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CHAPTER ONE

SECRET SEVEN MEETING, EVERYONE!

‘WHEN ARE you having a meeting of the Secret Seven again?’ asked Peter’s mother.

‘I don’t know. Why, Mother?’ asked Peter, looking up from his book.

‘Well, because if you do, I don’t think you ought to meet in that old shed of yours,’ said his mother. ‘It’s such very cold weather. You’d better meet up here in the house.’

‘Oh no, Mother,’ said Janet, joining in. ‘It wouldn’t be a secret meeting then. We must meet in the shed.’

‘Well – you’ll have to heat it up a little then,’ said Mother. ‘I can’t have you down with colds just at the end of the Christmas term. Can’t you do without meetings till after Christmas?’

‘Not very well,’ said Janet. ‘We’d half thought it would be a good idea to take the Christmas presents we’re making down to the shed – all seven of us, I mean – and have a sort of Making Presents meeting. We thought we could all wear our coats.’

‘You’d be frozen!’ said Mother. ‘I’ll lend you my new little Safety-First stove – even if it’s knocked over, it’s safe! Then I shan’t be afraid of the shed catching fire.’

‘Oh, thank you, Mother!’ said both children together, and Scamper the golden spaniel barked loudly, as if he thoroughly agreed. Janet grinned. ‘He say’s he’ll be jolly glad of a stove too,’ she said. ‘He’s a real old lie-by-the-fire these days – aren’t you, Scamper?’

‘Well, you should take him for a good long walk,’ said Mother. ‘He’d love that. You’re getting fat and lazy, you two!’

She went out of the room, and Janet and Peter looked at one another. ‘What with exams and one thing and another, we haven’t really had much time for the Secret Seven,’ said Peter. ‘It would be nice and cosy in the shed with that stove. We could take all the Christmas things we’re making and do them down there – and not have to keep taking them off the table just because meals have to be laid.’

‘We’ll tell the others tomorrow,’ said Janet, happily. ‘We shall have to have a new password – it’s so long since we had a meeting. What shall we have?’

‘Custard pudding!’ said Peter, grinning.

‘What an idiotic password!’ said Janet. ‘Why not ham and eggs? Or toad-in-the-hole – or—’

‘Toad-in-the-hole – that’s rather a good one!’ said Peter. ‘It’ll make the others laugh. Well done, old girl!’

‘Don’t call me “old girl”,’ said Janet. ‘I keep on telling you not to. You sound like Uncle Bertie. He always calls Auntie “old girl”.’

‘All right, young girl,’ said Peter. ‘Toad-in-the-hole – ha, nobody will forget that! Let’s see – that’s sausage in batter pudding, isn’t it?’

‘Of course it is!’ said Janet. ‘How can you forget that, seeing that last time we had it, you ate four “toads” – four sausages – and felt jolly queer afterwards.’

‘So I did,’ said Peter. ‘Scamper – the password is Toad-in-the-hole. Don’t forget!’

‘Wuff!’ said Scamper, and wagged his tail.

Next day at school Peter called Colin, Jack and George into a corner. ‘Secret Seven meeting on Saturday at ten o’clock in the shed,’ he said. ‘The password is Toad-in-the-hole. You know – sausages in batter.’

‘What a password!’ said Jack. ‘I’ll never remember such a silly one. I’ll have to write it down.’

‘No, don’t. That awful sister of yours, Susie, might find your notebook and see the password,’ said Peter.

‘All right. I’ll try and keep it in my head. I’ll make up a rhyme about it – that’ll help me to remember it,’ said Jack. ‘Let’s see – Old King Cole was a jolly old soul, his favourite dinner was toad-in-the-hole! Ha – I’ll remember it all right now.’

‘You heard the time of the meeting, didn’t you?’ said Peter. ‘You look a bit scatty this morning.’

‘Well, I feel it,’ said Jack. ‘What with exams and things – and preparing for old Bony – he’s coming to stay with me, you know – and—’

‘Old Bony? Who on earth is he, a skeleton or something?’ asked Peter, with much interest.

