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第一章　旅行还是冒险？




Trip—or Adventure？

[image: ]


这是一个晴好的秋日，阳光明媚，天空湛蓝。奥登一家人围坐在早餐桌旁，和往常一样聊着天，他们谈起了绿野镇学校停课一周的事情：一场大火过后，有些校舍需要修葺和重新上漆。

“知道我想做什么吗？”班尼·奥登突然问道。

“不知道，你想做什么？”班尼的哥哥亨利笑着问。他知道，班尼想要做的事情通常都是很有趣的。

奥登爷爷也笑了起来：“说给我们听听嘛，班尼。你想做的事情，我向来都是很感兴趣的。”

班尼放下了勺子，他刚刚吃完一大盘牛奶泡的脆片。

“好吧。”班尼说道，“我想去橡丘森林，在猎人的小木屋里住几天，而且亨利的大学一个星期后才开学，大家可以一起去……”

“这事儿并不难。”奥登爷爷说道，“那座小木屋归运动者俱乐部所有，而我是俱乐部的会员。而且现在这个时节，猎人们也不会占用那间屋子。”说着，他放下了咖啡杯，“再说，小木屋离这儿不远，现在时节还早，不至于下雪。”

“跟我想的差不离！”班尼说，“离下雪还远着呢，咱们可以在秋天的森林里尽情撒欢，没准还能看到野鹿之类的野生动物，发现新的植物……”

“可吃饭的问题怎么解决？”亨利问道，“你准是第一个喊饿的人，班尼。”

“吃饭也是旅行的乐趣之一嘛！”班尼说，“关于这个问题，我已经问过罗宾斯先生啦，他是爷爷的朋友，也是运动者俱乐部的成员。”

“他是怎么跟你说的呢？”爷爷问道。
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“他说，橡丘森林的另一侧有家叫尼尔森的小商店，咱们每天徒步去那儿的话，来回也就5英里的路程——有一条很好走、不容易迷路的捷径通向那儿，我们需要的东西在小店里都能买到。”

“来去各2.5英里的路程……看来你早就计算好了啊！”亨利又问，“爷爷，小屋里能做饭么？”

“当然能，屋里有个烧煤油的炉子，把炉子烧热，煮煮青豆完全没问题。”

“能烧水么？”维莉接着问道。

“要是用平底锅的话，烧个一锅也是可以的。”爷爷笑着答道，“要是供几个人洗澡的话，那可就不够啦。”

“正合我意！”班尼说道。

“可不怎么合我的意呢！”奥登先生说，“我还是宁愿待在家里。”

“爷爷，我们好想跟您一起去啊！”维莉说，“您真的不想去么？”

“是啊，乖孩子，我真的想待在家里。亨利开车过去的时候，我可以陪你们一起，之后我再将车子开回来。咱们一个星期后见吧——具体时间再商量。”

“班尼，”亨利说道，“要是咱们的食物吃光了，又不想来回走上5英里去小商店的话，那该怎么办？”

“要是这样，咱们随时都可以走回家来啊！”班尼打趣道，“我要把我的晶体管收音机带上，这样就可以听各种新闻啦！”

“我也好想去。”杰西说，“咱们还从没在大冷天里出去探险过呢！”

“为什么说是探险呢，杰西？”班尼问道，“这不过就是一次旅行而已嘛！”

“说得也是。”杰西说，“不过，你也知道，咱们的旅行经常都会变成探险的，大家不妨有个心理准备，这次或许会遇到意想不到的事情呢？把望望也带上吧，它会很开心的，这种旅行最适合它了。”

望望是奥登一家收养的狗狗，不论杰西说什么，它似乎都能听懂。这不，它知道奥登家的孩子们在谈论它，于是摇了摇短短的尾巴，因为杰西刚才说了“把望望也带上吧”。

“它知道这次会带上它。”亨利说着，看了一眼狗狗。

“是啊，它在笑呢！”班尼说，“快看啊！”

望望仿佛在说：“我准备好了，咱们出发吧！”
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一个晴朗的日子里，奥登一家人向着橡丘森林出发了。天空一片湛蓝，阳光在红黄相间的枫树叶上闪耀。
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奥登家的孩子们各自带了一个睡袋，穿了厚厚的衣服，又带了些备用的衣物，以便晚间御寒。

车子一路飞驰，最后，亨利在一条小路前停了下来，这条小路一直通往山上，茂密的树林覆盖着山坡。

杰西、维莉、亨利和班尼下了车，望望也跟了下来。孩子们各自拿起睡袋、背包还有食物。

望望欢叫着蹦跶起来，它知道，一次不同寻常的旅行就要开始了。

“瞧你，以为自己又变回小狗狗了吧，望望。”杰西笑着说，“你的年纪都快成狗大叔了呢，难道不知道么？”

望望的确不知道，它觉得自己就像小狗宝宝一样——能跟家人在林中漫步，它感到快活极了。

孩子们跟奥登先生说了再见，望望也把前爪搭在车门上叫了两声，算作道别。奥登先生拍了拍它的脑袋说：“我会想你的，望望。别忘了，从今天算起，一周之后的上午十点，咱们在这儿碰面。”

孩子们挥着手，直到车子消失在视线里，才开始准备爬山。上山有条小路，路面很窄，孩子们排成一行，班尼走在最前面。

树林里弥漫着常青树和松针的味道，一路上不断有红黄色的叶子飘落下来。

“我都等不及了！”班尼说，“真想马上飞到小木屋！”

“你还是好好走路吧，班尼。”亨利笑着说。
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第二章　林中小屋

Cabin in the Woods

[image: ]


一家人还没看到小屋，望望便远远地叫了起来，它的叫声有些不同寻常，于是大家一齐朝前方望去，果然有一座小木屋伫立在那里。大家加紧脚步走了过去，发现门是锁着的，好在亨利手里有钥匙。

望望第一个进了屋，它用鼻子抵着地板，四处嗅闻。孩子们紧跟着走了进去，发现屋子一侧摆着一张糙面桌子，六把简易椅子，而桌旁的窗下是一张长长的窗椅，铺着棕黄色的硬垫。

班尼看了看窗椅，说：“这倒让我想起以前还没找到棚车时，咱们在面包店过夜的那一晚。今晚我就睡在长椅上好了，一定有趣得很。”

“依我看，睡一晚就行，班尼。”亨利说，“这些垫子看起来好硬啊！”

“我还是更喜欢沙发。”杰西说着，戳了戳亮绿色的沙发，“旧是旧了些，可是很软呢！我猜它是给客人准备的，打开就是一张双人床。”

“恐怕是派不上用场了，”亨利说，“又不会有客人上门。”

“那咱们可以坐啊！”班尼说，“你们瞧望望，它趴得多舒服！”

杰西看了看望望，笑了起来，望望已经四仰八叉地躺在了沙发上。

“你一定在想，我会把你赶下去吧，望望？”杰西说，“不过这次，你可以继续待在上面，反正这沙发已经旧了，不会被你弄坏的。”

屋子的另一侧放着一座煤油炉，旁边是个有水龙头的水槽。

“是凉水。”班尼用手试了试说。

“那是自然，班尼。”亨利说，“你还指望有热水吗？这可是山泉！”

水槽旁边是两个橱架，架子上有个抽屉，墙边整齐地摞着一堆木柴。

“噢，这儿还有壁炉呢，太棒了。”维莉说，“难怪会备着木柴。”

壁炉正上方的架子上摆放着两个烛台，里面插着两根蜡烛。壁炉旁边则放着一把长柄铁锹和一把斧子。

前门的左侧是两个小卧室，杰西掀开一个卧室的门帘，看到了两张床，另一间屋子里也是同样的摆设。

孩子们没再说什么，只是各自把睡袋放在四张床上，随后放下背包，回到了客厅。只见客厅的桌子上放着一本厚厚的、黑色封皮的书。
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“噢！”亨利叫了起来，“这肯定是《游客签名簿》。还记得爷爷提醒过咱们吗？一定要把自己的名字和使用日期写在上面，看，这一页有空白。”

亨利拿出钢笔，写下了自己的名字、住址和使用日期，接着把笔递给了杰西，就这样，每个人都在空白页上留下了自己的签名。

签完后，维莉将签名簿翻到第一页，只见上面写着一行又一行的名字。

“这是那个店主的名字——托马斯·尼尔森！”班尼叫了起来，“他来这里干什么？”

“兴许是来打猎的。”亨利答道。

“他不就住在树林里么，有必要到小木屋这里来打猎吗？”

“的确很奇怪，班尼，”亨利说，“他居然还带了家人一起来，我看，这个芭芭拉·尼尔森一定是他的妻子，而那个叫帕奇的，肯定是个小男孩。”

“也许是个小女孩呢？”杰西说道。

“我看不会是女孩。”亨利说，“不会有人给女孩起这个名字——就是小名也不会。不过重点是，为什么托马斯把家人也带上来了？”

“哎呀，咱们还是坐到窗椅上，仔细读一读这本签名簿吧！”杰西说着，脱掉了厚厚的外套，“看看还能找到谁的名字，反正有的是时间。”

孩子们各自脱了外套，在窗椅上一溜排坐了下来，亨利边翻页，边念名字。

“这儿写着罗伯特·鲁宾斯先生的名字——他也是爷爷的朋友。”亨利说着，又翻了一页。

“哦，看哪，这里又是尼尔森一家！”班尼叫道。

“他们为什么来了两次？”维莉问道，“肯定不是来打猎的。”

“啊，”班尼故作幽默地说道，“这是个神秘事件！杰西说过，咱们总能碰到神秘事件的。”

“我可没这样说过，班尼。”杰西笑道，“我说的不是神秘事件，是探险。”

“可还是被你说中了，不是么？”班尼说道，“这难道不是探险么？”

“我觉得这是一个神秘事件。”亨利说，“看！”他指了指更早的签名，在那一页上，已经第三次出现了尼尔森一家的名字。

“大家都听我说，”杰西提议道，“咱们虽说用不着买日用品，不过还是可以去尼尔森商店看看，你们说呢？”

“好主意。”维莉和亨利齐声赞同。

“我也同意，”班尼说，“不过，是不是先吃午饭更好？”

亨利合上书，站起身来，说：“我就说嘛，班尼，你总是第一个喊饿。不过，这也难怪，爬上来以后，连我都饿了。咱们什么时候吃午饭？”

说话间，杰西和维莉已经去了厨房，厨房就在屋子的另一端。

“就随便吃点三明治吧，费不了多少时间。”班尼说，“晚上再做热乎的饭菜——就在壁炉里生火做饭。”

“这个主意不错。”维莉说，“我想吃金枪鱼三明治，但愿咱们带了开罐器。”

“带着呢。”杰西说，“就算是没带，班尼还有把小折刀。”

班尼的小折刀有好多功能：有螺丝刀，还有一把小剪子。

维莉在橱柜里翻找了一会儿，寻到一块红白相间的塑料桌布，便把它铺到桌上。随后，她跑出去，找了些红色和黄色的叶子回来，放在一个白色的小碗里，摆在桌子中间。

“杰西，我能吃下十个三明治！”班尼叫道。

“知道啦！你先吃两个，不够的话，我再多做几个。不过，那就要多开几罐三文鱼罐头。”

班尼吃了两个三明治，喝了几杯牛奶，直到再也撑不下去。香蕉则被大家当成了饭后甜点。

趁大家吃饭的工夫，杰西建议道：“出门之前，咱们先把行李拿出来，看看有没有什么要带的。”
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“把小望远镜带上。”班尼说道，“或许会看到小鸟呢。”

“嘘——看啊！”维莉说着，目光投向了屋外的树上。

只见树干上落着一只啄木鸟，还有一只山雀和一只金翅雀在枝叶间飞舞。

“真好，还没出门就看到小鸟了。”杰西说道，“咱们可以给小鸟做个食盆，再买些生瓜子喂它们。”

“到了商店就知道帕奇到底是男孩还是女孩了。”

“你知道商店在哪儿么，班尼？”维莉问道。

“不知道，不过我想我找得到，反正只有一条小路。”

“爷爷说过，咱们肯定会看见那间商店的。”维莉说。

“关门出发咯！”班尼叫了一声，与望望追逐着跑了出去。





孩子们走在小路上，不错眼儿地打量着沿途的新鲜事物。突然，一只野兔从前方的远处蹿了出来，亮出它那白绒绒的短尾巴。

“看哪！”维莉说，“小兔子肯定被吓坏了，它也许从来都没见过人呢。”

就在这时，望望闻到了兔子的味道，立刻冲上前去，但速度太快，差点摔了个筋斗。

“望望！”亨利叫道，“回来！”

可是望望根本不理会亨利和别人的叫喊。

除了杰西以外。

“望望，马上给我站住！”杰西叫道。

可怜的望望收势不住，身子擦着地面划了出去——不论杰西说什么，它总是言听计从。望望抬头望着杰西，眼里充满了失望。

“对不起，望望，我知道，你肯定很失望。”杰西说着，拍了拍它的脑袋，“可我决不会允许你咬死那只小兔子的，明白么？”

望望尽管有些沮丧，但似乎听明白了杰西的话，一溜烟儿地重新跟在孩子们身后欢跑了。
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维莉沿路发现了一些蜿蜒的藤蔓，还有红色的莓子。“等回来的时候再去摘吧！这样小屋里就有漂亮的装饰品了。”她说。
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亨利却没有留意脚下的路，他的目光落在了头顶的树上——确切地说，他还专门停下来一阵子，抬头看了看。
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“你在找什么呢？”班尼问道。

“什么也没找。”亨利答道，“不过我倒是看到了几棵山核桃树，也许还可以摘到山核桃呢——刚才我看到了几个。”

“哇噢，”杰西叫道，“山核桃好吃得很，咱们可以捡一些回去，在木屋里砸开吃。”

“捡核桃是挺好玩。”维莉说，“不过，这事得改天再说，咱们必须先找到尼尔森商店哪！”

“没错，说得对。”杰西答道。

“还得在天黑前赶回小屋。”亨利说，“别忘了，咱们对这一带并不熟悉。”


第三章　黑夜里的响动

Noises in the Night
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终于，孩子们看到了那家商店，商店的对面是几栋小房子。

杰西沿小路的方向望了一下，总结道：“这里像是一个村子呢。”

班尼看了看商店的招牌，只见上面写着：





尼尔森商店





“我猜，尼尔森一家肯定住在商店的二楼。”班尼说道。

“我也是这样想的，你也注意到那些白色的窗帘了吧？”杰西赞同道。

“估计来这儿买东西的都是附近的居民，他们不想开车去绿野镇购物。”亨利说。

奥登家的孩子们走进了商店，推门时，门铃响了一声——其实，店主不用听也知道来客人了，因为他就坐在柜台的后面。

孩子们也不知道究竟会在商店里发现什么秘密，不过尼尔森一家显然与大家料想的有些不一样。

首先，尼尔森先生很年轻。在亨利看来，尼尔森先生还像个大学生，人长得很帅气，有着棕色的头发，褐色的眼睛，身材属于那种瘦高却结实的类型，而最迷人的，莫过于他的笑容。

“太好啦，总算有客人了。”他对孩子们说道，“我是托马斯·尼尔森。夏天一过，这里就冷清起来，没什么顾客光临。”

“我们姓奥登。”亨利说。

“哦，对的，我知道你们会来，我见过你们的爷爷呢。”年轻人说，“他可是位很有涵养的先生。”

“对极了，他的确很有涵养。”班尼说道，“我叫班尼，这是望望，狗狗可以进店么？”

“那要看狗狗愿不愿意。”尼尔森先生笑道，“你们的狗狗好像很有礼貌呢。”

望望乖乖地蹲在门口——这都是杰西训练出来的，屋子里弥漫着烤面包的香味，它时不时抽动鼻子嗅一嗅。

“我们住在猎人的小木屋里。”杰西说道。

“很不错呢。”店主说道，“有什么需要帮忙的地方，尽管开口。”

就在这时，一位漂亮的年轻女人领着一个五岁左右的小男孩从门帘后走了出来。

“是帕奇！”班尼叫了起来。

“你怎么知道我的名字？”帕奇一边径直朝班尼走了过去，一边问道，“可我并不认识你啊！”

“我们是在小屋的访客手册上看到的。”杰西解释道。奇怪的是，她发现尼尔森夫人竟然朝丈夫看了一眼，脸红了起来。

“是啊，”年轻人说，“我们偶尔会过去住住，换换环境，那里很清静。”

“如果想换环境的话，应该去镇上才对啊。”班尼说，“林中小屋不是比这商店里还冷清么？”

年轻人似乎不知道该如何回答，他缓缓地站起身，转身拿了一罐泡菜下来，又放了上去。

“那种泡菜我们也想买点。”杰西说，“我们都喜欢吃甜泡菜，可是却没带来。”

帕奇伸出手，拉了拉班尼，说：“我们在小木屋里翻了又翻，是想……”

“帕奇，过来，我给你整一整衬衫。”妈妈打断了儿子的话。

杰西装作什么也没有发生一样，说道：“我们的金枪鱼罐头吃完了，想再买一罐。”接着，读起了手里的购物单。

“芭芭拉，”尼尔森先生说道，“麻烦你去拿一罐金枪鱼罐头给奥登小姐，就在你那边。”

[image: ]


显然，芭芭拉这会儿乐得有事可做，她转过身，对孩子们说：“你们在店里转转，看看还需要些什么。”

“我知道你们需要什么。”帕奇说，“你们一定得买些小面包才行。”

“可不是么！”尼尔森先生说，“帕奇说得很对，这里的面包很好吃，非常不错。不过……”

“不过什么？”班尼问道。

“哦，没什么……只是我还可以做得更好些，我爸爸和爷爷都是面包师，他们做的面包那可是世界第一啊。”

“您也喜欢烹饪，对吧？”杰西问道。她留意到尼尔森先生谈起这个话题时，脸上的笑容是如何灿烂，而她自己也很喜欢烹饪。

“是啊，托马斯喜欢着呢！”尼尔森先生的思绪似乎飘到了远方，于是尼尔森太太代为回答了杰西，“他天生就适合做面包师！在烤面包、烙馅饼、做曲奇饼和蛋糕的时候，他是最开心的，他爱极了烘焙。”

“我也喜欢。”帕奇说。

男孩的妈妈笑了起来：“的确如此，帕奇不用别人帮忙，就能独立做出美味的小面包来。”

帕奇拉起班尼的手，说：“班尼，看得出你人很好，我喜欢你。你一定要买一些我妈妈做的炖牛肉，裹着面包吃，可好吃啦！”

“是配着面包吃，帕奇。”男孩的妈妈更正道。

“差不多，差不多啦！”帕奇说，“爸爸做的面包里面加了葡萄干，妈妈的炖牛肉里放了洋葱。”

“那就两个都尝一尝。”亨利说，“来点炖牛肉，再来些面包。杰西是厨师长，由她决定好了。”

“没错，炖牛肉和面包，都要买。”杰西赞同道。

“我敢说，你们一定会喜欢炖牛肉的。”尼尔森太太说道，“我用玻璃坛子给你们装起来，你们大概需要一夸脱（夸脱，是英美等国常用的计量单位，在美国，一夸脱等于0.946升）
 。”

可是等看到香喷喷的洋葱和胡萝卜丁时，班尼不禁说道：“我看得买两坛才够，杰西。”

“嗯，还真是呢，咱们奥登家的胃口都很好。我们今晚就在壁炉里生些火，再把炖牛肉放在煤油炉上热一热。”

“小木屋里还有很多剩余的柴火吧？”尼尔森先生问道，“上次我们去的时候，留了一大堆呢！”

“是有很多，真是太感谢了。”亨利说道，“今后等我们离开前，也要留些木柴在小房子里。”

“小木屋很温馨舒服，我们都很喜欢。”芭芭拉说，“对了，要不要拿个袋子，把坛子装起来？”

“不了，我们有背包呢。”维莉说，“哦，这儿还有葵花子，请给我们来上一包。噢，杰西，看，那些苹果又大又红！”

“苹果适合做甜点，又不用煮得麻烦。”杰西说，“给咱们拿12个吧！”

“东西太多了吧？”尼尔森太太说道。

“反正我们有四个人呢。”亨利说。

“班尼，你就别走了，好不好？”帕奇央求道。

“不好意思，我不得不走啊！”班尼说，“因为我们要赶回去给小鸟做食盆。”

尼尔森太太抚摸着小男孩的头，说道：“别难为他们了，他们要走好长一段路才能回到小屋去呢。对了，我把面包装在这个小篮子里了，方便你们拎。篮子就不用还回来了，反正我们还有好几只。要注意，小面包很软，容易被压扁。”

[image: ]


“您想得真周到，尼尔森太太。”杰西说，“我们很快会再来的。”





孩子们离开小店，等走到无人看见的地方，班尼才冷不丁开口说道：“咱们应该停下来谈一谈啦！我一直在想，当时帕奇说‘我们翻了又翻’时，尼尔森太太为什么会突然打断他。”

亨利点了点头，说：“说得对，班尼，我敢肯定，这里的确有些古怪。”

“我也这么觉得。”杰西说，“真是奇怪得很，尽管尼尔森一家都很友好，但他们一定有什么事瞒着咱们。”

“我也这样想。”维莉说。

“既然大家都同意这事有古怪，那就赶紧回木屋去吧！”班尼说，“咱们有的是时间讨论，可现在还有半英里路要走呢。”





孩子们回到小木屋时，天色已经很晚了。

“感觉回家的路比离开时长一些啊！”班尼说道。

“这里的确有家的感觉。”维莉说着，走进屋去。

“咱们每到一个新的地方，都会找到家的感觉，不是么？”杰西说，“想想看，咱们住过多少地方，有哪次不开心的？”

“那是因为咱们都在一起嘛！”班尼紧接着催促道，“快开饭吧！”

“好吧，班尼，听你的！”杰西说，“不过咱们的餐具不够，我还得找一个装鸟食的容器呢。”

“还用找吗？”班尼说，“就把那个小提篮挂在树上就可以啦！”

“还真是！”杰西在篮子里装满了葵花子。

小木屋没有后门，亨利和班尼绕到屋后，把篮子挂在一根低矮的树枝上，以便大家透过窗子就看得到。

杰西和维莉则清点着手头的厨具。“这儿有个锡制的炖锅，可以用来盛放炖牛肉。”杰西说道，“除了这个，就只有一个炒锅，再没有别的了。”

维莉则找出了一只蓝色的碗，一个白色的大杯子，一个菜盘，还有一个汤盘。

“好样的，维莉。”杰西笑着说，“太有意思了，大家的餐具各不相同。把这个大点的蔬菜盘给班尼吧，我就用杯子好了——不过要吃饱估计得两杯才够。”





亨利坐在椅子上，将红苹果擦得亮光光的。“晚饭得抓紧吃啦，”他说，“天越来越黑了。”

“咱们还有烛台呢，亨利。”班尼说。

“等吃完饭，咱们就在壁炉里生些火，边烤火边聊天，这样整晚都不会觉得冷。”亨利说。

孩子们在桌旁坐了下来，杰西将不同的餐具发给每个人，桌子中间则摆放着12个小面包。

炖牛肉果然美味可口极了，孩子们边吃边聊着天。

“看，小鸟的食篮上是什么？”班尼叫了起来，“原来是一只灰色的大松鼠！”

“哦，天哪！”杰西叫道，“我听人说，松鼠是会把鸟儿吓跑的。”
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“我还听人说过，要是让松鼠进了屋子，那才叫糟糕。”维莉说，“咱们要仔细地把门关好才行。”

亨利敲了敲窗子，可那只松鼠只是抬头朝他瞟了一眼，依然稳稳地坐着。

“它倒是聪明得很哪！”班尼说，“看它蹲在那儿一动不动的样子，像不像冰雕？”





晚饭除了苹果之外，很快被吃光了。亨利开始在壁炉里生起火来，他用松塔和几根小树枝垫底，接着在上面架起两根粗大的木柴。火苗闪了几下，很快便熊熊地燃烧起来。

“现在，咱们可以尽情来聊聊尼尔森一家了。”亨利说，“我认为，他们之所以经常来这儿，是为了寻找什么。”

“我也是这样想的。”班尼说，“帕奇当时想说的就是这个，只不过他用‘翻’来代替了‘找’，对于我来说，这两个字都是一样的意思。”

“还有，他妈妈急着打断他的话更引起了我的注意。”杰西补充道。

孩子们一边谈，一边吃着红苹果。不知不觉间，天色已经很晚了，于是，亨利在壁炉前罩了一个炉挡，孩子们则各自爬上床铺，钻进睡袋里。

“被子里是不是又暖和又舒服，亨利？”班尼问道，“我已经困了。”

亨利没有答话，因为他已经进入了梦乡。





孩子们睡得很熟，可几个小时后，他们又一个接一个地醒了过来，因为屋顶上传来了一阵怪异的刮擦声。望望叫了起来，随即棚顶上响起了跑动的脚步声，望望四处窜着，叫得更响了。

“呀，是什么？”班尼惊问道。

“杰西，维莉！你们两个还好吧？别怕！”亨利叫道。

“是怎么回事？”杰西问道。

“不知道。”亨利说，“但我会弄清楚的。”


第四章　阁楼来客

Attic Guests
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奥登家的孩子们爬了起来，周围又黑又冷，窗外没有多少光亮透进来，就连壁炉里的火也熄得差不多了。

亨利抬头看了看棚顶，仔细听了听，断言道：“肯定是一只松鼠。”

“一只松鼠？”班尼说道，“听起来像是十几只呢！”

“哦，天哪！”杰西惊呼起来，“我听说，想把松鼠赶出房子，唯一的办法就是杀死它们。”

“咱们可不能这么做。”维莉赶忙说道。

“放心，咱们才不会呢！”亨利说，“不过，或许可以试着把它们吓跑。望望，你蹲下！班尼，给我拿把铁锹过来。”

班尼离壁炉最近，他拿起一把长柄铁锹递给了哥哥。亨利便用长长的锹柄敲打起天花板来。

噪音猛地停了下来，随后连一丝声响都没有了。可是，没过一会儿工夫，那声音又响了起来。望望一边叫，一边绕着屋子乱跑。亨利再次敲了敲，声音又停止了。

“这下好了。”亨利说，“想让这声音停下来倒不难，可我总不能整晚都站在这儿用铁锹柄不停地敲吧？”

“要不，咱们将就着睡吧，让松鼠们自己玩去。”杰西说。

不过亨利仍然站在那儿，打量着男孩卧室的天花板——棚顶是宽木板铺就的，没有抹泥灰。
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“班尼，过来一下！”亨利叫了起来，“有点不对劲呢。为什么卧室有木板做的天花板，而客厅却没有天花板，上面直接就是屋顶——瞧，连木梁都看得见？”

班尼抬头看了看，松鼠们仍在上面疯窜，他说：“我想，小木屋刚开始修建的时候，卧室里应该也没有天花板，说不定是后来为了保暖才加上去的。”

“卧室上方的阁楼是完全封死的，”亨利说，“我没看见有暗门，小屋里也没有通往阁楼的楼梯。松鼠准是从屋顶钻进去的，那儿肯定有破洞。”

“我敢说，它们准是在上面搭了一个漂亮的小窝。”班尼猜测。

“明早我到屋顶上瞧瞧，看到底是什么情况。”亨利答道，“说不定咱们可以把松鼠吓跑，把洞口封住。你们现在还睡得着么？”

“只要望望不叫就行。”杰西说，“既然我们现在已经知道是怎么回事，也就不害怕了。”

望望摇了摇尾巴，抬头望着杰西，杰西安慰道：“没事的，不用叫了。”

让人惊奇的是，望望果真没有再叫了，就算松鼠的抓挠声不断，望望也始终一声不发。很快，大家都进入了梦乡，就连望望和那些松鼠也不例外。





清晨，孩子们穿好了衣服。吃早饭前，亨利就已经生好了火。

“咱们今天最好去趟商店，打听一下怎么解决那些松鼠的问题。”杰西说，“尼尔森先生肯定知道阁楼里有松鼠——他在这里住了三次，一定听到过。”

孩子们用最快的速度做好准备，背起了各自的背包，亨利锁上门，将钥匙揣在口袋里。

“别啦，松鼠们，不要再见了！”班尼说道。

天气十分晴好，比前一天还要明媚，天空中连一片云朵都没有。杰西说：“看来，这好天气持续不了多久了，爷爷说过，这叫暴雨前的宁静，风暴马上就会来了。”

“可是，看上去不像有风暴的样子呢。”班尼说。

“不，班尼，暴雨前的宁静就是这样的。好天气持续不了多久啦！不过不用担心，就算是一直下雨，咱们也照样可以过得开心。”





路程走了一半，亨利突然停了下来，他一把抓住望望的项圈，指了指前方，大家都朝他所指的方向望去。

那是一头野鹿！

这头健美的家伙正一动不动地站在那里，用褐色的眼睛温柔地望着这群陌生人。正在这时，望望突然一声吠叫，受惊的野鹿一纵身，跳过前方的一块大石头，跃过众人的头顶，消失不见了。

“跳得好高啊！”杰西惊叹道，“至少有十英尺高，要知道这还是上坡路呢！看，那儿还有一头鹿，看它跳得多高！”

“那是头母鹿，”亨利说，“它的角没有公鹿那么大。”
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“可它跳得跟公鹿差不多高呢！”班尼说。





孩子们终于走到了商店，头一件事情就是把松鼠的入侵告诉了尼尔森先生。

“没错，我也听到过它们的动静。”他说，“曾有人想过药死它们，但那是没用的，还会有更多的松鼠钻进去。我觉得你们把屋顶上的破洞给堵起来才是最好的办法，不过，一定要先把所有的松鼠都赶出去，然后再补洞。”
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“托马斯可以给你们拿几块木板，还有钉子和榔头。”尼尔森太太说，“没问题吧，托马斯？”

“当然没问题。”尼尔森先生说。

随后，杰西又告诉尼尔森太太自己要买的东西：“我们要给班尼买些汉堡和热狗，还要些花生酱……”

“我也想跟他们去小木屋，”帕奇说，“可以么，妈妈？”

“不行。”尼尔森太太摇了摇头，脸又一次红了，因为她听到帕奇说：“让我去吧，我保证什么都不找。”

托马斯·尼尔森尴尬地笑了几声，神色间透着一些不安，他解释道：“是这样的，小木屋是我爷爷多年前造的，帕奇多半把那儿当成自己的地盘了。”

“原来是这样。”杰西说，“没关系，让他跟我们去吧，不用担心。只是，他晚上要住在那里才行。”

“您知道屋子里的泉水是打哪儿来的么？”亨利向尼尔森先生问道。

“当然知道，那是从山上流下来的泉水，山泉离木屋不远，你们可以去找找，我记得它还有块老旧的标牌作指示。”

“好的，那我们走啦。”杰西说，“亨利，东西都拿齐了么？”

“嗯，拿了几块结实的木板，一把榔头，还有几根钉子。”

“我们很快会再来的。”说完，亨利离开了小店。





直到走得很远，小店已经消失在视野中时，杰西才说道：“刚才真是有点奇怪，不是么？”

“尼尔森全家都有点不对劲！”班尼叫道，“奇怪的是，他们人又很好。到底是怎么回事呢，亨利？”

“我也不知道。”亨利说，“我对托马斯·尼尔森倒是挺有好感，可他显然是在担心着什么。”

“有一点可以肯定！”班尼说，“要是他们真想隐瞒什么，是绝不会让咱们带上帕奇的。”

大家都笑了起来。

“哎哟，望望呢？”杰西叫了起来。

大伙儿四处望了望，没有看到狗狗的踪影。

“望望！”亨利扯开嗓门叫了起来，大家都仔细倾听着，却没有听到任何回应。亨利放下了手里的榔头、钉子和木板。

“它肯定不会跑远的。”杰西说着，又喊了起来，“望望！”

这时，孩子们听到了一丝微弱的呜咽声，便赶紧拔腿朝声音传来的方向跑去。

“我听见望望的声音了，可就是看不见它。”班尼叫道。

亨利朝几丛灌木跑了过去。“别怕，老弟，我来了。”听到望望的呜咽声又传了过来，他赶忙安慰道。

随即，他停下脚步，拨开灌丛，终于明白了望望为什么没有跟上来。

“是猎人的夹子！”亨利叫道，“望望的后爪被夹子夹住了。”

只见望望趴在地上，不停地挣扎着去舔后爪，看到杰西后，它立刻抬起头，摇起了短短的尾巴。

“握住它的爪子，杰西。”亨利说，“我把夹子掰开。”说着，他捡起一根粗硬的树枝，将夹子撬了开来。

不出一分钟，望望便恢复了自由，它后腿悬空，用另外三条腿蹦跳着。

“用钢夹是违法的！”亨利愤愤地说，“准是有人想捕狐狸，但没抓到，便把夹子扔在了这里。”

亨利拾起夹子，收了起来，对于在树林里放捕猎夹的做法，他十分反感，不过为了不让杰西和维莉担心，他并没说出来。他真希望这不是小木屋曾经的房客所为，更不希望树林里会出现陌生人，然而眼前的陷阱却是真实存在的。

杰西仔细察看着望望的爪子，好在伤得不算重。

孩子们又重新回到了小路上。“亨利，我很长时间没见你发这么大的火了。”班尼说。

“是啊，我很讨厌这种做法。”亨利说，“不知道尼尔森一家知不知道附近有捕猎夹。”说着，他拾起了木板、榔头和钉子。

一家人继续赶路，谁都没有再说话。快到小屋时，班尼在路旁发现了一个貌似标牌的东西，它破破烂烂的，上面画着一个箭头，写着“山泉”两个字。

“看啊！”班尼叫了起来，“真奇怪，之前咱们怎么没发现它？我们都从这里经过三次了。”

亨利停住了脚步：“可能是咱们每次都在想别的，没注意到。我想去找找那个山泉，反正就快到家了，而且也费不了多少时间。”

大家纷纷表示同意，除了望望——看到家人再次朝山上走去，它感到有些意外，它还以为要回家吃午饭了呢。即便如此，望望还是转过身，顺从地跟在杰西身旁一路小跑。这一次，它的后爪没有悬在空中了。





大家找到一条通往山顶的小径，但极其难走。亨利和班尼此时并不知道，他们俩现在想的是同一件事，那就是——这山泉兴许跟尼尔森一家要找的东西有关。

“我想应该很少有人到这里看山泉。”维莉说，“这路太难走了。”

维莉心里有些隐隐的不安，或许是因为这条路看起来太荒凉了。

“我看到泉眼啦！”班尼说道，“瞧见那个木盖没有？下面肯定就是山泉。”

木盖大概四码见方，亨利和班尼一把将它掀了起来。

“这个好！”亨利说，“盖子能立着放。”

孩子们凑上前去，低头看了看，只见井壁是用平坦的石头铺就，山泉水质清澈，大约有两尺深。

这就是一股普通的泉水，根本没有任何神秘可言。

“这里的山泉是永远不会结冰的。”亨利说。

“为什么？”班尼问道，“你怎么知道？”

“你瞧，班尼。”亨利说，“这活泉水不断穿流，很可能是从十英尺深的地泉里涌出来的。”





正在孩子们转身准备打道回府时，大雨突然倾盆而下，大家开始拔腿奔跑起来。

“这些木板都被淋湿了！”亨利边跑边喊。

“看来今天是没办法修屋顶了。”班尼叫道。

“真没想到会下雨啊！”维莉说。

“果然是暴风雨前的宁静啊！”班尼叫道，“快跑，亨利，快开门，我的头发湿透了。”

孩子们终于安全地回到了小屋里，亨利向火堆里又添了些柴，屋子里很快变得暖和温馨起来。孩子们围坐在火堆旁，用木棍烤起了热狗。

“帮我拿一下棍子好吗？”班尼对维莉说，“我去把收音机拿来，说不定能听到天气预报呢。”

果然，热狗一烤好，大家就听班尼宣布道：“天气预报开始啦！”

“夜间有雨，明天白天，晴。”收音机里播送道，“晴好天气会持续。”

“看来，咱们不用像诺亚一样，整整40个日夜都得躲在方舟上（诺亚方舟的传说，来自于《圣经》故事，因为人类的贪婪残忍，让上帝兴起了毁灭世界的念头，他让善人诺亚一家躲在方舟上避过这一劫，末日的大雨整整下了40个日夜）
 。”班尼说，“对我来说，一个下午和一个晚上的雨已经够受了。”


第五章　班尼的谜题

Benny’s Puzzle
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第二天清晨，太阳出来了。

“多好的天气啊！”维莉说，“尤其是大雨过后，更是格外晴朗。”

“今天可是咱们出去捡核桃的日子呢！”班尼说道。

然而此时他还不知道，这一天他们将会过得非比寻常。

“咱们该用什么来装核桃呢？”杰西一边问，一边里里外外地忙活着，“看起来购物袋不错，够结实。”

“吃完早饭就出发吧！”班尼说，“反正不需要叠被子——咱们用的是睡袋。”

“我想从咱们这儿到核桃树的距离，应该相当于到商店的一半。”亨利说。

“这算什么。”班尼说，“眨眼就走到了。”说话间，他拿起一个空袋子，和望望一起率先走了出去。





谁都不知道落叶下还掩盖着多少核桃，树林里似乎到处都是肥硕的灰松鼠，它们在小路两旁的树丛中追逐嬉闹着，并对孩子们闯入它们的林地表示着抗议。

不一会儿，孩子们便找到了那些核桃树，它们密密丛丛，枝叶繁茂。

“咱们到地方啦！”杰西说，“可以开工咯！”

班尼用一根捡来的长树枝在干枯的落叶中扒拉翻找着，其他几个孩子也纷纷找来了树枝，加入其中。地上果然有山核桃，有的带着青皮，有的外壳已经长坚硬了，它们静静地躺在枯叶之中。

“就留着外壳好了。”亨利说，“反正咱们有一整天的时间来剥皮呢。”

装核桃的袋子渐渐满了，看来除了松鼠之外，似乎没人来这里捡过核桃。

“咳，咱们要捡多少才够？”班尼问道，“我已经捡了51个啦。”

“干吗要问这个，班尼？”杰西说，“捡核桃不是挺好玩的么？”

“是好玩。”班尼说，“可我想，咱们一会儿还要到商店去呢。”

“对！”亨利说，“那就把袋子先放在这儿吧。”

“绝对不行！”班尼说，“我可不放心那些松鼠！等咱们一走，它们立马就会拢过来，解开袋子吃个底朝天！”

说完，班尼静静地站了一会儿，最后，他的目光落在一个树桩上：“亨利，没人愿意扛着四袋核桃走上1.25英里，再原路返回，对吧？要不，咱们把核桃藏在树桩的洞里，再用些厚树枝盖起来？”

“可以试试。”亨利赞同道。

就这样，孩子们把四袋核桃塞进洞里，又拖来几根常青树的树枝盖在上面。

“好啦！”杰西说，“现在松鼠肯定钻不进去了，亨利。”

“可不是吗？绝对的！”亨利说，“再说，咱们很快就会回来的。”





孩子们刚一推开商店门，便听到托马斯·尼尔森的招呼声：“啊哈，你们好，奥登家的孩子们！”

“您好啊！”杰西笑着说，“今天是个好天气，所以我们去捡核桃了，捡了整整四大袋山核桃呢。”

“好棒！”托马斯·尼尔森赞道，“我来告诉你们怎么做核桃料理：先把核桃砸开，取出核桃仁，然后跟绞碎的苹果拌在一起做沙拉，会相当美味的！”

话音刚落，尼尔森太太和帕奇便从楼梯上走了下来。“我听到你们在谈天气。”芭芭拉说，“不过，据我估计，这样的好天气持续不了多久，感觉大风暴就要来了。”

“没关系，我们以前也遇到过风暴。”班尼说，“记得那次是旅行中遇到的，我们被大雨困住，只能靠土豆填饱肚子，除了土豆什么都没有。”

“这倒提醒我了，”杰西说，“咱们可以买些土豆，在壁炉里烤着吃。”

于是，她挑了12个土豆，又买了些小面包、葡萄干果酱、白糖和几个鸡蛋，接着，孩子们便准备打道回府了。

亨利看了看手表，说：“都快中午了。”

“要把那些核桃都带回去可得花不少时间呢。”班尼说，“希望它们还在树洞里。”

核桃果然还在，不过，当孩子们走近时，两只松鼠正从那堆厚厚的树枝上仓皇逃离。





回到小屋后，杰西提议：“现在咱们分头去找石头吧，要平的那种，一块用来当垫板，一块用来砸核桃。”

“就像印第安人那样，”维莉说道，“做个剥壳器。”

石头找到了，孩子们仔细地擦掉了上面的泥土和落叶。

“动手砸吧。”杰西说，“砸完后再把核桃仁挑出来。”
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“不要，咱们还是先吃午饭吧。”班尼说，“就吃花生果酱三明治配牛奶，花不了多少时间的。”





简单吃过午饭后，孩子们坐到了地上，各自将大平石摆在面前，将核桃砸开，再将核桃连皮带果仁一起扔进炖锅里。

忙活了差不多一个小时，杰西终于开腔了：“咱们把地板扫干净好了，到处都是核桃壳。”随即，她站起身，四处找起扫帚来。

“我昨天就找过了。”维莉说，“可是没有。”

“按说应该有的啊，可能是放在哪儿了，咱们没看到而已。”杰西说。

“奇怪啊！”班尼说，“扫帚柜应该就在壁炉旁才对，我记得之前见过的一座木屋就是这样的构造。”

“可这座小木屋里确实没有，班尼。”维莉说道，“还是算了吧。”

不过班尼并没有罢休，还是在继续寻找，他把两把铁锹和一把斧子搬到另外一个角落，猛地发现壁炉向外凸出了一英尺。班尼仔细看了看，发现墙面是由窄板构成，每块木板之间都有条细线，像是裂缝一般。

“这儿原本应该有一个门把手，”班尼说道，“可是现在只剩下了一个小洞。”班尼回想了一下自己刚才的话，突然叫起来：“洞！这上面有个洞！”

他从兜里掏出折叠小刀，打开了其中最大的一把。

其余几个孩子全都围拢过来，只见班尼兴冲冲地撬着墙板，想找到松动的地方，他果然成功了：墙板的上方首先被撬起来，他用力一拉，一扇暗门被打开了。

“哇哦！”亨利叫了起来，“班尼真厉害，还真是扫帚柜呢！”
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“柜子是固定在地板上的！”杰西大声说。

[image: ]


“而且，里面还真有一把扫帚。”维莉说道。

只见柜子里放着一把扫帚、一个垃圾盘和一个木架子，架子上面放着抹布和两块肥皂，此外，还有一个小小的断裂的白色门把手。

亨利看了看柜子，又看了看架子：“这木头已经很旧了。”他说，“估计托马斯·尼尔森的爷爷很早之前就建了这栋房子。”

“你怎么看出来很旧了，亨利？”

“伸手摸摸架子下面，”亨利说，“能摸到斧子留下的痕迹吧？如果架子是最近做的，一定会很平滑。”

班尼摸了摸架子下面，果然摸到了斧子留下的痕迹。“这方法不错。”接着，他又摸了摸门。

“这个可不一样。”亨利说，“门板两侧都抛过光，因此比较光滑，不过估计也有些年头了。”

“这上面也有印记呢！”班尼叫道，“瞧，亨利，是字迹，虽然有点模糊，可还是看得清！”

他念了起来：





1/M　1/4B　1/4S　1S　1Y

1/4W　1E　？　3F　R





孩子们面面相觑。

“这是什么意思？是密码吗？”杰西问道，“赶紧抄下来，亨利，就抄在纸上，咱们可以研究研究。”

亨利动手抄了起来：“我一点儿都看不明白，就算研究了，也没多大意义。”

“我也看不懂。”班尼说，“依你们看，这些字母到底代表什么？”

杰西在桌旁坐了下来：“让我想想。有一件事可以肯定，那就是尼尔森一家想在木屋里寻找些什么。”

“而且，这件东西他们不想让咱们知道。”班尼赶紧补充道。

亨利看了看弟弟，说道：“没错，班尼，每次帕奇一跟咱们提起这个，他们就会脸红，好像很羞愧的样子。”

“可他们人都很好啊！”维莉补充道。

杰西点了点头：“这就是问题之所在，我们可以设想一下，也许尼尔森先生很久之前做过什么错事。”

“可他究竟想找什么呢？”班尼问道，“也许是找刚才咱们发现的密码，有了这些密码，就能找到财宝或是什么重要的东西。”

“可奇怪的是，尼尔森一家并没找到想要的东西，他们至少该知道这里有个暗格，里面放了把扫帚才对。”维莉说。

亨利点了点头：“我明白班尼的意思，那些字母应该是尼尔森先生的爸爸或者爷爷刻上去的——这是肯定的，而且，这么做绝对不是因为好玩。既然尼尔森先生不想告诉咱们密码的事，咱们也就什么都别说，他们不提，我们就别问。”

“好。”班尼说，“那下次咱们去商店时，看看他们怎么说吧。”

“秋季天黑得早，”亨利说，“现在太晚了，没办法上去修房顶了。班尼，把收音机打开，听听明天的天气怎样。”

等了半个小时，孩子们终于听到了天气预报。
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只听见播报员说道：“南方、西方将有一股风暴逼近，但不会经由本地区，而是会继续北上，本地区丝毫不受影响。北部新英格兰诸州应做好准备，应对风暴袭击。”

“这就不用担心了。”班尼说着，关掉了收音机。
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吃完饭的时候，天色已经黑得伸手不见五指了。

“咱们明天干什么？”班尼吃完最后一口汉堡，问道。

“修房顶啊！”亨利说，“你可以来帮忙，班尼。咱们要先找到松鼠进出的洞口，然后在上面钉块木板。”

此时亨利还不知道，他的计划很快就要被打乱。

上床的时候，班尼说：“也许咱们发现的密码就是用来赶跑松鼠的呢！”说着，他大笑起来。


第六章　暴　雪

Snow！
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第二天，天气骤变，没有阳光，天空一片灰暗，尽管如此，孩子们还是出了门，朝商店的方向走去。

“今天天气冷多了啊！”维莉说着，戴上风帽，将带子系紧。

“天空也不再湛蓝了，或许昨天才是暴风雨前的宁静呢！”杰西说道，“还记得吗？芭芭拉说过，暴风雨要来了。”

“咳，没事。”班尼说，“毕竟以现在的时节是不会下雪的。收音机里说，风暴会绕过这里的。”

班尼和望望一路小跑着。这一次，孩子们都比平时加快了脚步，也没有在中途流连。

“天一冷就觉得两英里半的路程好漫长。”杰西说，“要是天气好，这段路走起来倒是蛮舒服的。亨利，咱们最好别在商店待太久。”

“好的！”亨利表示同意，他再次抬头看了看天，“乌云似乎更浓密了，真希望在房顶修好之前不要再下雨了。”





奥登家的四个孩子来到了尼尔森商店，这一次，小店里有几名陌生的客人，他们已经买好了几大包日用品。

一个女客人冲着杰西笑了笑说：“看起来快下暴雨了，我赶紧多屯点东西，你们几个小家伙也多买点吧，要知道在这地儿，雨一下就是好几天哪！”

“谢谢您！”杰西赶紧道谢，“我们走了两英里多的路，就是专程来店里买备用食品的。亨利，你去对面拿些肉罐头和鲜肉，还有意大利面和西红柿沙司，我来拿巧克力和热狗，还有汉堡和奶粉。”

“我又买了些狗粮！”班尼叫道。

客人们捧着大包小包离开了商店，托马斯对亨利说道：“看，没多少顾客光顾这儿，避暑的游客已经离开了，好多邻居也搬了家，一去不回。要是想让小店继续维持下去的话，我估摸着，咱们也要搬走才行。”

“那就等我们离开以后再搬吧！”班尼说。

话音刚落，尼尔森太太就下楼来了。“看起来要下雪了。”她说，“我预感得八九不离十。”她皱了皱眉，看起来有些局促不安。

“下雪？”班尼惊呼起来，“这个季节下雪，也太早了吧？”

“话虽如此，你们还是早点回去为好，要是真遇到下雪困在路上，可不是闹着玩的。别在这儿耽搁了，不然被大雪困住就麻烦了。”

“您说得对，尼尔森太太。”亨利说，“大家都戴上风帽，把围巾系紧点！”

尼尔森太太紧走几步，向两位女孩解释道：“唉，杰西，你知道的，我并不是急着赶你们走，其实很想留你们多待一会儿的，对吧？”

“芭芭拉，我们当然明白。”杰西答道，“您只是怕我们被风暴困住而已。好了，我们走啦！东西都拿好了么？”

店门一开，望望就蹿上了小路，孩子们也丝毫不敢耽误，脚步迈得飞快，很快，小店就被远远甩到脑后，从视野中消失了。





“别走得太快，班尼。”亨利叫道，“要像赛跑一样，留到最后再攒劲加速。”

班尼闻言，放慢了脚步，思量起密码还有尼尔森一家打算搬走的事情来。“托马斯·尼尔森是想逃走么？”班尼暗自琢磨着，突然，他冷不丁地转过身，叫了起来，“呀，亨利，还真下雪了！”

“是在下雪呢！”杰西说，“不过兴许这雪来得急，停得也快！”
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但杰西预料错了，只见雪越下越大，轻薄而细碎的雪花透过密密的枝叶，纷纷扬扬地洒落下来，而且越下越急。

“我可不想被埋在雪里！”班尼惨叫一声，“要不然到时候就没人能找到咱们了！”

“不会的，班尼。”亨利安慰道，“别担心，咱们没那么容易被困住！还不等雪下得那么厚，咱们就走完回家的两英里路了。大家只管继续往前走好了。”

望望倒是十分淡定，只见它目不斜视，不紧不慢地一路小跑，视线一直注视着前方。

“好样的！”班尼夸了一句，但望望的耳朵连动都没有动一下。

亨利说：“要不是亲眼所见，我还真不敢相信，雪都下了一尺厚了。”

“别忘了，亨利，这还是在树林里呢。”杰西提醒道，“要是在没有树遮挡的地方，雪肯定更厚！呀，好冷啊，我都快冻僵啦！”

“加油，等回到小屋，就有好多美食等着我们啦——前提是，如果咱们还赶得回去的话。”班尼说，“就算咱们被雪困在小木屋里好多天，屯的食物也够我们吃了。”

孩子们深埋着头，迎着风雪，深一脚浅一脚地在山路上艰难跋涉。雪花越来越大，他们几乎看不清前面的路，脚步踉跄了好几次，所幸没人滑倒。

望望的腿似乎越变越短，此时，它已经无法奔跑了，只能在深雪中蹦跳着前行。





不过，他们最终还是回来了。亨利开门的时候，木屋台阶上的积雪已经足足有四英尺厚了。他们跺了跺脚上的残雪，才进屋反锁了门。

“唉！”杰西叹了一口气。

除此之外，大家都不再言语。孩子们脱下外套，挂在钉子上晾干，亨利则默默燃着了壁炉里的火，此时已经12点了。杰西在水龙头下接了一锅水，放在炉子上烧了起来，她知道，大家非常需要来些热巧克力取暖——而当孩子们闻到热巧克力的甜香时，也都是这么想的。

维莉拿出了炒锅，不一会儿，就传来咸肉嗞嗞作响的声音。





等大家围坐在一起吃饭的时候，亨利说道：“让我来讲两句吧！没错，这场雪确实来得太早，谁都没有料到，不过它应该不会持续太久，咱们不会有危险的。”

杰西说：“我唯一担心的是爷爷，他肯定不放心我们，尼尔森一家说不定也是。”

“可是我们现在什么也做不了。”亨利说，“既不能下山，也没法送信出去。”

“那咱们就安下心来，尽情享受吧！”班尼接口道。

“我就是这个意思。”亨利笑着说，“我待会儿要出去把台阶上的雪铲掉，还要在木屋周围铲出一条小路，屋后的那块空地也要铲出来——就是窗户下面，给小鸟放食篮的树桩那儿。”

“我来帮你。”班尼说，“反正有两把铁锹呢。”

“谢啦，小班班！”





屋外寒气逼人，大雪仍然纷纷扬扬地下着。两个男孩费了很大力气才在窗下铲出一块方形的空地来，铲出来的积雪则被堆放在一边。

“这片空地很快又会被雪覆盖，”亨利说，“不过咱们可以再铲一次。”
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“下次就不用这么费劲了。”班尼说，“起码积雪不会有这么厚。”

亨利抬头看了看屋顶的松鼠洞，发现屋顶已经被厚厚的积雪盖个密实。“看来一时半会儿不用担心松鼠了，不管屋顶有没有洞，我今天是上不去了。”

“咱们今晚又要忍受噪音了。”班尼说，“要是没带望望的话，我们倒是可以把松鼠请下来一起玩呢。”

“别异想天开啦，班尼！”哥哥说道，“我现在只是好奇，那个洞到底有多大。”

屋顶的洞确实大得很，只是奥登家的孩子们现在还不知道而已。


第七章　简易的雪地靴

Making Do
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晚上孩子们上床的时候，大雪仍然下个不停，天气越发凛冽，刺骨的寒风也刮了起来。

“简直算得上暴风雪了。”亨利说，“这种景况，我还从来没见过呢！”

的确，在这样的时节，如此情形还从未在这片地区出现过。寒风呼啸狂吼着，对孩子们来说，松鼠发出的噪音已经算不得什么，不知不觉间，他们竟然酣然入睡了。





第二天一早醒来时，孩子们几乎看不到屋外的景象——雪积得很深，已经挡住了小半个窗口。

“可怜的爷爷。”维莉边说边尽力朝窗外看了看，“他肯定在担心咱们呢。”她爬上窗椅，放眼朝外面望去。“亨利！”她叫了起来，“你绝对不敢相信，雪都埋到鸟食那里了，连提篮也被埋进去了！”
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班尼、杰西和亨利赶紧爬上去看，果然只看到了篮子的提手。

“我的收音机！”班尼猛地叫道，差点从窗椅上摔下来，“我要调到绿野镇电台，听听新闻，说不定会有关于这场暴雪的特讯呢！”





杰西开始着手准备早餐了，亨利穿上了最暖和的衣服，但他没说要去做什么。

“听啊，新闻开始啦！”班尼说。

收音机里传来了播音员的声音：“鉴于暴风雪原因，下面我们将为各位听众播送特别消息，请仔细收听。阿兰·莫尔先生想对家人说，他很安全，但今天无法回家了。警长呼吁广大民众保持冷静，街道上的积雪会尽快得到清扫。消防部门提醒各位居民，取暖时要谨防火炉太热引起火灾。詹姆斯·奥登先生想告诉孙子孙女，他们必须待在猎人小屋里，他会尽快派人过去帮忙。”

“果然是爷爷的风格！”班尼说道。

“可不是么！”杰西说道，听到爷爷的消息后，她安心多了，“早餐我会多做些热巧克力，咱们要吃得热乎乎的。”

可当她拧开龙头时，发现竟然没有水流出来。

“没水了，亨利！”杰西叫了起来。

“一定是水管冻住了。”亨利说。

“不要紧，没什么大不了！”杰西说着，脸上露出了微笑。

“你想到什么主意了，杰西？”班尼问道。

“没水也能做热巧克力，将雪融化就行。”

亨利把门敞开一条缝，伸出那口大大的平底锅去舀雪。“多舀一点儿，亨利。”杰西说道，“反正很快就会煮化的。”

她把锅放在炉子上，一大锅松软的白雪越融越少，不一会，水就煮沸了。

“我还要加点牛奶到热巧克力里去。”杰西说。
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一家人美美地吃起了早餐，热腾腾的巧克力让大家全身上下都暖和了起来。

而直到这时，大伙儿才明白亨利为什么要穿得那么厚，只听亨利说道：“班尼，我要出去，看能不能把昨晚的积雪再铲一次，还有小鸟的食篮被雪埋住了，也需要清理清理，你要不要跟我一起？”

“当然要，”班尼一口答应，“等我穿上外套。”





积雪已经深及班尼的腰部。两个男孩围着小木屋铲出一条窄窄的小道，铲出的雪依然堆在一边。风雪不时迷住他们的眼睛。

小屋里，女孩们听到轮番铲雪的声音，维莉实在坐不住了，站起来说：“咱们也穿好衣服出去吧。”

“快看窗户！”杰西说道。

只见挡住玻璃的雪明显少了许多，女孩们可以看到两把铲子正在上下翻飞，将窗户上的积雪铲走。

“太好了，终于又可以看到外面了。”杰西点了点头，“那两个小伙子还真能干哪！”

很快，大家便能隔窗对望了，屋里的女孩和屋外的男孩相互挥挥手，开心地笑了起来。





进屋吃午饭时，两个男孩已经累得精疲力尽，不过亨利仍在说：“吃完饭我还要出去捡点柴火，你要不要一起去，小班班？”

“那还用问？当然要！”班尼答道，“只是这次我要穿上雪地靴，我可不想陷进雪里，雪实在是太深了！”

“那你用什么来作雪地靴呢？”杰西问道。

“橱架上不是有两个很大的锅盖吗？反正它们和屋子里的锅都不配套。”

“想来小木屋里很久以前应该是有两口大锅的吧？”杰西说，“虽然我也不知道它们是用来干什么的。”

“也许是用来煮鹿肉的。”班尼说，“反正咱们又不吃那玩意儿。”他急不可待地要着手制作自己的雪地靴了。

“你怎么才能让锅盖固定在脚上呢，班尼？”维莉问道。

“嗯……我会用两根带子绑住它，”班尼说，“不过先得在锅盖上各穿两个洞。”

班尼抽出折叠小刀里最宽的那把，接着用尼尔森家的锤子用力敲打了几下，锅盖上便出现了两个小口子。此时，就连亨利也忍不住凑过来看，只见班尼在每个口子上穿了根带子，将两只靴子分别放在锅盖上，用带子固定住后，再如同系鞋带一样系好。
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“很不错呢，班尼！”亨利说道，“走几步看看。”

班尼哐啷哐啷地走了起来，只是那动静大的，简直是震耳欲聋！

“这比松鼠发出的噪音还难听呢。”班尼说，“不过没关系，在厚厚的雪地上走就不会有任何声响了。”





杰西帮班尼穿好了毛衣和外套，又戴上厚厚的手套。班尼拿起一把铁锹作滑雪杆，亨利则带上了斧子。出发之前，两人又把台阶上的积雪清扫了一遍。纷纷扬扬的雪花在寒风中不住地打着旋儿。

“雪地靴还真管用，维莉。”杰西望着两个男孩的背影，只见班尼在雪地上走得轻松自如，亨利则在齐腰深的雪地里艰难跋涉，“希望他们不要迷路。”

“不会的。”维莉说，“他们又不会走散。”

“那么现在，看看咱们能不能给这两个小伙子准备点惊喜？”杰西思索着，说道，“我在想，爷爷说‘会派人过来帮忙’是什么意思，指的是今天还是明天呢？”

“我想他的意思是，让咱们尽管放心地把所有屯的食物吃完——但愿我没有理解错。”

“我也是这样理解的。”杰西说，“既然我们中午吃的是三明治，那么晚上就来一顿丰盛的炖鸡肉大餐，给俩帅哥一个惊喜，怎么样？反正咱们有一整只罐装鸡，炖的时候还可以加罐意大利面进去。就算水龙头里没水，也不愁没热水啊，对不？”

就这样，两个女孩开始准备大餐了：她们先给鸡肉去骨，和意大利面一起放进炖锅，又将热水倒进去。“我又想到了一个惊喜！”维莉兴奋地叫了起来，“我们可以用雪做冰激凌啊！”

“好主意！”杰西说，“反正雪多得是，想做什么都行。只是，我忘记该怎么做冰激凌了，好像得用上一点儿牛奶，加糖进去融化，再加香草——等等，咱们没有香草。”

两个女孩不由得绞尽脑汁地思索起来，片刻后，杰西猛地叫道：“咱们可以把葡萄干果冻融化掉，制作葡萄干口味的冰激凌，应该丝毫不比香草口味的差吧！”

“而且做出来的冰激凌还是粉粉的！”维莉补充道。

说话间，杰西便把牛奶、果冻和砂糖混在了一起：“等到吃甜点的时候再把雪放进去好了！看，男孩们回来了。”





果然，班尼和亨利各自抱着几捆柴火向木屋走来。“看起来柴火全都是亨利砍的，”维莉笑着说，“它们的长短都一样呢！”

班尼穿着雪地靴，走在前面，相比之下，亨利则慢得多，因为每走一步都必须把脚高高抬起。

“我们马上还要折回去！”班尼叫道，“还有些树枝没捡，搁在那儿呢！等我一会儿，我先得把围巾当裤带系上！”

“我也这么认为。”杰西尽量忍住没笑出声来，“要帮忙么？”

“要，一条围巾怕是不够长呢！”

“足够了，”杰西说，“你觉得肚子被勒得很紧吗？”

“才不紧呢。看这些柴火怎么样，不错吧？又枯又干，都是亨利挑选的。”

“好极了！”两个女孩齐声赞道。

男孩们正准备动身去取剩余的木柴，这时，望望突然叫了起来。

“不行，望望，你不准去。”班尼叫道，“你会陷进雪地里的。”

可是望望的叫声却越来越响，越来越激动。

“估计它是冲着松鼠叫唤呢！”杰西说。

“不对，杰西。”维莉说，“你听！”
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屋外响起一阵怪异而低沉的叫声，两个女孩打开门，向白雪覆盖的小路望去。两个男孩也准备出发了。

“哟！”杰西惊呼起来，“是咱们在树林里见过的那两头鹿！”

两个男孩停住脚步，看向两头鹿，只见它们被半埋在雪中，挣扎着想站起来，但又摔倒，如此不断重复着。

两个男孩转过身，悄悄地回到小木屋。

亨利低声说道：“别吓着它们！小鹿估摸着是来觅食的，它们以为有人的地方就会有食物。”


第八章　救　援

To the Rescue
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奥登兄妹把门打开了一条小缝，只见两头鹿虽然仍陷在雪地中，却已经挣扎着站立了起来。

“它们不想让咱们帮忙。”班尼说。

“是不需要帮，”亨利说，“它们已经站起来了。”

两头鹿抖了抖身上的雪，不过，又有更多的雪花落在了身上。它们慢慢地朝小木屋的方向走过来，抽动了一下鼻子，褐色的眼睛温柔地望着小屋的木门。

随后，沿着男孩们铲出的小路，鹿儿们又循到了空地上。孩子们悄悄来到窗前，向外望去，这两只温柔的小家伙一定是累坏了，此时它们正趴在地上，相互舔舐着。

“听，有动静，好像是有人在叫唤，我不是在做梦吧？”

班尼没有做梦，他听到的声音的确是真实的，他打开门，只看了一眼，便叫起来：“亨利，快穿上外套，把我的也拿来！”说完，便跳下台阶，跑到小路上。

亨利从挂钩上取下两件外套，冲进风雪中，奋力追去。女孩们望向小路，只见雪地上趴着一个貌似人形的物体，而不远处，一个男人肩头扛着孩子，背靠在树上。

孩子们立刻把鹿儿的事情抛在了一边。

“是尼尔森一家！”杰西叫道，“哦，天哪，恐怕是芭芭拉摔倒在雪地里了。咱俩又不能出去帮忙，只能在这儿干等了。”

“我敢肯定，尼尔森一家准是过来救咱们的。”维莉说。

“我也这样想。”杰西说，“看！亨利正扶着芭芭拉走过来呢！我这就去拿个睡袋，放在壁炉前。”

“我去拿吧。”说完，维莉便冲向里屋，杰西赶紧将房门敞开，用手撑住。

只听芭芭拉正虚弱地对亨利说：“哦，亨利，抱歉害得你们跑一趟，我真没用，本来以为能挺住的，没想到路这么难走。”

“可别这么说！”亨利安慰道，“您能亲自过来，可见您是多么勇敢，多么善良！”他扶着尼尔森太太躺在睡袋上，杰西赶紧又垫了一个睡袋给她做枕头。

“我可以坐着，我可以的。”芭芭拉说道。

“先躺着别动，芭芭拉。”杰西俯身蹲在她身边，建议道，“过一会儿再坐到沙发上去吧！”

望望走过来，乖乖蹲在地上，一动不动。

“尼尔森先生应该坐下才是，他一路都扛着帕奇呢。”班尼说着，推过一把椅子，尼尔森先生便沉沉地坐了下去，身子无力地往后一靠，闭上了眼睛。

一向活泼的帕奇也累了，班尼让他钻进自己的睡袋，并拉过一把椅子让帕奇靠着。

“那么，那么……你们是过来帮忙的？”班尼说道。

尼尔森先生点了点头：“本来是这样打算的。看到雪一直下个不停，我们就忍不住担心，不知道你们究竟回到木屋没有。”

亨利附和道：“差一点儿就回不来啦。”

“今天一大早我就想过来看看你们，可是芭芭拉也要跟来——她怕我迷路，所以只好把帕奇也带上了。”

“真是太谢谢你们啦！”杰西的声音都有些颤抖了，“下这么大的雪，你们很容易迷路的。”

“也就摔了两跤而已，好在都爬起来了。”托马斯·尼尔森轻描淡写道。

杰西突然想到了什么。“你们饿了吧？”她问道。

“可不是么！”帕奇叫了起来，“我都几百万年没吃东西了！”

亨利哈哈笑了起来：“这像是你说的话呢，小班班！”

“唉！”托马斯·尼尔森叹了一口气，“可惜路上耽搁得太久了，出门时本来还给你们带了一大袋食物的，后来没辙，只有扔在雪地里了。”





“维莉，”杰西说道，“大家可以吃炖肉啦！鸡肉已经熟透了，热乎乎，香喷喷的！你去把桌椅摆好，我再找三个盘子盛鸡肉。”

“炖鸡肉？”帕奇问道，“我还从来没听说过呢！”

“很好吃的。”班尼说。

“你说好吃，那肯定错不了。”帕奇看着班尼。

大伙儿开始享用美味的炖鸡大餐了，尼尔森先生不禁感慨道：“谢天谢地，咱们终于到地方啦！”说完，他深深舒了口气。

趁着大家大快朵颐的工夫，维莉和杰西开始制作冰激凌了，她们将松软的白雪混在牛奶里，加入砂糖和葡萄干果冻，做出来的冰激凌颜色粉嘟嘟的，好看极了。

“要是爷爷看到这个冰激凌，一定会笑起来的。”班尼说。接着，他把爷爷通过电台传消息的事情告诉了尼尔森先生。

最后他补充道：“只是爷爷没料到你们会来。”

话音刚落，大家便听到屋外响起了一阵奇怪的嗡嗡声。

“这是什么声音？”杰西不禁问道，然后侧耳倾听。

“我听出来了，是直升机的声音！”班尼叫了起来，“我的外套呢？”眨眼间，班尼便冲向门外，他边跑边穿外套，亨利则紧紧地跟在他身后。

声音越来越大。直升机盘旋着，似乎悬浮在了木屋上方。

“这里没法降落啊！”班尼说，“怎么办？”

“往后退，班尼！”亨利叫道，“飞行员正往外扔东西呢。”

只听“嘭”的一声，有东西落在了空地上——那儿刚好是班尼和亨利清理过的地方。
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“是稻草！”班尼惊呼道，“牛在雪地里迷路时，救生机就会给它们空投稻草。可是，我们又不吃稻草……爷爷怎么知道这儿有两头鹿？！”

恰好此时尼尔森先生也来到屋外，他解释道：“班尼，这是干草包，是专门用来包裹东西的，外面那层稻草能起到缓冲和保护作用。还好你们把这儿的雪铲掉了，这样飞行员就能确定，扔下的包裹你们能接到。”

直升机缓缓下降，飞行员挥了挥手臂，但噪音太大，孩子们一句话也没听到。飞机再次盘旋起来，突然，一块黑板从舱门伸了出来，只见上面写着：





无法降落

包裹里有纸条

两小时后返回





两个男孩用力点了点头，挥了挥手。

直升机飞走了。





亨利和班尼一起将包裹沿着小路拖过来，屋里的人透过窗户张望着，看到他们将包裹拖进小屋，大家便围拢过来，帮着把包装用的稻草扯掉。

“干草别离火太近啦！”杰西提醒道，“暴风暴雪的，可不能再来一次火灾。”

随即，他们看到了包裹里的东西。

“有盒装牛奶，”亨利说道，“还有蜜桃罐头。”

“还有好几条面包呢！”杰西说。

“还有一袋砂糖和好多汉堡肉，就这么多啦。”班尼说，“幸亏砂糖用稻草包了起来，要是袋子破了，糖准会撒得到处都是。”

“纸条在哪儿？”亨利问道，“这才是最重要的。”

“在这儿呢！”班尼说道，“就是这张用塑料袋裹住的纸条。”

亨利大声读了起来：





州警和交通部门会按计划接你们回家。把你们需要的东西用大字写在显眼的底板上，搁到雪地里。飞行员回头会将你们的必需品带过来，空投给你们。记得告诉我你们的现况。

——爷爷





“给爷爷的留言到底写在哪里好呢？”杰西问道。

“哦，老天。”维莉说，“咱们没有足够大的底板，也没有油漆和墨水。”

“大家到处找找吧。”说完，班尼坐下来，四下打量着房间里的每件物品。杰西去到卧室，并没有发现足够大的东西——墙上也没有大挂历。

尼尔森一家也开始冥思苦想起来。

“底板不仅要足够大，”维莉说道，“而且颜色要么够深，要么够浅。”

“那留言用什么颜料写？”帕奇问道。

“先把眼前的问题解决再说，帕奇。”亨利说道，“我们必须找到一块大卡片之类的东西。”

班尼将整个客厅都环视了一遍，目光又回到了窗子上。

“看！”他指了指暗绿色的遮光帘。

“噢，班尼！”维莉欢呼起来，“就是它了——整间屋子里，就属它最大啦。”

亨利登上窗椅，取下帘子，放在地板上，铺展开来。

“你站到这头来，帕奇。”亨利说道。班尼早已站到另一头去了，这帘子确实是个最完美不过的大底板。

“现在来解决第二个问题：咱们得用白色的颜料来写留言，可是没有粉笔。”亨利说，“想到好点子的有奖！”

“我想得奖。”帕奇说。

“那就快动脑筋啊，帕奇。”他妈妈说道。

最后，还是维莉想出了办法：“我不确定这方法可不可行，要不先写个字试试？”

“留言准备写什么内容？”芭芭拉问道，“你们有什么特别需要的吗？”

“我们需要三个睡袋——给你们用的。”杰西说，“要是天黑前收不到它们的话，你们肯定会被冻僵的。现在，维莉，快说说你的好主意吧！”
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“我以前试过这个法子，只是字写得没这么大罢了。”维莉说，“首先，用水把字写上去，再撒上一层厚厚的盐，等字干了以后，再把面上的浮盐抖落下来。”

“这办法肯定行！”班尼说，“咱们先试试吧。维莉，你写字和画画都是最棒的，先写个３好了，要这么大的。”他边说边比画了一个四英寸大小的３。





“幸亏咱们有水。”说话间，班尼已经端来一整杯水，杰西则把盐盒放到了地上。

维莉趴在地上，将手指蘸蘸水，写下了数字3，随即撒上大量的盐。“先让它晾一会儿。”她说，“接下来要写的是睡袋的‘睡’字。”大家全都聚精会神地注视着维莉。

写完后，维莉吩咐道：“现在可以把‘3’字上的浮盐抖下来啦！”

亨利抓起帘子一角，将盐抖落在壁炉里，顿时，一个漂亮的白色“3”出现在遮光帘上。

“好极了！”班尼欢呼起来，“这办法真管用，我就知道能成！”

“3个睡袋”几个字写完后，杰西建议道：“咱们还应该告诉爷爷，为什么需要这些睡袋。我想只用写尼尔森几个字就够了，爷爷一看就知道，尼尔森一家是来帮咱们的。”

维莉早已动手写下了“尼尔森3人”：“我还要写‘很好’两个字，这样爷爷就知道咱们一切都好。”

“还要写‘多谢您的稻草’。”班尼说，“爷爷会觉得好笑的。”

“这个自然。”亨利哈哈笑了起来，“爷爷一听就知道，这话是你说的——正是你的风格嘛，这会让爷爷开心点。”
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留言写完了，亨利说：“咱们把它拿出去吧，飞行员有可能会提前到呢！”

“帘子的四个角说不定得用石头压住才行。”班尼一边说，一边穿起了外套。

“可这么大的雪，到哪里去找石头？”托马斯·尼尔森问道。

“就用砸核桃的石头啊！”杰西说道，“把四块都一起拿去，免得来回跑。”

此时，风势渐渐转弱，雪也停了。男孩们把大标牌铺在雪地上，遮光帘的四角被风吹得微微翘起，于是他们在每个角上压了一块平石。

“干得漂亮！”班尼赞道，他顿了顿，又说，“亨利，咱们把稻草拿到这儿来，喂给小鹿吃吧。”

“好！”亨利说，“等咱们回屋去，它们就能寻到这儿来了。”

这个主意让杰西很是欢喜，她将地板上的稻草清理干净，托马斯·尼尔森则帮着两个男孩把稻草抱出去，放在小鸟的食篮旁。

“听啊！”班尼再次转过身来。

“太好了！”亨利叫了起来，“直升机来了！幸亏咱们把标牌事先放好了，飞行员果然提前到了。”

屋里的人也听到了直升机的轰鸣声，立刻来到窗口张望。

只见直升机缓缓下落，在男孩们的头顶上盘旋。飞行员看了看地上的字，脸上露出了笑容。他拿出早已准备好的小黑板，上面写着：





一小时后返回





直升机再次飞走了。

男孩们卷起帘子，拿进屋里。班尼挂起外套，说道：“待会等咱们把盐巴刮掉，帘子就会又像新的一样了。”

“趁着等直升机的工夫，咱们把盘子洗了吧。”芭芭拉说。

“您就别管了，”杰西说，“只用在旁边看着就行啦。”

然而，芭芭拉已经把几个奇形怪状的空盘子摞了起来。

“还好咱们提前烧了热水，对吧，杰西？”维莉问道，“刚好用来洗盘子。”





补充了食物后，托马斯·尼尔森的精神也好多了，他问道：“亨利，你说的那些松鼠在哪儿？”

“到我的卧室来，您亲耳听听吧！”

班尼和帕奇也跟了进去，果然，从烟囱附近传出一阵阵抓挠和刮擦声。

托马斯·尼尔森说道：“依我看，屋顶上住的是一只松鼠妈妈和一只松鼠爸爸，还有一窝松鼠宝宝，最小的宝宝们估计是春天出生的，不过个头已经快赶上它们爸妈了。我估摸着，这家松鼠是计划在这里过冬的。”

亨利笑了起来：“可惜这计划被我们打乱了。我们才是不速之客，而不是它们——毕竟是它们先来的。”

“可不是么。”托马斯说，“它们准是被吓坏了，屋顶里很可能藏了好多松果和一个漂亮的小窝——天知道那小窝是用什么做的。”

“我好想看看那个窝！”班尼说，“反正棚顶是木头做的，你可以在上面打个洞嘛，亨利！”

“打洞倒是可以，可我不想。”亨利说，“我才不乐意让松鼠一家跑下来跟咱们同住呢。”

帕奇不禁问道：“爸爸，你说这些松鼠跑到下面来过吗？”

“我想应该没有。”托马斯·尼尔森四下里看了看，显得有些局促不安，“不过，可能有一些偶尔跑进过那间大屋子，我们曾看到一张貌似被松鼠啃过的报纸——只是没见过松鼠的踪影。”

“说不定松鼠被猎人赶了出去，报纸却忘了扔掉。”亨利说。
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“我也这么想。”托马斯的脸色仍然有些焦虑，“松鼠对书籍和报纸的危害可不小呢。”

“这里也没什么东西可以被它们破坏的啊！”亨利话刚出口，就立刻联想起尼尔森家一直在寻找的东西——那件十分重要又神秘的东西。或许，那才是容易被松鼠毁掉的吧。可托马斯为什么对他们兄妹守口如瓶？要不是这样，他们完全可以带他去看那些密码，不过话到嘴边，亨利最后还是忍住了。

“幸亏咱们和松鼠之间隔着一层结实的楼板。”班尼说道，“屋顶的雪都有四英尺厚了，看起来像个结了霜的大蛋糕。”

“四英尺？”托马斯惊呼起来，“对，是差不多。对这样的小房顶来说，重量可着实不轻呢。”

而此时他还不知道，一些积雪已经通过房顶的松鼠洞落下来，堆积到阁楼上了。


第九章　失踪的部分

Missing Piece
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过了差不多一个小时，奥登兄弟便出门去等飞行员了。他们到得很及时，飞行员比约定时间提前来了，随着一阵轰鸣声，直升机很快便盘旋在他们头顶上。

飞行员挥了挥手，扔下一捆用塑料袋包裹的睡袋。

“不用担心睡袋被打湿了！”班尼说，“哈，这次投得比上次的稻草包还要准哪！”

他们抬起头，挥手向飞行员告别，直升机高高升起，飞走了。





兄弟俩把塑料包拿回小木屋。亨利找到开口处，撕开了包装袋。

只见里面装着两个大睡袋，一个小睡袋。

“爷爷怎么知道帕奇是个小不点？”班尼诧异道。

托马斯解释说：“是这样的，早在你们还没住进小屋前，奥登先生就打过电话给我，问我店里是不是24小时都有人守着，我告诉他，我们一家都住在小店的楼上，自然也顺带提到了我的妻子和帕奇。”

“噢，包裹里还有个长盒子呢！”杰西冷不丁地说道，她打开盒子，发现里面装着一把小榔头、一盒钉子、一盒图钉以及粗细各一的两卷铁丝。

盒子里还有一张字条，上面写着：





被暴雪困住的话，工具或许用得着，可能小木屋需要修理了吧？盼着尽快见到你们。

——爱你们的爷爷





杰西收起了工具盒，说道：“对了，之前咱们把核桃砸开后还一直没来得及把核桃仁取出来呢！要不咱们来场核桃大聚会吧？”

“那我要把认识的所有核桃宝贝都请过来，一个不落！”班尼说，“就用爷爷给的尖钉子来挑核桃仁好了。”

杰西把砸好的核桃摆在桌上，孩子们和尼尔森一家围坐在一起，将核桃仁挑出来，将壳扔掉。

大家正忙得不亦乐乎，亨利突然冲对面的杰西挑了挑眉毛。杰西心领神会，点了点头。

“托马斯。”亨利开口了，“有件事想告诉您，据我们所知，您一直都在寻找着小木屋里的某件东西……”

“是呀！是呀！”帕奇抢着答道。

“没错。”托马斯缓缓地说。

杰西接过话头：“是这样的，虽然我们并不知道您在找什么——想必您也不想告诉我们，不过，我们倒是有所发现呢！”

“你们发现了什么？”芭芭拉禁不住激动地叫道。

杰西并没有直接回答，而是转向了班尼：“带他们去看看你在壁炉旁发现的扫帚柜吧！”

“这里哪有什么扫帚柜。”托马斯摇了摇头。
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“看这儿！”话音未落，班尼便用折刀撬开了柜门。尼尔森一家不由得目瞪口呆。

“我们还发现门后刻着些字母，”班尼继续说道，“可我们都猜不透是什么意思。”

托马斯一个箭步走上前去，看了看门后的字母，叫了起来：“芭芭拉，找到了……”可是旋即，他的声音又低沉下去，半晌，才失望地加了一句，“不对，不是这个。”

奥登家的孩子们听得越发糊涂起来，这到底是怎么回事？

芭芭拉看出了他们的疑惑：“我来解释一下，你们就明白了。你们也知道，托马斯最大的爱好就是做烘焙，对吧？而他的爷爷和爸爸有一份做小面包的独门秘方，由此做出的小面包美味得无与伦比，于是这个秘方就成了祖传秘笈。”

托马斯·尼尔森补充道：“我爸爸会在做小面包时加入一种特别配料，使得面包的味道与众不同。”

“全天下的小面包都比不了。”帕奇说道。

“哦？”班尼说，“这么说，整件事从头到尾你都清楚，帕奇？”

“那是当然，要是老爸能找到独门配方，他就可以做出美味绝顶的小面包，赚好多好多钱。”

“噢，帕奇！”妈妈制止了他，随即又补充道，“我们只是想，如果托马斯能做出好吃的面包，或许可以成为有名的……”

“我开始明白了。”杰西说，“可我还是弄不懂门后那些字母是什么意思，还有，你们看到它们后，为什么这样失望呢？”

“让我来解释吧。”托马斯回答道，“门上刻的，是用密语写成的配方。看到第一行没？意思是一杯牛奶……这些配方我早就知道，不知道的是缺失的那部分——看到那个问号没？我要找的，是一份完整的、不带问号的配方。”

“可还有好多字母看不懂啊！”维莉说。

“我来给你解释吧！”芭芭拉说：“它们的意思是——

1杯牛奶　　　　　　　　　1/4杯水

1/4杯黄油　　　　　　　　1个鸡蛋

1/4勺砂糖　　　　　　　　？

1勺盐　　　　　　　　　　3杯面粉

1个酵母饼　　　　　　　　葡萄干

400度高温烘焙15分钟。”

维莉感叹道：“原来答案这么简单啊，不过前提是谜底解开后！”

“这种小面包做起来并不难，难就难在缺少那个配料。”托马斯说，“我爸爸从没告诉过我，配料到底是什么。一直以来，这都是家族里的秘密，直到去世他都没有告诉任何人。”

班尼想了想，问道：“可您凭什么认为秘密就藏在这座小木屋里呢？”

“问得好，班尼。”托马斯说，“这小木屋最初是我爷爷建的，我爸爸也在这里住过，后来才被运动者俱乐部买了下来。爸爸去世之前只说了两个字：木屋。”

“配料会不会是香草或是砂糖之类的？”杰西问道。

“凡是想到的配方我都试过，可做出来的面包味道总是不对。”托马斯答道，“唉，我现在跟你们一样，摸不着半点头脑。”话虽如此，他的脸色却很快变得明朗起来，“不过我坚信，我可以让我们家的小面包闻名于天下！”

言语间，他已是笑容满面。杰西望着托马斯的脸，打心眼里生出一种仰慕——他对工作已经痴迷至此。

托马斯继续说道：“我会先花钱给小面包做点宣传，而只要买过它的顾客，一定会口口相传，因为它们确实美味极了。”

“可惜配方在你爸那儿失传了。”班尼说，“万一真的找到了配方，你一定得让旁人知道，然后把秘方封起来，存放在银行里。”

“说得对，班尼，我可是尝到了教训呢。”托马斯的神情再次变得忧郁起来。





大家又继续专心致志地挑起了核桃仁，不一会儿，活儿就干完了。杰西把核桃仁用碗装好，拿到了厨房里，亨利则把核桃壳扔进了火堆。

接着，杰西用手将核桃仁捏碎，维莉则拿刀切开苹果。随后，她们把两种食物混合在一起，做成沙拉。紧接着，她们又把爷爷送来的汉堡肉放进壁炉烤了起来。

帕奇已经十分疲倦了。

“我睡在哪儿？”他问道。

杰西笑了起来，说道：“沙发打开就是一张双人床，给你爸妈睡正好！至于你，可以睡在靠近壁炉的地板上，反正有睡袋。”

“而且你身体结实着呢！再说睡袋可软了。”班尼说道。

大家都已经精疲力竭，望望也不例外。洗过餐具后，大家各自上了床，就连松鼠也变得安静起来。





屋子里，除了亨利和班尼的手表在嘀嗒嘀嗒外，四处都静悄悄的。可是凌晨四点钟，男孩卧室里的一块早已松动的天花板突然开始弯曲下沉，并发出嘎吱嘎吱的声音，这一切自然逃不过望望的耳朵，不过它牢记着杰西之前的命令，不准再对着松鼠叫唤。
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天花板越变越弯，发出的嘎吱声也越发刺耳，转眼间，其中一头已经掉落下来，然而望望依然没有出声。渐渐地，天花板弯曲到了极限，另一头也断开了，轰的一声砸了下来！

惊天动地的声响中，木板落地了，更糟的是，棚顶的松鼠窝也跟着掉落，五只肥硕的松鼠和数不清的松果，连同四英寸厚的松软白雪砸落到地板上。原来，正是从房顶的破洞中掉落的积雪积累到了一定重量，终于压垮了棚顶。





众人自睡梦中惊醒，从床上跳了起来，脸上仍带着惺忪的睡意。此时，望望也没法保持冷静了，五只松鼠被它追得四处乱窜，由于目标太多，它只好见到一只追一只。只听得松鼠们叽喳惊叫，望望狂吠怒吼，屋子里闹哄哄的！

“这下怎么办？”杰西叫道。

“不知道。”亨利说。兄妹们都呆呆地站着，和尼尔森一家一起，怔怔地看着这场追逐大戏。

“咱们必须把松鼠抓起来！”班尼喊道。

“否则房子都要被它们毁掉了。”维莉加了一句。

“这里马上就会被它们闹翻天了！”帕奇虽然嘴上这么说，心里别提有多高兴了，这场景丝毫不比马戏表演逊色。

其他人显然没有这份兴致——他们都在考虑，怎样才能把这五只松鼠抓起来。

“驱赶到雪地里不行么？”杰西问道。

“不行，雪太深了。”维莉说，“它们找不到食物会饿死的，况且树上也没有它们的窝。”

几只小家伙没有片刻消停，望望发疯般四处乱扑，一只松鼠还没捉到，自己倒先滑了一跤，立刻就有另一只松鼠蹿出来，大摇大摆地从它眼前跑过。





亨利环视了一下屋子，想找些材料做捕松鼠的工具，可是除了角落里的一个旧木箱，就没其他可用得上的了，而那个箱子很可能是猎人们当初用来装运食物的。

“咱们试试，看能不能把松鼠逐个赶进箱子里去？”亨利喊道。

“可怎么才能关住它们呢？”杰西问道，“又没有盖子，它们一跳就出来了。”

“那就把箱子倒扣在地上。”亨利说，“不过我担心把第二只松鼠放进去时，第一只会趁机爬出来。”

“用铁丝啊！”班尼猛地叫了起来，“爷爷不是给咱们捎来了铁丝、钉子这些工具吗？”说完，他立刻跑着去拿。

大家一起看向班尼，只见他搬来木箱，在箱子的顶上钉了一排钉子，并用锤子敲进去一半。

“这有什么用呢？”维莉说道，“真让人摸不着头脑啊！”

“等一会儿你就明白啦。”班尼说着，拿起一卷铁丝，绕着箱口的钉子来回缠绕起来。

杰西猛地明白过来：“这就跟补袜子差不多！接下来，你要换个方向缠了吧？”

“对！”班尼说，“我只在边角上留个够松鼠爬进去的小洞，看，咱们把箱子侧翻过来，再放点核桃进去就行了。”

“没错。”芭芭拉说，“只要咱们不发出声响，松鼠没准会跑进箱子去吃核桃呢！”

“可怜的望望，看来我只好把你拴起来了。”杰西叹了口气，“我知道，这有些不公平，把你拴起来，却让那群松鼠到处乱跑。可我实在没有办法了。”说着，杰西把望望关进了女孩们的卧室。

她随即又找了些核桃和面包放进木箱。一切准备就绪。





望望一离开，松鼠们也停止了狂奔，四周顿时安静下来，它们似乎被冻住一般，坐着不动了。接下来，一只松鼠按捺不住，开始慢慢地朝核桃的方向挪去，它钻进木箱，大口啃起核桃来。这一切，都被其他几只松鼠听得清清楚楚……20分钟过去了，最后一只松鼠也钻进了箱子——五只松鼠被一网打尽。

托马斯把箱子正过来，在边角处的洞口上盖了块木板。

奥登兄妹和尼尔森一家对视了一眼，长长地舒了口气。
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“咱们家可真是奇事不断！”杰西说道。

“试问有谁可以一次抓到五只松鼠？”维莉问道。

“也只有奥登家的孩子才办得到！”芭芭拉答道。

“这下总算过足了探险瘾！”杰西说，“好高兴马上就要回家了。咱们吃早饭吧，五点都过了。”

“哎哟，好冷啊！”维莉打了一个寒颤。

“因为棚顶有破洞。”亨利说，“维莉，你先把外套穿上。吃完早饭，我会想办法把洞补上。”

亨利走过去，看了看落在地板上的树叶和积雪，但他没法走得太近，因为卧室里到处是雪——连棚顶都被压垮，可见积雪之多。





孩子们和尼尔森一家穿上外套，吃起了早餐。望望低声咆哮着，木箱里的松鼠仍在叽喳乱叫，想必是在思念那个温暖的小窝。

吃过早饭，亨利来到了卧室，发现地板上的雪已经融化了。他拉过一把凳子，站上去，在尼尔森的帮助下，把脱落的天花板钉回到棚顶。





“真是一团糟啊！”杰西说着，拾起地上的松果，放进纸袋。班尼也在一旁帮忙。

“看，这些都是松鼠做窝的材料！”班尼说。

帕奇也跑过来看热闹，只见班尼掏出了一条旧丝带、几把枯叶和树枝，还有被咬成碎片的纸张、破布、细绳以及果壳。

“这些蓝色的卡片好漂亮！”帕奇说着，拿起了一小块蓝色的硬卡片，只见上面写着“鸡蛋面”三个字。
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“还有一张蓝色的。”帕奇递给班尼一张写着“砂糖曲奇饼”的卡片。

“应该是别人的菜谱。”班尼说，突然，他猛地一闪念，“帕奇，帮我找找，看还有没有蓝色的卡片，快！”

两个男孩仔仔细细地寻找起来。没过一会儿，帕奇便有些倦怠了，班尼却没有放弃，终于被他找到一张蓝色卡片的断角。“不是这个。”不过很快，班尼便在枯叶中扒拉到了整张卡片，翻过来一看，上面赫然写着：





小面包





这就足够了！

“托马斯！过来！快过来！”班尼叫道，“帮我看看，这个难道是……”

托马斯接过卡片，慌不迭地叫了起来：“奇迹！芭芭拉！奇迹出现啦！看啊！”他把卡片递给妻子，夫妻二人站在那儿，满脸都是欢喜。

“是那个配方么？你爷爷做小面包用的配方？”班尼问道，“是不是完整的？有没有缺什么？”

“是完整的！”芭芭拉说，“你终于找到它了，班尼！这就是失踪的配方！”

“千万别告诉我上面的内容！”班尼连忙说道，“我可不想知道。”

“好吧。”芭芭拉说，“不过有件事却非得告诉你：由于配方是你找到的，因此今后我们要把做出来面包命名为‘班尼小面包’。”

“这个主意不错。”班尼赞同地点了点头。





漫长的搜寻总算结束，配方最终找到了，这个大结局一时真让大家难以置信。

托马斯沉思了一阵，缓缓说道：“这些蓝色卡片倒是让我回想起一些事儿，记得小时候，常听妈妈对爸爸说用‘蓝卡配方’，我当时还以为那是种特殊配料的名字，万万没想到配方竟然真的写在蓝色卡片上。”

“可这些卡片怎么跑到棚顶上去了？”芭芭拉诧异道，“还真是怪事呢！”

“没错！”托马斯赞同道，“小木屋里既没有通向棚顶的楼梯，也没有暗门……嗨，管它呢，重要的是，班尼，你把秘方找到了，我终于可以做出绝世小面包啦！”

“也许还能找到其他东西呢。”班尼说着，再次仔细地搜寻了一遍，但除了枯枝败叶，什么都没发现。

杰西说：“我怎么觉得像梦游一样，整个人都是迷迷糊糊的。”

“起得太早就是这种感觉。”帕奇说。

“大家歇一会儿，然后把这里打扫一下。”亨利建议道，“咱们要做好准备，等交通部门派人过来。”

接近中午时分，奥登家的孩子们终于听到了动静——是铁锹铲雪的声音以及说话声。他们推开前门，跑出去迎接救援人员。

装着松鼠的木箱被放到了台阶上，不过望望这次却安静得出奇，它似乎知道，要回家了。


第十章　商店里的惊喜

A Surprise in Store
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三名交通部门的工作人员和一名州警来到小木屋前，他们已经铲出了一条通往山下的小路。

“很高兴见到你们！”亨利叫道。

那几人挥了挥手，尽管他们知道，这里有七个人、一只小狗，以及很多很多行李，可大伙儿做梦也没想到，这里还有一箱松鼠。

“啊哈！”一名红脸铲雪工叫道，“干吗要把这五只松鼠带回家去？我家后院多的是，你们想要多少有多少。”

杰西解释道：“它们原本在小木屋的棚顶做了窝，还存了好多松果——瞧，就是从那个洞钻进去的。如果现在把松鼠放走，它们一定会饿死的。”

“饿死？松鼠会饿死？”铲雪工迈克连连惊呼，“它们可饿不死呢！你们只管把核桃留在台阶上，然后放它们走，接下来就瞧好了，你不是说房顶有个洞么？等不到天黑，它们就能把所有的核桃都搬进去。”

几名工作人员全都点了点头，大笑起来。

“可是房顶的雪很厚呢！”尽管亨利嘴上这样说，但他还是把那袋核桃放到了台阶上，并移开了盖住松鼠箱的木板。没多久，一只松鼠便探头探脑地爬了出来，不住地打量着那袋核桃，接着，它的小伙伴们也一只接一只地跑出箱子，一动不动地蹲在台阶上。

“看来迈克说得不错，这些松鼠不会有事的。”州警说道，“你们早该把它们放出来了。”

托马斯·尼尔森哈哈笑了起来：“不错，有道理！”

迈克说道：“看到那棵树上的大洞了吗？那是个做窝的好地方，松鼠们会自己找过去安家的。”

此时，奥登兄妹和尼尔森一家人已经收拾妥当，做好了离开的准备。

“奥登先生见到你们会很高兴的。”州警说，“他正在车里等着呢，说是在家里实在待不住。”

就这样，一行人出发了。两名铲雪工走在前面，紧接着是奥登家的孩子和望望，再是另外一名铲雪工和尼尔森一家，走在最后的是州警。

铲出来的小道又长又滑，积雪高高堆在两旁，给人一种走在隧道里的感觉，就连个儿最高的托马斯也看不到雪堆外的风景。众人走了很久，可似乎怎么也走不到尽头。

终于，班尼他们看到了旅行车，只见爷爷正坐在驾驶座上，朝窗外挥着手。

多么幸福的欢聚时刻！这份喜悦，州警只感受了一小会儿，便骑着摩托急急奔向下一个救助点，之后几名铲雪工也冲奥登一家挥手告别了。

“我再也不能让你们离开我的视线了。”奥登先生说道，“可是我又不能这么自私。”

“您才不自私呢。”维莉说，“现在我只想坐在您身边。”

“没问题！”爷爷说，“车里还能再坐七个人——完全装得下八个人和一只小狗。尼尔森先生，尼尔森太太，非常感谢你们赶来帮助孩子们。我想邀请你们到家里来，住到雪化了再回去。”

“爷爷，我们这次真的去探险啦，好刺激！”班尼说，“之前还真被杰西说中了。”

“哈，如愿以偿了吧？”

“可不是么。”班尼继续说道，“亨利还说，这次的谜团让人摸不着头脑，不过最后还是被我们解开了。”

“等回家后再细细告诉我吧！”说着，奥登先生发动了汽车。

“只是咱们没把那箱松鼠带回来。”帕奇说。

“噢？是么？”爷爷睁大眼睛，“幸好没有。”

“帕奇，待会儿再讲松鼠的故事吧。”班尼说，“回家的感觉实在太好啦！我要先洗个澡，换上干净的衣服。”

“哎哟，小班班！”亨利说道，“这话还真不像你说的，你可不太喜欢洗澡哦！”

“我也不喜欢。”帕奇诉起苦来，“可妈妈还是要逼着我洗。”





