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CHAPTER ONE
 No Meeting After All!



‘I don’t see much sense in calling a Secret Seven
meeting,’ said Janet to Peter. ‘There’s really nothing
to discuss—no adventure or mystery anywhere—and
I did want to finish reading my book.’


‘We haven’t had a meeting for three weeks,’ said
Peter. ‘And if you’ve got something better to do than
to belong to the Secret Seven and attend the meetings,
well, do it! We can easily get somebody instead
of you.’


‘Peter! Don’t be so cross!’ said Janet, quite horrified
at the thought of not being a Secret Seven member.
‘Of course I want to belong. But it’s only really
exciting when something is happening. Or if we’ve
got plenty to eat and drink.’


‘Well, if the others bring what they promised we
should have quite a nice feast,’ said Peter. ‘Do help
me to tidy the shed ready for the others, Janet—you
just sit there and do nothing!’


The two of them and Scamper were down at the
meeting-shed getting ready for the other five. On the
door were the big letters, S.S., and Scamper, the
golden spaniel, sat outside as if guarding the shed. It
was quite an ordinary shed in the usual way, but it
seemed very important to Scamper when the Secret
Seven held a meeting there.


‘Here comes someone,’ said Peter, as Scamper
gave a small bark of welcome.


‘Rat-tat!’ There came a sharp knock on the closed
door of the shed.


‘Password!’ called Peter. ‘And don’t yell it,
please!’


‘Lollipops!’ said a voice, with a little giggle at the
end.


‘That’s Pam,’ said Janet. ‘Come in, friend!’


Pam came in, carrying a small bag. ‘Hallo!’ she
said. ‘Am I the first? I’ve brought some biscuits—but
there aren’t many, I’m afraid.’


‘Wuff-wuff!’ said Scamper, from outside, and
more footsteps could be heard.


‘Lollipops!’ said a low voice. And then another
voice said, ‘Peppermints!’ and laughed.


Peter went to the door at once. George and Colin
were there. ‘Come in, George,’ said Peter. ‘Stay out,
Colin—you didn’t know the password.’


‘Oh, I say! That was only a joke!’ said Colin,
hastily. ‘Honestly it was. Lollipops is such a silly
password—I just improved on it by saying “peppermints”.
Ask George if I didn’t really know the password.
I told him it coming along. Didn’t I, George?’


‘Yes—he does know the password really, Peter,’
said George. ‘Let him in.’


‘Well, I will this time,’ said Peter. ‘Hallo, here
comes Barbara—and Jack. But who’s that waiting
about over there?’


‘It’s Susie!’ said Janet. ‘That horrid sister of
Jack’s. I bet she’ll try to come to the meeting.’


‘Password, Barbara,’ said Peter. Barbara and Jack
both remembered it and went into the shed. Peter
watched Susie for a few moments, but she didn’t
come any nearer, so he went in and shut the door of
the shed. He left Scamper on guard outside.


‘On guard!’ he said, and Scamper sat down and
waited, knowing perfectly well that he must bark if
anyone came near. He watched Susie intently. If she
dared to come one step nearer he would bark in his
very fiercest voice!


Peter turned on Jack as soon as the shed-door
closed. ‘Whatever do you want to bring that awful
sister of yours here for?’ he demanded. ‘You know
how often she’s upset our meetings, and got to know
our passwords!’


‘Well, she’s promised not to come near our shed,’
said Jack. ‘And though I agree she’s an awful nuisance,
she does keep her word, you know. She won’t
disturb us, really she won’t.’


‘But why did you want to bring her at all?’ said
Peter. ‘I don’t trust her one bit. I bet she wants to
play some silly trick on us.’


‘She doesn’t. But I’ll tell you why I had to bring
her,’ said Jack. ‘An American cousin of ours has sent
her an aeroplane, and she can’t fly it by herself—and
I’m longing to have a go at it—so we’re going to fly
it after the meeting somewhere. We’ve left it under
your hedge till the meeting is over.’


‘An aeroplane—what sort?’ said George, eagerly.


‘A smashing one,’ said Jack. ‘As big as this!’ and
he held his arms out wide. ‘And it’s got some kind of
clockwork to wind up the elastic bands that help it to
fly. I tell you, it’s super!’


‘Fancy sending an aeroplane to Susie!’ said Peter,
amazed. ‘An aeroplane for a girl! Why didn’t your
cousin send it to you, Jack?’


‘Well, we were each asked what we wanted,’ said
Jack. ‘I chose a cowboy rig-out—it’s fine—and Susie
chose an aeroplane. Just like Susie to choose something
I want when it comes. It’s miles nicer than my
cowboy-suit.’


‘Would Susie let us come and see you fly it?’ asked
George.


Jack looked doubtful. ‘I don’t know. She’s always
rather cross about the Secret Seven, you know, because
we keep her out of it.’


‘I tell you what!’ said Peter, quite changing his
mind about Susie, now that she owned such a wonderful
aeroplane. ‘Let’s not make this a Secret Seven
meeting. Let’s take our food into the garden somewhere,
and tell Susie she can join us—if she’ll let us
help with the aeroplane.’


‘Right,’ said Jack. ‘I’ll ask her,’ and out he went
to speak to Susie.


He came back at once. ‘Yes! She says she’ll join
our feast, and we’ll go and fly the plane afterwards,’
he said, putting his head in at the shed. ‘Come on—bring
out the food!’


So out they all went, and Susie joined them, grinning
all over her freckled face.


‘Hallo!’ she said cheekily. ‘We’re not the Secret
Seven this morning—we’re the Exciting Eight!’



CHAPTER TWO
 The Beautiful Aeroplane



Peter didn’t like Susie’s remark that they were not
the Secret Seven at the moment, but the Exciting
Eight. However, it wouldn’t do to make her cross by
snapping at her just when they all wanted a favour
from her.


‘Where’s this super plane?’ he asked.


‘Where’s this super food?’ said Susie at once.
‘We’ll have that first before we fly the plane.’


‘All right, all right. We meant to, anyhow,’ said
Peter. ‘Where shall we have it? Over there under that
tree.’


‘No. I tell you what we’ll do,’ said Jack. ‘Susie and
I were going to fly the plane in the big field behind
our house—so what about taking the food there and
sitting on the grass? It’s a nice field.’


‘Yes. Jolly good idea,’ said Peter, and the others
agreed. ‘Come on, Scamper, walkie-walk!’


‘Wuff!’ said Scamper, pleased, and acted like his
name, scampering off at top speed to the front gate.
He stopped and gazed suspiciously at something
hidden under the hedge, and then barked again.


‘It’s all right, Scamper—it’s only my aeroplane,’
said Susie, proudly. The Seven stopped to admire it.
It stood there under the hedge, the biggest toy aeroplane
they had ever seen, gleaming silver-bright in
the sun.


All the four boys thought the same thing. ‘Fancy
that beautiful plane belonging to Susie—to a girl!
What a dreadful waste!’ But none of them said that,
knowing perfectly well that if they did, the annoying
Susie would pick up the plane and march off with it
all by herself.


‘Well—what do you think of it?’ asked Susie.
‘Better than a silly cowboy-suit, isn’t it?’


Jack went red and glared at his sister. ‘If I’d
known that this was the kind of aeroplane our
American cousin was going to send . . .’ he began,
angrily, but Peter stopped him.


‘Don’t go up in smoke, Jack,’ he said, anxious to
keep the peace. ‘I bet your suit is super. But I say—what
an aeroplane! It’s even got retractable landing
wheels—look!’


‘Yes,’ said Susie, proudly. ‘In the leaflet about the
plane, it says that the wheels go up into the body as
soon as the plane starts flying—and are put out again
automatically when it lands. I bet no boy in all the
kingdom has a model aeroplane that does that.’


The Secret Seven felt sure she was right. Susie
picked up the beautiful plane and went out of the
front gate.


‘I’ll carry it for you,’ said Peter. ‘I’m sure it’s too
heavy for you!’


Susie laughed in her usual annoying way. ‘What
you really mean is that you’re longing to carry it
yourself so that everyone we meet will think it’s yours
and envy you!’ she said. ‘Ha—you’re going red! I
know you boys. But the plane is mine and I’m doing
the carrying, thank you.’


Nobody said any more. What a pity Jack had such
a clever sister—you could never get the better of
Susie! She always had a smart answer ready. The
little procession set out down the road, Susie first
with the plane, then the others straggling behind and
Scamper last of all, sniffing into all the corners as
usual.


They came to Jack’s house, went in at the side
gate, and down to the bottom of the garden at the
back. There they had to climb over a fence to get into
the vast field that lay beyond.


‘Food first,’ said Susie, when they were all over,
and Scamper had been lifted safely down to the
ground.


‘What food have you brought?’ said Pam, who
was beginning to feel annoyed with Susie.


‘None. I’ve brought the aeroplane,’ said Susie. ‘I
hope you haven’t brought the miserable biscuits you
bring to school to eat at break!’


‘Shut up, Susie,’ said Jack, uncomfortably. ‘We’ve
got a jolly good feast. You can have a very fair share—and
remember that it doesn’t cost you anything to
be polite.’


The feast was certainly quite good—there were
the biscuits, of course, some rock buns, pieces of
gingerbread, an enormous bar of nut chocolate,
jam-tarts, two bottles of lemonade, and a bag of
toffees.


‘Give Scamper a toffee,’ said George. ‘That will
keep him quiet for ages.’


But Scamper wanted a bit of everything—and got
it too. He had only to lie down by any of the Seven
and look at them beseechingly out of his great brown
eyes to get anything he wanted! Even Susie gave him
a titbit and patted him.


‘Now we’ll fly the plane,’ she said, when every
crumb had been finished, and every drop of lemonade
had been drunk. At once everyone stood up, excited.
Jack took up the leaflet about the plane and
studied it, while the other three boys tried to look
over his shoulder.


‘It seems easy enough,’ said Jack. ‘To a boy, I
mean,’ he added hastily. ‘Girls aren’t much good at
reading complicated instructions.’


‘All I want is for you to show me what to do the
first time and I’ll know forever afterwards,’ said
Susie. ‘Now—what happens?’


‘Well—you turn this—that’s to make sure the
wheels go back as soon as the plane is in the air,’ said
Jack. ‘And you press this, look, Susie. And you wind
up the key here—that’s the mechanism that winds the
elastic bands up tightly so that they give the plane the
energy to fly—and . . .’


‘I don’t want all those explanations,’ said Susie,
impatiently. ‘I just want to know how to fly the
plane.’


Jack said no more, but pressed this and that, and
wound the little key till it would wind no more. Then
he held the beautiful plane high above his head and
pressed a little button at the back.


‘Fly!’ he shouted, and threw the plane forward. It
rose high into the air at once, with a loud, humming
noise. It circled round beautifully, while the children
watched it in delight. Then it rose high into the air
and flew off across the field to the other side, for all
the world like a real plane.


‘It will turn and circle back to us,’ said Jack.
‘That’s what the booklet said.’


But it didn’t! It kept straight on, flew over a high
wall at the other side of the field—and disappeared
completely!


‘Good gracious!’ said Jack, horrified. ‘It hasn’t
come back. Now what are we to do?’



CHAPTER THREE
 Where is the Aeroplane?



‘It’s gone!’ said Susie, looking quite heart-broken.
‘My beautiful aeroplane! Oh, I wouldn’t have let you
fly it, Jack, if I’d thought you’d lose it on its very first
flight. It will be smashed to pieces!’


‘I didn’t know it would do that!’ said Jack. ‘Whoever
saw a model plane fly like that before? I never
guessed it would be able to fly right across this big
field. Oh, Susie—I’m awfully sorry, really I am.’


‘Who lives in that place?’ asked Peter, looking towards
the high wall. ‘Is there a house there?’


‘Yes. It’s called Bartlett Lodge, and it’s a very big
house,’ said Jack. ‘It’s been shut up for ages, because
the owners left to go abroad.’


‘Oh, well—we could easily go and get the plane
then,’ said George. ‘No one will shout at us or chase
us if we look for it.’


‘There’s a gardener there,’ said Jack, doubtfully.
‘He’s not very nice. When Susie and I lost our ball
over there he wouldn’t even let us climb over the wall
to get it, though he couldn’t find it. So we lost it.’


‘I’m not going over,’ said Barbara. ‘I’d be scared.
I don’t like cross gardeners.’


‘None of you girls will go over,’ said Peter firmly.
‘It’s a boy’s job to go and hunt for the plane. I’m not
going to have an angry man yelling at you girls. We
four boys will climb up to the top of the wall and see
if the gardener’s there—if he is, we’ll be awfully polite,
and apologetic, and ask if he’s seen our plane. If he’s
not there, we’ll go over and hunt.’