‘Ass! He’s a French boy – the one I went to stay with in France last year,’ said Jack. ‘His name is Jean Bonaparte – no relation of the great general! He’s … well, he’s awfully serious and earnest, and I can’t say I’m much looking forward to his coming. I’m hoping Susie will like him and take him off my hands. She rather fancies herself with foreigners.’

‘Don’t you tell Susie anything about the meeting on Saturday,’ said Peter. ‘You pack her off somewhere with Bony.’

‘I suppose you wouldn’t let me take him to the meeting?’ asked Jack, not looking very hopeful. ‘I mean – Mother’s sure to say I can’t leave him alone on Saturday – he’s coming on Friday, you see, and it will look a bit rude to rush off by myself the very next morning.’

‘You don’t seem very keen on coming to a Secret Seven meeting,’ said Peter.

‘Don’t be an ass! Of course I want to come – but my mother isn’t like yours. She doesn’t think the Secret Seven is at all important. But I will come if I possibly can,’ said poor Jack, looking scattier than ever.

‘All right. But don’t you let Susie know, now – and don’t tell her the password,’ said Peter, sternly. ‘I hope you’ve not forgotten how she and Binkie, that awful giggling friend of hers, once got into our shed before a meeting and locked the door on the inside so that we couldn’t get in – and asked us for the password!’

Jack gave a sudden grin. ‘Yes. It was awful of them – but honestly it had its funny side. All right – I won’t give our meeting away. Trust me! I’ll come somehow, even if I have to park Bony in an ice-cream shop and buy him half a dozen ices to keep him quiet! By the way, tell me the password again, Peter.’

But Peter had gone. Blow – what was that password now? Old King Cole? Sausages? Dinnertime? Jack went off frowning. What with his sister Susie, and exams, and Christmas looming up, and that stupid Bony, life was very, very difficult!


CHAPTER TWO

PASSWORD, PLEASE!

WHEN SATURDAY morning came, Peter and Janet were very busy. They carried the Safety-First stove down to the shed, and the gardener came in to light it for them. He looked round the shed.

‘Ha – you’ve let it get pretty messy, haven’t you?’ he said. ‘Wants a good clean, that’s what it wants. Waste of a good shed, this, that’s what I think.’

‘It isn’t wasted,’ said Peter. ‘We use it for our meetings. You know we do.’

‘Fat lot of meetings you’ve had lately,’ said the gardener, grumpily. ‘Last month I wanted this shed for my onions, and what happened? No sooner did I put them in than I had to take them out – because you wanted it for a meeting!’

‘We took them out, not you!’ said Janet, indignantly. ‘You didn’t have to move a single one!’

The gardener gave one of his grunts and walked out. Scamper stared after him, his tail down.

‘Cheer up, Scamper,’ said Janet. ‘The gardener always thinks this shed is his, not ours. Peter, let’s make him something for Christmas – he’s not a bad sort really, though he is grumpy. Remember how he gave us apples to store in the shed in the autumn?’

‘Yes. But we’ve eaten them all,’ said Peter, looking hopefully up to a shelf. ‘No – there’s one left, all brown and shrivelled. I say – doesn’t that stove make the shed nice and warm? Hurry up and tidy round, Janet. I’ll put out the boxes to sit on. Did you remember your badge? Oh yes – you’re wearing it. I hope the others will all remember theirs.’

‘Wuff -wuff!’ said Scamper.

‘All right. I know you’ve lost yours, scrabbling after rabbits,’ said Peter. ‘Janet will make you another one when she has time.’

‘Wuff!’ said Scamper again, and lay down by the stove, his tail wagging just a little. He was looking forward to seeing all the Secret Seven again!

‘Almost ten o’clock,’ said Peter, looking at his watch. ‘Now – are the others going to be late?’

They sat down on the boxes to wait for them. The door, with its big S.S. on it, was fast shut. Footsteps came up to it at last, and someone knocked loudly.

‘Peter – what’s the password?’ whispered Janet suddenly. ‘Was it … was it Sausages?’

‘Be quiet,’ said Peter, and then yelled out loudly to the knocker. ‘Password, please!’

