“是的，”杰西说，“看！”

这时，茶壶的响声已经停止了。亨利悄声道：“杰西，这张相片能说明什么？”

“她们两个是认识的。”杰西答道。

“这一点，咱们已经料到了啊。”维莉低声道。

这时，苏珊太太走了回来。看到孩子们正盯着那张照片，她的脸色似乎苍白了许多：“我没有多少时间陪你们了。”

杰西指着照片问道：“那不是洛林太太吗？”

苏珊点了点头：“是的，她是我一位非常要好的老朋友。那是很久以前的照片了，照片上的孩子是我的两个儿子。”

杰西“哦”了一声，不知道接下来该问些什么。

苏珊太太的脸色缓和了一些：“你们还是回家去，把项链什么的荒唐事都忘了吧！即使有人偷了你们的项链，我也帮不上忙。这件事，我连听都没有听说过。”

“刚才劳拉来过了，我们进来前看到她了。”杰西轻声道。

苏珊太太的脸色变得严肃起来：“劳拉也是我的好朋友。好了，你们该走了。我也请你们不要再来骚扰我和洛林太太了。”

“如果打扰了您，我们真的很抱歉。”维莉抱歉地说道，“我们不会再来了。”

孩子们走出房子，骑上车，朝家里赶去。“我觉得她在隐瞒着什么。”杰西说道。

“杰西，她说的这些可能都是真的，洛林太太真的是她的好朋友。”亨利答道，“如果洛林太太是她的好朋友，那劳拉自然也就认识她。或许，是咱们想多了。”

“我觉得杰西说的没错。”班尼诚恳地说道。

“也许吧，”维莉说，“或许杰西是对的，但咱们现在什么办法也没有啊。”





当天吃完晚饭后，奥登先生领着孩子们去了镇里的冷饮店，他们每个人都点了双份甜筒。孩子们正准备离开时，劳拉跟着一个男人走了进来。看到奥登家的孩子们后，她微微笑了笑，“这是我的丈夫。我们今晚在绿野镇吃饭。”她说着，转向丈夫道：“这就是我跟你说的奥登家的那群孩子。”

男人看着妻子，说道：“也许，咱们该坐下来谈一谈。”

劳拉望着自己的丈夫，脸色变得苍白起来：“算了，我看妈妈不会……”

说到这儿，她拉起丈夫快步走开了。

“她是谁？”奥登先生问道。

“是我们在艾福德认识的一个人。”杰西解释道。

“她好像很紧张呢！”奥登先生说。但很快，爷爷的注意力就从劳拉转移到了班尼身上，因为班尼不小心把甜筒掉在了街道上，他已经吓傻了。

“爷爷！”班尼叫道，“我的甜筒啊！我刚刚舔了几口就掉了。”

爷爷大笑起来，拉起班尼的小手说：“放心，班尼。我再给你买一个。”





接下来的几天里，孩子们渐渐把项链的事情淡忘了。既然线索已经中断，他们索性不再去想了。他们按原来的计划，继续为爷爷的派对做起准备。

“我想，咱们应该做个大巧克力蛋糕，上面要加冰，还要加冰激凌。”班尼说。

孩子们都笑了起来。

“我还没想好该为爷爷演奏什么曲子，”维莉说，“我知道爷爷喜欢华尔兹，可我又不会。”

“我要用气球和彩带装饰一下餐厅，还要做一个显眼的横幅，写上‘生日快乐’几个字。”杰西说。

“我的诗写完了，”亨利宣布道，“虽然写得不太好，不过毕竟是我自己写的。”





　　　　　　写诗真的不容易，

　　　　　　我白天黑夜都在努力，

　　　　　　不过我只想对您说，

　　　　　　爷爷，生日快乐！

“我觉得写得很好。”班尼说道。

“我们也这样觉得。”女孩们赞同道。

孩子们继续谈起了各自的打算。吃过晚饭后，他们来到亨利的卧室里，打算讨论一下生日当天穿什么样的衣服。最后，孩子们都累了，各自上了床。

午夜时分，杰西从梦中醒来，坐起身来。楼下隐隐约约传来一阵响声，她确定自己没听错。于是她下了床，轻轻打开门，向外张望着。

就在这时，亨利的房门也打开了，他也听到了客厅里传来的响声。他看到杰西穿着白色睡衣光着脚站在门口，就轻轻地走了过去。

“我好像听到了什么声音。”杰西悄声说。

“我也是，”亨利说，“我下楼去看看。”

“咱们还是先把爷爷叫醒吧！”杰西说。

“也许是望望呢？”亨利拒绝了，“不能因为小狗到处乱窜就把爷爷叫醒。”

亨利开始朝着楼下走去。“我也去。”杰西低声叫道。

他们兄妹俩手拉着手，缓缓地走下楼梯，生怕脚下会发出一丝声响。走到楼梯口时，两人朝客厅的方向看去。杰西低低地叫了一声。客厅里有道光线在移动！杰西双手扒在亨利肩头，两人一动也不动，静静地望着那道光线四处游走。

出于本能，亨利忍不住叫了一声：“是谁？”那道光线迅速冲出了屋子，周围恢复了寂静。“我想，咱们应该把爷爷叫醒。”杰西说着，声音有些发抖。

亨利踮着脚尖轻轻地走进客厅，开了灯，只见房间里空空的，什么都没有。突然，爷爷从楼梯上走了下来，身后跟着班尼和维莉。

“怎么了？”当他看到是杰西和亨利时便开口问道。

“我们听到一阵响声，还看到了一道亮光。”杰西说，“也许您该打电话报警才是。”

爷爷四下里打量了一阵。“好像没丢什么东西。”他边说边走向书桌，从抽屉里拿出一个信封，数了数里面的钱，“钱也没丢。”

“到底是谁呢？”杰西问道。

“也许是望望，那道光线可能是外面汽车的灯光。”爷爷说。

“也许是有人从后门进来了。”亨利说。

爷爷再次看了看四周，对亨利说：“我的照相机还放在桌子上呢。如果真的是小偷，怎么可能不拿走？”

“嗯，您说的对。”亨利说。

“看啊！”维莉睁大了眼睛说，“相框被人弄歪了。”她指着奶奶的画像说道。

爷爷笑了起来：“这只能说明麦格雷戈太太在打扫屋子的时候，任何一个角落都不会放过呀。”

不过孩子们心里却不大认同爷爷的看法。

孩子们再次回到了各自的卧室。杰西把毯子盖在了头上，紧紧蜷缩在被子里，心里暗暗祈祷着刚才那个人不要再回来。


第八章　
 意外的访客


Surprise Visits

第二天下午，简姑婆来了。“我想你们了，所以就开车过来看看。”她说。

大家来到屋外，坐在了草地上，孩子们把这几天来发生的事情给简姑婆讲了一遍。简姑婆仔细地听着，最后说道：“你们说的这些，也许跟那条项链根本扯不上关系。或许劳拉和苏珊争论的是别的什么事情。而昨天晚上的事情，兴许就像你们的爷爷说的，是车灯而已。”

“可那个相框被人挪动了啊！”杰西反驳道。

简姑婆忍不住笑了起来：“你总不能因为相框动了一下，就硬说是发生了什么事情吧，孩子。”

“我只是想帮爷爷找回那条项链。”杰西说道。

“我知道，可是——”简姑婆的话还没说完，就被麦格雷戈太太打断了。

她从屋子里跑出来，对杰西说：“有个叫劳拉的女人打电话找你呢。”孩子们立刻站起身，朝屋里跑去。简姑婆也跟了过去。“劳拉想干什么？”班尼一边跑，一边喊道。

“马上就知道了。”亨利回头喊道。

杰西气喘吁吁地抓起了电话，“喂？”

“是杰西·奥登吗？”一个声音问道。

“是的。”杰西说。

“我是劳拉。”对方说，“我今天晚上想去看看你们和你们的爷爷，跟你们谈一谈，可以吗？”

“当然可以！”杰西连忙说着，几乎有些不相信自己的耳朵。

“八点可以吗？”劳拉问道。

“可以。”杰西挂了电话，迫不及待地对大家说，“劳拉今晚要过来，还说要跟我们谈一谈呢。”

“哇噢！”班尼叫道。

“那我就跟你们一起在这儿等她吧！”简姑婆说，“我给你们安迪叔叔打个电话，告诉他我今晚在这儿吃晚饭。”

“我真想看看她到底想干什么。”亨利说。

“我也是。”维莉赞同道。

爷爷回来以后，杰西连忙对他说：“还记得我们上次在冷饮店遇到的那个女人吗？”

爷爷点了点头。

“她说今晚八点想要到我们家来和我们谈谈。”亨利说。

“她来做什么呢？”爷爷问道，一脸迷惑的表情。

“我们也不知道。”维莉说。

“你认识这个叫劳拉的女人吗？”爷爷向简姑婆问道。

“不认识，”简姑婆说，“不过我倒是想见见她。有些事情，孩子们以后会告诉你的。”

“你们怎么都神神秘秘的？”奥登先生说，“不过我了解这些孩子，我还是等上一阵子吧。等你们准备好了再告诉我。”

吃完晚饭后，奥登一家和简姑婆坐在了客厅里，等着劳拉的到来。八点十五分的时候，奥登先生说：“看样子，劳拉要迟到了。”

等到八点三十分的时候，亨利忍不住说了句：“她怎么还不来？”

九点钟，简姑婆站了起来，“我想她可能不会来了。我还是回去了。”

亨利和杰西陪着简姑婆走到了门口。“您说，她到底是怎么了，为什么又不来了？”亨利问道。

简姑婆摇了摇头：“我也不知道，亨利。我觉得这事也很奇怪。”

“也许，她出了什么事情？”班尼说着，两只眼睛瞪得老大。

维莉笑了起来：“哦，班尼，你的想象力还真是丰富呢！”

简姑婆离开后，杰西说道：“劳拉说想要跟我们谈谈，可她到底要谈些什么东西呢？”她的语气里充满了失望。

亨利皱起了眉头：“会不会是项链的事情？”

“也许她明天会来的。”杰西满怀希望地说道。

“也许不会。”亨利说，“在探究这个谜时，咱们的运气可不太好。”





第二天一早，孩子们吃过早饭，跑进了棚车里，坐在了车厢里的软垫上。“我想劳拉今天也不会来了。”杰西说，“不过，咱们可以打电话给她，问问她昨晚为什么没来。”

“怎么打？”维莉问道，“我们连电话都没有啊！甚至连她在哪住都不知道。”

“也许她住在艾福德，”亨利说道，“毕竟咱们是在那碰到她的。”

“那是她妈妈的家，也许她只是在那做客而已。”班尼说，“就像我们去拜访简姑婆一样。”

“班尼说的没错，”杰西说，“不过爷爷的书房里有很多电话本，上面记载着附近镇上人的电话。咱们可以试着找一找她的号码。”

孩子们跑进书房，从书柜里拿了几本电话簿出来。“一般来说，电话号码都登记在男主人名下。”亨利突然说道，“咱们也不知道她丈夫姓什么啊！”

维莉叹了口气说：“看来是没希望了。”

“劳拉姓加利森，咱们可以找这个姓试试。”杰西说着，打开了艾福德镇的电话簿并翻到以“G”开头的这一页。“这上面有两个姓加利森的，一个人叫威廉，另一个人的名字只写了一个‘L’。或许这个‘L’就是劳拉。”杰西说。

她拿起电话，拨通了那个名叫“L”的人的电话。“喂，您好，请问是劳拉·加利森吗？”

“对不起，你打错了。这里没有叫劳拉·加利森的人。”电话里传来一个声音。

“打扰了。”杰西说着，挂了电话。“不是这个号码。”她叹息道。

“试试那个叫威廉的。”亨利说。

杰西拨通了威廉的号码，稍等了片刻，一个小女孩接了电话。“你好，请问是劳拉·加利森吗？”杰西问道。

“打错了。”女孩说着，挂了电话。

“也许她不住在艾福德。这倒是有趣。”班尼说，“接下来，咱们该往哪儿打呢？”

“那她是不是住在金尼森呢？”亨利问道。

“也许，劳拉的电话没有写在电话簿上。”维莉突然说道。

“你是什么意思？”班尼问道。

维莉转向班尼：“就是说，有些人为了保护自己的隐私，并不想把电话号码放在电话簿上。”

杰西耸了耸肩说：“要是那样的话，咱们就永远都找不到她了。”

“那咱们就找找金尼森的电话簿吧！”亨利说。

维莉翻开金尼森的电话簿，找到了一个名字——加利罗。她拿起电话，拨了号码，但电话迟迟没有接通。“没人接。”维莉说道。

“也许这个就是劳拉的电话。”杰西说。

“没人接，也不代表就是她的电话啊。”亨利说。

“嗯，也有道理。”杰西同意道。

“也许她就住在绿野镇呢！”班尼说。

“如果她真的住在这儿，咱们一定会知道的。”亨利说，“这附近的人，我们差不多都认识了。”

“还是查一查咱们这儿的电话簿比较保险。”班尼坚持道。

杰西翻开电话簿找了找，说道：“你说的对，这里还真有个加利森，住在凯德曼路。”

维莉拿起电话，拨通了号码。“喂？请问是劳拉·加利森吗？”她问道。

电话里传出一个气愤的声音：“今天已经有两个人打错了电话，你是第三个。我受够了，真该把这电话停掉！上一个电话竟然是费尔菲尔德的肉食市场打来的！”

“实在抱歉。”维莉说着，赶紧挂了电话。

“看来真的没希望了。”亨利说。

“等等。”杰西说道，“劳拉拜访过苏珊太太，也许她跟苏珊太太一样，住在银城呢？”

“说不准她还住在纽约呢！”亨利说着，笑了起来。

杰西翻开了银城的电话簿。“这有一个，肯纳斯·加利森。”