旅行车驶进了家里的车道，麦格雷戈夫妇打开了门——他们一直是奥登先生的得力管家。

“见到你们实在太高兴啦！”麦格雷戈太太说，“望望，跟我来，看我给你准备了什么！”

亨利则迫不及待地对爷爷说：“尼尔森家发生了一件重大事情，我们必须马上告诉您。”

“那就先别忙着收拾东西啦，”奥登先生说，“都坐下来，快跟我讲讲，你们究竟遇到了什么谜团。”

就这样，由班尼主讲，其他人补充，奥登先生将找到面包配方的离奇过程听了个大概，同时心里也清楚了这个配方的价值。接着，他又转向托马斯·尼尔森，听故事主角本人进行亲口讲述。
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托马斯缓缓地说：“真是幸运得让人难以置信啊！这么多年以来，我一直梦想着像爷爷一样，做出美味无比的小面包，现在总算可以如愿以偿了。”

“你可以在我家厨房小试一下身手！”奥登先生笑着说。

“这主意不错，正好可以做点小面包当晚餐。”托马斯说，“还有很多时间，足够发面了。”

班尼飞快地点着头：“爷爷，托马斯的手艺可好啦，可惜他的商店在村里，生意不好，要是有足够的钱，他就可以在镇里开店了。”

“或许我能帮上忙。”奥登先生答道，“不过，我得先尝尝你做的小面包才行。”爷爷的眼睛闪闪发亮。

“厨房在哪里，奥登先生？”帕奇问道。

“班尼，你带尼尔森先生去厨房吧。”爷爷说，“帕奇要是愿意的话，也可以一起去。”





托马斯兴奋极了，他们迫不及待地去了厨房。班尼跟麦格雷戈太太解释了一番，说托马斯要做些小面包。

“好啊！”和蔼的麦格雷戈太太说道，“您请便，尼尔森先生。面粉在这里，砂糖在这里，鸡蛋……”

“在冰箱里。”尼尔森笑了笑，替她说完了下面的话，“很多布局奇怪的厨房我都见怪不怪了。想要什么，随手都拿得到。喏，我连碗都找到了。”说着，他取下一只黄色的和面碗。

“这里找得到那种神秘的配料么？就是那个问号代表的配料？”班尼问道，“我们家有么？”

“有啊，我已经找到了。”托马斯冲班尼眨了眨眼，“其实这配料很常见，每家每户都有。不过，这个秘密我可不能说出来。”





班尼、帕奇和麦格雷戈太太一齐在旁边观看着，只见托马斯已经和好了面，正等着发酵。他把碗放到温度较高的地方，盖上一块布后，和两个孩子回到了众人身边。

“我一直盯着托马斯，”班尼说，“可是没见他放什么特别的东西进去。”

“我放了，只是你没注意罢了。”托马斯说，“我会把做出来的面包叫作‘班尼小面包’。”

发酵的面团已经涨出了碗口，托马斯反复揉了揉，分成几个面团，码在一起，等着再次发酵。

“我做的是甜味小面包。”托马斯说，“和甜点搭配着吃味道更好。”

“今天的甜点是冰激凌。”麦格雷戈太太微笑着说，“有四种口味，都在冰箱里放着呢。”

甜点端上来时，大家都兴奋不已，托马斯做的小面包非常松软，轻柔得像羽毛，每个面包上还点缀着葡萄干。爷爷拿起来咬了一口，众人全都目不转睛地盯着他。

“太好吃了，尼尔森先生！”他说，“我还从来没吃过这么美味的小面包呢！而且我真的尝不出，到底是什么配料让它的味道如此特别。”

“喜欢就好。”托马斯开心极了。看到丈夫终于如愿以偿地做了自己最热爱的事情，芭芭拉也很快活。
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第二天一早，奥登先生对托马斯说：“我想领你去街上转转，见几个人。你知道的，镇上有不少外地过来采购的生意人。”

班尼望了望亨利，笑了起来，他们知道，爷爷一定有什么好主意了。

临行前，爷爷问麦格雷戈太太是否需要带些东西回来。

“要的，奥登先生，要给班尼买些汉堡和热狗，我想用电炒锅焙些青豆，配着热狗吃。”

“哦，天哪。”帕奇叫了起来，“我也喜欢这样的吃法呢，要是我也可以一起去就好了。”

“当然可以。”爷爷看着尼尔森太太说，“如果你妈妈同意的话。其实，咱们可以一起去的。”

就这样，大伙儿向镇上出发了。亨利则留在了家里，因为他得为回校做准备，望望也留了下来，以便为车子留出足够的空间。





爷爷开着车，一路上经过了几家超市、一所学校，还有不少商店。接着，他转了个弯，沿着另一条路掉头往回开。

“我知道啦！”班尼说道，“您是想去弗兰克商店买热狗！”

“猜得不错。”奥登先生说，“弗兰克商店卖的鲜肉和日用品都是最好的。”

奥登先生把车子停在店门口，只见商店的招牌上写着：





罗杰·弗兰克商店

出售鲜肉及百货





奥登一家走进商店，弗兰克朝他们笑了笑，他正在接待其他顾客，因此只匆匆打了个招呼：“早上好，奥登先生。我一会就来。”

“不急。”爷爷说道，“我们先转转。”

班尼悄悄对杰西说道：“看爷爷的样子！他肯定有什么新点子了。”

“是啊。”维莉说，“他叫上尼尔森先生逛街的时候，我就注意到了。”

可是如果爷爷不准备告诉大家，谁都猜不到他在计划着什么。

最后，几名客人终于离开了，而经过帕奇身边时，他们全都绽开了笑颜——人们似乎很喜欢对着帕奇微笑。

“给我来点三明治和热狗好了，罗杰。”奥登先生说，“对了，有甜面包吗？”

“没有。”罗杰·弗兰克摇了摇头，“这里没有点心卖，我倒是很想进一点儿货，肯定会卖得很好的，或许以后……”话没说完，罗杰就打住了。

只见爷爷坐在一把高脚椅上，一圈又一圈地转着，那滑稽的样子惹得大家哈哈大笑。而所有人都在等着奥登先生开口，想听听他会说出怎样令人惊喜的话来。

终于，他开口了，严肃的脸上却没有一丝笑容：“旁边的那间铺子不是空着么？而且跟你的店只隔了一扇门。”奥登先生提醒道。

“不错。”弗兰克说，“我早就想征用隔壁的店铺了，可是一直买不起，我还真需要更大的店面。”

班尼忍不住叫道：“你要是租下那间店铺，就有地方卖面包啦！”

奥登先生的脸上仍然没有笑意，严肃得像个法官，他说：“看来，我的计划被我孙子猜出来了。”

“计划？”店主有些糊涂了。

“我来给你介绍一位面包师。”奥登先生说，“他用的是祖传配方，专门制作‘班尼小面包’。”

“看来这面包是用班尼的名字命名的。”罗杰·弗兰克点点头，有些明白了。

帕奇说道：“我爸爸不止会做小面包，他还会烙馅饼，做生日蛋糕，炸饼圈，还有烤曲奇饼呢。”

“这么能干啊！”弗兰克先生说着，仔细地打量着小男孩。

“嗯！他是世界上最出色的面包师。”帕奇说。

弗兰克先生看了看奥登先生：“如果能把世界上最好的面包师请来，对我的商店也有好处呢。”

“我就知道你的脑子转得快。”爷爷说，“你要是租下转角那间铺子，托马斯完全可以在你这儿干活。或许你还不知道吧，那间空铺子是我的。”

两名年轻人相互对望了一眼，心里都有种惺惺相惜的感觉。

托马斯说：“我觉得咱们可以试试。这是我妻子——芭芭拉，我村里的店铺都是她帮着打理的。还有帕奇，他很会卖东西呢。”
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“这点我早看出来了。”罗杰·弗兰克笑了起来。

“我带你们去那间空铺子看看吧。”奥登先生说。

爷爷打开两间铺子之间的门锁，大伙儿走了进去，只见这铺面十分敞亮，四处都是大窗户，阳光洒满了整间屋子。

“这地方多适合做面包啊！”维莉说，“放学回家的时候，我们女生可以顺路来这儿买面包呢。”

“这个主意不错，乖孩子。”奥登先生说，“不过这里还需要打扫和粉刷。还得把这堵墙拆掉，并成一间大铺子。你要买面包，恐怕要等上一阵子咯。”

“肯定不会等太久的，爷爷。”班尼说，“因为有您在啊！”

“说得不错，小班班。”帕奇说道。


第十一章　最后的疑问

One More Question
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班尼说得没错，没过多久，商店就装修好了。一开始，便由木工们拆掉了两个店铺中间的那堵墙，合成了一间大铺子。

班尼注意到其中一位木匠很特别，那人已经上了年纪，行动有些迟缓，但手艺却很精湛。他常常望着班尼和帕奇，那双蓝眼睛熠熠发光。奥登一家还注意到，不论他们谈论什么，老木匠总是倾听得很认真，尤其是当他们谈论起小木屋或是托马斯·尼尔森的面包时，老木匠更是会停下手里的榔头，专注地听上一会儿。

“好奇怪，木匠老爷爷怎么会对我们的话题那么感兴趣？”杰西说，“不过他的手艺真不错，经他修理过的窗户再也不吱嘎乱响了。”

但接下来，当油漆工进场后，老木匠便渐渐被淡忘了。当墙壁被刷成亮黄色，弗兰克商店也用同样的颜色粉刷一新后，这儿已经变成一间通透的大店铺了。

接下来，地上铺起了灰砖，玻璃窗被擦得透亮，一台台烤炉和冰箱也被搬进了面包间。商店挂起了新招牌：





弗兰克商店

班尼小面店专卖店





不仅如此，连电台也报导了商店的消息，报纸上还登出了托马斯、芭芭拉、帕奇和班尼的照片。

尼尔森一家置办了白色工作服，还添置了一桶桶面粉、砂糖，鸡蛋则更是整箱整箱地运送进来。





商店终于开业了。那是一个星期六，班尼和帕奇都在场，而亨利正在学校上课。

毫无疑问，人们对新开张的商店抱着浓厚的兴趣，因为星期六一大早，尼尔森一家和罗杰·弗兰克赶来开门时，发现早已有六位客人在台阶上等候了。

班尼和帕奇立刻换上白色的工作服，站到柜台后，帮尼尔森太太卖面包。帕奇还太小，不会收钱和找零，不过他还是尽力帮着吆喝和装袋，所有客人看到他都会露出微笑，一名女顾客还夸了一句：“多乖的孩子啊！”

凡是来弗兰克商店购物的客人都会走进面包房，而凡是来买面包的都会到百货区转转。自从面包房开张后，罗杰·弗兰克商店的销量就翻了倍。
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这天，一名女顾客走进店里，说道：“我对这些小面包很感兴趣。我敢说，秘方的背后，一定有着不寻常的故事吧？”

“对，是这样的。”帕奇说。

很快，班尼和帕奇的身边就聚满了听故事的人群，当听到望望撵松鼠那段时，大家都哈哈大笑起来。

“这故事真精彩。”那名女顾客说，“我好喜欢橱柜门后发现密码的那一段，你们知道那个问号代表着什么吗？”

“不知道。”帕奇摇了摇头，“除了爸爸妈妈，谁都不知道。”





就在班尼的肚子饿得咕咕叫时，门开了，奥登先生、杰西和维莉走了进来。

“你们还好吧？”奥登先生问道。

“我饿坏啦。”班尼说。

托马斯笑了起来：“可不是么，生意太好，我们都没顾得上吃饭。”

“所以我们才特地赶过来的嘛。”奥登先生说，“得换换班了，你们出去吃午饭，这儿有我们。”

“我们原本打算就在店里吃些面包，喝点咖啡的。”托马斯说。
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“得啦，磨刀不误砍柴工。”奥登先生说，“把你那件白色的工作服给我，维莉可以穿班尼的。”

芭芭拉则把自己的工作服递给杰西，大家很快就准备妥当了。而当奥登先生的朋友们看到他在店里卖面包时，统统都以为这个老顽童在开玩笑。





饥肠辘辘的四人走向街边的餐馆，一路上都有行人跟他们打招呼，赞上一句：“托马斯做的面包真好吃。”

等着上菜的时候，班尼听到一个小女孩说：“咱们这儿有这么好的面包房，我太开心啦！我好喜欢柜台旁边的小帕奇。”

小女孩身边的男人则说：“哪怕只进去听听他说话，我都喜欢。”

班尼和帕奇相互做了一个鬼脸。





这一天十分漫长，但也十分快活。尼尔森一家与奥登一家共进晚餐后，便准备回村里的老店了。

帕奇说：“我还真想念那些松鼠，望望追它们的样子好有趣。”

“哈，我可不想它们。”杰西说，“我只是好奇，它们现在去哪儿安家了。”

“嘿，那咱们哪天再回一趟木屋吧。”班尼说，“看还能不能找到那些松鼠。”

“咱们可以带便当过去当午饭。”维莉说。

杰西看了托马斯一眼，说：“我还是想不明白，蓝色卡片是怎么跑到卧室棚顶上去的。”

“我也没琢磨出来。”托马斯说。





不久之后的一个晴朗日子里，奥登一家和尼尔森一家再次上了山，大家都想去看看小木屋。还没走到木屋跟前，望望就叫了起来。

“听！”班尼说，“有敲打声！”

大家加快了脚步，只见一架梯子靠在小木屋的侧面，有人正在房顶上钉木瓦，那人看到来客后，挥了挥手。
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“是木匠老爷爷！”杰西说，“就是曾在弗兰克商店装修的那位，记得么？”

班尼大声喊道：“您把松鼠赶出来没有？”

“上面没有松鼠！”木匠叫道，“我看过了。”接着，他指了指木屋前的一棵大树，“你们的松鼠在那棵树上呢，有好多只。”

“哇噢！”帕奇叫了起来，“迈克说它们会搬进树洞里，还真没说错。”

大家起初都没看清究竟有几只松鼠，它们在树上东跑西窜，追逐嬉戏着。最后还是班尼数清楚了，一共有五只，而台阶上的核桃一颗也没剩下。

“我敢说，它们准是在天黑前就把所有核桃都搬进去了。”班尼说。

“反正不用再为松鼠担心了。”维莉说，“咱们到小屋里吃午饭吧，在外面吃太冷了。”

“我马上就走，”木匠叫道，“不会打扰你们吃午餐的。”

“不急的。”杰西说，“我们先进去瞧瞧。”

“不过我离开之前，想要跟你们谈谈。”老木匠说道。

“他究竟想谈什么呢？”班尼有些纳闷。他掏出钥匙，大伙儿都进了屋。芭芭拉和杰西把午餐摆在了桌上。





不一会儿，木匠来敲门了，帕奇把他请了进来。木匠坐在沙发上，手里拿着他那顶老式礼帽。他看了看尼尔森一家，开口说道：“我叫多恩·派瑞，之前在你们新开的商店干过活。听说你们在棚顶找到了写着秘方的卡片？”

“没错，怪就怪在这里。”托马斯·尼尔森说道，“我敢肯定，爸爸一定想把秘方留给我，可我想不通的是，卡片藏得那么隐秘，他怎么就确信我一定能找到？”

“那是因为他不知道棚顶后来会翻修。”木匠说，“你爸爸去世后，屋子卖给了运动者俱乐部，他们让我把卧室的棚顶封死，这样晚上就会暖和些。”

“我就说呢。”班尼说道。

老木匠继续讲道：“翻修的时候，我的确发现房梁上有几张纸，还有几张蓝色卡片，不过当时并没特别留意它们。”

“我们还以为是松鼠带上去的。”杰西说。

“不是的。”派瑞先生说道，“是老尼尔森先生放上去的，可惜被我无意中封住了。”

“这样一来，一切都说得通了。”托马斯·尼尔森说，“我一直不知道阁楼是我爸去世后才封死的，还以为之前就是这样。现在总算真相大白了。”

“还好遇到了暴雪。”杰西兴奋地叫道，“要是没下雪，咱们根本找不到配方。如果雪不大，棚顶也不会被压垮。”

“现在好了，不管是松鼠、配方还是‘班尼小面包’，咱们都不用再担心啦！”维莉补充道。

托马斯·尼尔森笑了起来：“配方已经存进了银行和我的脑袋里。”

“还有我的脑袋。”芭芭拉说。

“可我的脑袋里没有。”帕奇失望地摇了摇头。

“这也是好事。”班尼说，“要是你知道了配方，肯定忍不住逢人就说。”

直到今天，“班尼小面包”的配方只有托马斯和芭芭拉两人知道，而且他们永远都不会说出来——当然，除非等到帕奇长大成人，可以保守秘密的那一天。



Chapter　1　Trip—or Adventure？
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It was a lovely autumn day. The sun was warm and the sky was blue. The Alden family sat around the breakfast table,talking as usual. First they talked about the Greenfield schools being closed for a week. There had been a fire. Some of the schoolrooms had to be painted and repaired.

“You know what I want to do？” Benny Alden asked suddenly.

“No,what？” asked his big brother Henry. He smiled because Benny was always wanting to do funny things.

Grandfather Alden laughed,too. He said, “Tell us,Ben. I am always interested in anything you want to do.”

Benny put down his spoon. He had just finished an enormous dish of cereal and milk.

“Well,” he said,“I’d like to go up to the Oak Hill woods and live in that hunters’cabin. Henry still has a week before he has to go back to college. We could all go.”

Grandfather Alden said,“I think it could be managed. I belong to the Sportsmen’s Club that owns the cabin. The hunters don’t use it at this time of the year.” He set down his coffee cup. “The cabin isn’t too far away,and it’s too early for snow.”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” said Benny. “It’s much too early for snow. We could do a lot of hiking in the fall woods. We might see wild animals like deer and find new plants.”

“What about food？” asked Henry. “You’ll be the first one to be hungry,Ben.”

“Oh,that will be part of the fun！” said Benny. “I talked with Mr.Robbins.He’s one of Grandfather’s friends who belongs to the Sportsmen’s Club,too.”

“And what did he tell you？” asked Grandfather.

“We can hike five miles a day to the little store on the other side of Oak Hill. There’s a good path and we can’t miss the way. We can buy what we need at Nelson’s Store.”

“I see you’ve got it all figured out,” said Henry. “Two and a half miles each way. Can we cook in the cabin,Grandfather？”

“Well,yes. There’s a cookstove that burns kerosene.You could certainly heat up baked beans.”

“And water,” added Violet.

“Well,a panful maybe,” replied Grandfather,laughing. “But not too many baths.”

“That suits me,” said Benny.

“Well,it wouldn’t suit me,” said Mr. Alden. “I think I’ll stay at home.”
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“We’d love to have you come along,Grandfather,” said Violet. “Don’t you really want to go？”

“No,my dear. I really want to stay at home. I’ll go with you as far as Henry can drive the car,and then I’ll take the car back home. I’ll meet you in about a week. We can plan that.”

Henry said,“Benny,suppose we run out of food and don’t feel like walking five miles to the store？”

“Well,we could always walk home,” said Benny,but he was joking. “I’ll take my transistor radio so we can hear all the news.”

“I’d love to go,” Jessie said. “We’ve never had an adventure in cold weather before.”

“Why do you call it an adventure,Jessie？” asked Benny. “It’s just a trip.”

“All right,then,” agreed Jessie. “But you know that our trips always turn out to be adventures. We might as well expect something surprising. We can take Watch this time. He will be glad. This is just the kind of trip for him.”

Watch was the Aldens’ dog. He seemed to understand everything that Jessie said. Now he knew that the Aldens were talking about him. He wagged his short tail because Jessie had said,“We’ll take Watch.”

“He knows he’s going this time,” said Henry,looking at the big dog.

“Yes,he’s laughing,” said Benny. “Look.”

Watch seemed to be saying,“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

The Alden family started out for the Oak Hill woods on a beautiful day. The sun shone on the bright red and yellow leaves of the maple trees,and the sky was very blue.
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Each of the Aldens took a sleeping bag. They all wore heavy clothes and took a few extra ones for cold nights.

Henry drove the car as far as he could. He stopped where a path led up a thickly wooded hill.

Jessie,Violet,Henry,and Benny got out. So did Watch. The Aldens took their sleeping bags,knapsacks,and the food.

Watch began to bark and jump. He knew something different was going to happen.

“You think you’re a puppy again,Watch,” said Jessie,laughing. “Don’t you know you’re getting to be an old dog？”

No,Watch didn’t know that. He felt like a puppy—he was so glad to be walking in the woods with his family.

When the young people said good-bye to Mr. Alden,Watch put his front paws on the door of the car and barked good-bye,too. Mr. Alden patted his head and said,“I’ll miss you,Watch. Remember,I’ll meet all of you here one week from today at ten o’clock in the morning.”
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The Aldens waved until the car was out of sight. Then the climb began. There was a footpath,but it was narrow. They walked in line,Benny leading the way.

The woods smelled of evergreens and pine needles. Yellow and red leaves floated down all along the way.

“I can hardly wait to get there,” Benny said.

Henry laughed. “Just keep on walking,Ben,” he said.


Chapter　2　Cabin in the Woods
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Long before the family saw the cabin,Watch began to bark. His bark sounded different to the Aldens. They all looked ahead. There stood the little log cabin. They walked up to it as fast as they could. The door was locked,but Henry had the key.

Watch was the first one inside. He ran around with his nose to the floor,smelling everything. The Aldens came in after Watch. They found themselves in one room with a bare table and six plain chairs at one end. Under the one window by the table was a long window seat with hard,brown cushions on it.

When Benny saw the window seat,he said,“That makes me think of the night we spent in the baker’s shop before we found the boxcar. I think I’ll sleep there just for fun.”

Henry said,“I think it will only be one night,Ben. Those cushions look hard.”

Jessie said,“I like the couch better.”She poked the bright green couch as she spoke. “Oh,this is old,but it’s soft！ I guess it’s for company. It opens out into a double bed.”

“Well,we don’t need it,” said Henry. “We certainly won’t have company.”

“We can sit on it,” said Benny. “And look at Watch！ He can lie on it.”

Jessie looked at Watch and laughed. The dog already lay stretched out on the couch.

“You think I’m going to make you get off,” Jessie said. “But you can stay this time,Watch. You can’t hurt that old couch.”

At the other end of the room was an oilstove. Beside it was a small sink with one faucet.

“Cold,” said Benny,trying it.

“Of course,Ben,” said Henry. “What did you expect？ Hot water？ That’s spring water.”

There were two shelves and a drawer beside the sink. On the shelf were a few dishes. A neat pile of firewood was stacked against the wall.

“Oh,we have a fireplace,” said Violet. “How nice. That’s what the wood is for.”

Just over the fireplace was a shelf with two lanterns and two candles on it.Beside the fireplace were two long-handled shovels and an ax.

There were two small bedrooms at the left side of the front door. Jessie lifted the curtain over the door to one bedroom and saw two bunk beds. The other room was the same.

Without a word,the Aldens put their sleeping bags on the four bunks. They set their knapsacks down and went back to the living room. On the table was a thick,black book.
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“Oh,yes！” exclaimed Henry. “This must be the Visitors’ Book. Remember,Grandfather told us to be sure to write our names and the date in this book. Here’s an empty page.”

Henry took out a pen and wrote his name and address and the date. Then he gave the pen to Jessie. Each one wrote his name on the page.

After that,Violet turned back to read the first pages of the book. There were many rows of names.

“Here’s the storeman’s name,Thomas Nelson！” cried Benny. “Why should he come up here？”

“Maybe he comes to hunt,” answered Henry.

“But he lives in the woods now,” said Benny. “He wouldn’t have to come to the cabin to hunt.”

Henry said,“It is strange,Benny,that he should bring his family. I guess this must be his wife,Barbara Nelson. And here’s Puggsy Nelson. That must be a little boy.”

“Maybe it’s a little girl,” said Jessie.

“I don’t think it could be a girl,” said Henry. “They wouldn’t call a girl Puggsy even as a nickname. But why should he bring his family with him,anyway？”

“Oh,let’s sit on the window seat and look through this book,” said Jessie,taking off her thick jacket. “I’d like to see who else we’ll find. We’ve got lots of time.”

They took off their coats and all four sat down on the window seat. Henry turned the pages as they read off the names.

“Here’s Mr. Robert Robbins. He’s one of Grandfather’s friends,” Henry said. He turned another page.

“Oh,look！ Here’s the Nelson family again！” said Benny.

“Now,why do you suppose they came twice？” asked Violet. “It couldn’t be to hunt.”

“Ah,” said Benny,trying to be funny. “A mystery！ Jessie said we always have a mystery.”

“No,Ben,” Jessie laughed. “I didn’t say a mystery. I said an adventure.”

“Well,you were right,weren’t you？” asked Benny. “Isn’t this an adventure？”

Henry said,“I’d call this a mystery,myself. Look.” He pointed to an earlier page. There was the Nelson family a third time.

“Now,everyone listen,” said Jessie. “We don’t need any groceries. But let’s go down to Nelson’s Store and just look around. What do you say？”

“Good,” said Violet and Henry together.

Benny said,“I agree,but wouldn’t it be a good idea to eat lunch first？”

Henry shut the book and got up. “I told you,Ben,you’d be the first to be hungry. But I don’t blame you. I’m hungry myself after that climb. When’s lunch？”

Jessie and Violet were already in the kitchen,which was only the other end of the room.

“Let’s have sandwiches,” said Benny. “They don’t take long. For supper we can cook things and have a fire in the fireplace.”
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“A good idea,” said Violet. “I’d like a tuna fish sandwich. I hope we brought a can opener.”

“We did,” said Jessie. “And if we didn’t,remember Benny has his pocketknife.”

Benny’s pocketknife had everything in it,from a screwdriver to a small pair of scissors.

Violet hunted in the kitchen drawer and found a red-and-white plastic tablecloth. She spread this on the table. Then Violet ran outside and soon came back with some red and yellow leaves. She put these in a small white bowl in the middle of the table.

“I could eat ten sandwiches,Jessie,”said Benny.

“All right. Wait till you eat two,and then I’ll make more. But I’ll have to open another can of tuna fish.”

When the sandwiches were gone,along with many cups of milk,Benny found that he didn’t want any more after all. They ate bananas for dessert.

As they sat there eating,Jessie said,“Let’s unpack everything before we go and see if we want to take anything with us on the hike.”

“Let’s take the field glasses,” said Benny. “In case we see any birds.”

Violet said,“Shh,look！ Look out into the tree.”

There was a woodpecker on the trunk,and a goldfinch and a chickadee flying among the branches.

Jessie said,“It’s a good thing we saw the birds before we went. We can buy some sunflower seed and set up a bird feeder.”

“While we’re at the store,” said Benny,“maybe we can find out if Puggsy is a name for a boy or a girl.”
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“Do you know the way,Benny？” asked Violet.

“No,but I guess I can find it. There is only one path.”

“Grandfather said he was sure we couldn’t miss it,” Violet said.
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“And lock the door！” sang Benny. He and Watch were already chasing each other.

Down the path they went,looking on every side for something new. A rabbit scuttled away far ahead of them,showing his short white tail.

“Look！” said Violet. “He’s scared. Maybe he never saw people before.”

Just then Watch smelled the rabbit. He started to run so suddenly he almost turned head over heels.

“Watch！” called Henry. “Stop that！”

But Watch wouldn’t mind Henry or anyone else—except Jessie.

She called,“Watch,stop this minute！”

Poor Watch stopped so fast he skidded on his side. He always obeyed Jessie. He looked up at her now with sad eyes.

“I’m sorry,Watch. Yes,I know,” said Jessie,patting his head,“it’s too bad. But you can’t kill rabbits,that’s sure. Understand？”

Watch was sorry,but he seemed to understand. He trotted along with the family.
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Then Violet found some trailing vines and red berries. “On the way back,I’ll pick them. Then we’ll have something pretty to look at in our cabin,” she said.

But Henry was not looking at the ground. He was looking up into the trees. In fact,he stopped for a minute to look up.

“What are you looking for？” asked Benny.

“I’m not looking for anything,” Henry answered.“But these trees are nut trees. It’s possible we could find some hickory nuts still on the ground. I see a few left in the trees.”

“Oh,” said Jessie. “Those nuts are delicious. We could get a lot and crack them at the cabin.”

“It’s a lot of fun to find them,” said Violet. “But don’t you think we had better go nutting another day？ We still have to find Nelson’s Store.”

“Yes,that’s so,” replied Jessie.

“We want to get home before dark,” Henry said. “Remember,we don’t know much about this country.”


Chapter　3　Noises in the Night
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At last the Aldens saw the store. There were a few small houses on the other side of the store.

Jessie looked down the road. She said,“This looks like a small village.”

Benny read the sign：





NELSON’S STORE





He said,“I think the Nelsons must live upstairs over the store.”

“I think so,too,” said Jessie. “See the white curtains？”

“I suppose people shop here who live nearby and don’t want to drive into Greenfield,” Henry said.

The Aldens went in. When they opened the door,a bell rang. But the storeman did not need the bell to tell him someone was coming. He was right behind the counter.

The Aldens didn’t know what they had expected to see. But the Nelson family certainly surprised them.

Mr. Nelson was young,for one thing. Henry thought he looked almost as if he were still in college. He was handsome,with brown hair and brown eyes. Although he was tall and slender,he looked strong. Best of all was his smile.

“I’m glad to see visitors,” he said to the Aldens. “I’m Tom Nelson. It gets lonesome here when summer is over. Not many customers.”

“Our name is Alden,” said Henry.

“Oh,yes,I heard you were coming. I have met your grandfather,” the young man said. “He’s a fine gentleman.”

“Yes,he is,” said Benny. “I’m Benny,and this is Watch. Do you allow dogs in your store？”

“It all depends on the dog,” said Mr. Nelson,laughing. “Your dog seems to have good manners.”

Watch was sitting down just inside the door,because Jessie had trained him that way. Once in a while he wiggled his nose and sniffed because a wonderful smell of baking filled the air.

“We are living in the hunters’ cabin,” said Jessie.

“Fine,” said the man. “I’ll be glad to help you out in any way I can.”

Just then a nice looking young woman with a little boy of about five appeared from behind a curtain.

“Puggsy！” cried Benny.

“How’d you know my name？” asked Puggsy,going right over to Benny. “I don’t know you.”

“We saw your name in the Visitors’ Book in the cabin,” explained Jessie. Then she was surprised to see Mrs. Nelson turn red and look at her husband.

The young man said,“Yes,we go up there once in a while. It’s a change and very quiet.”

“I should think you’d go to town instead,” said Benny,“if you want a change. The cabin is even lonesomer than the store.”

The young man didn’t seem to know what to say to this. He stood on one foot and then on the other. Then he turned around and took down a jar of pickles,and then he put it back on the shelf.

“We’d like to buy those pickles,” said Jessie. “We all like sweet pickles and we didn’t bring any.”
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Puggsy reached up and took hold of Benny’s hand. “We look and look at the cabin. We look—”

His mother said,“Puggsy,come here and let me fix your shirt.”

Jessie said,as if nothing had happened,“We just used up a can of tuna fish and we ought to get another.” She looked at her list.

“Barbara,” said Mr. Nelson,“please get the tuna for Miss Alden. It’s on your side.”

Barbara Nelson seemed glad to do this. As she turned her back,she said,“You people look around the store. You may see something else you need.”

“I know what you need,” said Puggsy. “You need some buns.”

“Oh,yes！” said Mr. Nelson. “Puggsy’s right. They are very good. Very good indeed. But—”

“But what？” asked Benny.

“Well,nothing. I just could make them better than I do. My father and grandfather were both bakers. They made the best buns in the world.”

“You like to cook,don’t you？” asked Jessie. She liked it,too,and she noticed how Mr. Nelson smiled when he talked about it.

Mrs. Nelson answered for him. Mr. Nelson seemed to be dreaming about something. “Yes,Tom loves to cook. He’s a born baker. He is never so happy as when he is making bread,pies,cookies,and cake. Buns are what he most likes to bake.”

“I like to bake,too,” said Puggsy.

His mother laughed. “Yes,he really does. He can make nice round buns all by himself.”

Puggsy took Benny’s hand. “I like you,Benny,” he said. “You’re so nice. You ought to buy some of my mother’s beef stew. It goes good with buns.”

“Goes well with buns,Puggsy,” said his mother.

“Well,it means just the same,” said Puggsy. “My father’s buns have raisins in them. And my mother’s stew has onions in it.”

“Let’s try them both,” said Henry. “The stew and the buns. Jessie’s the cook,so she can decide.”

“Yes,let’s have some stew and buns,” agreed Jessie.

“I’m sure you will like the stew,” said Mrs. Nelson. “I put it up in glass jars. You’ll need a quart.”

When Benny saw the onions and tiny carrots,he said,“I think we need two quarts,Jessie.”

“Yes,maybe we do. The Aldens are all good eaters. We are going to make a fire tonight in the fireplace,and we’ll heat the stew on our oilstove.”

“Do you have plenty of wood for the fireplace？”asked Mr. Nelson. “When we were there the last time,we left quite a big pile.”

“Yes,we are grateful for it,” said Henry. “When we do go home for good,we will leave some,too.”

“It’s a good cabin,” said Barbara. “We like it so much. Now,don’t you want a bag for these glass jars？”

“No,we have our knapsacks,” said Violet. “Oh,there’s the sunflower seed！ We want a bag of that,too. And look at the big red apples,Jessie！”

Jessie said,“Apples are good for dessert. They don’t have to be cooked. We’ll take a dozen.”

“What a load you have,” said Mr. Nelson.

“Well,there are four of us,” said Henry.

“Please don’t go,Benny,” said Puggsy.

“I’m sorry. We have to go,” said Benny. “We have to make a bird feeder.”

Mrs. Nelson put her hand gently on her little boy’s head. She said,“Don’t tease them. They have a long walk back to the cabin. Now,I have put the buns in this little basket with a handle. You don’t need to bring it back. I have several. The heavy things will hurt the soft buns.”
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“You are so kind,Mrs. Nelson,” said Jessie. “We’ll come again soon.”

When the Aldens were out of sight of the store,Benny said suddenly,“Let’s stop here a minute and talk. The only thing I can think of is Mrs. Nelson stopping Puggsy when he said,‘We look and look.’”

Henry nodded. “Right,Ben. There is some mystery here,I’m sure of it.”

“Me,too,” said Jessie. “It is strange,isn’t it？ They are such friendly people. But I am sure they are hiding something.”

Violet said,“I think so,too.”

“Well,” said Benny,“if you all agree with me that something is wrong,we can go along to our cabin. Then we’ll have lots of time to talk. We have two and a half miles to walk.”

It was rather late when they reached the cabin.

“It seems to take longer to get home,” said Benny.

“It does seem like home,” Violet said,going in.

Jessie said,“We always feel at home in our new places,don’t we？ Just think of the many places where we have lived！ And we enjoyed them all.”

“That’s because we were all together,” said Benny. “Let’s have supper.”

“Oh,Benny！ But I guess you’re right,” said Jessie. “We haven’t many dishes. I’ll have to find something for the bird feeder.”

“No,” said Benny. “Take the little basket with the handle. Hang it on the tree.”

“Of course！” replied Jessie. She filled it with the sunflower seed. Henry and Benny walked way around the house,because there was no back door. They hung the basket on a low branch of the tree where everyone could see it from the window.

Jessie and Violet were bending over looking at their cooking dishes. “Here’s a tin saucepan for the stew,” said Jessie. “But it’s the only one. There is no other cooking dish but the frying pan.”

Violet found one blue bowl,one large white cup,one vegetable dish,and one soup plate.

“That’s fine,Violet,” said Jessie,laughing. “It’s more fun. We each have a dish of some kind,anyway. We’ll give Benny the big vegetable dish and I’ll take the cup. But I’ll fill mine twice.”
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Henry sat in a chair and rubbed the red apples until they shone. “We’ll have to hurry with supper,” he said. “It’s getting dark.”

“We’ve got lanterns,Henry,” said Benny.

“After supper we’ll build a fire in the fireplace,” said Henry. “Then we can sit around the fire and talk,and the fire will keep us warm all night.”

They sat down at the table and Jessie put a different dish before each one. Near the middle of the table were a dozen buns.

The stew was delicious. The Aldens talked while they ate.

“Look what’s on our bird feeder,” said Benny. It was a big gray squirrel.

“Oh,dear！” said Jessie. “I have heard that squirrels scare away birds.”

Violet said,“I have heard that squirrels are simply terrible if they get into a house. We’ll have to be careful to keep the door shut.”

Henry banged on the window,but the squirrel just sat and looked at him.

“He’s clever,though,” said Benny. “See him sit still,just as if he’s frozen. He doesn’t move at all.”

Soon the supper was all gone. Only the apples were left. Henry started to build a fire in the fireplace. He used some pine cones,then some small wood,and last of all,two big sticks on top. The fire burned well at once with a fine blaze.

“Now,let’s talk about the Nelsons,” Henry said. “I think they come here often to hunt for something.”

“That’s what I think,” said Benny. “That’s what Puggsy said. Only he said ‘look’ instead of ‘hunt’. It means the same to me.”

Jessie said,“And his mother tried to stop him. That’s really why we noticed it so much.”

The Aldens talked and talked as they ate the red apples. When it was really dark outside,Henry put a fire screen up in front of the fire,and they all crawled into their sleeping bags,which were spread on their bunks.

“Nice and warm,Henry？” asked Benny. “I’m asleep already.”

Henry didn’t answer. He was already asleep.

They all slept soundly for a few hours. Then one by one they woke up. There was a funny scratching noise on the roof over their heads. Watch began to bark. Then something ran overhead. Watch ran around wildly,barking and barking.

Benny said,“Now,what’s that？”

Henry called out,“Jessie！ Violet！ Are you girls all right？ Don’t be afraid！”

“What’s the matter？” called Jessie.

“I don’t know yet,” said Henry. “But we’ll find out.”


Chapter　4　Attic Guests
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The Aldens got up. It was cold and dark. Not much light came in from the window,and the fire in the fireplace was almost gone.

Henry looked up at the ceiling. He listened. “That must be a squirrel,” he said.

“One squirrel？” asked Benny. “It sounds like a dozen！”

“Oh,dear,” said Jessie. “I’ve been told the only way to get rid of squirrels when they get in a house is to kill them.”

“We won’t do that,” said Violet quickly.

“Don’t worry,we won’t do that,” Henry said. “But maybe we can scare them away. Watch,you lie down！ Bring me one of those shovels,Ben.”

Benny was nearest the fireplace. He gave a long-handled shovel to his older brother. Henry began to pound on the ceiling with the long handle.

The noise stopped. Not a sound. After a minute it began again. Watch barked and ran around the rooms. Henry pounded again. The noise stopped.

“Now we’re in a fine fix！” Henry said. “We can stop the noise,but I don’t want to stand here all night pounding with a shovel.”

Jessie said,“I guess we’ll have to try to sleep and let the squirrels play.”

But Henry still stood looking up at the ceiling in the boys’ bedroom. It was made of wide boards and was not plastered.

“Ben,come here,” Henry called. “There’s something funny. The bedrooms have wooden ceilings. But the main room hasn’t any ceiling at all. It’s open to the roof—look,you can see the beams.”
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Benny looked up. The squirrels were still running around. He said,“I think when the cabin was new the bedrooms didn’t have any ceilings. Someone must have had them put in later to make the bedrooms warmer.”

“That attic space over the bedrooms is all closed in,” Henry said. “I can’t see any trapdoor or any way to get up there from this part of the cabin. The squirrels must get in through some hole in the roof.”

“They have a fine little home up there,that’s for sure,” said Benny.

“Tomorrow I’ll go up on the roof and see how it looks,” Henry replied. “Maybe we can scare them out and close the hole. Do you think you can sleep,anybody？”

“I can if Watch doesn’t keep barking,” said Jessie. “We know what it is now,so we’re not scared.”

Watch stood wagging his tail and looked up at Jessie. She said,“It’s all right. You can stop barking.”

It was a strange thing. Watch did stop barking.The squirrels scratched and scratched,but Watch didn’t make a sound. Soon they were all asleep,Watch,squirrels,and all.

In the morning the Aldens dressed,and Henry built up the fire before they ate breakfast.

“We’d better go back to the store today and get some advice about squirrels,” said Jessie. “Mr. Nelson must know there are squirrels up in that attic. If he has been here three times,he must have heard them.”

The Aldens got ready as fast as they could. They took their knapsacks. Henry locked the door and put the key in his pocket.

Benny said,“Farewell,you squirrels！ Come again never！”

It was a perfect day. It was even more beautiful than the day before. There was not a cloud in the sky. Jessie said,“I don’t think this weather is going to last very long. Grandfather would call this a weather breeder. It means a storm.”
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“It doesn’t look like a storm,” said Benny.

“No,Benny,that is what a weather breeder is. A beautiful day that doesn’t last. Oh,well,never mind！ We can get along even if it rains all the rest of the time.”

Halfway to the store,Henry stopped suddenly.He grabbed Watch by the collar and pointed with his finger. Everyone looked where he was pointing. It was a deer！

The beautiful animal stood perfectly still. With soft brown eyes,he looked at the strangers. Then Watch gave a bark,and the deer gave a high jump. There was a pile of rocks in front of him,and he went right over them and disappeared.
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“What a jumper！” said Jessie. “He must have jumped ten feet. And it was uphill,too. Oh,look,there goes another！ Look at that jump！”

“That was the doe,” said Henry. “Her horns aren’t as big.”

“But she can jump as well as the other one,” said Benny.

At last they reached the store. They told Mr. Nelson all about the squirrels.

“Yes,” he said,“I have heard them. Some peoplemight try to poison them. But that wouldn’t work. More squirrels would come. I think your idea of stopping up the hole in the roof is best. Make sure the squirrels are all out,though,before you stop up the hole.”

Mrs. Nelson said,“Tom could let you take someboards and a hammer and nails,couldn’t you,Tom？”

“Sure,” said Mr. Nelson.

Then Jessie told Mrs. Nelson what they wantedto buy. “We want some hamburger and hot dogs for our Benny here,and we want some peanut butter—”

“I wish I could go too,” said Puggsy. “Can’t I go,Mommy？”

“No,you can’t.” Mrs. Nelson shook her head. But she was turning red again,and well she might. For Puggsy went on,“If you let me go,I won’t hunt for anything.”

Tom Nelson laughed,but he was uneasy. He said,“I must tell you that my grandfather built that cabin years ago. I suppose Puggsy thinks it is his cabin.”

“I’m sure he does,” said Jessie. “It’s all right.Don’t worry about him. He could come with us,but he would have to stay overnight.”

“Do you know where the spring water in the cabin comes from？” Henry asked Mr. Nelson.

“Yes,the water runs downhill from the spring.I know it is close to the cabin. You could look for it. I think there’s an old sign.”

“Well,here we go,” said Jessie. “Got everything,Henry？”

“Yes,some good boards and a hammer and nails.”

“We’ll be down again soon,” said Henry as he went out of the store.

When the store was out of sight,Jessie said,“Isn’t that the strangest thing？”

Benny said,“Something is wrong with those Nelsons！ They are nice people,too. What’s wrongwith them,Henry？”

“I wish I knew,” answered Henry. “I like Tom Nelson. But he certainly is worried about something.”

“One sure thing,” said Benny,“if they want to hide anything,they’d better not take Puggsy along！”

Everyone laughed.

Jessie exclaimed,“Oh,where’s Watch？”

They all looked around,but the dog was not there.

“Watch！” shouted Henry as loud as he could. They listened. Not a sound. Henry put down the hammer and nails and boards he was carrying.

“He can’t be far away,” said Jessie. “Watch！”she called. Then they all heard a faint whine. Instantly they ran toward the sound.

“I can hear Watch,but I can’t see him,” Benny called.

Henry ran toward some bushes.“Easy,old boy,I’m coming,” he called when Watch whined.

Then Henry stopped and pushed the bushes away. Now he saw why Watch had not come.

“It’s a hunter’s trap！” shouted Henry. “Watchhas caught his hind paw in a trap.”

Watch lay on the ground trying to lick his hind paw. When he saw Jessie he looked up and wagged his short tail.

“Hold his foot,Jessie,” Henry said,“and I’ll force the trap open.” He picked up a heavy stick to push the jaws of the trap open.

In less than a minute Watch was free. He held up his back paw and hopped on three legs.

But Henry was angry. He said,“Those steel traps are against the law！ Somebody is trying to catch a fox,but he’s lost his fox and his trap.”

Henry picked up the trap and took it with him. He did not want to say anything to worry Jessie and Violet,but he did not like the idea of someone setting traps in the woods. He hoped it was not anyone who used the hunters’ cabin. Indeed,he hoped that there were no strangers at all in the woods. But someone had set a trap.

Jessie looked at Watch’s paw,but it was not badly hurt.

They went back to the path,and Benny said,“Henry,I haven’t seen you mad for a long time.”

“Well,I don’t like this,” Henry said. “I wonderif the Nelsons know there is a trapper around here.” He went back to get the nails and hammer and boards.

The family went on without talking.Then when they were almost at the cabin Benny saw something near the path. It looked like an old,broken sign.He saw an arrow and the word “Spring”.

“Look！” said Benny. “Funny thing we didn’t see this sign before. We have been past it three times.”

Henry stopped.“I guess we were always thinking about something else. I’d like to find that spring. We are almost home,and it won’t take long.”

Everyone agreed—all but Watch.He was surprised to see his family go back up the hill. He thought he was going home to lunch.But he turned around,too,and trotted along beside Jessie. He did not even hold up his paw now.

There was a path,but it was a poor one. Henry and Benny were both thinking the same thing,but they did not know it. They were wondering if the spring had anything to do with what the Nelsons wanted to find.

“Not many people come to look at the spring,I guess,” said Violet. “It isn’t very easy walking.”

There was something about it that Violet did not like. Maybe it just seemed too lonely.

“I see it,” said Benny. “See that wooden cover？ The spring must be under it.”

The cover was about a yard square. Henry and Benny lifted it from the front edge.

“Good,” said Henry. “It stands up by itself.”

The Aldens bent over to look inside. The sides of the spring were made of flat stones. The water was clear and about two feet deep.

It was just a spring. There was no mystery about it.

“This never freezes,” said Henry.

“Why not？”asked Benny. “How do you know？”

“Watch it,Ben,” said Henry. “See,the water is running in and out all the time？ Probably the water comes from a spring ten feet deep.”

The Aldens turned to go home,and at that moment it suddenly began to rain. They all ran.

“These boards are getting wet already！” Henry called as he ran.

“You can’t fix the roof today,” called Benny.

“I never thought it would rain,” said Violet.

“It’s that old weather breeder,” said Benny. “Hurry up,Henry,and unlock the door. My hair is all wet.”

When the Aldens were safely in the cabin,Henry put more wood on the fire. Soon the place was warm and cozy. They sat around the fire,cooking hot dogs on sticks.

“Hold my stick,” Benny said to Violet. “I’ll get my radio.Maybe we can hear a weather report.”

The hot dogs were roasted when Benny said,“Listen,here’s the report.”

“Rain tonight and clearing tomorrow,” a voice on the radio said. “Mild weather will continue.”

“We aren’t going to be like Noah in the ark with forty days and forty nights of rain,”said Benny. “One afternoon and night are enough for me.”


Chapter　5　Benny’s Puzzle
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The next morning the sun came out.

“What a beautiful day,”said Violet.“It’s perfect after that rain.”

“This is our day to go nutting,” Benny said.

If he had known it,it was their day for something else,too.

“Now what shall we put the nuts in？” Jessie asked,bustling around. “I guess the grocery bags are strong enough.”

“Let’s go right after breakfast,” said Benny. “We haven’t any beds to make. Nobody can make a sleeping bag.”

“I think the nut trees are about halfway to the store,” said Henry.

“Nothing to it,” said Benny. “A short walk.” He took an empty bag and started ahead with Watch.

Nobody knew how many nuts were left under the leaves. The woods seemed to be full of fat gray squirrels. They chased each other in the trees along the way and scolded the Aldens for walking in their woods.

After a while the Aldens found the nut trees. There were a great many of them,close together.

“Here we are,” said Jessie. “Let’s go to work.”

Benny found a long stick and began to turn over the dry leaves. Everyone else got a long stick,too. And there were the hickory nuts！ Some had fallen down in their green shells. Some hickory nuts were just lying among the dry leaves,all husked.

“Leave the outside shells on,” said Henry. “We have all day to get them off.”

The bags began to fill. Nobody had been there to hunt nuts except the squirrels.

“How many do we want anyway？”asked Benny. “I have fifty-one.”

“Why do you ask,Ben？ Don’t you like to pick them up？” asked Jessie.

“Oh,it’s all right,” said Benny. “But I am thinking we ought to go on to the store.”

“Yes,” said Henry. “Let’s leave the bags of nuts here.”

“No,sir！” said Benny. “I don’t trust those squirrels. They would find them just as soon as we went away,and they could open the bags,too. They might eat the bags and all！”

Benny stood still looking at a tree stump. He said,“Henry,we don’t want to carry four big bags of nuts a mile and a quarter and then back again. Why couldn’t we put the bags in that hollow stump and cover it with heavy branches？”

“We could,” said Henry. “Let’s try it.”

The Aldens put the four bags into the stump and dragged up old branches of evergreen to cover it.

Jessie said,“There！ No squirrels can get in now,Henry.”

Henry said,“No,I don’t think they can. We’ll soon be back anyway. Let’s go.”

“Well,hello,Aldens！” said Tom Nelson when they pushed the door of the store open.

“Hello,” said Jessie,smiling. “It is such a beautiful day after the rain that we went nutting. We picked up four bags of hickory nuts.”

“Good,” said Tom Nelson. “I know what you can do. Chop up the nutmeats and mix them with chopped apples to make a salad. It’s delicious.”

Just then Mrs. Nelson and Puggsy came down the stairs.“I heard what you said about the weather,” said Barbara,“but I don’t think it’s going to last. I feel a real storm coming.”

“Well,” said Benny,“we’ve seen storms before.Once we were on a trip,and we had a rainstorm and we had to live on potatoes. Nothing but potatoes.”

“That makes me think,”said Jessie.“We could buy some baking potatoes and roast them in the fireplace.”

She picked out a dozen potatoes. She bought more buns,currant jelly,sugar,and some eggs. Then they started for home.

Henry looked at his watch and said,“It’s almost noon.”

“It took a long time to pick up all those nuts,” said Benny. “I hope they are still in the stump.”

The nuts were there,but two squirrels ran away from the pile of branches as the four Aldens came in sight.

When the family reached the cabin,Jessie said,“Now everyone find a flat stone to pound on and another stone to pound with.”

“Just like Indians,” said Violet. “Nut cracking stones.”

They found stones and brushed off the dirt and leaves from them.

Jessie said,“Let’s crack the shells now,and later we can pick out the nutmeats.”
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“No,”said Benny.“Let’s have lunch first. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and milk won’t take long.”

After lunch they all sat down on the floor,each one before a flat stone. As soon as the nuts were cracked they threw them,shells and all,into the saucepan.

They worked for about an hour,and then Jessie said,“Now let’s sweep up this floor. It’s just covered with nutshells.” She got to her feet and looked around for a broom.

“I looked yesterday for a broom,” said Violet. “We haven’t got one.”

Jessie said,“It seems as if there must be a broom here someplace. But there’s not one in sight.”

“It seems odd,” said Benny. “There ought to be a broom closet right at the end of the fireplace. I remember seeing a cabin built that way.”

“Well,there isn’t,Benny,” said his older sister. “So just let it go.”

But Benny began to look for a broom closet. He put the two shovels and the ax in another corner. The fireplace stood out into the room about a foot. Benny looked at this wall. It was made of narrow boards with a line like a crack between each board.

“Here’s where the doorknob ought to be,” said Benny. “But there’s only a little hole.” Then he thought what he had said. “A hole！ A hole！”

[image: ]


He pulled his knife out of his pocket and opened the biggest blade.

The others came over to watch Benny. In great excitement Benny began to pry at the boards to see if he could find one that would open. And he did！ First the top opened,and then he could pull the rest of the door with his fingers.

“Well！”said Henry. “Good for you,Ben！ That’s a real broom closet！”

Jessie exclaimed,“It goes way down to the floor！”

“And there’s a broom in it,” said Violet.

There was a broom,a brush,a dustpan,and a shelf with cleaning cloths and two bars of soap. Also on the shelf was a little white doorknob with the point broken off.
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Henry looked at the closet and the shelf. “This wood is old,”he said.“Tom Nelson’s grandfather must have built it a long time ago.”

“How can you tell it’s so old,Henry？”

“Well,put your hand under that shelf,” said Henry. “You can feel the marks of the hatchet used to cut the wood. It would be smooth if it were modern.”

Benny felt under the shelf. He could feel the chip marks of the hatchet. “That’s a neat way to tell,” he said. Then Benny ran his hand over the door.

“That’s different,” said Henry. “The door is planed on both sides,so it is smoother. But it is old,too.”

“It’s marked,too！” shouted Benny. “Look,Henry！ It’s not very plain,but I can read it！”

This is what he read：

1M　1/4B　1/4S　1S　1Y

1/4W　1E　？　3F　R

400∶15

They all looked at each other. “And what in the world does that mean？” said Jessie. “Copy it,Henry,on a paper,and we can study it.”

Henry began to copy the letters,but he said,“It doesn’t mean a thing to me. It won’t do me any good to study it.”

“Me,either,”said Benny.“What do you suppose that code means？”

Jessie sat down at the table.“Let’s think about it,” she said. “We know one thing. And that is that the Nelsons are hunting for something in this cabin.”

Benny said quickly,“And it’s something they don’t want us to know.”

Henry looked at his brother. “Right,Ben. They turn red when Puggsy tells us anything.They seem to be ashamed of something.”

Violet added,“And they are so nice！”

Jessie nodded. “That’s the trouble. But I suppose Tom could have done something wrong a long time ago.”

“But what is he looking for？” asked Benny. “Maybe he has been looking for those funny letters. Maybe they tell him how to find some money or something important.”

Violet said,“Well,it’s strange the Nelsons didn’t find them. They must know there should be a broom closet there to keep a broom in.”

Henry nodded. “I know what Benny means. I’m sure Tom’s father or grandfather cut those letters. They weren’t cut for nothing. But the Nelsons don’t want to tell us. So let’s not say anything about the letters until they do.”

“Right,” said Benny. “The next time we go down to the store we’ll see what they say.”

“The afternoons are short in the fall,” Henry said. “It’s too late to go up on the roof. Put on your radio,Ben,and let’s hear what the weather will be.”
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They waited until the half hour for the weather report.

The announcer said,“A storm is coming from the south and west,but it is not supposed to hit this area. It will go further north and miss us entirely. The northern New England states should prepare for a storm.”

“No need to worry then,”said Benny. He turned off the radio.

At suppertime it was almost too dark to see.

“What are we going to do tomorrow？” asked Benny as he finished his hamburger.

“Fix the roof,” said Henry. “You can help me,Ben. We’ll find the hole the squirrels use for a door and nail a board over it.”

But Henry didn’t know that his plans would be changed for him.

As Benny went to bed,he said,“Maybe that code we found is a secret way to get rid of squirrels.” And he laughed.
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Chapter　6　Snow！
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The next day the weather had changed. The sky was very gray. There was no sun. But the Aldens started out for the store.

“It’s much colder today,” Violet said. She put up her hood and tied it under her chin.

Jessie said,“No blue sky today. Maybe yesterday was a weather breeder,after all. You remember Barbara said she thought a storm was coming.”

“Well,never mind,” said Benny. “After all,it’s too early for snow. And the radio report said the storm would not hit us.”

Benny trotted along with Watch. They walked faster this time. They did not stop to look at anything on the path.

“Two and a half miles is a long way on a chilly day,” said Jessie,“but it’s just a nice walk in good weather. We’d better not stay very long at the store,Henry.”

“Right,” agreed Henry. He looked up at the sky again. “The clouds seem to be getting heavier,”he said. “I hope we can fix that roof before it rains again.”

At last the four Aldens reached the Nelsons’ store. This time there were a few other customers in the store.They were getting big bags of groceries.

A woman smiled at Jessie. She said,“We think we’ll have rain soon,so I’m buying a lot of things. Maybe you folks ought to do the same. Sometimes it rains here for days.”

“Thank you,” said Jessie gratefully. “We’re getting supplies,too. We have to walk over two miles to get here. Henry,pick up some canned meat and bacon while you are on that side,and some spaghetti and tomato sauce. I’ll get more chocolate and hot dogs and hamburgers and dry milk.”

“I’ve got more dog food,” called Benny.

The other people went out with their bags. Tom said to Henry,“You see we don’t get many customers now. The summer people have gone,and many people have moved away for good.I think I’ll have to move if I want to make a living.”

“Don’t move before we do！” Benny said.

As he spoke,Mrs. Nelson came downstairs. She said,“I think it is going to snow. It feels just like it to me.” She frowned. She looked worried.
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“Snow！”Benny said.“It’s too early for snow.”

“Yes,it’s too early,but just the same you had better go right back. You don’t want to get caught on the trail if snow comes. If you wait here you may.”

“That’s right,Mrs. Nelson,” said Henry. “Put up your hoods,everybody,and tie your scarves on tight.”

Mrs. Nelson took a quick step toward the girls. She said,“Oh,Jessie,you know I want you to stay,don’t you？ I don’t want you to hurry away！”

“Oh,Barbara,we do,” answered Jessie. “Of course we know it. But we mustn’t get caught in the storm. Now here we go. Got everything？”

Watch was on his way as soon as the door was opened. The Aldens wasted no time. They walked along the path as fast as they could. Soon they were out of sight of the store.

“Not too fast,Ben,” called Henry. “Save your fast walking for the end,like a race.”

Benny slowed down. He began to think of the secret code and of Tom Nelson moving away. “Is Tom Nelson running away？” he wondered. Then suddenly he turned around. “What do you know,Henry. It’s snowing！” he said.

“It is！” Jessie said. “Maybe it will stop as suddenly as it began.”

But it did not. It snowed harder. The snowflakeswere small and fine. Even through the thick trees the snow fell faster and faster.

“I wouldn’t like to be stuck in the snow！” exclaimed Benny. “Nobody would know where we are！”

“We won’t get stuck,Ben,” Henry told him. “Don’t worry about that. You couldn’t really get stuck in the deep snow because we can walk two miles before the snow can get that deep. Just keep going.”

Watch was the one who trotted along steadily,without hurrying. He never looked to the right or to the left,just straight ahead.

“Good boy,” said Benny. Watch didn’t even turn his ears.

“I’d never believe this,” said Henry,“if I didn’t see it. The snow is already an inch deep.”

Jessie added,“Remember,Henry,this is in the woods,too. It must be deeper than this where there are no trees. Oh,I’m just about frozen. Isn’t it cold？”

“Well,we have enough stuff to eat when we get to the cabin,” said Benny. “If we ever get there. We can make our food last a long time if we get snowed in.”

Uphill and downhill they went,bowing their heads in the driving snow. The flakes were bigger and bigger. The children could hardly see the path. They slipped a few times,but nobody fell.

Watch’s legs seemed to grow shorter and shorter. He could not trot now,he had to hop along over the deep snow.

But they made it. When Henry unlocked the cabin door the snow was four inches deep on the step. They stamped their feet and went in and locked the door behind them.

“Well！” said Jessie.

Nobody else said a word. They all took off their jackets and hung them on nails to dry. Henry fixed the fire,saying nothing. It was already twelve o’clock. Jessie got a pan of water from the faucet and put it on the stove to heat. She thought her family needed some hot chocolate. They thought so,too,when they smelled it.

Violet got out the frying pan and soon bacon was frying. When they sat down to eat,Henry said,“Now I have something to say. This is a very early snow. Nobody expected it. It can’t possibly last long and we are in no danger.”
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Jessie said,“Just one thing bothers me. Grandfather must be worrying about us,and the Nelsons probably are,too.”
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“But we can’t do a thing about it,” said Henry.“We can’t get down to the road and we can’t send a message.”

“So let’s enjoy it！” finished Benny.

“That’s exactly what I mean,” said Henry,smiling at his brother. “I’m going out in the snow soon to shovel the steps and a narrow path around the house. Then I’m going to clear a small place in the back of the house under the window where the trees were cut down. Right under the bird feeder.”

“I’ll help you,” said Benny. “There are two shovels.”

“Thanks,Ben.”

It was cold and still snowing hard. The two boys managed to shovel an open square under the window. They threw the snow to one side.

Henry said,“This cleared place will fill up right away,but we can shovel it out again.”

“It will be easier the second time,” Benny said. “Not so deep.”

Henry looked up at the roof to see the squirrels’ hole,but he could hardly see the roof！ It was deep with white snow. He said,“I guess the squirrels won’t have to worry for a while. I’m not going up on the roof today,hole or no hole.”

“Another noisy night,then,” said Benny. “We could invite the squirrels down and play with them,if we didn’t have Watch.”

“Now,Ben,don’t get any ideas,” said his big brother. “I’d just like to know how big that hole is.”

The hole was simply enormous. But the Aldens did not know that yet.


Chapter　7　Making Do
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That night when the Aldens went to bed it was still snowing. And it was getting colder. More than that,the wind was beginning to blow.

“I call this a blizzard,” said Henry. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

And indeed there had never been anything like it in this part of the country at this time of the year. The wind made so much noise that the children did not mind the squirrels at all. They somehow managed to sleep.

But when the family woke in the morning they could hardly see outdoors！ The snow was so deep that it covered the lower half of the one window.

“Poor Grandfather,” said Violet as she tried to look out. “I’m sure he is worrying about us.” She climbed on the window seat and looked over the snow,then she called,“Henry,you won’t believe it！ The snow is up to the bird feeder and the basket is buried in snow.”
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Benny,Jessie,and Henry climbed up to look. They could see only the handle of the basket.

“My radio！” shouted Benny. He almost fell off the window seat. “I’ll tune in Greenfield and get the news. Maybe they’re sending out special messages because of the storm.”

Jessie began to get breakfast. Henry started to put on his warmest clothes,but he did not explain why.

“Listen,here’s the news,” Benny said.

The newsman on the radio said,“As a service to our listeners during the blizzard we are broadcasting special messages. Please listen carefully. Mr. Allan Moore is safe,but he wants his family to know that he can’t get home today. The Police Chief wants people to stay calm. The streets will be cleared as soon as possible. The Fire Department wants everyone to be careful about overheating stoves and causing fires. Mr. James Alden wants to notify his grandchildren that they should stay in the hunters’ cabin. He will get help to them as soon as he can.”

Benny said,“Just like Grandfather！”

“Isn’t it？” said Jessie. She was feeling betternow,after hearing the news from her grandfather. “I think I shall make some more hot chocolate for breakfast. We all need something hot.”

But when she turned the faucet,nothing happened.

“No water,Henry！” she cried.

“I bet the pipe is frozen,” said Henry.

“Never mind,never mind！” said Jessie,smiling.

“What’s the idea,Jessie？” asked Benny.

“I’m going to make hot chocolate just the same.I’m going to melt some snow.”

Henry opened the door wide enough to scoop up the snow with the big saucepan. “Heap it high,Henry,” Jessie said. “It will soon melt down.”

She put the pan on the stove. The great pile of soft,white snow began to get smaller and smaller. In a little while the water boiled.

“I’ll use the powdered milk in the chocolate,” said Jessie.

[image: ]


The family enjoyed breakfast. The hot chocolate helped them all.

Then they knew why Henry had put on heavy clothes. He said,“I’m going out,Ben,to see if I can shovel out this new snow around the house. And I want to get the snow cleared again from the bird feeder. Want to come？”

“Of course,”said Benny.“Wait till I get dressed.”

The snow was up to Benny’s waist. The boys dug out the narrow path around the house,throwing the snow off to one side. The wind blew and the snow got in their eyes.

Inside the cabin the girls could hear the two shovels going. “Let’s get dressed,” said Violet.

Then Jessie said,“Look at that window！”

The snow was disappearing！ The girls could see a shovel come in and go out,taking a pile of snow with it.

“Good.We can begin to see out,”nodded Jessie. “Those boys are strong.”

Soon the Aldens could see each other through the window,two girls on one side and two boys on the other. They waved and laughed.

The boys were tired when they came in to lunch. But Henry said,“After lunch I must go and get more wood. Want to come,Ben？”

“You bet I want to come,” answered Benny. “But this time I’m going to wear snowshoes. I don’t like to sink down into the snow. It’s too deep.”

“What are you going to use for snowshoes？” asked Jessie.

“Those two big kettle covers on the shelf. They don’t go with any kettles we have here.”

“I suppose a long time ago the hunters had two big kettles up here,”said Jessie.“I don’t know why,though.”

“Probably for deer meat stew,” said Benny. “I’m glad we don’t have to eat that.” He could hardly wait to make his snowshoes.

“How are you going to make those covers stay on your feet,Ben？” asked Violet.
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“Well,I’m going to use two belts,” said Benny.“And I’m going to make two holes in each cover.”

Even Henry watched Benny as he punched two long slits in each cover with his biggest knife blade. He used Tom Nelson’s hammer to pound with. He slipped a leather belt through the slits in each cover.Putting a boot on each cover,he buckled the straps,using new holes in the belts. He pulled the belts tight and pushed the ends under his boot lacings.

“Good for you,Ben！” said Henry. “Let’s see you walk.”

What a noise Benny made！ Clank,clank！

He said,“This is worse than the noise the squirrels make. But these snowshoes will be fine on the deep snow. No noise at all.”

Jessie helped Benny into his sweater and jacket and heavy gloves. He took one shovel to use as a ski pole,and Henry took the ax. Before they went,they shoveled the steps again. Snowflakes were still falling fast. They were whirling around in the wind.

“Those snowshoes really work,Violet,” said Jessie,as they watched the boys. Benny was walking on top of the snow,and Henry was wading in up to his waist. “I hope they won’t get lost.”

“They won’t,” said Violet. “They’ll stay together.”

“Now,how can we surprise the boys？” Jessie began to think. She said,“I wonder what Grandfather meant when he said he would send help？ Today？ Tomorrow？”

Violet said,“I think he meant to go ahead and eat what we have. I hope so.”

“That’s what I thought he meant,” said Jessie.“Let’s have sandwiches for lunch. And why don’t we surprise the boys with a big chicken stew for tonight？ We have a whole chicken in a can,and we can put in a can of spaghetti. We know how to get hot water when we haven’t any water.”

The girls started to take the chicken meat off the bones. Then they put the chicken and spaghetti with some hot water in the saucepan. Violet said in great excitement,“I’ve thought of a second surprise for the boys！ Snow ice cream！”

“Wonderful！” said Jessie. “We’ve got plenty of snow for everything. But I’ve forgotten how to make it. I think we take a little milk and put in sugar and melt it,and then vanilla—oh,but we haven’t any vanilla.”

The two girls began to think. Then Jessie said,“We could melt the currant jelly and that would make it taste like currant. Just as good as vanilla.”

“It would make it pink ice cream！”said Violet.

No sooner said than done. Jessie began to mix the powdered milk and jelly and sugar. “We won’t put in the snow until it is time for dessert. Look,here come the boys now.”

Benny and Henry had armfuls of wood. “That wood looks like Henry’s work,” said Violet,laughing. “All the sticks are the same length.”

Benny came first on his snowshoes. He could walk faster. Henry had to lift his feet high over the snow at every step.

Benny called,“We’re going right back. We had to leave a few sticks. But wait till I put my muffler on for a belt！”

“I should think so,” said Jessie,trying not to laugh. “Want any help？”

“Yes,I do. Maybe one muffler won’t go around me.”

“One is enough,”said Jessie,“unless it is pinching you.”

“No,it doesn’t pinch me. And isn’t this good wood？ It’s all old and dry. Henry picked it out.”

“Wonderful！” agreed the girls.

The boys started back for the rest of the wood. Watch began to bark.

“No,you can’t come,Watch,” Benny called. “You’d drown.”

But Watch went on barking louder and harder.

“He’s barking at squirrels,I guess,” said Jessie.

“No,he isn’t,Jessie,” said Violet. “Listen！”
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There was a strange low cry outside. The girls opened the door and looked at the snowy path. The boys were just starting out again.

“Oh！” said Jessie. “It’s the two deer we saw in the woods！”

The boys had stopped and were looking at the two animals,half buried in the snow. The deer were trying to get on their feet. They fell and got up again.

The boys turned around and came quietly back to the cabin.

Henry said in a low voice,“We don’t want to scare them. They think if they find people,they will find something to eat,too.”


Chapter　8　To the Rescue
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The four Aldens left the door open a crack. The deer were half buried in the snow,and they struggled to stand up.

“They don’t want any help,” said Benny.

“They don’t need any,” said Henry. “They are up now.”

The two deer shook themselves to get the snow off. Still more snow came down on them. But slowly the two animals came toward the cabin. They sniffed. Their soft brown eyes looked at the door.

The deer went down the path that the boys had dug and found the open space. The Aldens went quietly over to the window and looked out. The gentle animals were tired out. They lay down and licked each other.

Benny said,“Listen,I’m hearing things！ I think I’m dreaming！ Is someone calling？”

But Benny did hear real voices. He opened the door and took one look. Then he shouted,“Henry,put on your jacket and bring me mine！” Then he jumped down the steps to the path.

Henry took both jackets from the hook and struggled through the snow. The girls looked down the path. Something—or someone—was lying in the snow. A man with a little boy on his shoulder was leaning against a tree.

The Aldens forgot all about the deer.

“It’s the Nelsons！” said Jessie. “Oh,dear！ I’m afraid Barbara has fallen in the snow. We’ll just have to wait. We can’t go out！”

“The Nelsons have come to help us,” said Violet. “I’m sure of that.”

“So am I,” said Jessie. “Look！ Henry’s carrying Barbara. I’ll get a sleeping bag and put it in front of the fireplace.”

“I’ll get it,” said Violet. She disappeared. Jessie held the door wide open.

Barbara was talking in a weak voice to Henry. “Oh,I’m so ashamed to give out,Henry！ I thought I could make it. But I didn’t know how bad it was.”

Henry said,“Don’t say such things about yourself！ I wonder you got here at all. You were kind and brave.” He put Mrs. Nelson down on the sleeping bag. Jessie put another bag under her head.

“Oh,I can sit up！I’m sure I can,”said Barbara.

“You stay right there,Barbara,”advised Jessie,kneeling down beside her. “Later you can sit on the couch.”

Watch came over and sat down and never moved.

Benny said,“Mr. Nelson is the one who shouldsit down. He carried Puggsy most of the way.” Benny pushed a chair under Mr. Nelson,who dropped into it and leaned back and shut his eyes.

Puggsy was feeling the best of anyone,but even he was pretty tired. Benny put him into his own sleeping bag and propped him up against a chair.

“Well,well,” said Benny. “You came to help us！”

Mr. Nelson nodded. “We tried to,anyway. We were worried about you when it kept on snowing. We didn’t know whether you ever got home or not.”

Henry nodded,“We might not have.”

“I said I was coming to look for you early this morning,but Barbara said she’d come,too. She would be worrying that I was lost. Of course we had to bring Puggsy.”

“I’m so thankful you got here！”Jessie shivered.“You might have been lost in the snow.”

“We did fall twice,but we got up,” said Tom Nelson.

Jessie had a sudden thought.“Are you hungry？”she asked.

“Am I hungry！” shouted Puggsy. “I haven’t had anything to eat for a million years.”

Henry laughed. “That sounds like you,Ben,” he said.

“Well,”said Tom Nelson,“it has been a long time. We started out with a big sack of food for you,but we had to leave it in the snow.”

Jessie said,“Violet,I’m sure we can eat that stew now. It’s all cooked anyway,and it is nice and hot. Now,take seats at the table. I’ve found three more dishes for chicken stew.”

“Chicken stew？”said Puggsy.“I’ve never heard of that.”

“It’s delicious,” said Benny.

“Well,if you say so,” said Puggsy,looking at him.

They all began to eat the chicken stew. Mr. Nelson said,“How thankful we are to be here！” He drew a long breath.

While the others were eating more stew,Violet and Jessie made the snow ice cream. They mixed the soft,white snow with the milk and sugar and currant jelly. It was a lovely pink color.

“Wouldn’t Grandfather laugh at this ice cream！”said Benny. Then he told the Nelsons about the message from Mr. Alden that had come over the Greenfield radio station.

“But Grandfather didn’t know that you were coming,” he added.

Just then everyone heard a strange humming sound outdoors.

“What’s that？”asked Jessie. She stopped to listen.

“A helicopter！” shouted Benny. “I know that sound！ Where’s my jacket？” He was out of the door in a second,putting on his jacket as he ran. Henry was right behind him.
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The sound grew louder. The helicopter seemed to be standing still in the air right above the hunters’ cabin.

“The pilot can’t land here,” Benny said. “What’s he going to do？”

“Get back,Benny！”shouted Henry.“The pilot is throwing something out.”

Bump！ Something hit the cleared spot where the boys had shoveled.

“Hay！” Benny exclaimed. “Just the way they throw hay out to cattle lost in the snow. But how did Grandfather know about the deer？ We can’t eat hay.”

But now Tom Nelson was outside,too. He said,“Benny,it’s a haylift. There’s something inside the hay. They put the hay around it for a soft landing. It’s a good thing you shoveled out this place！ That showed the pilot that you can pick up anything he drops.”

The helicopter flew low and the pilot waved both arms. The helicopter made such a noise the boys couldn’t hear a word. The pilot hovered over the cabin. Suddenly he held a blackboard out of the door.





CAN’T LAND.

MESSAGE IN HAY.

BACK IN 2 HOURS.





The boys nodded their heads back and forth,and waved their arms again.

Off flew the helicopter.

The boys dragged the bale of hay into the narrow path. The others were watching from the window. Then the boys dragged the bale into the house and everyone began to pull off the hay.

“Don’t go too near the fire with that hay！” said Jessie. “We don’t want a fire as well as a blizzard.”

Then they found the packages.

“Canned milk,”said Henry.“And canned peaches.”

“Loaves of bread,” said Jessie.

“And a bag of sugar and lots of hamburger meat,” said Benny. “And that’s all. It’s lucky that the sugar was wrapped in the hay. We would have sugar all over everything if the bag had broken.”

“And now where’s the message？”asked Henry.“That’s most important of all.”

“Here it is,” said Benny. “A card all done up in plastic.”

Henry read it aloud：





From Your Grandfather：The State Police and the Highway Department will get you home as planned. Find something big for a message. Print what you need in large letters. Lay the sign on the snow. The pilot will come again and drop whatever you need. Tell me how you are.





“What can we write our message on？” asked Jessie.

“Oh,dear,” said Violet. “We haven’t anything big enough！ And no paint or ink.”

“Let’s look around,” said Benny. He sat down and began to look at everything in the room. Jessie went into the bedrooms to look. Nothing was big enough. There was not even a big calendar on the wall.

The Nelsons tried to think,too.

“It can be either light or dark,” said Violet,“if it is big enough.”

“What will you print with？” asked Puggsy.

“Wait until we settle our first problem,Puggsy,” said Henry. “We must find a big card or something.”

Benny had looked all around the living room and at last his eyes came back to the window.

“Look！” he said. He pointed to the dark green window shade.

“Oh,Benny,” cried Violet. “The very thing！ It’s the only thing in this whole cabin that’s big enough.”

Henry stood on the window seat and took down the shade. He unrolled it on the floor.

“You stand on this end,Puggsy,” he said. Benny was already standing on the other end. It was perfect for a big sign！

“Now Problem Number Two,” said Henry. “We will have to print with something white. And we haven’t any chalk. A prize to the one who thinks of something that will work.”

“I’d like to get that prize,” said Puggsy.

His mother said,“Well,then start thinking,Puggsy.”

It was Violet who came up with an idea at last. She said,“I’m not sure it will work. But we can try one letter and see.”

“What are you going to print？” asked Barbara Nelson. “What do you need？”

“We need three sleeping bags for you,” Jessie said. “You will freeze if we don’t get something before night. Now,what’s your idea,Violet？”

“I’ve done this before,” said Violet,“but never so big. Print the letters with water first. Then shake on the salt thickly,and when it dries shake off the loose salt.”

“I bet it will work,” said Benny. “Let’s try. Violet,you’re the best printer and painter. Start with an S as big as this.”
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He traced a letter about four inches tall for Violet.

“We’re lucky to have water,” said Benny. He brought a cupful of water. Jessie set down the box of salt.

Violet went down on her hands and knees. She dipped her finger many times in the water and made a big,wet figure 3. Then she shook on plenty of salt. “Let it dry a minute,” she said. “I’ll go on with the S for sleeping bags.”Everyone watched her.

After the letter S was made,Violet said,“Now let’s shake the salt off the 3.”

Henry lifted the corner and shook the salt into the fireplace. A beautiful white figure 3 stayed on the shade！

“Good,good！” shouted Benny. “It works！ I knew it would！”

When “3 SLEEPING BAGS” had been written,Jessie said,“We ought to tell Grandfather why we want them. I think just the word Nelsons would be enough. He’ll know they came to help us.”
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Violet was already printing “3 NELSONS.” She said,“I’m going to say ‘FINE.’ Grandfather will know that we mean we are all fine.”

Benny said,“Say thanks for the hay. He will think that is funny.”

“Yes,I think he will,” said Henry,laughing. “And he’ll know it’s you,Benny. It sounds like you. It will do him good.”

When the sign was done,Henry said,“Let’s put it out now. The pilot may come early.”

“Maybe we’ll have to put stones on the corners,” said Benny,putting on his jacket.

“And where will we ever find stones in all this snow？” asked Tom Nelson.

“Our nut cracking stones！” said Jessie. “Better take four with you. Then you won’t have to come back.”

There was not much wind now,and it had stopped snowing. The boys laid the big sign on the snow. The wind lifted the corners a little,so they put a flat stone on each corner.

“That’s neat,” said Benny. Then he stopped short. “Henry,” he said,“let’s get that hay and put it out here for the deer.”

“Good！” said Henry. “They will find it after we go in.”

This idea pleased Jessie. She cleaned up the floor. Tom Nelson helped the boys carry the hay out and put it near the bird feeder.

“Listen！” said Benny,turning around again.

“Yes！” said Henry. “The helicopter is coming—lucky we put our sign out right away. The pilot’s a little early.”

The family inside heard the helicopter,too. They all tried to look out the window at once.

On came the pilot until he hovered right over the boys. They saw him laugh as he read the message. He had his blackboard ready. “BACK IN ONE HOUR.” Then away he went.

The boys rolled up the window shade and took it in. As Benny hung up his jacket he said,“We can brush off the salt later. That shade will be as good as new.”

“Let’s wash the dishes while we wait,” Barbara said.

“Not you,” said Jessie. “You just watch.”

But Barbara Nelson was already piling up the funny empty dishes.

“Isn’t it a good thing we heated water,Jessie？”asked Violet. “It’s just right for the dishes.”

Tom Nelson felt better now.He had eaten something. He said,“Henry,just where do you think those squirrels are？”

“Come into my bedroom and you’ll hear them yourself.”

Benny and Puggsy went with them,and right near the chimney they could hear scratchings and scramblings.

“Well,” said Tom Nelson,“I should say there was a mama squirrel up there as well as papa. They must have several children with them. You see the young ones are spring squirrels,and now they are just as big as their parents. I think they plan to live here all winter.”

Henry laughed. “And we spoiled their plans. We bother the squirrels instead of their bothering us. They came here first.”

“Exactly,”said Tom.“They’re afraid now. Those squirrels probably have a bushel of nuts up there and a beautiful nest. Goodness knows what it is made of.”

Benny said,“I’d like to see that nest. The ceiling is just made of thin boards,isn’t it？ Couldn’t you make a hole in the ceiling,Henry？”
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“I could,but I won’t,” said Henry. “We don’t want a family of squirrels coming down to live with us.”

Puggsy said,“Dad,do you think the squirrels were down here once？”

“I don’t think these squirrels were,” Tom Nelson said. He looked around uneasily and went on,“But I think some squirrels got into the big room of the cabin once. We found a newspaper that seemed to have been chewed by squirrels,but no squirrels.”

Henry said,“Maybe a hunter shooed those squirrels out and didn’t throw away the old newspaper.”

“That’s what I thought,” Tom said,and he still looked troubled. “Squirrels can do a lot of harm to books and papers.”

“There’s not much they can hurt here,” Henry said. Then he remembered that there was something important—something mysterious—the Nelsons wanted to find here. Perhaps it was something squirrels could destroy. Why didn’t Tom tell the Aldens what it was？ They could show him the code. But he kept his secret.

“We’re lucky this cabin has a good roof over us and the squirrels,” said Benny. “The snow is four feet thick. It looks just like a big birthday cake that’s mostly frosting.”

“Four feet！” said Tom. “Yes,it must be. That is a big load for this little roof.”

He didn’t know that some of that snow was falling through the hole the squirrels had made in the roof. It was piling up in the attic.


Chapter　9　Missing Piece
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In about an hour the two Alden boys went out to wait for the pilot. They were not a minute too soon,for the pilot was early. Suddenly they heard the roar of the helicopter. It hovered right over them.

The pilot waved to them. First he dropped the bundle of sleeping bags. They were covered with plastic.

“They won’t get wet,” said Benny. “They landed better than the hay did.”

Both boys looked up at the pilot and waved their arms. Up and off went the helicopter.

The boys took in the plastic bundle. Henry found the snaps and took off the plastic cover. There were two big sleeping bags and one little one.

“How did Grandfather know Puggsy was so small？” asked Benny.

“Well,” answered Tom,“I must tell you that Mr. Alden telephoned me before you came to stay in the cabin. He asked me if somebody was always in the store. So of course I told him about my wife and Puggsy. I told him we lived over the store.”

“Here’s a long box,” said Jessie. She opened it and inside she found a small hammer,a box of nails,a box of tacks,two coils of wire,one heavy and one thin.

There was a message that read,





People snowed in sometimes need tools. Maybe the cabin needs repairs. Hope to see you soon. Love from Grandfather.





Jessie put the box of tools away and said,“You know we have never had time to pick out those nutmeats from the broken shells. Come on,let’s have a nut party.”

“And invite every nut we know！” said Benny.“Everyone is invited. Bring one of Grandfather’s sharp nails for a nutpick.”

Jessie put the cracked nuts on the table. The Aldens and the Nelsons sat around,picking out the nutmeats and throwing away the shells.

As they worked,Henry looked across the table at Jessie. He raised his eyebrows. Jessie understood. She nodded.

Then Henry began. “Tom,” he said,“I’m going to tell you something. We know you’ve been looking for something in this cabin.”

“That’s right！” said Puggsy.

Tom said slowly,“Yes,that is right.”

“Well,” said Jessie,“we don’t know what it is. And you don’t want to tell us. But we have found something.”

“Oh,what is it？”cried Barbara in great excitement.

For answer,Jessie looked at Benny. “Show them the broom closet that you found by the fireplace,” she said.

“There’s no broom closet,” said Tom,shaking his head.
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“Look here,” said Benny,and he opened the closet door with his pocketknife. The Nelsons stared in surprise.

“We found some letters carved on the back of this door,” Benny went on. “But they don’t mean anything to us.”

Tom crossed the room almost in one jump. He took one look at the letters on the door and cried,“Barbara,it’s here！” Then his voice died away,and he added sadly,“No,it isn’t.”

The Aldens were really puzzled now. What could this mean？

Barbara saw how troubled they were. “I’ll tell you what it is and then you’ll understand. You know that Tom likes to bake more than anything else. His father and grandfather had a wonderful recipe for buns. No one has ever made buns just like them. The recipe was a family secret.”

Now Tom Nelson said,“My father used to put one special thing in his buns. It made them different.”

“Different from any buns in this world！” said Puggsy.

“Oh！”said Benny.“You know the whole story,Puggsy？”

“Yes,I do. If Daddy could find that one thing he could make buns and be rich！”

“Oh,Puggsy！” his mother said. Then she added,“But we think if Tom could make those good buns he might become famous...”

“I begin to see,” Jessie said. “But I still don’t know what those letters on the door mean—or why you are disappointed.”

“I’ll explain,” said Tom. “It’s the recipe for the buns written in a code. See that first line？ It begins‘One cup of milk.’I know all those ingredients. The one thing I don’t know is still missing. Do you see that question mark？ That’s what we’re looking for—the whole recipe without any question mark.”

“I still don’t know what all the letters mean,” said Violet.

“I’ll explain,” said Barbara. “They mean：

1 cup milk　　　　　　　　1/4 cup water

1/4 cup butter　　　　　　1 egg

1/4 teaspoon sugar　　　　？

1 teaspoon salt　　　　　 3 cups flour

1 yeast cake　　　　　　　raisins

Bake at 400° for 15 minutes.”

“How simple！” said Violet. “When you know the secret.”

“They are easy buns,except for one ingredient,”Tom said. “But my father never told me what that one thing is. It has always been a family secret. He always put it in himself. He died before he told anyone.”

Benny thought a minute. He said,“Why do you think the secret is in this cabin？”

“A good question,Benny,”said Tom.“My grandfather built this cabin. And my father used to stay here before the Sportsmen’s Club bought it.When my father was dying he said the one word,cabin.”

“Was the ingredient something like vanilla or brown sugar？”asked Jessie.

“I’ve tried different things,” Tom answered. “But the buns don’t taste right. I don’t know any more than you do.” Then his face brightened and he said,“I know we could make those buns famous！”

Jessie watched his face and he smiled. She loved to see anyone who liked his work so much.

Tom went on,“First I would spend some moneyto advertise the buns. Then everyone who bought them would advertise them. They are delicious.”

“Isn’t it too bad that your father didn’t tell anybody,” said Benny. “If you do find it,be sure to tell somebody. And put a copy of the recipe in the bank,all sealed up.”

“Yes,Benny,you’re right. I have learned that lesson the hard way,” Tom said and looked sad again.

The family began to pick out nuts in earnest now. Soon they were all done. Jessie took the bowl to the kitchen end of the cabin and Henry put the empty shells in the fire.

Jessie broke the nuts with her fingers. Violet chopped the apples with a knife. They mixed the two with salad dressing. Then in the fireplace they cooked the hamburger that Mr. Alden had sent.

Puggsy was tired.“Where do I sleep？”he asked.

Jessie laughed. She said,“The couch makes a double bed for your father and mother. You can sleep in your sleeping bag on the floor right next to the fire.”

“You’re tough and the bag is soft,”said Benny.

Everyone was tired out,even Watch. After the dishes were done,they all went to bed and to sleep. Even the squirrels were quiet.
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Henry’s and Benny’s watches ticked along,but everything else was quiet. At four o’clock in the morning,the wide,loose board in the ceiling of the boys’ room began to bend. It squeaked. Watch heard it,but Jessie had told him not to bark at the squirrels any more.

The big board bent some more and it squeaked some more.One end began to hang down. Still Watch did not bark. Slowly the board bent more and more. Then suddenly the other end broke and down crashed the board！

What a noise！ The board fell on the floor with a great bang. That was bad enough. But after it came the squirrels’ nest,five big fat squirrels,a bushel of nuts,and four feet of soft snow. It was the snow piling up below the hole in the roof that broke the board.

Everyone jumped out of bed,half awake. Now Watch couldn’t keep still. The five squirrels ran around wildly with Watch after them. Watch didn’t know which one to chase so he chased them all. They scolded and chattered and Watch barked and barked. What a terrific noise！

“What shall we do？” cried Jessie.

“I don’t know,” said Henry. Everyone stood still,even the Nelsons,just watching the chase.

Benny shouted,“We’ll have to catch the squirrels！”

“They will spoil this house,” Violet said.

“They are turning it upside down！”shouted Puggsy,but he thought this was as good as a circus. He was having a wonderful time.

The others were not. They were wondering how to catch five squirrels.

“Can’t we put them out in the snow？” Jessie asked.

“No,the snow is too deep,” said Violet. “They wouldn’t have anything to eat. And they haven’t any home in the trees.”

The animals were not still a minute,and Watch ran about wildly. He chased one squirrel and slid on the floor and found another squirrel running ahead of him.

Henry looked around for something to make a trap. He could not see anything except an old wooden box in one corner. Maybe the hunters had used it to bring in supplies.

Henry shouted,“Let’s try to get the squirrels one by one into this box！”

“But how are you going to keep them in it？” asked Jessie. “It hasn’t any top. They’ll jump right out.”

“I was going to turn it upside down over them,” Henry said. “But I guess when we try to put the second one in,the first one will crawl out.”

“Wire！” shouted Benny. “Grandfather sent us wire and nails with the tools.” He ran to get them.

Everybody watched as Benny took the woodenbox. He put a row of nails around the top on all four sides. He pounded the nails in just part way.

“I don’t see what good that will do,” Violet said. “It looks like a puzzle to me.”

“Wait,” said Benny. He took the roll of wire and began to run it back and forth across the box top. He wound it around the nails as he worked.

Suddenly Jessie understood. “It’s just like darning a hole in a sock！” she said. “Now you’re going to weave the wire through in the other direction.”

“Right！”said Benny. “I’m going to leave a hole at one corner that’s big enough for the squirrels to crawl through. See,we’ll put the box on its side and put some nuts in it.”

Barbara said,“Yes,if we’re quiet,maybe the squirrels will go into the box for the nuts.”

“Poor Watch,” said Jessie. “I’ll have to tie you up. I know it isn’t fair to see those squirrels loose while you’re tied up,but I have to do it.” She put him in the girls’ bedroom.

Jessie found some nuts and bread to go into the box. Everything was ready.

Now that there was no dog,the squirrels stopped running. Everything was quiet. The squirrels sat as if they were frozen. Slowly one squirrel moved toward the nuts. He went into the box.The others could hear him eating nuts. Twenty minutes passed,and the last squirrel crawled in. All five of the squirrels were in the box.

Tom set the box right side up and put a board over the hole in the corner.

The Aldens and Nelsons looked at each other and drew a long breath.

“What a strange thing to happen to this family,” said Jessie.

“Who would ever have five squirrels in a box at once？” asked Violet.

“Who but the Alden family！” said Barbara Nelson.

“I think we have had enough adventures,” said Jessie. “I’m glad we’re going home soon. Let’s have breakfast. It’s after five o’clock.”

“My,it’s cold,isn’t it？” said Violet,shivering.

“It’s the hole to the attic,” said Henry. “Put on your jacket,Violet. I’ll do something about the hole after breakfast.”

He went to look at the pile of leaves and snow on the floor,but he couldn’t get very near. It was the weight of the snow falling through the hole in the roof that had been too much for the ceiling.

The Aldens and Nelsons put on jackets and ate breakfast. Watch growled,and inside the box the squirrels still scolded. They missed their cozy nest.

After breakfast Henry found that the snow on the bedroom floor had melted. He stood on a chair and with Tom’s help nailed the board back in place in the bedroom ceiling.
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“What a mess,” said Jessie. She began to pick up the nuts and put them into a paper bag. Benny helped her.

“Look at all this stuff those squirrels used for their nest,” Benny said.

Puggsy ran over to see. Benny pulled out an old ribbon,many dry leaves and sticks,many chewed up pieces of paper,rags,strings,and nutshells.

“See the pretty blue card,” Puggsy said. He held up a small piece of heavy blue cardboard. On it was written “Egg Noodles.”
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“Here’s another blue one,” the little boy said and handed Benny one that said “Sugar Cookies.”

“Somebody’s recipes,” Benny said. Then something popped into his head. “Puggsy,help me look for more blue cards—quick！”

The two boys looked and looked. Puggsy got tired,but Benny wouldn’t give up. He found the torn corner of another blue card. No good. Then hidden by some leaves he saw one more blue card. Turning it over he saw just one word at the top.





Buns.





It was enough！

“Tom！Come here！Come here！”Benny shouted.&#8197;“Look at this for me—I just saw one word. Is it ... ？”

Tom took the blue card,then he cried,“A miracle！ Barbara！ A miracle—look！” He gave the card to his wife and both of them stood there with shining faces.

“Is it—is it the buns,your grandfather’s buns？” Benny asked. “Is the whole recipe there,nothing missing？”

“Oh,yes！” Barbara said. “Benny,you found it. The missing ingredient is here！”

“Don’t tell me what it is,”Benny said quickly. “I don’t want to know.”

“No,” said Barbara. “But one thing is sure,we’ll call them Benny’s Buns because you found the recipe.”

“I’d like that,” agreed Benny. He nodded.

Nobody could believe the hunt was over and the recipe was found at last.

Tom was thinking. He said slowly,“Those blue cards remind me of something. When I was a little boy I used to hear Mother tell my dad to use one of his blue-card recipes. I just thought she meant special ones. I didn’t know the recipes were really written on blue cards.”

“But how did the cards get in the cabin attic？” asked Barbara. “That’s still a mystery.”

“Yes,” agreed Tom. “There isn’t any way to get up in the attic from the main part of the cabin. No trapdoor or anything. Well,the important thing is that you found the card,Benny. And now I can make buns.”

“Maybe we can find something else,” Benny said. But although he looked carefully,he could not find anything except leaves and twigs.

Jessie said,“I’m walking around in a dream. Nothing seems real.”

Puggsy said,“I feel like that when I get up too early.”

“Let’s rest and then clean up the cabin,” Henry suggested.“We want to be ready to go when the men from the Highway Department get here.”

It was about noon when the Aldens heard sounds,the scrape of snowshovels and the voices of men. They opened the front door and went out to meet their rescuers.

The box of squirrels stood on the steps,but Watch was quiet now. He seemed to know he was going home.


Chapter　10　A Surprise in Store
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Three men from the Highway Department and a state policeman reached the cabin. They had shoveled a narrow path up the hill from the road.

“We’re glad to see you！” Henry called.

The men waved. They knew there would be seven people and a dog and a lot of luggage. But the box of squirrels was a surprise.

“Well,now！” said one red-faced shoveler. “And why do you want to carry five squirrels home？ There’s plenty in my backyard you can have.”

Jessie explained. “They were in the cabin attic with a bushel of nuts. You see,there is a big hole in the roof. If we let them go,the squirrels will starve.”

“Starve？Squirrels starve？”repeated the man. “Not them！ Just put your bushel of nuts handy on the steps and let ’em go. You’ll see！ Did you say a hole in the roof？ They’ll take all the nuts back before night.”

All the men nodded,laughing.

“But look at the snow on the roof,” said Henry. Just the same though,he put the bag of nuts on the steps. Then he took the board off the squirrel box. In a minute one squirrel came out and looked at the bag. Out the others came,one by one. They sat perfectly still on the steps.

The sergeant said,“Mike knows. Those squirrels will be all right. You could have shooed them out the door any time.”

Tom Nelson laughed. “Yes,I believe you,” he said.

Mike said,“You see that tree with the big hole？That will make a good nest and those squirrels will find it.”

By now the Aldens and Nelsons were dressed to leave.

“Mr. Alden will be glad to see you,” said the sergeant. “He’s waiting in his car. He said he couldn’t stay at home.”

The procession started. Two shovelers went first,then the Aldens and Watch,then another shoveler,then the Nelsons,and last the sergeant.

The path was long and slippery. Snow was piled high on both sides. It was like walking in a tunnel. Even Tom could not see over the top. It seemed as if they would never get down to the road.

At last Benny and the others saw the station wagon. Grandfather was sitting in the driver’s seat,waving out the window.

What a happy meeting it was！ The sergeant watched a moment,then roared away on his motorcycle to help someone else. The workmen waved.

Mr. Alden said,“I feel as if I’ll never let you out of my sight again. But I will.”
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Violet said,“Of course you will. But right now I want to sit beside you in the car.”

“Good,” said Grandfather. “We can take seven people—eight people and a dog—in this car. I am grateful to you,Mr. and Mrs. Nelson,for coming to help my family. I want you to stay with me until the snow is cleared and you can get home.”

“We did have a great adventure,Grandfather,”said Benny. “Jessie said we would.”

“Oh,so you did have an adventure！”

“Yes,” Benny went on. “Henry says it was really a mystery. But it is solved now.”

