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CHAPTER 1
Another Adventure!
“That sounds wonderful,” Grandfather said heartily. He paused long enough to smile at the four Alden children who were sprawled on the den floor playing Monopoly. “Oh, I’m sure they’ll love it,” he added, tucking the receiver under his chin. He reached for the scratch pad that Mrs. McGregor always kept by the telephone in the kitchen. “Let me get a few directions from you …”
“Is Grandfather talking about us?” ten-year-old Violet whispered to her older sister, Jessie, who was twelve.
“I think something’s up,” six-year-old Benny said confidently. “Something big.” He landed on Park Place and whooped with joy. “Yippee! I already own Broadway, so now I can buy a house!”
“I think Grandfather’s planning a trip for us,” Henry said thoughtfully. Henry was fourteen and the oldest of the children.
Violet looked up from her neat piles of play money. “You mean another adventure?” Ever since their grandfather had found them living in a boxcar and rescued them, their lives had been one wonderful adventure after another.
“You bet!” Jessie said enthusiastically. “Let’s listen.”
“Right at the Jefferson Memorial and left at the Reflecting Pool …” Grandfather’s voice drifted across the room.
“The Jefferson Memorial?” Benny said, wrinkling his nose. “We learned about that in school. But I can’t remember where it is.”
“I remember,” Violet interrupted. “It’s in Washington, DC.”
“That’s right. Washington, DC,” Grandfather said as he hung up the phone. “That’s the next place you’re going to explore — the nation’s capital.”
“We’re going to Washington!” Benny stood up so quickly, his play money fluttered around his feet. “Wow! When are we leaving?”
“My old friend Steve Bagley in Richmond, Virginia, is expecting me tomorrow evening,” Grandfather said, settling into his favorite chair. “I figured while I was there it would be a nice chance for you to visit Washington. I’ve arranged for you to stay with my friend Mrs. Parsons at her B and B.”
“What’s a B and B?” Benny piped up.
“It stands for Bed and Breakfast,” Grandfather explained. “It’s not as formal as a hotel and this one’s right in the middle of the city.”
“I still think it’s a funny name,” Benny persisted.
“It makes a lot of sense,” Henry said. “Because it tells you exactly what you get. It’s not a hotel, it’s a real house. You get your own room with a bed, and a nice hot breakfast every day.”
“That’s the best part,” Benny said happily. He scrambled into Grandfather’s lap.
Grandfather pushed Benny’s hair out of his eyes affectionately. “Think you children can get packed in time?”
“I know we can,” Jessie said. She immediately began folding the Monopoly board and putting away the pieces. Jessie was the most organized of the Aldens and always liked to keep things neat and orderly.
“How about an early dinner?” Mrs. McGregor, the family housekeeper, poked her head in from the kitchen. “I’ve heard you have a big trip planned.”
“We sure do,” Benny said happily. “We’re going to Washington … uh, DC.” He paused. “What does DC stand for?”
“District of Columbia,” Jessie told him. She scooped up the empty popcorn bowl and headed for the kitchen.
“Let’s go set the table for dinner,” Henry reminded Benny gently.
“Okay, but I’m too excited to eat,” Benny retorted.
Jessie and Violet exchanged a look and burst out laughing. “I doubt that,” Jessie said, ruffling his hair. Eating was one of Benny’s favorite activities. “Mrs. McGregor is fixing one of your favorite meals — spaghetti and meatballs.”
“Yum!” Benny said appreciatively. “Maybe I can manage a few bites, after all.”
Henry chuckled. “I’ll be surprised if you don’t have seconds.”
“Or thirds,” Violet added teasingly.
It was early the next morning, when Grandfather and the children loaded their suitcases into the car. They were backing down the driveway, waving good-bye to Mrs. McGregor, when Watch, the family dog, came tearing around the front steps.
“Oh, look, there’s Watch,” Violet said sadly. “I think he wants to come with us.” She loved all animals, but especially Watch.
“He’ll be fine with Mrs. McGregor,” Grandfather said. He reached over and squeezed Violet’s hand. “Mrs. Parsons doesn’t allow pets in the B and B.”
In the late afternoon, Violet spotted the signs for Washington. “I think we’re getting close,” she said, checking the map.
“We’re going to head down North Capitol Street,” Grandfather told her. “Let’s see if you can pick out some of the landmarks I told you about.”
“I see one!” Jessie shouted. She stared out the window and then flipped frantically through the guidebook. “It’s a beautiful building, with a big white dome, and we’re coming right up to it. It’s … oh, my gosh, it’s the Capitol!”
“It’s just like I imagined it would be,” Violet said, with her nose pressed against the glass. “Can we go inside, Grandfather?”
“It’s too late today,” Grandfather said with a smile. “But you can go on a tour tomorrow morning, if you’d like. There’s a lot to see, and right now, Congress is in session.”
“Wow,” Benny said softly. For a moment, everyone was silent as Grandfather slowed down for a better look at the Capitol.
“It’s so pretty,” Jessie said. “I think this is going to be my favorite building in Washington.”
“It’s certainly one of the most important,” Grandfather said. “But wait till you see the White House, the Lincoln Memorial, and the Washington Monument. Does anybody recognize anything else? We’re going to turn right at the Reflecting Pool.”
“I see the Mall!” Violet said excitedly.
Benny looked puzzled. “What do you mean?” They were driving down a long boulevard flanked by museums.
“The Mall is where all the Smithsonian Museums are,” Henry said. “See? There’s Air and Space, and the Museum of Natural History …”
“I think we should stop right here,” Benny suggested. He could see airplanes hanging from the ceiling inside one of the museums and he wanted to take a closer look.
“I’m afraid all the museums are closing soon,” Grandfather said. “Let’s get you settled, and then you can start out fresh tomorrow morning.”
They turned onto a narrow side street and pulled up in front of a cheerful-looking brick row house. A slender, red-haired woman hurried to the front door to welcome them into a small hallway filled with antiques.
“Come in, James,” she said cheerfully. “You must be the grandchildren I’ve heard so much about. I’m Molly Parsons.”
“It’s good to see you, Molly,” Grandfather said. He introduced everyone and helped the children bring their suitcases inside. After he and Mrs. Parsons had chatted briefly, Grandfather checked his watch. “I’ve got to get to Richmond before it’s too late. Mrs. Parsons will give you dinner each night as well as breakfast in the morning.”
“You mean B, B, and D?” Benny asked. “Bed, breakfast, and dinner?”
“That’s right,” Mrs. Parsons said. “A lot of my guests take all their meals here. And I have a fourteen-year-old girl staying with me. She’ll enjoy the company.”
“We’ll be fine,” Henry said as Grandfather hugged everyone.
“Have a good time!” Benny called out.
As soon as Grandfather left, Mrs. Parsons said, “I have your rooms all ready for you — boys in one room, girls in the other.”
“And our dinner?” Benny said hopefully. “Do you have that ready, too?”
“Benny loves to eat,” Violet explained.
Mrs. Parsons laughed. “Well, you’re in luck. Dinner is ready right now.” She looked at Benny very seriously. “Of course, you’ll have to eat fried chicken, mashed potatoes with gravy, and corn on the cob. Then plenty of homemade apple pie. Do you think you can manage all that?”
Benny looked amazed. “How did you know those were my favorite foods?”
Mrs. Parsons put her arm around his shoulders and steered him toward the dining room. “I raised four boys of my own, and it was just a lucky guess.”
A few moments later, they were seated at a long oak dining table with a shy young girl named Amira. She had deep brown eyes and black hair. Jessie noticed that she kept her hands in her lap and stared at her plate.
“Aren’t you hungry?” Jessie said, trying to make conversation with her.
Amira shrugged. “I guess I’m a little tired. My father and I just got here today.”
“Is your father upstairs?” Violet asked. She was shy sometimes, too, and wanted to put Amira at ease.
Amira looked even more unhappy at the question. “No, I wish he were. He’s staying at a hotel because he has a lot of business appointments.” She sighed and fiddled with her fork. “He thought it would be fun for me to stay at the B and B while he’s at work.”
“Why don’t you come explore the city with us?” Jessie suggested, touching Amira’s arm. “We’re going to start bright and early tomorrow morning.”
“Are you sure?” Amira brightened. “Wouldn’t I be in your way?”
“Of course you wouldn’t be,” Henry said firmly. “We’ll all go sightseeing together. As soon as we unpack tonight, we’ll show you our guidebooks. We can plan our first day together.”
Amira gave a broad smile. “That would be fun. That would be wonderful,” she said, clapping her hands together. “I can’t believe I have four new friends.”
“We’ll have fun together, Amira,” Violet said softly. “You’ll see.”
CHAPTER 2
Welcome to Washington!
“Did you remember to bring the camera?” Violet asked Jessie the next morning. They had just finished a huge breakfast of bacon, eggs, and waffles, and were waiting in the front hallway for the rest of the group to join them.
Jessie patted her shoulder bag. “It’s right here, but we need to pick up some film. And I think we’d better buy some stamps. Benny wants to send postcards to Mrs. McGregor, Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy, cousins Joe, Alice, and Soo Lee — everyone he knows.”
“If you need stamps, I’ve got a brand-new roll,” Mrs. Parsons said. She was sitting on a high stool behind the reception desk, working on her accounts. She opened her desk drawer and frowned. “Well, that’s funny. I could have sworn it was here yesterday.”
“We can buy some for you,” Jessie offered.
“That would be a big help. I’ll give you some money from petty cash.” She pulled open another drawer and shook her head in dismay. “Now that’s really strange. I know I put a ten-dollar bill in here yesterday. I’m beginning to think that I’m imagining things.”