杰西说着，拨了号码。一位女士接了电话。“您好，请问是劳拉·加利森吗？”杰西问道。

“是我。”一个女人的声音答道。

听到这儿，杰西的脸上露出灿烂的笑容。她用手捂住话筒，悄声对大家说：“是她！”

接着，她继续对着话筒说道：“我是杰西·奥登，我想问问昨天到底怎么了。我是说，您说过要到我家里来，但却没有来。”

劳拉叹了口气，“对不起，杰西，我本该打电话给你的。我后来改了主意，发现没有什么好跟你们谈的了。”

“哦，不，劳拉！”杰西说道，“您过来一下不行吗？我知道，你心里一定想的。”

“不行，杰西，我帮不了你。你误会了。”劳拉说。

“你不用到我家来，”杰西连忙说，“在电话里跟我讲几句就可以了。”

劳拉迟疑了一会儿。“好吧，一个小时后，我在你家附近的冷饮店等你们。”

杰西挂了电话。“她说一个小时后在冷饮店等我们。”她难以置信地对大家说道。

“现在我们该怎么办？”亨利问道。

“我也不知道。”杰西说。

“至少咱们能吃点冰激凌了。”班尼说。





一个小时后，孩子们来到了冷饮店。劳拉已经到了，她坐在一张大桌子旁，喝着咖啡。孩子们走了过去。“要不要吃些什么？”她问道。

“我们还不饿。”杰西说道。

“可是我饿了。”班尼抢着说。

劳拉笑了，“你想吃什么，班尼？”

“香草冰激凌。”班尼叫道。

亨利要了份奶昔，维莉要了份巧克力冰激凌，杰西点了杯苏打水。服务员为孩子们点完餐后，杰西对劳拉说道：“我们不想总拿这事儿来烦你，劳拉。可是你昨晚在电话里说过，有话要对我们说，是什么事情呢？”

劳拉低下头，两眼看着自己的手说：“我说错了，杰西。我本以为可以告诉你一些事，或许能帮上你，但我错了。就这些，杰西，我没什么好说的了。”

服务生端来了大家的冷饮，孩子们都吃了起来。“如果能帮上忙的话，我一定会的。”劳拉说，“但问题是我也无能为力。也许，你们该把那条项链的事情忘掉才是。”

“所有人都对我们说过这句话。”班尼说道。

“也许大家并没有说错。”劳拉答道。

吃过冰激凌后，大家都离开了冷饮店。劳拉对孩子们说：“我走了，孩子们。也许咱们以后再也不会见面了。”

亨利望着她渐渐走远，然后上了车，开车离开了。

“事已至此，看来咱们真的无路可走了，杰西。咱们还是把项链的事情忘了吧！”亨利说。

“也许吧。”杰西嘴上说着，心里却不确定。





第二天一早，爷爷和孩子们坐在了桌旁，麦格雷戈太太端上了美味的枫糖浆煎饼。她给孩子们各倒了杯牛奶，给奥登先生准备了一杯咖啡。

吃过早饭后，爷爷要去上班了。孩子们把爷爷送到门口，分别与爷爷吻别。亨利觉得自己已经不是小孩子了，于是便跟爷爷握了握手。

奥登先生刚走到前门，一辆汽车便沿着车道开了进来。一男一女从车里走了出来。

杰西最先认出他们，她忍不住叫了起来：“哦，天哪！”

来人正是洛林太太和梅森先生。

洛林太太走到孩子们跟前，说道：“很抱歉，我来得太冒昧了。我不该来这么早，而且本该事先打个电话的。但我必须马上过来，否则以后就没有这个勇气了。”

她转向奥登先生说道：“我是洛林·牛顿，这位是梅森先生，艾福德博物馆的馆长。您的孙子们认识我们两个。我们想跟你们所有人谈一谈。”

奥登先生看起来有些摸不着头脑，但还是很礼貌地说：“当然可以。请进屋吧！”

走进客厅后，爷爷向两位客人问道：“二位喝咖啡还是喝茶？”

“还是不喝了，谢谢。”洛林太太答道。她把手伸进她的大手提包里，拿出一个天鹅绒的首饰盒，递给了奥登先生，“我想，这应该是您的东西。”

爷爷打开盒子，不由得惊呼起来。只见盒子里放着一条蓝宝石项链，在白色绸缎的映衬下闪闪发光。他看了看洛林太太，问道：“这是我太太的项链。可是我不明白，您是在哪儿找到的？”

洛林太太叹了口气，说道：“说来话长，在我说明事情的经过之前，我首先要道个歉。很抱歉给您和您的夫人带来了痛苦。”

“有话不妨直说，洛林太太。”爷爷说道。

洛林太太点了点头，说了下去：“我有个名叫伊凡·牛顿的儿子。他这个人并不坏，但就是有点懒。他已经结婚了，有了两个孩子，但还跟我和我的先生住在一起，从来都不想出去工作。”

“就这样过了几年，有一天，我的丈夫告诉伊凡，说不会再给他钱花了。伊凡只好自己去找工作，做起了厨师。”

“哦！”维莉叫了一声。

洛林太太继续讲了下去：“他干了没多久就放弃了，并开始不停地吹嘘说自己很快就会得到一大笔钱。当时我就起了疑心。有一天，伊凡出去了，我偷偷溜到他的屋里，想证实自己的怀疑。最终，我在他抽屉里的一堆衬衫下面找到了这条项链。”

“我真是不敢相信！”奥登先生叫了起来。

洛林太太紧张地捏了捏手，继续道：“我当时很担心，于是就问伊凡那条项链是哪来的，但他就是不肯说。我和我的丈夫一直在追问，可他一直都没有告诉我们。我也没有在报纸上看到任何关于项链失窃的消息。我们等了几周，想找出些蛛丝马迹来，把项链还回去。”

“你们为什么不报警呢？”亨利问道。

洛林太太擦了擦湿润的眼眶说：“我本该这样做的。可伊凡毕竟是我的儿子，我怎么能忍心让他去坐牢？再说，他都有孩子了，如果让孩子们知道，他们的爸爸是个小偷的话，他们又会怎么想呢？伊凡的太太苏珊苦苦地恳求我，不让我去报警。”

“所以您就没有这样做。”爷爷说着，点了点头。

“是的，”洛林太太说，“但我并不想把这条项链据为己有，于是就决定把它捐赠给艾福德博物馆。我把整件事告诉了梅森先生，他犹豫了很久才收下的。”

“我知道自己不该收的。”梅森先生说，“我想了很久，也想过要去报警，但洛林太太毕竟是我的老朋友，我替她感到非常难过。”

“伊凡现在在哪儿？”维莉问道。

“几年前去世了。”洛林太太说道，“他的妻子苏珊改嫁给了巴斯托先生，搬到了银城，他的两个孩子也在那里长大。我本来想把项链的事情永远地忘掉，但前几天，奥登先生，您的几个孙子来到了艾福德，找到了哈金斯太太。”

“哦？那是为了什么？”爷爷向杰西问道。

孩子们告诉爷爷，说他们在报纸上看到哈金斯太太戴过那条项链，然后又把整件事情叙述了一遍。

“哈金斯太太和她的先生也是我们的老朋友。”洛林太太说道。

“除了梅森先生以外，只有他们知道这条项链的事。她在电话里把孩子们寻找项链的事情告诉了我。”

亨利转向梅森先生问道：“维莉的画是不是您扔掉的？”

“是的，”梅森承认道，“我以为这样你们就会放弃，但没想到你们还是继续查了下去。”

“还有，我还打了匿名电话到你们简姑婆家，让你们赶紧回家去。”洛林太太说道，“我知道，这样做是不对的。”

“开车跟踪我们的也是您，梅森先生？”班尼问道，“我都吓坏了呢！”

梅森笑了笑说：“对不起，班尼。我当时想知道你们是不是去找洛林太太。发现你们并不是去找她后，我就开走了。”

“我们早就知道，这一定是奶奶的那条项链。”维莉说道。

“劳拉早就想把真相告诉你们。”洛林太太说，“但我没同意。那天她打算到这儿来把事情讲清楚，我知道以后，把她劝回了家。”

“苏珊也不想把真相说出来。她生怕孩子们会知道父亲的所作所为。她跟我说，你们去过她家，还说她对自己的行为感到抱歉，但她也是无奈之下才那样做的。”

亨利站起身，看了看梅森先生说：“如果我跟杰西没看错的话，那天晚上跑进屋里来的人就是您吧？”

梅森先生叹了口气，“对不起，是我。我只是想看看那幅画，确认一下孩子们的话是否属实而已。当我看到画中的项链时，我就确定了，那条项链确实属于您，奥登先生。对不起，我私自闯了进来。我向你们道歉。”

“您是怎么进来的？”爷爷问道。

梅森先生笑了笑说：“后门上的门锁很容易就打开了，也许您该考虑修一修才是。很抱歉，让你们受惊了。”

“那晚离开我们家以后，你又做了些什么？”杰西问道。

“尽管当时已是午夜时分了，我还是赶紧给洛林太太打了电话，告诉她这条项链的确属于奥登先生。她当即决定，无论如何也要把项链还回来。”梅森答道。

爷爷再次打开首饰盒，凝视着那条亮晶晶的项链：“如果塞莉娅知道项链找到了，她该多高兴啊！”

洛林太太站了起来：“我们该走了。我知道，不论我怎么道歉，都无法弥补我这些年的过错。”

奥登先生也站了起来：“我理解您的感受……都是为了保护孩子。别担心，我的孙子们不会把这件事说出去的。既然项链已经找到了，其他的也就都不重要了。您的儿子不在了，报警也没有任何意义。”

“谢谢您，奥登先生。”洛林太太说着，转向了孩子们，“感谢你们没有中途放弃，孩子们。”

说完，她跟梅森先生一起离开了。

孩子们围到爷爷身边，目不转睛地盯着那条项链。爷爷把盒子递给了杰西：“我说过，你是家里最年长的女孩，这条项链应该给你，杰西。”

“哦！你发财啦，杰西！”班尼叫道。

杰西盯着宝石项链，久久没有作声。最后，她合上了盒子，对爷爷说：“如果我把项链送给博物馆，您会介意吗，爷爷？”

“为什么呢，杰西？”爷爷问道。

“我现在还太小，不能戴。我们该把它放在哪里呢？”杰西说。

“我可以把它放在保险柜里。”爷爷说。

杰西点了点头：“那样的话，谁也看不到这条项链。如果我把它送给艾福德博物馆的话，人们就都能欣赏到它的美丽了。这样我也会很开心的。”

爷爷的脸上露出了笑容：“你很大方，想得也很周到，杰西。如果你已经决定了，咱们就这么办吧。”

班尼摇了摇头说：“杰西，那可是你的项链啊！”

“我知道，班尼。”杰西说，“所以我才决定送给博物馆啊！”


第九章　
 美好的结局


Happy Endings

第二天一早，爷爷开车带着孩子们来到了艾福德镇的博物馆。大家走进了梅森先生的办公室，梅森先生抬起头不解地看着他们。

“我的孙女有话跟您说，梅森先生。”奥登先生说道。

梅森先生看起来有些紧张，他轻轻地“哦”了一声。

杰西咬了咬嘴唇，说道：“梅森先生，我决定把项链送给这座博物馆。”

“真的？”梅森先生叫了起来，“真是太好了！你确定了吗？”

杰西点了点头，“确定。”说着，她把首饰盒递了过去。梅森先生搂着她的肩膀说：“咱们把项链放回到以前的展柜里面去吧！”

梅森先生领着大家走进了那间展览室，打开柜子，把项链放了进去。大家围在一起，对那条项链赞不绝口。

“稍等一下，我马上回来。”梅森先生说着，走了开去。五分钟后，他回来了，手里拿着一张卡片。他把卡片放在了项链下方的一个黄色的窗口处。

杰西凑过去，大声读起上面的字来：“杰西·奥登小姐捐赠。”

“哇噢！”班尼叫道，“这下你可出名了，杰西！”

梅森先生笑了起来：“杰西，等你长大了，任何时候想戴这条项链，不管是参加舞会还是高端派对，只管打电话给我。”

杰西笑着说：“好的。”

接着，梅森先生转向维莉道：“你很有绘画才能，小姑娘，千万别放弃。”

维莉咧嘴笑着说：“谢谢您！”

就这样，奥登一家离开了博物馆。

回家的路途是一段快乐的时光。大家都为早上发生的这件大事而兴奋不已。

“你也可以随时向博物馆借项链。”杰西对维莉说。

“等我长大了，第一次参加成人舞会或是派对的时候，我会考虑借来戴上的。”维莉笑道。

车子刚停在门口的车道上，孩子们就朝棚车跑去。“派对”这个词让他们心里想到了同一件事：爷爷的生日。

“只有一周的时间了。”亨利说。

“可还有很多准备工作要做。”班尼补充道。

“咱们到阁楼上去，选几件将要穿的衣服出来。”杰西建议道。

亨利和班尼皱起了眉头，“我们真的要这样做吗？”

“当然要。”杰西坚持道，“肯定会很有趣的。”

孩子们来到了阁楼里，开始在箱子里翻找起来。亨利打算穿他上次找到的那件天鹅绒大衣。维莉选中了那顶淡紫色的帽子，她挑选了一条白色长裙来搭配它。杰西拿起了一件长度能拖到地面的丝绸长裙。“我喜欢这件。”她说。

“要是戴上项链就更美不可言了。”维莉说道。

班尼找到一件老式的儿童水手服，在姐姐的命令下，很不情愿地穿在了身上。

“很好看啊！”杰西说道，“爷爷肯定会喜欢的。”

亨利连忙用手捂住了嘴，生怕班尼看到自己的笑容。

“要不是为了爷爷，我才不穿呢！”班尼说道，“看起来好呆啊！”





