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8 The Disappearing Staircase Appears
CHAPTER 1
The Bugaboo House
The Alden House was jumping. Every few minutes, people on the front porch rang the doorbell. And every few minutes on the back porch, the family dog, Watch, whined to come in. The Alden children were in the kitchen baking cookies. Watch didn’t want to miss any of the fun—or any of the crumbs, either!
Mrs. McGregor, the Aldens’ housekeeper, handed Violet Alden two china plates. “I know you’ll make a pretty pattern of cookies on these plates.”
Ten-year-old Violet had careful hands. One by one she arranged the cookies into perfect circles. “I love when we have a lot of company,” she told everyone in the Alden kitchen.
“And I love when we have a lot of cookies,” Benny added. He was six. His job was to let Jessie know if the cookies were browning too fast. He and his five-year-old cousin, Soo Lee Alden, stared through the oven door window. They liked watching the lumps of cookie dough turn into round, crispy shapes.
The oldest children, fourteen-year-old Henry and twelve-year-old Jessie, watched the kitchen clock.
“Ten more minutes,” Jessie announced. She was busy counting cups and saucers on a tray. “That’s when Mabel said the meeting would start.”
“Who’s Mabel?” Soo Lee asked.
“Mabel Hart is Grandfather’s good friend, Soo Lee,” Jessie answered. “She runs a group called House and Hands. The helpers from her group fix up old houses for people who need homes. We’re going to be helpers, too,” Jessie explained, peeking in the oven. “Looks like those cookies are done.”
“At the meeting tonight, Mabel is going to introduce the volunteers to one another,” Henry added. “We’ll find out what jobs we’ll be doing with the House and Hands group.”
“Eating cookies is my job,” Benny said when Jessie slid out the cookie sheet.
A few minutes later, the children joined Grandfather’s guests in the living room. Nearly every chair was taken, even the creaky one next to the fireplace. The children carefully set the refreshments down on the coffee table. Then they found places to sit on the floor.
“Welcome to our home, everyone,” Grandfather Alden began. “These are my grandchildren, Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny, and my grandniece, Soo Lee. Mabel Hart, our founder, has invited them to work on our first House and Hands project. They are hard workers. They fixed up a boxcar in the woods before I brought them here to live with me. You never saw such a cozy home as that boxcar. As for fixing things, they even fixed these cookies.”
“Even though the cookies weren’t broken,” Benny added.
Everyone in the living room chuckled.
When the laughter died down, Mabel Hart stood up to speak. She was a tall woman with friendly blue eyes and a cloud of curly white hair. “As Mr. Alden said, our House and Hands group has a new fix-up project. This time around, we’re fixing up a large house for twenty of our senior citizens to live in. The last owner left the estate to House and Hands. It used to be called the Bugbee House.”
Everyone shifted and murmured.
“The Bugaboo House!” Benny whispered. “Wow!”
“Isn’t the Bugaboo House haunted?” someone asked.
Mabel Hart smiled. “I knew that would come up. For years, there have been stories about the Bugbee House being haunted. But our House and Hands engineers have checked out the property. They haven’t found a single ghost! The place is just old and creaky. It just needs a lot of TLC.”
Soo Lee raised her hand. “What’s TLC?”
“Tender loving care,” Mabel answered. “That’s what we give to all our House and Hands projects. We have lots to do,” she continued. “In a few days there will be an auction of everything in the Bugbee House. The money we make will help us buy building materials to fix up the property.”
“I can’t wait to get home to tell my wife and my grandkids about the auction,” a man sitting nearby said.
“What’s an auction?” Soo Lee asked.
“An auction is a big sale—almost like a show,” Grandfather explained. “Somebody gets up in front and shows what’s for sale item by item. People in the audience call out the price they want to pay. That’s their bid. The person who bids the highest amount gets the item.”
A man sitting nearby nodded. “There will be a lot of excitement over the Bugbee auction, I’m sure, Mr. Alden. Mr. Bugbee was quite a collector. I’m told he collected everything from jewelry and valuable books to old toys.”
“Toys?” Benny and Soo Lee cried at the same time.
The man nodded. “Oh, yes. Mr. Bugbee and his wife collected a lot of fine old toys—trains, dollhouses, music boxes—all sorts of things. My grandkids will enjoy those. As for my wife and me, we like old books, antique jewelry, and such.”
“Why would there be so many things in a house that nobody’s lived in for years?” Violet asked.
“The story is that the Bugbees left town without taking a thing,” explained Grandfather. “They sold the entire house and everything in it to another owner. He lived overseas and never moved in. Finally he donated the Bugbee House to the House and Hands group to fix up.”
“Now, now, I’m sure they didn’t leave everything in the house,” said an older woman sitting nearby with her husband. She turned to Mr. Alden. “I’m Louella Gardiner, and this is my husband, George. Anyway, everyone will discover what was left soon enough, won’t they?”
“I suppose,” Grandfather said. “I think Mabel has a few more announcements. Let’s hear what she has to say.”
Louella Gardiner turned back to talk with her husband, but her question made the children curious. Just what was there to discover at the Bugbee House?
Mabel Hart tapped her pen against her teacup to get everyone’s attention again. “Before refreshments, I’d like to introduce our project leaders to the other volunteers,” she announced. “Please meet Nan Lodge.”
Everyone looked around the room.
“Nan!” Mabel repeated. “Stand up, please.”
Finally a young woman with reddish-brown hair looked up from the notebook she was writing in. “Were you calling me? Sorry, Mabel. I was just going over my notes.” She stood up and smiled nervously at the volunteers. Then she quickly sat down again and went back to her scribbling.
Mabel looked around the room. “Brian Carpenter is another one of our leaders. Brian, please give a wave so everyone can see who you are. House and Hands is delighted to have Brian. He’s a construction worker who will supervise the building jobs.”
Brian waved but didn’t smile. He looked as if he belonged in a workshop with a power saw, not in a wing chair having tea and cookies. Like Nan Lodge, he seemed to be in his early thirties. He wore work boots, jeans, and a work vest filled with tools.
Mabel looked around the room. She picked out the Gardiners, who stood up. “Louella and George Gardiner have already begun the cleanup of the Bugbee estate. They’re getting everything ready for the auction in a few days. They have worked on several fine old estates before,” Mabel told everyone.
Mr. Alden stood up, too. “Please enjoy yourselves and have some refreshments. And do let the leaders know what your special talents and skills are. They will direct each person to the best job.”
“Mine is making cookies and eating them,” Benny told Grandfather. “I’m good at that job.”
Jessie went over to Louella Gardiner, who was pouring herself some tea. “May we help you with the auction?” Jessie asked. “Our family has organized yard sales before. Henry and I are strong. Violet is good at arranging things. Benny and Soo Lee can fetch things.”
“Children handling antiques? I’m afraid that wouldn’t do at all,” Louella said in a low, firm voice. “Mr. Gardiner and I have run many estate sales. I can assure you we don’t use children to handle valuables. You may want to work with Nan Lodge or Brian Carpenter instead. I’m afraid we simply cannot have children underfoot.” She walked away.
Henry tried to cheer up the other children. They were surprised that Louella had been so cross with them. “There’s plenty to do besides working on the auction. Let’s go see if Brian or Nan could use some Alden elbow grease.”
Soo Lee and Benny checked their elbows.
“My elbows aren’t greasy, Henry,” Soo Lee said.
Henry picked up Soo Lee. He gave her a twirl until she giggled. “Elbow grease just means hard work, Soo Lee.”
Brian Carpenter and Nan Lodge were looking over some papers when the Aldens came over.
“I’m in charge of repairs,” Brian told Nan in a sharp voice. “I can’t have volunteers running all over the house before the major repairs are done. I would suggest that you keep your workers busy with outside work until my crew finishes the heavy work on the upper floors. Then your volunteers can get on with the painting and such.”
The Aldens stepped forward just as Nan stomped away.
“If you need help, Henry and I are pretty good at repairing things,” Jessie told Brian. “You can check our boxcar in the backyard to see how we fixed it up.”
Brian stared at Jessie before answering. “I’ll let you know. This isn’t a playhouse like your boxcar. It’s a real house. I need a grown-up crew for now.”
The children looked at one another, then walked away.
“Gee,” Henry said. “The Gardiners don’t want us to help out at the auction. Now Brian only wants grown-ups for his group. That leaves Nan Lodge.”
The Aldens tracked down Nan in Grandfather’s den. She was looking through some of his old books about Greenfield. She didn’t hear the children enter.
“Sorry,” Jessie said when Nan seemed startled to see the Aldens. “Can we help you find something?”
Nan put down the book she had been reading. “I was checking for some information Mabel needed. But I didn’t find it. I’m going to get some tea.” With that, Nan suddenly got up and returned to the living room.
“Let’s wait to talk with the leaders when they’re not so busy,” Jessie suggested after Nan left. “I wonder why Nan was looking through Grandfather’s old books.”
They went out to the living room, too. Everyone seemed to be buzzing with stories about the Bugbee family.
“Well, my uncle told me Mr. Bugbee and his family left Greenfield in disgrace. Something to do with unpaid taxes or some such thing,” a volunteer said.
“What are taxes?” Benny whispered to Henry.
“It’s money that people pay to the government,” Henry answered. “Money that helps run the town of Greenfield and lots of other things.”
“Oh!” Benny whispered. “That’s important.”
“Can you imagine just leaving your whole house and everything in it?” the volunteer went on. “The Bugbees must have been in some kind of big trouble.”
The Aldens noticed how upset Brian and Nan looked when they heard this. Nan’s face had turned white. Brian’s was nearly as red as his flannel shirt. Both of them stared at the volunteer, who kept right on talking about the Bugbees.
