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  A Strange Presence • 1


  


  TRIXIE BELDEN FLUNG her spade to the ground with a loud groan.


  As of three o’clock, her Sunday was offering about as much excitement and mystery as a punctured balloon. It was bad enough that she and her best friend, Honey Wheeler, were spending the day helping Mrs. Belden with an endless number of late-fall chores in the garden. At least Trixie could sympathize with how frantically busy her mother was. And with Honey to help, even the backbreaking task of working leaves and plant debris into the soil was going as well as could be expected.


  What was harder for Trixie to tolerate was the weather. It was turning uglier and uglier as they worked, which meant that she and Honey would be unable to ride the Wheeler horses later, as they had planned.


  ”Between my baking yak and those clunder-thouds,” said Trixie, ”I definitely think it’s time we took a break.”


  Honey straightened up and put her hands on her blue-jeaned hips. ”Taking a break’s the best idea you’ve had all day,” she said finally. ”But what in heaven’s name was that other thing you said?”


  ”I guess I’ve been talking to Mart and Bobby too much lately,” giggled Trixie, running the cleaner of her two hands through her mop of unruly blond curls.


  Mart was one of Trixie’s two older brothers, her ”almost-twin,” who loved to entertain and confound people by using big words, small words, or indeed any kind of words he could think of. Bobby was Trixie’s younger brother, six years old and always attentive to what the ”big kids” told him. Sometimes Bobby was a little too attentive.


  ”Ever since Mart amused Bobby one afternoon with those things—you know, where you mix up the initial sounds of words—spoonerisms, I think they’re called... well, Bobby’s been fracturing them left and right.” Trixie sat down and smiled wryly. ”He’s driving everyone crazy, in fact. He’s even getting on Brian’s nerves, and that takes some doing.”


  Brian, Trixie’s oldest brother, was the most level-headed and even-tempered of the four Belden children. All the Beldens agreed that he was going to make a perfect doctor. Steady and serious, he had been making plans for a medical career for as long as anyone could remember. His parents encouraged him in his efforts, just as they encouraged all their children. The home life of the Belden family was usually very happy. They enjoyed a quiet but comfortable life at Crabapple Farm, near the east bank of the beautiful Hudson River in New York.


  Honey lived in nearby Manor House, a more luxurious and stately home than Trixie’s. Somehow she felt almost as comfortable at Crabapple Farm as did Trixie. She spent plenty of time there and didn’t even mind giving up part of her Sunday to help Trixie with her chores. She was very fond of Brian, too.


  ”No one has steadier nerves than Brian,” Honey agreed. ”And if he were here, I’m sure he’d know just the perfect cure for your baking yak, by which, I assume, you mean your aching back?”


  Trixie nodded, and Honey added, ”I could massage your neck for you, if you’d like. My mother finds that soothing.”


  Trixie couldn’t conceive of Honey’s picture-perfect mother doing the kind of drudgery that would warrant a massage, but she accepted Honey’s offer with enthusiasm. ”Honey, you’re a peach!” she squealed as Honey knelt behind her.


  ”Better make that ’tomato,’ ” said Honey, kneading Trixie’s neck muscles with one hand and waving the other at a bushel of tomatoes. ”Speaking of which, shouldn’t we take those inside so your mom can finish up with this year’s canning?”


  ”Just a few more minutes with Miss Wheeler’s Health Spa for Overworked Teen-agers,” Trixie begged. ”I’ll even entertain you with some more spoonerisms—let’s see, I guess you figured out that clunderthouds is really thunderclouds, and jeepers, aren’t they getting fierce? Then there’s flutterby for butterfly, and sea poup for pea soup. I like nosy little cook for cosy little nook, and my personal favorite is oderarmdeunderant for underarm—”


  ”You’re starting to sound like Mart,” warned Honey, giggling in spite of herself. She stopped her massage and took up her spade. ”Listen, Trix, let’s get this digging over with. This storm is going to break any minute, and it looks like it’s going to be a dandy. If you think this is hard work, wait till you try digging in the mud.”


  Trixie looked at the black clouds scudding across the sullen sky and felt a chill in the October air. ”Oh, woe,” she said, scrambling to her feet. ”Why must I have such a sensible person for my best friend?” She attacked a dead bean plant with renewed vigor and commented, ”Now I know what a gravedigger must feel like! You’re right, the storm is going to be a dilly. I heard on the radio this morning that New York might get hit with the tail end of Hurricane Bob. So I guess we can kiss Lady and Susie good-bye for this afternoon.” Lady and Susie were the Wheelers’ two mares that the girls usually rode.


  ”Bob?” snorted Honey. ”What are you talking about? Hurricanes are named after girls, as unfair as that is. You must have Bob-Whites on the brain, Trix.”


  Trixie and Honey belonged to the Bob-Whites of the Glen, a semisecret club with five other members: Brian; Mart; Jim Frayne, Honey’s adoptive brother; Diana Lynch, who lived on a magnificent estate nearby; and Dan Mangan, nephew of Regan, the Wheelers’ groom. The seven all lived farther than most of their classmates did from the school in Sleepyside-on-the-Hudson. Instead of joining in a lot of after-school activities, they spent many hours together, having adventures and working for worthy causes. Some of the happiest of those hours had been spent in fixing up the old gatehouse on the Wheeler estate to be their clubhouse.


  ”Well, I am always thinking about the Bob-Whites,” Trixie said, ”but that’s got nothing to do with the hurricane. Haven’t you heard that they’re using both men’s and women’s names now? They’ve got David and John now, as well as Amelia and Greta. About time, too! Men can be just as blustery and tempesti—tempesto—stormy as women!”


  ”Are you sure about that?” asked a new voice.


  Trixie and Honey whirled around to see Dan Mangan loping across the garden toward them. Dan was thin and quiet, with long black hair and sideburns. There was a time when the thought of him coming up behind them would have made Trixie and Honey slightly nervous. That was before they had got to know him well enough to realize that his past associations with a New York City street gang were long over with. Dan’s present ambition was to be a policeman. Trixie and Honey were in agreement that he was going to make an excellent one.


  Dan’s dark face was lighted by a grin. ”I mean, I don’t know too many people who remind me more of a hurricane-than tempestuous Trixie Belden,” he said teasingly.


  Trixie wrinkled her freckled nose at him. ”That’s just because you have to be assertive to become a good detective,” she said. ”Right, Honey?”


  That was Trixie’s ambition, and Honey’s, too —to own and operate the Belden-Wheeler Detective Agency after they graduated from college. In the meantime, there were a growing number of mysteries that the two girls had fallen into somehow—and solved somehow. Trixie was more quick-tempered and impetuous than Honey, who tended to hang back until she was really sure of her ground. Honey’s caution provided a balance to Trixie’s forcefulness, just as her tall, slim figure and long golden hair provided a contrast to Trixie’s strong, sturdy figure and short sandy curls.


  ”Right, Trix,” laughed Honey. ”And if we ever run out of mysteries to solve, we can tackle a few hurricanes on the side!”


  ”We’ll never run out of mysteries,” Trixie said confidently. ”We have one right here—I can hear the spooky background music now....


  What was Dan Mangan doing at Crabapple Farm on the afternoon of Hurricane Bob, when everyone thought he was helping Regan with the horses at Manor House...?”


  ”That’s easy,” said Dan matter-of-factly. ”The horses have disappeared into the hurricane.”


  ”What?” the girls gasped.


  ”Just going along with Trixie’s little mystery,” Dan said innocently. ”Actually, Regan sent me over—I’m supposed to tell you that the ride you planned is off because of the weather forecast.”


  ”We know, we know,” Trixie sighed. ”But since you’re here, Dan, wouldn’t you like to help out with a little garden work? Why, Honey and I are having such a good time at it, we can hardly stand it.”


  Dan looked at his watch. ”I suppose I could help for a while. I’ll have to get back to Regan soon, though. He has a lot of things to take care of before the storm.” He glanced around at the garden. ”But then, I see you do, too. Oh, well, I drove the Bob-White station wagon over, so I should make it back in plenty of time. What do you want me to do?”


  Dan took over the digging, while Honey gathered stakes and wire fences to take to the shed and Trixie set about picking the last of the crab apples from the orchard.


  Hardly a few minutes had passed before Dan paused to ask, ”Shouldn’t Brian or Mart be out here helping? Where are they, anyway?”


  ”Don’t worry,” said Trixie. ”Mart’s doing his duty—helping Moms in the kitchen. Probably so he can nab more to eat. And Brian’s off somewhere with Loyola.”


  ”Who?” asked Dan.


  Trixie plopped down on the ground, heedless of the blackening sky and glad of an excuse to talk instead of work. ”Loyola Kevins,” she said. ”You must know her. She’s in the same chemistry class as you and Brian. She’s that short black girl with steel-rimmed glasses. Very skinny, and really smart, too. Brian thought it was a lucky break that they got to be lab partners. They’ve been down at the river every chance they could get for the past couple of weeks.”


  ”Now I know who she is,” said Dan. ”Brian told me they were collecting water samples for some ecological survey—for their semester project. Loyola’s supposed to be especially interested in the Hudson.”


  ”Well, between her brains and Brain’s Brian’s —I mean, Brian’s brains—they’ll probably win a Pulitzer Prize and be admitted to med school by next semester,” Trixie said.


  ”I know her, too,” said Honey, coming back from the garden shed. ”She lent a book to me for one of my classes last year.”


  Trixie nodded. ”Brian thinks she’s really nice. He told me she usually packs a lunch when they go to the river on the weekends, and she throws in extra stuff for him. She makes a Waldorf salad that’s out of this world, and she doesn’t even like it, but she knows he does and so she brings some for him.”


  ”She does sound nice,” said Honey. Then she frowned. ”They’re not on the river bluff just off the game preserve, are they? The county engineers are having a terrible time stopping the erosion there. It’s practically a sheer drop down the cliff into the river. Trixie, I’ve never forgotten the day you climbed down that cliff to rescue Jim’s cousin, Juliana. My hair nearly turned white that day!”


  ”I think Trixie was the last person with guts enough to try that routine, Honey,” said Dan, ”especially after your dad had that guard fence put up around the dangerous section and plastered it with red ’Keep Out’ signs. Brian wouldn’t be dumb enough to go past that fence.” Dan lived and worked with Mr. Maypenny, the keeper of the Wheeler game preserve, and he was acquainted with every one of its three hundred heavily wooded acres.


  ”The last time Brian went near those dangerous bluffs,” Trixie assured Honey, ”was the day that he had to struggle to get me and Juliana up that cliff. So he’s not likely to forget that day, either! No, he said something this morning about meeting Loyola at Killifish Point.”


  ”That’s not even on the game preserve, is it?” Dan asked.


  Trixie shook her head. ”It’s actually part of Sleepyside, I think. It’s on the northern outskirts of town. Brian says the cliffs are lower there. There’re plenty of trails down to the river. It’s supposed to be quiet and private—really beautiful, too—so they’ve been getting a lot of solid work done.”


  ”I’ll say it’s private,” said Honey. ”I don’t think I’ve ever even been there. It sounds like a safe place to work, though.”


  As the three friends were talking, Dan and Honey had joined Trixie on the ground, Honey sitting with her legs folded under her and Dan stretched out with his chin in his hands. Suddenly, over the whistling of the wind came the sound of Mrs. Belden’s voice, and all three—even Dan —looked up with guilty expressions.


  ”I’m worried about Brian,” she called as she came closer. Slim and pretty, Helen Belden looked as if she had had one hour too many in a bustling kitchen. With the back of her hand, she brushed the blond curls away from her face in a nervous gesture.


  ”Whew,” said Trixie. ”I was afraid you were going to ask why the three of us were having a party while the rest of you were doing all the work.”


  Mrs. Belden glanced quickly around the tidy garden area and looked momentarily pleased. ”Oh, you’ve done a fine job. Trixie, your powers of persuasion must be wonderful,” she added, smiling at Honey and Dan. ”No, it’s Brian I’m concerned about. He said he was going to be home a half an hour ago, and I think he dashed out of here this morning without hearing any of the weather reports about the hurricane.” She studied the sky worriedly. ”I’m sure he and Loyola would have sense enough not to be out when the weather looks this frightful, but…”


  ”Don’t worry, Moms,” Trixie said. ”Honey and I’ll be glad to go hunt them up, won’t we?”


  ”Of course,” Honey said warmly. ”We’d better hurry, though.”


  ”Just in case it starts to rain, I’d better run you over in the station wagon,” offered Dan.


  ”That’s about how I feel,” Trixie put in. ”Like I’ve been run over!”


  ”Thank you, Dan,” Mrs. Belden said, heading back toward the house. ”I’d go with you myself, but someone’s got to see that Trixie’s father and brothers don’t eat all the vegetables before they have a chance to be canned! Be sure to get back here as soon as possible—they’re forecasting the fiercest storm we’ve had all year.”


  As he and the girls hurried to put the tools away in the shed, Dan chuckled, ”I hope she was talking about canning food, Trixie, and not your family.”


  ”I wouldn’t blame her if she felt like canning the whole lot of us about now,” Trixie said cheerfully. ”It seems like October’s always everyone’s busiest month of the year around here—all work and no play, if you know what I mean.”


  ”Quit complaining,” said Honey, giving Trixie a gentle push in the direction of the station wagon with BOB-WHITES OF THE GLEN lettered on the side. ”You do plenty of playing, and you know it.”


  ”Not to mention mystery-solving,” added Dan, climbing into the driver’s seat.


  ”That’s not always play,” Trixie protested. ”Anyway, who’s got time for a mystery in October? Not I!”


  The three kept up their friendly bantering all the while Dan was steering the car down the Beldens’ driveway, along Glen Road, and over to Killifish Road. Outwardly, Trixie was as lighthearted as the others, but she was worried. Brian was always dependable; it wasn’t like him to be late. She hoped he’was at least seeking shelter. The sight of the wind whipping the trees along the road was unnerving. She herself was glad to be under a roof, even a car roof. Every now and then, a drop of rain splattered violently against the windshield.


  Killifish Road ended a few hundred yards from the river. Dan stopped the car there and left the engine running.


  ”I know the spot where Brian and Loyola have been going lately,” Trixie said quickly. ”Why don’t I just run down and see if they’re there? If they’re not, I’ll come back to the car and we can start searching.”


  Trixie darted out into the wind, half wishing that Dan or Honey had volunteered to go down to the river in her place. The air was colder here by the water. Trixie scolded herself for not throwing on a second sweatshirt. Clutching her arms around herself, she stepped lightly over rocks and brambles, thankful that at least she had worn her sneakers.


  She reached the edge of the cliff without mishap and stood there a minute, fascinated with the sight of the mighty Hudson about to take its role in a hurricane. Then she headed down a path that looked more worn than the others. Looking more at the murky water than at the path, she nearly tripped over a patch of weeds and a protruding rock. Finally, she aimed around a bend in the path and all but toppled into Brian and Loyola.


  ”Trixie, what are you doing here?” asked Brian.


  ”Moms was worried—hi, Loyola—and Honey was over, and Dan said he would drive”— Trixie’s words came out in a rush—”and what are you doing here?”


  ”Oh, it’s all my fault,” said Loyola with an apologetic look toward Brian. ”Interesting chemicals and pollutants can show up when the river’s in an upheaval, like it is now, and—”


  ”I wanted to get those extra samples just as much as you did,” Brian interrupted, shifting the weight of the knapsack on his back. ”With the Sleepyside Conservation Committee already expressing an interest in the results of our project, I think we ought to do the best job we can.”


  ”Even if it means getting caught in a hurricane?” Trixie demanded. ”Come on, let’s get you two scholars up to the car.”


  Trixie motioned them to start up the path ahead of her. When they reached the top of the cliff, Brian and Loyola kept on walking toward the station wagon. Trixie, on a sudden impulse, lingered behind for one last look at the river.


  The normally placid Hudson had turned a sickly gray. Ripples sliced through areas of deceptive calm. Trixie stared at it for a long moment, awed by the thought of nature transforming a joy into a threat in such a short time. In a way, though, even a threatening Hudson was beautiful. The gusts of wind hitting her in the face and the rhythm of the waters pounding against the shore were oddly hypnotic.


  Something in the scene before her struck Trixie as being out of place. Nearly everything was in various shades of gray—the sky, the cliffs, the water. Even the trees lining the river were showing their gray sides instead of their autumn-colored sides. The grayness was what made a black triangle, cutting slowly through the murky water, stand out. What was it?... No, it couldn’t be that... it must be... what?


  Trixie squinted and used both hands to hold back her wildly blowing curls from her eyes. Standing as still as she could, she took a good long look and decided that her first impression had indeed been correct.


  ”Yipes!” she whispered. ”It is a fin! What in the world is a shark doing in the Hudson River?”


  


  


  Disturbed Dreams ● 2


  


  TRIXIE WAS TOO STARTLED to do more than stare disbelievingly at first. Menaces such as sharks were absolutely unheard of along the Hudson River, as far as she knew. Wait till I tell the Bob-Whites! she thought, retracing her steps toward the river to get a closer look.


  From behind her came the sound of a horn impatiently honking. Trixie recalled her mother’s warning to come right home, and reluctantly she turned toward the car.


  ”What took you so long?” Honey asked as Trixie slid in beside her. ”Don’t you remember what your mother said—”


  Trixie bobbed her head up and down. Sometimes, when she was excited, her words came out garbled. At the moment, she was so agitated that no words were coming out at all. Speechlessly she pointed toward the river. Instead of looking in that direction, the others stared at Trixie.


  ”A shark!” she exclaimed finally. ”I saw a shark in the Hudson! Well, a fin, actually, but fins don’t come without sharks attached—I mean, where there’s a fin there’s a shark. That is—oh, gosh, isn’t this awful?”


  The others continued to gaze at Trixie, Loyola politely, but the rest with a flicker of amusement. Dan turned his eyes back to the road and, it seemed to Trixie, pressed the accelerator a little harder.


  ”Don’t you believe me?” Trixie demanded. ”Should we?” countered Brian. ”Sounds pretty incredible to me. We’ve lived near the Hudson all our lives and never run into any sharks.”


  ”That’s why I’m so upset!” Trixie said. ”Gosh, think of all the swimming and boating.... Well, anyway, if you guys don’t believe me, just turn the car around, Dan, and I’ll prove it to all of you!”


  ”No way,” Dan said tensely. ”Sorry, Trix, but I think getting back safely is more important than the, uh, figments of your imagination.”


  ”The what?” sputtered Trixie.


  Before the fires of Trixie’s temper could be fanned any further, Honey said, ”Maybe what you saw was a wave. The wind was really whipping up the water—we could even see it from the car.”


  ”Then you must have seen the shark, too,” said Trixie.


  ”Stop jumping to conclusions,” Brian scolded. ”Obviously you’re the only one who saw whatever it was you saw.”


  Trixie started to slump down in the seat, then jerked herself upright. ”Loyola—Dan said you were especially interested in the Hudson. You must know more about it than we do. Couldn’t it have been a real shark that I saw?”


  ”For once you’ve reached a right conclusion,” Brian put in. ”Even Mrs. Cowles, our chemistry teacher, can’t believe how much Loyola knows about the river.”


  ”Oh, I’m just beginning to learn about the river,” said Loyola. ”If only the school could get more money from the Sleepyside Conservation Committee to establish a floating laboratory, that would allow me to do some real research.”


  ”Well, what do you think?” Trixie asked. ”About the shark, I mean?”


  Loyola shifted uncomfortably. ”All I can say is that sharks are marine animals—they’re generally found in salt water. And the Hudson along here is fresh water.”


  Trixie slouched down again, deep in thought.


  Dan breathed an exaggerated sigh of relief as he turned the corner into the Belden driveway. ”What timing! If we can get into the house before the storm unleashes itself on us, we’ll be lucky.”


  ”Good thing we weren’t in my jalopy,” said Brian. ”With the way that’s been running, we’d still be stalled back on Killifish Road. And I’m feeling too tired to deal with engine problems tonight.”


  Dan pulled the station wagon as close to the Belden porch as possible and shut off the motor. At that exact moment, thousands of enormous raindrops began pelting the windshield.


  ”Make a run for it, everyone!” Trixie yelled. She reached for the door handle on her side and found that she could barely push the door open against the force of the wind. She leaned all of her weight against the door, toppled from the car into the wind, and was the first of the teen-agers to burst through the door into the white frame house.


  A warm and cozy scene awaited them inside the Belden kitchen. Mrs. Belden was busy frying chicken at the stove, while Mr. Belden was cleaning up from the canning activities. Mart and Bobby sat at the maple kitchen table, laughing noisily.


  ”Let’s try this again,” Mart was saying. ”It’s chiedfricken. Chied fricken. Now, you say it.”


  ”That doesn’t make any sense,” insisted Bobby, who was more literal-minded about language than his brother. ”I like cry chicken better. That’s what the chicken is doing in the pan-crying!”


  ”But, Bobby,” Mart began, pounding his hands on the table in mock exasperation. ”Oh, never mind. I’m sure a good fry will get this out of my system.”