Jack’s voice answered.

‘Peter, I’ve forgotten it. I just know it had something to do with dinner. Is it Roast Beef?’

‘No.’

‘Well – is it Fried Bacon and Eggs?’

‘No. Go home if you can’t remember it.’

Janet nudged Peter. ‘I forgot it too, you know. Let him in!’

‘Against the rules!’ said Peter, sternly.

‘Well – is it Old King Cole?’ asked poor Jack.

‘No, it is not!’ said Peter. Then more footsteps were heard and Peter called out again. ‘Password, please.’

‘Toad-in-the-hole!’ came the answer in a girl’s voice. Peter swung open the door – and in stepped Susie, Jack’s sister, with a very skinny-looking boy behind her!

‘SUSIE! Get out! You don’t belong to the Secret Seven! How did you know the password?’ shouted Peter, very angry indeed.

‘I heard Jack saying it over and over to himself two days ago,’ said Susie, smiling wickedly. ‘And—’

‘Jack – you gave our password away – and you told Susie about our meeting!’ cried Peter, in a great fury.

At that moment all the others came up in a bunch, and stood amazed at the sight of a furious Peter at the door of the shed, a white-faced Jack, a grinning Susie and a skinny boy they didn’t know!

‘What’s up?’ said George. ‘And who’s this? A new member?’ He looked at Bony, who gazed back at him owlishly through big glasses.

‘My name is Jean Baptiste Bonaparte,’ said the French boy, and smiled politely. ‘I stay with my good friend, Jacques. His good sister, she bring me here. I thank you.’

There was a short silence. Nobody knew quite what to say. Then Colin spoke up. ‘Look, I don’t really know what’s going on, but for goodness’ sake ask us into the shed, Peter – it’s freezing out here. I can’t even feel my nose!’

Everyone surged into the shed without waiting for an invitation – Susie and the French boy too! That was too much for Peter.

‘Look here – this is supposed to be a secret meeting!’ he shouted. ‘Susie, get out and take Bony or Skinny or whatever his name is, with you. Go on – you don’t belong to the Secret Seven.’

‘Well – I’m afraid my mother will be most annoyed about this,’ said Susie, her nose well up in the air. ‘When Jack told her he couldn’t play with Bony because you had said he must come to the meeting, Mother said all right, he could go, but he must take Bony too. He wouldn’t take him – so I’ve brought him.’

‘Well, you just take him away again!’ said Peter. ‘Do you hear? TAKE HIM AWAY. And you can go too, Jack.’

‘No!’ said Janet, at once. ‘You’re to stay, Jack. You’re a Secret Seven member. STAY!’


CHAPTER THREE

PETER LOSES HIS TEMPER

THE POOR French boy looked scared to death, and hurriedly backed away down the path to the front gate, bowing most politely all the time. Susie went with him, apologising to him at the top of her voice, so that all the others could hear.

‘I’m so sorry, Bony, but I’m afraid Peter has no manners at all. You really must excuse him, he’s never really learnt how to behave!’

‘I’d better go with them,’ said poor Jack. But Peter pulled him into the shed and banged the door so violently that the noise made Scamper leap up and bark loudly.

‘Now don’t you begin being a nuisance!’ said Peter to him, in such a loud voice that Scamper crept away, scared. Then Peter turned on Jack.

‘How DARE you let Susie know the password? How dare you let anyone know we’d a meeting here today? And why aren’t you wearing your badge? You don’t deserve to be a member of the Secret Seven! And fancy bringing that awful boy here!’

‘I didn’t bring him here. Susie did,’ said poor Jack. ‘And how was I to know she was listening at the door of my bedroom when I was trying to learn the password by saying it over and over to myself? And I haven’t forgotten my badge. I didn’t wear it in case Susie saw it and followed me. She always knows I’m going to a Secret Seven meeting when I put on my badge. Look, I’ve got it here in my pocket! Anyway, I had to tell Mother I was going – she wanted to know why I couldn’t play with Bony. And don’t you glare at me like that!’

