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CHAPTER ONE

THE HOLIDAYS BEGIN

‘EASTER HOLIDAYS at last!’ said Peter. ‘I thought they were never coming. Didn’t you, Janet?’

‘Yes. It was a frightfully long term,’ said Janet. ‘We’ve broken up now though, thank goodness. Don’t you love the first day of the hols, Peter?’

‘Rather! I get a lovely free sort of feeling,’ said Peter, ‘and the hols seem to stretch out in front of me for ages and ages. Let’s have some fun, Janet!’

‘Yes, let’s! April’s a lovely month – it’s warm, and sunny too, and Mummy will let us off on picnics any day we like,’ said Janet. ‘Scamper, do you hear that? Picnics, I said – and that means rabbit-hunting for you, and long, long walks.’

‘Woof!’ said Scamper at once, his tail thumping on the floor, and his eyes bright.

‘You’re the best and finest golden spaniel in the whole world!’ said Janet, stroking his silky head. ‘And I do so love your long, droopy ears, Scamper. You like it when we have holidays, don’t you?’

‘Woof!’ said Scamper again, and thump-thump-thump went his tail.

‘I vote we have a meeting of the Secret Seven as soon as we can,’ said Peter. ‘Tomorrow, if possible. Picnics and things are much more fun if we all go together.’

‘Yes. Let’s have a meeting,’ said Janet. ‘What with exams and one thing and another, all the Secret Seven have forgotten about the Society. I haven’t thought a word about it for at least three weeks. Golly – what’s the password?’

‘Oh, Janet – you haven’t forgotten that surely?’ said Peter.

‘You tell me,’ said Janet, but Peter wouldn’t. ‘You don’t know it yourself!’ said Janet. ‘I bet you don’t!’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Peter. ‘You’ll have to remember it by tomorrow, if we have a meeting! Where’s your badge? I expect you’ve lost that.’

‘I have not,’ said Janet. ‘But I bet some of the others will have lost theirs. Somebody always does when we don’t have a meeting for some time.’

‘Better write out short notes to the other five,’ said Peter, ‘and tell them to come along tomorrow. Got some notepaper, Janet?’

‘Yes, I have. But I don’t feel a bit like sitting down and writing the first day of the hols,’ said Janet. ‘You can jolly well help to write them.’

‘No. I’ll bike round to all the others and deliver the notes for you,’ said Peter.

‘Now it’s you who are silly,’ said Janet. ‘If you’re going to everyone’s house, why not tell them about the meeting. All this note-writing! You just tell them.’

‘All right. It just seems more official if we send out notes for a meeting, that’s all,’ said Peter. ‘What time shall we have it?’

‘Oh, half past ten, I should think,’ said Janet. ‘And just warn Jack that he’s not to let his horrid sister Susie know, or she’ll come banging at the door, shouting out some silly password at the top of her voice.’

‘Yes. I’ll tell him,’ said Peter. ‘The worst of it is, Susie is so jolly sharp. She always seems to smell out anything to do with the Secret Seven.’

‘She would be a better person to have in a club than out of it,’ said Janet. ‘But we’ll never, never let her into ours.’

‘Never,’ said Peter. ‘Anyway, we can’t be more than seven, or we wouldn’t be the Secret Seven.’

‘Woof!’ said Scamper.

‘He says he belongs, even if we’re seven and he makes the eighth!’ said Janet. ‘You’re just a hanger-on, Scamper, but we simply couldn’t do without you.’

‘Well, I’m going to get my bike,’ said Peter, getting up. ‘I’ll go round and tell all the others. See you later, Janet. Coming, Scamper?’

Off he went, and was soon cycling to one house after another. He went to Colin first, who was delighted to hear the news.

‘Goodo!’ he said. ‘Half past ten? Right, I’ll be there. I say – whatever’s the password, Peter?’

‘You’ve got all day to think of it!’ said Peter, with a grin, and rode off to Jack’s. Jack was in the garden, mending a puncture in the back wheel of his bicycle. He was very pleased to see Peter.