  ”Sounds promising,” said Trixie saucily. ”Can we help?”


  ”Oh, Trixie, I’m glad you’re back,” Mrs. Belden greeted her. ”Did you find—oh, there you are, Brian.”


  ” ’Hail, hail, the gang’s all here,’ ” Mr. Belden said cheerfully. ”Take your wet jackets off and have a seat, everyone. Loyola and Dan, you’re welcome to stay for Sunday dinner, if you like. I wouldn’t send a dog out on a night like this. Honey, I assume that dinner was part of the bargain Trixie made with you today.”


  Honey nodded as she stroked behind the ear of Reddy, the Beldens’ undisciplined Irish setter. ”I’d hate to think what Reddy would do if you ordered him outside! He’s so fond of doing exactly the opposite of what people tell him.”


  ”May I call my grandfather?” asked Loyola. Trixie recalled Brian telling her that Loyola’s parents were dead and that she lived with her grandfather in a small apartment in Sleepyside.


  After Loyola had received permission to stay for dinner, Dan called Mr. Maypenny to let him know where he was. Then the young people set about helping with the last-minute preparations for dinner. Between the aromas of the evening’s meal and the lingering scents of the afternoon’s vegetable canning, everyone’s appetite was running high.


  ”I’m so hungry I could faint!” exclaimed Brian, plunking the last of the silverware on the table.


  ”Didn’t you pack a lunch for this afternoon?” his mother asked.


  ”We had a feast at around noon,” Loyola put in.


  ”You won’t catch me denying that,” Brian said with a grin. ”I don’t know why, but I feel like my jalopy must feel when its tank is just about empty.”


  ”Well, fill ’er up,” announced Mr. Belden, setting down the first heaping platter of crispy fried chicken.


  ”Hey, the chicken stopped crying,” Bobby said.


  Mart shot him a withering glance.


  ”Oh, speaking of moisture,” said Mrs. Belden as she took the rolls out of the oven, ”I almost forgot to tell you—they changed the forecast a little while ago. The hurricane doesn’t appear to be heading inland, after all. There are severe thunderstorm warnings out for the rest of the evening, though.”


  Trixie looked at the rain streaming down the kitchen windows and shivered. She was still chilled from her brief run in the rain, but she felt something more, too. Why am I so nervous? she wondered silently.


  Round and round the table for first, then second, helpings went the chicken, the mashed potatoes, the hot buttered rolls, the earliest crab apple jelly of the season, the green beans with almonds, and the salad of marinated tomatoes and cucumbers. For several minutes, the murmur of ”please pass...” and ”thank you” was the only conversation to be heard.


  Suddenly Trixie dropped her fork with a clatter. ”Gleeps, that’s why I’m jumpy,” she stated excitedly. ”I haven’t told the rest of you.”


  ”You have an announcement?” inquired Mart. ”Let me guess—you’re changing your career ambition! You want to be a meteorologist when you grow up—should that fortunate day ever arrive. Or perhaps an ornithologist? A laryngologist? An anesthesiologist?”


  Trixie stifled a rude retort. ”Yes, I have an announcement, but it’s nothing like that. I simply saw a shark in the Hudson River today.”


  A variety of facial expressions greeted this speech.


  As usual, Mart was the first to verbalize his reaction. ”You should have told me you were short of cash,” he said. ”I would have—”


  ”What are you talking about?” Trixie demanded.


  ”You said shark,” answered Mart. ”I assume you meant a loan shark of some sort. You know, someone who lends money to others at ridiculously high interest rates. Or, since you say you saw him in the Hudson, perhaps I should change that to someone who used to lend money at high interest rates.”


  ”A shark!” Trixie cried impatiently. ”A fish-type shark!”


  ”So, you’re going to be an ichthyologist!” Mart crowed gleefully.


  ”A what?” his father asked, one dark eyebrow raised.


  ”Ichthyology,” Mart said airily. ”A branch of zoology that deals with fish.”


  Peter Belden shook his head. ”I don’t know about that. I don’t know about sharks in the Hudson, either. Care to tell us about it, Trix?”


  Trixie described what she had seen.


  Her father shook his head again. ”Can’t say as I’ve ever heard of a shark in this area.”


  ”We don’t know there is one now,” Brian told him. ”None of the rest of us saw it.”


  ”Maybe it was just a wave,” Mr. Belden said.


  ”That’s what I thought,” said Honey.


  ”It wasn’t,” Trixie said tersely.


  ”Or a bit of debris,” said Mrs. Belden.


  ”Heaven knows the river could be a lot cleaner,” Dan agreed.


  ”It wasn’t that, either,” said Trixie. Suddenly she felt something cold on her ankle. It was Reddy, hopefully nosing about for scraps.


  Mart chortled. ”Instead of fantasizing about jaws, perhaps you should concentrate on paws,” he said, handing Reddy a bite of chicken.


  ”Or gnaws,” said Brian, biting toothily into a chicken wing.


  ”That’s so funny I forgot to laugh,” Trixie grumbled. Jokes were unsurprising coming from


  Mart, but somehow she had been expecting more serious consideration from the rest of her family and friends.


  Loyola had been watching Trixie intently. She waited until nearly everyone was through eating before she spoke, quietly and thoughtfully. ”That was a delicious meal, Mr. and Mrs. Belden. You know, Trixie, you might want to talk to a friend of mine, Thea Van Loon. She’s a children’s book writer who happens to know a great deal about the Hudson.”


  ”Really?” asked Trixie, leaning forward.


  In fact, Loyola went on, ”that’s why she’s in Sleepyside this month. She lives in New York City, but she’s here researching for a children’s book she’s working on called The Wild and Wonderful Hudson. ”


  ”She sounds fascinating,” commented Mrs. Belden.


  ”I don’t really know her that well,” Loyola said. ”The public library once sponsored a lecture on common fish in the Hudson, and that’s where I met her. Thea almost knew more than the lecturer, and she asked him several embarrassing questions. She spends quite a bit of time by the river. I’m pretty sure I saw her down there this afternoon. She may be able to tell you what it was you saw.”


  Trixie was getting that familiar tingling feeling that told her she was on the trail of a mystery. Don’t be silly, she scolded herself. A shark isn’t exactly a mystery. Either I saw it or I didn’t.


  Aloud she asked, ”Is Thea staying with you, Loyola?”


  ”No, she’s staying with friends who live a few blocks from school.”


  ”Trixie, I’m not doing anything after school tomorrow,” Honey said. ”Do you want to stop off and visit Thea?”


  Trixie threw Honey a grateful look. Even when Honey wasn’t solidly behind Trixie’s notions, she usually could find some way to demonstrate her loyalty.


  ”Moms, I promise I’ll single-handedly can a thousand tomatoes this week...” Trixie began.


  ”If you can just have tomorrow off,” her mother finished for her. ”All right for now, Trixie. But why don’t you call me during your lunch hour, in case I run into trouble.” She rose from her chair to start clearing the dishes. ”In the meantime—”


  ”Oh, let me get the dishes,” Mart interrupted. ”It’s my turn, although you’d think people who tell fish stories at the dinner table would help.”


  ”Seeing as how you ate more than anyone else,” his mother said wryly, ”it seems appropriate that it’s your turn. Anyway, as I was saying, Loyola, would you like to stay in our spare room tonight and take the bus into town with the kids tomorrow? I just hate to think of you traveling in this storm tonight.”


  Loyola hesitated, looking at Brian.


  ”I was going to give Loyola a ride home,” said Brian, ”but to be honest, I’m really bushed. I was thinking of heading for bed right after dinner. We’ve got a big chemistry test tomorrow, and I’d like to get in a little studying first thing in the morning.”


  ”I’ve already studied,” Loyola said, a touch smugly. To Mrs. Belden she said, ”That’s very kind of you to offer. After I help with the dishes, may I use your phone again?”


  Mrs. Belden hurried off to prepare the spare room, while Loyola, Mart, and Mr. Belden cleaned up the kitchen. Dan and Honey decided to risk going home in the storm—Dan because Brian had reminded him about the chemistry test, and Honey because her parents were expecting her. Brian said good night and went up to his room, and Bobby pestered Mart with more of his jumbled spoonerisms.


  Trixie sat near the fireplace in the living room, trying to sort out her thoughts. She still felt edgy and unsettled, frustrated that everyone was unwilling to take her word about the shark. At the same time, she was excited about meeting a children’s book author. I’ve lived near the Hudson all my life, Trixie reasoned. Maybe I can actually help Thea Van Loon with her book....


  Trixie was deep into dreams about coauthoring books by the time her father came in to build up the fire. Mrs. Belden brought in a huge bowl of popcorn, and Mart broke into a rousing sea chantey that jolted Trixie out of her reveries. Taking a cue from Mart, the Beldens began trading Washington Irving tales and old ballads having to do with the river. Loyola retold the legend of the Storm Ship, the mysterious vision people reported seeing just after storms. It became easier to ignore the storm raging outside while concentrating on the song and laughter inside.


  ”I’ve got a good one for you,” said Mart. ”Bobby, I bet they don’t teach this one in school anymore:


  


  
    ”West Point and Middletown
  


  
    Konnosook and Doodletown
  


  
    Kakiak and Mamapaw
  


  
    Stony Point and Haverstraw.
  


  


  That was a rhyme people used to teach place names along the river.”


  Bobby yawned.


  ”Maybe this one will impress him,” said Loyola, laughing. ”This is an old lumberjack song my grandfather used to sing to me:


  


  
    ”Transported I am
  


  
    From the haunts of man
  


  
    On the banks of the Hudson Stream,
  


  
    Where the wolves and owls
  


  
    With their terrible howls
  


  
    Disturb our nightly dream.”
  


  


  Loyola’s strong voice dropped to a ghostly quaver on the last phrase.


  ”Spooky,” Bobby admitted.


  Trixie agreed with a shiver. The wolves and the owls... and the sharks, she added to herself.


  


  


  Brian in Trouble ● 3


  


  THAT’S JUST REPULSIVE!” Di Lynch’s violet eyes widened in dismay. ”Why, I’ve been swimming in that river. And just last month, I took the twins swimming at the Croton Point beach, and I can’t bear the thought that there might have been sharks in that water!” Di had two sets of twins in her family, and she adored baby-sitting for them. ”I just can’t believe it.”


  ”It sounds too weird to be true, Trixie,” agreed Jim Frayne. He leaned against a locker and frowned down at her.


  Trixie avoided his eyes and reached for a notebook inside her locker. She should have known better than to bring up this subject again! She had deliberately kept quiet on the bus ride to school that morning, not wanting to provoke any more sarcastic remarks from her brothers. Patiently she had listened while Di had rattled on about the inch of water that had crept into the Lynch basement, and Jim had told about the hard time Regan had had keeping the horses calm during the storm. Biding her time until the group was inside the school building, she had cornered Di and Jim, the last two Bob-Whites who hadn’t yet heard of her discovery. Once again, her friends’ reactions gave her very little satisfaction.


  The notebook Trixie had grabbed dislodged a torrent of papers into the hallway, so it was a moment before she could respond. ”That’s just the point, Di,” she said, stuffing a sheet of equations back into her locker. ”We’ve all been swimming in that river. A lot of us have gone sailing and fishing and iceboating there, too. But most of all, we’ve always thought of the Hudson as, well, as a thing of beauty, if you don’t mind my getting poetic about it. We’ve never considered it as a threat!”


  ”Your English teacher will be impressed,” Jim said dryly. ”But I think I’ll need more proof before I’ll be impressed with your shark story.”


  ”I don’t think you really want proof,” said Trixie ominously.


  Di’s pretty face grew apprehensive. ”What do you mean?”


  ”I mean, do we have to wait until someone gets killed before we believe in the killer?”


  ”Oh, don’t say that,” Di wailed.


  ”Don’t be so gullible, Di,” said Jim. ”You know Trixie’s hyperactive imagination as well as I do.” He bent down to pick up an old test paper Trixie had missed. ”Anyway, Ms. Schoolgirl Sha-mus, what do you propose to do about this so-called killer?”


  Trixie slammed her locker shut just as the first warning bell rang. Briefly she told Jim and Di about getting more information from Thea Van Loon. Then the trio scurried off to their respective homerooms.


  As it turned out, Jim was wrong about one thing. None of Trixie’s teachers were overly impressed with her performance that gray Monday morning. She had grabbed the wrong notebook, after all, and goofed miserably when her turn came up in math class. In English class, her mind drifted back to the shark; when she was called upon, she replied absently, ”The shark did it.” Only then did she realize that the rest of the class had been discussing the whale in Moby Dick!


  To top things off, her history teacher chose that day to give a surprise quiz. At least, it came as a surprise to Trixie. I hope Dan and Brian are doing better on their chemistry test than I’m doing on this, she thought as she guessed blindly on one question after another. Oddly enough, one of the questions had to do with the old Vikings’ fishing voyages. I can’t get away from the subject, Trixie thought with a rueful grin.


  One hour in which sharks did not come up was lunch period. Trixie entered the cafeteria with the resolution to avoid that topic, and she stuck to it. As if by unspoken agreement, none of the other Bob-Whites brought it up, either. Instead, the discussion centered around the previous night’s storm, the upcoming party the Bob-Whites were planning for Halloween, and Mart’s habit of disrupting the Belden canning rituals with his word tricks.


  ”Oh, Mart,” giggled Di, ”you’re so smart at everything else. How can you be such a klutz in the kitchen?”


  ’”My specialty, Diana, is gormandizing preserved and pickled delectables,” he replied. ”The actual concocting of such delicacies is better left to someone with a more mundane turn of mind. Your friend Beatrix, for example, whose mind is eminently suited to vegetables.”


  ”What was that first thing you said?” Di asked. ”You’re going to be some kind of specialist? I thought Brian—”


  ”What he’s trying to say,” Trixie said sweetly, ”is that he eats like a pig and has a brain like one, too! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to put a call through to his feeding trough.” Before Mart could get in the last word, she gulped down the last of her tuna fish sandwich and went tearing down the hall toward the pay phone.


  When Trixie came back to the Bob-Whites’ table a few minutes later, it was with a slower pace and a longer face. She sat down by Honey and began gloomily peeling a banana.


  ”Something wrong?” Honey asked in her sympathetic way.


  ”Oh, I guess it’s not the end of the world,” said Trixie. ”It’s just that Moms has eighty tons of tomatoes that she claims will rot overnight if Mart and I don’t help her right after school. So we can’t go see Thea today, Honey.”


  ”We’ll go tomorrow,” Honey promised. ”Maybe Thea heard you were coming and left a few bushels of tomatoes on our doorstep,” Brian said.


  Trixie made a face at him and retorted, ”You’re just jealous you’ll miss out on all the fun. Where are you disappearing to after school, anyway?”


  ”I told you. That’s why I drove my jalopy to school this morning instead of taking the bus. Loyola and I have to drive into White Plains to buy some supplies for our project.” Brian looked at his watch and stood up so fast that he almost lost his balance. ”In fact, I’ve got to split. Loyola and I have something to go over before our next class.”


  Trixie scrambled to her feet. ”I simply have to get to my locker pronto,” she said. ”If I don’t show up with the right book in at least one of my classes today, I might as well take the bus home right now. Hmmm, the way my day is going, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea!”


  


  Trixie’s afternoon at school was no more productive than her morning had been. Fortunately, the assembly-line canning process that Helen Belden set up left little room for additional misfortune at home.


  Bobby was proud to be assigned the task of washing the tomatoes Mrs. Belden had selected. Mart had his hands full with scalding them and dipping them in cold water. Trixie quartered them, while Mrs. Belden packed the jars and boiled them for the required forty-five minutes.


  Mart dumped several tomatoes into the boiling water at once, causing a slight spray to shoot upward, splashing Trixie.


  ”Mart, watch out,” complained Trixie. ”Jeepers, you’re more lethal than a shark.”


  ”Bobby, I think Reddy wants to come inside,” said Mrs. Belden. ”Could you let him in?”


  Bobby skipped out into the hall, and Mrs. Belden continued talking in low tones. ”Trixie, I wish you’d drop this business about the shark. You’ve got Bobby rather upset.”


  ”Oh, gosh, I didn’t even think—”


  ”I know you didn’t, dear. I wasn’t worried about it myself, until last night when I went in to say good night to him. Between that song Loyola sang and the story you told at dinner, Bobby was full of all kinds of fantasies. I don’t think he slept very well last night.”


  ”Now I feel terrible,” Trixie said. ”Prom now on, my lips are sealed!”


  ”That’ll be the day,” snorted Mart. Then, as Bobby and Reddy entered the room, he said, ”Come on, I’m running out of ammunition here. How about tashing more womatoes?”


  ”Womatoes, womatoes,” Bobby chanted. Trixie and Mrs. Belden threw weary looks toward Mart, who assumed a cherubic smile as he carefully lowered a tomato into the pot.


  Minutes later, there came a sound of footsteps in the hallway.


  ”That couldn’t be your father,” murmured Mrs. Belden. ”He has a retirement banquet to attend tonight.”


  It was Brian who shuffled into the kitchen and without a word sat down at the table, his head in his hands.


  Trixie took one look at her ashen-faced brother and said sharply, ”Brian, what’s wrong?”


  Brian stared back at her and said slowly, as if he still couldn’t believe it: ”I—I’ve had an accident with my car....”


  Instantly his family surrounded him, full of concern and questions: ”Are you all right?”


  ”Is anyone hurt?”


  ”Brian, what happened?”


  ”How did you get home?”


  Brian waved his hands. ”I didn’t mean to scare everyone,” he said apologetically. ”I’m fine. It’s just that nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”


  ”Please, what happened?” begged Trixie. Everyone joined Brian around the table except Mrs. Belden, who asked, ”Can I make you some tea?”


  ”Yes, thanks,” said Brian. ”I still feel weak.” He looked as though he were mentally shaking off some sort of vision, and then he began his story. ”Loyola and I were getting some special equipment in a large bait and tackle shop in White Plains. It was right downtown, and I had a hard time finding a parking place.”


  ”Who was driving?” Mart asked, getting up to rescue the last of the tomatoes from the pot.


  ”I was. Loyola doesn’t even have her driver’s license yet. But she was the one who noticed the only space left on the block—”


  ”I’ll bet you had car trouble,” guessed Trixie. ”You were just saying last night that it hasn’t been running right lately. What happened—did it conk out on you?”


  ”You’re certainly getting into the habit of jumping to the wrong conclusions lately,” Brian said, annoyed.


  ”Merely a quotidian occurrence with our sister,” said Mart lightly, coming back to sit beside Brian.


  ”Anyway,” Brian went on, ”what happened had nothing to do with my jalopy. I mean, it was entirely my fault. I saw the space Loyola pointed out and moved into the right lane. Instead of backing into the space, like I should have done, for some reason I decided to pull forward. And I—I guess I just wasn’t paying attention. I sort of blacked out. The next thing I knew, I had steered the jalopy right into the next car!”


  ”Oh, Brian!” gasped Trixie.


  ”Actually it was more like I brushed against the car,” Brian hastened to say. ”I didn’t really do much damage, and there was no damage at all to my car that I can see. Naturally I stopped right away and got out to see what I’d done. The car’s owner was in the tackle shop and came running out to see what had happened.”


  Bobby, who had but a six-year-old’s appreciation of the seriousness of the occasion, was turning words over in his mind. ”Bait and tackle... hmmm, tait and backle. Is that right, Mart?” he asked.


  ”You can play with your words after I finish my story,” snapped Brian. ”Well, the owner was very upset at first, but after she took a good look at her car, she calmed down. She insisted that we shouldn’t call the police and wouldn’t hear of my paying for the damage.”


  Mrs. Belden set a mug of steaming tea near Brian and sat down. ”Of course you will pay for the damage,” she said.


  Brian nodded. ”That’s what made me feel so terrible. It turned out that her car was almost brand-new—a very expensive silver sports car. No wonder she was so hysterical at first! What I did was to put a scratch in the small rubber guard over the rear fender. I felt so guilty about putting the first scratch on a brand-new car that I promised to buy the replacement part and put it on her car myself tomorrow after school.” He paused to take a sip of tea. ”She wouldn’t hear of it for several minutes, but finally—probably just to keep me quiet—she agreed. She left then, and Loyola and I got our errand taken care of. Then I drove home. So I guess everything turned out okay. I don’t know why I still feel sort of disoriented over the whole thing.”


  His mother leaned over and placed her hand over Brian’s. ”You do seem flustered,” she agreed. ”And since you’ve come home, you’ve seemed a little cranky and irritable. Brian, is there anything wrong—I mean, really wrong? Are you feeling all right?”


  ”I’m fine,” Brian insisted. ”And I apologize for being so impatient. I seem to be doing nothing but causing trouble these days.”


  ”I’ll talk this over with your father when he comes home,” Mrs. Belden said. ”I do think that, besides your paying for and putting on the replacement part, it might be best if you didn’t do any driving for a week or so. Of course, your driving record up till now has been perfect—”


  ”No, you’re absolutely right,” Brian said. ”I acted irresponsibly. Would it be all right if I drove to school tomorrow, though, so I can take care of fixing that sports car?”