‘I’ll glare at you all I like!’ said Peter. ‘I tell you, you don’t deserve to be—’

‘All right, all right. You’ve said that already,’ said Jack, glaring back. ‘If I don’t deserve to belong, I won’t belong! I’ll resign! I’ll walk out! Here’s my badge – take it, or I’ll throw it away. I don’t want it any more. I can’t help having a sister like Susie, can I? Well – now you can be the Secret SIX! Goodbye!’

He took his badge out of his pocket and threw it down at Peter’s feet. Then he walked out of the door, his head high, ashamed of the sudden tears that came to his eyes. To leave the Secret Seven was the hardest thing Jack had ever done in his life!

Nobody stirred. They were all too shocked by Jack’s sudden and surprising outburst. Peter stared at the fallen badge, not knowing what to do or say.

But Scamper knew what to do! He tore out of the door, barking as if to say, ‘Come back! Come back!’ He ran round Jack’s feet, and leapt up to lick him. But Jack pushed him away.

‘No. Get down. You’re not my friend any more.’

Scamper ran back to the shed, with his tail well down. He looked round at the others with big brown eyes, hurt and bewildered. Janet put her arm round him, and turned to her brother.

‘Peter. You aren’t going to let Jack go, are you? You know it wasn’t his fault.’

Barbara suddenly burst into tears and began to sob loudly. Peter stared at her angrily.

‘Oh, don’t be such a baby, Barbara, for goodness’ sake! I’ll ask Jack to come back, of course – but he shouldn’t have lost his temper like that.’

‘You lost yours,’ sobbed Barbara. ‘This is the f-f-f-first t-t-t-t-time we’ve ever qu-qu-qu-quarrelled. I don’t l-l-like it.’

‘Let’s write a note to Jack,’ said Colin. ‘Let’s tell him we can’t do without him. Let’s say we’re sorry. Come on, Peter. You did go on at him, you know – and honestly, it’s not his fault that—’

‘I know it’s not his fault that his sister is such a nuisance,’ said Peter, who was now feeling very uncomfortable indeed. ‘All right, we’ll write a note – at least, I’ll write it and we can all sign it. Will that do? I’m sorry I lost my temper, I really am – but Susie’s enough to make anyone see red. Fancy having the nerve to bring that skinny fellow, Bony, to a Secret Seven meeting too.’
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‘She simply isn’t afraid of anything or anybody,’ said Pam. ‘It’s a pity really she doesn’t belong to the Secret Seven, she’s really very clever, you know, and—’

‘Belong to the Secret Seven!’ said Peter, exploding again. ‘What a thing to say, Pam! Just shut up if you can’t think of anything better to say!’

‘There you go again – losing your temper!’ said Barbara, sticking up for Pam. ‘Come on, now, Peter – what about that letter to Jack? Let’s do it now. I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight if I thought poor old Jack didn’t belong to the Secret Seven any more.’

Peter sent Janet to the house to fetch some writing paper. He felt ashamed of himself. He hadn’t meant to say all that to Jack – but that Susie, that awful sister of his … well, he’d better not think of her any more, or he’d lose his temper all over again!

Soon Janet was back with writing paper and an envelope. Solemnly they discussed what to say. In the end Peter wrote a short and apologetic note, signed by everyone.

He read it out to the others.

 

‘Dear Jack,

Please don’t let’s make mountains out of molehills. I’m awfully sorry for what I said. You know we can’t do without you! We can’t POSSIBLY be the Secret Six. We’re meeting again tomorrow evening at six. Please come. I’m enclosing your badge. We ALL want you back.

From,

Peter, Janet, Pam, Barbara, Colin, George.’

 

‘Sounds all right,’ said George. ‘I bet he’ll be glad to get it.’

‘Scamper must sign it too,’ said Janet. She rubbed some ink on the underneath of the spaniel’s paw, and pressed it down on the paper, under their own signatures.

‘There!’ she said. ‘Jack will know that Scamper agrees about this too. Peter, who’s going to take the note? It ought to go at once.’

‘I’ll take it,’ offered George. ‘I go by his house. I’ll drop it in.’