‘Meeting of the Secret Seven tomorrow morning in the shed at the bottom of our garden,’ said Peter. ‘I hope you’ve got your badge, and that your awful sister Susie hasn’t found it and taken it.’

‘I’ve got it on,’ said Jack, with a grin. ‘And I wear it on my pyjamas at night, so it’s always safe. I say, Peter – what’s the password?’

‘I can tell you!’ said a voice from up a nearby tree. The boys looked up to see Susie’s laughing face looking down at them.

‘You don’t know it!’ said Jack fiercely.

‘I do, I do!’ said the annoying Susie. ‘But I shan’t tell you, and you won’t be allowed in at the meeting. What a joke!’

Peter rode off to the rest of the Seven. That Susie! She really was the most aggravating girl in the whole world!




CHAPTER TWO

A DREADFUL BLOW

NEXT MORNING Peter and Janet began preparing for the meeting. Meetings weren’t proper meetings, somehow, unless there was plenty to eat and drink while they talked. Their mother was always generous in giving cakes or biscuits and lemonade, and the two children went to find her.

‘She’s out,’ she said the cook, looking up from chopping parsley on a board. ‘She told me to tell you she would be back presently. You were at the bottom of the garden and didn’t hear her calling you.’

‘Oh blow!’ said Peter. ‘We’re going to have a Secret Seven meeting, and we wanted something to eat and drink.’

‘Well now, let me see – you can have that tin of ginger biscuits – they’ve gone soft,’ said Cookie smiling. ‘And you can make yourselves some real lemonade – there are plenty of lemons and sugar in the larder.’

‘Ooh, good!’ said Janet. ‘I’ll do that. I’ll make it with hot water, and let it go cool. Anything else we can have?’

‘Jam tarts,’ said Cookie, chopping away hard at the parsley. ‘Only four though, I’m afraid. That’s all that were left from supper last night.’

‘Four – well, we’ll halve them,’ said Peter. ‘There’ll be one half over, so … ’

‘Woof! woof!’ said Scamper, at once. The children laughed.

‘All right, you shall have the half left over,’ said Peter. ‘You never miss a word of what we say, do you, Scamper?’

Janet made the lemonade, and Peter got the tin of biscuits and found the tarts. He cut them carefully into exact halves and put them on a plate.

‘Come on, Janet,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly half past ten.’

‘Peter, please do tell me the password!’ said Janet. ‘I’m very, very sorry I’ve forgotten it.’

‘No. I shan’t tell you,’ said Peter. ‘You’ll have to be in the shed, anyhow, and you can jolly well listen to the others coming along and saying the password, and feel ashamed of yourself!’

‘You’re mean!’ said Janet. ‘Isn’t he mean, Scamper?’

Scamper didn’t answer. ‘There,’ said Peter, ‘he won’t say I’m mean. He never will. Do come on, Janet. I’m not going to wait a minute longer.’

Janet was ready. She put the jug of lemonade and seven unbreakable mugs on an old tray and followed Peter out of the kitchen. ‘Thanks very much for your help, Cookie!’she said, as she went carefully down the steps outside the kitchen door.

Peter was ahead of her. He went along the path that wound between the bushes right down to the bottom of the garden, where the old shed stood that they used for their meetings. On the door was always pinned the sign ‘SS’. How many, many times the Secret Seven had met there and made exciting plans!

Janet followed a little way behind, carrying her tray carefully. She suddenly heard Peter give a startled shout, and almost dropped the tray she held.

‘What’s the matter?’ she called and tried to hurry. She came in sight of the shed – and stared in horror.

The door was wide open, and so were the windows. Everything had been turned out of the shed! There were boxes and cushions and sacks, all strewn on the ground in untidy heaps! Whatever had happened?

Janet put her tray down, afraid that she might drop it in her dismay. She looked at Peter in despair.

‘Who’s done this? Just as we were going to have a meeting too! It’s too bad.’

Peter looked into the shed. It was quite empty, except for the shelves round the sides. He was puzzled.

‘Janet – it couldn’t be Susie, could it?’ he said. ‘I mean, this is an awful thing to do, throw everything out of our shed. I don’t think even Susie would do that.’