  ”Of course,” said Mrs. Belden, getting up from the table. ”Now, if my womato helpers will give me a few more minutes of their time, we’ll be able to work on getting some dinner together. I promise that whatever it is won’t have tomatoes in it!”


  A noisy cheer came from Mart.


  Brian rubbed his eyes, finished the last of his tea, and stood up. Abruptly he turned to Trixie. ”Oh, I almost forgot,” he said. ”The owner of that car—it was, of all people, that person you and Honey said you were going to see this afternoon—Loyola’s friend, Thea Van Loon.”


  


  


  A Shocking Confession ● 4


  


  AFTER SCHOOL THE FOLLOWING DAY, Trixie and Honey found themselves crammed into the front seat with Brian in his jalopy. To Trixie, Brian still seemed moody and unpredictable. She had been almost surprised when he had agreed at ’once to let the two girls accompany him to Thea’s.


  Brian drove to a nearby car dealer’s and went inside to purchase the part he needed. Trixie and Honey waited in the car, chatting about the prospect of meeting a writer of children’s books.


  ”She’s probably a retired schoolteacher or some other sweet-little-old-lady type,” Trixie speculated.


  ”Who drives a racy sports car?” Honey teased. ”Well, everyone has little quirks,” said Trixie stubbornly. ”Take you, for instance. You come from one of the wealthiest families around here. Yet you wear blue jeans and sweatshirts half the time, just like me.”


  ”We’re not that wealthy, and I’m not quirky-just comfortable,” said Honey. ”Anyway, I love that name—Thea Van Loon. She sounds like a tall, willowy, ballet-dancer type. High cheekbones, long scarf, kind of arty-looking.”


  ”Who walks around quoting A Child’s Garden of Verses and Alice in Wonderland, ” Trixie went on dreamily. ” ’Twinkle, twinkle, little bat! How I wonder what you’re at!’ Gleeps, Honey, I have a feeling that once we get to talking, Thea will be overwhelmed by how much we know about the Hudson—”


  ”Trixie, don’t get carried away. Although, now that you mention it, maybe she’ll refer to us in a footnote or two.”


  ”Footnote? One of those things at the bottom of a page that’s in that teeny print you can hardly read? Oh, no, I can see us more in the front of the book, right after the title: ’Respectfully dedicated to two fine Hudson River detectives, Trixie and Honey....’ Both girls burst out laughing.


  The two girls were still in the middle of their giggle attack when Brian came back with the part. Wordlessly he started the car and drove it to Wentworth Avenue, a nearby street lined with apartment houses.


  For some reason, Trixie didn’t feel like sharing their jokes with Brian. He doesn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor these days, she thought.


  The woman who opened the door of the old apartment building was nothing at all like Trixie’s or Honey’s fantasies. Thea Van Loon was in her early thirties, Trixie guessed. Her faded jeans and nondescript top were not exactly high fashion. She was barely taller than Trixie and on the plain side. Still, the smile of recognition that crossed her face made her seem pleasant and open.


  ”Hello, Brian,” she said. ”I must have told you a hundred times not to bother coming over here, but somehow I knew you’d be the type to come anyway.”


  Brian started apologizing for the accident all over again.


  ”The car’s right out in front,” Thea interrupted him. ”I hope the repair doesn’t take you more than a minute.” She looked inquiringly at the two girls.


  ”Er, this is my sister, Trixie, and our friend Honey Wheeler,” Brian said. ”They were wondering—” He stopped, obviously at a loss for words.


  Trixie, too, was tongue-tied, but Honey stepped forward and said with composure, ”We pestered Brian so much, Ms. Van Loon, that he agreed to let us come with him. We’ve never met a children’s book author before, and we just couldn’t let the opportunity pass by.”


  ”We’ve been dying to meet you,” Trixie added breathlessly.


  Thea looked flattered. ”Why don’t you girls wait inside?” she asked. ”Brian, let us know when you re through.” Leading the way down the hall, she added, ”And call me Thea.”


  The girls followed her and sat in the chairs Thea pointed out.


  ”My goodness, Brian is certainly a conscientious young man,” Thea commented.


  ”That’ s one of many reasons why he’s going to make such a good doctor,” Trixie said proudly.


  ”A doctor, hmm?” Thea stretched out on a couch. ”I’m sorry I can’t offer you girls a snack, but this isn’t my apartment, and I don’t know where anything is.”


  ”Oh, we didn’t come for food,” Trixie blurted. ”What Trixie means,” said Honey, ”is that we were hoping you might tell us something about your job. What’s it like to write books for kids?” Thea snorted inelegantly. ”Not as glamorous as you might think,” she said. ”For one thing, the pay is terrible.”


  ”It is?” asked Honey, shaking her head in stunned disbelief.


  Trixie eyed Thea’s worn sneakers and said, ”Jeepers, it’s a shame that people responsible for encouraging kids to read aren’t millionaires.”


  ”I couldn’t agree more!” laughed Thea. ”But, of course, if I were interested in making a million, I wouldn’t be writing children’s books, would I? No, you’ve put your finger on the real reason for doing what I do, Trixie—to introduce the pleasures of reading into every child’s life.”


  ”What a beautiful idea,” Honey said softly. ”It’s a noble ambition,” agreed Thea, getting off the couch to pace about the room. ”And the children are the best of all possible people. As a writer named Isaac Bashevis Singer once said, children still believe in things like ’angels, devils, witches, goblins, logic, clarity, punctuation, and other such obsolete stuff.’ That’s what makes them such a joy to write for, because those are the same things I believe in.” Thea looked down at the girls and gave another dry laugh. ”I guess I should get off my high horse now, eh?”


  ”No, that was really moving, Thea,” said Honey.


  ”Tell us about your new book,” Trixie begged. ”The one called The Wild and Wonderful Hudson. It sounds so exciting—”


  ”Why don’t you tell me about it?” countered Thea briskly. ”Sounds like you know more than I do.”


  ”Well, no, I—that is, Loyola Kevins—”


  ”Ah, Loyola,” Thea said. ”How do you know her?”


  ”Through Brian,” said Trixie, sensing that Thea preferred not to talk about her latest project. ”You see, I saw something on Sunday that I’d never seen before. Loyola told me you might be able to tell me what it was.”


  ”I doubt it,” Thea said. ”What are you referring to?”


  ”A shark. I saw one in the river just before the storm.”


  ”You’re kidding!” Thea exclaimed, sinking slowly back down on the couch. She was silent a moment, then said, ”A shark hasn’t been seen in these waters for, oh, at least a year.”


  ”See, I knew Loyola was right—you are an expert on the Hudson,” Trixie crowed.


  Honey leaned forward anxiously. ”You mean, there are sharks in this area?”


  Thea looked from Trixie to Honey and back again. ”At one time, this river was loaded with sharks,” she began.


  ”Yipes!” squealed Trixie. This piece of news was more than she had hoped for.


  Thea looked as though she wanted to go on, but something made her change her mind. ”So it’s entirely possible that you did see one,” she concluded abruptly. ”However, if I were you, I wouldn’t worry about it or mention it to anyone else just yet. There’s no sense in causing a general panic. Let me do a little investigating on my own first.”


  ”Loyola said you spend a lot of time researching along the river,” recalled Trixie. ”Would you mind if Honey and I—” She paused, not sure of the polite way of inviting themselves along on Thea’s expeditions.


  The doorbell rang, and Thea leaped up to answer the door. She came back into the room with Brian, who motioned to the girls to get up.


  ”I think we’ve bothered Thea enough,” he said.


  ”No bother at all,” Thea said pleasantly. ”Thanks for the repair job.”


  Trixie hesitated. ”Brian, could we stay a few more minutes? We were just talking about—”


  ”Come on, Trixie. I told Moms we’d be home by now,” Brian said irritably.


  Reluctantly Trixie and Honey said good-bye to Thea and followed Brian out to the car. Next time, I’m going to visit Thea without Brian, Trixie promised herself.


  Honey, sandwiched between the two Beldens, wore a troubled expression on the way home. She glanced over at Brian from time to time and finally spoke up. ”Is there anything wrong, Brian?” she asked. ”Trixie told me about your accident, and I know it must have been upsetting. But you seem, well, really depressed about something. Can we help?”


  ”I’m sorry for being such a grouch back at Thea’s,” he said. ”I’m just short-tempered today. That’s all.”


  ”Are you sure?” Honey persisted. ”I’ve never seen you like this before. You’re always on such an even keel.”


  ”Maybe it would help to talk about whatever’s bothering you,” said Trixie.


  ”I guess I can’t hide anything from the two schoolgirl shamuses, can I?” Brian asked dryly. ”Nope,” chorused the girls.


  ”I just—well, frankly, I found out today that I didn’t do as well on that chemistry test yesterday as I had hoped.” The headlights from an oncoming car flashed over Brian’s face, pale and drawn.


  ”Is that all?” asked Trixie. ”Jeepers, Brian, you can’t get a perfect grade all the time! If I got that upset every time I flubbed up on a test, I’d spend my entire life moping around.”


  ”It—it’s not just that,” Brian said, taking one hand off the steering wheel to rub his eyes. ”I haven’t been feeling up to par lately.”


  ”What do you mean?” Honey asked anxiously.


  ”Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  ”Please tell us,” said Trixie.


  ”Well, I just feel weak a lot of the time, kind of sluggish. Sometimes I feel sick to my stomach, and sometimes I feel like someone is squeezing my chest.”


  Trixie was aghast. ”But, Brian, that sounds really serious! Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”


  Brian shrugged. ”Didn’t seem worth mentioning. You can’t go around complaining about every little ache and pain, and I don’t want to worry anyone. The fact is, I’m having trouble deciding whether I’m really sick or if it’s just nerves.”


  ”What have you got to be nervous about?” Trixie asked.


  ”Well, that chemistry test, for starters. I’ve told you before what kind of cutthroat competition there is in the sciences. I can’t afford to get a lousy grade in anything, much less in one of my most important courses.”


  ”What else?” prompted Honey.


  ”Then there’s the ecology project that Loyola and I are working on. She’s doing an incredible amount of work for it, and I have the feeling that I’m not pulling my weight.”


  ”Oh, Brian—” Trixie started to disagree.


  He shook his head. ”There’s so much at stake on that project,” he went on, his voice cracking slightly. ”If the Conservation Committee decides our results merit it, they’re going to give the school the money to start a lab right on the river—a floating laboratory with an underwater television camera. This could open up all kinds of possibilities for kids at school, not to mention the benefits it could bring toward ultimately cleaning up the Hudson.”


  ”So, you’re feeling a lot of pressure right now,” Honey said softly.


  ”I sure am. And the very thing I don’t need these days is the kind of thing that happened last night—that stupid accident. I just can’t figure out where my mind was last night. It must have disintegrated!”


  He swung the car onto the lane leading to Honey’s’ house. ”Fortunately,” he went on, ”Moms and Dad are being great about it, what with just letting me off with a warning to be more careful from now on. But I still feel guilty, like I’ve let someone down.”


  ”Yourself?” Honey suggested.


  ”I guess so,” he replied. ”I just feel sort of hopeless about everything.” He parked the jalopy near the Manor House veranda and stared straight ahead.


  Trixie made no move to let Honey get out. ”Brian, you’ve got so many things going on right now that you can’t afford to get sick,” she said practically. ”Don’t you think you’d better see a doctor?”


  Brian laughed mirthlessly. ”That’s the worst part of this whole business—the doctor thing.”


  ”What are you talking about?” asked Trixie, suddenly alarmed.


  ”I’ve gotten very confused about that,” he said. ”I—I just can’t seem to remember what I ever saw in becoming a doctor.” He sounded genuinely puzzled.


  ”What?” Trixie and Honey turned toward each other, their faces frozen with shock.
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  HOURS LATER, Trixie was having a painful time trying to fall asleep. Instead of sheep, it seemed more appropriate for her to be counting her problems in order to allow herself to sink into a peaceful numbness.


  Her most pressing concern, of course, was Brian. Every time she thought of his absolute refusal to discuss his career doubts any further, she punched her pillow in vexation. And then his making her and Honey promise not to mention it to their parents or discuss it with the other Bob-Whites.... ”I’m a big boy, Trixie,’’ he had warned. ”When I need someone to manage my life for me, I’ll let you know.”


  It wasn’t as though Trixie didn’t know what he was talking about. I admit, I’ve been known to meddle, she thought to herself. But Brian’s my brother, and I love him, and I hate to see him torturing himself, and there must be something I can do to stop it....


  Trixie sat up and pummeled her pillow into a new shape. She remembered that the following day was Brian’s birthday. Somehow that made his situation seem all the more pathetic. By the end of the day tomorrow, she vowed to herself, I’m going to think of some way to make Brian believe in himself again, or else I’m going to turn the problem over to Moms and Dad. That will be part of my birthday present to him. I know he’ll thank me someday....


  Mingled in with thoughts about Brian were reflections on meeting Thea Van Loon. Her mind kept going back’ to Thea so often that Trixie finally put Brian aside mentally for a moment. That was when it occurred to her that there was something odd about Thea, something that didn’t quite fit. What was it?


  ”Of course! It’s her car!” Trixie exclaimed softly to herself.


  Brian had mentioned at the dinner table that night that he was sure Thea’s car had cost quite a bit of money. Trixie had caught a glimpse of it that afternoon and agreed that it was certainly a beautiful little car.


  But Thea told us-.—she said she didn’t make very much money. That car is brand-new. How could she afford it?


  Trixie flipped onto her stomach and buried her head under the pillow with a heavy sigh. Perhaps there was a simple answer to the question about Thea’s car, she reasoned. But one problem for which she was sure no simple answers existed was the shark. Thea had asked them to let her do some checking first. In the meantime, however, surely there was something Trixie could do. I wonder....


  Her mind beset by one riddle too many, Trixie fell into a deep, troubled sleep.


  


  When the alarm jangled her awake the following morning, Trixie was no closer to answers about Thea or the shark. But somehow, in her sleep, she had reached the decision to shove those concerns to the back of her mind and concentrate on helping her brother.


  Riding on the school bus, she was still pondering just what course of action she should take next, when a shout rang in her ear: ”I said,


  ’Good morning!’ Are you still asleep?”


  ”Huh? Oh, hi, Di,” Trixie mumbled.


  Di playfully jabbed Trixie with her elbow. ”What’s with you Beldens this morning? First I wish Brian a happy birthday, and all he does is stare back at me. Then I have to tell you good morning three times, just to get your attention!”


  ”There’s nothing wrong with us,” Trixie snapped. ”It’s a bit early in the morning for long-winded conversation.” She glanced anxiously at Brian, sitting several seats ahead of her and Di.


  ”I was just joking,” Di said plaintively.


  ”Gleeps, I’m sorry, Di. I didn’t mean to bite your head off. It’s just kind of early, you know?”


  Di nodded, then leaned closer to Trixie, her blue-black hair falling against her face. ”Have you noticed Brian acting a little, well, uh, funny lately?”


  Trixie’s heart sank. Don’t tell me even Di has picked up on Brian’s strange behavior, she thought. Oh, well, Brian told Honey and me to keep his secret from the other Bob-Whites for now, but he didn’t say the other Bob-Whites couldn’t talk to us.


  ”What do you mean?” she asked Di.


  ”Just that I’ve always thought of Brian as super smart, even smarter than Mart. That is, Mart is really clever, and smart, too. But Brian’s smartness is so great that it makes up for the fact that he’s not as clever with words as Mart, if you know what—”


  ”Get to the point,” Trixie begged.


  ”I am, I am. The point is, lately Brian seems kind of, well, uh—like he’s not interested in anything. Yesterday, even though I was wearing a new dress, he hardly noticed me, and today he seemed to be looking right through me. I don’t know—maybe I’m wrong, but do you think he could be studying too hard? Why, I hardly see him outside of school anymore, now that he’s always down at the river working on that old chemistry project. I’ll bet Loyola Kevins has been seeing more of him these days than all the Bob-Whites combined—”


  The bus jerked to a stop.


  ”It’s been great chatting with you,” Trixie said quickly as she grabbed her books. ”I’ll see you at lunch!”


  Trixie hoped that she hadn’t hurt Di’s feelings, but Di’s ramblings had given her an idea and she knew she had to hurry if she wanted to follow up on it.


  Trixie tore into the school building ahead of the others on her bus and headed straight for her locker. Sure enough, Loyola had just picked up


  her books and was walking down the corridor toward her homeroom. She turned around as she heard her name echoing through the hall.


  ”Hi,” Trixie said breathlessly, searching for the most direct way of broaching her subject. She suddenly felt that she didn’t really know Loyola all that well. ”Uh, how did you do on Monday’s chemistry test?”


  The black girl broke into a smile. ”I received the highest grade in the class. Why?”


  ”Er, congratulations. I was just wondering— you know, Brian was disappointed in his grade.”


  ”I know,” Loyola said politely.


  ”Well, he’s kind of worried about it, and—”


  ”I don’t blame him. A few more test scores like that, and his chances of getting into a top college could be shot. But if you’re asking me to tutor him, I’m afraid my schedule is too full right now. Maybe—”


  ”No, nothing like that,” said Trixie. ”I’m sure Brian doesn’t need private coaching. It’s just that there seems to be something bothering him, and I thought you might have a clue.”


  Loyola shook her head.


  ”Nothing?” Somehow Trixie had been expecting Loyola to give her all the answers, or at least some educated guesses.


  ”He seems fine to me. Of course, I don’t know him as well as you do....”


  The warning bell rang. Trixie was almost glad of the excuse to back down the hall toward her locker.


  ”Well, thanks, anyway,” she said brightly. ”And good luck on your next test!”


  All during her morning classes, Trixie’s thoughts kept returning to Brian. She managed to pay just enough attention in class to avoid making a fool of herself, although her history teacher gave her a knowing look when she handed back the results of Monday’s surprise quiz.


  ”Oh, Trixie,” the teacher sighed. ”If only you’d put your mind to it, you’d be one of my top students.”


  For a full second, Trixie felt guilty, but immediately her mind went back to Brian. My teachers sure know me well, she thought ruefully. I wonder... if maybe Brian’s teachers have him figured out, too. Hmmm, he didn’t say I couldn’t talk to his teachers. His chemistry teacher might be a good one to start with....


  The minute Trixie finished her peanut butter sandwich at lunch, she excused herself from the Bob-White table and went to find Mrs. Cowles. She located the young, white-coated teacher in the lab, preparing for her next class.


  Trixie knocked on the door and rushed inside.


  ”Hi, I’m Trixie Belden, Brian Belden’s brother, and—”


  ”Oh, really?”


  ”I mean, his sister! I can’t seem to talk right today! Anyway, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Brian seems to be having problems lately. Well, you must have noticed, since failing chemistry class is one of his most major problems!” Trixie stopped to catch her breath. ”Anyway, what’s even worse than that is how he’s forgetting about becoming a doctor, and my brother has always been positive about becoming a doctor!”


  Mrs. Cowles stared at her for a moment, then spoke kindly but firmly. ”I’m afraid I have a policy against discussing students with other students, Miss Belden. However, since you’re Brian’s bro—sister, I will go so far as to recommend that he talk to the school’s guidance counselor. I’d be glad to talk to him, myself. Doubts about careers, especially one that demands as much hard work as medicine, are common at this age. It sounds as though he’d find it reassuring to talk to a counselor.”


  ”I hadn’t thought of that,” Trixie said gratefully.


  ”Oh, and don’t worry about Brian failing chemistry. Despite what he did on the test the other day, he’s still close to being the best student


  I have. I’m sure he’ll sail through the rest of the semester with flying colors.”


  ”Gleeps, I hope so. It was really nice of you to talk to me,” said Trixie, turning to hurry to her next class.


  ”One more thing,” Mrs. Cowles called after her. ”I look forward to having you in one of my classes a few years from now, Miss Belden.”


  ”Twenty years from now, at the rate I’m going,” Trixie said, a grin lighting her freckled face. ”Thanks again!”


  Trixie couldn’t wait to tell Brian of his teacher’s suggestion and encouragement, but it wasn’t until the bus ride home that afternoon that she had the chance. She swung into the seat next to him and spoke in low tones. She hadn’t got more than a few sentences into her story before he twisted toward her, his handsome face a sickly white.


  ”Trixie, I told you to leave me alone, and I meant it! Can’t you see all the trouble you’re causing me?”


  ”No,” Trixie answered honestly.


  ”I know you’re just trying to help,” he went on, ”but you’re only making me feel more conspicuous. Look, Moms is making a special birthday dinner for me tonight, so I’ll be getting enough attention as it is. I still feel like I’m in the doghouse over that accident, and I don’t want to cause any more stress to Moms and Dad right now. Let’s just have a nice, peaceful evening, okay?”


  ”But you’re not in the doghouse at all,” Trixie began. Then she noticed that he was clutching his stomach. ”Oh, Brian, you really are sick,” she wailed.