“Tell me about it when we get home,” said Mr. Alden as he started the car.

Puggsy said,“We didn’t bring the box of squirrels.”

“What？” asked Grandfather. “I hope not.”

Benny said,“We’ll tell him later about the squirrels,Puggsy. It will be good to get home. I’d like some clean clothes and a bath.”

“Well,Ben！”said Henry.“That doesn’t sound like you. You don’t like baths too much.”

“Me either,” said Puggsy,“but my mother gives them to me just the same.”

When the station wagon came up the drive,Mr. and Mrs. McGregor opened the door. They both worked for Mr. Alden.

“We are glad to see you！” Mrs. McGregor said. “And Watch！ You come with me,Watch,and see what I have for you.”

Henry said to his grandfather,“Something very important has happened to the Nelsons. We must tell you right away.”

“Never mind putting your things away just now,” said Mr. Alden. “Just sit down and tell me what the mystery was.”

Benny told most of the story. But they all helped him. Mr. Alden understood all about the recipe for buns. He knew how valuable it must be. He turned to Tom Nelson and asked him for his story.

Tom could hardly talk fast enough. “It’s too good to be true. For years I’ve wanted to make buns like my grandfather’s and now I can.”

“You can make a few right in my kitchen,” said Mr. Alden,smiling.

“Oh,I’d like that,” replied Tom. “I can make them for supper. There will be enough time for them to rise.”

Benny said with a nod,“Grandfather,Tom is a good worker,but business is bad out in the country where his store is. If he can get more money,he may start a store in town.”

“I might be able to help,” replied Mr. Alden. “But of course I have to try a bun first.” His eyes twinkled.

“Where is your kitchen,Mr. Alden？”asked Puggsy.

Grandfather said,“Benny,take Mr. Nelson out and show him the kitchen. Puggsy can go too if he likes.”

Tom was delighted. They went to the kitchen at once. Benny explained to Mrs. McGregor all about the buns.

“Fine,” said the good lady. “Help yourself,Mr. Nelson. Flour is here,sugar here,eggs—”

“In the refrigerator,” said Tom,smiling. “I am used to strange kitchens. I think I can find everything I want. I can even find a bowl.” He took down a yellow mixing bowl as he spoke.

Benny asked,“Do you find that strange thing here？ I mean that question mark. Do we have any？”

“Yes,I found it,”said Tom. He winked at Benny. “It is very common. Everyone has it. But it is still a secret.”

Benny and Puggsy and Mrs. McGregor watched Tom as he mixed the buns and set them to rise. He put the bowl in a warm place with a cloth over the top. Then Tom and the boys went back to the rest of the family.

“I watched Tom,” said Benny. “But I never saw him put in anything strange.”
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“Well,I put it in,” said Tom. “You just didn’t notice. I’m going to call them Benny’s Buns.”

The buns rose to the top of the bowl. Tom kneaded them down again. Later,he made them into balls. He put the buns very close together. Then he set them to rise again.

“These are sweet,” he said. “They go better with dessert.”

“Ice cream for dessert,” said Mrs. McGregor with a smile. “We have four different kinds in the freezer.”

When the dessert came,everyone was excited. The buns were tall,and light as a feather. A raisin was on the top of each. Everyone watched as Grandfather took a bite.

“Now these are amazing,Mr. Nelson！” he said. “I never ate such delicious buns！ And I can’t tell what makes them so different,either.”

“That’s good,” said Tom. He was happy. And Barbara was happy to see her husband doing the thing he loved so much.

Next morning Mr. Alden said to Tom,“I’d like to take you down the street to meet some people. You know that shoppers come here from many other towns.”

Benny looked at Henry and laughed. They knew their grandfather was up to something.

Before he went,Mr. Alden asked Mrs. McGregor if she needed anything.

“Yes,Mr. Alden. Get some hamburger and hot dogs for Benny. I’ll bake some beans in the electric bean pot and put the hot dogs on top.”

“Oh,boy！” said Puggsy. “I like that. I wish I could go.”

“You may,” said Grandfather,looking at Mrs. Nelson.“If your mother is willing.In fact,everyone can go.”

They all started off,except for Henry. He had to get ready to go back to college. Watch did not go either,so they had more room in the car.

Grandfather drove past the supermarkets,past the school and many stores. Then he turned around and came back another way.

“I know！” said Benny. “You want to stop at Franklin’s Store for the hot dogs.”

“Right,” said Mr. Alden. “Franklin’s has the best meat in town. And the best groceries.”

Mr. Alden parked the car in front of the store. The sign said：





ROGER FRANKLIN,MEATS AND GROCERIES





Mr. Franklin had to laugh when the whole family came in at once. He was busy with other customers,but he said,“Good morning,Mr. Alden. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

“Don’t hurry,” said Grandfather. “We’ll look around.”

Benny whispered to Jessie,“Look at Grandfather’s face！ Doesn’t it look as if he’s up to something？”

“I’m sure he is,” said Violet. “I noticed it when he asked Mr. Nelson to ride down the street.”

But nobody ever knew what Grandfather’s plans were until he was ready to tell them.

At last the other people went out,smiling at Puggsy as they passed him. It seemed as if people always smiled at Puggsy.

“Just some hamburger and hot dogs,Roger,” said Mr. Alden. “And do you have any sweet buns？”

“No,” Roger Franklin shook his head. “I don’t carry baked things. I wish I did. I could sell them all right.Maybe someday—”He did not even finish the sentence.

Grandfather sat down on a stool and whirled around and around. He made them all laugh,he looked so funny. They were all waiting for Mr. Alden to surprise them.

Suddenly he did. He said without a smile,“The store next to you is empty. And there is a door between.” He pointed.

“Yes,I’d like to use that store,” said Mr. Franklin. “But I can’t afford to buy it. I really need more room.”

Benny burst out,“If you had that store,you could have a bakery department！”

Mr. Alden didn’t even smile then. He was as sober as a judge. He said,“I see my grandson has guessed my plan.”

“Your plan？” The storekeeper was puzzled.

“Let me introduce a baker,Mr. Tom Nelson,” said Mr. Alden. “He makes buns from a secret recipe. They are called Benny’s Buns.”

“After Benny,I suppose,” nodded Roger Franklin. He began to understand.

Puggsy said,“That’s not all he makes. My dad makes pies and birthday cakes and doughnuts and cookies.”

“Oh,he does！” said Mr. Franklin. He stared at the little boy.

“Yes,he’s the best baker in the world,” said Puggsy.

Mr. Franklin looked at Mr. Alden. He said,“That would be a good thing for Franklin’s Store,wouldn’t it—to have the best baker in the world in my store.”

Grandfather said,“I see you are a quick thinker. If you want to rent that corner store,I think Tom might work for you. Perhaps you don’t know that I own that empty store.”

The two young men looked at each other. Tom liked Roger,and Roger liked Tom.

Tom said,“I think we could make a go of it. This is my wife,Barbara. She helps in our store in the country. And so does Puggsy. He’s quite a salesman.”

“I should imagine so,” said Roger Franklin,laughing.

“Let me show you the empty store,”Mr. Alden said.
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He unlocked the door between the stores and they all went in. It was a bright,sunny place with many windows.

“What a perfect place for a bakery,”said Violet. “We girls will stop here on the way home from school to buy buns.”

Mr. Alden said,“That’s fine,my dear. But this place must be cleaned and painted. And this wall must be taken down to make one big store. It will be a while before you can buy buns.”

Benny said,“But not too long,Grandfather,if you have anything to do with it.”

“That’s the stuff,Ben,” said Puggsy.


Chapter　11　One More Question
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Benny was right. It did not take too long to fix the store. First,some carpenters took down the wall between the two stores to make one big room.

Benny noticed one special carpenter. He was an old man. He was slow,but he did fine work. He kept looking at Benny and Puggsy with a twinkle in his blue eyes.The Aldens noticed that he listened to every word they said.The old man always stopped pounding for a minute when they talked about the cabin or Tom Nelson’s baking.

Jessie said,“I wonder why that old carpenter is so interested？ He’s a good workman. He fixed all the windows so that they don’t rattle.”

But when the painters came everyone forgot the old man. They painted the walls bright yellow. Franklin’s Store was painted the same color. Now it was one big store.

A gray tiled floor was put in,and the windows were washed until they shone. Big stoves and refrigerators were moved into the bakery side. A new sign was put up outside：





FRANKLIN’S STORE

BENNY’S BUNS





That was not all. The radio carried news about the store and the newspapers had pictures of Tom,Barbara,Puggsy,and Benny.

The Nelsons bought white uniforms. Barrels of flour came rolling in,barrels of sugar,boxes of eggs.
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At last the store opened. It was a Saturday. Benny and Puggsy were there,but Henry was at his college.

People were interested in the new store. There was no doubt about that. When the Nelsons and Roger Franklin came to unlock the door early Saturday morning,there were six people waiting on the steps.

Benny and Puggsy put on their white uniforms at once and stood behind the counter. They sold buns with Mrs. Nelson. Puggsy was too young to take the money and make change,but he could sell buns and put them in bags. Everybody smiled when they saw him and the women said,“How cute！”

People who came to Franklin’s Store went into the bakery. People who came into the bakery went into the grocery department. Roger Franklin began to sell twice as much because he now had a bakery.

A woman came in and said,“I’m interested in these buns. There must be a story about the secret recipe.”

“Yes,there is,” said Puggsy.

A crowd gathered around Benny and Puggsy. When they told about Watch chasing the squirrels,everyone laughed.

“That’s a wonderful story,” the woman said. “I like those letters on the closet door. Do you know what the question mark stands for？”

“No,” answered Puggsy. He shook his head. “Nobody knows except my dad and my mother.”
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Just as Benny was getting hungry the door opened and in came Mr. Alden,Jessie,and Violet.

“How are you doing？” asked Mr. Alden.

“Very hungry,” said Benny.

Tom laughed. “That’s right. But we are selling so much we can’t stop to eat.”

“That’s why we came,” said Mr. Alden. “You need a change. We’ll sell while you go out to eat lunch.”

“We planned to eat buns and coffee right here,” said Tom.

“Never mind,” said Mr. Alden. “You’ll work harder when you come back. Just give me your white uniform. Violet can wear Benny’s.”

Barbara gave her uniform to Jessie,and soon everyone was ready. His friends thought it was a joke to find Mr. Alden working in a bakery.

The four hungry workers went down the street to a restaurant. On the way people stopped them to say how good Tom’s baking was.

While they waited for lunch Benny heard a girl say,“I’m delighted to have a real bakery here. I love that little Puggsy at the counter.”

The man with the girl said,“I’d go in just to hear him talk.”

Benny and Puggsy made faces at each other.

It was a long day,but a happy one.The Nelsons had dinner with the Aldens before going to their home over the old store.

Puggsy said,“I do miss the squirrels. It was fun to see Watch chase them.”

“Well,I don’t miss them,” Jessie said. “But I do wonder where they went.”

Benny said,“Listen,some day let’s go back to the cabin and see if we can find the squirrels.”

“We could take a lunch with us,” Violet said.

Jessie looked at Tom and said,“I still don’t know how that blue card got up in the attic over the bedrooms.”

Tom answered,“I don’t either.”

Not long after that on a beautiful day the Aldens and the Nelsons went up to the hunters’ cabin. Before they reached the cabin Watch began to bark.

“Listen！” said Benny. “That’s pounding！”

They walked faster. A ladder was leaning against the side of the cabin. A man on the roof was pounding shingles. He saw them and waved.

Jessie said,“That’s the carpenter who worked on Franklin’s Store. Remember？”

Benny shouted,“Did you get all the squirrels out of the attic first？”

“No squirrels there！” called the carpenter. “I looked.” Then he pointed at the tall tree in front of the cabin. “I think you’ll find your squirrels in that tree. There’s a lot of ’em.”

“Oho！” Puggsy said. “Mike said they might move into that tree. And there they are.”

At first no one could count the squirrels. They were running around in the tree,chasing each other. At last Benny was sure there were five. Not a nut was left on the step.

Benny said,“I bet they took every nut into that hole before night.”

“Well,” said Violet,“we don’t have to worry about the squirrels. Let’s have our picnic lunch in the cabin. It’s too cold to eat outdoors.”

The carpenter called down,“I’m leaving now. You can have your picnic without any pounding.”

“No hurry,” answered Jessie. “We’ll go in and look around.”

“I’d like to talk with you before I go,” said the man.

“Now what does he want？” wondered Benny. He took out the key and everyone went into the cabin. Barbara and Jessie began to put the lunch on the table.

In a few minutes the carpenter tapped at the door and Puggsy let him in. He sat down on the couch,holding his old felt hat. He looked at the Nelsons and said,“My name is Don Perry. When I was working in the new store I heard you tell how the blue recipe card was found up here.”

Tom Nelson said,“Yes,that was the strangest thing. I’m sure my father wanted me to have that recipe card. But I have never been able to guess how he thought I could find it.”

“He never knew a thing about the new ceiling,”said the carpenter. “After your father died,the cabin was sold to the Sportsmen’s Club. They told me to shut in that part over the bedrooms to make them warmer at night.”

“I told you so,” said Benny.

[image: ]


The old man went on,“When I was putting up the new ceiling I did notice some old papers on a beam. And there were some blue cards,too. But I didn’t think anything about it then.”

Jessie said,“We thought the squirrels carried them up there.”

“No,” said Mr. Perry. “Old Mr. Nelson put them there,and I nailed ’em in.”

Tom Nelson said,“This explains everything. I never knew that the attic was closed after my father died. I thought the ceiling had always been there. I’m glad we know.”

“Oh,I’m glad we got caught in the snow,” exclaimed Jessie.“If it hadn’t snowed,we wouldn’t have found the recipe. And if the snow hadn’t been heavy,the ceiling wouldn’t have fallen down.”

Violet added,“Now we don’t have to worry about anything—the squirrels,the recipe,or Benny’s Buns.”

Tom Nelson laughed.“The recipe is in the bank and safe in my head.”

“And in mine,” said Barbara.

“But not in mine,” said Puggsy. He shook his head sadly.

“A good thing,too,” Benny said. “If you knew that recipe you’d tell everybody. You couldn’t help it.”

And to this day,Tom and Barbara Nelson are the only ones in the world who know the recipe for Benny’s Buns. And they will never tell—until,of course,Puggsy grows up enough to keep a secret.
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第一章　隔壁住进新邻居




New Next Door
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七月初的一天下午，班尼·奥登从前门跑进来，急匆匆地穿过门厅，冲到楼梯口处。

“嘿，亨利！”他大声叫道，“杰西！维莉！”

“小班班，发生什么事了吗？”楼梯上传来一声冷静的回应。亨利站在楼梯顶端，向下看着弟弟，“什么事情这么大惊小怪的？”

“有人搬到隔壁去了！想想看，我们终于有邻居啦！”班尼接着说，“我可不记得有人在那儿住过。而且你不觉得很奇怪吗？那栋房子离海滩也太近了。”

“爷爷一直管它叫海之屋，”维莉猜测道，“我想以前准有游客去那儿消暑度假。”

“不过哩，现在有一家人搬进来了，”班尼说道，“那家有两个小男孩，要是他们年龄再大一点就更好了。”

“天哪，那栋房子已经空置了那么久……”杰西紧挨着亨利，站在楼梯最高的台阶上，“小班班，他们是谁呀？”

“我也不知道，”班尼回答说，“是陌生人。”

“噢，那他们长什么样子？”维莉问道。

“你们可以亲自去看看。到爷爷的卧室去，从房间里的窗户就可以看到。”

奥登爷爷出去上班还没回来，所以他的房间里没有人。

班尼立马冲上楼梯，飞奔到奥登先生的房间里，维莉、亨利、杰西紧随其后。





隔壁的那栋房子离这儿确实有点远。毕竟，奥登家的规模本身就不小。两家之间还隔着一个广阔的草坪，一个玫瑰花园，还有一片林子。再者，那幢房子周围也有许多树木围绕。

奥登家的孩子们看到，在那栋空置已久的房子前面，有一辆搬家卡车停在那儿。四名男子正往房子里搬家具，一对夫妇和两个小男孩就站在卡车旁边。

班尼将窗帘挑高，头探到窗外。

“班尼，他们听不到你的声音的。”杰西说道。

“是吗，我倒要试试看，”班尼回答说，“哇——呜，欢迎你们！”他尖声叫喊着。

那几个陌生人抬头看了看。两个男孩一看到奥登家的四个孩子，就微笑着朝他们挥手，可他们的爸爸妈妈却没有立即笑着回应。班尼心想：“他们好像并不希望有人注意到他们搬了进来。”

男孩们挥手示意的同时，那名中年男子大声喊道：“你们好啊！”随后，他微笑着朝奥登家走来，两个小男孩紧跟着他。“我们姓海，”他大声说着，“我们将成为你们的新邻居。”

“太好啦，”杰西回应道，“那栋房子好久都没人住了。”

海先生说道：“这是小杰，这是塞米。我想他们会喜欢住在这儿的。”

杰西朝男孩们笑了笑，说道：“你们好啊，朋友。知道吗，所有人都管你家房子叫‘海之屋’，原来那是以你们的姓命名的，对吧？”

“没错，就像你们的屋子叫作奥登之家一样。”小杰回答说。他是两个男孩中较大的那个。

“咦，你知道我们的名字？”班尼问道。

男孩们看着他们的父亲，没有说话。此时，海先生开口了：“哦，所有人都知道奥登之家呢。”

奥登家的孩子们心想：“他好像很久以前就知道我们似的。或许他根本就不是陌生人。”

班尼说道：“等你们收拾妥当后，我就过去。这样我们就可以慢慢熟悉起来。”
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“随时欢迎。”海先生回答完，便转身走了。奥登家的孩子注意到，海夫人从头到尾都没说一句话。





等新邻居走进他们的屋子后，维莉才说道：“我想到了一个好主意。”

其他孩子都望向她，维莉的点子总是很棒的。

她说：“海夫人一定累坏了，肯定没力气做饭，我们可以准备好晚餐，给他们送过去。”

大伙儿没有说话，只是互相看了看对方，旋即便不约而同地笑着转身，向厨房跑去。
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麦格雷戈太太是他们的管家兼厨娘，她伴随着奥登家的孩子已经好多年了，她爱他们。此时，她正在厨房里，坐在那把大大的摇椅上，她的猫咪趴在她的膝盖上。

杰西开口说道：“噢，麦格雷戈太太，我们想为新邻居准备晚餐。海先生一家刚刚搬过来，他们一共有四个人。我们能做一个大杂烩吗？”

[image: ]


“当然可以，”麦格雷戈太太笑意盈盈地回答，“我就坐在这儿，看着你们做。”

孩子们最喜欢这样了。他们热衷于自己动手，而不想别人插手帮忙，麦格雷戈太太深知这一点。

大家立马开工，热火朝天地干起来。班尼打开番茄汤罐子，亨利开始剥洋葱，把它们切成一段一段的。维莉则拿出一些汉堡，撕成小碎块，以便放在平底锅里加工。杰西煮了通心粉，又拿出奶酪来。

等准备工作完毕后，杰西便把所有东西放在一起，用一个大盘子装好，并在上面浇一层奶酪，接着把它们放进烤箱里。





麦格雷戈太太一直耐心等着，直到杰西关上烤箱门，才开口说道：“你们刚才说，海先生一家搬到隔壁去了？我刚才坐在这儿，就一直在想那幢老房子。我有好多年没进去过了。”

“这么说您曾经去过那儿？”班尼问道。

“是呀，”麦格雷戈太太说，“不过当时我太小了，所以不论看到什么都觉得巨大无比。我想起来啦，那时候我是被邀请去参加一个生日聚会的。”

“听起来好有趣，”维莉说道，“当时海之屋里一定住着一大家子人，还有好多小孩子。”

“不是这样的。”麦格雷戈太太说道，“很惊奇吧？我当时就觉得很古怪，记忆里只有个老奶奶住在那儿。尽管当时我还很小，仍能感受到一股巨大的悲凉，那么大一栋房子，只有一个老太太守着。天哪，真希望我能想起更多的事。”

麦格雷戈太太坐在摇椅上，来回摇晃着，孩子们则保持着沉默。最后，她摇了摇头，说：“唉，其他事我想不起来了，只记得有人收到了一个小猎号角，还有一个穿着超大褶边海军服的小男孩。也许那个号角是份生日礼物。”

“那位老奶奶发生了什么事？”杰西追问道。

“我不记得了，”麦格雷戈太太说，“之后我们全家就从城里搬去了农场。自从你们的爷爷搬到这里后，就再没见到有人住过那屋子。我所知道的也就这么多。”

班尼不禁感慨道：“我觉得，那幢房子有点阴森恐怖，周围尽是些张牙舞爪的大树。”

杰西说道：“我们差不多都忘了那所房子的存在，毕竟它空了那么久。”

“一想到现在有两个小男孩住在那儿，我就高兴，”班尼说道，“我们可以带些点心给他们吗？”

麦格雷戈太太说道：“当然，你们可以带4个橘子布丁去，我做了12个呐！”

“噢，太谢谢您啦，”维莉说道，“这样就更完美了！”

这就是海先生一家成为奥登家的邻居后所享用的第一餐。海夫人的确因为搬家而身心疲惫，而看到四个笑容满面的孩子送来的晚餐，她不由得打心底里高兴。





许多天过去了。这天，杰西正在浏览绿野镇的新闻。“这里有关于我们邻居的报道。”她说。
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“都写了些什么？”亨利问道，“我们只能从报纸上了解他们，想想就好笑。”

杰西大声地将报道读出来，大体是说：





约翰·海夫妇搬进新家，成为詹姆斯·亨利·奥登的邻居。海先生是一位科学家，在绿野镇化学厂工作。





“让我也瞧瞧，”班尼说道。随后，他失望地加了一句，“关于他们家的那两个小男孩，却一点儿报道都没有。看来他们一直都不受重视。”

“我想，我们最好过去拜访一下新邻居。”奥登先生说。

班尼说道：“还是晚上去吧。他们的爸爸妈妈每天都会出门，我猜他们是去工作了。”

“小班班，你观察得真仔细呀！”杰西对他说，“该是没少从窗户那儿往他们那边看吧？”

“没有啦，”班尼辩解道，“我只是碰巧看到海家爸妈早上开车出去，又碰巧看到他们下午下班回来而已。”

听了班尼的话，爷爷和其他孩子都笑了起来。接着，他们来到邻居家门前，按响了门铃。

海先生打开门，热情地将奥登一家迎进去。海先生一家人刚好都在。

海先生高高瘦瘦的，有着深色的眼睛，棕色的头发。他走到书桌前，坐下来，摘下眼镜，说道：“你们真好，为我们准备了那次晚餐。那天我妻子因为搬家真是累坏了。”

海夫人紧接着说：“太欢迎了，奥登先生。没错，那天我真的很累，我可不喜欢搬家。”

“孩子们很喜欢吃那天的大杂烩，”海先生插了一句，“他们非常喜欢意大利面和通心粉，也喜欢点心，和我一样。”

海夫人没再说什么，而那两个男孩自始至终都没吭声。

海先生显得有些尴尬和局促不安，海夫人则似乎心不在焉。就连班尼都发现和新邻居聊不起来，因为他们对他的话题丝毫不感兴趣。

“其实我们养了一条大狗，”班尼说道，“它叫望望，不过今年夏天它不在这儿，我的简姑婆想让它留在农场里。”

没有人回应，大家只是看着班尼。

可怜的小班尼啊！不过他并没打退堂鼓，而是继续说道：“你们一定会喜欢我们的狗狗，它很友好，还很温顺呢。”

海先生夫妇只是礼貌性地点点头。

最后，当奥登一家告辞并回到自己家时，杰西边开门边说：“他们不怎么友善呐。”

“我同意杰西的话。”班尼赞同道。

自此之后，两家人便没有了联系——一丁点儿都没有。





一天，班尼说道：“我都不记得我们有邻居了，他们实在太冷漠了。我们邀请他们来做客，他们不仅没过来，连口头的回复都没有。”

就连奥登爷爷也说：“班尼，我也觉得很奇怪。如果他们不想和我们做朋友，那我们就不要再打扰他们了。”

“太遗憾了，”杰西说道，“本以为有了邻居是件让人开心的事。”

亨利对妹妹赞许地点点头：“我想，今后我们两家不会再有任何往来了。”

事实的确如此——没有结交到新朋友，也没有认识新邻居。生活没有任何改变。


第二章　班尼想出新点子

Benny’s Plot
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班尼·奥登是个闲不住的孩子。一天吃早饭时，他脱口而出：“隔壁家的那两个男孩，简直是我见过的最笨呆呆的人！”

奥登爷爷惊讶地抬头看着他，说道：“班尼，这可不像你说出来的话，你一直是个心地善良的孩子。”

“哦，我并不是有意去伤害他们，”班尼回答说，“我只是实话实说而已。爷爷，你知道新来的那两个男孩每天都做什么吗？”

“不知道，做什么啊？”

“什么都不做，”班尼说道，“他们不玩游戏，不读书，不干活，也不聊天。哥哥整天坐在秋千上，却从没见他晃动过，那个弟弟更离谱，整天就躺在树下，盯着树叶瞧，都不带睡觉的！”

“爷爷，是真的，”亨利看着奥登先生，说道，“我从没见过这样古怪的男孩。”

班尼继续说：“亏他们还身体健全，一个8岁，一个10岁。”

“你怎么知道他们多大了？”杰西问道。

“我问过啊！我穿过咱家的林子，在篱笆那儿张望的时候，问了他们的年龄。”

“那他们说了些什么？”维莉问道。

“还能说什么？小杰只说了一个字，十，塞米也说了一个字，八。然后我就问，‘你们以前玩过什么游戏？’他们异口同声地说了一个字，没。后来我就回家了，简直无聊透顶。”

亨利望着奥登先生，眉毛稍稍扬起，好像在提出疑问。奥登先生点了点头，从餐桌旁站起来，说道：“我要去上班了。祝你们好运。”

随即，他停下脚步，补充说：“我必须告诉你们，我计划夏末出去旅行，可能定在七月底。所以，留给你们大约三个星期去和邻居小伙伴们疯玩。”

四个孩子一齐看着爷爷。

班尼说道：“我猜就算我们问，您也不会向我们透露任何出游计划吧？”

“是的，小班尼，我不会说的，你知道我向来都守口如瓶。”

“我明白，”亨利笑着说，“需要我开车送您上班吗？”

“不用了，比尔会送我的。不过还是谢谢你的好意，亨利。”

比尔是麦格雷戈太太的丈夫，他负责照看院子、蔬菜园和鲜花。





奥登先生离开后，兄妹四个仍旧坐在桌旁，思索、谈论着。

班尼说道：“我真搞不明白，那两个男孩为什么整天无所事事，其中一定有古怪。”

维莉看着弟弟，说：“班尼，我倒认为他们并不是偷懒。我觉得他们一点儿也不快乐。”

“为什么？”班尼问道，“他们为什么不开心？他们有一个超级大的院子，里面有成片的树木、灌木丛和大石头，对大部分男孩子来说，那可是最好玩的游乐场啊！”

维莉摇了摇头：“我也说不清，不过我猜，他们和父母在一起时不会很开心。”

“你说得没错，”杰西说道，“大家都注意到了吧？上次去他们家做客时，海夫人压根连瞧都没瞧他们一眼。”

亨利总结道：“如果他们真的不快乐，那我们就不能坐视不管。咱们一定得做点什么。”

杰西表示赞同：“最起码我们要尝试一下。”

“那我们该怎么做呢？”维莉说道，“一起想想办法吧。”

就这样，他们沉思了许久。随后，只见班尼瞪大眼睛，跳了起来。

“我想到啦！树屋！每个人都喜欢树屋，连大人都喜欢。无论是《神奇树屋》，还是《鲁滨孙漂流记》里，大家都喜欢树屋！”

杰西说道：“小班班，你说得对，海先生家的后院里有好多树，有没有一棵适合建造树屋呢？咱们还从没亲手建过呐！”

“一定很有意思，”维莉说道，“即使对于我们来说，也是件很有趣的事。亨利，赶快告诉我们该怎么做。那两个男孩现在在哪儿？”





与往常一样，小杰和塞米待在自家的后院里。他们并肩坐在秋千上，轻轻摇晃着。

班尼见此情景，不禁说道：“嗯，这倒是个好现象。以前，我从没见他们坐在一起荡过秋千呢！咱们现在就过去吧！”

于是，奥登家的孩子走到篱笆旁，大声打着招呼：“嗨，你们好啊！”

“你们好。”两个男孩同时回应道。他们停止了荡秋千。

班尼喊道：“你们好像都不怎么出去玩，也不做其他事儿吗？”

塞米回答道：“没什么特别的事可以做呀。”

“你们有自行车吗？”亨利问道，“我好像看见了两辆。”

“噢，没错，我们有，”小杰回答，“但我们不能在公路上骑。妈妈说那样太危险了。”

杰西问道：“你们俩单独在这儿吗？你们的妈妈在不在家？”

“不，她现在不在家，”小杰说道，“妈妈最近在写一本书，她需要经常去新开的那家科学图书馆。这也是我们搬到这儿的原因，好让她有一个合适、安静的写作环境。可妈妈却不知道该拿我们怎么办，她说，‘只要你们待在院子里，就会很安全，千万别惹出什么事儿来。’”

“我明白了，”亨利说道，“如果我们过去看你们，你们的妈妈会不会介意？”

小杰回答说：“不会的，不会的。可是我们不能走出这个院子，妈妈怕我们乱跑被汽车撞到。要是你们过来的话，我肯定爸爸会很高兴的，不过他老是告诫我们，不要打扰你们，因为你们是大孩子。”

这时，塞米突然插了一句：“我爸爸很聪明，他是一位科学家。我长大后也要像他一样，成为科学家。我喜欢琢磨叶绿素。”

“琢磨什么？”班尼惊讶地问。

“叶绿素呀，”塞米重复了一遍，“爸爸说，叶子中含有一种名叫叶绿素的物质，叶绿素是人类生存的必需品。我喜欢躺下来，观察这些树木，琢磨这些。”

班尼忍不住笑出声来：“这话对于一个八岁的小孩来说，实在是很高深。”

小杰插了一句：“我喜欢思考太空，最想用电脑指导人们在月球上行走。”

班尼说道：“看来你们都对大人的事情感兴趣，却并不想玩游戏。这是为什么呢？”

小杰沉思了一分钟，才回答道：“我想，可能是因为我们没有同龄的朋友。”

这时，亨利开口了：“班尼提议建一座树屋，这会很好玩的。”说完，奥登兄妹便静静地等待着两个男孩的回应。

两兄弟先是面面相觑，随即打开了话匣子，一反之前的沉默寡言。

塞米问道：“你们知道怎样搭建树屋吗？”

“呃，我以前从没建过，”亨利回答说，“不过我觉得自己可以的。”
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“建树屋不会有危险，”塞米高兴地欢呼道，“我们也不会惹出什么乱子。”

“我们还有很多工具，都是我爸爸的！”小杰说道，“我想他会借给我们的。爸爸很宝贝那些工具，他专门在地下室的墙壁上贴了一大块白色油布，用黑笔画出了每种工具的样子——画得和实物一模一样。不管谁用完，都必须将工具放回原处。”

“我真想去瞧一瞧！”班尼说道，“我常常连一把锤子都找不到。”

“我们还有好多木板呐！”塞米大声说，“地下室里有很多用来装家具的大木箱子，其中还有个装钢琴的木箱，我们可以将它拆开。你们想去看看吗？”





两个男孩引领着奥登兄妹四个，来到通往地下室的楼梯口。小杰打开地下室的灯，果然正如塞米所说，有很多木箱存放在这儿。

亨利环顾着这些箱子，说道：“树屋的地板一定要结实。我们可以用钢琴箱子来做地板。”

杰西却置疑：“等等，你们认为这样做妥当吗？或许，海家爸妈留着这个箱子还有别的用途呢？”

“噢，肯定不会的。”小杰说道，“我觉得，他们不会记得地下室里有这些箱子。”

塞米点点头表示赞同：“没错，箱子对于爸爸妈妈来说，根本不值一提。”

“好吧，如果你们确定的话，那我们就开始喽，”亨利说道，“光是收集做地板的木板，就要花好长时间呢。”





六个孩子齐心协力，将钢琴箱子沿着地下室的楼梯往外拖，一直拖到后院里，再搁稳。

“现在，我们需要挑选一棵树，”塞米说道，“我觉得那棵树最适合不过了。”他向上一指，“对于建造树屋来说，它可是很好的选择。瞧，是一棵白橡树。”

亨利看着塞米，赞道：“你的眼光真不错，那是整个院子里最好的树了。”

杰西仔细瞧了瞧，说道：“我可从没见过这样的树，下面的树枝大得反常。”

“它的确很特别，”塞米说道，“爸爸以前告诉过我们，马克斯叔叔曾经从这棵树上摔下来过。”

“那是很多年前的事了。”小杰说。

“你们的马克斯叔叔？他是谁？以前住在这儿？”班尼问道。

两个男孩相视一笑，小杰开口说：“告诉你们也无妨。爸爸和马克斯叔叔是亲兄弟，他们小时候就住在这栋房子里。”

“原来，这就是海先生不像新住户的原因，以前我们还对此很困惑呐！”亨利说道。

“对，就是这样。”小杰说，“爸爸并不是房子的新住户，马克斯叔叔也不是。很久以前，爷爷买下了这幢房子。”

“这栋房子还不小呢，”杰西说道，“足足有20个房间。”

班尼问道：“是在我们爷爷买下我家房子之前买的吗？”

“是的，”小杰说道，“爸爸告诉过我们，你爷爷搬来之前，先后曾有两家人住过你家房子。”

“那，你们的爸爸和叔叔，在他们小的时候，一定在这儿玩得很开心吧？”班尼说道。

“他们大吵了一架，”小杰说，“爷爷给了他们一副望远镜——一副很棒很精致的单筒望远镜。可是有一天，望远镜不见了，爸爸说是叔叔拿走了，叔叔反过来说是爸爸拿的。从那以后，他们之间就有了隔阂。”

维莉说道：“我真不明白，区区一副望远镜就让他们的关系发生了巨变吗？”

“不单单是望远镜啦，”小杰说道，“爸爸去上大学了，可是马克斯叔叔没有。他在部队里待了好几年，回来后决定开一家餐厅，所以买下了紧邻国道的一块地。他现在一个人住在餐厅楼上。”

班尼兴奋地叫道：“噢，我知道你说的那个地方，叫海餐厅吧？”

“没错！”塞米说道，“爸爸说如果有时间，就带我们去叔叔那儿玩，但他总是没时间。我倒是很想去那里，问问马克斯叔叔关于望远镜的事。”

小杰摇了摇头：“那样做爸爸肯定会生气的。他到现在还认为马克斯叔叔一定知道望远镜的去向——说不定叔叔真的知道。”

塞米说道：“要是我们的树屋建成了，还真需要一个望远镜呢！”

“好啦，赶紧干活吧。”小杰说道，“建造一座树屋，总比幻想着有一个望远镜更有趣吧？”

奥登家的孩子全都笑了起来，海家兄弟迫不及待地想动手开工了。

这时，小杰提出了疑问：“我们怎样到树上搭建树屋呢？”

“爬树呀，”班尼回答说，“你会爬树吗？”

小杰看了看巨大的树枝，“我觉得等树屋建好后，安一个绳梯会更好玩。我们上去后，可以把绳梯收起来。”

“还有，我们可以准备一个篮子，”塞米继续说，“在篮子上系根绳子，把晚饭拉上去。”

班尼盯着兄弟俩：“你们太让我吃惊了吧？第一次去你家做客时，你们一句话都没有，现在可是滔滔不绝啊！”

小杰迟疑了一会儿，才开口说道：“说实话，是因为爸妈不喜欢吵闹，他们总爱沉思，不乐意听我们说话。可是你们不同，我们爱和你们聊天。”
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“不过现在，我们可要开始干活啦。”班尼借来小杰的锤子，说，“要小心，先猛敲木板背面，再把钉子头敲出来。”

塞米不解地问道：“可要是敲打钉子头的话，它不就扎得更深了吗？”

“不，不要敲钉子头，只敲打钉子周围的木板。明白吗？这样一来，木板就会往后退，钉子就突出来了。然后，再用钳子将钉子撬出来。”





接下来，亨利跑回自己家，又拿了两把锤子过来。不一会儿，海家的后院就充斥着震耳欲聋的敲打声了。
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小杰和塞米开心地忙活着，小脸变得红扑扑的。

亨利提议道：“我觉得咱们最好再找个箱子过来。这么多人全都围着一个箱子转，会碍手碍脚的。”

“同意，”杰西表示赞同，“还会不小心敲到别人的手指。”

“还有可能敲到自己的。”塞米附和道。





眼看着木板越堆越高，亨利说道：“大家把最大的木板垒在一起，较小的木板单独放在另一堆。如果有个刨子就好了，我就可以把木板表面磨光滑。”

“我去拿一个过来，”小杰说，“刨子能磨掉木板上的碎屑。”

随即，杰西看了看手表，不由惊叫起来：“哇，已经12点啦！我们该回家了。”

亨利看着两堆木块：“我想这些已经足够用来铺地板了。不过，我们要先征得你们爸爸妈妈的同意，才能开始建树屋。说到底，这是他们的树。”

“他们不会在意的，”塞米摇了摇头，“不过，我们最好还是先问问！”

“好了，再见吧！”小杰说，“很遗憾今天下午不能继续了。”

“你们可以自己先干着，只用收集更多的木板就行，我们会用到好多的。”班尼说道，“你们要自己准备午饭吗？”

“不，”小杰说，“我们的午饭早就准备好了，妈妈放在桌子上了。平常我感觉不到饿，可今天却超级饿呢！”

于是，海家的孩子们准备去吃午饭了，奥登家的孩子也转身回家了。





爷爷正好在家，孩子们告诉了他刚刚发生的事儿，班尼这次却没有当主讲。

不过他冷不丁问了一句：“爷爷，还记得吗，很久以前你说过，要想说出‘我知道错了’非常不容易？”

奥登先生笑道：“是啊，我确实说过这句话。”

班尼说：“我知道错了。”

“小班班，你是指什么？”杰西问道。

“关于海家的孩子，”班尼回答说，“我以前说他们很笨呆呆，什么事都不做。”

“噢，那现在呢，他们做了什么？”奥登先生问道。

“他们会思考，”班尼说，“这就是他们所做的事。”


第三章　锤儿钉儿响叮当

With Hammer and Nails
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第二天早上，杰西和维莉正在将旧衣服往身上套，就听到亨利说：“我在想，海先生和海太太对树屋会有什么看法？或许他们会不同意呢？你们也知道，他们都不让孩子走出院子呐！”

“这是两码事，亨利，”班尼说道，“我敢打赌他们一定会同意，那俩兄弟也是这么认为的。”

“能找到那棵白橡树，真是他们的福气，”亨利说道，“简直近乎完美。”

班尼点点头：“我昨晚整夜都没睡，一直在琢磨，怎么才能让树屋的地板变扎实，万一地板塌了，那我们所有人就会掉下来。”

亨利笑了起来：“小班班，你明明睡着了呀。不过，我明白你的意思。我昨晚也在考虑这件事，在你醒来前，我还制订了一个计划。”

正在这时，麦格雷戈太太的召唤声传了过来：“吃早饭啦！”





奥登家的孩子吃早餐时，看到小杰和塞米在自家院子奔跑忙活着，拖来更多的木板，为建造树屋做准备。

“真高兴看到小家伙们这么欢腾，”班尼说道，“还记得吗？我以前以为他们不会跑呢！”

“我也以为他们不会动。”杰西笑着说，“不过看样子，如果有个好缘由的话，他们会乐意做任何事情。”

“不要让他们干等着啦。”亨利说着把椅子往后一拉。

班尼说道：“从他们搬木板来看，他们的爸妈已经同意了。”





奥登家的孩子穿过灌木丛，发现两个男孩正等候着，兄弟俩静静地站在那儿，眼巴巴地望着他们过来。
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“关于树屋，你们的妈妈说了什么？”

小杰回答道：“她是这样说的，‘我不管你们做什么，只要别跑出院子就行。’”

“噢，这么说，”班尼说道，“你们可以建树屋了，是吗？”

“是的，没有任何问题！”说到这儿，塞米的小脸立刻乐开了花，“我爸爸就不一样了，他还给我们制订了一个小计划，他似乎对这事儿很感兴趣呢。我和小杰原先也有个计划，不过我觉得还是爸爸的想法最完美。”他把计划书递给亨利看。

“我们一起研究一下吧！”亨利边说边展开计划书，好让所有人都能看到，他瞧了杰西一眼，笑着说，“我想，小班班白失眠了，海先生的计划真是无可挑剔啊！”





奥登家的孩子全都凑拢过来，俯身看着海先生的绘图，只见大橡树的主干被他设计成了树屋的后墙。

“下面，让我们再看看海家兄弟的构思。”亨利说道。

大家全都哈哈大笑起来，因为小杰和塞米的计划中融入了太多别的元素，却忽略了树的存在。蓝图中，一只桶高挂在滑轮上，午餐篮用绳子吊起，还有一个可以安放在门边的精美晚餐铃——只是图中并没有门。他们还在屋顶上画了一个天窗洞，一盏灯，一个邮筒，两个做床铺用的吊床，以及一副望远镜。

亨利说道：“你说得很对，塞米。你爸爸的计划最完美，而你们的呢，考虑到了小细节，却忽略了最重要的。”

“别泄气，小家伙们，”维莉赶紧安慰道，“你们还小嘛！再说了，你们的爸爸是一位科学家，自然想出的方案更合理一些。”
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小杰则猛不丁地说道：“这棵树真的是最适合搭建树屋的，看看四周围，还有比它更棒的树吗？”

“没错！”班尼赞同道，“小杰，你说得太对啦，瞧那些大树枝几乎是水平的，咱们不用钉子，就能让树屋的地板和横梁稳稳地搁在上面。”

“话是这么说，但我们还是需要把它们钉一下，”亨利说道，“对了，你们的爸爸怎么会对这些树枝了如指掌？”

“我们昨晚上床睡觉后，爸爸拿着手电筒出来看过，”塞米说道，“我们看到了手电筒的亮光，他稍稍看了一眼就折回屋里去了。今天早上他对我们说，‘那棵树天生就是建树屋的料。真希望我可以留下来帮你们。’他原话就是这么说的。”

“我也打心底希望他能这么做，”小杰说，“不过，他压根没时间玩，连回到家里都要工作。亨利，现在我们就真真正正地开工吧！”

“噢，好的。小班班，你爬到树上去，然后我把这些死沉的横梁递给你，塞米和小杰拿不动的。”

“这树真的好高，”塞米说道，“当然啦，对我来说小菜一碟。”

亨利笑了笑，对于塞米来说，这棵树确实有点高。





不一会儿，四条长长的横梁就搭在了最下面的大树枝上。亨利独自将横梁小心地钉在合适的位置。随后，他又教小杰和塞米怎样铺地板。从钢琴箱子上拆下来的木板，质地光滑，长度均等，是铺地板的上好材料。

“现在，你们这些小鬼可以自由发挥了，要铺出一块漂亮、平坦的地板哦。”亨利说完，便从树上爬了下来。

塞米说道：“把这些钉子放进篮子里，提上去吧。”就这样，在树屋搭建过程中，吊篮从配角一跃升成了主角。

小杰将木板一块块搁好，身旁的塞米则把钉子一个个递给他。班尼从树上爬下来，递给他们更多的木板，他抬头对塞米喊道：“要是在头上安个屋顶，你们就可以住在那里啦。”

“我觉得，只要铺好脚下的地板，我们就可以随时入住啦。”塞米回应道。
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班尼抓住最下面的小树枝，摇摇晃晃地又爬到了树上。塞米抬起头看了看班尼，建议道：“我想咱们该安个梯子了，因为我们要不停地爬上爬下，而且女孩子们又不会爬树。”

“哦，会的，她们会爬树！”班尼回答说。

维莉仰望着他们，说道：“我看，咱们还是需要一架梯子。我们虽说会爬树，不过要是有梯子的话，速度会更快。再说，我们也想一起搭树屋呐！”

话音未落，奥登家的孩子转身看到小杰向地下室飞奔而去，不一会儿就搬了架梯子过来。这件事就这样解决了。





亨利爬上梯子，环顾着四周，感慨道：“小班班，这棵树真不是一般的大啊，它能轻而易举地承受四个人的重量呢！”

“那我们也爬上去喽。”小杰站在树下喊道。他爬上了梯子，塞米紧随其后。

“太棒啦！”小杰欢呼道，“有这些枝繁叶茂的树枝做掩护，树下的人根本看不到我们。”

麦格雷戈先生正在给奥登家的草坪锄草，看到孩子们玩得不亦乐乎，他不由得扬声夸赞道：“小伙子们，干得不错嘛！”

塞米回应道：“谢谢夸奖，麦格雷戈先生。您知道吗？我们的地板铺得棒极了，咱们还打算在上面铺张大地毯呢！”

“是吗？”麦格雷戈先生停下手头的活。

“是的，先生！我们家的地下室里有一条旧地毯，我们可以将它裁剪成合适的大小。”

“这个主意真棒，”麦格雷戈先生大力赞扬道，“铺着地毯的树屋可不多见。”

这当儿，小杰还在不停歇地铺着地板，塞米也就不再聊天，继续埋头给他递去钉子。

维莉爬到梯子上，看到他们的进展，不由感叹道：“做得好极了，你们真是名副其实的小木匠呐！”





一个小时后，地板终于大功告成了。

“我现在真希望自己能有一副望远镜。”塞米说道。

“我也想要，”小杰接下话头，“不知道马克斯叔叔能不能告诉我们，关于那个失踪的望远镜的一些事情。”

亨利和杰西对视了一眼，杰西问道：“如果有我们陪着，你们是不是就可以骑着自行车去叔叔那儿呢？”

“很有可能！”塞米急切地回答，“那就太好玩啦！我们还从没骑过自己的自行车呢。”

“那么，回去问问你们的爸爸，同意你们明天去不？”班尼说道，“告诉他，我们会照顾好你们的。”

亨利说道：“一定得告诉你爸爸，我们不走公路，走海滨路——那里的车不多。”

小杰抬头看了看亨利，说道：“关于交通方面，爸爸早就知道。爸妈都认为，马克斯叔叔的餐厅最大的麻烦就是，所有的车辆都走国道。”

“我明白了，”班尼说道，“那就意味着没多少人会在那儿吃饭。”

亨利总结道：“我想咱们今天的活儿已经干得够多啦。”

“那我们就收拾工具去了！”塞米说道。

班尼哈哈大笑起来：“你是我们当中最小的，却是第一个想到收拾工具的人。”

塞米回答说：“如果不收拾的话，我们很可能就借不到工具了。爸爸说，惜物才有物用。”

于是，大家便一起整理起工具和木板来。





亨利起身准备回家时，再次提醒道：“小家伙们，一定记得问你们的爸爸，明天能不能去？我们可以早点动身，这样还赶得及回来后把树屋的墙壁搭起来。”

“放心好啦，”塞米回答道，“不回答我的问题，我就不让我爸进门。”

小杰看了看塞米，摇摇头表示反对：“你知道的，爸爸不喜欢我们烦他。如果你耍赖，他肯定不会同意的。要是平心静气地央求，说不定还能让我们去。”

“我不会吵他的，”塞米保证道，“我只乖乖地请求他，告诉他奥登家的朋友也会去。”

“不用告诉爸爸望远镜的事，这会让他再次生马克斯叔叔的气。”小杰嘱咐道，“还有个问题，马克斯叔叔是不是还记得咱俩？他很长时间没见过我们了。”
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“他比爸爸大一些，”塞米说道，“我想要是我们提醒他的话，他会记起来的。还有，如果爸爸记得望远镜的话，那叔叔也同样不会忘记。”





那天晚上，班尼说道：“我真弄不明白，为什么这两个孩子那么想要望远镜。”

“我也很纳闷，”维莉回答说，“不过，萝卜青菜，各有所爱。或许他们认为，望远镜天生就应该搭配树屋？想想看，也确实如此啊！”

班尼说道：“我倒觉得，是望远镜的谜团一直困扰着他们。他们之所以想要望远镜，完全是因为它失踪了，而且怎么都找不到。我一定要亲自出马，找到它。”


第四章　寻找马克斯叔叔

Finding Uncle Max
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第二天一大早，奥登家的孩子吃早餐时，小杰和塞米正在自家的院子里东奔西跑。

“祝你们好运，孩子们，”奥登先生边说边动身上车，“希望那两个男孩可以和你们来一次自行车之旅。”

“嗯，他们看起来很开心，”班尼说道，“我敢打赌，他们一定被批准可以去了。”





果不其然，当海家兄弟看到奥登家的朋友走过来时，简直兴奋到了极点。他们迫不及待告诉对方好消息。“哈哈，我们可以一起骑自行车去了！”小杰高兴地尖声叫道，“妈妈居然也同意啦，这太让我们吃惊了！还有，我们不用赶回来吃午饭，可以就在马克斯叔叔的餐厅里吃。”

“我们每个人还得到了一美元的餐费呢！”塞米高兴地说。

“太好啦，”杰西说道，“我们回去取自行车吧！”

就这样，奥登家的孩子回家去取车，同时告诉麦格雷戈太太，他们不回家吃午饭了。

“我们要在一家小餐馆里吃，就是靠近海滨路的那个。”杰西说道。

麦格雷戈太太点点头，说：“我真为那两个小家伙高兴，这次终于可以走出后院，有机会出去锻炼一下了。”

“是呀，”杰西表示赞同，“对于孩子们喜欢做什么，海家爸妈并没有考虑太多。我感觉到，他们只希望小杰和塞米尽可能少惹麻烦就好。”

“他们不想被人打扰，”麦格雷戈太太同意这个说法，“这一点很容易看出来。”





不一会儿，六辆自行车便上路了。班尼紧挨着塞米，和他聊起天来。“塞米，”他说，“快告诉我，你为什么那么想要望远镜？”

“每座树屋都应该配有一副望远镜啊！”塞米回答，“要留意敌人，还要监视树林里所有的移动目标。”

“有道理，不过大多数人都是先有了树屋，然后再配望远镜，”班尼说道，“可你们俩还不等树屋造好就想要，这是为什么？”

“因为马克斯叔叔和爸爸曾经有过啊，你知道的。”塞米回答道，“而且我们有可能会找得到它！”
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班尼反复思考着塞米的回答，觉得这个理由没有什么说服力。不过眼下其他人一路骑车，已经到了海滨路，班尼和塞米也就立刻追了过去。





沿着乡村小路骑自行车是件舒心的事。周围没有山峦，道路畅通而平坦。天气不太热，咸咸的海风迎面吹来。六个小伙伴配合默契，轮番骑在最前面引路。

就这样，骑了差不多一个小时后，最前面的班尼突然停了下来，他倏地调转车头，哀怨地说：“如果再不吃东西的话，我就不骑了。”

维莉笑道：“班尼，很高兴听你这样说，因为我也饿坏了。”

小杰说道：“反正我也累了。我们快到马克斯叔叔的餐厅了吗？”

“是啊，就快到了。”亨利回答说，“我以前曾开车经过那儿，不过从没停下来吃过饭。拐过这个弯应该就到了。”

班尼说道：“哦，那我还可以撑一会儿。”说完，他们骑车拐过了那个弯。

“小杰，我们到啦。看，海餐厅。”亨利指着一块旧招牌说。招牌已经破得不成样子，很难辨认出上面的字。
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四个男孩和两个女孩在楼梯旁将车停好。

“我和塞米从没见过这儿。”小杰说道，“马克斯叔叔一定很老了，他比爸爸年龄大得多，真希望他能记起我们。”

“不必担心，”班尼说道，“尽管告诉他，他会相信你们的。万一他不相信，我们就出面。”





一行人走进餐厅，餐厅里昏昏暗暗，空空荡荡的，唯一迎接他们的，是一股烤汉堡的香味。

这时，一名男子从餐厅背面的房间里走了出来，他看起来毫无老态，十分活泼强壮而且精力充沛。他有着卷曲的灰白头发，明亮的蓝色眼睛。他微笑地看着小客人们，问道：“你们想来点三明治、热狗还是汉堡呢？”

没有人回应。塞米走向柜台，抬头望着这个男人。

“你是马克斯叔叔吗？”他问道，“我是塞米。”

“天哪！”马克斯·海说道，“你真的是塞米？我上次见你时，你还是被我抱在怀里的小宝宝呐！你哥哥呢？”

“我在这儿，”小杰说道，“这么说，我们来过这里？”

“当然，小杰，你们来过。不过当时你们还太小，肯定不记得啦。对了，你们的爸爸还好吗？妈妈呢？”

“他们都很忙，”塞米回答说，“不过，爸爸说他很快就会来看你。”

“希望如此，”海先生回答道，“我知道，他现在可是个举足轻重的科学家了，恐怕没多少时间来看我。”

“不会的！”塞米说道，“不过他也没太多时间陪我们玩。这几个是我们的邻居——奥登兄妹，大部分时候都是他们陪着我们。”

奥登家的孩子朝海先生笑了笑。

班尼说道：“陪他们玩好开心的！我们正在一起搭建树屋呢！”

“树屋？”马克斯叔叔不禁扬声说道，“真有意思！你们是在那棵大白橡树上建的吗？”

“是啊！”班尼回答道，“您是怎么猜到的？”

[image: ]


“不急不急，待会儿再说这个问题。你们看起来似乎很饿了，要不先吃点东西填填肚子吧？”

维莉开心地笑道：“好啊好啊，我们都饿坏啦。我想要个汉堡，超级巨型的那种！”

“我们都要这个，”杰西回答说，“每人再来一杯牛奶。”

“等我一会儿。”马克斯叔叔说，“食物都是现成的，马上端过来。”





小客人们环顾了一下四周，昏暗的餐厅里，只有一大两小的桌子和配套的椅子，再就是柜台旁有些高脚凳，于是他们坐了上去。

不一会儿，海先生端着一个托盘走了过来。他将六碟汉堡放到柜台上，紧接着又倒了六杯牛奶。之后，他在柜台对面坐了下来。

小杰边狼吞虎咽边说：“马克斯叔叔，你给我们的远不止是汉堡，完全是大餐啊，有法式炸薯条、生菜、番茄、沙拉酱还有泡菜！”

“是呀，”马克斯叔叔点点头，“看大家吃得香，我就开心。现在，可以告诉我关于树屋的事了吧？”

“海先生，我们的工作两天前就开始了，”亨利说道，“这两个小家伙刚刚搭完地板。”

“就管我叫马克斯叔叔吧！我敢打赌，你们是来寻找之前那个丢失的望远镜的。”

马克斯叔叔笑了起来，孩子们见状也笑了。“就为了这么件小破事儿啊！”他说，“我猜，你们的爸爸早就忘了。”

“不，他才没忘呢！”塞米回答说，“他一直认为望远镜是你拿的。”

“我没拿，也不知道它在哪儿。”马克斯叔叔说，“我猜，你们是为着树屋，才想要望远镜的吧？”
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“对啊，想要极了，”塞米喝了口牛奶，“望远镜是树屋的标配呀。”

“确实如此，”马克斯叔叔表示赞同，“说一些你们不知道的事吧，我和你们的爸爸也曾在那棵大白橡树上建造过树屋呐！”

“真的吗？”班尼激动地尖叫起来，“还没人告诉我们这些呢！”

“是呀，爸爸从来没和我们说过，”小杰说道，“我也不知道为什么，我猜也许是他太忙了，他总是在工作。”

“可惜的是，后来我们搬走了，树屋没保存多久。”马克斯叔叔继续讲述道，“不过那可真是座令人心潮澎湃的树屋啊！望远镜就是在那儿用过的，它很精致，我们都很爱惜，总是用一个沉沉的皮箱子装着它，一用完就马上放回去。”

“树屋是您和海先生两个人搭建的吗？”班尼问道。

“差不多吧。不过当时建屋顶的时候遇到了点麻烦，我们个子不够高，幸好有位先生帮了我们好多次，他是你们家以前房主的客人。”

“会不会是他拿走了望远镜？”小杰问道。

“哦，当然不会！他连一分钱都不会偷拿，这点我很确信。他待的时间不长，一个月后就离开了，之后我们再也没见过他。”

亨利看了看马克斯叔叔，问道：“您是在受他帮助之后，才发现望远镜不见了吗？”

尽管马克斯叔叔极不情愿回答这个问题，他还是说：“对，不得不承认，就在他离开的那天，我们发现望远镜不见了。不过，我敢保证不是他偷的，因为他自己就有一副望远镜。”

维莉解释道：“亨利不是这个意思，他是说，那位先生很可能把望远镜放到别的地方去了。”

“也许吧，总之我们再也没有见过它。”马克斯叔叔说，“那位先生在屋顶上开了个天窗洞，这样一来，我们就能躺在树屋里看星星了。”

“这个主意太棒啦，”塞米激动地说，“班尼，我们也要这样做，好吗？”

“好的，少爷，”班尼说，“就算我们没有望远镜，也要在屋顶上凿个洞！”

小杰陷入了沉思，他望着叔叔，问道：“望远镜的事，是您和爸爸合不来的原因之一吗？”

“是的，有这个因素。还有就是，我非常不喜欢上学，可你爸一直是学霸，当时正好在打仗，于是我去参军，你爸就去上了大学，之后好多年我们都没有再见面。战争结束后，我一直到处漂泊，最后才落叶归根，买下这间餐厅。你们的爸爸妈妈曾经来看望过我一次，当时塞米还是个小宝宝，小杰也没到记事的年龄。”

“我们当时住在纽约，”小杰说道，“纽约又喧哗又浮躁，妈妈一点儿都不喜欢，不管是走路还是开车去图书馆，她都不乐意。”

“后来，爸爸发现绿野镇的老房子还空着——所以我们就搬过来了。”塞米补充道。

“很高兴你们能搬过来，”马克斯叔叔说。他把目光从小杰转向塞米，“说起来很好笑，以前我觉得那座房子怪阴森恐怖的，我更宁愿待在树屋里，你们有这样的感觉吗？”

“没有啊，”小杰回答说，“主要是因为我们的树屋还没建成。还有就是，我们基本上都待在院子里，很少在屋子里逗留。”

“我小时候常常会听到摇椅摆动的声音，很诡异。”马克斯叔叔更像是在自言自语，“那时候，大家经常会谈起宅子里古老家族的传说，故事都好悲惨。不过现在肯定大不一样了。好啦，不说这些了，再来些苹果馅饼作饭后甜点，怎么样？”

“棒极了，”亨利说道，“吃饱后再来个苹果馅饼简直是完美。我们很想尝尝您做的馅饼，看是不是和杰西做的一样好吃，她以前用玻璃瓶当擀面杖做过一次的。”
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马克斯叔叔笑了笑，进厨房拿点心去了。很快他就回来了。在大家吃美味馅饼时，塞米说道：“看来都是望远镜惹的祸！”

“不关望远镜的事，”马克斯叔叔说，“你爸爸很聪明，也很伟大。我没他聪明，也不会挣钱，餐厅也没打理好，看吧，这里根本没什么客人。”

“是的，我们也发现了，”杰西说道，“真让人伤心。”

“谢谢你的同情，”马克斯叔叔说道，“我很希望能和弟弟和好如初，不过要是他太忙，就算了。”

“我们会告诉他，这里的午餐有多好吃。”小杰一边说，一边和弟弟一起掏出钱来。

“别这样！”马克斯叔叔叫道，“这顿饭算我请你们吃的，哪怕一分钱我都不会收。再说，和你们聊天好开心。”

就连亨利也没有让马克斯叔叔改变心意，于是他们再三谢过，骑车离开了。

“我们以后会再来的。”他们齐声说道。





“这不是最荒唐的事情吗？”班尼感叹道，“至今都没有人再见过那副望远镜，它一定是彻底失踪了。”

“不行的话，就用咱们的野外镜来观察鸟儿吧！”杰西说道，“不过，要是有副望远镜就最好不过了。”

“我们会想到办法的，”班尼说道，“下午还有些时间来建造树屋。”

班尼说得很对。在海夫妇回家之前，他们已经搭完了树屋的一整面墙，还留下一个方形的洞作为窗户。

“我们干得真不赖！”塞米欢呼道，“既然树干就是后墙，前面要留着开门的话，我们只剩一面墙就可以完工了！”

亨利说道：“安上屋顶后，咱们就可以住在这儿了。”

塞米补充道：“到那时，我们就可以把地毯铺进去啦。”

正在这时，房子的后门开了，海夫人走了出来，大家不禁目瞪口呆。

“妈妈！是你回来啦！”兄弟俩高兴地喊道。

“待着别动好啦，”海夫人说，“这些是你们的晚餐，我用篮子送上去，听我说‘预备’就提起篮子。”

海家兄弟立刻爬进树屋，将篮子放下来。奥登家的孩子则走过去和海夫人打招呼，亨利将重重的托盘接过来。

海夫人说道：“班尼，这是你和我的孩子们第一次聚餐，他们肯定会吃得更香的。”

班尼回答：“我也一样！海夫人，这些菜看起来好美味啊！”





孩子们先将油煎鸡、生胡萝卜和纸盘放在篮子里，运送上去。随后，海家兄弟再次放下吊篮，班尼又把面包卷、饼干和一份巧克力布丁搁了进去。最后被提上去的是一盒牛奶和三个塑料杯子。接着，班尼也爬上树，加入了晚餐派对。

杰西说道：“海夫人，我想让男孩们先吃。没有女孩的加入，他们会吃得更开心。”

“你们对我的孩子太好啦，”海夫人说道，“以后我们再细聊，我们夫妻俩都很感激你们。”

杰西刚想告诉海夫人，他们去找过马克斯叔叔了。不过，话到嘴边又咽了下去，因为海家兄弟应该会告诉他们的父母，关于马克斯叔叔和那副望远镜的事。


第五章　树上风景

Up a Tree
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接下来的两天都在下雨。班尼和亨利披上雨衣，过去看塞米和小杰。

亨利给海家兄弟演示如何给树屋做标牌，并写上他们的名字，这下子兄弟俩就有事可做了。班尼呢，则告诉他们怎样用打结的绳子爬到树屋上去，再把绳子收起来。

两个男孩边摆弄绳子，边和班尼聊着天。小杰问道：“还记得马克斯叔叔说的话吗，他说这栋老房子很诡异？”

“记得啊，”班尼回答说，“不过你们俩没这种感觉，对吧？”

塞米说道：“有时候会有。就像昨晚，我躺在床上，突然听到外面刮起大风，下起暴雨。紧接着，就在我头顶正上方，传来一种没法形容的摇摆声——正像马克斯叔叔说的那样诡异。我浑身起了鸡皮疙瘩，害怕得要命，就去找小杰了。我可不敢去打扰爸妈，他们肯定不想被无缘无故地吵醒。”

“是这样。”小杰说道，“不过，我倒是没听到任何响声。我告诉塞米，那只是他的幻听，我敢打赌，马克斯叔叔也是一样的。”

“但是今天早上，你也和我去阁楼察看了，”塞米说道，“你说想看看那里有没有摇摆的东西。”

“有吗？”班尼问道。

小杰摇摇头：“我们没有找到任何蛛丝马迹，那声音只是塞米的幻听而已。”

“也许是吧。”塞米回答说。

终于，太阳被盼出来了，阳光明媚，温热舒适。男孩们立马跑出屋子，不一会儿就建好了树屋的另一面墙。





第二天，大伙儿开始搭建屋顶了，他们在树下先站成一排，凝神仰望着。

“树屋看起来是不是很棒？”小杰说道，“真高兴不是尖顶的。”

“你爸爸果然聪明，”亨利赞赏道，“这种斜顶建起来省时又省力，还能遮住下面的门廊。”

塞米憧憬道：“那么，下雨的时候，我们就可以坐在门廊里了——只要雨点不四面八方乱飘。”

班尼补充道：“雨会沿着斜顶流到树上，不会滴到你的脖子里。”

亨利顺手拿起最长的一块木板，爬到树上，开始组装长梁，“当这些梁子弄好后，你们就可以着手安装屋檐了。”

“你认为它会漏吗？”小杰问道。

“噢，可能会，”亨利向下喊道，“不过，这正是树屋的可爱之处——你们可以不断完善它。”

“我要铺上地毯，”塞米说，“如果我们把屋顶安好的话，也许今天就可以铺了。”

杰西和维莉开始帮他测量地板长度，接着他们一起剪裁出大小合适的地毯。一旦屋顶完成，就可以铺地毯了。





不一会儿，海家的两个孩子哐当哐当地卖力安装起屋顶来。

“不用着急的。”班尼看着他们说。

“我没着急，我们有一整天时间安屋顶呐！”塞米回应道，“之后就可以全部完工了。”

然而没过一会儿，塞米就停下了手里的活。

班尼心想：“他肯定是累了，毕竟只有8岁嘛！”
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然而，塞米停下来并不是因为疲劳，他坐在一根树枝上，出神地仰望着什么，蓦地，他惊呼起来：“班尼，看，树枝上有个很大的洞，我应该可以够到那里，洞里很可能有松鼠宝宝或是啄木鸟宝宝呢！”
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“等等，我也上去。”班尼说道，“一定要小心！松鼠的牙齿很尖的。”

还没等班尼爬上树，塞米早已踮起脚尖，手臂伸得很长很长，去够那个洞。

洞穴里并非空空如也，但里面的又不像是松鼠或啄木鸟，到底是什么呢？塞米把手缩了回来。“小班班，我摸到洞里有样东西！”他叫道。

“好样儿的，塞米，再试一下。可以的话就拿出来。”

塞米深吸一口气，战战兢兢地重新把手伸到洞里。

“等着吧，我要拿出来啦！”

他触摸到的玩意儿并不是软软的，而是又坚硬又光滑。塞米更深入地往里掏了一下，干枯的树叶和厚厚的灰尘从洞里飘落下来。

“里面还有些别的东西！”塞米尖叫道。他掏出了一样很奇怪的物体，很像变了形的长条树皮，坚硬的表皮上坑坑洼洼的。

“我感觉像是一条皮革。”塞米说道。
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他转交给班尼。

“没错，”班尼表示赞同，“只是这皮子有点腐烂了。你还找到什么啦？这可能是皮带的一部分。”

塞米再次向洞穴掏去，接着，他紧紧抓住了什么，拽了出来。

一个长长的、类似盒子形状的物体被抽了出来。

“好重啊，”塞米说道，“这是什么？怪脏的。”

“啊，好像是装东西的小箱子！”班尼说道，“看，和刚才那块是同样的皮革呢。你们猜里面装的是什么？”班尼发现箱子上面有两个皮带扣，便解了开来。

“它应该在洞里待得很久了。”亨利推测道。

“我来猜猜。”班尼说着打开了箱子。

“天哪，”所有人都惊呼起来，“是望远镜！”

“塞米，拿着这端，往外拉，”班尼说道，“小杰，你拉另一端。”

塞米抓着望远镜的一端，开始往外拽。

“塞米，顺着盒子拉出来。”亨利在下面喊道。
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“你们知道吗？”小杰高声尖叫着，“这肯定是那个丢失的望远镜。绝对是！”

“不过它怎么跑到这儿来了？”小杰感到很奇怪。

“还记得那个帮爸爸和马克斯叔叔建树屋的人吗？”亨利问道。

“肯定是他建树屋的时候放进去的，他可能忘记告诉他们了。”

“我想事实就是这样。”班尼点头表示赞同，“让我看看。”





班尼把望远镜拉长了一点点，环顾着四周，这样便能透过橡树叶的缝隙，观望到隔壁的田地。

班尼用望远镜望向海家的房子。他瞟到了屋檐，清晰地看到了每一个角落。突然，他在屋檐附近发现了一扇圆圆的小窗户。

“我以前从没见过那扇圆窗户。”班尼迷惑地说。

“让我看看，”小杰说道，“我们家的房子里没有圆窗户，都是方形的。”

“哈，它就在那儿，”班尼说道，“你也能看到。”

小杰和塞米轮流用望远镜瞧了瞧。那扇窗户确实就在三楼房子的背面。

“小班班，和我们说说窗户在哪儿呀？”杰西喊道。

“就在阁楼那里。”班尼回答。

亨利、维莉和杰西全都抬起头，力图透过层层枝繁叶茂的树障看到它，亨利喊道：“从我们这儿根本看不到什么圆窗户，大树和门廊檐挡住视线了。”
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“你们可以从这边看，”小杰说，“窗户是彩色玻璃的。”

亨利爬到树上，接过望远镜，真的看到屋顶附近有扇小小的圆窗户，由蓝、绿、红三色玻璃构成。

随后，亨利爬下来，换杰西爬上树。她也立即看到了那扇窗户。

班尼断然说道：“有件事是确定无疑的，我们能从树上看到那窗户，从地面上却发现不了。”

小杰点点头，说：“在屋子里也看不到它。那个雨天我和塞米已经试过了，我们查遍了阁楼的各个角落，顶层是储物间，妈妈在那儿挂了很多衣服。”

“来吧，”塞米提议道，“大家一起去房子里看看，找出那扇窗户。”

杰西摇摇头表示不赞成。

“不行啊，塞米，我认为我们奥登家的孩子最好还是不要去了。你们也等一等，先告诉你们爸妈一声。不过，你们两个男生如果一起去，他们应该会同意。”

“不要啊，”两个男孩异口同声地叫道。塞米使劲摇摇头，“没有你们就不好玩啦。要是我们征求一下他们的意见，你们就会和我们一起去吗？”

“当然可以！”班尼说道，“咱们总不能不知会一声，就擅闯别人家，对吧？”

“我也这么认为！”小杰说，“不过我认为现在我们最应该去做的，是安装完屋顶。”





屋顶很快就搭好了，不过大家都心急如焚，等不及海夫妇下班回家了。

小杰抱怨道：“我们好像花太多时间去问妈妈，能不能做这个，能不能做那个了！真希望我们现在就去阁楼上瞧瞧。”

班尼咧嘴一笑，说道：“小杰，不只你想去！我也很想去呢！”


第六章　圆窗后面的秘密

Behind the Round Window

[image: ]


海夫妇还没迈进家门，小杰和塞米就立马迎上去，对他们说出圆窗的事。

“这太不可思议了，”海先生说，“我不记得咱家居然有圆形的窗户，而且，我和马克斯从没在我们的树屋上看到过它。”

男孩们拉着爸爸出去，向他演示他们是如何从树屋上看到圆窗的。海先生注视着那棵树，说道：“我终于明白，我和马克斯为什么没看过那扇窗户了。以前有根大树枝挡住了视线，看到了吗？现在还有那根树枝被砍下来的痕迹。”

“我们现在可以邀请班尼他们去阁楼上看看吗？”塞米问道，“不经你同意，他们不想贸然上去。”

“可以啊，再好不过啦，”海先生回答，“反正我没空帮你们。”





小杰立即打电话给奥登家，班尼回应说他立马过去，杰西和亨利不在家，不过他会和维莉一起去。

他们一块儿爬上阁楼的楼梯，已经是下午后半晌了。

维莉说道：“我真不明白，那窗子会建在哪个位置呢？居然避过了所有人的注意。”

小杰说：“阁楼好宽敞，都被分割成一间间小房啦，完全可以算作一整层，而不是阁楼！看，所有的墙壁都被粉刷过，还贴上了墙纸。”

班尼站在楼梯顶，四下望了望，只见阁楼的一边被分成两个房间。第一间很大，不过里面空荡荡的。

“以前肯定有人住在这层楼，”班尼说道，“你看窗户那儿，还留着安装窗帘拉杆的孔。”

维莉说道：“还有残余的墙纸。”

小杰补充道：“不过没有任何电灯。”

塞米给出了答案：“这栋房子很有可能修建于电灯发明之前，那时的人们都是用的油灯，或是蜡烛。”

维莉仔细瞧了瞧这间空房子的昏暗角落，这确实是个诡异的地方，她注意到其他人开始窃窃私语起来。空气显得格外干燥而闷热。
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四个孩子走进了另一个房间，他们只发现了一些旧箱子和椅子，上面布满灰尘，油漆的颜色也几乎褪光了。

“这一边就不用再看下去了吧？”小杰说，“圆窗在房子背面。”

塞米补充道：“那里有个放衣服的超大衣橱，和整间房差不多大呢！”

“我想去看看。”班尼说道。

房里有扇门通往大衣橱间，门上有个玻璃把手。小杰打开门，大家都走了进去。
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“天啊，快看墙纸！”维莉惊喜地尖叫道，“我从没见过这样的墙纸。”

墙纸已经很破旧了，但仍能看出它曾有多精美，只见上面印有各式玩具：球类、号角和鼓，颜色依然鲜艳。房间里倒是有一扇大窗户，可惜不是圆形的。墙上的一排挂钩上，挂着海夫人的衣服，地板上放置着一堆堆旧书和盒子。

塞米说道：“这些都是帽盒，装的是妈妈冬天戴的帽子，是我帮她搬上来的，不过那时我没注意到墙纸。我当时觉得这就是放杂物的破阁楼而已。”

“我们打开窗户看看吧。”班尼说道。

要打开那扇窗户可真不容易，但他们做到了。班尼在安全范围内，尽可能地向外探出身子。

“我看到啦！我看到那扇圆窗户啦！”他朝其他人欢喜地叫道。紧接着他又感叹了一句，“真奇怪。”

随即，班尼把头缩回来，打量了一下四周。

“圆窗竟然还在窗户的外层。”

“这怎么可能？”小杰问道。

“这面墙已经是房子的最外层了。”

小杰、塞米和维莉轮流从敞开的窗户里往外看。他们都看到了圆窗户。

维莉说道：“也许它并不是一扇真正的窗户，而只是房子外面的装饰品？”

班尼摇了摇头。

“我倒认为那是真窗户。快点，趁这里还有点光亮，我们四处看看。”

班尼随手敲了敲墙面——就是小杰和塞米所说的阁楼最外层。

“你在干什么呀？”塞米忍不住问道。

“这像是水泥墙发出的声音吗？”班尼边敲边问，“快听听！”

维莉顿时惊住了。

“听起来像是敲在木头或空心夹层上，”她说，“天哪，班尼，你觉得会不会有人把阁楼加了个隔层？他为什么要这么做？”

“让我们找出原因吧。”小杰回答。

“我觉得应该先在墙上打个洞。”塞米建议道。

班尼举起了手。

“等一下，”他说，“我们先到处敲敲。你们可以用手摸摸整面墙，也许会感觉到什么。”

塞米首先发现了异常，他惊叫道：“班尼，这儿与其他地方不同，有条长长的裂缝，这说明了什么？”

“这边也有一条缝隙。”小杰喊道。

班尼推测道：“这只说明了一个问题——那是扇门，只不过用墙纸糊上了。”

维莉说道：“一定是有人将门把手卸掉了。我很好奇门里面有什么。哦，真有点恐怖，对不对？”

“我们一块儿打开门吧！”塞米和小杰异口同声地尖叫道。

“等等，”班尼说道，“赶快先告诉你们爸妈一声。”





两个男孩飞快地跑去找妈妈，她正在准备晚餐。

“用墙纸糊上的门？”她说，“真让人难以置信呐！好吧，你们尽管打开它好了，我保证你们会发现：那只是一间空屋子，里面布满灰尘。”

“咱们得快点找工具把墙纸割开。”塞米说道。

“用螺丝刀吧。”小杰提出建议。





班尼和维莉正在等男孩们回来。尽管太阳还未下山，阁楼里却在逐渐昏暗。维莉感觉自己几乎都能听到隐藏在门内的摇摆声。她多么希望海先生或海太太也能到阁楼上来啊！

“班尼，我们来啦，”终于传来小杰兴奋的叫声，“我拿了螺丝刀过来。不过，妈妈认为我们不会有什么发现。”

“能不能发现什么，答案马上揭晓。”班尼说道。他用螺丝刀沿着两条缝隙划去，接着，他爬到凳子上，刚划出隐蔽门的顶部，墙纸底部靠近地板的地方便松弛了。

“现在，大家一起用力推！”班尼说道，“铰链一定在那一头，门肯定是朝密室开的——假如有密室的话。”

但是，就算维莉、班尼、小杰和塞米使出吃奶的劲，用尽浑身力气，也无济于事。

“门一定被钉死了。”班尼说。

小杰又推了一下。

“有点松动了，”他说道，“大家有没有听到微弱的摇摆声？”他把耳朵紧贴在缝隙上。

“我真是笨死了！”班尼说道，“来，把螺丝刀再拿给我。你们估计门闩会在哪儿？”

维莉沿着门的边缘摸索着。

“在这儿，”她说，“我在门把手这边发现了一个小洞。”

班尼小心翼翼地撬开，回推了一下门闩。

“现在，我们再试一次！”他鼓足一口气。

他们齐心协力用力一推，门唰地一下开了。由于惯性，四个孩子差点跌进门那边幽暗的空间里。





维莉深吸一口气。黑暗中，一个模模糊糊的影子在缓慢晃动。他们踮起脚尖走进房间里，这间屋子比他们想象中的大得多。里面唯一的光源是从圆窗投射进来的。
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“这是个婴儿房。”小杰惊喜地尖叫道。

接着维莉大声说道：“快看那边闪光的地方，有个摇摆木马！好大啊！”

“和真实的马一样大，”塞米说道，“就像旋转木马中的木马呢。”

他摸了一下木马的鼻子，马立即轻柔地摇摆起来。“这正是我听到的那个声音！我的房间正好在阁楼下面！并不是我的幻听！”
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其他人还没来得及阻止，塞米早已坐在木马背上，前前后后地摇晃起来，木马摇摆得很高，噔，噔，噔。

“就是这个噔噔声，”塞米使劲点点头，“只是骑上去声音更响了。一旦有风吹进来，木马就会轻轻摇晃。”

班尼、小杰和维莉环视着四周，他们发现了一个小男孩的睡床，周边是高高的围栏，床尾规整地叠放着一个红毯子，枕头上则摆放着一只穿呢绒布衣的毛绒狗狗。此外，一只玩具猴一板一眼地坐在一把小椅子上。房里还有一些书、图片，一双小男孩穿的红色皮革拖鞋。
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小杰拿起拖鞋瞧了瞧。

“即使对塞米来说，这双拖鞋都好小，”他说，“这个男孩一定还不到8岁。”

“他会是谁呢？”维莉问道，“应该是很久很久之前拥有这间房子的小主人。”

班尼说道：“唯一可以肯定的是，这是间神秘的屋子。”

“我要去告诉爸爸，”小杰说，“他肯定会想看看的，说不定他还知道些什么。”

于是，小杰走到楼梯口，大声叫道：“爸爸，你能到阁楼上来一下吗？”





过了一会儿，海先生和海太太就上楼来看这间神秘的屋子了。屋里变得更幽暗了，但是借着仅有的光亮，也足以让他们为之一惊。

“不错，不错，”海先生说，“你们用那副望远镜确实有不少发现啊！对于这间屋子我还一无所知呢。”

“我们怎样才能知道那个小男孩是谁？”班尼问道。

海先生思索了一会儿。

“有件事我们可以试一下。马克斯叔叔比我大一些，他可能会有线索。明天是星期六，我们开车送你们去他那里。我想告诉他，你们找到了望远镜。”

塞米和小杰异常惊喜，爸爸妈妈终于要带他们去马克斯叔叔那里啦。

“作为男孩的房间，这算很漂亮了，”海夫人说，“我很好奇那男孩是谁，究竟发生了什么事。还有，为什么有人要隐藏这间屋子？”

班尼说道：“或许男孩出了什么事，很可能是生病或去世了。”

“所以他的家人悲痛到极点，不忍心再看到这间屋子，怕触景生情。”维莉继续说道。一想到这儿，她就感到内心无比悲痛。

但事实证明，班尼和维莉的推测一丁点儿都不对。


第七章　谜团重重

More Questions
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班尼和维莉告诉了亨利、杰西和奥登先生关于阁楼上那间秘密小屋的全部情况。所有人都试着去猜测为什么屋子被封了起来，但大家都没有头绪。

班尼说道：“海先生认为，马克斯叔叔可能会有线索。他明天就要带海夫人和孩子去见马克斯叔叔啦，还想解释一下望远镜的事儿，并问我们想不想一起去。”

“我很想呀，”杰西说道，“不过你觉得我们会妨碍他们吗？毕竟，塞米和小杰的爸妈不经常带他们出去啊！”

亨利说道：“兄弟俩都觉得爸妈对工作比对他们兴趣大得多，这真糟糕。”

“既然海先生问了我们的意愿……”班尼说，“他的车可装不下这么多人。亨利，要不你把我们的旅行车开去？”

这便是最终的解决办法。
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出发的时候，维莉和班尼会意地看了看彼此，因为他们听到海先生在说：“塞米，过来，和我坐在一起，我们可以聊聊天。小杰，你拿着望远镜和妈妈坐一块儿。”

亨利发动引擎时，海先生正说到：“我希望马克斯的餐厅能有所起色，如今很少有人走海滨路，顾客也越来越少了。”

小杰点点头，说道：“的确如此，不过他是世界上最棒的厨师了。”

塞米接着说道：“马克斯叔叔很喜欢看别人吃他做的美食，这会让他很高兴。”

“问题是，他不想让其他人帮助他。”海先生说。

塞米说道：“或许我们可以帮他想些点子。我想这能行得通。”

“也许你说得对。”海夫人说道。





当车停到餐厅门前时，马克斯叔叔简直不敢相信自己的眼睛。他三步并作两步地奔下楼梯，握住了弟弟的手。

他说：“约翰，见到你真是太高兴啦！欢迎大家，快进来吧。”

塞米叫道：“我就说我们会再来的吧？”

“是啊是啊，你们果然说话算数！快找凳子坐下吧。”

塞米迫不及待地展示道：“快看，马克斯叔叔——望远镜！”

“居然被找到你们啦？在哪儿找到的？”马克斯叔叔喜出望外，他看向小杰。

“在白橡树的树洞里。”小杰说。

“原来如此！”马克斯叔叔说着，沉思了一会儿，“我想，一定是隔壁那个帮我们建造树屋的先生把望远镜搁在树洞里，只是忘了告诉我们而已，我确信他是个好心人。”

海先生说道：“我也是这么想的。拿走望远镜的，不是我，也不是你，没有任何人拿走它。”说完，哥俩的手又一次紧紧地握在了一起。

“还有呢，我们又发现了更多的事——一个惊喜和一个秘密！”塞米坐在高脚凳上，转动着。其他人则围坐在大桌子旁。

“塞米没说错，”他父亲说，“他们发现了一个大秘密，让孩子们来告诉你吧，没准你还能帮忙解开这个秘密。”





就这样，两个男孩向他们的叔叔讲述了圆窗的故事，以及他们是如何用望远镜发现它的，当然还描述了那间密室和里面的所有玩具。
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马克斯叔叔眉头微蹙。

“哦，天哪，真希望我能记起来，”他惊呼道，“我从来都不知道有那间屋子，不过我知道很久以前住在宅子里的人，可是我忘了他叫什么来着？”

“要不按字母表顺序试试。”小杰提醒道。

大家都笑了起来，不过马克斯叔叔真的照做了。

“名字不是以A开头，也不是B。哦，是C，一定是！库克？柯林斯？不，不，都不是。”

“库珀？”海夫人提示了一下。

“卡特？”杰西补充道。

“等等！”马克斯叔叔突然说道，“卡特听起来很接近了。让我再想想。有了！是卡韦！就是这个名字。我确定。”

大家都兴奋地拍起手来。

“我父亲告诉过我，海之屋是多年前由卡韦家建造的。当年我们搬进去时，房子至少有一百年的历史了。”

“真糟糕，我小时候居然对这些事一点儿都不感兴趣，”海先生说，“你还能想起别的来吗？好给孩子们提供一些信息。”

马克斯摇摇头，说道：“我尽量吧！不过要是我在密室的话，会发现更多线索，比如信件、照片什么的。”

他的弟弟笑了笑：“我相信这些孩子很快会把密室翻个底朝天的。好啦，马克斯，现在谈谈你自己吧。”

马克斯叔叔面露难色。

“餐厅生意不是很好，”他说，“不过，你们别担心，该烦心的是我。”

“可我会担心啊，”塞米插了进来，“马克斯叔叔，我想替你分忧！”

“谢谢你，小家伙，”他说，“我想我应该关闭这家餐厅，找其他的事儿干才对。可我很喜欢做美食，也喜欢看客人们享用我做的美食。”

海夫人说道：“那你就不该关掉餐厅啊！人本来就应该做自己喜欢的事情，而不是只为了赚钱而工作。”
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班尼环顾了一下四周，建议道：“大家都喜欢在明亮的地方吃饭，而这里的光线太暗了。”

小杰补充道：“或许起个新名字会时来运转呢！我们在纽约时，经常去一家名叫‘杰克蹦蹦跳’的餐厅，就是因为喜欢那家店名，其实那里的食物并没有你做的好吃。”

杰西建议道：“我觉得，人们之所以会忽略你的餐厅，是因为他们不常走这条路。要是你想些特别的点子，他们就会乐意过来啦。”
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“那么——我会想个新店名出来，”马克斯叔叔说，“然后自力更生，多装几扇窗户。”





海先生一家和奥登家的孩子们兴致勃勃地谈论着餐厅的事儿，直到午餐时分。随后，约翰·海亲自见证了哥哥精湛的厨艺，他和妻子要了一份鸡肉沙拉，孩子们则点了热狗，全都好吃极了。

亨利和海先生准备付钱给马克斯时，他推辞道：“拜托啦，别这样！午餐算我请你们的。”

亨利劝说道：“这可不行。八个人在这白吃白喝，你也太亏了。”

“如果我们不付钱，爷爷会不高兴的。”班尼附和道。

无奈之下马克斯叔叔只能收下钱。





当他们回到家时，小杰说道：“我们直接去那间密室吧，重新搜查一遍，说不定能发现我们错过的东西。”

“我还没去过密室呢。”亨利回应道。

“我也没有！”杰西补充道。


第八章　麦格雷戈太太的线索

Mrs. McGregor’s Clue
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杰西和亨利好奇地环视着海家兄弟和班尼、维莉发现的小屋。在午后阳光的映照下，屋子里看起来明亮得多，也显得没那么诡异了。只见那只巨大的摇摆木马还保持了几分它原有的炫丽色彩。

“我们该怎样入手找线索呢？”塞米问道。

亨利回答说：“假定这张床就是你们兄弟俩的，仔细检查一下，不要漏掉任何蛛丝马迹，必要时把铺盖和床垫全都掀开。”

塞米说道：“我明白了，或许床垫下面藏着什么东西。小杰，开始找吧。”

“你们要注意安全哦！”杰西叮嘱道，“要知道这都是些老古董，有的可能都烂掉了。”

亨利说道：“维莉和杰西可以检查一下桌子。我和班尼察看其余的地方。”

小杰和塞米把床从墙边拉开，抱走毯子，抖了抖枕头，然后将床单扯开，检查起床垫来。
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过了一小会儿，小杰说：“我猜这里不会有什么线索。”

“那就把东西全部归位吧！”维莉说道。

就在塞米把枕头放回去的时候，他突然停了下来。

“我们刚才没注意到这个！快看，枕套上有几个字母。”

大家连忙凑过去瞧，只见一个小型十字刺绣上刺有两个字母：W和C。

“C肯定代表卡韦，”小杰说，“那W代表什么？”

“快想想！”班尼说道，“或许W是小男孩名字的缩写，可能是沃尔特，或威廉。”

“或者是沃利，”塞米说道，“咱们再找找吧，说不定还能找到其他东西。”

维莉和杰西搜遍了书桌的每一个抽屉，里面空荡荡的。维莉不甘心地把手伸进抽屉最里面的空档，希望能发现暗格什么的，却依然一无所获。
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杰西仔细地观察着书桌表面。

“快看这里——是用小刀刻在桌面上的字母。刻得不是很清楚，让我看看：这是W，这个肯定是I。”

维莉伸过头去也瞧了瞧。

“有两个L和一个Y。”她说。

“威廉！”所有人异口同声地大叫出来。

“我敢打赌，那个小男孩叫威廉，”塞米说道，“这就和枕套上的大写字母对应起来了。”

接下来，班尼和亨利搜遍了所有的门和窗户，却再无发现。他们仔细查看着那些旧玩具，连红拖鞋也晃了晃，还是没有发现任何线索。

杰西说道：“维莉，我们把抽屉放回去吧。全是空的，真遗憾。”





大大的摇摆木马显眼地立在房间中央。塞米轻轻拍了拍它的头，又顺着马的鬃毛摸了摸，最后摸了摸马鞍。

“有了，”他欣喜地叫道，“我觉得马鞍可以卸下来。快，帮我解开这个扣子。”

大家赶紧围拢过来，维莉松开了扣子，班尼帮小杰卸下马鞍，旋即，一样东西从马背上滑落下来，轻轻飘落到地上。

塞米匍匐在马腿间，小心翼翼地捡起那张纸，把它递给杰西。

“给你，杰西，”他说，“我怕把它弄破了。”

“我更是连碰都不敢碰呢！”杰西说着，接过那张折叠后的纸。

“这是本小书，”她说，“只有四页纸长。”

这张纸被折了两次，用一个生锈的别针别住，组装成了一本小书。

塞米说道：“有人在封面上画了一张摇摆木马的图。”

没错，的确有一张木马图，底下写着“我的小马驹”。

杰西小心翼翼地翻开纸书。

“好像是个故事呢！”她推测道。

“快读出来啊！”塞米说道。

“是啊，快读出来吧。”他们一齐央求道。

笔迹褪色了，只能依稀辨认，于是杰西只能慢慢地读出来。

“这是一个真实的故事，”她缓缓道来，“是威廉最喜欢的故事。很久以前，有个小男孩叫威廉，每年夏天他都会来卡韦奶奶家。奶奶很喜欢他，专门为他在屋顶下布置了一间小房，威廉很爱他的小屋。”

维莉说道：“噢，杰西，一定是有人专门为威廉写下了这个故事，估计是他喜欢的睡前故事。快，继续念下去。”

杰西接着往下读。

“威廉在奶奶家有很多特别的玩具，其中最独特的就是摇摆木马。它放在奶奶家好多年了，许多小男孩都骑过。现在，威廉很喜欢骑在上面，他叫它‘我的小马驹’。完结。”

“就这些吗？”小杰问道。

“是呀，”杰西回答，“没有了。”

“现在，有两个线索了，”班尼说道，“我们知道了小男孩的名字，还有他是来这儿看望奶奶，而不是常住在这里的。不过，小屋为什么被封了呢？”

“嗯，这仍是个未解之谜。”亨利回答。





班尼仔细翻看着他和亨利找到的所有玩偶，聚精会神地观察着小皮球、玩具号角和小型火车引擎，突然，有件东西让他的脚步停滞住了。

“等等，”班尼说道，“我有灵感了，是小号角启发了我。”

所有人都满怀期待地盯着他，神色肃然，倒是班尼轻松地笑了起来：“记得我们什么时候做的大杂烩吗？”

“记得呀，”杰西回应道，“不过，这和密室有什么关系？”

“麦格雷戈太太！”班尼高兴地叫道，“我猜到啦！她告诉过我们，在她还是个小女孩的时候，曾受邀来这栋房子参加生日聚会。她还记得有关玩具号角和小男孩的事。”

“肯定是威廉·卡韦的派对！”维莉说道，“如果我们告诉她这些，或许她就能记起更多的事情来。”

“快，”班尼说道：“我们给她这个号角，看看会发生什么。”





此时，麦格雷戈太太正在厨房里，手上沾满了面粉，她笑容可掬地望着小家伙们，听着他们的故事，拿起了那个旧玩具号角。

“哦，我的天啊！”她说，“我怎么能忘记这个玩具呢？这是那个小男孩收到的生日礼物——穿水手服的男孩。”

“太好啦！”班尼说道，“这可是一个很有用的线索。”

麦格雷戈太太仍拿着那个小号角，“真希望我能告诉你们更多的事儿。”

“您已经告诉我们够多啦！”维莉说道，“或许，要是知道派对是何时举行的，会对我们有所帮助，至少能弄清楚海之屋在哪个时期有人住。”

“没错。”亨利说道。

麦格雷戈太太沉思了一会儿。

“让我想想，那事儿发生在我们搬去农场之前，当时我才五岁，所以，派对一定是我四岁时举办的，当年大概1910年——对，就是1910年的夏天。我确定当时是夏天，那时我还戴着一顶太阳帽呐！”

“有名字和日期了，”班尼说道，“这应该很有用。不过，我还不清楚对揭开谜底有什么帮助。”

麦格雷戈太太说：“恐怕我能告诉你们的只有这些了。真希望我能认识其他记得卡韦家的人，他们在绿野镇可是举足轻重的人物，不过很久以前就搬走了。”

“我们到树屋上去想想吧，”塞米说道，“班尼，你也一起来。”





于是，班尼和塞米、小杰一起回海之屋了。海夫人看到，他们一个接一个地爬到树屋上。

“发生什么事了？”海夫人问道。

“我们要考虑些问题，”塞米回答，“但是暂时还没什么头绪。”

小杰补充道：“我们已经有了一些线索，但还不知道应该怎样利用。我们就是想不明白，那间屋子为什么被封起来了。”

“和我说说你们目前所知道的情况吧！”海夫人说。

男孩们告诉她，密室是威廉·卡韦的房间，他在1910年的夏天曾来这里看望奶奶。

“不过，那发生在好久以前，没有人记得当时发生的事。”小杰说。

“在绿野镇，已经没有任何卡韦家族的人了。”班尼说道。

海夫人说：“可这并不意味着你们就要停止寻找啊！我正在写一本书，涉及的可是1685年来美国的人呢，我已经找到很多他们的信息了。所以，你们需要知道的是，从哪儿下手。”

“从哪儿下手？”班尼重复了一遍，旋即，他明白了海夫人的意思。

“我知道啦！”他兴奋地喊道，“去图书馆！”


第九章　有价值的线索

Good News
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维莉和班尼骑自行车去海家的那天，正值图书馆开放日。杰西和亨利有其他安排，不能一起去。塞米和小杰正等候着他们，并带好了笔记本和铅笔。
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“跟在我们后面，”班尼说道，“我们来带路。”





不一会儿，四个孩子便来到绿野镇公共图书馆前，对于一个小镇来说，这个图书馆算是很大了。他们锁上了车子。

瓦特夫人每次见到奥登家的孩子都很高兴，她和蔼地笑着问道：“班尼，我知道你想看什么，是关于科学和侦探类的书，对吧？你的新朋友呢，也喜欢侦探类的吗？”

“是呀，不过——”塞米和小杰异口同声地回答道。接着小杰继续说：“我们身边已经发生了一个真正的侦探故事啦！这就是我们来这儿的原因。”

随后，班尼告诉了瓦特夫人那个密室的故事。他说：“我们很想弄清楚一件怪事，为什么那间小屋被封了起来？”

“这可真是个谜团啊！”瓦特夫人惊呼道，“希望我可以帮到你们，不过我可不敢打包票。幸运的是，你们已经知道了那个日期——1910年。跟我来吧，给你们一些现有的资料，或许能找到一些线索。”





瓦特夫人领着孩子们来到图书馆的另外一间房子里。

“经常有人来这儿了解绿野镇的过去，这里几乎收藏了小镇的所有历史，”她自豪地说，“我们还收集了一些很有趣的东西呐，比如读者来信，以及一些旧书和报纸。现在我们来看看，该从哪儿开始呢？”

这时，维莉说道：“我觉得，绿野镇的旧报纸或许能帮到我们。拥有海之屋的卡韦家族，当时可是显要的名门望族。”

“很好的开头，”瓦特夫人认同地说，“我们有一些旧报纸装订成的大书，你们沿着这张长桌子坐下来，我去拿过来。你们可以从1910年的6月、7月、8月开始找。”
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不一会儿，瓦特夫人就把一些大书放到了桌子上。她看了一眼塞米，问道：“你会读报纸吗？这可不简单哦。”

