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CHAPTER 1

Sea and Sand

Jessie Alden stood at the door. “Oh, what a beautiful morning!” she said on that hot July day.

“You can say that again, Jessie,” added Benny Alden. He looked out at the blue ocean and white sand. There was not a cloud in the sky.

Violet and Henry came to the door and looked out, too. The sea gulls were sailing around a fishing boat, making a great noise.

“This is the funniest thing,” said Benny. “Here we are at Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy’s new trailer at the beach. A day or so ago we were at home without the least idea of going anywhere at all.”


Benny called it a trailer, but it really was a mobile home. The outside was painted Aunt Jane’s favorite color, blue, with white trim. Inside there was one bedroom for the two girls. Benny and his brother Henry had a double couch in the living room.

Best of all, the trailer was right on the beach. Behind it was a great space of beach grass. But in front, the Aldens could step down two steps right into the sand.

“Let’s eat breakfast on the sand, Jessie,” suggested Violet. “It won’t be much work if we all carry our own dishes.”

“I’m more than willing to carry mine,” Benny said. “I’ll carry them all if we can eat right away.”

Henry laughed. Benny was always hungry—at home, on a trip, in the mountains, at the beach. Benny didn’t change.

“Come on, Ben,” Henry said. “You and I will fold up this bed into a couch.”

“OK,” said Benny. “Then our bedroom will look like a living room. Magic!”

In the tiny kitchen, the two girls worked fast, for they were hungry, too.


“Aunt Jane left the things we like best,” said Jessie. “I’ll cook the bacon and eggs, Violet, and you make the toast.”

There were four trays. One was red, one was blue, one was green, and the last was violet. There was no doubt about the tray each of the Aldens would take. Jessie took the blue one, Benny took the red.

“The food is the same on every tray,” Violet said. “It makes no difference what color tray.”

“Oh, yes, it does, Violet,” Benny objected. “I have to have red. And Henry doesn’t care.”

Henry laughed. He really didn’t care. All he wanted was breakfast. Of course he knew that Violet should have the one that was her color.

The four Aldens sat down on the sand and began to eat their first meal at the seashore.

“I don’t understand people,” Violet said suddenly. She took a bite of bacon. “Everyone on this beach is sleeping. It’s the best part of the day. And nobody is awake to enjoy it except us and the fishermen.”

It was true. Not a person was on the beach for nearly a mile.


Benny sat cross-legged, drinking milk. He said, “I think we are the luckiest people in the world. Something is always happening to us. Right?”

“Yes,” agreed Jessie. “Things seem to happen all of a sudden, so that makes it more exciting. Of course Grandfather Alden thinks up a lot of things for us to do.”

“Not this time,” replied Benny. “We owe this to Uncle Andy. What a man! He is so restless and always going somewhere. Then he doesn’t stay very long. It’s lucky Aunt Jane can keep up with him and go whenever he wants to go.”

Henry said slowly, “I believe Aunt Jane thought Uncle Andy would be happy to stay here all summer. He loves to go fishing and clamming and sailing. She didn’t buy this beautiful mobile home for just two weeks.”

“Well, that’s Uncle Andy for you,” Violet said peacefully. “Just the minute he heard about that special African trip he had to get tickets and go. But it was lucky for us. We can stay here or not, just as we like.”

“Just turn the key and go home when we feel like it,” Benny agreed. “It’s lucky Henry has a car of his own now.”

Henry laughed. “Yes, and isn’t it good I picked out a car big enough for all of us?”

“That was a fine breakfast,” Benny said. “It won’t take long to clean up.” But nobody moved.

“Look down the beach,” said Henry.

Far in the distance, the Aldens saw an old man and a dog. The man was walking very slowly up the beach, with the dog at his side.