第二天，孩子们来到了巴罗男装店，打算为爷爷买件毛衣作为礼物。班尼看中了红色的那件，维莉则喜欢蓝色的，杰西认为绿色的比较好。最后，亨利说道：“咱们还是买爷爷喜欢的颜色吧！不能只以我们自己的喜好来定。”

大家知道，爷爷最喜欢的是灰色。

回到家后，孩子们来到了维莉的屋子里，把毛衣用彩纸包装起来。维莉写了张贺卡，孩子们都在上面签了名。她还做了个蝶形彩带粘在礼品盒上。班尼说道：“维莉，你真是世界上最会包装礼品的人！”

孩子们决定给爷爷一个惊喜，因此便邀请了简姑婆和她的丈夫。爷爷生日那天，孩子们故意起得很晚，这样爷爷在上班前就不会看到他们了。他们打算在晚餐派对上把礼物送给爷爷。

这一天，麦格雷戈太太做好了爷爷最喜欢的食物：炸鸡、土豆泥、青豆，还有一大份沙拉。孩子们还帮忙做好了巧克力蛋糕，维莉则精心装饰了这个蛋糕。蛋糕做完后，杰西在客厅和餐厅里挂满了气球，还在奶奶的画像四周拉起了彩带。维莉反复练习着那首《蓝色的多瑙河》，她打算用小提琴演奏这首华尔兹舞曲。下午五点钟，简姑婆和她的丈夫准时到来。五点三十分，爷爷下班回到家时，全家人都已经恭候多时了。

当爷爷出现在用气球装饰一新的客厅时，孩子们早已穿好了从阁楼里翻出来的服装，齐声叫了起来：“奇迹现身！”门口则挂着一个大横幅，上面写着：生日快乐！

看到孩子们的服装后，爷爷大声笑了起来。“你们是从哪儿弄到的这些衣服？”他问道。

“在您的阁楼里找到的。”班尼说。

“你知道吗？”爷爷对班尼说道，“你的这套水手服，是你曾祖父穿过的呢！”

“真的吗？”班尼问道，“原来我还有个曾祖父呢。”

奥登先生打开了孩子们送的礼物。尽管天气有点热，他还是把毛衣穿在了身上好一阵子。简姑婆和她的丈夫则送了一本他一直想要的书。

接着，大家一起走进餐厅，开始享用麦格雷戈太太做的每一道美食。当麦格雷戈太太托着蛋糕走进来时，大家都齐声唱起《生日快乐》歌来，就连望望也忍不住叫了起来。

维莉为爷爷演奏了一段华尔兹提琴曲，亨利朗诵了自己写的诗歌。就在这时，门铃响了。简姑婆和安迪叔叔俏皮地对视一笑。麦格雷戈太太开了门，洛林太太走了进来，手里抱着一束玫瑰花。“我总是来得这么突然。”她说道，“不过简已经告诉我了，说今天是奥登先生的生日。这些玫瑰都是我自己种的，就算是我的一点心意吧！如果摆在那幅画像旁，一定会很漂亮的。”

全家人又一起回到了客厅。杰西找了个花瓶，装了些水，把玫瑰插在瓶子里，放在了画像旁。

爷爷的脸上露出了笑容：“这是我参加过的最好的派对了。”

他看了看画像，向孩子们问道：“你们知道吗，孩子们？你们早就送了一份最好的生日礼物给我。”

“什么礼物啊，爷爷？”维莉问道。

“你们找到了你们奶奶的那条项链啊！”爷爷说，“这都该感谢你们！”

“简姑婆也帮了我们不少忙呢！”班尼说。

爷爷转过身，对着自己的妹妹说：“我也该谢谢你，简。”

简姑婆笑着说：“都是孩子们出的力，他们从来没有放弃过。我早就说过，他们的这股劲头跟你很像。”

“是啊，不像爷爷像谁呢！”维莉害羞地说道。

孩子们依次走到爷爷身边，在他脸上亲了一下，就连亨利也不例外。

杰西看了看画像上的项链说：“我觉得画上的项链比以前更闪亮了。”

“那是因为今天是爷爷的生日啊！”班尼说道。

“说的不错。”洛林太太说道。

大家都笑了起来，转向了奥登先生。只见爷爷深情地望了望妻子的画像，对所有人说道：“谢谢大家！”


Chapter　1　
 Birthday Plans


The Alden children，Henry，Jessie，Violet，and Benny， ran out of their grandfather’s house， laughing. They raced each other to the nearby garden with a fountain in the middle near where their boxcar stood.

Henry， who was fourteen and the oldest，reached the boxcar first and pulled open the door. Jessie and Violet got there next， at the same time. They turned and watched six-year-old Benny， puffing in the hot August sun， catch up with them.

“It’s not fair，” Benny said. “I’m always going to be the youngest and never win a race with you.”

“Someday  beat even Henry，”Violet said reassuringly. Though she was only ten she often seemed more considerate than many older people.

The children climbed into the boxcar， followed by their dog， Watch， and looked around.

“Whew，” Benny said， “it’s so dirty. ”

Henry got the broom Jessie had made when they had all lived in the boxcar， and started sweeping the floor. “We haven’t been in here for a while. That’s why it’s so dusty. But I like it anyway.”

Jessie smiled and spoke in the voice she used when she wanted to sound older than twelve. “Remember when we ran away and lived here after mother and father died？ I think I can remember every day. Remember how we hid from Grandfather？”

“Yes，” Benny said，“because we thought he was mean and we wouldn’t like living with him.”

“And look how wonderful and kind he is，” Violet said. “And how happy we are with him.”

“That’s why we’re here，” Henry said. “Because we love him and want to plan a wonderful party for his birthday next month. We have a lot of work to do.”

“Let’s get started then，” Jessie said. “It’s awfully hot in here.”

“Wait，” Benny interrupted. “First let’s eat. I’m—”

“Hungry，” Violet finished for him. She reached for the basket she had brought with her. “Mrs. McGregor packed a little snack for us.”

Jessie went to the shelf that held the dishes they had found and used when they lived in the boxcar. She took four cups.

But Violet said，“We only need three. I brought Benny’s cup from the house. I couldn’t forget  cup.”

Benny took a cracked pink cup from the basket and held it out. Henry lifted out spice cookies and a carton of milk and filled  cup. Jessie took peaches and plums and put them in a bowl. Then she piled bananas on top of the fresh fruit.

The boxcar was exactly the same as it had been when the children had lived in it， except that Mrs. McGregor had given the children four plump， brightly colored cushions so they could sit on them on the floor. Now they got comfortable and chewed on the delicious cookies.

“Well，” Jessie asked，“what should we do for Grandfather’s party？”

“We have to have a cake and ice cream，” Benny said positively. “You can’t have a birthday party without a cake.”

“I’ll help Mrs. McGregor bake the cake，” Jessie said.

“No！I’ll do that，” Benny shouted.

Violet laughed. “I knew you’d say that. Well，  play the violin for Grandfather. I’ll be glad to do that. I’ll have to think about what to play.”

“And I’ll decorate the dining room，” Jessie said.

“I think I’ll write a poem，” Henry said. “We were studying poetry in school at the end of the term. I’ll be able to put what I learned to good use.”

“We have to buy him a present， too，” Violet said. “What should it be？”

“Model cars，” Benny said.

The other children laughed. Henry said，“I saw Grandfather looking at a sweater in Barlow’s Men’s Shop last week. I think he liked it. We could all chip in， and I’ll buy it.”

“I  have much money，”Benny said， thoughtfully. “I won’t be able to pay my share.”

“We’ll work all that out， Benny.  worry，” Jessie said， patting his shoulder.

Violet suddenly jumped up. “I know. Let’s dress up for the party.”

“You mean I have to wear a tie？” Benny asked mournfully.

“No，”Violet said.“I mean dress up in costume. There are all kinds of old clothes in the attic. We could use those. It will be like a masquerade. Grandfather would love it. I know it.”

“That’s a wonderful idea，” Jessie said eagerly.

Henry made a face. “I don’t know. Dressing up is sort of childish. Don’t you think？”

“No！” Violet and Jessie said at the same time.

“Come on，” Jessie grabbed Henry’s hand. “ go up to the attic right now. I know you’ll like dressing up.”

They ran back to the house and into the front hall. Watch raced in after them. Mrs. McGregor came out of the kitchen with flour on her hands and nose. “Wh all the excitement about？Where are you all off to in such a hurry？”

“We’re going up to the attic so we can find dress up clothes for  party，” Violet said， catching her breath.

“What party？ this all about？”Mrs. McGregor asked.

“We’ll tell you later，” Jessie shouted as they all ran for the stairs.

“Open the windows up there. It must be a hundred degrees in that attic，” Mrs. McGregor called after them.

Upstairs， Jessie pulled open a window. “Whew！ Mrs. McGregor was right. It’s really hot in here.”

Violet was already poking around. She found an old， big straw hat and tried it on. She ran to a standing mirror and giggled at her image.

“It’s just right for you，” Jessie cried. “It’s lavender. Your favorite color.”

Henry found a velvet coat and slipped into it. “How about this？”

Benny had opened a trunk and was pulling out old toys—blocks and balls and a jump rope and a jack-in-the-box. “I like it up here. I’m glad we came.”

Jessie was now standing silently in a corner with her back to her brothers and sister. Violet looked at her. “What did you find， Jessie？”

Slowly， Jessie turned around. In her hands she had a small painting in a carved gold frame. “Look， how beautiful this is，” she said.

Violet put down the hat and moved toward Jessie. “Ooh， you’re right， she is beautiful，” she gasped. “I don’t think I’d ever get tired of looking at it.”

The painting was of a lovely young woman in an evening gown. Around her throat was a necklace of sparkling blue sapphires that matched her eyes. The woman was staring out of the picture with wide eyes， and she had a small smile on her red lips. She looked very happy.

“Who do you suppose she is？” Benny asked.

Henry moved closer to the painting. “She looks like the pictures Grandfather has shown us of Grandmother.”

“But those pictures were of an older lady，” Jessie said.

“Well，” Violet said thoughtfully， “this could have been painted when Grandmother was much younger.”

“But if this is Grandmother， why is the picture hidden away up here？” Henry wondered.

Benny shrugged. “Why don’t we ask Grandfather. He’ll know. Grandfather always knows everything.”

Jessie laughed. “Benny， you always get right to the point.”


Chapter　2　
 The Painting


After dinner， when the whole family was settled in the big living room， Jessie ran up to her room and brought down the portrait. She took it over to her grandfather and held it out to him.

“Grandfather，” she said softly. “We found this in the attic today. We’re all wondering who this lovely lady is. Henry thinks it’s Grandmother， but this lady looks so young.”

Mr. Alden stared at the picture. He seemed to have drifted off into another world. Looking at her  sad face， Violet said immediately， “It doesn’t matter， Grandfather. We’ll take the picture right back to the attic.”

She picked up the painting， but Mr. Alden held out a hand to her. “It’s all right， Violet. You can leave it here.”

“Is this our grandmother？” she asked.

Grandfather smiled. “Yes， it is. It was painted when she was a very young woman， and very beautiful. But then， she was beautiful until the day she died.”

“Why was it up in the attic？” Benny asked. “ Why isn’t it hanging right here？” Benny pointed to the wall over the fireplace.

Grandfather sighed. “Well， children， it’s a long story. All of you sit down and I’ll tell you.”

Benny and Violet sat at Mr. Alden’s feet. Jessie and Henry sat on the sofa next to Grandfather’s easy chair. They all looked at him， waiting for him to go on.

Grandfather cleared his throat.“I gave your grandmother—her name was Celia—the necklace she is wearing in the portrait as a wedding present. I had had it designed by a very talented jeweler. It was one of a kind. There was no other just like it anywhere. Your grandmother loved it so much she had this portrait painted of her wearing her precious wedding present. A year after our wedding， we had a big party to celebrate our first anniversary and， of course， she wore the necklace.

“Oh， it was a wonderful party， with food made by the best caterer in town and an orchestra and beautiful flowers. When the party was over， Celia put the necklace in its velvet box and placed the box in her dressing table drawer. She intended to put it in the safe the next day.”

“What happened then？” Benny asked breathlessly.

“Well，” Mr. Alden continued， “she was so busy the next day helping the caterers gather together all the dishes and glasses and pots they had brought to the house that she forgot about the necklace. Until that night. She opened her drawer and took out the velvet jewelry box... but it was empty. The necklace was gone.”

“Oh， no！” Jessie cried out.

“Where was it？” Benny asked， his eyes wide with surprise.

Grandfather shrugged. “We never found it. We looked all over. The police came the next day and questioned everyone who had been in the house the day before. Everyone—all the people who worked for the caterer， every delivery person， everyone. They even questioned me！But no one knew anything or had seen anything. The necklace was gone forever.”

“But the picture，” Violet asked softly， “why is it in the attic？”

Grandfather sighed again. “I had hung the painting right over the mantelpiece after it was painted. I loved looking at it. But once the necklace disappeared， your grandmother couldn’t bear to look at the painting. It always reminded her of the wedding present she had so loved that was gone. So we took the painting down and put it up in the attic. After all these years， I had forgotten it was still there.”

“That is such a sad story， Grandfather，” Jessie said.

Grandfather smiled. The sadness was gone from his face. “Well， Jessie， that was a long time ago. But I will tell you， that as the oldest granddaughter the necklace would have been yours.”

“Oh， Jessie， look what you might have had，” Benny said.

The children laughed and Grandfather stood up. “ Why don’t we all go into the kitchen and see if there is any of Mrs. McGregor’s chocolate cake left.”

“And some milk，” Benny added.

Grandfather laughed and put his arm around  shoulders. “And some milk，” he agreed.

They all sat around the big table in the cheerful kitchen. Grandfather poured milk for each of them and Jessie cut slices of cake.

“That’s the end of this chocolate cake，” she said， rinsing the empty plate under hot water.