小杰回应道：“塞米什么都会读。”当发现果然如此时，瓦特夫人惊讶极了。





瓦特夫人离开后，房里陷入了一片静谧，几个孩子完全沉浸到旧报纸中去了。

“这里，”塞米低声细语地说，“快看这儿——首页上有关于这个图书馆的故事：1910年6月5日首次开业。”
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“这儿有关于一场大火的报道，”班尼说，“一家木材厂被烧了个精光。记载中说木材厂是卡韦家的，我猜他们当时真的是显贵家族。”

“我在看其他一些版面，记录了来访的邻居和举办派对的事，”维莉说道，“或许从这里我们能看到关于威廉奶奶的一些报道。”

小杰和塞米浏览了好几页，不过愣是没找到任何线索。

突然，维莉低语道：“在这儿！提到了A·M·卡韦夫人……哦，只是参加教堂妇女的一次联盟会议罢了，帮不了我们。”
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孩子们开始感到疲惫了，一是因为旧报纸上的字太小，很难读；二是事情并没有他们想象中的顺利。即使如此，也没有人想要放弃。

正在这时，瓦特夫人走了进来。

“你们找到什么没有？”她问道。

突然，小杰的呼吸变得急促起来，他急切地说：“听着，报纸上是这样说的。”紧接着他读了一则告示：

“A·M·卡韦夫人正在接待她来此度夏的孙子威廉。威廉是约瑟夫的儿子，约瑟夫在英国伦敦拥有煤矿开采企业。威廉会在今年8月回到父母家。”

“天哪，真有你的！”维莉说道，“小杰，你找到了第一条有用的信息。”

班尼看着7月份的报纸，说道：“这儿有个关于威廉生日派对的小消息——的确是麦格雷戈太太记得的那个派对。”

塞米说道：“我们找找看，有没有关于威廉回家的报道。查看8月份的报纸吧。”

四个孩子尽可能快地翻看着报纸。

班尼发现了新线索，他读道：“这周，约瑟夫·卡韦夫妇来到绿野镇，将儿子接回英国。他们带着A·M·卡韦夫人一起离开，永久定居在英国。卡韦家的房子租给了大卫·约翰逊夫妇，他们9月就会搬进来，约翰逊家有5个孩子。”

“真是大发现啊！”班尼兴奋地说，“我们以前不知道，除了卡韦家和海家，还有其他人住过海之屋呐！”

“现在知道还有约翰逊家了。”维莉说道。

“他家还有5个孩子。”小杰说。
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塞米突然说道：“大家都静一静，让我想想！刚才我有个想法，不过又忘了……现在想起来啦！假如，卡韦夫人不想让5个陌生的孩子碰威廉的所有玩具，会怎么做？我敢打赌，她会封上那间屋子，让它隐藏起来，不被任何人发现。”
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班尼慢慢地琢磨道：“嗯，有这个可能，至少在我们之前，的确没有任何人发现它。没有更好的解释了。”

维莉说道：“我觉得，不能指望在这儿找到更多线索了，没人会在报纸上登出那间密室吧？那可是个秘密。”

“我们一起和那个好心的图书管理员说说我们找到的新闻吧，”塞米说道，“我把它抄在本子上啦。”

瓦特夫人听了孩子们的诉说后，满心欢喜。

“以后再来啊，”她笑着说，“塞米，你很会读书呐！”

“我会再来的，”塞米说道，“我还想找一本关于月球的书呢。”

“我们这儿有很多，”瓦特夫人微笑着说，“到时我挑一本难的给你看。”





维莉、班尼、小杰和塞米骑自行车回家的路上，塞米说：“我们被那间神秘小屋搞得太兴奋了，树屋都还没完工呢。”

“我们可以午饭后把它建完。”小杰回应道。

班尼说道：“你负责安装灯、邮筒和绳梯吧。”





那天下午晚些时候，塞米说：“真希望爸爸妈妈现在就回来，我等不及把图书馆的事告诉他们啦。”

小杰说道：“我一直在想马克斯叔叔。如果我们告诉他，约翰逊和他的5个孩子，他有可能会记起更多的事儿。我很想知道塞米的猜测是不是对的。”





当海夫妇回到家时，发现树屋已经建好，后院也收拾干净了。
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“你们究竟有没有去图书馆呢？”海夫人问道，“快过来，和我说说。”

孩子们走进客厅，坐到地板上。

“噢，妈妈，一切都很顺利！”塞米说道，“你听听这个就好啦。我们在旧报纸上找到的。”他掏出笔记本，读了起来。

海先生听完后，说道：“我从没听说过约翰逊一家，不知道马克斯是不是了解，或许他也忘了。你们想晚饭后去他那儿问问吗？”

小杰脸上洋溢着幸福的神情，说道：“哇，爸爸，这可是我们的心愿。”

塞米却一反常态，沉默不语地陷入了沉思。突然，他兴奋地叫道：“我想到了一个超级无敌的好主意！马克斯叔叔的餐厅可以叫‘摇摆木马’！我们可以把大木马搬过去，供小孩们参观，不过不能骑上去，因为木马太旧了。只要小朋友们想去，爸妈就一定会带他们去，这样餐厅的生意就会变得好起来。”

班尼赞成道：“这是目前最棒的想法啦！要是有家叫‘摇摆木马’的餐厅，我都想去呢！”

“我也是呢。”海夫人同意道。

但是小杰有点犹豫：“爸爸，密室里的玩具能属于我们吗？”

“当然了，”爸爸回答说，“我买下了这栋房子，包括里面所有的物品以及周边的土地。所以呢，如果你想把玩具送给马克斯叔叔，就大可以放心地送给他。但是，马克斯叔叔有可能不会喜欢这个想法。”

“海先生，我想他会喜欢的，”班尼说道，“他很乐意尝试新事物。”

这时，维莉说了一句：“我们要回家了，该吃晚饭啦。”

海夫人说：“等你们再过来的时候，我们一起开车去马克斯叔叔那儿。现在，密室之谜已经是大家共有的谜团啦。”


第十章　古老的秘密

An Old Secret
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马克斯叔叔看到弟弟一家和班尼过来玩，高兴极了。

“你们看，我已经动手砌了一个大窗户，”马克斯叔叔指向餐厅前面的那堵墙，“这儿看起来明亮多了。”

“马克斯，孩子们有个问题想问你。”海夫人说。

“希望我能答上来。”他回应道。

塞米讲述了报纸上关于威廉·卡韦、卡韦夫人和约翰逊的报道。还没等他说完，马克斯叔叔就开始不住地点头。

“没错，”他说，“海之屋是我们的父亲从约翰逊·卡韦手里买下来的，我记得房子里里外外被彻底打扫了一遍，因为之前有很多孩子住过嘛！约翰，你还记得吗？哦，你肯定忘记了，你当时还很小，肯定没注意到。”

“我想是的。”海先生承认道。

“后来发生了一件事儿，咱家来了位客人……”马克斯叔叔说，“哦，我有点记不清了，要知道当时我年龄也不大。”

“噢，使劲儿想想吧，”班尼说道，“客人是男的还是女的？”

“是个男的，”马克斯叔叔说，“一名年轻男子，他来看望我们的爸爸，我记得他说话的方式很搞笑，总把‘而是’说成‘如此这般’。”

“听起来像是英国那边的说法。”海夫人说。

“唔，”马克斯叔叔接着说，“我父亲和这个年轻男子上楼去察看了所有的房间，他们好像在找什么东西，我不知道找的是啥，但确定他们一无所获，因为那个男人离开时表情很失落。”

“他们去三楼了吗？”班尼问道。

“去了，我记得还跟在他们后面爬楼梯呢。”

小杰突然灵光一现，说道：“我能猜出那个客人是谁——他一定是威廉·卡韦。长大成人后的他，很可能想找到那间记忆中的小屋子。”

班尼说道：“嗯，或许你说得没错。我敢肯定他从没忘记过那个大木马。”

塞米接着说：“只是他压根没想到以前住过的房间被封死了，门还用墙纸给糊了起来。他一定以为玩具和摇摆木马都被丢掉了，或者被人拿走了。”

“那么，所有线索都能对上啦，这谜团可真是环环相扣！”马克斯叔叔说，“很有可能卡韦的奶奶把房间给封上了，却自始至终都没告诉过他。”

“好啦，现在说说你的餐厅吧。”约翰·海换了个话题。

马克斯摇了摇头。

“我还没想好名字呢。”

塞米已经等不及了。

“我已经想出了一个很棒的名字——摇摆木马！”

马克斯叔叔噗地笑出声来：“塞米，这个名儿真不错，你是怎么想到它的？”

“哈，还记得威廉的摇摆木马吗？我们可以把它搬过来，放在店门前，然后把其他旧玩具摆在房周围的架子上，供小孩们参观。”

海夫人说道：“我觉得，每个人都会喜欢这些玩具的，它们既古老又有趣。”

“还要在外面挂个招牌！”马克斯叔叔兴奋地叫道，“我要亲自动手，做个和老摇摆木马一模一样的招牌，赶明儿我得先去看看木马是什么样儿。”

“好得很，我知道你擅长画画。”他的弟弟说，“明天过来和我们一起共进晚餐吧，顺便可以去看看那些玩具。”

马克斯叔叔向塞米眨了眨眼。

“我想在树屋里吃。”马克斯叔叔说。

“那就在后院里举行露天晚餐好啦！”海先生说道。
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“我还要邀请奥登家的孩子。”小杰说道。

“那一共就有10个人啦。”塞米接了一句。

“我会准备两个苹果馅饼带过去。”马克斯叔叔说。

“天哪，太好了！”班尼说道，“你做的苹果馅饼是我吃过的最好吃的——除了那次杰西用玻璃瓶代替擀面杖做的馅饼外。”





第二天傍晚，当奥登家的孩子来到海家后院的时候，不由得又惊又喜，海先生居然把烤炉都搬了出来。

“爸爸，我以前可不知道你会做饭！”小杰大吃一惊。

“偶尔做个汉堡还是可以的。”爸爸回应道。

几分钟后，马克斯叔叔也来到了后院，他带来两个苹果馅饼和一个用牛皮纸包裹的袋子。亨利和杰西接过了馅饼，不过牛皮纸袋子还是在马克斯叔叔手里。他和大家一一打了声招呼后，便抬起头看了看树屋，又绕着大树转了转。
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“小家伙们，这真是间漂亮的树屋，”他说，“比我们当年做的还要好。那个圆窗在哪儿？”

“站在树下可看不到，”小杰说，“爬到树上以后，我们再指给你看，反正待会儿大家会一起在树上吃晚餐的。”

说完，两个男孩就爬上了绳梯，马克斯叔叔也跟着爬了上去。亨利还专门为树洞做了一个木头盖。小杰打开盖子，取出望远镜，拿给马克斯叔叔。

“看，”小杰说，“看屋顶下面，圆窗就在那儿。”

“是啊，”马克斯叔叔说道，“真的在那儿！”





晚餐已经准备好了，塞米和小杰放下篮子，杰西把盛有汉堡和腌菜的盘子放进去，还有孩子们的牛奶和马克斯叔叔的咖啡，接着是馅饼和奶酪。

吃罢晚饭，到了马克斯叔叔参观阁楼的时间。小杰、塞米与他一同动身前往，却被跟上来的奥登先生吓了一大跳。“我也想去看看呢！”爷爷说。

男孩们指给马克斯叔叔看墙纸、圆窗和所有的玩具，还带他参观了摇摆木马。

马克斯叔叔从口袋中掏出卷尺，测量了一下木马和底座，并仔细观察了它们的颜色。随后，他拿出随身携带的素描本，把木马画了下来。

“画得真好，”奥登先生说道，“做出来的话，会是一个非常精美的标志。我很想为新餐厅的开张出点力，这样好了，你只管放心大胆地去买做标志所需的材料，把账单汇给我就行。”

这次马克斯叔叔同意了，因为他深知，奥登先生的确对餐厅抱着浓厚的兴趣。





大家再次回到院子里，客人们都打算告辞离开了，马克斯叔叔说道：“这几天，我一直在琢磨那间密室的秘密，本以为毫无头绪的，谁知道并不是如此。”

说完，他拿起手里的袋子，扯下牛皮纸，掏出一本皮革封面的书，只见封面上印着几个烫金大字：





家族日志





大家满心期待地等着马克斯叔叔继续往下说。

“当初，我们从这里搬走时，”他讲述道，“都是各自把书打包好，装进箱子，之后我就再没碰过它们。直到再次翻看箱子时，才发现这本书和我的其他书混在一起，而我从没见过它，我想一定是有人放错了。”

说完，马克斯叔叔轻轻翻开书，只见它的一半已经密密麻麻写满了字，准确来说，它更像一本日记，还是标注了日期的日记。
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“说实话，”马克斯叔叔说道，“我曾打算，把有字的纸撕下来，剩下的空白页用来素描。好在没这么做，而是原原本本地保留了下来。这不是我爸爸的书，肯定是以前的房主留下来，并和我们的书混在了一起。”

塞米再也等不下去了。

“这说明了什么？”他迫不及待地问道。

马克斯叔叔说：“我知道你肯定会这么问。我曾经翻看了一下，想来这本子应该是威廉的奶奶卡韦夫人的，她记载了来访的客人，订购的家具物品，还有自家花园里种的蔬菜。”

孩子们还是搞不明白，这些和谜团到底有什么关联，但他们仍在洗耳恭听。

“看这里，”马克斯叔叔说道，“这一页记载了1910年4月5日发生的事，卡韦夫人买了5卷墙纸，‘买给小威的房间用’——上面是这么写的。”

杰西说道：“那些小鼓和玩具花纹的墙纸，是用来装饰壁橱和威廉房间的！看来她已经在为威廉的到来做准备了。”

马克斯叔叔翻了一页。

“这上面写着：7月10日是小威的生日，为孩子们订10人份的蛋糕。”

“这就对了！”塞米高兴地说，“我们在图书馆的旧报纸上看到了关于派对的事，这也是麦格雷戈太太所记得的。”
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“现在呢——”马克斯叔叔说道，“看看你们能不能自己读出最后一页。”

时间是1910年8月15日，笔迹已经十分模糊了，最后还是杰西费力地辨认了出来，她读道：“房子要租给约翰逊一家，一想到不认识的孩子玩小威的玩具我就受不了。收拾行李离开前，我用墙纸糊上了壁橱。希望明年还会回来。”

接下来，大家都沉默不语，片刻后，还是班尼率先打破了沉默：“这完全符合我们的猜测：卡韦夫人自己封了那间屋子。”

“她没告诉其他人的原因是，她以为自己还会回来。”亨利说道，“但正如我们所知，她再也没有回来过。”

“所以摇摆木马就一直被隐藏起来了！”小杰说，“真高兴我们找到了它。”

马克斯叔叔回应道：“我也很高兴，现在摇摆木马马上要有新家了，孩子们都会看到它——希望如此。”


第十一章　失而复得

Lost and Found
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为了帮助马克斯叔叔的餐厅重新开张，要做的事情可真不少。
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杰西和维莉给新砌的大窗户安上了颜色明亮的黄色窗帘。小杰和塞米写了一个故事，是关于摇摆木马的。奥登先生将这个故事印在餐垫上，餐垫的中间是一幅摇摆木马图。亨利和班尼还专门做了一些架子，摆放旧玩具，并给架子涂上了油漆。马克斯叔叔则把新标志放在店门外。





“摇摆木马餐厅”定在星期六开张，那天客人如潮，声势浩大。《绿野镇报》还刊登了开业的消息。头一天，奥登家的孩子们连同小杰和塞米，一起把旧玩具送到马克斯叔叔那儿。杰西和维莉在每张桌子上摆放了鲜花。

那只美妙而古老的威廉·卡韦摇摆木马，用奥登家的旅行车运了过来，小杰和塞米把木马搬下车。不一会儿，木马就被安置在门口一个显眼的位置，供来餐厅的孩子们尽情参观。孩子们可以摸它的鼻子，就是不能骑上去，要不然这只年迈的木马可承受不起。





开业当天，餐厅上上下下、里里外外全都打扫得干干净净，焕然一新。绚烂的阳光透过新窗户洒落进来，马克斯叔叔给餐厅又添置了不少桌椅。新招牌挂在门外的铁柱上，餐具垫已经在桌子上摆好，一切都准备就绪了。

奥登兄妹和海先生一家在中午前就过来了，大家都兴奋无比，简直没法做其他事了，但他们还是尽可能地帮马克斯叔叔打理着餐厅：杰西和维莉负责摆放餐具，班尼和海家的孩子则帮忙削土豆。

“你们可帮大忙啦！”马克斯叔叔说，“要是没有你们，我真不知道该怎么办。”

塞米接道：“我们所做的这些，估计会让您觉得我们就是‘摇摆木马餐厅’的小主人吧？不管怎样，我们都不能置身事外。”

杰西感叹了一句：“真希望我们不要这么快就去旅行，可下周我们就得出发了。”

“那太让人伤心啦！”马克斯叔叔说，“我还不知道你们就要离开这儿呢。”

塞米安慰道：“还有我们呢，马克斯叔叔，我们会留在这儿的。”

小杰补充道：“我们会陪你的，我们会经常来这里吃晚餐和午饭。”





此时，一切准备就绪，只剩下等待了。11点钟时，还没有一个顾客光临。所有人都开始担心，会不会根本就没有客人上门。

[image: ]


但是，11点半一到，一切都发生了逆转，大家转而开始担心的是：顾客会不会太多了！只见源源不断的客流蜂拥进店内。

好多小朋友都是慕名而来的，他们喜欢摇摆木马，喜欢餐垫上的故事，当然，也喜欢马克斯叔叔的料理。他们恳求父母以后经常带他们过来。





最后一名顾客离开后，奥登兄妹和海先生一家终于可以坐下来畅聊一番了，这可真是旗开得胜的一天！

约翰·海说道：“开张一般都是最忙的，以后不会天天都这样。”

“但愿如此，”马克斯叔叔感慨道，“我喜欢自己招待小朋友，听他们聊天。要是餐厅的事情我一个人就能打理过来，那就最好不过啦。”

“不过，今天您也听到了，”班尼说道，“孩子们都很喜欢这儿，他们还会再来。”

马克斯叔叔突然笑了起来：“有件事差点儿忘了。现在没外人在场了，我要给你们一个惊喜哦！少安毋躁。”

说话间，马克斯叔叔已经转到柜台后面，再出来时，手里多了一个大蛋糕。

“看哪！”杰西高兴地叫道，“马克斯叔叔，这是你亲自做的吗？”

“是呀，”马克斯叔叔回答说，“作为对大家的致谢。”

这是马克斯叔叔最杰出的作品了：乳白色的糖霜犹如晶莹的雪花，上面用粉红色的玫瑰和淡绿色的叶子点缀着。蛋糕正中央是一个由糖霜制成的摇摆木马。
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“天啊，太漂亮了，我都不忍心切开了！”维莉叹为观止。
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蛋糕色香味俱全，它很快就被切成几块，被大家一抢而光——这可是对马克斯叔叔表达感激之情的一个绝佳方式。





塞米消灭完一大块蛋糕才开口说话：“班尼，我想和你聊点事儿。”

“说吧，”班尼说道，“我听着呢。”

“我好想感谢你所做的一切，”塞米说，“我以前根本不知道该怎么拔钉子，也不会爬树……好多事儿我都不知道怎么做——甚至连交朋友也不会。可现在，我能和所有人交上朋友。”

其他人也在仔细听着，心里都明白这是事实。

而班尼的回答是：“塞米，听我说吧，实际上我得感谢你，感谢你所教会我的一切。”

“我教你？”塞米说道，“我没有教你做任何事啊！”

“噢，塞米，你有。从你和小杰身上，我学到了应该闭上嘴巴，少说话——要学会思考，这就是我未来要做的。”

“噢，小班班，千万别！”杰西说道。
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“如果你不再哇啦哇啦，那就不是原来的你啦！”

“这样啊……那我就再考虑考虑吧。”班尼说道。

所有人都哈哈大笑起来。

小杰接着说道：“我也一直在想，我觉得咱俩应该为了树屋而感谢奥登他们，要不是他们帮忙建树屋，所有的一切都不会发生。”

“小杰，你说得对，”塞米说道，“要不然我们永远都找不到望远镜。”

“永远不会发现小圆窗。”小杰接了一句。

“也绝不会找到摇摆木马。”海夫人加入了进来。

“也不会有‘摇摆木马餐厅’的存在。”海先生补充道。

马克斯叔叔点点头。

“许多丢失的东西都被找了回来：望远镜、摇摆木马、密室——还有老弟。”他望着约翰·海，“没有树屋的话，我不会这么快就找回我的弟弟。约翰，你说呢？”

“没错，马克斯，真高兴我们又和好如初啦。”他激动地握住了马克斯的手。





该各自告别回家了，海夫人拉着杰西和维莉的手，发自内心地微笑着，却什么也说不出来。

海先生随同奥登先生并肩走出来，说道：“有了这些经历，我们一家会相处得融洽温馨许多，就如同您家一样。我们现在才发现，孩子对我们来说才是无价之宝，比世界上任何宝贝都重要。”

“好极了，”爷爷笑着说，“很高兴你们能这么想。我也是在很久之前，走了很多弯路，才认识到这一点。”他说这话的时候，想到了孙子们以前是如何在一辆旧棚车里安家的。





亨利开车回家的路途中，班尼发着感慨：“这次玩得可真尽兴！但最令人开心的是——海先生和马克斯叔叔又和好了。”

所有人都对班尼说的话表示赞同。
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Chapter　1　New Next Door
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One afternoon in early July Benny Alden came in the front door and rushed down the hall to the stairs.

“Hey, Henry!” he shouted. “Jessie! Violet!”

“What’s the matter, Ben?” said a quiet voice. Henry stood at the top of the stairs. He looked down at his younger brother. “What’s all the fuss?”

“Somebody’s moving in next door! Imagine having neighbors!” Benny went on. “I can’t remember anyone ever living there. And that’s odd, too, because the house is so near the beach.”

“Grandfather always calls it the beach house,” Violet said. “I always thought people used to spend summers there.”

“Well, there’s a family there now,” Benny said. “There are two boys, only I wish they were a little older.”

“My, that house has been empty so long,” said Jessie Alden. She stood beside Henry at the top of the stairs. “Who are they, Ben?”

“I don’t know,” answered Benny. “They’re strangers.”

“Oh, what do they look like?” Violet asked.

“You can see for yourself. Go and look out of Grandfather’s bedroom window.”

Grandfather Alden had gone to work, so his room was empty.

Benny raced upstairs to Mr. Alden’s room, and Violet, Henry, and Jessie followed.

The next house was really not very near. The Alden place, after all, was quite big. There was a large lawn and a rose garden, and some woods between it and the house next door. That house, too, had many trees around it.

The Aldens could see a mover’s truck in front of the house that had been empty. Four men were going into the house with furniture, and right by the truck stood a man and a woman and two boys.

Benny raised the screen and put his head out of the window.

“You can’t make them hear you, Benny,” said Jessie.

“Well, I’m going to try,” replied Benny. “Yoo-hoo, welcome!” he shouted.

The strangers looked up. The boys began to smile and wave when they saw the four Aldens. The mother and father were not as quick to smile. Benny thought, “They act as if they don’t want anyone to notice they are moving in.”

While the boys waved the man called, “Thank you!” Then he did smile and began to walk toward the Alden house. The boys followed him. “Our name is Beach,” he called. “We are going to be your new neighbors.”

“That’s good,” answered Jessie. “That house has been empty too long.”

Mr. Beach said, “This is Jeffrey, and this is Sammy. I’m sure they will like living here.”

Jessie smiled at the boys. She said, “Hello, boys. You know, everyone calls your house the beach house. We thought it was because it was a summer place so near the beach. But it is your name, isn’t it? ”

“Yes, just the way your house is the Alden house,” said Jeffrey. He was the older of the two boys.

“Oh, you know our name?” said Benny.

The boys looked at their father. Mr.Beach said, “Oh, everyone knows the Alden place.”

The Aldens thought, “He acts as if he has known the Alden place for a long time. Maybe he isn’t such a stranger after all.”
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Benny said, “I’ll be over sometime when you get settled. Then we can get acquainted.”

“Come any time,” replied Mr. Beach, starting back. The Aldens noticed that Mrs. Beach had not said a word.

As the Beach family went into their new house, Violet said, “I have an idea.”

The others looked at her because Violet’s ideas were always good.

She said, “Mrs. Beach will be too tired to get supper, so let’s send their supper over to them.”

Nobody said a word. The Aldens looked at each other. Then they turned and went to the kitchen, all smiling.

Mrs. McGregor was the housekeeper and cook. She had been with the Aldens for many years and she loved them all. Now Mrs. McGregor was sitting in her big rocking chair in the kitchen, with her cat on her lap.

Jessie began, “Oh, Mrs. McGregor, we’d like to cook some supper for our new neighbors. The Beach family is moving in right now. There are four of them. Could we make a casserole? ”

“Why not?” asked Mrs. McGregor, smiling. “I’ll sit and watch you work.”

That was what the Alden children liked best. They liked to work without any help, and Mrs. McGregor knew it well.

Everyone began to work. Benny opened cans of tomato soup. Henry peeled onions and cut them up. Violet got out some hamburger and began to break it up to cook in a pan. Jessie cooked macaroni and got out the cheese.

When all the things were cooked, Jessie put them together in a big dish and covered the top with cheese. She put it in the oven to bake.

Mrs. McGregor waited until Jessie had closed the oven door. Then she said, “Did you say a Beach family is moving in next door? I’ve been sitting here thinking about that old house. I haven’t been in it for years.”

“But you were in it once?” Benny asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. McGregor said. “I must have been quite little because everything seemed huge to me. Let’s see, I was invited there for a birthday party.”

“That sounds like fun,” Violet said. “Then theremust have been a family with children there.”

“No,” Mrs. McGregor said. “That’s the odd part about it. I’m sure this was special. An old lady lived there, I remember that. Even when I was little I thought it was sad that there was that great big house and just an old lady in it. Oh, I wish I could remember more.”
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The Aldens kept quiet while Mrs. McGregor rocked back and forth. At last she shook her head. “No, I can’t remember anything else except that somebody got a little hunting horn. I remember a little boy with a great big sailor collar with ruffles. Maybe the horn was a birthday present.”

“What happened to the old lady?” asked Jessie.

“I don’t remember,” Mrs. McGregor said. “My family moved out of town and we lived on a farm. Since your grandfather has been here, nobody has lived in the house. I know that much.”
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Benny said, “I guess the house always seemed a little spooky with all those big trees around it.”

Jessie said, “Most of the time we don’t think about the house being there at all. It’s been empty so long.”

“I like to think about two boys being there now,” Benny said. “Can we take them some dessert?”

Mrs. McGregor said, “You can take four of my orange puddings. I made a dozen.”

“Oh, thank you,” said Violet. “That’s wonderful.”

So that was how the Beach family had their first supper as neighbors to the Alden family. It was true that Mrs. Beach was tired from moving and was glad to see a meal brought in by four smiling children.

A few days later Jessie was looking at the Greenfield News.“Here’s something about our neighbors,” she said.

“What is it? ” asked Henry. “It seems funny that we have to find out about them by reading a newspaper.”

Jessie read the news story aloud. It said that





Mr. and Mrs. John Beach had moved into the house next to that owned by Mr. James Henry Alden. It also told that Mr. Beach was a scientist for the new Greenfield Chemical Company.





“Let me see,” Benny said. Then he sounded disappointed. “It doesn’t say anything at all about two boys in the family. I guess they don’t count.”

“I think we had better go over and call on our new neighbors,” Mr. Alden said.
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Benny said, “We’d better go in the evening. The mother and father go out every day. I guess they work.”

“You see a lot, Ben,” Jessie told him.“You must spend a lot of time looking out the window.”

“No,” Benny said. “I just happened to see the Beaches get in their car and drive off in the morning. Then I happened to see them when they came home in the afternoon.”

Grandfather and the others laughed at Benny. They walked over to the house next door and rang the bell.

Mr.Beach came to the door and asked the Aldens to come in. The Beaches were all at home.

Mr. Beach was a tall thin man with very dark eyes and brown hair. He went back and sat down at his desk. He took off his glasses and said, “You were kind to cook that supper for us. My wife was very tired from moving.”

Mrs. Beach said, “How do you do, Mr. Alden? Yes, I was tired. I didn’t enjoy moving.”

“The boys loved the casserole,” Mr. Beach said suddenly.“They like all kinds of spaghetti and macaroni. They liked the dessert, too. And so did I.”

Mrs.Beach said nothing else, and the two boys did not say a single word.

Mr. Beach was shy and uneasy,and Mrs. Beach acted as if she were thinking of something else. Even Benny found it hard to talk to the new neighbors. Nobody seemed interested in what he had to say.

“We really have a big dog,” said Benny. “His name is Watch, but he isn’t here this summer. My Aunt Jane wanted him on the farm.”

Nobody said a word. They just looked at him.

Poor Benny. He tried again. “You’d like our dog. He’s a nice, gentle dog.”

Mr. and Mrs. Beach just nodded politely.

At last the Aldens went home. “They aren’t very friendly,” said Jessie, as they opened their own door.

“I agree with Jessie,” said Benny.

After that, nothing happened. Nothing at all.
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One day Benny said, “I’d never know we had any neighbors. They certainly aren’t friendly. We asked them to come and see us, but they didn’t even say they would. And they haven’t.”

Even Grandfather Alden said,“It seems strange to me, too, Benny. We don’t want to bother them if they don’t want to be friends.”

“It’s too bad,” Jessie said.“We thought it would be nice to have neighbors at last.”

Henry nodded at his sister. “I guess we go our way, and they go their way.”

So that’s how it was.No new friends.No neighbors. Nothing at all.


Chapter　2　Benny’s Plot
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Benny Alden was a boy who liked to see things happen. One day at breakfast he burst out, “Those kids next door are the dumbest kids I ever saw!”

Grandfather Alden looked up in surprise. He said, “That doesn’t sound like you, Benny. You are usually a kind boy.”

“Well, I don’t mean to hurt anybody,” answered Benny. “I’m just telling you the way it is. You know what those new boys do, Grandfather?”

“No, what? ”

“Nothing,” said Benny. “They don’t play, and they don’t read. They don’t work, and they don’t talk to each other. The big one lies in the swing and never swings. And the little one lies on his back and just looks up at the leaves. He doesn’t even go to sleep!”

“It’s true, Grandfather,” said Henry. He looked at Mr. Alden. “I have never seen boys like them.”

Benny went on. “Here they are, two healthy boys, one eight and one ten.”

“How do you know how old they are?” Jessie asked.

“I asked them. I went through our woods and looked over the hedge and asked them how old they were.”

“What did they say?” asked Violet.

“Just that. Jeffrey said one word, ten, and Sammy said one word, eight. Then I said, ‘Don’t you ever play anything?’ And they both said one word, no. So I came home. I was discouraged.”

Henry glanced at Mr. Alden and raised his eyebrows as if asking a question.Mr.Alden nodded. Getting up from the table, he said, “I must go to work. Good luck to you all.”

Then Grandfather Alden stopped and added, “I must tell you that I have an idea for a vacation later in the summer, maybe the last of July. So that gives you about three weeks to do whatever you like with the neighbors.”

The four Aldens looked at their grandfather.

Benny said, “I don’t suppose it’s any use to ask you what your idea is?”

“No, Ben. No use at all. You know I never tell secrets.”

“I know,” said Henry, laughing. “Do you want me to drive you to work?”

“No, Bill will drive. But thank you just the same, Henry.”

Bill was Mrs. McGregor’s husband. He took care of the yard and the vegetable garden and the flowers.

When Mr.Alden had gone, the four young people still sat at the table, thinking and talking.

Benny said, “I wonder why those boys don’t do anything. There is something wrong somewhere.”

Violet looked at her brother and said, “Benny, I don’t think they’re lazy. I think they are unhappy.”

“Why? ”asked Benny.“Why should they be unhappy? They have a big yard full of trees and bushes and rocks. Most boys would think it was a great place to have fun.”

Violet shook her head. “I don’t really know, but I think they are not very happy with their parents.”

“You’re right,” said Jessie. “We all noticed that Mrs. Beach didn’t pay any attention to the boys that time when we called on them.”

At last Henry said, “Let’s say they are not happy. We can’t let two boys live like this right next door. We must do something about it.”

Jessie agreed. “We ought to try.”

“Now what could we do? ” asked Violet. “Let’s think.”

They were quiet for a long time. Then Benny’s eyes opened wide and he jumped up.

“I know! A tree house! Everybody likes a tree house,even grownups.Even the Magic Tree House! Even Robinson Crusoe! ”

Jessie said, “That’s right, Ben. The Beaches have plenty of trees in their backyard. Is there a good one for a tree house? We’ve never made a tree house ourselves! ”

“It would be fun,” Violet said, “even for us. You’ll have to show us how, Henry. Where are the boys now?”

Jeffrey and Sammy were in their backyard, as usual. They were sitting in the swing, side by side. They were even swinging a little.

When Benny saw them, he said, “Well, that’s a good sign. I never saw them swing before. Let’s go and get something started.”

The four Aldens went to the hedge and called, “Hello, there!”

“Hello,” said the boys together. They stopped swinging.

Benny said, “You don’t seem to play much or do anything.”

Sammy answered, “There isn’t anything special to do.”

“Haven’t you got bikes? ”asked Henry.“I thought I saw two bikes.”

“Oh, yes, we have bikes,” replied Jeffrey. “But we can’t go out on the highway with them. My mom says it is too dangerous.”

Jessie asked,“Are you all alone? Is your mother at home?”

“No, she isn’t here right now,” said Jeffrey. “She’s writing a book, so she has to study in the new Science Library a lot. That’s why we moved here, to give Mom a nice quiet place to write in. But she doesn’t know what to do with us. She said, “You’ll be perfectly safe if you stay right in the yard. And don’t do anything to get into trouble.’”

“I see,” Henry said. “Do you think she would mind if we came over to see you?”

Jeffrey said, “No, I don’t think so. But we can’t go out of this yard. Mom doesn’t want us run over by a car. I know Dad would like to have you come. But he told us not to bother you because you are older than we are.”

Sammy said suddenly, “Dad is a very smart man. He’s a scientist. I’m going to be a scientist, too, when I grow up, just like my dad. I like to think about chlorophyll.”

“About what? ” Benny asked in surprise.

“Chlorophyll,” repeated Sammy. “My dad says chlorophyll is the green in the leaves and that’s what keeps us alive. I like to lie and look at those trees and think about that.”

Benny laughed,“That’s a big word for an eight-year-old,” he said.

Jeffrey broke in, “I like to think about space.I’d like to run a computer and guide the men walking on the moon.”

Benny said, “You boys are interested in grown-up ideas. You don’t seem to want to play. Why is that? ”

Jeffrey thought a minute. Then he said, “I guess it’s because we haven’t any friends our age.”

Henry said, “Benny thought building a tree house would be fun.” That was all he said, and the other Aldens waited and said nothing.

The Beach boys looked at each other and then they both began to talk at once.They were so different from the boys who never said a word.

Sammy said, “Do you know how to build one?”
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“Well, I never built one,” replied Henry. “But I think I could.”

“That wouldn’t be dangerous,” shouted Sammy. “And we wouldn’t get into any trouble.”

“We’ve got lots of tools,” said Jeffrey. “They are really my father’s tools, but I know he will let us use them. He’s very fussy about them. He put a big piece of white oilcloth on the wall in the cellar. Then he drew pictures of every tool with black ink, just exactly the size of the tools. You always have to put each tool back in the right place.”

“That I’d like to see!” Benny said. “Lots of times I can’t even find a hammer.”

“We’ve got loads of boards, too! ”exclaimed Sammy. “There are the big boxes in the cellar that the furniture came in. One is a piano box. We could take the boxes apart. Do you want to see them? ”

The Beach boys led the Aldens down the outside steps into the dark cellar. Jeffrey turned on the light. There were boxes and boxes, just as Sammy said.

Henry looked at the boxes and then said, “The floor of the tree house must be strong. Let’s use the piano box for the floor.”

But Jessie said, “Wait a minute. Do you think it will be all right? Maybe Mr. or Mrs. Beach wants the piano box for something else?”

“Oh, no,” replied Jeffrey. “I’m positive. I don’t think they remember the boxes are in the cellar.”

Sammy nodded his head. “That’s right. Boxes don’t mean a thing to Mom or Dad.”

“Well, if you’re sure, we’ll begin,” said Henry. “It will take a long time just to get enough boards for the floor.”

The Aldens and the Beaches tugged and lifted the piano box up the cellar steps into the backyard. They set it down.

“Now for a tree,” said Sammy. “I think that one would be exactly right.” He pointed upward. “That would be grand for a tree house. It’s a white oak.”

Henry looked at Sammy. He said, “You are exactly right. It’s the best tree in the whole yard.”

Jessie looked at the tree and said, “I never saw a tree just like that one. Its lower branches are enormous.”

“It’s a special tree,” said Sammy. “Dad told us that Uncle Max fell out of it once.”

“Years and years ago,” Jeffrey said.

“Your Uncle Max? Who is Uncle Max? Did he live here?” asked Benny.

Jeffrey looked at Sammy, and Sammy looked at Jeffrey. They laughed, and Jeffrey said, “We might as well tell you. Dad and Uncle Max are brothers, and they lived right in this house when they were boys.”

“Then that’s why Mr. Beach didn’t seem to be a stranger in the neighborhood. We wondered about that,” Henry said.

“Yes, that’s why,” agreed Jeffrey. “Dad is no stranger, and Uncle Max is no stranger. Grandfather bought this big house.”

“It is a big house,” Jessie said. “It must have twenty rooms.”

Benny asked, “Was this before our grandfather bought our house?”

“Yes,” Jeffrey said. “Dad told us two families lived in your house before your grandfather came here.”

“Your dad and uncle must have had a good time here when they were boys,” Benny said.

“They had a big fight,” Jeffrey said. “Their father gave them a spyglass—a telescope,you know. It was a good one. One day they couldn’t find it. My dad said my uncle took it, and Uncle Max said my dad took it. They never found the spyglass. Uncle Max and Dad never got along very well after that.”

Violet said, “I don’t see why a spyglass made that much difference.”

“It wasn’t just that,” Jeffrey said. “Dad went to college, but Uncle Max wouldn’t go. He was in the army for a while. When he came back he decided he’d open a restaurant. He bought a place just off the state road. He lives there all alone upstairs over the restaurant.”

Benny exclaimed, “Oh, we know where that is. It’s called Beach’s Place.”
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“Right!” said Sammy. “Dad said he would take us down to see Uncle Max when he has time. But he’ll never have time. I would like to go there, though, and ask Uncle Max about the spyglass.”

Jeffrey shook his head. “Dad would be angry. He still thinks Uncle Max knows something about the spyglass. And maybe he does.”

Sammy said, “If we have a tree house we need a spyglass.”

“Well, meanwhile,” said Jeffrey, “let’s get to work. It’s more fun to build a tree house than to wish for a spyglass.”

The Aldens laughed.The Beach boys were eager to begin.

Then Jeffrey had a question. “How are we going to get up that tree to build the house? ” he asked.

“Climb,”said Benny.“Do you know how to climb a tree?”

Jeffrey looked at the big tree trunk. “I think it will be more fun to use a rope ladder when we get the tree house done. We can pull the ladder up after us.”

“And we could have a basket,” Sammy went on. “Put a rope on the basket and pull up our dinner.”

Benny looked at the boys. “You surprise me. When we came over at first you didn’t say a word. And now you talk all the time.”

Jeffrey thought a minute. Then he said, “I can tell you about that. My parents don’t like noise. They would rather think about their work than listen to us talk. But you Aldens talk to us, so we talk to you.”

“But now let’s get to work,” Benny said. He borrowed Jeffrey’s hammer and said, “Watch. First you give a hard pound on the back of the board. Then you pound in front where the head of the nail is.”

Sammy said, “But if you pound the head of the nail, it will stay in all the better.”

“No, you don’t pound the head of the nail. You pound just beside it. See? The board goes down and the nail comes up. Then you can pry the nail up with the claws of the hammer.”
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Henry went back to the Alden house to get two more hammers. Soon the backyard at the Beach house was filled with the noise of pounding.

As Jeffrey and Sammy worked, their faces grew redder and happier.

Henry said, “I think we had better get another box. There are too many of us working on one box. We’ll get in each other’s way.”

“A good idea,”said Jessie.“Somebody will pound somebody’s thumb.”

“Maybe his own,” said Sammy.

The pile of boards grew. Henry said, “Let’s put the biggest boards in one pile and the smaller ones in another. I’d smooth them off a bit if I had a plane.”

“I’ll get one,” Jeffrey said. “It will take off the splinters.”

After a while Jessie looked at her watch. “It’s twelve o’clock!” she exclaimed. “We’ll have to go.”

Henry looked at the two piles. “I think we have enough boards for the floor. But I don’t think we ought to start the tree house without asking your father and mother. After all, it’s their tree.”

“They won’t care,” Sammy said, shaking his head. “But maybe we’d better ask them just the same.”

“Well, goodbye,” said Jeffrey. “I’m sorry we can’t work this afternoon.”

“You can work alone,” Benny said. “Just get more boards. We can use a lot. Do you have to get your own lunch?”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “Our lunch is all ready. Mom leaves it on the table. Usually I’m not very hungry, but today I am.”

So the Beach boys went inside for their lunch and the Aldens went home. Grandfather was there, and they told him what had happened. Benny let the others do most of the talking.

Suddenly Benny said, “Grandfather, do you remember a long time ago you said it was very hard to say ‘I was wrong’? ”

Mr. Alden laughed.“Yes, I’m sure I said that.”

Benny said, “I was wrong.”

“What do you mean, Benny? ” asked Jessie.

“About the Beach kids,” replied Benny. “I said they were dumb and they didn’t do anything.”

“Well, what do they do? ” asked Mr. Alden.

“They think,” said Benny. “That’s what.”


Chapter　3　With Hammer and Nails
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Jessie and Violet were putting on old clothes the next morning when Henry called, “I wonder what Mr. and Mrs. Beach will say about that tree house? Maybe they’ll say no. You know, they don’t even want the boys to go out of the yard.”

“That’s different, Henry,” said Benny. “I’ll bet they will say yes. The kids think so anyway.”

“They are lucky to have that big oak tree,” said Henry. “It’s just about perfect.”

Benny nodded. “I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I was planning how to build the floor. If it broke, everyone would fall down.”

Henry laughed. “You slept, Ben. But I know what you mean. I was thinking, too, and I drew a plan before you woke up.”

Just then Mrs. McGregor called, “Breakfast!”

While the Aldens were eating, they could see Jeffrey and Sammy running around their yard. They were carrying more boards for the tree house.

“It’s good to see those little guys run,” Benny said. “I didn’t know they could run. Remember?”

“We didn’t know they could even move,” said Jessie, laughing. “But they can do anything if they have a good reason.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting,”Henry said, pushing back his chair.

Benny said,“If they are carrying boards, probably their parents said yes.”

The Aldens went through the bushes to find the two boys waiting for them. They stood quietly, looking at the Aldens.

“What did your mom say about the tree house?”

Jeffrey answered, “She said, ‘I don’t care what you do, as long as you don’t go out of the yard.’”

“Well, then,” said Benny, “you can build the house, can’t you?”

“Yes, we can,” said Sammy, looking happier all of a sudden. “My dad is different. He made a little plan. He seemed to be interested. Jeffrey and I made plans, too. But I think Dad’s is the best.” He gave it to Henry.

“Now, let’s see,” Henry said, holding the plans so everyone could see. He looked at Jessie and laughed. “I guess Ben wasted his sleepless night. Mr. Beach’s plan is just perfect.”

The Aldens bent over to look at Mr. Beach’s drawing. The trunk of the tree made the back of the house.
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“Now let’s look at the boys’ plan,” Henry said.

Everyone began to laugh. Jeffrey and Sammy had put in so many things they had forgotten the tree. There was a pail hanging on a pulley and a lunch basket hanging on a rope. There was a fine dinner bell by the door—only there wasn’t any door. The boys had drawn a peek hole in the roof, a lantern, and a mailbox. They had two hammocks for beds and a spyglass.

Henry said, “I guess you are right, Sammy. Your dad’s plan is the best of all. You put all the last things first—and the first things not at all.”

“Don’t feel sorry, boys,” Violet said quickly. “You aren’t so very old, you know, and your father is a scientist. He ought to draw a better plan than you can.”

Jeffrey said suddenly,“It’s really the tree that’s the best. When you look at all the other trees, you can see how good it is.”

“Right!” said Benny. “Jeffrey, you are exactly right. This tree couldn’t be better. Those big branches are almost level. We can just put the heavy floor beams across and they will stay without any nails.”

“We’ll nail them just the same,” Henry said. “By the way, how did your father know about the branches?”

“He came out with a flashlight after we had gone to bed,” said Sammy. “We saw the light. He just took one look and came right back in the house. He told us this morning, ‘That tree is just made for a tree house. I wish I could stay and help you build it.’ That’s what he said.”
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“I wish he could, too,” Jeffrey said. “But of course he never has any time to play. He has to work even when he’s at home. Now let’s really begin, Henry.”

“Well, all right. Now Ben, you climb the tree. Then I’ll pass the heavy beams up to you. They are too heavy for Sam and Jeff.”

“It is awfully high,”Sammy said.“But of course not too high.”

Henry smiled because for Sammy it was a little too high.

Four long beams were soon resting on the lowest of the big branches. Henry himself nailed them safely in place. Then he showed Jeffrey and Sam how to lay the floorboards. The boards from the piano box were smooth and all the same length. They made a good floor.

“Now you boys have fun for yourselves. Put in a nice flat floor,” Henry said. Then he climbed down.

Sammy said, “Let’s put the nails in my basket and pull it up.” So after all, the basket on the rope was the first thing in the tree house instead of the last.
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Jeffrey laid the boards and Sammy stayed by his side and gave him the nails one by one. Benny climbed down and handed up more floorboards. He called up to Sammy, “You can live there just as soon as you have a roof over your heads.”

“I think we can live here just as soon as we have a floor under our feet,” said Sammy.

Benny began to swing himself up the tree, holding onto the smaller of the lowest branches. Sammy looked up and watched him. He said, “I think we need a ladder. We’ll have to go up anddown lots of times,and the girls can’t climb anyway.”

“Oh, yes, they can! ” answered Benny.

Violet looked up and said, “I think we do need a ladder just the same. We can climb, but we can work faster with a ladder. And we want to get the house done.”

The Aldens turned to see Jeffrey running to the cellar for a ladder. That settled it.

Soon Henry went up the ladder and looked around. “This is certainly a big tree, Ben,” he said. “It can easily hold a house for four people.”

“Then we’ll come up, too,” Jeffrey called from the ground. He went up the ladder. His brother followed him.

“It’s nice up here,” said Jeffrey. “With all these big branches people can’t see us from the ground.”

Mr. McGregor had been mowing the Alden’s lawn and watching. He could see what a good time everyone was having. He called out, “You are doing a fine job, boys!”

Sammy called back, “Thanks, Mr. McGregor. You know, this is going to be a dandy floor. It’s going to have a wall-to-wall carpet.”

“Really?” Mr. McGregor stopped mowing.

“Yes, sir! We have an old rug in the cellar. We can cut it to fit.”

“A grand idea,” agreed Mr. McGregor. “Not many tree houses have carpets.”

But Jeffrey went on working on the floor, so Sammy stopped talking and handed him more nails.

Violet went up the ladder to look.“You are doing well,” she said. “You are real carpenters.”

In another hour the floor was done. “Now,” said Sammy, “I wish we had a spyglass.”

“So do I,” said Jeffrey. “I wonder if Uncle Max could tell us anything about the one that was lost.”

Henry and Jessie looked at each other. Jessie said, “Couldn’t you go on your bikes to see Uncle Max if we all went with you?”

“Maybe!” said Sammy, eagerly. “Wouldn’t that be fun—we haven’t used our bikes at all.”

“Ask your dad if you can go tomorrow,” said Benny. “Tell him we will take good care of you.”

Henry said, “Be sure to say we will be on the Shore Road, not on the highway. There isn’t much traffic.”

Jeffrey looked up. He said, “Dad knows that already. About the traffic, I mean. Mom and Dad think that is the trouble with Uncle Max’s restaurant. All the traffic goes on the state highway.”

“I see,” said Benny. “Not many people eat at the diner.”

Henry said, “I think we have done enough for today.”

“Then we have to pick up our tools,”said Sammy.

Benny laughed. “You’re the youngest, but you are the one to think of picking up the tools.”

Sammy replied, “If we don’t, we can’t use the tools. My dad says fine tools always get fine care.”

They all worked picking up the tools and boards.Then Henry started for home.He said, “Boys, remember to ask your father if you can go tomorrow. We can start rather early, and maybe put up the sides of the house when we get home.”
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“Don’t worry,” said Sammy. “My dad won’t get in the door before I ask him.”

Jeffrey looked at Sammy and shook his head. “You know Dad doesn’t like to have us pester him. He’ll say no if you tease. Just ask him quietly, and then maybe he will let us go.”

“I won’t bother him,” Sammy promised. “I’ll just say please, and tell him the Aldens are going, too.”

“We don’t need to tell Dad anything about the spyglass,” Jeffrey said. “It might make him angry at Uncle Max all over again. I wonder if Uncle Max will know us. He hasn’t seen us for a long time.”

“He’s older than Dad,” said Sammy. “I think he will remember us if we tell him. And he’ll remember the spyglass, if Dad does.”

That same evening Benny said, “I wonder why those kids are so eager to have a spyglass.”

“I wonder, too,” said Violet. “But we all like different things. They seem to think a spyglass goes with a tree house. And it does, of course.”

Benny said, “I think it’s the mystery of the spyglass that gets them. They want the spyglass because it’s lost and they can’t find it. I’d like to find it myself.”


Chapter　4　Finding Uncle Max
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Jeffrey and Sammy Beach were running around their yard early the next morning when the Aldens were eating breakfast.

“Good luck to all of you,” Mr. Alden said as he started for his car. “I hope the boys can go with you on your bicycle trip.”

“Well, they act happy,” said Benny. “I bet they can go.”

When the boys saw the Aldens coming, they were too excited to take turns speaking. “Yes, we can go on our bikes! ” Jeffrey shouted. “Mom said so. We were so surprised! And we don’t even have to get back for lunch. We can buy lunch at Uncle Max’s restaurant.”

“We each have a dollar,” said Sammy.

“Good,” said Jessie. “We’ll go back for our bikes.”

The Aldens went home to get their bikes and to tell Mrs. McGregor that they would not be home for lunch.

“We’ll eat lunch at that little diner just off the Shore Road,” said Jessie.

Mrs. McGregor nodded. She said, “I’m glad the two boys are going to have a bit of exercise—and get out of that backyard for once.”

“Yes,” Jessie agreed. “Mr. and Mrs. Beach don’t think much about what young boys like to do. I have a feeling they just expect Jeffrey and Sam to be as little trouble as possible.”

“They don’t want to be bothered,” agreed Mrs. McGregor. “That’s easy to see.”

Soon six bicycles were wheeled out to the street. Benny stayed close to Sammy and began to talk to him. “Sammy,” he said, “tell me why you want that spyglass so much.”

“Every tree house ought to have a spyglass,” Sammy answered him. “You have to watch out for the enemy. And you want to see anything moving in the woods.”

“Yes, but most people build their house first and then get a telescope,” said Benny. “Now you boys wanted one before we even started the tree house. Why?”

“Well, you see we knew Uncle Max and Dad had one once,” Sammy told him, “and we might as well find it.”

Benny thought this over. He knew it was no reason at all. But now the others were pedaling down the street on their way to the Shore Road. Benny and Sammy followed.

It was very pleasant riding along the country road. There were no hills, and the road was smooth. It was not too hot, and there was a salt breeze blowing off the ocean. The six riders kept together very well. Sometimes one was ahead and sometimes another.

After they had been riding for about an hour, Benny was ahead. Suddenly he turned in a half-circle and came back to the rest. He said, “I will not go another pedal without something to eat.”

Violet laughed and said, “I’m glad you said that, Benny. I’m hungry, too.”

Jeffrey said, “Well, anyway I’m tired. Aren’t we near Uncle Max’s place yet?”
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“Yes, we are,”replied Henry.“I have driven past it in the car, but never stopped to eat there. It’s right around this bend.”

Benny said, “Well, I can wait that long.” And they rode along to the bend in the road.

“Here it is, Jeffrey,” said Henry. “BEACH’S PLACE.” He pointed to an old sign. It was broken and hard to read.

The four boys and two girls parked their bikes by the steps.

“Sammy and I never saw this place before,” said Jeffrey. “Uncle Max must be an old guy. He’s much older than my dad. I hope he will know who we are.”

“Don’t worry,” said Benny. “Just tell him. He’ll believe you. And if he doesn’t, we’ll tell him.”

They went in. The room was rather dark and it was empty, but there was a fine smell of hamburger cooking.

Then a man came out of the back room of the restaurant. He was not an old guy at all. He was lively and strong, never still a minute. He had curly gray hair and bright blue eyes. He smiled at his customers and said, “Do you want sandwiches or hot dogs or hamburgers? ”

Nobody answered, but Sammy stepped up to the counter and looked up at the man.

“Are you Uncle Max?” he asked. “I’m Sammy.”

“Bless my soul!” said Max Beach. “Are you really? The last time I saw you, I held you in my arms. You were a tiny baby. Where is your brother?”

“Right here,” Jeffrey said. “Then we both have been in this very room?”

“Yes, you have, Jeffrey. But you were too small to remember it. And how is your father? And your mother? ”

“They’re very busy,” answered Sammy. “But Dad says he is coming to see you soon.”

“I hope so,” Mr. Beach replied. “I know he is an important scientist now. He won’t have much time for me, I’m afraid.”
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“Well, don’t worry,” said Sammy. “He doesn’thave much time for us either. These are our new neighbors, the Aldens. They take lots of time with us.”

The Aldens smiled at Mr. Beach.

Benny said, “These boys are worth a lot of time. We are all building a tree house.”

“A tree house!” Uncle Max exclaimed. “Now that’s interesting! Are you building it in the big oak tree? ”

“That’s right! ”said Benny.“How did you guess? ”

“Well, I’ll tell you all about it, but you must have something to eat first.You look hungry to me.”

Violet laughed, “Yes, we are. I want a hamburger, a big one!”

“We’d all like hamburgers,” said Jessie. “And milk for everybody.”

“I’ll be back in a jiffy,”said Uncle Max. “Everything is ready. Excuse me for a minute.”

The visitors looked around.The room was quite dark. There was one big table and two smaller ones with chairs. Then there was the counter with stools. They all sat on the stools.

Soon Mr. Beach came in with a tray. He put six plates with hamburgers on the counter and poured six glasses of milk. He sat down on the other side of the counter.

Jeffrey said, chewing, “This isn’t just a hamburger, Uncle Max. This is a whole dinner. French fried potatoes, lettuce, tomatoes, and salad dressing and pickles!”

“Yes, I know,” Uncle Max nodded. “I like to see people eat. And now tell me about the tree house.”

“We began it two days ago, Mr. Beach,” said Henry. “The boys just finished the floor.”

“You call me Uncle Max, too, will you? Now I bet you children came down to see about that old spyglass.”

Everybody laughed because Uncle Max was laughing. “Such a silly thing!” he said. “I suppose your father forgot about it long ago.”

“Oh, no, he didn’t!” said Sammy. “He still says you have it.”

“Well, I haven’t,” said Uncle Max. “I have no idea where it is. And now I guess you want it for your tree house.”

“Well,we’d certainly like it,”said Sammy, drinking his milk.“A tree house always has a spyglass.”

“Well, that is true,” agreed Mr. Beach. “Let me tell you something you don’t seem to know. Your father and I had a tree house in that very tree.”

“You did? ” exclaimed Benny. “Nobody told us that.”

“No, my dad never told us,” said Jeffrey. “I don’t know why. I guess he was too busy. He’s always working.”

“We didn’t have it very long because we moved away,” Uncle Max went on. “But it was a pretty fine tree house. And that’s where we used the spyglass. We were very careful of it because it was a good one. It was in a heavy leather case. We always put it back in the case.”

“Did you and Mr. Beach do all the work on the tree house yourselves?” asked Benny.
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“Well, almost. We had trouble with the roof. We weren’t tall enough, so a man helped us a couple of times. He was visiting the people who lived in your house then.”

“Maybe that man took the telescope,”said Jeffrey.

“Oh, no! He wouldn’t steal a penny, I’m sure of that. He wasn’t there very long, anyway. He came and went in a month, and we never saw him again.”

Henry looked at Uncle Max and asked, “Did you miss the spyglass just after he helped you? ”

Uncle Max did not want to answer this. But he said, “Well, I must say yes. We missed it the very day he went away. But he didn’t steal it. I’m absolutely sure! He had a telescope of his own, anyway.”

Violet said, “I don’t think Henry meant that the man stole it.But he may have put it somewhere.”
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“Maybe,” said Uncle Max. “We never found it, anyway. The man made a hole in the roof so we could lie down in the tree house at night and look at the stars.”

“What a dandy idea! ”exclaimed Sammy. “We’re going to do that, too, aren’t we, Benny? ”

“Yes, sir,” said Benny. “We’ll have a hole in the roof even if we don’t have a spyglass!”

Jeffrey was thinking. He looked at his uncle and said, “The spyglass was one reason you didn’t get along with my dad?”

“Yes, part of the reason. I didn’t like school very much, but your dad always did well. There was a war then, and I wanted to be in the army. Your dad went to college. We didn’t see each other for many years. When the war was over, I traveled around for a while. Then I came back here and bought this diner. Your father and mother came to see me once. Sammy was a baby, and Jeffrey was too little to remember.”

“That must have been when we were living in New York,” Jeffrey said. “But New York is so noisy and busy that Mom doesn’t like it any more. She didn’t like to walk to the library, and she didn’t like to drive.”

“And Dad found the old house in Greenfield was empty—so we moved,” said Sammy.

“I’m glad you did,” said Uncle Max. Then he looked from Jeffrey to Sammy. “I used to think it was kind of a spooky old house. It sounds funny, but I always felt better in our tree house than anywhere else. You boys feel that way? ”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “Of course we haven’t any tree house yet. We haven’t had much chance to explore the house. Mostly we stay outside.”

“I used to hear a queer rocking sound,” Uncle Max said, more to himself than to the boys. “People used to tell stories about families who had lived in the house a long time ago. They were always sad stories. But things must be different today. And now, how about some apple pie for dessert? ”

“Yes,” said Henry. “We always take apple pie when we can. We want to see if it is as good as Jessie’s. She made one once with a glass bottle for a rolling pin.”

Uncle Max laughed and went out to get dessert. He soon came back. They were all eating the delicious pie when Sammy said, “All this fuss about a spyglass!”

“Well, it wasn’t just the spyglass,” said Uncle Max.“Your father was smart and he’s really a great man. I am not smart like that, and I’ve never made much money. This diner isn’t doing very well.You can see there aren’t any other customers.”

“Yes, we noticed that,”said Jessie.“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,”said Uncle Max.“I wish my brother and I could be friends, but if he is too busy, that’s that.”
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“We’ll tell him what a good lunch we had,” said Jeffrey. Both Beach boys took out their money.

“No sir!” cried Uncle Max. “You’re invited to lunch. I won’t take a cent from any of you. It was a pleasure to talk to you.”

Even Henry could not make Uncle Max change his mind, so they thanked him again and rode away.

“We’ll be back soon,” they all called.

“Now isn’t that the funniest thing! ”said Benny. “Nobody has the spyglass. It must really be lost.”

“We can use our old field glasses to look at the birds,”said Jessie.“But a telescope would be better.”

“We’ll make do,” said Benny. “And we still have a little time to work on the tree house this afternoon.”

Benny was right. Before Mr. and Mrs. Beach came home, they finished one whole side of the tree house, leaving a square hole for a window.

“We’re doing fine!” exclaimed Sammy. “The back is done, because that’s the tree, and the front will be open. That leaves only one side to do!”

Henry said, “When we get the roof on, you can live up there.”

Sammy added, “By that time we’ll have my carpet in.”

Just then they were all surprised. The back door of the house opened, and Mrs. Beach came out.

“Mom! You’re home!” cried the boys.

“Stay right there,” said Mrs. Beach. “Here is your supper. We’ll send it up in the basket. Wait till we say ‘Ready’.”

The Beach boys climbed into the tree house and let down the basket. The Aldens went to meet Mrs. Beach, and Henry took the heavy tray.

Mrs. Beach said, “Benny, you eat with them the first time. They will enjoy it more.”

Benny said, “So will I. It looks delicious, Mrs. Beach.”

First the boys pulled up fried chicken, raw carrots, and paper plates in the basket. Then they let it down, and Benny put in rolls, cookies, and a bowl of chocolate pudding. The third time they pulled up a carton of milk and three plastic cups. Then Benny went up to join the supper party.

Jessie said,“We’ll leave them alone,Mrs. Beach. They will have a better time with no girls.”

“You have been good to my boys,” said Mrs.Beach. “Sometime we will have a talk. My husband and I are very grateful to you.”

Jessie was just going to tell Mrs. Beach about their trip to see Uncle Max. But she stopped in time. The boys surely ought to tell their parents about Uncle Max and the lost telescope.


Chapter　5　Up a Tree
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Then for two days it rained. Benny and Henry put on their raincoats and went over to see Sammy and Jeffrey.

Henry showed them how to make a sign for the tree house with their names on it, so they had something to do. Benny showed them how to tie knots in a rope. They could use it to climb up to the tree house and pull it in after them.

While the boys were working with the rope they began to talk to Benny. Jeffrey said, “Remember how Uncle Max said the old house seemed spooky?”

“Yes,” Benny answered. “But it doesn’t seem spooky to you, does it?”

Sammy said, “Maybe sometimes it does. Last night when I was in bed I heard it storming and blowing outside. Then right over my head I heard a funny sort of rocking sound—just what Uncle Max said. I felt scared and got Jeffrey. I didn’t want to bother Mom or Dad. They don’t like to be waked up for nothing.”

“That’s right,” Jeffrey said. “But I didn’t hear anything. I told him it was just his imagination. I bet Uncle Max imagined it, too.”

“But you went up to the attic with me to look around this morning,” Sammy said. “You wanted to see if there was anything that would rock.”

“Was there?” asked Benny.

Jeffrey shook his head.“We couldn’t find anything. It was just Sammy’s imagination.”

“Maybe,” Sammy said.

At last the sun came out again, bright and warm.The boys went out at once and soon finished the other wall of the house.

The next day they began to make the roof. First they stood in a row on the ground and looked up.

“Doesn’t it look wonderful?” said Jeffrey. “I’m glad the roof doesn’t have a point at the top.”

“Your dad was clever,” Henry agreed. “A slanting roof is much quicker and easier to build. And it makes a roof out over the porch, too.”

Sammy said, “We can even sit on the porch when it rains—if the rain comes straight down.”

Benny added, “The rain will run back toward the tree—and not down your necks.”

Henry picked up the longest board he had. He climbed up and started to put in the long runners. “When these runners are in, you boys can start fitting in the roof.”

“Don’t you think it will leak?” asked Jeffrey.

“Well, it may,” Henry called down. “But that’s the fun of a tree house. You can always make it better.”

“I’ll get the carpet,” said Sammy. “Maybe we can put it in today, if we get the roof on.”

Jessie and Violet helped him measure the floor. Then they helped him cut the rug to fit. It was ready to tack down as soon as the roof was done.

Soon the two Beach boys were pounding away on their roof.
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“Don’t hurry,” advised Benny.

“I’m not hurrying,” answered Sammy. “We have all day to get the roof on. Then the house will be done.”
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But a little later Sammy stopped working.

Benny thought, “He’s tired. After all, he is only eight years old.”

But Sammy was not tired. He was sitting on a branch looking up at something. At last he said, “Benny, there’s a big knothole up in this branch. I think I can reach it. Maybe there are baby squirrels in it or baby woodpeckers.”

“Wait,” Benny called. “I’m coming up, too. But watch out! Squirrels have sharp teeth.”

Before Benny could get up the tree, Sammy was already standing on tiptoes, reaching into the hole as far as he could with his hand.

There was something. It wasn’t a squirrel. It wasn’t a woodpecker. What was it? Sammy pulled his hand out. “I know I felt something, Ben! ” he said.

“Well, try again, Sammy. Pull it out if you can.”

Sammy took a deep breath and put his hand back in the hole. “Here goes, everybody! ”

His fingers did touch something. It wasn’t soft. It was hard and smooth. Sammy stretched a little higher. Dry leaves and dust fell from the hole.

“Here’s something else!” Sammy said. He pulled out what looked like a long crooked twig. It was twisted and hard. “It’s a piece of leather, I think,” Sammy said.

He handed it to Ben. “Sure is,” Benny agreed. “Only it’s rotted. What else can you find? Maybe this is part of a strap.”

Sammy dug down into the hole again, took a tight hold, and pulled.

Out came something long, and shaped like a box. “This is pretty heavy,” said Sammy. “What is it? It’s dirty, that’s sure.”

“Well,this looks like a case for one thing,” Benny said. “See? It’s made of the same leather as the other piece. What do you suppose is in it?”Benny found two buckles on it and began to open the case.
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“It’s been there a long time,” Henry said.

“I have a guess,”Benny said.The case fell open.

“Oh!” everyone said. “The spyglass!”

“Sammy, you take this end and pull,” Benny said. “And Jeffrey, you hold the other end.”

Sammy held onto his end and started to pull.

“Pull it way out, Sam,”Henry called from below.

“You know what?” said Jeffrey. “This must be the lost spyglass. It has to be!”

“But how did it get here?” Jeffrey asked.

“Remember the man who helped your dad and Uncle Max build their tree house?” Henry asked. “He must have put it there himself while he was working on the roof. He probably forgot to tell the boys.”

“I think that was the way it was,” nodded Benny. “Let me have a look.”
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He drew out the telescope a little farther and looked all around. He could even see the next field through the oak leaves.

Benny pointed the spyglass toward the Beach house. He looked at the roof. He could see every shingle. Then he saw a round window near the roof.

“I’ve never seen that round window before,” Benny said, puzzled.

“Let me look,” Jeffrey said. “Our house hasn’t any round windows, just square ones.”

“Well, there it is,” Benny said. “You can see it, too.”

Jeffrey and Sam took turns looking through the telescope. The window was at the back of the house, on the third floor.
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“Just where is it, Ben? ” Jessie called.

“It must be in the attic,” Benny said.

Henry, Violet, and Jessie looked up. They tried to see through the branches. Henry called, “We can’t see any round window from here. The trees are in the way and so is the porch roof.”

“Well, you can see it from here,” said Jeffrey. “It is made of colored glass.”

Henry climbed up the tree and took the glass. And there was the little round window up near the roof. It was made of blue and green and red glass.

Then Henry climbed down and Jessie climbed up. She saw the window at once.

Benny said, “One thing is sure. You can see that window from the tree, but you can’t see it from the ground.”

Jeffrey nodded. He said, “You can’t see it from inside the house, either. Sammy and I explored that rainy day. We went all over the attic. We use that top floor to put things in. Mom hung some clothes there on hooks.”

“Come on,” said Sammy. “Let’s all go into the house and hunt for that window.”

Jessie shook her head. “No, Sammy, I don’t think we Aldens had better go. You’d better wait and ask your parents first. You two boys could go alone, though.”

“No!” said both boys at once. Sammy shook his head firmly. “It wouldn’t be any fun without you Aldens. But if we ask, will you go with us?”

“Of course,” said Benny. “I don’t think we ought to hunt around in anyone’s house without their knowing.”

“I suppose not,” said Jeffrey. “I suppose we ought to finish the roof.”

They finished the roof, but they could hardly wait for their family to come home.

Jeffrey said, “We seem to spend all our time asking Mom if we can do this and that! I do wish we could go up in that attic right now.”

Benny said smiling, “You’re not the only one, Jeffrey! I’m dying to go!”


Chapter　6　Behind the Round Window
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Mr. and Mrs. Beach were hardly in the house when Jeffrey and Sam told them about the round window.

“That is a mystery,” said Mr. Beach. “I can’t remember any round window. And Max and I never saw it from the tree house we built.”

The boys took their father out and showed him how they could see the window from the tree house. Mr. Beach looked at the tree and then he said, “I know why Max and I never saw that window. There was a big branch in the way. See? There is a scar where the branch was cut off. ”

“May we ask Benny and the others and go up in the attic now? ” Sammy asked. “The Aldens didn’t want to come in without asking you.”

“Yes, it will be all right,” Mr. Beach answered. “I haven’t time to help you.”

Jeffrey telephoned the Aldens, and Benny said he would come right over. Jessie and Henry were away, but he and Violet could come.

It was late afternoon when the two Aldens and the Beaches climbed the attic stairs.

Violet said, “I just can’t understand where that window can be when no one knows anything about it.”

Jeffrey explained, “The attic is so big it has been made into rooms. It is really more like a third floor than an attic. The walls are plastered and papered. You’ll see.”

Benny looked all around at the top of the stairs. That side of the attic had been made into two rooms. The first room was large, but it was empty.

“I think someone lived up on this floor,” Benny said. “You can see the nail holes at the windows where there were rods for curtains.”

Violet said, “There’s some wallpaper, too.”

Jeffrey said, “But there aren’t any electric lights up here.”

Sammy said, “We think the house was built before there were electric lights. People must have used lamps or maybe candles.”

Violet looked at the dark corners of the empty room. It was certainly a spooky place. Violet noticed that everyone was beginning to whisper. The air was dry and stuffy.
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The four children went into the next room. They found only some old boxes and chairs. They were dusty and faded.

“Never mind this side of the house,”said Jeffrey. “The round window is at the back of the house.”

Sammy said, “There’s a very large clothes closet. It’s almost as big as a room.”

“That’s what we want to see,” said Benny.

There was a door to the closet. It had a glass doorknob. Jeffrey opened it and they all went in.

“Oh, look at the wallpaper!” Violet exclaimed. “I never saw anything like it.”

It was beautiful old paper with pictures of toys on it: balls and horns and drums. The colors were still bright. There was one big window, but it was not round. Mrs. Beach had hung some dresses on a row of hooks on the wall, and there were piles of old books and boxes on the floor.

Sammy said, “Those are hatboxes. Mom’s winter hats are in them. I carried them up for her, but I didn’t look at the wallpaper. I thought this was just an old attic to put things in.”

“Let’s open the window,” Benny suggested.

It wasn’t easy to open the window, but the boys did it. Benny leaned out as far as he safely could.

“I see it! I see the round window!” he called into the attic room to the others. Then he added, “That’s funny.”

Benny pulled his head in and looked around him. “The round window is just beyond this closet window.”

“How can it be? ” Jeffrey asked. “This wall of the closet is the end of the house.”

Jeffrey and Sammy and Violet took turns looking out of the open window. They each saw the round window.

Violet said, “Maybe the round window isn’t a real window.Maybe it is just trimming on the outside of the house.”

Benny shook his head.“It looks like a real window to me. Come on, let’s look around while it’s still light up here.”
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Benny began to tap on the wall. It was the wall that Jeffrey and Sam had thought was the end of the attic.

“What are you doing?” asked Sammy.

“Does this sound like a plaster wall? ” Benny said. “Listen!”

Violet looked surprised. “It sounds like wood or something hollow,” she said. “Oh, Benny, do you think someone boarded up part of the attic? But why? ”

“Let’s find out,” Jeffrey said.

“Make a hole,” Sammy suggested.

Benny held up his hand. “Wait,” he said. “Let’s tap all along here. You can run your hand over the wall and maybe you can feel something.”

It was Sammy who said, “Something is different here, Benny. There’s a long crack. What does that mean? ”

“Another crack over here,” Jeffrey called.

Benny said, “That means just one thing. A door. The door must be papered right over.”
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Violet said, “Somebody must have taken the knob off. I wonder what’s on the other side. Oh, it’s a little scary, isn’t it? ”

“Let’s open it!” Sammy and Jeffrey both cried.

“Wait,” Benny said. “Run and ask first.”

The two Beach boys raced to find their mother, who was getting dinner.

“A door papered over?” she said. “I can hardly believe that! Yes, you can try to open it. I’m sure you’ll just find an empty space and plenty of dust.”

“Get something to cut the paper with,” Sammy said.

“A screwdriver,” Jeffrey said.

Benny and Violet were waiting for the boys. Although the sun had not set, the attic was getting dark. Violet could imagine she heard a rocking noise on the other side of the hidden door. She wished that Mr. or Mrs.Beach would come upstairs, too.

“Here,Benny,”Jeffrey called.“I have a screwdriver. Mom doesn’t think we’ll find anything, though.”

“We’ll soon see,”Benny said.He ran the screwdriver along the two cracks. Then he climbed on a stool and ran the screwdriver along the top of the hidden door. The paper was already loose at the bottom, near the floor.

“Now,everybody push!”Benny said.“The hinges must be on the other side. The door should swing into the hidden room, if there is one.”

But although Violet, Benny, Jeffrey, and Sammy pushed as hard as they could, nothing happened.

“It must be nailed shut,”Benny said, disappointed.

Jeffrey gave the door another push. “It rattles a little,” he said. “And hear that soft rocking?” He put his ear to the crack.

“I’m dumb!” Benny said. “Here, give me the screwdriver again. Where could that door catch be?”
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Violet felt along the edges of the door. “Here,” she said. “I can feel a little hole where the doorknob was.”

Benny pried carefully and pushed back the door catch. “Now let’s try again!” he said.

There was a push and the door suddenly opened. All four of the children nearly fell into the gloomy space on the other side.

Violet drew in her breath. Something seemed to move gently in the shadows. On tiptoe they all stepped into the room. It was bigger than they had expected, but the only light came in from the round window.

“It’s a boy’s room,” exclaimed Jeffrey.

Then Violet said, “Look! Over in that spot of light! A rocking horse! How big it is.”

“As big as a real pony,” said Sammy. “It looks like a wooden horse on a merry-go-round.”

He touched the horse’s wooden nose and it rocked gently. “This is what I heard. My room is right under the attic here. It wasn’t my imagination!”

And before anyone could stop him, Sammy was on the horse’s back, riding back and forth, a fine high ride, bump, bump, bump.

“This is exactly the bump,”said Sammy, nodding. “Only it’s louder when I’m riding the horse. The wind must blow in a little and make it rock gently.”

Benny, Jeffrey, and Violet were looking all around the room. There was a boy’s bed with sides. A red blanket was folded at the foot of the bed. A large stuffed dog printed on cloth lay against the pillow. A toy monkey sat in a small chair. There were books and pictures and a pair of boy’s red leather slippers.

Jeffrey picked up the slippers. “These are too small for Sammy,” he said. “The boy must have been younger than eight.”
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“And who was he?” asked Violet. “He must have had this room a long, long time ago.”

Benny said, “A mystery room for sure.”

“I’m going to call Dad,” said Jeffrey. “He’ll want to see this room, and maybe he’ll have an idea.”

Jeffrey went to the stairs and called, “Dad! Can you come up to the attic?”

Soon both Mr. and Mrs. Beach came up the stairs and looked into the mystery room. It was getting darker, but they could see enough to be surprised.

“Well, well,” said Mr. Beach. “You did find something by using that telescope, didn’t you? I never knew a thing about this room.”

“How can we find out who the little boy was?” asked Benny.

Mr. Beach was thinking. “I know one thing we can try. Uncle Max is older than I am. He might have a clue. Tomorrow is Saturday. We can drive down to see Max. I want to tell him you found the spyglass.”
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Sam and Jeff were too surprised to say a word. Their parents were really going to take them to see Uncle Max.

“This is a beautiful room for a little boy,” said Mrs.Beach.“I wonder who he was and what happened to him. And why did somebody try to hide his room? ”

Benny said, “Maybe something happened to him. He might have been sick or even died.”

“And then it was too sad to see his old room,” Violet went on. She felt unhappy thinking about it.

But it turned out that Benny and Violet were not right at all.


Chapter　7　More Questions
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Benny and Violet told Henry, Jessie, and Mr. Alden all about the secret room in the attic. Everyone tried to guess why the room had been closed, but no one had any new ideas.

Benny said, “Mr. Beach thought Uncle Max might have a clue. He’s going to take Mrs. Beach and the boys to see Uncle Max tomorrow. He wants to explain about the telescope. He asked if we would come, too.”

“I’d like to,” Jessie said. “But do you think we’d be in the way? I’m sure Sammy and Jeffrey haven’t had their mother and father take them anywhere very often.”

Henry said, “The boys think their parents are more interested in their work than in the things their sons do. It’s too bad.”

“But Mr. Beach asked us,” Benny said. “Their car won’t hold all of us. Henry, why don’t you drive our station wagon?”

That was the way it turned out. Violet and Benny looked at each other when Mr. Beach said, “Come, Sammy. You sit with me. Then we can talk. Jeffrey, you hold the spyglass and sit with your mother.”

As Henry started the car he heard Mr. Beach say,“I wish Max were doing better with his restaurant. So few people use the Shore Road that he hasn’t any customers.”
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Jeffrey nodded. “That’s right. But he’s the best cook in the world.”

Sammy said, “And Uncle Max likes to see people enjoy his cooking. It makes him happy.”

“The trouble is that Max won’t let anyone help him,” Mr. Beach said.

Suddenly Sammy said, “Maybe we can help him with some ideas. I think that would be all right.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Mrs. Beach.

Uncle Max could hardly believe his eyes when the car drove up to his door. He came down the steps and shook hands with his brother.

He said, “John, how wonderful to see you! Welcome, everybody, and come right in.”

Sammy said, “We told you we’d be back.”

“Yes, you did. And I knew you would, too. Come and sit down.”

Sammy couldn’t wait any longer. “Look, UncleMax—here’s the telescope!”

“You found it? Where? ”asked Uncle Max looking in surprise from Sammy to Jeffrey.

“In a knothole in the oak tree,” Jeffrey said.

“Well!” Uncle Max said, and then he thought a moment. “I believe the man from next door who helped us build our tree house must have put the telescope in the knothole. He just forgot to tell us. I’m sure now it was that kind man.”

Mr. Beach said, “That’s what we think, too, Max. I didn’t have it, and you didn’t have it.Nobody had it.”And he shook hands with his brother again.

“And we’ve got more news. A surprise and a mystery!” Sammy sat down on a stool and whirled around. Everyone else sat down at the big table.
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“Sammy is right,” said his father. “It is a mystery. Let the boys tell it. Maybe you can help solve it.”

The two boys told about the round window and how they could see it with the telescope. Then they told about the hidden room and all the toys.

Uncle Max began to frown. “Oh, I wish I could remember,” he exclaimed. “I never knew about that room. But I did know the name of the family who lived there long ago. Now what was it? ”
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“Try the alphabet,” said Jeffrey.

They all laughed, but Uncle Max began. “The name didn’t begin with A. And it didn’t begin with B. Now, C! I think it must have been C. Cook? Collins? No, those names aren’t right.”

“Cooper,” suggested Mrs. Beach.

“Carter,” said Jessie.

“Wait!” Uncle Max said. “Carter sounds almostright. Let me think. I know. Carver! That’s the name. I’m sure of it.”

Everybody looked happy and clapped.

“My father told me that a family named Carver built the house many years ago. It was at least a hundred years old when we lived in it.”

“Too bad I wasn’t interested in such things when I was a boy,”Mr. Beach said.“Can you remember anything else that might give the children a clue about the room?”

Max shook his head.“I’ll try to think of something else. But if I were there, I’d hunt some more in that room. There might be letters or papers or something else that would be a clue.”

His brother laughed and said, “I’m sure the boys and the Aldens will go over every inch of that room, Max. And now let’s talk about you.”

Uncle Max looked unhappy. “The diner isn’t doing very well,” he said. “But that’s not your worry, it’s mine.”

“It’s mine,” said Sammy. “I want to worry about you, Uncle Max.”

“Thank you, Sammy,”said Uncle Max.“I suppose I ought to close the diner and work at something else. But I do love to cook and see people eat.”

Mrs. Beach said, “Then you should not close the restaurant, Max. People ought to do the things they like to do. Never mind just working for money.”

Benny looked around. He said, “I think people like to eat where it’s bright. It seems dark here.”
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Jeffrey added, “Maybe a new name would help. We used to go to the Jumping Jack Restaurant in New York just because we liked the name. The food wasn’t as good as yours.”

Jessie said,“I think people have forgotten about your place because they don’t use this road much any more. You need to do something special to make them want to come.”

“I could try a new name,”said Uncle Max. “And I could put in more windows myself.”

The Beaches and the Aldens talked about the restaurant until lunchtime. Then John Beach found out what delicious food his brother could cook. He and his wife had a chicken salad, but all the children had hot dogs.
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When Henry and Mr. Beach started to pay Uncle Max, he said, “Oh, no! You are invited to lunch.”

Henry said, “No. It is silly for you to take in eight people for nothing.”

“My grandfather wouldn’t like it if we didn’t pay,” Benny said.

Uncle Max had to take the money.

When they were riding home,Jeffrey said, “Let’s go right up to the room and hunt around again. We might find something we missed.”

“And I haven’t even seen it,” Henry said.

“Nor I!” Jessie added.


Chapter　8　Mrs. McGregor’s Clue
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Jessie and Henry looked around the little room that Violet, Benny, and the Beach boys had found. It looked brighter and not as spooky in the afternoon light. The big rocking horse still had some of its gay colors.

“How shall we begin?” Sammy asked.

Henry said, “Suppose you two boys take the bed. Look at everything. Don’t miss a thing. Take off all the bedclothes and the mattress.”

Sammy said,“I know. Maybe there’s somethinghidden in the mattress. Come on, Jeffrey.”

“Be careful,” Jessie warned. “These things are old and some of them may break.”

Henry said, “Violet and Jessie can take the desk. Benny and I can look at the rest of the room.”

Jeffrey and Sammy pulled the bed away from the wall. They took the blanket off. They shook the pillow. They pulled the sheet back and looked at the mattress.

After a few minutes Jeffrey said sadly, “I guess there aren’t any clues here.”

“Put the things back then,” suggested Violet.

Just as Sammy was putting the pillow down he looked at it and stopped. “We didn’t see this before! Look,there are letters here on the pillowslip.”

Everybody came over to look. In tiny cross-stitch embroidery there were two letters, W and C.

“The C must stand for Carver,” Jeffrey guessed. “But what about the W?”

“Think!” said Benny. “Maybe the W stands for the little boy’s first name. It could be Walter or William.”

“Or Wally,” said Sammy. “Come on, maybe we can find something else.”

Violet and Jessie took out every drawer of the desk. They were all empty. Violet put her hand into the empty spaces for the drawers to see if she could find a secret drawer. But there was nothing to find.

Jessie was looking at the top of the desk. “Look at this—here are some letters carved on the desk with a knife. It isn’t very plain. Let’s see. Here is a W and this must be an I.”
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Violet looked too. “There are two L’s and a Y,” she said.

“Willy!” everybody shouted at once.

“I bet the little boy was named Willy Carver,” said Sammy. “That goes with the initials on the pillowslip.”

Benny and Henry had looked all around the window and door but they had found nothing. They looked at the old toys and shook the red slippers. But they could not find any new clues.

Jessie said, “Come on, Violet. Let’s put the drawers back in the desk. Too bad it’s all empty.”

The big rocking horse stood in the center of the room. Sammy patted its head. He ran his hand over its mane. He touched the saddle.

“Look,” he called. “I think the saddle comes off. Help me undo this buckle.”

Everyone gathered around. Violet unfastened the buckle. Benny helped Jeffrey lift the saddle. As the boys did so, something slipped from the rocking horse’s back and fell to the floor.

Sammy crawled between the rockers and lifted the paper carefully. He handed it to Jessie. “You take it, Jessie,” he said. “I’m afraid I’ll tear it.”

“I’m almost afraid to touch it myself,” said Jessie. She took the folded paper. “It’s a little book,” she said. “Only four pages long.”

The old paper was folded twice and pinned with a rusty pin to make a little book.

Sammy said, “Somebody drew a picture of the rocking horse on the cover.”

Sure enough, there was a picture of the horse. It showed a little boy sitting on its back. Underneath was printed “My Pony”.

Jessie turned the pages carefully. “It looks as if somebody wrote a story,” she said.

“Read it,” Sammy begged.

“Yes, read it,” they all said.

The writing was faded and hard to read. Jessie read slowly.

“‘This is a true story,’”she began.“‘It is Willy’s favorite story. Once upon a time there was a little boy named Willy. Every summer he came to Grandma Carver’s house. Grandma loved Willy. She made a little room just for him up under the roof. Willy likes his little room.’”

Violet said, “Oh, Jessie, somebody must have written all that down for Willy. Maybe he liked to hear it at bedtime. Go on.”

Jessie read on.“‘Willy has special toys at Grandma’s. The most special of all is a rocking horse. It has been in Grandma’s family for years and years. Many little boys have ridden it. Now Willy loves to ride it. He calls it his pony. The End.’”

“That’s all? ” Jeffrey asked.

“Yes,” replied Jessie. “That’s the end.”

[image: ]


“We have two real clues,” Benny said. “We know the little boy’s name. And we know he came to visit his grandmother here. He didn’t live here all the time. But why do you suppose the room was all closed up?”

“Well, that’s still a mystery,” said Henry.

Benny looked over at the toys he and Henry had found. He looked at the ball, the toy horn, and the little train engine. Suddenly something made him stand still.

“Wait,” Benny said. “I’m getting some sort of idea. That horn reminds me of something.”

Everyone stared at Benny. Nobody laughed. Then Benny smiled. “I know! Do you remember when we made the casserole?” he asked.

“Yes,” Jessie said. “But what has that to do with this room?”

“Mrs. McGregor!” Benny said. “That’s what! She told us when she was a little girl she came to this house for a birthday party. She remembered something about a toy horn and a little boy.”

“It must have been Willy Carver’s party! ” Violet exclaimed. “If we tell her about this, maybe she can remember something more.”

“Come on,” Benny said. “Let’s show her the horn and see.”

Mrs. McGregor was in the kitchen. She dusted flour off her hands and smiled at her visitors. She listened to their story and picked up the old toy horn.

“Oh, deary me!”she said.“How well I rememberthis little tin horn! The little boy had it for a birthday present. The boy in the sailor suit.”

“That’s good!” said Benny. “That’s a good clue, Mrs. McGregor.”

Mrs. McGregor still held the little tin horn in her hands. She said, “I wish I could tell you more.”

“You have told us a lot,” said Violet. “Maybe if we knew when the party was it might help. At least we would know when the room was still open.”

“That’s right,” agreed Henry.

Mrs. McGregor thought for a minute. “Let me see. It was before we moved to the farm. I was five then. So the party must have been when I was about four years old. That would be 1910. Yes, it must have been the summer of 1910. I’m sure it was summer. I had a sunbonnet.”

“A name and a date,” Benny said.“That ought to help us. But I don’t know how yet.”
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Mrs. McGregor said, “I’m afraid that’s all I can do. I wish I knew someone else who might remember the Carvers. They were important people in Greenfield, but they have all been gone a long, long time.”

“Let’s go up in the tree house and think,” Sammy said. “You come, too, Benny.”

So Benny went back with Sammy and Jeffrey. By and by Mrs. Beach saw the boys up in the tree house.

“What’s the matter? ” she asked.

“We’re thinking,” Sammy said. “But we’re not thinking.”

Jeffrey explained, “We have some clues, but now we don’t know what to do with them. We just can’t think why that room was closed off.”

“Tell me what you know so far,” Mrs. Beach suggested.

The boys told her they knew it was Willy Carver’s room and that he had visited his grandmother in the summer of 1910.

“But that’s so long ago no one can remember anything,” Jeffrey said.

“There aren’t any Carvers left in Greenfield,” Benny said.

Mrs. Beach said, “That doesn’t mean you haveto stop hunting. I have been writing a book about people who came to America in 1685. I have been able to find out a lot about them. You just have to know where to look.”

“Look?”said Benny.Then suddenly he guessed what Mrs. Beach meant. “I know!” he exclaimed. “The library!”


Chapter　9　Good News
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It was library day when Violet and Benny rode their bikes over to the Beaches. Jessie and Henry had made other plans and could not go, but Sammy and Jeffrey were waiting. They had notebooks and pencils.
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“Follow us,” Benny called. “We know the way.”

Soon the four children were chaining their bicycles in front of the Greenfield Public Library. It was a large library for a small town.

Mrs. White was always glad to see the Aldens coming. She laughed. She said, “I know what you want,Benny. Some science books and some mystery books. And how about your new friends? Do they like mysteries? ”

“Yes, but—” Sammy and Jeffrey both began at once.Then Jeffrey went on, “We have a real mystery story already. That’s why we came.”

Then Benny told Mrs.White about the mystery room. He said, “We want to know one special thing. Why was the room closed up? ”

“What a puzzle! ” Mrs. White exclaimed. “I hope I can help you find out. I won’t promise. You are lucky to have that date, 1910. Come with me and I’ll show you what we have. You may find some clues.”

Mrs.White led the children into a room in another part of the library. “People often come to learn about past times in Greenfield.We keep everything about Greenfield history here,”she said. “We have some interesting things like old letters people have given to the library. There are old books and newspapers, too. Now let’s see. Where shall we begin?”
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Violet said, “We thought maybe old copies of the Greenfield News might help us. The Carvers had that big house and were an important family.”

“A good place to begin,” Mrs. White agreed. “We have the old newspapers made into big books. Sit down at this long table and I will bring you some. You can begin with June, July, and August of 1910.”
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Soon Mrs.White put the big books on the table. She looked at Sammy and asked, “Do you think you can read these newspapers? They are not easy.”

Jeffrey said,“Sammy can read anything.” And Mrs. White was surprised to find out later that this was true.

After the librarian had gone,the room was very still. The Aldens and the Beaches were busy looking at the old copies of the Greenfield News.

“Here,”Sammy whispered.“Look at this—there’s a story on the front page about this library. It was first opened on June 5,1910.”

“Here’s something about a big fire,” Benny said. “A lumberyard burned. It says it was once owned by the Carver family.I guess they were important people.”

“I’m going to look on the pages that tell about neighbors visiting and having parties,”Violet said. “I think that’s where we might see something about Willy’s grandmother.”

Jeffrey and Sammy looked through several papers but they did not find anything.

Suddenly Violet whispered,“Here! It says something about Mrs. A. M. Carver. Oh, it’s just about a meeting of church ladies. That doesn’t help us.”

The children began to feel tired. The print in the old newspapers was small and hard to read. It wasn’t as easy as they had hoped. But nobody wanted to give up.

Mrs. White looked in. “Any luck? ” she asked.

Just then Jeffrey began to breathe hard. He said, “Listen. Here it is.” Then he read a notice. It said,“Mrs.A.M.Carver is entertaining her grandson Willy for the summer. He is the son of Joseph Carver of London, England, who is in the coal mining business there. Willy will return to his parents on August first of this year.”
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“Oh, good for you!” said Violet. “You found the first good clue, Jeff.”

Benny had the July papers and now he said, “Here’s a little story about Willy’s birthday party. Certainly that’s the one Mrs. McGregor remembers.”

Sammy said, “Let’s see if there is a story about Willy going home.Look in the August newspapers.”
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All four children looked, trying to read as fast as they could.

It was Benny who found what they wanted. He read, “‘This week Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Carver came to Greenfield to get their son and take him back to England. They are returning to live in London permanently, taking Mrs. A. M. Carver with them. The Carver family home has been rented to Mr. and Mrs. David Johnson, who will occupy it the first of September. The Johnsons have five children.’”

“Now that’s something new!” Benny said. “Wedidn’t know anyone lived in the house between the Carvers and the first Beach family.”

“And now we have the Johnsons,” agreed Violet.

“With five kids,” added Jeffrey.

All at once Sammy said, “Now everyone keep still and let me think! I have an idea and then I lose it. Here it is again. Suppose Mrs. Carver didn’t want five strange children playing with all Willy’s toys. I’ll bet she closed up that room and hid it so that nobody would know it was there.”

Benny said slowly, “You may be right, Sammy. At least nobody ever found it until we did. I haven’t any better ideas.”

Violet said,“I don’t think we can find anything more here. Nobody would put anything about that closed room in the newspapers. It was such a secret.”

“Let’s show that nice librarian what we found,”Sammy said. “I copied it in my notebook.”

Mrs. White was glad to hear what the children had found. “Do come again,” she said. “You read very well, Sammy.”
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“I’ll come again,” Sammy said. “I want a book about the moon’s surface.”

“We have many of those,” said Mrs. White with a smile. “I’ll try to pick out a hard one for you.”

Violet, Benny, Jeffrey, and Sam started home on their bikes. Sammy said, “We’ve been so excited about the mystery room that we haven’t finished the tree house.”

“We can finish it after lunch,” Jeff said.

Benny said, “You can put up the lantern and the mailbox and the rope ladder.”

Later that afternoon Sammy said,“I wish Dadand Mom would come home. I want to tell them what we found in the library.”

Jeffrey said, “I’ve been thinking about Uncle Max. He might remember something more if we told him about the Johnsons and their five children.I’d like to know if Sammy’s idea is right.”

When Mr. and Mrs. Beach came home, they found the tree house done and the backyard picked up.

“Didn’t you go to the library after all?” asked Mrs. Beach. “Come in and tell me.”

They all went into the living room and the children sat down on the floor.

“Oh, we went all right, Mom!” said Sammy. “And just listen to this.We found it in the old newspapers.” He took out his notebook and read his notes to his parents.

Mr. Beach said,“I never heard of the Johnsons.I wonder if Max has. Maybe he has forgotten them, too. Would you like to drive over there this evening after dinner and ask him?”

Jeffrey said, “Oh, Dad, that is the very thing we want most.”

Sammy was very quiet. He was thinking. All at once he exclaimed, “I have the most stupendous idea! Uncle Max could name his restaurant the Rocking Horse! We could give him the big rocking horse for children to look at. They couldn’t ride on it because it is so old. But children would want to come and so their parents would bring them, and the eating place would be a great success.”
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Benny said, “That’s the best idea yet. I would want to go to a place named the Rocking Horse.”

“So would I,” said Mrs. Beach.

But Jeffrey was thinking, too. He said, “Dad, do the toys in the hidden room belong to us?”

“Yes, they do,” replied his father. “I bought the house and everything in it and the land around it. So if you want to give the toys to Uncle Max, you may. Of course Uncle Max may not like the idea.”

“I think he will, Mr. Beach,” said Benny. “He is ready to try almost anything.”

Violet said, “We have to go. It’s dinner time.”

Mrs. Beach said, “Come back later and drive to Uncle Max’s with us. It’s everybody’s mystery now.”


Chapter　10　An Old Secret
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Uncle Max was glad to see his brother’s family coming to visit. Benny had come along, too.

“You see I have started to cut a long window,” Max said, pointing at the front wall of the restaurant. “This place is already a lot lighter.”

“The boys have a question they want to ask you, Max,” said Mrs. Beach.

“I hope I can answer it,” he said.

Sammy told about the newspaper stories about Willy Carver, Mrs. Carver, and the Johnsons. Before he had finished, Uncle Max began to nod his head.

“Yes,” he said, “our father bought the house from Joseph Carver, but I remember it had to be all cleaned up because so many children had lived there. Don’t you recall, John? No, I guess you were too little to notice.”

“I guess I was,” Mr. Beach said.

“Then there was something else,” Uncle Max said and frowned. “I can’t think. It was a visitor. I was only a kid myself.”