“What are you imagining, Mrs. Parsons?” a young man said good-naturedly. He was tall and thin, with sandy brown hair and glasses.
“Oh, I’m just missing a few things from the front desk. You haven’t seen a roll of stamps and a ten-dollar bill, have you, Peter?”
“No, I haven’t,” he said. “But I was really busy yesterday. There were people coming and going all day long.”
“Well, it’s not important,” Mrs. Parsons reassured him. “I want you to meet our new guests — the Aldens. Jessie and Violet, this is Peter Marshall, my assistant. He does everything for me.”
“Mostly, I answer the phone and help out in the kitchen.” Peter shook hands with them.
“Peter’s a full-time student,” Mrs. Parsons said proudly. “He’s studying to be an engineer.”
“Wow — like on a train?” Benny yelled from the stairwell. He thundered down the last few steps and smiled up at Peter.
“I’m afraid I won’t be that kind of an engineer,” Peter said as everyone laughed. He bent down so he was on eye level with Benny. “But I’m learning how to design airplanes. So if you want an extra-special tour of the Air and Space Museum, I’ll be your guide.”
“We’re going there tomorrow,” Henry said, appearing with Amira.
“Tell you what,” Peter said, consulting an appointment book. “I’m free from twelve to two. Why don’t we meet in the museum cafeteria at noon?”
Benny’s eyes lit up. “The cafeteria sounds great.”
Jessie grinned at Peter. “You couldn’t have picked a better spot.”
“Where shall we start?” Violet said twenty minutes later. “There are so many things to see.” They had walked down a leafy side street to the Smithsonian, and had just arrived at the Reflecting Pool. There were four bronze lions surrounding them, and bright sunlight was bouncing off the water. A few people had stopped to feed the seagulls that swooped down, squawking for food.
“It looks like we’re at the south end of the Mall,” Henry said. “There’s the Capitol right behind us, and you see that tall tower in the distance, Benny? That’s the Washington Monument.”
“Can we go up inside it?” Benny asked excitedly.
“Maybe this afternoon,” Jessie said. “But right now, why don’t we take a tour of the Capitol?”
“I want to go way up inside the dome.” Benny pointed to the top of the gleaming white building.
“Let’s go inside the Rotunda right now,” Amira said suddenly. “I think they’re starting a tour.” She followed a group of tourists through a set of bronze doors and led the way into the Rotunda, a huge circular hall. “I’m afraid you can’t go up into the dome, Benny, but look up at the very top. There’s a fresco.”
Benny arched his head back so far, he nearly toppled over.
“What’s a fresco?” He peered upward in amazement. The dome was much bigger than he had realized.
“It’s a painting they do on wet plaster,” Henry said. “We learned about it in school.”
“That’s George Washington up at the very top,” Amira said, keeping her voice low. The tour guide was explaining that the dome was as high as an eighteen-story building.
“It’s beautiful,” Violet said in awe. There were intricate carvings and paintings all the way up to the top of the dome. How did someone paint all that? she wondered.
“The artist had to rig up scaffolding and lie on his back,” Amira said, as if reading her thoughts. “His name was Constantino Brumidi.”
“You really know a lot,” Jessie said admiringly.
Amira gave a shy smile. “I’m interested in history, that’s all.”
After they looked at the Rotunda, Henry and Benny headed for the floors of the House and Senate, while the girls took a look at the Old Senate Chamber.
“It’s so little,” Violet said in a hushed voice. “It’s hard to believe that all the senators could fit in one little room. I guess Congress was much smaller in the old days.”
“A lot of important things happened here,” Jessie reminded her. “The chamber was a beautiful room, with red velvet carpeting and soft gaslights.”
After a while the boys joined them. “We saw the House floor and the Senate floor, but nobody was there,” Benny said. “I thought there would be lots of speeches going on.”
“Congress isn’t in session today,” Amira spoke up. “That’s why the flags weren’t up outside.” When everyone turned to look at her, she explained, “When either the House or the Senate meets, it flies its own flag outside.”
“You know the part I liked the best about the Senate?” Benny said as they headed back to the Rotunda. “They had wooden desks, just like you see in school. And I noticed something else,” he added, “some of the senators had even carved their initials in them!”
Violet and Jessie laughed. Sometimes Benny had a way of noticing things that no one else did.
Later, on the way to lunch, Violet asked a question and Amira surprised them again by her knowledge. “What’s e pluribus unum mean?” she asked.
“E pluribus unum,”Amira said quickly. “That’s Latin, Violet. It means ‘one out of many’.”
“They sure use it on a lot of plaques and decorations.”
Amira nodded. “It’s what America stands for.”
“One out of many?”
“One country out of many states.”
“Oh, I get it,” Benny said. “That’s a good slogan.”
“We’ll have to take Soo Lee here one day so she can learn about the United States government,” said Henry. Soo Lee was a little girl from Korea that cousins Joe and Alice had adopted.
When they were standing in line at the Capitol cafeteria, Violet noticed that Amira seemed a little uneasy. “What’s the matter?” Violet joked. “Don’t you see anything you like on the menu?”
“Oh, it’s not that. It’s all looks delicious.” Amira pushed her tray next to Violet’s, and chose exactly the same lunch — macaroni and cheese.
“Could you hand me those fish sticks, Amira?” Benny asked. He was standing on tiptoe but the plate was just out of reach.
“Sure, but I … what did you ask for?”
“Fish sticks,” he repeated. “Right there.” He tapped the glass window in front of her.
Amira hesitated. “Now I see them. Fish sticks.” She reached for a plate of french fries and plunked it on his tray.
Benny looked up at her, puzzled. “I love french fries, but you forgot the fish sticks.”
“I’ll get them,” Jessie said quickly. “Here you go, Benny.”
They moved quickly to the cashier, and Amira looked embarrassed. Jessie looked at her new friend thoughtfully. It seemed that Amira had never seen or heard of fish sticks before.
“What does your father do, Amira?” Henry asked when they were settled at a table.
“He’s … in business.” Amira ducked her head and began eating quickly.
“Really?” Henry persisted. “What kind?”
“It’s hard to explain,” she said slowly. She sounded uncomfortable, and looked nervously at the group. “He’s in … foreign business. International business.”
“He must travel a lot,” Jessie said. “It must be fun going with him.”
“Oh, I usually don’t travel at all,” Amira told her.
“What kind of music do you like?” Jessie asked.
“I … I don’t listen to music,” Amira said quickly.
“You don’t listen to music?” Benny was amazed.
“No, I don’t.” Before anyone could ask her any more questions, Amira grabbed the guidebook, and began reading aloud about the Capitol. Violet only half-listened, her mind racing. Amira seemed to know a lot about history, and almost nothing about everyday things. And she obviously didn’t want to talk about herself. Their new friend was very mysterious.
Henry was thinking, too. He noticed a pair of men in dark suits who were sitting a few tables away. They were both reading newspapers, but they glanced over at the Aldens every now and then.
Henry knew he had seen them before.
They had been right behind Benny in the cafeteria line. There was nothing unusual about that, he told himself. He relaxed and began eating, and then suddenly it dawned on him. The men in dark suits had been right behind them, strolling up the Capitol steps! And he was sure he had spotted them walking along the same leafy side street toward the Smithsonian. He closed his eyes and tried to remember. Yes, it was definitely them! One had a mustache and one had a funny way of walking with his elbow jutting out. These were the same men.
But why were they following the Aldens? Henry looked over at one of the men just before he ducked his head back behind his newspaper. Yes, there was something going on. They were in the middle of a new mystery!
CHAPTER 3
We’re Being Followed!
“Some new guests arrived today,” Mrs. Parsons said later that afternoon. “That’s why I’m cooking an extra large pot roast.” A delicious aroma drifted in from the kitchen.
“May we help you?” Violet offered.
“You can give me a hand with the vegetables and dessert, if you like.” Mrs. Parsons led the way to the kitchen. Within minutes, Henry and Benny were busily chopping vegetables, while the girls sliced apples for a crumb-topped pie. “Your father called today,” Mrs. Parsons said to Amira.
Amira immediately put down her knife and looked worried. “Is anything wrong?”
“Why, no, of course not.” Mrs. Parsons seemed surprised. “He just wanted to make sure you’re having a good time.”
“Well, I am,” Amira said slowly, “thanks to my new friends.” Everyone began talking about their visit to the Capitol, and Jessie noticed that Amira seemed happy as long as the conversation didn’t revolve around her. She never wanted to talk about herself or her parents. Jessie suddenly realized that she didn’t even know whether Amira had any brothers and sisters, and decided to ask her.
Amira immediately looked guarded. “I have two brothers and a sister, but they’re back with … I mean, they’re at home with my mom.”
“That’s nice,” Violet said warmly. She seemed to sense that Amira was uncomfortable.
“What time is dinner?” a voice boomed into the kitchen. Everyone turned to see a large woman in a dark purple dress.
“It’ll be ready at six, Mrs. Wentworth.” Mrs. Parsons turned and slid a pan of biscuits into the oven.
Mrs. Wentworth consulted her watch. “Well, I hope it’s going to be served promptly at six,” she retorted. “I haven’t had a bite to eat since lunchtime.”
“I’ll be glad to make you a cup of tea,” Mrs. Parsons said a little wearily.
“Just concentrate on dinner,” Mrs. Wentworth snapped. “That will be quite enough.”
“Wouldn’t you like to meet the children — ” Mrs. Parsons began and then stopped abruptly. Mrs. Wentworth had already swept out of the kitchen.
“Wow,” Benny said softly. “Is she going to be eating with us every night?”