  ”Don’t worry,” he said weakly. ”I—I made an appointment with Dr. Ferris for a complete check-up after school tomorrow. So there’s no need for you to get excited or do anything on my behalf.”


  Trixie’s relief at the thought that he was finally seeking help was so great that she dropped the subject and tried to act as carefree as possible throughout the evening.


  It was easy enough to enjoy Mrs. Belden’s dinner of baked ham, scalloped potatoes, buttered carrots, and spinach salad with hot bacon dressing. Trixie forced herself to ignore her discomfort when talk drifted to Brian’s personality.


  ”Your astrological sign is Libra, isn’t it, Brian?” asked Mr. Belden as he passed the carrots to his son.


  ”But he’s close enough to Scorpio to be influenced by that sign, too,” said Mart, who always seemed to know some miscellaneous facts about nearly every conceivable subject.


  ”You would believe in that stuff,” Trixie sniffed.


  ”You can’t deny that it seems to apply to our elder sibling,” argued Mart. ”He’s gentle, well-balanced, and sympathetic to pain, just like a Libra. Plus he’s quiet, determined, and intelligent—just like Scorpios are supposed to be.”


  ”It doesn’t seem to make any difference whether you believe in it or not,” said his mother, getting up to clear the dishes. ”All you have to know is that Brian’s got everything it takes to make the best doctor in the world!”


  Brian smiled, but he looked more embarrassed than pleased.


  Mrs. Belden brought an angel food cake to the table, and everyone cheered and sang ”Happy Birthday” to Brian.


  ”Speech, speech!” demanded Mart and Bobby.


  Brian smiled again, then made a show of standing up to address his family. It seemed to Trixie that he came close to losing his balance when he pushed his chair back, but she told herself that she was just imagining things.


  What happened next, however, was not her imagination.


  ”Thank you for everything,” he began.


  ”Oh, it was nothing, really,” Mart interrupted modestly.


  ”I’m sorry for—”


  Brian’s eyes were closing. He staggered back a few steps from the table and, without another word, suddenly slumped to the floor.


  Trixie shrieked and rushed over to him. Brian was still breathing, but it sounded labored. Bobby burst into tears.


  Amid the terrible pandemonium, Mr. Belden ordered, ”Call an ambulance, someone.”


  To everyone’s horror, Brian had not regained consciousness by the time the ambulance attendants entered and began loading him onto a stretcher.


  Tears streaming down her face, Trixie watched mutely as the ambulance sped away with her brother, followed by her parents in the Belden station wagon.


  ”I’ll call as soon as we know anything,” her mother had promised, but to Trixie that was small comfort.


  Why didn’t I tell her? she screamed silently. Why didn’t I tell someone? This might never have happened. I could have prevented it!


  In shocked silence, Mart and Trixie cleaned up the kitchen, then went into the living room to watch TV with Bobby. The two of them took turns holding their frightened little brother. None of them could make sense of the programs, so intent were they on waiting for the phone to ring.


  An hour that seemed to drag on for years went by, and the phone call finally came. Mart grabbed for the phone, was silent a moment, then turned to the others.


  ”Brian s been poisoned,” he said grimly.
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  IS—IS HE GOING to die?” Trixie asked hoarsely.


  Mart turned away from the phone he’d just hung up, blew his nose, and shook his head. ”Cyanide detoxification is quite rapid. Moms said that there usually aren’t any permanent aftereffects.”


  Bobby looked as bewildered as Trixie felt. ”What’s shia—whatever you said?”


  ”I believe its technical name is hydrocyanic acid,” Mart said, mostly for Trixie’s benefit. It s an extremely poisonous substance—instantly lethal in its pure form.”


  Trixie fell back on the couch with a terrified moan.


  Mart turned to Bobby and translated gently, ”Brian was very sick. Now he’s getting better in the hospital. He’ll be home soon.”


  Trixie sat up with a gasp. ”But why didn’t he die, if it’s so lethal? What saved him?”


  ”They don’t know yet,” Mart said simply.


  It wasn’t until the following morning at breakfast that Trixie got some answers. What she learned, though, raised even more questions.


  Her parents had stayed up most of the night with Brian and looked like it. Their faces were tired, but their eyes were shining with relief.


  ”Yes, Brian’s going to be absolutely fine,” said Helen Belden for the twentieth time. ”They think he’s coming home tomorrow, and he’ll be able to get back to normal very quickly.” A strange, confused expression crossed her face.


  ”It was quite easily determined that cyanide was causing all of Brian’s symptoms,” Peter Belden went on. ”The main clues were the condition of the mucous membranes and the scent of his breath. Cyanide leaves the distinct odor of bitter almonds. The doctors administered something called amyl nitrite as an antidote, and he recovered within a few hours.”


  ”And the symptoms,” prompted Trixie. ”They included his dullness and uneasiness lately?”


  Her father nodded. ”The poison affects people differently. It can cause stomach cramps, a dazed mental condition, difficulty in breathing, dizziness, convulsions, and eventually death. The doctor said that it was lucky that Brian was so healthy otherwise, since he could very easily have died. His fainting last night was a sort of signal to us that something was very, very wrong. Apparently the poison had him so confused that he couldn’t tell us any other way.”


  ”That explains a lot,” murmured Trixie, thinking of his unusual secretiveness lately.


  ”It seems that the poison’s been building up in Brian’s body for some time,” Mrs. Belden said slowly.


  ”What do you mean?” gasped Trixie.


  ”The doctors couldn’t really tell us very much,” Mrs. Belden said. ”They say he couldn’t have had the poison in its pure form or he’d have been killed instantly. So they think he’s been getting it gradually, in small doses. It was just starting to reach the toxic level.” She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. ”Dr. Ferris scribbled down a number of plants with cyanogenetic potential. He—he thinks that Brian must have been getting one of these things here at home. Most of them are things that wouldn’t harm a person if he ate them once—it’s when they build up in the system—”


  ”May I see the list?” Trixie asked eagerly.


  Mart finished his last blueberry muffin and snatched a book off the counter. ”Later, Trix. We’re going to miss the bus.”


  ”I’m coming, I’m coming,” mumbled Trixie, who was making no motion other than scanning the list her mother had handed her. She didn’t recognize anything on it as something Brian would have eaten:


  


  
    Hydrangea; Christmas berry; Johnson grass, sudan grass, velvet grass, arrow grass; lima beans from tropical countries; the pits of fruits such as cherries, peaches, apricots, prunes; apple seeds; almond shells; wild cherries.
  


  


  ”What a terrible diet!” Trixie exclaimed.


  ”Not as terrible as you’re going to feel if we miss that bus,” called Mart. ”Now, come on, before I give you a sesquipedalian lecture.”


  Trixie hastily kissed her parents good-bye and ran for the door. ”Sounds like that would hurt you more than it would hurt me,” she told her brother.


  ”In words of one syllable,” said Mart, grabbing her arm to hurry her along, ”sesquipedalian means ’words of more than one syllable.’ ”


  Trixie’s retort was lost in the roar of the bus pulling up to their stop.


  The other Bob-Whites were shocked to hear of Brian’s collapse and its cause.


  ”What a rough blow,” whistled Jim.


  ”Let’s all go see him after school,” Di said.


  ”If he’s coming home tomorrow,” said Honey, ”maybe we should let him rest and see him tomorrow.” Waiting until they were walking into the school building, she pulled Trixie aside and asked, ”Do you think Brian’s sickness was responsible for his decision not to become a doctor?”


  ”I didn’t dare ask my parents,” Trixie confessed. ”We’ll have to wait and ask him when we see him, I guess.”


  ”Trixie, how do you feel?” Honey asked suddenly, her expression alarmed.


  ”Honey Wheeler, why are you asking me that? It’s my brother who’s in the hospital!”


  Honey’s lip quivered. ”But m-maybe you 11 be next, if what the doctor says is true, and something in your house made Brian sick. Don’t you all eat the same food?”


  Trixie thought for a moment, then sang out, ”Jeepers, you’re a genius!”


  ”I beg your pardon?”


  ”Don’t you see? Brian’s the only one in our family who got sick, so it can’t be something in our kitchen! Oh, woe, and Moms sounded so worried about that, too. Wait till I tell her!”


  ”But Trixie—if Brian didn’t get poisoned at your house, then where could he possibly have been poisoned?”


  ”I don’t know, but we’ll find out,” Trixie said confidently. ”With all the mysteries we’ve been able to solve, we’ll surely be able to crack this one!”


  ”Must you treat everything as though it were a mystery?” complained Honey. ”This is your very own brother we’re talking about, and his own life and death.”


  ”Don’t you think I know that? That’s why it’s so— Oh, Loyola! Loyola, wait a minute!” Trixie left Honey’s side to corner Loyola near her locker. She felt that Brian’s lab partner should know about his illness.


  Loyola’s first reaction to Trixie’s brief summary was to say, ”Gee, I’m really sorry to hear that.” Then she smiled slightly. ”He was my only competition around here! Tell him to take it easy and not to worry about our project. I can handle it on my own till he gets back.”


  ”I will,” promised Trixie, breaking into a run to get to her homeroom on time.


  By the following afternoon, when Trixie and Mart came home from school, Brian was already home from the hospital. His two siblings rushed up to his room without even taking their jackets off.


  ”Brian, how do you feel?” Trixie asked breathlessly. ”Gleeps, you look wonderful!”


  Brian was sitting up in bed, his dark eyes twinkling. ”Personally, I feel ready to climb Mount Everest, although you know Dr. Ferris. He has me eating and sleeping more for a few days before he’ll say I’m back to normal. I sure feel like a different person already, though.”


  ”Naturally,” said Mart. ”You, of all people, would take that ’physician, heal thyself’ stuff pretty seriously.”


  The phone rang, and Mrs. Belden called out that it was for Mart. When he left, Trixie moved closer to Brian’s side and leaned forward with an anxious air.


  ”Physician?” she asked him gently.


  Brian winked back at her.


  ”Oh, Brian, you mean you really want to be a doctor again? I mean—jeepers, that sounds like I’m trying to talk you out of it! What I mean is, it was just the poison that was making you sound like such an idiot,-wasn’t it? No offense, if you know what I mean—”


  ”Relax, sis. Now that I can think straight again, I realize how much I must have worried you.”


  ”If that isn’t just like you!” Trixie exclaimed. ”To be worried about me when you’re the one in trouble!”


  ”Well, I’m not in trouble anymore. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I can see how everything that’s gone wrong lately is a direct result of that poison. My car accident, my crankiness, doing poorly on that test, my selfdoubts, everything. Because my body was giving me so much trouble and I couldn’t figure out why, I was making myself into a nervous wreck. But I believe that, deep down inside, I wasn’t really losing sight of my life’s goal. There were just a few clouds in the way, that’s all.”


  ”Yipes, I’m so relieved,” Trixie sighed. ”Now, we’re just going to have to figure out what it was that poisoned you.”


  Brian frowned. ”I’ve been wracking my brain over that, too. I’m supposed to keep a record of everything I eat, and then go back for some more tests soon. It’s really a puzzle to me, though, how I’m the only one in the family to come down with this.”


  It finally occurred to Trixie to take off her jacket. ”Oh, before I forget,” she said, ”I’m supposed to tell you that Loyola said for you to take things slow. She’ll keep your project moving till you’re well again.”


  ”I’m well now,” said Brian. ”And I plan to keep our appointment to meet at the river on Sunday.”


  Trixie was only half listening. ”You know, there’s something kind of mysterious about Loyola.”


  ”I’d love to meet the person you didn’t think was mysterious!”


  ”Well, I wouldn’t,” Trixie said with a chuckle. ”Who wants to meet boring people? Anyway, she didn’t seem as upset as I thought she’d be when I told her about you. All she was worried about was the project. As if that were more important than you!”


  ”It is very important, Trix. Try to get that through your head. Loyola wants to become a top-notch scientist, and competition in her field is very intense. A project like ours will mean a lot to her future. To mine, too.”


  ”Competition,” Trixie repeated. ”Loyola said something about that, too—that you were her only competition. Well, I think that’s odd! I mean, it’s so—so cold-blooded to think of people in those terms—as competition if they’re well, and burdens if they’re sick.”


  ”Aren’t you getting just a little carried away?” Brian demanded. ”Loyola is going into a field where good grades and good jobs don’t come easy. That doesn’t make her a monster.”


  ”Doesn’t she seem kind of inhuman to you?”


  ”No,” Brian said sharply. ”You’re the one who’s striking me that way. You want to be a detective so much that you leap to conclusions too quickly—conclusions that could hurt people. Loyola would be crushed if she ever heard what you were saying, and I don’t want to hear you ever, ever mentioning this little conversation to her. Promise?”


  Trixie nodded, surprised at Brian’s vehemence but aware that he was right. This isn’t the first time I’ve been accused of speaking before thinking, she scolded herself.


  ”I really appreciate your concern for me the last few days,” Brian went on. ”But now it’s time for me to show my concern for you, Trix. I know I tease you a lot, but I—well, I honestly think you have a great career ahead of you—if you can control that habit of jumping to conclusions.” Trixie blushed to the roots of her sandy curls. It wasn t often that she received such direct praise from her quiet older brother. And she appreciated his advice, too—as contrary as it was to her natural inclinations.


  It was immediately after her talk with Brian that Trixie decided to let the doctors determine the cause of the poisoning. Not that she wasn’t going to keep her eyes and ears open, but there were other problems demanding her attention. The shark, for instance.


  The following day, after her Saturday morning chores were out of the way, Trixie phoned Honey to see what her plans were.


  ”I’m simply too exhausted to even think about the rest of today,” Honey said. ”Regan has me and Jim exercising the horses every spare minute, since you and your brothers are—ahem—too busy to ride these days.”


  ”I know,” Trixie said sorrowfully. ”But, listen —since the horses have already been exercised, how about taking a bike ride with me?”


  ”This sounds like you have something besides a mere ride in mind.”


  ”Sort of,” admitted Trixie. ”I want to go down to Killifish Point again, to hunt up that shark.” To forestall complaints from Honey, she went on, ”Now, let me finish! I’ve decided I just have to report what I saw to someone, but to make people believe me, it would be best if I could report more than one sighting ol it. Otherwise they’ll just call me a crackpot.”


  ”They’ll call you worse things than that.”


  ”You didn’t have to agree so fast,” Trixie said pertly. ”Anyway, does that mean you’ll go with me?”


  ”I suppose so. But I have to be back late this afternoon. Mother and Dad are in a dither over a dinner party they’re having tonight. I have to be here to help welcome the guests.”


  ”Tell them to dither not—you’ll be the hostess with the mostest,” Trixie promised. ”I’ll meet you out on Glen Road in fifteen minutes.”


  


  An Indian summer weekend was in full swing, and it was a perfect day for a bike ride. The girls chattered back and forth as they rode, enjoying the stunning fall colors and the balmy air.


  The river, as they saw when they parked their bikes at Killifish Point, was as still as a mirror. Trixie scanned it anxiously for fins, which would have shown up clearly in the absence of significant waves. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary so far. Once again she could feel possessive toward her river—a powerful, glittering presence in her life.


  It wasn’t until Trixie pulled Honey partway down the cliff that the girls came upon anything unexpected. There, almost hidden by bushes, was a motionless, blue-jeaned figure, sitting with legs crossed on a large rock overhanging the water.


  With a cry of recognition, Trixie scrambled toward the rock. Then she gasped in horror as the figure whirled around and staggered backward toward the river, teetering precariously close to the edge of the cliff.
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  THEA VAN LOON recovered her balance almost immediately. Her alarmed expression remained as she turned to face the two girls.


  ”We’re terribly sorry,” said Honey. ”We didn’t mean to frighten you.”


  ”You should have posted signs so we would have known you were here,” Trixie teased.


  Thea got back into her crosslegged position and took a deep breath. ”Ah, but you know us temperamental writers. We don’t like to be disturbed in our research.”


  Trixie failed to notice the implied hint. She plopped down near Thea and asked eagerly, ”Your new book—how’s it coming?”


  ”You certainly have a beautiful day for exploring,” Honey added politely.


  ”Yes, I’ve been down that way,” said Thea with a vague wave of her right hand.


  ”This area is really fascinating, isn’t it?” Trixie went on enthusiastically. ”There’s no end to the stuff you can learn about it. Jeepers, just the other day I found out that our very own Hudson River inspired one of the world’s first detective stories.”


  ”You’re kidding!” exclaimed Honey.


  ”Nope. One of Edgar Allan Poe’s earliest stories was called ’The Mystery of Marie Roget.’ It was based on the true story of the discovery of a murdered girl, Mary Rogers, in the Hudson.” Thea’s eyebrows arched. ”I’ve heard that the New York harbor police recover over one hundred bodies a year from the Hudson,” she said. ”How horrible!” Honey shuddered.


  Not to be outdone, Trixie said, ”I’ll bet there’re all kinds of things in that river that no one knows about—cars, trucks, ships, and, of course, fabulous sunken treasure.”


  ”Sunken treasure?” Thea repeated.


  ”Sure! If you’ve done any research at all, you must have heard about all the pirate ships that have sunk around here. Then there’s the treasure Captain Kidd buried around here, too.”


  ”Oh, that,” Thea said. ”The only treasure Kidd buried around here was supposed to have been dug up centuries ago, before he was even hanged.”


  ”I’ve heard that, too,” Trixie said a bit defensively. ”But those pirates were awfully sneaky about finding good hiding places, not to mention the fact that a lot of them»—the pirates, I mean— ended up in shipwrecks. So it doesn’t do any harm to dream about stumbling on treasure that’s been overlooked for years and years.”


  Thea laughed dryly. ”I suppose not.”


  ”Trixie’s just a dreamer at heart,” Honey explained. ”If her brother Mart were here, I’m sure he’d have something cute to say about Kidd stuff.”


  ”Only he’d probably say ’stidd kuff’ or something equally dumb,” said Trixie. To Thea she said, ”Did you see Sunnyside?”


  ”Well—” Thea began.


  ”That’s always the first place tourists visit. I’ll bet you’re quoting Washington Irving a lot in your book,” Trixie went on. ”He got most of his inspiration from this river. He especially designed Sunnyside so it had the best possible view of the river. No wonder he was so furious when the railroad was built right through his property and spoiled his perfect view.”


  ”Isn’t it strange,” Honey mused, ”how so many of the estates right along the river are owned by people who made their fortunes from railroads? And the tracks cut right through their front lawns, same as they do through everyone else’s!”


  ”It’s so hard for the billionaires to get to their yachts,” Trixie tut-tutted playfully.


  Thea was silent, gazing out over the still water. ”Does it make you nervous to be down here by yourself?” Trixie asked concernedly.


  Thea darted a glance at her. ”Not at all. I—I am afraid of water, though. Never learned to swim.”


  Trixie felt a tap on her shoulder.


  ”Let’s go, Trix,” Honey said. ”I have to get back early, remember?”


  ”Huh—oh, sure,” said Trixie, getting to her feet. ”I hope we run into you again soon, Thea.” Thea waved good-bye casually. ”Just don’t creep up behind me next time!”


  As soon as they were out of Thea’s hearing, Trixie turned to Honey. ”What’s the hurry? We didn’t even get to talk about the shark. Was I asking too many nosy questions?”


  ”You certainly were,” Honey chided. ”Or at least, I think Thea thought you were. Haven’t you noticed how quiet she gets when you bring up her book? I don’t think she was kidding when she said that writers don’t like to be disturbed.”


  ”I’m not trying to disturb her, for heaven’s sake. I thought I was helping her, by telling her interesting tidbits she might not know about.”


  ”Well, she already seems to know plenty,” said Honey.


  Without really paying attention to where they were going, the girls were ambling down a path in the direction Thea had pointed out. Trixie spent most of her time watching the water, but once she looked up the cliff and caught a glimpse of a silver car.


  ”Jeepers, I didn’t even get a chance to ask Thea about her car,” said Trixie.


  ”What about it?”


  ”Why does she have such a nice one when she told us she was underpaid?”


  ”Talk about nosy questions!” Honey scoffed. ”You were actually going to ask her that?”


  ”Well, you know, indirectly....”


  ”Besides, there could be all kinds of reasons. Maybe she’s been able to save up the money. Or maybe she won it in a contest. Maybe she has a rich boyfriend. Maybe she took out a loan. Maybe her parents gave it to her. Maybe—”


  ”Okay, okay,” Trixie said hastily. ”Hey, look over there!”


  The path the girls were on had taken a sharp downward curve. In the late-afternoon light, Trixie could see a peculiar formation of the rocks up ahead.


  ”Let’s go explore,” Trixie urged.


  Honey looked doubtfully at the steeply sloped, rocky shore.


  ”Come on, we’re both wearing sneakers,” Trixie said. ”Aren’t you the least bit curious? It looks like some kind of hole cut right into the cliff. Jeepers, I’ve never seen anything like that around here before!”


  Honey remained unconvinced. ”You go,” she said. ”I’ll stay down here so I can catch you before you fall into the river.”


  ”Don’t be a ninny,” said Trixie.


  ”Don’t be a daredevil,” Honey countered.