Just in time, Grandfather joined the group. “No one really knows why the Bugbees left Greenfield. They were private people. I know they ran into difficulties and had to leave their home. That could happen to anyone.”
The Alden children looked at one another without saying anything. They had left their own home after their parents died. Yes, leaving home could happen to anyone.
CHAPTER 2
Gloomy Rooms
“I never saw this rusty old gate open before,” Henry said when the Aldens arrived at the Bugbee estate a few days later.
The children stared up at the gate. They had passed it often, but it had always been locked before. Now it was open. The two stone lions on each side of the gate almost seemed to be guarding the entrance to the estate.
Violet shivered. “I wish it wasn’t such a gloomy day. It will be too dark and wet for camping out.”
Jessie motioned for everyone to follow her. “Don’t worry, Violet. I stuffed our sleeping bags into big plastic bags so they’ll be warm and dry. Besides, we’re not camping in tents like some of the other volunteers.”
“That’s right,” Grandfather agreed. “You’ll be staying in a playhouse that Mr. Bugbee built for his children. Mabel said there’s plenty of room for all of you.”
“I made sure to pack our camp lantern, too,” Henry said. “Did you bring your flashlight, Violet?”
“It’s in my backpack,” Violet answered. “Oooh, something just brushed my cheek!”
“Sorry, Violet,” Henry said. “I let that branch swing back too fast. Here, I’ll hold it for you.”
All the bushes and trees on the Bugbee property were heavy and wet from the rain that had just ended. The branches kept brushing against the Aldens every which way.
Grandfather took out the small notebook he always carried everywhere. “I’ll have to come back with my gardening tools to cut back these shrubs and vines. Why, you can hardly see any of the buildings on the property. Even the main house is half hidden by overgrown trees.”
The Aldens stared at the old mansion. The tall pillars holding up the porch leaned in every direction. Many windows were cracked. Shutters dangled. Paint was peeling.
Just then, the Aldens jumped back when a figure suddenly appeared out of the bushes.
“Hello, Mr. Alden,” Nan Lodge said. “I saw you come up the driveway with your grandchildren. Mabel asked me to bring them to the playhouse to drop off their things. Mabel’s waiting for you in the main house, Mr. Alden.”
After Grandfather left, Nan rushed the children around the property. She pointed out the broken-down greenhouse, the old stable, a garage, some old sheds, and a wonderful small building about half the size of the Aldens’ boxcar.
“It’s a playhouse!” Soo Lee said.
When the children looked inside, they were surprised to see a large person inside the child-sized building.
“Oh, hi, Brian,” Henry said when he looked in the doorway. “We didn’t expect to find anyone here.”
Brian stood up from the small children’s table and chair in the corner. He seemed startled to see Nan and the Aldens. “And I didn’t expect to see you here, Nan. I needed to get away from all the bustle in the main house. The playhouse seemed as good a place as any.”
“Mabel is going to let the Aldens camp out in here this week while they work on the house,” Nan explained.
“What?” Brian said. “This place is falling apart. It hasn’t been used for decades.”
“How would you know that, Brian?” Nan asked. “You told me you didn’t know anything about the Bugbee House.”
Brian didn’t answer right away. “Well,” he said finally. “Anyone can tell by looking that there haven’t been any kids in this playhouse for quite a while.”
“That’s about to change,” Nan turned to the Aldens. “Mabel left that box of cleaning things for you in the corner. Maybe later in the week you can paint in here, too. I’ll come back for you in a while. You’re going back to the main house, too, right, Brian?” Nan asked.
“Right,” Brian answered. He brushed past Nan and the Aldens without another word.
Nan sighed, then headed to the main house as well.
The Aldens didn’t waste any time getting to work.
“Let’s leave our bags on the porch until we sweep and dust,” Jessie said. “Benny, you go fill that bucket from the garden hose. After we sweep, we’ll wash down the floors.”
While the younger children were gone, Henry found a hammer and began banging. “There are a lot of bent nails sticking out. I don’t want us to snag ourselves.”
Jessie handed Violet a sheet of sandpaper from the cleanup box. “Let’s sand down the slivers and rough spots to get everything ready for a paint job.”
Benny was groaning as he carried in the heavy water bucket filled to the brim.
Jessie laughed. “You didn’t need to fill it quite so much. Let’s pour some water into that smaller bucket to clean the woodwork and use the big bucket for the floor.”
The Aldens spent the next hour scrubbing everything that could be scrubbed. By the time Nan returned, the playhouse gleamed. The children had lined up their sleeping bags on the floor. Their jackets and bags hung on a row of nails. Violet had even gathered a bunch of wildflowers and stuck them in an old milk bottle.
But Nan didn’t seem to notice anything different. “Mabel needs you up at the house,” was all she said to the Aldens after they’d done so much work. “Let’s go.”
“Wow,” Benny said as they walked along. “Now we’ll finally get to see the inside of the Bugaboo House.”
“Don’t call it that!” Nan said. She guided the Aldens up the stairs to the fancy porch. “The Bugbees were a fine Greenfield family. They weren’t spooky at all.”
The children could hardly keep up with Nan when they entered the old mansion. She rushed them around from room to room on the first floor. Several volunteers were already up on ladders scraping old paint. Others were down on their knees hammering down loose floorboards or replacing them altogether. Everywhere the Aldens looked, people were busy.
One of the volunteers called out to the children, “Hey Aldens! Mabel said to meet her in the kitchen.”
Nan turned around. She pointed to a long hallway. “The kitchen is off that hall. Go ahead without me.”
After Nan went off, Brian Carpenter appeared, looking for her. “Every time I turn around, Nan’s off someplace. She didn’t go upstairs, did she? Well, never mind. Go check in with Mabel and get out of all this hubbub in here.”
The children went off. At the end of the hallway, they found themselves facing a wall, not the kitchen.
“Nan never did say which door led to the kitchen,” Jessie said. “Maybe she meant the hallway off this one.”
The children retraced their steps partway then headed down another hall. They found themselves in a separate wing of the house, which was empty and silent.
“This house seems so sad,” Violet said. She opened a closet door. Three empty hangers hung on a rod. Lying on the floor was a broken umbrella someone had left behind.
“After we fix it up, this house won’t seem so deserted anymore,” Jessie said. “Benny, why don’t you and Soo Lee run ahead. Check those doors off the hallway.”
Benny liked nothing better than exploring new places. “Come on, Soo Lee.” He leaned on the first door they passed. “It’s locked.”
Soo Lee tried a different door. “This one isn’t locked. Look, there’s another little hallway. Maybe that’s the one that goes to the kitchen.”
“Follow us,” Benny yelled back to the other children.
The door closed behind Benny and Soo Lee. Except for a tiny crack of light coming from under the door, the space was completely dark.
Benny felt something hit his cheek. “What was that?” He reached up. “Whew! It’s a string to turn on the light.”
Even with a light on, Soo Lee stayed close to Benny.
The two children walked down the short passageway.
Benny discovered another door. “This one’s locked, too,” he said. “Hey, do you hear voices?” He tilted his head to hear better. “I can’t tell who it is.”
“Can we go back?” Soo Lee asked.
“I guess it was just some people talking in another room,” Benny said.
Soo Lee and Benny walked back to where they had started. Benny tried to open the door, but the knob refused to turn.
“Are you two still in there?” Henry asked from the other side.
“We’re here,” Benny called out.
“The door must have locked by itself when you shut it,” Henry said. “I’ll try to find a key.”
Benny felt a little braver now that his brother and sisters stood on the other side of the door. “We’re going to try the next door down again. Maybe it’s just stuck.
“When I push, you push me, okay, Soo Lee?” Benny said when he leaned against the door. “One, two, three, push!”
The door opened! Soo Lee and Benny found themselves just down the hall from the other children.
“Hey! Over here!” Benny called out.
Henry came over. “Good thing you found a way out. Mabel said she has no idea where the keys to all the doors are. She lent them to the Gardiners, but no one knows where they went. Oh, good. Here’s Nan.”
The children explained to Nan how Benny and Soo Lee had found another passageway.
“Did you get inside any rooms? Or find anything?” Nan asked. “Books, papers, anything unusual? I wish I had time to look around, but Mabel sent me to the hardware store.”
“The Bugaboo House sure is a mixed-up place,” Benny said. “All we found were doors and more doors.”
“One of the engineers said there are over sixty doors in the house and different passages and levels,” Nan told the Aldens. “Yesterday I opened one door, and behind it was just a wall.”
“Wow!” said Benny.
“Yes, well, there’s no time to explore now,” said Nan. “It’s time for the auction. The Gardiners have spent the last few days getting it organized, so let’s go.”
CHAPTER 3
Going, Going, Gone!
All of Greenfield seemed to be jammed into the Bugbees’ old stable for the House and Hands auction. The Alden children strolled through the excited crowd. Unlike the grown-ups, they passed right by the displays of old furniture, mirrors, paintings, tools, dishes, and lamps.
“There are the toys!” Soo Lee cried, running ahead.
Off in a corner, the children spied a bookcase and a table with old toys displayed.
Benny and Soo Lee were excited. The older children looked at one another, puzzled.
“Somehow I thought there would be lots more toys,” Henry whispered to Jessie and Violet. “I heard a lot of people saying the Bugbees had a huge toy collection.”
“I see what you mean,” Jessie agreed. “Still, Benny and Soo Lee seem happy with what’s here.”
Jessie joined Soo Lee. She was crooning over some old dolls, several of them with china heads. But the one Soo Lee fell in love with was a small stuffed doll made of faded cloth.
Over on the table was a collection of train cars and metal trucks, including a horse-drawn fire truck, a milk wagon, and even a toy ice wagon.
