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CHAPTER ONE

THE TRAVELLING THEATRE

IT WAS the first Secret Seven meeting of the school holidays and Barbara had some exciting news to share with the other members. As she raced down the garden towards the Secret Seven’s shed Peter, the head of the Society, appeared in the doorway, blocking her entrance. ‘What’s the password?’

‘There’s no time for that just now. I have some amazing news!’

Peter didn’t say anything. He just stood there with his arms folded.

‘You are so annoying about passwords, Peter. Do you know that?’ said Barbara, crossing her arms too and sighing. ‘Fine. It’s Scamper.’

Scamper barked and jumped up, knocking the biscuit Jack had in his hand on to the shed floor. Jack rushed to pick it up before Scamper could get it and shoved it into his mouth.

Colin made a face. ‘You didn’t even blow on that before you ate it!’

Jack shrugged and kept on chewing.

‘I think we need to change the password,’ said Janet. ‘Scamper gets too excited every time he hears it.’

Just then Pam rushed into the shed to join her friends, shouting, ‘SCAMPER! Sorry I’m late.’

Scamper gave a loud bark.

‘Don’t yell it, Pam!’ said Peter. ‘It’s supposed to be a secret password.’ He shut the door and took out the official Secret Seven Society notebook. ‘Now that everyone’s here, let’s get started,’ he said. ‘I think Janet’s right about the password. Any suggestions for a new one?’

‘Wait! First let me tell you my news,’ said Barbara. ‘They’re here!’ Everyone looked at her blankly and she rolled her eyes. ‘The travelling actor people I told you about last week? I saw their van drive past just now. They’re on their way to the old theatre in town to set up their show! It’s for one week only – and my mum says they’re looking for local people to appear as extras in the play. They’re holding auditions today. Let’s go!’

Pam jumped up. ‘Can we? I want to go.’

Peter looked annoyed. ‘What about the meeting? You just got here and now you want to leave! And you were both late!’

‘What’s the play about?’ asked Janet, ignoring her brother. Peter had been in a bad mood all morning and Janet was sure it was because he’d been given the smallest crumpet at breakfast.

‘No idea,’ said Barbara. ‘But I hope it’s got vampires and witches and werewolves in it.’

Jack laughed. ‘Doubt it! It’s probably one of those ones where they all wear big dresses and cry loads. It’ll be boring.’

Barbara pointed her finger at Jack. ‘I bet it’s not boring. My mum said that it’s a professional theatre company and they usually only go to the big cities.’

‘So why are they coming to our village?’ asked Jack. ‘I didn’t even know we had a theatre!’

‘Exactly!’ said Barbara. ‘That’s why they’re coming. That old building with the boarded-up windows in town used to be a theatre. And my mum says that someone’s bought it and fixed it up inside and that they’ve convinced the theatre company to visit our village as part of the grand reopening! I’m definitely going to audition. Anyone else coming?’

Everyone looked at Peter.

‘Fine,’ said Peter, closing his notebook with a loud THUMP. ‘I guess all this important meeting stuff will just have to wait until the next one.’

Janet smiled. She knew that there was no way her brother would let everyone leave if there had been anything really important to tell them. ‘Peter, are you coming?’ she asked.

‘Maybe,’ he said, huffily. ‘I need to clear up the snacks first.’

‘Let me help you with that,’ said Jack, stuffing two biscuits into his mouth and putting the rest into his pockets.

Janet grabbed her brother’s hand and pulled him towards the door. But then all of a sudden Barbara said, ‘Wait. There’s something else I should probably tell you.’ Barbara’s face had gone serious and she wasn’t blinking. She put her hand on her chest and took a deep breath.

‘Oh, no,’ said Pam. ‘It’s bad, isn’t it? What is it, Barbara? Is it your heart? Tell us. TELL US!’

Barbara’s eyes went even wider. ‘Yes, Pam,’ she said. ‘It’s bad. But it’s not my heart.’

‘Whose heart is it then?’ asked Pam.

‘It’s not anyone’s heart,’ said Barbara. ‘It’s a ghost.’


CHAPTER TWO

THE GHOST

EVERYONE LOOKED a bit shocked. Except for George. He didn’t look like anything because he’d run right out of the shed door the second he’d heard about the ghost.

‘I’ll go,’ said Peter. He was the best at calming George down when he got scared of things like ghosts or cats or Barbara’s gran.

‘What ghost?’ said Colin.

Pam grabbed Janet’s hand and gripped tightly.

Barbara took a deep breath. ‘OK, so I don’t want to worry anyone or anything – and I still really want to go to the theatre and audition to be in the play – but there’s a bit of a problem.’