Mrs. Parsons bit her lip as though she were trying not to laugh. “Yes, she is, Benny. I’m sure she’s very nice … once you get to know her.”
Mrs. Wentworth barely nodded when she was introduced to the Aldens and Amira, and frowned all through dinner. Luckily there were other guests to talk to, and Violet started a conversation with Mr. and Mrs. Cooley, who were professional photographers.
“I have a new camera,” Violet confided, “and I’m still learning how to use it.” She was very proud of the camera that Grandfather had bought for her.
“Do you develop your photographs yourself?” Henry asked.
“Yes,” said Mrs. Cooley.
“No,” said Mr. Cooley at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed nervously.
“What we mean is …” Mrs. Cooley began, and her voice trailed off.
“Sometimes we do and sometimes we don’t,” Mr. Cooley explained.
There was a long silence. Henry was puzzled, but didn’t say anything. The Cooleys seemed so uncomfortable talking about their work.
Jessie spent most of the dinner hour talking to John Sudderth, a quiet man from New England who said he was an artist. He seemed to know a lot about Washington, and was enthusiastic when she told him they were visiting the Smithsonian the very next day. “Make sure you visit the Air and Space Museum,” he advised her. “It’ll be quite an experience.”
“We have our own personal tour guide,” Benny spoke up. He smiled at Peter Marshall, who brought coffee and apple pie in from the kitchen.
Peter made a thumbs-up sign to Benny. “Air and Space at noon,” he said.
“We’ll be there!” Benny said happily.
After turning out the lights later that night, Henry glanced out the window. He was sharing a bedroom with Benny at the front of the house, and he had a good view of the tree-lined street. Suddenly he noticed a pair of headlights creeping down the road. Curious, he watched as a long black limousine paused in front of the Parsons’s front door, and then slowly moved on. What was the limousine doing? he wondered. And who was inside?
Benny stirred sleepily and sat up in bed.
“Is that the long black car again?” he asked drowsily.
Henry nodded, still staring out the window. “It’s a limousine. Have you seen it before?”
Benny yawned. “It passed by the house three times tonight.”
Henry turned in surprise. “Are you sure?”
Benny nodded. “I’m positive. I bet it belongs to someone really famous,” he said. “Maybe it’s the president of another country, and they’re looking for the White House.”
“Maybe,” Henry said thoughtfully. He glanced over at his brother, who had already pulled the covers over his head. Something strange was going on. He was sure of it. First there were the men in sunglasses who seemed to be following them at the Capitol, and now the limousine.
And he also had the feeling that something was wrong at the Parsons’. Mrs. Parsons had reached into her purse for a ten-dollar bill after dinner, and had come up empty-handed. When Jessie had asked her if everything was all right, she had made light of it.
“Things have a way of disappearing around here,” she had said.
But was that all there was to it? Henry wondered. She had complained about missing a roll of stamps and some money from petty cash just the day before. And now money was missing from her purse. Was there a thief in the house? Henry turned away from the window and climbed into bed. He decided to talk to Jessie and Violet the next day. If something was going on, everyone needed to be on their guard.
Benny was beside himself with excitement when they arrived at the Air and Space Museum the following morning. There was a huge DC-3 hanging from the ceiling, and they walked under a model of the Wright Brothers’ plane.
“We learned about the Wright Brothers in school,” he said, tugging at Jessie’s hand. “They flew the very first plane at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.”
“Orville and Wilbur,” Amira added quietly. As usual, she seemed to be up on everything.
“Look,” Jessie said, reading a plaque. “They only flew for a total of twelve seconds. They went up a hundred and twenty feet into the air and then came down.”
“It’s amazing they got up at all,” Violet pointed out. “See how fragile the plane looks.”
“May we touch the moon rock?” Benny asked, darting a few feet away. “The sign says it’s okay.”
“I guess so.” Jessie followed him to a small exhibit near the front door and watched as he touched a flat triangular stone.
“It doesn’t feel like anything special,” Benny said, looking at his fingertips. “If I saw it lying on the sidewalk, I probably wouldn’t even recognize it.”
“It’s four billion years old,” said a guard nearby.
“Wow!” Benny touched it again. “Who found it?”
“It was the Apollo crew,” the guard explained.
“I wish I could take a piece of it home with me,” Benny said.
The guard laughed. “So do a lot of other people. But I have a better idea. How would you like to take home real astronaut ice cream?”
Benny clapped his hands together. “May I?”
“You can buy it in the gift shop. It’s freeze-dried, of course.”
“After lunch, Benny,” Violet said, pulling him away. “Peter’s waiting for us.”
The glassed-in cafeteria had a wonderful view of the Mall, and the Aldens and Amira joined Peter Marshall at a long table by the window. Everyone munched on submarine sandwiches while Peter described the Sea-Air Operations exhibit. “It’s just like being on a real flight deck, Benny.”
“May we go there right now?” Benny was excited.
“I want to take a picture first,” Violet said, standing up. “Scoot in close together, everyone.” She backed a few feet away from the table. “Smile!” she said as the camera clicked.
“I think I got the Capitol in the background. Oh, darn,” she added, “that’s the last one on the roll.”
“Don’t worry,” Peter told her. “There’s a place around the corner that develops pictures in an hour. We can drop off your film after lunch, and it will be ready this afternoon.”
CHAPTER 4
Danger in Airspace!
After lunch, Peter took everyone to the Sea-Air Operations section of the museum.
“This is fun!” Benny shouted, bounding up the stairs. For the next half hour, he pretended he was commanding the air-traffic control tower of a real aircraft carrier. Everything was painted battleship-gray, and he played with dozens of dials and gauges.
“This seems so real,” Amira said, her eyes wide.
Later, when Peter and Amira were looking at an Amelia Earhart exhibit, Henry drew Violet, Jessie, and Benny aside. “I think we need to talk tonight, when we get back to Mrs. Parsons’.”
“I think I know what you’re going to say. There’s something funny about Amira, isn’t there?”
Henry shrugged. “A lot of things about her just don’t add up.”
“She sure knows a lot,” Benny said.
“But there are some things she doesn’t know anything about,” Jessie said. She had noticed at lunch that Amira was amazed that they could order toppings on their pizza.
“Maybe she’s just shy,” Violet said. She liked Amira and was happy that they were friends.
“I think it’s more than that — ” Henry broke off suddenly when he noticed the same two men in dark sunglasses standing behind Peter and Amira. They were back!
“Can we go to the movie?” Benny pleaded, interrupting Henry’s thoughts. “There’s one starting right now.” He pointed to the sign for the “To Fly” show at the theater inside the museum.
“That’s a great idea,” Henry said, opening his wallet. “Why don’t you get in line and get tickets for all of us? Just wave to me when you have them.”
As soon as Benny scampered off, Henry turned to Jessie and Violet. “See those two men over there?” he asked in a low voice. “They’ve been following us.”
Violet stared and then gulped. “You’re right,” she whispered. “I saw them yesterday.”
“Are you sure?” Jessie looked uncertain.
“I’m positive. I thought it was really strange that they were wearing sunglasses inside,” Henry said. “And Benny saw them, too.” Then he told them about the black limousine.
“What can we do?” Violet asked nervously.
Henry looked over at Benny, who was holding a handful of tickets in the air. A “sold out” sign flashed over the ticket window, and Henry grinned. “I think we can lose them,” he said. “At least for forty-five minutes.”
Moments later, the Aldens were settled in the darkened theater with Peter and Amira.
“This was a great idea,” Jessie whispered to Violet.
“I know.” Now that they were finally settled, Violet relaxed a little. The men in sunglasses had tried to follow them into the theater, but were turned back because they didn’t have tickets. Still, would they be waiting for them outside? The movie started then, and Violet was on the edge of her seat, caught up in the excitement of the show.
When the film ended, Benny felt a little dizzy. Now he knew how a bird felt, swooping off cliffs and plunging into deep canyons.
Jessie blinked a little as they stepped back into the museum. The men in dark glasses were nowhere in sight. Peter had to go to class, and they spent the rest of the afternoon looking at hang gliders and the Charles Lindbergh exhibit.
“Don’t forget to pick up your film, Violet,” Jessie reminded her. Peter had offered to drop off her film to be developed on his way to class.
“Let’s do it on the way back to Mrs. Parsons’. I can’t wait to see how they come out!”
The lobby was quiet when they trooped into the Parsons later that day, but a radio was playing softly in the kitchen. “Is that you, Amira?” Mrs. Parsons called. “I have a message for you.”
“Please excuse me,” Amira said to the Aldens, heading toward the kitchen.
“Let’s go upstairs,” Henry suggested. “This would be a good chance to talk.”
The four Aldens went into Henry and Benny’s room and Henry shut the door. “Let’s have a look at those pictures,” he said.
Violet opened the envelope and flipped quickly through the pictures. Then she stopped. “Just as we thought.” Everyone turned to look, and she held up the picture she’d taken in the museum cafeteria.
“What’s wrong with it?” Jessie asked, puzzled. Then she gasped. At the edge of the picture, she recognized two figures at a nearby table. The men in sunglasses!
“We’ve got to get to the bottom of this,” Henry said. “They must have been watching us all day.”
“Please don’t say anything to Amira yet,” Violet pleaded. “You know how timid she is. This would just upset her.”
“We have to settle this sometime,” Henry said grimly.
A light tap at the door made everyone jump. “Is it okay to come in?” Amira said.
Violet exchanged a look with Henry, and he took a deep breath. Maybe his sister was right. Maybe they shouldn’t say anything to Amira right now.