“Oh, think hard,” begged Sammy. “Was the visitor a man or a woman? ”

“It was a man,”answered Uncle Max.“A youngman. He came to see our father. He spoke in a way that seemed funny to me. You know, he said ‘rawther’for ‘rather’.”

“That sounds English,” Mrs. Beach said.

“Well,” Uncle Max went on, “my dad and the young man went upstairs and all over the house. They were looking for something, but I don’t know what it was. I am sure they did not find anything because the young man was disappointed when he left.”
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“Did they go up to the third floor? ” Benny asked.

“Yes, I remember climbing the stairs behind them.”

Jeffrey looked ready to burst with an idea. He said, “I can guess who that was. It must have been Willy Carver. He would have been grown-up then and maybe he wanted to find his old room.”

Benny said, “I think you’re right, Jeff. I’m sure he never forgot that big rocking horse.”

Sammy said, “He’d never guess part of his old room had been closed off and the door covered with wallpaper.He must have thought the toys and rocking horse were lost or taken away by someone else.”

“It does all fit in,” said Uncle Max. “Quite a mystery. If his grandmother closed that room off, she never told him about it.”

“And now let’s talk about your restaurant,” said John Beach.

Max shook his head. “I haven’t thought of a good name for it yet.”

Sammy could not wait. “I have! It’s the most stupendous name—the Rocking Horse!”

Uncle Max burst out laughing.“It is a stupendous name, Sammy. How did you ever think of it? ”

“Well,you know that rocking horse that belonged to Willy? We could bring it down and put it beside the door and then put all the other old toys on shelves around the room for children to look at.”
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Mrs. Beach said, “I think everyone would like to see those toys. They are so old and interesting.”

“We must have a sign outside! ”cried Uncle Max. “I can make it myself just exactly like the old rocking horse. I’ll have to see it first.”

“Right,” said his brother. “I know you like to draw. Come and have dinner with us tomorrow and see the toys.”

Uncle Max winked at Sammy. “I’d like to eat in the tree house,” he said.

“Let’s make it a backyard dinner,” Mr. Beach said.

“And invite the Aldens,” Jeffrey said.

“That would make ten,”said Sammy instantly.

“I’ll come and bring two apple pies,” agreed Uncle Max.

“Oh, good!” said Benny. “You make the best apple pie I ever ate—except that one Jessie made using a glass bottle for a rolling pin.”

When the Aldens came over to the backyard of the Beach house the next evening they were surprised. Mr. Beach had brought out a charcoal stove.

“I didn’t know you could cook, Dad!”said Jeffrey.

“I think I can cook hamburger,” his father said.

A few minutes later Uncle Max came into the yard. He was carrying two apple pies and a small package wrapped in brown paper. Henry took one pie and Jessie took the other, but Uncle Max kept the package.He said hello to everyone,then he looked up at the tree house. He walked all around it.

“That’s a good tree house, boys,” he said. “It is better than ours.And where is that round window?”

“You can’t see it from the ground,”said Jeffrey.“Climb up into the tree and we’ll show you. You are going to eat dinner up here with us, you know.”

The two boys had climbed the rope ladder, but Uncle Max went up the ladder. Henry had made a wooden cover for the knothole. Jeffrey opcned it and took out the telescope and gave it to his uncle. “See,” he said, “look under the roof. Right over there.”
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“There it is!” said Uncle Max. “You’re right!”

When dinner was ready, Sammy and Jeffrey let down the basket and Jessie put in paper plates with hamburgers, and pickles. There was milk for the boys and coffee for Uncle Max. Later there was pie and cheese.
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After dinner it was time to show Uncle Max the attic. Jeffrey and Sammy started off with him when Mr. Alden surprised them by getting up. “I’d like to go, too,” he said.

The boys showed Uncle Max the wallpaper, the round window, and all the toys. They showed him the rocking horse.

Uncle Max took a tape measure out of his pocket.He measured the horse and rockers.He looked carefully at the colors.Then he drew a picture of the horse on a sketch pad he had brought.

“I see how well you draw,” Mr. Alden said. “That will be a fine sign. I’d like to help the new restaurant in some way. Why don’t you buy what you need for the sign and send the bill to me?”

Uncle Max agreed because he knew that Mr. Alden was really interested in the restaurant.

When everyone was in the yard again and it was almost time to go Uncle Max said, “I’ve been thinking about the mystery of the closed room. I thought I did not have any clues, but perhaps I am wrong.”

Now Uncle Max took the package that he had brought. He took off the brown paper and held out a leather-covered book. There were words in gold letters on the cover.They said“Household Journal”.

Everyone waited for Uncle Max to explain.

“When we moved away from this house,” he said, “we packed our books into boxes. I did not have any reason to look at the books that belonged to me for a long time. When I did, I found that this book had been packed with mine. It never belonged to me, so it must have been a mistake.”

Uncle Max opened the book and everyone saw that about half of it was filled with handwritten notes. In fact, it looked like a diary with dates written in it.

“To tell the truth,” Uncle Max said, “I thought I might tear out these pages and use the rest of the book for sketching. But I never did, and I just kept the book. It wasn’t my father’s book, and I decided it must have been left in the house at one time and mixed in with our books.”

Sammy couldn’t wait any longer. “But what does it say?” he asked.

Uncle Max said, “I knew you’d ask. I have been reading it, and now I think that this belonged to Mrs. Carver, Willy’s grandmother. She wrote down people who came to visit, things she ordered for the house,and the vegetables in her own garden.”

The children didn’t see how that would help solve the mystery but they waited.

“Look here,” Uncle Max said. “Here is a page dated April 5,1910.It shows that Mrs.Carver boughtfive rolls of wallpaper. ‘For little W’s room,’ it says.”

Jessie said, “That’s the paper with the drums and toys used for the closet and Willy’s room! She was getting ready for his visit.”

Uncle Max turned the page. “For July 10 it says ‘W’s birthday. Ordered cake and favors for ten children.’”
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“That’s right!” Sammy said. “We read about the party in the old newspaper at the library. It’s the one Mrs. McGregor remembers.”

“Now,” said Uncle Max, “see if you can read this last page for yourselves.”

The date was August 15, 1910. The writing was faded and hard to read. It was Jessie who puzzled it out. This is what she read: “House rented to Johnson family. Cannot bear to think of strange children playing with W’s toys. Finished papering closet before packing to leave. Hope to return next year.”

For a minute everyone was quiet. Then Benny said, “That makes our guess right. Mrs. Carver closed up the room herself.”

“She never told anyone,”Henry said.“She thought she was coming back. But we know that she didn’t.”

“And so the rocking horse has been hidden all this time!” said Jeffrey. “I’m glad we’re the ones who found it.”

Uncle Max said,“I am,too. And now the rockinghorse will have a new home and lots and lots of children will see it—I hope.”


Chapter　11　Lost and Found
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There was plenty to do to help Uncle Max get his restaurant open.

Jessie and Violet made bright yellow curtains for the big new window. Jeffrey and Sam wrote a story about the rocking horse. Mr. Alden had it printed on place mats with a picture of the rocking horse in the middle. Henry and Benny helped paint and make shelves to hold the old toys. Uncle Max put up his new sign outside.

The Rocking Horse Restaurant was to have its big opening day on a Saturday. There was an advertisement in the Greenfield News. On Friday Henry, the other Aldens, with Jeffrey and Sammy, took the old toys to Uncle Max. Jessie and Violet had flowers to put on the tables.

Jeffrey and Sammy carried Willy Carver’s wonderful old rocking horse from the Alden station wagon. Soon the horse was standing in its special place just inside the door at one side.Children coming in could see it and pat its nose but they could not ride it. That would have been too much for the old horse.

On opening day the restaurant was clean and shining. The new window let in the sunlight. Uncle Max had bought more tables and chairs. The new sign hung outside on an iron pole. Place mats were on the tables, and everything was ready.

The Aldens and the Beaches came before noon. Everyone was almost too excited to do anything. But they helped Uncle Max in every way they could. Jessie and Violet set the tables. Benny and the Beach boys peeled potatoes.
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“You are certainly a lot of help to me,” said Uncle Max. “What should I do without you? ”

Sammy said, “I guess you think we act as if the Rocking Horse Restaurant is ours. Anyway we can’t stay away.”

Jessie said, “I almost wish we weren’t going on our vacation so soon. We are leaving next week.”

“I’m sorry,” said Uncle Max. “I didn’t know you Aldens were going away so soon.”

But Sammy said, “We’ll be here, Uncle Max.”

Jeffrey added, “We’ll keep you company. We’ll come to lunch and dinner often.”

Everything was ready now. There was nothing to do but wait. At eleven o’clock no customers had come. Everyone was afraid there wouldn’t be any customers at all.

But at half-past eleven they changed their minds.They were afraid there would be too many customers! More and more people kept coming in.

Many children came. They loved the rocking horse and the story on the place mats. And they liked Uncle Max’s cooking, too. They begged their parents to bring them again.

When all the customers had gone, the Aldens and the Beaches sat down to talk over the day. What a success it had been!
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John Beach said,“Of course this was your biggest day. It won’t be like this every day.”

“I hope not,” said Uncle Max. “I like to wait on the children myself. I like to hear them talk. It will be fine if the restaurant is just busy enough for me to do all the work.”

“Well, you heard them today,”said Benny. “The children certainly had a good time. They’ll be back.”

Suddenly Uncle Max began to laugh. He said, “I almost forgot. Now that we are alone, I have a surprise for everybody. Excuse me a minute.”

Uncle Max went behind the counter and came out carrying an enormous cake.

“Just look at that cake! ”exclaimed Jessie. “Did you make it, Uncle Max?”

“I did,” said Uncle Max.“I wanted to say thankyou to everybody.”

Max had done his best. The frosting was creamywhite, decorated with pink roses and pale green leaves. In the middle of the cake was a beautiful rocking horse made of frosting.

“Oh, it’s too pretty to cut!” said Violet.

The cake was as good as it looked. It was soon cut and everyone began to eat. It was a wonderful way for Uncle Max to say thank you.

As Sammy finished his large piece, he said, “I want to tell you something, Benny.”

“Go right ahead,”said Benny. “I’m listening.”

“I want to thank you for everything,”said Sammy. “I didn’t know how to pull out a nail, and I couldn’t climb. I didn’t know how to make things,and I didn’t even know how to make friends. Now I can make friends with anybody.”

The others listened. They knew it was true.

But Benny said,“Now you listen,Sammy. Thank you for all you taught me.”

“I taught you? ”cried Sammy.“I couldn’t teach you anything!”

“Oh, yes, you did, Sammy. I learned from you and Jeffrey that sometimes I ought to shut my mouth and stop talking—and think.So that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Oh, don’t, Ben!” said Jessie. “You wouldn’t be Benny any more if you didn’t talk all the time.”
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“I’ll think about it anyway,” said Benny.

Everybody laughed.

Then Jeffrey said, “I’ve been thinking, too, and I think we ought to thank the Aldens for the tree house. If they hadn’t helped us build the tree house, none of this would have happened.”

“That’s right, Jeff,” said Sammy. “We would never have found the spyglass.”

“We would never have found the little round window,” added Jeffrey.

“You would never have found the rocking horse,” said Mrs. Beach.
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“There wouldn’t have been a Rocking Horse Restaurant,” said Mr. Beach.

Uncle Max nodded his head. “A lot of things have been lost and found:the spyglass, the rocking horse, a whole room—and a brother.” He looked at John Beach. “Without the tree house, I don’t think I would have found my brother quite so soon. Do you, John?”

“I have to agree, Max, and I’m glad we are good friends at last.” He shook hands with Max.

When it was time to go home, Mrs. Beach took Jessie and Violet by the hand. She smiled at them, but she said nothing.

Mr. Beach went out with Mr. Alden. He said, “After this, our family is going to have fun together. Just the way you do. We have found that our boys mean more to us than anything else in the whole world.”

“Good,” said Grandfather. “I’m glad. I had to learn that the hard way a long time ago.” And as he said this he thought about how his grandchildrenhad once made a home for themselves in an old boxcar.

As Henry drove home, Benny said, “We had a lot of fun. But the best part about the whole thing is Mr. Beach and Uncle Max being friends again.”

And everyone agreed with Benny.
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第一章　班尼的绝妙猜想




Good Guess by Benny
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八月里的第一天，奥登一家早早地起了床，因为这天，奥登先生要向孩子们宣布他的暑假计划。

爷爷走进饭厅吃早餐时，亨利、杰西、维莉和班尼早已等候在那里了。

“暑假恐怕没剩几天了，”亨利说，“单是帮邻居建造树屋就花了不少时间，大大超出了咱们的预计。”

“放心吧。”奥登先生坐了下来，“我计划的是一次短途旅行，花不了多少时间。”

班尼也跟着坐了下来，“只是旅行而已吗？”他笑了起来，“可我们的每次旅行都意味着探险呐！”

杰西和维莉对望了一眼。

“爷爷，快把计划说给我们听听吧！”杰西说着，给爷爷倒了一杯咖啡。
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“谢谢你，乖孩子。”奥登先生拿起一块砂糖，放进了咖啡里。等在一旁的班尼简直有些急不可待了，这当儿，奥登先生总算抬起头，微微笑了一下。

“刚刚入夏的时候，你们的简姑婆给我写过信。”爷爷说道，“她想要你们几个到农场去看看她，在那儿住上一晚。她还说，随便你们什么时候动身，只是别忘了打个招呼，好让她提前多准备些好吃的给班尼。”
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“哈哈，简姑婆真好！”班尼笑了起来。

“农场的确是个好去处。”亨利若有所思地说，“可班尼想要探险的话，那里倒是没有多少可能性了。”

“没错。”奥登先生赞同地说道，“所以我才认为，或许换一种方式去简姑婆家，你们就会觉得有趣了。”

“您的意思是，不坐旅行车吗？”维莉问道。

“坐飞机也不太可能，”亨利说，“路程太短了。”

“那要怎样过去呢？我可不想走路。”杰西摇了摇头。

这时，班尼笑了起来：“我猜到啦，爷爷！您是想说，既然路程不算远，我们不妨骑车过去？”

“嗯，猜得一点儿没错！”奥登先生说道，“没准在骑车的途中，你们恰好会遇到探险的机会呢？”
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“骑车探险，这可是头一次！”班尼欢呼起来，“不用一路闷坐在汽车里，还可以避开高速公路，悠闲地在乡间小路上骑行；更用不着赶时间，反正沿路都可以找地方过夜。”

奥登先生点了点头：“没错，我也是这样想的，沿途有很多汽车旅馆可以过夜。”
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“太好了，爷爷。”杰西说，“这样就不用担心公路上车多，也不必担心那些车子开得飞快啦！”

“要是赶时间，走公路也勉强可以。”班尼说，“不过咱们不用着急，反正有的是时间，多带劲儿啊！如果实在要赶路，就算一天骑上50英里也绝对不在话下。”

“爷爷，您一个人在家能行吗？”维莉问道。

“那有什么不行？”奥登先生说，“我又不是孤零零一个人，有好多人照顾我呢，放心吧。别忘了，还有望望陪着我，它一把年纪的，可没法再跟着你们的自行车跑了。”

“好吧，先让我想想。”杰西开始思量起来，“咱们带不了太多东西。外套、毛衣还有睡衣，每样只用多带一件，够换洗的就行。”

“对！”维莉赞同道，“咱们还可以把换下来的衣服洗干净，趁晚上晾干。”

“带件雨衣吧，以防下雨。”亨利说。

“还有应急的口粮。”班尼插了一句，“要是遇到紧急情况，没吃的可就糟糕了。”

杰西很是同意。
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“那睡袋要带吗？”班尼问道，“咱们没准要在野外过夜呢，何况还有可能住在简姑婆家的谷仓里——这也算是一种探险嘛！”

杰西看了看班尼，冲他微微一笑：“好吧，虽然有点多此一举，但还是把睡袋绑在后车架上好了。至于剩下的东西嘛，背包就能装下。”

“那我把路线图也带上。”亨利说。

“还有开罐头的小刀，亨利。”杰西建议道，“估计午餐得在野外解决。”

听着孩子们热火朝天地讨论着他们的计划，爷爷不由得笑着问道：“你们打算什么时候动身呢？”
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班尼忍俊不禁：“我们只顾着讨论带什么行李，倒把这个问题给忘了。”

“明早怎么样？咱们吃完早饭就立刻动身。”维莉说，“今晚就给简姑婆和姑爷爷安迪打电话。对了，亨利，这次旅行用得了一周的时间吗？”

“最多一周，不能再长了。”亨利说，“来回路程都算在内。”

孩子们很快便收拾完毕，他们并没有带多少东西。

听说孩子们打算骑车过去，简姑婆和安迪都很高兴，简姑婆还说，凡是班尼爱吃的东西，都会让麦琪准备好。

第二天一早，孩子们就背上背包，把其余的东西放进车筐后，便推着车子来到了前门。

爷爷和管家麦格雷戈太太站在房前的门廊里，望望正蹲在两人的脚边——它似乎知道，这次只能老老实实地待在家里了，不过它并不介意，对它来说，屁颠颠儿地追在自行车后头跑，没有半点乐趣可言。

“再见！”孩子们喊道，“别担心我们！”

话音未落，四个孩子已经推起自行车，沿着车道走了出去。他们再次转身挥了挥手，便朝着河间路出发了。

直到几个孩子消失在视线里，麦格雷戈太太才转身走回屋里。

“这四个孩子可真够您自豪的呢，奥登先生。”她说，“他们知道怎样解决麻烦，从不用旁人操心。”

“说的是啊！”奥登先生赞同道，“不论是碰到麻烦还是遇到谜题，他们都可以独立解决。但愿这次的旅行，班尼能有机会探险。唉，谁知道呢，也许遇到的是麻烦也说不准。”

奥登先生说得一点没错。


第二章　救急

First Aid
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这是一个晴好的早晨，阳光明媚，天气既不太冷，也不太热。

“还记得吗？咱们上次去船屋走的就是这条路，只不过当时坐的是旅行车。”亨利说道。

“没错。”班尼说，“第一次停船的地方叫什么来着？”

“好像叫‘二次登陆’吧？”维莉说道，“我记得那儿有个商店。”

“这次也在那里停一会儿吧！”班尼说，“说不定店主还记得咱们呢。”

“正好可以买些吃的当午餐。”杰西说。

乡间的小路很是令孩子们欢喜——路面平坦不说，道路两旁还有密密的灌木和树丛。

此时，孩子们已经骑了十英里左右。

“我好像看见树丛中有铁轨穿过，也许前面是个小镇呢。”班尼说。

等骑到近处，班尼猛地叫了起来：“就是这里，这儿就是‘二次登陆’，我记起来了。”

“看，马丁先生的商店！”亨利说，“那次船屋旅行，咱们就是在这儿买的日用品。”

孩子们将自行车斜靠在小店的侧墙上，走了进去。

刚一进屋，便听到一个女人的声音在说：“唉，马丁先生，可把我给愁坏了。”

“真替你着急，兰多太太。”马丁先生说道，“快讲讲出了什么事儿，看我能不能帮得上忙。”他冲奥登家的孩子们点头打了个招呼，“我马上就来。”

孩子们终于看清了兰多太太的样子——她是个非常漂亮的女人，一头棕色的卷发，身材娇小，只是神情里透着明显的焦虑。
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“今天晚上，我先生要请他的老板伊凡先生到家里吃饭。”她说，“而我刚送卡尔去夏令营回来，家里乱糟糟的。现在，既要精心准备晚餐，又要收拾屋子和院子，我一个人怎么忙得过来啊！”

这时，杰西走到了柜台前：“打扰了，我无意中听到您的话。”

兰多太太转过身，看到了四个孩子。

“我们愿意来帮您。”杰西说，“我们正在骑车旅行，维莉和我可以帮您做家务，亨利和班尼可以帮您打扫院子。”

“对啊！”亨利补充道，“反正我们有的是时间，也很乐意为您效劳。”

兰多太太呆住了，她张大了嘴，半晌才脱口而出：“你们真是太好了！不过咱们才头一次见面，我怎么好意思让你们做这些呢？”

“这有什么？”班尼说，“让我们试试啊！”

“这下你可找对人了。”马丁先生说，“他们是奥登家的孩子，我们之前就打过交道，您绝对可以信任他们。”

“反正我们也是出来探险的。”班尼说。

马丁先生哈哈大笑起来：“做家务跟探险可是两码事，这差事可不轻松啊。”

“如果你们真的不介意……”兰多太太的话还没说完，便被班尼打断了。

“我们当然不介意。”他说，“赶紧开始行动吧，别磨蹭啦！”

“好吧！”兰多太太说道，“就这样定了！我来买些做炖菜的食材。”

“太棒了。”维莉说，“我爷爷最喜欢吃炖菜了。”

马丁先生已经动手将食物装进袋子里。

“交给我好了。”亨利说，“我们放在车上给您带过去。”

“噢，用不着骑车的。”兰多太太说，“我家就在街角那里。”

“可咱们总不能把自行车扔在这儿啊。”班尼说，“还是把东西交给我们，顺路带过去好了。”

于是，孩子们慢慢地骑着车，跟在步行的兰多太太后面。

“就是这儿啦！”兰多太太用手指了指。等兰多太太开门的工夫，两个男孩就已经注意到，院子里的杂草的确该修剪了。

把孩子们领进厨房时，兰多太太随口问道：“有你们帮忙真好！只是，你们吃过午饭没有？”

“还没有呢！”班尼答道，“我都要饿死了！”

兰多太太笑了起来：“你呀，跟我的儿子真是太像了。卡尔也是动不动就喊饿。”

不过，话音刚落，她脸上的笑容就消失了，取而代之的，是一丝焦虑的神情。

“真是奇怪啊！”奥登家的孩子们心想，“她的忧心事不是解决了吗？”

“已经有了四个帮手，她还在担心什么呢？”杰西有些摸不着头脑。

但她没有多想，只是从袋子里拿出黄油和面包，做起了三明治。

“我没准备三明治，就给你们拿些牛奶和香蕉来吧！”兰多太太说。
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亨利搬来四把椅子，摆在餐桌旁。看着孩子们狼吞虎咽的样子，兰多太太不禁感慨道：“能有你们来帮忙，真太不可思议了，我感觉像是在做梦一样呢。”

“这可不是做梦！”班尼说，“不信您摸摸我。”大家都笑了起来，气氛变得轻松多了。

吃过午饭，两个女孩开始动手清洗早餐和午餐的盘子，两个男孩则来到了院子里。

“草耙和工具都在车库里。”身后传来兰多太太的叫声，“只是别去碰……”说到这儿，她顿了顿，半晌才接着说道，“唉，你们也不会去碰的。”

亨利和班尼对望了一眼。“这话是什么意思？”班尼问道，“我感觉有些不对劲，可又想不出到底是哪里不对。”

“我也想不出。”亨利说，“这也难怪，咱们才来不久，也许过会儿就知道了。”
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接下来，大伙儿都安静地干着活儿，耳边只听得到盘子的碰撞声和除草机的轰隆声。兰多太太已经上楼去整理床铺了，做炖菜所需的食材全都放在了桌子上——有罐装牛肉、大白菜、胡萝卜，还有些大头菜。
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杰西和维莉动手摘起了青菜，她们把所有食材放进炖锅里，除了土豆——土豆得等一会儿再加。

正在这时，兰多太太走下楼来：“这个菜要炖好久呢！”

“好在做了这道大菜就不用再做其他菜式了。”杰西说。

“要不做些苹果馅饼吧？”维莉说，“兰多太太，让杰西给您做些苹果馅饼好吗？我来负责削苹果。”

“我敢说，你们做的苹果馅饼肯定是人见人爱。”兰多太太说，“不瞒你们说，我先生今早从波士顿打电话回来时，紧张兮兮的，对于老板伊凡先生为什么要到家里来，他心里是一点底儿都没有的，要知道他们在波士顿随时都见得着……没准是他的工作出了岔子……”

此时，班尼刚好走了进来，听到了她的话。“那也不一定。”班尼说，“或许伊凡先生打算给您先生升职加薪呢？”

兰多太太笑了起来：“有这个可能。不过，他为什么非要到家里来呢？”

“这肯定是有原因的。”杰西说，“咱们只能等着看了！”

兰多太太转身去打扫厨房了，只是没过多久，维莉便注意到，她在桌旁坐了下来，用手捂着脸。

“您没事吧？”维莉担心地问道。

兰多太太吃了一惊，赶紧故作欢快地说：“噢，没事，我就是歇一会儿而已。”

维莉可没这么想：“她一定是有忧心的事儿！”

接着，两个女孩帮着兰多太太收拾起了屋子，准备迎接客人。“这应该是您儿子的拖鞋吧？”维莉说着，举起了一只绿色的旧拖鞋，拖鞋的一边已经完全裂开了，“我在沙发后面找到的。”

“是的，那是卡尔的。”兰多太太说，“这孩子就是不利索。”

“男孩大多都是这样子。”杰西说着，笑了起来。
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兰多太太也跟着笑了起来，但瞬间过后，忧伤又一次浮现在她的脸上。“有些不对劲啊！”维莉暗想，“这肯定跟卡尔脱不了干系。”

布置好餐桌，兰多太太便说：“客人六点钟的火车，我现在上楼去换件长裙。”

可随后，孩子们又听见她小声叹息道：“唉，天哪！哦，老天哪！”几个孩子不由得面面相觑。

“她还在担着心呢！”杰西对亨利说。

六点钟到了。

“听，是汽笛声！”班尼说，“火车进站了。”

孩子们都知道，火车站离这里不远，兰多先生和伊凡先生随时都可能到家。果然，没过多久，两个男人便出现在门前的小路上。

兰多太太把两人迎进门，跟伊凡先生握了握手：“您好啊，伊凡先生，欢迎欢迎。”

“能到贵府做客，实在荣幸之至！”伊凡先生对兰多太太微微一笑，只见她的卷发光滑而整齐，蓝色的亚麻裙显得十分得体。

“快进来坐。”兰多太太说，“我给我的先生准备了一份惊喜——这不，我在买杂货的时候碰到了这几个好心的孩子，他们本打算骑车旅行的，现在却来给我帮忙了。”

“您是说，之前并不认识他们？”伊凡先生问道，不觉微微笑了起来。

“他们和店主马丁先生倒是认识。”兰多太太说，“不过我们现在已经彼此熟悉了，还成了好朋友。”说完，她把孩子们一一介绍给了伊凡先生和丈夫。

“我的鼻子没骗我吧？”伊凡先生说道，“好多年没有闻到这种香味了，像是……新英格兰风味的炖菜！”

“猜中了！”兰多太太惊喜地说，“这么说您喜欢它，那我就太开心了。另外，杰西还为我们做了苹果馅饼。你们一定想象不到，我的这几位小朋友有多能干！”

“留下来吃饭吧，孩子们！”兰多先生对孩子们说道。

亨利摇了摇头：“我们也很想留下来，先生，可现在必须得赶路了，从这里到阿什比，途中有个汽车旅馆，我们打算赶到那儿，在那里过夜。”

“我也留过他们的，可这几个孩子就是不肯。”兰多太太说，“你们返程的时候，总可以过来待一会儿吧？”

杰西笑了起来：“行啊，兴许可以的。跟您在一起很开心。”

这时，伊凡先生开口了：“真遗憾小家伙们不能留下来，你们一定很奇怪，我为什么要来这儿——本打算以后再告诉兰多先生的，可既然你们急着要走，我现在就宣布答案吧——其实跟你们奥登兄妹不无关系。”

这番话让所有人都摸不着头脑，要知道伊凡先生在来之前，压根不认识奥登兄妹。
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只听伊凡先生继续说道：“兰多先生的工作非常出色，他十分称职，人缘也很好，我打算让他在公司里担任更重要的职位，在此之前，我要确保他有个人缘不错的贤内助才行。果然不出所料，这下我放心了！以后两位要搬到波士顿去了，希望你们会开心！”

兰多太太惊喜地望向杰西：“看看你们帮了我多大的忙！”

“真是个好消息啊！”兰多先生说道，“至于我的妻子，您尽管放心好了，她比我人缘还好呢。”

于是，奥登兄妹跟兰多夫妇以及伊凡先生一一握手后，便蹬上自行车准备出发了，临行前大家又一次挥手道别。

孩子们很快把“二次登陆”甩在了身后。因为一路顺风，骑车的速度似乎也快了起来。

亨利看了看手表：“还有两个小时左右，天就要黑了。”

“非要到了旅馆才能吃饭么？”班尼问道。

“不呢，只要有合适的地方就可以开吃了。”亨利保证道，“大家都饿了。”

孩子们继续向前骑着，杰西说道：“噢，我好喜欢乡间的小路。班尼，咱们已经完成了一次探险呢！”

“不过还有没解开的谜团，”班尼说，“是关于兰多太太和卡尔的——我总觉得有哪里不对劲儿。”

“这事儿绝对另有蹊跷，”维莉说，“绝不只是请客人吃饭这么简单。”

“没错。”杰西赞同道。

又骑了约摸有半个小时，亨利突然叫了起来：“快看，有家餐厅！”

“太好了。”班尼说，“我都饿坏了。”

一个小时之后，奥登兄妹结束了晚餐，他们走出餐厅，骑上了自行车。

“好像要下雨了。”维莉说道，“看看那些黑云，咱们总得抓点紧了！”

然而班尼此时还不知道，他正急匆匆地朝着下一次的历险赶去。


第三章　大雨

Out of the Rain
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果不其然，天色转瞬间便阴沉了下来，黑压压的云层越积越厚。孩子们还没来得及找到住处，瓢泼大雨就开始倾盆而下，雨势越来越大，仿佛千万张水幕延展开来。雷声隆隆，不绝于耳。

“天哪。”杰西叫了起来，“还是找个地方避一避吧！雨这么大，怕是赶不到旅馆，咱们就要变成落汤鸡了。”
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“我已经成落汤鸡啦！”班尼说，“雨衣根本不起作用。”

“咱们在附近找一找，看有没有老房子。”亨利叫道，“我的鼻子和耳朵都进水了。”

“也许可以找到个草垛。”班尼建议道，“就像当年住在棚车时那样。”

维莉向后撩了撩湿淋淋的头发：“可就算是找到了，草垛肯定也湿得透透的。”

孩子们一边奋力前行，一边关注着道路两边，终于，他们发现了一栋老房子。

老房子孤零零地伫立在远离马路的地方，四周除了稀稀拉拉的几棵树外，连个人影儿都没有。窗户全都破碎不堪，一扇门被风吹得砰砰作响。

“看！”班尼叫了起来，“这就是你要找的老房子，好歹有个屋顶可以遮雨！”

“屋顶肯定是漏的。”亨利说，“不过窗子都破成这样，有没有屋顶也没太大区别了。我先进去看看，你们待会儿再进来。”

“不行。”班尼的语气不容反驳，“我要跟你一起进去，把鬼吓跑。”

哪有什么鬼啊，大家不禁笑了起来。两个男孩推开门，朝屋里瞥了一眼，这是一间空荡荡的大屋子，里面什么也没有，甚至连地毯都没有铺。

“里面没人。”亨利高声召唤道，“你们女孩子赶快下车，把车子推进来。”随后，他和班尼一起，将各自的自行车推到屋角，开始四处打量起来。

“屋顶竟然不漏雨呢！”杰西说，“还有，离窗户比较远的地面居然一点儿都没湿。”

“就是有点潮，幸好没有积水。”班尼说，“来吧，咱们就坐在这块干地上，欣赏一下咱们的新别墅吧！”

维莉看了看这间空荡荡的屋子：“雨一停咱们就走，估计这屋子的主人不会介意的。”

“照我看，屋主根本也不在意这栋房子。”亨利说，“况且，咱们又不会把它弄坏。”

雨点仍然不断地从窗口飘进来，一滴滴汇聚在一起，朝墙角流去。

“要是雨水自己会流出去就好了。”班尼说。

“别担心，班尼。”亨利说道，“要是水积多了，咱们就到二楼去。对了，咱们到二楼去看看吧。”

大家跟在亨利身后上了楼，发现上面除了两间空屋子和一个卫生间外，什么都没有。

“这卫生间可真是糟透了。”班尼感慨道，“所有管道都是坏的。”

“看来这儿已经很久没有人住了。”亨利说。

杰西看了一眼浴盆：“这儿倒是个晾衣服的好地方。看到浴盆上面的杆子没？之前准是用来挂浴帘的。”

“没错。”亨利说，“咱们再到其他地方看看吧！”

二楼的情况跟楼下差不多，只有屋前的窗口会飘进雨水。

“这两间就是卧室了。”维莉说，“真不明白房主怎么不把屋子好好整修一下，其实这老房子还蛮不错的啊！”

“我觉着房主应该好久没来过了。”杰西说道。

“天越来越黑了。”班尼插了进来，“我肚子饿了，咱们吃点东西好不好？”

“啊哈！我就等着你这句话呢，班尼。”哥哥说道，“这里没有电，估摸着大家也不愿打着手电筒吃饭，所以趁现在还看得见，咱们赶快吃吧！”

“等一下。”杰西说，“包里都有干衣服和毛巾，咱们先擦干雨水，换上干衣服，把湿衣服挂在浴盆的杆子上晾着吧！”
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“我没意见。”班尼说，“反正费不了多少工夫，我保证是第一个换完的。”

这话倒是不假，听到他蹬蹬蹬地跑下木楼梯，两个女孩都笑了起来。

杰西说：“要是大家不想摸黑的话，恐怕今晚只能早点睡觉了，而且晚饭只能吃应急口粮——我压根没想到会用得上它们，以为咱们无论如何也找得到一家旅馆哩！结果是被大雨困住，旅馆也没有踪影。”

姐妹俩下楼的时候，班尼正把应急口粮从包里拿出来。

“还记得咱们住在棚车里的日子吗？”维莉突然问道，“那时候，非得铺张餐巾纸做桌布，不让一丁点儿面包渣留在地上，否则就会引来老鼠。”

“现在要担心的可不止是老鼠了，”班尼乐呵道，“瞧，窗子破成这样，啥玩意儿都钻得进来——钻进只狗熊都不稀奇。”

“这片地儿可没有狗熊出没，”维莉平静地说道，“不过要是留下面包渣，倒是很有可能会招来老鼠。”

[image: ]


于是，四张餐巾纸被麻溜儿地铺在了地上，奥登兄妹也开始吃起了晚餐。

“咱们最好把明天的早餐省出来。”杰西建议道，“说不定明天还会继续下雨呢！留些牛奶和饼干出来吧。”

“说得对！”亨利很是赞同，“要是没东西吃，班尼连半步都懒得动。”

“连上床都懒得上呢。”班尼说着，打了一个哈欠。

其实，根本不必担心面包渣的问题，因为孩子们把面包吃了个精光。大雨仍在不停地下着，雨水不断从窗外飘进来。

“你们女孩子睡楼上好了。”亨利略略思索了一下，“我和班尼把睡袋铺好，就在这儿睡。大家最好穿着衣服睡觉。”

“还真让你给说中了，班尼。”杰西说，“这睡袋还真派上用场了。”

“可我原本是为野外露营准备的。”班尼说。

这一天过得好刺激，孩子们很快便进入了梦乡。雨点依然噼噼啪啪地打在屋顶上，不过孩子们睡的地方却很安全，很干爽。

第二天清晨，天刚蒙蒙亮，杰西和维莉就被楼下的动静给惊醒了——听起来像是小动物的呜咽声。

“怎么回事，亨利？”杰西朝楼下喊道。

“是这样，咱们这儿来了位客人——有只小狗想从窗外爬进来呢。”

接着，杰西和维莉听见班尼轻声笑了起来：“起码从叫声听起来是只小狗狗……噢，噢，它已经爬进来了，从窗子那里……”

小狗仍在呜咽，间或大叫几声，听起来很是不寻常。

维莉转向杰西：“咱们下楼去吧，看看是只怎样的小狗，听起来它好像不太开心。”

“这也难怪。”杰西说，“外面还在下雨，这么大的雨，换做哪只小狗都不会开心的。不过，进到屋里它就会高兴了！”

两个女孩走下楼梯。
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她们打量着眼前的不速之客：这是一只烟灰色的迷你小狗，长长的毛发垂下来，盖住了它的脸，也遮住了两只乌黑发亮的大眼睛，此时，它正起劲地摇着尾巴，竭力想爬到班尼的腿上去。

“狗狗，到这儿来。”杰西唤道。小狗连忙转过身，乐颠颠地跑到杰西跟前。

“哇！”班尼不禁赞道，“好听话的小狗狗。”

“是啊！”杰西点了点头，“估计它受过训练。来，蹲下！”小狗又乖乖地蹲了下来。

“不错！不错！”亨利叫道，“来，跟紧我！”

小狗一溜烟儿地跑到亨利的左手边，抬头望着他。亨利围着屋子转悠起来，小狗则紧紧跟在他左脚后面。

“它比一些小孩子都听话呢！”维莉赞道。

亨利转过身，小狗也跟着转了过来。“蹲下！”亨利一声令下，小狗便乖乖地蹲了下来。

“待着别动！”亨利说完，走回到弟弟和妹妹的身边。小狗果然一动都没有动，只是呜咽声一直没停。

“难道是受伤了吗？”亨利说，“到这儿来吧，小家伙。”亨利仔仔细细地检查了一番，又摸了摸它的耳朵和小腿，“好像没受伤。”

杰西将小狗放到膝盖上，摸了摸它的脖子。“天哪，好柔软！”她把小狗拥进怀里，小狗舔起她的手背来，“我也觉着它没受伤。”
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这当儿，杰西猛地发现：“真是奇怪，它竟然没戴项圈。”

“流浪狗哪会有项圈。”班尼说，“说不准，它待会儿就会跑掉的。”

“我看不像是流浪狗。”亨利说，“它应该有主人，主人把它训练得这么听话，一定很爱它。”

小狗歪着小脑袋，睁大一双闪闪发亮的小眼睛，仰视着亨利。

“哦，看啊！”维莉说，“它这样子好可爱！你们说，咱们能找到它的主人吗？”

亨利沉吟了一会儿：“这就只能靠小狗狗自己了。咱们一会儿骑车离开的时候，看看它是什么反应。”

“没有项圈，没有名牌，什么都没有。”班尼说，“咱们连它叫什么都不知道，看来没有半点线索了。”

“说得没错，班尼。”杰西说，“半点线索都没有。”

“这下连一点睡意都没有了。”维莉说道。

亨利大笑起来：“这句话意味着什么，我们都明白！用班尼的话说就是：咱们吃早饭吧！”


第四章　阳光与小影儿

Sunshine and Shadow
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“听！”维莉说道，“今早的雨比昨晚小得多，没准很快就会停了！”

“现在刚刚六点，时间还早。”亨利说，“但只要雨一停，咱们就得立刻出发。”

“来吧，早餐只好凑合一下了。”杰西说完，大家各自坐到了地上。

“新来的小狗怎么办？”班尼问道，“它也要吃东西啊。”

“咱们每个人分给它一点吧！”杰西说，“绝对够它吃了。”

想法总是好的，只是食物分作四份，本已少得可怜，再分出一份去，着实有些为难。尽管如此，当他们看到饿极的小狗狼吞虎咽时，心里觉得这么做还是值得的。

“慢点吃啦，小狗狗。”班尼叫道，“要细嚼慢咽才对。”

然而小狗丝毫没有细嚼慢咽的打算。风卷残云般消灭了自己那份牛奶和饼干后，它再次仰起小脑袋，眼巴巴地望着大家。

“看这架势，它至少一天没吃过东西了。”维莉说。

亨利将自己的东西收拾好，站起身来：“看，雨停了！咱们先找个地方，吃顿像样的早餐，然后再去问问谁家丢了小狗。”

“好主意。”杰西说，“这狗狗一直不大对劲，听它呜呜叫个不停，八成是有主人的。”

孩子们各自收好东西，把睡袋绑在了自行车的后架上。

“倒是可以省去告别的环节了。”班尼说，“而且门也锁不上。”

四个孩子推车走出了老房子，亨利尽可能地把门关好，大家沿着泥泞的小道朝马路上走去。

“小狗会跟上来的。”班尼说。

“绝对不能让它跟着咱们。”杰西的语气十分坚决，“家里已经有了望望，如果再来一只小狗，望望会不高兴的。况且，它家一定就在附近——看到没？它的爪子都没有磨破，要是远道跑来，怎会不磨破？”

杰西低头看了看小狗，小狗连忙摇起了尾巴。“回家去吧！”她说，“快点回去，真乖，回家去！”

但是小狗并没有乖乖回家，它只是怔怔地站在路旁，眼巴巴地望着孩子们，他们刚一骑上自行车，小狗就跟了过去。

“先不要理它。”班尼说，“或许它跟不了一会儿就回家了。咱们来场比赛吧，谁第一个找到商店，奖励一角钱。”

亨利一路领先，维莉落在最后，而小狗则一直追着维莉的车子奔跑。

“咱们必须先找地方吃饭，还要找家商店买些应急的口粮。”杰西说。

“没准吃饭的地儿就有商店呢？”维莉说，“那就再好不过啦！”
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孩子们沿途看到了几座房子，却没有遇到任何行人，小狗则一路哼哼地跟着他们。

终于，他们看到了一栋貌似乡村商店的小屋。

“这是大家同时发现的。”杰西说，“所以谁都得不到奖励啦！”

这儿果然是一家商店，只是还没有开门营业，孩子们只好坐在台阶上等候着，小狗也蹲在一旁守着。

“也难怪，现在连七点都不到呢。”杰西说，“说不定要等到八点才开门。”

“要真是八点开门，我非得活活饿死不可。”班尼说。
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不过出乎意料的是，商店并不是八点开门。七点钟的时候，一个男人沿着小路走来，在商店门口掏出了兜里的钥匙。

“嗨，孩子们！”那人招呼了一声，“想买点什么？”

小狗呜呜叫了两声，孩子们顿时跳了起来。

“要买的东西可多啦！”班尼说，“不过最要紧的，是先来点吃的。”

男人把钥匙插进锁孔，开了店门。

“你们随便挑吧！”店主说，“不过，我说的你们，可不包括这只小狗。”

“过来。”班尼一声呼唤，“蹲下！”小狗跑到班尼身旁，乖乖蹲了下来。

“哈，还真不含糊呢！”男人惊讶地叫道，“我家孩子要有这么听话就好了！”

“这么说，您不认识这只小狗？”亨利问道，“它也不是我们家的，是一路上跟过来的。”

“我从来没见过它。”店主答道。

“它家应该离这儿不远。”亨利说，“看！它的爪子都没磨破，一定是没走多远的路。”

“没准是谁开车扔在这儿的。”店主说，“有些人就是这样，净做这种缺德事。不过我可以肯定，它家绝对不在这附近。小家伙长得挺逗的，我还从没见过这个品种的狗呢。我可以帮着打听一下，但肯定不会有人认识它。”

“我们也没法收养它。”班尼说，“家里已经有只狗狗了。”

“要是见到新来的小狗跟自己争宠，望望准会不高兴的。”亨利说，“尤其当望望不听话时，却来了只出奇听话的小狗。”这番话惹得所有人都笑了起来。

杰西匆匆挑选了些应急的口粮，随即又选了些食物作为早餐。

好心的店主将孩子们的四个保温瓶洗得干干净净，灌满了牛奶。杰西买了些面包，另外又多买了两瓶牛奶，同时还买了黄油、麦片和香蕉。
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“这根骨头不错，就送给你们的狗狗好了。”店主说。

“噢，谢谢您！”杰西说，“看来我们只好把狗狗带上了。可我总觉得，我们每走一步，它就离家更远了。”

“很抱歉。”店主摇了摇头，“我的店里也没法养狗，只有你们带上它了。”

无奈之下，大家只好骑上自行车，漂亮的小狗则紧跟在后面，一路哀哀地叫着。

班尼开口道：“既然都不知道小狗的名字，不如我来取一个吧，叫它小影儿怎样？因为它一直跟着咱们，像影子一样。”

“果然很形象，而且它的毛恰好也是烟影色的。”维莉补充道。

就这样，小狗便得了小影儿这个好名字。

“路边有好多地方适合野餐啊！”杰西回头叫道。

“只要附近没有奶牛就好。”维莉叫道。

班尼放眼眺望着四周的田野：“维莉，这儿除了雏菊以外，什么都没有，连头奶牛的影子都不见呢！”
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奥登兄妹继续骑车前行，路上只碰到了一处必须下车推行的小山丘。随后，他们便找到了适合就餐的地方——只见那地方掩映在一片灌木和树林之中，从大路上不容易看到。更妙的是，还有一块平坦的大石，恰好可以当餐桌。

随即，自行车被放倒在草地上，一家人围着“石桌”坐了下来。

“这面包要是涂点黄油就好了。”班尼说。

“我还真买了些黄油。”杰西说，“不过只买了早餐的量，不然等太阳出来黄油就要融化了。”
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太阳果然出来了，每个人的心情都好了起来。小影儿坐了下来，不用人吩咐，便规规矩矩地等候着。

杰西给它倒了些牛奶在纸盘里，又掰了些面包泡在里面。

“那根骨头你可以等到中午再吃。”杰西说道。

孩子们开始边喝牛奶边吃起了麦片和香蕉。“香蕉就不给小影儿吃了。”班尼笑着说道，“可是我们该拿它怎么办呢，亨利？”

“我也不知道。”亨利答道，“它的家应该就在附近，要是跟着咱们，反倒离家越来越远，这可帮了倒忙。”

尽管如此，孩子们上路的时候，小影儿仍然跟在新主人身后出发了。


第五章　“八只”帮手

Eight Helping Hands
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吃过早饭，班尼顿时精神起来：“哈，真舒坦！我又想探险了！要是小影儿能闭嘴不叫，那就更好了。小影儿，你知道么？影子是从来不叫的。”

然而小影儿并没理会，它还是自顾自地一路跑着，一路轻声呜咽。

“真不明白，好端端的，你为什么又想来一次探险？”维莉问班尼，“依我看啊，咱们的谜团都没解开，这还不够么？”

“探险对我来说，永远不够。”班尼突然有了新发现，“看，路边好像有个蔬菜摊，还有个大红招牌，看起来好有意思！”

杰西向菜摊望去：“有个男孩在卖菜呢。”

随即，孩子们看到一个拎着菜篮的男人打菜地来，正向菜摊走去。只见他步履蹒跚，似乎累坏了。

“那男孩怎么不去帮忙？”班尼不解地问道。

等骑到菜摊近前，孩子们才恍然大悟：男孩的一条腿上打着石膏，在他身后的窝棚角落里还放着一副拐杖。

男孩留意到奥登兄妹正在打量自己，便解释道：“我在谷仓里摔了一跤，把腿摔断了。”

维莉同情地“喔”了一声。

“我倒不碍事。”男孩说，“只是苦了我爸爸，他眼下正需要人手，我却只能干坐着看摊，既不能帮他摘菜，又不能帮他运菜。”

说到这里，男孩沉默下来，神色间透着焦虑。

“那么，你需要帮忙吗？”亨利说道，“我们刚好路过。”

“帮忙？”男孩不可置信地惊呼起来，“你是说，要帮我吗？”

“没错，我就是这个意思！”亨利说完，其他兄妹都一齐点了点头，他下了自行车，其他人也跟着下了车，“我们很乐意帮忙，你只管告诉我们怎么做就行。”

那父子俩愣愣地望着奥登兄妹，好一会儿，父亲才缓缓地说道：“能碰上这样的事儿，我真是打梦里都不敢想啊！要是你们真的不介意，这儿有一大堆的活儿等着……”

孩子们二话没说，径直把自行车推到了菜摊后面。
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“西红柿、卷心菜和青豆都熟透该摘了。”父亲说道，“我一个人还真是忙不过来。”

“摘青豆就交给我和维莉好了。”杰西应道，“这个我们在行。”

“卷心菜就由我包了。”亨利说，“您告诉我该怎么收割就是。”

“看来我只能负责摘西红柿了。”班尼说，“不过也好，西红柿可是我的最爱。”
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“那……你们的工钱怎么算呢？”男人问道。

“一个子儿都不要。”亨利答道，“我们只是出来骑车旅行，路过这里，而我弟弟班尼正满心巴望着探奇——正好，机会来了！”

“这差事可不轻松啊。”那父亲的话音刚落，兄妹们全都笑了起来——当初向兰多太太伸出援手时，“二次登陆”的马丁先生也说过这话，竟然一字不差。

“我叫史密斯，这名字挺好记的。”那人继续说道，“你们的意思是，在如今这样的社会，还有人愿意不求回报地去帮助别人？”

“至少我们愿意，史密斯先生——特别是在放假的时候。”班尼说，“我叫班尼，这两位是我姐姐，这是我的哥哥——亨利。”

看摊的男孩年龄跟班尼差不多大，此时他开口说道：“我叫罗伊，真希望我也能和你们一起干活儿。”

维莉看了看罗伊，突然灵光一现：“有件事你倒是可以帮得上忙，咱们的小狗叫小影儿，它可不能跟着进菜园，不如你来看着它吧！”

罗伊轻轻地拍了拍小影儿，小狗登时摇起了尾巴，它果然是个友善的小家伙。

“我还从没见过这种小狗呢。”男孩说，“它是什么品种？”

“我们也不知道。”随即，班尼便将小狗是如何进屋避雨，又是如何碰上他们的经过讲述了一遍。

“反正它就是跟定我们了。”班尼最后总结道，“所以我们才叫它小影儿的。”

“不过呢，我们还是想找到它的主人。”杰西补充了一句。

“那好吧，就让小影儿陪我守摊好了。”罗伊说。

“蹲下！”亨利一声令下，小影儿乖乖地蹲了下来，史密斯先生便领着奥登兄妹们进了菜园。

众人拾柴火焰高，在孩子们的帮助下，工作进展得十分迅速。史密斯先生的神情变得愉快起来。

当奥登兄妹带着从菜园里新采摘的蔬菜回到菜摊时，一些顾客刚好开车过来买菜。他们看到新鲜的豌豆、卷心菜和西红柿时，忍不住买走了满满的几大袋。

雨后的阳光温暖宜人，田里的草垛散发出一阵阵清香，弥漫在空气中。

众人正在菜园里忙活，史密斯先生突然停了下来，他侧耳倾听了一会儿，问班尼：“那小狗一直都这么哼唧吗？”

“是啊。”班尼回答道，“就算开心的时候，它也是哼哼唧唧的，所以我们都觉得，它以前的家一定很温馨幸福，而主人搬家后，就遗弃了它。”

“我可不这样想。”史密斯先生说道，“我记得在一本杂志上见过这种小狗的照片，什么品种我不大记得了，只记得很贵重。要是主人不想养的话，干吗不卖掉它呢？”

“唉，真可惜小影儿不会讲话。”班尼说，“要是它能说出发生了什么，我们就可以把它送回家去了。”

“别愁了，至少咱们不会饿着它。”史密斯先生说，“现在也该吃中午饭了。走吧，咱们吃饭去，你们都饿了吧？”

“我就没有不饿的时候。”班尼回答道。

“咱们还是不要在这里吃吧？”杰西不大赞同，“多出四个人来，做饭好麻烦的。”

听到这话，罗伊赶紧说道：“放心好啦，我爸爸做饭可有一手呢！再说炉子里正热着炖菜，都是现成的。”

杰西只好答应下来，她知道，史密斯先生是诚心想表达他的谢意，何况，眼下她也跟班尼一样，肚子饿得咕咕叫了。

史密斯先生领着奥登兄妹来到井边，用清凉的井水洗了洗手，随后走进了农场的厨房。罗伊和小影儿仍然守在菜摊边。

盛好五盘炖菜后，史密斯先生将它们放到桌上：“这菜太烫，还不能拿给小狗吃，我先把它的那份拿出去凉着，等咱们吃完了，你们再去喂它，顺便把罗伊换进来吃饭。”

于是，奥登兄妹与史密斯先生坐下来吃午饭时，亨利讲起了小影儿和他们在老房子相遇的情景。
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“那老宅的位置很偏僻，附近又只有一条小路。”史密斯先生总结道，“单凭这些，怕是找不到小狗的家。”

吃过午饭，大家带上小影儿的食盘，回到了菜摊。

“你们走了以后，发生了一件怪事。”罗伊说。

“什么怪事？”班尼迫不及待地问道。

“刚才有辆皮卡车开过来停住，有个男人下车买了些菜，我趁空儿，瞟到车后座上有对双胞胎姐妹，看起来差不多六岁，长得……像极了，简直是一模一样！就连身上穿的裙子也是一样的——除了颜色不同，一个穿着粉色，另一个是蓝色。她们一抬眼，就看到了蹲着的小影儿，粉裙子的女孩便猛不丁喊道：‘噢，快看哪，是停车场见过的那只小狗狗！’”

“停车场！”班尼重复了一遍，“什么停车场？”

“不知道呀！”罗伊说，“我当时也吃了一惊，不过还没来得及问，就听到蓝裙子女孩叫了起来：‘小狗狗，小狗狗，快过来。’那个粉裙子还冲它打了个响指。”

“小影儿准没挪窝，对不对？”班尼激动地叫道。

“可不是么！”罗伊说道，“它一动也没动。自打亨利下令开始，它就一直规规矩矩地蹲着，不过倒是摇了几下尾巴，这个我注意到了。”

“它是不是认识那两个女孩？”杰西问道。

“应该是吧！”罗伊答道，“但不会太熟，她们连它叫什么都不知道，有可能只是在停车场附近偶尔见到过。”

“噢，好极了。”维莉兴奋地说，“只要弄清楚停车场在哪儿，就能找到小影儿的主人啦。”

杰西沉吟道：“这也未必，只能证明双胞胎姐妹住在这附近而已。”

“我可不这样想。”罗伊摇了摇头，“我们在这儿摆了三年多的菜摊，还从没见过那辆皮卡车，也没见过那个男人和双胞胎女孩儿。”
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“史密斯先生，假如让您去找小影儿的主人，您会从哪里着手？”亨利问道。

史密斯先生和罗伊都笑了起来。“我会去邮局请教露西小姐。”史密斯先生答道，“附近谁家丢了小狗，她准知道得一清二楚。”

“那好，我们这就过去！”班尼说，“可是邮局该怎样走呢？”

“沿着这条路，再过两栋房子就是啦。”罗伊仍然在笑，“祝你们开心！”

“我们得马上动身，不能再耽搁了。”亨利说道，“按地图上显示的，再过十英里才找得到旅馆过夜。”

“没错。”史密斯先生赞同道，“旅馆在阿什比镇，那里条件不错，还有个餐厅。非常谢谢你们的帮忙！”

“我们也要感谢您的午餐呢，实在是美味！”杰西说，“瞧小影儿，连盘子都舔得锃亮！”

没多久，孩子们便来到了邮局。一见到露西，大家登时明白了父子俩为什么发笑。原来，这位露西小姐竟是个瘦如竹竿、眼神犀利的角色。

“我没见过！”露西说道，“附近的猫猫狗狗，牛马兔子，哪只我不认识？哪家丢了小狗，我能不知道？瞧它一副滑稽相，要是见过，准会过目不忘。”

“哦……不过还是谢谢您。”杰西说道，“要是您有了消息，就跟菜摊老板史密斯先生打个招呼，我们把联系方式留给了他的儿子罗伊。”

“好吧。”露西小姐说道，“不过，这事已经再清楚不过了，它绝对不是附近人家养的。看这小狗的资质，足够参加狗展，或者说，都够格去马戏团了。”

远远离开邮局后，班尼才开口说道：“小影儿哪有长得很滑稽？我就看不出来！它明明很漂亮嘛！大家只是没看习惯，没什么大不了的。”

就这样，孩子们继续上路了。山道寂静无声，只有小影儿仍在不停呜咽着。


第六章　路上的麻烦

Trouble on the Road
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孩子们一路骑行，邮局早被远远抛在了身后。这时，亨利对小影儿说道：“这下你可要跑上一阵子了。不过也好，省得你变成懒宝宝。”

眼下天气和暖，不时有阵阵微风拂过，正是骑车的好时节。小影儿始终跟随在班尼的车子旁奔跑着，并且乐此不疲。

班尼本来一路上都骑在最前头，猛不丁儿地，他突然停下自行车，跳了下来，向一块标牌走去，那标牌钉在一根篱笆桩上。

“哇噢，看啊！”班尼说，“有趣得紧！”

“怎么了，班尼？”维莉见他停下来，便问道。

“看看这个。”班尼说话间，其他人已经赶了上来，“标牌上说，八月十号在阿什比镇有场狗展呢！”

“我好像在‘二次登陆’时也见过这样的牌子。”杰西说。

“真的？”班尼问道，“那你怎么现在才说？”

杰西笑了起来：“我哪知道你会对狗展感兴趣啊，班尼！再说，那时候咱们还没遇到这只小狗呢。”

“倒也是。”班尼赞同道，“要不是因为小影儿，恐怕我也不会去注意这块牌子。总之咱们还是去狗展看看吧，兴许可以弄清小影儿是什么品种。”

“不去也可以弄清楚的。”亨利说，“问问养狗场的工作人员，随便哪个都会知道。”

“还有更简单的办法。”维莉说，“咱们去图书馆，找一本介绍狗狗的书，对照上面的图片，一看就知道了。”

“要是阿什比的狗展规模够大，很多爱狗的人都会去参加的。”杰西说。

班尼的脑筋飞快地转动起来，他看了看标牌，又看了看小影儿，沉思了半晌，最后说道：“唉，小影儿，要是你会说话该多好！这样我们就知道你究竟是离家出走，还是被人偷出来的了。”

“快走吧！”杰西催促起来，“再要磨蹭下去，别说是简姑婆家，就是连阿什比也赶不到了。”

“这就来！”班尼答应了一声，“咱们来比一比，看谁先骑到大树那里。”

“留意汽车！”维莉在身后喊道。

“放心吧，这里连汽车的影子都没有！”班尼转头叫道。话音未落，他便和小影儿冲出了好远，杰西则在后面紧追不舍。

尽管班尼骑得飞快，最后还是被杰西超越了。

“别泄气，班尼，毕竟我不是白长你几岁的。”说完，她跳下车子，站在树下等着大家。

小影儿渐渐追了上来，它已经累得气喘吁吁，不等姐弟俩发令，它便自顾自蹲下，休息起来。

紧接着，亨利和维莉也一前一后骑了过来，下了车，二人便跌坐在路旁的草地上。

大家休息了片刻，看到远处似乎有辆小汽车开过来，副驾驶座上隐约坐着一名女子。随着小车越开越近，班尼不禁说道：“它的速度好像慢下来了呢！”

“有意思。”杰西说道，“这车好像是冲着咱们来的。”

果然不出所料，汽车渐渐停了下来，一个男人走下车来，仔细打量着小影儿。奥登兄妹一时间都猜不透这人在打什么主意，便站起身来，各自守在自行车旁。

“这只小狗看起来不错！”男人对亨利说道。

“嗯，我们知道。”亨利答道。

“那你们知不知道，它属于很稀有的品种？”

“不知道。”

“卖给我吧。”男人说。
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“我们可没这个权利。”班尼说道，“小狗不是我们养的，只不过一路跟着我们而已。况且，我们正在帮它找主人。”

“既然没有主人，那我来养也是一样的。”男人说，“我不会亏待几位的。这是一只表演犬，只是还没长大而已。”

班尼摇了摇头：“不行！小狗不是我们的，绝对不能卖。我们一定要找到它真正的主人。”

“这么说，小狗真不是你们的？”男人又问了一次。他的语气令孩子们十分反感。

“不是。”亨利说，“我们正在寻找它的主人。”

“哦？你们打算怎么找？”男人问道。

“我们每经过一个地方，就会打听有没有人丢了小狗。”班尼说道。

“而且等到我们回家之后，就会在报纸上刊登认领小狗启事。”亨利补充道。

这时，车里的女人对丈夫叫了起来：“算了，看来这几个小孩是不会卖的。”

小影儿冲着陌生男子汪汪叫了几声，随即又转为呜呜的低鸣。班尼俯下身子，一把抱起小狗，杰西伸过手，轻轻地拍了拍它。

“好吧，那你们就看紧它好了。”男人扔下一句话后，这对奇怪的夫妇便离开了，车子朝阿什比的方向驶去。

孩子们扶起自行车，看着小车绝尘而去。

“真是莫名其妙！”杰西说道，“他这样说是什么意思？”

“不太明白。”亨利说。

“绝对不是什么好话！”维莉说，“估计是想让我们觉得内疚，觉得这事做错了。”

“哈，只要咱们自己心里清楚就好！”班尼不以为然道，“他们才是没安好心的人，别去理会就是。”

“没错，好久没听过这么在点的话儿了。”杰西说，“走啦！要想住进舒舒服服的旅馆，咱们得赶紧出发了！”

就这样，孩子们又开始继续赶路了，其间谁都没有讲话。过了大约一英里，维莉才开口说道：“那个女的好像给小影儿拍了照呢。”

“我好像也看到了。”杰西说。

“那个男的上车的时候，我听到了咔嚓一声。”班尼说。

“别担心，无所谓啦。”亨利说，“小影儿的一张快照，对咱们造不成什么伤害。”

但是孩子们万万没有想到，那个女人不仅给每个人都拍了照，就连他们的自行车也拍了进去。


第七章　夜间遇险

Danger in the Night
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五点钟左右，奥登兄妹按计划赶到了阿什比的汽车旅馆，他们带着小狗，骑车来到了办公窗口，订了两间相邻、又有一扇门相通的房间。旅馆经理探头向外看了看，发现了小狗。

“小狗可不能进旅馆呀！”经理说，“这是我们的规定。”

“噢，天哪！”杰西叫了起来，“那就不能住这儿了。我们必须带着它才行。”

亨利转过头，对小影儿下令道：“蹲下！”小狗果然乖乖地蹲了下来。

“哇噢！”经理叫了一声，“还真是只听话的小狗！假如你们让它别再呜呜叫，它会听么？”

亨利不由得笑了起来：“这个嘛，我们倒还没试过。”

恰在此时，小影儿又是一声呜咽。班尼走过去，跪起一条腿儿，小狗抬起头，一对小眼睛躲在满脸灰灰的毛发后望着他，继续呜咽着。

“小影儿，你要是再哼唧，咱们就不能住在这儿了。”班尼说道。

小影儿又是几声呜咽。

“不可以！”班尼严厉地说，“这样不可以！”他冲小狗摇了摇头。小影儿张了张嘴，刚想叫，却被班尼捂住了鼻子，捂了个严严实实。小狗满心不高兴，用力挣扎几下，又是一声哀号。

“别叫啦！”班尼大声喝道。

小影儿之前哪里听过这种训斥？一时间，它隐约领会到了班尼的意思，当下偏起小脑袋，抬头朝经理望去，似乎在向他证明，它是多么的听话。

“嗯，这副模样倒挺乖巧。”经理说道，“这样吧，虽然旅馆规定不准带狗，可看在小狗这么听话的分上，就让你们住最边上的两间吧，199和120号。它可以待在门厅里，但要是再叫一声，就只能被请出去了。”

“那么——我们也只能跟着被请出去了。”班尼说，“听见没有，小影儿？这可不是闹着玩的，我现在肚子饿得咕咕叫哩！”

维莉脱口而出：“您这儿的餐厅真不错！”奥登兄妹看到有人正在里边吃饭。

“是啊，这是刚刚建好的新餐厅。”经理说，“我们现在正供应晚餐呢，你们要是愿意，马上就可以去吃！”

“愿意，愿意！”班尼连声叫道，“我们把行李放到房间后，马上就过去！”

“记得把小狗留在房间里。”经理说道，“我对它的晚餐另有安排。”说完，他情不自禁笑出声来。孩子们虽然不知道是什么安排，但料想不会太差。
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经理给了亨利两把钥匙，指了指房间的方位后，说道：“转过那个墙角，把车子停在最边上就可以了。”

小影儿一路小跑地跟在几位新主人身后，经理望着他们的背影，不住地微笑着。

亨利打开房门，发现居然有一个方方正正的小门厅，于是他把雨衣铺在地上，对小影儿说道：“趴上来，不准乱跑哦！”

小影儿一声不响地趴在雨衣上，抬头望着亨利。

“好狗狗。”班尼说道，“还有要记住，别瞎哼哼！我们会给你带好吃的回来的。”

“瞧你说话的样儿，”维莉说道，“好像它能听懂似的。”

“没准它还真听得懂。”班尼答道，“谁知道呢！”

孩子们并没有打开行李，也没有多逗留，各自洗了手后，便出了门。

“不准动哦！”亨利又对狗狗叮嘱了一句，转身出门，上了锁。

一家人走进餐厅，发现里面的一切都新簇簇、洁崭崭的。正在餐厅另一边忙碌着的经理，看到孩子们后，冲他们笑了笑。孩子们找到一张桌子，坐了下来。

“这可是咱们见过的最好的餐厅了。”杰西说道，“我要放开肚子大吃一顿！”

于是，他们尽情享用起这顿丰盛的晚餐来。

吃完，班尼满意地赞道：“好吃极啦！眼下就是再要我骑20英里，也没有问题哩！”

“还是把力气留到明天吧。”杰西说道。
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话音刚落，只见经理走了过来，凑到亨利耳边低声说了些什么，然后递给他一个褐色的纸袋：“这是小狗的晚餐，还有它明天的早餐，只是千万注意，喂小狗的时候不要被人看见了。”

“您真是个好人。”杰西感激道，“您的好，我们会永远记在心里。”

“哪里谈得上好，我又不是对谁都这样，只不过觉得你们都是好孩子，帮助你们我也很开心。”

亨利打开房门，发现小影儿果然一步都没有挪动过，既没有大叫也没有哼哼。

“这才是好狗狗，小影儿！你要真是我们的小狗该多好！”班尼叫道，“喏，晚餐来啦！还有，纸袋里是你明天的早餐。”

饿极的小狗很快将晚餐吃得干干净净，又将纸盘子反反复复舔了好几次后，才趴在地上，一动不动了。

“总算不用担心它会惹麻烦了。”亨利说，“看它的样子，一定是累坏了，我想它会睡得很安稳的。而我自己，也累极了。”

刚刚八点钟，奥登家的孩子们就上床睡觉了。四周陷入了一片静谧。

谁知睡到半夜，小影儿突然发出一阵短促而尖厉的叫声。

杰西顿时惊醒过来：“哦，天哪，是小影儿！这下完了！大半夜的，咱们都得被赶出去不可。”

亨利慌忙跳下床去，一个箭步蹿到了小影儿所在的门厅：“安静，小影儿！”

班尼从床上坐了起来，两手揉了揉眼睛，问道：“几点了？”

此时，小影儿的尖叫已经转为阵阵低吼。

“嘘——小影儿，大半夜的，你闹什么？”亨利问道。

“是不是小影儿听见外面有动静？”班尼此时已经清醒过来。

小影儿又开始急促地呜咽起来。

维莉和杰西站在门口，目光齐齐地落在小影儿和两个男孩身上。

“小影儿绝对不会无缘无故地乱叫，这点可以肯定。”维莉说，“到底怎么了，小影儿，告诉我们好么？”

小影儿似乎听懂了她的话，径直跑到门口嗅了起来。

亨利小心翼翼地把门打开了一条缝。

“是烟！”班尼叫道，“我闻到烟味了！”
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“准是哪里着火了！”亨利说，“班尼，咱们走！你们姐妹俩和小影儿待在屋里，哪儿也别去！”

杰西把小狗抱在怀里，一手紧紧地搂住它的脖子。

姐妹俩听见两个男孩正朝着经理办公室跑去。

“烟是从那个漂亮的餐厅里冒出来的。”维莉说，“准是那里着了火。”

“咱们最好待着别动。”杰西说，“这个区域应该是安全的。”

果然不出所料，浓烟正在从新餐厅里滚滚涌出。经理披着雨衣，赤着脚冲了出来。他一手拧开灭火器，对准火焰喷去。其他人也闻讯赶来帮忙，用消防水管对着烈焰喷洒，火开始慢慢熄灭了。

“还好救得及时。”有人说道，“没等火势大起来就扑灭了。您可真幸运啊，先生。”

“谁说不是呢。”经理说道，“这餐厅可是新修的，烧光了可真让人痛心。”

“是谁发现着起火来的？”一个女客人问道。

“是几个孩子发现的，他们住在最边上的两间房里。”经理答道。虽然早就听到了狗叫声，他却对小影儿的功劳只字不提。除了他和奥登家的孩子，其余人半点声响都没有听到。

经理匆匆跑到孩子们跟前，低声说道：“孩子们，尽管我心里清楚，是你们的小狗挽救了旅馆，但我无论如何也不能让其他人知道，有只小狗住在这里，否则大家都会把狗狗带进来的。”

“我们保证一个字也不说。”班尼答道，“小影儿也不会在乎这些虚名。”

“况且，我们一大清早就要离开了。”杰西说。

“吃了早饭再走吧！”经理说，“你们打算几点吃，想吃些什么，只管开口，我亲自送过来。反正今晚也睡不成了，我正好去厨房清理一下。说吧，早餐想吃什么？”
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“我可要放开肚子吃一顿！”班尼说，“我要吃培根、鸡蛋、吐司、牛奶还有橙汁。”

经理笑了起来：“再来点香肠，好不好？”

“不用了，谢谢您！我更喜欢培根哩！”

“我们可能六点钟就要出发。”亨利说，“明天还有好远的路要赶，估计得骑上一整天呢。”

“没问题。”经理说道，“这样的话，我也就不用担心有人看到小狗了。说起来，还真亏你们及时闻到了烟味，帮了我一个大忙！我这儿随时欢迎你们再来！”

孩子们带着小影儿回屋继续睡觉，经理却睡意全无，眼下他必须做到万无一失，防止火灾再次发生。

当孩子们轻手轻脚地来到餐厅时，发现经理早已将早餐准备好了。

他们将自行车停在门口，亨利一手抱着小影儿走了进去。

吃过早餐，亨利正准备付钱，却听经理说道：“房费只付一间的就可以了，早餐免费，要不是你们，餐厅早就毁了。”

“这都是小影儿的功劳呢。”班尼说。

“是啊，我欠狗狗好大一个人情。不过，下次来住，最好不要带它。只要你们过来，房间一律免费。”

班尼咽下最后一口早餐，说道：“我准备好了，出发吧！”
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小影儿摇起了小尾巴。孩子们各自背起背包，冲着经理挥了挥手，骑上车出发了。清晨时分，天气微凉，路上没有车辆，孩子们一路骑行，别有一番趣味。

小影儿时而跟着自行车欢跑，时而被亨利抱在车上，俨然成了这个温馨家庭中的一员。

骑了几英里后，亨利说道：“这下离简姑婆家不远啦。”

“太好了。”班尼说，“简姑婆会给咱们准备午餐的！不，不，应该是麦琪——嗯，我猜是麦琪做饭。”


第八章　诱捕

Catch as Catch Can
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“我认得这个地方！”班尼突然叫了起来，“那边就是老灯塔，咱们那年夏天还住过的，记得么？”

“住在灯塔的日子好开心！”维莉说道。

“这说明，咱们离简姑婆家没有多少英里了。”亨利说。

孩子们齐齐地朝灯塔的方向望去，但脚下并没有停留。

刚一接近简姑婆的农舍，一阵狗叫声便响了起来。小影儿叫了几声作为回应。

“准是简姑婆家的狗狗——公主。”维莉说，“当初把公主送给简姑婆的时候，它还是只小奶狗呢！但愿小影儿不要和它打架。”

简姑婆和姑爷爷安迪已经站在门廊里，冲他们挥手了。

“你们总算来了，真是太好啦！”简姑婆说，“我们都张望好一阵子了，还是公主先看到了你们。”

“怎么还带了只小狗来？之前可没听你们说起过啊！”姑爷爷安迪问道。

亨利抱着小影儿，解释道：“咱们那时候还没遇上它呢！但愿两只狗狗不要打架才好。”说着，他把小影儿放在草地上，两只狗狗同时摇起了尾巴，虽然汪汪地叫个不停，神色间却显得很是友好。

接着，兄妹们将小狗的来历讲述了一遍。

“小影儿，到这儿来！让我看看。”姑爷爷安迪叫了一声，仔仔细细地打量起小狗来，“这是凯斯梗，这种狗来自苏格兰，产自于斯凯岛，有着三百多年的历史。”

“姑爷爷可真厉害，什么都知道。”班尼说。

“哪里，我只是去过的地方多一些而已。快去，把我书房里那本红色的字典拿来，那上面就有这种狗狗的照片，很漂亮的。”

很快，班尼取来了那本红色的字典。“还真是小影儿的同类呢，一点都不差。”他说，“等回家了，咱们就在报纸上写个这样的启事——寻凯斯梗主人……”
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“它是怎么走丢的呢？”简姑婆问道。

“这恰好就是我们遇到的谜题哩，简姑婆。”杰西答道，“您也知道的，班尼不管到哪儿，都要寻个谜题才罢休。”

“不会是被人偷出来的吧？”姑爷爷安迪问道，“你们刚才说，它的脖子上没有项圈。”

“不清楚。”亨利答道，“不过，那对半路停车的夫妇倒真以为是我们偷的。”

“可不是么！竟然把我们当贼了！”班尼叫了起来。

“等你们弄清了真相，一定要把经过全告诉我。”简姑婆说，“我知道，你们眼下还没有半点头绪，而我更是一点忙也帮不上了。这不，你们的姑爷爷要飞到西班牙去，想让我陪着一道呢。”

“是啊！”姑爷爷安迪说道，“我走到哪里，你们的姑婆就跟到哪里。下午我就去机场买票。”

“四处旅行，这还真是姑爷爷的风格！”班尼感叹道。

“好啦，孩子们，咱们吃饭去吧！”姑爷爷说道，“午饭早就做好了，就等着你们来。”

“放心好了，简姑婆。”班尼说，“我的肚子早就空出来了。”

“知道啦，班尼先生！把你喂饱可不大容易呢。”简姑婆说道。班尼的胃口有多大，她心里最清楚不过了。

孩子们见到麦琪，心里别提有多高兴了——她可是简姑婆家的资深厨娘。这个中午，麦琪准备了一大份鸡蛋沙拉，几盘火腿，几杯牛奶，还有几份热腾腾的面包卷。

吃过午饭，杰西和维莉坐下来陪简姑婆聊天，亨利和班尼则跟着姑爷爷安迪去了机场，顺便带上了小影儿。正在停车的时候，姑爷爷突然叫道：“快看！”

原来是一只大狗蹿进了停车场，正在朝机场的方向狂奔，而它身后，一个男人在紧追不舍。

那是一条拳师犬。奥登兄妹一看便知，狗狗并不想被抓住，因此它的主人一点机会都没有。

“嗨！”班尼高声喊道，“快到这边来，我有办法。”

“班尼，不要吹牛！”亨利说道，“你又不认识这狗，怎么可能抓得住。”

“放心吧，”班尼说，“我想到了一个法子。”

只听男人喊道：“我可是一步也跑不动了！本来是忙着赶飞机的，却在这儿浪费了老半天时间！”
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“别担心。”班尼叫道，“我来帮你。”说着，他走下姑爷爷的车子，把小影儿放了出来。小狗拔腿就想去追大狗，却被班尼喝止住了。

“不准动！”班尼一声令下，小影儿乖乖地蹲了下来。

“天啊！”陌生的男人不由感叹道，“我的狗要是这么听话该多好。”

“它会的，只要训练个几次就行。”班尼说道，“现在你先等一会儿，躲到小卡车后面去，别让狗狗看到了。把拴狗链准备好。”

此时，拳师犬留意到“追兵”已经消失，于是回头一看，刚好看见小影儿蹲在停车场里。

拳师犬摇了摇短短的尾巴，一路小跑着回去看这个陌生的小伙伴。

“准备好了吗？”班尼对拳师犬的主人说道，“等它们交上朋友，你就过去抓住它。”

拳师犬走到小影儿跟前，摇起了尾巴。小影儿一动不动，仅仅摇了几下尾巴作为回应。要知道，这个动作的难度可是不小，因为小影儿正坐在自己的尾巴上。
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“我悄悄地过去。”男人低声说道。

“好。”班尼赞同道。一时间，大家都屏息凝视着，想看看那人能否顺利抓住拳师犬。

大狗正和小影儿玩得不亦乐乎，丝毫没有注意到主人的到来。只听咔嚓一声，链子已经扣到了它的项圈上。

“哈！抓住啦！”班尼叫了起来。

“这法子果然不错，班尼。”姑爷爷说，“想不到还真管用。”

“谢谢你，孩子！”男人感激不尽，“这下就不会错过航班了。”说着，他抱起大狗，放进了车里。

这一切都被旁观的一个女人看在眼里。“你们的小狗是一只凯斯梗，对不对？”她问亨利。

“对，应该是的。”亨利答道。

“它不是我们的狗狗。”班尼插了一句，“只是一直跟着我们而已。”

女人看了看班尼，说道：“我刚从波士顿回来，听我妹妹说，她的一个朋友恰好丢了只凯斯梗呢。”

班尼摇了摇头：“它绝对不是波士顿来的。不过我们会尽快找到它的主人。”

“祝你好运。”女人说道，“真是只漂亮的狗狗。”

当晚，简姑婆对孩子们说：“真希望你们能多待几天。不过我知道，你们更想回家去，解开小影儿主人这个谜团。”

“按照之前的计划，我们也只能待一晚的。”杰西说，“不过我们秋天还会过来，争取多待几天。”

第二天一早，奥登家的孩子们再次整装待发，麦琪又给他们准备了一份应急的口粮。“下次要早些过来，”她说，“有你们这群孩子和两只小狗陪着，我别提有多欢喜了！”

奥登兄妹登上自行车，在简姑婆和姑爷爷的挥手告别中出发了，公主摇着尾巴欢叫着，小影儿也汪汪了几声作为回应。

“老兄，我还是喜欢听你汪汪地叫。”班尼说道，“比你哼唧起来好听多了。”

小影儿一路遥遥领先，跑得比自行车还快。杰西见状说道：“它准是知道要回家了，心里美着呢！”

“或许它之前一直哼唧的原因是——知道咱们的方向走错了。”亨利说，“班尼，别让它跑太久，会把爪子磨破的。”

“我过会儿就让它上车。”班尼说道。大约过了半个小时，班尼果然抱起小影儿，把它放在车子的前筐里。
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孩子们欢快地骑了半晌，情不自禁地放声高歌起来，曲调舒缓悠扬，只是少了吉他伴奏。这当儿，小影儿也扯起嗓子开嚎了。

班尼正模仿着吉他伴奏的“梆梆”声，听到小影儿的叫声，忍不住笑道：“你是在抗议我的吉他声吗？你这小家伙，居然还会嗷嗷叫哩！”说完，他又唱了起来。

一曲终了，小影儿顿时安静下来，它乖乖地坐在车筐里，一脸幸福的小模样，让班尼又忍俊不禁。

“你赢了，小影儿。”亨利叫道，“好吧，我们不唱，你也别嗷嗷了。”

就这样，孩子们一连骑了几个小时。突然，班尼猛地喊道：“看，前面有个十字路口，看起来车还真不少！”


第九章　幸运日

Lucky Day
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“车倒不算多，只是咱们不习惯而已。”杰西笑了起来，“咱们一路上都没见到几辆车，小班班。”

“这不就来了一辆吗？好像要停下来了！”班尼兴奋地叫了起来，“噢，不对，是想要拦住咱们的架势！”

话音刚落，一辆轿车便紧贴过来，逼得孩子们只好下车。

杰西悄声道：“就是那对想买——或者想抢小影儿的夫妇。”

这一次，夫妇两人都走下车来。只听男人说道：“你们几个小孩让我一直放心不下，这小狗真不是你们偷来的？”

“偷来的？”班尼激动地喊了起来，“怎么可能！我们从不偷东西，哪怕是一分钱都不会！”

“那你们怎么还把小狗带在身边？记得当初你们承认过，这不是你们的小狗。我们之前见过面，还没忘吧？”

“你听好了，”亨利说道，“我们现在正要回家。我们一直在尽力寻找这条小狗的主人。”

“你当然会捡好听的说。”男人不以为然道，“要是不想让警察发现你们窝藏失踪小狗的话，你们最好是把它卖给我，这是一只表演犬，价钱多少我清楚。”

女人弯下腰，正想去摸一摸小影儿，不料小影儿竟低声咆哮起来。

恰在此时，又有一辆车子开了过来，司机放慢速度，将头探出了车窗。

“遇到麻烦了？”那人友好地问道。

“嗯，有点小麻烦。”亨利说。

“我看是大麻烦！”班尼忍不住叫道，“这小狗是我们骑车旅行的时候碰到的，它已经跟了我们四天，可这人硬说是我们偷来的。我们才没偷！我们正要回家，去找它的主人！”

陌生人仔细地打量着眼前的一男一女，又看了看奥登兄妹，说道：“一看就知道这几个孩子没有说谎，不是么？虽然是第一次见面，但我相信他们，这几个孩子看起来都很诚实。”

“人心隔肚皮，光看外表怎么知道？”男人反驳道，“小狗既然不是他们养的，为什么整整四天都带着？他们自己也说不清这狗的来历，难保不是偷来的。”

“要我看，两位还是早点离开的好。”车里的男人说道，“小狗的事情不劳你们操心，毕竟也不是你们养的，不是么？”

眼见孩子们来了位强硬的帮手，夫妇二人只好转身上车，离开了。

“快看！”班尼叫道，“他们的车牌号！”

“还真是怪事！”杰西说道，“牌照是西海岸的，离这儿有两千多英里呢！他们怎么跑到新英格兰来了？”

亨利点了点头：“没准他们才是偷狗贼！有些人专门做贩狗的买卖。”

“记下他的车牌号了吗？”那人问着，发动了引擎。

“我记下来了。”维莉说。

“我也是。”班尼说，“我都能背下来了。”

“我也写下来了。”那人说道，“他们今后绝不会再找你们的麻烦了。这是我的名片和地址，要是他们再来骚扰，只管找我就是。”说着，他递给亨利一张名片。

孩子们接过来一看，只见上面印着“哈德曼警探事务所”几个字。

“您是便衣警探吗，哈德曼先生？”班尼问道。

“差不多。”那人微笑着答道。

“幸好有您在。”维莉说，“我从来不想惹麻烦，可有些人偏偏喜欢找麻烦。”

“多谢您出面帮忙！”杰西说道。

“没什么，乐意效劳。”哈德曼先生说完，便开着车走了。

孩子们怔怔地站了一阵，一直望着车子消失在视线中。

“真伤脑筋！”班尼愤愤地叫道，“一条漂亮小狗居然招来了这么多麻烦。我都快疯了！”

杰西仔细地打量着班尼，知道他一般情况下不会说出这种话来。

“这样吧！”她提议道，“咱们待会早点吃午饭，正好换换心情。不如就近找个餐厅，怎样？”

大家一致认为这主意不错，纷纷表示赞同，当下骑上自行车，出发了。小影儿依然兴高采烈，一路汪汪欢叫着跑在最前面。维莉则骑在最后面。
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过了一英里，孩子们听见维莉叫了声：“等一下！”

大家分别停下车子，杰西回头喊道：“怎么了，维莉？”

“车胎破了。”维莉说，“可能是被什么尖东西刺破了。”

亨利看了看车胎：“是破了。瞧，这儿有块锋利的小石子，跟箭头似的，难怪把车胎扎得透透儿的，不修理的话，肯定没法骑了。”

“换个新胎会好些吧？”杰西说。

“唉，今天真是不幸啊。”班尼叹道，“现在又要去找地方修车。要是修车的地方卖吃的该多好。或者，要是餐馆可以修车也不错。”

孩子们忍不住大笑起来，大家跳下来，推着车继续往前走。

看到班尼仍然有心思说笑，杰西也高兴了起来，只是心里依然没底，不知道要这样走多久才能找到修车店。一路上，大家仔细打量着道路两侧，不错过任何一块招牌。走了一英里左右，前方出现了一座大房子，只见招牌上写着：

大个子小铺

欢迎光临

“看哪！”杰西叫了起来，“难道那是个加油站？”

“不知道。”亨利说，“但它看起来像个废品收购站。”
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话音刚落，一个高大的男人出现在敞开的门口，他望了一眼，问道：“有麻烦了吗？进来，让我看。”

维莉把车推进小店，大家焦急地望着店主，只见这个大个子点了点头，微微笑道：“我会很快修好的，你们要去的地方远吗？”

“是啊！”亨利答道，“我们要去绿野镇。”

“我知道绿野镇。”男人说道，“很远呢！修好了，半路又坏了。不如换个新胎吧？”

“我也这样想。”亨利表示赞同，“有型号配得上的吗？”

“什么型号都有。”大个子从墙上取下一个轮胎，动手把旧的换了下来。

维莉感谢道：“这车是我在骑，多亏您能把它修好。”

“我是保加利亚人。”大个子一边说，一边继续着手头的工作，“英语不好。不过你们是好孩子，不像其他人。还带着一只小狗，也很好。”

小影儿的确是一只好狗狗。它默默地蹲在那里等着，一声都不哼。突然，它皱起了鼻子，在空气中嗅了起来。

“大个子先生，”维莉问道，“我的轮胎扎破前，我们正在找餐馆，您知道这附近哪里有吃饭的地方吗？”

大个子笑了起来：“当然知道。就在我这儿——大个子小铺！”

“您这里还可以吃饭吗？”班尼欢呼起来，他好奇地环视了一下四周，但并没发现可以吃饭的地方。

“不是。今天破例，只给你们吃。朝那儿看。”大个子说着，指了指里屋。

班尼和杰西刚刚凑到近前，顿时闻到一股扑鼻的香味，再朝屋里一看，只见一个老式煤炉上放着一口黑色的小汽锅。屋里一个女人转过身来，冲孩子们微微笑道：“你们喜欢羊肉饭吗？留下来吃吧。”
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兄妹们互相瞅了瞅，杰西说道：“干吗不留下来呢？亨利，咱们就在这里吃吧。”

“很好。请坐。”大个子的太太说着，从橱架上取下四个碗来，又在每个碗里盛满了羊肉饭。

“你们吃。”她对孩子们说道，“给你，小狗。”她在地板上放了一大块羊骨头给小影儿，骨头上还带着很多肉。

米饭里混着羊肉、洋葱、番茄以及各种好吃的菜肴，孩子们吃得津津有味。他们还就着肉饭，吃了好几块干面包。

吃完之后，他们谢过了女主人，来到店里，自行车已经修好了，亨利向大个子支付了修车和午餐的钱。

接下来，大个子竟然又为他们准备了一份惊喜。

“喜欢狗狗表演吗？”他问道，“阿什比的狗展，我有票。”

“您这里有票卖吗？”杰西问道，“我们早就听说阿什比要办狗展呢。”

“我有好多票。”大个子答道，“我给狗狗做笼子——铁丝笼。”说着，他指了指堆在角落里的几个方形笼子，“所以他们给我好多票。”

“噢，那我们要四张好了！”班尼说道，“我们这只狗狗正好是表演犬，哪能错过这个机会！”

“是的，我知道。”大个子说，“很好的狗狗，会表演的。”说着，他递给亨利四张票。
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孩子们分别与大个子握握手，上了自行车。“我们不会忘记您的，大个子先生。”维莉说道，“您对我们太好了。”

大家挥手道别，继续骑行。

“我现在收回之前说的牢骚话。”班尼说，“今天一点也不倒霉。咱们吃了午饭，修了车，现在又弄到四张狗展的票，应该算作幸运日才对。”


第十章　最后一个谜题

One Puzzle Left
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此时此刻，孩子们一心只想带着小狗赶回家去。他们已经商量好，除了吃饭和睡觉，中途不再停留。

“既然‘二次登陆’是必经之地，”维莉说，“咱们得去兰多太太家打个招呼才行。”

“也好。”杰西说，“当初咱们答应过的，说返程的时候可能会过去。”

孩子们不紧不慢地骑着，享受着最后一段旅程。转眼到了旅途的最后一天，就在马上要吃午饭的时候，小影儿突然不听使唤，拔腿跑开了。
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“回来！”班尼大声喊道。但小影儿丝毫没有回来的意思。

“我还以为你是一只听话的狗狗！快回来！听到没有！”班尼扯着嗓子喊道。

小影儿根本没有理会，只顾着一路狂奔。

亨利观察了一阵，低声说道：“咱们必须跟上去，这时候可不能把它弄丢了。”

孩子们当即加快速度，渐渐追上了小影儿。

“这样跑下去，它会弄伤爪子的，亨利。”维莉说道，“你不能带它一程么？”

“怕是做不到，我根本抓不到它。”亨利说，“毫无疑问，它准是知道自己要回家了。看它的小短腿，迈得有多快啊！”

“等等我们！”班尼高声叫着，但小影儿丝毫也没有停留。

“看样子像是朝‘二次登陆’跑呢！”杰西说道，“前面就是马丁先生的商店了。你们说，会不会是马丁先生家的狗？”

“我看不像。”亨利说，“马丁先生不像是丢了这么一条漂亮小狗的样子！”

“也不可能是兰多太太家的。”班尼插话道，“她看起来也不像。再说，她家地板上没见到有小狗的食盆，院子里也没有小狗的窝。”

“可是你看小影儿的样儿，好像它家就在‘二次登陆’一样。”杰西说道。

只见小影儿越跑越快，仿佛在百米冲刺一般。

“说不准呢！”班尼叫道，“快看！马丁先生就坐在台阶上呢。嗨！马丁先生！”

奥登兄妹停下自行车，小影儿跑了几步，终于也蹲了下来——它累坏了。

“哈！我们的小车手到啦！”马丁先生高兴地叫了起来，“一路上还好吧？碰到什么事情没有？”

班尼指了指小狗说：“我们遇到了这只小狗，它跟了我们一路呢！”

马丁先生这才看到小狗。令人吃惊的是，他竟然起身召唤道：“过来，灰灰！到这儿来，灰灰！”

“灰灰！”杰西惊讶地叫了起来，“您认识这只狗，马丁先生？”

“当然认识！它是兰多家的狗。”

“兰多家养的？”

“噢，不是他们夫妻俩的。”马丁先生说，“是卡尔的，他舅舅艾瑞克送的生日礼物。看，它想邀请你们到它家去呢！”

果然，小影儿又跑了起来，只是没跑几步便回头望着他们。孩子们立即追了上去。此时此刻，小影儿已经不再呜咽了。

“见到这小狗，保管他们全家都欢喜！”马丁先生在身后喊道。

从马丁先生的店到兰多家并不远——奥登兄妹之前就已经走过。这当儿，小狗欢叫着，班尼则跑上前，敲了敲门。

兰多太太来到门口，看了一眼，忍不住惊呼起来：“噢，是灰灰！是灰灰！”她忙不迭地打开门，小狗嗖的一下蹿到了她的怀里，拼命摇着尾巴，欢叫着、哼哼着，舔着她的双手。

奥登兄妹静静地站在一边，注视着他们。过了好一会儿，兰多太太才抬起头来，眼里噙着泪水：“谢谢你们送它回家！可是，你们怎么知道它是我们家的狗狗？”

“我们原本并不知道。”杰西答道，“这事儿说来话长。自从遇见它开始，我们就一直在帮它找主人。”
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“快进来，坐下说！要知道，这小狗是我哥哥艾瑞克送给卡尔的生日礼物。灰灰接受过很好的训练，我们打算让它去阿什比参加狗展。它来咱们家还不到一个星期，但大家都好爱它。”

“我们也是。”维莉说道。

众人坐了下来，注意力全都在小狗身上，只见它在屋里上上下下跑了一圈，闻遍每个角落后，才又跑回到兰多太太的身边。

“你们的照片上了今早的报纸，”兰多太太说，“我当时就确定，站在你们身旁的就是灰灰，我正在想，怎样才能联系到你们呢。”

“照片是谁拍的，我清楚得透透儿的。”班尼说道，“是那对夫妇，他俩一路跟踪咱们，就惦记着要抢走灰灰。他们这么做，是想让人家误以为我们偷了小狗。那照片下面写了些什么？”

“也没什么，就写着：丢失的单车小狗。”兰多太太说，“后来我接到了好几个电话，大家都说那一定就是卡尔的小狗。”

“我就说嘛！”班尼说道，“他俩偷拍照片就是为了诬陷咱们。要我看，他们才是货真价实的偷狗贼哩！”

“我还是不知道你们在哪儿碰到灰灰的？”兰多太太问道。

于是孩子们讲起了他们是如何在老房子里避雨，又是如何遇到了不停呜咽的小狗。

“它跟着我们去了简姑婆家，又一路跟了回来。”杰西说，“可我们还是不明白，它到底是怎样走丢的！”

“唉，”兰多太太讲述道，“还记得么，你们上次来的时候，卡尔恰好去露营了？送卡尔上了公交车以后，我就赶着去买一些要紧的食材。我当时把灰灰放进旅行车，开车去了购物超市。那地方很远，离这儿有25英里。因为灰灰不能进超市，我只好把它留在了车里，我还特地把车窗摇下一条缝隙，给它透气。”

奥登兄妹点了点头。

“我做了件错事儿。”兰多太太说，“灰灰可能就是从那扇车窗里挤出去的，尽管我不明白它是怎么做到的。反正等我买完东西出来，它就不见了！”

“当时有人见到它吗？”维莉问道。

“当时周围没有人，只有几百辆车停在那里，我也没处问去，只好拼命叫着它的名字。”兰多太太说，“最后实在没法子，只有开车回家了。”

“可怜的卡尔。”维莉说，“灰灰跑丢的事情，您有没有告诉他呢？”

“没有。我只是在心底里盼着，盼着灰灰能自己回来。可它来这儿的时间这么短，我觉得它根本就不认识回家的路。而且我还害怕有人发现它之后，会把它给关起来。”
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“我们过来帮忙的时候，您就是在为这事儿发愁吧？”杰西问道，“当时我们就注意到您有烦心事，可为什么不告诉我们呢？”

“我哪里开得了口！”兰多太太说，“大家开开心心的，我哪能泼冷水呢！我还生怕自己一时忍不住，扫了客人的兴。”

“您是说伊凡先生吧？”班尼说道，“不过他挺善解人意的。现在好了，总算可以告诉卡尔啦！”

“是啊，他明天就回来了。我有好多事情要跟他讲，比如灰灰是怎么走丢的，又是怎么回来的……还有，我们马上要搬到波士顿去了。”

“真是太好了。”杰西的眼睛亮闪闪的，“伊凡先生说您是个随和的人，我真为您高兴！”

“我要给艾瑞克打个电话，让他也高兴高兴。这下可以让灰灰去阿什比表演了。你们几个也一起去吧，节目会很精彩的。”

“一定要去！”班尼说，“我们连票都准备好了。”

“你们真是好运气，这票很难买到的。”兰多太太说道，“不过灰灰更幸运，它遇到的是你们，而不是别人。”

“这下我总算明白什么叫做幸运儿
 
[1]

 啦！”班尼叫了起来。

奥登兄妹又待了一阵，准备起身回家了。兰多太太说道：“过不了几天就是狗展了，我会提醒你们，给你们打电话的。”

骑车回家的路上，亨利说道：“还有一个谜团没有解开。那就是从灰灰被留在车里，到它去老宅子避雨，直到碰见咱们，这期间发生了什么？”

“我也在想这个问题。”班尼说道。




 [1]
 “幸运儿”的英文说法为lucky dog，幸运的小狗。


第十一章　表演的狗狗

Show Dog
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奥登兄妹安全到家后，发现爷爷对小狗的事情早已知道得一清二楚——他也看到了报纸上的照片。不过维莉还是把雨夜空宅的经历给爷爷讲了一遍，杰西则告诉他路边的菜摊以及罗伊的事儿，而班尼专门讲了大个子小铺。

听完后，奥登先生不禁问道：“班尼，有这么多奇遇，你还满意吗？”

“噢，还算满意。”班尼答道，“只是还剩最后一个谜团没有解开——灰灰是怎么从停车场跑到我们过夜的空宅子里去的？”

“这我就帮不上忙啦。”奥登先生说，“不过我相信，这个谜团最终也会被你们解开的。”

不久，杰西接到了兰多太太的电话。

“明天阿什比的狗展就开幕了。”兰多太太说道，“我们的小狗有了个新名字，不过我已经答应先不告诉你们。怎么样，你们能来吗？”

杰西笑了起来：“我可以代表所有人回答：当然会。我们会开车过去的。”

“那先到我家会合吧！”兰多太太说，“这样你们就可以先跟卡尔认识一下。还有，咱们会开两辆车过去。”

“那就这样说定了。”杰西说。

“好。”兰多太太说，“我想让你们看看，艾瑞克是怎样指挥小狗的，真是有趣得很。”

第二天，亨利开车朝兰多太太家驶去。途中，班尼说道：“不知道他们给灰灰换了个什么名字。我可不想费脑筋去猜，反正不会叫小影儿就是了。”

“待会不就知道了？”维莉说。

奥登兄妹一走进兰多家的院子，卡尔便跑了出来，这是一个脸上长着小雀斑，身穿印有“莫霍克夏令营”字样T恤的男孩。

“你们一定是奥登兄妹吧？”男孩叫了起来，“我是卡尔。”

大家进了屋，卡尔的艾瑞克舅舅跟奥登兄妹一一握了手。

“快跟我讲讲，”艾瑞克舅舅说道，“小狗离开停车场之后，是怎么找到你们的？”

“我们也没弄明白，”杰西答道，“这个谜团怕是永远也解不开了。”

“放心，总有一天会水落石出的。”班尼说。

“待会儿你们就能见到灰灰了，它现在可漂亮啦！”卡尔说道，“它洗了澡，梳了毛，爪子和趾头都被打理得清清爽爽、干干净净。”

“我都等不及啦！”维莉说道。

“不是给它取了个新名字吗？”班尼问道。

“这个也要待会儿再告诉你们。”卡尔调皮地眨了眨眼睛，“现在，咱们该出发啦！”

亨利开车跟着兰多一家来到了阿什比，停车时他遇到了点小麻烦，于是兰多一家便先带着灰灰进了展馆。

阿什比的狗展在一个大厅里举行。奥登兄妹进去时，看到一名接待员正站在门口。

“快请进吧！”那人招呼道，“你们的朋友就在那边。”他指了指一块大标牌，只见上面写着：

凯斯梗专区

牌子下面则放着两只笼子。

“那个接待员好像认识咱们呢，”班尼说，“真是奇怪。”

“看哪！”维莉突然叫了起来，“灰灰的笼子上写着什么？是它的新名字！”

只见一个大大的名牌上写着：

灰灰

单车小狗

灰灰的笼子旁边围了不少人。

有人说道：“这就是那只被偷的小狗。”

“并没有被偷。”另外的人说。

“是谁偷的？”

“你们在说什么啊？”

“没看报纸吗？是四个骑单车的孩子发现了它。”

兰多太太冲孩子们笑了起来：“可能你们还不知道，这里的人都看到了照片——就是你们骑着单车，和灰灰在一起的那张。明天我们会在报纸上登一个告示，声明灰灰是你们找到的，并没有被人偷走。”
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一见到奥登兄妹，灰灰顿时欢快起来，它几次想从笼子里挣出来，可惜没有如愿，无奈之下，它只好隔着笼子，舔了舔他们的手。

“一看见这笼子，我就想起大个子来了。”维莉说道。

“表演马上要开始了。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“待会由我来指挥灰灰，不过明年就要看卡尔的了，毕竟他才是小家伙的主人。”

“灰灰还用指挥吗？”班尼问道，“它这么听话，任何人都可以做到啊！”

“待会儿你就明白了。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“指挥的意思是让它表演，要告诉小狗，它究竟该做些什么。”

这时，孩子们发现另外一只狗狗也被放到灰灰所在的专区。那也是一只凯斯梗，名叫灰姑娘——因为它全身的毛色跟炉灰相似，还夹杂着浅浅的蓝色。

表演很快开始了。孩子们来到人群中，各自找位子坐了下来，舞台周围拉起了护索。

展馆内人人兴奋异常，每个人都希望自己的狗狗夺得冠军，但是大家的心里都清楚，冠军非单车小狗灰灰莫属。

馆内汇集了各式各样的狗狗，有体型巨大、毛发柔软的白色大狗，也有个子娇小的巴掌犬，它们都接受过精心的训练。

率先出场的是一只大丹犬，音乐响起，主人用链子拉着它，狗狗缓缓走到场地中央，高昂着头，垂着尾巴站定。

随后出场的是灰姑娘。

“哦，天哪！”杰西说道，“听听这掌声！”

接着就是灰灰上场了。艾瑞克叔叔的表现得心应手，灰灰也配合得恰到好处。

“听听这次的掌声！”亨利叫道，“比灰姑娘的还热烈！”

评委仔细地打量着每一只狗狗，记录下它们的长相和表现。

表演结束后，由评委上场，在笼子上系上丝带，以此确定名次，想看看冠军究竟花落谁家的观众则紧随其后。然而出乎所有人的意料，单车小狗灰灰只赢得了代表亚军的红丝带，而代表冠军的蓝丝带，则授予了灰姑娘。

“没什么啦！”卡尔自我安慰道，“反正比起蓝色来，我更喜欢红色哩。”

“我可不这样想。”艾瑞克叔叔说道，“但我也并不意外。”

“您也不感到意外？”杰西问兰多太太。

“不意外。依我看哪，这次失踪影响了灰灰的表现。它被雨水淋过，没有立即吹干，也没有马上洗澡。而这种比赛，只有状态最佳的狗狗才能赢得蓝丝带。”
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“没什么啦，还有来年呢！”艾瑞克叔叔说道。

突然，班尼大声叫了起来：“看哪！双胞胎，简直是一模一样啊！”

“一个穿着粉色裙子，一个穿着蓝色的。”维莉低声说道。

“她们朝这边来了。”杰西说，“看样子是在找灰灰呢。”

只见人群中一个笑意盈盈的妈妈带着两个女孩走了过来。

“我们想看看我们的小狗。”穿粉色裙子的女孩说道，“我叫小蕊。”

“你们的小狗？”班尼问道，“你是说单车小狗吗？”

“是啊，它其实也算不上是我们的，只不过我们见过它两回，而且我们一直很想它。我叫小卓。”

她们的妈妈补充道：“你们叫我付太太好啦，我的两个女儿好喜欢这只小狗，之前在伊塞克的停车场就见过它。”

“是啊，没错。”小蕊说，“它当时正在停车场上跑呢。”

“你们当时在哪里？”艾瑞克叔叔问道。

“我们坐在旅行车的后座上。”小卓答道，“我们看得很清楚，还叫了它好多次，可它还是跑开了。后来在乡村的菜摊上，我们又见过它一次。”

“这就说得通了。”班尼得出了结论，“看来灰灰不是被人偷走的。”

“可是别忘了，有人是动过这个念头的，班尼。”亨利提醒道。

“我当然不会忘。”班尼说。

艾瑞克叔叔继续问道：“那天在停车场，灰灰到底遇到了什么？你们看到了吗？”

“看到了。”小蕊说。

“不，没看到。”小卓说道，“我们只看到它跑出停车场，穿过了马路。”

“还好它没被撞到。”小蕊补充了一句。

“说得是啊。”艾瑞克叔叔说着，神情严肃起来，“应该是安安全全地过了马路。之后它朝哪儿跑了？你们看到了吗？”

“嗯，看到了！有条偏僻的捷径直通伊塞克，您知道吗？它就是沿着那条小路跑掉了。”

“第二天晚上，下起了大雨，我们好担心它能不能找到回家的路。后来是你们找到它的？”

“是它找到了我们。”班尼说，“为了避雨，小狗从空宅子的窗子外爬了进来，屋子就在那条乡村小路上。”

“后来你们又在菜摊见到它了，对吧？”亨利问道。
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“对啊。”小卓回答道，“我爸说，要是来年还办狗展，灰灰一定能得冠军，所以我们特地过来跟它打个招呼。”

灰灰似乎还记得两个小女孩。它没法子从笼子里出来，最后只好舔了舔她们的手，呜呜叫了两声。

这时，一名警察朝奥登兄妹走了过来，之前他一直在展会上到处巡视。

“孩子们，能不能帮我个忙？”他对亨利说道，“我听说你们碰到过一男一女，这两人几次想把小狗弄到手，对吗？”

“没错。”亨利答道。

“如果再次见到这两个人，你们还认得出来吗？”警察问道。

“那当然！”班尼说。

警察看了看奥登兄妹，脸上露出了笑容：“是这样的，警局抓获了一对夫妇，明天你们跟我过去辨认一下，看是不是你们遇到的那两个人。”

“我们一定会去的。”亨利说。

“那就太好啦！”警察眨了眨眼，“大家都没意见吧？”

“当然没意见！”杰西说道，“要知道，我们遇到过他们两次，他们每次都在打小狗的主意呢！”

“很好。”警察说，“他们被抓住的时候，身边还带着偷来的两只狮毛狗和一只苏格兰犬，如果罪名成立，他们会被驱逐出境，还要交一大笔罚金。”

“还真是罪有应得。”班尼说，“但愿他们以后不会再犯。”

“当然不会。”警察笑了起来，“毕竟西海岸也有警察嘛。”说完，他便转身离开了。

“这下好了，付太太。”杰西说，“事儿总算差不多都清楚了。”

狗展结束后，大家纷纷忙着收拾东西，准备离开。兰多太太带着灰灰回了家，奥登兄妹也朝绿野镇赶去。

刚一到家，他们就看见爷爷正在门廊里等着他们。“狗展好看吗？”他问道。

孩子们坐了下来，将经历的事情一一告诉爷爷。

维莉讲到了灰灰的新名字，又讲到如何在双胞胎的帮助下，破解了最后一个谜团。

“可惜灰灰没有拿到冠军，还真让人有点失望啊！”班尼说道，“明明它的人气最旺。”

“我也觉得有些遗憾。”爷爷说道，“不过，凡事都是有原因的，班尼。要记住，没有人可以永远第一。”

爷爷这句话，班尼·奥登牢牢地记在心里，一直都没有忘。

正说着，望望突然出现在门口——它也想见小主人了。班尼打开纱门，将它放出来，望望便趴到门廊上。

“你好啊，望望。”班尼蹲了下来，挠了挠狗狗乱蓬蓬的脑袋。望望抬起了鼻子。

“我还是最喜欢你，望望。”班尼说道，“你既不哼唧，也不嗷嗷，更不瞎汪汪……”

话音未落，大家都哄笑起来。你们猜这是为什么？因为望望恰好汪汪地叫了起来。



Chapter 1　Good Guess by Benny
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The Alden family was up early on the first day of August. This was the day Mr. Alden was going to tell his four grandchildren about a plan he had made.