‘Well, be careful Susie isn’t lying in wait for you,’ said Peter, licking the envelope. ‘Here you are, and remember, everyone – meet here tomorrow evening at six o’clock. The password had better be the same as today, as Jack won’t know any new one – and I daren’t put one in this note, in case Susie gets hold of it. Remember now – Toad-in-the-hole!’

‘Right,’ said George, and took the note. ‘Let’s hope we’ll be the Secret Seven again tomorrow!’


CHAPTER FOUR

A SHOCK FOR THE SECRET SIX

THE NEXT evening, which was Sunday, Janet and Peter went down to the shed again. Peter was a little subdued and quite determined to be as good-tempered as Janet always was. They set the shed in order and Janet put some little chocolate buns on a plate – a present from her mother.

‘Mother doesn’t know a thing about the quarrel,’ she said, ‘and I hope no one ever tells her. She’s rather surprised we’re holding another meeting so soon, though!’

‘Scamper, sit down,’ said Peter. ‘You seem very restless tonight.’

‘I think he’s remembering how you and Jack shouted at one another yesterday,’ said Janet. ‘He’s not used to us quarrelling. I think he was quite scared.’

‘Silly old Scamper,’ said Peter, and patted the soft, silky head. ‘Dear old Scamper – what should we do without you?’

Bang-bang! That was someone at the door already – yes, Pam and Barbara together. They whispered the password through the door. ‘Toad-in-the-hole.’

The door opened and they went in, beaming. ‘Aren’t we nice and early? Hasn’t Jack come yet?’

‘No. Not yet,’ said Janet. ‘Perhaps he’ll come next!’

But no – George and Colin came next, knocking loudly at the door and saying the password together. Peter opened it.

‘Oh – I hoped Jack would be with you,’ he said. ‘He’s not here yet. Well – it’s not quite six o’clock. He’ll be along in a minute. Find a box and sit down.’

Somehow they all felt rather nervous of facing Jack. They patted Scamper and talked about Christmas, and all of them listened for Jack’s footsteps.

‘Ah – there he is!’ said Peter, as the patter of feet was heard at last. ‘Toad-in-the-hole’ said a voice outside the door. Peter swung it open, beaming.

But it wasn’t Jack! It was Susie! Her voice and Jack’s were very much alike! She stood there, stern-faced, and thrust a note at Peter.

‘Here you are,’ she said. ‘Read this. You deserve all it says!’

She pushed the note into Peter’s hand and disappeared at once into the darkness. Peter shut the door, feeling a little dazed. ‘I’ll open it,’ he said, and slit the envelope.

‘Read it out,’ said Colin. And Peter, his voice shaking a little, read it to the others.

 

‘Dear Secret Six,

Thank you for your note and apology from Peter. Sorry, but there’s nothing doing. I’ve ﬁnished with you. I’m forming a club with Susie, Binkie, Bony and three others – we’ll be the Secret Seven – and you’ll be the

Secret Six.

Jack.’

 

There was absolute silence after Peter had finished reading the note. Nobody knew what to say. Nobody particularly wanted to say anything. They sat staring at one another in such a peculiar silence that Scamper became scared.

He crept over to Janet and put his nose into her hand. She broke the silence with a sudden sob. ‘Oh, Scamper – do you feel miserable too, like us?’

‘Peter! Peter! Jack can’t mean it!’ said George, finding his voice. ‘He can’t want to make a Secret Seven club with Susie and Binkie and Bony – and – who else? What shall we do?’

‘Get someone else in so that our club is still the Secret Seven!’ said Peter. He crumpled up Jack’s letter. ‘Jack doesn’t care tuppence about us. I bet he’s glad to leave us and make a new Secret Seven. But why did he have to call it the Secret Seven? He knows – he knows that’s our special name!’

‘Well – we can’t have two Secret Seven clubs going,’ said George. ‘We’d better be the Secret Six – what’s it matter if we’re Seven or Six? And the letters S.S. will do for Secret Six badges just as well as for Secret Seven. We shan’t need to alter them.’