“Maybe Mrs. McGregor will make another one tomorrow，” Benny said hopefully.

“Or a lemon meringue pie，” Henry said， just as hopefully.

As they ate their snack， Jessie said， “Grandfather，  so sad that  necklace just disappeared. Grandmother looked so lovely wearing it， too.”

Grandfather smiled. “Yes， she did. I’m glad that she had it to enjoy for a little while anyway.”

“Are you sure the police really talked to everyone who might have known anything about it？” Henry asked.

“Absolutely，” Mr. Alden said. “I was surprised at how many people they thought of to question. It was embarrassing， because they insisted on talking to all of our guests， too. And some of them weren’t very happy about that. They felt it was insulting. But the detective in charge of the case insisted.”

Mr. Alden smiled. “You can’t imagine where they looked for the necklace， too. As upset as we were at the time， your grandmother and I laughed.”

“Where？” Violet asked with interest.

“Would you believe even in the refrigerator？”

The children laughed. “Why the refrigerator？” Jessie asked.

“Well，” Mr. Alden said， “they said it  impossible that the thief might have put it there just for a little while... until he or she could get it out of the house.”

“That seems sort of silly，” Henry said.

“It did to me， too，” Mr. Alden said. “And it  in the refrigerator， anyway. But it did make a good story for a couple of years. It did make your grandmother laugh.”

“Grandfather，” Jessie said thoughtfully， “you said that Grandmother opened the jewelry box and it was empty.”

“That’s right， Jessie，” Mr. Alden said.

“What did you do with the box？” Jessie asked. “It must have always reminded Grandmother of the theft.”

“You’re right，”Grandfather said. “So I took the empty box and put it in a drawer in the desk in my den. That way your grandmother wouldn’t keep seeing it.”

“And then did you throw it away？” Benny asked.

“No， children， believe it or not， I still have that empty box，” Mr. Alden said.

Violet’s eyes widened. “Could we see it？” she asked.

“Of course，” Mr. Alden said. “I still have it in the den.”

They all walked into the little room that Grandfather had set up as an office at home. It was here that he did any work he brought home from his office. It was a comfortable room with a leather couch and an easy chair and a big desk. Mr. Alden opened a drawer in the mahogany desk and took out a square blue velvet box. He gently handed it to Violet.

Violet opened the box and looked at the inside， which was lined with ivory-colored satin. There was a soft hollow that had once held the sapphire necklace. “I can almost see it，” Violet said.

“Me too！” Benny agreed.

“Well， now，” Grandfather said cheerfully， “I  want you children to be upset about this. So  just forget about it. It’s bedtime， anyway.”

Later Jessie sat in Violet’s bedroom and watched Violet brushing her hair. Anyone looking at the room would have immediately known it was Violet’s. The wallpaper， the bedspread， and the curtains all had violets on them.

Violet stopped brushing and turned to Jessie. “ What do you suppose happened to the necklace？”

“I don’t know，” Jessie answered， lying on her back on Violet’s bed. “Grandfather said they questioned everybody and there were no clues at all.”

Violet sighed. “What a shame. It looked like such a beautiful necklace. It would have been gorgeous around your neck， too.”

They both laughed at the very idea of it and then forgot about the missing necklace when Watch came in and tried to jump up on the bed.

It rained for the next three days， and the Aldens were becoming more and more bored. One afternoon they were all in the boxcar. Henry was trying to write his poem for Grandfather’s birthday. Violet and Benny were playing jacks， and Jessie was reading the Greenfield newspaper. Suddenly she let out a cry.

“Look，” she shouted. She held out the paper with one hand and pointed to a picture with the other.

Henry， Violet， and Benny ran over and all stared at the paper. “Look at what？” Benny asked. “It’s just a picture of a lady we don’t know.”

“Look at what she’s wearing！” Jessie insisted.

Violet took the paper. “She’s wearing an evening dress. It’s very pretty. And the caption under the picture says： 





Mrs. Elizabeth Harkins， who was the chairperson of the Elmford Hospital Dance.”





“What else is she wearing？” Jessie asked impatiently.

Henry looked closer. “A necklace，” he said.

“It looks just like the necklace in the painting，” Jessie said.

Violet looked at the paper again. “Jessie， the necklace in this picture is so small and the picture is black and white. How can you tell anything from this？”

“I know they look alike，” Jessie said. “Let’s go back to the house and look at the painting again.”

They all ran back and into the living room， where Grandfather had left the painting leaning against a bookcase. Jessie put the portrait down on the sofa and placed the newspaper picture right next to it. The children leaned over and looked at them both very closely.

“See！” Jessie said. “They do look alike！”

“I think she’s right，” Violet said.

Henry frowned. “I can’t really tell.”

Benny hopped on one foot with excitement. “ Maybe we have another mystery. But how are we going to solve it？ We don’t even know that Mrs. Harkins.”

Henry looked at the newspaper again. “Look！ She lives in Elmford... where Aunt Jane lives. Maybe we could go to visit Aunt Jane and—”

“And talk to Mrs. Harkins，” Jessie finished for him.

“We’ll have to ask Grandfather if we can go，” Violet said.

“He likes us to visit Aunt Jane，” Benny assured her.

Henry looked thoughtful. “I don’t think we should tell Grandfather about Mrs. Harkins. If it turns out her necklace is a different one from our ， he’d be so disappointed.”

Violet agreed. “Henry is right. We don’t want to upset Grandfather for no reason.”

“All right，” Jessie said. “We’ll ask him about visiting Aunt Jane tonight.”

Violet went over to the desk in a corner of the room and took a large sheet of white paper and a pencil out of a drawer.

“What are you doing？” Jessie asked.

Violet sat down next to the painting and， leaning on a large book， started to draw. “I’m going to copy the necklace very carefully. So， if we do get to talk to Mrs. Harkins， we can show her what our necklace looks like.”

Benny watched her carefully. “But ours is blue.”

Violet smiled. “Right. I’ll color my picture when I’m finished.”

“That’s a great idea， Violet，” Henry said， looking at his sister with admiration.


Chapter　3　
 A Visit to Aunt Jane


After dinner， all the Aldens sat out on the wide green lawn and enjoyed the soft， cool evening breeze. When the children told Mr. Alden they wanted to visit Aunt Jane， he agreed right away. He thought it was a fine idea.

“You haven’t been away this summer at all，” he said. “I’ll call her right now.”

Aunt Jane thought the visit was a fine idea， too.  be especially happy to see you because Uncle Andy is away on business and I’m really lonesome，” she told Jessie on the phone.

It was arranged that the Aldens would take the one o’clock bus the next day and Aunt Jane would be waiting at the bus stop for them.

In the morning they all packed small， brightly colored suitcases. Benny made sure his pink cup was in his. At one o’clock Grandfather drove them to the bus station and waved good-bye. At three they were in Elmford where Aunt Jane was waiting for them. They couldn’t wait to get to Aunt Jane’s old farmhouse， thinking of the cold water in the pond not far from her house， and how they’d enjoy splashing in it.

When they had unpacked and played in the creek for over an hour， they all joined Aunt Jane in her big kitchen. Benny tore lettuce for a dinner salad. Henry mashed potatoes. Violet cut string beans， and Jessie and Aunt Jane shaped turkey patties. Aunt Jane was very aware of healthy eating and tried to get the Aldens to enjoy her menus... even the turkey patties instead of hamburgers. They never told her they weren’t crazy about the turkey patties.

Violet and Jessie exchanged a glance. Then Jessie quickly told Aunt Jane the story of their finding the portrait and then seeing Mrs. Harkins’ picture in the newspaper. Aunt Jane was astounded.

“Your grandmother’s necklace has been missing for years. I can’t believe Mrs. Harkins’ necklace is the same one，” Aunt Jane said， looking at the Aldens.

“Do you know Mrs. Harkins？” Henry asked.

Aunt Jane shook her head. “A little. We aren’t really friends， but in a small town like Elmford， everybody knows almost everybody else.”

“Could you call her and ask if we could talk to her？” Jessie asked， wiping her hands on the apron she was wearing. She waited eagerly for Aunt Jane’s answer.

“I don’t know，” Aunt Jane replied. “I’m not sure she’d want to be questioned by four strange children she’s never met.”

“Try，” Violet pleaded. “Please！”

“Please，” Benny repeated.

“All right，” Aunt Jane agreed. “I’ll call her.”

Aunt Jane went into the sitting room next to the kitchen and made her call. She came back and said， “Mrs. Harkins said you could come by at eleven tomorrow morning. She didn’t seem too happy at the idea， but she did say she’d see you. She said to be on time.”

Benny threw his arms around Aunt Jane. “Yo a good aunt.”

After breakfast the next morning， Aunt Jane told the Aldens exactly where Mrs. Harkins lived. They had all visited Aunt Jane so many times that they knew their way around town very well. They took the bikes Aunt Jane kept for them and rode through the green countryside， passing well-kept farms and small houses. The air smelled sweet and fresh.

“Look！ Cows！” Benny shouted， pointing to three cows grazing lazily behind a wire fence next to the road. “I like farms，” he said positively.

“You just like cows， because they give you the milk you love so much，” Jessie said， laughing.

The children pedaled slowly so that they arrived at Mrs. Harkins’ just at eleven. They remembered her instructions to be on time. Her home was a large， redbrick house with white shuttered windows. A maid answered Jessie’s ring and took them into a large， comfortable living room. Mrs. Harkins stood waiting for the Aldens.

She was a small， attractive woman of about fifty. “Well，” she said. “Your aunt said you wanted to talk to me about a necklace... or something like that. Why would four young children be interested in a necklace？”

Jessie took the newspaper picture out of her pocket and showed it to Mrs. Harkins. “The necklace you’re wearing—” she began.

“Why don’t we all sit down，” Elizabeth Harkins said， leading them all into the living room. “We’ll be more comfortable.”

“The necklace—” Jessie continued.

“It looks like our grandmother’s，” Benny blurted out.

Mrs. Harkins frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Violet reached into her knapsack and smoothed out her drawing of the Alden necklace. “You see， our grandmother had this necklace. We think it looks like the one you wore to the dance.”

Suddenly a man appeared in the doorway. “Elizabeth，” he said firmly， “please come in here.”

Mrs. Harkins stood up. “Excuse me. My husband wants to talk to me.”

She walked into the next room. First there was just a murmur of voices. Then the sounds were louder， as if the Harkins were arguing. The Aldens looked at each other.

“Maybe we should leave，” Violet said. “I think we’ve upset them.”

Mr. Harkins then said， loud enough to be heard in the next room， “Be careful！”

Mrs. Harkins came back and sat down again. “I really only have a couple of minutes to talk to you children. What do you want？” Her voice was cold.

Henry said， “We just were wondering if your necklace could possibly be—”

Mrs. Harkins interrupted him. “The necklace  mine.” Now she smiled. “The Elmford Museum lent it to me to wear to the dance， because it was a charity affair for the hospital. I don’t know anything about the necklace at all.”

She stood up and held her hand out to Jessie. “It was very nice meeting all of you. Now I have an appointment I must get to. I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

Outside the house， Benny said， “She wasn’t very friendly. Was she？” He looked very puzzled.

Henry put an arm around  shoulders.  right， Benny. She wasn’t.”

“What do we do now？” Violet asked.

“Eat！” Benny said. “I’m hungry.”

Jessie turned to Henry. “Remember that nice little coffee shop on Main Street？ Let’s go there for lunch.”

“Good idea，” Benny said.

In minutes they were seated in a booth in the small coffee shop. “First let’s order， then we can talk about Mrs. Harkins，” Violet said.

When the waitress stopped at their table， Benny ordered a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich， chocolate cake， and milk. He smiled when he finished ordering.

“Can you eat that much， Benny？” Jessie asked.

“Sure can. Watch，” Benny answered.

Henry ordered a grilled cheese and a cola. Jessie had tuna fish and a milk shake and Violet ordered a hamburger and milk.Then Jessie said，“I  understand， if Mrs. Harkins doesn’t even own the necklace， why was she so cold to us？”

“And why did Mr. Harkins tell her to ‘Be careful’？” Henry asked.

“Well， I think the next thing to do is go to the museum and talk to someone there，” Jessie suggested.

“We’ll do that right after lunch，” Henry said.

As soon as they finished eating， the Alden children biked to the small museum. When they got there， they saw a sign on the door that read：





　CLOSED ON MONDAY

　HOURS： TUES-SUN. I 2-5.





“Oh， no！” Violet cried out. “Maybe we should have called first.”

“Now what should we do？” Benny asked. “I’m getting hot.”

Henry glanced down the street where he saw a small movie theater. “How about a movie to escape the heat？ It should be cool in there.”

“Well，” Benny said， thoughtfully， “if the  not mushy. I don’t want to sit through a mushy movie.”

Jessie laughed. “It  mushy at all.  a western.”

“Let’s go！” Benny shouted.

“I’ll call Aunt Jane and tell her we’ll be home later，” Violet said.


Chapter　4　
 At the Museum


The next day the Aldens were at the museum at exactly twelve o’clock. The entrance lobby was cool and quiet. The highly polished wood floors made their footsteps echo throughout the room. Henry pointed to an office to their right. They all walked to the door and peered in.

“Anyone here？” Henry called out.

A small， gray-haired man came out of a supply closet. In his hands were some pads of paper. He smoothed his mustache and walked toward the Aldens.

“Can I help you？” he asked， smiling. “I’m Carl Mason.”

At first the children were silent， not knowing where to begin. Then Jessie said， “Mrs. Harkins told us the necklace she wore to the hospital dance belonged to the museum.”

“Indeed it does，” Mr. Mason said. “But why are you youngsters interested in the necklace？”

“Because we think it belonged to our grandmother，” Benny blurted out.

Mr. Mason laughed loudly. “That’s a good joke！”

“Could we see your necklace？” Violet asked.