When Grandfather came into the dining room for breakfast, Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny were waiting.

Henry said, “I’m afraid there is not much time left. Making the tree house for our neighbors took more time than we thought.”

“That’s all right,” Mr. Alden answered, sitting down. “My idea is for a very short trip. It won’t take much time.”

Benny sat down. “Then it is a trip,” he said, smiling to himself.“A trip always means an adventure.”

Jessie and Violet looked at each other.

“You might as well tell us now, Grandfather,” said Jessie. She poured her grandfather’s coffee.

“Thank you, my dear,” said Mr. Alden. He put a lump of sugar into his cup. Benny began to think he could not wait another second. Then Grandfather looked up and smiled.
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“Your Aunt Jane wrote to me early this summer,” he said. “She would like to have you all come to see her on the farm. You can stay overnight. Anytime, she said, just let her know when you are coming so she can have plenty for Benny to eat.”

Benny laughed. “Good for Aunt Jane,” he said.

Henry said thoughtfully, “We like the farm, but there aren’t many adventures left there for Benny to work on.”

“No,” agreed Mr. Alden. “That’s why I thought you might like to find a new way to get to Aunt Jane’s.”

“You mean we won’t take the station wagon?” Violet asked.

“We can’t fly there,” Henry said. “It is too short a trip to go by plane.”
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Jessie shook her head and said, “Well, how else can we go? I don’t want to walk.”

Benny began to laugh. “I know what you are thinking about, Grandfather,” he said. “We could ride our bikes. It isn’t too far for that.”

“You guessed it,” Mr. Alden agreed. “And who knows? You might ride your bikes right into an adventure.”

“A bicycle adventure!”exclaimed Benny. “That’s different. We wouldn’t just whizz up to the farm in a car. We can take all the old back roads instead of the big highways. We can even take it easy and stay overnight along the way.”

Mr. Alden nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I have thought about that. There are motels where you can stay.”

“That’s wonderful, Grandfather,” Jessie said. “No busy highways with cars racing by.”
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“Highways are OK if you’re in a hurry,” said Benny. “But we won’t be in a hurry. We’ll take our time. This will be fun. We can ride about fifty miles a day on our bikes if we have to.”

Violet said,“Will you be all right alone, Grandfather?”

“Of course,” answered Mr. Alden. “I won’t be alone, anyway. I have plenty of people to look out for me. Don’t worry. And remember I will keep Watch. He is too old a dog to run after four bikes.”

“Let’s see,” began Jessie. “We can’t take very much. We need one change of clothes, sweaters, and pajamas.”

“Yes,” agreed Violet. “We can wash things out and let them dry overnight.”

Henry said, “A raincoat would be handy if it rains.”

“And emergency rations,” put in Benny. “It would be awful to have nothing to eat in an emergency.”

Jessie agreed.

“How about sleeping bags?” Benny asked. “Maybe we might have to camp out some night. Or we could sleep in Aunt Jane’s barn—that would be an adventure.”

Jessie looked at Benny and smiled. “All right,”she said. “I don’t think we’ll use them, but we can strap them on the back of our bikes. The other things will fit in our knapsacks.”
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“I’ll take a road map,” Henry said.

“Bring your knife with the can opener, Henry,”Jessie suggested.“I think our lunches will be picnics.”

Grandfather smiled to himself as he listened to his grandchildren making their plans.He asked, “When do you want to start?”
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Benny laughed. “We’ve been so busy talking about what to take we haven’t planned when to go.”

It was Violet who said,“What about tomorrow morning right after breakfast? We can telephone Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy tonight. Will our trip take about a week, Henry?”

“Not any more than that,” Henry said. “Going and coming.”

Packing did not take much time. After all, there was not much the Aldens were taking with them.

Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy were delighted to hear about the plans for the bike trip. Aunt Jane said she would ask Maggie to cook all the things that Benny liked best.
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The next morning the Aldens put their knapsacks on their backs. Everything else went on the carriers. They wheeled their bicycles around to the front door.

Grandfather and Mrs. McGregor, the housekeeper, stood on the front porch. Watch sat at their feet. He seemed to know he was going to stay at home. He did not mind. It was not his idea of fun to run after bicycles.

“Good-bye!” they called. “Don’t worry about us.”

The four Aldens wheeled down the driveway and looked back to wave again. Then they headed toward the river road.

When they were out of sight, Mrs. McGregor turned to go in. She said, “You have four grandchildren to be proud of, Mr. Alden. They know how to get themselves out of trouble without any help.”

“Yes,” agreed Mr. Alden. “They have always solved their own problems, just as they do mysteries. I hope Benny will find an adventure on this trip. But maybe he will run into trouble, too.”

And Mr. Alden was right.


Chapter 2　First Aid
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The sun was shining, and it was a beautiful morning. It was not too warm and not too cold.

“Remember how we came along this way in the station wagon when we were going on the houseboat?” Henry asked.

“That’s right,” Benny said. “What was the name of the first place where we stopped?”

“Wasn’t it called Second Landing?” Violet asked. “I remember there was a store there.”

“Let’s stop again!” Benny said. “Maybe the man in the store will remember us.”

“We can buy some things for lunch,” Jessie said.

The Aldens liked the smooth country road. There were trees and bushes on both sides.

When they had ridden about ten miles, Benny said, “I think I see a railroad crossing. Maybe we are coming to a town.”

When they were closer,Benny called out, “Yes, it’s Second Landing. I remember it.”

“And there is Mr. Martin’s store,” said Henry.“We bought groceries there for the houseboat.”

The Aldens leaned their bicycles against the side of the little store. They went inside.

Right away they heard a woman’s voice saying, “Oh, Mr. Martin, I’m so upset.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Randall,” said Mr. Martin. “I’d like to help you. Tell me about it.” He nodded at the Aldens. “Be with you in a minute.”

The children saw that Mrs. Randall was a pretty woman with curly brown hair.She was small, and she certainly was upset.

She said, “My husband is bringing his boss, Mr. Evans, home to supper. And I just got Carl off to camp, and the house is a mess. Now I have to get a special dinner and clean up the house and yard. And I have to do it alone.”

Jessie went over to the counter. “Excuse me,” she said. “We couldn’t help hearing.”

The woman turned around and saw the four young people.

Jessie said, “We’d like to help you out. We are just taking a bicycle trip. Violet and I would love to do your housework, and Henry and Benny could do your yard.”

“That’s right,” Henry added. “We have plenty of time. We’ll be glad to help you.”

Mrs. Randall stood with her mouth open in surprise. Then she exclaimed, “How kind you are! I’m a perfect stranger. I could never let you do this.”

“Oh, yes you could,” said Benny. “Just try.”

“Now you have some good help,”said Mr. Martin. “I’ve met these Aldens and you can trust them.”

“We are looking for an adventure, anyway,” said Benny.

Mr. Martin laughed. “It looks like a lot of hard work to me.”
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“If you really mean it—” began Mrs. Randall.

“Of course we mean it,” said Benny. “And here we stand, wasting time.”

“All right!” said Mrs. Randall. “I’ll do it! I’m buying things for a boiled dinner.”

Violet said, “That’s good. That is the dinner my grandfather likes best.”

Mr.Martin was already putting things in bags.

“Give them to me,” Henry said. “We’ll carry the bags on our bikes.”

“Oh, you don’t need bikes,” said Mrs. Randall. “I live just around the corner.”

Benny said, “We have to take our bikes anyway.We might as well take the groceries, too.”

They rode along slowly, and Mrs. Randall walked. “Right here,” she said, pointing. The boys saw that the grass needed cutting. She opened the door.

Mrs.Randall led the way into the kitchen, saying, “It was awfully good of you to come. Have you had lunch?”

“No,” answered Benny, “and I am starving!”

Mrs. Randall laughed and said, “You make me think of my son Carl. He’s always hungry.”

She stopped smiling suddenly and looked worried.

“That’s funny,”the Aldens thought.“Her troubles should be over.”

“Why is she worrying when there are four people to help her?” wondered Jessie.

Then Jessie took peanut butter and bread out of the bag and began to make sandwiches. Mrs. Randall said, “If I can’t make sandwiches for you, I can give you milk and bananas.”
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Henry set four chairs at the kitchen table. As Mrs. Randall watched them eat, she said, “I can’t believe you are going to help. It seems like a dream.”

“I’m no dream,” said Benny. “Just touch me.”They all laughed, and everyone felt better.

When lunch was over, the girls began to wash the breakfast and lunch dishes. The boys went out into the yard.

“You’ll find rakes and things in the garage,” Mrs. Randall called after them. “Don’t touch the—” She stopped. “But then you wouldn’t anyway.”

Henry and Benny looked at each other. “Now what do you make of that?” Benny asked. “I feel that something is still wrong, but I can’t think what.”

“Neither can I,” said Henry. “Of course, we are strangers. Maybe we will find out later.”

Then all was quiet for awhile except for the noise of the dishes and the lawnmower. Mrs. Randall went upstairs to make the beds. She had left all the things to make a boiled dinner. Corned beef,cabbage, carrots, and turnips lay on the table.
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Jessie and Violet began to peel the vegetables. Then they put everything into a big kettle. Later they would add the potatoes.

Mrs. Randall came downstairs.She said, “This has to boil slowly for a long time.”

“But then your whole dinner is done,”said Jessie.

“Except for a pie,” Violet said. “Mrs. Randall, let Jessie make an apple pie for you. I’ll peel the apples.”

“I’m sure any man would like that,” said Mrs. Randall. “I should tell you that my husband sounded nervous this morning when he telephoned me from Boston. He doesn’t have any idea why Mr. Evans wants to see him. He could see him any time in Boston. Perhaps he isn’t doing his work very well.”

Benny came in just in time to hear this. “Then again,” he said, “maybe Mr. Evans is going to give your husband a better job and more money.”

Mrs. Randall laughed. “That could be. But why does Mr. Evans want to visit us in our home?”

“There must be some reason,” Jessie said. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Mrs. Randall went into the dining room to dust. Suddenly Violet noticed that she was sitting down at the table with her head on her hand.

“Are you all right?” she asked anxiously.

Mrs.Randall jumped up and said brightly, “Oh, yes, I was just resting.”

But Violet thought,“She is still worrying about something.”

Later, the girls helped Mrs. Randall get ready for company. Violet said, “This must be your boy’s slipper.” She held up an old green slipper, ripped along one side. “I found it behind the sofa.”

“Yes, it’s Carl’s,” Mrs. Randall said. “I’m afraid he isn’t very neat.”

“Like most boys,” said Jessie, laughing.
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Mrs. Randall laughed, too, but she soon looked sad again. Violet thought to herself, “Something is wrong. I’m sure it has something to do with Carl.”

When the table was set, Mrs. Randall said, “The men will come on the six o’clock train. I’ll go upstairs and change my dress.”

But the Aldens could hear her saying to herself, “Oh, dear! Oh, dear me!” They looked at each other.

“Still worrying,” Jessie said to Henry.

At six o’clock, Benny said, “Hear that whistle? The train has come in.”

The Aldens knew that the station was not far away. Mr. Randall and Mr. Evans could walk to the house very easily. Sure enough, the men soon appeared on the front walk.

Mrs. Randall met them at the door and shook hands with Mr. Evans. “How do you do?” she said. “I’m so glad you could come, Mr. Evans.”

“I’m glad to be here,” Mr. Evans said and looked at Mrs. Randall with a smile. Her curly hair was smooth, and her blue linen dress was very becoming.

“Come in and sit down,” Mrs. Randall said. “I have a surprise for my husband. Four of the nicest young people came along when I was buying groceries. They are taking a bicycle trip, but they offered to help me.”
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“You mean strangers?”Mr. Evans asked, smiling to himself.

“Mr. Martin at the store knew them,” Mrs. Randall said. “We weren’t strangers very long. They’re my friends now.” And she introduced the Aldens to Mr. Evans and her husband.

Mr. Evans said,“Can I believe my nose? I smell something I haven’t had for years. A New England boiled dinner!”

“Good!” Mrs. Randall exclaimed. “I’m so glad you like that. And Jessie made us an apple pie. You don’t know what wonderful friends the Aldens have been to me!”

“You are having dinner with us, aren’t you?” Mr. Randall said to the Aldens.

Henry shook his head. “We’d like to, sir, but we think we should be on our way. There’s a motel between here and Ashby. That’s where we plan to stay tonight.”

“I asked them to stay to dinner and overnight,too,” Mrs. Randall said. “But they wouldn’t. Maybe you’ll stop on your way back?”

Jessie smiled. “That’s right. Maybe we will. We have had such a good time with you.”

Mr. Evans said, “I’m sorry you young people can’t stay. I’m sure you are all wondering why I came. I was going to tell the Randalls later, but if you are going, I’ll tell it now. It has a lot to do with the Aldens.”

Everyone looked puzzled. Mr. Evans had never heard of the Aldens until that very day.

However, Mr. Evans went on. “Mr. Randall is doing an excellent job for me. He is the right man, and he makes friends easily. I want to give him a more important place in the company. But first I had to be sure that his wife also makes friends easily. I see that she does! I hope you will both be happy about moving to Boston.”

Mrs. Randall’s eyes were dancing as she looked at Jessie. She said, “See what you did for me!”
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Mr. Randall said, “This is great news! And you never need to worry about my wife. She is more friendly than I am.”

The Aldens shook hands with Mr. and Mrs. Randall and Mr. Evans, and got ready to pedal away. They all waved good-bye.

The riders soon left Second Landing behind them. The wind blowing on their backs seemed to be pushing them along.

Henry looked at his watch. “We have about two hours before it will be dark,” he said.

“Do you think we have to wait until we get to the motel to eat?” Benny asked.

“No, we’ll stop at the first good place we see,” Henry promised. “We’re all hungry.”

As the Aldens rode along, Jessie said, “Oh, I love these country roads. And we’ve already had an adventure for you, Ben.”

“And a real mystery, too,” said Benny. “A mystery about Mrs.Randall and her son Carl. Something was wrong.”

Violet said, “And it had nothing to do with company for supper.”

“Right,” said Jessie.

The Aldens had been riding for half an hour when Henry said, “Look, there’s a restaurant.”

“A good thing, too,”said Benny.“I’m starved.”

An hour later the Aldens had finished dinner and were coming out of the restaurant to get their bikes.

“It looks like rain to me,” said Violet. “Look at those black clouds. We’d better hurry.”

Benny didn’t know it, but he was hurrying toward another adventure on their bicycle trip.


Chapter 3　Out of the Rain

[image: ]


Indeed very suddenly it did look like rain. The clouds began to pile up and turn black. Before the Aldens could go anywhere to spend the night it began to rain. Then it began to pour. The rain came down in sheets. The thunder roared.

“Oh, dear,” called Jessie. “Let’s find some shelter. We can’t get to the motel in this rain. We’ll be soaking wet.”

“I’m soaking wet now,” Benny said. “Raincoats are no good.”
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Henry called, “Just watch for any old shed. The water is dripping off my nose and ears.”

“We might find a haystack,” said Benny. “That would be like the days in the boxcar.”

Violet pushed back her wet hair. “A haystack would be soaking wet, too.”

The Aldens watched both sides of the road as they pedaled along. Then they saw the old house.

It was set back from the road, among some trees. Not a soul was around. Every window in the house was broken, and the door was banging in the wind.

“There!”called Benny.“There’s your old house. It’s got a roof, anyway.”

Henry said, “I’m sure the roof leaks, but that won’t make much difference when every window is broken. I’ll go first and you follow me.”

“No,” said Benny firmly. I’ll go with you. We’ll go together and scare out the ghosts.”

They all laughed, for they knew there were no ghosts. The two boys pushed the door back and looked into a big room. There was nothing in the room, not even a carpet.

“Nobody here,” called Henry. “You girls get off your bikes and push them right in.” He and Benny set their own bikes in a corner and looked around.

“Well, the roof doesn’t leak,” said Jessie. “And this side of the room away from the windows isn’t wet at all.”

“Just a little damp,” said Benny. “But no puddles to sit in. Let’s stay here on the dry side and look at our new mansion.”

Violet looked at the bare room and said, “I’m sure the owner of this house won’t mind if we stay here until it stops raining.”

“I don’t think the owner cares about his house,” said Henry. “We can’t hurt it anyway.”

The rain still blew in the windows, and the water began to run into a corner.

Benny said, “I wish that water knew enough to run out the front door.”
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Henry replied, “Well, Ben, if the water rises too high, we can go upstairs. In fact, I think I’ll go up and see what it looks like.”

Henry had plenty of company. They all went upstairs to find two empty rooms and a bathroom.

“But the bathroom is no good,” said Benny. “The pipes are all broken.”

“Nobody here for a long time,” Henry said.

Jessie looked at the tub. She said, “This might be a good place to dry our clothes, though. See that rod over the tub? Once they must have had a shower curtain.”

“Good,” said Henry. “Let’s look at the rest of the house.”

The rain came in only at the front, just at it did on the first floor.

“These were the bedrooms,” said Violet. “I do wonder why the owner doesn’t fix this up. It’s a lovely old house.”

Jessie answered, “I don’t think the owner has been around here for a long time.”

“It’s getting dark and I’m hungry,”said Benny. “How about having a little something to eat?”

“There! I was just waiting for you to say that, Ben,” said his brother. “There’s no electricity, and we certainly don’t want to eat by a flashlight. Let’s eat now while we can still see.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jessie. “We all have dry clothes in our packs, and we each have a towel. Let’s get dry first. We can put on our dry clothes and hang the wet ones on the rod over the bathtub.”

“That’s all right with me,” said Benny. “It won’t take long. I’ll be the first one ready.”

And he was. The girls laughed as they heard him clattering down the wooden stairs.
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“We’ll have to go to bed early tonight,” Jessie said, “if we want to see our way. And we’ll eat our emergency rations.I never really thought we would use them. I thought we could always get to a motel. But here we are in the pouring rain, and no motel.”

Benny was taking out the emergency rations when his sisters came downstairs.

Violet said suddenly, “Remember the boxcar days? Put down one paper napkin for a tablecloth and save every crumb. If we leave crumbs, we’ll surely have mice.”

“We could have anything,”Benny said cheerfully.“Anything could get through the broken windows. Even a bear.”

“No bears in this part of the country,” said Violet peacefully. “But we could have mice if we leave crumbs.”

Four napkins were soon laid on the floor, and the Aldens began to eat.

Jessie said, “We’d better save some food for breakfast. It may not stop raining. Save some of the milk and crackers.”

“That’s right,” said Henry. “Benny always has to eat before he goes anywhere.”

“Even to bed,” said Benny. He yawned.

There was no trouble about the crumbs. They ate every one. The rain still poured down and blew in at the front windows.

Henry was thinking. He said, “You girls sleep upstairs.Ben and I will put our sleeping bags down here. We’d better sleep in our clothes.”

“You were right, Benny,” Jessie said. “We do need our sleeping bags after all.”

“But I thought we’d be sleeping out,” Benny said.

After their exciting day, the Aldens went to sleep without any trouble. The rain still pounded on the roof, but they were safe and dry.

But just as it was getting light in the morning,Jessie and Violet were wakened by a noise downstairs. It sounded like an animal whining.

“What’s the matter, Henry?”Jessie called down the stairs.
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“Well, you might say we have a visitor. A dog wants to come in the window.”

Jessie and Violet then heard Benny laugh softly. “At least we think it’s a dog. He barks anyway. He has come in the window already.”

The dog went on whining, but it was a different sort of whining. Once in a while the dog gave a bark.

Violet turned to Jessie. “Let’s go downstairs and see what kind of dog we have. He doesn’t seem to be very happy.”

“I don’t blame him,” said Jessie. “It’s still raining. No dog would be very happy in this pouring rain. But I should think he’d be glad to get in the house.”

The girls went downstairs.

They looked at the dog. They saw that it was small and smoky gray. Hair hung down all over his face and bright black eyes. His tail was wagging, and he was trying to climb up Benny’s legs.

“Come here, dog,” said Jessie. The dog turned around instantly and trotted over to Jessie.

“Oh,” said Benny, “an obedient dog.”

“Yes,” said Jessie with a nod. “I think he has had some training. Sit!” The dog sat down.

“Well, well,” said Henry. “Come! Heel!”

The dog trotted over to Henry’s left side and looked up at him. Henry began to walk around the room. The dog followed him just behind his left foot.

“He minds better than some children,” said Violet.

Henry turned around and the dog turned around. “Sit!” said Henry, and the dog sat down.

Then Henry said, “Stay!” and walked back to the others. The dog did not move. But he didn’t stop whining.

“Maybe he’s hurt,” Henry said. “Come here, fellow.”The dog came over to him once more. Henry looked him all over and felt the dog’s ears and legs. At last he said, “He seems to be all right.”

Jessie took the little dog in her lap and felt his neck. “My, he’s soft,” she said. She hugged him, and he licked her hand. She said, “No, I don’t think he’s hurt.”

Suddenly Jessie noticed something. “That’s strange,” she said. “He doesn’t have any collar.”

“He’s just a stray dog,” said Benny. “He’ll probably go along soon.”

“I don’t think he’s a stray dog,” said Henry. “I think he belongs to somebody. Somebody must have trained him to obey. And somebody loved him.”

The little dog put his head on one side and looked up at Henry out of one bright eye.

“Oh, look at him!” Violet said. “He’s so cute when he does that. Do you suppose we can find his owner?”
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Henry looked thoughtful. “I’d say he has to do that for himself. Let’s see what he does when we get ready to start off on our bikes.”

Benny said, “No collar, no tag, no anything. We don’t even know his name. Not much to go on.”

“You’re right, Ben,” said Jessie. “Nothing to go on.”

Violet said, “Somehow I don’t want to go back to bed.”

Henry laughed. “We all know the answer to that. As Ben would say, ‘Let’s have breakfast!’ ”


Chapter 4　Sunshine and Shadow
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“Listen!” said Violet. “It isn’t raining as hard this morning as it was last night. Maybe it will stop soon.”

“It’s only six o’clock,” said Henry. “But we should be on our way as soon as it stops raining.”

“This won’t be much of a breakfast,” said Jessie as they sat down on the floor.

“What about our new dog?”Benny asked. “He’s got to eat, too.”

“Let’s each give him a part of our breakfast,” said Jessie. “He’ll have enough.”

It was a good idea, but it was hard to give up some of their small breakfast. They felt better, though, when they saw how hungry the dog was.

“Don’t eat so fast, dog,” Benny exclaimed. “Make it last.”

But the dog had no idea of making it last. He snapped up his share of crackers and milk. Then he looked up for more.

“I don’t think he’s had anything to eat for at least a day,” said Violet.

Henry put his things away and stood up. “Look, it’s stopped raining,” he said. “We must find a place where we can get a real breakfast. And then we must see who has lost a dog.”

“Yes,” agreed Jessie. “I think something is wrong with him. Listen! He still whines. He must belong to somebody.”

The Aldens packed up all their things. They strapped the sleeping bags on the back of their bikes.

“We can’t say good-bye to anybody,” said Benny. “And we can’t lock the door.”

The four Aldens took their bikes and went out of the old house. Henry shut the front door as well as he could. Then they walked their bikes along the wet path to the road.
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“That dog is going to follow us,” said Benny.

“We shouldn’t let him,” said Jessie firmly. “We’ve got one dog at home, and Watch wouldn’t like another. And besides, I still think he must live nearby. See? His paws don’t look sore, and they would if he had come a long way.”

Jessie looked down at the little dog and he just wagged his tail. “Go home!” she said. “That’s a good dog, go home now. Go home!”

But the dog did not go home. He stood still in the path and watched the Aldens. When they got on their bikes, the dog followed them.

Benny said, “Don’t pay any attention to him. Maybe he’ll trot off home. And the first one who sees a store gets a dime.”

Henry went first and Violet last. The little dog ran along behind Violet’s bike.

“We must find a place to eat, and a store to buy more emergency rations,” Jessie said.

“Maybe we’ll find them both at the same place,” Violet said. “I hope so.”

The Aldens passed several houses, but they saw no people. The dog followed them, still whining.

At last the children saw a building that looked like a country store.
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“We all saw the store at the same time,” said Jessie. “Nobody gets the dime.”

It was a store, but it wasn’t open. The Aldens sat down on the steps and waited. The dog sat beside them and waited, too.

“After all, it’s not seven yet,” said Jessie. “Maybe the store doesn’t open until eight.”

“Well, if it’s eight,” said Benny, “I shall die of starvation.”

But the store did not open at eight. It was seven o’clock when a man came down the road, taking a key out of his pocket.

“Hi, kids!” he said. “What can I do for you?”

The dog whined and the Aldens all jumped up.

“We want a lot of things,” said Benny. “But first we want to buy something to eat right away.”

The man put the key in the door and opened it.

“Look around,” said the storekeeper. “But that doesn’t mean your dog! See that he doesn’t get into anything.”

Benny said, “Come. Sit.” The dog trotted to Benny and sat down.

“Well, some dog!” the man exclaimed. “I wish my children minded me like that.”

“You don’t know this dog, then?”Henry asked. “He isn’t ours. He just followed us.”

“Never saw him before in my life,” the man answered.

“He can’t live very far away,” said Henry. “See? His feet aren’t sore. He hasn’t come a long way.”

“Maybe somebody dropped him out of a car. It’s a mean thing to do, but some people do it,” said the storekeeper. “You can be sure that dog never came from around here. He’s a funny looking dog. I never saw one just like him. I’ll ask around, but I’m sure nobody will know about him.”

“We don’t want to keep him,” Benny said. “We’ve already got a good dog at home.”

“Watch wouldn’t be very pleased to see a strange dog,” Henry said. “Especially a dog that minds when Watch never minds any more.” Everyone laughed.

Jessie was busy picking out more supplies for their emergency rations. Then she started on things for breakfast.

The man kindly washed out the four Thermos bottles and filled them with milk. Jessie bought bread, two extra bottles of milk, butter, cereal, and bananas.
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“Here’s a good bone for your dog,” the man said.

“Oh, thank you!” said Jessie. “I suppose we’ll have to take him with us. But every minute I feel we are taking him farther away from his home.”

“Too bad,” said the man, shaking his head. “I can’t keep him here. I don’t want a dog around my store. You’ll have to take him with you.”

There was nothing else to do. The pretty little whining dog ran along with the Aldens on their bicycles.

Benny said, “We don’t know what his real name is. But I have a name for him. We ought to call him Shadow. He follows us just like a shadow.”

Violet added, “And he’s blue-gray, like a shadow.”

From that moment, the dog’s name was Shadow.

“There are a lot of good places along here for a picnic breakfast,” Jessie called back.

“I hope no cows,” called Violet.

Benny looked at the field they were passing. “No, nothing but daisies, Violet. Not a cow.”

The Aldens rode along, finding only one hill where they had to get off and walk. Then they saw just the right field. There were bushes and trees to hide them from the road, and there was a big flat rock for a table.

Soon the bikes were lying on the grass, and the family was sitting around the stone table.

“I wish I had some butter for my bread,” Benny said.
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“I did buy some, Ben,” said Jessie. “I bought just enough for breakfast. It won’t keep in the hot sun.”

The sun was out, and everyone was happy. Shadow sat down without being told and waited politely.Jessie poured some milk for him in a paper plate. Then she broke up some bread and dropped it in the milk.

“You can have your bone for lunch,” she said.

The Aldens started to eat their cereal and bananas and milk.“No banana for Shadow,” Benny said, laughing. “But what are we going to do with him, Henry?”

“I really don’t know,”replied Henry.“He must live somewhere around here. With us, he’s getting farther away all the time. But it can’t be helped.”

So Shadow followed his new family when they started on.


Chapter 5　Eight Helping Hands
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Now that breakfast was over, Benny said, “My, I feel good. I feel like having an adventure. I only wish our shadow would stop whining. Shadow,don’t you know that shadows don’t whine?”

But Shadow paid no attention. He ran along, whining softly.

Violet said to Benny, “I don’t know why you want another adventure. I’d say we have had an adventure already—not to say a mystery.”

“Well, I like adventures all the time,” replied Benny. “Now look—isn’t that a vegetable stand up the road? It has a big red sign. Now that’s interesting.”

“There’s a boy selling vegetables,” Jessie said,looking down the road.

Then the Aldens saw a man carrying a basket from a field to the roadside stand. He walked slowly, and seemed tired.

“Why doesn’t that boy help?” Benny asked.

They all found the answer when they rode up to the stand. The boy had one leg in a cast. A pair of crutches stood in the corner of the shed behind him.

The boy saw the Aldens looking at him. “I fell in the barn and broke my leg,” he told them.

“Oh,” said Violet. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll be all right,” the boy said. “But the trouble is that my father needs my help right now. All I can do is keep the stand open for him. I can’t help with the picking and carrying.”

The boy stopped talking and looked worried.

“Could you use a little help?” asked Henry. “We are just passing through.”

“Did you say help?”exclaimed the boy. He could not believe his ears.“What do you mean, help?”

“We mean just what we say,” said Henry, and the other Aldens all nodded. He got off his bike and the rest did the same. “We’ll be glad to help you if you tell us what to do.”

The man and the boy stared. Then the man said slowly, “I never heard anything like this. We’ve got work enough if you really mean it.”

For answer, the Aldens wheeled their bikes behind the stand.

The father said,“I have ripe tomatoes, cabbages, and beans to pick. It’s more than I can do alone.”

Jessie said, “Violet and I can pick beans. We know how to do that.”
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Henry said,“Show me how to cut the cabbages and I’ll work at that.”

“That leaves me with the tomatoes,” Benny said. “I like tomatoes the best, anyway.”

“How much do you charge?” the man asked.

[image: ]


“Nothing,” replied Henry. “We are just passing through on a bicycle trip. My brother Benny was looking for an adventure.We’ll call this an adventure.”

“I’d call it hard work,” the man said. That made the Aldens smile. It was exactly what Mr. Martin at Second Landing had said when they offered to help Mrs. Randall.

The man went on, “My name is Smith. I guess you can remember that. You mean to tell me that anybody does something for nothing nowadays?”

Benny said,“We like to, Mr. Smith. Especially during vacation. My name’s Benny Alden. These are my sisters and my brother Henry.”

The boy was about Benny’s age. He said, “My name is Roy. I wish I could go along with you.”

Violet looked at Roy and had an idea. “I know what you can do to help,” she said. “I don’t think our dog Shadow should follow us into the garden. Why don’t you keep him here with you?”

Roy patted the dog and Shadow wagged his tail. He was a friendly little dog.

“I never saw a dog like this before,” the boy said. “What kind is it?”

“We don’t know,” Benny answered. Then he told how Shadow had come to them during the rainstorm. “He just sticks right with us,” Benny finished. “That’s why we call him Shadow.”

“But we wish we could find his owner,” Jessie said.

“Well, Shadow and I will keep the stand,” Roy said.

“Stay!” Henry told the dog, and Shadow sat down. Mr. Smith led the way to the garden.

Soon there were five workers instead of one. Mr. Smith began to look happier. With the Aldens’ help, the work went quickly.

Some customers drove up just as the Aldens came from the garden with a load of fresh vegetables for Roy’s stand. The customers could see how fresh the beans and the cabbages and the tomatoes were. They bought several bags full.

The sun was warm and pleasant after the rain. Everything smelled sweet with the hay in the next field.

Once when they were working in the garden Mr. Smith stopped to listen. He asked Benny, “Does that dog whine all the time?”

“Yes, he does,” answered Benny. “Even when he should be happy, he whines. That’s why we think he has a good home. But maybe someone went away and left him.”

“I don’t think so,” Mr. Smith said. “I can remember seeing a picture of a dog like that in a magazine. I can’t remember what kind he was, but I know a dog like that is worth a lot of money. If the owner didn’t want him, he could sell him.”

“Too bad he can’t talk,” Benny said. “He could tell us what happened and we could take him home.”

“Anyway,” Mr. Smith said, “we can feed him. It is time for lunch. Come on, we’ll have lunch. You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

“I’m always hungry,” Benny said.

But Jessie said, “I’m not sure we ought to stay. You can’t feed four extra people like this.”

Roy heard what Jessie said and answered, “Oh, yes, we can. My dad is a good cook. He’s got a stew on the stove this minute. We can eat any time.”
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Jessie gave in. She saw that Mr. Smith really wanted to pay them in some way for their help. And she was just as hungry as Benny.

Mr. Smith and the Aldens washed their hands in cold water at the pump. Then they went into the farm kitchen. Roy and Shadow stayed outdoors at the stand.

Mr. Smith set five plates of stew on the table. He said, “The stew is too hot for the dog. I’ll set his out to cool. After we eat, you can take it to him. Then Roy can come in and eat.”

The Aldens and Mr. Smith sat down to lunch. Henry told him how Shadow had found them in the old house.

“That house is on the back road,” said Mr. Smith. “It doesn’t help much in finding the dog’s home.”

After lunch they all went back to the stand with Shadow’s plate.

Roy said, “Let me tell you a funny thing that happened while you were gone.”

“What was it?” Benny asked quickly.

“Well, a pickup truck came along and stopped.The man got out and bought some vegetables. But in the back of the truck, sitting on the floor, were twin girls about six years old. They looked just alike, and they were dressed alike, only one was dressed in pink and one was dressed in blue. All at once they saw Shadow sitting there. The girl in pink said, ‘Oh, look! There’s the very dog we saw in the parking lot!’”

“Parking lot!” repeated Benny. “I wonder what parking lot?”

“I don’t know,” said Roy. “It took me by surprise.The twin in blue called to him, ‘Come, doggie, doggie,’ and the one in pink snapped her fingers.”

“I bet Shadow never moved,” exclaimed Benny.

“Right,” said Roy. “He just sat still. Henry had told him to stay, and he stayed. He did wag his tail, though. I noticed that.”

Jessie asked, “Do you think he knew the little girls?”

“Yes, I think he did,” answered Roy. “But not very well.They didn’t know his name. They probably just saw him running around in some parking lot.”
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“Oh, dear,” said Violet. “If we only knew where the parking lot was, we could find Shadow’s owner.”

Jessie was thoughtful. “It does help a little. It shows that the twins live rather near here.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Roy shook his head. “We have had this vegetable stand for three years. And I never saw the pickup truck before or the man or the twin girls.”

Henry said, “Mr. Smith, how would you begin if you had to find Shadow’s owner?”

Both Mr. Smith and Roy laughed. Mr. Smith replied, “I’d try Miss Lucy at the post office. She knows everything. If anyone around here has lost a dog, she will know all about it.”

“We’ll ask her,” Benny said. “Where is the post office?”

“About two houses down this road,” said Roy, still laughing. “Have a good time!”

Henry said, “We have to be on our way now. My map shows that we have to ride about ten miles to find a motel where we can spend the night.”

“That’s right,” agreed Mr. Smith. “That will be in the town of Ashby. It’s a good motel, and it has a dining room. Thank you for your help.”

“And thank you for the delicious lunch,” said Jessie. “I see that Shadow has licked his plate clean.”

When the Aldens reached Miss Lucy at the post office, they saw why Roy had laughed. Miss Lucy was a thin, sharp-eyed lady.

“No,” she said. “I know every dog and cat and rabbit and horse and cow in this town, and I know nobody has lost a dog. I never saw such a comical looking animal.”

“Well, thank you just the same,” said Jessie. “If you ever hear of a lost dog, tell Mr. Smith at the vegetable stand. We left our names with his son Roy.”

“I will,” said Miss Lucy. “But you can be sure nobody around here would own a dog like that. That dog ought to go to a dog show, or more likely, a circus!”

“When they were out of sight of the post office, Benny said, “You know I don’t think Shadow is that funny looking. I think he’s beautiful. People just aren’t used to him, that’s all.”

And so the Aldens pedaled along the quiet country road. But Shadow still whined.


Chapter 6　Trouble on the Road
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When the Aldens had wheeled away from the post office, Henry said, “Now you can run awhile, Shadow. It will do you good. You are getting lazy.”

The day was warm, and a little wind was blowing. It was a perfect day for riding. Shadow ran along beside Benny’s bike and seemed to enjoy himself.

Benny was a little ahead of the others. Suddenly he stopped his bike and got off. He walked over to a sign nailed to a fence post.

“What do you know?” Benny said. “This might be fun.”

Violet saw Benny stop and called, “What is it, Benny?”

“Look at this,” Benny said as the others rode up.“It says there’s going to be a dog show in Ashby on August 10.”

Jessie said, “It seems to me that I saw a sign like that back in Second Landing.”

“You did?” asked Benny. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Jessie laughed. “Well, I didn’t know you were interested in dog shows, Benny. Anyway, that was before we had a dog.”

“That’s right,”Benny agreed.“I guess I wouldn’t have noticed this sign if Shadow weren’t around. Anyway, it would be fun to see a dog show. Maybe we’d find out what kind of a dog Shadow is.”

“We can do that anyway,” Henry said. “I’m sure anybody from a kennel could tell us.”

“It could be easier than that,”Violet said. “There’s probably a book in the library that has pictures of dogs like Shadow. It would tell us what kind he is.”

Jessie said, “If they are having a big dog show in Ashby, there must be a lot of people around here who are interested in dogs.”

Benny was thinking.He looked from the poster to Shadow. At last he said, “Oh, Shadow, I wish you could talk. Then we’d know whether you ran away from home or somebody stole you.”

“Come on!” Jessie called. “We aren’t going to get to Ashby and certainly not to Aunt Jane’s if we stop here too long.”

“All right!” Benny answered. “I’ll race you, Jessie, to that big tree.”

“Watch out for cars!” called Violet after them.

“There’s nothing coming,”Benny called back. And he and Shadow and Jessie were off.

Benny rode fast, but Jessie passed him.

Jessie won the race. “But I’m older than you, Ben,” she said. She jumped off her bicycle at the tree and stood there, waiting for the others to come up.

Shadow was tired out when he caught up with Jessie. Nobody had to tell Shadow to sit. He was glad to rest.

When Henry and Violet rode up, they jumped off their bikes and sat down on the grass by the side of the road.

Very soon they saw a car coming in the distance.A woman was sitting beside the driver. As it came nearer, Benny said, “I think it is slowing down.”
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Jessie said, “That’s funny. I think they are going to speak to us.”

Jessie was right. The car stopped and the man got out. He was looking at the dog. The Aldens stood up beside their bikes to see what the man wanted.

The man said to Henry, “You have a fine dog there.”

“Yes, we think so,” answered Henry.

“Did you know he was a very rare dog?”

“No.”

“I’d like to buy him,” the man said.

Benny said, “We can’t sell him. He isn’t ours. He just follows us, and we are trying to find his owner.”

“Well, if he doesn’t belong to anybody, let me have him,” the man said. “I’ll pay you well for him. He’s a young show dog.”

Benny shook his head. “No, we couldn’t sell anything we don’t own. Besides, we are going to find out who does own him.”

“Then this really isn’t your dog?” the man said again. The Aldens didn’t like the sound of his voice at all.

“No,” Henry answered. “We are just trying to find his owner.”

The man asked,“How do you plan to do that?”

Benny said,“Everywhere we go, we ask if anyone has lost a dog.”

Henry added, “And when we get home, we’ll put a lost-and-found notice in the newspaper.”

The woman called to her husband, “Come on, the children aren’t going to sell the dog.”

Shadow gave a short bark at the strange man and then began to whine. Benny stooped down and picked up the little dog. Jessie reached over and petted Shadow while Benny held him.

The man said to the Aldens, “Well, don’t let anything happen to that dog.” And after a momentthe strange couple drove off toward Ashby.

The Aldens picked up their bicycles and watched the car until it was out of sight.

“Well, well! What do you make of that?” asked Jessie.

“Not much,” said Henry.

“I don’t like it at all,” said Violet. “Those people tried to make us feel as if we had done something wrong.”

“Well, we know we haven’t,” Benny said cheerfully. “I think they are the ones who want to do something wrong. Let’s forget them!”

“That’s the best idea I have heard for a long while,” said Jessie. “Let’s go! We’ll have to ride right along if we want to get to that good motel.”

The Aldens rode along quietly for about a mile. Then Violet said, “I thought that woman took a picture of Shadow.”

“So did I,” said Jessie.

Benny said, “I heard a little click when the man got into the car.”

“Well, never mind,” said Henry. “A snapshot of Shadow won’t hurt us.”

And not one of the Aldens thought that the woman might have taken a picture of them, too, with their four bicycles.


Chapter 7　Danger in the Night
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At about five o’clock the Aldens reached the Ashby motel where they planned to stay. They rode up to the office window with their strange dog. They asked for two rooms side by side, with a door between. The manager looked out and saw the dog.

“You can’t keep a dog in your room, you know,”the manager said. “It’s against the rules.”

“Oh, dear!” said Jessie. “Then we can’t stay here. We have to keep the dog with us.”

Henry turned to Shadow and said, “Sit.” The dog sat down.

“Oho!” said the manager. “An obedient dog. Does he mind you when you tell him to stop whining?”

Henry laughed.“You know, we never tried that.”

Just then Shadow made a whining sound. Benny went over and got down on one knee. The dog looked up at Benny through all the gray hair covering its face. He stopped whining, and then he began again.

Benny said, “Shadow, you can’t stay if you whine.”

Shadow whined.

“NO!” said Benny sharply. “NO!” He shook his head at the dog. Shadow started to whine, but Benny took hold of his nose and held it tight. The little dog did not like this at all. He tried to whine once more.

Benny shouted at the top of his voice, “NO!”

Shadow had never heard anyone yell at him like that. He seemed to understand what Benny was trying to teach him. He put his head on one side and looked up at the manager. It seemed as if the dog wanted to show how well he could obey.

“He does look cute when he does that,” the manager said. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You understand dogs are not allowed in the motel. But that dog minds so well I will give you two rooms on the very end, 199 and 200. You keep him in the little hallway. But if he whines, out he goes.”

“And out we go, too,” said Benny. “You hear that, Shadow? And that would be too bad, because I’m hungry.”

Violet said, “You have a lovely dining room.” The Aldens could see people eating dinner.

“Yes, it’s a new dining room,” the manager said. “We are serving dinner now. You can eat right away if you want.”
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“We do want,” said Benny. “Yes, sir! We’ll just go and leave our things in the rooms.”

“And leave the dog,” added the man. “I have an idea for him.” He laughed to himself. The Aldens knew that whatever the idea was, it was a good one.

The man gave Henry two keys and showed him the way to go. “Park your bikes at the very end, around the corner,” he said.

Shadow trotted along after his new family. The manager watched, still smiling.

When Henry unlocked the door of the room he and Benny would have, he found a little square hallway. He threw his raincoat on the floor and said to Shadow, “Lie down. Stay!”

Shadow lay down on the raincoat and looked up at Henry without a sound.

“Good dog,” said Benny. “And don’t you whine, remember! We’ll bring you some supper after we have had ours.”

“You talk to that dog as if he could understand every word,” Violet said.

“Maybe he does,” replied Benny. “You can’t tell.”

The Aldens did not stop to unpack. They just washed their hands and went out again.

“Stay!” Henry said to the dog. Then he went out and locked the door.

The Aldens walked over to the motel dining room and went in. Everything was bright and new. The manager was busy at the end of the dining room, but he smiled when he saw the Aldens. They found a table and sat down.

“This is the best place we have seen yet,” said Jessie. “I’m going to have a real dinner.”

They took their time.

At last Benny said, “That was delicious. I could ride twenty miles now.”

“Tomorrow,” said Jessie.

The manager came over and whispered to Henry. He gave him a brown paper bag. “Here’s your dog’s dinner,” he said. “There’s enough for his breakfast, too. Just don’t let anyone see that you are feeding a dog.”
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“You are very kind,” Jessie said. “We won’t forget this.”

“Well, I would not do this for everybody, but you seem like good kids, and I’d like to help you.”

When Henry opened the room door he found that Shadow had not moved. He didn’t bark or whine.

“What a good dog you are, Shadow!” exclaimed Benny. “Here is your supper. I really wish you were my dog. We’ll keep your breakfast for you in the bag.”
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The dog was hungry and ate every crumb. He licked the paper plate several times. Then he lay down again.

“I don’t think we will have any trouble with him,” Henry said. “He acts tired out and I think he’ll sleep. As for me, I’m tired out, too.”

It was only eight o’clock. But the Aldens went to bed and went to sleep. Everything was quiet.

Just at midnight Shadow gave a short, sharp bark.

Jessie woke right away. “Oh, dear!” she said. “That’s Shadow! Now we’ll all have to go! And in the middle of the night, too.”

Henry jumped out of bed and ran to the hallway where Shadow was. “Quiet, Shadow!” he said.

Benny sat up and rubbed his eyes. “What time is it?” he asked.

Shadow did not bark again, but he made a growling sound.
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“Shh!” Henry said. “It’s midnight. Shadow, what is wrong with you?”

By now Benny was awake. “Maybe someone is outside and Shadow hears him,” he said.

Shadow gave a short whine now.

Jessie and Violet were standing in their doorway, looking at Shadow and the boys.

Violet said, “Shadow didn’t bark for nothing, that’s sure. What’s the matter, Shadow? Show us.”

Shadow seemed to understand. He ran to the outside door and sniffed.

Henry very carefully opened the door just a crack.

“Smoke!” Benny exclaimed. “I smell smoke!”

“Fire somewhere!”Henry said.“Come on, Benny. You girls and Shadow stay right here.”

Jessie put her arms around the little dog’s neck and held him.

The girls heard Henry and Benny running toward the manager’s office.

“I see smoke coming from that lovely dining room!” Violet said. “There’s a fire there.”

“We’d better stay right here,”said Jessie. “This part of the motel isn’t in any danger.”

Indeed all the smoke was coming from the new dining room. The manager, in a raincoat, ran out in his bare feet. He had a fire extinguisher and turned it on the fire. Other men hurried to help. They turned a fire hose on the fire, and it soon began to die out.

“Not bad,” said one man. “We got it before the fire really got going. You’re a lucky man, Mister.”

“Yes, I am,” said the manager. “That part of my motel is new. I’d hate to lose it.”

“Who found the fire?” asked a woman.

“Those kids in the end rooms,”said the manager. But he didn’t say a word about the dog. He had heard Shadow bark. But it seemed no one, except the Aldens, had heard anything.
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The manager ran quickly over to the Aldens. He spoke in a low voice.“Your dog saved my motel, kids,” he said. “I want you to know that. But I don’t want the people to know there is a dog here. Everybody would want to bring dogs.”

“We won’t say a word,” replied Benny. “And Shadow doesn’t care for any glory.”

Jessie said, “Besides, we want to be on our way early in the morning.”

“Stop for breakfast,” said the manager. “Just tell me what you want and what time. I’ll get it for you myself. I may not go to bed again. Now that the fire is out, I have to clean up. What would you like for breakfast?”

Benny said, “I’d like a real breakfast. Bacon and eggs and toast and milk and orange juice.”

The manager laughed.“How about some sausage?”

“No thanks, I like bacon better.”

Henry said, “Maybe we should leave about six o’clock. We have a long day’s ride ahead of us.”

The manager said, “That would be fine. Then nobody would see the dog, and I wouldn’t have to explain. I hope you’ll come back again. You did a great thing for me, smelling that smoke in time.”

The Aldens went back to sleep and so did Shadow. But the manager could not sleep. He wanted to be sure the fire did not break out again. He was in the dining room with the table set for the children when they came in very quietly.

They had wheeled their bikes over to the dining room, and Henry had Shadow under one arm.

Henry tried to pay the manager for the rooms and meals.

“No,” the man said. “I will let you pay for one room but no meals. If you hadn’t been here, I wouldn’t have any dining room this morning.”

“That was Shadow,” Benny said.

“Yes, I know. I owe a lot to that dog. But come again sometime without him. You can always spend the night here free.”

Benny finished the last of his breakfast and said, “I’m ready. Let’s go!”

“We’re all ready,” Jessie said. “Off we go!”

Shadow wagged his tail. The Aldens had their knapsacks on. They waved to the manager and set off on their bikes. The morning was cool and it was pleasant to ride when there was no traffic.
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Sometimes Shadow ran along beside the bikes. Sometimes Henry gave him a ride.He really seemed part of the family.

After miles of riding, Henry said, “Now we are not far from Aunt Jane’s.”

“Good,” said Benny. “Aunt Jane will get us some lunch. Or Maggie. I guess it will be Maggie.”


Chapter 8　Catch as Catch Can
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Benny said suddenly, “Now I know where we are! There’s the old lighthouse where we stayed that summer. Remember?”

“That was fun, living in that lighthouse,” said Violet.

Henry said, “It shows we are not many miles from Aunt Jane’s.”

They all looked toward the old lighthouse, but they did not stop.

As they came near Aunt Jane’s big farmhouse, they heard a dog barking. Shadow barked in answer.

“That must be Aunt Jane’s dog Lady,” Violet said. “When Lady was a puppy, we gave her to Aunt Jane. I hope Lady and Shadow won’t fight.”

Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy waved from the front porch.

“How good to see you!” Aunt Jane said. “We have been looking for you. But Lady saw you first.”

Uncle Andy said, “You didn’t tell us you were bringing a dog.”

Henry held Shadow. “We didn’t have a dog then,” he said. “We don’t want the two dogs to fight.” He put Shadow on the grass. The two dogs wagged their tails. They seemed friendly, although they kept on barking.

Then the four Aldens told how they happened to have the dog.

Uncle Andy said, “Here, Shadow, let me see you.” He looked carefully at the little dog. “That’s a Skye terrier,” he said. “Those dogs come from Scotland. From the island of Skye. That kind of a dog is more than three hundred years old.”

“You know everything, Uncle Andy,” Benny said.

“Well, boy, I’ve traveled a lot. You go get that red dictionary in my den. You’ll find a good picture of your dog.”
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Benny soon brought out the red book. “That’s Shadow all right,” he said. “When we get home we will advertise in the paper, Found: Skye Terrier.”

“I wonder how he got lost,” said Aunt Jane.

“That’s our mystery, Aunt Jane,” Jessie said. “You know Benny always has to have a mystery.”

“Do you think he was stolen?” Uncle Andy asked. “You said he didn’t have a collar.”

Henry answered, “We don’t know. But that man and woman who stopped in their car thought we had stolen him!”

“That’s exactly what they thought!” Benny said.

“Let us know what happens to Shadow,” said Aunt Jane.“I’m sure you don’t know it, but Uncle Andy wants to fly to Spain. He wants me to go with him.”

“Right!” Uncle Andy said. “Your Aunt Jane always goes where I go. I’m going to the airport this afternoon to pick up the tickets.”

Benny said,“That is just like you, Uncle Andy. Always going somewhere.”

“Lunch, kids!” Uncle Andy said next. “I’ve been waiting for you, and lunch was ready a long time ago.”

“Well, I’m ready,”said Benny.“You can believe that, Aunt Jane.”

“Yes, sir!” Aunt Jane said<span style="letter-spacing: -2.9 pt">she remembered Benny’s appetite very well. “It is hard to fill you up.”

The Aldens were delighted to see Maggie, who had worked so many years for Aunt Jane. She had made an enormous egg salad for lunch. She had platters of ham, glasses of milk, and hot rolls.

After lunch, Jessie and Violet sat down to talk with Aunt Jane. Henry and Benny rode along with Uncle Andy to the airport. They took Shadow with them. Just as they parked the car, Uncle Andy said, “Look at that!”

A big dog was running across the parking lot for the airport. A man was trying to catch him.

The dog was a boxer. The Aldens could see that the dog didn’t want to be caught. The man was having no luck at all.

“Hi!” Benny called. “Come back here and I’ll catch your dog for you.”

“Oh, Ben, don’t say that,” said Henry. “You can’t catch a strange dog.”

“Yes, I think I know a way,” said Benny.

The man called, “I can’t run after that dog any more. I have to meet a plane and I’m wasting time.”

Benny called, “Don’t worry. I think I can catch him.”He got out of Uncle Andy’s car and let Shadow out, too. Shadow began to trot after the big dog.
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“Stay!” said Benny. Shadow sat down.

“My,” said the stranger. “I wish my dog would mind like that.”

“He would,”Benny answered,“if he took lessons. Now just wait. Stand behind that little truck where your dog can’t see you. Have his leash ready.”

The boxer noticed that nobody was chasing him. He looked back and saw Shadow sitting in the parking lot.

The boxer wagged his short tail and trotted back to see the strange dog.

Benny asked the man, “Are you ready? Catch your dog while he is making friends with my dog.”

The boxer walked up to Shadow. He wagged his tail. Shadow never moved. He just wagged his tail, too. That was hard because he was sitting on it.

“I’m coming out slowly,” the man whispered.

“Right,”Benny agreed.Now everyone was watching to see if the man could catch his boxer.
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The big dog was so busy making friends with Shadow that he didn’t notice when his master snapped the leash on his collar.

“There!” Benny said. “There’s your dog.”

Uncle Andy said,“That’s pretty smart, Benny. I didn’t believe you could do that.”

“Thanks, boy,” said the man. “Now I can meet the plane all right.” He put the dog in his car.

A woman had been watching all this. She said to Henry, “Your dog is a Skye terrier, isn’t he?”

“Yes, we think so,” replied Henry.

Benny broke in, “He isn’t our dog. He just follows us.”

The lady looked at Benny. “I just came from Boston,” she said. “My sister lives there and she told me a friend of hers had lost a Skye terrier.”

Benny shook his head. “This dog could never have come from Boston. We are going to find his owner as soon as we can.”

“Good luck,”the woman said.“He’s a beautiful dog.”

That evening Aunt Jane said, “I’m sorry you aren’t staying with us longer. But I know you want to get home to solve the mystery of Shadow’s owner.”

Jessie said, “We were going to stay just one night anyway. We’ll come back for a longer visit in the fall.”

The next morning the Aldens packed up again. Maggie gave them another set of emergency rations. She said, “Come again soon. I like to have young people around and two barking dogs, too.”

The Aldens got on their bikes and rode off as Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy waved good-bye. Lady barked and wagged her tail. Shadow barked, too.

Benny said, “I like to hear you bark, brother. It’s much better than whining.”

Shadow ran ahead of the bikes.Jessie said, “I believe that dog knows he’s going home. He seems glad to go back.”
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“Maybe that’s why Shadow has whined so much,” Henry said. “He knew we were going the wrong way. Don’t let him run too long, Benny. His paws will get sore.”

Benny said, “Pretty soon I’ll give him a ride.” And in about a half hour, he picked Shadow up and set him in the basket in front of the handlebars.

As they rode along, the four riders began to sing. It was a slow song and they really needed a guitar. When Shadow heard it, he began to howl.

Benny was singing the guitar part, “Plunk, plunk, plunk!” He laughed. “That’s what makes you howl, Shadow. I didn’t know you could howl.” Then he went right along singing.

The minute the song was over, Shadow stopped howling. He just rode along in his basket, looking happy. That made Benny laugh again.

“You win, Shadow,” Henry called. “We’ll stop singing and you stop howling.”

After a few hours of pedaling, Benny said, “Look, we are coming to a crossroad. It looks like heavy traffic ahead!”


Chapter 9　Lucky Day
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We aren’t used to traffic,”said Jessie, laughing. “We haven’t met many cars, Ben.”

Benny said excitedly, “But this one is stopping!Oho! It’s trying to stop us!”

The car drove up so near the Aldens that they had to get off their bikes.

Jessie whispered, “It’s that same man and woman who wanted to buy Shadow<span style="letter-spacing: -2.9 pt">or just take him.”

This time both the man and woman got out of their car. The man said, “I’ve been thinking about you kids. Are you sure you didn’t steal this dog?”

“Steal him!” exclaimed Benny. “Of course we didn’t steal him! We wouldn’t steal anything, not even a penny.”

“But you still have a dog that doesn’t belong to you. You say that yourselves. We saw you before, remember?”

“Look here,” Henry said, “we are on our way home now. We have been trying all the time to find out who owns the dog.”

“Well, that’s what you say,” said the man. “You don’t want the police to find you with a missing dog,do you? I know what that dog is worth as a show dog. You’d better sell him to me.”

The woman bent over to pat Shadow, but the little dog growled.

Just then another car came along. The driver slowed down and put his head out the window.

“Any trouble over there?” he asked kindly.

“Well, a little,” said Henry.

“I say a lot!” exclaimed Benny. “This dog has followed us for four days on our bicycle trip. Now this man says we stole the dog, but we didn’t. We are going home now to find the owner.”

The stranger looked at the man and woman closely. Then he looked at the Aldens. He said, “Can’t you folks see that these young people are telling the truth? I never saw them before, but I would trust them. They look honest to me.”

“Well, you can’t tell by looks,” argued the man. “They have had a strange dog with them for four days, and they don’t know where he came from. Maybe they did steal him. Nobody can tell for sure.”

“Well,” said the man in the car, “I think you had better be on your way. Never mind about the dog. He isn’t your dog, either, is he?”

Now the couple saw that the young people had some real help. They turned and got into their car and drove away.

“Look!”said Benny.“Look at their license plates.”

Jessie said, “What do you know! Those people are two thousand miles away from their home. That license plate is from the West Coast, and here they are in New England.”

Henry nodded. “Maybe they are the ones who try to pick up dogs. People do steal dogs and sell them.”

“Did you get their license number?” asked the stranger, starting his motor.

“I did,” said Violet.

“I did,” said Benny. “I can remember it.”

“I wrote it down myself,” the stranger said. “I don’t think they will bother you again. But if they should, here is my card with my name and address.” He handed a card to Henry.

The Aldens read the card. It said Hartman’s Detective Agency.

Benny asked,“Are you a plainclothes detective, Mr. Hartman?”

“Well, something like that,” replied the man with a smile.

Violet said, “Oh, I am so glad you came along. I don’t like trouble, and those people seem to be trying to make trouble for us.”

Jessie said, “We certainly thank you for taking our part.”

“You’re very welcome. Glad I could help,” said Mr. Hartman, driving away.

The Aldens stood still for a minute and watched the car drive out of sight.

“Well, I’m all tired out!” said Benny crossly. “All that fuss over a nice little dog. Makes me mad!”

Jessie looked closely at Benny. He did not say things like this very often. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” she said. “Let’s eat lunch early. That will be something different to do. Just look for a place to eat.”

They all agreed that this was a good idea, and they pedaled off down the road. Shadow was glad, too. He ran ahead, barking. Violet came last.

A mile later, the others heard Violet call, “Wait!”
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They stopped and Jessie called back,“What is it, Violet?”

“I’ve got a flat tire,” said Violet. “I must have run over something very sharp.”

Henry looked at the tire. “I should say you did. It’s a sharp stone shaped just like an arrow. The tire is cut through. It will have to be fixed before you can ride on it.”

“A new tire might be better,” Jessie said.

Benny said, “Well, I guess this isn’t our day. We’ll have to find a place that fixes bikes. It would be neat if we could find a repair shop that serves meals. Or a restaurant that mends bikes.”

The others had to laugh as they all walked along pushing their bicycles.

Jessie was glad that Benny could make jokes again, but she wondered how far they would have to walk to find a repair shop.

They all looked down every side road and at every sign along the way. After a mile or so, they saw a big building in the distance. Soon they could read the sign, “Stop at Big Jeko’s Place.”

“Look,” said Jessie. “Is that a gas station?”

“I don’t know,” replied Henry. “It looks like a junk shop to me.”

But in a minute a big giant of a man looked out of the open door. “Trouble?” he called. “Come in and I see.”

Violet gave him her bicycle and they all watched him anxiously. Then Big Jeko nodded and smiled, “I fix quick. You going far?”

“Yes,” replied Henry.“We’re going to Greenfield.”

“I know Greenfield,” said the man. “Too far away. Maybe I fix tire and maybe it come off. I guess a new tire for this bike.”

“I think so, too,” agreed Henry. “Have you a tire the right size?”

“All sizes.” Big Jeko took down a tire hanging on the wall and began to take off the old one.

Violet said, “It’s my bike. I’m glad you can fix it.”

Big Jeko went on working. He said, “I come from Bulgaria. Speak poor English. But you are good kids. Not like some. A good dog, too.”
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Shadow was indeed a good dog. He sat still and waited without a whine. He sniffed the air.

Violet said, “Mr. Jeko, we were looking for a restaurant when I had my flat tire. Do you know a good place to eat?”

The big man laughed. “Yes, I know. Right here. Big Jeko’s Place.”

“You mean you serve meals here?” exclaimed Benny. He looked around curiously. He didn’t see any place where they could eat.

“No. Just today I serve lunch for you. Look in there.” He pointed to the back room.

Benny and Jessie looked in. Something smelled delicious. There was an old-fashioned stove with a black kettle on top. A woman turned around and smiled at the Aldens. “You like pilaf<span style="letter-spacing: 1.9 pt">?” she said. “You stay for pilaf.”

The Aldens looked at each other. Jessie said, “I don’t know why not. Let’s stay, Henry.”

Big Jeko’s wife said, “Good. Sit down, please.”She took four bowls off a shelf.

Then she put the pilaf into each bowl. “You eat,” she said to the Aldens. “Here, dog.” She put a big lamb bone on the floor for Shadow. There was a lot of meat on it.
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The lunch was made of rice and lamb and onions and tomatoes and all sorts of delicious things, just what the Alden children liked. They ate the pilaf with pieces of hard bread.

When they had finished eating, they all thanked the woman and went out into the shop. The bike was fixed, and Henry paid Big Jeko for the tire and the lunch.

Then Big Jeko surprised them. He said, “You like dog show? Dog show here in Ashby? I have tickets.”

“You have tickets to sell?” asked Jessie. “We have heard of the dog show in Ashby.”

“I have lots of tickets,” Big Jeko replied. “I make all the cages for dogs. I make wire cages.” He pointed to some square cages in the corner. “Then they give me lots of tickets.”

Benny said, “Oh, we could use four tickets. This dog with us is a show dog. He ought to be in the show, really.”
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“Yes, I know,” said Big Jeko. “Good show dog.” He handed four tickets to Henry.

The Aldens shook hands with Big Jeko and got on their bikes. “We won’t forget you, Mr. Jeko,” said Violet. “You were so kind to us.”

They all waved good-bye and rode away.

“I take it all back about our day,” said Benny. “We got our lunch, we got the bike fixed, and now we have four tickets to the dog show. It’s our lucky day, after all.”


Chapter 10　One Puzzle Left
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Now the Aldens wanted nothing but to get home with the dog. They agreed not to stop anywhere except to eat and sleep.

Violet said, “We must say hello to Mrs. Randall, though. We go right through Second Landing.”

Jessie said, “Let’s do that. We told her we might.”

They rode along steadily for the rest of the trip. On the last morning it was almost lunchtime when Shadow started to run away.

“Come back!” shouted Benny. But Shadow had no idea of coming back.

Benny yelled,“I thought you were an obedient dog. Don’t you understand? Come back!”

Shadow was not listening. He was running for dear life.

Henry watched him for a minute. Then he said quietly, “We must follow him. We can’t lose him now.”

The four children pedaled away until they caught up with the running dog.

“He’ll hurt his paws, Henry,”said Violet. “Can’t you carry him?”

“No, I don’t think I can catch him,” replied Henry. “He thinks he’s going home, that’s sure. Look at his feet go!”

“Wait for us!” Benny called, but Shadow did not stop for an instant.

“He’s going right for Second Landing,” Jessie said. “Mr. Martin’s store is ahead. You don’t suppose he belongs to Mr. Martin, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” said Henry. “Mr. Martin didn’t act as if he had lost a beautiful show dog.”

“It couldn’t be the Randalls,” Benny put in. “They didn’t act as if they had lost a dog either. I didn’t see any dog dish on the floor. And there wasn’t any dog house in the yard.”
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“Still, Shadow acts as if Second Landing is home,” Jessie said.

Shadow went faster and faster. He just raced along.

“What do you know!” shouted Benny. “Look at Mr. Martin. He’s sitting on his steps. Hi, Mr. Martin!”

The Aldens stopped their bikes. Shadow ran a little way and sat down. He was tired out.

“The bicycle riders!” Mr. Martin exclaimed. “How was the trip? What happened?”

Benny pointed to the dog.“That’s what happened,” he said. “He followed us all the way.”

Then Mr. Martin saw the dog. The Aldens were astonished to see him stand up and call, “Here, Smoky! Come here, Smoky!”

“Smoky!” Jessie exclaimed.“Do you know this dog, Mr. Martin?”

“I should say so! That’s the Randalls’ dog.”

“The Randalls?”

“Well, he doesn’t belong to the family,” Mr. Martin said. “He belongs to Carl. His Uncle Eric gave the dog to him for his birthday. See, he wants you to come!”

Shadow ran a little way and looked back. The Aldens got on their bikes and followed him. Now at last Shadow did not whine.

Mr. Martin called after them, “You’ll find a happy family when they see that dog.”

As the Aldens knew, it was not far to the Randalls’ house. The little dog barked, and Benny ran up on the porch to knock at the door.

Mrs. Randall came to the door and took one look. “Oh, Smoky, Smoky!” she cried. She opened the door and the little dog jumped into her arms. He wiggled, squealing and whining and licking her hands.

The Aldens stood and watched. In a minute Mrs. Randall looked up with tears in her eyes. “Oh, thank you for bringing him back,” she said. “But how did you know whose dog he was?”
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“We didn’t,” Jessie said. “It’s a long story. We have been trying to find out who owns Shadow ever since he came to us.”

“Do come in and sit down. You see my brother Eric gave this dog to Carl for his birthday. Smoky was all trained and ready to be entered in the dog show at Ashby. We had him only a week, but we grew to love him.”

“So did we,” said Violet.

They all sat down and watched the dog. He was running all over the house, smelling everything and coming back to Mrs. Randall.

“Your picture was in the paper this morning,” said Mrs. Randall. “I was sure it was Smoky standing with you. I was trying to think how to find you.”

“I know who took that picture,” said Benny. “A man and a woman followed us and tried to get Smoky away from us. They want people to think we stole the dog. What did it say under the picture?”

“Not very much,” said Mrs. Randall. “Just ‘Bicycle dog lost.’ Several people called me to tell me they were sure it was Carl’s dog.”

“There! You see,” said Benny, “that is why that couple took our picture. Just to make people think we stole the dog. And we think they are the ones who pick up dogs.”

Mrs. Randall said, “I still don’t know where you found Smoky.”

The Aldens told her about the old empty house and the rain and the little whining dog.

“He followed us to Aunt Jane’s and all the way back,”said Jessie.“But we still don’t understand how you lost him!”

“Well,” Mrs. Randall began. “You remember that Carl had gone to camp just the day before you came? After Carl had left on the bus, I had some special shopping to do that day. I put Smoky in the station wagon and drove to a shopping center. It was a big place about twenty-five miles in the other direction. I couldn’t take Smoky into the stores, so I left him in the car. I rolled down one of the windows to give him some air.”

The Aldens nodded.

“Yes, that was a mistake,” Mrs. Randall agreed. “Smoky wiggled out of that window somehow, although I don’t see how he could. Anyway, when I came out, he was gone!”

“Did anyone see him?” asked Violet.

“Nobody that I could ask,” said Mrs. Randall. “There were hundreds of cars. I called and called, but at last I had to drive home.”

“Poor Carl,” said Violet. “Did you have to tell him Smoky was missing?”

“No, I just hoped and hoped Smoky would come home. But he had been here such a short time, I didn’t think he would know how to get home. And I was afraid someone would find him and keep him.”

Jessie said, “And you had all this to worry about that day we came to help. We noticed you were upset about something. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I just couldn’t,” Mrs. Randall said. “I didn’t want to spoil everything, and we were having such a good time. And I knew I might break down and tell the company.”
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“That was Mr. Evans,” Benny said. “He would always understand. You can tell Carl now.”

“Yes, he gets home tomorrow. What a lot of news I shall have to tell him! Smoky lost,and Smoky found. And we are moving to Boston right away.”

“Good,” said Jessie. Her eyes twinkled. “I’m glad Mr. Evans found out that you were a friendly person.”

“I’m going to telephone Eric. He will be so pleased. Now we can show Smoky in the Ashby dog show. I do hope you can go to that show. It will be exciting.”

“Yes,” said Benny. “We have four tickets.”

“You are lucky. They are hard to get. And Smoky is lucky that he found you instead of somebody else.”

“Well,” said Benny. “Now I know what a lucky dog is!”

The Aldens got up to go home. Mrs. Randall said, “I’ll remind you of the dog show a little later. I’ll call you up.”

As the Aldens rode home,Henry said, “There’s still a mystery to solve. What happened to Smoky between the time he was left in the Randall car in the parking lot and came to the old house in the rain?”

“Yes, I was thinking about that, too,” said Benny.


Chapter 11　Show Dog
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The Aldens reached home safely. They found that their grandfather knew all about the dog. He had seen their picture in the paper. But Violet had to tell him all about the rainy night in the empty house. Jessie told him about the roadside stand and Roy Smith. Benny told him about Big Jeko.

At last Mr. Alden said, “Were you satisfied with all those adventures, Ben?”

“Well, almost,” Benny replied. “There’s just one thing about this mystery that we don’t know. How did Smoky get from the parking lot to the empty house where we spent the night?”

“I can’t help you there,” Mr. Alden said. “But I have no doubt you four will solve that, too.”

Later on, Jessie had a telephone call from Mrs. Randall.

She said,“The Ashby dog show begins tomorrow.We are going to show Smoky. Our little dog has a new name, but I promised not to tell you. Can you come?”

Jessie laughed. She said, “Yes, I don’t even need to ask the others. We’ll be delighted to drive over to the show.”

“Come to our house first,” said Mrs. Randall. “Then you can meet Carl. And we will all go in two cars.”

“We’ll be there,” Jessie said.

“Fine,” said Mrs. Randall. “I want you to see Eric show off the dog. It’s quite a sight.”

The next day, as Henry drove along, Benny said, “I give up about that new name for Smoky. I’m sure they wouldn’t call him Shadow just because we did.”

“We’ll have to wait and see,” Violet said.

When the Aldens reached the Randalls’ yard, Carl ran out. He was a freckled boy in a Camp Mohawk shirt.

“You must be the Alden kids!” he called. “I’m Carl.”

They all went into the house,and Carl’s Uncle Eric shook hands with the Aldens.

“Tell me,” said Uncle Eric, “how did the dog get to you after he left the parking lot?”

“We’d like to know that,” answered Jessie. “I wonder if we’ll ever know.”

“Oh, we’ll know sometime!” said Benny.

Carl said, “Wait until you see how fine Smoky looks. He’s been washed and brushed. His paws and toes are cleaned and shined.”

“I can’t wait to see him!” Violet said.

“What about his new name?” Benny asked.

“You have to wait for that,” Carl said with a wink. “It’s time to go now.”

Henry followed the Randall car to Ashby. He had a little trouble parking, so the Randalls went in first with Smoky.

The Ashby dog show was held in a big hall. When the Aldens went in, they saw the steward standing right by the door.

He said to the young people, “Come in. Your friends are right over there.” He pointed to a large sign that said “Class—Skye Terrier.” Under the sign were two cages.

“That steward seemed to know us,”said Benny. “That’s funny.”
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“Look!” Violet said. “Read what it says on Smoky’s cage. There’s Smoky’s new name!”

A big sign was printed with the words, “Smoky, the Bicycle Dog.”

People were standing around Smoky’s cage.

Someone said, “That’s the dog that was stolen.”

Another said, “He wasn’t stolen.”

“Who stole the Bicycle Dog?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Didn’t you read about it in the paper? Four children on bicycles found him.”

Mrs. Randall smiled at the Aldens. She said, “I guess you don’t know that everyone has seen the picture of you riding your bikes, with Smoky beside you. Tomorrow we will put another piece in the paper telling that you found the dog. Nobody stole him.”

Smoky was delighted to see the Aldens. He tried to get out of his cage, but he could not. He licked their hands through the wires.

“That cage makes me think of Big Jeko,” said Violet.

“It won’t be long now,” said Uncle Eric. “I am going to handle Smoky. But don’t forget, he is Carl’s dog. Next year he can handle him.”
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“What do you mean, handle?” asked Benny. “I would think anyone could handle Smoky.”

“You’ll see,” Uncle Eric replied. “It means to show him off. The dog has to know what he is expected to do, too.”

The Aldens noticed there was one other dog in the same class with Smoky. It was a Skye terrier named Cinderella, for cinder, the color of ashes. It was a soft bluish-gray dog.

Then the show began. The four Aldens found places with the crowd behind the rope.

Everyone was excited. Everyone wanted his dog to get a first prize. Of course, everyone thought that Smoky, the Bicycle Dog, would win a first prize.

Dogs of all kinds were there.There were enormous dogs with soft white fur, and tiny dogs no bigger than a man’s hand. All of them were trained.

The first dog was a Great Dane. His master held his leash while the band played. The dog walked slowly. Then he stood still with his head up and his tail down.

Then came Cinderella.“My,”said Jessie, “hear the people clap!”

And then came Smoky.Uncle Eric knew exactly what to do, and so did Smoky. Henry said, “Now hear them clap! Even louder than for Cinderella.”

The judges for the dog show watched every dog closely. They noticed how the dogs looked and how they acted.

Later on,the judges went around putting ribbons on the cages. The crowd followed them to see which dogs were winners.Then what a surprise! Nobody could believe it. Smoky, the Bicycle Dog, had the second prize, a red ribbon, and the blue ribbon went to Cinderella!

Carl said, “Well, never mind. I like red better than blue anyway.”

“I don’t,” said Uncle Eric. “But I’m not surprised.”

“Aren’t you surprised?” Jessie asked Mrs. Randall.

“No. I’ll explain. Smoky’s trip didn’t do him any good. He wasn’t dried when he got wet in the rain. He wasn’t washed. A dog must be in perfect condition to win the blue ribbon in this show.”

“But wait till next year!” said Uncle Eric.

Suddenly Ben said,“Looktwins! Exactly alike.”

“One in pink and one in blue,” said Violet in a low voice.

Jessie said, “They are coming this way. I think they are looking for Smoky.”

A smiling woman and the two little girls came through the crowd.

“We want to see our dog,” said the twin in pink. “My name is Laurie.”

“Your dog?”asked Benny.“You mean the Bicycle Dog?”

“Well, he isn’t really ours. But we saw him twice, and we wanted him very much. My name is Joy.”

The lady said, “We are the Fullers. My girls just love that dog. They saw him in a parking lot in Essex.”

“Oh, yes,” said Laurie. “He was running around the parking lot.”

“Where were you?” asked Uncle Eric.

“We were in the back of the station wagon,” replied Joy. “We can see everything. We called him and called him, but he ran off. Then we saw the same dog at a vegetable stand way out in the country.”

“Well,” said Benny, “that settles that. Nobody stole him.”

“But they tried to, Ben,” Henry said. “Don’t forget that.”

“I’ll never forget that,” said Benny.

Then Uncle Eric said, “Did you girls see what happened to Smoky that day in the parking lot?”

“Oh, yes,” said Laurie.

“Oh, no,” said Joy. “All we know is that he ran out of the parking lot and right across the road.”

“And he wasn’t even run over,”Laurie added.

“No,” agreed Uncle Eric without a smile. “I should say he got across the road safely. You don’t know which way he went after that?”

“Oh, yes, we know which way he went. Do you know that shortcut in Essex to the old back road? Well, that’s where he was going. Right to that old country road.”

“We hoped he would find his way home, because the next night it rained.Did you find him?”

“He found us,” said Benny. “He climbed in our window to get out of the rain.On that old country road.”

Henry asked, “And you saw him again at a roadside stand?”

“That’s right,”said Joy.“My father says Smoky will get first prize in any dog show next year. We want to say hello to him.”

Smoky seemed to know the little twins. He tried to get out of the cage, and he licked their hands and whined.

A policeman had been walking around the show all day. Now he came walking up to the Aldens. He said to Henry, “You kids want to help me? I hear that you had a bit of trouble with a man and a woman who tried to get your dog.”

“That’s right,” Henry answered.

“Would you know them again,if you saw them?” asked the officer.

“We would!” said Benny.

The officer looked at the four Aldens and smiled. He said, “Well, we have a couple at the police station. Tomorrow will you come with me and tell me if they are the same ones you saw?”

“We certainly will,” answered Henry.
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“That’s all I want,” the officer said with a wink. “You all agree?”

“Yes, sir,” Jessie said. “They tried twice to get the dog.”

“Good,” the policeman said. “We found them with two stolen poodles and a Scottie that didn’t belong to them. That man and woman will go back where they came from, but they will pay a great big fine!”

“They deserve it!” Benny said. “I hope they won’t do it again.”

“They won’t,” promised the man. He laughed.“They have policemen on the West Coast, too, you know.” He turned and went away.

Jessie said,“Well, Mrs. Fuller, you heard that. I guess things will be all right now.”

The dog show was over. Everyone was packing up to go. The Randalls went home with Smoky and the Aldens went straight home to Greenfield.

Grandfather met them on the front porch. “How was the show?” he asked.

The four young people sat down on the porch and told Mr. Alden the whole story.

Violet told about Smoky’s new name and how the twins had helped solve the last puzzle.

Benny said, “But I’m awfully disappointed that Smoky didn’t get the first prize. People liked him the best.”

“I’m sorry myself,” said Grandfather. “But there was a reason. And don’t forget, Ben, somebody always has to come in second.”

And this was something Benny Alden never forgot.

Then Watch came out to see his children. Benny opened the screen door and let him out. He lay down on the porch.

Benny said, “Hello, Watch.” He knelt down and scratched the dog’s rough head. Watch lifted his nose.

Benny said, “I like you best, Watch. You don’t whine or yelp or howl or bark.”