‘Put it to the vote,’ said Colin. ‘We’ve got to do something about it, or else break up the club altogether.’

The idea of breaking up was too much for anyone. ‘We’ll vote!’ said the girls, and the boys agreed. So very solemnly they voted and agreed that their club was now the Secret Six.

‘Let’s not go on with this meeting tonight,’ said Janet. ‘It doesn’t seem right without old Jack. Let’s break it up, and meet again some other time.’

Some other time? When would that be? Nobody said anything about another meeting, and day after day went by, and the Secret Six did not meet at all. Peter’s mother was surprised.

‘Aren’t the Secret Seven meeting again soon?’ she asked. ‘I hope you haven’t quarrelled!’

‘Oh, I expect we’ll meet again after Christmas, Mother,’ said Peter, going very red. ‘You see – well, we’re all pretty busy now!’

Susie was busy too! She had told her friend Binkie all that had happened, and how Jack had left the Secret Seven. ‘So we’ll be the Secret Seven!’ she said. ‘You and I and Jack – that’s three, and Bony, his French friend – that’s four, and we’ll choose three others. Don’t look so miserable, Jack – we’ll back you up. You shall be the leader!’

At first, Jack, feeling bitter about the quarrel, agreed with everything they said – but when he found that the extra three were all to be girls, he shook his head.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to belong to any more clubs. The Secret Seven was a fine club, and there couldn’t ever be a better one. I don’t want to be in another club. Don’t worry about it, Susie.’

‘WELL!’ said Susie, in a fine rage. ‘After all our sympathy, and all we’ve done for you, you just turn round and say “No thank you, I’ve changed my mind”. All right then – we jolly well won’t have you in our club! You can just be on your own!’


CHAPTER FIVE

MATT THE SHEPHERD HAS SOME NEWS

CHRISTMAS CAME and went, with all its excitements and parties and pantomimes. Peter’s mother came to him with a wonderful idea in the New Year.

‘Would you like me to give a party for the Secret Seven?’ she said. ‘Just for you seven? You’ve had so many good times together, so many adventures – I’d love to give a grand party just for you!’

At first Peter and Janet felt thrilled – and then they remembered that they were only six. How could they explain that to Mother? She wouldn’t approve at all. In fact, she would probably be very cross to think that Peter had been the cause of Jack leaving the Secret Seven.

‘She might go round to Jack’s mother about it,’ said Peter, gloomily. ‘And you know what it is when mothers get together. You never know what they will make you do.’

‘Well, let’s ask her to put off the club party till after the Christmas holidays,’ said Janet. ‘After all, we do have a lot of parties and things to go to.’

So, to their mother’s surprise, they said please could they wait till after the holidays before they gave a party for the club? She nodded her head at once. ‘Just as you like, dears,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind when you have it!’

It snowed in the New Year, and Peter and Janet and Scamper were delighted. ‘Lovely!’ said Janet, looking out of the window at the great smooth layer of whiteness covering the farm fields. ‘Lovely! We can go tobogganing soon. Scamper, do you hear that? Do you remember how we took you tobogganing once and you fell over and rolled all the way down the hill in the snow, collecting it round you as you went, ending up as an enormous snowball?’

‘Wuff!’ said Scamper, wagging his tail. He ran to the door and pawed at it. Janet was just about to turn away from the window when she saw someone coming up the path that led to the kitchen door.

‘Hallo – here’s Matt the shepherd,’ she said. ‘He looks pretty grim. I wonder what’s happened? I hope there’s nothing wrong with Dad’s sheep, out on the snowy hills.’

Mother popped her head round the door. ‘Matt the shepherd wants a word with your father,’ she said. ‘Find him for me, will you?’

‘He’s up in one of the attics, looking for something,’ said Janet, and raced upstairs. ‘Dad! Dad, old Matt wants you. He’s at the kitchen door.’

‘Now what does he want?’ said her father. ‘I only saw him yesterday, up on the hills. I’ll be down in a minute, tell him.’