‘Hadn’t you better ask permission before you do
that?’ said Janet.


‘Who from?’ said Jack. ‘There’s nobody in the
house to ask. Come on—we’ll see what we can do.’


All the eight, and Scamper too, went across the
field to the high wall. ‘How are you going to climb
that?’ said Barbara. ‘It’s terribly high.’


‘We’ll shove each other up,’ said Jack. ‘I’ll go first
and have a look from the top of the wall to see if the
gardener is anywhere about.’


George and Peter pushed him up, and at last he
was on the top of the wall. He looked down into the
overgrown shrubbery on the other side. Through a
gap he could spy an unmown lawn—but there was no
gardener to be seen. He put his hands to his mouth
and shouted.


‘Hey! Anybody there?’ He listened, but there was
no answer. Jack called again. ‘Can I come over the
wall and look for our aeroplane, please?’


Then a voice suddenly shouted back.


‘Who’s that? Where are you?’


‘Here—on the top of the wall!’ yelled Jack. He
turned and looked down at the others. ‘I can see the
man. He’s coming. Perhaps he’s got the plane.’


A man came quickly through the gap in the trees.
He was thick-set, and broad-shouldered, and had a
ruddy, surly face, with screwed-up eyes. In his hand
was a spade.


‘Now then—what are you doing on that wall?’ he
said, threateningly. ‘You get off. This here is private
property and well you know it! Do you know what
I do to children who come in here? I chase them with
a spade!’


‘We don’t want to come in,’ said Jack, rather
alarmed. ‘We just wanted to know if you’ve seen our
aeroplane. It flew right over the . . .’


‘No. I’ve not seen any aeroplane, or any ball, or
any kite, and what’s more if I find one it can stay
here,’ said the surly fellow. ‘You’ve got a big enough
field back there to play in without throwing things
over here. If I find a plane I shall put it on my bonfire.’


‘Oh, no!’ said Jack, in horror. ‘It’s a very valuable
plane—a real beauty. I say, do let me come down and
look for it, it belongs to my sister, and I . . .’


‘If it belonged to the Queen of England I’d not let
you come in here,’ said the man. ‘Understand? I’ve
got my orders, see? I’m in charge of this place while
it’s empty, and I’m not having any boys coming in
here to steal the fruit, or . . .’


‘I’m not a thief!’ said Jack,
indignantly. ‘I just wanted our
plane. I’ll tell my father, and
he’ll come and get it for me.’


‘That he won’t,’ said the surly gardener. ‘Now you
clear off that wall this minute, or I’ll tip you off!’ He
held up his spade as if he meant what he said. Jack
didn’t want to be shovelled off like a sack of potatoes,
and leapt down very hastily into the field.


‘What a beast!’ said Peter to poor Jack, as the boy
sprawled heavily on the grass, for it was a high jump
down from the wall.


‘You send back my aeroplane!’ suddenly shouted
Susie, stamping her foot on the grass, tears in her
eyes at the thought of losing the aeroplane on its very
first flight. But there was no answer at all from over
the wall.


‘Oh, Susie—I’m so sorry,’ said Jack, getting up.
‘Listen—I’ll go and get the plane for you, really I
will, as soon as that horrible man has gone off for his
dinner. I expect he goes at twelve o’clock like our
gardener.’


Everyone crowded round Susie, feeling really upset
about the lovely plane. ‘Didn’t you even see it
anywhere?’ asked Susie, in a fierce voice, turning to
Jack. He shook his head dolefully.


‘Listen,’ said Peter, taking command again. ‘Two
of us will go and watch at the front gates of that
house, and then, as soon as we see that horrible gardener
going off for his midday dinner, we’ll know it’s
safe to slip over the wall and hunt for the plane. We
won’t go in at the front gates in case anyone sees us
and tells the gardener.’


‘Good idea,’ said Jack, cheering up. ‘You and I
will go, Peter. What’s the time—golly, it’s almost
twelve now! Come on—let’s sprint down that little
lane to the road that the house faces on. Buck up!’


Jack and Peter set off down a narrow little lane
that led from the field to the road on which the big
house faced. They turned to the left in the road and
came to the big gate that led into the drive of Bartlett
Lodge. There was a second gate farther on that also
led into the drive.


‘You watch that gate, I’ll watch this one,’ said
Peter. ‘But hide behind a tree or something—you
don’t want that gardener to see you. He’s already
seen you up on the wall—and he may recognize you
and chase you.’


‘Don’t worry—I won’t let him spot me—and if he
does, I bet I can run faster than he does!’ said Jack,
and set off towards the second gate.


There was a workmen’s shed a little farther down
the road, and he decided to hide behind that. So he
posted himself there. Peter went across the road and
hid behind a bush that most conveniently grew there.
Now—would that tiresome man soon come out?


They had waited about ten minutes when they saw
someone coming out of the gate nearest Peter. Jack
signalled to Peter, and he nodded back. It was the
gardener, no doubt about that—Jack recognized the
burly figure at once, and drew back behind the shed.


The man set off down the road and turned the
corner. Jack whistled to Peter, and the two ran to the
little lane together, to go and tell the others that the
gardener had gone.


They were in the field, playing with a ball, waiting
impatiently for the boys to come back. Susie was still
upset about her plane, and had been making quite a
lot of rude remarks about the Secret Seven. They
were getting rather tired of her!


‘Here are the boys!’ said Janet, as they appeared
in the field. ‘Any news, Peter?’


‘Yes. That fellow’s gone to his dinner, as we
hoped,’ said Peter. ‘Now we can try and get Susie’s
plane. We’ll go over the wall as before.’


‘I’m coming too,’ said Susie, unexpectedly.


‘You are not,’ said Jack at once. ‘This is a boy’s
job.’


‘Well, it’s my plane, isn’t it?’ said the irritating
Susie. ‘I’ve got every right to go and look for it. I’m
coming too.’


‘You are not!’ said Peter, in the voice that all the
rest of the Secret Seven knew well, and didn’t dream
of disobeying. But Susie wasn’t going to take orders
from Peter.


‘I shall do as I like,’ she said, defiantly. ‘I shall
climb the wall too.’


‘Well, I don’t know how,’ said Peter, ‘because I
shall certainly forbid anyone to give you a shove up.’


He and Jack were quickly hoisted up to the top of
the wall by George and Colin. Susie stood by, looking
sulky. She turned to the two boys near her. ‘Now
give me a shove,’ she said.


‘Nothing doing,’ said Colin, cheerfully. ‘Peter’s
our chief, as you jolly well know—and he’s given his
orders. Don’t be an ass, Susie.’


‘I’ll climb up by myself then,’ said Susie, and she
very nearly did, using every little hole and crevice for
her feet and fingers! The others watched her angrily—but
to their delight she could not reach the top, and
fell down when she was half-way up.


‘Have you hurt yourself?’ asked Janet, anxiously—but
Susie was like a boy in her refusal to cry or to
say she was hurt. She made a rude face at Janet and
stood up, brushing her skirt with her hand. She
walked a little way away from the others, and leaned
against the wall, whistling as if she didn’t care tuppence
for any of the Secret Seven.


The boys had now disappeared from the top of the
wall. There was a most convenient tree that leaned
towards the wall just there, and one by one the boys
gave the little leap towards it that enabled them to
catch hold of a branch and then swing themselves
neatly to the ground.


They stood there, looking cautiously towards the
house, through the gap in the shrubbery. No one was
to be seen, of course, and as the house was not over-looked
by any other, they felt that they could go
safely forward and hunt for Susie’s aeroplane.


‘I hope it’s not smashed to bits,’ said Jack to
Peter, as they made their way through the trees and
bushes towards the great untidy lawn. ‘If it is I’ll
never hear the last of it from Susie. She never forgets
a thing like that!’


They began to hunt for the aeroplane. First they
searched the beds round the lawn, but no plane was
there—only masses of weeds that made the boys
wonder what the gardener did for his wages! They
hunted in the bushes, they looked up into the trees,
wondering if the plane had caught in some high
branch.


‘This is maddening!’ said Jack, at last. ‘Not a sign
of the plane! Do you suppose that gardener found it
and hid it away?’


‘I shouldn’t be surprised!’ said Peter. ‘He’s surly
enough for anything!’


They were now fairly near the great house. It
looked very forbidding, for all the curtains were
drawn straight across the windows. And then Peter
suddenly saw the aeroplane.


It had landed neatly on a little balcony on the
second floor of the house, and there it was, balanced
on the broad stone ledge.


‘Look—there it is!’ said Peter, pointing. ‘And if
we climb this tree that goes right up to the balcony
we can easily get it. It’s not smashed—it looks perfectly
all right!’


‘You go up, and I’ll keep watch down here,’ said
Jack. ‘I don’t know why, but I suddenly feel nervous.
I hope that gardener hasn’t come back!’



CHAPTER FOUR
 Something Rather Queer



Peter began to climb the tree. It was quite easy and
safe. Jack stood at the bottom, watching him, looking
all round now and again in case that bad-tempered
gardener came back!


It didn’t take Peter long to get up as far as the
second-floor balcony. He climbed over it, and examined
the aeroplane. Was it broken in any way?


Most miraculously it seemed to be perfectly all
right—nothing bent or broken at all. It had, in fact,
made a perfect landing in a very difficult place! Peter
called down to Jack.


‘I say! The plane’s not damaged at all—isn’t that a
bit of luck? I’m wondering what is the best way to
get it down. I can’t very well climb down the tree
with it because I need both my hands.’


‘Got a piece of string?’ called back Jack. ‘If you
have, you could tie one end to the tail of the plane,
and let it down carefully to me.’


‘Oh, yes—of course! Good idea!’ said Peter. He
always carried string about with him, of course, as
did all the Secret Seven boys; you never knew when
it might come in useful in any sudden adventure—and,
in the opinion of the Secret Seven, adventures
were nearly always sudden!


Peter took the string out of his pocket and undid
it. Yes—it would just about reach down to Jack. He
began to tie one end to the tail of the plane, marvelling
at the beautiful workmanship in it as he did so.
No wonder Susie was proud of such a model—but
oh, what a waste for it to belong to a girl!


He carefully let the plane down to Jack, who stood
with his hands outstretched, waiting to receive it,
most thankful that it wasn’t damaged. Now perhaps
Susie would hold her tongue!


‘I’ve got it! Thanks awfully, Peter!’ he called up.
‘Come on down, and we’ll take it back to Susie.’


Peter glanced round the balcony to make sure that
he was leaving nothing behind. The curtains of the
balcony room were drawn across, just as they were in
all the rooms of the house—but they did not quite
meet in the middle. And then just as Peter was turning
away to climb over to the tree, something caught
his eye. Something red and glowing—shining between
the cracks of the curtains just where they did
not meet.


He stopped, astonished. Why, that looked like a
light, or a fire burning in the balcony room! But it
couldn’t be—the house was shut up and empty!


‘Gosh—I hope a fire hasn’t started up somehow,’
thought Peter, alarmed. ‘I’d better peep through the
window and see. Perhaps I can open the balcony
window.’


He went to the window and peered through the
crack of the curtains. Yes, he was right—there was a
fire glowing in the room! But wait a minute—it was
a gas-fire, surely?


He pressed his face against the glass of the window,
and, when his eyes became used to the dimness
of the curtained room, he could see quite clearly that
a gas-fire was burning brightly in the fire-place. What
a very extraordinary thing!


He tried the window to see if he could open it, but
it was fastened inside. Goodness—had the people
left that fire on when they went away—what a
terrible waste of gas! It certainly ought to be turned
off.


He was just peering to see what else he could spy
between the curtain when he heard Jack’s voice.


‘Peter! What on earth are you doing? Do come
down!’


‘I’m just . . .’ began Peter, when Jack called again,
suddenly sounding scared.


‘Peter! I can hear someone whistling. I think it’s
that gardener coming back. Buck up!’


Peter had a shock. Goodness, it would never do to
get caught by that awful fellow! He shot over the
balcony at once, and was climbing down the tree before
Jack could call again!


‘Come on,’ said Jack, urgently. ‘Whatever made
you so long? I’m sure it’s that gardener about somewhere!’


But there was no sign of the man, much to Peter’s
relief. It must have been someone else whistling. He
and Jack tore down the garden to the bottom, and
stopped to get their breath in the shrubbery by the
wall.


‘Listen, Jack,’ panted Peter. ‘I saw something
rather queer in that balcony room. I think we’ll call a
meeting about it—so can you make Susie go off with
her plane, and then we’ll be able to plan a meeting
this afternoon?’