“No reason not，” Mr. Mason replied. “Follow me.” He led the children to a small room with a display case in the center. In the case was the necklace. It glittered under the light.

“Oh，” Violet whispered. “Its so beautiful.”“Oh， yes，” Jessie agreed. She took the newspaper picture and Violet’s drawing out of her pocket and put them on top of the display case.

The Aldens gathered closer and looked at the necklace and the pictures.

Quickly Henry explained about the necklace to Mr. Mason.

“So you think this necklace might be your grandmother’s？”Mr. Mason asked.

Jessie examined Violet’s drawing again. “It looks like your necklace. Don’t you think so？”

Mr. Mason laughed again. “First of all， there are probably many necklaces that look exactly like these.”

“Oh， no，” Violet said. “Grandfather said his was designed just for our grandmother.”

“Well now， children，” Mr. Mason said， “you know that everyone isn’t always totally honest. This designer might not have kept his word.”

Benny looked upset. “Oh！” he said.

Mr. Mason looked at the Aldens and cleared his throat. “Why don’t you just leave this drawing？ When I have more time， I’ll look at it closely.”

Violet frowned. “When do you think that will be？”

“I don’t know，” Mr. Mason said， curtly. “Come back tomorrow afternoon after three. We’ll talk again if I have time.” Mr. Mason led the Aldens to the front door and made sure they left.

As they walked to their bikes， Benny said， “I  think anyone in this town likes us. ”

Violet laughed and put an arm around him. “I like you，” she said.

Jessie sighed and said， “Let’s go back to the pond and cool off.”

“Right，” Henry agreed. “First， we can go to that little market.” He pointed to a store across the street. “We’ll buy things for lunch and take Aunt Jane on a picnic.”

“You’re a smart brother，” Benny said， heading for the store.

In the market， they bought bread and ham and cheese for sandwiches. Benny lifted a container of chocolate milk from a case. Violet picked out fresh fruit while Jessie added cookies to their order.

Aunt Jane was folding laundry in the kitchen when the children came home. “We’re going to take you out to lunch，” Benny told Aunt Jane proudly.

“Right，” Henry said. “We’re going to picnic at the pond.”

“Wonderful，” Aunt Jane said. And then she asked， “What happened at the museum？”

She listened with total attention as the Aldens took turns telling her about their conversation with Mr. Mason.

“We did see the necklace，” Violet said. “It’s so beautiful.”

“I think it could be Grandmother’s，” Jessie said.

As the children made the sandwiches and packed the picnic basket， Aunt Jane thought about their visit to the museum. Finally she said， “It is really very hard to believe that after all these years， the necklace in the museum is the Alden necklace.”

“I think Aunt Jane is probably right，” Henry said. “After all when the robbery took place it must have been reported in the Greenfield newspaper. Elmford isn’t that far away. People here would have read about it.”

Aunt Jane thought for a moment. “As a matter of fact， it wasn’t in the Greenfield paper. The printing press was broken and the paper wasn’t published for a week. I remember your grandfather telling me that.”

“I’m tired of the necklace，” Benny said. “Let’s go to the pond.”

At the pond， Uncle Andy had hung a big， old rubber tire to a tree on a long rope. One by one the Aldens sat in the center of the tire， swung out over the pond， and dropped in. Benny and Henry went in together， since the middle of the pond was over  head. They all forgot about the necklace as they sailed out over the pond and then fell in.

They didn’t think about it much either， while they ate dinner and listened to Aunt Jane tell funny stories about her growing-up years. When the phone rang in the next room， Aunt Jane said， “Jessie dear， will you answer it？”

Jessie ran in and picked up the receiver. “Hello，” she said.

A woman’s voice asked， “Who is this？”

Jessie said， “I’m Jessie Alden... Jane Bean’s niece. I’m visiting her for a few days.”

“I think you should go home，” the woman said. “I think you and your brothers should just go home. Right away.”

“Who is this？” Jessie asked nervously.

But all she heard was the phone being hung up.

Slowly Jessie walked back into the kitchen.

“Who was it？” Aunt Jane asked.

“It was a woman who said we should all go home... right away. When I asked who it was， she just hung up.”

Henry said angrily， “Well， she had some nerve.”

“Did you recognize the voice？” Violet asked.

“Was it that Mrs. Harkins， who didn’t like us？” Benny asked.

“It didn’t sound like her at all. But I don’t know who it was，” Jessie replied.

“I don’t like this，” Aunt Jane said. “Not one bit. Maybe you should go home. Maybe I should call your grandfather and tell him—”

“Oh， no，” Jessie interrupted. “We want to try to find out about the necklace just a little bit longer. Think how happy Grandfather would be if we found the necklace.”

“He’d love that，” Aunt Jane said， “but he  want any harm to come to you children. He’d be very angry with me if I let that happen.”

“Aunt Jane，” Henry said， “we’re not going to get hurt. It’s probably just someone playing a joke on us.”

“Except，” Benny said， “we don’t know anyone here who would play a joke on us.”

They all silently agreed with Benny.

“We have to go back to the museum tomorrow，” Violet said.

“Please，” Jessie added.

“Well， all right，” Aunt Jane finally said. “But  going with you. I’ll drive you into town and we’ll all talk to Mr. Mason together.”


Chapter　5　
 Follow the Leader


The Aldens could hardly wait until it was time to go to the museum. They ate breakfast and lunch as slowly as they could so the time would pass. They played three games of badminton. Finally， they all piled into Aunt Jane’s car and drove into town.

When they got to the museum， Mr. Mason looked startled to see Aunt Jane. Violet and Jessie exchanged a glance when they saw Mr. Mason’s surprised face. “Well， Mrs. Bean，” he said， “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I just thought I’d drive the Aldens into town，” she said.

“Mr. Mason，” Henry asked， “have you had time to look at Violet’s drawing of the necklace yet？”

“Well now， young man，” Carl Mason began. “A very strange thing happened. The drawing is gone.”

“Gone！” Violet and Jessie said at the same time.

Mr. Mason cleared his throat. “The cleaning man was here last night， and I guess in his effort to straighten up my desk he just threw out some things he  have. I’m really very sorry.”

All the Aldens secretly thought he didn’t look sorry.

“My sister took a lot of time to make that drawing，” Benny said. “I’ll bet she feels really bad that you threw out her picture. It was very good， too.”

Violet raised her chin and looked at Mr. Mason. “It’s all right， Benny. I can make another one when I get home.”

“Well， my dear， you just do that，” Mr. Mason said.

Aunt Jane took Benny by the hand and said， “ Mr. Mason， I wonder if I could see the necklace， please.”

Carl Mason looked very unhappy. “Of course， Mrs. Bean. Just come right this way.”

They all walked into the room that held the display case. Aunt Jane looked at the necklace and said softly， “It is lovely.”

Suddenly， Jessie said， “Look！ I didn’t notice this yesterday.” She pointed to a small card on the lower part of the case. She read out loud， “Donated by Mrs. Lorraine Newton.”

“What does that word donated mean？” Benny asked.

“It means that the necklace was given as a gift to the museum by Mrs. Newton，” Henry said.

“Who is she？” Benny asked.

“Mrs. Lorraine Newton is a very important person in Elmford，” Mr. Mason said. “She is a very wealthy and well-known woman here.”

“And the necklace is hers？” Violet asked.

“Well， it was hers， until she very generously gave it to the museum. That was many years ago，” Mr. Mason said. “Really， that’s all I can tell you.”

Aunt Jane said， “I’m sorry to have bothered you， Mr. Mason. I guess it’s time we left.” She guided the children out of the museum.

In the car driving home， Aunt Jane said， “I know what you are all thinking. You want to visit Mrs. Newton， but I don’t think you can do that. The necklace must have been hers. You can’t just go and ask her a lot of questions.”

“Not a lot，” Henry said. “Just a few.”

“I don’t know，” Aunt Jane said.

“We  go home without talking to Mrs. Newton，” Jessie said. “We just can’t.”

“I doubt that she’ll even see you，” Aunt Jane said.

“Can’t we try？” Jessie asked.

Aunt Jane laughed. “Well， I do admit you are the most determined children I’ve ever known. You get it from your grandfather. All right， but don’t bother the poor woman longer than a few minutes.”

Aunt Jane looked at Henry who was sitting next to her. The other children were in the backseat. “Henry， you keep looking at the side mirror. Is there something bothering you？”

Henry didn’t take his eyes off the mirror. “Aunt Jane， someone is following us.”

Jessie， Benny， and Violet immediately turned around and looked out of the back window. Benny was now kneeling on the seat.

“Henry， what an imagination you have，” Aunt Jane said. “Why would anyone want to follow us？”

“I think it’s Mr. Mason，” Jessie said， staring out of the window.

“Oh， Jessie，” Aunt Jane said， laughing. “You’ve been playing detective too many times. Mr. Mason would have no reason to follow us.”

“Aunt Jane，” Henry said， “just to test him， make a right turn at the corner.”

Aunt Jane turned the car， and the car behind turned right， too.

“See，” Benny said， “he turned， too. He is following us.”

Aunt Jane laughed. “Well， maybe the man wanted to go right because he lives near here. I’m going back to the main road and  going to take you all to Kenniston Park. It’s wonderful there. We’ll rent a boat and go rowing， and we’ll eat there， too. Maybe it will take your minds off the necklace. I hope it will.”

But the children all kept looking at the car behind them. When they left Elmford and were riding toward Kenniston， the car behind them disappeared.

“See，” Aunt Jane said cheerfully. “It’s gone.”

“Yes，” Henry agreed. “But it only turned off when we left Elmford.”

When they got to Kenniston Park， they went to the lake， where Aunt Jane rented the largest rowboat. The Aldens sat two by two opposite each other， and Aunt Jane sat in the back. Violet and Jessie rowed together and then Benny and Henry. Aunt Jane trailed her hand in the cool water and watched the Aldens pulling on the oars. All of them loved every minute and they were all able to forget about the necklace.

Then they walked to a food stand in the park and bought hot dogs and bags of potato chips and sodas. They sat on the grass by the lake while they ate.

“Mrs. McGregor wouldn’t approve of us eating this kind of dinner，” Violet said， smiling.

“Well，” Aunt Jane said， “I don’t like eating junk food either， but it can’t hurt once in a while.”

They finished their food and sat quietly watching the sky darken， and lights come on in the park. Music came from somewhere in the distance. Benny fell asleep with his head in Jessie’s lap. When it was time to leave， Henry carried him to the car. The Aldens all agreed it had been a wonderful night. But every now and then， Jessie and Violet and Henry each thought of the sparkling sapphire necklace in the display case in the now dark museum.


Chapter　6　
 Another Strange Visit


The next morning Aunt Jane was out in the garden cutting flowers while the Aldens ate breakfast. “We have to see Mrs. Newton this morning，” Jessie said. “Soon Grandfather will want us to come home. I know he misses us.”

Violet said， “We’ll have to call her first.”

“I don’t know，” Henry said， thoughtfully. “Maybe we should just go without calling her.”

Violet shook her head. “It isn’t polite to do that，” she said.

“Well， it  polite for her to have our grandmother’s necklace， either，” Benny said firmly.

Jessie and Henry laughed and even Violet had to smile. “You know， Benny’s right，” Henry said.

They finished their breakfast of cold cereal， buttered toast with jam， and milk， and went upstairs to dress. “We all have to look spic-and-span，” Jessie said. “So we can impress Mrs. Newton with what nice children we are.”

Jessie and Violet both put on flowered skirts and blouses.  was sparkling white and  lavender. Benny and Henry wore khaki pants and white shirts. When they came downstairs， Aunt Jane was arranging her flowers.

“I can guess where you’re going，” she said. “But did you call Mrs. Newton？”

Jessie and Henry exchanged a guilty look. “We thought we’d just go. Just for a few minutes，” he added quickly. “We won’t stay long.”

Aunt Jane smiled. “I know I shouldn’t agree， but just promise you won’t stay long.”

“Absolutely，” Jessie said.

“Positively，” Benny added.

The Aldens followed the directions Aunt Jane gave them to Mrs. Newton’s house. They gasped when they arrived. The house was three stories high with big columns at the front and a circular driveway leading up to it. There were beautiful rosebushes on either side. The Aldens rode up， left their bikes in the grass， and rang the doorbell. 

A woman opened the door and looked at the Aldens. Her face was unsmiling. She was silent for a moment.

“Yes？” she finally said.

Jessie looked at her sister and brothers and then said， “I’m Jessie Alden. These are my brothers and my sister. We wondered if we could talk to Mrs. Lorraine Newton. Are you her？”

“No，” the woman answered. “I’m her daughter， Laura Newton Garrison. My mother is out on the back patio. Follow me. We’ve been expecting you.”

Inside the house， Violet asked， “Yo been expecting us？”

“Yes，” Laura Garrison said. “Mr. Mason called yesterday and said that you had been at the museum， asking a lot of questions. He was sure you would pay us a visit.”

Mrs. Garrison led the Aldens through a large living room out onto a sunny patio. A white-haired woman in a flowered summer dress was sitting stiffly in a green wicker chair. She looked at the Alden children coldly.

“Tell me what you want，” she ordered.

Once again， the Aldens told the tale of the necklace. “I don’t have the drawing I made，” Violet said. “Mr. Mason said someone must have thrown it away. So you can’t see just what we mean. But... ”

Benny looked at Mrs. Newton and said， “Our grandfather would be so happy if we could find his necklace and give it—”

Laura Garrison interrupted Benny and looked at her mother. “Mother， maybe we should—” There was a sad tone to her voice.

“Laura！” Mrs. Newton said， as if she were warning her daughter.

“You children have been imagining this whole necklace story. It is definitely not your . I know it. The necklace has been in my family for generations. It has been handed down from one generation to another.”

“Wh a generation？” Benny whispered to Henry.