Everyone stared at Barbara.

‘After my mum told me about the reopening of the theatre she thought I went upstairs, but I didn’t. I went into the kitchen to see if there was any cake left because I was still hungry because we’d had fish for tea and I’d left most of mine because it was a bit too fishy and it had weird black bits on it that Mum said was pepper, but it didn’t taste like pepper, it tasted like—’

‘BARBARA!’ everyone yelled.

‘Right. Sorry,’ said Barbara. ‘So anyway, that’s when I heard my mum speaking to my gran about the theatre. She asked my gran how old the theatre is, and my gran said that it’s really old and is known to be haunted. Then she told my mum that she’d heard stories about strange noises coming from there at night and that there was no way she was stepping foot inside it because she didn’t want to be haunted.’

Janet gasped and pulled her hand away from Pam.

‘Sorry for squeezing so tight,’ said Pam. ‘It’s just a bit scary!’

Janet smiled. ‘It’s OK,’ she said. She knew Pam got frightened easily. But she didn’t give her hand back to Pam in case she squeezed it again.

‘Is that it?’ asked Jack. ‘Is that all she said? That doesn’t mean there’s really a ghost! She was probably just trying to be funny!’

Barbara shook her head. ‘No. She wasn’t. My gran doesn’t know how to be funny. She’s super-serious about everything all the time.’

‘She’s right,’ said George. Everyone turned round to see George in the doorway. ‘Barbara’s gran is definitely not funny. She’s terrifying!’

‘Are you OK?’ asked Janet. ‘You look a bit pale.’

‘I’m fine,’ said George. But no one believed that because his hands were shaking.

‘Where’s Peter?’ asked Janet.

‘He’s gone to get me a cup of tea from the house,’ said George. ‘But I don’t even need it. I’m fine.’

Janet gave Barbara a look and hoped that Barbara knew that meant she shouldn’t say anything else about the ghost just now.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Peter, appearing with a cup of tea for George.

‘Nothing,’ said Barbara. ‘And there’s no time for tea.’ She took the cup from Peter and placed it down on the desk. ‘Auditions start at twelve. Let’s go!’

When the Secret Seven arrived at the old theatre they saw other people heading inside for the auditions. Barbara wanted to be first to try out. She threw her bike to the ground and ran in.

‘Wait for me!’ yelled Pam, running after her.

The rest of the Seven propped their bikes up against the wall of the theatre and looked at George. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not staying with the bikes. I want to audition too.’

Everyone was shocked. George usually always wanted to stay with the bikes, especially when they were going somewhere scary. ‘I told you before, I’m fine. I’m not even that frightened of ghosts any more. That’s not why I ran out of the shed. I … er … I just needed the toilet, that’s all.’

Peter nodded his head, even though he knew George hadn’t gone to the toilet. He’d found George sitting under the big tree, taking deep breaths.

‘Well, hello there!’ said a familiar voice. Janet turned to see Mrs Bagnell walking towards them with a huge silver case.

Janet smiled. She really liked Mrs Bagnell, who lived in the village and was a friend of the Secret Seven. She used to work in Hollywood making masks and props for horror movies and had even helped them to disguise Pam and Barbara as old women during their last Secret Seven investigation!

Colin rushed to help Mrs Bagnell with her case. ‘Wow. That’s heavy!’ he said.

‘It’s all my very best stage make-up,’ said Mrs Bagnell, proudly. ‘It’s quite the collection.’

‘Are you going to do the make-up for this play?’ asked Janet.

‘I am,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘I actually used to work with this theatre company a long time ago. They’ve got their own make-up artist of course, but the poor dear took ill yesterday. So I offered to step in and help out. This grand reopening is all very exciting, isn’t it? I love this old place. I worked here for a few months before it closed when I first moved to the village.’

‘Do you need any help with the make-up?’ asked Janet, excitedly. She’d helped Mrs Bagnell do the make-up for their school play last year and she’d loved every minute of it.

‘I was just about to ask if you’d like to help,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘But are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to be onstage? I assume that’s why you’re all here? Or perhaps you’re on official Secret Seven business?’

‘No, we’re not on official business,’ said Janet. ‘I’d love to help you with the stage make-up.’

‘Wonderful!’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘Would anyone else like to help?’

‘Will you be making monster masks again?’ asked Jack.

Mrs Bagnell laughed. ‘No, not this time,’ she said.

Jack looked disappointed. ‘I knew this was going to be a boring old play in a boring old theatre,’ he said.

‘Jack!’ said Janet. ‘Don’t be so rude.’