‘She might,’ said Janet, almost in tears. ‘Oh, our lovely meeting place!’

‘Here come the others,’ said Peter, as Pamela and Barbara appeared down the path together. They stared in amazement at the untidy mess on the ground.

‘What’s happened?’ said Barbara. ‘Are we too early?’

‘No. We’ve only just seen all this ourselves,’ said Peter. ‘Hallo – here’s Jack. Jack, look here.’

‘My word!’ said Jack. ‘Who’s done this? It can’t be Susie. She’s been with me all morning till I left just now.’

Colin and George came up just then, and the Seven looked ruefully at the boxes and cushions thrown out so untidily. ‘We’d better put them back,’ said Janet. ‘And we’ll find out who’s done all this to our secret meeting place.’

They began to put everything back, and then they heard footsteps coming along down the path. Who was it? Peter looked to see.

It was the gardener, carrying a strong broom over his shoulder, a pail of water in his hand, and some cloths hanging on the side of the pail. He stared at the Seven in annoyance.

‘Hey, you! What are you doing? I’ve only just thrown all that rubbish out!’

‘But why?’ demanded Peter, indignantly. ‘This shed is our meeting place, and this isn’t rubbish. We use it.’

‘Oh, well, I don’t know anything about that,’ said the gardener. ‘All I know is that your father told me to clear out this place, burn all the rubbish, and do a spot of painting. He said it was going to rack and ruin, and he wanted it cleaned up.’

‘I see,’ said Peter, his heart sinking. If his father had planned this, there was nothing to be done. He turned to the others. ‘Come on, let’s find somewhere to talk,’ he said. ‘We can’t meet in our shed for a while, that’s certain. What a blow!’

‘Never mind! We’ll think of somewhere just as good,’ said Colin. But nobody agreed with him. They thought the shed was the finest place in the world for Secret Seven meetings!

The Seven, followed by Scamper with his tail well down, went slowly up the garden path. Somehow it seemed dreadful not to have their usual meeting place.

‘We’ll go to the summerhouse,’ said Peter. ‘Oh, look, there’s Mummy, Janet. We’ll ask her about the shed.’

‘Mummy!’ called Janet. ‘Why didn’t you tell us the shed was going to be cleaned and painted – our own shed, I mean, where we meet? I do think somebody might have told us.’

‘Oh dear, I quite forgot to tell you that Daddy wanted it cleaned and mended,’ said her mother. ‘It was almost falling to bits here and there, you know. But you can have it for a meeting place again when it’s finished. It will look nice and bright and clean then.’

‘But we like it old and dark and untidy,’ said Peter mournfully. ‘And I do think it’s a pity to have it done in the holidays, Mummy, just when we want to use it.’

‘Yes, I agree that that’s a pity,’ said Mummy, looking very sorry. ‘I would have stopped it if I’d known that it was to be done just now. Well – you’ll have to find another meeting place. What about the attic?’

‘Oh no,’ said Janet. ‘It’s no fun meeting in a house, Mummy – with other people in nearby rooms. We want a secret, lonely place, we do really.’

‘Yes …  I suppose you do,’ said her mother. ‘Well, I can’t suggest one, I’m afraid. Go to the summerhouse just for now.’

‘We were going to,’ said Peter, still very doleful. Soon they were all squashed into the little old summerhouse. They didn’t much like it, because it was rather earwiggy.

They began to eat the ginger biscuits. ‘Rather soft, I’m afraid,’ said Janet.

‘Oh, I like them soft and squidgy,’ said Pam. ‘I hate them when you have to bite so hard they splinter in your mouth! I say, this is good lemonade! Did your mother make it, Janet?’

‘No. I made it myself,’ said Janet proudly. ‘Peter, hadn’t we better talk about where to have a new meeting place?’

‘Yes,’ said Peter. ‘And I vote that we all of us have a good hunt round to find somewhere, some absolutely secret place that even Jack’s sister Susie won’t find. It mustn’t be too far away. I’ll give you today to find one. Meet here this evening, in this summerhouse again, at six o’clock.’