“Sure, Amira,” he said, opening the door. He carefully slipped the cafeteria picture in his pocket.
Later that evening, Mrs. Wentworth came into the dining room in a terrible mood. “I have an announcement to make,” she said loudly. Everyone stopped talking and looked at her. She put her hand to her throat. “My brooch is missing!” she said dramatically.
“I’m so sorry — ” Mrs. Parsons began, but Mrs. Wentworth cut her off.
“I don’t care about how sorry you are,” she said angrily. “I want my brooch back. It’s been in my family for years, and it means a lot to me. It’s not expensive, but it belonged to my grandmother. I’ll never find another one like it.”
“I’ll help you look for it, Mrs. Parsons,” Violet said when Mrs. Wentworth left the dining room. She quickly began clearing the dinner dishes away, with Benny’s help.
“We’ll all pitch in,” Jessie offered. As soon as the kitchen was cleaned, the Aldens began a thorough search of the hallway, living room, and dining room. Nothing turned up, even when Amira turned over all the sofa cushions, and Benny crawled under the furniture.
“I just can’t understand it,” Mrs. Parsons said, settling into a wing chair by the window. “I’ve never had a bit of trouble with thefts, and now something seems to be missing every day.”
“When did it start?” Henry asked.
Mrs. Parsons thought for a moment.
“About a year ago, I guess. But it’s always been little things, so I didn’t think much about it. A few dollars here and there, a roll of stamps. And now this …” She cupped her chin in her hands and her voice trailed off.
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Parsons,” Jessie said soothingly. “We’re going to help you find that brooch.” She glanced at Amira and the others. “All five of us.”
CHAPTER 5
A Trip to the Money Factory
The next morning, Violet went down to breakfast early and found Peter Marshall alone in the dining room, reading the paper.
“Thanks a lot for taking us to the Air and Space Museum yesterday,” she said. “We really enjoyed it.”
“I had fun, too,” Peter told her. He passed her a platter of hot buttered rolls. “There’s blackberry jam,” he added. “Mrs. Parsons makes it herself.”
“It looks great,” Violet said. They ate quietly for a few minutes, and then Violet spoke up. “I really felt sorry for Mrs. Parsons last night. Mrs. Wentworth was furious, and she put all the blame on her.”
“What do you mean?” Peter looked puzzled.
She quickly told him about the missing brooch. “And it never turned up,” she finished. “We practically tore the living room apart looking for it.”
“I … I didn’t know about any of this.” Peter reached for a glass of orange juice. “It’s too bad Mrs. Parsons got blamed.”
“The sad part is that the brooch isn’t even valuable,” Violet added.
“It’s not?” he asked. “Usually those old-fashioned cameos are collectors’ items. They’re worth a gold mine.”
“Not this one. Mrs. Wentworth said that it’s not expensive, but it’s been in her family for years.”
The other guests then trooped into the dining room for breakfast, and Peter quickly cleared his place. Violet greeted everyone and then excused herself. She wanted to dash upstairs and reload her camera before the day’s outing.
As she hurried down the hall, she noticed that the door to room six was open, and she glanced inside. She was surprised to see Mr. Sudderth, the artist, standing by the window. He was staying in room ten right next to hers. What was he doing in someone else’s room? she wondered. She walked away quickly before he could spot her. Another puzzle, she thought to herself.
She grabbed her camera and film from her room, and was starting down the stairs when she saw Mr. and Mrs. Cooley coming out of their room. “Oh, I’m so glad I caught you,” she said.
Mrs. Cooley immediately looked on her guard. “What are you talking about?” she snapped.
“Well, I … I …” Violet faltered, feeling embarrassed. Why was Mrs. Cooley so annoyed? “I just meant, I need some help loading my camera, and I hoped you wouldn’t mind — ”
Mr. Cooley looked worried and reached for the camera. “Let me see it.” He turned the camera over in his hand and exchanged a look with his wife. “I think the first thing we need to do is — ”
“Oh, come on,” his wife interrupted. “We’re going to be late for breakfast.” She took the camera out of his hand and returned it to Violet. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to find someone else to help you. We’re on a very tight schedule.”
Before Violet could say another word, they hurried down the hall. What was all that about? Violet wondered. They acted like they had something to hide!
The children spent the morning visiting the Bureau of Engraving, which Benny called “the money factory.” It was at the far end of the Mall, by the Washington Monument.
“Whose picture is on a five-dollar bill?” Violet said playfully as they lined up for the tour.
Benny thought for a moment. “Washington!” Violet shook her head and he tried again. “No, wait, it’s Lincoln!”
“That’s right,” Henry said. “Here’s a tougher one. Who’s on a fifty-dollar bill?”
“I know that one,” Jessie spoke up. “It’s Grant. And the United States Capitol is on the back.”
“How did you know that?” Benny was impressed.
“Because there’s one on display on the wall.” Jessie giggled. “I’ve got a really tough question for you. Who’s on a two-dollar bill, Amira?”
Amira hesitated. “That’s a trick question. There are no two-dollar bills.”
“No, they do exist. You just don’t see them much.” Henry pointed to a two-dollar bill that was framed and mounted. “See, here’s one. It has Thomas Jefferson on it.”
Amira nodded. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking,” she agreed.
With Benny in the lead, they marched down a narrow observation corridor lined with glass walls. From their vantage point, they watched as dozens of workers printed sheets of bright green money.
“Look at all the dollar bills coming off the press!” Benny shouted excitedly. His nose was squished against the glass. “How come the money is all stuck together?”
“It’s not stuck. Money is printed that way,” Violet said. “See, there’s thirty-two bills on every sheet.”
“It would be hard to carry it around like that in your pocket,” Benny joked. “You’d have to fold it over and over.”
“Don’t worry. They’re going to cut and trim the sheets into single bills,” Violet added.
“Oh, look over here,” Jessie said, moving down the line. “They’re cutting each sheet in half and … I wonder what he’s doing?”
They watched as a young man scanned a sheet of bills for defects.
“I think he’s inspecting it,” Henry said.
“What for?” Benny wondered. “Could somebody make a mistake and print the wrong number?”
“Not the wrong number,” Henry explained, “but there could be other mistakes.”
“Like what?” Benny was fascinated.
“Well, the dye might be off a little. And that would make the color too light or too dark.” He pointed to a pile of bills that were lying off to one side. They were very pale green.
“I just thought of something.” Benny tugged at Amira’s sleeve. “How come people can’t just make their own money?”
Amira laughed. “Well, for one thing, it’s against the law. That’s called counterfeit money.”
“Like we use in Monopoly?”
“Something like that. Anyway, even if you could print your own money, you’d never fool anyone, Benny. You’d never get it to look exactly right.”
Benny frowned, concentrating. “I guess it would be pretty hard to draw all those presidents,” he said finally.
“You’d have to be a real artist,” Violet told him. “Look at that pretty hand-engraved plate on display. See how perfect each detail is? That’s what they use as a model.”
They quickly finished the rest of the tour and found themselves on Fifteenth Street, at the west edge of the Mall.
“That was fun!” Benny said, scampering down the steps. “Can we go there next? He pointed to the Washington Monument that was just a couple of blocks away. “It looks like a big exclamation point.”
“There are an awful lot of steps,” Henry said. He checked the guidebook he always carried with him. “Eight hundred ninety-eight, to be exact.”
Benny grinned. “I’m ready.”
Amira nudged him. “He’s only kidding you, Benny,” she said. “There’s an elevator.”
“Oh, darn, the stairs would be more fun.” Benny ran ahead, waiting at the stoplight for the others to catch up with him.
“How long will it take?” Benny asked a few minutes later. They were cramped together inside the elevator that would whisk them to the top of the Washington Monument.
“Only a minute.” Henry glanced at his watch.
“Oh, there goes my stomach!” Violet said as the elevator suddenly sprang to life. It seemed to shoot skyward at a dizzying speed, and then it stopped and the doors flew open.
“That’s it?” Benny was hoping for a longer ride.
“Now’s the fun part,” Jessie told him. “They have viewing windows on the top floor and we can see all of Washington.”
Henry and the girls drifted off to look out an east window to the Capitol, and Benny fumbled in his pocket for his toy binoculars. Violet had told him that he could see all the way to Maryland and Virginia if he pointed them in the right direction. He lifted the binoculars, and caught a glimpse of the gleaming white Jefferson Memorial and the Potomac River. Then, with the binoculars still in place, he raced to another window and saw the Lincoln Memorial. “Wow, this is fun,” he said out loud. He peered out still another window and did a double-take when he saw a beautiful white mansion. “Ohmigosh!” He stood on tiptoe to get a closer look. “It’s the White House!”
He spun around to tell the others when something large and black blocked his view. He took a step backwards, pressing himself against the wall. His fingers trembled on the binoculars when he realized what he was seeing — a man in a dark suit, with sunglasses!
Quick as a flash, Benny darted around him, and headed for Henry and the girls, who had their backs to him.
“Jessie!” he said, when he reached them. “We have to leave. Right now!”
“What’s wrong?” Violet asked. “We just got here.” But then something in Benny’s expression made her freeze.
“Over there,” he hissed. “It was one of the men in dark suits. They’re still after us!”
Henry spun around, but a group of tourists blocked his view. “Where, Benny?” he asked urgently.
“By that window,” Benny whispered, pointing. “He’s standing right in front of it.”
The crowd cleared then, and Henry started walking rapidly toward the window. He stopped after a few feet, though, and scanned the room. It was too late. The man in the dark suit was gone.
CHAPTER 6
Where’s Benny?