‘What?’ said Jack. ‘I’m just saying that this place looks really dull, that’s all. I’d rather be back in the shed getting on with our next adventure.’

Mrs Bagnell raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh. You think so, do you? Well, why don’t you follow me and see just how boring this old place is for yourself?’

They all headed up the front steps and inside the theatre. ‘Oh, I just love that smell!’ said Mrs Bagnell, breathing in the air of the foyer. Janet liked it too. It smelt like popcorn and old wood and it reminded her of Christmas.

‘OK, follow me,’ said Mrs Bagnell, leading them away from the people who were making their way towards the auditions.

‘Um. I think the auditorium is this way, Mrs Bagnell,’ said Peter, pointing to a large set of red doors.

‘Trust me,’ said Mrs Bagnell with a little smile on her face.

So everyone followed her through a narrow door that led to a long, dimly lit corridor.

Jack pointed up at the walls as they passed through. They were covered in old posters. ‘Look how old these are,’ he said. ‘This one’s advertising a show starting in July 1925!’

George looked up at the faded poster and swallowed. ‘Um, how old is this theatre exactly, Mrs Bagnell?’ he asked.



‘Oh, I think it’s been here since the 1850s,’ she said.

George gulped and everyone knew it was because he was thinking about the ghost thing again.

Colin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The strip light above their heads kept flickering on and off and the corridor seemed to go on for ever. And, even though he was sure he was imagining it, it seemed like it was getting narrower and narrower the further they walked down it.

Peter smiled at George and patted his shoulder. He knew George didn’t like the dark.

Eventually Mrs Bagnell stopped. ‘It’s here somewhere,’ she said as she pressed the palms of her hands against the corridor wall. Then all of a sudden there was a loud creak and the wall began to move. ‘There we go.’
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Colin gasped. ‘A secret door! Where does it lead?’

Mrs Bagnell smiled. ‘Well, you’ll just have to come in and find out. Mind your heads,’ she said. And then she ducked down and disappeared into the darkness.


CHAPTER THREE

THROUGH THE SECRET DOOR

ONE BY one the children followed Mrs Bagnell until everyone was inside a small, musty-smelling room. Mrs Bagnell switched on a lamp in the corner of the room and they looked around. There were more ancient posters hanging off the walls and piles of old show programmes stacked next to a dirty fireplace that had a vase of dead flowers on its mantelpiece. Mrs Bagnell shut the little door behind them.

Colin set the make-up case down on a dusty dressing table. ‘Look!’ he said, inspecting the closed door. ‘You can’t even see that it’s a door. There’s no handle. It just sort of blends into the wallpaper! It is a secret door, isn’t it? And that’s the normal door that leads backstage, over there!’

‘You’re quite right,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘This theatre is full of quirky things like that. When it was redecorated all the money must have been spent on the auditorium and the parts of the theatre that are on show to the public – virtually nothing has changed backstage. Anyway, I’m pleased this secret room still exists …’

‘Is this the dressing room?’ asked Pam. ‘It’s quite small.’

‘It’s one of them, yes,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘One of the old, forgotten ones.’

The children watched as Mrs Bagnell started fiddling with a switch near the floor. Suddenly the light bulbs surrounding the mirror came on brightly and buzzed loudly. ‘Good as new!’ said Mrs Bagnell, beaming, as she began to unpack her things. ‘They have bigger dressing rooms upstairs, but I like this one. It’s got character.’

George couldn’t wait any longer. He had to ask. ‘Mrs Bagnell, is it haunted here?’

Mrs Bagnell laughed. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘But I’ll keep my eye out for you.’

Colin couldn’t stop staring at the secret door. ‘Can you show me how to open it from the inside?’ he asked.

‘Hmmm,’ said Mrs Bagnell as she began to unpack her things. ‘I could. But I don’t want you running up and down that corridor. I’m not entirely sure there aren’t a few rats out there!’ Janet waited for the screaming to start. But it didn’t. Then she remembered that Pam and Barbara were already at the audition.

Just then a little bell in the corner began to ring.

George jumped. ‘What’s that?’

‘Calm down, dear. It’s just a bell. It’s to tell us we’re needed upstairs,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘Let’s go.’

‘I thought no one knew we were here?’ asked Janet.

‘They don’t,’ said Mrs Bagnell. ‘But every dressing room has one. They’re all connected.’ The bell rang again, and Mrs Bagnell rushed everyone out of the dressing room through the normal door and up a set of narrow wooden stairs. ‘Watch your step!’ she yelled from the top. ‘There’re a few pieces missing.’
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