‘Right,’ said Colin. ‘I think I know of one already.’

‘Well, don’t tell us now,’ said Peter. ‘We’ll each give in our ideas this evening and put it to the vote to see which is the best. We must do these things properly.’

‘Yes,’ said everyone, and took a drink of Janet’s lemonade.

‘What about the password?’ said Jack. ‘We were all so upset about the shed that we never even gave the password.’

‘We’ve all got our badges on,’ said Pamela. ‘I had an awful hunt for mine. I put it in such a safe place that it was almost too safe for me to find!’

‘Where was it?’ asked George.

‘I buried it in the pot of maidenhair fern my mother has in the drawing room,’ said Pam, with a giggle. ‘And then forgot about it. It took me ages to remember it.’

‘I thought it looked a bit grubby,’ said Peter. ‘I think that’s a silly place.’

‘Oh, I wrapped it in paper,’ said Pam. ‘But I forgot that Mummy waters it twice a week – so, of course, the paper soaked off and made my badge messy.’

‘It’s a good thing it didn’t put out roots and grow!’ said Peter. Everyone laughed.

‘Peter, could we have a new password?’ said Jack. ‘Susie knows our last one. I’m most frightfully sorry, and I don’t know how she knew it, unless she hung round our last meeting and heard it.’

‘All right. We’ll choose a new one,’ said Peter. ‘It’s time we did, anyway. I must say that your sister Susie is getting worse and worse, Jack. I hope she’s nowhere about just now.’

Jack got up and went out of the summerhouse. ‘Nobody’s anywhere near,’ he said. ‘Quick – what’s the new password?’

‘Easter Egg,’ said Peter. ‘That’s easy to remember, because it’s the Easter holidays.’

‘Easter Egg,’ repeated everyone, in low voices. Pam took out a notebook and began to write it down.

‘Don’t you write it down, Jack!’ said Janet, ‘or Susie will find it. I wonder how she knew our last password?’

‘Well, she called out, “Your password is Sugar-mouse” just as I was leaving,’ said Jack. ‘And I don’t mind owning up now that I was really glad to hear it, because I’d forgotten it completely.’

‘Sugar-mouse!’ said Peter, in astonishment. ‘It was nothing of the sort. Susie just made that up because she knew you’d forgotten it. She hoped you would rap on the door of the shed and yell out “Sugarmouse” and make a fool of yourself.’

Jack went red. ‘What was the password then?’ he said. ‘Janet, you tell me. Peter won’t.’

Janet went red too. ‘I’ve forgotten it as well,’ she said.

Pam blushed as red as Janet, so Peter knew she had forgotten too! He rapped on the summerhouse table.

‘The last password was a very simple one,’ he said. ‘It was Thursday. Just that, Thursday.’

‘Golly, so it was,’ said Barbara. ‘I just couldn’t remember if it was Thursday or Friday.’

‘I thought it was Sunday,’ said Colin, with a laugh. ‘It was a silly password to choose, Peter, too easy to muddle up with the other days of the week. Easter Egg is much better.’

‘Well, let’s hope that Barbara and Colin don’t mix it up with Christmas Present or Birthday Gift!’ said Peter. ‘Now – we’ve eaten everything, and Scamper’s had his half-tart, and we’ve drunk all the lemonade – what about separating and hunting for a new meeting place?’

‘Right,’ said everyone and got up. They all went off up the path to the front gate, and most of them were murmuring two words to themselves as they went.

‘Easter Egg! Easter Egg! I must remember Easter Egg!’




CHAPTER THREE

PLENTY OF IDEAS

AT SIX o’clock that evening there was a continual noise of footsteps up the path to the little summerhouse. Janet, Peter, and Scamper were inside, waiting.

‘Easter Egg,’ said Jack, walking inside. There was no door, for the summerhouse was three-sided, with its fourth side open to the garden.

‘Easter Egg,’ said Barbara, walking in too.

‘Where’s your badge?’ asked Peter sharply.