  ”Well, I’m going,” Trixie said, and she hoisted herself up onto a boulder.


  ”Hurry up,” called Honey. ”I should be getting back soon. This time I really mean it!”


  Trixie felt full of energy as she clambered over one rock after another. Her love of adventure kept her going even after she lost her footing at one point and scraped her hand when grabbing a jagged rock. Her hand was bleeding slightly, so she had to favor it in the climbing that followed.


  By the time she got halfway to her destination, she was breathing hard. She paused for a moment to study the cliffs above her. There was definitely a cave of some sort tunneled right into the gray cliff. Trixie scrambled upward, nearly dancing with curiosity to know what was inside the cave. Probably nothing, she thought to herself. She wondered briefly if Thea had encountered this cave in her explorations that day.


  Several ledges carved into the cliff made the last several yards of the climb relatively easy. Trixie halted in the opening of the cave to catch her breath and to stop the bleeding in her hand with her sweatshirt.


  Once she stepped inside, she had to wait another few minutes to let her eyes become accustomed to the darkness. Gradually she could make out several indistinct shapes. Approaching closer, she saw that they were large tubs. She walked over to them and peered inside.


  ”What in the world—?”


  Inside each tub were big, beautiful fish. She looked closer and discerned that each container seemed to hold a different kind of fish. The largest tub was filled with tiny silver flashes of fish. She gazed around the front section of the cave and saw fishing rods and reels, nets, other fishing equipment, and what looked like parts of boats.


  ”This is quite a setup,” she murmured. ”I wonder why it’s so hidden away.”


  Trixie walked carefully past the tubs and farther into the cave. As careful as she was, she nearly toppled right into what looked like a large pit. With a hand clutching her thumping chest, she looked down into the pit and saw water. In the vast silence of the cave, she could hear the water lapping gently against the sides of the pit. She squinted and was finally able to make out the sight of—she couldn’t believe it!—hundreds of fish, cavorting madly about in the water below.


  ”What’s going on here?” Trixie asked aloud. She hadn’t the slightest idea, but it occurred to her that perhaps it was something illegal. Why else would it be so remote from humanity? And the only person Trixie had ever seen in this area, besides Brian and Loyola, was Thea. Could Thea have something to do with whatever was going on here?


  ”Trixie... Trixie Belden!”


  Trixiejumped. Then she laughed nervously. It was only Honey calling, not some new breed of talking fish. Trixie walked back to the opening of the cave, caught sight of Honey, and made a vigorous motion for Honey to join her.


  Honey’s voice echoed strangely against the cliff: ”Hurry up! I’m going to be late!”


  Trixie had no choice but to obey. She slid down from boulder to boulder, grumbling all the way. ”Jeepers, just when I’m on the verge of discovering something really big, Honey has to go off and be the belle of the ball.... Little Miss Twinkletoes!” Trixie had the opportunity for a few other insults as she made her solitary way down the cliff, but she wasn’t nearly as angry at her best friend as she sounded. She had already decided she was going back to explore that cave the very next afternoon.


  


  Sunday proved to be another glorious day of Indian summer. True to his word, by noon Brian was ready for a full afternoon’s work down at Killifish Point. He was in good spirits and didn’t mind in the least when Trixie invited herself and Honey along on the trip. The three Bob-Whites first drove into town to pick up Loyola, who had packed an enormous picnic lunch to celebrate the return of Brian’s health. Then the four young people drove to Killifish Point. It was such a warm day that they left their jackets in Brian’s jalopy.


  After establishing a central meeting place, Brian and Loyola were soon off on their way down the shore, collecting and labeling specimens. Honey had brought along a library book to read. So far, Honey was the only one Trixie had told about what she had seen in the cave. Trixie had more than a sneaking suspicion that Honey wouldn’t advise returning to it, so she didn’t waste her energy trying to talk Honey into accompanying her.


  Instead, Trixie mumbled something about taking a walk and then disappeared. Once again, she felt ready for adventure as she made her way toward the cave. She had brought along an old pair of gloves to protect her hands, and she had tucked a flashlight into her pocket. She wanted to get a better look at that pit and to see if there was any way of getting around it.


  Now that she knew the route, it didn’t take her as long to reach the cave. She was glad, because she wanted to get back before the others began to think she was in trouble.


  Trixie charged into the cave, flashlight in hand. It seemed to her that there weren’t as many fish in the tubs as there had been the previous day, although she couldn’t be sure. She looked anxiously all around her before proceeding farther into the cave.


  She was crouching in front of the pit, poking about with her flashlight, when she heard it.


  Someone was whistling just outside the cave.


  Her heart racing, Trixie stood up. There wasn’t enough light for her to be sure of what was behind the pit, and she didn’t feel like going ahead blindly. For all she knew, those were man-eating fish below.


  The sound of whistling came closer.


  Frantically she darted her flashlight around the cave, searching for something big enough to hide behind. There was nothing. The supporting beams were too slender, and the tubs weren’t even big enough for her to climb inside. What am I going to do? she thought, starting to panic. She lost her grip on the flashlight, which fell with a plop into the pit.


  Just then, the whistling stopped. Trixie swiveled toward the cave’s opening. There, silhouetted against the bright blue water of the Hudson, stood a misshapen, hulking figure.


  


  


  ”Honey, Help!” ● 8


  


  BEFORE TRIXIE COULD SCREAM, the man asked angrily, ”Just what do you think you’re doing here?”


  More than anything, Trixie wanted to ask him the same question, but the words were frozen in her throat.


  The man came in out of the sunlight. He was about sixty or seventy years old, Trixie guessed, with a full white beard and ruddy complexion. His odd shape was caused by his cap, as well as the knapsack slung over his back and the equipment he carried in both hands.


  He examined Trixie closely, as if looking at a fish squirming on the end of a line. ”What are you doing here?” he asked again, a little more quietly.


  ”I—I’m Trixie Belden, and I’m just doing a little ex—exploring.”


  ”Exploring, eh?” said the man, unslinging his knapsack and starting to unload it. ”Well, this here’s my place of business, which means that what you’re doing is more like trespassing.” He looked over at her again. ”But I suppose there’s no harm done.”


  Uh... what kind of business are you in?” Trixie asked hesitantly.


  ”Look around you, little lady! If this place doesn’t make it plain that I’m a commercial fisherman, then I don’t know what would! My name s Pat Bunker, by the way, but everyone just calls me Bunker.”


  Trixie swallowed hard. Not only did she hate being called things like ”little lady,” but she also couldn’t believe that this cave was used for something as harmless as fishing. However, Bunker didn’t seem to be trying to hide anything from her, and he seemed to trust her.


  She came closer and asked, ”Why do you keep your fish in such an out-of-the-way place?”


  It s the best place I know of,” Bunker said simply. ”If you find any better place, let me know! I guess you don’t realize that this here is an old silver mine that was tunneled into the cliff. There aren’t many of them left, and it’s lucky for me I found it. The pool over there”—he waved toward the pit—”is a part of the mine that floods this time of year. As long as I can get my catch up here—and I know of an easy path up here that you probably haven’t found—I can keep it alive until I get around to selling it.”


  As Trixie gradually lost her fear of the man, she became fascinated by what he was saying. She never would have imagined that such an eccentric old man would be living this unusual life so close to Crabapple Farm. ”You must be an awfully good fisherman,” she said, leaning against a tank. ”Jeepers, I’ve never seen so many fish all in one place!”


  Bunker smiled to himself. ”Nothing to it, little lady. The height of fishing in this area is Columbus Day, which is in October, in case you didn’t know! All month long, the fish are almost jumping into my boat. You have your bass and your perch, your sturgeon and shad and bluefish, and, of course, your killifish for bait.... Watch out you don’t tip over my catfish there—I have to keep them around till they’re eatable—”


  ”What about sharks?” Trixie asked abruptly.


  ”Eh?”


  ”You know, sharks. I don’t mean if you’ve ever caught any. I mean, have you ever seen any around here?”


  Bunker hesitated. ”As far as I can recollect,” he said finally, ”the last shark was captured in these parts about thirty years ago. Now, I’ve been fishing here for forty, and I’ve never seen one. So I don’t think you have to worry your head about sharks, little lady.”


  ”You can call me Trixie,” she said, then frowned. ”I’m not really worried. Someone—a friend of mine—told me that sharks used to be very common in the Hudson.”


  ”Oh? Well, I don’t think that’s true. Sharks are saltwater creatures, you know.”


  Trixie nodded, recalling that Loyola had told her that.


  ”And so they don’t rightly belong in the Hudson,” Bunker went on. ”On the other hand, in the spring some of our fresh water gets washed out to sea. The powerful ocean tides stay here, and that can keep this part of the river pretty salty, especially between late summer and early spring. Follow me so far?”


  Trixie nodded again. As Bunker was talking, he was moving some of his fishing gear to the opening of the cave. He pushed a tackle box out into the sun and sat down to rest. Trixie followed him and made herself comfortable on a nearby boulder.


  ”These ocean tides from the Atlantic,” continued Bunker, ”can attract unusual saltwater fishes. They use the tides to work their way upriver to places they aren’t supposed to be. It’s a funny thing—no one really knows much about it.”


  ”My brother is working on a project to analyze the water along here,” Trixie said proudly. ”I think salt is one of the things he’s testing for.”


  ”Good for him,” said Bunker. He pulled out a needle and thread and started mending one of his nets. ”We should know as much as we possibly can about our fish and how to keep ’em healthy. Fish are the greatest natural resource this state has. There’s some committee in town—”


  ”The Sleepyside Conservation Committee?”


  ”That’s the one. From what I’ve heard, it’s doing a good job of finding out ways of protecting our river from more pollution.”


  ”Yes,” said Trixie, leaning forward. ”But what were you going to say about the unusual saltwater fishes?”


  ”Eh? Oh, dolphins and porpoises, for example. They were seen regularly around here during the last century. Blackfish whales, too, I guess.”


  ”That’s awfully hard to believe!”


  ”But it was sharks you were asking about.” Bunker shook his head. ”I think it was a sand shark that was captured up at Peekskill about thirty years ago. And then I’ve heard of hammerhead and dusky sharks around here, but that was a century ago. No, sharks are mainly after food—they’re attracted to garbage in the water. And I guess the Hudson around here just isn’t dirty enough for ’em.”


  ”Let’s hope we can keep it that way,” Trixie sighed. ”Say, where do you keep your boat? I don’t see it.”


  ”Right down there,” he replied, pointing with his needle.


  Trixie had to stand up in order to see the houseboat tied to a rock below. The day was so warm that it was no surprise to see several pleasure boats floating down the river. Trixie watched them for a minute, then cried, ”Gleeps, look at that sailboat! Isn’t it clever?”


  A small catboat was floating past them, close enough so that Trixie could see the two young boys inside it. On the boat’s one sail was printed its name, Quarter Moon, as well as a picture of a crescent moon.


  ”It must have been named after the Half Moon," Trixie explained to Bunker. ”That was the ship Henry Hudson came in during the seventeenth century, when he became the first white man to explore this area.”


  ”I know,” said Bunker, looking up briefly from his work. ”I also know who that boat belongs to—a couple of boys by the names of Ken and Carl. Spoiled rich kids, and none too handy with a boat, either.”


  Trixie sank back down on the boulder, deep in thought about sharks. Bunker certainly seems to know what he’s talking about, she told herself. But almost everything he said contradicts what Thea told me. And she’s supposed to be an expert on the Hudson! Thea had said a shark had been seen in the Hudson a year before, and Bunker said it had been thirty years before. She had said that the river used to be loaded with sharks, and Bunker said that simply wasn’t true. She seemed to take my word for it that I saw a shark, and it’s plain that Bunker would think I was insane if I told him I had seen one. Who am I supposed to believe...?


  Before Trixie could think of a way to prove Bunker right or wrong, she saw a movement out of the corner of her eye.


  ”Oh, no!” she screamed. ”Bunker, look at the Quarter Moon—it’s capsized! Ken and Carl went overboard!”


  To Trixie’s horror, Bunker hardly glanced up from his mending. ”They’ll have life preservers,” he grunted. ”Maybe this’ll teach them a lesson.”


  ”But—” Trixie helplessly watched the two boys flailing away at the water. She couldn’t see any life preservers. ”Teach them a lesson?” she cried. ”Do you call drowning a lesson?”


  Finally Bunker craned his neck to get a look at the boys. As he and Trixie watched, the sailboat drifted out of the boys’ reach. No other boats were nearby. The smaller boy’s head bobbed under the water once, and then again.


  Trixie knew she had to do something. But she couldn’t very well dive off the cliff, and she wasn’t an overly strong swimmer herself. Almost instinctively, she braced herself to yell louder than she’d ever yelled before. As far as she knew, there was only one other person within earshot, and Honey Wheeler was just about the best swimmer Trixie had ever seen.


  ”Honey! Honey, heeeeelp!”


  Trixie’s voice ricocheted down the cliff. Bunker was staring at her oddly, but Trixie ignored him. She kept roaring Honey’s name, meanwhile praying that her friend would hear.


  As if in answer to her prayers, suddenly Trixie caught a glimpse of Honey’s golden head down below on the shore. Honey was looking at Trixie, who waved and pointed frantically at the boys. Just as Trixie had hoped, Honey saw the problem immediately. In one smooth motion, she ran for the bank and dived into the blue-green water.


  Panting with relief, Trixie sank to her knees and kept her eyes on the boys. With her smooth, powerful strokes, Honey had almost reached them. Just as Trixie began to wonder if Honey was going to have trouble towing two boys in to shore, she saw another figure leaping off the bank into the water. It was Brian!


  ”Jiminy jeepers,” she groaned. ”Brian’s an awfully good swimmer, but he just got out of the hospital! And that water must be freezing, not to mention how strong the current must be...


  Bunker didn’t seem to pay any attention to Trixie’s remarks. He threw his mending aside and disappeared down a path in the opposite direction from which Trixie had come. Rather than ponder this mysterious behavior, Trixie merely glared after him and turned back to watch the river drama. Honey and Brian had overtaken Ken and Carl, but from where Trixie stood, it appeared that the boys were actually fighting the others’ efforts to rescue them.


  Trixie decided that she wasn’t doing anybody any good where she was, and she began hastily climbing down the cliff. She had caught sight of


  Loyola hovering on the shore near their prearranged meeting place. Trixie figured that she and Loyola could make themselves useful by being on hand to help the others up the bank. As she headed in that direction, Trixie tried to make sense out of Bunker’s reaction to this calamity.


  He claims he’s been fishing this river for forty years, she thought angrily. You’d think an experienced man of the river would be on the lookout for people in trouble and be willing to help them. What an unpleasant, hard-hearted man!


  Trixie stubbed her toe on a rock and paused to rub it. Suddenly it occurred to her that perhaps Bunker had exaggerated his experience on the river to impress her. That might explain why his statements about sharks differed so much from Thea’s—because he simply didn’t know what he was talking about. Now that she was thinking along those lines, it seemed to her that he had hesitated just a fraction too long before launching into his opinion on the subject. He’s covering up something, Trixie thought grimly.


  Then she was stopped in her tracks by the thought of something more dangerous.


  Sharks! she thought. Gripped with apprehension, she studied the four figures struggling in the Hudson, thinking again of the fin she had seen in these very waters the week before.


  


  


  A Serious Mistake 9


  


  SHARKS TURNED OUT TO BE the least of Honey and Brian’s problems in tugging Ken and Carl in to shore. The water was so calm, and Honey and Brian were such good swimmers, that their rescue effort should have been relatively easy. What they didn’t count on was the boys’ frantic desire to retrieve the Quarter Moon.


  Standing near Loyola, Trixie watched in agony while Honey literally pulled the larger boy the final several yards toward shore. The smaller boy was obviously not a very strong swimmer, and Brian had an easier time of it.


  ”They’re going to make it!” Trixie exclaimed finally. ”Loyola, can you give them a hand? I’ll be back in a second with some dry things for Honey and Brian. Oh, woe, poor Brian....” Without waiting for a reply, Trixie whirled around and raced for the jalopy. She gathered up all of their jackets and sweatshirts, and she found several beach towels Brian had tucked away.


  When she got back to the riverbank, four soaked figures had collapsed on the rocks and were catching their breath. Trixie’s eyes went first to Brian. His lips were blue, and his teeth were chattering, but he didn’t seem to be concerned about himself. He had an arm around the smaller boy’s shoulders.


  ”Now, Carl,” he was saying gently, ”you really should be wearing a life jacket when you go sailing. That river current is a lot stronger than you are.”


  Carl nodded and stared down at his bare feet. ”I—I was eating a sandwich,” he mumbled. ”It went overboard—”


  ”Brian, take off your shirt,” Trixie interrupted. ”Here, dry yourself off with this towel and put on your sweatshirt.”


  ”I’m not the only wet one around here,” said Brian. He indicated Honey, who was wringing out her honey-blond hair. ”It’s a good thing it’s such a warm day, or Honey’d get pneumonia waiting for you to get around to her.”


  Trixie hurried over to her wet friend, put a towel around Honey’s shoulders, and gave her a hug at the same time. ”Oh, Honey, I’m a real dunce. How are you? And you, boys, are you all right?” She handed each of them a towel.


  Ken, who appeared to be about eleven, nodded gratefully. ”I feel kind of dumb,” he began.


  ”Well, it wasn’t exactly a stroke of genius to go for a swim right after eating,” Brian said. ”Not that your swim was intentional, but—what happened, anyway?”


  ”We were coming down from Haverstraw Bay,” said Ken. ”That’s where we live. And I guess I just wasn’t letting enough air out of the sails. Then the boat tipped over. That happens sometimes, you know,” he finished defensively.


  Brian stopped shivering and leaned forward to examine the boys. ”First of all,” he said, ”you should have had life jackets on that boat, and you should have been wearing them. Second, you shouldn’t be eating on the boat if there’s any chance you’re going to capsize. And third, if you do capsize, hang on to your boat. Don’t let it get out of your reach! Can you remember that?”


  ”That’s what we were trying to do,” complained Carl. ”But you dragged us away!”


  ”Our dad is going to kill us,” Ken muttered.


  ”That’s my fourth point,” said Brian sternly. ”If people are trying to rescue you, don’t resist them. A boat can always be replaced, but human beings can’t. I saw you from shore, and you were already way out of reach of your boat by the time Honey and I jumped in. You should have trusted us. It’s a lucky thing all four of us didn’t drown.”


  The two freckled towheads were silent.


  ”And fifth,” Brian went on, ”I think you boys are due for some sailing lessons. You don’t seem to know much about slacking off, which is one of the basic maneuvers in sailing.”


  Brian launched into a detailed lecture on proper sailing techniques, completely commanding the two boys’ attention. Trixie and Honey also gazed at him, full of admiration. Loyola had disappeared in the direction of the car.


  Jeepers, is Brian ever going to make a super doctor, Trixie was thinking. I wonder if he’s thought about becoming a ped—pedia—doctor for children. He’s got those kids wrapped around his finger....


  As lost in thought as she was, it was still Trixie who first noticed the small houseboat cruising toward them around a bend in the cliff. Across its side, The Kruller II was spelled out in bold black letters. Trixie jumped up and pointed excitedly. Directly behind the houseboat, attached to it with a rope, was the Quarter Moon, right side up and as cute as ever.


  ”Hurray!” Carl squeaked. He and Ken scampered down to the water’s edge.


  Brian sighed but also looked pleased. ”Let’s hope they know more what they’re doing this time,” he said to Trixie and Honey.


  The houseboat drifted in closer to shore. Suddenly a white-bearded figure appeared in the bow. Trixie gasped.


  ”So that’s where Bunker disappeared to!” she murmured. To the others she said, ”That’s Bunker, the man I was talking to up the cliff. He’s a—well, I guess he must be what he said he is—a commercial fisherman.”


  Bunker waved when he caught sight of Trixie. ”Bet you think I’m pretty dim-witted, little lady,” he shouted. ”By the time I caught on to what you were saying about those two boys and their boat, there wasn’t time for me to explain that I was going to fetch my boat and see if I could help them.”


  ” ’Little lady?’ ” Brian muttered, grinning. Trixie felt herself blush and hoped that Bunker couldn’t see it. ”That’s what he calls me,” she said. ”And don’t you dare pick up the habit,


  Brian Belden!” To Bunker, she yelled, ”You’re not dim-witted at all—you’re a hero!”


  ”Come on, boys,” Bunker was saying. He maneuvered the catboat so that it was barely a few feet from shore. Then he threw the boys a couple of flotation cushions.


  The boys slipped into the water and started to wade out.


  ”You’re sure you’re all right?” Brian called anxiously.


  The boys waved vigorously at the Bob-Whites and shouted their thanks.


  ”Maybe my dad will send you a reward!” Ken yelled to Brian.


  I won’t hold my breath,” Brian dryly remarked to the girls.


  ”By the time they get home,” said Trixie, ”they’ll probably have the story switched around so that they were the ones who rescued us. ”


  Seemed to me you were the one giving the orders, not doing the rescuing,” Honey teased.