Then they all had to laugh, because what did Watch do? He barked!
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第一章　大海和沙滩




Seaand Sand

[image: ]


“多美的早晨！”盛夏七月里的一天，杰西站在门口说道。

“你说得对极了，杰西！”班尼赞同地说道。他眺望着蔚蓝的大海和白色的沙滩，以及纯净得没有一丝云彩的天空。

维莉和亨利也走到门口，向外看去，只见海鸥喧哗着，正围绕着一条渔船上下盘旋。

班尼不禁感慨道：“顶有趣的是，别看这会儿我们在沙滩和简姑婆与安迪叔叔的新房车上逍遥自在，谁曾想一两天前，咱们还愁在家里，为去哪儿玩大伤脑筋呐！”

班尼说的房车，其实是一个移动式住房，外部被简姑婆涂抹上了她自己最喜欢的蓝色，并用零星白色作为点缀。屋里有一个房间，是两个女孩的卧室，班尼和哥哥亨利则睡在客厅的双人长沙发床上。

让兄妹们最为开心的是，房车正好停在沙滩上，屋后，是一大片的海滩和水草；屋前，只用跳下两级台阶，便是沙滩。

“就在沙滩上吃早餐吧，杰西，”维莉建议道，“这样的话，大家各自带着餐具过去，也不会太麻烦。”

“我是一点问题都没有，”班尼说，“要是能马上吃到早餐，我可以连你们的餐具都一起捎过去。”

[image: ]


亨利笑了起来，班尼总是饿得快——不管在家里，在旅行中，在山林里，或者在海滩上，这一点从来不曾改变。

“快来，班尼，”亨利说道，“你还得和我一起把床收起来，还原成沙发呢！”

“好的好的！”班尼答道，“很快我们的卧室就能变身成客厅了！变变变——”

在狭小的厨房里，两个女孩快速地准备着食物，她们也饿了。

“看来简姑婆留下的都是我们最爱吃的，”杰西说，“我来做培根和鸡蛋，维莉，你做烤面包。”

他们有四个盘子，红、蓝、绿、紫——刚好是兄妹们各自喜欢的颜色，杰西选的是蓝色盘子，班尼则选择了红色的。

“每个盘子里的食物都是一样的，”维莉说，“和盘子的颜色没有一点关系。”

“噢，不，有关系，维莉，”班尼反驳道，“我必须要红色的盘子，不过亨利是无所谓的。”

亨利笑了起来，他确实无所谓，他想要的不过是早餐而已，当然，他也知道，维莉会选择属于她自己的颜色——紫色。

兄妹四人坐在沙滩上，开始享受他们在海岸的第一餐。

“我真不明白，”维莉咬了一口培根，突然说道，“为什么沙滩附近的人都在睡觉？这可是一天中最美好的时光了，可居然没有人享受它——除了我们和渔民以外。”

这的确是事实，周围一英里内，连个人影都没有。

班尼盘着腿儿，喝了口牛奶：“我觉得，咱们是这个世界上最幸运的人，总能碰上有趣的事儿，是吧？”

“没错，”杰西回应道，“而且好多事儿都是突如其来的，就显得越发刺激了，当然，爷爷功不可没。”

“不过这次不是，”班尼回答说，“这次多亏了安迪叔叔，他真是个神奇的人，总闲不下来，而且总有地方可去——去了也不多待。幸运的是，简姑婆总能跟上他的节拍，随着他去任何地方。”

亨利慢悠悠地说：“我相信，简姑婆当初以为安迪叔叔会在这里耗上整个夏天的——他喜欢钓鱼、挖蛤蜊和冲浪……要是知道他只待了两星期就走，她才不会买这么漂亮的房车呢！”
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“嗯，这才是安迪叔叔的风格啊！”维莉平静地说，“他一听说有特别的非洲之行，就马上买票走人了——这倒成全了我们，现在我们可以随心所欲地玩儿，去留都由着咱们自己。”

“要是想回家的话，只要转动一下车钥匙就可以了，”班尼表示同意，“反正亨利现在有了自己的车子。”

亨利笑了起来：“没错，而且我还选了辆足够宽敞，能容下我们所有人的大车，很棒吧？”
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“早餐真美味！”班尼说，“把盘子洗干净应该花不了多少时间。”但是大家都懒得动弹。

“快看海滩上。”亨利说。

远处，一个老人和一只小狗正在走来，老人走得很慢很慢，狗狗则紧紧跟随。

“和主人形影不离——我猜那应该是一只受过训练的狗狗，”杰西说，“老人家应该还有根手杖才对。”其他人也是这么认为的。

奥登兄妹本可以拿着盘子走进屋子，可是并没有，他们只是静静地坐着，看着老人和他的狗狗。只见老人在一栋大木屋前停留了片刻，看起来只是倚着拐杖稍作休息，便又开始缓缓前行，狗狗则耐心地等候着。

“真不知道这位老人想做什么，”班尼说，“看，他又往前走了！”

“要我猜，他也许只是散步而已。”杰西回答道，“沙滩上的人都在捡石头和贝壳，也许他也想这样做吧！”

陌生老人越走越近，奥登兄妹这才看清楚，他的手杖一端挂着一枚戒指，下面还绑着个小盒子。

班尼暗自奇怪：老人真的只是出来散晨步的吗？别人是不是也会觉得奇怪呢？或许他起个大早，就是为了避免好奇目光的吧？可是，他们兄妹如此盯着他，老人又会怎么想呢？

终于，这位老人走到了奥登兄妹身旁，“日安噢！”他开心地打着招呼。奥登兄妹立刻听出，这是英国人的口音。

“早上好！”兄妹们同声回答道。

“您的狗狗友好吗？”班尼问。

“很友好，不用害怕，它只是个子有点大而已。”老人回答说。

亨利和班尼一起走到他们旁边。

“你好啊，小家伙！”班尼边说边伸出一根手指，狗狗舔了舔，又嗅了嗅他的盘子。

“真不好意思，”班尼说，“培根都被吃完了，小伙子。”
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杰西仔细观察着眼前的陌生老人，不觉有种由衷的喜欢，他那善意的眼神，笑起来的皱纹，以及被太阳晒成深棕色的皮肤，都让她有种似曾相识的感觉。

老人看向杰西，说道：“我昨天路过这辆房车时，看到的还是一男一女，现在换作四个年轻人了啊！”

班尼忍不住想，这个老人对海滩上的事儿还真是清楚得很。

“您说得没错！”杰西告诉老人，“您看到的是我们的简姑婆和安迪叔叔，这是他们新买的移动房，他们去旅游了，我们要在这里待到他们回来，不过我们都很喜欢这个安排，实在是个意外的惊喜。”

“很好，你们将会发现，这是一个多么漂亮的海滩。”老绅士说道，“我叫丹尼·李，每天早上我都会趁大家还没醒去沙滩散步，走差不多两英里路，这可是一天中最美好的时光了！”

“我们刚才正说这事儿呢！”班尼激动地叫道，“我就说大家都奇怪得很，把一天中最好的时刻耗在睡觉上。您看，除了您和狗狗，沙滩上就只有我们几个了。”

亨利自我介绍道：“我是亨利·奥登，刚才说话的是班尼，这两位是我妹妹，杰西和维莉·奥登。”

“奥登？奥登？”老人喃喃地说，“我以前难道听说过这个名字？听起来好熟悉，他是位有名的塑料生产商？”

“那就是我们的爷爷。”杰西说道。

“很好！”李先生点点头，“希望你们拥有一个快乐的旅行时光，祝你们愉快！”

说完，老人便离开了，狗狗紧紧跟随在他身边。

班尼暗暗想道：“有这么一只狗狗在，估计没人能伤害到他。”

奥登兄妹注视着老人的背影，只见他在沙地上拖拽着拐杖，偶尔倚着它休息一会儿。

“我从没见过那样的手杖，你呢，亨利？”班尼问。

“李先生走路的时候并没用到手杖，”维莉说，“那它又是用来做什么的呢？”

“我不知道，”亨利回答，“这是我们第一天早上就碰到的谜团，班尼。”

“好吧，”班尼笑着说，“我会找出真相的，你们等着瞧！”

杰西问：“你准备怎么找？”

“直接问呗！”班尼简洁地回答道，“单刀直入，这是找到真相的办法，也是爷爷的做法。”

亨利笑了：“你越来越像爷爷了，班尼。真希望李先生能够回答你的问题，因为我们都想知道答案。”


第二章　班尼寻找宝藏

Benny Hunts for Treasure
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杰西终于发话了：“洗完碗后，咱们去游泳吧！”

维莉站在沙滩上拿着她的盘子说：“噢，我好像忘不掉李先生了，他看上去好有趣，而且他还说过，每天都会和狗狗经过这里，我们会经常看到他的。亨利，你认为他手里拿的是什么？我看到绑在手杖顶的盒子里有个指示器，上面还有刻度盘。”

班尼灵机一动：“是不是盖革计数器的一种？”

“不是，”亨利肯定地说，“难道你们不记得了？简姑婆农场边的铀矿有个人，专门用盖革计数器寻找铀矿，可海滩上是没有铀矿的——绝对没有，这就可以排除是盖革的可能性。”

班尼说：“那我只有问李先生了。”
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奥登兄妹拿着盘子，一起走进房车里。

“我们不去杂货店购物了吗，杰西？”维莉一边问一边烘干勺子。

“不啊，要去的。”杰西回答道，“我看了冰箱和货架，必须得添置一些食物了，比如说牛奶，我们的牛奶差不多快喝完了。”

“反正咱们不能刚吃完饭就去游泳，”班尼提议道，“不如先去买东西，再回来游泳，这里到小镇也就四分之一英里的路程而已。”

“这么早去镇上，应该没什么好玩的。”话虽如此，亨利还是做好了一起去的准备。

奥登兄妹穿上凉鞋，锁好房门，登上亨利停在屋外的蓝色小轿车，出发了。

其实他们用不着开车去的，碧乌镇很小，而且只有一条主街，亨利沿着这条道慢慢开着，首先看见的是一些商店，接下来就是路两旁的房子，其中一栋三层楼的砖房最为高大，其余就是几处零星分布的小平房。

一切似乎都很寻常。就在这时，班尼惊呼起来：“噢，看那房子，快赶上一座城堡了！”

“它好大！”杰西说，“我觉得房子里应该是空的，因为临街的窗户没有挂窗帘，就连塔楼上都没有。”

亨利减慢了车速，说道：“奇怪，谁在这样的小镇建了这样的宅子？一看就是古式建筑。”

班尼猜测道：“肯定是大财主修的呗，看看这些塔楼——一、二、三、四、五……现在谁会买这样的房子啊？”

“这房子看起来好荒凉，”维莉说，“和周围的小新房子风格完全不一样——和任何一座乡间小屋都不一样。”

亨利沿着主街慢慢开了一圈，随即又掉头回来。那座塔楼屋——奥登兄妹都这么称呼它，确实是小镇上独一无二的存在，镇上有图书馆、学校、药店、消防站和市政厅，可就连市政厅的房子也比塔楼屋小得多。

“我很好奇，关于塔楼屋，是不是有什么故事？”班尼一边回头看了看它，一边说，“我想，碧乌镇的居民应该为它制造些传说——换作是我就会这么做，你呢，维莉？”

“是啊，我也会。”维莉笑着赞同道，“比如说，可能有位美丽的公主被囚禁在其中一座塔楼里，直到她长成一位老妇人。”

“不管怎样，我们最好到处打听一下，”班尼说，“我敢肯定，塔楼屋是个神秘的所在。”

“咱们去买东西吧！”杰西建议道。

“我想赶快去游泳。”亨利补充了一句。
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在超市里，女孩们买了面包、牛奶、培根、汉堡包、熏肠和一大箱土豆泥，亨利结账的时候，意外地发现，其中居然还有一小盒茶叶和一罐咖啡粉。

杰西解释道：“我想，要是咱们有客人来，提前准备些茶或者咖啡总是好的。”

维莉、班尼和亨利知道，杰西所谓的客人，就是那位老绅士李先生，但是他们都没有挑明。

亨利开车回到海滩，大家迅速将买来的东西收拾妥当。

奥登兄妹再次踏上沙滩时，海滩上已经聚集了不少游客，他们穿着五颜六色的游泳衣，或尽情地在水里嬉戏，或在海滩上享受着日光浴，小孩子们则兴奋地喧闹着。

奥登兄妹加入了游泳的人群，在凉爽的海水里度过了早上的剩余时光。

当天晚上，班尼原本想步行去碧乌镇的，他在想，那有着五个塔楼的塔楼屋里会有灯光吗？或许，他只是太期待有神秘事件发生了吧！

第二天一大早，班尼就发现有人已经搁了把椅子在海滩上，当他看到托盘里放着茶杯、装有面包和黄油的盘子和茶壶后，不禁笑了，这意味着，李先生已经被看作他们这个海滩之家的一员了。

奥登兄妹翘首期盼着，结果并没让大家失望，他们在沙滩上刚吃完早餐，就看到李先生和他的狗狗出现在海滩上。杰西赶紧跑进厨房，一边烧开水，一边寻思待会儿李先生究竟是要喝茶还是咖啡。
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老绅士走到奥登兄妹身边时，一眼便看到了那把椅子，不禁笑了：“这是专门为我准备的吗？”他坐了下来，微笑地注视着孩子们。

“没错！”班尼说，“我想您已经用过早餐了吧？”

“是啊，很早就吃过了。”李先生回答道，“只是昨晚睡得不太好。”

杰西站在门口问道：“您还能再喝下一杯茶或是咖啡吗？”

“能，当然能！请给我一杯茶，英国人习惯喝热茶。”

杰西留意到“热”这个字眼，于是在沏茶之前，尽量确保小茶壶里的水是热的，随后她便端着托盘走到海滩上。

杰西说道：“我曾经读过这方面的文章，说英国人喜欢在茶里面放牛奶，而不是奶油。”

“正是，年轻的小姐。”李先生说道，他一边喝着热茶，一边吃光了面包和黄油。
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老先生倒第二杯茶的时候，班尼紧紧盯着他，很想问问他关于手杖的事儿，而且说不定李先生也知道塔楼屋的一些秘密，但是班尼拿不定主意先问哪一个好，也不知道怎样问会不那么冒失。

于是班尼说道：“我真不明白，为什么人们会喜欢喝茶，我觉得茶难喝得很……可以告诉我们，您的手杖是一种盖革计数器吗？”

对这个问题，李先生看起来并不惊讶，“不是的，”他回答道，“它是金属探测器，与盖革计数器完全不同，也有人叫它‘探宝仪’——这说法也许比较靠谱。来，让我告诉你们一个秘密——没人知道的秘密。首先你们要知道，每年夏天都有成百上千的游客来到这里，他们中有贫有富，但我不得不说，其中大多数人都是极不小心的……”

“您是指他们不注意水里的安全吗？”维莉问。

李先生笑着回答：“那倒不是，他们挺在意人身安全的！我说的是，那些戴着手表或首饰的人，下水游泳前，通常会把它们随手摘下来，放在沙滩上……”

“我开始明白了。”杰西点了点头。

“我相信你明白了，但你还是没法想象，沙滩里会有多少这样的失物。在发现金属物件时，金属探测器就会发出嗡嗡声，一听到这个，我就知道沙里准埋着东西，于是我的狗狗就立刻开始往下刨，它替我辛苦地忙活着，适当的时候就停下来，当信号声变得足够大时，我就亲手去刨，或者用小工具去挖。”

“您找到了很多东西吗？”维莉问。

“是啊，去年我赚了不少钱呢。当然，每次我都会先问人们，有没有丢过东西。如果是贵重物品，我还会让他们描述一下外观。看那座海滩大平房，我曾经在屋子前找到了一个钻戒，并还给了失主——那是一个年轻可爱的小姐。”

“他们一定很感谢你吧！”杰西说。

“是啊，确实如此，他们有的想给我报酬，但我从来没有要过。不过要是找不到失主，那些失物就归我了。”

班尼问道：“您就是以这个为生的吗？”

“班尼！”亨利打断他的话，“不要这么问，这不关我们的事情。”

李先生笑了：“我不介意告诉班尼，我想，单靠这个也能生存，但我并不想这么做。我只是想找点事情做而已，毕竟我太老，干不了老本行了。”

没人问李先生的老本行是什么，他喝完剩下的茶，说道：“我带了一只手镯给你们看看，这是我上星期刚刚捡到的，上面的沙子已经被洗干净了。”说着，他从口袋里掏出镯子，递给杰西。
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杰西评价道：“我对首饰不怎么了解，不过这镯子看起来很不错。”

“它很漂亮。”维莉赞叹道。

“是啊！”李先生点点头，“它应该价值不菲，不过我始终找不到失主。要知道，游客们都来自很远的地方，来了只待几天或一个星期，有的甚至只逗留一天，所以很难找到失主。”

班尼突然间想起安迪叔叔说过的一些话，他向李先生眨眨眼：“您已经尽力，就可以问心无愧。安迪叔叔说这是他爷爷的名言。”

李先生笑了，“谢谢你，班尼，”他说道，“现在你想试试这个探宝仪吗？”

“真的可以吗？”班尼大声说，“我可能会发现一个手表呐！”

“有可能，”李先生赞同道，“但也有可能会一无所获。来，用手杖底在沙滩上划圆圈，慢慢地，慢慢地！”

班尼激动地接过手杖：一场真正的探奇正向他袭来。

李先生让到一边。

“不要兴奋过头了，班尼。”亨利提醒道。

“我一点都不兴奋，”班尼说，“看到我有多冷静了吗？”

手柄处装有一个绿色的小盒子，它貌似仪表，里面的指针颤动着，发出嗡嗡的声音。

大狗狗站了起来，它不明白为什么一个陌生的男孩在用它主人的手杖。

“没事，理查，”李先生对狗狗说，“躺下来吧，这小伙子可用不着你帮忙挖。”

“理查？”亨利笑着重复了好几遍，“狗狗的名字叫理查吗？”

“是的，这是世界上买了最大钻石的人的名字，我为它取这个名儿，是因为我偶尔也会在沙滩里找到钻石首饰。”

班尼慢慢地在沙滩上拖动着探宝仪，大家都注视着他，就连亨利也激动起来，突然，探宝仪开始发出声响，而且声音越来越大。

“你找到宝贝了，亨利，”李先生平静地说，“你想自己动手挖吗？”

“当然！”班尼回答道，“可惜我没有铲子。”

班尼跪下来，开始刨挖起干沙来。维莉悄没声儿地走进房车，拿了个大勺子出来，班尼开心地接过来，这样他就可以挖得更快了。此时，探宝仪的声音变得越来越响了。

“不要期望太大，班尼，”李先生提醒道，“有可能下面只是个废锡罐而已，探宝仪是分不清宝贝和废品的。”

班尼现在铲出去的都是湿沙子，洞变得越来越深了。

李先生说：“要是东西是固体的，就用指头搓一搓，不过别太激动，也许包在里面的不过是含铁的石头罢了。”

班尼闻言就地一坐，他指尖果然多了一样东西。

“哈，总算有点收获，”他说，“有可能是块石头吧！不过我估摸着不像，我觉得要么是枚镍币，要么是块金币，它摸起来又圆又扁。”

班尼抹掉那东西上的沙子，它看起来亮闪闪的，不过那并不是枚硬币——连一分钱都不是。

“不会吧？”班尼丧气地说，“只是个废瓶盖罢了！”

杰西长长地吐了口气，“李先生早就提醒过我们了，班尼，”她安慰道，“不过，想象它是件宝贝的过程其实蛮有趣的。别太灰心！”

“是啊！”李先生说，“反正你已经知道操作方法了。其实没什么收获也是件好事，要是被你轻易找到宝贝了，你就会觉得寻宝易如反掌，其实这事儿需要很大的耐心，到时候你可以再试试。”

“嗯，我知道。”班尼说，“以后我会给这个瓶盖再找个双胞胎兄弟。”

大家都笑了起来。

“好了，咱们明天见吧，”李先生起身说，“再次感谢你们准备的茶点。”

奥登兄妹目送着他和理查走出海滩。

班尼说：“他就像咱家的一员，对吧？”

“尽管我们和他只认识了两天。”杰西补充道。

“不管我们去哪儿，总能碰上有趣的事情！”班尼兴奋地说，“我们肯定有种魔力。”

“能引来奇遇的魔力。”亨利笑着加了一句。

班尼看了看手里沾满沙的勺子，说：“我要去水边洗洗它，在海里洗碗比在厨房里洗有意思多了。”

就这样，哥哥姐姐各自拿起盘子走回了房车，只留班尼一个人在海滩上，他将周围仔细打量了一番，发现李先生和理查早已走远，沙滩上已经杳无人烟。

“可是，”班尼自言自语道，“这些新出现的脚印是怎么回事？昨晚的潮水已经把沙滩上所有痕迹冲洗得一干二净，可这些脚印是从哪里来的呢？”

班尼摇了摇头，肯定是有人来过海滩，而且比李先生起得还早。班尼想知道这些脚印是男人还是女人留下的，于是凑近看了看，结果发现了两种脚印。

“很有趣，”班尼暗想，“这个小脚印应该是小男孩留下的，实在是奇怪啊！”

班尼洗完勺子，站了起来，他决定不告诉亨利和女孩们关于脚印的事情——至少目前不告诉。毕竟，这些脚印可能不是什么大不了的事儿，就像他之前寻宝只找到了废瓶盖一样。

不管怎样，班尼决定，要留意一大早来海滩的所有游客。


第三章　午夜奥秘

Midnight Mystery
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午夜时分，班尼突然醒了，他感觉有点不对劲，不由暗自纳闷道：“我这到底是怎么了？”

班尼发觉自己的脸正沐浴在月光下，而且整间房被映照得如同白昼。他没有叫醒亨利，而是轻轻下了床，将窗帘全部拉开。

班尼从窗口眺望出去，外面是一片沙滩和幽深的海水，月光如水银般倾泻在海面上，不过很快，他便闪退到窗户一旁，因为——沙滩上有人。

班尼小心翼翼地观察着，发现有两个黑色的人影正在打量着房车，由于他们站在海边，离得太远，班尼看得并不是很真切。

“什么情况？”班尼暗自纳闷，“那两人正瞧着咱们的房子呢！”他仔细分辨着人影是男还是女，“我估计应该是男的，因为都穿着长裤。”

其中一个的身形比另一个小很多——他是成年人还是小孩子呢？与此同时，班尼猛然想到，海滩上所有游客都穿着长裤，无论是男人女人，还是少男少女。

那两个男人（如果他们确实是的话）仍站在那里，看向房车，其中一个弯下腰，指了指沙滩，很明显他们在交谈着什么。

班尼真希望自己能够听到他们的谈话，然而，尽管沙滩上万籁俱寂，巨大的海浪声还是掩盖住了他们的说话声。

“他们在寻找什么吗？”班尼好奇地想，“不管怎样，来者不善。要不要马上叫醒亨利呢？对，应该这样做。”

亨利立刻就被叫醒了，“发生什么了，班尼？”他低声问道。

“我也不知道！看，有两个人正看向我们的房车，这深更半夜的，他们来海滩上做什么？”

“嗯，当然不是来散步的，”亨利小声说，“我们来看看，他们下一步要干什么。”

两个男孩想将那两个身影看得更真切些，可那两人不仅穿着黑色的衣服，而且离他们至少有50英尺远。

“看那边，亨利！”班尼轻轻提醒道，“快，不然看不到了。”

只见那两人正指着沙滩上的什么东西，接着，其中一个看了看房车，开始弯腰挖了起来，不过他并没有挖多久。

两人最后似乎想要放弃了，他们转身离开了海滩，边走边频频回头。

兄弟俩能看到的，好像仅仅就只有这些了。
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突然，亨利小声说道：“快看，班尼，又有一个人出现了！”

果然，当那两个黑影在海滩上越走越快时，另一个身影正在远远尾随着他们，跟踪者看起来是一个穿着长斗篷的男人，此时，他已经开始奔跑起来。

“他想抓住那两个人！”班尼兴奋地小声说道。

“至少是想尽力追上他们。”亨利看着追踪者迎风飞扬的斗篷，赞同道，“整件事儿都太奇怪，不过咱们用不着害怕，班尼，反正周围住着这么多邻居。”

兄弟俩仍目不转睛地盯着那三个人影，一只狗狗在远处吠叫着。
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两个黑影离开海滩，走进草丛中，消失不见了。穿长斗篷的人停住脚步，凝望了片刻，才转身往回走。

“等等！”亨利低声说，“他返回时正好会经过咱们这儿，到那时我们可以看得更真切些。”

果然，没过一会儿，那人影便飞快地掠过，可惜兄弟俩并没如愿，因为他离得实在太远，几乎就是贴着海边在走。

“真希望我的视力能更好些！”亨利说。

班尼小声说道：“长斗篷里裹着的，有可能是个女人，而不是男人。”

“有可能那几个全是女人呢！”亨利回应道。这想法倒是有趣得紧，俩男孩不由得轻轻笑出声来。他们一直盯着海滩上的长斗篷，发现他的脚步已经慢了下来。

“不管这人是谁，都希望不要打扰到李先生。”班尼不无担心地说。

“李先生能够照顾好自己，”亨利说，“别忘了他有一条好狗狗。”

“是啊，差点忘记理查了，要是有人敢伤害它主人的话，理查准会把他撕碎的——想做坏事的下场就是这样。”

班尼又想起早上在沙滩上看到过的脚印，不过他现在睡意沉沉，已经没心思琢磨任何事情了。

两个男孩回到床上，一觉睡到第二天早上，直到听到杰西在厨房准备早餐的声音，才醒了过来。他们告诉了杰西半夜的刺激经历。

奥登兄妹在沙滩上吃完早餐，准备好热茶后，才看到李先生如预计的一样，朝他们走来，不过他今天的步伐格外缓慢。李先生走到他们身边，照旧说了声“日安”，只是他看起来很疲惫。

杰西心想：“希望老人家没有生病才好，他今早的气色看起来真差。”

“您昨晚没睡好吗？”她一边把茶壶放到托盘上，一边问道。

“是啊，没睡好！我的睡眠质量一向都不怎么好，你们呢？”他问这话时，一直注视着杰西，仿佛在试探她是否看到了昨晚海滩上的夜行人。

“我们都很能睡呢！”杰西回答道，“您昨晚失眠，我很难过。还真没什么能干扰到我睡觉的，除非有人大喊‘杰西’，我才会立马醒过来。”

李先生渴极了似的喝光了热茶，这让他的气色迅速好了起来。或许是看出奥登兄妹在为自己担心，他冲着他们笑了笑。

李先生突然开口问道：“班尼，不想再试试这个探宝仪吗？说不定这次会发现宝贝呢！当然也有可能一无所获，反正几率是一样的。”

“我知道。”班尼说完，便拿起探宝仪，环顾了一下海滩。

李先生说道：“看到那边的标杆没有？我敢肯定，那儿以前曾是个老码头，因为有好几根类似的标杆呐！就在那周围探探吧，柱子或岩石的沙地下通常会有东西的。现在，慢下来。”
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班尼听话地将探宝仪沿着柱子转圈，慢慢地，慢慢地……

理查站了起来，摇了摇尾巴，它还是不明白，为什么这个陌生男孩又在用主人的手杖，于是，它再次躺下去，呜咽起来。

与此同时，探宝仪突然发出了信号。

“不错，”李先生点点头，“你找到东西了，开始挖吧！”

班尼巴不得自己亲自动手。理查站起来，又躺了下去。班尼用最快的速度挖了起来，“亨利，你想一起来吗？”他边挖边问。

“不啦，我还是看着你忙活好了。”亨利说。

当洞挖到一定深度后，班尼的指头碰到了一样东西，他伸手进去，掏出一个被湿沙子包裹的圆形物体。“有可能又是一个瓶盖或者小罐头盖。”班尼说着，将它递给李先生。

李先生用手指搓了搓上面的沙子：“这个——看起来像块旧手表！还是你亲自来吧，班尼，这可是你自己发现的呢！”

于是，维莉将自己的一支画笔刷递给班尼，班尼小心翼翼地刷掉宝贝上的沙子。“是个金项链盒！”他惊呼起来，“接下来该怎么办呢？”

“好极了，好极了，”李先生开心地说，“你才第二次探宝就有了好运气！现在要谨慎小心一点了。”

“咱们现在进屋去，好吗？”杰西提议道。

“好，明智的决定！”李先生回答，“这样的话，就算有东西从项链盒里掉出来，也不至于散落在沙子里。”

奥登兄妹和李先生以及狗狗理查一起走进移动房的客厅里，亨利将小桌子上的书移走，把桌子搬到李先生跟前。

“您能告诉我们眼下该怎么做吗？”亨利说，“我们什么都不懂。”

李先生从口袋里掏出一个小盒子，将它打开，里面放着一套稀奇古怪的工具。他展开一方薄薄的黑丝巾，将项链盒放在上面，并戴了只放大镜在眼睛上。

“您真像一个钟表匠！”班尼说道。

李先生仔细看了看项链盒，不由惊呼起来：“看啊，盒盖上有缩写字母：R.L.。”

“R.L.”杰西重复了一遍，“这么说，找到失主应该变得容易些了。”

“也不一定，”李先生说，“有可能会大费周折呢！”

他小心翼翼地将项链盒的两侧刷了刷。“现在还不能打开它，”他解释道，“得把缝里的沙子清理干净才行。”

“这个项链盒很高级吗？”班尼问道。

李先生一边用精巧的工具清扫着盒盖间的缝隙，一边回答：“是啊，我想它是非常高级的。其一，它有可能是纯金的，而且历史悠久；其二，说不定在打开它后，还能发现新秘密。”

“噢，我们喜欢秘密！”班尼欢呼道，“我真的好希望里面能藏着个谜团。”

李先生用一把精致的工具，从两侧轻轻地将盒盖撬开了一点点，但开口实在太小，即使里面真有东西，也看不出所以然来。

李先生抬头望着班尼，说道：“接下来看你的了，班尼，这宝贝是你发现的，你来打开它，看看里面究竟是什么。”

“还是你来吧，维莉，”班尼说，“你的手指比我灵巧多了。”

维莉没有推让，于是李先生往旁边挪了挪，维莉坐到沙发上，轻轻地打开了盒子。
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“有照片！”她说，“一张房子的，一张猫咪的。”

杰西越过维莉的肩膀看了看，说：“这些照片看上去好古老，而且都褪色了，但是这房子——快看，班尼！”

班尼大喊：“是塔楼屋！”

“我也觉得是它！”杰西说，“虽然只照出了其中一个塔楼，但我确定这就是碧乌镇的那座房子。”

李先生看了一眼，说道：“不用管有几个塔楼，它确实是主街上的老塔屋呢。”

班尼看起来略微有些不开心：“谜团这么容易就解开了啊！一张猫咪的照片，一张塔楼的照片，以及项链盒盖上的缩写R.L.，这些答案都在碧乌镇嘛，离这里不过0.25英里而已，连失主的名字都有了。”
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不过片刻后，班尼又觉得，谜底远远不止0.25英里这么简单。而且假如班尼此时瞥一眼李先生，看看他脸上那稍纵即逝的笑容，就能知道，李先生并不认为谜团能这么轻易被解开。

接下来，李先生整理好工具，叫上狗狗，拿起探宝仪，和奥登兄妹告别了。


第四章　发现者们会是守护者吗？

Are Finders Keepers?
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班尼将项链盒翻来覆去地看了一下，说道：“我想咱们应该去碧乌镇，把它还给失主。”

“不急，班尼，”亨利说，“或许盒子的主人已经不住在那里了，你想想塔楼屋看起来有多荒凉啊！”

“那，我们可以问问附近的邻居，”班尼赞同道，“说不定药店里的人知道，他们的消息最灵通了，何况塔楼屋几乎就在药店对面。”

杰西说：“说走就走！反正在这里只能躺在沙滩上，怪无聊的。”

“我对那张猫咪的照片好奇得很，”维莉说，“为什么不是人物照呢？”

待维莉收拾好盘子，杰西打扫过厨房后，亨利便锁上房车，驾车载大家去碧乌镇了。

亨利在药店外停好车，他们进去之后很走运：一是药店里没有其他顾客，二是柜台后的店员是个超级话痨。

奥登兄妹买了些信纸和防晒油后，班尼便开口问道：“我可以问您一个问题吗？”

“当然，问吧！”店员说，“你们就住在海岸上安迪的新房车里，不是吗？”

“噢，是的。”班尼回答道。店员对他们如此了解，他着实有些吃惊，毕竟彼此之前并没有打过交道，而他们兄妹第一次到碧乌镇来，也只是去超市购过物。可见，消息在这个小镇上传得有多么飞快！

“我们想向您打听一下街对面塔楼屋的事儿。”班尼说。

“哈，”店员说，“这个还算简单，我知道的和别人一样多——都只了解些皮毛，要知道那是个古怪的地方。”

“我懂。”班尼说，“那么，现在谁住在那儿？屋主又是谁？”

“屋主是谁我不知道，有谁住在那儿，我倒是可以跟你们好好讲讲：塔楼屋里的房间基本没住人，除了背街塔楼的一楼住着一个单身女子，她50岁左右，说自己叫玛丽——不过我可不怎么相信。这个女人倒是挺古怪有趣的。”

奥登兄妹兴奋地互相看了看，事情似乎变得越来越有意思了。

“这位玛丽小姐，除了买吃的或者去邮局，基本是闭门不出，而且她经常选择在星期二的时候出门。她模样儿倒是不错，就是从来不笑，还有不到万不得已，决不开口说一个字。她去超市只挑些蔬菜和肉，然后就付款了。不过有件事儿倒是奇怪得紧，她买了不少便宜肉，我都不知道她怎么吃得完。还有就是，她偶尔会来药店里买些阿司匹林——我知道的就这些了。”

“今天就是星期二呢！”杰西说，“说不定咱们可以和她碰上，聊一会儿。”

“她不会和你们聊天的，”店员摇了摇头，“她可是谈话终结者。要想等她的话，你们得守好久才行，她基本上是快到傍晚，街上没什么人的时候才出门。”

“也许咱们登门拜访会更好一些。”维莉说，“这么做的话，结果会怎样？”

“她不会开门的——你们必须相信我，她从没应过门。很久前，有几个街坊为了表示友好，做过类似的事儿，结果吃了闭门羹，所以现在没人再去了。”

“凡事总得有第一次吧！”班尼说，“不管怎样，在她家里聊天总比在药店里自在。”

“好吧，假如你们真有什么事儿非得跟她说的话，”店员说，“我建议你们试试，反正试试也没啥害处——除了小心灵受点打击外。我巴不得你们去呢，真的！”

班尼暗想：这位先生估计超级好奇，为什么他们这么想见玛丽。不过他懒得解释。

“咱们去碰碰运气，看能不能见到她。”杰西说，“真希望能如愿啊！谢谢您的帮助！”

奥登兄妹走到街上，班尼说：“多亏他了，帮了我们大忙不说，也没追问我们，为什么想去找玛丽。”

“我觉得他肯定超想知道，”亨利赞同道，“不过我并不怪他。咱们走过去，敲敲塔楼边的那个门吧！”

大家走近后，发现果然除了背街塔楼一楼的一个房间外，其他房间都是空置的。而住人的那间屋子，门口和窗后都挂着沉沉的黑色帘子。

“幸亏是白天来，”维莉说，“这老宅子真让人毛骨悚然。”

亨利问道：“项链盒带了吗，班尼？”

“在我的口袋里，用纸包着呢！”班尼回答道，“除非玛丽说出它的样子，不然我才不拿出来！”

杰西打量着塔楼屋，用耳语般的声音说：“我有种被监视的感觉，你们有没有感受到？”
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“我们有四个，而玛丽只一个人，”班尼安慰道，“没啥好担心的。”尽管如此，他还是要求，“亨利，你去敲门吧！”

亨利敲了敲门，没有任何反应。

“果然被店员说中了。”班尼建议道，“要不再试一下，亨利？”

亨利换了种有节奏的敲门方式：哒-哒-哒-嘟-哒。

奥登兄妹等了等，让他们意外的是，门居然慢慢打开了，一个妇人出现在门口，注视着来访的客人。

这是一张多么冰冷、阴郁的脸啊，上面没有一丝笑容。
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班尼暗想：“要是她稍微友好一点的话，会是个美人呐！”她有着一张非常漂亮的圆脸，一头浅棕色的卷发被紧紧挽到后面，打了个结，她连“你们想要做什么”都懒得问。

亨利打破了沉默：“您是玛丽小姐吗？”

她点点头。

“我们在海滩上发现了一样东西，”亨利继续说道，“它被埋在沙子里，我们想它应该和这座屋子有些瓜葛。”

班尼的手已经握住了纸包里的项链盒，却并没把它从口袋里掏出来。

玛丽用犀利的目光飞快地扫视了一下客人们，说道：“我没有丢失过任何东西，请不要来烦我。”

说完，她关上房门，奥登兄妹听到门被反锁的声音。

“噢，太糟糕了，”维莉感觉自己真的很受伤，“我真替这样的人难过，她肯定非常不开心。”

班尼则在快速思考着，离开塔楼时，他说道：“有两件事不对劲：第一，项链盒盖上的缩写字母是R.L.，这和玛丽的名字不符；第二，门打开时，你们闻到气味了吗？那是什么味道呢？”

亨利皱皱鼻子，“你说得对，班尼，”他说，“是有种很重的气味飘出来——我当时觉得有点像动物园或马戏团里的味道，到底会是什么呢？”

“或许我们没机会弄明白了。”维莉说。

“不，有机会的，维莉，”班尼立刻反驳道，“你们等着瞧吧！咱们曾放弃过任何一个谜团吗？何况这还是最简单的一个，看着吧。”

亨利微笑地注视着班尼：“没错！那么，下一步该怎么办，班尼？”

“吃午饭怎样？”班尼问，“我在主街上看到过两三个吃饭的地方，我想要一块苹果派，吃饱了我的脑瓜才运转得快。”

杰西回头看了一眼塔楼屋，一切如常，并没人从黑压压的窗户后窥视他们，但杰西依然和之前一样，感到忐忑不安。


第五章　100只猫！

A Hundred Cats!
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奥登兄妹在主街上找到了一个小小的餐馆，餐馆门口的标牌上印着个大苹果。

“是红苹果！”班尼说，“这儿应该有苹果派卖，你们觉得呢？”

奥登兄妹走了进去，一个服务小姐领他们坐到一张四人餐桌旁。
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杰西建议道：“咱们就点些在房车厨房里做不了的食物吧。”

“那我就要烤羊肉和烤土豆！”亨利说，“你还从没在厨房烤箱里烤过小羊肉哩！经过了昨晚和今天的这些刺激事儿后，我都饿坏了。”

大家都同意——除了班尼以外，“不要！”他说，“我还是想吃汉堡包和花生酱三明治。”

“班尼，”杰西劝道，“为什么总点老几样呢？可以试着改变一下嘛！”

“我才不喜欢改变！”班尼依然坚持，“我就喜欢花生酱！甜品的话，就要苹果派和奶酪。”

“随你吧，三明治还便宜一些。”亨利说。

餐厅的食物很美味，服务小姐也很和善，她微笑地看着班尼和他手里的花生酱，说道：“我有个小弟弟，简直跟你一模一样，他也是对花生酱和果酱从没腻味过。”

“噢，差点忘记果酱了！”班尼说道，“我还要点份果酱。”

奥登兄妹正吃着，餐厅经理来到他们桌前，询问食物是否合胃口。

“满意极了！”杰西留意到经理是位老先生后，不由得心念一动，向他打听起来，“我们对那座塔楼屋好奇得很，它和镇上其他房子都不一样，您知道它的主人是谁，又是谁住在那里吗？”

“当然，”经理回答道，“尽管我都快把雷恩家族给忘掉了，可还是觉着这房子是属于他们的，不过我也不确定，我想雷恩家的人应该全都去世了。现如今，只有玛丽一个人住在那儿。”

一听到雷恩这个名字，班尼猛地抬起了头，项链盒上的“L”难道代表着雷恩吗？这猜想似乎很有些道理。

“您知道玛丽是什么时候搬进去的吗？”亨利问道。

“可以说知道，也可以说不知道。”经理回答道。

“我猜您的意思是，您当时太小，所以记得不太真切？”班尼说。

经理不由得笑了起来：“不是的，玛丽搬进去时，我就已经在这家餐厅了。她搬家选在深更半夜，没有人亲眼看到。就像是一大清早，嗖的一声，她就出现在宅子里了。”

“您在镇上见过她吗？”杰西问。

“据我所知，她只是偶尔出门买买食物或者去去邮局。我觉着她根本不喜欢和人打交道。”

“这也太奇怪了吧？”班尼说，“反正我不能理解。”

经理笑着看向班尼：“那是因为你为人和善，所以理解不了。”

这话班尼倒是不太赞同，他说道：“我觉得每个人都是心怀善意的，只是有些人不知道该怎样表达。”

“也许你是对的，”老人赞同道，“我有个婶婶，从没对人笑过，其实只是由于她太害羞。”

“我们要找玛丽，是有个特别的原因。”亨利说道，随后他便向经理解释了项链盒以及盒子里塔楼屋照片的事儿。

“……字母L代表的肯定就是雷恩，”班尼最后补充道，“您已经帮了我们大忙了。”
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“玛丽小姐居然给你们开了门，这太让我意外了。”经理说，“她是个奇怪的人，照眼下的情形推断，她该是个艺术家或者画家，当然我也不知道对不对。”

班尼惊讶地望向他：“您这么看吗？为什么呢？”

“因为据我所知，玛丽小姐差不多每个月都会寄包裹到纽约，而且是同一个地址，在那儿聚集着不少买卖画的商人。另外，一般来说寄画得用特别的盒子装着，我在市邮局干过，所以知道，玛丽小姐用的就是这种盒子。”

“这么说，玛丽很可能是位画家。”维莉沉吟道。

“我也不知道她究竟在画什么，”经理说，“她几乎从不出门，也不四处写生，画些海景或屋子什么的。”

维莉解释道：“真正的画家可以随心所欲地画任何东西，而且还能卖出去，哪怕画的是门窗或一把旧椅子。”

班尼补充道：“哪怕是地毯上的花纹。”

经理不由得笑了：“我想你们是对的，不管怎么说，如果她真是画家的话，画画就是她谋生的方式。”

“可您觉得，她真心想让别人看到自己的作品吗？”维莉问，“听起来她是如此古怪。”

经理压低了声音，缓缓说道：“关于玛丽小姐，我确实听到了各种传言，当然，我本人并不怎么相信，不过据说她在塔楼屋里养了100只猫咪。”

“100只猫咪！”杰西惊呼起来，“我不相信有这么多，养一两只倒是有可能。”

“也许一只都没有，”经理补充道，“对自己不了解的事情，人们总是喜欢妄加揣测。”

班尼说：“不过我敢肯定，她确实养了猫咪。她开门时，我们离房间很近，闻到了一股类似动物园里狮子笼的气味——那味道，啧啧……”

经理看向班尼：“这可是我听到的第一个证据，证明塔楼屋里确实可能有猫咪。一般来说，宠物如主人，玛丽小姐还真像一只猫咪，沉默得很。”

“为什么这么说呢？”班尼问。

“她买信封和邮票时，会递给店员一张小纸条，写明邮票的式样及数量，然后她一个字也不说，付完款就走。看起来她似乎很有钱。”

“我原先以为她会对这个项链盒感兴趣呢！毕竟盒子里有张她屋子的照片。”班尼说道，他预感到有个谜团将会在这里解开，“您想看看这个项链盒吗？”

“非常想。”经理说着，接过盒子，将它小心翼翼地打开。

“噢！”他吃了一惊，“你们没说里面有张猫咪的照片呀！我敢肯定，这只猫咪已经死去很久了。不过说不定玛丽小姐有只和它几乎一样的小猫，谁知道呢？”他笑了起来。

班尼把项链盒放回口袋里。

亨利说：“我想咱们得合计合计，下一步该做些什么。您已经给了我们不少帮助，现在我们至少知道玛丽平日里都在忙些什么了。”

杰西建议道：“要不先回海滩吧，咱们今天已经做了很多事情了。”

回房车的路上，班尼说道：“我都等不及啦，好想早点告诉李先生咱们今天的收获噢！”

“我在想，今天半夜，咱们会不会又看到夜行人在海滩上出没？”亨利说。

维莉说：“希望不会！”

班尼倒是打算在夜里醒来，看看午夜的海滩上是否真有神秘人。不过，因为他游了太多泳，睡得实在太香甜，以至于类似沙滩脚步声这样的小动静，是决不可能惊醒他的。而亨利则是一向睡觉很沉，杰西和维莉也是。

一大清早，奥登兄妹和往常一样，在海滩上享用着早餐。壶里的水烧开了，李先生专用的椅子和杯子也已经准备好了。

“他迟到了。”班尼说道。

“并没有，”亨利的看法不同，“咱们现在应该能远远看到他了。”

果然，李先生出现了，带着探宝仪和理查一起往这边走来。为了尽快看到奥登兄妹——就像他们想尽早见到他一样，李先生的脚步一刻都没停。他加快了脚步，不久就走近到可以和孩子们大声打招呼了。

“你们在小镇里玩得还好吗？”他问道。

“好极了。”杰西说着，倒了一杯热茶。

“你们都快把我宠坏了。”这位老绅士说，“等你们回家去了，我会很怀念我的这份加餐的。来，快告诉我，你们都玩了些什么？”

于是，兄妹们轮流讲述起玛丽如何请他们吃闭门羹，他们又是如何在红苹果餐馆打听到经理的想法和猫咪传言的。

李先生点点头：“关于照片里那只猫咪，餐厅经理说得对，它现在肯定已经不在了，不过那确实是只漂亮的小猫。”

“我们还想去看看，能不能找到更多关于玛丽的消息。”班尼说，“我还是好纳闷，为什么她连扫一眼项链盒都不肯。”

“李先生，我们出门以后，您都做了些什么呢？”杰西问道。

“哦，我正打算跟你们讲呐！”他说着，从口袋里摸索出一枚硕大的硬币，“这可是我在沙滩下两英尺的地方发现的，喏，就在那座最大的木屋门口。这枚硬币很有些年头了，我觉得应该很值钱。”
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奥登兄妹仔细观察着这枚古币，“可见它丢失了有多少年啊！”杰西惊呼道。

“是啊！”李先生赞同道，“很可能早在木屋建成之前，它就遗失在那儿了，后来又被沙子埋了进去，我已经在那里做了记号，准备今年入冬后再往下挖深一些，说不定会有更多发现呢！天一冷，海滩上没什么人，不会打扰到我。”

“这枚古币，会是住在木屋里的游客掉的吗？”维莉问。

“不会，肯定不会！他们来这儿才一个星期，而古币被埋得很深，绝对是很久前就遗失了。以前我也曾发现过一枚1937年的五分镍币，那个也是罕见得很。对了，昨天我还找到了一个童子军别针，是住在我隔壁的小男孩掉的，我还给他的时候，看到他兴奋的小脸，真是太让我开心啦。”

奥登兄妹情不自禁地注意到，原来对李先生来说，昨天的寻宝活动，最令他激动的不是找到了昂贵的古币，而是童子军别针。


第六章　班尼的救援行动

Benny to the Rescue
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李先生离开之后，班尼说道：“我来讲讲下一步的计划吧！咱们开车去塔楼屋后面转转，速度开慢点，说不定可以发现后窗，这样做也不会显得太打眼。”

“好啊！”亨利赞同道，“反正我不怎么相信100只猫咪的传言。”

“或许是真的呢，亨利？”杰西说，“想想那刺鼻的气味。”

“咱们走吧！”班尼说完，将盘子放进厨房，其他人也紧随其后。

不久后，奥登兄妹便开车来到一条生僻的海滩道上，这条路有个很急的右转道。

“估计没人走过这条道，”亨利说，“沿路都没看到什么小汽车和行人。”

“慢些开啊！”班尼建议道，“越慢越好，这样我们才能看得清楚点。”

然而，尽管亨利已经竭尽所能地龟速行驶，他们还是没有发现什么。塔楼屋的后面和两侧都是密集的大树，它们肆意疯长着，似乎从没人打理过。

突然间，有两个小男孩出现在大家的视野中，只见他们肩上搭着毛巾，正往海滩走去。男孩们已经注意到，奥登兄妹正打量着那座塔楼屋。

“嗨！”其中一个男孩喊道，“你们是去看那个老巫婆吗？”

亨利停下车，问道：“老巫婆？”
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“是啊！”小男孩指着塔楼屋回答道，塔楼屋的上面几层都用木板封了起来，“难道你们不知道，有个老巫婆和100只猫咪住在那里吗？”

维莉轻声问道：“你们怎么知道的？”

“这儿的所有人都知道，不信你随便找人问问。”

另外一个男孩说道：“反正我永远都不会去那里，打死也不去。”

杰西说：“我们见过住在那里的女士，她叫玛丽。”

“哦，你们准是白天在杂货店看到她的，不过我敢说，你们绝对没看到她大半夜在海滩上的样子，她会一边跑，一边冲着月亮号叫。”

“乱说！”杰西反驳道，“哪会有人冲着月亮号叫？只有狗狗才会。”

“不信是吧？那好吧，我们只是想提醒你们，不要在这屋子周围转悠，要是她想对你们施魔法，容易到只用看你们一眼就行了。她还养了100只猫咪，那些猫咪也很疯狂，都是她用生肉喂大的。”

“她不买猫粮吗？”维莉问。

“不买，从不买。她成磅成磅地买生肉，保持猫咪的野性，你们听说过《老巫婆和猫咪》的故事吗？”

“听说过，在电影《万圣节》里，”亨利回答道，“不过玛丽小姐是个活生生的人，并不是巫婆啊。”

“随你怎么想吧！”另一个男孩警告道，“要是你们知道好歹的话，就赶紧离开这里。别和塔楼屋有任何瓜葛，这儿闹鬼。”

“我们才不相信有鬼屋呢！”班尼说，“怪事儿一般都是事出有因的。”

“自以为是！首先，她的名字不可能是玛丽，那只是个化名；另外，为什么她要把自己关在家里，不和任何人交往？”

最先搭话的男孩则告诉大家：“有一天，我对她家的大窗户扔了块大石头，你们猜怎么着？玛丽找到一块大玻璃，自己搬回家安上去，一个字都没对别人提过。”

“你认为这样就是疯了吗？”班尼问。

“对啊，当然喽！换作其他人，应该都会报警的，单单她没有，知道为什么吗？她不想让警察知道她太多的事情，她宁愿自己为那扇大窗户买单并且自己装上。”

亨利问道：“可是，你为什么要打碎她家的窗户呢？”

“哈，我就喜欢扔石头玩儿！而且，和我在一起的小伙伴让我尽管扔，他想看看这事儿会有什么后果。”

“那你们现在知道答案了。”班尼点了点头，“不管玛丽小姐是谁，我都为她感到难过，那块玻璃应该花费她不少钱，也肯定很重。”

“那个老巫婆超有钱，绝对的！”男孩说，“她给她自己买了好多吃的。我一点儿都不会内疚，要是你们乐意，就自己难过好了，我才不要呢！”

说完，两个小男孩甩着毛巾离开了。

奥登兄妹坐在车里，沉默了一会儿后，杰西才缓缓说道：“玛丽小姐绝对不是巫婆，不过她身上确实有好多疑点，我好希望能知道真相。”

“是啊！”班尼赞同地说，“我真不明白，她为什么不要项链盒？至少看一眼也行啊，可她却直接关了门。”

奥登兄妹看向灌木丛后面的那扇大窗户，后面并没有挂窗帘，不过既看不到人影在晃动，也听不到任何声音。

“这儿的一切似乎都被烤焦了，”杰西说，“连野草都是焦黄的。”

“我想咱们是在浪费时间，”维莉最后总结道，“走吧，还是去杂货店吧，亨利。”

亨利开始向后倒车，在狭窄的路上调转着车头，突然间，班尼好像听到了什么。

“嗨，亨利，你听到了吗？喵——是只猫咪，快停车！”

“我什么都没听见呀！”亨利答道，“在石头地上倒车，噪音太大了。”

“哈，我听到了！”班尼说，“好清楚地听到了喵的一声。”

兄妹们停下来等待着，可是再没人听到猫咪的叫声——就连班尼也没再听到。他们转过身，注视着窗户。

“那是一个影子吗？”杰西小声问道。

“像是的。”班尼低声回答。

说话间，一只纯白色的猫咪跳到玻璃后的窗台上，“喵……”它叫道。

“看哪！”班尼惊呼道，“传说中100只猫咪中的一只！”

“好漂亮！”维莉小声低语，“白得好纯粹！我想看看它的眼睛，它身上毛茸茸的，看起来好柔软。我还想看看它的大尾巴！”

猫咪坐到窗台上，挠起自己的爪子来，奥登兄妹可以非常清楚地观察它了。

维莉说：“我想它应该是只波斯猫。”

班尼总结道：“现在咱们总算知道，塔楼屋里至少有一只猫咪了，说不定还有99只藏了起来。”

亨利则不无担忧：“我们在这儿耽搁得太久了，要是塔楼屋里除了猫咪，还有别人看到我们，这可不太好，咱们总不能让玛丽小姐以为我们在监视她吧？”

“我怎么没想到这一点？”杰西说，“对，快走吧！”

杰西和维莉去购物，兄弟俩则一边沿着主街散步，一边欣赏着街两旁的橱窗，只见橱窗里摆放着琳琅满目的夏季必需品，一家艺术品商店还挂着大海的油画。随后，两个男孩穿过了马路。

马路对面的大多数建筑物都是木制结构，有几栋房子之间距离很近。

亨利和班尼走到消防站，班尼向一个消防员挥挥手，打了个招呼：“今天好热，对吧？”

消防员点点头：“这种天气，对消防员来说不是好事儿，要知道天干物燥，火势会蔓延得很快。”

“快点，班尼，”亨利催促道，“回车上去吧，她们现在应该买完东西了。”

果然，杰西和维莉已经等候在那儿了。“一回去我就要去游泳。”维莉一边上车一边说。

“咱们回去的路上再看一眼塔楼屋吧！”班尼建议道。

于是，靠近老宅子的时候，亨利放慢了车速，正在这时，班尼大声叫道：“快停车，亨利！就停在这里。”
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不等其他人反应过来，班尼就打开车门，跳了下去，他沿着主街，拼命往回奔跑着。

“怎么了……”亨利话音未落，就听到维莉在说：“亨利，我闻到有什么东西烧着的味道！”

“我也闻到了。”杰西说。

亨利和两个女孩跳下车，四处张望着，照说车里应该很安全，为什么班尼要跑开呢？此刻到处都看不到他的身影。

突然，维莉惊呼起来：“看，亨利！是塔楼屋院子里的草坪着火了！”

她说话的当儿，火已经蔓延到了灌木丛，枯叶迅速燃烧起来。

“往后退！”亨利说，“我去找人来救火。”

不过，还没等亨利行动，救援已经到位了——消防车已经呼啸而至，班尼则跟在后面飞奔。

杰西兴奋地说：“噢，我知道班尼去哪里了，他闻到了烟味，然后跑回去叫消防员了。”

班尼向姐姐们跑来，一个消防员用灭火器向灌木丛里喷洒着，另一个则负责扑灭草地上的火苗。

每个人都在忙碌，竟没有发现塔楼屋的侧门打开了一条小缝，也没人注意到，有三只猫咪正趴在黑洞洞窗口的窗台上。

更没人想到，屋里的玛丽小姐可以听到他们说的每一句话。

熊熊火苗终于逐渐减弱了，不等过往的路人发现并惊呼“着火了”，危险就解除了。

消防队长走到奥登兄妹面前，“还好只是场小火灾，只有灌木丛和杂草烧着了，不过要是再烧上15分钟的话，就会成为大火灾，这整栋房子估计都毁了。而且，以现在向右的风向来看，大火会顺延到山上的那一整排木屋……你，不光拯救了玛丽小姐的房子，兴许也拯救了她的生命，年轻人。”他看着班尼说道。
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班尼沉吟道：“大家好像不怎么喜欢玛丽小姐，依您看，会是有人故意纵火吗？”

“不会，我不这么认为，”消防员回答道，“可能只是有人随手丢了个烟头在灌木丛里。”

“喏！”另一个消防员说，“这就是在草地旁发现的烟头。”

“这人也太不小心了，”先前的消防员说，“要是火灾发生在晚上，整个碧乌镇可能都被毁了。”

火已经被完全扑灭，空气中仍弥漫着烟味。消防员们向他们的消防车走去。

“干得好！”消防队长对班尼说，“你选择了向我们求救，而不是浪费时间自己去扑火。”

维莉瞅了瞅塔楼屋，突然叫了起来：“快，快看！”

只见房门开了一条缝，玛丽正在观察外面的情形，看到维莉后，她大声问道：“是谁救了我们的房子？”

“是那个男孩——班尼，我弟弟，”维莉说道，“是他跑去叫的消防员。”

“班尼是哪个？”玛丽小姐问道。

“是我。”班尼回答道。

玛丽小姐看向他，说了声“好”，便关上了房门，留下奥登兄妹在那儿面面相觑。

亨利不由感慨：“玛丽小姐的确不是很好相处啊！”

杰西安慰道：“我跟你们说过，心急吃不了热豆腐，要想结识玛丽小姐，不是光靠一场火灾就可以促成的，她自闭得实在太久了。”

“是啊，而且班尼，你又不是图感谢才做这些的。”亨利说。

“当然不是。”班尼回答道，他陷入了沉默的思索中。

奥登兄妹驾车回到了房车，杰西说：“还好不是有人故意纵火，在听说那个男孩无缘无故就打碎玛丽的窗户后，我觉得任何事情都有可能会发生。”

“是啊！”亨利赞同道，“就算她不怎么友好，我也不能责怪她什么。”

班尼冷不丁冒了一句：“知道吗？我觉得应该有两个人住在塔楼屋里，而不是只有玛丽一个！”

“她和猫咪？”杰西一字一顿地问道。

“我指的不是猫咪，”班尼很肯定地回答道，“我的意思是，宅子里还有另外一个人。”

“可是大家都说，只有她一个人住在那儿啊，班尼。”亨利反驳道。

维莉问道：“你怎么会那么想，班尼？”

班尼迅速答道：“你不记得了吗？她当时问‘是谁救了我们的房子’，而不是‘我的房子’。我就肯定她指的决不是猫咪。”

“好吧，有可能你是对的。”杰西说。

“很有可能！”班尼回答，“而且，说不定项链盒的主人就是那个神秘人，这便是为什么玛丽不接受项链盒的原因。”

“我慢慢明白了，”亨利点了点头，“如果她接受这个项链盒，将会泄漏她的秘密！”


第七章　维莉的冒险经历

Violet’s Adventure
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第二天清晨，班尼很早就醒了过来，他看了看窗外，发现天气已经变了，大风呼啸，海浪激涌，沙子漫天飞舞。

班尼套上旧长裤，穿上运动衫，他想沿着海滩赤脚跑上一阵子，独自享受一下清早的幽静。

班尼没有吵醒亨利和姐姐们，他打开房门溜了出去。

然而刚一出门，他的脚趾就踢到了一块石头。

“噢！”他惨叫了一声，“昨晚还没有石头的，是谁故意放在这儿挡我的路？”

话音未落，班尼就看到一张白色纸片被风吹了起来，他赶紧追了过去。

纸片在空中高高飞舞，接着慢慢飘下来，落在了沙滩上。

“总算抓到你了！”班尼踩住纸片，将它捡了起来，“我说呢，原来绊我的石头是用来压你的啊！”

班尼很快注意到，纸片是一张对折的信纸，信上的内容是用古体字写的。昏暗的光线下，班尼看得不是太清楚，只能模糊看到“谢谢你”几个字。他又把信纸展开，反复看了看内面，上面只是莫名其妙地写着：“都谢谢你，所有谢谢你。”

仅此而已。班尼将信翻来覆去读了好几遍后，重新折叠好。“这是谁写的呢？”他思索道，“既然出现在我们的房车前，那肯定是写给我们的，但那句‘所有谢谢你’又不像地道的英语。”

他往回走去，边走边四下张望着，海滩上并没有人影。

“应该会留下些脚印的吧！”班尼心想。

可是，除了自己刚才追信时留下的脚印外，什么都没有。

直到走到房车门口，班尼才发现了一些蛛丝马迹，只见坚实的沙地上有三行小小的脚印，“看起来像是小孩子的鞋印呢！”他想。
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其中两行脚印是往房车方向去的，一行则是通往大海。这就是全部线索了，其他的印迹都被潮汐冲走，没法看出不速之客是从哪里来，又到哪里去。

班尼又拿起纸条看了看，这才打开房车门，发现亨利和姐姐们刚刚醒过来。

“快来看！”班尼兴奋地喊道，“又有个新谜团了！”

大家轮流看了看纸条，又望了望门外的海滩。

杰西一头雾水地说：“真不明白这是怎么回事。”

“我们可以把信拿给李先生看看。”班尼建议道。

“一大早的，风又大，不知道他会不会出门。”亨利说，“已经变天了。”

“咱们进屋吃早餐吧！”杰西建议道，“班尼，你坐到能看见李先生过来的位置。”

然而，尽管大家望眼欲穿，李先生和理查还是没有出现，海滩上连他的一丝踪影都没有。杰西用来冲茶的热水已经渐渐变冷，兄妹们感到有些难过，也有些不安。

班尼仍在为纸条的事儿伤脑筋：“‘所有谢谢你’，这话是什么意思呢？”

亨利说：“把纸条再给我看看吧！字迹确实很难辨认，你肯定上面写着‘所有’？”

“不然还能是什么？”班尼回答道，“我真的好想知道，它到底是什么意思。”

“我们都想知道啊！”杰西说，“不过我放弃了，我觉得咱们永远不会明白这些话的含义，也找不到能读懂它们的人。”

班尼把纸条折起来，放进口袋，“不然咱们去镇上吧！”他说，“反正大风大雨的，没法游泳，干待在这儿也无聊得很。”

其他人虽然并不想去镇上，但眼下无所事事确实让他们有些不安。

“说不定会遇到啥事体呢！”班尼说，“我说的是碧乌镇！在这儿，不可能！”

“咱们吃完午饭再去镇上吧，班尼！”杰西建议道。

午饭过后，奥登兄妹洗完碗，换好衣服，坐上了亨利的汽车。

车很快就到达了碧乌镇的主街，不过亨利为了停车，很是费了些周章。

“我忘了今天是赶集日，”亨利边找车位边说，“估计因为刮大风，大家都来镇上了。”

开了很久，几乎快到主街尽头，亨利终于发现了一个停车位——准确地说，那里还有两三个空位。

“只要一个就够了。”亨利笑着往自动收款机里投了枚硬币。

“看这人山人海的！”班尼惊呼道，“咱们跟着人潮走吧！我居然不知道碧乌镇有这么多人！”

“不对，班尼。”杰西纠正道，“依我看，他们大部分是海滩来的游客。你仔细瞧瞧，镇上的人都是白皮肤，晒得黑黑的就是游客。”

“还有，镇民们都悠闲得很，车开得很慢，”班尼补充道，“可是海滩来的游客就大不一样了！”

“没错！”亨利赞同道，“那些开车的都指望着别人让道，要有谁挡他们的路，那可不得了！”

奥登兄妹沿着主街，一路走到药店。街上车水马龙，大家都在寻找着停车位，喧嚣的喇叭声震耳欲聋。

亨利和班尼将杰西夹在中间，走得飞快。维莉却突然在一家商店橱窗前停了下来。

只听她大声喊道：“看，那只猫咪！”

亨利和其他人还没来得及阻止，维莉就冲到了街上。她举起左手，示意飞驰的汽车停下来，一时间，齿轮的摩擦声和刺耳的刹车声此起彼伏，汽车都猛地停了下来。
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维莉已经顾不上周遭的一切，她弯下腰，抱起一只大灰猫咪，它正在路中央的泥地上瑟瑟发抖。

直到猫咪在她的怀里安静下来，维莉才向路边跑去。

“看到了吗？”一个男人对妻子说，“那个女孩冒着被车撞死的危险，只为了救一只猫咪！”

熙熙攘攘的人潮中，杰西和亨利将维莉护在了中间，维莉则紧紧抱着猫咪，其实猫咪并不想从她怀里逃开。

药店店员走到门口，看到邮递员正在对维莉说话。

邮递员说：“这是玛丽小姐的猫咪，她住在塔楼屋里，不过我想她是不会让你进屋的。”

“这次可不同，你抱着她的猫咪呢！”药店店员说。

大家都微笑着看向维莉，维莉今天穿了条淡紫色短裤，头上扎着一条淡紫色的头巾，美得像画里的人儿似的。在这片淡紫色映衬下的，是一只毛发柔长、眼睛妩媚的灰色猫咪。

猫咪静静地趴在维莉的臂弯，她能感觉到，尽管它的心还是跳得飞快，但它知道，自己已经远离了喧嚣，已经变得安全起来。

奥登兄妹穿过街道，向塔楼屋走去，这次换作班尼去敲门了，还没敲两下，门就开了，玛丽小姐出现在他们面前，她看起来担忧而害怕，跟以前判若两人。

“噢，快进来！把猫咪抱进来，是我放它出去的，都是我的错。”玛丽一口气说道，“谁能想到它会跑到大街上去呢！”

猫咪躺在维莉的怀里，看起来很舒服，也并不想挪窝的样子。

按玛丽的要求，维莉和班尼走进了屋里，他们快速环视了一下房间，发现屋子的一头挂着长长的黑天鹅绒帘子，从天花板垂到地板上。然而，令他们真正惊奇的是，玛丽小姐一直在发抖——是那种真的发抖。

维莉说：“喝杯热茶吧，这会让您感觉舒服一点！干吗不现在就去喝一杯？我们出去的时候会很小心，不会让猫咪再次溜出去。”

玛丽小姐居然对维莉露出了微笑，“好，我待会就去喝。”她说，“这只猫叫阿里巴巴三世，我差点就失去了它！你们稍等一会儿，不过我不是去喝茶。”

玛丽小姐撩开房间那头的黑色帘子，走了进去，她的动作很小心，尽量不让外头的一丝光亮透进密室。

维莉四处打量着，发现屋里的家具虽陈旧，但质地极好，地毯则带着浓浓的东方情调。维莉依然紧紧抱着那只猫咪。

此时，杰西和亨利正在班尼和维莉身后几步远的地方，玛丽小姐只顾忙着招呼班尼他们，压根没注意到亨利和杰西。因此，他们被关到了门外。

“很显然，咱俩吃了个大闭门羹！”亨利说，“不过我只想知道，塔楼屋里究竟发生了什么。”

“我还以为维莉和班尼会很快出来呢！”杰西说道，“不过我肯定他俩不会有事。”

“要不等一会儿咱们再去敲门。”亨利决定道。

此时在屋子里，玛丽小姐已经很快回到客人身边，她仍然自责不已，“是我让它跑出去的！”她一遍遍地重复道，“我只把门打开了一条缝，它就飞跑出去了，是我放跑它的。”
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玛丽小姐为何这般纠结，班尼和维莉实在不能理解，不过在她情绪变好之前，他们是不会扔下她走掉的。这样一位玛丽小姐，怎么可能像一个巫婆！

“我爱猫，”维莉说道，“班尼也是。”

“我知道，因为阿里巴巴三世从没跟谁这么亲近过——连我在内。你肯定很有办法，你养过猫咪吗？”

“没有，我们养了一条狗狗。”维莉笑着回答道。

班尼说：“要是我们带一只猫咪回家的话，不知道望望会怎样，它是一只不喜欢猫咪的狗狗。”

“大部分的狗狗都不喜欢猫。”玛丽小姐仍然在发抖。

此时，维莉和班尼并不知道，玛丽小姐在刚刚五分钟之内讲的话，比过去一星期说的话还多。而且，她还在不断叨叨着：“真不该啊！是我把它放跑的。”

维莉仍旧抱着猫咪，她说道：“您也不要太过自责了！瞧，小家伙现在安全地待在家里，还打着小呼噜，谁还会怪您呢？”

但玛丽小姐显然不这么想，她注视着猫咪，说道：“以前我还从没见过阿里巴巴三世对谁这么友好过，它可是一只野猫呢！”

班尼说：“因为它知道维莉喜欢它！小动物们都知道，谁是真正喜欢它们的。”

奇怪的是，班尼和维莉谁都没有想起过口袋里的项链盒和猫咪照片，他们只一心记挂着为玛丽小姐排忧。突然，班尼用眼角的余光瞥见黑帘子动了动。

“帘子后面不是猫咪，”班尼心想，“正像我之前认为的，这屋子里有两个人。”

维莉也有了相同的想法。玛丽小姐又一次走到帘子后面，当她重新出来的时候，问道：“你能帮我一个忙吗，小姑娘？”

尽管维莉并不觉得自己是个小姑娘，她依然回答道：“当然可以，希望我能帮得上您。”

“玛丽小姐究竟想要做什么呢？”班尼暗自纳闷道。

“明天上午，天光大亮的时候过来吧！也就是10点钟左右，你能做得到吗？而且穿上和今天一样的衣服，可以吗？”

维莉吃惊得一时说不出话来，班尼只有代为回答道：“可以，她可以的。”

玛丽小姐看起来似乎感觉好多了，于是维莉把猫咪放了下来，说：“我明天10点钟会来见您的，再会啦！”

维莉和班尼一回到杰西和亨利身边，就迫不及待地讲述起刚刚发生的所有事情。

“玛丽小姐让我明儿早上天光大亮时过去，”维莉说，“我真不明白她是什么意思。”

班尼猜测道：“依我看，玛丽小姐准是想画一幅维莉抱着猫咪的画像。”

大家很是赞同，杰西说道：“紫丁香一样的维莉和灰色的猫咪，绝对如同画儿一般。”

“咱们又有故事说给李先生听了，”班尼很是开心，“我敢肯定，他还以为我们永远进不去塔楼屋呢！”

由于太过兴奋，班尼和维莉一时记不起猫咪的名字，毕竟在这么短的时间内，发生了太多太多的事情。

第二天一早，奥登兄妹带来的消息果然让李先生很是惊讶。当他们讲到玛丽小姐的请求时，李先生也同样认为，她是想给抱着猫咪的维莉画幅肖像，“不然的话，”李先生说，“她怎么会要求维莉穿同样颜色的衣服呢？”

10点钟一到，亨利驾驶的蓝色小汽车便准时停在塔楼屋门口，维莉下了车，还不等她敲门，玛丽小姐便打开了房门。

“快请进！”玛丽小姐一边说，一边拉开了黑色的帘子。

一间画室赫然出现在维莉面前，只见阳光透过后面大大的窗户照射进来，映照得满屋璀璨。而正如奥登兄妹所预料，屋里还有另外一个人，此时她正从暗处走出来。

这是一个小巧玲珑的女人，穿着大大的罩衫，上面染满了油彩。她眼神犀利地注视着维莉。

“坐到这里来！”她突然开口道，“你能来，很好！抱着阿里巴巴。”

维莉此刻并不想这么做，她要等阿里巴巴自己过来。她解释道，猫咪此刻在丝绸垫子上睡得正香。好在并没有让她等多久，阿里就伸伸懒腰，轻盈地跳到她的膝盖上。

“真是太美啦！”画家赞叹道，她抓紧时间，飞快地在架起的画纸上作起画来。

“你没有必要呆坐着，”她生硬地说，“不要看阿里，看我。”

维莉照着做了。猫咪就像昨天一样，安静地趴在她怀里，它感到很安全。

“你怎么回家呢，孩子？”小巧的妇人问道。

“我哥哥亨利在车里等我，他们全都在等我。”

“谁是‘他们全都’？”

“噢，他们是我姐姐杰西、我哥哥亨利，还有班尼弟弟，我们一共有兄妹四人。”

“兄妹四人？”小妇人说道，“哦，不错，一个幸福的家庭，是不？”

“噢，是的。”

“我从没见过什么幸福之家。”画家说。

“那您真应该看看我的家人！”维莉惊呼道。她不由想道，一个人孤零零地生活，从没体会过家庭的温暖，这是多么的悲哀！

阿里已经睡着了，脑袋歪向一边，也停止了哼哼。

维莉突然想起一个问题：“你们还有其他猫咪吗？”

“有，我养了10只猫。相比较人类而言，我更喜欢猫一些。我尽量不和人打交道。”

维莉并不觉得奇怪，这屋子的主人的确是与世隔绝的。要不是阿里跑了出去，维莉将永远不会有机会进来。

由于画像还没上色，于是画家要求道：“明天再来吧，孩子！”她递给维莉一个便条，上面写道：

请准备好10点过来，谢谢！

“我会的。”维莉说道。她把阿里巴巴重新放回到垫子上，并不时跟它轻言细语，猫咪睡得非常舒服，压根不想动弹。

“我明天再过来抱你！”维莉承诺道。她并没想去看那幅肖像，她知道，作品还未完成，还需要等待。

画家大声召唤道：“玛丽，送这个小女孩出去吧，我们今天的工作完成了！”接着，她又热情地对维莉说，“谢谢你能来，亲爱的。”

“稍等，露丝。”维莉听到玛丽小姐回答道，不一会儿她就出现了，领着维莉走到门口。

“你让雷恩小姐和我都很开心。”玛丽小姐飞快地说道。此时，她的脸颊飞起了红晕。就在这一瞬间，维莉意识到，其实玛丽是个非常羞涩的人。碧乌镇的人对她的误解是有多深啊！


第八章　邀请

An Invitation
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维莉还没来得及上车，大家就迫不及待地开始发问了。

“屋子里都发生了些什么？”班尼问道。

“你还好吗？”杰西则更担心这个问题。

“玛丽小姐今天没吓到你吧？”亨利问道。

维莉笑了起来。“整件事儿都让人惊喜得很，”她回答道，“我都不知道该从哪儿说起了。”

“那就从头开始讲吧！”班尼说。

“首先，”维莉说道，“咱们对于玛丽小姐的推断，全都错了——其他人也错了，她并不是画家。”

“但是……”班尼说。

“雷恩小姐——露丝·雷恩小姐，才是画家，”维莉解释道，“她个子很小巧，塔楼屋后面，有一扇大窗户的那间，就是她的工作室。”

亨利打断了她的话：“等等，你说的露丝·雷恩……我们都知道塔楼屋是属于雷恩家族的，但并没人提到过露丝·雷恩啊！”

班尼喃喃道：“露丝·雷恩？R.L.？噢，我明白了，项链盒上就是她名字的缩写！现在总算有些眉目了。”

杰西说：“这么说，塔楼屋里果然住着两个女人。”

“还有10只猫咪。”维莉补充道，“很有意思呢！只要你们进去待一会儿，就能闻到里面的气味。”

大家沉默了片刻，班尼又开口问道：“这么说，玛丽小姐是雷恩小姐的管家喽？”

“是啊！”维莉同意道，“雷恩小姐说她只喜欢猫咪，不爱和人打交道，可她对我却很好。也许她自己都没意识到，她其实很欢喜有人陪伴。”

“可能是因为你救了她的猫咪，她才觉得你还不错。”班尼说。

“雷恩小姐画完那张肖像了吗？”亨利问道。

维莉摇了摇头：“没有，她只用铅笔勾画了一下我抱着阿里的样子，她想要我明天同一时间再过去，还给了我这张纸条，我想她是怕我忘了。”

“我看看。”班尼说着，展开维莉递给他的纸条，读了起来，“‘请准备好10点过来，谢谢！’”

班尼突然开始摸索起他的口袋来，末了，摸出另一张纸条，他展开来，放在雷恩小姐的纸条旁边。

“看哪！”他说道，“现在我总算有点明白了。”

大家都看向那两张纸条。

“一模一样的纸！”维莉惊呼道。

“而且是一样的笔迹，我可以肯定！”亨利笑了起来，“看到‘谢谢’这几个字没？”

班尼赞同道：“我也是这么想的。可是，那句古怪的‘所有谢谢你’又是什么意思？雷恩小姐会那样写吗，维莉？”

维莉突然灵光一现，“让我再看看这两张纸条，”她说，“看哪，班尼，这个词应该不是‘全都’（All），而是‘阿里’（Ali），i和l很像。”

班尼得出了结论：“那么，纸条的意思是：‘阿里谢谢你，我们都谢谢你’，阿里巴巴是雷恩小姐最喜欢的猫咪，因此这纸条肯定是她写的，并且放到了我们的房车旁！哈，又一个谜团被解开了！”
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“不是吧？”亨利提出了异议，“那张感谢信是在塔楼屋的草丛着火后才出现的，那时她们并不认识我们，更不知道我们住在哪儿，又怎能把纸条送过来呢？”

维莉说：“那我就不清楚了。不过，这两张纸条起码能证明，那两位小姐很害羞，我还从没见过像雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐那样害羞的人呢！”

“我真希望雷恩小姐也能给我画幅肖像！”班尼说，“说不定我就能发现，她是如何知道我们住在海滩上的。”

那天晚上，日落之前，李先生和理查从海滩上走来，这一次，他没有带探宝仪，他只是迫切地想知道维莉的探访情况如何。

听完事情的经过后，他说道：“有很多关于猫咪的名画都是出自露丝·雷恩笔下，而且，它们被不少人收购并珍藏。我还在纽约的一家店里见过她的一幅真迹呐！不过，相对于猫咪而言，我还是更喜欢狗狗一些。”

说完，李先生拍了拍理查，小家伙立刻摇了摇尾巴。

奥登兄妹陪着李先生在海滩上漫步，一直走到李先生的家附近。

“我想我再也不会半夜起来溜达了，”当奥登兄妹和李先生道晚安时，他说道，“我的意思是，我今晚可以睡个好觉啦。”他又立刻补充了一句。

当奥登兄妹走回房车时，班尼说道：“我觉得好奇怪，李先生说‘再也不会半夜起来溜达了’是什么意思？而且，说溜嘴以后，他看起来是一副很后悔的样子。”

亨利笑道：“你又来了！还想找新谜团，是吗？”

班尼不依不饶地说：“对啊！咱们还有好几个谜团没解开呢！最大的一个谜团就是：为什么玛丽小姐不想要那个项链盒？它明摆着和她或者雷恩小姐有关系啊！”

杰西插了进来：“这个问题，留着明天再说吧！或许到那时就会有答案了。现在呢，该上床睡觉啦！”

第二次拜访雷恩小姐时，维莉已经有充分的心理准备了，她知道眼前这个小个子画家是刀子嘴豆腐心，因此并不把那些生硬的话放在心上，她只是为这个瘦小的女子感到难过。

维莉坐到椅子上后，雷恩小姐说：“你想用什么姿势抱着猫咪都行，因为你的手臂我已经画好了，至于猫咪，我任何时候画它都可以。”

维莉注意到，雷恩小姐今天主要在上色，而不是勾画线条。她挥动画笔的速度飞快，简直就像在粉刷房子呢，维莉心想。
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“您上色真快！”维莉不由赞叹道。

“必须得快啊，”画家回答道，“这种颜料在20分钟之内就会干，它不是油彩，是一种丙烯酸涂料。来，看着我，笑不笑都行。”

这句话把维莉逗乐了，她忍不住笑了一下，她知道雷恩小姐此刻正在画她的眼睛。

突然，没有任何预告，雷恩小姐宣布道：“好，这就够了，你后天再过来。”

维莉正准备起身往外走，雷恩小姐又说道：“你可以看看这张画像——要是你想看的话。”

“噢，真的吗？”维莉惊讶地问道，她看了看那幅肖像，“画得和我真像啊！”

“是啊，确实很像！今天完成得很轻松，一切都很顺利，色彩也恰到好处。”雷恩小姐看起来非常高兴。

维莉说：“这么美好的作品，您画它的时候，一定很开心吧？”

雷恩小姐只是耸了耸肩，没有说什么。

维莉问道：“您会把这幅画卖掉吗？”

“有可能。”

“我不希望人们认出画像上的是我，”维莉说道，“您不会把我的名字放上去的，是吗？”

“不会。”雷恩小姐生硬地说，“这幅画叫作‘女孩与猫’。”

“噢，谢谢您。”维莉说。

“不仅如此，”雷恩小姐继续说道，“我还会修改一下嘴巴的位置，这样看起来就不像你了。之前我还没为任何人改动过画像。”

“啊，您真是个好人儿！”维莉不由得脱口而出，“我知道画家都不喜欢改动原作的。”
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雷恩小姐之前从未被人夸赞过“好人儿”，可这次，她真的觉得自己很好——这种感觉很奇怪，但是她喜欢。

维莉又说道：“不过还是请不要修改画像了，也许我的爷爷想买下它呢！我真心希望您可以为班尼画幅肖像，要知道没人能画他，因为他永远连一分钟都安静不下来。”

“要是我要求他每隔一会儿就盯着我一分钟，他做得到吗？”

“我想，他会尽力的。尽管他不乐意一动不动地坐着，不过，为了爷爷，他会做到的。”

“爷爷是谁？”雷恩小姐问道。

“爷爷？哦，我们的父母几年前就去世了，我们和爷爷一起住，他叫亨利·奥登——我哥哥也叫亨利，不过他的全名是亨利·詹姆斯·奥登。我爷爷是世上最好的爷爷。”

“听起来你有个非常幸福的家庭。”雷恩小姐说道，维莉听出她的语气里透着淡淡的忧伤，一扫之前的生硬严厉。

维莉沉吟了一会儿，开口说道：“我有个主意，也许您会喜欢。我们经常在海滩上举办野餐会，因为大家欢喜在露天吃饭。您看，您和玛丽小姐能不能抽出中午的时间来，和我们一起共进午餐呢？我们住得不远，我很希望介绍亨利、杰西和班尼给您认识呢！”
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雷恩小姐摇了摇头，谢绝道：“算了，我们会感到不自在的。”

“哦，天哪！”维莉说，“要是你们能来，我们会多开心啊！其实事情很简单，亨利中午开车来接你们，你们只需要坐上车就行，其他什么都不用做。”

也许是维莉温柔的声音和笑容打动了雷恩小姐，她终于松口了：“你这个妙人儿啊！好吧，我们去，你刚才说的是什么时间？”

“噢，中午！要不咱们就定在12点15分吧，班尼通常都会在这个点嚷嚷着要吃饭，他总是饿得快。我要赶紧去通知杰西。”

“必须要通知她吗？”

“是啊，杰西是大厨，她很好客——总希望有客人来共进午餐。”

雷恩小姐叫来了玛丽：“玛丽，今天中午咱们出去吃午餐。”

玛丽小姐一脸的惊讶。

维莉转眼看到蓝色车上正等候着她的家人，于是向她们提议道：“可以去见见我的家人吗？”

两位女士随维莉走到门口，班尼和亨利立刻从车上下来，维莉互相介绍了一下，女士们逐一跟男孩们打了声招呼“你好”，并僵硬地点了点头。

而对于这两位碧乌镇的神秘人物，奥登兄弟则尽量控制着自己的好奇心。

当蓝色汽车行驶在回家的路上时，维莉说道：“杰西，我已经邀请了雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐中午来野餐——就在今天。”

“那她们真的会来吗？”班尼问道。

“会啊，她们会的！”维莉很是笃定。

亨利笑着说：“维莉，有时你真能给我们意外的惊喜。”

“也没那么难啦！”维莉说，“我想，以前之所以没人邀请过雷恩小姐她们，主要是大家觉得她们很不合群，其实她们只是害羞而已。”

“而且还挺独立，”杰西补充道，“她们觉得，就算不靠别人，自己也可以过得很好。”

班尼说：“你们有没有注意过，猫也是这样的特性？它们总是很独立，而且喜欢自由，和狗狗完全不一样。”

“或许，这就是为什么塔楼屋里住了10只猫咪的原因。”亨利说，“不过我更想知道，那张给我们的纸条，到底是不是雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐留下的。”


第九章　最终答案

Answers at Last
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杰西说：“我要为这次野餐准备些三明治！汉堡就算了，那还得在海滩上生火，太费时间。我要做些火腿三明治，金枪鱼……”

“花生酱……”班尼接腔道。

“没错！我们还要准备几夸脱粉红柠檬水和一些曲奇饼——这是大家都喜欢的。”

维莉想了想，说：“那两位客人也许跟爷爷一样，更喜欢喝咖啡呢？”
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“那么，我再准备一些热咖啡好了。”

“咱们运气不错！”亨利说，“这些日子天气一直不错，今天正适合野餐。”

12点15分刚到，亨利的蓝色小汽车就准时停在了塔楼屋门口。房门也同时打开了，先走出来的是雷恩小姐，紧接着是玛丽小姐。

随亨利一起来的还有维莉和班尼。“我们把杰西留在海滩上了，她是大厨嘛！”班尼跳下车，说道，“雷恩小姐，您坐在亨利旁边好了，玛丽小姐和维莉还有我坐后排。”

雷恩小姐说：“我们本可以走路过去的，省得给你们添麻烦。”

“坐车更好玩啊！”班尼说，“这样你们的鞋子里就不会进太多沙了。”

“可要是被人看到我们在车上怎么办？”玛丽小姐问道，“他们会怎么想？”

雷恩小姐回答道：“别傻啦，玛丽，他们爱怎么想就怎么想，反正咱们不需要和其他任何人讲话。”

维莉不由得想道：“对于她们俩来说，这可是迈出一大步了。要是碧乌镇居民知道的话，估计也会大吃一惊的。说不定那些小男孩也不会再说塔楼屋里住着巫婆了。”

海滩很快就到了，亨利把车停在移动房的后面。

“快请进来！”杰西说，“欢迎参观我们的房子。”

维莉轻轻挽住雷恩小姐的胳膊，说：“这边请。”

两位客人从没见过房车的内部，玛丽小姐很喜欢那个“五脏俱全”的小厨房，雷恩小姐则喜欢晚上可以变成卧室的客厅。

“你们看，挺宽敞吧？”杰西介绍道。

就这样，奥登兄妹将客人慢慢引到室外。此时，海水湛蓝，景色如画，海滩上早已放好了两把椅子和一张桌子，还支起了一把沙滩伞，微风轻轻吹拂着海面，一切看起来都是那么惬意。

班尼走到沙滩上，说道：“咱们开饭吧，杰西！”

“好，班尼，我正想让你帮着搬东西呢！过来吧，每只手拿一盘三明治，送去后再回来。”

班尼调皮地问道：“必须每只手拿一个盘子吗？假如我把一个顶在头上呢？”

“哦，班尼，不要掉下来就行！”杰西回答。
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班尼向客人们介绍道：“看，小姐们，这个小牙签和小牌子上标明了三明治的种类：这个是火腿三明治，那个是金枪鱼三明治，我拿着的当然是花生酱和果酱三明治。”

班尼的嬉闹让客人放松了不少，她们不由自主地笑了起来。尤其是在这些三明治面前，她们已经不再僵硬和羞涩。

雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐面对着奥登兄妹坐了下来，放眼望去就是湛蓝的海水。她们能听到身后游客的喧闹声，不过那声音似乎离得很远。

玛丽小姐轻轻地说：“这种粉色的柠檬水让我想起了小时候的野餐。”

雷恩小姐拿起她的第四个三明治，说道：“我已经忘记野餐是多么美妙了！三明治、甜酸泡菜和煮鸡蛋，应该都是野餐必需品。”

班尼说：“连我都忘记那种超级棒的感觉了，况且你们有好多年没有到海滩上来了。”

一阵长长的沉默，没有人说话，最后还是雷恩小姐抬起头，说道：“班尼，并不是这样，玛丽和我昨天晚上还来过这海滩。”

大家顿时惊讶得说不出话来。

最后还是杰西打破了沉默：“昨天晚上？为什么呢？”

“我们几乎每天晚上都会来，”雷恩小姐回答道，“是吧，玛丽？”

玛丽点了点头。

“为什么呢？”班尼再次追问道。

“别问了，班尼，”杰西说，“那真不关我们的事。”

“我知道啊！”班尼说，“可我不能置身事外，我真的想知道——当然，我也明白这很不礼貌。”

玛丽小姐打断了他的话：“不，我一点都不会责怪你，我觉得你是一个非常有礼貌的男孩。”

雷恩小姐点了点头：“我也不会怪你的。其实，我们主要是不想碰到生人，也不想跟他们聊天，才选择晚上到海滩上散步。我们最喜欢午夜过来，这样既能锻炼身体，又能呼吸新鲜空气。只要愿意，我们尽可以在白天睡觉。”

“你们可以管我们叫夜猫子——就像我们的猫咪一样。”玛丽小姐补充道。

雷恩小姐说：“知道吗？有天夜里，我还弄丢了项链盒坠。”

“哈，您的坠子上是不是刻着R.L.？”班尼大声说，“请稍等一下，我拿给您，我把它藏在了一个安全的地方。”片刻之后，班尼便将金色的坠子交到了雷恩小姐的手上，“现在我们知道，R.L.代表的就是露丝·雷恩了。”

“不是！”雷恩小姐摇了摇头，“这只是个巧合，坠子的主人是我的祖母，她的名字是瑞秋·李斯，接着坠子传给了我妈妈，她的名字刚巧叫婼斯·罗斯。最后坠子又传到我手里，而我的名字恰好叫露丝·雷恩。”

“这真是个传奇！”班尼说。

“是啊，祖孙三代虽名字不同，但缩写都是R.L.，我也觉得不可思议。不过，真的很高兴找到了坠子，它原本是挂在我的金项链上的。”

果然，雷恩小姐戴着一条金丝编成的粗链子，长度及腰，她取下项链，将坠子穿了上去。

“这是我们在沙滩里找到的，”班尼说，“您还记得是什么时候丢的吗？”

“就在你们住到房车之前。你们的叔叔婶婶离开后的一天晚上，我们还来找过呢。不过我们每晚都会来沙滩散步。”
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“原来你们就是夜行人哪！”班尼惊呼道，“来无影去无踪的夜行人！”

“是的。”

“有人尾随过你们吗？”班尼问。

“有啊，被尾随过很多次，可能是因为我们穿着夹克和长裤，看起来像男人的缘故吧！有一次我们还被一个穿长斗篷的人跟踪了，不过我们知道他是谁，所以并不介意。”

“你们知道他是谁？”班尼重复道。

“是啊，他是位有名的作家，就住在海滩最顶头的那间小木屋里。”

“你们知道他的名字吗？”维莉问道。

“知道，碧乌镇的每个人都认识他，他叫丹尼·李。”

奥登兄妹惊诧得面面相觑。“我们也认识他，”亨利说，“就是他的探宝仪找到了您的盒坠。”

“不，”雷恩小姐发自内心地微笑着说，“是班尼发现了我的坠子。”

“也是呢！”杰西赞同道，“我猜，除了我们几个外，其他所有人都认识李先生，不过我们应该是最了解他的人。”

“你们是怎么认识他的？”雷恩小姐问道。

“他曾经路过这儿，我们跟他打了个招呼，”班尼回答道，“我们说了声‘早上好’，他也回了声‘早上好’，交朋友就这么简单。”

雷恩小姐沉思了片刻，说道：“对你们来说很简单，班尼，你们擅长这些。可我，独处这么多年，已经不知道该如何和人交往。”

“您已经开始和人交往了。”维莉温柔地说。

亨利说道：“我们确实看到过你们半夜在海滩散步，也确实把你俩错当成男人了，当时有个穿长斗篷的人在跟着你们。”

玛丽小姐非常腼腆地开了口：“依我看，可能是李先生想保护我们，上年纪的人通常睡眠不好，所以总想找点事情做，体现自己的价值。”

班尼说：“我想你说得对。不过我还是有个疑问，有天早上，我在沙滩上发现了几行脚印，还有一张纸条，上面写着‘阿里谢谢你们，所有都谢谢你们’，是你们放在这儿的，还是一个小孩来放的？”

雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐对视一眼，开心地笑了起来。

雷恩小姐说：“我们还是把整件事儿的经过告诉你们吧！玛丽和我都不擅长交流，就连我们彼此之间都很少说话。不过我们都意识到，你们拯救了咱们的房子，可我俩都没好好道过谢，玛丽当时只说了声‘好’，这哪够啊？所以那天我起了个大早，把纸条放到了石头下面。看吧，做这事儿的，并不是小孩子，而是我这个小脚老太太。”说完，这位小个子妇人把脚伸出来给奥登兄妹看。

“这么一来，这个问题解决了！”班尼说，“还有一个问题，你们是怎么知道我们住在这儿的呢？”

玛丽小姐回答道：“我知道海滩上来了四个孩子。着火那天，我从大后窗里看到了你们的蓝色汽车，之前我们曾在你们的房车后见过它，两下一关联，就得出了结论。”

班尼说：“我还以为，我是唯一一个有分析能力的人呐！”

大家都笑了起来。

“这下子，很多事儿都水落石出啦！”班尼说道，“不过还有一点，玛丽小姐，为什么我们第一次去你们家送项链盒时，你不接受呢？”

玛丽小姐并没有立刻回答这个问题，沉吟了一会儿，她才慢慢说道：“当时事出突然，我没有太多时间去细想，只担心这并不是我的坠子，如果我拿着的话，通过盒盖上的R.L.的缩写，你们会联想到它另有主人，这样你们就有可能发现，我并不是一个人住。”

“我想我明白了，”杰西说道，“人们不了解你们，而你们也不了解他们。”

“或许吧！”雷恩小姐说，“不过我们现在真的要回家了。维莉，你明天还能再过来吗？这样我就能画完你的肖像了。”

“我会的。”维莉开心地一口应承。

“我送你们回家吧！”亨利说。

“哦，不用啦！”雷恩小姐说，“我们可以走回去的。”

亨利笑了：“我是不会让女士们走那么远的路的。”

“每天晚上我们不是都要走至少两英里吗？”

“尽管如此，这一次你们还是坐车回去吧！”亨利说。


第十章　老狗狗和小把戏

New Trick or an Old Dog
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海滩假期的最后一天来临时，亨利建议道：“咱们不如打个电话，请爷爷来参加海滩野餐告别会，怎样？”

“他正好可以见见我们的新朋友——李先生，雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐。”班尼补充道。

“我想雷恩小姐已经完成那幅肖像画了。”维莉说。

杰西说道：“咱们来个全家福野餐，两位小姐一定会喜欢的。”

奥登先生很快回话了，说他十分乐意来参加野餐会，还说到时候会开着他的旅行车过来，回去时，班尼和维莉可以坐他的车，亨利和杰西就坐那辆蓝色小车。

杰西负责准备工作，她吩咐道：“你们男孩子得为简姑婆和安迪叔叔打扫好客厅，保证房车像我们刚来时那么干净，维莉负责擦灰，我来做三明治。”

于是，兄妹四人分头行动，不大一会儿，房里的一切都变得井然有序。

杰西继续安排道：“我们还得在沙滩伞下面摆上四张椅子，说不定还得摆上桌子，不然让爷爷端着一大堆茶杯、碟子和刀叉吃饭，那怎么行？”
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“我也不乐意这样吃。”班尼说。

“那么，到时候你也坐到桌子旁吧！”杰西回答道，“每个人都要感觉舒服自在才好。”

话音未落，一辆旅行车便停到了房车后。“有人在家吗？”一个熟悉的声音问道。

“是爷爷！”维莉欢呼道，“快进来吧！”

与此同时，又一个声音从海滩上传来：“你们这是在等客人吗？”

“啊，是李先生，快请进！”杰西说，“爷爷也是刚到。”

“你好啊，阿丹！”奥登先生打了声招呼。

“嗨，詹姆斯。”李先生笑着回应道。

“你们俩居然认识？”班尼吃惊不小。

“哦，那是当然！”奥登先生回答道，“阿丹和我在纽约的时候就是多年的老朋友，他知道你们。能和你们熟络起来，他开心得很。”

“是您要求他照看我们的吗？”班尼追问道。

“那倒没有！我始终相信，你们能处理好自己的事儿，即使有麻烦，你们也能找到帮助你们的人。”

“这要怪我！”李先生说，“是我忍不住想亲近你们。每天我都巴望着过来看看你们，这对我来说，是一种乐趣。我很开心，所有的一切都进展得很顺利。”

“那真是再好不过了！”爷爷说道。

“是啊，不过我还有个主意，可以锦上添花！”李先生坐到他常坐的椅子上，笑着看向奥登先生，“这是我的专用椅，詹姆斯。”

“好吧，那这把就是我的啦！可别让我坐在沙地上，不然我一屁股坐下去，就不知道该怎么站起来了。”

“我知道，”班尼说，“亨利和我把您拉起来，不就行了吗？”

“是啊，是啊！”奥登先生说着，将目光转向湛蓝的海水，“那么，来说说你的想法吧，阿丹。”

李先生脱口而出道：“露丝·雷恩是位出色的画家，她的画作在纽约十分畅销。每年夏天都有很多游客来这儿旅游，他们中肯定有不少人喜欢露丝的猫咪画像。我认为，露丝是时候在碧乌镇举办一次画展了。”

“这真是一个有意思的想法，”奥登先生说，“不过，你是怎么知道雷恩小姐住在这儿的？别人都不知道呐！”

“哈，我来这儿已经有好长时间了！”李先生回答道，“以前就听说雷恩小姐住在这附近，于是我猜她应该就住在家族留下的塔楼屋里。不过，我知道她不好客，所以没人见过她，只见过她的朋友和管家——玛丽小姐。”

“那您后来是如何确定，雷恩小姐真的就住在塔楼屋呢？”班尼问道。

“我只是觉得，女孩们总会出去透透气吧？结果真被我发现，她们喜欢半夜来海滩，散很久的步。我想，假如我跟踪她们的话，说不定雷恩小姐会和我说话，可是她并没有。”

维莉说：“雷恩小姐早就知道您是谁啦！而且对于您的跟踪，我想她是相当开心的。”

爷爷说道：“咱们还是回到画展的话题上吧！你真的认为雷恩小姐会喜欢吗？孩子们似乎都认为她很腼腆。”

“她是很腼腆，不过我想你的孩子们已经帮助她认识到：只要你愿意给别人机会，别人也会和善以待。”

班尼说道：“雷恩小姐和玛丽小姐知道，碧乌镇流传着很多关于她们的流言。小孩子们都说，塔楼屋里住着一个老巫婆，她养了100只猫。甚至有个男孩莫名其妙打碎了她们的玻璃，只是为了好玩。”

“是啊！”李先生说。

“雷恩小姐或许很腼腆，”维莉补充道，“不过她知道自己是位出色的画家。”

“既然她能出售自己的作品，”李先生说，“应该也会同意开画展。更何况，还有个原因，会使得她心甘情愿。”

“什么原因？”奥登先生问道。

“假如我告诉她，画展赚来的钱将全部用来建流浪猫庇护所呢？那可是她非常乐意做的事情。”

“这主意太棒了！”杰西说，“我敢肯定她也会这么想。不过我不知道她有没有足够的作品开画展。”

“她有！”李先生说道，“她在纽约有不少作品呐！詹姆斯，我想只要你开口，那些收藏者会把画借给我们的，这将是一个多么有意思的画展啊！”

维莉说道：“我想，雷恩小姐肯定会把我抱着阿里的那幅肖像送去参展呢！”

“这次画展，有利于碧乌镇的人们去了解雷恩小姐。”班尼说。

“我也这么认为。”杰西赞同道。

“那么，我想是时候让亨利出发去接女士们过来了。”李先生说。

“他已经出发了。”杰西告诉他。

蓝色小车回来了，雷恩小姐提着一个篮子，说道：“我给维莉带了份礼物。”接着，她猛不丁看到了李先生，于是低声打了个招呼：“你好，阿丹，已经好多年没见了。”

“现在我们可是邻居了！”李先生说，“希望以后能经常碰面。呃，篮子里是什么？看起来像是活的。”

“没错！”雷恩小姐回答道，“要知道，维莉特意为我做模特……”

维莉紧盯着篮子——它稍稍动了动。

雷恩小姐打开篮子，抱出一只小猫咪——这是只纯白色的小猫，有着长而柔软的毛发和蓝色的眼睛，像一个毛毛球。

“噢，多可爱的小家伙啊！”维莉惊喜地叫道，眼睛闪闪发亮，“我可以抱抱它吗？”

雷恩小姐把小猫咪放到沙滩上，它坐在那儿，小尾巴直直地翘起来。维莉帮它把尾巴盘在身边，谁知小猫立刻将它展开，又重新盘起，盘得和之前的一模一样。

“看哪！”班尼笑道，“它要自己的事情自己做呐！”

维莉恍然大悟道：“没错，猫咪都这样！我怎么给忘了呢？真是养太久狗狗了。”

这时，小毛毛球向维莉胸口爬了上来，小爪子就像松针一样锋利。

维莉将它放下去，但它又爬了上来，似乎知道自己就是维莉的宝贝，就像老望望知道自己是杰西的狗狗一样。

“它叫什么名儿？”班尼问道，“或许还没有名字？”

雷恩小姐回答道：“有的，它叫糖饼，是一只血统纯正的猫咪，它妈妈叫蓝风铃三世，奶奶叫白三叶二世。”

维莉在沙滩上放了条蓝色的绳子，小猫咪立刻像小老虎一般扑了上去，撕咬翻腾，每个姿势都漂亮极了。

雷恩小姐聚精会神地看着小猫，众人也将目光落到她身上，她那专注的神情，就像要把猫咪的每个动作画下来一般。

“对了，我还带了份礼物，是送给奥登先生的。”雷恩小姐说着，将维莉的肖像画拿了出来，画像非常漂亮，栩栩如生。

奥登先生开心极了，他的目光轮番扫视着肖像和维莉，心里却在想，不知雷恩小姐是否喜欢开画展这个主意。
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“糖饼啊，咱们开饭啦！”班尼说，“不然给你来点热牛奶？”

杰西走进屋子去拿热牛奶，雷恩小姐嗅了嗅空气中的味道：“这咖啡闻起来好香。”

班尼和亨利端出好几盘三明治、泡菜和几杯热咖啡，不一会儿，四处便变得悄然无声，大伙儿都忙着埋头大吃起来。

消灭掉第二个三明治之后，爷爷向李先生使了个询问的眼色，李先生会意地点了点头。

于是，奥登先生字斟句酌地开始说道：“雷恩小姐，我们有个想法，是关于你，喜欢你作品的人，还有流浪猫的。”

听到流浪猫这几个字，雷恩小姐立刻抬起头，看向奥登先生。任何有关猫咪和流浪猫的字眼，她都非常感兴趣。

奥登先生向她详尽解释了为流浪猫建立庇护所的计划：在庇护所里，流浪猫可以得到精心的照顾，直到被好人家收养。

“我对这个计划非常感兴趣，”雷恩小姐听完后说道，“但它背后应该有隐情吧！”

“没错！”班尼开心地说，“您真聪明，雷恩小姐。”

“隐情倒没有，”李先生解释道，“不过，建立庇护所是需要钱的。你可以举办一次小范围内的个人画展，将收入用于庇护所。我想那些喜欢猫的人们应该会来参加的。”

“或许那些不喜欢猫，只喜欢画的人也会来。”杰西补充道。

“你们很聪明，”雷恩小姐点了点头，“知道我的软肋在哪儿，也知道我可能会同意这个计划。”

“噢，噢，真希望您能同意！”维莉说。

此时，糖饼已经累得趴在维莉的膝盖上睡着了，一只小爪子仍抓着那条蓝色的绳子。

“如果是你的愿望，那我就照办好了！”雷恩小姐说，“只不过，你的肖像是目前为止我最好的作品，你介意把它展出吗？”

维莉说道：“不会啊，我不会介意！也许之前会，但现在绝对不介意了。”

班尼说：“我也不介意！不过维莉真让我吃惊，一般情况下她还是挺在意这类事儿的。”

说话间，三明治很快就被吃完了，煮鸡蛋也被消灭得精光，就连泡菜都没了。

吃完曲奇之后，李先生便告辞了，爷爷目送着他在海滩上越走越远，发现他并没有带理查，也没有带探宝仪。

爷爷说：“阿丹和我很像。”

“哦，不对，爷爷，”维莉说，“没那么像啦！”

“我说的是思维方式很像，”爷爷说，“他喜欢速战速决，不拖泥带水。我把话放在这儿，他绝对已经将画展全盘计划好了，也清楚该寻求哪些人的帮助，并且我敢确定，就连动物庇护所，他也挑好了地方，甚至在脑海里敲定了经理的人选。还有，他很可能想要你——雷恩小姐，画一幅特别的画像做宣传用。”

“噢，我义不容辞！”雷恩小姐说，“不过，现在玛丽和我必须得走了，我知道你们都想尽快回家。我还要回去跟蓝风铃解释，为什么抱走了它的小宝贝儿，不过它应该不会介意，因为它还有个小宝贝儿。”

奥登兄妹让爷爷继续坐着休息，他们则一起送两位女士回家，大家依依惜别，并筹划着下一次的见面。

雷恩小姐泪眼蒙眬地向维莉道别，“你都不知道你帮了我多大的忙。”她低声说道。

“别忘了感谢阿里，多亏它逃出去，维莉才有机会认识您。”班尼说。

大家都笑了起来，随后，两位女士便走进了塔楼屋里。
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回来的路上，奥登兄妹一路沉默着，直到看见奥登先生用他的手杖在沙滩上画着什么，话题才又活跃起来。

“我敢打赌，对于动物庇护所，您肯定有了新点子。”班尼说。

“没错！”爷爷回答道，“快过来，把椅子收进去，班尼，咱们该回家了。”

迅速打包完行李后，杰西将剩下的食物放进一个大篮子，准备带回家。他们又四处打量了一下屋子，房车已经干净如初，随时可以让简姑婆和安迪叔叔舒服地住进来了。

爷爷、班尼，还有维莉和她的小猫咪坐进了第一辆车，亨利和杰西则坐着那辆蓝色小车跟在后面。

离家越来越近了，维莉不由得担忧道：“现在的关键问题是望望，咱们不能伤了它的心，我想它不会喜欢糖饼的，我们得想个办法，让它接受这只小猫。”

班尼建议道：“要让望望觉得，收留小猫咪是它的主意，那它就会乐意了，还会把糖饼当作自己的猫宝贝。”

维莉笑了：“可我们该怎么做到这一点呢，班尼？快告诉我！”

这个问题可把班尼难住了。

倒是糖饼自己找到了办法，它喜欢和所有动物交朋友，这是它与生俱来的天性。

望望正懒洋洋地趴在客厅地板上，一听到汽车的刹车声，它立马站了起来，汪汪叫着，表示着欢迎，不过并没有挪步——它已经太老了。

一家人走进了客厅，维莉将白色的小猫咪放到地板上，糖饼很快向望望跑去，奶声奶气地喵喵叫着，小家伙还没见过狗狗呢。

望望倒是见过猫咪，但从没见过这么可爱的小奶猫，糖饼围着望望的前爪转来转去，时不时还用小脑袋蹭蹭望望，看起来小猫咪很喜欢它。

望望躺了下来，小猫咪也累了，转了三圈后，它也在狗狗的前腿中间躺了下来。望望抬头看了看维莉，似乎在说：“现在我也有自己的朋友了！”

维莉惊喜地说：“噢，望望，你变了，我真是太高兴啦！”

奥登先生笑着说：“这倒是为你们的沙滩之旅画了个完美的句号！”

“不是句号，爷爷！”班尼说道，“这是新的开始呢！”



Chapter 1　Sea and Sand
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Jessie Alden stood at the door. “Oh, what a beautiful morning!” she said on that hot July day.