“A trained dog, I guess,” said Jessie. “He stays right beside his master. I think the old man has a cane.” The others thought so, too.
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The Aldens might have picked up their trays and gone inside. But they didn’t. They sat quietly, watching the old man and the dog. Once the man stopped in front of a large cottage. He seemed to rest on his cane, then to drag it along. The dog sat down near his master and waited.

“I wonder what in the world that man is doing,” said Benny. “He’s coming along again.”

“Just taking a walk, I guess,” said Jessie. “Everybody stops to pick up shells and pebbles. That’s what the man is probably doing.”

As the stranger came closer, the Aldens could see a ring on the end of the cane he carried. A box was fastened to the cane near the top.

Benny began to wonder if the old man was really just out for an early morning walk. Maybe other people were curious about him, too. That might be why he came out like this, early in the morning. How would the man feel about having the Aldens watch him? Benny thought about that.

At last the old man reached the Aldens. “Good day to you!” he said pleasantly. The minute he spoke, the Aldens knew he was an Englishman.


“Good morning,” the four Aldens replied together.

“Is your dog friendly?” asked Benny.

“Oh, yes, don’t be afraid of him. He’s just big, that’s all,” the man answered.

Henry and Benny both got to their feet.

“Hi, feller!” said Benny, holding out a finger. The dog licked Benny’s finger and then sniffed at his tray.

“Too bad,” Benny said. “The bacon’s all gone, boy.”

Jessie looked at the stranger very carefully. She liked him at once. He had kind eyes. His wrinkles were made by smiling. He was very brown from the sun. Jessie felt as if she had always known him.

The man looked back at Jessie and said, “I came by this trailer yesterday, and I thought a man and woman lived here. Now it seems to be four young people.”

Benny couldn’t help thinking to himself that this man knew everything that happened on the beach.

“You are right,” Jessie told him. “That was Aunt Jane and Uncle Andy Bean. This is their new mobile home. But they have gone on a trip, and we can stay here until they come back. It was a surprise to us, but that’s the way we like it.”

“Well, you will find this to be a beautiful beach,” said the old gentleman. “My name is Daniel Lee. I walk up the beach every morning before anyone is awake. That makes a two-mile hike. It is the best part of the day.”

“That’s exactly what we just said,” Benny exclaimed. “We said people were funny. They sleep through the best part of the day. You see, we are the only people awake on the beach, except for you and your dog.”

Henry said, “I’m Henry Alden. And the one who is talking is Benny. And these are our sisters, Jessie and Violet Alden.”

“Alden? Alden?” murmured their visitor. “Haven’t I heard that name? It sounds familiar. A fine manufacturer of plastics?”

“That’s our grandfather,” Jessie said.

“Good,” nodded Mr. Lee. “I hope that you will have a pleasant time in your trailer. And good day to you!”


He went off at once, with the big dog at his side.

Benny thought, “No one could do that man any harm as long as his dog is with him.”

The Aldens watched Mr. Lee as he seemed to rest on his cane and then drag it over the sand.

“I never saw a cane like that, did you, Henry?” Benny asked.

“Mr. Lee doesn’t really use it to help him as he walks,” Violet said. “What can it be?”

“I don’t know,” replied Henry. “There’s your mystery for our first morning, Ben.”

“All right,” Benny said with a laugh. “I’ll find out what it is. You just wait!”

Jessie asked, “How will you do that?”

“I’ll ask him,” Benny replied simply. “That’s the way to find out what you want to know. Go to headquarters. That’s what Grandfather does.”

Henry laughed. He said, “You are more like Grandfather Alden every day, Ben. I only hope Mr. Lee will answer your question, because we all want to know.”



CHAPTER 2

Benny Hunts for Treasure

At last Jessie said, “Let’s do the dishes and go for a swim.”

Violet stood up on the sand and took her tray. She said, “You know, I can’t seem to forget Mr. Lee. He seems so interesting. And he comes past here every day with his dog, he says. We’ll see a lot of him. Henry, what do you think he had in his hand? I saw a dial with a pointer. It was part of the box fastened near the top of the handle.”