Janet ran downstairs and along the stone passage to the kitchen door. Matt was still standing there, his face looking very grim indeed. He didn’t even smile when he saw Janet, though he was very fond of her.

‘Matt! Dad’s coming,’ said Janet. ‘Matt, where’s Shadow, your old sheepdog? Have you left him to guard the sheep? I do like him so!’

Matt didn’t say a word. Janet’s father came along then, and Matt touched his hat to him, looking rather anxious.

‘What is it, Matt?’ asked Janet’s father. ‘Nothing wrong, I hope?’

‘Yes, there is. Something very wrong,’ said Matt, and to Janet’s horror, she heard his voice trembling. ‘You know my old friend, Shadow – my dog – my fine old collie that’s won a mort of prizes? Well, he’s gone. Gone!’

‘Gone? What on earth do you mean?’ said Janet’s father. ‘Not dead, surely – he wasn’t more than five, was he?’

‘No. He’s been stolen. I’m sure of it, sir. Shadow would never go far from me, except when he was rounding up the sheep. He’s just gone, sir, gone! I’ve whistled and called till the sheep all thought I was mad and ran away from me – but Shadow didn’t come. I – I didn’t know what to do, so I came to you. I can’t do without that dog of mine. He’s like a brother to me, sir, not just a dog.’

Janet felt the tears come to her eyes. She looked round for Scamper. Ah, there he was, sitting at the end of the stone passage. How dreadful it would be to be without him. Poor Matt! No wonder he had walked a mile or two over the snow to tell her father about his dog.

Janet’s mother came to see what was the matter and soon the whole family, and Matt as well, were sitting in the living room, discussing Shadow the collie.

Matt was terribly upset and quite certain that his dog was stolen. ‘That dog of mine’s worth a whole lot of money!’ he said. ‘The prizes he wins! I could sell him for a hundred pounds, sir, but I wouldn’t take a thousand for him. No, that I wouldn’t. The times he’s sat all night beside me when I’ve been tending the sheep – the times when he’s run for miles to find a lost one and come back laughing all over his face! He could laugh, sir, that dog could. I never had a dog that was better company.’

They all let the old shepherd talk and talk. It seemed to help him – but at the end there was a deep silence. Matt twisted his hat round and round in his horny brown hands that could be so tender with the tiny, newborn lambs, and looked at Janet’s mother so mournfully that she felt she too would cry, just as Janet was doing!

‘Don’t you worry, Matt,’ said Janet’s father at last. ‘I’ll get straight on to the police. You’re quite certain he couldn’t have wandered away and lost himself?’

‘What! A hill-born collie that’s kept my sheep for years?’ said Matt, scornfully. ‘Best collie-dog I ever had too. Like a brother, he was. Sir – I must have him back. I’ll not stay on these hills without him. I’d fret too much.’

‘Right, Matt. You go back to your sheep, and I’ll telephone the police right away,’ said Janet’s father. ‘Don’t worry too much. Why – you may find old Shadow waiting up there for you!’

‘Well, sir, if I do – and dear knows I hope you’re right – I’ll stand at the top of the hill there and wave my old cloak,’ said Matt, and went slowly back to the kitchen door and away over the snow.

‘Oh, Mother!’ said Janet. ‘Will he get Shadow back again?’

‘I hope so,’ said her mother. ‘But if it’s a dog stealer at work, it may be very difficult.’

‘Mother – will Scamper be all right?’ said Peter, and a feeling of sudden dread went through him. ‘Mother, Scamper is valuable, isn’t he – a pedigree golden spaniel?’

‘Yes. Yes, he is,’ said his mother. ‘But I don’t think you need worry, dear – it would be very difficult to steal a dog living in a household, one who is under our eyes all the time. Shadow was always off and away over the hills for miles, you know. If anyone liked to tempt him with a bit of meat, he might take it, and be captured.’

‘I felt so sorry for old Matt,’ said Peter sadly. ‘Scamper – where are you? For goodness’ sake keep near us all day long – and you’d better be sure to sleep in my room at night too – and—’

‘Oh, come now – you really needn’t worry about Scamper,’ said his mother. ‘He would never go off with a stranger.’