‘Oooh—what did you see? What’s up?’ said Jack,
at once.


‘No time to talk about it now,’ said Peter, looking
at his watch. ‘Anyway, I’d rather tell it to all the
Secret Seven at a meeting. Come on—let’s shin up
this tree and get over the wall. I’ll hold the plane and
hand it to you when you’re at the top.’


He called over the wall. ‘Hey—are you there,
Colin and George?’


‘Yes! Have you found the plane?’ called the two
boys on the other side.


‘Yes. We’re coming over. Stand by to help,’ said
Peter.


He waited till Jack had climbed the tree and was
sitting on the wall, and then handed him the precious
plane, which Jack then handed down carefully to
Colin. There was the sound of delighted voices at
once!


Then up went Peter and was soon on the wall
grinning down at the others. He saw Susie proudly
holding her plane again, smiling all over her
face.


‘Better take it home straightaway, Susie,’ said
Jack, remembering that he had to get rid of his sister
somehow.


‘I’m jolly well going to,’ said Susie. ‘I’m not letting
the Secret Seven fly it again!’ And off she went, head
in air!


‘Listen, Secret Seven,’ said Peter, urgently. ‘Meet
this afternoon at half-past two. I’ve got something to
tell you all. Not a word to Susie, though!’


‘Right!’ said everyone, excited, and Scamper
barked too. Ah—was something going to happen at
last?



CHAPTER FIVE
 A Proper Meeting



The Secret Seven met very punctually indeed that
afternoon, for they were all very anxious to know
why Peter had called such a sudden meeting. Jack
arrived first, ten minutes early and quite out of
breath.


‘Lollipops!’ he panted, and was let into the shed
at once. ‘I’ve given Susie the slip—I hope!’ he said.
‘She wanted me to go fishing in the ponds with her
this afternoon, and I had an awful bother trying to
put her off. I think she half suspects there’s another
meeting on. I ran like a hare as soon as I could give
her the slip!’


‘Blow Susie!’ said Peter. ‘We’ll put old Scamper
on guard again outside the door. And, by the way,
Jack, there’s no food for the meeting to have this
afternoon, because we ate it all this morning—and
my mother won’t let me have another lot.’


‘Same here,’ said Jack. ‘Listen—here are the
others. My word, aren’t we nice and early! It’s only
twenty-five past two.’


‘Wuff-wuff!’ said Scamper, as the usual knock
came at the door of the shed, and the password was
muttered by the other four members.


‘Pass, friends!’ called Peter, and in they all came,
with Scamper at their heels. He always knew when
the whole seven were there!


‘Sorry, Scamper, old thing—but I want you to
keep guard outside,’ said Peter, and gave him a gentle
push. ‘Bark if Susie so much as puts her nose in at
the front gate!’


Scamper put his tail down mournfully, and went
to sit outside. He sensed that there was excitement
about and he wanted to share it. Still Peter was the
chief, and Scamper, like the others, obeyed him at
once.


They were soon all sitting round on boxes and
flower-pots, their eyes fixed expectantly on Peter.


‘What’s this sudden meeting for?’ asked Colin.
‘Is something up?’


‘I don’t know. But I thought I’d tell you and we’d
discuss it,’ said Peter. ‘There may be absolutely
nothing in it—but if there is, it’s only fair that you
should all share. Listen!’


They listened eagerly while Peter told them what
he had seen when he had climbed up to the balcony
to get Susie’s aeroplane.


‘As soon as we saw the plane sitting so nicely on
the balcony, I shinned up a tree to get it,’ said Peter.
‘And when I was there I noticed that there was a red
glow shining in the balcony room—there was a crack
in the curtains, you see, that’s how I spotted the
glow.’


‘But what was the glow—could you see?’ asked
Janet, eagerly.


‘Yes. It came from a gas-fire—a lighted gas-fire!’
said Peter. ‘Now—what do you make of that?’


‘Somebody left it on when the house was closed,
and the people went abroad,’ said Barbara, promptly.
‘Easy!’


‘Yes. That’s what I thought at first,’ said Peter.
‘But now I’m not so sure. I have a sort of feeling that
I was just about to notice something else queer when
Jack suddenly called me, and I was scared the gardener
would come back, so I rushed away to climb
down the tree.’


There was a short silence. ‘But what do you mean—you
were about to notice something,’ said Colin.
‘What sort of something?’


‘I don’t know—I’ve been thinking and thinking,
but it’s like something in a dream. You nearly remember
it and it slips away,’ said poor Peter, frowning
hard and trying to remember what it was that had
so nearly attracted his attention. ‘I think it was something
on a table.’


‘A cloth,’ said Barbara, not very brightly.


‘Four legs,’ said Pam, with a giggle.


‘Don’t be an ass,’ said Peter, impatiently. ‘It was
something unusual, I’m sure.’


‘Well—what are we going to do about this gas-fire?’
said George. ‘It ought to be turned off, that’s
certain. It’s a frightful waste of gas—and there might
be a danger of fire from it.’


‘That’s what I think,’ said Peter. ‘But how do we
get it turned off?’


‘Tell the gardener!’ said Jack, promptly. ‘Or whoever’s
got the keys. I suppose, Peter, there can’t be
anyone in the house, can there? I mean, it is all
locked up, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, as far as I know,’ said Peter. ‘All the curtains
to the windows were drawn, anyhow, and that
usually means a house is locked up. I wonder who
the owners are?’


‘Somebody called Hall,’ said Jack. ‘I heard my
mother say so.’


‘Would your mother know who had the keys?’
asked Peter. ‘I mean—sometimes people give the
keys to neighbours, don’t they?—or to house
agents.’


‘She might know,’ said Jack. ‘I’ll ask her. Suppose
she says the house agents have them—we could go
and tell them about the gas-fire then. And if it’s
neighbours, perhaps my mother could telephone to
them and get them to go in and turn off the fire.’


‘And if we can’t find out who has the keys, we’ll
have to tell that old gardener,’ said Janet. ‘For all we
know, he has the keys himself! Perhaps he pops into
the house and lights a gas-fire to warm his toes by
when he’s cold!’


‘Ass!’ said Peter. ‘Look out—that’s Scamper barking.
Someone’s coming!’


There was a knock on the door. ‘If that’s you,
Susie, I’ll pull your hair till you yell!’ shouted Jack,
fiercely.


But it wasn’t Susie. It was Peter’s mother. ‘I don’t
know your password!’ she called, ‘but I’ve come to
say that if you’d like to ask the Secret Seven to tea,
Peter, they can all stay!’


‘Mother! Come in—you don’t need a password if
you bring news like that!’ said Peter, joyfully, and
flung the door wide open. ‘The meeting’s over. Report
any news from your mother to-morrow, Jack.’



CHAPTER SIX
 A Good Half-Hour’s Work



Next morning the Secret Seven met again, very
promptly. The password was muttered five times to
Peter and Janet in the shed, and five times Scamper
barked a welcome.


‘Well?’ said Peter, when the door was shut and
they were all sitting in a circle in the dark little shed.
‘Any news to report, Jack?’


‘Not much,’ said Jack. ‘I asked my mother about
Bartlett Lodge, and she said the owners have gone
abroad for a year—and they left the keys at their
bank. Mother said no one is allowed to go into the
house except by permission of the bank.’


‘Really?’ said Peter. ‘Not to clean or anything?’


‘I asked her that,’ said Jack. ‘And she said no, not
even to clean. She said that Alice, a woman who
comes to do our washing each week, went in and
cleaned it thoroughly, top to bottom, before it was
locked up.’


‘Ah—then what about asking Alice if she left the
fire on!’ said Peter, at once. ‘Couldn’t you ask her
that, Jack? Could you talk about the house and then
sort of lead round to gas-fires and electric fights and
so on?’


‘Well—I don’t mind trying,’ said Jack. ‘But wait a
bit—no, I can’t. She’s broken her arm and isn’t coming
for a bit.’


‘Blow,’ said Peter. ‘Now—how can we get round
that?’


Everyone thought hard. ‘Why can’t you go and
ask her how she is—and take her some sweets or
something?’ said Janet at last. ‘When our old nurse
is ill we always pop round with a little present.’


‘All right,’ said Jack, feeling that he was being
asked to do rather a lot. ‘Anyway—why don’t you all
come with me—it would be easier then. She’s seen
most of you.’


‘Perhaps on the whole it might make things easier
if we did all go,’ said Peter,
considering. ‘We could tell
her about the aeroplane
going into the garden—that
would introduce the subject, so to speak. But we
wouldn’t say anything about climbing up to the balcony,
of course.’


‘Good gracious no!’ said Jack, horrified. ‘She
might tell my mother, and I’m sure I’d get into a row
if she thought we’d gone there and climbed up like
that!’


‘Well—what about going straightaway?’ said
Peter, who liked doing things at once. ‘Anyone got
any money to buys sweets or something?’


Jack had threepence, Peter had sixpence, and Barbara
had fourpence.


‘One and a penny,’ said Peter. ‘We could buy some
peppermints with that.’


‘Oh, yes—Alice likes peppermints,’ said Jack.
‘That’s a good idea. Come on—let’s go. It’s a lovely
sunny afternoon, and I’ve had enough of this shed.’


So they all went out to buy the peppermints and
were given quite a lot for a shilling. Off they went to
the little cottage down Green Lane where Alice lived.
She was very pleased indeed to see them.


‘Well, there now! It’s a treat to see your smiling
faces!’ she said. ‘And you’re just in time to have one
of my bits of gingerbread—as sticky as can be, it is,
and I know Master Jack likes that!’


The children felt that Alice was giving them as
much a treat as they hoped to give her with the
peppermints! She was, however, so delighted with
their unexpected gift that they couldn’t help feeling
pleased.


‘And what have you been doing, you and Miss
Susie, since I broke my arm?’ she said to Jack. ‘Into
mischief again, I’ll be bound! And have you worn
your cowboy-suit yet?’


This was a wonderful opening for what they
wanted to say. Jack plunged in at once. ‘Oh yes—and
we’ve flown that lovely aeroplane that Susie got—and
will you believe it, it flew right over the wall
into Bartlett Lodge!’


‘Did it, now? Well, that’s the house belonging to
the Halls,’ said Alice, offering the tin of gingerbread
round generously. ‘I cleaned it down from top to
bottom after they went. My, that was a job!’


‘Did you have to draw all the curtains?’ asked
Peter. ‘We noticed they were drawn.’


‘Yes, I drew them all,’ said Alice. ‘The house
looked so dark and dreary then that I was glad to
lock it up and leave it behind me!’


‘I suppose you had to turn off the electricity and
water and gas?’ said Janet, feeling rather clever.


‘Oh, yes—I turned everything off,’ said Alice. ‘So
if any of you are thinking of moving in there, you’ll
have to get me to come and turn things on again for
you!’


Everyone laughed heartily at this little joke, and
Peter looked triumphantly at Jack as he, too, laughed.
So the gas had been turned off, had it? Then how did
that gas-fire come to be burning there, up in the balcony
room? My word, they had learnt quite a bit
from Alice!


‘Isn’t there anyone there?’ asked Jack.


‘Nobody at all. It’s all locked up now. I tell you, I
locked every window and door myself,’ said Alice.
‘The only person who goes there is old Georgie Grim,
the gardener—and a good name he’s got too! Grim
by name and grim by nature—but he’s honest, I’ll
say that for him. Have another piece of gingerbread,
Master Jack?’


‘No thanks,’ said Jack. ‘We must be getting off. I
hope your arm will soon be all right, Alice. Good-bye—see
you soon again, I hope!’


And with that the Secret Seven marched off, feeling
that they had done quite a good half-hour’s work!
And now—what about that gas-fire?



CHAPTER SEVEN
 An Unlucky Encounter



‘Let’s go into this field and talk,’ said Peter, as soon
as they left Alice’s house. ‘We’ve learnt quite a few
things from her. It was a good idea to go and see her.
She’s awfully nice, isn’t she, Jack?’


‘Yes. I told you she was,’ said Jack. ‘But I say—if
she locked and . . .’


‘Wait till we’re in the field,’ said Peter. ‘We don’t
want anyone to overhear this. At the moment it’s our
own little mystery, and we’ll keep it to ourselves.’


So nobody said a word till they were all sitting
down in the field. Then Peter began the talk.


‘It’s quite clear that Alice didn’t leave the fire on,’
he said. ‘And if she did as she said, and turned off
water, gas, and electricity when she left, then someone
has turned on at least the gas since she locked up
the house.’