  Jeepers, it’s a good thing someone was paying attention—what with your nose buried in a book, and Brian’s buried in specimens!” Trixie turned back to smile at Bunker. She felt terrible about having misinterpreted his behavior. ”Why Kruller?” she called.


  ”Eh?”


  ”Why did you name your boat the Kruller, instead of the Bunker, or something?”


  Bunker was near enough by this time for Trixie to see his saddened expression. ”Lawrence Krull was my fishing partner—and my best friend, too,” he answered. ”I named it after him.”


  To Trixie, the obvious next question was, what had happened to the first Kruller? She didn’t have to ask.


  ”Krull went down with our first boat right here in the Hudson about two years ago,” he went on.


  ”Oh, I’m sorry,” said Trixie.


  Bunker shrugged. ”He left me everything he owned. Sort of a joke, I guess! What little there was I used to buy this houseboat.” Bunker’s attention was diverted to the boys, who were climbing aboard their catboat. ”Now, little fellows, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to tow your boat for a bit, just to make sure you get off to a good start.”


  He and the boys waved good-bye again, and in another minute, they were out of the Bob-Whites’ hearing.


  Trixie squeezed Brian’s arm. ”You sounded so —so professional when you were talking to those kids, Brian.”


  ”Well, it’s plain they’re not used to following anyone’s advice,” said Brian.


  ”I think what you told them definitely made an impression,” said Honey. ”You have á way of letting people know you really care. I’ll bet your future patients are going to follow your instructions right down to the letter.”


  ”If they can read his handwriting,” Trixie teased. ”Aren’t doctors supposed to have terrible handwriting?” Seeing Brian’s uncomfortable expression, she added hastily, ”How are you feeling? Boy, wait till Dr. Ferris hears about how you’re taking care of yourself!”


  ”I’ll be happy if he just finds out what poisoned me in the first place,” said Brian. ”Actually, I feel pretty good, sitting here in the sun. How about you, Honey? I’m starving, though. There’s nothing like a good, brisk swim to stimulate my appetite!”


  ”I was ravenous before we. even got in the water,” Honey admitted.


  ”Well, what are you waiting for?” came a low voice from behind them. ”Dig in!”


  The Bob-Whites spun around with shouts of glee: ”Loyola!”


  ”You shouldn’t have!”


  ”You should have!”


  ”We’re so glad you did!”


  A red-checked tablecloth was spread out on the ground in a sunny, inviting spot. Somehow, Loyola had quietly set out a picnic feast for the others. There were containers of fresh lemonade, thick turkey and lettuce sandwiches, a bag full of pears and oranges, and a large plastic bowl of Loyola’s specialty—Waldorf salad.


  Within seconds, the young people had made themselves comfortable and were happily munching sandwiches.


  Honey sipped her lemonade and sighed, ”What a perfectly perfect place for a picnic.” Trixie gazed around at the autumn trees, the chalky cliffs, the blue green water. ”It is beautiful here, along the river. I’ve heard there used to be a whole group of artists here called the Hudson River School,” she said, reaching for a second helping of Waldorf salad.


  ”I remember Di telling me about that,” said Brian. ”That existed in the last century, right? Di said it was the first group of Americans to develop a distinct type of landscape painting.” Trixie nodded. ”And they painted the very same scenes and farms and fishermen and everything we see every day. Just looking at the river sometimes really makes me wish I could paint.”


  ”You can’t do everything,” Honey told her. To Loyola she said, ”This is certainly good Waldorf salad. It’s so crunchy!”


  ”Thank you,” said Loyola, pleased. ”That’s what my grandfather says, too. I must say I don’t care for it that much myself. I’ve never been that crazy about apples, I guess.”


  ”What else do you put in it?” Honey asked politely.


  ”Well, I’m getting more interested in natural foods these days. In this salad, for example, I used organic celery and grapes—”


  ”Organic?” Honey repeated.


  ”That means they’re grown without using any chemical fertilizers or pesticides, only fertilizers of plant or animal origin.”


  ”Thought you were going to be a chemistry major,” Trixie tittered. ”Seems weird that you wouldn’t like chemicals!”


  ”I plan to major in marine biology,” Loyola said a little coolly. ”And many people, even some scientists, believe that artificial chemicals don’t belong in food for humans. Anyway, the salad also contains whole shelled walnuts and a mayonnaise with a base of safflower oil. Then, at the last minute I take whole apples and simply cut them up and throw them in. Brian, would you like some more? You’ve only had three helpings so far!”


  ”Sure, let’s make it an even four,” said Brian, helping himself. ”How did such a good thing get stuck with a name like Waldorf, anyway?”


  ”Oh, I know the answer to that,” Honey said.


  ”It’s named after the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City. I think one of their chefs invented it. I ate there with Mother and Dad once.”


  ”Well, la-di-da,” kidded Brian.


  Honey flushed but began a good-humored retort.


  Ordinarily, Trixie would have joined in teasing Honey about her wealthy background. At the moment, though, certain facts were filing through her mental computer. She tuned out on the others’ conversation completely, trying to concentrate on something she recalled only vaguely... something she had read... in a hurry. As her mind sifted through the data, Trixie felt the blood rush to her face in a burst of emotion.


  Finally, something clicked. Too overwhelmed by strong feelings to really think things through, Trixie turned to Loyola. ”Why are you poisoning my brother?” she blurted. ”Because he’s too much c-competition?”
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  LOYOLA BURST INTO TEARS.


  ”Trixie!” Brian exploded. ”Have you gone nuts or something? That’s a mean, rotten thing to say!”


  ”Trixie, what on earth are you thinking of?” Honey demanded shrilly.


  Trixie hadn’t prepared herself for any reaction at all, much less for this. She stared at her redfaced brother, realizing that this was the angriest she’d ever seen him.


  ”Brian, I’m sorry, but don’t you see?” Trixie cried. ”One of the things on Moms’s list of cyanide sources was apple seeds. This salad is loaded with seeds! And Loyola’s been feeding it to you ever since—ever since you started this chemistry project at the beginning of the semester. And Brian—she hasn’t been eating any of it herself!”


  Brian and Honey, shocked beyond words, gaped at Loyola. The black girl, in turn, stopped crying and looked directly into Trixie’s eyes.


  ”I had no idea the seeds were poisonous,” she said simply.


  Too many facts were racing through Trixie’s brain for her to take in what Loyola said at first. ”Moms said that you had been getting the poison in very small doses for an extended period of time, Brian. You were going to die when it reached the toxic level!”


  ”Trixie, didn’t you hear what Loyola just said?” Honey asked.


  ”And then when I told Loyola about your being taken to the hospital,” Trixie rushed on, ”she started to say something about how you had been her only competition—as if you were already dead! She always acted as if the project were much more important than your health. She never even noticed that anything was wrong with you! I know, because I asked her. Why, even Di and everyone else was worried sick—”


  ”That’s enough,” Brian ordered. ”You have turned into a stark, raving—”


  ”No, wait, Brian,” said Loyola. She took off her glasses, rubbed her eyes a minute, and put the glasses back on. ”I really didn’t know that about apple seeds,” she told Trixie. ”You’ve got to believe that. And I don’t eat this salad because I really don’t like it. You’ve got to believe that, too.”


  ”What about your grandfather’s health?” Brian asked. ”You said he’s been eating it.”


  ”And us,” Honey said, alarmed. ”We all just ate it.”


  ”I make this for my grandfather only a few times a year,” said Loyola. ”Apparently, that must not be often enough to let the cyanide build up, because he’s the healthiest eighty-year-old you’ll ever see. And I don’t imagine that eating it this once is going to do the three of you any harm, as long as you’re not eating it on a regular basis.” She shook her head in disbelief. ”I guess I need to do more reading on natural foods—I thought using whole apples was a healthy thing to do. Brian, I—I just don’t know what to say.”


  ”You don’t have to say anything,” Brian assured her quietly. ”At least now we know what was making me sick.”


  ”Well, there is something else I need to say,” Loyola said, turning to Trixie, who, by this time, was starting to feel horribly embarrassed. ”Trixie, I can kind of see how you reached your conclusion. I’m not anywhere near fanatic enough to start killing off my competition, but you’re not the first person who’s told me I’m too intense about getting good grades.”


  Trixie mumbled something unintelligible.


  ”I like to do well,” Loyola went on. ”I want to have a worthwhile career as a marine biologist. But sometimes I’m so eager to reach my personal goal that I’m insensitive to others. When you asked me what I thought was bothering your brother, Trixie, I was, well, puzzled. I realize now that I should have been more alert to his symptoms, but at the time I figured that his sister should know a lot more about Brian than his lab partner.”


  ”I know, that was silly of me,” said Trixie.


  ”Not really, when you consider how much I’d seen of him lately. I should have been more thoughtful then, and also when you told me about his collapse. I was just concentrating too hard on our project. And that remark about Brian’s being my only competition—that was inexcusably thoughtless.”


  Trixie cleared her throat. ”No, I’m the one who’s thoughtless. I have a career in mind, too—as a detective.” Normally, Trixie was reluctant to reveal her goal to new people, but she knew she owed Loyola the explanation. ”Sometimes that makes me insensitive, too, like when I jump to conclusions too fast. Obviously—” she laughed shakily—”I should change my goal to being the world’s worst detective!” She reached out and covered Loyola’s hand with her own.


  Loyola smiled warmly back at her. ”I think probably all four of us have a lot to learn before we reach our goals,” she said. ”But that doesn’t mean we’re hopeless, does it?”


  ”Certainly not,” Honey said, then hesitated. ”I hate to break this up, but, Trixie, didn’t you say your mom was super scared that something in your kitchen was poisoning Brian? Shouldn’t we get back and tell her what we found out?”


  ”Jeepers, you’re right,” Trixie said. ”I suspect you wouldn’t mind getting into some dry clothes, either, Honey. Oh, and poor Brian! Come on, everyone!”


  The young people soon had everything packed up and loaded into Brian’s car.


  As she had done on the previous Sunday, Trixie fell behind the others on the path so she could take in a final river panorama. This time she knew what she was looking for—a sign of that shark. A lone gull flew overhead, squawking crazily... like me, thought Trixie. Out on the water, there was nothing unusual. She could see The Kruller II, no longer attached to the Quarter Moon. Of course, she couldn’t be certain, but it seemed as though the houseboat was in the same general area in which she had seen the fin.


  Trixie grinned to herself, thinking of Bunker’s ”little lady” routine and hoping Mart never got wind of it. Then she hopped up the path to join the others in the car.


  When the group got back to Crabapple Farm, Mr. and Mrs. Belden were extremely relieved to hear their news.


  ”I was just about to tell the doctors about all the canning I’ve been doing,” Helen Belden said, ”in case there was something I’ve been doing wrong. And I’d just finished the canning for this year, too. I was dreading the thought of all that going to waste!”


  Brian hugged his mother. ”Now it can just go to waist,” he said. ”Get it?”


  ”I’m glad to see your sense of humor hasn’t changed a whit,” Mr. Belden said.


  ”He thinks he’s a wit, and he’s half right,” quipped Mart.


  Mrs. Belden turned to Loyola. ”You must feel just terrible—would you be able to stay for Sunday dinner with us again?”


  ”I’d love to,” Loyola said, ”but I’m supposed to meet my friend Thea at a restaurant in town for dinner. We don’t get to see each other very often anymore, and—”


  ”Why don’t you ask Thea to come here?” Trixie urged.


  ”What a nice idea,” Mrs. Belden agreed. ”She’s certainly welcome to come.”


  It was soon arranged that both Loyola and Thea, as well as Honey, would be having dinner at the Beldens’. Trixie made an extra effort to help with the preparations for the roast beef dinner. She felt guilty over the fact that curiosity, not kindness, had been her main motive in suggesting that Thea come for dinner. She was hoping for the opportunity to question Thea about the differences between her shark story and Bunker’s.


  Not until the entire group was seated around the food-laden Belden table did Trixie remember her promise. She wasn’t supposed to talk about sharks in front of Bobby. Trixie watched her angel-faced little brother for a moment and knew she’d keep her promise.


  It’s not worth upsetting Bobby just so I can pick up new information for my own personal mystery-solving, she decided silently. I guess I learned this afternoon that consideration for others is sometimes just as important as solving mysteries!


  It was evident, as the meal progressed, that had Trixie brought up the topic, Thea probably would have found some way to close the discussion. She was as polite as possible and quite charming, but also extremely quiet. It was apparent that most of the Beldens felt somewhat awed at the idea of having a writer as guest at their dinner table. Thea made no attempt to set people at ease and spoke only when spoken to.


  Thinking of the contrast between this demure woman and the animated champion of children’s reading she had heard the previous week, Trixie started to frown. Then she tried to be understanding. Not everyone had the ability to make friends with strangers as easily as Trixie herself did.


  What concerned Trixie more was the fact that Loyola also was unusually quiet.


  She seized the chance, when Loyola got up to help clear the table, to go to the girl’s side. ”Are you okay?” she whispered. ”You’ve hardly said a word—”


  Loyola giggled, embarrassed. ”Oh, Trixie, I’ll never learn! I’m thinking about a paper I have to write for history tomorrow!”


  ”And I thought I was bad,” Trixie said. ”My detective—or defective, I should say—brain has been scheming all evening, too!”


  The two girls laughed softly.


  After dinner, Mr. Belden suggested a round of gin rummy in the living room.


  ”Too many people,” Mrs. Belden said. ”What about poker?”


  Mart and Brian set up a card table and got out the poker chips, and a fast and furious game was soon underway. Despite the fact that only poker chips were at stake, the adults and teen-agers all threw themselves enthusiastically into the game.


  Bobby got into his pajamas and sat on a couch nearby, amusing himself and no one else with his spoonerism attempts: ”Gummy gum? No... gummy bum. No! Rimmy gum... he-he-he!” Several peals of laughter later, Mrs. Belden told him, ”Son, I think it’s more than past your bedtime.”


  Bobby pushed out his lower lip. ”Story,” he demanded.


  ”You want a bedtime story?” Loyola asked. ”You’re in luck tonight, Bobby! I know some really spooky bedtime stories.”


  Bobby looked entranced, but then he shook his head. ”No, just regular stories,” he explained. ”Thea—she’s a story writer. I bet she tells good stories.”


  ”Well, Thea, it looks like you’ve been nominated official storyteller,” Mr. Belden said heartily. ”Do you mind?”


  To Trixie, Thea couldn’t have looked less enthusiastic, but she said gamely, ”No, not at all. I’m not sure how satisfactory I’ll be, but— Bobby, shall we get you into bed first?”


  Bobby held out his hand, Thea slipped it into hers, and the two were off to his room.


  ”Poor Thea,” said Brian as Mart began dealing out another hand. ”I wonder how many stories she’ll have to listen to before Bobby lets her start one!”


  ”I hope we weren’t putting her on the spot,” Mrs. Belden worried.


  ”She’ll survive, I’m sure,” said Loyola. ”Thea told me once that children make her a little uncomfortable. But I’m sure she’ll love Bobby once she gets to know him. He’s cute, and so smart, too.”


  ”Smart like a fox,” grumbled Trixie, who had baby-sat Bobby often enough to know him very well indeed. ”Gleeps, Mart, I think you just cheated!”


  ”Beatrix, you may have had a full house the last game, but methinks it’s empty now!” said Mart, tapping his forehead meaningfully. ”You’re not playing with a full deck. I don’t know which


  is the more serious symptom—populating our river with sea serpents or accusing me of cheating!”


  ”You just dealt Brian and Dad one too many cards,” Trixie insisted. ”What gives—are the males in this family in cahoots or something?”


  ”How could they be, with such a quidnunc sister around?” asked Mart, rolling his eyes.


  ”What’s quidmonk or whatever got to do with it? I—”


  ”Quidnunc means busybody,” said Mart, ”which, my dear samus shibling, is exactly what you are!”


  ”Now, children, it’s just a game,” Mrs. Belden said. ”Mart, why don’t you just start your deal over again?”


  ”To Trixie it’s no trifling diversion—it’s more like the Olympics,” said Mart. ”If I deal over again, my dear sister will probably have me excommunicated!”


  ”I think the word you want is expatriated, ” his father said.


  ”Uh-uh,” Trixie said suddenly. ”I seem to remember a rule that says if a dealer makes a mistake like that, he loses the deal to the next person—that is, me!”


  Mart began a pompous retort, but Trixie cut him off. She was tired of being insulted. ”And I can prove it,” she said triumphantly. ”I just happen to have the latest edition of Hoyle’s Official Rules of Card Games. And I’m going to go right up to my room and get it!”


  Before anyone could object, she pushed back her chair and raced up the stairs. She flipped on a light in her room and took the book out of her bookcase. A quick check told her she was right. Exultant, she went out into the hallway again.


  The door to Bobby’s room, just across the hall from Trixie’s, was slightly ajar. Trixie could hear Thea’s flat, droning voice. She didn’t sound like she was enjoying her new role.


  ”... and then the shark found the cove where the people were swimming,” Thea was saying.


  Trixie clenched her fists. Didn’t Thea know —oh, how could she know that sharks gave Bobby nightmares? Trixie considered barging in to put an end to it, but decided against it. I’ve been called a busybody once too often today, she thought.


  ”And then what happened?” she heard Bobby ask.


  ”And then... the shark opened its mouth and ate up all the people with its sharp teeth!” was Thea’s reply.
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  AT BREAKFAST the following morning, a Monday, Bobby was full of talk about sharks. Far from being frightened by Thea’s fantasy, he had relished its every gory detail.


  Nevertheless, Mrs. Belden was horrified. ”Oh, Trixie, see what you’ve started?” she sighed.


  ”Me!” Trixie exclaimed indignantly. ”Why, Thea—”


  ”She’s a pretty good storyteller,” Bobby interrupted. ”But not as good as you, Trixie.”


  ”Oh? Why not?” Trixie asked.


  Bobby shrugged. ”She didn’t put her arm around me the way you do. That’s what makes a story good, you know.”


  Trixie smiled at him, then turned to her mother. ”It’s not my fault that Thea happened to zero in on sharks last night. I’ll admit, it certainly is a bizarre coincidence.”


  ”Not necessarily,” Brian said. ”Loyola told me that Thea’s always had some sort of love affair with sharks.”


  ”Love at first bite,” quipped Mart, taking in a mouthful of granola.


  ”Not that kind of affair,” Brian said. ”Just collecting books on them—stuff like that.”


  ”Trixie,” Bobby clamored, ”will you tell me another shark story? Are there really sharks in the river? Stark shory, stark shory,” he repeated to himself, delighted.


  Before Trixie could answer, Mr. Belden said firmly, ”I think we’ve had enough about sharks at the breakfast table, Bobby. And no, there are no sharks in the Hudson, for once and for all. Trixie was only teasing—weren’t you, Trixie?” Without giving her a chance to disagree, he went right on. ”As a matter of fact, our Hudson contains things a lot more interesting than sharks. Right, Trix?”


  ”Huh? Oh, sure, like... uh... like—”


  ”Like valuable fish, pirate gold,” her father supplied. ”And sunken treasure from old shipwrecks. New shipwrecks, too, and underwater car wrecks—”


  ”Who ever heard of an underwater car?” Bobby piped up. ”Or a—a wunderwater tar!”


  ”Er, well, I think I’m going to be late for work.


  Bye, gang.” Peter Belden kissed his wife, grabbed his coat, and was out the door before Bobby could ask any more bright questions.


  Trixie tousled Bobby’s curls. ”I think what Dad meant was cars that fall into the Hudson somehow and sink to the bottom.”


  ”Yecch,” said Bobby with a delicate shiver. ”That sounds horrible! What if there were people in those cars?”


  ”They might be able to escape,” Brian reassured him.


  ”Doesn’t it usually take a car about four to eight minutes to sink?” Mart asked.


  Brian nodded. ”Till then, you can roll down a window and climb out. If that doesn’t work, don’t try to get out the window while the water is rushing in. Wait until the car is submerged, so that the pressure is equalized inside and outside the car. Then you can escape by rolling down a window or opening the door—”


  ”But then the sharks will get you,” Bobby yelped. ”I hope that never happens to me!”


  Mrs. Belden poured herself a second cup of coffee and pleaded, ”Couldn’t we try to stay off scary subjects for a while?”


  ”Sorry, Moms,” Trixie said guiltily.


  Brian pointed an accusing finger at Trixie. ”That reminds me, you’re the one who needs a few lessons in lifesaving techniques.”


  ”What did I do now?” groaned Trixie.


  ”It’s what you didn’t do. You failed to come to our aid yesterday when Honey and I were rescuing Ken and Carl. It’s occurred to me that you should take a water safety course, Trix. That might give you the confidence you need.”


  Trixie gulped down the last of her cranberry juice. ”Jeepers, where would I find time for that?” she complained. ”I barely have enough time to prepare for my regular classes in school!”


  ”We’ve heard the rumors,” Mart said knowingly. ”Like the one about how your math teacher is going to start charging admission to let people in to see you perform in class.”


  ”Where did you hear that?” Trixie gasped.