You can say that again, Jessie,” added Benny Alden. He looked out at the blue ocean and white sand. There was not a cloud in the sky.

Violet and Henry came to the door and looked out, too. The sea gulls were sailing around a fishing boat, making a great noise.

“This is the funniest thing,” said Benny. “Here we are at Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy’s new trailer at the beach. A day or so ago we were at home without the least idea of going anywhere at all.”

Benny called it a trailer, but it really was a mobile home. The outside was painted Aunt Jane’s favorite color, blue, with white trim. Inside there was one bedroom for the two girls. Benny and his brother Henry had a double couch in the living room.

Best of all, the trailer was right on the beach. Behind it was a great space of beach grass. But in front, the Aldens could step down two steps right into the sand.

“Let’s eat breakfast on the sand, Jessie,” suggested Violet. “It won’t be much work if we all carry our own dishes.”

“I’m more than willing to carry mine,” Benny said. “I’ll carry them all if we can eat right away.”
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Henry laughed. Benny was always hungry—at home, on a trip, in the mountains, at the beach. Benny didn’t change.

“Come on, Ben,” Henry said. “You and I will fold up this bed into a couch.”

“OK,”said Benny.“Then our bedroom will look like a living room. Magic!”

In the tiny kitchen, the two girls worked fast, for they were hungry, too.

“Aunt Jane left the things we like best,” said Jessie. “I’ll cook the bacon and eggs, Violet, and you make the toast.”

There were four trays. One was red, one was blue, one was green, and the last was violet. There was no doubt about the tray each of the Aldens would take. Jessie took the blue one, Benny took the red.

“The food is the same on every tray,” Violet said. “It makes no difference what color tray.”

“Oh, yes, it does, Violet,” Benny objected. “I have to have red. And Henry doesn’t care.”

Henry laughed. He really didn’t care. All he wanted was breakfast.Of course he knew that Violet should have the one that was her color.

The four Aldens sat down on the sand and began to eat their first meal at the seashore.

“I don’t understand people,” Violet said suddenly. She took a bite of bacon. “Everyone on this beach is sleeping. It’s the best part of the day. And nobody is awake to enjoy it except us and the fishermen.”

It was true. Not a person was on the beach for nearly a mile.
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Benny sat cross-legged, drinking milk. He said,“I think we are the luckiest people in the world. Something is always happening to us. Right?”

“Yes,” agreed Jessie. “Things seem to happen all of a sudden, so that makes it more exciting. Of course Grandfather Alden thinks up a lot of things for us to do.”

“Not this time,” replied Benny. “We owe this to Uncle Andy. What a man! He is so restless and always going somewhere. Then he doesn’t stay very long. It’s lucky Aunt Jane can keep up with him and go whenever he wants to go.”

Henry said slowly,“I believe Aunt Jane thought Uncle Andy would be happy to stay here all summer. He loves to go fishing and clamming and sailing. She didn’t buy this beautiful mobile home for just two weeks.”

“Well, that’s Uncle Andy for you,” Violet said peacefully. “Just the minute he heard about that special African trip he had to get tickets and go. But it was lucky for us. We can stay here or not, just as we like.”

“Just turn the key and go home when we feel like it,” Benny agreed. “It’s lucky Henry has a car of his own now.”

Henry laughed. “Yes, and isn’t it good I picked out a car big enough for all of us?”

“That was a fine breakfast,” Benny said. “It won’t take long to clean up.” But nobody moved.

“Look down the beach,” said Henry.

Far in the distance, the Aldens saw an old man and a dog. The man was walking very slowly up the beach, with the dog at his side.

“A trained dog, I guess,” said Jessie. “He stays right beside his master. I think the old man has a cane.” The others thought so, too.

The Aldens might have picked up their trays and gone inside. But they didn’t. They sat quietly, watching the old man and the dog. Once the man stopped in front of a large cottage. He seemed to rest on his cane, then to drag it along. The dog sat down near his master and waited.
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“I wonder what in the world that man is doing,” said Benny. “He’s coming along again.”

“Just taking a walk,I guess,”said Jessie. “Everybody stops to pick up shells and pebbles. That’s what the man is probably doing.”

As the stranger came closer, the Aldens could see a ring on the end of the cane he carried. A box was fastened to the cane near the top.

Benny began to wonder if the old man was really just out for an early morning walk. Maybe other people were curious about him, too. That might be why he came out like this, early in the morning. How would the man feel about having the Aldens watch him? Benny thought about that.

At last the old man reached the Aldens. “Good day to you!” he said pleasantly. The minute he spoke, the Aldens knew he was an Englishman.

“Good morning,”the four Aldens replied together.

“Is your dog friendly?” asked Benny.

“Oh, yes, don’t be afraid of him. He’s just big, that’s all,” the man answered.

Henry and Benny both got to their feet.

“Hi, feller!” said Benny, holding out a finger. The dog licked Benny’s finger and then sniffed at his tray.

“Too bad,” Benny said. “The bacon’s all gone, boy.”

Jessie looked at the stranger very carefully. She liked him at once.He had kind eyes.His wrinkles were made by smiling. He was very brown from the sun.Jessie felt as if she had always known him.

The man looked back at Jessie and said, “I came by this trailer yesterday, and I thought a man and woman lived here. Now it seems to be four young people.”

Benny couldn’t help thinking to himself that this man knew everything that happened on the beach.
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“You are right,” Jessie told him. “That was Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy Bean. This is their new mobile home. But they have gone on a trip, and we can stay here until they come back. It was a surprise to us, but that’s the way we like it.”

“Well, you will find this to be a beautiful beach,”said the old gentleman. “My name is Daniel Lee. I walk up the beach every morning before anyone is awake. That makes a two-mile hike. It is the best part of the day.”

“That’s exactly what we just said,”Benny exclaimed.“We said people were funny. They sleep through the best part of the day. You see, we are the only people awake on the beach, except for you and your dog.”

Henry said, “I’m Henry Alden. And the one who is talking is Benny. And these are our sisters, Jessie and Violet Alden.”

“Alden? Alden?”murmured their visitor. “Haven’t I heard that name? It sounds familiar. A fine manufacturer of plastics?”

“That’s our grandfather,” Jessie said.

“Good,” nodded Mr. Lee. “I hope that you will have a pleasant time in your trailer. And good day to you!”

He went off at once, with the big dog at his side.

Benny thought, “No one could do that man any harm as long as his dog is with him.”

The Aldens watched Mr. Lee as he seemed to rest on his cane and then drag it over the sand.

“I never saw a cane like that, did you, Henry?” Benny asked.

“Mr. Lee doesn’t really use it to help him as he walks,” Violet said. “What can it be?”

“I don’t know,” replied Henry. “There’s your mystery for our first morning, Ben.”

“All right,” Benny said with a laugh. “I’ll find out what it is. You just wait!”

Jessie asked, “How will you do that?”

“I’ll ask him,” Benny replied simply. “That’s the way to find out what you want to know. Go to headquarters. That’s what Grandfather does.”

Henry laughed. He said, “You are more like Grandfather Alden every day, Ben. I only hope Mr. Lee will answer your question, because we all want to know.”


Chapter 2　Benny Hunts for Treasure
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At last Jessie said, “Let’s do the dishes and go for a swim.”

Violet stood up on the sand and took her tray. She said, “You know, I can’t seem to forget Mr. Lee. He seems so interesting. And he comes past here every day with his dog, he says. We’ll see a lot of him. Henry, what do you think he had in his hand? I saw a dial with a pointer. It was part of the box fastened near the top of the handle.”

Benny had an idea. “Is it some sort of Geiger counter?” he asked.

“No,”said Henry decidedly.“Don’t you remember the man at the uranium mine out at Aunt Jane’s ranch? He was looking for uranium with a Geiger counter. There isn’t any uranium on the beach, that’s sure. This was something quite different.”
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Benny said, “I’ll just have to ask Mr. Lee.”

The Aldens all went in with their trays.

“Don’t we have to go grocery shopping, Jessie?” Violet asked as she dried the spoons.

“Yes, we do,” agreed Jessie. “I have looked through the refrigerator and shelves. There are one or two things we need. Milk for one thing. Ours is almost gone.”

“We can’t go swimming too soon after eating, anyway,” Benny said. “We can do our shopping in town and then swim when we get back. It’s only a quarter of a mile to town.”

“It’s early for an adventure in town,” Henry said. But he was ready to go, too.

The Aldens put on sandals and locked the door.There stood Henry’s blue car.They all climbed in, and off they went.

They did not really need the car. Beachwood was very small, and there was just one long street. Henry drove slowly along Main Street. First came the stores, then houses began to appear on both sides. There was one big brick house with three stories and a few new houses, each with only one story.

Nothing seemed unusual until Benny said, “Oh, look at that house. It is almost a castle.”

“Isn’t it huge!” said Jessie. “It looks empty to me. There are no curtains in the windows at the front, even in the towers.”

Henry slowed down. He said, “I wonder who built a house like that in this small town? It must have looked old-fashioned even when it was new.”

Benny said,“It must have been somebody with a lot of money. Look at those towers! One, two, three, four, five towers. Nobody would buy a house like that nowadays.”

“It has a sad look,” Violet said. “All the new little houses look so different—like any village houses.”

Henry drove very slowly down the whole of Main Street and back again. The Tower House, as all the Aldens called it, was the only house of its kind in town.There was the library, the schoolhouse, the drugstore, the fire station, and the town hall. But even the town hall was smaller than the house with the towers.

“I wonder if there are stories about that house?”Benny said as he looked back at it. “I should think the people of Beachwood would make up stories about it. I could myself. Couldn’t you, Violet?”

Yes,I could,”agreed Violet, smiling.“It would be about a fairy princess held prisoner in one of the towers until she grew to be an old woman.”

“We’d better keep our ears open, anyway,” Benny said.“I’m sure there is something mysterious about that place.”

“Let’s do our shopping,” Jessie suggested.

“I’m ready for a swim,” Henry added.

[image: ]


At the supermarket, the girls bought bread, milk, bacon, hamburger, frankfurters, and a big box of dry mashed potatoes. When Henry started to pay for the groceries, he was surprised to find a small box of tea and a jar of dry coffee.

Jessie explained, “I thought we might have company sometime who might like tea or coffee. It’s good to have some for times like that.”

Violet, Benny, and Henry knew Jessie was thinking of the old gentleman, Mr. Lee. But they didn’t say so to Jessie.

Henry drove back to the beach. The groceries were soon put away.

By the time the Aldens stepped down onto the sand, the beach was full of people. They could see different colors of swimsuits far up and down the beach. Some people were in the water and some were lying on the beach to get a tan. Children were screaming just for the fun of it.

The Aldens joined the swimmers and spent the rest of the morning in the cool salt water.

That evening, Benny thought about walking over toward Beachwood. Would there be any lights in the old house with the five towers? Maybe he was trying too hard to find a mystery.

The next morning, early, Benny found someone had set up a chair on the beach. He smiled when he found a tray all set with a teacup, a few strips of bread and butter on a small plate, and a fat black teapot. Already, it seemed, Mr. Lee was part of the beach family.

The Aldens waited. They were not disappointed.As they finished breakfast on the sand, they saw Mr. Lee and his dog coming up the beach. Jessie ran into the kitchen to set the water boiling on the stove. She waited, however, to see whether Mr. Lee wanted tea or coffee.
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As the old gentleman reached the Aldens, he saw the chair and smiled. “I wonder if this is for me?” he asked, sitting down and looking at the family.

Yes, it is,” said Benny.“I suppose you have had breakfast?”

Yes, I eat very early,”Mr.Lee replied. “I don’t sleep too well.”

Jessie called from the door,“Could you drink another cup of tea or coffee?”

Yes, indeed. Tea, please. An Englishman can always drink a cup of hot tea.”

Jessie noticed the word “hot” so she made sure that the little teapot was hot before she poured in the boiling water. She carried the tray to the beach.

She said, “I read somewhere that the English like milk instead of cream in their tea.”

“That is correct, young lady,” said Mr. Lee. He drank the hot tea and ate all the bread and butter.

Benny watched him as he poured a second cup of tea. Benny wanted to ask Mr. Lee about the cane he carried. And Mr. Lee might know something about the Tower House, too. It was hard to know what to ask about first, and Benny wanted to be polite, too.

He said,“I can’t understand why anyone likes tea. It tastes so awful. And will you tell us—is your cane some kind of Geiger counter?”
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Mr. Lee didn’t seem surprised at the question. “No,” he replied. “It is a metal-finder, which is quite different. Some people call it a treasure-finder, and that may be true. And now I will tell you a secret, although no one else knows it. But first I must tell you that hundreds of people come here in the summer. Some are rich and some are not, and I’m sorry to say a good many are not very careful.”

“About water safety?” asked Violet.

Mr. Lee smiled. “No, they are careful about that. But someone has a watch or piece of jewelry. Before swimming, he takes it off and leaves it on the beach.”

“I begin to see,” said Jessie, nodding.

“I’m sure you do. But just the same, it is surprising how many things are lost on the beach. The metal-finder gives you a buzz when it locates any metal object. When I hear that, I know there is something made of metal buried in the sand. My dog begins to dig. He does the hard work for me, and he knows when to stop.When the signal becomes loud enough, I dig with my fingers or a small tool.”

“Do you find many things?” asked Violet.

“Oh, yes. Last year I made quite a tidy sum of money. Of course I always ask people if they have lost anything. If it is something of value, I ask them to tell what it looks like. See that big cottage down the beach? I found a diamond ring once in front of that house. I was able to give it back to a pretty young woman who’d lost it.”

“I should think people would be grateful to you,” Jessie said.

“Yes,they are.Some want to give me a reward, but I never take one. If I cannot find the owner, I keep the find.”

Benny asked, “Do you do this for a living?”

“Ben!” interrupted Henry. “Don’t ask that. That is none of our business.”

Mr. Lee laughed. “I don’t mind telling Benny. I think I could make a living this way, but I don’t. This just gives me something to do. I am too old to go on with my regular work.”
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No one asked Mr. Lee what his regular work had been. He drank the last of the tea and said, “I brought down a bracelet to show you. I found it just last week. I have cleaned off the sand.” He took it out of his pocket and handed it to Jessie.

She said, “I don’t know much about jewelry, but this looks like a good bracelet to me.”

“It’s beautiful,” Violet said.

“It is,” Mr. Lee agreed. “I should say it is worth quite a bit. So far I can’t find the owner. You see, people come to this beach from faraway places. They stay for a few days or a week, or sometimes just for a day. It is very hard to trace them.”

Benny suddenly remembered something he had heard Uncle Andy say. He winked at Mr. Lee and said, “You do your best. And that’s all an old horse can do. Uncle Andy says his grandfather said that.”

Mr. Lee laughed. “Thank you, Benny,” he said. “Now would you like to try the metal-finder?”

“Would I?” exclaimed Benny. “I might find a watch.”

“So you might,” agreed Mr. Lee. “And you might find nothing. Just drag the circle on the end of the rod over the sand. Slowly, slowly!”

Benny took the handle. Here was an adventure coming right to him.

Mr. Lee stepped out of the way.

“Don’t get too excited, Ben,” said Henry.

“I’m not excited at all,” said Benny. “See how cool I am?”

There was a small green box on the handle of the rod. It had a clock face with a needle that trembled. It also made a buzzing sound.

The big dog stood up. He didn’t understand why a strange boy was using his master’s rod.

“It’s all right, Richard,” Mr. Lee said to the dog.“Lie down again.This boy will do your digging.”

“Richard?” repeated Henry, laughing. “The dog’s name is Richard?”

Yes, I named him for the man who bought the biggest diamond in the world. Sometimes I find diamond jewelry in the sand.”

Benny slowly dragged the metal-finder over the sand. They all watched him, and even Henry was excited. All at once the finder began to make a sound, louder and louder.

You’ve found something, Benny,” Mr. Lee said calmly.“Do you want to dig with your hands?”

Yes!” Benny answered. “I haven’t a shovel.”

Benny knelt down and began to dig the dry sand away from the spot. Violet went quietly into the trailer and came back with a large old spoon. Benny took it gladly. He could dig faster. The sound grew louder and louder.

“Don’t expect too much, Benny,” warned Mr. Lee.“You may only find an old tin can.The treasure-finder can’t tell the difference between junk and something valuable.”

Benny threw out spoonfuls of wet sand now, and the hole was quite a deep one.

Mr. Lee said, “If you find something solid, rub it between your fingers. Don’t get excited. It may be just a stone with iron ore in it.”

Benny sat back. He had something between his fingers.

“Well, here is something anyway,” he said. “It may be a stone, but I don’t think it is. It could be a quarter or maybe a gold piece. It’s round and flat.”

Benny rubbed off the sand. The thing in his hand was shiny, but it was no coin—not even a penny.

“Oh, no!” Benny said. “It’s just an old bottle cap.”

Jessie drew a long breath. “Mr. Lee warned us, Benny,” she said. “But it was fun to think it might be something important.Don’t be discouraged.”

“Right,” said Mr. Lee. “You have the idea now. Maybe it was a good thing not to find anything. If you had, you would always think it was easy. It takes a lot of patience. Some day you can try again.”

“Yes, I know,” said Benny. “Then I’ll find a twin bottle cap for this one.”

They all laughed.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Mr. Lee, getting up. “Thank you again for the tea.”

The Aldens watched him as he walked up the beach with Richard.

Benny said, “He seems like one of the family, doesn’t he?”

“And we’ve known him for only two days,” Jessie said.

“Interesting things happen to us, no matter where we go!” Benny exclaimed. “We must be magnetic.”

“And attract adventures,” Henry said with a laugh.

Benny looked down at the spoon he still held in his hand. It was covered with sand. “I’ll run down to the water and wash this off,” he said. “I’d rather wash dishes this way than in a kitchen.”

The other Aldens picked up the trays and went into their trailer house. Benny looked up and down the beach. Mr. Lee and Richard were already in the distance. No one else was to be seen in either direction.

“And yet,” Benny said to himself, “here are fresh-looking footprints right at the water’s edge. The tide washed the whole beach clean in the night. Now where did these footprints come from?”

Benny shook his head. Someone else must be up and out on the beach even earlier than Mr. Lee. Benny tried to guess whether the footprints had been made by a man or a woman. When he looked closely, he saw two sets of footprints.

“Funny,” Benny decided. “One set of footprints looks small, almost as if they belong to a boy. Now I wonder.”

Benny washed off the spoon. As he stood up, he decided not to tell Henry or the girls about the footprints, at least not yet. After all, they might be like his treasure hunting. They might not mean a thing, just the way his find was nothing but a bottle cap.

However, Benny planned to keep his eyes open for any early morning visitors to the beach.


Chapter 3　Midnight Mystery
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At midnight, Benny woke up suddenly. He felt strange. “What’s the matter with me?” he thought.

Then Benny saw the moon was shining right in his face. It was almost as bright as day. Without waking Henry, Benny slipped out of bed to pull the curtain across the window.

For a minute Benny stood looking out at the beach and the dark water with the bright streak of moonlight on it. Then he stepped quickly back from the window, for somebody was on the beach.

As Benny carefully peered out, he saw two dark figures looking at the trailer house. They were too far away and near the water for Benny to see them very well.

“Now what is going on?”Benny asked himself. “Two people looking at our house.” He tried to tell whether the figures were men or women. “I guess they are men,” he thought. “They have on pants.”

One of the walkers on the beach was much smaller than the other. Could it be a man and a boy? But at that moment Benny remembered that everybody at the beach dressed in pants—men, women, boys, and girls.

The two men ( if they were men ) still stood looking at the trailer. Then one bent over and pointed at the sand, and the two seemed to talk.
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Benny wished he could hear what they said. The beach was very quiet, but the water made enough noise to cover the sound of the voices.

“Can they be looking for something?” Benny wondered.“Anyway they are up to no good.I wonder if I ought to wake Henry? I think so.”

Henry was awake at once.“What’s the matter, Ben?” he whispered.

“I don’t know. See those two men looking at our trailer? What are they doing on the beach at midnight?”

“Well,they certainly are not just taking a walk,” whispered Henry. “We’ll watch and see what they do next.”

The boys tried to see the two figures more plainly, but their clothes were dark, and they were fifty feet or more away.

“Look at that,Henry!”Benny said softly. “Quick! Get out of sight.”

The two men were pointing at a spot in the sand. One looked toward the trailer, then got down and began to dig. But the digging did not last long.

At last the two figures seemed to give up. They turned and walked up the beach, looking back as they walked. That was all the boys could see.

“Look, Ben!” whispered Henry suddenly. “Another man!”

As the first two walkers hurried more quickly up the beach, another figure followed at a distance. It seemed to be a man who wore a long cape. He was certainly following the first two. All at once he began to run.

“He is trying to catch the other two!” Benny whispered in excitement.

“Trying to catch up, anyway,” agreed Henry. The man’s cape flapped in the wind. “This is very strange, the whole thing. I don’t think we need to be afraid, Ben. There are lots of neighbors near us.”

The boys still watched the three figures. A dog howled in the distance.

Then the first two men turned off the sand into the beach grass and walked away out of sight. The man in the cape stood still and watched for a minute. Then he turned around and started back.

“Wait!” said Henry in a low voice. “He will go right past us on his way back. Maybe we can see more then.”

Soon the figure went by at a fast pace, but the two boys could not see anything more. He was too far away, down by the water.

“I wish I could see better,” Henry said.

Benny whispered, “That long cape covers him up. It could be a woman and not a man at all.”

“Maybe they are all women,” returned Henry. That seemed so funny that the boys laughed softly. They watched until the last figure had gone down the beach. His steps were slow now.
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“I hope whoever it is won’t bother Mr. Lee,” said Benny, feeling worried.

“Mr. Lee can take care of himself,” said Henry. “Don’t forget he has the dog.”

“That’s right. I forgot Richard. If anyone tried to hurt his master, Richard would tear him to pieces. I guess that’s the end of this adventure.”

Benny remembered the footprints he had seen in the sand in the morning, but all at once he was too sleepy to think about anything.

The two boys went back to bed. They slept until morning,when they heard Jessie in the kitchen getting breakfast.They told her about their excitement at midnight.

After breakfast on the sand, with tea ready, the Aldens were not surprised to see Mr. Lee coming toward them. But he walked slowly. When he arrived,he said “Good day” as usual, but he looked tired.

Jessie thought, “Oh, I do hope he isn’t sick. He looks terrible this morning.”

You had a bad night?” she asked as she put the teapot on the tray.

Yes,I really did.I am not a good sleeper, anyway. Are you?” He looked right at Jessie as he said this. It was almost like asking her if she had seen the men walking around on the beach.

“We are all good sleepers,” replied Jessie. “I’m so sorry you have such bad nights. Nothing bothers me, unless I hear somebody calling ‘Jessie.’ Then I wake right up.”

Mr. Lee drank his tea as if he needed it. And after a short time he began to look better. He smiled at the Aldens, perhaps because he could see that they were worried about him.

Suddenly Mr. Lee asked, “Benny, why don’t you try the metal-finder again? Perhaps you’ll find something, perhaps you won’t. It’s always the same chance when you try.”

“I understand,” Benny replied. He took up the metal-finder and looked around at the beach.

Mr. Lee said, “Do you see that piece of post? I’m quite sure there used to be an old dock there because there are several posts like that.Try listening around them. You see, objects usually work their way under the sand to a post or a big rock. Go slowly now.”
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Benny obeyed. He ran the ring very, very slowly around the post. Richard stood up. He wagged his tail, but he didn’t understand why this strange boy should be using his master’s rod again. He lay down and whined.

All at once the metal-finder gave a signal that something was nearby.

“Yes,” nodded Mr. Lee, “you’ve found something. Start digging.”

Benny was only too willing to dig. Richard started to get up and then lay down again. Benny went on digging as fast as he could. “You want to dig, Henry?” he asked.

“No, I’d rather watch you,” said Henry.

When the hole was fairly deep, one of Benny’s fingers touched something. He reached in and picked up a round object, covered with wet sand. “Probably another bottle top,” he said, “or the cover of a little jar.” He gave it to Mr. Lee.

With one rub of his fingers, Mr. Lee pushed away the sand and said, “It looks like an old watch.Take it yourself, Benny. You found it, whatever it is.”

Violet handed Benny one of her paint brushes and he carefully brushed off the sand. “It’s a gold locket!” he exclaimed. “How about that?”

“Well, well,” Mr. Lee said, much pleased. “You have had good luck on your second try. Now is the time to be careful.”

“Shall we go into the house?” asked Jessie.

Yes, I think that would be wise,” replied Mr. Lee. “Then if anything drops off the locket, we won’t lose it in the sand.”

The Aldens and Mr. Lee and Richard, the dog, all went into the small living room of the trailer. Henry took the books off a little table and moved it in front of Mr. Lee.

“You’d better show us what to do this time,” Henry said. “We don’t know anything about this.”

Mr. Lee took a small box from his pocket and opened it. It held a strange set of tools. He spread out a piece of thin black silk. He put the locket on top, and a magnifying glass in his eye.

“You look like a watchmaker,” Benny said.

Mr. Lee looked closely at the locket and then exclaimed, “Look, there are initials on the cover: R.L.”

“R.L.,” repeated Jessie. “That should make it easier to find the owner.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Mr. Lee said. “It may take a long time.”

Then with great care, he began to brush both sides of the locket. “I won’t open it just yet,” he explained. “I want to get all the sand out of the edges first.”

“Is it a good locket?” asked Benny.

Mr. Lee was using a fine tool to pick out bits of sand along the crack where the locket opened. He said,“Yes, I think it is quite good. It is probably gold for one thing, and it is old. And for another thing, we may find a puzzle when we open it.”

“Oh, we love mysteries,” Benny exclaimed. “I do hope there’s a mystery inside.”
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With a very fine tool Mr. Lee gently pried up the cover of the locket, first on one side and then on the other. At last the locket came open, but not enough to show what, if anything, was inside.

Mr. Lee looked up at Benny. “From now on, it is yours, Benny. You found it. You take it. See what’s inside.”

You take it, Violet,” said Benny. “Your fingers are better with little things than mine are.”

Violet did not hold back. She sat down on the couch as Mr. Lee moved over. Very gently she opened the locket.

“Pictures!” she said. “One of a house, and one of a cat.”

Jessie looked over Violet’s shoulder. “Those pictures look old and faded,” she said. “But the house—look, Benny!”

Benny cried, “The house is the one with the towers!”

“I believe you are right,” Jessie said. “The picture shows only one tower, but I’m sure that is the house here in Beachwood.”

Mr. Lee took one look. He said, “One tower or not, that’s the Tower House on Main Street.”
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Benny looked a little unhappy. “How easy to solve this mystery,” he said. “A picture of a cat and a picture of the Tower House and R.L. on the cover. The answers are all right here in Beachwood. Just a quarter of a mile away, and there’s the owner.”

But later on, Benny decided the mystery was more than a quarter of a mile away. And if Benny had looked quickly at Mr. Lee, he might have seen a little smile come and go. Perhaps Mr. Lee guessed the mystery would not be so easy to solve.

After Mr. Lee had put away his tools,he called his dog, picked up his treasure-finder and said goodbye.


Chapter 4　Are Finders Keepers?
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Benny held the locket, turning it over in his hand. “I think we ought to go right to Beach-wood and return the locket,” he said.

“Not so fast, Ben,” said Henry. “Maybe the locket doesn’t belong to the people who live there now. If there are any people—you remember how empty the Tower House looked.”

“Well, we can ask somebody who lives there,” Benny agreed. “Maybe the man in the drugstore knows who lives there. Drugstore men know everything,and besides, the Tower House is almost across the street.”

Jessie said, “Let’s go. There isn’t much to do here except lie around in the sand, and I don’t think much of that.”

“And I am curious about that picture of a cat,” Violet said. “Why not the picture of a person?”

Violet put away the few dishes, and Jessie swept out the tiny kitchen. Henry locked the trailer home and they drove to Beachwood.

Henry parked the car at the drugstore and they all went in. They were lucky about two things. There was nobody else in the store, and the clerk behind the counter was a great talker.

First, the Aldens bought some writing paper and some suntan oil. Then Benny said, “May I ask you a question?”

“Sure thing. Fire away,” replied the clerk. “You are staying in the new Andy Bean trailer down on the shore, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, we are,” Benny answered. He was surprised to find the clerk knew so much about the Aldens. He did not think the clerk could have seen them before. On their first shopping trip to Beachwood,the Aldens had only gone to the supermarket. But news travels fast in a small town.

“We want to ask you about that Tower House across the street,” Benny said.

“Oho,” said the clerk. “That is easy in one way.I know as much as anybody—but nobody knows very much. It’s a queer sort of place.”

“I see,” said Benny. “Who lives there? Who owns it?”

“I don’t know who owns it. As to who lives there, I’ll tell you all I know. Most of the house is empty.But on the first floor of one of the back towers there is a woman living alone. She is about fifty years old. She says her name is Mary Smith, but I don’t believe a word of it myself. There is something funny about her.”

The Aldens looked at each other.This was beginning to sound more and more interesting.

“This Mary Smith never comes out except to buy things to eat and to go to the post office. That’s always on a Wednesday. She looks well, but she never smiles. And she won’t say a word unless she has to. She just picks up her vegetables and meat in the supermarket and pays for them. One thing makes you wonder about her. She buys a lot of cheap meat. I don’t see how she can eat it. Once in a while she comes in here for aspirin. That’s about it.”

“This is Wednesday,” said Jessie. “Maybe we can talk to her today.”

“She won’t talk,” said the man, shaking his head. “She’ll cut you off in some way. And you would have to wait a long time. She comes late in the afternoon, after the crowd has gone.”

“Maybe it would be better to knock on her door,” said Violet. “What would happen then?”

“She wouldn’t come to the door. You can be sure of that. At least she never has. A few people tried it long ago. They wanted to be friendly, but she never came to the door. So nobody goes now.”

“There’s always a first time,” Benny said. “I’d rather talk to her at her own house than in a store anyway.”

“Well, if you have something you really want to talk to her about,” said the clerk, “I suppose you can try. No harm done, unless you get your feelings hurt. I’d like to see you try, I really would.”

Benny was thinking to himself that the clerk must wonder why the Aldens wanted to see Mary Smith. But he was not going to say anything to explain.

“I think we will try to see her,” said Jessie. “We really want to. Thank you for your help.”

As the Aldens went down the street, Benny said, “He did help us, and he never asked us why we wanted to talk to Miss Smith.”

“But he was dying to know,” Henry agreed. “And I don’t blame him. Let’s walk over and knock at that door at the side of the Tower House.”

As the Aldens came nearer, they could see that the house did indeed look empty except for the first floor of one of the back towers. There were curtains in the windows and at the door. They looked thick and were a dark color.

“I’m just as glad we are coming in the daylight,” Violet said. “There is something spooky about this old house.”

Henry said, “Do you have the locket, Benny?”

“It’s in my pocket, wrapped in a paper,” Benny said. “I don’t want to show it until Miss Smith describes it.”

Jessie looked at the house and said almost in a whisper, “I have a feeling we are being watched. Don’t you feel that way, too?”

“There are four of us and just one Miss Smith,”Benny said. “There’s nothing to worry about.” But just the same Benny said, “Henry, you rap at the door.”
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Henry knocked. Nothing happened.

“Just what the man said would happen,” Benny said. “Try again, Henry.”

Henry tried a fancy rap: Da-da-da-Dum-da.

The Aldens waited. Then to their surprise the door slowly opened and a woman looked at the visitors.

What a cold, grim face, without a sign of a smile!
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Benny thought, “She’d be nice looking if she was even the least bit friendly.” Her face was round and very fair. Her hair was light brown and curly, but pulled straight back into a tight knot. She did not even ask, “What do you want?”

Henry spoke for all the Aldens. “You are Miss Smith?” he asked. “Miss Mary Smith?”

The woman nodded.

“We found something down on the beach,” Henry went on. “It was buried in the sand. We think it has something to do with this house.”

Benny’s hand closed around the locket in the paper, but he left it in his pocket.

The woman looked quickly and sharply from one of the visitors to the next. Then she said, “I haven’t lost anything. Please don’t bother me.”

She shut the door, and the Aldens heard the key turn in the lock.

“Well, that is too bad,” said Violet, really feeling hurt. “I’m sorry for anyone like that. She must be very unhappy.”

Benny was thinking fast. As they walked away from the Tower House he said, “Two things. First, the initials on the locket are R.L. That doesn’t fit with Mary Smith. And second, did you notice that smell when the door was opened? What was it?”

Henry wrinkled his nose.“You are right, Benny,” he said. “There was a strong smell—for a minute I thought of a zoo, or a circus. What could it be?”

“Maybe we’ll never know,” said Violet.

“Oh, yes, we will, Violet,” Benny said quickly. “You just wait. Have we ever given up on a mystery? And this one is the easiest of all. You’ll see.”

Henry looked at Benny and laughed.“All right, what do you plan to do next, Benny?”

“How about lunch?” Benny asked. “I saw two or three places on Main Street where they serve meals. I want a piece of apple pie. My head works better when my stomach is full.”

Jessie looked back at the Tower House. Nothing was changed. No one was watching from a dark window. But Jessie felt uneasy just the same.


Chapter 5　A Hundred Cats!
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The Aldens found a small restaurant on Main Street. There was a large sign with an apple painted on it.

“The Red Apple,” Benny said. “This place ought to have apple pie, don’t you think?”

The Aldens went in, and the girl showed them to a table for four.

Jessie said, “Let’s have something I can’t cook in the trailer kitchen.”

“Roast lamb and baked potato for me,” Henry said. “You could never roast lamb in our oven. And I am hungry after all the excitement of last night and this day.”

They all agreed on lamb—all but Benny. “No,” he said, “I’ll stick to my hamburgers and peanut butter sandwiches.”

“Benny,” objected Jessie, “why have the same old thing? You can have a change.”

“I don’t like a change,” answered Benny. “I like peanut butter, and for dessert, apple pie and cheese.”

“Well, sandwiches are cheaper,” said Henry.

The food was delicious, and the waitress pleasant. She laughed at Benny with his peanut butter. She said, “I’ve got a young brother like you. He never gets tired of peanut butter and jelly.”

“Oh, I forgot the jelly,” Benny replied. “I’d like that, too.”

As the Aldens were eating, the manager came up to their table and asked if everything was all right.

“Oh, yes,” replied Jessie. She noticed that the manager was an older man and that gave her an idea. “We are curious about that Tower House,” she said. “It is so different from anything else in town. Do you know who lives there and who owns it?”

“Well,” answered the manager, “I don’t remember the Lane family myself, but I think the house is still owned by the Lanes. But then I may be wrong. I think all the Lanes are dead. Miss Mary Smith lives there all alone.”

At the mention of the name Lane, Benny looked up quickly. Could the L on the locket stand for Lane? That surely seemed a good guess.

“Do you remember when Miss Smith moved in?” asked Henry.

“Well, yes and no, you might say,” the manager answered.

“I guess you mean you were too young to remember,” said Benny.

The man laughed. “No, I am not too young. I was right here when suddenly, just like that, Miss Mary Smith lived in the Tower House. She came in the night and nobody saw her move in. When morning came, bang! there she was.”

“You see her around Beachwood?” Jessie asked.

“She comes out once in a while to buy food or to go to the post office. That’s about all. I’d say she just doesn’t like people.”

“That’s funny,” said Benny. “I can’t understand that.”

The manager smiled at Benny and said, “Well, you like everybody. That’s why you can’t understand.”
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But Benny did not quite agree. He said, “I think everyone likes people. But some people don’t know that they do.”

“Maybe you are right,” the older man said. “I have an aunt who never smiles, but it is because she is shy.”

“We have a special reason for wanting to talk to Miss Smith,” Henry told the manager. And he explained about the locket with the picture of the Tower House in it.

“And the L must stand for Lane,” Benny added. “You have already helped us.”

“I’m surprised Miss Smith even opened the door,” the man said. “She is a strange person. Now, understand—I don’t know this for a fact—but I think Miss Smith is an artist and paints pictures.”

Benny looked surprised. “Why?” he asked. “Why do you think so?”

“About every month or so, I know that Miss Smith mails a package to New York. I understand it always goes to the same address, which is on one of the avenues where dealers buy and sell paintings.Pictures come through in a special kind of box. I used to work in a city post office, and that’s how I know. Miss Smith uses the same kind of box.”

“Miss Smith may be a painter,” Violet said thoughtfully.

“I don’t know what she paints,” the man said. “She hardly ever goes out. She doesn’t look around her or paint the sea or houses.”

Violet said, “A real artist can paint anything and sell it. A door or a window or an old chair.”

Benny said, “Even a design in a carpet.”

The man laughed. “I suppose you’re right. Anyway if she is an artist, that is probably the way she earns money.”

“Wouldn’t you think she would want people to see her work?” asked Violet. “She sounds so odd.”

The manager went on slowly and his voice was low. “I do hear all sorts of wild stories about Miss Smith. Of course I am not ready to believe them. But I have heard that she keeps a hundred cats in that tower.”

“A hundred cats!” exclaimed Jessie. “I can’t believe that many, but maybe one or two.”

“Or no cats at all,”added the manager. “People like to make up stories about anyone they don’t understand.”

Benny said, “I bet she does keep cats. When she opened the door, we were standing near enough to smell something. It really smelled like the lion house at the zoo. What a smell!”
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The manager looked at Benny.“That is the first real proof I have ever heard that there might really be cats at the Tower House. People are often a lot like their pets. Miss Smith is like a cat, very quiet.”

“What makes you say that?” asked Benny.

“When she buys stamps and envelopes, she has a little paper she gives to the clerk, saying how many stamps she wants and what kind. Miss Smith doesn’t have to say a word. She pays for them and goes out. She always seems to have money.”

“But I should think she would be interested in a locket that has a picture of her own house,” Benny said. He felt there was a puzzle here he should be able to solve. “Would you like to see the locket?”

“Indeed I would,” said the man. He held the locket and then opened it carefully.

“Well,” he said in surprise. “You didn’t tell me there was a picture of a cat inside. I am sure that this cat must have died long ago. But probably Miss Smith has a young cat a lot like this. Who knows?” He laughed.

Benny put the locket back in his pocket.

Henry said, “I guess we’ll have to think what to do next. You have helped us a lot. Now we have some idea of what Miss Smith does to keep busy.”

Jessie said, “Let’s go back to the beach. We’ve done enough today.”

On the way back to the trailer, Benny said, “I can’t wait to tell Mr. Lee what we have learned so far.”

“I wonder if we’ll see anyone walking on the beach at midnight,” said Henry.

Violet said, “I hope not!”

Benny really meant to wake up during the night. He wanted to see if anyone would be on the beach at midnight. But he swam so much that he slept very soundly. Nothing as quiet as footsteps in the sand could waken him. Henry never stirred, and neither did Jessie or Violet.

Early in the morning, however, the Aldens were outside, having breakfast as usual. The kettle was boiling, and Mr. Lee’s special chair and cup were ready.

“He’s late,” Benny said.

“Not yet,” replied Henry. “But we ought to see him in the distance.”

Then he came, walking along with Richard and carrying his metal-finder.He did not stop often because he wanted to see the Aldens as much as they wanted to see him. He walked faster and was soon near enough to speak.

“How did you get along in town?” he called.

“Quite well,” said Jessie, pouring the hot tea.

“You are spoiling me,”said the old gentleman. “When you go home, I shall miss my extra breakfast. Do tell me what you did.”

One by one, the Aldens told about Miss Smith’s closing the door in their faces, about the Red Apple, the manager’s ideas, and the cats.

Mr. Lee nodded. “The manager is right about the cat in the picture. It can’t be living now. But it was surely a beautiful cat.”

“We’re going to see if we can find out more about Miss Smith,” Benny said. “I still wonder why she didn’t even want to see the locket.”

“Mr. Lee, what did you do while we were gone?” asked Jessie.

“Oh, I was going to tell you,” he said, fishing in his pocket. He took out a very large coin. “I found this buried two feet down, right in front of the biggest cottage. It is a very old coin and I should think valuable.”

The Aldens looked at the old coin. “Think how long this has been lost!” exclaimed Jessie.
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“Yes,” said Mr. Lee. “It may have been lost way up under the cottage long before there was a house there. It probably worked its way downhill. I have marked the place. I shall dig deeper there this winter and may find other things. There is no one around to bother me when the weather is cold.”

“Someone at the cottage didn’t lose that coin?” asked Violet.

“No, I’m sure not. They have been here only a week, and the coin was buried deep. It was lost a long time ago. Once I found a 1937 buffalo nickel. That is a very special coin, too. And yesterday I found a Boy Scout pin. It belonged to the boy in the house next to mine. That was the best part of my day—to see his face when I gave him his pin.”

The Aldens couldn’t help but notice that the best part of Mr. Lee’s adventure had been finding the Boy Scout pin, not the valuable coin.


Chapter 6　Benny to the Rescue
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After Mr. Lee had gone, Benny said, “I’ll tell you what let’s do. Let’s drive around behind the Tower House. If we go very slowly maybe we can see a back window.We wouldn’t seem to be looking.”

“Fine,” said Henry. “I can’t believe those stories about a hundred cats are true.”

“Maybe they are, Henry,” said Jessie. “Remember that strong smell.”

“Let’s go,” said Benny. He took his tray into the kitchen, and the others followed.

Soon the Aldens were driving up a beach road they had not taken before. It suddenly turned to the right.

“I guess nobody uses this road,” said Henry. “We’ve met no cars or people.”

“Slower!” said Benny. “Just crawl along, and then we can see.”

But there was not much to see, even though Henry drove as slowly as he could.Large trees stood at the back and sides of the Tower House. Everything looked wild and as if no one cared.

All at once the Aldens saw two small boys. They had towels around their shoulders. They were going to the beach.The boys noticed the Aldens looking toward the Tower House.
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“Hey!” called one of the boys. “Going to see the old witch?”

Henry stopped the car. “Old witch?” he asked.

Yeah,” replied the boy, pointing to the Tower House.The upper floors of all the towers were boarded up. “Don’t you know an old witch lives there with one hundred cats?”

Violet said in a quiet voice,“How do you know?”

“Everybody knows. Ask anybody.”

The other boy said, “I know I’d never go there. Not on a bet.”

Jessie said,“We saw the woman who lives there.Her name is Miss Mary Smith.”

“Aw, you saw her by daylight, going grocery shopping. You never saw her running on the beach at night, I bet. She goes to howl at the moon.”

“Nonsense!” said Jessie. “Nobody howls at the moon, except maybe dogs.”

“You’re sure of yourself, aren’t you? Well, we’re warning you. Don’t hang around this house. She can put a hex on you as easy as looking at you. And she’s got those hundred cats. Cats can be crazy, too. She feeds them raw meat.”

“Doesn’t she buy cat food?” asked Violet.

“Naw, never. She buys raw meat, pounds of it, and that makes them wild. Didn’t you ever hear of an old witch and her cats?”

“Yes, on Halloween,” answered Henry. “But Miss Smith is a real person, not a witch.”

“Have it your way,” said the other boy. “You’ll get out of here if you know what’s good for you. Just don’t have anything to do with the Tower House. It’s haunted.”

“We don’t believe in haunted houses,” said Benny. “There is always some reason if you can just find it.”

“That’s what you think. For one thing, her name can’t be Mary Smith. That’s just a made-up name. And why does she shut herself up and never speak to anybody?”

The first boy said, “One day I threw a stone at that window, the big one. And you know what? Mary Smith got a big piece of glass and lugged it home and put it in herself. Never said a word about it to anybody.”

You think that was crazy?” asked Benny.

Yes, I do. Anybody else would have told the police. But she didn’t. You know why? She doesn’t want the police to know too much about her. She’d rather pay for that big window pane and fix it herself.”

Henry asked,“Why did you break her window, anyway?”

Well, I just felt like throwing a stone, and the kid with me said to go ahead. He’d like to see what she would do about it.”

“And you found out,” Benny nodded. “I’m sorry for Miss Smith or whoever she is. That glass must have cost plenty. It must have been heavy, too.”

“The old witch has money, that’s for sure,” said the boy. “She buys lots of food for herself. I’m not sorry for her. You can be sorry if you like, not me.”

And the two boys went off, swinging their towels.

The Aldens sat perfectly still in the car. At last Jessie spoke slowly. “Of course Miss Smith isn’t a witch. But there is something very wrong about her. I wish I knew what it was.”

Yes,” agreed Benny. “I don’t know why she didn’t take the locket. She could have looked at it anyway. But she just shut her door.”

The Aldens looked toward the big window behind the bushes. There was no curtain. Nothing moved inside. There was no sound.

“Everything looks so hot and dry,” Jessie said. “Even the weeds look brown.”

“I suppose we’re just wasting our time,” Violet said at last. “Let’s go and do our grocery shopping, Henry.”

Henry began to back the car to turn it around on the narrow back road. Suddenly Benny heard something.

“Hey, Henry, did you hear that? Me-ow! That was a cat. Stop again.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” replied Henry. “The car makes such a racket backing on these stones.”

“Well, I did,” said Benny. “I heard meow just as plain as anything.”

The family waited. Nobody else heard anything.And even Benny heard nothing more. They turned around and watched the window again.

“Was that a shadow?” whispered Jessie.

“It looked like a shadow,” whispered Benny.

Then a pure white cat jumped up on the windowsill behind the glass. “Mee-ow,” it cried.

“There!” exclaimed Benny. “There is one of the hundred cats for you!”

“What a beauty,”whispered Violet.“Pure white.I wish I could see his eyes. He looks so soft and furry. And look at his big tail.”

The cat sat down on the windowsill and began to wash its paws.The Aldens could see him plainly.

Violet said, “I think that is a Persian cat.”

Benny said, “Now we know there is at least one cat in the Tower House. Maybe there are ninety-nine more hidden away.”

Henry said, “We’ve been here quite a long time. If anyone besides the cat in the Tower House has seen us, it might not be good. After all, we don’t want Miss Smith to think we are spying on her.”

“I didn’t think of that,” said Jessie. “Yes, let’s go.”

Jessie and Violet did the shopping. The boys walked along Main Street, looking in the windows. There were all sorts of things for the summer people to buy. An art store had oil paintings of the ocean. Then the boys crossed the street.

Most of the buildings on that side were made of wood, and some were quite close together.

Henry and Benny came to the fire station. Benny waved at one of the firemen. “Hot, isn’t it?” he called.

The fireman nodded. “Bad weather for firemen,”he said. “Everything is so dry. This is when a fire can spread fast.”

“Come on, Benny,” Henry said. “Let’s go back to the car. The girls should have their shopping done now.”
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Jessie and Violet were waiting. “I’m going for a swim as soon as we get back,” Violet said, getting into the car.

“Let’s just take one more look at the Tower House on our way back,” Benny said.

As the car came near the old house, Henry slowed down. All at once Benny exclaimed, “Stop, Henry! Stop right here.”

Before anyone could say a word Benny had the car door open and had jumped out. He was running back along Main Street as fast as he could.

“What—” Henry started to say. Then he stopped. At that moment Violet said, “Henry, I smell something burning!”

“Me, too,” Jessie said.

Henry and the girls jumped out of the car and looked around. The car was safe. But why had Benny run off ? Now he had disappeared.

Suddenly Violet said, “Look, Henry! The grass in the yard is on fire!”

As she spoke, a flame reached the bushes. The dry leaves blazed up high.

“Get back!” Henry said. “I’ll go for help.”

But help was already there. The fire engine pulled in just as Henry started. Benny came racing after it.

Jessie exclaimed, “Oh, that’s where Benny was.He smelled smoke and ran back for the firemen.”

Even before Benny reached the girls, a fireman was turning a chemical fire extinguisher on the bushes. Another fireman was beating out the grass fire.

Everyone was so busy that they did not see the side door of the Tower House open just a crack. No one saw that there were now three cats on the windowsill of the big back window.

Nobody thought that Miss Smith, inside the house, could hear every word.
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The fire blazed high for a moment, and then it began to die down. Before anyone walking past could call, “Fire! Fire!” the danger was over.

The fire chief came over to the Aldens. He said, “This was only a small brush fire. Only the bushes and the grass burned. But in fifteen minutes it would have been a big house fire. This house could have burned to the ground. Then the fire could have spread to the next row of houses on the hill. The wind is blowing the right way for that. You saved Miss Smith’s house, and maybe her life, young man.” He looked at Benny.

Benny said slowly, “People don’t seem to like Miss Smith. Do you think somebody started the fire?”

“No, I don’t think so,” the fireman answered. “Maybe someone threw a cigaret in the bushes.”

“Here you are,” said another fireman. “Here’s the end of a cigaret right at the edge of the grass.”

“People are so careless,” the first fireman said. “If this had happened at night, the whole town of Beachwood could have burned.”

There was still a smoky smell in the air, but the fire was out. The firemen went back to their truck.

“Good work,”the fire chief said to Benny. “You ran for help. You didn’t waste any time trying to put the fire out by yourself.”

Violet looked toward the Tower House, then she said, “Quick, look over there!”

The door was open just wide enough so that Miss Smith could look out. When she saw Violet, she called, “Who saved our house?”

“That boy, Benny. My brother,” Violet said. “He ran to get the fire department to come.”

“Which boy is Benny?” asked Miss Smith.

“Right here. Me,” said Benny.

Miss Smith looked at him and said, “Good!” Then she went in and shut the door. The Aldens looked at each other.

Henry said, “Miss Smith isn’t very friendly.”

Jessie said, “I told you it would be slow. It will take more than a fire to make friends with Miss Smith. She has been shut up alone too long.”

“Well, Ben, you didn’t do it to be thanked,” Henry said.

“No,” answered Benny. He was very quiet. He was thinking.

As the Aldens drove back to the beach trailer, Jessie said, “I’m glad nobody set that fire. After that boy told us about breaking that window for nothing, I could believe almost anything.”

“Right,” agreed Henry. “I can’t blame Miss Smith for not being very friendly.”

Then Benny burst out, “You know what? I think there are two people living in Tower House! I don’t think Miss Smith lives there all by herself.”

“We know she has cats,” Jessie said slowly.

“I don’t mean the cats,” Benny said firmly. “I think another person lives there, too.”

“Everybody says she lives alone, Ben,” argued Henry.

Violet asked,“What makes you think that, Benny?”

Benny answered quickly,“Don’t you remember she said, ‘Who saved our house?’ Not my house. When she said that, she didn’t mean the cats. I’m sure of it.”

“Well, you may be right,” said Jessie.

“Maybe I am,” Benny agreed. “And maybe that locket belongs to this mysterious person, and that is why Miss Smith wouldn’t take it.”

“I begin to see!” Henry said, nodding. “If she took the locket, that would give her secret away!”


Chapter 7　Violet’s Adventure
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Benny woke very early next morning. He looked out and saw that the weather had changed. It was very windy. The waves were high and the sand was blowing.

Benny pulled on an old pair of pants and a sweatshirt.He wanted to race along the beach, barefoot, and have the whole place to himself.

Without waking Henry or the girls,Benny opened the door and slipped outside.

The very first thing, he stubbed his toe on a stone.

“Ow!” he exclaimed. “That stone wasn’t there last night. Now who in the world would put a stone right in my way?”

Then suddenly he saw a piece of white paper blowing away. He raced after the paper.

The wind blew it high, then low. At last it dropped on the sand.

“Got you!” said Benny. He put his foot on it, until he could pick it up. “That stone I stepped on was holding you down.”

Benny soon saw that the paper was a sheet of writing paper, folded in half. On the outside something was written in old-fashioned writing. Benny could hardly read it in the dim light, but at last he made out the words, “Thank you.” Then he opened the paper and looked inside. He read the message twice.It did not seem to make any sense. It said, “All thanks you. We all thank you.”

That was it. Benny turned the paper over. He folded it again. “Who wrote this?” he thought. “And it must be for us, right in front of our trailer. That sentence, ‘All thanks you,’ isn’t even good English.”

He started back to the trailer house. Now he looked around to see if anyone was in sight. The beach was empty from one end to the other.

“Perhaps there are footprints,” Benny thought.

But all he found were his own barefoot tracks he had just made chasing the paper.
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Near the door Benny found what he was looking for. There were three small footprints on the hard sand. “They look like a child’s shoes,” he thought.

Two footprints pointed toward the trailer, and one was made as the person turned to go toward the water. But that was all. Everything else was washed away by the tide. There was nothing to show where the nighttime visitor had come from or gone.

But Benny still had the note. He read it again. Then he opened the door of the trailer and found Henry and the girls just waking up.

“Look!” Benny called. “A new mystery!”

Everyone took turns looking at the note, reading it, and then looking out at the beach.

At last Jessie said, “Well, I don’t know what to make of this.”

“We can show it to Mr. Lee,” Benny said.

“If he’s out on a windy morning like this,” Henry said. “The weather has changed.”

“Let’s have breakfast inside,” Jessie suggested.“Ben, you sit where you can watch for Mr. Lee.”

But although everyone watched, Mr. Lee and Richard did not come down the beach. There was not a sign of them. Jessie let the hot water for the tea grow cold. Everyone felt a bit sad and uneasy.

Benny still thought about the note.“‘All thanks you,’” he said. “That bothers me.”

Henry said, “Let me see that note again. The writing is hard to read. Do you think it really says ‘all’?”

“I don’t know what else it could say,” Benny answered. “I would really like to know what it means.”

“We all would,” Jessie said. “But I give up. I don’t think we’ll ever know what the message means or who was supposed to read it.”

Benny folded the paper and put it in his pocket. “Let’s go to town,” he said. “It’s too stormy to go swimming. There isn’t much to do here.”

Nobody else really wanted to say this, but they were restless not doing anything.

“Something may come up,” Benny said. “But it is more likely to come up in Beachwood than out here.”

“We’ll just wait until after lunch, Benny,” said Jessie. “Then we’ll go up to Beachwood.”

After the lunch dishes were done,they all changed their clothes and climbed into Henry’s car.

They were soon on Main Street in Beachwood, but Henry had a hard time parking the car.

“I forgot this was shopping day,” said Henry, looking everywhere for a parking place. “I guess the windy weather made everybody decide to come to town.”

At last, far down the Main Street, almost at the very end, Henry found room to park. In fact, there was space for two or three cars along the curb.

“One place is all I need,” Henry said, laughing. He put a coin in the meter.

“Look at the crowd,” Benny exclaimed. “Let’s just walk down the street with the crowd. I didn’t know Beachwood had so many people.”

“It doesn’t, Ben,” Jessie told him. “You’ll notice half this crowd comes in from the beaches. The town people are all pale, and the visitors are tanned.”

“And the town people take their time and drive along slowly,” Benny said. “But look at some of the beach people!”

“That’s right,” Henry agreed. “Those drivers expect you to keep out of their way. If you don’t, too bad!”

The Aldens had worked their way down Main Street as far as the drugstore. The street was thick with cars, and people were looking for parking places and honking their horns. What a racket!

Henry and Benny, with Jessie between them, walked along quickly. But Violet stopped to look in a window.

Suddenly Violet cried out, “Oh, look! Look at that cat!”

And before Henry or anyone else could stop her, she ran out into the street. She threw her left hand high in the air to stop the cars coming toward her. There was a noise of grinding gears, and all the cars stopped with a jerk.

Paying no attention, Violet bent over and picked up an enormous gray cat. He was crouching in the dust of the street, and trembling all over.

With the cat safe in her arms, Violet ran back to the sidewalk.

“Did you see that?” a man asked his wife. “That girl risked her life for a cat. She could have been killed!”

Jessie and Henry took Violet between them and led her through the crowd. Violet had the big cat safe in her arms, and indeed the cat did not try to get away.

The drugstore clerk had come to the door of his store. He watched as the postman spoke to Violet.

The postman said, “That’s Miss Smith’s cat. She lives in Tower House. But I don’t think she’ll let you in.”

“She’ll let you in this time—when she sees you coming with her cat,” said the clerk.

People turned to look and smile at Violet. She was a pretty picture in her lavender shorts, a lavender scarf over her hair. And against the lavender was the great gray cat, with long soft fur and beautiful big eyes.

The cat lay still in Violet’s arms, although she could feel its heart beating fast. He seemed to know that he was safe from all the noise.

The Aldens walked across to the Tower House, and this time Benny rapped. He did not have to rap again, for the door opened at once. There stood a new Mary Smith. She was very much upset and frightened.

“Oh, come in! Bring the cat in. I let him out! I am to blame,” Miss Smith said all in one breath. “To think he could have been run over in the street!”

The cat seemed to be comfortable in Violet’s arms. It did not move or try to get down.

When Miss Smith told Violet and Benny to go into the house, they did so. They looked quickly around the room. They both noticed a long black velvet curtain which hung from the ceiling to the floor at the end of the room. But they were amazed at Miss Smith. She was shaking, really shaking.
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Violet said, “You’d feel better if you made a cup of hot tea. Why don’t you get one? We’ll be careful when we go out and not let your cat out again.”

Miss Smith actually smiled at Violet. “Oh, I believe I will,” she said. “That cat is Ali Baba the Third, and to think I nearly lost him! You stay just a minute. I don’t want any tea.”

Miss Smith went through the black curtain at the end of the room. She was careful not to let any light shine into the room beyond.

Violet looked about and noticed that the furniture was old and fine and the carpet was an oriental one. She still held the big cat.

Jessie and Henry had been a few steps behind Benny and Violet. When Miss Smith had asked them to come in, she had been too excited to notice Henry and Jessie. They were left out, on the other side of the door.

“We sure were left out in the cold,” Henry said. “I wish we knew what was going on inside the Tower House.”

“I thought Violet and Benny would be right out,” Jessie said. “But I am sure they are all right.”

“We’ll wait, then try knocking,” Henry decided.

Inside the house, Miss Smith soon came back to her guests. She was still upset. “I let him out!” she repeated. “I just opened the door a crack and out he went, flying. I let him out.”

Benny and Violet could not understand this. But they were not going to leave Miss Smith until she felt better. Nobody could be less like a witch than Miss Smith!
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“I love cats,”said Violet. “And so does Benny.”

“I see you do.I never saw that cat go to anybody, not even me. You must have a way with you. Do you have a cat?”

“No, we have a dog,” replied Violet, smiling.

Benny said,“I can just see Watch if we brought home a cat. He’s a dog that doesn’t like cats.”

“Most dogs don’t,” said Miss Smith, still trembling.

If Violet and Benny had known it, Miss Smith had talked more in the last five minutes than she did in most weeks. She couldn’t seem to stop saying, “I am to blame. I’m the one who let him out.”

Violet still held the cat. She said, “Don’t blame yourself so much. Look, here is the cat, safe in the house. And he’s beginning to purr. Nobody else, surely, is blaming you.”

But Miss Smith certainly acted as if someone else was blaming her. She stared at the cat and said, “I never saw Ali Baba friendly with anyone before. He’s a very wild cat.”

Benny said,“He knows Violet loves him. Animals know when anyone really likes them.”

It was odd that neither Benny nor Violet thought once of the locket and the picture of the cat in it. But they were too busy thinking of Miss Smith and her troubles. Then, out of the corner of his eye, Benny saw the black curtain move.

“That is no cat,” Benny thought. “I’m sure there are two people here, just as I thought.”

Violet had the same idea. Miss Smith disappeared behind the curtain again for a minute. When she came back, she said, “Would you do something for me, little girl?”

Violet did not feel that she was a little girl, but she said, “Of course. I hope it is something I can do.”

“What can Miss Smith want?” Benny wondered.

“Come back tomorrow morning when the sun is just right. About ten o’clock. Can you do that? Will you? And wear the same clothes.”

Violet was too surprised to speak, so Benny said, “Yes, she can.”

Miss Smith seemed better now, and Violet put the cat down. “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten,” she said. “Good-bye.”

The minute Violet and Benny joined Jessie and Henry they began to tell them all that had happened.

“Miss Smith said I was to come when the light was right,” Violet said. “I can’t guess what she means.”

Benny had a fine idea. “I think Miss Smith wants to paint a picture of Violet with the cat in her arms.”

They all agreed. Jessie said,“Violet was certainly a picture with all that gray and violet color.”

“What a story we’ll have for Mr. Lee,” Benny said. “I’m sure he thought we’d never get inside the Tower House.”

In all the excitement, Benny and Violet forgot about the cat’s name. After all, a great deal had happened in a short time.

The next morning Mr. Lee was surprised at all the news. He thought exactly as the Aldens did. When they told him of Miss Smith’s request, he agreed that probably Violet was going to sit for her picture with the cat in her arms.“Otherwise,” remarked Mr. Lee, “she wouldn’t have told Violet what color to wear.”

At exactly ten o’clock Henry stopped the blue car in front of the Tower House and Violet got out. Miss Smith opened the door before she had time to knock.

“Go in, please,” Miss Smith said. She pushed back the black curtain.

Violet found herself in an artist’s studio. Sunshine came in through the large back window, and there was light everywhere. And sure enough, there was another person! She came out of the shadows.

She was a tiny little woman, dressed in a smock, all covered with paint. She looked sharply at Violet.

“Sit here,” she said suddenly. “Good of you to come. Take up Ali Baba.”

Now Violet never picked up a cat. She always waited for the cat to come to her. She explained this now as she saw the cat lying asleep on a silk cushion.She did not wait long.Ali stretched himself and jumped lightly into her lap.

“A marvel,”said the artist. She wasted no time but began to draw very quickly on the paper on the easel.

You don’t have to sit still,” she said gruffly. “Don’t look at Ali. Look at me.”

Violet obeyed. The cat settled down in her arms exactly as he had done the day before. He felt safe.

“How will you get home, child?”asked the little woman.

“Oh, my brother Henry is waiting with the car. They are all waiting.”

“Who is ‘all’?”

“Well, my sister Jessie, Henry, my big brother, and Benny, my younger brother. There are four of us.”

“Four of you?”said the little woman.“Yes, that’s right. A loving family, eh?”

“Oh, yes.”

“I never saw one myself,” said the artist.

You should meet mine,”Violet exclaimed. How sad it must be, Violet thought, to live all one’s life and never know a loving family.

Ali had gone to sleep.His head was lying sideways, and he had stopped purring.

Suddenly Violet asked,“Do you have other cats?”

“Oh, yes. I have ten cats. I like cats better than people, you see. I try not to have anything to do with people.”

Violet thought about that. Here was someone who did not want to make friends. If Ali had not escaped from the house, Violet would never have been invited to come in.

Without even having begun to paint, the artist said, “That’s all. Come tomorrow, child.” And she handed Violet a note that said, “Please be ready for me at 10. Thank you.”

“I will be,” Violet said. She started to put Ali Baba back on the cushion, talking to him all the time. He growled softly. He was very comfortable and did not want to be moved.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to hold you,”Violet promised.She did not even try to look at the picture. She knew it was not done and she would have to wait.

The artist called, “Mary, please let this little girl out. We are finished for today.” And to Violet she said with great charm, “Thank you, my dear, for coming.”

“Just a minute, Ruth,” Violet heard Miss Smith answer. And in a moment she appeared and led Violet to the door.

You’ve made Miss Lane and me happy,” Miss Smith said quickly. Her cheeks were pink as she spoke, and suddenly Violet knew that this was a very shy person. How wrong everyone in Beachwood was about Miss Mary Smith!


Chapter 8　An Invitation
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Violet was hardly in the car when the questions began.

What happened in there?” Benny asked.

You’re all right?” Jessie wanted to know.

Miss Smith didn’t scare you today, did she?” asked Henry.

Violet laughed. “It was all a surprise,” she said. “It’s hard to know where to begin.”

“Begin at the beginning,” said Benny.

“First,” Violet said, “we were wrong about Miss Smith. So is everyone else, too. She isn’t an artist at all.”

“But—” Benny said.

“Miss Lane, Miss Ruth Lane, is the artist,” Violet explained. “She’s a tiny little woman. That big window at the back of the Tower House is the room where she works.”

Henry said,“Wait a minute.You said Ruth Lane. We know the house was owned by the Lane family. But no one ever said anything about a Ruth Lane.”

Benny said, “Ruth Lane—R.L. There we are! Those are the initials on the locket. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Jessie said, “So there are two women who live in the Tower House.”

“And ten cats,” Violet added. “It’s funny, you don’t notice the way the house smells after you’ve been inside for a little bit.”

The talking stopped for a moment. Then Benny said, “So it looks as if Miss Smith keeps house for Miss Lane.”

Yes,” Violet agreed. “Miss Lane says she doesn’t like people. She just likes cats. But she was very nice to me. Maybe she surprised herself and liked having company.”

“She probably thinks you are all right because you saved her cat,” Benny said.

“Did Miss Lane paint your picture?” asked Henry.

Violet shook her head. “No, she just made a pencil drawing while I held Ali. She wants me to come back tomorrow at the same time. She gave me this little note. I guess she doesn’t want me to forget.”

“Let’s see,” Benny said. He unfolded the paper Violet gave him and read, “‘Please be ready for me at 10. Thank you.’”

Suddenly Benny began to feel in all of his pockets until at last he pulled out another paper. He unfolded it and put it beside Miss Lane’s note.

“Look at that!” he said. “I think I understand something now.”

All the Aldens looked at the two notes.

“The same kind of paper!” Violet said.

“And the same writing, I’m almost sure,” Henry said, beginning to smile. “See the ‘thank you’?”
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Benny said, “That’s what I think. But what about that funny sentence, ‘All thanks you’? Miss Lane wouldn’t write that, would she, Violet?”

Then Violet made a clever guess. “Let me see those notes,” she said. “Look, Benny, the word isn’t all. It’s the name Ali. The letter i looks like the letter l.”

Benny said, “Then the note says ‘Ali thanks you. We all thank you.’ And Ali Baba is Miss Lane’s favorite cat, so she must have written the note and put it by our trailer. Well, that’s another mystery solved.”

“Not quite,” Henry said. “That thank-you note was written after the grass fire in the Tower House yard. But Miss Lane and Miss Smith didn’t know who we were or where we were living. How did the note get delivered?”

Violet said, “I don’t know. But the note fits with the ladies being so shy.I really never met anyone as shy as Miss Lane and Miss Smith.”

“I wish Miss Lane wanted to paint my picture,” Benny said. “Maybe I could find out how she knew us and where we lived at the beach.”

Just before sunset that evening, Mr. Lee walked down the beach with Richard. He did not have his metal-finder with him. He was interested in hearing about Violet’s visit.

When he had heard all the news,he said, “There are famous paintings of cats, and the artist’s name is Ruth Lane. There are a lot of people who buy and collect those paintings. In fact I’ve seen cat portraits by Ruth Lane in New York shops. But I just happen to like dogs better than cats.”

Mr. Lee patted Richard, and the big dog wagged his tail.

The Aldens walked with Mr. Lee along the beach until he was nearly home.

“I don’t think I’ll be taking any midnight walks,” Mr. Lee said as they told him goodnight. “I mean I feel I’ll sleep well tonight,”he added quickly.

As the Aldens walked back toward the trailer, Benny said, “I wonder what Mr. Lee meant about not taking a midnight walk.That remark just slipped out. He seemed sorry right after he said it.”

Henry laughed at Benny and said, “There you go again. Still looking for mysteries.”

But Benny was stubborn. “Well, there are still a few mysteries. One big one is why Miss Smith doesn’t want that locket. It just has to have something to do with her or Miss Lane.”

Jessie said, “Tomorrow’s another day. Maybe we’ll find the answer then. I think it’s time for bed.”

On her second visit to Miss Lane, Violet knew what to expect. She knew that the little artist had a sharp tongue, and she didn’t mind too much. Violet felt sorry for the little lady who had shut herself off from people.

As Violet sat down in the chair, Miss Lane said, “Never mind holding the cat. I can paint him in any time. I’ve drawn your arms.”

Then Violet noticed that Miss Lane was painting today, not drawing. She worked quickly, almost as if she were painting a house, Violet thought.
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You paint fast,” Violet remarked.

“I have to,” answered the artist. “This paint dries in twenty minutes. It’s not oil. It’s acrylic paint. Look right at me. Never mind smiling.”

This amused Violet. She couldn’t help smiling a little. She knew Miss Lane was painting her eyes.

Suddenly without any warning, Miss Lane said, “Good. That’s enough. Come day after tomorrow.”

Violet got up and started to go out. Miss Lane said, “Look at the picture if you want to.”

“Oh, may I?” asked Violet, surprised. She took one look at the picture.“That looks exactly like me!” she said.

Yes, it does. Today was easy. Everything came right,and the colors are just right.”Miss Lane looked very much pleased.

Violet said, “It must be wonderful to paint so well. You must be very happy.”

Miss Lane shrugged but said nothing.

Violet asked, “Will you sell this?”

“Probably.”

“I hope people won’t know it is my picture,” Violet exclaimed.“You aren’t going to put my name on it, are you?”

“No,” Miss Lane said gruffly. “The name of the picture is ‘Girl with Cat.’”

“Oh, thank you,” Violet said.

“I’ll do more than that,” Miss Lane went on. “I’ll change the mouth so the picture doesn’t look like you. I’ve never changed a picture before for anybody.”

“Oh, that’s very kind of you!” Violet burst out. “I know an artist doesn’t like to change his picture.”
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Miss Lane had certainly never been called kind before in her life. But this time she did feel kind—and it was odd, she liked it.

Violet said, “Please don’t change the picture. My grandfather might want to buy it. I do wish you’d paint Benny. But nobody could paint him. He’s never still a minute.”

“I expect he can look straight at me for one minute and then later for another minute?”

“Oh, yes. He’d try. He might not like the idea of sitting still to have his picture painted, but he would do it for Grandfather.”

“Who is this grandfather?” Miss Lane asked.

“Grandfather? Well, we live with him. Our parents died years ago. He is James Henry Alden, and my brother Henry is Henry James Alden. He is the best grandfather anyone ever had.”

You do sound like a very happy family,” Miss Lane said, and Violet thought her voice had a sad sound. The sharpness that had been there earlier was gone.

[image: ]


Violet said slowly, “I have an idea I hope you will like. Here at the beach we have picnics all the time. We like to eat outdoors. Couldn’t you and Miss Smith take the noon hour and come to have lunch with us? It is really not very far. I’d love to have you know Henry and Jessie and Benny.”

Miss Lane shook her head. “No, I don’t think we’d better.”

“Oh, dear!” Violet said. “We’d all like it so much. I’ll tell you how to make it easier. Henry will come for you about noon, and you won’t have to do a thing but get in the car.”

Something in Violet’s voice and in her smile must have touched Miss Lane. She said, “It is very kind of you. Yes, we can come after all. What time did you say?”

“Well, I said noon, but let’s call it quarter of twelve. By that time Benny will be shouting for lunch. He is always hungry. I’ll tell Jessie.”

“Don’t you have to ask her?”

“Oh, no. Jessie is the housekeeper. She expects things like this—company for lunch.”

Miss Lane called Miss Smith and said, “Mary, we are going out for lunch today.”

Miss Smith looked very surprised.

Violet saw her family waiting in the blue car. She said, “Oh, do please come and meet my family.”

The two women went with Violet to the door. In an instant both Benny and Henry were out of the car. Violet introduced everyone, and the ladies said “How do you do” to each one and nodded stiffly.

The Aldens tried not to look too surprised to see the two women no one in Beachwood knew.

When the blue car was well on its way, Violet said, “Jessie, I’ve asked Miss Lane and Miss Smith to come for a picnic lunch—today.”

“And are they really coming?” asked Benny.

Yes, they are!” Violet answered.

Henry laughed and said, “Violet, sometimes you can really surprise us.”

“It wasn’t so hard,” Violet said. “I think no one has ever tried to ask the ladies before. People have thought they were unfriendly. They’re really just shy.”

“And independent, too,” Jessie said. “They have thought they could get along without people.”

Benny said, “Have you ever noticed that cats are like that, too? They are always independent and like to be free. They don’t make the kind of pets dogs do.”

“Perhaps that’s why the Tower House is a home for ten cats,” Henry said. “But I’d still like to know if Miss Lane and Miss Smith left us that note.”


Chapter 9　Answers at Last
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Jessie said, “For this picnic party I’m going to make sandwiches. I don’t want to take time to make a fire on the beach and cook hamburgers. I’ll make ham sandwiches and tuna and—”

“And peanut butter,” finished Benny.

“Right. And we’ll have quarts of pink lemonade and cookies—everyone likes that.”

Violet said slowly, “The ladies may like coffee, the way Grandfather does.”

“Then I’ll make some hot coffee.”

“We are lucky,” said Henry. “We have had pleasant weather almost every day. Today is just right for a picnic.”

Just at quarter of twelve, Henry’s blue car stopped in front of the Tower House. At the same moment the door of the house opened and Miss Lane came out. Miss Smith followed.
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Violet and Benny had come with Henry. “We left Jessie at the beach,” Benny said, jumping out of the car. “She’s the housekeeper. Miss Lane, you climb in beside Henry, and Miss Smith will sit in the back with Violet and me.”

Miss Lane said, “We could have walked and saved you all this trouble.”

“Oh, but it’s much more fun to ride,” said Benny.“You don’t get so much sand in your shoes, either.”

“What if people see us going for a ride this way?” Miss Smith asked. “What will they think?”

Miss Lane said, “Don’t be silly, Mary. Let them think what they like. We don’t have to speak to anyone else.”

Violet thought suddenly, “This is a big step for these ladies. And it certainly would be a surprise if the people in Beachwood knew. Maybe little boys would stop talking about witches living in the Tower House.”

Down the short back road they went. Henry stopped the car right behind the trailer house.

“Come in,” called Jessie. “We want you to see the house.”

Violet put her hand lightly on Miss Lane’s arm. “This way,” she said.

The two women had never seen a mobile home from the inside. Miss Smith liked the tiny kitchen with a place for everything. Miss Lane liked the living room which changed into a bedroom at night.

You see, it’s quite roomy,” Jessie said.

So, very slowly, the Aldens got their company outdoors onto the sand. The water was very blue and beautiful, and there were now two chairs and a table and a beach umbrella. There was even a little breeze off the water, and it was very comfortable.

Benny threw himself on the sand and said, “Let’s eat, Jessie.”

“Right, Ben. I was just going to ask you to help bring out the things. You get right up. Take a plate of sandwiches in each hand, Benny, and then come back.”

Benny said, “Do I have to take one in each hand, Jessie? Suppose I carry one on my head.”

“Oh, Benny, just don’t drop them,” Jessie answered.

Benny said, “You see, ladies, there is a toothpick and a little sign telling you what kind of sandwiches we have today. This one says Ham, and this says Tuna, and of course mine says Peanut Butter and Jelly.”

Benny’s nonsense was good for the two visitors. They had to laugh, and when they saw the sandwiches, they forgot to feel stiff and shy.
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Miss Lane and Miss Smith sat at the table where they could see the blue water and the Aldens. They could not see the crowd of people behind them. They could hear, but the noise seemed far away.

Miss Smith said quietly, “This pink lemonade reminds me of picnics when I was a little girl.”

Miss Lane had taken her fourth sandwich. She said, “I had forgotten how lovely a picnic can be. Sandwiches and sweet pickles and hardboiled eggs seem to go with a picnic.”

Benny said,“I forgot how swell they are myself.And you haven’t been on the beach for years.”

There was a long silence. Nobody said a thing. At last Miss Lane looked up and said, “Benny, that isn’t quite right. Mary and I were on this beach last night.”

Everyone was too surprised to speak.

Finally Jessie said, “Last night? Why?”

“We come almost every night,”replied Miss Lane. “Don’t we, Mary?”

Mary nodded yes.

“Why?” asked Benny again.

“Never mind, Ben,” said Jessie. “It really isn’t our business.”

“I know it isn’t,” Benny said. “But I’m making it my business. I really want to know. I know it isn’t polite to ask.”

Miss Smith suddenly said, “I don’t blame you a bit. I think you are a very polite boy.”

Miss Lane nodded this time. “I don’t blame you, either. We don’t want to see people or talk to people so we walk on the beach at night. We like the middle of the night. That way we get some exercise and fresh air, and we can sleep in the daytime if we want to.”

You might call us night people, just like our cats,” Miss Smith said.

Miss Lane said, “It was on one of those nights that I lost my locket.”

“Oh, your locket with R.L. on the cover!” Benny exclaimed. “Wait and I will get it for you. I put it in a safe hiding place inside.” In a moment Benny dropped the gold locket into Miss Lane’s hand. “We know now the R.L. is for Ruth Lane.”

“No,” said Miss Lane, shaking her head. “It really doesn’t stand for Ruth Lane. It just happened that way. It first belonged to my grandmother and her name was Rachel Lester. Then my mother had the locket and her name happened to be Rose Lawrence. Then I got it, and my name happened to be Ruth Lane.”

“Isn’t that a surprising story!” Benny said.

Yes, three generations and all R.L., but for three different names. I always thought it was very strange. And I am so glad to have the locket back. It belongs on this gold chain I am wearing.”

Sure enough, Miss Lane had a thick braided gold chain hanging almost to her waist. She took it off and slipped the chain through the locket.

“Found in the sand,” said Benny. “When do you think you lost it?”

“Oh, just before you came to the trailer. We looked for it the night your aunt and uncle went away and before you came. But every night we walk the beach.”

“Our midnight walkers!” Benny exclaimed.“You walk very fast.”

“Indeed yes.”

“Does anyone ever follow you?” asked Benny.

“Oh, yes, many times somebody follows us. We probably look like men because we wear old jackets and pants. Only just the other night a man in a cape followed us. But we knew who he was, so we didn’t mind.”

You knew who he was?” repeated Benny.

“Oh, yes, he is a famous writer, and he lives down the beach in the last cottage.He always wears a cape.”

“Do you know his name?” asked Violet.

[image: ]


“Oh, yes. Everybody even in Beachwood knows him. He is Daniel Lee.”

The Aldens looked at each other. “We know him,too,”said Henry.“It was his metal-finder that found your locket.”

“No,” said Miss Lane, really smiling now. “It was Benny who found my locket.”

“So it was,” agreed Jessie. “I guess everyone knew who Mr. Lee was except us. And we really thought we knew him best of all.”

“How did you get to know him?” asked Miss Lane.

“He came by and we spoke to him,” replied Benny. “We just said ‘Good morning,’ and he said‘Good morning’. It’s easy to make friends.”

Miss Lane said thoughtfully, “It’s easy for you, Benny. You are like that. I wouldn’t know how to begin after all these years.”

You have already begun,” said Violet gently.

Henry said, “We did see both of you walking along the beach at night. Of course we thought you were two men. We saw the man in a cape following you.”

Miss Smith said rather shyly, “I think Mr. Lee likes to feel he is looking after us. Old people don’t sleep very well at night, and they like to be useful.”

Benny said, “I believe you are right. But I have a question to ask. I found footprints in the sand one morning and this note that said ‘Ali thanks you. We all thank you.’ Did you put it there, or was it a child?”

Miss Lane and Miss Smith looked at each other and really laughed.

Miss Lane said, “We might as well tell you the whole story. Mary and I aren’t used to talking much. We don’t even talk much to each other. But we both began to think we hadn’t properly thanked you for saving our house from the fire. All Mary said was ‘Good.’ And that wasn’t really enough. So I went down early and put the note under a stone. It wasn’t a child who put the note there. See! I have small feet.” She showed them her tiny feet. After all, she was a tiny person.

“Well, that’s settled,” said Benny. “Now one more question. How did you know where we lived?”

Miss Smith answered, “I knew there were four of you. I looked out of the big back window the day of the fire and saw the blue car. We had seen this car parked behind your trailer. So we put two and two together.”

Benny said, “And I thought I was the only one who put two and two together!”

Everyone laughed.

“I understand a lot of things now,” Benny said. “But, Miss Smith, why wouldn’t you take the locket back when we brought it to your house the first time?”

Miss Smith did not answer right away. Then she said slowly, “Well, you took me by surprise. I didn’t have much time to think. And it wasn’t my locket. If I took it, you would know it belonged to somebody else, with R.L. on the cover. And then you might have found out that I did not live alone.”

“I think I see,” said Jessie. “People didn’t understand you, and you didn’t understand them.”

“Maybe,” said Miss Lane. “But we really must go home now. Violet, will you come again tomorrow so that I can finish your picture?”

“I will,” Violet said happily.

“I’ll take you home,” Henry said.

“Oh, no,” said Miss Lane. “We can walk.”

Henry laughed. He said, “I wouldn’t think of letting you ladies walk that far.”

“When we walk at least two miles every night?”

“Even so, this time you are going to ride,” said Henry.


Chapter 10　New Trick for an Old Dog
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When the last day at the beach came, Henry said, “Let’s telephone and ask Grandfather to come down for our last beach picnic.”

“He can meet our new friends—Mr. Lee, Miss Lane, and Miss Smith,” said Benny.

“And Miss Lane has finished the picture,” said Violet.

Jessie said, “We’ll have a picnic for everyone. I’m sure the ladies will enjoy it.”

Mr. Alden said he would be delighted to drive the station wagon down to the picnic. Benny and Violet could drive back with him, and Henry and Jessie could come in the blue car.

Jessie took charge of getting ready. She said, “You boys really sweep out the living room for Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy. We want to leave their trailer as clean as we found it. Violet can dust, and I’ll make sandwiches.”

Everyone bustled around. It did not take long to get everything in perfect order.

Jessie said, “We’ll put four chairs under the beach umbrella. We’ll use the table, too. Grandfather hates to hold a cup and saucer and a knife and fork and eat at the same time.”

“So do I,” Benny said.

“Well then, you sit up at the table, too,” replied Jessie. “We want everyone to be comfortable.”

Just then the station wagon pulled up behind the trailer. “Anybody home?” called a familiar voice.

“Grandfather!” cried Violet, “Come in.”
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At almost the same moment, a voice from the beach called, “Are you expecting visitors?”

“Oh, Mr. Lee, come in,” Jessie said. “Grandfather just came, too.”

“Hi, Dan!” Mr. Alden said.

“Hi, James,” answered Mr. Lee, smiling.

“Do you two know each other?” asked Benny, very much surprised.

“Well, I should say we do,” replied Mr. Alden. “Dan and I have been friends in New York for many years. He knows all about you, and he enjoyed becoming acquainted.”

“Did you ask him to keep an eye on us?” demanded Benny.

“I did not. I always trust you to manage your own affairs and to come to the right person if you have any trouble.”

“It’s all my fault,” said Mr. Lee. “I couldn’t keep away. Every day I looked forward to coming down to visit. It was a pleasure and I am delighted it all turned out so well.”

“Couldn’t have been better,” said Grandfather.

“Yes, I can think of a way it might be even better,”said Mr.Lee,taking his usual chair. Looking at Mr. Alden he laughed and said,“This is my chair, James.”

Yes, and this is mine. No sitting down on the sand for me. I might get down, but I don’t know how I would get up again.”

“I know,” said Benny. “Henry and I would pull you up, that’s what.”

“I have no doubt of that,” said Mr. Alden, and he looked off at the blue water. “And now what was your idea, Dan?”

Mr. Lee answered at once, “Ruth Lane is a good artist. Her paintings are sold all over New York. A great many people come here in the summer, and many of them must like Ruth Lane’s pictures of cats. I think Ruth Lane should have an art exhibit here in Beachwood.”

“That’s an interesting idea,” said Mr. Alden. “How did you know Miss Lane was here when no one else did?”

“Well, I have been coming here for a long time,” answered Mr. Lee. “I heard Miss Lane was living and working somewhere near here. I guessed she was in the old family home, the Tower House. But I knew she never welcomed people. People never saw her, just her friend and housekeeper, Miss Smith.”

“How did you find Miss Lane really did live in the Tower House?” Benny asked.

“Well, I thought the ladies had to go outdoors sometimes just for a change from the house. I found they liked long walks on the beach at night. I thought if I followed them, Miss Lane might possibly talk to me. But she wouldn’t.”

Violet said, “Miss Lane knew who you were. And I think she was rather pleased you were following her.”

Grandfather said, “To go back to the matter of the art exhibit. Do you think Miss Lane would like that? The children seem to think she is shy.”

“She is shy. But I think your grandchildren have helped her see that people are friendly if you only give them a chance.”

Benny said, “Miss Lane and Miss Smith know a lot of things that aren’t true have been said about them in Beachwood. Kids say an old witch with a hundred cats lives in the Tower House. One boy even broke a window just for the fun of it.”

“That’s true,” Mr. Lee said.

“Miss Lane may be shy,” Violet added, “but she knows she is a good painter.”

“She sells her pictures, all right,” said Mr. Lee. “I should think she would agree to an exhibit. But there is another reason why I think she would be delighted.”

“And what is that?” asked Mr. Alden.

“Suppose I told her that the money the exhibit earns would be used for a shelter for stray cats? That is the kind of thing she would like very much.”

“That is the best idea!” said Jessie. “I’m sure she will think it is a fine idea, too. But I didn’t know she had enough pictures for an exhibit.”

“She has,” said Mr. Lee. “There are dozens in New York. Then, James, I think if you asked, some people would loan pictures they have already bought. This could be a very interesting exhibit.”

Violet said, “I think Miss Lane would want to show the picture she painted of Ali and me.”

“And that would help everyone in Beachwood understand Miss Lane better,” Benny said.

“I think so, too,” agreed Jessie.

“Well, I guess Henry can go for the ladies now,” said Mr. Lee.

“He’s already gone,” Jessie told him.

When the blue car arrived, Miss Lane was carrying a basket. She said, “I brought a present for Violet.” Then suddenly she saw Mr. Lee. She said in a low voice, “Hello, Dan. We haven’t met for many years.”

“But now we are neighbors,” said Mr. Lee, “and I hope we’ll meet often. What is in the basket? It seems to be something alive.”

“It is,” replied Miss Lane. “You see, Violet was willing to let me paint her picture.”

Violet looked at the basket—it moved a trifle.

Miss Lane opened the basket and drew out a kitten—a perfectly white kitten with long, soft fur, blue eyes, and a look like a puffball.

“Oh, you lovely little thing!” cried Violet, her eyes shining. “May I hold him?”

Miss Lane set the kitten down on the sand. He sat there with his small tail out straight behind him. Violet took the tiny tail and curled it around him. The little cat instantly uncurled it and curled it up again, just exactly the way Violet had placed it.

“Look at that,” Benny said. “He wants to do it himself.”

Violet replied, “That’s like all cats. I ought to have remembered. I am so used to dogs now.”

Then the little puffball began to climb up the front of Violet’s blouse. His tiny claws were like needles.

Violet pulled him off, but he went right up again. He seemed to know he was Violet’s cat, just as old Watch knew he was Jessie’s dog.

“What’s his name?” asked Benny. “Or hasn’t he a name yet?”

Miss Lane answered, “Yes, his name is Sugar Cookie. He’s a registered cat. His mother is Bluebell the Third and his grandmother was White Clover the Second.”
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Violet pulled a blue string across the sand. The kitten followed it like a little wild tiger, biting it and tossing it in the air. Every motion was beautiful.

Miss Lane watched the kitten so closely that everyone began to watch Miss Lane. She saw the kitten’s motions just as she would paint them.

“There is a second present, and it is for Mr. Alden,”said Miss Lane.She took the paper off Violet’s portrait. It was a lovely thing, and it looked exactly like Violet.

Mr. Alden was delighted. He kept looking from the picture to the slender girl and back again. He was wondering if Miss Lane would like the idea of an exhibit.

“Sugar Cookie, let’s eat,” said Benny. “How would you like some warm milk?”

Jessie went in to warm some milk, and Miss Lane sniffed the air. “That coffee smells good,” she said.

Benny and Henry brought out plates of sandwiches and the pickles and cups for the hot coffee. For a few minutes it was busy and then it was very quiet as everyone began to eat.

After his second sandwich, Grandfather looked at Mr. Lee and raised his eyebrows in a question. Mr. Lee nodded.

Mr. Alden began very slowly. “Miss Lane, we have an idea for you and for everyone interested in pictures—and in stray cats, too.”

At this last word, Miss Lane looked up at Mr. Alden. She was most interested in the word cats, stray cats.

Then Mr. Alden explained about the idea of a shelter for cats, a place where stray cats could be kept until good homes were found for them.

“I’d be very much interested in that,”said Miss Lane. “But there must be a catch somewhere.”

“There is!” exclaimed Benny. “You’re smart, Miss Lane.”

“It isn’t really a catch,” explained Mr. Lee. “Of course we must raise money to run such a shelter. You could give a one-man show with nothing but your own paintings.There’d be a small admission charge.The money would go to the shelter. Perhaps people who like cats would come.”

“Perhaps people who like paintings but don’t care for cats would come,” Jessie added.

You are all very clever,” said Miss Lane, nodding. “You all know my weak spot. I may agree to this plan.”

“Oh, I wish you would!” said Violet.

Sugar Cookie was tired out. He had gone to sleep in Violet’s lap, one paw still around the blue string.

“If you wish me to, I will,” said Miss Lane. “Your portrait is the best one I have ever done. Do you mind having it shown?”

Violet said, “No, I don’t mind. I should think I might, but I don’t.”

Benny said, “I wouldn’t mind, but I’m surprised at Violet. Usually she minds things like that.”

The sandwiches were fast disappearing. The hardboiled eggs were all gone. The pickles were gone.

After the cookies were gone, Mr. Lee said good-bye. Grandfather watched him as he walked down the beach. He did not have Richard with him or his metal-finder.

Grandfather said, “Dan is exactly like me.”

“Oh, no, Grandfather,” said Violet, “not just exactly!”

“He thinks the way I do,” said Grandfather. “He wants to get things done, quick, right off. He doesn’t waste any time. You mark my words, he already has the whole art show planned. He knows exactly the people he will invite to help. And I am sure he has a place picked out for the animal shelter, too, and maybe a manager in mind. He probably wants you, Miss Lane, to paint a special picture to help advertise the center.”

“I will, you know,” Miss Lane said. “And now Mary and I must go. I know you all want to start for home. And I have to tell Bluebell why I took her kitten away. She has another, anyway, so she won’t mind too much.”

The Aldens left Grandfather sitting in his chair while they took the two ladies home. They wanted to say good-bye for now and to talk about other visits in the future.
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Miss Lane had tears in her eyes when she said good-bye to Violet. “You’ve helped me more than you know,” she said in a low voice.

“Don’t forget Ali had to run away so that Violet could get to know you,” Benny said.

They had to smile at that. Then the women disappeared into the tower.

Nobody spoke all the way back to the trailer until they saw Mr. Alden drawing a picture in the sand with his cane.

“I bet you have some ideas about the animal shelter,” called Benny.

“Right,” agreed Grandfather. “You come and get these chairs, Ben, and we’ll go home.”

The bags were soon ready. Jessie put the food that was left in a large basket to take home. They looked around the trailer home. It was all ready for Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy to enjoy again.

Grandfather, Benny, and Violet with her kitten went in the first car. Henry and Jessie followed in the blue car.

As they came near home, Violet said, “Now the most important thing is Watch. We simply cannot hurt his feelings. I’m sure he won’t like Sugar Cookie. We’ll have to think of some way to get him to like a kitten.”

Benny said, “Make him think the kitten is his idea. He will like it if he thinks Sugar Cookie is his kitten.”

Violet laughed. “How can we do that, Ben? You tell me.”

But Benny could not think of a way.

Sugar Cookie found a way himself. He didn’t know any better. He expected everyone to be his friend.

Watch was stretched out in the front hall. When he heard the cars stop, he stood up on his four feet and barked a welcome. He did not move. He was getting old.

The family came into the hall. Violet set the white kitten on the floor. In a second, Sugar Cookie ran to Watch, crying meow, me-ow in his baby voice. He had never seen a dog.

Watch had seen cats before, but never one like this. Sugar Cookie walked around Watch’s front paws, rubbing his head against the old dog. The kitten certainly liked him.

Watch lay down. The kitten, tired out, turned around three times and lay down between the dog’s front feet. Watch looked up at Violet as if to say, “Now I’ve got a friend of my own.”

Violet exclaimed, “Oh, Watch, you’ve changed, and I’m so glad.”

Mr. Alden laughed. He said, “This is a good end to a very pleasant adventure at the beach.”

“Not the end, Grandfather,”said Benny. “This is just the beginning of the end.”
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