“Look,” Benny said when he spotted a small train set. “This locomotive looks just like a real one.”
Violet wandered over to a bookcase, where several toy music boxes were lined up on the shelves. “I like these,” Violet said. One of them had a dancing bear that spun around when the box was wound up. “Listen. It plays ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’ Do you think I could bid on this?”
At that moment, Brian came over. “No one is supposed to touch these toys,” he informed the Aldens. “George will show the audience how they work—that train set, this music box. Just leave it there.”
“Brian!” a volunteer yelled from the doorway. “We need you to sign for some materials that just arrived.”
Brian looked at the Aldens and sighed. “See you later. I never get a free minute around here.”
“We’d better get to our seats,” Henry told the other children when the Gardiners seemed about to begin the auction. “Grandfather saved us places in the third row.”
George Gardiner stood in front of the crowd. He explained how the auction worked. Then he had one of the volunteers bring up an old painting to get the bidding started.
The Aldens followed the bidding carefully though it moved very quickly. George put up one item after another for people to bid on—everything from vases to eggbeaters. As soon as an item was purchased, it was whisked away to a storage room in front of the stable.
The Alden children waited and waited, until finally it was time to auction the toys. One by one, the Gardiners held up each toy for the bidders.
“Here we have a small antique train set,” George Gardiner announced finally. “Who will start the bidding?”
Benny jumped from his seat and waved his hand. “Fifty cents!” he shouted.
The whole crowd laughed. The set was definitely worth more than fifty cents.
“Never mind, Benny,” Grandfather whispered. “I’ll add a bit to your birthday money. You can go up to twenty-six dollars.”
In no time, the Aldens were on the edge of their seats. George Gardiner raised his auction hammer for the final bid. “Twenty-five dollars. Going once, going twice…”
Benny stood up and shouted out, “Twenty-six!”
“Twenty-six dollars,” George said to the crowd. “Going once, going twice…” He banged down the auction hammer. “Sold to the boy in the third row.”
“That’s me!” Benny said happily. “I won the train.” He couldn’t wait to see what the next item for sale would be. “There’s the music box Violet wanted,” he said.
George Gardiner wound up the dancing bear music box. The crowd quieted down to hear the pretty tinkling sound of “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic.”
“Who will start the bidding on this fine old music box?” George asked the crowd.
Violet could hardly sit still.
Grandfather leaned down to tell her something. “It’s a good idea to wait for someone else to get the bidding started,” he advised. “That way you’re not running up the price too fast. Plus you get to see who else is bidding.”
“Thank you, Grandfather,” Violet whispered. She clasped her hands on her lap. “I’m so nervous.”
A child in the front row called out a bid: “Three dollars.”
Violet held her hands even tighter. “Should I bid now, Grandfather?”
“Not just yet.”
“Three-fifty,” a grown-up’s voice said down the Aldens’ row.
Pretty soon three more bidders called out bids for the music box. The bids went all the way up to seven dollars and fifty cents.
Violet still sat there patiently.
When no other bidders spoke up, George Gardiner called out, “I have seven dollars and fifty cents. Do I hear eight?” He waited, but no one said a thing.
“Going once,” George began, “going twice…”
Grandfather gently poked Violet’s elbow. “Now.”
“Eight dollars!” Violet called out, loud and clear.
George nodded at Violet. “We have a new bidder in the third row at eight dollars. Do I hear eight-fifty?”
“Eight-fifty!” said the girl who had started the bidding. Soon she and Violet bid against each other all the way up to ten dollars and fifty cents. They were the only two bidders left.
“I have eleven dollars from the dark-haired girl in the third row,” George called out after Violet’s last bid. “Going once, going twice…” He raised his auction hammer in the air then banged it down on the table.
“Twelve dollars!” a man’s voice in back yelled out.
The Aldens turned around. The man’s voice belonged to Brian Carpenter.
“Too late, Brian. I already brought the hammer down. That’s the rule,” George yelled back. “Violet Alden is the high bidder for the music box. Sold for eleven dollars!”
After Brian heard that, he turned and left the stable.
Violet bit her lip. “Oh, dear. I hope Brian isn’t too upset, Grandfather. I’m glad I won the box. I just wish he didn’t want it, too.”
“Not to worry,” Grandfather told Violet. “That’s how auctions are. It’s a contest. I wonder why a big fellow like that wants a child’s music box.”
The Aldens went back to enjoying the auction. At the end of it, they each had won something they wanted.
“I’d been looking for another sturdy rake for a long time,” Grandfather said as he and the children went to pay for their items. “Now I have one.”
Soo Lee tugged on Jessie’s arm. “Did I win my dolly?”
Jessie smiled down. “You sure did, Soo Lee. And I won a beautiful antique photo album that I can put pictures in. Let’s go out to the storage area where we have to pay. Then you can pick up your doll.”
Henry was pleased with his purchase, too. “Now I have a penknife to carve things with.”
“I’m glad I won the dancing bear music box,” Violet said. “That was close. I just hope Brian doesn’t mind too much that I won it instead of him.”
The Aldens strolled out to the storage area at the front of the stable. All the auction items people had bid on had stickers showing the final bid prices. The Gardiners seated themselves behind a table where the successful bidders lined up to pay.
“But it can’t be the end of the auction,” the Aldens heard a man say to Louella Gardiner. “I drove all the way from Maplewood to bid on Mr. Bugbee’s collection of rare books. Why weren’t they in the sale?”
“All you had for sale was fake jewelry,” someone else complained. “My great-aunt told me Mrs. Bugbee had inherited some valuable jewels from her family. But this was just junk.”
Several other people in the crowd murmured that the auction wasn’t what they had expected.
The Gardiners waited for everyone to calm down.
Finally George spoke up loudly. “We put up everything that was left in the Bugbee House. You’ll recall that the house was sold to another owner. Anything could have happened to the Bugbees’ collection. We only had a few days to get everything organized. We did our best. We’ve raised a great deal of money for the House and Hands group today.”
After the crowd scattered, the Aldens paid for their items. Some of the fun of the auction was gone.
“At least I got my train set,” Benny said.
“Louella,” Violet asked. “Did you see the music box I bid on? I came to pay for it.”
“Which music box?” Louella asked sharply. “There were several in the sale. I can’t be expected to keep track of everything. Look where the toys are.”
Violet checked the shelves. There wasn’t a single music box on it. She swallowed hard. The dancing bear box was nowhere to be seen.
“Maybe somebody stole it,” Benny said. Now that the auction was over, he was ready for more excitement.
“Nonsense!” George Gardiner told Benny. “That box was barely worth what your sister bid on it. Thousands of those boxes were made years ago.”
“It was worth more than money to me,” Violet whispered, but the Gardiners didn’t hear her. “I love the tune it played.”
Soo Lee held out her new toy. “You can play with my doll, Violet.”
“We’ll keep an eye out for that box,” Henry told Violet after he and the other children left the stable.
Violet looked back. Maybe someone would come running out with her music box after all. But the auction was over. Mr. Gardiner was pulling the doors closed. He and Louella were inside. There was no chance now that they would come out with Violet’s music box.
“I think there’s something strange about those two,” Jessie said. “You’d think they would be interested in finding out more about the Bugbee collections from people who grew up here. They didn’t even ask any questions.”
“Maybe we should look around and see if there’s anything in the house that should have been in the auction,” Henry said.
“And maybe we’ll find Violet’s music box, too, in case somebody stole it,” Benny said, still hoping for an adventure.
“Well, let’s look around when we’re working in the big house,” Jessie suggested. “We always find things when we’re doing jobs.”
CHAPTER 4
Footsteps Overhead
The next morning Jessie woke up with cold feet. She was used to Watch sleeping at the end of her bed and warming her feet. Only now Watch was at home while Jessie was in her sleeping bag in the Bugbee playhouse.
Soon everyone else’s eyes were opening, too. It took a few minutes for the children to figure out where they were.
“It’s so cozy in here now,” Violet told Jessie as she stretched her arms out of her sleeping bag. “I like the way we fixed up this playhouse with the little table and our camp lamp. Maybe tonight Soo Lee can stay here, too.”
The playhouse soon filled with sounds of sleeping bag zippers being unzipped and clothes being zipped,
“Brrr,” Henry said. “It’s always hard to get out of my sleeping bag. Let’s hurry to the main house. Brian told Nan that they got the furnace working yesterday.”
“I hope they got the hot chocolate working, too,” Benny added.
The Aldens got dressed and hurried from the playhouse to the main house. It was cold and damp outside.
When they arrived, the kitchen table was piled high with good things to eat and drink for breakfast.
“Help yourselves to whatever you want,” Mabel told the volunteers. “Don’t be shy.”
“We won’t be,” Benny said when he came to the table. “Yum, these look just like Mrs. McGregor’s corn muffins.”
“Those are Mrs. McGregor’s muffins,” Grandfather said with a laugh. “I brought them with me along with Soo Lee this morning. Mrs. McGregor and Watch miss you.”
“Finish up, everyone,” Mabel called out. “You’ll find our job assignments on the work list.” She turned to the Alden children. “I have a special job for all of you.”
“What is it?” Benny and Soo Lee asked.
“I saw what a tidy job you did in the playhouse. Now I need helpers on the top floor of the nursery wing,” Mabel said. “There are odds and ends to clear out before the electricians get to work. The third-floor nursery rooms are small. You children are just the right size for the job.”
Soo Lee stood on her tiptoes. “But I’m big. My mommy said so.”
Mabel smiled. “Yes, you are just the kind of big girl I need as a helper. Here are some cleaning supplies and a vacuum cleaner. Now off you go.”
The Aldens were just gathering up everything when Nan came over.
“Did I hear you say the Aldens are to clean out the nursery wing?” Nan asked Mabel.