Benny had an idea. “Is it some sort of Geiger counter?” he asked.


“No,” said Henry decidedly. “Don’t you remember the man at the uranium mine out at Aunt Jane’s ranch? He was looking for uranium with a Geiger counter. There isn’t any uranium on the beach, that’s sure. This was something quite different.”

Benny said, “I’ll just have to ask Mr. Lee.”

The Aldens all went in with their trays.

“Don’t we have to go grocery shopping, Jessie?” Violet asked as she dried the spoons.

“Yes, we do,” agreed Jessie. “I have looked through the refrigerator and shelves. There are one or two things we need. Milk for one thing. Ours is almost gone.”

“We can’t go swimming too soon after eating, anyway,” Benny said. “We can do our shopping in town and then swim when we get back. It’s only a quarter of a mile to town.”

“It’s early for an adventure in town,” Henry said. But he was ready to go, too.

The Aldens put on sandals and locked the door. There stood Henry’s blue car. They all climbed in, and off they went.

They did not really need the car. Beachwood was very small, and there was just one long street. Henry drove slowly along Main Street. First came the stores, then houses began to appear on both sides. There was one big brick house with three stories and a few new houses, each with only one story.

Nothing seemed unusual until Benny said, “Oh, look at that house. It is almost a castle.”

“Isn’t it huge!” said Jessie. “It looks empty to me. There are no curtains in the windows at the front, even in the towers.”

Henry slowed down. He said, “I wonder who built a house like that in this small town? It must have looked old-fashioned even when it was new.”

Benny said, “It must have been somebody with a lot of money. Look at those towers! One, two, three, four, five towers. Nobody would buy a house like that nowadays.”

“It has a sad look,” Violet said. “All the new little houses look so different—like any village houses.”

Henry drove very slowly down the whole of Main Street and back again. The Tower House, as all the Aldens called it, was the only house of its kind in town. There was the library, the schoolhouse, the drugstore, the fire station, and the town hall. But even the town hall was smaller than the house with the towers.

“I wonder if there are stories about that house?” Benny said as he looked back at it. “I should think the people of Beachwood would make up stories about it. I could myself. Couldn’t you, Violet?”

“Yes, I could,” agreed Violet, smiling. “It would be about a fairy princess held prisoner in one of the towers until she grew to be an old woman.”

“We’d better keep our ears open, anyway,” Benny said. “I’m sure there is something mysterious about that place.”

“Let’s do our shopping,” Jessie suggested.

“I’m ready for a swim,” Henry added.

At the supermarket, the girls bought bread, milk, bacon, hamburger, frankfurters, and a big box of dry mashed potatoes. When Henry started to pay for the groceries, he was surprised to find a small box of tea and a jar of dry coffee.

Jessie explained, “I thought we might have company sometime who might like tea or coffee. It’s good to have some for times like that.”


Violet, Benny, and Henry knew Jessie was thinking of the old gentleman, Mr. Lee. But they didn’t say so to Jessie.

Henry drove back to the beach. The groceries were soon put away.

By the time the Aldens stepped down onto the sand, the beach was full of people. They could see different colors of swimsuits far up and down the beach. Some people were in the water and some were lying on the beach to get a tan. Children were screaming just for the fun of it.

The Aldens joined the swimmers and spent the rest of the morning in the cool salt water.

That evening, Benny thought about walking over toward Beachwood. Would there be any lights in the old house with the five towers? Maybe he was trying too hard to find a mystery.

The next morning, early, Benny found someone had set up a chair on the beach. He smiled when he found a tray all set with a teacup, a few strips of bread and butter on a small plate, and a fat black teapot. Already, it seemed, Mr. Lee was part of the beach family.


The Aldens waited. They were not disappointed. As they finished breakfast on the sand, they saw Mr. Lee and his dog coming up the beach. Jessie ran into the kitchen to set the water boiling on the stove. She waited, however, to see whether Mr. Lee wanted tea or coffee.