‘That’s right,’ said George. ‘But who? And what
for? Surely nobody is living in the house, unknown
to anyone?’


‘You’d have thought old Georgie Grim would
have spotted any stranger about,’ said Colin, thoughtfully.
‘Alice said he was honest, didn’t she? Well, if
he’d noticed anyone lurking about, he’d surely have
reported it?’


‘I think he’s horrid,’ said Pam. ‘I bet he wouldn’t
bother about reporting anything!’


‘Don’t be silly, Pam,’ said Peter. ‘Just because we
think he’s horrid, because he wouldn’t let us get
Susie’s plane, isn’t any reason to think he’s dishonest.’


There was a silence. Nobody could think what
should be done next.


‘Do you think we should tell Mother?’ said Janet
at last, turning to Peter. Peter hesitated.


‘I don’t think she’d believe I really did see that gas-fire
burning,’ he said. ‘It sounds rather unbelievable
after all that Alice told us.’


‘Well—we can easily prove it’s true,’ said Jack.
‘Easily! Let’s wait till that gardener goes home for
the night—and slip over the wall and up that tree
again—we can easily peep through the curtains.’


‘Yes! And if the fire is burning there, though we
know from Alice that the gas is turned off, then we’ll
tell your mother, Peter,’ said George. Everyone
nodded gravely.


‘Yes. It’s about the only thing to do,’ said Peter.
‘All right. Jack and I will scout round there this
evening after Georgie Grim has gone home. Jack,
I’ll be round at your house about half-past six. It’ll
still be light, and we can shin up that tree in a trice.’


‘Who’s going to boost us up the high wall?’ said
Jack. ‘We can’t climb it without help.’


Peter considered. ‘Have you a light ladder you
could lug out of your shed?’ he asked. ‘We could
easily take it into the field—it’s only just behind your
house! And we could go up the ladder and clamber
on the wall one after the other.’


‘Right,’ said Jack. ‘I only hope Susie isn’t about.
If she sees me dragging a ladder out of the shed she’ll
stick to me like a leech to see where I’m going with
it!’


‘Blow Susie!’ said Peter, feeling very glad that
Janet was not like the tiresome Susie. ‘Well, I’ll see
you about half-past six, Jack. We’ll have a meeting
to-morrow morning at ten-thirty—down in the
shed.’


‘Make it eleven,’ said Colin. ‘I’ve got to go to the
dentist.’


‘Right. Eleven o’clock,’ said Peter. ‘And to-night
Jack and I will have a look at the Mysterious Gas-Fire.
I bet it will be burning away merrily!’


They all went home to their dinners, feeling pleasantly
excited. Jack went to his garden-shed to see if
there was a ladder there. Yes—good. There was the
old one that the gardener used when he pruned some
of the taller fruit trees.


‘Hallo! What are you doing in here?’ said Susie’s
voice, just behind him. He jumped, and Susie
laughed.


‘Oho! You’ve gone quite red! What are you up
to?’ said Susie, annoyingly. ‘Are you doing some job
for that silly Secret Seven club of yours? Do you
want a ladder by any chance?’


Susie was altogether too good at guessing! Jack
picked up a little fork and a basket and marched out.
He would do some weeding and show Susie she was
wrong about the ladder! She followed with great
interest, calling out as she went.


‘Oh, what a good little boy! He’s going to do some
weeding! And he doesn’t know the difference between
seedlings and weedlings!’


‘Will you be quiet, Susie?’ roared Jack, really
exasperated, and pulled up a wallflower quite by
mistake.


‘That’s a wallflower,’ said Susie at once. ‘Oooh,
you will get into trouble if you’re going to pull up all
the wallflowers.’


And then Jack lost his temper and pulled up two
more hefty wallflower plants and shook the earth
from their roots all over his aggravating sister. Susie
fled, howling in dismay.


At half-past six Peter came round to the garden
door at Jack’s home. He saw Jack waiting for him
behind some bushes. He put his finger to his mouth
to warn Peter to be quiet.


‘Susie’s about,’ he whispered, and led the way to
the shed on tiptoe. He opened the door—and there,
sitting half-way up the ladder he so badly wanted,
was Susie, pretending to read a book, grinning all
over her face!


‘Hallo! You don’t want the ladder, do you?’ she
said. ‘I’ll get down if you do.’


Jack glared at her, and then the two boys walked
out and banged the door hard. ‘Now we can’t even
have the ladder!’ said Jack, fiercely. ‘I’m so sorry,
Peter.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Peter, cheerfully. ‘We’ll simply
not go over the wall, that’s all—we’ll go in at one of
the front gates. It can’t be helped. Come on—and do
cheer up, Jack—this may be rather exciting!’


The two boys made their way out of Jack’s garden
and walked across the field till they came to the little
lane that led to the front of Bartlett’s Lodge. Now
they were in the road into which the drive-gates
opened. They looked cautiously up and down the
road.


‘Not a soul in sight,’ said Jack. ‘I think if we
walked smartly up to the first drive-gate and darted
inside we’d be safe from anyone’s view. Come on. If
anyone appears in the road we’ll simply walk past the
gates—and then come back again when the coast is
clear.’


They walked quickly up to the first drive-gate. Nobody
appeared at all, so they darted in quickly and
hid in some bushes to make sure that no one had
seen them. Nobody shouted at them, so they felt sure
they were safe. Keeping carefully to the bushes, they
made their way round the side of the big, silent house.


‘It’s a gloomy place, isn’t it?’ said Jack, in a low
voice. ‘The curtains are still drawn across every window.
Now—look out—we’ve got to sprint across this
yard, so be quick.’


They sprinted across the little yard—and ran
straight into two men!
One was Georgie Grim,
and the other was a big,
well-dressed man, wearing
a bowler hat, and
carrying a slimly rolled
umbrella. They both
gaped at the two surprised
boys.


‘Here you—what you
doing here?’ said the
gardener at once, and
pounced on Jack before
he could get away. He
gripped Jack’s arm so
hard that the boy cried
out.


‘Ha—you’re the boy
who said his aeroplane
had flown into the
garden, aren’t you?’ said Grim, and shook Jack as
if he was a rat. ‘Yes—you sat up on that wall and
cheeked me! Now what are you doing here? If
you . . .’


‘Let me go!’ cried Jack. ‘You’re hurting me.’


Grim shook him again. ‘Yes, and I mean to! Was
it you who came into this garden and walked over
the bed at the bottom of that old tree? Was it you
who climbed up the tree to the balcony? Oh, I saw
the footmarks below, and I saw the marks where
you’d climbed the tree! That I did! What were you
doing up there, I’d like to know?’


‘Our aeroplane landed on that balcony, that’s all!’
said Peter. ‘We climbed the tree to get it. We
couldn’t help treading on the bed below—but there
weren’t any plants in it—only weeds!’


‘Now look here, my lad,’ said the other man in a
pleasant, well-spoken voice, ‘it’s a serious thing to
come trespassing into a private place, you know. And
if this is the second time, as Grim here says, I’m
afraid you’re going to get into trouble. What are
your names and addresses?’


Peter’s heart sank. Goodness—now his father
would hear about this and be angry—and Jack would
get into trouble too.


‘Honestly, sir, we weren’t going to do any harm,’
he said.


‘Either you tell me honestly what you are doing
here this evening, or I shall get Grim to go for the
police—with you, boy, still in his grip,’ said the stranger,
sternly. ‘I’m not the kind of person that lets bad
boys get away with anything. If you tell me the truth,
though, I may think twice about the police.’


‘Well, sir,’ said Peter, desperately, ‘I will tell you!
Our aeroplane flew over the wall, and landed up
there on that balcony. And Jack and I came to get it.
I climbed up the tree to the balcony—and just as I
was going to get down again, I had a look round at
the balcony room—and I saw something queer.’


Both Grim and the stranger looked at him sharply.
‘And what was the queer thing you saw?’ asked the
second man.


‘The curtains up there don’t quite meet, sir,’ said
Peter. ‘And when I peeped between them I saw a gas-fire
burning in the room. I really did, sir!’


‘And we came back to-night to climb up again and
see if it was still burning,’ said Jack, still in Grim’s
steely grip. ‘And if it was we were going to tell our
parents, and they would ring up the police and . . .’


Grim gave a sharp exclamation. ‘What! You saw
a gas-fire burning? Impossible!’ He turned to the
other man. ‘Sir, you have the keys of this place, as
you know. You’re from the bank, aren’t you—you
come to see if everything is all right. Well, it is, sir—and
what’s more all the gas is turned off at the main,
so this boy is telling lies! You can’t have a gas-fire
burning without gas!’


‘I tell you I did see it,’ said Peter. ‘And I was jolly
astonished.’


‘Well—this is a most amazing story,’ said the man
in the bowler hat. ‘I’m Mr Frampton, from the bank—and
I came here to pay Grim his wages this evening
and to see if everything was all right. You seem decent
lads—not the little hooligans I thought you were
at first. But really—if there’s no gas—it’s difficult to
believe your tale.’


‘Sir—have you got the keys with you?’ asked
Peter, eagerly. ‘Couldn’t you unlock the place—see
if the gas really is turned off—and go up to that balcony
room where I saw the fire? Just in case.’


‘Hm—well—it seems rather a waste of time,’ said
Mr Frampton, putting his hands into his coat-pocket,
and bringing out a Yale key labelled Bartlett
Lodge No. 2. ‘But I think on the whole that I’d
better go into this. Let that boy go, Grim. I’m inclined
to believe they are not after any mischief.
Now—where is the front-door key? Ah, here it is.
We’ll go in and see if there’s any truth in this extraordinary
tale!’


In a short while they were all in the big hall of
Bartlett Lodge. Grim, looking as dour as his name,
marched Mr Frampton to the kitchen, and showed
him the gas-meter, the electricity switch, and the tap
to the water main.


‘Every one turned off, sir, as you can see,’ he said.
Mr Frampton looked at them, and nodded.


‘Right. Now—let’s go upstairs to this balcony
room where the mysterious gas-fire is supposed to be
burning? Lead the way, Grim, lead the way!’



CHAPTER EIGHT
 Peter is Very Angry



Grim led the way, first up one wide flight of steps and
on to a fine long corridor, and then up another flight
of stairs to the second floor. The house seemed very
dark because of the drawn curtains, and Mr Frampton
stumbled once or twice. It smelt musty and shut
up, too.


‘Here’s the balcony room, sir,’ said Grim, opening
a door. A crack of light came in through the place
where the curtains did not quite meet. Grim went
across and drew them apart with a noise that made
everyone jump.


Peter looked for the gas-fire. Yes, there it was—but
no red light glowed from it! It stood there, unlit and
cold! He stared at it in silence, unable to believe his
eyes, for he had felt certain that it would be just as
red and glowing as it had been when he had peeped
in from the balcony and seen it.


Mr Frampton made a clicking noise of exasperation.
‘Well! You’ve been making up a nice little story,
haven’t you, my boy? This fire is certainly not alight—and
can’t have been before either, because all the
gas is turned off. You should know better than to
make up tales like that. I’m ashamed of you. You
seem quite a decent lad, too. Well, Grim—shall we
hand them over to the police and let them tell their
fairy-tale to them—and see what the police have to
say about it?’


Grim shook his head. ‘I reckon the police have
enough to do these days, sir, without having to listen
to silly tales like this. The boy made the whole thing
up to amuse his friends—and then made the tale an
excuse to come trespassing.’


‘I did not!’ said Peter, angrily. ‘And I’d like to tell
you . . .’


‘That’s enough!’ said Mr Frampton, sharply.
‘And now, just listen to me—I will not have you
children trespassing like this, whether it’s to fetch
balls or aeroplanes or anything. And I’m not listening
to any more excuses or tales. If Grim had wanted
to hand you over to the police I would have done so
with pleasure—but he’s let you off, and so will I—just
this once! Grim—if you have any more trouble
with these boys, ring me up and I’ll deal with them.’


‘Right, sir,’ said Grim, sounding extremely
pleased.


‘But sir—I’ve got something else to . . .’ began
Peter, desperately, but Mr Frampton snapped at him
at once.


‘Silence! I will not listen to another word. I
thought you were a decent lad. I’m mistaken, it
seems. Get down the stairs and out of the gates before
I chase you out with my umbrella.’


Peter gave Mr Frampton such a glare that Jack
was quite astonished. Whatever was the matter with
Peter? He had been proved wrong—so why did he
go on arguing and interrupting? He took Peter’s arm
and pushed him to the stairway.