‘Oh – I’ve got it, it’s all right,’ said Barbara, feeling in her pocket. ‘I don’t know why I forgot to pin it on.’ She pinned it on carefully and sat down.

The other three came along, each solemnly giving the password.

‘For once in a way nobody yelled it out,’ said Peter. He took a notebook out of his pocket, and licked his pencil. ‘Now then – I want your reports on any likely places to meet secretly. Colin, you begin.’

‘Well, there’s a fine big tree at the bottom of our garden,’ began Colin hopefully. ‘It’s a great chestnut, and—’

‘No good, I’m afraid,’ said Peter, ‘but I’ll put it down. It would hardly be a secret meeting place! Everyone would see us going down the garden to it, and people passing the wall nearby would hear us up there. Barbara, what’s your idea?’

‘Oh, it’s a silly one,’ said Barbara. ‘There’s an old hut in a field nearby our house, and—’

‘I know it,’ said Peter, scribbling in his notebook. ‘Not a bad idea, Barbara. You, Pam?’

‘I simply haven’t any idea at all,’ said Pam. ‘I’ve thought and thought, but it’s no use.’

‘Not very helpful,’ said Peter, putting a cross against Pam’s name in his notebook. ‘You, George?’

‘Well, there’s an empty caravan in a field not far from here,’ said George. ‘I know who owns it – it’s a friend of my father’s. I think I could get permission for us to use it.’

This sounded exciting. Everyone looked admiringly at George, who seemed quite pleased with himself.

‘You, Jack?’ said Peter. ‘And don’t suggest anywhere near your house, because of Susie.’

‘I’m not going to,’ said Jack. ‘I’m not quite so silly as that. I’ve chosen somewhere a long way away – down by the river. It’s an old boathouse that nobody ever uses.’

This sounded exciting too. Peter wrote it down solemnly. ‘Now we’ve heard everyone’s idea except mine and Janet’s. We went out hunting together, and Scamper came too – and we’ve all got the same idea.’

‘What?’ asked everyone.

‘Well, it’s a cave in the quarry near the field where we grow potatoes,’ said Peter. ‘So it’s on my father’s farm, and not very far. It’s absolutely lonely and secret, and goes back into the hill behind the quarry. Scamper found it, actually.’

‘That sounds good – a secret cave,’ said Pam.

‘Well, we’ll now put all our ideas to the vote,’ said Peter, and handed round slips of paper. ‘Please write down on these papers what ideas you like best – but nobody must vote for their own idea, of course. I’ll just go shortly over them again:

‘Colin suggests a tree, but it’s not a very secret place. Barbara suggested that old hut in the field near her house – but the roof’s almost off and the rain would come in. Pam has no ideas. George suggests the caravan owned by his father’s friend, a very good idea, but I don’t honestly think we’d be allowed to use it because it’s still furnished. I’d be afraid of breaking something.’

Peter paused for breath. ‘Jack suggested the old boathouse by the river. Fine – but isn’t it rather far away for a meeting place? It’s at least a mile away. And you know what Janet and I suggest – the cave. But that isn’t a really comfortable place. There you are – please vote on your papers, fold them in half, and give them to me.’

Everyone solemnly wrote something on their papers, then handed them to Peter. He opened them and read them. When he looked up, his eyes were shining with pleasure.

‘Er – well – it’s very funny, but everyone except me and Janet have voted for the cave. We couldn’t vote for our own idea, of course. So it’s five votes for the cave – and the cave it will be. I’m glad – it’s a smashing place really!’

‘Is it? Let’s go and see it straight away!’ said Jack. ‘It’s not very far.’

‘All right, come on then,’ said Peter. ‘We’ll have a quick look, and then plan what to bring to it tomorrow. We’ll settle into it at once.’

This was exciting. They all got up and went out into the bright sunshine. It was almost half past six, and as warm as could be.

‘This way,’ said Peter, and led the way down his garden and through a gate into a field. His father owned the farmland at the back of the house, and it stretched away over the hills, the fields green with growing corn and root crops.

Peter took them down a grassy path, past a pond with ducks on it, and then turned to the right towards the old quarry. Sand had been dug from it years ago, and it had then been abandoned. They all filed into the quarry and looked round.