As the old gentleman reached the Aldens, he saw the chair and smiled. “I wonder if this is for me?” he asked, sitting down and looking at the family.

“Yes, it is,” said Benny. “I suppose you have had breakfast?”

“Yes, I eat very early,” Mr. Lee replied. “I don’t sleep too well.”

Jessie called from the door, “Could you drink another cup of tea or coffee?”

“Yes, indeed. Tea, please. An Englishman can always drink a cup of hot tea.”

Jessie noticed the word “hot” so she made sure that the little teapot was hot before she poured in the boiling water. She carried the tray to the beach.

She said, “I read somewhere that the English like milk instead of cream in their tea.”

“That is correct, young lady,” said Mr. Lee. He drank the hot tea and ate all the bread and butter.

Benny watched him as he poured a second cup of tea. Benny wanted to ask Mr. Lee about the cane he carried. And Mr. Lee might know something about the Tower House, too. It was hard to know what to ask about first, and Benny wanted to be polite, too.

He said, “I can’t understand why anyone likes tea. It tastes so awful. And will you tell us—is your cane some kind of Geiger counter?”

Mr. Lee didn’t seem surprised at the question. “No,” he replied. “It is a metal-finder, which is quite different. Some people call it a treasure-finder, and that may be true. And now I will tell you a secret, although no one else knows it. But first I must tell you that hundreds of people come here in the summer. Some are rich and some are not, and I’m sorry to say a good many are not very careful.”

“About water safety?” asked Violet.

Mr. Lee smiled. “No, they are careful about that. But someone has a watch or piece of jewelry. Before swimming, he takes it off and leaves it on the beach.”

“I begin to see,” said Jessie, nodding.

“I’m sure you do. But just the same, it is surprising how many things are lost on the beach. The metal-finder gives you a buzz when it locates any metal object. When I hear that, I know there is something made of metal buried in the sand. My dog begins to dig. He does the hard work for me, and he knows when to stop. When the signal becomes loud enough, I dig with my fingers or a small tool.”

[image: img]

“Do you find many things?” asked Violet.

“Oh, yes. Last year I made quite a tidy sum of money. Of course I always ask people if they have lost anything. If it is something of value, I ask them to tell what it looks like. See that big cottage down the beach? I found a diamond ring once in front of that house. I was able to give it back to a pretty young woman who’d lost it.”

“I should think people would be grateful to you,” Jessie said.

“Yes, they are. Some want to give me a reward, but I never take one. If I cannot find the owner, I keep the find.”

Benny asked, “Do you do this for a living?”

“Ben!” interrupted Henry. “Don’t ask that. That is none of our business.”


Mr. Lee laughed. “I don’t mind telling Benny. I think I could make a living this way, but I don’t. This just gives me something to do. I am too old to go on with my regular work.”

No one asked Mr. Lee what his regular work had been. He drank the last of the tea and said, “I brought down a bracelet to show you. I found it just last week. I have cleaned off the sand.” He took it out of his pocket and handed it to Jessie.

She said, “I don’t know much about jewelry, but this looks like a good bracelet to me.”

“It’s beautiful,” Violet said.

“It is,” Mr. Lee agreed. “I should say it is worth quite a bit. So far I can’t find the owner. You see, people come to this beach from faraway places. They stay for a few days or a week, or sometimes just for a day. It is very hard to trace them.”

Benny suddenly remembered something he had heard Uncle Andy say. He winked at Mr. Lee and said, “You do your best. And that’s all an old horse can do. Uncle Andy says his grandfather said that.”

Mr. Lee laughed. “Thank you, Benny,” he said. “Now would you like to try the metal-finder?”


“Would I?” exclaimed Benny. “I might find a watch.”

“So you might,” agreed Mr. Lee. “And you might find nothing. Just drag the circle on the end of the rod over the sand. Slowly, slowly!”