‘Come on, ass,’ he said. ‘Let’s go while the going’s
good. You made a mistake—it’s no use arguing
about it!’


Looking very angry indeed, Peter went down the
stairs with Jack, and out of the front door. He
slammed it hard, and the noise echoed all around. It
made Jack jump in fright, and he stared at Peter,
really astonished.


‘What is the matter?’ he said. ‘Surely you’re not
in a rage because you were proved wrong, Peter, old
chap?’


Peter didn’t answer. He took Jack’s arm and led
him at top speed down the drive and into the road.
He didn’t say a word all the way down the little lane
to the field—and not until they were well out in the
middle of the field did he open his mouth to the
puzzled and rather scared Jack.


Then he turned and faced him. ‘So you think I was
mistaken too, do you?’ he said. ‘Well, I’m not. That
fire was alight when I saw it. I don’t care tuppence if
the gas and the electricity and the water and everything
else is turned off—that fire was alight. Somebody
had turned it on and lighted it. Somebody had
been in that room—and done other things, besides
lighting the gas, too!’


Jack stared at Peter, amazed. ‘What other things?’
he said. ‘And why didn’t you tell Mr Frampton?’


‘I tried to—you know I did!’ cried Peter. ‘And
every time I tried he snapped at me and shut me up!
I shan’t tell him anything! I’ll solve the mystery myself!’


‘Wait a minute, Peter—tell me—what other things
did the person do besides lighting the gas-fire?’
asked Jack, wondering if Peter had gone slightly
mad.


‘Listen—do you remember I said that I had almost
noticed something in that room, besides the gas-fire,
yesterday morning?’ demanded Peter. ‘And I couldn’t
call to mind what it was because just as I was noticing
it, you shouted to me?’


‘Yes. I remember,’ said Jack. ‘What was it, then?’


‘Well, I noticed a plant in a pot,’ said Peter. ‘A
plant my mother grows in her greenhouse, called a
primula—the flowers are rather like big pink polyanthus.
And I noticed that the plant was alive and
healthy—not all dead and withered as it should have
been, left in an empty house for weeks. Primulas need
a lot of water.’


‘You mean—someone had been watering it?’
asked Jack.


‘Yes,’ said Peter, beginning to calm down. ‘I
looked into the pot just now and the soil was wet.
Someone had watered it not later than yesterday.
And I noticed something else, which you should have
noticed too if you’d been a good member of the
Secret Seven!’


‘What?’ asked Jack, surprised again.


‘I noticed that the clock on the mantelpiece was
going,’ said Peter. ‘And it’s only an eight-day clock.
So someone must have wound it up during the last
week, mustn’t they? And I thought the room smelt of
tobacco smoke too. Oh, somebody has been living in
that room, I’m pretty sure!’


‘Good gracious!’ said Jack, astounded. ‘But who,
Peter? And why?’


‘That’s for the Secret Seven to find out,’ said Peter.
‘Go round to everyone and remind them that there’s
an important, most important meeting at eleven
o’clock sharp to-morrow morning. And don’t let that
tiresome Susie know a thing about it! This is very,
very secret!’



CHAPTER NINE
 Peter Gives His Orders



Again the Secret Seven were extremely punctual,
and the password, ‘Lollipops’, was said briskly as
member after member arrived at the meeting-shed,
greeted excitedly by Scamper.


‘What’s up, Peter?’ said George, seeing Peter’s
rather grim expression as he sat waiting in the shed
for everyone. ‘You look sort of boiling up inside.’


‘Well, I am,’ said Peter, relaxing into a short grin,
and then looking grim again. Clearly something big
was happening, and the Secret Seven settled down
expectantly, feeling little thrills as they looked at their
chief. Whatever was he going to tell them?


Very shortly and clearly Peter told them of his and
Jack’s visit to Bartlett Lodge, and how they had been
caught by Grim the gardener and Mr Frampton from
the bank—the man who held the keys of the locked
house.


Then he told them how he had persuaded Mr
Frampton to go into the house and find out whether
the gas really was turned off or not (and what a sigh
all the members gave when he had to confess that it
was turned off after all); and then went on to describe
how they had gone up to the balcony room, and seen
the fire unlighted (another disappointed sigh!) and
then—and then . . .


The next part was truly exciting, of course, especially
when he told about the ticking clock. The members
gazed at Peter in real admiration. Here was a
chief indeed! Why, he had behaved like a first-class
detective—and he had stood up to Grim and the man
from the bank like a hero!


‘You should have seen Peter when he came out of
that house!’ Jack said, when Peter had finished his
tale. ‘He was in such a rage that he slammed the
front door till it nearly fell off its hinges! And his face
was as red as fire, and . . .’


‘That’s enough,’ said Peter, his face looking almost
as red as fire again, he was so embarrassed at
Jack’s praises. ‘Anyone would have felt as I did—honestly,
I kept on trying to tell Mr Frampton about
the clock—and the plant—and the smell of smoke—but
he simply wouldn’t listen.’


‘What a stupid fellow!’ said Barbara. ‘To think he
could have noticed all those things and didn’t. Still—Jack
didn’t notice any of them either, did he?’


‘That’s enough, Barbara,’ said Peter again, seeing
Jack’s face go red now! ‘We’ve
got a most peculiar mystery on
our hands, and we’ve got to get
to the bottom of it ourselves.
This is something that the
Secret Seven really can rack their brains over. Now—how
can we find out who’s been in the house—and if
he was still there, hidden somewhere while Grim and
Mr Frampton went in and out—and if Grim knows
anything about it? And if anyone is hiding there,
what’s his reason?’


‘We’d better try and find out if Grim really has got
a name for honesty,’ said George. ‘If he has, and
everyone speaks well of him, we’ll know it’s nothing
to do with him.’


‘Yes. That’s a good point,’ said Peter. ‘Does anyone
know somebody who has employed Grim at any
time?’


‘Yes. My granny did for a year,’ said Pam. ‘I
didn’t like him at all then, because he wouldn’t let
me pick even an unripe gooseberry when I went to
tea with Granny!’


‘Hm! That sounds rather honest than otherwise!’
said Colin.


‘Or mean!’ said George. ‘I say—hadn’t Pam better
go and ask her granny a few questions, Peter?’


‘Yes. That’s a job for you to do to-day, Pam,’ said
Peter, looking at her. ‘I want a report this afternoon
about that.’


‘Right,’ said Pam, feeling important, and writing
it down in her note-book, though she knew she
couldn’t possibly forget!


‘We really ought to find out where Grim lives and
see if we can discover if he’s at home each night,’ said
Peter. ‘It might possibly be Grim making himself
nice and comfortable at Bartlett Lodge. I mean—he
might have a horrid wife who nags him, say, and he
goes and sleeps in that house just to get away from
her, now he’s got the chance. I bet he knows how to
get into the house, even though he hasn’t got the
keys.’


‘I think that’s a bit far-fetched,’ objected Barbara.
‘About his nagging wife, I mean.’


‘We can’t leave anything to chance,’ said Peter,
firmly. ‘Nothing is too far-fetched to examine. Grim
is an important person in this mystery. The more we
know about him, the better.’


‘All right,’ said Barbara, hastily. ‘But all I hope
is that I don’t have to go and interview a nagging
wife!’


‘Well, you will,’ said Peter, to Barbara’s horror.
‘You and Janet can go together, once we’ve found
out where he lives. Pam’s granny will be able to tell
her that, I expect.’


‘Do we have to find out if Mr Frampton is all
right?’ asked Jack, beginning to feel that there was
going to be a lot of snooping round in this mystery!


‘Yes. I can ask my father that,’ said Peter. ‘I expect
he’ll know him—or know of him. But I don’t
somehow think Mr Frampton really comes into
this.’


‘What else do we do?’ asked George.


‘Well, when we’ve found out all we can about
Grim, and have made up our minds about him, I
shall probably decide to set a watch on Bartlett
Lodge,’ said Peter, in a most business-like tone.
‘There’s a good shed there, within view of the
kitchen-door—which, I imagine, would be the likeliest
place for any mysterious person to enter or leave
the house. One or other of us boys must be on watch
all the time. I am quite determined to track down the
person who lives secretly in that balcony room.’


‘It’s terribly exciting,’ said Pam, feeling quite
breathless with all this sudden planning. ‘I think
you’re a very good chief, Peter. I do really.’


‘So do I,’ said Jack, and the others agreed.


‘Well, we’ll soon see if I am or not,’ said Peter,
getting up. ‘Time will tell! Oh, by the way, there’s a
new password for next time, as we’ve had our last
one for a long time.’


‘What is it?’ asked Jack.


‘Grim!’ said Peter, smiling. ‘Just that. Grim! And
don’t you forget it, anyone!’



CHAPTER TEN
 The Girls do Very Well



Pam felt very important as she went off to see her
granny immediately after her midday dinner. She had
her note-book in her blazer pocket, and a freshly
sharpened pencil. ‘I may have to write down all kinds
of details for Peter,’ she thought. ‘What fun it is to
belong to the Secret Seven—we just never know
what kind of job we’ll have to do next.’


Her granny was in her back garden, snipping off
dead daffodils. She was very pleased to see Pam.


‘Why, Pamela!’ she said. ‘I didn’t expect you this
afternoon. Have you come to tea with me, dear?’


‘No, I’m afraid not, Granny,’ said Pam. ‘I’ve got
orders from Peter to interview you about someone.’


‘Good gracious!’ said Granny, surprised. ‘Interview
me? What about?’


‘About a gardener you once had, called Georgie
Grim,’ said Pam, taking out her note-book. ‘You
see, Granny, the Secret Seven is on to a mystery
again, and we’re interested in Grim because we think
he’s got something to do with the mystery.’


‘You and your mysteries!’ said Granny, laughing.
‘You really amuse me. Well, well—if it’s Peter’s orders,
you must do as you’re told. Now—what do you
want to know?’


‘Was Grim honest, Granny, when he was with
you?’ asked Pam.


‘Absolutely,’ said Granny, and Pam wrote that
down, wondering if she was spelling it right. ‘Abslootly
honest,’ she wrote.


‘Er—did he ever have to look after the house
when you went away?’ asked Pam.


‘Yes—during the year that he worked for me, he
and his wife came and lived in the house for a month,
while we were away,’ said Granny. ‘And the wife
kept the place spotlessly clean. She was a thin, pale
woman, with a cough, I remember.’


‘Wait a bit—you’re going too quickly,’ said Pam,
writing down all this at top speed. ‘How do you
spell “spotlessly”? Oh, it’s all right—I know.’


‘Any more questions?’ said Granny, amused. ‘I
feel as if you were a policeman questioning me,
Pamela!’


Pam laughed. She was quite enjoying this, and
couldn’t help feeling that she was doing it very well.
She bit the end of her pencil and wondered what to
ask next.


‘Er—did you miss anything from the house when
you came back?’ she said.


‘Not a thing!’ said Granny. ‘And what was more,
Mrs Grim had made a lot of jam for us, and bottled
a great deal of fruit—and wouldn’t take a penny for
it, because she said she had enjoyed staying in the
house so much. I must say the little woman looked a
good deal better for the month she spent here. Dear
me—am I going too fast for you, darling? Let me
write it all down for you.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Pam at once. ‘This is my job,
Granny. Just say it all slowly again, and I’ll soon get
it down. Are there two T’s in “bottle”, do you suppose?’


‘There are usually,’ said Granny. ‘Well, well—I
must say that I admire you Secret Seven. You certainly
go into things thoroughly. Do stay to tea.’


‘I wish I could—but Peter wants this information
this afternoon,’ said Pam. ‘Well, thanks awfully,
Granny. You’ve given me some surprising news—we
all suspected Grim might be doing something he’d no
right to do.’


‘And what was that?’ said Granny, quite overcome
with curiosity.


‘Oh, it’s a secret,’ said Pam. ‘We’re never supposed
to talk about our mysteries while we’re solving
them. Good-bye, Granny, and thank you very
much.’


She skipped off happily, her note-book safely in
her pocket. Pam was not often entrusted with important
things by Peter, and she felt rather proud of
the way she had written down Granny’s answers to her
questions. In fact, she thought herself quite clever!


Peter and the three boys were in the shed with
Scamper when Pam arrived. ‘Lollipops!’ she said, as
she knocked at the door. There was no answer.


‘Let me in!’ called Pam. ‘I said the password.’


‘You didn’t, whoever you are,’ called Peter’s voice.


‘I’m Pam, and you know it’s me!’ said Pam, indignantly.
‘I’ve got a lot of news. Let me in.’


‘Password, please,’ said Peter.