“I’ll tell you later，” Henry replied.

Laura looked at her mother again. “Mother， I think it is time—”

“I think it is time，” Mrs. Newton said， “for these children to have some juice and then go home.” She remained unsmiling. She leaned forward and poured a glass of grape juice from a pitcher on the table in front of her. She handed a glass to each of the Aldens. When she reached over to give Jessie hers， it slipped from her hand and crashed to the ground. Drops of the purple juice splattered all over Jessie’s white blouse.

“Oh，” Jessie cried out. She stood up and wiped at her blouse. Somehow， she felt this had not been an accident.

Mrs. Newton handed Jessie a napkin and said， “I think you should go home and wash your shirt immediately. That will get the stains out.”

“But the necklace，” Violet said. “What about... ”

Mrs. Newton stood up. “My dear child， the necklace was mine. I gave it to the museum. That’s the end of the story. You must simply give up your silly ideas. We have talked about this enough.”

The children all stood. “Thank you for seeing us，” Henry said.

Mrs. Newton nodded. “I hope you will all go back to Greenfield now and forget about this.”

Laura led the Aldens to the front hall. “I know my mother can be rather cold sometimes. She doesn’t mean to be. She really doesn’t.”

Jessie stopped at a mirror over a table in the hall and looked in to see how stained her shirt was. She glanced down at the table and saw an unopened envelope. It was addressed to Mrs. Lorraine Newton， but the return address was a Mrs. Susan Barstow at 1600 Hudson Lane in Silver City. Silver City was the town next to Greenfield.

Jessie  say anything to the other Aldens about the letter she’d seen. She wanted to think about it first. When they reached Aunt Jane’s they told her about Mrs. Newton.

“Well，” Aunt Jane said， “I guess that is that. The necklace must belong to Mrs. Newton.”

Violet nodded. “I guess you’re right. I think we should call Grandfather and tell him we are coming home tomorrow. I miss him a lot.”

Aunt Jane agreed. “I’ll be sorry to see you all go， but I think Violet is right. You should go home.”

Henry frowned. “I hate to go like this. I guess this will just have to be one mystery we aren’t going to solve. It sure is a disappointment！”

Jessie called Mr. Alden. When she hung up she was smiling. “He sounded so happy that we were coming home. He said he’d tell Watch to expect us， too.”

The next day they all kissed Aunt Jane good-bye. “Call me and let me know you got home safely，” she said to them at the bus stop.

“We will，” Benny promised.

At home Grandfather welcomed them. He had left his mill early so that he could meet his grandchildren at the Greenfield bus stop. He drove them to the house and they all sat outside in the late afternoon sun， drinking lemonade. Watch ran from one child to the other， nuzzling their hands， happy to have his family around.

“Tell me what you did at Aunt Jane’s，”Grandfather said.

The children exchanged a quick look.

“Well，” Benny said， “we swung in an old tire at the pond.”

“We went to Kenniston Park，” Violet carefully said.

“And we went to the museum，” Jessie added.

“Twice，” Benny said.

Mr. Alden looked impressed. “I think that’s fine， having that much of an interest in the Elmford Museum.”

“It certainly was interesting，” Benny said， smiling.

When Mrs. McGregor called them in for dinner， Mr. Alden said， “I want you to stop in the living room first and see something.”

When they reached the door of the room， Violet gasped. “Look！”

Over the mantelpiece was their  portrait. “I thought it was time to put it up again，” Mr. Alden said. “Even though I don’t have the necklace， I do have the picture. We should enjoy it.”

“I wish we had the necklace， too，” Benny said.

“So do I，” Grandfather said in agreement. “So do I.”


Chapter　7　
 No More Clues？


The next afternoon the children were in the boxcar， playing Monopoly. Suddenly Jessie put the dice down. “I have something to tell you，” she said.

“What？” Benny shouted. “It sounds like another mystery.”

“It’s the same mystery，” Jessie said. “Do you remember when we were leaving Mrs. ， I stopped to look in the mirror？”

“I remember，” Violet answered.

“Well，” Jessie continued. “There was a letter on the table under the mirror. It was addressed to Mrs. Newton， but the return address was a Mrs. Susan Barstow in Silver City.”

“That’s right near here，” Henry said. “But I see  so strange about that. What are you thinking？”

Jessie shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seemed funny to me. Mrs. Newton getting a letter from a place so near here.”

“I don’t follow you， Jessie，” Henry said. “What do you want to do？”

“I thought， maybe， we could just bike ride over there and well... ”

“Do what？” Violet asked.

“Just look at the house， I guess，” Jessie answered.

“What are you looking for？” Benny asked.

“I just can’t believe we are at a dead end，” Jessie said. “Maybe we’ll see something at Mrs. Barstow’s. I don’t know what. But it can’t hurt to look.”

“I guess it can’t hurt，” Violet agreed.

“Let’s go！” Benny said.

They ran up to the house and into the kitchen where Mrs. McGregor was making spaghetti sauce. “ We’re going for a bike ride，” Jessie said.

Mrs. McGregor looked away from the pot she was stirring. “Be careful and don’t be late for dinner.”

“We won’t，” Henry said.

“Was that a lie？” Benny asked， as they all took their bikes from the garage.

“No， it wasn’t， Benny. We are going for a bike ride，” Henry said.

“We just didn’t say where we’re going，” Violet said.

“And Mrs. McGregor  ask， so  okay，” Henry added.

“Okay，” Benny said.

They rode along， enjoying the warm sun and the fresh smells of summer grass. When they got to Silver City they stopped and asked a policeman the way to 1600 Hudson Lane. It was small and white with blue shutters and a neat little garden in front. The Aldens stopped behind a hedge to the left of the house and got off their bikes.

“Now that we’re here，” Henry said， “what are we looking for？”

Jessie said， “I guess I really don’t know. I just didn’t want to give up.”

They waited for five minutes， but no one came out of the house. “I’m bored，” Benny said.

Violet laughed. “At least you’re not hungry.”

“I hungry，too，” Benny said， smiling mischievously.

Just then a car pulled up. “Look！” Jessie whispered.

Laura Garrison walked up the path to the house and rang the bell. The door opened and she went inside.

“I wonder what she’s doing here？” Violet said.

“Well， if Mrs. Barstow writes to Mrs. Newton， Laura might know her， too. So it’s not so strange if she visits Mrs. Barstow，” Henry said.

They waited silently， watching the house.

Finally， Laura Garrison came out. The Aldens couldn’t see who was in the doorway， but a woman’s voice was loud enough for them to hear. “I will never agree to what you want， Laura. Never！”

“I think you’re wrong， Susan—you and my mother，” Laura replied.

Then she went back to her car and drove away.

“What do you suppose that meant？” Jessie said， thoughtfully.

“I don’t think we’ll ever know，” Henry answered. “Let’s go home.”

“Maybe we should talk to Mrs. Barstow？” Jessie said.

“Jessie， what would you say to her？” Violet asked.

“I don’t know. I just hate to go without talking to her，” Jessie said.

Henry frowned slightly. “Chances are Mrs. Garrison is just a friend of this Mrs. Barstow. Nothing more than that. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

Jessie shook her head， disagreeing. “Then why did she shout at Mrs. Garrison and say， ‘I will never agree to what you want’？”

“That didn’t sound very friendly to me，” Benny said.

The Aldens stood in silence for a few minutes. Then Henry said， “Well if we did go in， what would you ask her？”

“I just ask if she knew anything about the necklace，” Jessie answered.

“How can we just go up and ring her bell？ We don’t even know her，” Violet said. “That’s very rude.”

“We went to Mrs. Newton without calling，” Benny reminded them.

“Right，” Violet said， “and I thought that wasn’t polite， either.”

Jessie looked so downcast that Violet touched her arm and said， “All right， Jessie， we’ll do it.”

A smile lit up Jessie’s face. “You don’t have to worry. I’ll do all the talking.”

The children went up the walk to Mrs. Barstow’s house and rang the bell. Soon a tall， thin woman with dark brown hair opened the door. She smiled and said， “I’m sorry but I’ve bought all the cookies I can manage to eat in the next year.”

Benny looked at her in awe. “You have？”

“Excuse me， Mrs. Barstow， but we aren’t selling anything. I wondered if we could talk to you for just a few minutes？” Jessie asked politely.

Susan Barstow looked surprised. “About what？” she asked.

“About our grandmother’s necklace，” Benny said quickly.

The smile left Susan  face.“What necklace？” she asked.

Violet asked shyly， “Couldn’t we come in for just a little while？”

Mrs. Barstow thought for a minute and then said， “Just for a few minutes. But I can tell you right away that I don’t know anything about any necklace.”

She led them into a small living room and beckoned to them to sit down. Jessie， in as few words as possible， told the story again of the Alden necklace and their visits to Mrs. Harkins and Mrs. Newton.

Susan Barstow didn’t meet the children’s eyes. She looked out of the window and carefully said， “I can’t help you at all. I’ve never heard of the necklace you’re talking about.”

Suddenly a whistling sound came from the kitchen. “My teakettle is boiling，” Mrs. Barstow said. “I’ll be right back.”

When Mrs. Barstow was out of the room， Jessie looked around. Suddenly she jumped up and walked over to the mantelpiece. “Look，” she cried.

The other children ran over to her. Jessie pointed to a large framed picture on the mantel. It was of Mrs. Newton and two small boys. It was an old picture， but Mrs. Newton was easily recognizable.

“It’s that Mrs. Newton，” Benny said.

“Yes，” Jessie replied. “See.”

The teakettle stopped whistling and Henry whispered， “Jessie， what does that picture prove？”

“Well，” Jessie answered， “they do know each other.”

“We guessed that before，” Violet whispered.

Mrs. Barstow came back into the room. It seemed to the Alden children that she paled a little when she saw them looking at the picture. “I don’t have much time，” she said.

Jessie pointed to the photograph. “Isn’t that Mrs. Newton？”

Susan Barstow nodded. “Yes， it is. She’s a very good friend of mine， and has been for years. That’s a picture of her with my children， taken a number of years ago.”

“Oh，” Jessie said. She didn’t know anything else to say or ask.

Mrs. Barstow’s face softened a little. “You children should just go home and forget about the necklace nonsense. If someone stole your grandfather’s necklace， I can’t give you any help. I don’t know anything about it.”

Jessie said softly， “That was Laura Garrison who was here. We saw her before we came in.”

The softness left Mrs. Barstow’s face. “Laura is a friend of mine also. Now I have to ask you all to leave， and I also must ask you not to bother me or Mrs. Newton anymore.”

“We sorry if we bothered you，” Violet said apologetically. “We won’t do it again.”

The children left and started biking home. “I think she’s hiding something，” Jessie said.

“Jessie，” Henry replied， “everything she said could be true： Mrs. Newton is her friend. If Mrs. Newton is her friend， she would certainly know Laura Garrison. Maybe we are imagining things.”

“I believe Jessie，” Benny said loyally.

“I don’t know，” Violet said. “I think maybe Jessie is right. But there’s nothing else we can do anyway.”

After dinner that night， Mr. Alden took his grandchildren to town to a big ice cream parlor. They all ordered double cones and， as they were leaving， Laura Garrison came in with a man. When she saw the Aldens she smiled slightly. “This is my husband. We had dinner in Greenfield tonight，” she said. She turned to her husband. “These are the Alden children I told you about.”

Mr. Garrison looked at his wife. “Maybe we should all sit down and talk.”

Mrs. Garrison stared at him for a moment and her cheeks got paler. “I don’t think so. Mother ...”

She stopped talking， took her husband’s arm， and walked away with him.

“Who was that？” Mr. Alden asked.

“We met her in Elmford，” Jessie explained.

“She seems like a very nervous lady，” Mr. Alden said. But then his mind strayed from Laura Garrison to Benny， who had just dropped his ice cream cone on the street and was looking very surprised.

“Grandfather，” Benny shouted. “My cone！ And I hardly had more than four licks.”

Grandfather laughed and took  hand. “Don’t worry Benny. I’ll buy you another one.”

For the next few days Jessie tried to forget about the necklace. The children agreed that since they had no more clues to follow， they might as well not think about it. Instead， they continued their planning for Mr. Alden’s birthday party.

“I think，” Benny said， “we should have a chocolate cake with chocolate icing and chocolate ice cream.”

The other children laughed.

“I haven’t decided yet what I’m going to play on my violin. I know Grandfather loves waltzes， but I don’t know one to play，” Violet said.

“I’ve decided to decorate the dining room with balloons and streamers and especially a big sign that says ‘Happy Birthday’ ，” Jessie said.

“And here is my poem，” Henry announced. “It’s not very good but at least it’s all mine.”





Poems are very hard to write，

And I have tried both day and night.

But this is what I want to say，

Grandfather， have the best birthday.





“I think it’s very good，” Benny said.

“Me， too，” the girls agreed.

They talked more about the party， enjoying all the plans. After dinner， they went up to Henry’s room and talked about what they would wear from the attic. Finally， they agreed they were all tired and they wanted to go to bed.

Jessie woke up in the middle of the night and sat up in bed. Was that a noise from downstairs？ It was. She just knew it. She got out of bed， quietly opened her door， and looked out.

Henry opened his door at the same time. He knew he had heard sounds from the living room. He looked over toward Jessie’s room and saw her standing in the doorway in her white nightgown and bare feet. He tiptoed over to her.

“I heard something，” she whispered.

“I did， too，” Henry said. “I’m going downstairs.”

“Maybe we should get Grandfather，” Jessie said.

Henry disagreed. “It could be Watch. How can we wake Grandfather because our dog is walking around？”

Henry started down the stairs. “I’m coming， too，” Jessie whispered.

Together they walked down， very slowly， holding hands. They tried to make sure the steps didn’t creak. When they got to the bottom， they looked toward the living room. Jessie gasped. A light was moving in the room. Jessie put her arm around Henry’s shoulders and they stood still， watching the light glide around the room.