Mabel nodded.
Nan’s mouth tightened into a frown. “But, but I heard the Gardiners say they need help outside.”
“Fine,” Mabel said. “The children will help them after the nursery rooms are cleaned. See you later, Aldens.”
The children climbed several sets of creaky, winding stairs before they finally reached the third floor. Each of the small nursery rooms was decorated with painted figures on the walls, though most of them were faded away. Some broken pieces of child-sized furniture stood in the corner along with a few torn children’s books yellowed with age. Everything lay under a thick coat of dust.
The children spent the next couple hours sweeping, scrubbing, and gathering the odds and ends scattered about.
“It must have been so pretty when the Bugbee children lived here,” Violet said as she swept some paper scraps into a dustbin. “Someone hand-painted all these clowns and animals on the walls. Now it’s all going to be covered over. Let’s save the different things we’ve found just in case the Bugbee children come back someday.”
“Even if they did,” Henry told Violet, “they’d be all grown up by now.”
Jessie swept some cobwebs from the ceiling with a broom. “But guess what. Mabel told Grandfather that these will be kept as playrooms. When children come to visit their grandparents after House and Hands fixes up the house, they can play up here and in the playhouse.”
“I hope so,” Violet said. “Grandfather kept rooms for us at his house.”
The children were quiet as they gathered up some items they had found. They searched around for Violet’s music box with the dancing bear but didn’t find it. As they quietly went about their work, the Aldens heard something. Footsteps!
“What’s that?” Benny looked up. “Is somebody walking on the roof? I hope that ceiling is good and strong.”
Henry walked over to a window. “Ugh. These windows are hard to open. Oh, good, I got it. Anybody on the roof?” he yelled.
The footsteps stopped, but no one answered.
“That’s weird,” Henry said. “It sounds as if somebody was around here somewhere. But I don’t see anyone.” He banged the window down. “I’ll go check the other rooms.”
“Well, we’re finished in here anyway.” Jessie put away the cleaning supplies. “When Henry comes back, let’s go downstairs.”
“Nobody seems to be in the other rooms, either,” Henry said when he returned. “I could have sworn someone was walking around up here.”
With Henry leading the way, the children stepped into the hallway.
Henry saw a red-and-blue blur disappear down the stairs. “Hey!” he called out, before running ahead to the staircase. He looked down the winding banister all the way to the ground floor. “Brian! Wait up.”
When Brian looked back up, five heads stared back.
The Aldens raced downstairs and caught up with Brian.
“You were rushing so fast,” Henry said to Brian. “Were you working on the roof? We heard footsteps.”
“No, I … uh … just came up to see how you were doing,” Brian told the Aldens.
“But why did you rush off?” Henry asked. “If you were looking for us, I mean?”
Again, Brian’s face got nearly as red as his shirt. “I … uh … heard my walkie-talkie. One of the volunteers needed me, that’s all.”
The Aldens thought this was odd, but none of them said anything until Soo Lee piped up. “There was a ghost on the roof walking around. My cousin Henry chased him away.”
“It was probably some big blackbirds walking around up there,” Brian said. “The roof tiles are kind of thin. You can hear birds and squirrels walking back and forth.”
Jessie wasn’t so sure. “These sounds were heavier than that. Is there another room near the nursery where somebody might be working?”
Now Brian really looked impatient with the Aldens. “You know, I really haven’t got time to answer all these questions. Now that your work is finished up here, why don’t you find the Gardiners? They must have some outdoor work that needs doing.” With that, Brian pointed outside, where the Gardiners were carrying empty boxes into the garage.
“If you say so,” Jessie told Brian before he went back upstairs.
“I feel as if Brian is always trying to get rid of us,” Jessie said when the children stepped outside.
“Not just him—Nan and the Gardiners, too,” Henry added. “They’re always shooing us away. It seems like everyone is trying to keep us from poking around the house too much.”
“Or from finding them poking around,” Jessie added. “First the Gardiners didn’t want us to help on the auction. Nan just disappears all the time. And Brian gets annoyed every time we find him here and there and everywhere. It’s all very mysterious.”
“I know,” Henry said. “Let’s go see if the Gardiners want us around or not.”
The children met up with George and Louella outside the garage.
“Hi, George,” Jessie said. “Brian thought you could use some help outside.”
George stared at the children. “Not right now.”
Louella pointed to the garden shed. “Well, I’ve got something for you children to do. Gather the branches your grandfather had the volunteers cut down. Then stack them near the shed. A tree company is sending over a wood chipper at the end of the week.”
Soon the children were busy dragging heavy branches across the yard. As they worked, they noticed something curious going on.
Several times the Gardiners entered the garage with boxes and trash bags. Every now and then a car engine started up, then stopped.
“I overheard George telling Mabel that the two old cars in the garage won’t start,” Jessie whispered. “But it sounds as if someone is starting one of the cars.”
“I know,” Henry said. “Well, never mind the garage. Look who’s on the third-floor landing—the window on the right. Isn’t that Louella? Don’t all stare at once.”
The children took turns squinting at the window Henry was talking about.
“It sure looks like Louella!” Benny said in a loud whisper. “How’d she get there anyway?”
“Beats me,” Henry answered. “I saw her go into the garage with George. I’m almost positive she never came out again.”
“I wonder if there’s a way to get to the house from inside the garage,” Jessie said.
“What are we waiting for?” Henry asked. “Let’s see if she’s still in there.”
Jessie knocked on the garage door. “Louella? It’s the Aldens. We finished the yard work you told us to do.”
The children didn’t hear any noise inside.
Jessie waited a few moments and called again. “Hello?”
Suddenly, they heard someone moving around even though the garage had sounded empty a moment ago.
“Who’s there?” came Louella’s voice, a little impatiently. It was as if she hadn’t heard them before at all. “I’m coming.”
Louella slowly opened the door.
The children looked at her, then quickly looked up at the house again. The person in the window was gone.
CHAPTER 5
Creaks and Squeaks
After dinner that night, nearly all the House and Hands volunteers had left for the day. The Aldens were in charge of doing the dinner dishes.
“That chocolate pudding was yummy,” Benny said. He licked his spoon clean then dropped it into the soapy dishwater.
Mabel stuck her head in the kitchen door to say good night. “See you in the morning, children. I’m going off with the leaders to the building supply store. I’ll drop them back here by nine tonight.”
“’Bye, Mabel,” Jessie said. She sponged off the counter then poured out the dishpan. “Done. How about a game of checkers in the playhouse?” she asked the other children.
Henry had a different idea. “Instead of checkers, I’d like to check something else. We still haven’t found Violet’s missing music box. I don’t know about you, but I keep wondering about all the other treasures that people thought belonged in the auction.”
“A treasure hunt!” Benny said. “Let’s go.”
“Okay,” Jessie agreed. “First let’s stop by the playhouse for our jackets and flashlights.”
“It’s so dark, we need a flashlight to get to the flashlights,” Henry joked as everyone stepped into the darkness.
The children crossed the lawn. Soo Lee and Benny jumped every time they stepped on the crackly branches and pinecones scattered in the yard.
“I’m glad you’re staying in the playhouse with us tonight,” Jessie said, taking Soo Lee’s hand. “Come see how nice it is—just like our boxcar.”
She entered the playhouse first so she could turn on the camp lamp. The room filled with pretty yellow light. Violet had put up some old polka-dot curtains someone had thrown out and hung them over the small windows. Everything was as cozy as could be.
“Okay, everybody have a flashlight?” Henry asked before turning off the camp light.
When the children returned to the main house, they were glad for their flashlights.
“I just remembered,” Henry said. “Brian said there’s only electricity on the first floor. Do you want to stay down here while I search upstairs?” he asked the other children. “I won’t be gone long.”
“We want to come!” Benny said. “We’re not scared of the dark.” But he stayed close to Henry all the same.
With Henry leading the way and Jessie at the back, the five Aldens climbed the creaky steps. Their flashlights made shadows on the walls.
The children reached the second floor. They went up and down the hallway checking each door.
“Darn!” Henry said. “Most of the doors are locked. We won’t get much treasure hunting done tonight. Maybe we ought to play that game of checkers after all.”
“No way!” Benny said. He was feeling very brave and very curious. “Can we go to the garage? Grandfather said the two old cars in there are like the ones his family had when he was little.”
“Yes,” Jessie agreed. “I’d like to get in there. Maybe we can find a secret way from the garage to the house. It still seems strange that right after we saw Louella go into the garage we all thought we saw her in the house.”
The garage was another old topsy-turvy building on the Bugbee estate. Everything about it was crooked—from the roof to the doors barely hanging on their hinges.
The doors creaked when Henry opened them. He beamed his flashlight around inside. Seeing a lightbulb, he pulled a string to turn it on. It snapped right off in his hand! “I’ll prop up a couple of flashlights so we can see what we’re doing,” he said.
“Uh-oh!” Benny said. “Now we can sort of see what the spiders are doing, too.”
The children looked up at the garage ceiling. Huge cobwebs hung from every corner.
“Do you want to wait outside with Violet?” Jessie asked the younger children.
“I’m not scared of spiders,” Soo Lee said, but she took Violet’s hand.
With the other flashlights, the children checked every corner of the garage.
“I don’t see any doorways or hatchways that lead to the house,” Jessie said as she walked around the cars.
“There’s no other way to get outside except through the doors we opened,” Violet pointed out.
“Unless Louella climbed out that window,” Henry said. He walked over to the only window in the garage. It was old and cracked. “This window is nailed shut with some rusty nails,” Henry told the other children. “No one has opened it for a very long time. I give up.”
“Can we look in these neat old cars?” Benny asked after his eyes got used to the dim light.
“Sure,” Henry answered. “These cars are almost as old as Grandfather.”