  Her family burst out laughing.


  Mart laughed louder than anyone. ”As the Mock Turtle in Alice in Wonderland says, there are four branches of arithmetic—’Ambition, Distraction, Uglification, and Derision.’ You only know about one—Distraction!”


  ”Well, that thing you said about ugliness certainly applies to you,” said Trixie with a defiant toss of her curls.


  ”You missed the boat on that one,” her mother said. ”You and Mart look enough alike to be twins, don’t forget.”


  ”Don’t remind me,” grumbled Mart. ”Anyway,” Trixie said hastily, ”it’s missing the bus that’s going to happen if we don’t step on it. Come along, birdbrain brothers!”


  To her amazement, they obeyed.


  


  After school that afternoon, Trixie got off the bus with Jim and Honey at Manor House. She had seen better days for riding—it was foggy and chilly. But it had been such a long time since she had seen Susie that Trixie felt she would have gone riding even in the rain.


  The small black mare seemed just as glad to see Trixie, neighing gleefully even before Trixie fed her several sugar cubes.


  ”Whoa, Susie,” said Trixie. ”Bet you think I’ve deserted you! Well, I haven’t—I’ve just been waylaid by vegetables, sick brothers, and history tests, not to mention by making a complete fool of myself at least once a day.”


  Trixie saddled the mare and rode out of the Wheeler stable.


  ”Whoa yourself, Trixie,” Jim said, cantering up behind her on Jupiter. ”You’re being pretty rough on yourself these days, aren’t you?”


  Honey mounted Lady and joined the others, calling, ”How does somebody get waylaid by a vegetable, anyway? Sounds like fun!”


  ”This is more fun, take my word for it,” yelled Trixie. She broke into a gallop that soon had the others chasing her.


  The riders halted for a rest on a ridge not far from Killifish Road. Despite the vague shroud of mist that hung over the game preserve, they felt alive and glad to be outdoors. A flock of starlings disappeared into the fog with an angry flutter.


  Jim watched them and chuckled. ”Your brother was giving me some cockeyed story about starlings the other day, Trixie,” he said. ”Something about how they came to be in this area.”


  ”You mean my know-it-all brother?”


  ”Right—Mart. He said that during the nineteenth century, there was a Shakespeare fan in New York City who decided that America should have some of every bird species ever mentioned in a Shakespeare play. We apparently lacked starlings, so this man released a bunch of them in Central Park, and they worked their way all over from there.”


  ”Mr. Maypenny says starlings are real pests, too,” remarked Honey.


  ”So’s Mart,” Trixie said immediately.


  Jim’s green eyes twinkled at her. ”You’ll have to admit he has the oddest assortment of facts rattling around in his head.”


  ”I just wish he’d keep more of them to himself,” said Trixie. ”Oh, don’t mind me. I’m still holding it against him that he said what I saw in the river was a sea serpent, not a shark.”


  Jim and Honey were strangely silent.


  ”And I’ll bet you guys agree with him,” Trixie went on. She patted Susie absently and released a heavy sigh. ”Yipes, it’s really true what I was telling Loyola—I am definitely going to be the world’s most feeble-brained detective.”


  ”Trix, stop knocking yourself,” said Jim. ”You’re a perfectly perfect detective,” Honey added. ”Why, look how fast you figured out Brian’s problem, I mean, the problem that was giving him problems—well, you know what I mean. You had it figured out even before the doctors did.”


  ”That was smooth work,” Jim agreed.


  Trixie flushed. ”I’m not fishing for compliments, you two,” she said. ”I just think maybe I should forget about that ambition and concentrate on something I’m better at. Vegetables, for example.”


  ”Maybe you just need your eyes checked,” Jim said matter-of-factly.


  ”It’s my ears I can’t believe!” said Trixie. ”Why can’t anyone take my word for it that I saw a shark?”


  Honey and Jim exchanged looks. ”It’s not that we doubt your word all the time,” Honey said, then hesitated. ”It’s just that—well, it’s hard to take you seriously when you talk about something that’s plainly impossible.”


  ”You mean, you’re laughing at me,” accused Trixie.


  ”Yes,” Jim said bluntly. ”Look at it this way, Trixie: You’d be laughing at me if I told you I saw, say, a unicorn in the game preserve, or if Honey started blabbering about Dracula inside the clubhouse.”


  ”That’s not the same—” Trixie began hotly. She chewed her lip. Her strongest impulse was to jerk Susie around and take off into the woods in a huff. On the other hand, a temper tantrum wasn’t going to solve anything. These were her close friends, and surely they meant well.


  Jim saw her turmoil. ”Maybe you could report what you saw to the authorities,” he said doubtfully. ”Sergeant Molinson might have something helpful to say.”


  ”The sergeant would laugh at me if I said, ’The sun is shining today,’ ” Trixie grumbled. ”I can just imagine what he’d do if I told him about the shark.”


  ”But the sun isn’t shining today,” said Honey, unable to stop a broad smile from spreading across her face.


  Trixie glared at her. ”You know perfectly well what I mean, Honey Wheeler. And anyway, I’ve already thought of reporting what I saw to the authorities. I just think I should see it one more time—”


  Abruptly she sat up in her saddle. ”There’s Killifish Road right up there. We can take that down to the river and see if we spot anything mysterious. Come on, let’s go!”


  Jim stopped her with a shake of his head. ”Your ears do need checking. Didn’t you hear Honey? The sun isn’t shining. You won’t be able to see a thing, the way this fog is rolling in.”


  ”You’re right,” Trixie said glumly. ”As my brilliant brother would say, it’s getting to be as thick as sea poup. Anyway, speaking of authorities—and I don’t mean Mart—the person I’d really like to talk to is Thea. She’s supposed to be the Hudson expert. I was dying to talk to her last night, but I didn’t get the chance.”


  ”She’s an interesting person, isn’t she?” remarked Honey. ”Not at all what we pictured! I like her, except she seems to be a little moody.”


  ”Mysterious,” Trixie agreed.


  Jim and Honey shared a chuckle. ”What do you mean—mysterious?” they chorused.


  Trixie flushed again. ”Well, the fact that she has an expensive car but claims to be underpaid.” At Honey’s warning look, she added quickly, ”I know, I know—we’ve sort of got that question under control. But then there’s what Brian told me this morning—that Thea’s always been simply crazy about sharks. Plus I found out that Thea feels uncomfortable around children! How do you explain that in a children’s book writer?”


  Jim thought for a moment. ”Maybe that’s why she’s a writer.”


  ”What?”


  ”Instead of a teacher or librarian or mother,” he went on. ”This way, she doesn’t have to be around kids that much, but she can still be working with them, so to speak.”


  ”And Loyola said that Thea was interested in Hudson River fish,” Honey said. ”And sharks are fish, aren’t they?”


  ”Not in the-Hudson, they’re not, apparently,” grumbled Trixie. ”Oh, well, I still would like to get to know Thea better. She just strikes me as a little mys—”


  ”Please don’t use that word again,” Jim said. ”Please,” Honey repeated. ”Pretty soon you’re bound to start applying it to Jim and me!”


  ”You’re going to be a wonderful detective,” said Jim, leaning over to tap Trixie’s hand, ”so don’t go around putting yourself down. Only— try to remember that not everything holds a mystery, the way you sometimes think.” Embarrassed at Jim’s compliment, Trixie sought for a means of getting the spotlight off herself. ”Aren’t you guys freezing?” she asked hastily. ”Well, I’ll bet the horses are. Poor Susie’s going to wish I’d stuck to vegetables.”


  ”We’d better get back,” Jim agreed, ”before this fog gets any soupier.”


  The three riders wound their way carefully back to the Wheeler stable. Trixie was silent, not just because she was concentrating on not getting herself lost in the mist. She was still brooding over Jim’s frankness in telling her she was becoming a laughingstock.


  Well, they can laugh all they want, she fumed silently. And much as I hate to admit it, there probably is no mystery involved. But if there is something weird going on around here, I’m going to get to the bottom of it... somehow.
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  A SQUABBLE WITH MART that night led Trixie to plot her next move.


  ”I trust my equestrienne sibling had a felicitous outing,” he said over dinner. ”Although leave it to you to select such a vaporous day for it.”


  Trixie mentally counted to ten while she helped herself to more spaghetti. ”I’m not your questionable sibling,” she said.


  Mart roared with laughter. ”Equestrienne, I said. That’s ’horsey,’ to you.”


  ”I’m not horsey, either,” she retorted. ”If you can’t talk English, can’t you at least talk nice at the dinner table?”


  ”I spent the afternoon at the library,” he said with a saintly expression, ”unlike some siblings—who shall remain nameless—who could better benefit from such an experience. How can I be expected not to reflect my improved state of learning?” He did his best to look mysterious and added, ”I was doing some—ahem—significant research.”


  Trixie refused to take the bait. She smiled sourly at him and concentrated on her meal.


  Suddenly she burst out with ”Library!”


  ”The bibliotheca,” Mart agreed, while the rest of her family stared at her in astonishment.


  Trixie turned a tomato red, mumbled something about an overdue book, and changed the subject.


  Before the week was over, however, Trixie managed an after-school trip to the public library, and it was only incidentally to return her overdue book. The Sleepyside library was small, housed as it was in one of the original homes of the area. It was well stocked, though, and its librarian was always helpful.


  Trixie marched up to the librarian’s desk in the main reading room. ”I’d like to find out something about sharks,” she announced after paying her fine which amounted to about thirty cents.


  ”Sshhh,” the librarian said with a smile. ”Have you tried the encyclopedias?”


  Trixie shook her head.


  ”I would suggest that first,” whispered the librarian. ”Then look in the card catalog under ’shark.’ I know we have several excellent books on fishes. Just let me know if you’re unable to find anything.”


  ”Thanks,” Trixie whispered back. She walked over to the encyclopedia section and was disappointed to find that the ”S” volume of every set of encyclopedias was missing.


  ”So much for that,” she said softly. Next she went to the card catalog and jotted down the call numbers of some of the books listed under the ”shark” heading. Without much trouble, she located the correct shelf for the first book on her list. The spot where it should have been was empty.


  The other books on her list had nearby numbers. To Trixie’s consternation, not one of the books was in its proper place.


  Totally baffled, Trixie strode to the librarian’s desk and said, ”I did everything you told me, and I still can’t find a single one of the books on sharks!”


  ”Sshhh,” the librarian said automatically. She stared at Trixie a moment, then laughed. Trixie was about to say ”sshhh,” when the librarian explained, ”I forgot all about the fact that someone else has been in here this week doing research on the same thing. All of the information we have on the subject is piled up over there.” She pointed to a large reading table in the corner of the room. ”Help yourself!”


  Trixie obeyed and was soon immersed in a wealth of information on sharks. In fact, there was much more material than she really needed, and it took her a long time to wade through it to find the answer to her one question: Were there or were there not sharks in the Hudson River?


  Eventually Trixie found out the answer, but it left her more bewildered than ever. She leaned back in her chair and frowned.


  So, there are no sharks in this part of the Hudson! she thought, her mind racing. And what’s more, everything in these books corr—corrob— agrees with what Bunker told me. The last shark around here was captured about thirty years ago, up at Peekskill, just like he said. And sharks were always a rarity around here, never common. Bunker was right! And that means—that means that Thea was wrong!


  Trixie decided that, at her earliest opportunity, she had to find Thea and tell her of the results of her research. She hated the thought of Thea’s obviously incorrect information slipping into the writer’s new book on the Hudson.


  On a sudden impulse, Trixie pushed back her chair and returned to the card catalog. Not surprisingly, she found no books listed in it by Thea Van Loon. This library’s too small to have every single children’s book, she figured, walking slowly back to her chair.


  One of the books in the stack on her table was called Fabulous Underwater Phenomena, and Trixie wanted to have a closer look at it. There was an entire chapter on sea serpents and the various ”sightings” people had reported, mostly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Fascinated, she read description after description of horrible monsters with fangs, long tongues, and bright eyes.


  Without thinking, she exclaimed, ”Gleeps! I hope Mart never sees this. He’ll have ammunition to tease me with for a whole year!”


  Trixie heard a ”sshhh” aimed at her from across the room. She looked up guiltily and then flipped to the next chapter, called ”Sunken Treasure.”


  Immediately, Trixie hunched over the book, engrossed by text and pictures. Despite Thea’s scoffing, Trixie still loved to think about the possibility of sunken treasure lying close to home. Perhaps she could pick up a few facts to tell Thea.


  ”Are you finding what you need?” came a quiet voice beside her.


  Trixie nearly jumped out of her chair. ”Wh-why, yes,” she stammered.


  ”Good,” said the librarian, smiling. She peered over Trixie’s shoulder. ”Sunken treasure, hmm?”


  ”I’ve always liked reading about that,” Trixie confessed.


  ”Really? You know about our file downstairs, then?”


  ”What file?”


  ”Oh, you simply must look at it sometime,” whispered the librarian. ”It’s in the downstairs reference room—a folder full of newspaper clippings on local treasure-hunting. It’s a very popular file. Just a few weeks ago, there was a man—a young man with a mustache, from out of town, he said—who wanted to see it.”


  ”I’d love to look at it!” Trixie glanced at her watch and decided that she still had some time left before Brian was due to pick her up.


  ”Watch your step going downstairs,” the librarian warned softly. ”The folder is labeled ’Treasure’ and—”


  Trixie was already walking toward the door to the basement. ”Thanks a lot!” she said.


  The librarian smiled wearily and put her forefinger to her lips.


  Hastily Trixie opened the door and took the steps two at a time. The lighting on the stairway was indeed poor. Trixie missed her footing on the last step and landed with a painful, noisy clatter. Picking herself up, she giggled as she pictured the librarian’s downward look of resignation.


  Trixie found the correct file and sifted carefully through its faded clippings. A headline citing Killifish Point jumped, out at her from a two-year-old article. Two paragraphs down, the name ”Lawrence Krull” snared her attention.


  ”Bunker’s partner!” she exclaimed and began reading:


  


  
    Lawrence Krull was believed to be the only victim of the boating accident involving the Kruller. It is not known how Krull, a professional fisherman for over forty years, happened to lose control of his boat in yesterday’s storm. Kathleen, his ex-wife, stated that Krull hunted sunken treasure to supplement his fishing income. There is speculation that his boat was loaded down too heavily to be controlled in the storm.
  


  


  ”How fascinating,” Trixie murmured. She started to search through the folder for further information on the accident.


  ”What in the world are you doing?”


  This time, Trixie jumped so fast that she dropped the file. Clippings scattered all over the floor. She bent down to pick them up, complaining, ”Brian, must you wear sneakers? Are you trying to scare me? What did I do to deserve this?”


  Brian crouched to help her. ”You didn’t meet me out by the library door, like you were supposed to, that’s what. You’re the one who scared me—I thought they decided to put you in the card catalog under ’long-lost sisters.’ ”


  ”Very funny,” said Trixie.


  ”And when I asked the librarian,” Brian went on, ”she wanted to know if my sister was a talkative, curly-haired blond. I said, ’That’s Trixie,’ and she pointed down here.”


  ”She was talking just as much as I was!”


  ”Probably more quietly, though,” said Brian. ”Anyway, let’s get out of here. We re going to be late for dinner.”


  ”You’ve been ravenous ever since you got home from the hospital,” Trixie observed as they walked out to Brian’s jalopy. ”Worse than Mart.”


  Brian chuckled as he held the door open for Trixie. ”I cringe at the thought of Mart’s appetite if he were in the same position as me, just recovered from cyanide poisoning!”


  ”You are all recovered, aren’t you?” Trixie asked anxiously.


  ”You bet,” said Brian cheerfully. ”I was just in to see Dr. Ferris this afternoon, and he says I’m as good as new—whatever that means! He didn’t think much of my judgment when I told him about rescuing Ken and Carl, but he said there was no harm done.”


  ”There certainly wasn’t,” said Trixie. ”You saved those boys’ lives, that’s all!”


  ”Well, anyway, there’s even better news than that,” Brian said.


  Even by the dim light of the streetlights, Trixie could see that his eyes were sparkling. ”Tell me!” she commanded.


  ”Well, pardon me for bragging, but I received a perfect grade on this week’s chemistry test.”


  ”That’s wonderful!”


  ”And Mrs. Cowles told Loyola and me today that, based on what they’ve seen of our project so far, the Conservation Committee has definitely decided to award our school the money for the floating lab! They’re a little short of the full amount we’ll need right now, but it’s just a matter of time.”


  ”Congratulations!” Trixie cheered. ”I’ll bet that makes you feel great. Say, that reminds me— would you mind if I went with you two down to Killifish Point after school tomorrow? I want to see if Thea’s there, so I can tell her what I found out.” She filled Brian in on her shark research.


  Brian frowned. ”I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Trixie. In the first place, I’m not going to the river. The Bob-White Halloween party is tomorrow night, don’t forget. In the second place, it’s pretty obvious that Thea doesn’t exactly intend to use you as a consultant on her book. If anything, she seems to go out of her way to avoid talking to you about it.”


  ”I know, but—”


  ”She seems to value her privacy a great deal,” he went on. ”I mean, I really had to do a sales . pitch on her to let me come over and fix up her car that day. Anyway, sis, I seem to remember a little discussion we had about you hurting people when you leap to conclusions. It seems to me you could be hurting Thea by seeking her out like this.”


  Trixie was silent, thinking about how she had already hurt one person recently.


  ”Not to change the subject or anything,” Brian said, ”but I forgot to tell you that Loyola and I saw Bunker again yesterday.”


  ”You did?”


  ”We saw him in his houseboat, just off the Point. He seemed to be rescuing two divers. We looked closely, but they didn’t seem to be Ken and Carl again!”


  Trixie continued chatting with Brian on the way home, but part of her mind was churning with thought. Well, at least I’ve learned two new things today, she decided silently. First is that Pat Bunker seems to have gone into the lifesaving business. And second, it looks like what I saw before the storm the other day was a sea serpent, after all!


  


  


  A Recurring Nightmare ● 13


  


  MAYBE THEA’S been seeing sea serpents, just like you!” giggled Honey on the bus ride home from school the following day. Trixie had just finished telling her about everything she had found out at the library.


  ”Not so loud,” Trixie muttered. ”I don’t want Brian to hear us. He thinks he talked me out of seeing Thea again, and he doesn’t know I’ve had second thoughts. And anyway, I didn’t say that Thea had actually seen the shark. She just said that someone had seen one in the Hudson over a year ago. Don’t you remember? You were there with me when she said it!”


  ”Yes, I remember.” Honey’s hazel eyes were puzzled as she turned to Trixie. ”But I’m sure there must be some explanation—”


  ”Maybe so,” said Trixie. ”But don’t you think we owe it to Thea to tell her what I found out at the library? Doesn’t it bother you to think that Thea might be putting false things into a book about our river? Well, it bothers me, and I think we ought to tell her today. Honey, think of it”— Trixie’s voice became urgent—”think of it as doing something in the name of truth, in the name of accurate research!”


  ”I have two things to say, Trixie Belden. One is that if you devoted half of your enthusiasm for ’accurate research’ to your schoolwork, you’d be a straight-A student. And secondly, we have a Halloween party to go to tonight, in case you’ve forgotten! So we can’t possibly go to talk with Thea today.”


  ”I’m going to ignore your first remark,” said Trixie, pretending to look hurt. ”As for your second, how could I manage to forget the party, when I’ve been racking my brain all week trying to decide what costume I should wear. Mart suggested that I go as Sherlock Holmes, but that sounds too complicated, and besides, I’d probably choke on the pipe. Mart’s been making a great show of locking himself in his room every night to work on his costume, I notice. But anyway, the party isn’t for a couple of hours—we have plenty of time!”


  ”We do?” Honey asked incredulously.


  ”I’ll get off the bus with you at Manor House,” Trixie rushed on. ”Then we’ll jog over to the Point, find Thea, say what we have to say, and zip back to your house, with oodles of time left to get ready for the party. And I’m sure that, as usual, you’ll be the belle of the ball!”


  ”And Fm going to ignore that remark,” Honey said pertly. Sighing, she added, ”Oh, why do I always let myself be talked into these things?” Trixie stood up and grabbed Honey’s arm with her free hand. ”Come on, it’s our stop!” Over her shoulder, she hissed, ”Because you’re my partner, that’s why!”


  Following Trixie down the aisle, Honey said, ”No, it’s because I’m crazy.”


  The two girls got off the bus at Glen Road with Jim, who continued on up to Manor House. He consented to take the girls’ books with him and seemed satisfied with their promise to be back soon.


  It took the girls several minutes of fast walking to reach the area where they’d seen Thea previously. There was no sign of the slightly built writer until the girls had again slipped halfway down the cliff toward the river. Thea was in the exact same location she’d been before—sitting on a large rock, facing the water.


  The minute Trixie spotted her, she whispered to Honey, ”Oh, woe! Can you imagine how boring Thea’s book is going to be? She’s only seen this one tiny section of the river!”


  ”Well, it is a pretty spot,” Honey argued. As they drew nearer, she began to whistle loudly, in the hope that Thea would not be frightened by their presence this time.