Scamper ran in front. ‘He’ll show you,’ said Peter. ‘Just as he showed me and Janet this morning!’ Scamper ran up to what looked like a rabbit path, over a little sandy hill, then down into a hollow behind. The others followed. Scamper stood waiting for them, his tail waving to and fro.

He ran through a gap in some thick bushes and disappeared. The others went through the gap too and looked for Scamper. He had gone!
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‘He’s gone into the cave,’ said Peter, grinning. ‘You can see the entrance just there. It’s all hung over with some plant that has sent long, trailing stems down, and has almost hidden the entrance to the cave. Come on – it’s really quite exciting!’




CHAPTER FOUR

IN THE CAVE

THE SECRET Seven crowded together to see the cave. There was no proper path to it, and they had to squeeze through close-growing bushes of bright yellow broom to get to it. The bushes grew almost up to the cave entrance.

‘No wonder Janet and I never spotted this cave before,’ said Peter. ‘We’ve been in this old sand quarry heaps of times, but never found the cave. It was only because old Scamper disappeared and we went to look for him that we found it. We were standing here, calling him, when he suddenly appeared under the trailing leaves that hide the cave! Didn’t you, Scamper?’

‘Woof!’ said Scamper, and ran into the cave and back, as if to say, ‘Do come on, it’s a fine place!’

The trailing stems that hung down over the entrance certainly hid it very well. Peter pulled the greenery aside. ‘It’s like a curtain,’ he said. ‘Look – now you can see into the cave properly.’

Everyone bent their heads and looked in. It certainly was a fine cave!

‘Nice and big, and with a lovely sandy floor!’ said Jack. ‘I don’t see why you said it’s not comfortable, Peter. Sand is lovely to sit on.’

‘Oh well, I had to say something against it, as it was Janet’s suggestion and mine,’ said Peter.

By now they were all in the cave. Pam flung herself down on the sand. It was very soft indeed.

‘Lovely!’ she said. ‘I’d like to sleep here in this sand. I could burrow my body down into it and make a lovely bed. It’s a wonderful meeting place, I think.’

‘Nobody would ever find it!’ said George, looking round. ‘It’s a bit dark, that’s the only thing. It’s that green curtain over the entrance that makes it so dark.’

Janet obligingly held the curtain back, and the sun streamed into the cave.

‘Fine!’ said Colin. ‘We can have the curtain back when we’re just playing about, and draw it when we’re having a secret meeting. Couldn’t be better. A cave with a ready-made curtain!’

‘And look, the cave has a rock roof, all uneven, high here and low there,’ said Barbara. ‘And there are rocky shelves round the walls; we can use those to put our things on. We’ll bring all kinds of things here! I expect we’ll have to use this cave all the Easter hols, so we’ll make it a kind of home as well as a meeting place, shall we?’

Everyone thought this was a very good idea. ‘We’ll bring the shed cushions here,’ said Janet. ‘And a box for a table.’

‘And keep food here, and lemonade or orangeade,’ said Jack. ‘Won’t it be fun?’

‘Yes, and you’ll have to be careful not to let Susie follow you here,’ said Peter warningly. ‘She’d just love to come here and mess things about, bring her silly, giggling friends with her too, I expect, and have a picnic or something in the middle of the cave.’

‘I’ll be very careful,’ promised Jack. ‘Well, I must say this is a brilliant place for the Secret Seven. Not too far away, perfectly secret – quite lonely – and our very own. Can any of us come here when we like, Peter? When there’s not a meeting or anything planned? I’d love to come and read here by myself.’

‘Yes. I don’t see why this shouldn’t be a kind of headquarters as well as a meeting place,’ said Peter. ‘Anyone can come whenever they like, but please leave it tidy, and don’t go and eat all the food we leave here!’

‘Of course not,’ said everyone at once.

‘If we come alone and want something to eat we’ll bring it ourselves,’ said Colin, and everyone agreed.

‘Now, let’s see – we’ll come tomorrow at half past ten,’ began Peter, but Jack interrupted before he could say any more.