“We can’t go on pretending nothing’s wrong,” Violet said later that evening. They had just finished dinner and all four Aldens were sitting in a tiny garden behind the house. “Amira is bound to notice the men in sunglasses herself.”
“I’m surprised she hasn’t already,” Henry said. “They’ve been trailing us for two days.”
“Trailing us, or trailing Amira?” Jessie turned to face him. They were sitting on wrought-iron chairs around a small umbrella table.
“Good point,” Henry answered. “We’ve always been with her, so there’s no way to tell.”
“Today was a close call,” Violet said. She shivered a little even though it was a warm evening. The scene with Benny at the Washington Monument had really shaken her up. The man in sunglasses had been just inches away from Benny — what if he had reached out and grabbed him! The Aldens had stayed calm, finished the tour of the Monument, and then moved on to another museum on the Mall. Amira had never suspected a thing.
Suddenly Peter Marshall called to them from the kitchen. He was holding the screen door open with his elbow and balancing a huge bowl of popcorn. “We’re playing cards in the dining room. Want to join us?”
“Sounds great!” Benny bounded to his feet and dashed across the grass. A few minutes later, everyone was settled around the dining room table playing gin rummy.
Violet stopped in the kitchen to get a glass of lemonade, and Mrs. Parsons drew her aside. “Would you mind bringing out some drinks for the others? I’m just too upset to think straight tonight.” Mrs. Parsons looked very worried, and was rubbing her hands anxiously on her apron.
“I’ll be glad to, but what’s wrong?” asked Violet. Mrs. Parsons sat down slowly at the kitchen table, and Violet pulled up a chair next to her.
“There’s been another … disappearance,” Mrs. Parsons said in a low voice. “And this time it isn’t money or stamps, it’s travelers checks. The Bartletts — the young couple in room six — just came down to tell me.”
“Room six?” Violet nearly gasped. John Sudderth had been snooping there that morning!
Mrs. Parsons nodded. “It’s such a shame. They say they left them on the dresser, and now they’re gone. What could have happened to them?” She glanced toward the dining room. “Surely no one in this house would have taken them.”
Violet hesitated. Should she mention that John Sudderth had been in room six? Was he a thief? Or could he possibly have had a good reason for being there? Before she could decide what to do, Peter Marshall called for something to drink, and Violet quickly began making lemonade.
For the next half hour, everyone played cards, and Violet waited for an opportunity to speak to her sister and brothers about John Sudderth. She was all set to duck into the kitchen with them, when Claire Bartlett burst into the dining room.
“It’s okay, Mrs. Parsons,” she said all smiles. “Look what I found!” She was waving a wad of travelers’ checks in a navy blue holder.
“Where were they?” Mrs. Parsons looked relieved.
“Somehow they had slipped down between the drawer and the dresser.” She smiled at her husband who came up behind her. “You have no idea how much better I feel!”
“Me too,” Mrs. Parsons muttered. Violet sank back a little in her seat. At least one mystery was solved!
Later that evening, Jessie was helping Mrs.
Parsons lock up, when she heard a faint mewing at the front door. “Do you have a cat?” Jessie called to Mrs. Parsons.
“Oh, that’s Farrah,” Mrs. Parsons answered. “Would you let her in for me? She must have sneaked out when I was bringing in the lawn chairs.”
Jessie opened the front door and a graceful Siamese cat darted past her legs into the kitchen. She was about to close the door when she heard a car engine idling somewhere on the darkened street. Suddenly the noise became louder and Violet realized that the driver was cruising past the row of brick houses — in the pitch dark! Why would anyone drive with no lights? She pretended to close the door, but kept it cracked open a couple of inches. She watched as a long black limousine paused in front of the Parsons’, and then crept slowly down the street. It was impossible to see who was inside because of the darkness, but Violet had a strong hunch.
It had to be the men in sunglasses.
The next day, the Aldens and Amira were ready to leave the house, when Mrs. Parsons stopped them. “Could you do me a big favor?” she asked. “I could really use a roll of stamps.” She handed Henry thirty dollars. “I was sure I had some of the astronaut stamps left, but I can’t find them anywhere.”
“We’ll be glad to get some,” Henry told her. He turned and bumped into John Sudderth, who was standing in the hall. “Sorry, sir,” he said politely.
“That’s okay.” The artist’s voice was gruff. A batch of letters tumbled out of his jacket. As Henry bent down to help retrieve them, something colorful caught his eye. The envelopes had astronaut stamps on them — just like the ones Mrs. Parsons liked. Was it just a coincidence? he wondered. Why would Mr. Sudderth steal a roll of stamps?
Half an hour later, the Aldens and Amira were strolling down Embassy Row, admiring the colorful flags. “Oh, look,” Amira pointed out, “there’s the French flag.”
“It’s red, white, and blue, just like ours,” Benny pointed out.
“And there’s Italy, England, and Switzerland,” Amira added.
“I recognize the Swiss flag,” Jessie said. “It’s the one with the white cross on the red background. But what’s the green one?” She pointed to an unusual flag with a red stripe and a black stripe and an eagle in the middle.
“Oh, that’s Egypt.” Amira, as usual, was right. When they reached the building, a small plaque said EGYPTIAN EMBASSY.
“You really know a lot about foreign countries,” Violet said admiringly.
Amira looked embarrassed. “I’m interested in geography.” She quickly lowered her eyes to her guidebook.
“And I see someone who’s interested in us!” Benny blurted out. He pointed to a long black limousine that swung around the corner and crawled along the boulevard, keeping pace with them.
They quickly crossed the street, heading to the Smithsonian, and Henry came to a decision. “Amira,” he said gently, “a limousine has been following us for days. You don’t know anything about it, do you?”
Amira looked startled by his question. “How … how would I know anything about it?” she said softly. Two faint spots of color appeared on her cheeks. “There must be hundreds of long black limousines in the city.”
“But we keep seeing the same one,” Henry said grimly. “The people inside must be after something.”
“Maybe they’re after us,” Benny whispered. He moved a little closer to Violet.
“Are you sure you don’t know anything about it?” Henry asked Amira again.
“Yes,” Amira said quickly.
“Where shall we go today?” Violet said to change the subject.
“First let’s stop here at the Museum of American History,” Jessie suggested.
“Where shall we go first?” Amira asked, once they were inside the museum.
“The First Ladies’ dresses,” Violet said promptly.
A few minutes later, Violet skipped down a red carpet, exclaiming, “I feel like I’m in the White House!” The entrance to the dress exhibit was designed to look like a White House reception room, with crossed flags, crystal chandeliers, and gilt mirrors. They passed under a huge presidential seal and found themselves in a dimly lit maze of rooms filled with mannequins wearing the First Ladies’ dresses.
“Look,” Jessie said in an awe-struck tone, “there’s Mrs. Lincoln’s dress. It’s beautiful.”
“Why is it so dark in here?” Benny said.
“Light damages the dresses,” Jessie explained. “Some of the fabrics are very old.”
Benny moved restlessly ahead of the others. He was starting to get hungry.
Violet was reading a plaque about preserving the dresses, when she froze. Standing right behind Benny was one of the men in sunglasses! Apparently, he didn’t realize that she could see him reflected in the darkened glass.
“Benny,” she started to say, but the words caught in her throat when she realized it was too late. Benny had just scampered past a potted fern, and disappeared down another dark corridor. The man in the sunglasses seemed to be following him, and Violet put her hand to her mouth. Should she go after them? Or should she alert the others? There was no time to think!
Just then, Amira edged up to her to look at a dress.
“Listen,” Violet said, grabbing her friend’s arm. “Go get the others. The men in sunglasses are back, and they’re after Benny!”
“What?” Amira looked shaken.
“Just get them!” Violet hissed. Before Amira could even reply, Violet took off at a dead run. She had to get to Benny in time!
CHAPTER 7
Another Theft!
Violet raced past glass-walled rooms filled with mannequins, her heart beating in her throat. Where was Benny? The dim corridors and narrow passages seemed to have swallowed him up. The shadowy halls and smoky glass made everything look scary and confusing. Nothing was what it seemed to be. Violet rounded a corner, and nearly bumped into her own reflection. “Benny!” she cried out anxiously.
“Where is he?” Henry said, running up to her. Jessie, Violet, and Amira were with him, looking pale and frightened.
“I don’t know,” Violet said. She shook her head hopelessly.
“Ohmigosh! There’s one of them,” Jessie hissed. She pointed to a man in sunglasses moving swiftly down the corridor. It was impossible to tell where he was heading.
“Jessie, you and Amira head to the right,” Henry said urgently. “Come on, Violet, you and I will go the opposite way.”
After a terrifying few minutes, Violet spotted a small familiar figure sitting on the floor. “Benny!” She rushed up to him and hugged him. “Are you okay?”
“Of course I am.” He looked surprised. “I just got tired of looking at dresses. And I’m hungry, too.” He stood up and dusted himself off. “May we go eat lunch now?”
“Oh, Benny! You’re safe!” Jessie said as she raced up to her brother, and gave him a bear hug. Benny was more confused than ever. Why was everyone making such a big deal? Even Amira patted him on the head and whispered that she hoped he wasn’t frightened. Why would he be frightened?
“I’ve got a great, idea, Benny,” Henry said, looping his arm over his brother’s shoulders. “Why don’t we have a picnic lunch on the grass?”
“Whoopee!” Benny hooted.
Twenty minutes later, they had settled on a quiet spot in front of the Museum of Natural History. It was a sunny day and some children were playing on “Uncle Beazley,” a life-size fiberglass model of a dinosaur.
“That’s a triceratops,” Benny said confidently. “I have a picture of him in my dinosaur book.” He munched on the hot dog and french fries that they’d bought from a vendor. “Can I go play on him?”