Then， before he knew what he was doing， Henry cried out， “Who’s there？” The light went out and there was silence. “I think we should get Grandfather，” Jessie said， sounding frightened.

Henry tiptoed into the room and turned on the light. The room was empty. Suddenly Mr. Alden was coming down the stairs with Violet and Benny behind him.

“What’s going on？” he asked when he saw Jessie and Henry.

“We heard some noises， and we saw a light， too，” Jessie said. “I think you should call the police.”

Grandfather looked around the room. “Nothing has been touched，” he said. He went to the desk and took an envelope out of a drawer. He counted the money in it. “There’s no money missing either.”

“What could it have been， Grandfather？” Jessie asked.

“Well， the noise could have been Watch. And the lights could have come from cars on the road.”

Henry said， “Someone could have come in the patio door.”

Grandfather looked around again. “Henry， I left my camera on that table. It’s still there. Wouldn’t a thief have taken it？”

“I guess you’re right，” Henry said.

Violet eyes opened wide. “Look，” she said， pointing to the mantelpiece. “The picture is crooked.”

Mr. Alden laughed. “Well， that proves Mrs. McGregor doesn’t miss a thing when she dusts.”

But the children weren’t so sure that’s what it meant.

Upstairs， in bed， Jessie pulled her blankets up high， snuggled under them， and hoped that whoever had been in the house wouldn’t come back.


Chapter　8　
 Surprise Visits


The next afternoon Aunt Jane appeared. “I just thought I’d drive over to see you. I miss you.”

They all sat out on the lawn and the Aldens told their aunt everything that had happened since they had visited her. She listened carefully and then said， “It’s very possible none of the things you’ve told me have anything to do with the necklace. Laura Garrison and Susan may have been talking about something else. And what happened last night could be just what your grandfather said. Lights from the road.”

“But the picture was crooked，” Jessie protested.

Aunt Jane laughed. “You can’t think that every crooked picture in the house means something， dear.”

“I just want the necklace back for Grandfather，” Jessie said.

“I understand that， but it—” Aunt Jane was interrupted by Mrs. McGregor.

She came out of the house and said to Jessie， “ There’s a Laura Garrison on the telephone. She said she would like to speak to you.”The children all ran toward the house with Aunt Jane following them. “What do you suppose she wants？” Benny shouted as he ran.

“We’ll soon find out，” Henry shouted back to him.

When Jessie picked up the phone， she was breathing quickly. “Hello.”

“Is this Jessie Alden？” a voice asked.

“Yes，” Jessie replied.

“This is Laura Garrison. I’d like to come to see your grandfather and you children tonight. I want to talk to you.”

Jessie couldn’t believe it. “Sure，” she answered immediately.

“Is eight o’clock all right？” Mrs. Garrison asked.

“I guess that’s fine，” Jessie said. She hung up the phone. “Mrs. Garrison wants to come over to talk to Grandfather and all of us tonight.”

“Wow！” Benny shouted.

“I think I have to stay to meet her，” Aunt Jane said. “I’ll call Uncle Andy and tell him I’ll be here for dinner.”

“I wonder what she wants，” Henry said.

“Me too，” Violet added.

When Mr. Alden came home， Jessie asked him， “Remember that woman we met in the ice cream parlor？”

Mr. Alden nodded.

“Well，” Henry said. “She called and said she wants to come to talk to us tonight at eight o’clock.”

“What does she want？” Grandfather asked， looking puzzled.

“We’re not sure，” Violet said.

Mr. Alden turned to Aunt Jane. “Do you know this Mrs. Garrison？”

“No，” Aunt Jane said. “But I certainly want to. John， the children will tell you everything soon.”

“You are all very mysterious，” Mr. Alden said. “But knowing my grandchildren， I guess I’m just going to have to wait until they’re good and ready to explain matters to me.”

After dinner， the Aldens and Aunt Jane sat in the living room， waiting for Laura Garrison. At 8：15， Mr. Alden said， “Well now， your Mrs. Garrison is late.”

At 8：30， Henry said， “Where do you suppose she is？”

And at 9：00， Aunt Jane stood up. “I really don’t think she’s coming. I’d better get home.”

Henry and Jessie walked Aunt Jane to the door. “ What do you think happened？ Why do you think she didn’t come？” Henry asked.

Aunt Jane shook her head. “I don’t know， Henry. This a real mystery to me.”

“Maybe something happened to her，” said Benny， wide-eyed.

Violet laughed. “Oh， Benny， you have such an imagination！”

After Aunt Jane drove off， Jessie said， “Mrs. Garrison wanted to talk about something. What？” She didn’t try to hide her disappointment.

Henry frowned. “Do you think it was about the necklace？”

“Maybe  come tomorrow，” Jessie said， hopefully.

“Probably not，” Henry said. “We don’t seem to be having that much luck with this mystery.”

The next morning after breakfast， the Alden children ran down to their boxcar. They sat on the pillows on the floor and Jessie said， “I know Mrs. Garrison isn’t going to come today， but I think we could call her and find out why she didn’t come here last night.”

“How can we call her？” Violet asked. “We don’t know her number， or even where she lives.”

“Maybe she lives in Elmford，” Henry said. “  where we met her.”

“She could just have been visiting there，” Benny said. “Like we were visiting Aunt Jane.”

“Benny is right，” Jessie said. “But Grandfather has a lot of phone books for towns near here in his den. We could try to find her number in one of the books.”

The children ran back to Mr. Alden’s den and took some telephone books out of the closet. Henry said suddenly， “Often phone numbers are listed under the man’s name and we don’t even know her husband’s first name.”

Violet sighed. “I think this whole thing is hopeless.”

“Let’s just try，” Jessie said. She took the Elmford phone book and opened it to the G’s. “There are two Garrisons. One is William and one is just listed as L. Maybe the L is her.”

Jessie picked up the phone and dialed the number for the L listing. When the ringing was answered， she said， “Is Laura Garrison there？”

A voice on the other end answered， “I’m sorry， you have the wrong number. There is no Laura Garrison here.”

“Sorry to bother you，” Jessie said， hanging up. She sighed. “Well， that isn’t the right number.”

“Dial the number for William，” Henry said.

Jessie dialed and waited while the phone rang. A young girl answered and Jessie said again. “Is Laura Garrison there？”

“Wrong number，” the girl answered and hung up.

Benny said， “Well， she doesn’t live in Elmford. This is fun. Where should we try next？”

“What about Kenniston？” Henry said.

Violet said suddenly， “Supposing Mrs. Garrison has an unlisted number.”

“What’s that？” Benny asked.

Violet turned to Benny. “Well， some people  want their number listed in the phone book. They want it to be very private. That’s an unlisted number.”

Jessie shrugged. “Well if it’s unlisted， then  never find it.”

“Okay，” Henry said， “let’s look in Kenniston.”

Violet turned the pages of the Kenniston phone book. “One Garrison. Paul J.”

Violet took the phone and dialed the number. It just rang and rang. “No answer，” she said.

“Well， that could be Laura’s number，” Jessie said.

“But you don’t know for sure，” Henry answered.

“Right，” Jessie agreed.

“Maybe she is right here in Greenfield，” Benny said.

“We’d know if she lived here，” Henry said. “We know just about everybody in Greenfield.”

“I think you should look in the phone book，” Benny insisted.

Jessie turned the pages of the book. “You’re right. There’s one Marvin Garrison way out on Cadman Road.”

Violet took the phone and dialed the number. “Hello，” she said. “Is Laura Garrison there？”

An angry voice replied， “This is the third wrong number I’ve gotten today. I think  just going to disconnect this phone. I’ve had enough. The last call I had was for the Fairfield Meat Market.”

“I’m real sorry，” Violet said and she hurriedly hung up.

“I think we should just give up，” Henry said.

“Wait a minute，” Jessie answered. “We saw her visiting Susan Barstow. Maybe Mrs. Garrison lives in Silver City.”

“For all we know she could live in New York City，” Henry said， smiling.

Jessie turned to the Silver City listings. “The one. Kenneth Garrison.”

Jessie dialed the number and soon a woman answered. “Is Laura Garrison there？” Jessie asked.

“This is Laura Garrison，” the woman replied.

Jessie’s face broke into a big smile. She put her hand over the receiver and whispered， “It’s her！ ”

Then she took her hand away and said to Mrs. Garrison， “This is Jessie Alden. I just wanted to ask you what happened last night. I mean， you didn’t come to our house and you’d said you would.”

Jessie could hear Laura Garrison sigh. “I’m sorry， Jessie. I should have called you， but I just changed my mind. I really had nothing to say to you after all.”

“Please， Mrs. Garrison，” Jessie said. “Won’t you come and talk to us？ I know you wanted to.”

“I ， Jessie. I  help you. You misunderstood，” Mrs. Garrison said.

“You don’t have to come to the house，” Jessie said quickly. “Just let us talk to you for a few minutes.”

Mrs. Garrison hesitated. “All right. I’ll meet you at that ice cream parlor in Greenfield in an hour.”

Jessie hung up and said in disbelief， “She said to meet her at the ice cream parlor in an hour.”

“Now what are you going to do？” Henry asked.

“I don’t know.” Jessie answered.

“At least  get some ice cream， I hope，” Benny said.

In an hour the children were at the ice cream shop. Laura Garrison was already there， sitting at a big table， drinking a cup of coffee. The Aldens joined her and she said， “Why don’t you all order something？”

“I’m not very hungry，” Jessie said.

“I am，” Benny said quickly.

Laura smiled. “What would you like， Benny？”

“Vanilla ice cream with chocolate fudge sauce，” Benny answered.

Henry had a malted， Violet a scoop of chocolate ice cream， and Jessie decided on a soda. As soon as the waitress had taken their order Jessie said，“Mrs. Garrison， we don’t mean to be pests， but I just think you wanted to say something to us last night. What was it？”

Laura Garrison looked down at her hands. “I made a mistake， Jessie. I thought I had something to tell you that might help you， but I was wrong. That’s all， Jessie. I have nothing to say.”

The waitress returned with their orders soon and they all started to eat. “If I could help you， I would，” Mrs. Garrison said. “But I can’t. I think you children just have to forget about the necklace.”

“Everybody keeps telling us that，” Benny said.

“Well，”Laura Garrison answered，“maybe everybody is right.”

They all finished their ice cream and then left the shop. Mrs. Garrison said， “Good-bye children， I  think we’ll be meeting again.”

Henry watched her get into her car and drive off. “ This is really it， Jessie. We’ve reached the end of the road. I think we do have to forget about the necklace.”

“Maybe，” Jessie said， but she didn’t sound so sure.

The next day， Grandfather and the children were in the kitchen eating a breakfast of Mrs. McGregor’s perfect pancakes with real maple syrup， milk for the children， and coffee for Mr. Alden.

The young Aldens walked to the door with their grandfather， so that Jessie， Violet， and Benny could kiss him good-bye before he went to his office. Henry shook hands with Mr. Alden， thinking that he was too grownup to kiss Grandfather now.

As Mr. Alden was going out to the front door， a car pulled up in the driveway and stopped. A woman and man got out.

When Jessie saw them， she gasped. “Oh！ My！”

It was Mrs. Newton and Carl Mason.

Mrs. Newton walked up to the Aldens. “I am sorry to come like this， without calling， and so early. But I knew if I didn’t do this right away， I would lose my nerve.”

She turned to Mr. Alden. “I’m Lorraine Newton. This is Carl Mason， who is the curator of the Elmford Museum. Your grandchildren know both of us. We would like to talk to all of you.”

Grandfather looked very puzzled， but he said politely， “Of course. Won’t you please come in？”

In the living room， Mr. Alden asked his guests， “Would you like some coffee or something to eat， perhaps？”

“No， thank you very much，” Mrs. Newton answered. She reached into her large handbag， took out a velvet jewelry box， and handed it to Mr. Alden. “I think this belongs to you.”

Grandfather opened the box and gasped. There was the sapphire necklace， sparkling against a white satin background. He looked at Mrs. Newton. “It’s my wife’s necklace. But I don’t understand. How did you get it？”

Mrs. Newton sighed. “This is a long story. But before I begin I must say that I am very sorry for what I have done... for all the pain I must have caused you and your wife.”

“Please， tell us your story， Mrs. Newton，” Mr. Alden said.

She nodded. “I had a son， Evan Newton. He really wasn’t a bad person， but he was lazy. He was married and had two children， and they all lived with my husband and myself， because Evan just didn’t want to work.

“Finally， after a few years of this， my husband told Evan he wasn’t going to give him any more money. Evan had to get a job. Well， he did， with a caterer.”

“Oh！” Violet said.

Mrs. Newton went on. “Not long after he got the job， he left it， bragging that he was going to have enough money soon to do all sorts of things. I was very suspicious. One day， when Evan was out， I went up to his room， looking for some explanation of his attitude. In his drawer， under a pile of shirts， I found the necklace.”

“I can hardly believe this，” Mr. Alden cried out.

Mrs. Newton， twisting her hands in her lap， went on. “I was very upset. I asked Evan where he had gotten the necklace and he wouldn’t tell me. My husband and I kept asking him， but he would never answer. I never read anything about a theft of a necklace in any newspaper. We waited for weeks， trying to find something out. I wanted to return it.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police？” Henry asked.

Mrs. Newton wiped away a tear. “I should have， but Evan was my son and I couldn’t stand the thought of his going to jail. And then there were his children. How would they feel about a father who was a thief？ Susan， Evan’s wife， begged me not to tell the police.”

“So you didn’t，” Grandfather said， nodding his head.

“I didn’t，” Mrs. Newton said. “But I didn’t want to keep the necklace， either. So I donated it to the Elmford Museum. I felt， in that way， I wouldn’t be keeping the necklace and lots of people would be able to enjoy looking at it in the museum. I told Mr. Mason the whole story and he took the necklace even though he was reluctant.”