“I know,” Violet said. “I saw a picture of Grandfather in a car like this. But it was clean and shiny.”
“I wish we could make these cars clean and shiny, too,” Jessie said, opening one of the car doors.
“Aaah!” the five children screamed all at once.
“A mouse!” Henry yelled. “There must be mice living in these cars. We’ve disturbed them.”
Suddenly a huge spotlight shone in the children’s faces. “And I’ve disturbed you snooping where you shouldn’t be,” a loud man’s voice said.
The Aldens couldn’t tell who was there.
Finally Jessie stepped away from the bright spotlight so she could get a better look. “Oh, Mr. Gardiner,” she said. “We were just looking at these nice old cars. Our grandfather used to have a car like this one.”
“That’s all well and good,” George Gardiner said in a growly voice. “But I’m sure Mr. Alden wouldn’t have wanted a bunch of kids to be climbing over a valuable automobile like you are all doing now.”
“Sorry,” Henry said when he stepped away from the beam of George’s huge flashlight. “We only opened the door to this old car. We didn’t go inside. We were just thinking that we could help you clean these up when work on the house is finished. I bet these cars are worth a lot of money. If you move them out to the driveway, we could run a hose from the house to wash them.”
This seemed to make George even more annoyed with the Aldens. “These cars haven’t been driven in years.”
This was too much for Benny. “But Henry heard you and Mrs. Gardiner start one of the cars today. And we saw her—” Benny stopped when Jessie lightly stepped on his toe so he wouldn’t say another word.
“There’ll be no driving of these cars anytime soon,” George said. “You kids have a playhouse. Now get yourselves there instead of snooping around where you don’t belong.”
The Aldens trooped out of the garage.
Back in the playhouse, the children began talking all at once as they got ready for bed.
“I know we heard one of those cars start,” Henry said. “But now George says the cars don’t run.”
“There’s something about that garage that he doesn’t want us to see,” Jessie said. “Well, all we can do is keep a close eye on the Gardiners whenever they’re in there.”
“We’ll sure need a lot of eyes,” Henry added. “We’ve got to watch the Gardiners, plus Brian. He’s always sending us away from the house, especially when we’re upstairs.”
“Right,” Jessie said. “And don’t forget Nan. Everyone’s always looking for her because she’s never where she’s supposed to be.”
Violet wondered about something, too. “Do you think all of them are working together somehow? I mean, trying to keep things secret from Mabel and the volunteers?”
By this time, the children were too tired after their busy day to come up with any answers.
“Is it time for bed?” Soo Lee asked.
Jessie answered by giving Soo Lee a big hug. “It sure is. Here’s your warm, cozy sleeping bag. Let’s tuck ourselves in and read the story of The Little House.”
By the time the rest of the grown-ups returned to the big house later on, the Aldens were fast asleep in their own little house.
CHAPTER 6
Mysterious Music
“My muscles real strong now!” Benny said as he and the other Aldens climbed to the third floor of the Bugbee House the next day. Nan was following right behind, rushing as usual to get the Aldens working and out of her way.
After three days, the Aldens were used to climbing a lot of stairs.
“You go up and down these stairs even more than we do,” Jessie said to Nan.
Nan paused on the second-floor landing. “What do you mean? I work all over the house, not just up here.”
Jessie looked at Nan for a few seconds. “It’s … well, it’s just that we run into you and Brian up here more than anybody else.”
Nan disagreed. “I can’t speak for Brian. But I’m sure you’re quite mistaken about me. I’m hardly up here at all.”
The Aldens didn’t say anything else to Nan. Even after a few days, the children had a hard time figuring her out. She was a bit forgetful, always darting in and out of rooms and saying she left something behind. For someone who carried a notebook with her everywhere, she wasn’t very organized.
“Now, where did Mabel say the bucket was?” Nan tried several doors before she finally found the right closet on the second floor. “Here it is. Just fill this bucket with water from the third-floor bathroom and use it to paste the wallpaper,” she told the Aldens. “Some of the volunteers started papering the hallway up there, but they only finished a little of the job. Think you can do it?”
“We helped Uncle Joe wallpaper Soo Lee’s bedroom,” Jessie answered. “He taught us how to match up the paper and paste it up and everything.”
“Fine,” Nan said. “You’ll find rolls of wallpaper, brushes, sponges, and a stepladder up there. The job will keep you busy most of today. Now I have work to do, and I don’t want any interruptions. So long.”
The Aldens got their water bucket and brought it to the third floor. They could hear Nan banging one door after the other on the second floor, directly below them.
The children looked at one another.
“It never seems like she’s actually working,” Jessie said. “She’s always going off someplace with that notebook of hers.”
Henry agreed. “I’ve yet to see her pick up a broom or a tool, that’s for sure.”
“Here’s another strange thing,” Violet said when she came out of the bathroom with the bucket of water. “This hallway is already wallpapered. See? Somebody did most of the job already. I wonder why Nan told us it would take us all day to finish. I don’t even think she checked.”
Jessie walked to the far end of the hall. “Well, there’s still one roll that needs to be put up at this end. I guess we should get started.”
After the children lined up their equipment, Henry found a stepladder and climbed up. He measured the ceiling to the floor. “Cut ninety-two inches,” he told Violet and Jessie. “Remember what Uncle Joe said?”
The girls answered together. “‘Measure twice, cut once.’”
Soo Lee and Benny looked confused.
As Violet measured the wallpaper a second time, she explained what Uncle Joe meant. “If you measure something twice before cutting it, then you probably won’t make a mistake and have to cut more than once. It could be wallpaper or a piece of wood or—”
“A piece of cake!” Benny said.
The children helped one another measure, cut, and paste a wallpaper strip.
“Ready, Henry?” Jessie called out.
“Ready!” Henry answered.
The other children carefully carried the wet wallpaper strip over to Henry. He lined it up, matching the leaf pattern exactly right. Then he smoothed the paper in place. There wasn’t a bubble or a wrinkle on it. “Good job, everybody.”
The children stepped back from the nice smooth wall to admire their work. That’s when they heard someone walking around overhead.
“There are those footsteps again.” Jessie scooted in the direction of the steps. But she couldn’t see anyone. “It can’t be Nan. She’s downstairs.”
“Maybe it’s another mouse,” Benny joked when Jessie came back puzzled.
“A mouse that plays music?” Soo Lee asked.
A faint, tinkling sound seemed to be coming from somewhere not too far away. The Aldens checked in all the third-floor rooms, but didn’t get any closer to the music.
“It’s The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’!” Violet said. “Listen.”
“Maybe the sound is somehow coming from the second floor where Nan is,” Henry whispered. “I’ll go check.”
He tiptoed down one flight of stairs but didn’t hear a thing. One room was locked. Raising his hand, Henry knocked on the door.
“Who’s there?” Nan yelled out, but she didn’t open the door.
“It’s Henry. Can I come in?”
“No, I’m painting in here,” Nan snapped. “All the woodwork is wet with paint. Go finish your wallpapering.”
Henry started to say something but stopped himself. “Okay.”
When he got back to the other children, he explained what had happened. “You know what? I didn’t smell a bit of paint coming from that room. I wonder why Nan locked herself in there.”
Violet looked at Henry with her big blue eyes. “Did you hear my music box?”
Henry shook his head. “I’m not sure where that sound came from. I didn’t hear it from where Nan was, anyway. But she may have heard my footsteps and closed the music box.”
“What are we going to do now?” Violet asked.
“I guess we’ll clean up, then go downstairs to see if there are other jobs for us,” Jessie answered.
“Can I climb up on there?” Benny asked when he saw Henry about to fold the stepladder. “I want to be tall.”
Henry smiled. “Sure. We need to be careful around ladders. So lean against the wall with your right hand. I’ll hold you and the ladder steady.”
“Now I’m taller than you!” Benny said when he stood on top of the stepladder. He looked up at the ceiling and noticed something. “Know what? There’s a little knob on the ceiling that sticks out.”
Henry held his arms out for Benny. “Here, jump down. I want to get a closer look. Jessie, hold the stepladder steady for me, okay?”
Jessie held the ladder firmly as Henry stood on top.
“Good eyes, Benny,” Henry said when he saw something on the ceiling, too. “From down there you can’t really see that knob. I wonder if it’s part of a folding staircase like Aunt Jane had at her ranch house. I can’t quite reach it.”
Jessie squinted up. “Oh, I see what you’re talking about. The knob blends into the carvings on the ceiling.”
The knob was just a couple of inches out of Henry’s reach. “Know what?” he said. “I’m going to stand on the floor instead. If I put Soo Lee on my shoulders, she can pull the panel open a couples of inches. Then I can pull it down the rest of the way.”
Soo Lee always loved sitting on Henry’s shoulders. She was even more excited now to help her cousins open the secret door. She looked down at the other children after Henry put her on his shoulders. “Now I’m tall, too!”
“Okay, Soo Lee, just tug that knob a teeny bit,” Jessie said, looking up.
A moment later, the children were startled when a figure appeared in the hallway.
“May I ask what you children are doing?” Louella Gardiner demanded in a sharp voice. “Why is that child sitting on your shoulders?”
Henry reached up for Soo Lee and helped her down.
Soo Lee came to the rescue. “We were listening to see if there was a mouse on the roof.”
“A mouse? On the roof?” Louella said. “This is exactly why I told Mabel Hart that children should not be volunteers. Now I’d like you all to go work outside with my husband. There’s still a lot of yard work to be done. You’ll do less damage out there than inside.”
“But we finished wallpapering,” Henry began, “like Nan told us to.”