“As soon as you finish lunch — ” Jessie began, and broke off, laughing. Benny had polished off his hot dog in two giant bites and was already scampering across the grass!
“Stay where we can see you!” Henry called. He watched as Benny joined some other children in a game of tag, and then turned to the girls. “I think we need to talk.”
Amira ducked her head, her long dark hair hiding her expression. Violet had been surprised when she had skipped the hot dogs and ordered an unusual-looking food on pita bread. She said it was called falafel and was popular in Middle Eastern countries.
“Those men in the museum, Amira,” Henry continued, “you saw them this time, didn’t you?”
Amira looked up, her eyes wide. “Yes, but I think you’re making too much out of this.”
“But they were after Benny!” Violet objected. “You saw what they were up to!”
“I never saw them chase Benny,” Amira said quietly. “I think Benny just wandered away, and the men happened to disappear at the same time.” She shrugged. “You put four and four together. That’s why you jumped to the wrong conclusion.”
For a moment no one said anything, and then Jessie giggled. “Four and four? Don’t you mean two and two?”
Amira flushed. “Of course, I mean two and two. When I am nervous, I forget … I forget what I was going to say.”
She seemed so upset that Violet leaned over and patted her arm. “Don’t worry, Amira. Nobody thinks that you have anything to do with those men.”
Amira smiled gratefully. “I really do think that you’re all worrying too much. Those men would never hurt Benny or any of you. That’s the last thing on their minds.”
Everyone went back to eating lunch, but Jessie stared at Amira. How could she know what the men in sunglasses were thinking, or planning? Was Henry right? Did Amira know more than she was telling? And what a funny mistake to make — saying four and four, instead of two and two.
After lunch, everyone headed to the west building of the National Gallery of Art.
“I’d like to see the Impressionist paintings,” Amira said. “They’re always so pretty and full of sunlight.”
Minutes later, the Aldens found themselves in front of a colorful landscape painted by Claude Monet. A guide was explaining the painter’s style to a group of tourists, and Violet edged forward. Suddenly she spotted a familiar figure in the middle of the crowd.
“Isn’t that John Sudderth from the B and B?” she whispered to Jessie.
Jessie stood on tiptoe and peered over her sister’s head. “I think so. I bet he spends a lot of time in art galleries, since he’s an artist himself.”
The Aldens listened for a few minutes as the guide described how the artist made the vivid colors come alive on the canvas.
“But why do they call it impressionism?” a voice interrupted. Violet recognized the speaker. It was John Sudderth.
“That’s a good question,” the guide said. He gestured to the painting in front of him. “The style was very unusual for the time because Monet painted his impression of the scene instead of trying to make it look realistic.”
Henry listened intently, frowning. If John Sudderth was an artist, wouldn’t he already know that?
The group moved on, and the Aldens stayed behind to admire some paintings of ballerinas by Degas. Violet looked troubled, her mind going back to John Sudderth. What had he been doing in room six the other day? Should she have spoken up, even though the travelers’ checks had reappeared?
Much later that evening, the Aldens were relaxing over a game of cards when Mrs. Parsons appeared. “This is terrible,” she said, sinking into a dining room chair. She cupped her chin in her hands, and looked as though she were going to cry.
“What’s wrong?” Violet said, jumping to her feet. She liked Mrs. Parsons and hated to see her upset.
“I’m missing some money from the wall safe,” she said quietly. “This time, it’s a large sum of money.”
“The wall safe?” Jessie asked. “Where is it?”
“It’s in the front hall.” She shook her head helplessly. “I don’t know how anyone managed to break into it. I even had a security mirror installed, so I could keep an eye on it.”
“What’s a security mirror?” Benny piped up.
Mrs. Parsons turned to Benny. “It’s that round mirror on the wall, Benny. It’s angled a certain way, so that I can get a good view of the hall, even when I’m sitting behind the reception desk.”
“Did they smash the lock on the safe?” Henry asked.
Mrs. Parsons shook her head. “No, so that means they must have known the combination.” She sighed and put her hands in her lap. “I’m the only one who knows the combination.”
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Parsons,” Henry said reassuringly. “We’ll get to the bottom of it.”
“That’s right,” Jessie added. “You can count on us.”
Later, Jessie wandered down the front hall to take a look at the safe. It was built into the wall, a gray metal box with a combination lock in the middle. As far as she could tell, it didn’t have any scratches or dents on it. Someone must have known the combination, she decided. But who? There were so many suspects — a whole boarding house full of people. Who would want to steal from Mrs. Parsons? She was still thinking about the theft later that night when she heard a familiar, soft rumble outside the front door. She peeked out through the living room drapes and saw the long black limousine creeping down the street.
CHAPTER 8
Sightseeing with Amira
The next morning, the Aldens and Amira gathered in the living room after breakfast to plan their day.
“The museums don’t open until ten,” Violet said, flipping through a guidebook. “So we have half an hour to decide what to do.”
“I know what I want to do!” Benny said, flopping down on the sofa. “I want to go to the insect zoo!”
“You’re kidding! You mean there’s really a whole zoo filled with insects?” Amira’s eyes were wide with surprise.
“It’s part of the Museum of Natural History,” Jessie told her. “Don’t worry. If you don’t like creepy, crawly things, there are plenty of other exhibits there.”
“We should go to the museum’s Discovery Room, too,” Henry suggested. He turned to his younger brother. “You’ll like it, Benny. They have shells and costumes, and you can play with them as much as you want. They even have a mastodon tooth you can hold in your hand.”
“Wow!” Benny said. He bounded to his feet. “Let’s go!”
“It’s not open yet,” Henry reminded him, ruffling Benny’s hair.
“I’m going to call the Smithsonian Information Center and double-check the time,” Violet said. “The Discovery Room is only open a couple of hours a day.” Violet hurried down the hall to Mrs. Parsons’s front desk. She sat down, and was reaching for the phone book, when Peter Marshall appeared.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked angrily. “Get out of that seat right away!”
“I’m sorry.” Violet’s face was flaming. She quickly stood up and walked around the counter. “I needed to make a phone call, and I didn’t think — ”
“I don’t care what you thought,” Peter interrupted rudely. “This isn’t your desk, and you had no business sitting here.” He brushed past her, hurled himself into the chair, and adjusted his glasses.
Violet stood rooted to the spot, too shocked to move. “If you want to make a call, use the phone in the kitchen,” he added, glaring at her.
What’s wrong with him? Violet wondered, as she scurried down the hall. Peter had always been so friendly and helpful. Today he was acting like a monster!
“Have fun today,” Mrs. Parsons said when the Aldens left half an hour later. Jessie thought she looked sad. She hoped there wouldn’t be any more thefts while they were out.
As soon as they stepped outside, Henry was cornered by Mrs. Wentworth, who was armed with a guidebook and an umbrella. “I want to ask you something, young man,” she said, drawing him aside. He waited politely on the front steps, while the others moved on down the street.
“Yes, ma’am?”
“I was wondering how much Mrs. Parsons was charging your grandfather for the four of you. Does she give you a discount because you’re renting two rooms, or does she charge the full amount?”
The questions caught him off guard. “I … I have no idea,” he said, embarrassed. Why did she want to know what Grandfather was paying?
“Oh, come on, now,” she said in a wheedling tone. “You can tell me.” She eyed him shrewdly.
Henry straightened up and returned her stare. “I honestly don’t know, ma’am. Maybe you should ask Mrs. Parsons about her rates.”
“Humph!” Mrs. Wentworth said disgustedly. “Fat chance she’d tell me anything.” She glanced up at the attractive brick house.
“You know, a person could make a pretty penny from this place, if they were smart about it.”
“I guess so, ma’am,” Henry said. He eyed the others, who were waiting for him at the stoplight.
“Oh, go on, don’t let me keep you,” Mrs. Wentworth said, dismissing him.
Half an hour later, the children gathered in front of a stuffed, eight-ton African bull elephant in the Museum of Natural History.
“Wow — this is going to be my most favorite place of all!” Benny squealed. He looked around the lobby, his eyes darting over the colorful flags that listed all the collections. Where would they start? Everything looked like fun!
“Dinosaurs, Minerals and Gems, Fossils, Sea Life …” Amira said breathlessly. “We could spend all day in here.”
“Let’s start with this elephant,” Henry suggested. He picked up what looked like a phone receiver and handed it to Benny.
“I don’t want to call anybody,” Benny objected.
“It’s not a phone,” Henry said with a laugh. “It’s a recording.”
Benny put the receiver to his ear and jumped when a deep roar blasted out. “It’s the elephant!” he said, gazing up at the gigantic animal. He listened intently while everyone watched. “And now they’re telling what he liked to eat. Three hundred pounds of grass and plants every day — and he drank fifty gallons of water!”
“And you know something else?” Amira said, reading a plaque. “It took him eighteen hours to do it!”
A couple of hours later, Jessie and Violet collapsed on a bench in the middle of the insect zoo.
“This is fun, but I’m pooped,” Violet said, rubbing her feet.
“I’m ready for a break, too,” Jessie agreed. “Benny never seems to run out of energy, does he?” She glanced over at her younger brother, who was happily leading Amira toward a cage holding a live tarantula.
“It’s feeding time for the scorpion,” Henry said, sitting down next to them. “Anyone interested?”
Jessie shuddered. “I think we’ll pass on that.”
“I’m glad I have a few minutes to talk to you alone.” Henry lowered his voice and looked serious. “Something happened earlier that I think you should know about.” He quickly told them about his conversation with Mrs. Wentworth.