‘But I’ve already s . . .’ began Pam, and then she
suddenly remembered the new password. ‘Oh, sorry,
Peter—Grim, Grim, Grim!’


‘Once is quite enough,’ said Peter, and opened the
door. ‘Well, did you see your granny?’


‘Yes,’ said Pam, and beamed round happily.
‘Here are my notes, with my questions and Granny’s
answers. I wrote everything down.’


Peter took the notes and read them out aloud,
much to Pam’s delight. He shut the little note-book
and nodded at Pam.


‘Very good, Pam. A very nice piece of work. Well,
it seems as if Grim is honest enough—and his wife
too—in fact the wife sounds jolly good. It’s rather
surprising, really, because I couldn’t help feeling that
bad-tempered old Grim was the one who had broken
into Bartlett Lodge somehow. Now it seems as if
somebody else must be there—someone that Grim
knows nothing about—for if he did he would certainly
report it, as your granny says he’s absolutely
honest.’


‘It’s funny, isn’t it?’ said George. ‘Well—we’ll
certainly have to find out who it is.’


‘Yes—we must keep a watch on the kitchen-door,
as I said,’ decided Peter. ‘Hallo—here come Janet
and Barbara. They’ve been to find out about Mrs
Grim. I wonder if they’ll remember the new password!’


A knock came at the door. ‘Grim,’ said Janet’s
voice, and then came a giggle. ‘Mr Grim.’


‘And Mrs Grim!’ said Barbara. Peter opened the
door, grinning.


‘Come in, asses!’ he said, ‘and tell us your news!’


The two girls came in and sat down. Scamper gave
them an enormous welcome.


‘Hallo, Pam!’ said Janet. ‘What did your granny
say about Grim?’


‘Oh, she says he’s absolutely honest,’ said Pam.
‘Here are my notes about it. I wrote them down.’


Janet and Barbara were most impressed with the
notes. ‘You didn’t spell the word “absolutely” the
right way,’ pointed out Barbara. ‘Oh, Peter—we
didn’t make notes. We only just asked questions and
remembered the answers.’


‘That’s all right,’ said Peter. ‘Janet, what happened?
Make your report, please.’


‘Well, we went down to where Grim lives,’ said
Janet. ‘I found out from the postman; it was quite
easy. Oh, Peter—it’s a dreadful little cottage. Really
dreadful.’


‘Why? What’s it like?’ asked Peter.


‘It’s near the canal, and built so low that it’s on a
level with the water,’ said Janet. ‘And you know
we’ve had a lot of rain this year, so the canal water
has risen quite a bit—and it has overflowed into the
little cottage garden. . . .’


‘And the ground floor of the cottage must be terribly
damp,’ said Barbara. ‘And do you know, we
even saw fungus growing all the way up one wall! It’s
really horrible.’


‘It’s in very bad repair too,’ said Janet. ‘Goodness,
Daddy would never let his cottages get like that, Peter.
Our farm-men’s cottages are palaces compared with
Grim’s. I can’t think how he stands it. There’s quite
a big hole in the roof, where some tiles have fallen
off.’


‘No wonder they were so happy when they looked
after my granny’s house one summer,’ said Pam.
‘And no wonder Granny said Mrs Grim looked thin
and ill—anyone would, if they lived in that damp,
smelly cottage down by the canal!’


‘I wonder they don’t move,’ said Jack.


‘Well, it’s hard to get a cottage these days,’ said
George, ‘especially at a low rent. Did you find out
anything about Mrs Grim, Janet? Did you see her?’


‘No, we didn’t,’ said Janet, ‘but we talked to the
woman next door. Her cottage is built much higher
than the Grim’s, and it’s quite dry. She saw us looking
round the Grim’s place, and called out to know
what we wanted.’


‘And we just said we were looking at the quaint
old cottage!’ said Barbara. ‘Which was perfectly
true, of course. And we asked her who lived there—though
we knew it was Grim’s cottage.’


‘You did well,’ said Peter, approvingly. ‘Go on.
What did the woman tell you?’


‘Well, she told us what we already knew—that
Grim has a daily job, keeping that big garden going
at Bartlett Lodge—and that he comes home about
six o’clock each night. And that his wife isn’t well, so
he does all the shopping in his dinner-hour, and
cooks a meal at night. And she said that Mrs Grim
was a nice little woman. . . .’


‘And she’s very fond of Grim,’ said Barbara,
anxious not to be left out. ‘Goodness—fancy anyone
being fond of surly old Grim.’


‘Mrs Grim must be quite ill,’ said Janet. ‘Her
neighbour says she hasn’t been out to hang her washing
up for a whole week. Grim even does that, too!’


‘Well—I thinks he sounds rather a nice old boy,
even though he’s so bad-tempered with us,’ said
Peter, rather astonished at all this news. ‘Pam’s
granny says he’s quite honest, and if he does all that
for his wife, he must be kind as well.’


‘I expect it’s living in that dreadful damp cottage
that makes him surly,’ said Barbara, who really had
been shocked to think of anyone living in such a horrid
little hole. ‘Peter, you wouldn’t even let one of
your pigs live in a place like that.’


‘I should think not!’ said Peter. ‘Our pigs have
wonderful sties, and they’re cleaned out twice a day.’


It suddenly began to dawn on everyone that their
reports had not helped the mystery in the least. In
fact, what they had learnt actually wiped Grim right
out of the picture, and left them with nobody to suspect
at all—except perhaps Mr Frampton the man
from the bank. But Peter had something to say
about him.


‘He’s all right. My father’s known him for years,’
said Peter. ‘I just mentioned casually that I’d met
him, and Dad said, “Oh, Frampton—he’s a fine chap,
quite a friend of mine. Where did you meet him?” ’


‘Goodness—what did you say to that?’ asked
Jack, remembering their meeting with the man, and
how nearly they had got into serious trouble. ‘How
did you answer?’


‘Well, Scamper barked at that very moment, and I
just didn’t answer the question, but asked Scamper
one instead!’ said Peter, with a laugh. ‘I said, “Who’s
coming, Scamper, who’s coming, old boy? Let’s go
and see who you’re barking at!” And out of the
room we went.’


There was another silence. A cold, flat feeling
slowly came over the Seven. Where did they go from
here? Was there anything they could do to solve the
mystery now, except what Peter had suggested before—watch
the kitchen-door of Bartlett Lodge from
the little shed opposite it? But they knew it wasn’t
Grim going into the house. Would they ever see any
intruder at all? They couldn’t watch all the doors
and windows! It would have been easy enough just to
watch the kitchen-door when they felt sure it was
Grim going in and out; but suppose the intruder,
whoever he was, never came and went at all—but
simply stayed hidden in the house, turning on the gas
at the main whenever he wanted a little warmth—or
to boil a kettle!


‘Let’s talk and plan,’ said Peter, at last. ‘Now—has
anyone a good idea—a really good one?’


No one said a word at first—and then Jack spoke
up. ‘Well, Peter, the only thing I can think of is for
one of us to climb that tree up to the balcony to-night—and
watch for a light to come on in that room—and
peep through the crack in the curtains to see
who it is. That’s my idea!’



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 An Astonishing Discovery



The rest of the Seven stared at Jack in admiration.
‘Why ever didn’t we think of that before?’ said
Peter. ‘Of course—whoever is hiding there would feel
quite safe at night, with Grim gone home, and nobody
about at all. We might see something really interesting
if we watch up on the balcony!’


‘Bags I go,’ said George, at once.


‘All of us boys will go,’ said Peter. ‘One of us must
be on guard at the gate to warn the others if someone
comes in there—we don’t want to be caught. One of
us must also be at the bottom of the tree to warn the
ones on the balcony if anyone comes. I think Jack
and I will climb the tree and be the balcony watchers—we’ve
been up there before.’


‘Can’t we come too?’ said Janet, longingly. ‘It’s
beginning to sound awfully adventurous!’


‘No. You can’t come,’ said Peter. ‘None of you
girls can come. Will you three boys be able to join
me to-night—when it’s really dark?’


‘Let’s ask if we can go to the cinema,’ said Jack.
‘And not stay till the end—but slip out about eight
o’clock and go to Bartlett Lodge.’


‘Good idea,’ said Peter. ‘Right—we’ll all meet at
the cinema—you girls can come too, if you’re allowed—but
you’ll have to sit right through the programme,
if your parents will let you stay as late as that.’


‘Mine won’t,’ said Barbara, sadly. ‘At least I don’t
think so. Oh dear—why do boys always have the
exciting part to do? I shan’t be able to sleep to-night
for wondering what’s happening to you four boys.’


A very pleasant feeling of excitement warmed the
hearts of the Secret Seven for the rest of that day.
Even Scamper felt it, and was most bitterly disappointed
when Janet and Peter went off to the
cinema without him after tea.


He sat down sadly in a corner. Now he would have
a long, long wait till he could bark and jump and
wag his tail again!


None of the Secret Seven paid much attention to
the picture at the cinema, and yet it was a fine one,
all about a wild pony, the kind they usually loved.
The boys fidgeted and looked at their watches, wishing
the time would go quickly, so that they might
leave, and go about their night-adventure!


At ten to eight Peter whispered to Jack. ‘We’ll go!
I can’t sit still a moment longer! Tell the others—but
the girls must stay here, of course.’


The girls pulled long faces as the four boys slipped
out of their seats. Peter led the way. It was dark outside
now, and the boys had their torches. It was a
cloudy night and not even a star showed in the sky.


They made their way to Jack’s house and slipped
in at the back-gate. ‘Watch out for Susie!’ said Jack,
in a low tone. ‘She’s in to-night.’


But there was no sign of the aggravating Susie,
much to Peter’s relief. They went across the field at
the back of Jack’s house and down the little lane
into the road beyond, where Bartlett Lodge stood.


‘Now,’ said Peter, halting. ‘You know your orders,
all of you. Colin, watch by the gate. Hoot like
an owl if anyone comes in. George, you’re to stand
at the foot of the tree that we’re going to climb to the
balcony. You’re to hoot too, if you see or hear anything
suspicious. Jack, have you got your torch
ready? We’ll need it to climb the tree.’


Jack put his torch between his teeth, and so did
Peter, as soon as they began to climb the tree that
grew up to the second-floor balcony. This meant that
they could use both their hands for climbing, and
could yet see where they were going, though rather
awkwardly.


Colin was at his post by the gate, hiding behind a
bush. George was at the foot of the tree, listening intently
for any unusual sound. He could hear Jack
and Peter cautiously climbing the tree. Then he could
hear the slight scrape of their rubber shoes as they
climbed over the stone balcony. Now a great
disappointment for Peter and Jack—no longer could
they see through the crack in the curtains! Someone
had pulled them carefully together, so that not the
tiniest chink remained for them to peep through!
The boys were bitterly disappointed!


‘Look at that! We can’t possibly see into the room
now,’ whispered Jack.


‘Yes—but it shows someone has been into the
room again!’ said Peter. ‘It may even mean that
somebody is there now.’


They pressed their noses against the closed window,
trying in vain to see inside. They saw nothing—but
they suddenly heard sounds—sounds which
surely came from the inside of that little room!


‘Listen!’ whispered Jack. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s a radio being played very, very quietly,’ said
Peter. ‘We can hardly hear it. I’m sure that’s what it
is. Would you believe it! Who in the world is in
there?’


They had now switched off their torches, and were
in complete darkness. They stood there, wondering
what to do. How did the intruder get into the house?
Mr Frampton appeared to be the only one with the
keys of the house—not even Grim had one. And
anyway they had proved that he was absolutely
honest. Then had some outsider a key—or did he perhaps
get in through a coal-hole? Or was there an unfastened
window somewhere? All these things went
through the boys’ minds very quickly—and then
something happened that made them jump violently.


An owl’s hoot sounded from the front of the
house! It must be Colin giving the arranged warning.
The two boys stiffened at once. And then, to their
horror, another hoot came—this time so near to
them that they jumped in fright again. It came from
the bottom of the tree.


‘Danger!’ said Peter. ‘Keep quite still, Jack.
Something’s going to happen!’


The two boys on the balcony stood absolutely still,
and hardly breathed. And then they heard a sound
that made them stiffen again in fright.


‘Someone’s climbing up the tree!’ whispered Peter
to Jack. ‘I can hear him—and see the light of his
torch!’


‘What can we do?’ said Jack, trembling. ‘He will
see us here—we can’t hide anywhere on this balcony.’


‘No. But we can quickly scramble up the tree a bit
higher and hide in the leaves,’ said Peter, pulling Jack
to the tree. He could now hear the climber’s heavy
breathing farther down the tree—thank goodness he
was slow at climbing!