Benny took the handle. Here was an adventure coming right to him.

Mr. Lee stepped out of the way.

“Don’t get too excited, Ben,” said Henry.

“I’m not excited at all,” said Benny. “See how cool I am?”

There was a small green box on the handle of the rod. It had a clock face with a needle that trembled. It also made a buzzing sound.

The big dog stood up. He didn’t understand why a strange boy was using his master’s rod.

“It’s all right, Richard,” Mr. Lee said to the dog. “Lie down again. This boy will do your digging.”

“Richard?” repeated Henry, laughing. “The dog’s name is Richard?”

“Yes, I named him for the man who bought the biggest diamond in the world. Sometimes I find diamond jewelry in the sand.”


Benny slowly dragged the metal-finder over the sand. They all watched him, and even Henry was excited. All at once the finder began to make a sound, louder and louder.

“You’ve found something, Benny,” Mr. Lee said calmly. “Do you want to dig with your hands?”

“Yes!” Benny answered. “I haven’t a shovel.”

Benny knelt down and began to dig the dry sand away from the spot. Violet went quietly into the trailer and came back with a large old spoon. Benny took it gladly. He could dig faster. The sound grew louder and louder.

“Don’t expect too much, Benny,” warned Mr. Lee. “You may only find an old tin can. The treasure-finder can’t tell the difference between junk and something valuable.”

Benny threw out spoonfuls of wet sand now, and the hole was quite a deep one.

Mr. Lee said, “If you find something solid, rub it between your fingers. Don’t get excited. It may be just a stone with iron ore in it.”

Benny sat back. He had something between his fingers.


“Well, here is something anyway,” he said. “It may be a stone, but I don’t think it is. It could be a quarter or maybe a gold piece. It’s round and flat.”

Benny rubbed off the sand. The thing in his hand was shiny, but it was no coin—not even a penny.

“Oh, no!” Benny said. “It’s just an old bottle cap.”

Jessie drew a long breath. “Mr. Lee warned us, Benny,” she said. “But it was fun to think it might be something important. Don’t be discouraged.”

“Right,” said Mr. Lee. “You have the idea now. Maybe it was a good thing not to find anything. If you had, you would always think it was easy. It takes a lot of patience. Some day you can try again.”

“Yes, I know,” said Benny. “Then I’ll find a twin bottle cap for this one.”

They all laughed.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Mr. Lee, getting up. “Thank you again for the tea.”

The Aldens watched him as he walked up the beach with Richard.

Benny said, “He seems like one of the family, doesn’t he?”


“And we’ve known him for only two days,” Jessie said.

“Interesting things happen to us, no matter where we go!” Benny exclaimed. “We must be magnetic.”

“And attract adventures,” Henry said with a laugh.

Benny looked down at the spoon he still held in his hand. It was covered with sand. “I’ll run down to the water and wash this off,” he said. “I’d rather wash dishes this way than in a kitchen.”

The other Aldens picked up the trays and went into their trailer house. Benny looked up and down the beach. Mr. Lee and Richard were already in the distance. No one else was to be seen in either direction.

“And yet,” Benny said to himself, “here are fresh-looking footprints right at the water’s edge. The tide washed the whole beach clean in the night. Now where did these footprints come from?”

Benny shook his head. Someone else must be up and out on the beach even earlier than Mr. Lee. Benny tried to guess whether the footprints had been made by a man or a woman. When he looked closely, he saw two sets of footprints.

“Funny,” Benny decided. “One set of footprints looks small, almost as if they belong to a boy. Now I wonder.”

Benny washed off the spoon. As he stood up, he decided not to tell Henry or the girls about the footprints, at least not yet. After all, they might be like his treasure hunting. They might not mean a thing, just the way his find was nothing but a bottle cap.

However, Benny planned to keep his eyes open for any early morning visitors to the beach.
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