Now Louella looked even more annoyed. “That one! A more scatterbrained leader I’ve never seen than Nan Lodge—always with her nose in a book or scribbling down jobs to do instead of doing them. Why, I told her the wallpapering job was nearly complete yesterday. And it certainly wasn’t a job for children. Now go find Mr. Gardiner outside.”
After the children went downstairs, something kept bothering Jessie. “Did any of you see or hear Louella come up the stairs? Didn’t it seem as if she just appeared out of nowhere on the third floor?”
“I know,” Henry agreed. “I just hope she doesn’t look up and notice that secret panel in the ceiling.”
“Unless she already knows about it,” Jessie added.
CHAPTER 7
A Crash in the Dark
Late that night in the middle of the night, the little playhouse where the Aldens were camped out shook in the wind.
Jessie reached over and tapped Henry’s shoulder. “Henry are you awake?”
“I’m glad you’re up, Jessie,” Henry whispered back. “I hope all this wind and rain doesn’t wake up the others. And that the roof on the playhouse doesn’t leak, either.”
Just as Henry sat up, he and Jessie heard a huge boom outside.
All at once, the younger children woke up, too.
“What was that big crash?” Soo Lee asked. She snuggled close to Jessie’s sleeping bag.
“There, there, Soo Lee,” Jessie said. “It’s a storm. Henry is going to check on what that noise was.”
Henry grabbed his flashlight and stepped outside. As soon as he opened the playhouse door, the rain and wind slapped against him. He beamed his flashlight across the property. A huge tree branch had crashed to the ground just a few feet from the playhouse. Then he saw another beam of light cross with his. “Who’s out there?” he yelled, but the wind carried his words away.
The flashlight grew closer. Brian was holding it. “Gather up the other kids to bring them to the main house,” Brian told Henry. “We’re asking all the volunteers camping on the property to move indoors. Bring your sleeping bags and whatever else you need—especially flashlights. We’ve lost all electricity and heat in the house.”
With that, Brian disappeared into the rain and darkness.
Henry stepped back inside the playhouse. He left his flashlight on. “Okay, everybody. Brian just told us that everyone who’s camping out has to go to the main house during the storm. Get your flashlights and jackets. Jessie and I will help you roll up your sleeping bags.”
A few minutes later, the wind and rain died down a bit. “Okay,” Jessie said. “There’s a break in the storm. Let’s make a run for it to the main house. Ready, everybody?”
“Ready!” Benny said. He was excited to be up in the middle of the night, even if things were crashing around them. “It’s okay, Soo Lee. You can hold Jessie’s hand. And I’ll hold Henry’s hand.”
Jessie grabbed the camp light and led everyone out.
“Wow, what a huge tree branch!” Henry said when the children stepped over it. “We were lucky it wasn’t any bigger. It sure left a big empty spot up there. Hey, look!” he said, pointing up. “Did you notice that skylight before—there, up on the roof near the nursery wing? See?”
Jessie looked up, even though all she wanted to do was get inside where it was warm and dry. “I don’t remember seeing any room with a skylight in that part of the house before. I guess the tree branch that fell hid it from view. There’s a light moving around in there, too—like somebody’s flashlight. Let’s go inside.”
When the Aldens finally stepped into the Bugbee House, it was pretty dark and buzzing with people. Several volunteers beamed their flashlights at the children when they came inside.
“Hey, Aldens!” one of the volunteers said after he recognized the children. “That was a pretty scary noise!”
“We weren’t scared,” Benny answered. “Well, maybe just a little bit.”
Mabel arrived just then and came over to the Aldens.
“You are very brave children,” she said. “Nan told me there was quite a crash when that tree limb came down. She called me immediately. I told her to round up everyone who was camping on the property. I’m glad she got you in here so quickly.”
The Aldens were puzzled.
“Brian was the one who came over and told us to come into the main house,” Jessie told Mabel. “Not Nan.”
Mabel looked puzzled and a little annoyed. “Oh, dear. I must say, Nan and I are always crossing messages. Well, never mind. The most important thing is that you children are out of harm’s way.” Mabel put one arm around Soo Lee and the other around Benny. “The second most important thing is that this house is out of harm’s way, too. At least I think so. I expect Brian and the Gardiners are checking the house to make sure we didn’t lose any windows or roof shingles.”
“Or skylights,” Jessie whispered to Henry.
“The heat just went off,” Mabel continued. “But since warm air rises, it will stay toastier for a while on the upper floor. So why don’t you go find an empty room upstairs to sleep in? The third floor has a working bathroom, so try there first. Would you mind that?”
“Not a bit,” Jessie said.
“Good,” Mabel said. “Now I wonder where my leaders have gone off to. I must say, I’m not quite as alert in the middle of the night. If you see the Gardiners or Nan or Brian around, tell them to find me.”
“Sure thing,” Jessie told Mabel. “See you in the morning.”
“This is the morning,” Benny said. “But the dark part.”
The children carried their sleeping bags all the way to the third floor.
“It’s a lucky thing Mabel sent us up here,” Henry said in a whisper. “She said we can find a room. While we’re up here, maybe we can figure out where that skylight room is.”
“And who was in it,” Jessie said. “Don’t forget that.”
But when the children checked the doors on the third floor, they discovered all of them locked except for the bathroom.
“Let’s try the second floor.” Henry walked back down a flight of stairs. “There’s one room unlocked down here,” he called up to the other children. “Come on down.”
The unlocked room was small and snug—just big enough for the children’s sleeping bags. In no time, they arranged their bags on the floor.
The sleeping bags were ready for sleeping, but the Aldens weren’t.
“I’m not tired,” Benny announced. His blue eyes were as wide as if it were the middle of the day, not the middle of the night.
“We should try to get some sleep,” Jessie said. “We need our rest so we can work hard tomorrow.” Jessie turned off the camp light.
“Hey, someone’s in the hallway,” Benny whispered a few minutes later.
The door opened, and a light shone in. The children couldn’t see who was there. They pretended to be asleep.
“Did you see who that was, Henry?” Benny asked.
“No,” Henry said, “but the footsteps are going away. Whoever it was is gone.”
The Aldens always enjoyed whispering to one another before falling asleep—especially in strange new places.
“I wish we could go see where those secret stairs in the ceiling go to,” Benny said in the dark.
Jessie wriggled in her sleeping bag. “I was just thinking the same thing. I suppose we could take a peek now that everyone else is asleep downstairs. Maybe those stairs lead to the room that has the skylight.”
One by one the Aldens slipped out of their sleeping bags and into the hallway.
Soo Lee was in her bare feet. “This floor is wet,” she said when she came out of the room.
Jessie bent down to touch the floor. She slipped out of her shoes so she could feel the floor. “Let’s follow these wet spots,” Jessie whispered. “Somebody must have come up here from the outside. If we follow these footprints, maybe we can figure out where the person went.”
“Good thinking,” Henry said to Jessie. “Lead the way.”
Jessie and Soo Lee tracked the wet footprints to the third-floor hallway.
When the footprints stopped, so did the Aldens. They found themselves directly under the ceiling panel they had discovered the morning before.
Henry aimed his flashlight upward. “Who wants a boost up on my shoulders?” Henry whispered. “I need Soo Lee or Benny to tug the knob.”
Before Benny or Soo Lee could decide, the children heard a creak coming from the ceiling. The panel started to open right where the Aldens were standing!
Jessie motioned to the nearby bathroom and opened the door. The other children squeezed in behind her. They climbed into the claw-footed tub and hid themselves behind an old shower curtain. Jessie put her finger up to her lips so no one would speak.
A couple of minutes later, the children heard a springy sound, followed by a faint thud, then another springy sound. Some footsteps came close to the bathroom where the children were hiding. The door opened. A dim light swept over the bathroom.
The Aldens could barely breathe. What if the person found them huddled behind the shower curtain? The children stood as still as statues. Eventually they heard footsteps going downstairs. They waited in the tub for several minutes. Finally they felt safe enough to climb out.
“I think whoever that was is gone now,” Henry whispered. He stuck his head out and checked the dark hallway. “Which way, guys? Follow the person down the regular staircase or go up the disappearing staircase?”
The other children looked at one another.
“We might not get another chance to go up there alone,” Jessie pointed out.
Violet looked up at the staircase panel in the ceiling. “Maybe my music box is up there.”
“And who knows what else we might find?” Henry said. “After we get a look around, we can keep a watch out for anyone else we find up here.”
“Let’s go,” Benny said, following the beam of Henry’s flashlight down the dark hall.
CHAPTER 8
The Disappearing Staircase Appears
The Aldens tiptoed into the hallway behind Henry. They stood under the secret ceiling panel.
Jessie beamed her flashlight upward. “Hey look. Whoever was up here didn’t close the panel all the way. It’s hanging open partway. I think we can reach it from the stepladder. Bring it over.”
Jessie was right. Even though she was two inches shorter than Henry, she easily reached the knob from the top of the stepladder. The panel made a springy sound and came down a couple of feet. “All I have to do is unfold the steps the rest of the way,” Jessie said, doing just that.
Henry caught the steps before they landed on the floor. He didn’t want to make any extra noise.
The disappearing staircase filled the hallway. The Aldens got in line, eager to go up.
“I’ll stay down here to keep a lookout in case that person comes back,” Henry said. “We could solve two mysteries at the same time—finding some missing treasures and whoever knows about them. Good luck.”
As Henry stood by, the other children carefully climbed the wooden steps.
“I hope this attic is filled with treasures,” Violet whispered when she reached the top step.
Violet wasn’t disappointed. “There’s another playroom above the nursery! Only smaller,” she said in a whisper.
The children flashed their flashlights around the room. The child-sized space had low ceilings and shelves. Everywhere their flashlight beams landed, the children saw toys—heaps of them. Beautiful old dolls and stuffed animals stared back at the Aldens from the shelves. Toy trucks, wagons, old-fashioned roller skates, and even a train track filled another side of the room.