‘Quiet now!’ whispered Peter, as he and Jack
climbed back into the tree and went upwards for
about six feet. They then stayed quite still, peering
through the leaves down at the balcony below.


A man was climbing up the tree to the balcony, his
torch in his mouth. As he came, a warning owl-hoot
sounded again from below. The man was now climbing
over the little stone pillars of the balcony, and
stood below the boys, taking his torch from his
mouth. Jack and Peter in the tree above could see the
light shining brightly.


The man went to the window and knocked. It was
a special knock—three long ones, two short ones,
and then two long ones. Knock-knock-knock.
Knock-knock. Knock-knock.


The boys held their breath and peered through the
leaves cautiously. They saw the curtains drawn back
from the window, and immediately a light streamed
out from the room inside. Then someone unfastened
the window and opened it.


As the light streamed out on to the balcony, Jack
and Peter saw the man who stood there—saw him
quite clearly and recognized him! They could hardly
believe their eyes!


The man went swiftly through the window, shut it
behind him and drew the curtains across so that not
a chink of light showed. Only when the window was
shut did the two boys dare to breathe. Then Peter
clutched Jack.


‘Did you see who it was, Jack?’


‘Yes. Surely it was old Grim the gardener!’ said
Jack, quite astounded. ‘What did you think?’


‘Yes—it was Grim! But I say—who would have
thought it! Grim! The honest Grim! No wonder he
was angry when he discovered our footmarks at the
bottom of this tree—and saw that we had climbed it
too—and had used his own private way into the
house!’


‘But—who’s in there?’ said Jack, feeling bewildered.
‘It must be the someone who lighted the
gas-fire—and wound up the clock—and watered that
plant! Is it some burglar there busy packing up things
to give to Grim to take away?’


‘Goodness knows!’ said Peter, as puzzled as Jack.
‘I suppose it was Grim who had carefully turned off
the gas at the main last night when we all went in to
see the house. He must have seen our footmarks under
the tree by then and have been afraid we might have
seen the gas-fire and tell tales about it. So he quietly
turned off the gas at the main, in case anyone said
they’d seen the fire—because it’s plain there couldn’t
be a fire without gas. I was jolly puzzled about that,
weren’t you?’


‘Very,’ said Jack. ‘Well—what
do we do now?
Better climb down, I think,
because I’m sure we can’t
see anything more here at
the moment. We’d better
find Colin and George—they’ll
be worried about us.’


So they climbed carefully
down the tree again, making
no noise at all, not daring
even to switch on their
torches. They felt carefully
with their feet before they
made a step downwards,
and were soon at the
bottom.


There was no sign of
George. ‘He may think we
are the man who climbed
up,’ whispered Jack. ‘What
about saying our password,
Peter? He’ll know it’s us, then.’


‘I was just going to,’ said Peter.
‘Grim!’ he said, in a piercing
whisper. ‘Grim!’


‘Here I am!’ said George, from a nearby bush.
‘Gosh, I was glad to hear the password! I was afraid
it might be that man again! Did you hear my hoot?’


‘Yes. And Colin’s too,’ said Peter. ‘Let’s go and
find him. This mystery has got very mysterious, all of
a sudden!’


They found Colin hidden by the front gate, and
gave him the password. He appeared as soon as he
heard it. They all slipped out of the gate and down
the road, and were soon in the little lane leading to
the field behind Jack’s house.


They stopped in the middle of the field, having
been completely silent since leaving the front gate.


‘Who was that man? Did you see?’ said Colin at
once.


‘It was Grim!’ said Peter. ‘Would you believe it!
Grim—the man we had ruled out completely. What
can he be doing there?’


‘Pretty mean of him to leave his sick wife all alone
each night in that horrible cottage,’ said Colin. ‘He
must have got a pal in Bartlett Lodge and be planning
to rob the house in peace and quiet while the
owners are away. There’s nothing to stop them taking
things bit by bit.’


‘Shall we tell the police?’ asked George.


‘I don’t know. I rather think I’ll tell my father,’
said Peter. ‘You see, he knows Mr Frampton, the
man who has the keys of the place. We’d better leave
it to them as to what to do. Gosh—who’d have
thought it was Grim after all!’


‘Well, I never liked him,’ said Colin. ‘Horrid, bad-tempered
man. Come on—let’s get on. I’m beginning
to feel as if there may be quite a lot of Georgie Grims
in this dark field, waiting to pounce on us. Buck
up!’


‘We’ll go to my house and tell my father straightaway,’
said Peter. ‘You must all come with me—there’ll
be a lot to tell, and you’ll have to back me up.
Let’s go by the cinema and see if the girls are out.
They really ought to be in on this.’


They went down the road that led to the cinema,
and saw the people streaming out—and the three
girls with them! Peter ran up.


‘Hey, you three! You’re to come with us. Something
very queer’s turned up, and we’re all going to
my house to tell my father. He’ll know what to do!’



CHAPTER TWELVE
 Peter’s Father Takes Over



The four boys told the excited girls what had happened.
When they came to the part where Jack and
Peter had actually heard someone climbing up to the
very balcony on which they were standing, Pam gave
a loud squeal.


‘Oh! I should have been scared stiff! Oh, who was
it? I’m jolly glad I wasn’t there!’


‘It was old Georgie Grim!’ said Peter. ‘What do
you think of that? And to think we’d quite decided
that he was honest and kind and all the rest of it!
Anyway, it’s a serious matter now—that’s why we’re
going back to tell my father.’


Peter’s father and mother were most astonished to
see all the Secret Seven coming in together. ‘Why
Colin—Jack—Pam, Barbara, George—whatever are
you doing back here instead of going home?’ said
Peter’s mother.


‘Mother—we’ve got something to tell you,’ said
Peter. ‘Dad, you’ll be surprised when you hear about
it! You see, the Secret Seven have . . .’


‘Don’t tell me you’ve tumbled into another adventure!’
said his father. ‘You haven’t got yourselves
into trouble, have you?’


‘Oh, no,’ said Peter. ‘And—well, I hope you won’t
be cross when you hear the things we’ve done.’


‘Begin at the beginning,’ said his mother, taking
down a tin of ginger biscuits and handing them
round. ‘You’re the chief of the Seven, aren’t you,
Peter? Well, you begin, then.’


So Peter began the strange story—right from the
morning when Susie’s aeroplane had flown over the
wall into the garden of Bartlett Lodge, and disappeared.
He told of the angry gardener—of how
he and Jack had discovered the aeroplane on the balcony
and climbed up to get it. . . .


‘And it was then that the mystery really began,’
said Jack, interrupting. ‘Wasn’t it, Peter? Because
when Peter peeped in between the drawn curtains of
the balcony windows he saw a gas-fire burning away
merrily there!’


How astonished Peter’s parents were to hear the
story—and to listen to the way the Seven had proved
Grim’s honesty—and his kindness to his wife—and
then, to cap everything, they heard the astonishing
ending!


‘There we were, up in the tree six feet above the
balcony, trying to see who it was coming knocking
on the window of that curtained room—and when
the curtains were pulled and the light streamed out
we saw who it was.’


‘And who was it?’ said Peter’s father, really excited.


‘It was Grim,’ said Peter. ‘Yes, it really was, Dad!
Someone from inside opened the window, and he got
in, and the curtains were drawn across again and the
window fastened!’


‘And we thought we’d better come and tell you because
you know Mr Frampton, who has the keys,’
said Jack. ‘We felt sure you would know the best
thing to do.’


‘That was sensible of you,’ said Peter’s father.
‘Well, I’m blessed! The things you Seven get up to!
And yet I can’t find fault with you for anything
you’ve done in this matter—you were sensible and
most courageous—and now, of course, we must at
once go after this fellow Grim, and see what he’s up
to. Thanks to you, we shall catch him in his lair with
his burglarious friend, whoever he is!’


‘His burglarious friend!’ said Pam. ‘That sounds
exciting. What are you going to do, please?’


‘I’m going to ring up Mr Frampton, get him to
come round with the keys of Bartlett Lodge, and he
and I will go together to surprise Grim and his friend
in their cosy lair,’ said Peter’s father, getting up to go
to the telephone.


‘Dad! Dad, can we go too?’ cried Peter, afraid
that at this most exciting moment he was going to be
left out.


‘I’ll see what Mr Frampton says,’ said his father,
and dialled the correct number. The children listened
to the one-sided conversation in silence, their hearts
beating fast. What an adventure this had suddenly
turned into! Oh, if only they were allowed to see the
end of it!


Peter’s father rang off and turned to the waiting
children. ‘Mr Frampton is extremely interested, as
you can imagine. He’s coming round straightaway
and will pick me up here in his car. He says Peter and
Jack may come too, as they will be able to state again
that they actually saw the gas-fire burning the day
before yesterday—they’ll be what we call witnesses.’


‘Can’t we others come?’ said Janet, dolefully.
‘Oh, I do want to, Dad.’


‘I dare say you do,’ said her father. ‘But you must
realize that we can’t have the whole Seven of you
trailing after us in what may be quite a serious matter.
Mr Frampton is going to ring up the police, and
ask them to stand by in case he telephones from
Bartlett Lodge for help. We shall have to find out
first if it really is a police matter—and it probably is.’


Jack and Peter felt a great surge of excitement welling
up inside them. They grinned at one another in
joy. They were going to be in at the end. What would
happen? What would Grim say? And who was his
‘burglarious friend’?


In a few minutes there came the sound of a car
hooting at the front gate. Peter, his father, and Jack
hurried out, followed by the envious gazes of the
others. Then Janet’s mother set to work to ring up
the other children’s parents and tell them not to
worry—the Secret Seven were at her house!


Jack and Peter got into Mr Frampton’s car, and
sat silently in the back. They still remembered how
angry he had been with them only a short time ago!
He said nothing to them, but spoke briefly to Peter’s
father, and then drove off to Bartlett Lodge.


Jack squeezed Peter’s arm in excitement. ‘We’re
bang in the middle of a real adventure!’ he said, in a
low voice. ‘Whatever do you suppose is going to happen
next?’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 Inside the Empty House



The car drew up outside Bartlett Lodge. The house
looked absolutely dark—not a light to be seen anywhere.
They all got out, and Mr Frampton spoke
quietly as they stood beside the car.


‘I propose that I unlock the front door, and that
we all go in silently,’ he said. ‘It is imperative that we
make no noise at all, for we don’t want to give any
warning to those fellows inside. We will go straight
up to the same room that these boys took me up to
before—and surprise the men there, and demand an
explanation. Now, follow me.’


They followed him in at the drive-gate, and up to
the front door. He cautiously slid the key in, turned
it, put a second key into a lock below, and turned
that also. The door opened with a small creak.


Mr Frampton walked in quietly. The others followed,
and he shut the door silently. He switched on
his torch and spoke in a whisper.


‘The telephone is here, in that corner—you, boy—what’s
your name, now?’


‘Peter, sir,’ said Peter.


‘Well, you, Peter, will have to be the one to nip
down to the phone and call the police if we have any
trouble,’ said Mr Frampton. ‘Just say that I want
someone sent along here at once. Is that clear?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Peter, and again felt the uprush of
breathless excitement that all adventures bring.


‘Now—quite quiet,’ said Mr Frampton, and led
the way upstairs, his torch shining steadily in front of
him. The stairs were well-carpeted, and their footsteps
made no noise at all. The men went first, the
two boys followed. Jack was so excited that he felt
quite breathless.


Up the first flight of stairs—on to the wide landing—and
then very, very quietly up the second flight.
Again there was a landing, but not such a wide one.
Mr Frampton stood quite still at the top, and then
switched off his torch.


A line of light showed under one door—the door
of the balcony room! From inside came a murmur of
voices—and then suddenly the voices became raised,
and the four outside could hear shouts and threats!


What was going on in that closed room? Jack felt
himself shaking at the knees. ‘It’s all right,’ whispered
Mr Frampton, feeling Jack trembling against
him. ‘They’ve got the radio on—they’re listening to
a play. Don’t be scared!’


Jack was most relieved. Only the radio! Of course—he
and Peter had heard it before, when they had
stood outside on the balcony! Mr Frampton now
strode forward to the closed door and turned the
handle—but he turned it in vain! The door was
locked on the inside!


Mr Frampton raised his hand and knocked most
imperiously on the door, shouting at the same time,
‘Open this door at once!’


The radio in the room was switched off suddenly
and now there was nothing but silence. Mr Frampton
knocked again. ‘I said open this door!’


‘Who’s there?’ said a voice from inside.