‘Oh, earlier than that, Peter! It’s going to be fun; I’d like to come earlier. Can’t we make it half past nine?’

‘No, because Janet and I have jobs to do for our father and mother,’ said Peter. ‘We’ll say ten, if you like. We can get our jobs done by then, I expect.’

‘I’ve got jobs to do as well,’ said Pam. ‘I always help Mother with the housework in the hols. So does Barbara.’

‘Well, say ten,’ repeated Peter. ‘And bring what you can to make the cave comfortable and homely. Bring books if you like – the cave’s quite dry – and games.’

Everyone was sorry to leave the exciting cave. It really was a nice one – spacious, though the roof was not very high, and it was only in places that the Seven could stand upright – clean, with its floor of soft sand – and reaching back into a very nice, mysterious darkness, quite out of reach of the sunshine.

Peter held back the curtain of greenery till everyone had gone out. Then he let it drop into place and arranged it so that hardly a bit of the entrance showed. Nobody at all would ever guess there was a big cave behind it, going right into the hill beyond!

Scamper came out last of all, his tail wagging madly. He liked the cave. It was exciting. There was no smell of rabbits in it, which was disappointing, but it was good fun to pretend there was, and to scrabble hard at the sand with his front paws, and send it showering into the air!

The Seven all walked back to the gate at the bottom of Peter’s garden, and then up the garden to the front gate. They said goodbye, and went off to their different homes, thinking exciting thoughts.

Susie met Jack as he came in, and looked at his sandy shoes.

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Where did you get that sand on your shoes?’

‘Ask no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies,’ said Jack, pushing by her.

‘You’ve been with the Secret Seven, I know you have,’ said Susie, and she laughed. ‘What’s the password? Is it still Sugar-mouse? Ha, ha – I tricked you nicely over that, didn’t I?’




CHAPTER FIVE

SETTLING IN

NEXT DAY Peter and Janet felt very excited. They went down the garden to collect the old cushions they had in the shed. The gardener had put them into another shed, together with the boxes, sacks and other things.

He was very busy repairing the old shed. The two children peeped inside. It would certainly be nice and clean when it was all finished.

‘I’d rather have the cave for the holidays though,’ said Peter, and Janet nodded.

They were very laden indeed as they made their way down to the quarry. Scamper carried a bone in his mouth. He knew quite well they were going to the cave, and he wanted to take something too!

Peter and Janet were there before the others. They drew aside the curtain of greenery and went in. The curtain fell behind them.

‘Don’t draw it back yet, till the others come,’ said Peter. ‘They’ll have to give the password outside the curtain before we pull it back. Otherwise we’d never know who was coming in! But the password will tell us it’s the Secret Seven.’

Janet set down the cushions. Peter put down the box he had brought. It was heavy, because he had filled it with all kinds of things. He began to unpack.

‘Hand me the things,’ said Janet. ‘I’ll arrange them nicely on these rocky shelves. There’s no hole we can use for a cupboard, but that won’t matter. Gosh, isn’t this going to be fun?’

Peter looked at his watch. ‘It’s almost ten,’ he said. ‘You go on arranging things, and I’ll wait just at the entrance, behind the curtain, and ask for the passwords. The sand outside is so soft that we shan’t hear anyone coming. I must watch for them.’

Almost immediately there came a soft shuffle outside. ‘Password,’ said Peter, in a low voice.

‘Easter Egg!’ said Colin’s voice. Peter pulled aside the curtain of greenery, and Colin came staggering in, carrying a big cardboard box. He collapsed on the soft, sandy floor.

‘Golly! I never knew books were so heavy! I’ve brought my whole set of Famous Five books to put on the shelves for anyone to borrow – and they’ve nearly dragged my arms out!’

‘Oh, fine – there’s one I want to read again,’ said Peter, pleased. ‘Find a nice even shelf of rock somewhere along the wall there, Colin, and put the books up neatly.’

A small cough came from outside the cave. Someone was waiting to be allowed in! ‘Password!’ said Peter, at once.
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