“Wow, that train set is huge!” Benny said in a loud whisper. “Too bad the electricity isn’t on to make all those train cars go around.”
Jessie opened the doors of a cabinet. “Look! More old trucks—lots of them,” she said.
Violet and Soo Lee went over to a large dollhouse displayed on its own special table.
“It’s a miniature model of the Bugbee House,” Violet said in her soft voice, “only the way it must have looked when the Bugbee children lived here. It even has a secret playroom just like the one we’re standing in.”
The Aldens gathered around the dollhouse. It was completely furnished right down to many of the very toys the children could see in the actual playroom. For a few seconds, no one spoke. The dollhouse, all furnished and complete with a family of little plastic people, looked like such a happy place. To the Aldens, the real Bugbee House now seemed empty and sad.
Jessie noticed something else about the dollhouse. “Look. There’s a tiny skylight just like the one we saw where the tree branch fell down.”
The children looked up at the playroom ceiling.
“But there’s no skylight in here,” Violet said. “In the dollhouse, the skylight is in a different space—in a room that’s behind the third-floor bathroom.”
“You’re right, Violet,” Jessie said. “But I didn’t notice any other entrances in the bathroom before. We’d better go back and check.”
“Oh, dear, one other thing.” Violet pointed to something else in the dollhouse. “Look, there’s a miniature music box in the dollhouse playroom with a tiny bear on it! Maybe that means…” She turned around to face the actual shelf in the actual playroom.
“My music box!” she said in an excited whisper. She picked it up. “It’s the very one I bid on. There’s even a price sticker on it.”
“Then take it,” said Jessie. “We’ll tell Mabel we found it after all, then you can pay for it. We have to let her know about this room and all these valuable old toys. Whoever was up here is keeping it a secret, so it’s up to us to tell her.”
Violet picked up the music box with the dancing bear. “I won’t play it right now. Someone might hear the music just like we did. I wonder who was up here.”
“That’s what we need to find out.”
The children took one last look around the hidden playroom. Then, one by one, they climbed down the disappearing staircase to the bottom, where Henry was still keeping a lookout.
“Okay,” he said after everyone was back down in the hallway again. “Let’s push these stairs back up into the ceiling. Benny and Soo Lee, you two be my lookouts in case anyone comes up here.” Henry folded the steps, then gave the panel a firm push. “Abracadabra. Staircase, disappear.” And so it did!
“Violet has something special to show you,” Jessie whispered to Henry.
“The attic up there is really a secret playroom full of old toys,” Violet explained to Henry. “Somebody hid my music box there.”
“Wow!” Henry said. “So it was stolen.”
“Just like I said,” Benny cried, excited about that idea.
The children examined the music box but didn’t play it. They weren’t taking any chances.
“It must be valuable,” Jessie said. “Otherwise, why did someone go to all the bother of hiding it up in the hidden playroom?”
“What I wonder is, who knows about that playroom?” Henry asked.
“A person with big, wet feet,” Soo Lee answered.
The children tried not to laugh too hard.
“That could be a lot of people in this house tonight. If I get a chance, I’d like to go up there and look around another time,” Henry said. “Well, at least we figured out where the skylight is.”
Jessie smacked her forehead. “Wait! We were so excited about finding Violet’s music box, we almost forgot to tell you: The skylight isn’t in the playroom at all. We think there’s a hidden space behind the bathroom.”
Henry couldn’t get over this. “Wow! Well, I guess you’re too tired to go looking around for it, right, guys?” he asked Soo Lee and Benny.
“I’m not too tired,” Benny whispered right back.
Henry laughed. “Just kidding. Let’s go.”
By now the Aldens knew where all the squeaky parts of the floor were. They reached the bathroom without so much as a creak.
“There’s the linen closet,” Jessie said. “I don’t see any openings or anything in here, though.”
“Maybe the secret room was blocked off a long time ago.” Henry pushed hard on the wall behind the shelves. Nothing budged. “Hey, Soo Lee, what are you doing?”
Soo Lee, the shortest Alden, saw something the other children had missed. Looking straight ahead, she pointed below the shelf right at her eye level. “Look, Henry. There’s a little door under this shelf. You have to be little like me and Benny to see it.”
Henry crouched down. “Good job, Soo Lee.” He lifted the two bottom shelves. “They aren’t attached. Now we can get through that door easier, even though it’s only about three feet tall. Ready?”
By this time, Benny planted himself right by Soo Lee. “Can I look—I mean, after Soo Lee gets her turn?”
Soo Lee backed away. “You can go first, Benny. Then me.”
Benny had to stoop down a little to open the door. He pushed it gently just a crack.
“What do you see?” Henry asked.
“There’s a room full of boxes and stuff,” he said. “And it’s got a skylight, just like in the dollhouse. Uh-oh.” He backed out suddenly.
Benny put his finger to his lips. “Shhh.” He pulled the door gently to close it. He pointed to the bathroom door.
The Aldens went into the hallway where they could talk.
“What did you see?” Jessie whispered. “Did someone come?”
“Mr. Gardiner! He’s in there,” Benny whispered. “He was putting things into cardboard boxes, but I couldn’t tell what.”
“One thing we need to find out,” Henry said, “is how George got into that room. Did you notice an exit in the dollhouse room?”
Jessie shook her head no. Then she had a thought. “Maybe the passageway came later—after someone built the dollhouse.”
“There’s another way to get into that room, and it has something to do with the garage,” Henry said. “We just haven’t figured it out yet.”
CHAPTER 9
Lost and Found
The next day, the Aldens spent the morning painting the porch of the main house. While they worked, they spoke in low whispers.
“It’s too bad Mabel is at the fund-raising breakfast right now,” Jessie said. “We have to tell her about the disappearing staircase and the hidden playroom.”
Violet touched up a spot Benny had missed on one of the railings. “I want to show her the music box.”
“I want to go exploring,” Benny said now that their work was all done.
“Painting these railings took longer than I expected,” Henry said. “I don’t think we have enough time to go exploring. Nan invited some television people to film us working, and they’re supposed to be here any minute.”
Jessie cleaned off the rim of the paint can, then hammered down the lid. “You know, we could give those reporters a real story and show them the staircase and secret rooms we found.”
“Hey, that’s a great idea,” Henry said. “Everybody will be gathered around for that. Then we’d see who gets upset about the disappearing staircase.”
“We might get to be on television,” Benny told Soo Lee as Violet cleaned off their hands with a cloth. “Maybe the camera will follow us around. We can be famous!”
Jessie chuckled. “You’re pretty famous already, Benny Alden! Well, let’s go find the Gardiners. I want to let them know we finished the painting job Nan asked us to do.”
“The Gardiners are going out,” Henry said. “See? They’re heading to their van with some boxes. Brian, too.”
Benny couldn’t believe it. “Hey,” he called out. “Don’t you want to be famous? The TV people are here!”
Minutes later, the lawn in front of the Bugbee House was covered with cables, lights, and strange equipment.
“Can you show us around a little?” one television crew person asked the Aldens.
The Aldens immediately forgot about Brian and the Gardiners. The television people needed their help.
Soon a reporter was on the lawn talking into a camera about the House and Hands project. Then he introduced Mabel, who had just arrived.
“He’s going over to interview Grandfather,” Violet whispered a few minutes later.
The children went over to watch. Grandfather was explaining to the reporter how he’d discovered some prize rosebushes hidden under some vines.
The reporter spotted Benny off to the side. He came over with the camera operator.
“Well, young man, your grandfather told us you’ve been working on the Bugbee House, too. He found some old rosebushes nobody knew were there. Did you and the other children find anything?”
“A big staircase that disappears into a ceiling,” Benny blurted out, to everyone’s amazement. “Nobody knows about it. Well, maybe somebody. We heard footsteps walking around! And a person even came down the steps. Wanna see?”
The reporter seemed eager to follow Benny into the house. “Let’s turn off the cameras for now until we find out what this boy is talking about.”
Benny led a parade of visitors and volunteers up to the third floor. The other children followed right behind.
Benny pointed to the ceiling on the third floor. “The staircase is up there. It folds out. It’s hard to see ’cause somebody hid it. But we found it! I have to get up on my brother Henry’s shoulders to pull the steps down.”
“Well, go right ahead,” said the reporter.
Henry boosted Benny up. He pulled at the knob.
“Stand back, everybody,” Henry said.
Everyone gasped when Henry swung the staircase down.
“Why, I’ll be,” Mabel said. “I thought I knew this house inside out. I misplaced the blueprints before I had a chance to study them.”
“There’s a whole big playroom up there where kids used to play,” Benny told everyone. “We can go up.”
The reporter chuckled. “Lead the way, Aldens,” he said, following the children up the staircase.
Benny stopped suddenly on the top step. “Brian! How’d you get here? This room’s a big secret.”
“What’s going on, Brian?” Jessie asked when she and everyone else climbed into the attic. “We thought you left with the Gardiners.”
Brian looked around at all the faces waiting for an explanation. “I don’t know where the Gardiners are. I went out to my truck to get something. I came back to measure some…” He stopped when his eyes fell on Mabel’s upset face.
“But Brian,” Mabel said after looking around at all the hidden treasures. “You knew about this attic? Why didn’t you tell me? Why these wonderful old toys could have been put up for auction to help out our group. Were you planning to keep these valuable things hidden?”
Now it was Brian’s turn to look upset. He could hardly look at Mabel. “I did plan to tell you before we finished work on the house so that you could have another auction. I wasn’t going to keep anything except…”
“How did you even know about this room?” Mabel asked.