‘Here comes Pam,’ said Janet, looking out of the window. ‘Gracious – she looks as miserable as old Matt. What can be the matter with her? Oh, I do hope she hasn’t bad news too!’

They heard Pam’s voice calling them. ‘Janet – Peter – something dreadful’s happened. Let me in quickly!’


CHAPTER SIX

WARNING – DOG-STEALER ABOUT!

PETER RACED to the front door and opened it. ‘What’s the matter, Pam? What’s happened?’

‘Oh, Peter – you know my Granny? You know her lovely poodle – the white one that always looks as if it has a coat of snow? Well, it’s been stolen! And, oh, Peter, I thought perhaps we could have a meeting about it, and see if the Secret Seven – I mean the Secret Six – can do anything to help? Granny’s so upset!’

‘Goodness gracious!’ said Peter, pulling Pam indoors. ‘We’ve only just heard that somebody has stolen our shepherd’s dog, Shadow! He was very valuable too. It must be the same thief. Quick – come and tell my father. He’s just going to telephone the police about Shadow.’

Pam went into the living room with Peter, still crying. She loved Snowy the poodle and had taken him for many a walk. Now he was gone! Would they ever get him back?

‘Daddy, wait a minute – don’t telephone the police yet. Another dog’s been stolen!’ said Peter, rushing up to his father. ‘Pam, tell my father about Snowy.’

Pam sobbed out all she knew. ‘My Granny let him out last night, about nine o’clock, as she always does – and when she called him, he didn’t come in! She called and whistled and then put on a coat to look for him. But all she saw was – was – boo-hoo-hoo – was …’

‘Was what?’ said Peter impatiently, imagining all kinds of dreadful things.

‘She saw footsteps in the snow in her garden,’ sniffed Pam. ‘Great big footprints, tramping all about. And Snowy’s neat little footprints were there too – and in one place the snow was all scuffed up, as if Snowy had been dragged along. Oh, Peter, can the Secret Seven do anything?’

‘You mean the Secret Six,’ said Peter. ‘Well, we’ll certainly call a meeting about it – and about our shepherd’s dog too. After all, we’ve solved quite a lot of mysteries. What a horrible fellow he must be!’

Peter’s father listened to all that Pam said, frowning. It did look as if there was some professional dog-stealing going on in their district! Two dogs stolen now – and both valuable ones!

‘I’ll tell the police about Snowy, as well as about Shadow,’ he said, and picked up the telephone receiver. In a few moments he was on to the police station. The three children heard him giving all the details to the police. Then they heard him say: ‘What! three more dogs stolen, besides these two, did you say? Well, what are you going to do about it? A dog isn’t just a dog, you know – it’s a friend of the family.’

He put down the receiver and turned to the listening children. ‘Three valuable dogs besides Shadow and Snowy have been stolen,’ he said. ‘And in every case, there have been these footprints in the snow – large prints. The police think they must belong to a tall, heavy fellow, who knows a great deal about dogs – or who has someone behind him who knows, and who tells him where to go.’

Tears were in Janet’s eyes. She was holding Scamper close to her, as if she were afraid he might be stolen at any minute! ‘Oh, Daddy – can we lock Scamper up in your room? I know he’ll be stolen too – he’s so beautiful and good and so valuable. He’s a pedigree dog, isn’t he?’

‘Yes – and he is worth a lot of money,’ said her father. ‘I think perhaps we had better guard him carefully till the thief is caught. There’s one thing – the thief will treat all the dogs well, because their value would go down, if they were ill or thin, and not worth selling.’

‘But – but Scamper would be miserable if someone took him away from us,’ said Peter. ‘He’d go thin at once, I know he would. And I don’t believe he’d eat a thing. What would happen to him then?’
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‘Let’s not worry about things before they happen,’ said his father. ‘Look after Scamper well, and don’t let him leave your side. He’s well trained – he’s not likely to go to any strangers at all. Now, I’m expecting the police at any moment – I have to take them up to Matt’s hut so that they can find out if the footprints in the snow there are the same as the others they have found.’
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