‘Open the door, and you’ll soon see,’ roared Mr
Frampton, making both boys jump violently. ‘I
know your voice, Grim! The game’s up. Open
the door, or it will be the worse for you and your
friend.’


There was a silence for a few seconds, and then
Grim’s voice came again, sounding most upset. ‘Sir—it’s
you Mr Frampton, isn’t it? Sir—you haven’t
got the police with you, have you? Sir, you know
I’m an honest man, you . . .’


‘I’ve no police here at the moment,’ thundered Mr
Frampton, ‘but I’m sending someone down to telephone
them in one minute’s time, if you do not open
this door! As for your honesty, I fear it will be difficult
for you to prove that, Grim.’


There sounded a hurried few words from inside
the room, as if Grim were reassuring someone. Then
he spoke again, in a most beseeching voice.


‘Mr Frampton, sir—I’ll open the door and come
out to you—if you’ll let me shut it after me and will
not come into the room till I’ve spoken to you.’


‘You’ll open this door, and we shall come in
straightaway,’ said Mr Frampton, angrily. ‘What
nonsense is this? And I warn you, Grim, that if you
let your friend get away through that window it will
be the worse for you. Have done with this nonsense,
man, and open—this—door!’


The door still did not open. Mr Frampton turned
to Peter and spoke to him in a loud voice, so that
Grim could hear it inside the room.


‘Peter—go down into the hall and ring up the
police as I told you. Tell them to send someone here
immediately.’


‘Right, sir,’ said Peter—but before he could take
more than two steps there came a cry from Grim.


‘No, sir! Don’t get the police! I’ll open the door.
Wait, sir, wait!’


‘Wait, Peter,’ said Mr Frampton, in a low voice.
‘I think he’s come to heel.’


Nobody moved. They heard a key turning in the
lock on the other side of the door, the handle turned,
and the door opened. Grim stood there, his surly face
lined and worried.


‘Once more, sir—I beg of you—don’t come into
this room,’ he said, holding the door so that no one
could see into the room. ‘I do beg of you, sir.’


‘Stand aside, man,’ said Mr Frampton, and pushed
him sternly to one side. He stepped into the room,
followed by Peter’s father. The two boys came last,
wondering whatever they were going to see.


Nobody in the least expected to see what was
there! They stood silent, staring in astonishment.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 A Great Surprise



The little balcony room looked clean and cosy. The
gas-fire burned steadily, and the clock on the mantelpiece
ticked merrily. The table was set with a small
white cloth, and on it was a loaf of bread on a
wooden platter, a dish of butter, and a plate of yellow
cheese.


But these were not the things that surprised the
four visitors. Their eyes were fixed on one corner of
the room, where there was a couch near the fire. On
it lay a woman—a little old woman with white hair
and white face, whose hands trembled as her scared
eyes watched the four come into the room.


Mr Frampton stopped abruptly and stared in astonishment.
He, like the others, had expected to see
another man—some ‘burglarious friend’. But there
was no one to see except the frightened old woman.


‘Please,’ she said, in a trembling voice. ‘Please—it’s
all my fault. Don’t be hard on Georgie.’


Mr Frampton spoke in a surprisingly kind voice.
‘Now don’t get upset, old lady. We’ve only come to
see what’s happening here.’


Tears suddenly rolled down the old woman’s
cheeks. Grim went over to her and took her hand.
‘Now, now,’ he said, ‘don’t you fret. I did it for the
best.’


Then he turned to Mr Frampton. ‘You see, sir, it
was like this—my wife, she’s not strong, and her
cough’s been bad all winter. The doctor said I’d have
to take her away from that cottage of ours—too
damp he said it was—and he said he’d get her into a
hospital . . .’


‘And I wouldn’t go,’ said the old woman. ‘I can’t
be separated from Georgie. I’d die, I know I would.’


‘And then the canal water rose with all the rain we
had, and the water came into the house,’ said Grim,
in a desperate voice. ‘And some tiles came off and
the rain came through into our bedroom. Well, sir—what
was a man to do? I couldn’t find another place
to go to—and here was this big house, all empty—and
we only need one small room, and I was at work
here. . . .’


‘I see,’ said Mr Frampton, sitting down on a chair.
‘Yes, I see. So you managed to get your wife here,
into a warm, dry room—and you turned on the gas
and the electric light and the water. . . .’


‘Yes, sir. I got in through the coal-hole the first
time, and went up into the kitchen, and unlocked the
door,’ said Grim. ‘You had taken the key, sir, but
I knew where a spare one hung on a hook on the
dresser. And I brought my old wife here one night,
sir—and a terrible walk it was for her. . . .’


‘And you made her comfortable here, Grim?’ said
Mr Frampton. ‘And did the shopping—and the
washing—and hung it out behind your old cottage?
Yes, I know all about that, you see! And then you
climbed in each night through the balcony window.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Grim, dolefully. ‘And I was in a
rare temper with these boys here, when I knew they’d
been up that tree outside, and on to the balcony—and
what a fright I was in when they told you about
seeing the little gas-fire here. I tell you, sir, I’ve been
in a real state all the time. Yes, I know I did wrong,
but what was a man to do, sir?’


‘You could have come and asked me, Grim,’ said
Mr Frampton.


‘And you’d have said no!’ cried Grim. ‘Look here,
sir—and you too, sir,’ he said, turning to Peter’s
father. ‘My old woman, she’s done what she could
in the house while she’s been here—she’s dusted
every day, sir, ill as she is—and she’s watered every
plant, and she’s polished every bit of furniture. She
was scared to death all the time, sir—but I will say
this—her cough’s better.’


Peter suddenly found that there were tears in his
eyes. Poor Grim! And his poor, ill old wife, in that
dreadful damp cottage with a hole in the roof. After
all, they had done no harm—in fact, Mrs Grim had
dusted and polished and watered, and done as much
as she could!


There was a little silence. Then Mr Frampton
spoke in a gentle voice. ‘Well, Grim, I shall have to
report this to the owners, of course—but I shall point
out your difficulties—and say that Mrs Grim has
kept the house dusted and polished—and . . .’


‘You won’t get the police, sir, will you?’ pleaded
the little old woman, from her couch. ‘My Georgie,
sir, he’s a right good man, honest as the day, sir, and
kindness itself. He’s got a temper, sir, that gets him
into trouble now and again—but he’s a good honest
man, and I ought to know!’


‘I shan’t get the police,’ said Mr Frampton. ‘But
as you know, perhaps, the owners are coming back
next week. You will not be able to stay here then.’


‘I’ll go back to my old cottage then,’ said Mrs
Grim. ‘My cough’s better, sir, since I’ve been here, in
this warm, dry place. I’ll be all right now in our cottage.’


‘You won’t!’ said Grim, suddenly sounding desperate
again. ‘They’ll put you somewhere away from
me—they’ll say you’re ill, and they’ll take you away!’


‘Now, listen—stay here until I hear from the
owners,’ said Mr Frampton. ‘I can see you are to be
trusted. But if you’re in trouble another time, ask for
help from some friend, Grim—don’t do things like
this.’


‘I’d have done that, sir—but I thought my little old
woman might be taken away from me,’ said Grim.
‘I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused—but we’ve
done no harm, sir, that I can promise you.’


Peter’s father stood up. ‘Come along, Frampton,’
he said. ‘Let’s leave them in peace. Grim, come along
to me to-morrow and I’ll see that you are supplied
with milk and eggs for your wife. Good night, Mrs
Grim. Cheer up—we’ll see what can be done for you
and Grim. Good night, Grim.’


‘Good night, sirs,’ said Grim, and the two men,
followed by the two boys, went out of the room,
leaving Grim standing at the door, worried and
anxious.


‘Dad!’ said Peter, looking as anxious as the old
gardener. ‘Dad—can’t we do something? I shan’t be
happy till we do!’



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 Three Cheers for the Secret Seven!



The next morning there was another Secret Seven
meeting in the old shed. One after another the knocks
came, and the password.


‘Grim!’


‘Grim! It’s me, Pam.’


‘Grim! Can I come in?’


Peter opened the door five times, and Scamper
barked five times too. Soon everyone was there. They
all looked rather nervous, for the events of the night
before had surprised and shocked them.


‘To think that we hated Grim so much—and all
the time he was worried in case we found out his
poor, precious secret!’ said Janet.


‘I can’t bear to think of them having to go back to
that awful cottage,’ said Barbara. ‘Old Mrs Grim
will get a dreadful cough again. But they’ll have to
turn out of Bartlett Lodge in a few days. Oh dear—this
mystery is having a rather horrid end.’


‘We’ve got to do something to help them,’ said
Jack. He pulled a purse out of his pocket, and emptied
sixpences and shillings on to the top of a wooden
box. ‘Look—I’ve emptied my money-box and Susie’s
too—and I’ve brought all the money along in case it
will be any use.’


‘Susie’s money-box!’ said Janet, amazed. ‘But did
she say you could?’


‘Yes. I told her all about last night when I got
home,’ said Jack. ‘After all, you know—it was her
aeroplane that started this adventure. Wasn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said everyone, nodding.


‘So I thought Susie ought to
hear the story,’ said Jack. ‘And
she told me to take all her money,
too.’


‘Goodness! People are most surprising!’ said Barbara.
‘Good old Susie!’


‘Well, now,’ said Peter, ‘does everyone want to
give money to help the Grims? And is there anything
else we can do? I dare say our money would help to
mend that hole in the cottage roof. We’ve got to do
something! I shan’t feel happy till we’ve tried to
make up for spying on old Grim, and bringing his
precious secret to light.’


Everyone most willingly agreed to help. Peter
felt proud of his Secret Seven. There wasn’t a
mean, ungenerous person among them! Jolly
good!


Scamper suddenly began to bark, and a knock
came at the door.


‘Password!’ shouted Peter.


‘I don’t know it,’ said his father’s voice.


‘Oh, it’s you, Dad! We’ll let you in without the
password!’ said Peter, and opened the door. His
father came in, and smiled round at everyone. He
saw the money on the top of the box and raised his
eyebrows.


‘My word—somebody’s rich!’


‘Oh—that’s money to help old Grim and his wife,’
said Peter. ‘Jack brought it—half is from Susie too.
We’re all going to bring some, Dad—we’re so sorry
for thinking those awful things about Grim, and for
spying on him, when all he was doing was taking care
of his wife.’


‘Yes. It was a very sad story, wasn’t it?’ said his
father. ‘I felt as upset as you did, Peter. I’m glad you
want to help. So do I!’


‘How can you help, Dad?’ said Peter, astonished.


‘I’ll tell you,’ said his father. ‘You know that little
cottage that our old cowman has just left? Well, I’m
going to have it done up straightaway, and offer it to
old Grim. We need a man to trim the hedges and so
on, and if he likes to come to our farm here and
work, he can have the cottage and live there with his
wife. It’s sunny and dry, and she’ll be all right
there.’


‘Dad! Oh Dad! I do love you!’ cried Janet, and
almost knocked her father over with a great bear-hug.
‘We
couldn’t bear
to let the Grims
go back to that
dreadful old
place of theirs.
Oh, how wonderful
to be a
grown-up and
do things like
that!’


‘And how wonderful to be young and to belong to
the Secret Seven!’ said her father. ‘You’re a set of
meddling youngsters, you know—but somehow your
heads and hearts are sound, and you do the right
thing in the end! Well—I’m glad you found out
Grim’s secret—now we can set his mind at rest—and
our own too.’


‘And we’ll give you all our money to help to pay
for putting the cowman’s old cottage right,’ said
Jack. ‘We meant to help somehow with the money—and
we will!’


‘Thank you,’ said Peter’s father. ‘Give it to Peter,
and he can give it to me. And let me say this, all of
you—you’ve had many adventures before, you Secret
Seven—but I don’t think you’ll ever have one that
has such a satisfactory ending—and one more thing—I’m
very, very proud of you all!’


He stood up, smiled round at everyone’s pleased
face, and went out. Peter looked round, his face
glowing.


‘Did you hear that, Secret Seven?’ he said. ‘Did
you hear that, Scamper? Three cheers for the Secret
Seven! Hip-hip-hip . . .’


‘Hurrah!’ shouted everyone, and Scamper barked
madly. What a curious adventure it had been—and
all because of Susie and her aeroplane!



TRANSCRIBER NOTES



Mis-spelled words and printer errors have been fixed.


[The end of Three Cheers Secret Seven by Enid Blyton]


  cover.jpg
Three

awThree Cheers Secret Seven
Gud_ Blylon






cover1.jpg
Three

awThree Cheers Secret Seven
Gud_ Blylon