“But what did she mean?” Violet asked.
Henry shook his head. “I don’t know. She just said you could make a pretty penny from Mrs. Parsons’ place.”
“Maybe she means you could make money by stealing,” Jessie said softly. “Look at all the things that are missing from there!”
“But Mrs. Wentworth lost something herself — her brooch, remember?”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Violet objected. “She could have pretended it was missing, just to take attention away from herself.”
Suddenly Benny appeared and plunked down next to them.
“Where’s Amira?” Henry asked.
“She’s buying postcards,” Benny said. “She said she’ll be right back.”
“I don’t think the thief is Mrs. Wentworth,” Violet went on. “It could easily be John Sudderth. There’s something suspicious about him.”
“He didn’t know anything about art when he was in the National Gallery,” Henry recalled. “And he had a bunch of envelopes with astronaut stamps on them — the kind that Mrs. Parsons said were missing.”
“There’s something else,” Violet said quietly. “I never told you this, but I saw him standing in someone else’s room the other day. Room six.”
“Was he stealing something?” Benny blurted out.
“I don’t think so,” Violet admitted. “I think he was just looking around.”
“Room six!” Jessie said suddenly. “Those are the people who lost their travelers checks.”
“Yes, but they found them, remember?” Henry pointed out. “What about Peter Marshall?” Violet said. “He acted really strange today. He was furious that I was sitting at Mrs. Parsons’ desk.”
“I wonder why?” Jessie said thoughtfully.
Violet shook her head. “I have no idea. He seemed upset that Mrs. Wentworth’s brooch wasn’t valuable. He said he thought those old cameos were worth a lot of money.”
“He said cameo?” Henry leaned forward. “Are you sure he used that word?”
Violet frowned, trying to remember. “I think he did. Does it matter?”
“It’s very important,” Henry said. “A cameo is a special kind of brooch. He wouldn’t know it was a cameo unless he was the one who stole it.”
“Maybe Mrs. Wentworth called it that, and he overheard her,” Jessie said.
“That’s a good point,” Henry admitted. “And the Cooleys — they seem a little suspicious, don’t they?”
“They can’t even load a camera!” Jessie said. “How can they be photographers?”
“I wondered about that, too,” Violet said. “They acted like they were too busy to help me that day, but I think it was more than that.”
“They didn’t even know whether they developed their own film or not,” Henry added.
For a moment, no one said anything, and then Jessie said shyly, “I really hate to say this, but what do you think about Amira?”
“I like her!” Benny piped up.
“I know you like her, Benny, we all do.” Henry lowered his voice. “But we have to face facts. We don’t really know much about her. Maybe she’s the one being followed by the men in sunglasses.” He paused. “I can’t believe that Amira is a thief, but until we know for sure, we have to suspect everyone.”
“But — ” Benny started to object, but Henry put his finger up to his lips. “Everyone,” he repeated. “We have to suspect everyone. Let’s all remember that.”
CHAPTER 9
Thieves in the Night
“I’m afraid there’s been another theft,” Mrs. Parsons said the following day at breakfast.
“What’s missing?” Henry asked. The Aldens and Amira were alone with Mrs. Parsons in the dining room. All the other guests had left to go sightseeing.
“My good china plate,” Mrs. Parsons said sadly. “The blue and white one that hung in the lobby. It was hand-painted and went all the way back to the time of Thomas Jefferson.”
“I remember it,” Violet said softly. “It was pretty.”
“When was it taken?” Jessie asked.
“I’m not exactly sure.” Mrs. Parsons sat down next to her and poured a cup of coffee. “It was missing this morning, when I opened the front office. But it could have been stolen last night. The reception area was dark when I locked up, and I might not have noticed that it was gone.”
“Was it very valuable?” Amira asked.
Mrs. Parsons nodded. “Unfortunately, it was.” She glanced at the antique china cupboard next to the window. “You know, I should probably do something about that pair of candlesticks. They’re solid pewter — a thief would love to get his hands on them.”
“You should hide them somewhere,” Jessie said.
“But where? She can’t use the safe,” Violet pointed out.
“You’re right, Violet,” Mrs. Parsons agreed. “But I could put them someplace where no one would ever think of looking.”
“Where would that be?” Benny scratched his head.
Mrs. Parsons smiled. “The kitchen pantry.”
Later that morning, the Aldens were back at the Museum of Natural History, looking at the Minerals and Gems collection.
“Wow!” Benny said, looking at a cube of pyrite. “It looks just like solid gold.”
“It’s called fool’s gold, Benny,” Violet explained. “It looks like the real thing. But I like amethyst the best.” Violet was admiring a giant block of lavender crystals. The glass display case was dark, except for the glowing stones, and Violet could see Amira and Benny moving behind her. It’s just like a mirror, she thought to herself. I can see everything that’s going on behind me. I’ve been in this situation before, she realized. This reminds me of something … but what?
The Aldens spent the rest of the day at the Smithsonian, and ate a late supper that night at the B and B. Violet noticed that the pewter candlesticks were missing from the dining room, and she was glad that Mrs. Parsons had decided to move them to a safe place.
Jessie was quiet at dinner, and stared at the guests gathered around the dining room table. Mr. and Mrs. Cooley, Mrs. Wentworth, John Sudderth, Peter Marshall … was it really possible that one of them was a thief? When she passed Amira a slice of apple pie, their eyes met for a moment. Could Amira, their own friend, be a thief? Never! she thought loyally.
Violet woke up suddenly that night, her heart pounding. She glanced over at Jessie, who was sitting straight up in bed. The room was dark, and the bedside clock said 2:00 A.M. “Jessie, what’s wrong?” she hissed.
Jessie put her finger to her lips and padded quietly over to her sister. “Didn’t you hear that noise? Someone’s rummaging around downstairs. I think we should tell the boys.”
Violet pulled her robe around her and followed her sister down the hall to the boys’ room. Henry had already turned on his lamp, and Benny was perched on the edge of his bed. “You heard the noises, too?” Henry asked when he saw the girls.
Jessie nodded, and put her arm around Benny as the four Aldens made their way softly to the door of the room. They stood there listening to the noise from below. The entire house was dark. “What should we do?” Benny asked.
“Should we wake Mrs. Parsons?” suggested Violet.
As they peered down the hall, something soft and furry wound itself around Violet’s leg! “Oh!” she gasped.
She heard Jessie giggle behind her. “It’s only Farrah, the cat,” she whispered.
Just then a shadowy figure rushed by, and they heard a door shut somewhere down the hall. Who was it?
A moment later, Henry and Benny burst through the sliding door that led to the kitchen. “They got away, didn’t they?” Henry said, flipping on the light switch. Violet nodded.
“There was someone down here all right,” Jessie said. “But we couldn’t get a look at them.”
“Do you know whether it was a man or a woman?” they asked.
Violet shook her head. “It was impossible to tell.”
Benny moved closer to his sister. “What do we do now?”
“In the morning we’ll tell Mrs. Parsons. But let’s try to get some sleep now,” Jessie said. “Tomorrow’s our last full day in Washington.”
“You mean today,” Violet pointed out. “The sun will be up in a couple of hours.”
At breakfast, they told Mrs. Parsons what had happened. “I’m not a bit surprised,” she said.
“Was something else stolen?” Henry asked.
“No, but the lock on the pantry was broken. Someone was after the candlesticks. Luckily, I changed my mind and hid them in the laundry room!”
That morning, the Aldens were looking at a collection of antique clocks in the Museum of American History. Benny was fascinated by an old-fashioned wooden school clock.
“Doesn’t that look just like the one in Mrs. Parsons’ kitchen?” he asked.
Jessie leaned over the railing to read the plaque. “It sure does,” she said, peering at the clock. “It’s very rare. There were only a hundred or so clocks made like that one.”
“And it’s very expensive,” Amira pointed out. “Do you think the one in Mrs. Parsons kitchen is a copy?”
“I don’t know,” Henry said. “But I think we should tell her as soon as we get back.”
After seeing so many museums, the children decided to spend the afternoon at the National Zoo. There they saw all their favorite animals, and even a pair of extra special ones — pandas!
“They look like they’re wearing black masks,” said Benny.
“These pandas are from China,” said Jessie.
“China’s right next to Korea, where Soo Lee is from,” Violet pointed out.
“That’s right,” said Henry.
As they strolled around the zoo, Violet suddenly realized what had been troubling her in the Minerals and Gems exhibit. She had been staring into the darkened glass and could see what was going on behind her. Now it came to her! It was exactly like the time she had sat down at Mrs. Parsons’ desk to make a phone call. She had glanced up into the “security mirror” and could see what was behind her — the wall safe! Whoever sat in that chair had a perfect view of the safe … was that why Peter Marshall had been so furious with her? Had he sat in that chair and watched as Mrs. Parsons twisted the combination lock and opened the door? Was he the thief? Was he afraid that she would guess the truth?
Violet waited until they were alone after dinner that night to talk it over with Jessie, Henry, and Benny. Amira was downstairs helping Mrs. Parsons, and the Aldens were gathered in the boys’ room.
“Do you really think it could be Peter?” Jessie asked. “He seems so nice.”
“I think it’s a possibility,” Henry said slowly. “Everyone likes him, but still … he has the perfect opportunity.”
“And the thefts started a year ago,” Violet said. “Right around the time he moved in here.”
“I think we should talk to Mrs. Parsons in the morning,” Henry said. And then they all went to bed.
It was shortly after midnight when Violet heard the noise. She tried to blot it out by burying her head in the pillow, but it was no use — someone was downstairs!
“Jessie, wake up!” She shook her sister lightly, still listening intently. She was positive she heard people talking.