Brian looked around. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on him. “From my mother,” he answered. “She was Mr. Bugbee’s daughter. Mr. Bugbee was my grandfather, though I never knew him. My mother grew up in this house until she was eight years old. My grandparents had to sell his business, this house, and everything in it to pay the taxes he’d forgotten about. He didn’t steal anything, though—just plain forgot. But by the time he paid the tax bill, he couldn’t face the townspeople and their stories anymore. He took what little money he had left and moved his whole family far away. Afterward, a lot of bad stories about the family started going around. I heard them all when I moved back.”
Mabel moved toward Brian. She put her hand on his arm. “Even if these objects once belonged to your family, they weren’t yours to take, Brian,” she said gently. “They belonged to the person who bought the house. Then he left everything to House and Hands. All this belongs to our group.”
Brian looked at Mabel. “I know. I hope you’ll believe I wasn’t going to take anything. I wanted some time alone to look around up here by myself—to find out more about my family. They’re all gone now except for me. I wasn’t going to take any of it, not even the music box. I tried to bid on it, but I was too late. My mother told me it was the only thing she wished she still had.”
The room was still. “I’ve always wanted to come back here,” Brian said in a soft voice. “It was only a coincidence that I found out the house was being fixed up. A roofer who works for me volunteers for other House and Hands projects around the country. He mentioned it.”
Everyone stayed silent, sad for the young man.
Finally Violet stepped forward. “I found the music box up here the other day. I was going to pay the Gardiners for it before we left. I’ll give it to you, Brian.”
“Thanks, Violet,” Brian said. “Don’t worry. I’ll pay for it.” He looked straight at the reporter. “I don’t want to add another bad story to the Bugbee name.”
The reporter looked even more confused than everyone else did. He turned to Nan. “Is this why you really called us here?” he asked. “To expose the theft of a music box?”
Nan didn’t say anything. She looked straight at Brian. “I can’t believe you’re related to the Bugbees, too.”
Now it was Brian’s turn to be surprised. “What?”
“My grandmother was Mr. Bugbee’s sister,” Nan blurted out. “Unfortunately, Grandma died before she could clear my great-uncle’s name. My dad said Grandma always wanted to put an end to all the rumors that her brother left town without paying his tax debts. At first she believed the rumors, too. They stopped speaking to each other after that. Our families never met again.”
“Until now,” Mabel pointed out. “You two are second cousins, and you didn’t even know it. What I don’t understand is why you came here, Nan. Just curiosity?”
“More than curiosity,” Nan began. “My father told me that after the fire in the Greenfield Town Hall, the tax records were lost. He said there were probably old records in the house that would prove Mr. Bugbee was free and clear of debt when he left Greenfield. I’ve been following news about this house for some time. That’s how I found out that you needed volunteers for House and Hands. I signed up to work on it—and look around for proof that my great-uncle paid all his debts. That’s why I called the television station here—and to help us raise money, too.”
By this time Grandfather Alden had joined everyone in the attic playroom, too. “Is that why you wanted to look through my bound copies of old Greenfield newspapers in my den? I’m sorry to say that Mr. Bugbee’s name never was cleared as far as anyone knows. It didn’t help that he kept to himself—then just up and left with his family like he had something to be ashamed of.”
That’s when Nan stepped forward to show Mr. Alden some papers in her notebook. “Here’s what I came to find,” Nan said. “I discovered these paid tax receipts in an old cardboard box. I’m sorry I didn’t get much work done, Mabel. Whenever I could take a few minutes away from working on the house, I went hunting for anything that would prove my great-uncle wasn’t some kind of thief.”
“There, there,” Mabel said. “Your work was important, too—clearing the Bugbee name. Thank goodness for the Aldens and the rest of the volunteers. They pitched in to help you and Brian and the Gardiners. And they led us to all these treasures. Not to mention all their hard work.”
“It’s okay to mention it,” Benny said.
Everyone in the playroom chuckled.
Mabel looked around the room. “I wonder what Louella and George will think of all this. Where are the Gardiners, anyway?”
But there was no answer. The Gardiners had disappeared.
CHAPTER 10
No Escape
The reporter stood off in the corner of the playroom and looked a little restless. “I guess we have our story, Nan. I’ll run a little piece about your great-uncle and about House and Hands fixing up the Bugaboo House.”
“Please don’t call it that,” Nan protested. “My great-uncle was a bit odd but not scary. He made this whole place into a playhouse for his family. He designed it with all kinds of hallways, secret closets, doors that don’t go anywhere, windows that open to other rooms instead of outside. But it wasn’t a scary house.”
“Fine,” the reporter said. “Well, show us around. I suppose we can get some shots of the house’s oddities.”
Benny stepped in front of Nan. “Know what? We found another secret room filled with old stuff. And know what else? George knows where it is, too.”
The reporter nodded to the camera operator. “Let’s follow this boy. Where to now, young man?”
“To the bathroom on the third floor,” Benny answered.
“The bathroom?” Mabel asked, a bit confused.
“Don’t worry, Mabel,” Jessie said. “Wait until you see what Benny and Soo Lee found.”
By this time, both children had gone down the staircase. By the time everyone had joined them, Benny and Soo Lee had already exposed the hidden door in the bathroom.
“See?” Benny said to the reporter. “This doorway goes to another room. Isn’t it neat?”
The reporter bent down to get a better look. “Are you sure this opens? It won’t budge.”
Henry came over. “Let me try.” He gave the hidden door a strong push with his feet.
Everyone heard a thud on the other side.
“It’s open!” Henry bent down and entered the hidden room. “George! Louella! So you didn’t leave.” He looked around at the heaps of old leather books, jewelry boxes, and paintings all boxed up and ready to go. “So this is where you kept all the treasures that never got into the auction. Well, now they will.”
George grabbed a box and ran out a door on the far side of the room. Louella quickly disappeared behind her husband. The door banged shut behind them with a click.
Henry pulled at the door. “It’s locked!”
Benny scooted over and put his ear up against the door. “Now I remember something. When Soo Lee and I got lost, we heard people walking and talking behind the walls and some steps, too. I forgot.”
Jessie nodded. “Yes. Well, we had a feeling the Gardiners knew there were more treasures in this house.”
“I have a hunch the passageway they used goes right to the garage,” Henry said. “Follow us.”
The Aldens scrambled out of the hidden room as fast as they could get through the opening. In a flash, they raced down several flights of stairs and out to the garage.
The Gardiners were already backing one of the old cars down the driveway.
“Stop!” Henry yelled.
Jessie spotted a big lawn mower. She raced over and pushed it into the driveway. This blocked the car from going any farther.
George turned off the engine then banged his fist on the steering wheel. He and Louella stared straight ahead. The Aldens had them trapped.
By this time, everyone else had come outside, too.
The reporter raced over and looked in the car window. “That’s the pair that made off with half the contents of the Paulding estate over in Winslow last month,” he said. “These two have quite a racket going. They show up at big estates that are about to be sold. They work there for a while and pass themselves off as auction experts—which they are. That’s how they know which stuff to steal before it ever gets to auction. They sneak out the real treasures and leave the rest for the auction.” He turned to Mabel. “I bet you everything they took is worth ten times more than what you made at the auction.”
Mabel swallowed hard and tapped her fingers against the old car. “It’s all my fault. I hired them.”
“So did a lot of smart people, Mrs. Hart,” the reporter said. “You’re not the first. But thanks to the Aldens, this is the first time they’ve been caught red-handed.”
“Oh, my,” Mabel said when she spotted some rolled-up papers in the backseat. “Those are the house blueprints I thought I lost. So that’s how they figured out where the roomful of treasures was. But the Gardiners didn’t count on the Aldens. These kids didn’t need blueprints to find the hidden rooms.”
Brian turned to Mabel. “Well,” he said, “now we can plan another auction.”
“Another auction?” Mabel said. “It’s hard to think about that right now. We’d better get the police here.”
“I’m making the call right now,” the reporter said, holding up his cell phone. “These two aren’t going anywhere.”
“Yes, they are,” Henry said. “While we’re waiting, I want them to show us how they got from the garage to the house. We knew there was a way, but George sent us out of there before we could find it.” He opened the car door for Louella.
Louella unlocked the garage door. Everyone followed her inside.
“A trapdoor!” Benny cried when he spotted a wooden door on the garage floor. “It was under the car.”
“So that’s why we kept hearing a car engine sometimes when the Gardiners were in the garage,” Henry said. He went over and pulled up the door. “There are some steps.”
“Can I look?” Benny said.
The Aldens climbed down some wooden steps to a basement under the garage. They didn’t have their flashlights, but there was enough light to see something up ahead.
“It’s a spiral staircase,” Jessie said when she went over. “It goes way, way up to the third floor.”
A few people crowded around to get a look.
Brian smacked his forehead. “Now I remember this passageway,” Brian said. “My dad mentioned that my grandfather had a chauffeur named Wolcott. He lived in a small room on the third floor near the bathroom. He complained all the time about how much he disliked going outside in bad weather to start the car. My grandfather put this staircase in an airshaft so Wolcott could go right to the garage from the bathroom. Of course, as a joke, he made it tricky for Wolcott to get to the passageway. The bathroom doorway is just a few feet high, whereas Wolcott was a very tall man. Well, what do you know?”
“I know something,” Benny said as everyone walked outside again.
“What’s that?” Grandfather asked, wondering what Benny was up to next.
“I’m hungry,” Benny said. “That’s what I know. Didn’t somebody say there was going to be a picnic after the television people left?”
Mabel came over and hugged Benny “After we settle things with the police, we’ll have our picnic and plan a new auction.”
“Know what kind of picnic?” Benny asked the crowd.
Everyone quieted down to hear what Benny was going to say next.
“A teddy bear picnic!” Benny announced.
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