“I know I shouldn’t have done that，” Carl Mason said. “I thought about what to do for days. I knew I should go to the police， but Mrs. Newton was a dear， old friend. I felt sorry for her.”

“Where is Evan now？” Violet asked.

“Evan died a number of years ago，” Mrs. Newton answered. “Then his wife married John Barstow and they moved to Silver City， where Evan’s children grew up. I wanted to forget about the necklace， but recently， Mr. Alden， your grandchildren came to Elmford and went to see Elizabeth Harkins.”

“Why did you all do that？” Grandfather asked Jessie.

The children told him the story of seeing Mrs. Harkins’ picture and everything that happened after that.

Mrs. Newton said， “Elizabeth and her husband are old friends. They were the only people I told about Evan and the necklace， except， of course， for Carl. So the Harkinses called and told me about the  visit to her.”

Henry turned to Mr. Mason. “You threw away Violet’s drawing， didn’t you？”

“Yes，” Mr. Mason admitted. “I did. I thought you children would give it up. But you didn’t.”

“And I made the call to your aunt’s， telling you to go home，” Mrs. Newton said. “It was so wrong to do that.”

“Did you follow us in your car， Mr. Mason？” Benny asked. “You scared me.”

Mr. Mason smiled. “I’m sorry， Benny. I just wanted to see if you were all going to Mrs. Newton’s that day. When I saw you weren’t， I drove away.”

Violet said， “We knew， we really knew it was our grandmother’s necklace.”

Mrs. Newton twisted a handkerchief in her hands. “Laura wanted to tell you all along. In fact， when she made that appointment to come here the night before last， it was to tell all of you the whole truth. But I found out and I couldn’t let her do it. So I persuaded her not to come.

“Susan Barstow wanted to keep the truth hidden， too. She just couldn’t face telling her children what their father had done. She told me about your visit to her house. She felt very bad about the way she acted， but she didn’t know what else to do.”

Henry stood up and faced Mr. Mason. “Were Jessie and I right？ Was someone here the other night？”

Mr. Mason sighed. “I’m sorry. I was here that night. All I wanted to do was look at the portrait. I had to see if the children’s story was true. As soon as I saw the necklace I knew， Mr. Alden， it was yours. I can’t tell you how guilty I feel for having broken in here. It was wrong for me to have done that and I apologize.”

“How did you get in？” Mr. Alden asked.

Carl Mason smiled. “Well， the lock on your patio door can be opened very easily. You should have it looked at. I am very sorry if I frightened you.”

“What did you do after you were here that night？” Jessie asked.

“I called Mrs. Newton right away， even though it was the middle of the night， and told her that the necklace was Mr. Alden’s. Then she said she would have to return it to him， no matter what.”

Mr. Alden opened the jewelry box again and looked at the glittering sapphires. “How happy Celia would be if she knew it was back！”

Mrs. Newton stood up. “I’ll leave you now. I could never apologize enough for what I have done all these years.”

Mr. Alden stood， too. “I understand what you felt... that you wanted to protect your son. You don’t have to worry. My grandchildren and I will never let anyone know that Evan was the thief. I have Celia’s necklace， and that’s all that matters. Your son is dead. There is really nothing to be gained by reporting this matter to the police at this time.”

“Thank you， Mr. Alden，” Mrs. Newton said. Then she turned to the children， “And thank all of you for not giving up looking for the truth.”

Then she and Carl Mason left.

The children all gathered around Mr. Alden and looked at the necklace. Mr. Alden handed the box to Jessie. “I told you once that this was to be given to the oldest granddaughter. Well， that’s you， Jessie.”

“You’re rich， Jessie！” Benny cried.

Jessie gazed at the necklace for a long moment. Then she closed the box. “Grandfather， would you mind if I gave it back to the museum？”

“Why， Jessie？” Grandfather asked.

Jessie answered， “Well， I’m too young to wear it now. So what would we do with it？”

“I’d put it in the safe，” Grandfather said.

Jessie nodded and said， “And no one would see it. But if I gave it to the Elmford Museum， people could come and enjoy our beautiful necklace. I’d like that.”

Grandfather smiled at Jessie.“You are a very generous， thoughtful girl. Of course， if that’s what you want， that’s what we’ll do.”

Benny shook his head. “But， Jessie， it’s yours. ”

“I know， Benny，” Jessie said， “and that’s why I can give it to the museum.”


Chapter　9　
 Happy Endings


The next morning， Grandfather and the Alden children drove to the Elmford Museum. Mr. Mason looked up as they all walked into his office.

“My granddaughter has something to say to you， Mr. Mason，” Mr. Alden said.

Mr. Mason looked very nervous. “Oh，” he said.

Jessie wet her lips. “Mr. Mason， I’ve decided that I want to give my necklace to your museum.”

“You do？” Mr. Mason cried out. “How wonderful！ But are you sure？”

Jessie nodded. “I’m sure，” she said as she handed him the jewelry box. Mr. Mason put an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s all put it back into its case.”

They walked to the little room that had held the necklace. Mr. Mason opened the display case and put the necklace in it. The six of them stood and admired its beauty.

Suddenly， Mr. Mason， said， “Just one minute.  be right back.” He left the room and returned five minutes later. He had a small card in his hand that he slid into a yellow window below the necklace.

Jessie bent over and read aloud， “Donated by Miss Jessie Alden.”

“Wow！” Benny said. “You’re famous now， Jessie.”

Mr. Mason smiled. “Jessie， when you get older， anytime you want to wear the necklace... to a dance or a very fancy party， whatever， you just call me.”

Jessie smiled. “I’d like that.”

Mr. Mason turned to Violet. “You draw very well， young lady. Don’t stop.”

Violet grinned. “Thank you！”

Then the Aldens left.

The ride home was a happy one. They were all excited by the events of the morning.

Jessie said to Violet， “You know， you can borrow the necklace anytime， too.”

Violet laughed. “I’ll wear it to my first real grown-up dance or party.”

As soon as the car pulled into the Alden’s driveway， the children ran to the boxcar. The word “party” had made them all think of the same thing...  birthday.

“It’s only a week away，” Henry said.

“We have a lot to do，” Benny said.

“Let’s go up to the attic and pick out what we are going to wear，” Jessie said.

Henry and Benny both frowned. “Are you sure we should do this？”

“Of course，” Violet insisted. “It will be fun.”

They went up to the attic and started going through trunks and closets. Henry decided to wear the velvet coat he had found before. Violet wanted the lavender hat and she found a long white dress to wear with it. Jessie held up a blue chiffon dress that reached the floor. “I like this one，” she said.

“Think of how lovely your necklace would look with that，” Violet said.

Benny found an old  sailor suit and complained when his sisters made him put it on.

“You look wonderful，” Jessie said. “Grandfather will love it.”

But Henry covered his mouth with his hand， so Benny wouldn’t see him laughing.

“I’m only wearing it for Grandfather，” Benny said. “I think it looks silly.”

The next day the Aldens went to Barlow’s Men’s Shop and looked at sweaters for Mr. Alden’s gift. Benny wanted to buy a bright red one. Violet wanted a blue one. Jessie loved a green sweater. Henry finally said， “Let’s buy one that Grandfather would want， not one we’d like for ourselves.”

They all had to agree that the gray wool was what Grandfather would like the best.

When they reached home， they went up to  room and she wrapped the sweater in gift paper. She had made her own card and they all signed it. When she made a big bow for the top of the gift box， Benny said， “Violet， you’re the best wrapper in the world.”

They had planned the party as a surprise dinner party and had invited Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy. The morning of Mr.  birthday， the children all pretended to sleep late， so that Grandfather would go to his office before seeing them. They wanted to give him his present at the dinner party.

That day， Mrs. McGregor made Mr. Alden’s favorite dinner... fried chicken， mashed potatoes， green beans， and a big salad. All the children helped make the chocolate cake. Violet decorated it very carefully. When the cake was finished， Jessie decorated the dining room and living room with balloons. Then she hung streamers around the portrait of their grandmother. Violet practiced the Blue Danube waltz， which she had decided to play on her violin. Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy arrived at five o’clock， and everyone was waiting when Mr. Alden came home at five-thirty.

The children all had on their clothes from the attic and they shouted “Surprise！” as Grandfather came into the balloon-filled living room. A big sign on the doorway read HAPPY BIRTHDAY！

Grandfather laughed out loud when he saw the children. “Where did you get those clothes？” he asked.

“From your very own attic，” Benny answered.

Grandfather said to Benny， “You are wearing your great-grandfather’s sailor suit.”

“Really，” Benny said. “I didn’t even know I had a great-grandfather.”

Mr. Alden opened his present from the children， and even though it was a warm evening， he put the sweater on for a little while. Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy gave him a book he had wanted.

Then they all went into the living room and enjoyed every bite of Mrs. McGregor’s wonderful meal. When she came in carrying the cake everyone sang “Happy Birthday”. Watch barked along with the song.

Violet played her violin piece and Henry recited his poem. Just then the doorbell rang. Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy looked at each other slyly. Mrs. McGregor answered the door and came back with Mrs. Newton， who was carrying an armful of roses. “I always seem to be visiting you uninvited. But Aunt Jane told me it was your birthday， Mr. Alden. I wanted to bring these flowers to put on the mantelpiece next to your wife’s picture. They are my own prize-winning roses， which I grow in my yard. I though they would look very pretty with the portrait.”

The whole family went into the living room. Jessie got a vase filled with water and they placed the roses next to the portrait.

Grandfather smiled. “This is one of the best parties I’ve ever had.”

He looked at the portrait. “And do you know what one of the best presents I’ve ever gotten is？”

“What， Grandfather？” Violet asked.

“It’s knowing，” Grandfather said， “that your grandmother’s necklace is safe and sound. I thank you children for that.”

“Aunt Jane helped， too，” Benny said.

Grandfather turned to his sister and said， “I thank you， too， Jane.”

Jane smiled. “It really was the children， not me. They just wouldn’t give up. I told them they took after you.”

Violet said shyly， “There is no better person to take after.”

One by one they went over to their grandfather and kissed him. Even Henry forgot about trying to be grown-up and kissed his grandfather.

Jessie looked at the necklace in the portrait and said， “I think it is sparkling more now than any other time.”

“That’s because it’s Grandfather’s birthday，” Benny said.

“I think he’s right，” Mrs. Newton said.

They all laughed and turned to Grandfather who was looking at his wife’s portrait with love. “Thank you， all，” he said.
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“How can | believe you? ™ asked the soldier
“Here,” said James, “Take these two chairs,
“You and | will sit at the head of the cellar stairs by
this door. We will know if he comes up.”

‘When the poor man was thrown down the cellar
stairs, James whispered to him “Potato pit.” How |
hoped he would understand! We had planned to
dig a tunnel from the cellar to the woodshed . but it
was oo hard.

Jomes had to give a horse to the Redcoat. He
‘would have been shot if he had not, | went out to the
barn and got the horse out.We owned four horses.
Then the Redcoct went to the cellar stairs and call-
ed, “Come up, you! ” But nobody came, We all
‘went down the cellar. The Redcoat hunted and hun-
ted, He said to Jumes, “You have let him escape.”

James said truly, “You sat right here yourself all
the time. There is no other door to the outside.”

The Redcoat was angry. He could not find the:
poor man, So he rode away. He said he would come:
back, but he never did.

When he had gone, we took the poor man up-
stairs to the kitchen and gave him food, Then we
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My name is Mary Cooper and my husband is
called James. | am telling my true story just s it
happened. When the war is over, | hope someone
will find it. Then they will know why we did what we
did My husband and | love this country and we want
itto be free. But we are in great danger. We are stor-
ing ammunition on our form. A man who loves liberty
ccame and asked my husband if we would do this,
and he said yes,

Where could we hide itz We thought of two
places, One was in awoodshed on the hill, The other
was in our cellar in the potato pit,

One night Jomes said to me, “Mary,the men
who come here with ammunition are in danger, Per-
haps we could hide them somewhere.”

“In the same place with the guns and bullets,”
| said.

So we began to dig under the woodshed to
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told him to hide in the hole under the woodshed until
we came for him, That night we went up and got
him. We gave him @ horse and the ammunition and
he rode away and we never saw him again, either
We hid many men in those two places,| am so
unhappy that we could not be friendly with our
neighbors, But we were afraid someone would tell
what we were doing, We never let anyone come to
see us and we never went to see anyone,s0 we lost
‘all the friends we had. In those days we could not tell
who was a friend and who was an enemy. | hope we
did our share to make this country free, but in doing
$0,we lost all our friends.
Mary Cooper
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ke @ ploce to hide the men. We hod o work at

night, | went with Jomes ond helped him dig, It was
very hard.,but t last we had a big hole. We put in @
stool and a candle. Then we dug another hole in the
potato pit, This was harder. James made a door to
look like the stones. But it was very good. | could
hardly see it myself,

One night there was a great knocking on our
door. We got up and went to the door. There stood @
Redcaat holding o poor man by the arms,

The Redcoat said. “I caught this man hiding!
ammunition. We want to know if there were others
with him.”

James said, “I have not seen anyone.”

I said, “Bring the poor man into the kitchen, He
looks half dead.”

The man loughed. “Soon he will be dead. | am
foking him to Boston. He will be hanged os he de-
serves.”

“I have a plan,” said my husband, “Let us talk
It over. You will want a horse and food. Put this man
down in my cellar. There is no door to the outside ,s0
he cannot run away,”
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Dear Bill,

Thanks for the money. I can make it three
times as much if you will help me. Some friends
of mine know bow. Meet me at your little ouse
in Maine. (Bear Trail) Then you can pay Mr. A.
and get your part of the rest sure. Look in the tin
box. Hide this.

S.M
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