“What’s wrong?” Jessie asked groggily.
“The burglar’s back,” Violet whispered, heading towards the door.
The girls ran into Henry and Benny’s room. “We heard it too,” Henry whispered. “This time, let’s put the light on in the hall. That way, we’ll see them when they try to sneak back upstairs.” No lights were on downstairs, which meant whoever it was was poking around in the dark. Violet’s heart pounded as they waited, huddled in the doorway. At last they heard footsteps padding up the stairs. The footsteps came down the hallway, closer, closer … at last they reached the door. It was the Cooleys!
Henry stepped into the hall.
“Oh, you scared us!” Mrs. Cooley cried. She was dressed in a bathrobe.
“What were you doing down there?” Henry demanded.
“Well, we … went down to get a snack,” Mrs. Cooley said. She quickly shoved a small camera into the pocket of her robe.
“In the dark?” Henry persisted.
“We couldn’t find the light switch,” Mr. Cooley spoke up. He was holding a flashlight. “We thought we’d just make a quick sandwich and go back upstairs.” He exchanged a look with Mrs. Cooley.
Mrs. Cooley managed a weak smile. “I wasn’t really hungry, after all. I’m just going to turn in.” She turned to the Aldens and yawned. “Have a good sleep, now.” She and Mr. Cooley hurried to their room, leaving the Aldens more puzzled than ever.
“What were they really up to?” Violet asked.
“I don’t know,” Henry replied. There was nothing else the children could do but go back to bed.
CHAPTER 10
The Mystery Is Solved
The following morning Amira joined the Aldens in Benny and Henry’s room after breakfast.
Jessie filled Amira in on what had happened the night before.
“Do you think the Cooleys are thieves?” asked Amira. “If not, what were they doing in the kitchen last night? We know they weren’t there for a snack!”
“And they claimed to be photographers, but they didn’t know how to put film in my camera,” Violet added.
“You’re right,” Amira said. “They’re not photographers at all. I talked to them last night at dinner. They’re antique dealers, and they travel all over the country looking for unusual items. They noticed that school clock in Mrs. Parsons’s kitchen and were planning to take a picture of it. They thought one of their customers might like to buy it.”
“But why didn’t they do it in the daytime?” Benny asked.
“Probably because they didn’t want Mrs. Parsons to know it was valuable,” Amira explained. “This way, they could buy it from her at a much better price.”
“Well, that explains that,” said Henry.
“And I figured out the truth about Mrs. Wentworth,” Benny said suddenly.
“You did?” Violet and Jessie chorused.
“She’s going to open her own B and B. She told me at breakfast!” Benny looked very pleased with himself.
“So that’s why she was so nosy,” Henry said. “And why she said someone could make a pretty penny out of Mrs. Parsons’ place.”
“What about John Sudderth?” Jessie said. “Remember when you saw him standing in room six?”
“I asked him about that this morning,” Violet explained. “He was just admiring the view of the Washington skyline. He wants to use it on a series of billboards he’s designing.”
“Billboards?” Henry asked.
Violet nodded. “He’s a commercial artist.” She grinned. “That explains why he didn’t know that much about fine art that day in the museum.”
“That only leaves Peter Marshall,” said Henry.
“I wish there was some other explanation,” Violet said sadly. She liked Peter, and hated to think that he was involved in the thefts.
Henry took a deep breath. “I think we should talk to Mrs. Parsons right now. Peter’s almost finished serving breakfast, and we need to catch him before he dashes off to class.”
“I think you’re right.” Jessie led the way downstairs.
“This is hard to believe,” Mrs. Parsons said a few minutes later in the kitchen. Henry had just told her about Peter and the security mirror, and she glanced at the swinging door to the dining room. “What will I say to him? How can I accuse him?”
Just then, Peter appeared carrying an empty platter. “We’re running a little short on waffles,” he said cheerfully. “Shall I make some more batter?” He noticed the Aldens standing by the stove. “Why aren’t you in the dining room? Aren’t you hungry?”
“Sit down, Peter,” Mrs. Parsons said. Her voice was surprisingly strong. While the Aldens stood silently by, she told him exactly what they had just told her. When she finished, Peter looked pale and shaken.
“I wish … I didn’t think — ” he began and then stopped.
“Peter, just tell me the truth,” Mrs. Parsons urged him. She rested her hand on his arm for a moment. “Are you the one who’s been taking things from the house?”
There was a long silence while Peter tried to compose himself. “Yes,” he said. “I’m afraid so.”
“Oh, Peter,” Mrs. Parsons said softly. “Why? Why did you do it?”
“It’s hard to explain,” he began. He looked miserable. “I never thought you’d notice …”
“You didn’t think I’d notice money missing from the safe? Or my good Jefferson plate?”
“I thought I could replace the money before you looked in the safe,” he said. “And the Jefferson plate isn’t gone forever. It’s at the pawn shop. I was going to get it back for you, just as soon as I had the money.”
“But why did you do it?” Mrs. Parsons looked bewildered. “Why would you steal from me?”
“There’s no excuse for what I did,” Peter said flatly. “None at all.” He paused. “But I honestly never meant to hurt you. I didn’t have enough money to pay my tuition this semester, and I didn’t know what else to do. I was so desperate, I even took a roll of stamps out of your desk.”
“Peter, I would have loaned you the money. Gladly.”
Peter gave a sad smile. “I realize that now. I should have come to you right away. I can’t believe I did such a stupid thing.”
Mrs. Parsons thought for a moment. “You didn’t just steal from me, you know. What about Mrs. Wentworth’s brooch, and that young couple’s travelers checks?”
“The brooch is at the pawn shop.” He looked embarrassed. “I took the travelers checks, and then I felt so guilty, I put them back behind the dresser.”
“Peter, I just can’t believe you did this.” Mrs. Parsons looked like she was ready to cry.
“It was a mistake,” he said earnestly. “A terrible mistake. You’ve been so kind to me, and I let you down.”
Mrs. Parsons stood up. “Well, we have to figure out how to straighten out this mess. I think the first thing you need to do is apologize to Mrs. Wentworth. I’ll loan you the money to get her brooch back from the pawn shop.”
“You will?” Peter stood up, too. “Aren’t you going to call the police?”
Mrs. Parsons patted him on the shoulder. “I don’t know, Peter. You’ve made a bad mistake. Perhaps you could make it up by working extra hours. In the meantime, this afternoon, let’s sit down together and see how much money you need for the rest of your schooling. We can work out a loan from the bank.”
“Thank you, thank you,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I won’t let you down again — I promise.”
After a busy day of sightseeing, Amira and the Aldens made their way back to Mrs. Parsons’s. “At least the mystery has been solved,” said Jessie.
“Yes, but …” Amira began. “I have a confession to make, too.” They turned the corner onto the Parsons’ tree-lined street.
“You do?” Violet stared at her. “But Peter Marshall confessed to the thefts!”
Amira laughed. “Oh, I didn’t steal anything. But I haven’t been completely honest with you.”
“I knew there was something funny about you,” Benny said. “You couldn’t tell fish sticks from french fries!”
“You’re right, Benny,” Amira admitted. “That’s because I had never seen them before.”
“Wow!” Benny said softly. “Where are you from?” He couldn’t imagine a place without fish sticks and french fries.
“I’m from Egypt — very far from here, Benny,” Amira explained.
“We have a cousin, Soo Lee, who’s from faraway, too,” said Benny.
“But why didn’t you tell us?” Violet asked. She felt hurt that her friend had lied to her.
“I wanted to see what it was like to live a normal life for a couple of weeks. My father works for the embassy, and I’ve always been very protected. I’ve never been able to come and go as I want, so I asked my father if I could be on my own for a few days. He agreed, but only if I had security guards.”
“The men in sunglasses!” Benny exclaimed.
“Yes, they were hired by my father to look after me. I’m sorry they frightened you.” She touched Violet’s arm. “I wanted to tell you not to be afraid of them, but then you would have known my secret.”
“Did you enjoy your freedom?” Henry asked teasingly.
“I loved every minute of it,” Amira said. “Especially going sightseeing with my new friends. I’ll always remember you when I think of Washington, DC.”
“Look, there’s the limousine!” Benny cried. “It’s right in front of Mrs. Parson’s.”
“That’s my father,” Amira said, walking more quickly. “He’s come by to pick me up. I want you to meet him.”
A few minutes later, all the Aldens met Amira’s father, a friendly man with dark hair and flashing eyes.
“Thank you for taking such good care of my daughter,” he said solemnly. “I’m afraid we must leave now. Your suitcases are in the trunk, Amira.”
“We’re going to miss you,” Violet said impulsively. She scribbled her address on a piece of paper, and handed it to Amira, who was getting into the back seat. There were two men in sunglasses in the front seat.
Amira looked at the note and smiled. “I’ll write to you!” she promised.
“There’s Grandfather!” Benny shouted just then. He pointed to a familiar car that turned the corner and pulled up to the curb.
“Grandfather! It’s so good so see you!” Jessie and Benny hugged their grandfather before he was even out of the car.
“I hope everyone had a good time,” Mr. Alden said, climbing out and embracing Violet and Henry.
“We did, we did!” Benny chanted. “And we solved two mysteries.”
“Two mysteries?” Grandfather asked. “I’m really impressed.”
“We didn’t really solve the mystery about Amira,” Violet pointed out. “She explained it to us.”
“It still counts,” Benny insisted. “Doesn’t it, Grandfather?”
“Well, I’m not sure,” Grandfather said, walking up the steps. He smiled. “But I can’t wait to hear about it …”
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