  Thea looked quickly behind her, saw the two girls, and looked more irritated than frightened. This time, Trixie noticed, she was reading a book, a large volume bound in red.


  As Trixie strode forward, she thought to herself, If I get the slightest hint that Thea’s being hurt by our little visit, then I’ll leave—pronto. Of course, as soon as she started talking to Thea, this well-intentioned resolution went out of her mind completely.


  ”Hi,” said Trixie. ”We tried to keep our promise and not creep up behind you this time!”


  ”Thanks,” Thea said dryly. ”What can I do for you today?” She put her book behind her, in such a way that Trixie was unable to catch its title. Trixie decided to plunge right into her news.


  As she narrated the results of her library research on sharks, she observed that Thea was looking more and more displeased. Well, nobody likes to be told they were wrong, Trixie thought to herself.


  ”It’s not that I didn’t trust what you told us,” Trixie hastened to say. ”It’s just that someone else gave us different information and—”


  ”Indeed?” Thea said coldly. ”Then perhaps that should tell you something about the wisdom of seeking me out.”


  ”Gleeps, I didn’t mean—”


  Honey stepped forward. ”It’s been very pleasant chatting with you,” she said, suddenly bolder than Trixie had ever seen her. ”But we have a party we’re going to be late for, so good-bye for now, Thea.” Without giving Trixie a chance to add anything, she put her arm through Trixie’s arm and virtually dragged her friend back up the cliff.


  ”Have fun,” called Thea, a trace of laughter in her voice.


  The minute they were out of Thea’s hearing, Trixie exploded, ”Yipes, are you assertive all of a sudden!”


  ”Well, you are rude, Trixie Belden! Absolutely and positively rude!” Honey faced Trixie, her cheeks splotchy with anger.


  ”I was?” Trixie asked doubtfully. ”But, Thea’s book—”


  Honey rolled her eyes and insisted, ”You were! What makes you think that her book is any of our business? Has she ever asked for our help? No! Has she reacted favorably to any so-called help we’ve given her? No! Trixie, you can’t just go around telling perfect strangers how to manage their lives!”


  ”I—I think that’s what Brian’s been trying to tell me, too,” Trixie said in a small voice. She put her hands in her jacket pockets and kept her eyes on the ground.


  Honey reached out to place a gentle hand on her friend’s arm.


  ”Well, that’s that, I guess,” said Trixie finally. ”The next time I see Thea, if I ever do, I’ll apologize for my big mouth. I promise, Honey. In the meantime—we’re not going to be belles of the ball if we don’t step on it!”


  Honey smiled back at her, and the two girls began walking toward Killifish Road. Honey was a few paces ahead of her when Trixie turned for a final glimpse of the Hudson. She froze in her tracks.


  ”H-Honey,” she whimpered.


  ”What is it—?” Honey looked over her shoulder, a smile still on her face. A frown replaced the smile as she hurried back to where Trixie stood, pointing.


  Then Honey uttered a sharp, short scream. Cutting through the blue waters of the Hudson was a triangular black fin! As the two girls, panic-stricken, clutched each other, the fin moved slowly to the right. It disappeared, then reappeared and moved to the left.


  ”You were right,” was all Honey could say at first. ”Oh, Trix, you’ve been right all along!” Trixie was much too puzzled to be happy at the sudden vote of confidence. ”I just don’t understand,” she muttered, stepping closer to the cliff.


  ”I don’t think I want to understand,” said Honey. ”Look at it move around, as if—as if it owns the river or something. It’s kind of—oh, how awful—like it’s waving to us! Oh, Trixie, what are we going to do?”


  ”Well, I think we’re safe up here,” Trixie retorted. ”I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound sarcastic. I don’t know what to do any more than you do, or don’t, I should say.” Suddenly she straightened up and threw a defiant look at Honey. ”Well, I can think of one thing to do. And that’s go back to Thea and apologize right now for doubting what she told us about sharks.”


  To Trixie’s surprise, Honey was quick to agree. ”You’re right,” she said. ”We do owe her an apology. No wonder she looked so unhappy when you told her what you’d found at the library.”


  ”Come on,” said Trixie, leading the way back down the path.


  The girls scrambled down the cliff as quickly as they could. They raced over to the rock that apparently was the writer’s favorite location for her research.


  Unexpectedly, Thea had disappeared. The girls cast their eyes in all directions, but there was no trace of her other than her red book, still lying in the weeds.


  Curious, Trixie crouched down to pick it up. A second later, she turned to Honey, a look of astonishment on her face.


  ”Gleeps, we were right, after all!” she exclaimed. ”Remember when we joked about Thea’s reading Alice In Wonderland? Do you believe it—she does!”


  ”What a coincidence,” marveled Honey, stepping closer for a look at the beautifully illustrated volume.


  Trixie was examining the page Thea had obviously been reading. A poem on the page was circled in red pencil. Scanning it, Trixie put her hand to her mouth to stifle a cry. Then she read aloud, in tones of mounting horror:


  


  
    ”How doth the little crocodile
  


  
    Improve his shining tail,
  


  
    And pour the waters of the Nile
  


  
    On every golden scale!
  


  


  
    ”How cheerfully he seems to grin,
  


  
    How neatly spreads his claws,
  


  
    And welcomes little fishes in
  


  
    With gently smiling jaws!
  


  


  ”How strange that she’d be reading about jaws just when there’s a shark around!” Trixie darted a glance at Honey. ”Now,” she said triumphantly, ”don’t you agree with me that Thea Van Loon is mysterious?”


  


  


  Growing Suspicions • 14


  


  HONEY WAS ABOUT TO DISAGREE, when Trixie noticed something else.


  ”And look what she was using for a bookmark! It’s a newspaper clipping from a Poughkeepsie paper.’’ Trixie ran her eyes down the short article. ”It’s about a retired couple... and how they dug up a fortune in gold in their backyard... enough to support them for the rest of their lives! Gleeps, Honey, if this isn’t the most mysterious thing—”


  Honey wavered. ”Well, a little strange, maybe” was as far as she would go. ”And I don’t know what Poughkeepsie has to do with it. Come on, Trix, we really shouldn’t be spying on her like this—”


  ”We’re not spying! Oh, woe! I just thought of something awful. Remember when Jim’s cousin, Juliana, fell down the cliff and we had to find her and rescue her? Remember—Juliana left a book behind her, too! It was a book of poems, I think, and we knew it meant that she was in some kind of trouble. Honey, do you suppose that Thea’s trying to tell us something by leaving this book behind?”


  ”I don’t think so,” Honey replied. ”Why, Thea barely knows us, and I think she wants to keep it that way.” She leaned forward to peer down at the swirling water.


  Honey’s action reminded Trixie of something Thea had said. ”She told us she was afraid of water!” she exclaimed. ”Maybe she fell—” Afraid to finish the sentence, Trixie tiptoed to the edge of the rock to join Honey.


  Honey almost lost her balance and clutched at Trixie, causing both girls to waver wildly until Honey took a giant step backward toward the weeds.


  ”Let’s get out of here,” she said nervously. ”I’m sure Thea didn’t fall into the water, and now we really are going to be late for the party.


  If it makes you feel any better, you can call Sergeant Molinson from my house and report Thea missing. She is a grown-up person, remember, and it really isn’t our business if she wants to take a walk.”


  ”Well, okay,” said Trixie, reluctantly turning to follow Honey back up the cliff. ”But I’m keeping Thea’s book.”


  ”Why?” Honey demanded. ”So she can accuse you of stealing as well as meddling?”


  Trixie flushed uncomfortably. ”I’m not sure why, but this way, it won’t get rained on or something.”


  ”There’s no rain in the forecast,” Honey called over her shoulder. ”In fact, it’s supposed to be a clear night with a full moon. Who could ask for better Halloween weather?”


  ”Well, I guess the werewolves won’t complain,” Trixie muttered.


  Back at Manor House, the girls headed straight for Honey’s room to freshen up. Trixie went into Honey’s private bathroom to wash her face.


  As she was selecting a dainty pink towel, she called, ”Honey, what’s your costume for the party going to be?”


  Even from inside the bathroom, Trixie could hear Honey’s sigh. ”I’ve told you a million times,” she said. ”I’m not wearing a costume.


  I’m pretty sure Jim isn’t, either. We voted to make costumes optional, remember? I didn’t realize that we were also voting to make your brain optional.”


  Trixie sat on the bed to watch Honey brush her hair. ”Well, I’ve had a lot on my mind,” she defended herself. ”It isn’t every day that my brother practically dies, and I find sharks practically in my backyard, and— Well, anyway, I’m truly sorry about forgetting what you told me. Hey, I just had a super idea! Let’s go as each other!”


  ”Each other? Trixie Belden, we already are each other! What I mean is, you’re you and I’m me and—”


  ”I didn’t say ourselves,” giggled Trixie. ”I said each other! We’ll trade clothes!”


  Honey looked down at her brand-new outfit, which Trixie was sure had come from some exclusive New York City shop. The blue and green plaid skirt was topped by a navy wool vest and a crisp white blouse. From one wrist dangled several expensive gold bangles.


  Then she looked over at Trixie, who wore a neat pair of comfortable jeans. Her red pullover sweater, knitted a year ago by Mrs. Belden, already featured several tiny ink blotches from where Trixie’s pen had leaked one day.


  ”It’s a deal,” Honey said promptly. ”Only I’m not sure what size this outfit is....”


  ”What you’re tactfully trying to tell me is that you think I’ll burst the seams. Well, let’s try. I’ve been doing so much running around lately that I just might surprise you!”


  Trixie was able to fit into Honey’s clothes, but because Honey was taller, the skirt hung down to a ludicrous length, the trim vest became lumpy, and the blouse sleeves hampered Trixie’s fingers. Honey, on the other hand, looked like a scarecrow, in loose-fitting jeans that stopped well above her ankles and a sweater with sleeves that stopped well above her wrists.


  The girls took one look in the mirror and burst out laughing.


  ”I wonder if anyone will recognize us,” Honey said sarcastically, tugging gently at the sweater sleeves.


  Trixie tried to smooth back her hair. ”If only there was some way I could disguise this mangled mop,” she groaned.


  ”Let’s quit while we’re a head,” Honey snorted, ”if you catch my meaning! Anyway, I have to run down to the kitchen now and finish making my sandwiches. Mart will never forgive me if they’re not ready!”


  ”Who would? I’m sure they’ll be a gourmet treat. I asked Brian to bring over my contribution when he comes—some plain old ordinary kidney bean salad I whipped up last night. Can I use your phone now? Jeepers, I wish the sergeant could see me and be convinced that it was you calling, not me. I have a feeling you’d get a lot warmer reception.”


  Honey shook her head doubtfully, wished Trixie luck, and disappeared down the lushly carpeted stairway.


  Trixie went to the phone, steeling herself for a gruff response. Because of her special interest in detective work, her path and the sergeant’s had crossed many times before, rarely to the liking of the brusque policeman.


  Well, this time I'm not ”interfering” in police business, thought Trixie, holding her breath as she dialed the familiar number. I'm just reporting a missing person.


  But sure enough, this proved to be unpleasant news to the sergeant. ”I’ve got enough real police work on my hands,” he said sternly after she’d finished, ”without playing hide-and-seek with your friends.”


  ”She’s not an actual friend,” Trixie said. ”I just wondered if you’d had any report about her or if you had some information about her in your files—”


  ”Why would we? You haven’t a shred of evidence of foul play or anything else that would bring her to the attention of the police. She’s probably a fine, upstanding citizen, just going about her own business—which is a heck of a lot more than I can say for some people.”


  Trixie chewed her lip. ”Well, then, maybe you could fill out one of those missing persons forms.”


  ”I’ll make a note of your call,” he said grudgingly, ”but I’m not going to act on it till tomorrow. I’m sure your friend, or enemy or whatever, will turn up before then. Doesn’t she have some relatives you could contact if you’re that anxious about her?”


  ”I know of only one friend in town. I could call her, I guess.”


  ”Fine,” he said. ”You do that. Good even-—”


  ”Oh, Sergeant, as long as I’m talking to you—” Trixie paused, cringing at the thought of his next reaction—”I wanted to report something else. Uh, I’d like to report, er, a shark in the Hudson just off Killifish Point.”


  There followed such a long silence that Trixie thought the phone had gone dead. ”H-Hello?” she stammered.


  ”I knew I should have hung up the phone,” said the sergeant distantly, as if he were talking to someone besides Trixie. ”We get the looniest calls on Halloween—”


  ”This isn’t a trick!” cried Trixie. ”And I’m not loony—just ask Honey Wheeler! She’s seen it once, and I’ve seen it twice.”


  ”I’m surprised you haven’t harpooned it already,” he said sarcastically.


  ”Sergeant Molinson,” she said, mustering all the dignity she possessed, ”I am trying to make a serious report.”


  ”Come off it, Miss Belden! You know and I know that there aren’t any sharks in this stretch of the river.”


  ”That’s what I thought, too—until I saw it for the second time today!”


  ”And you know and I know,” he went on, ”that you have a very vivid imagination. ’Fertile,’ I think, would be a good word for it.”


  ”Sergeant!”


  ”Oh, very well. I’ll make a note of it, and I’ll stick that in with your other note until I decide what course of action to take. In the meantime, if you think of anything else I should make a note about, please save it till tomorrow. Halloween tends to be a very busy night here at the station. Now, good night!”


  The phone clicked in Trixie’s ear. She placed her cool hands on her hot cheeks and made a concerted effort not to scream with frustration. Then she pulled the Wheelers’ phone book out of its stand and looked up Loyola’s number.


  It turned out that Loyola had had dinner plans with Thea that night, but that Thea had canceled out.


  ”It’s just as well,” Loyola said. ”I have a lot of studying to catch up on tonight.”


  Trixie suppressed a shocked exclamation at the repulsive notion of studying on a Friday night. ”Did Thea say why she couldn’t meet you?”


  ”Well, yes, as a matter of fact. She said she had some last-minute things to check on at the river, and then she was leaving Sleepyside tonight.” Loyola’s voice sounded puzzled and disappointed. ”She seemed to be in kind of a hurry to get out of town. She wouldn’t answer me when I asked her why.”


  ”How mysterious,” Trixie mused.


  ”Well, I don’t care anymore. Frankly, I think that our friendship—what there was of it—is over. She’s been very standoffish ever since she got back to Sleepyside. I don’t think she wants to have anything to do with me anymore.”


  Just then, Honey appeared in front of Trixie to make vigorous waving motions, which made her appearance even more comical.


  ”I’ve got to go, Loyola,” Trixie said hastily.


  ”Happy Halloween, or rather, happy studying!” After hanging up the phone, Trixie faced Honey and said gaily, ”Shall we depart, Boney Treeler?”


  ”I—I beg your pardon?”


  ”It’s a spoonerism,” Trixie said proudly, then added, ”sort of. We’re so mixed-up now—I mean, our clothes are so mixed-up now—that our names might as well be, too. Let’s see, that makes me, um... Whixie Helden!”


  ”Yes, let’s depart,” said Honey, dragging Trixie down the stairs, ”before you get any cleverer. Cleverer? More clever? Come on!”


  ”Shouldn’t we wait for Jim?”


  ”He left ages ago. Here, grab this hamper, will you?”


  Dusk was falling as the two girls left Manor House. The full moon cast eerie shadows over the familiar Wheeler estate.


  ”We need flashlights,” Trixie decided. ”There’re a couple of good ones in our tool shed,” said Honey. She disappeared and returned seconds later with the lights.


  As they made their way down the path to the clubhouse, Trixie filled Honey in on her two phone calls. She had to pause every few minutes to maintain her balancing act of holding up Honey’s skirt so she wouldn’t trip, aiming the flashlight accurately, and grasping the picnic hamper without spilling its contents.


  ”We’ll never get there at this rate,” complained Honey.


  ”I’m doing the best I can, Honey. Anyway, I’m getting more and more suspicious about Thea. I think she’s up to something down there by the river.”


  ”You haven’t any evidence for saying that!”


  ”You sound like the sergeant. And I do, too, have evidence. Well, let’s put it this way: I have a hunch, and as you very well know, sometimes my hunches—”


  ”Can we talk about this later?” Honey pleaded. ”I can’t really concentrate on—” A sharp intake of breath put an abrupt end to her sentence.


  ”Jeepers, what’s the matter?” asked Trixie. ”Did you see a field mouse? Or—or a rattlesnake?”


  Mutely Honey pointed straight ahead with her flashlight. Trixie followed the light with her eyes and gasped.


  In the vaguely lit clearing up the path were two dark shapes. The smaller shape was nowhere near as attention-attracting as the larger one. Completely unable to believe her eyes, Trixie focused her flashlight on it.


  It was several feet long, black, and shaped like a torpedo. Rising from its middle was the silhouette of a triangular fin! Trixie took a step backward, and then several more steps, when she saw that the shape—both shapes—were moving!


  


  


  Halloween Terror ● 15


  


  A FAMILIAR VOICE rattled Trixie’s nerves.


  ”Hustle your bustle, Di,” it was saying. ”Only an auspicious arrival will impress Trixie and Honey.”


  ”Mart Belden!” Trixie roared.


  The ”shark” figure turned awkwardly toward Trixie, revealing a pair of human legs descending from its middle. ”Well, Di, I guess we can consider ourselves arrived,” came Mart’s muffled voice.


  Weak with relief, Trixie and Honey stepped closer to the two bizarre figures.


  The second, strangely feathered figure spoke plaintively. ”Well, let’s get into the clubhouse, then. I’m about to suffocate. You and your bright ideas, Mart!”


  ”Am I to assume,” asked Trixie, escorting her brother to the clubhouse, several yards down the path, ”that this dirty trick is your idea of a Halloween costume?”


  ”Pretty clever, isn’t it?” Mart asked smugly. ”We weren’t tryfhg to scare you, honest. Just having a little fun, unfortunately at your expense, sis.”


  ”More crude than clever” was Trixie’s judgment when the group entered the lighted clubhouse.


  Jim, Dan, and Brian, already getting things set up, guffawed appreciatively at the spectacle of Mart encased in black papier-mâché.


  ”Boy, when you decide to wear a costume, you really go all out,” said Dan.


  ”You aren’t kidding,” Mart said, lifting the contraption up and setting it on a chair. He smoothed down his hair and shirt. ”I asked Mary Brendan, a friend of mine who’s taking a stagecraft class, to help me design something suitably sharkish. I’ve been spending all my spare time in my room, fashioning the wire and wet newspapers. I had to be very careful with the glue and the paint, so Moms wouldn’t kill me. I even did intensive research at the library, to make this creature as accurate as possible.”


  ”So that was you who had that stack of books out on the library table,” said Trixie.


  ”Right,” he said. ”I didn’t get around to doing much research on Di’s costume, though. Mary helped me make that, too.”


  The whole group turned to Di, smothering their laughter at the sight of her hooded sweatshirt, on which were sewn dozens of brown, black, and white feathers.


  ”What are you supposed to be?” Honey snickered.


  Before Di could respond, Mart said, ”She’s a colinusvirginianus, what else?”


  ”I’m no such thing!” said Di indignantly.


  ”That’s Latin for the quail known as the bob-white,” Mart told her. ”You’re our very own club mascot, and an attractive one at that.”


  ”Mart, you’re cute, too, but sometimes your ideas are a little weird.” Di blew at the feathers surrounding her pretty face. ”Now get me out of here!”


  After Trixie and Honey helped Di out of her sweatshirt, Trixie turned to Mart. ”Leave it to you to be the only one of us Bob-Whites to be immature enough to dream up costumes for the party!” Suddenly she remembered her own peculiar dress and finished lamely, ”Well, at least Honey and I came as human beings.”


  ”That’s debatable!” Dan hooted.


  ”I don’t think you two have any business making fun of me,” added Di.


  ”I’ve seen horses that look better in clothes than you guys do tonight,” Mart said. ”And my shark costume was no infantile fantasy, Beatrix. Its sole purpose was to get your goat, and I must say I think it succeeded admirably.”


  ”I wish I were a goat,” Trixie grumbled. ”Then I could butt you!”


  ”Tsk, tsk, watch your language,” said her brother. ”Look who’s calling whom ’immature,’ anyway—I hardly think that seeing sharks in our Hudson is the height of sophistication!”


  ”Oh!” Honey exclaimed.


  Everyone stared at her, and Honey turned as red as her ill-fitting sweater. ”I mean,” she went on, ”I saw it, too.”


  ”Look what I’ve started,” Mart groaned. ”That’s right, she saw it,” said Trixie. ”And now you’ll all have to believe me.”


  ”Oh, no, we don’t,” Mart began heatedly.


  Brian stepped forward. ”Why don’t you two save your sibling rivalries for later, and let’s get right to the main point of this party.”


  ”Eating!” cheered Mart. To everyone’s amazement, he bent down and extracted a small sack of seven tangerines from a hidden compartment in his shark costume. ”My share of the meal—some Halloween-type citrus!” he exclaimed.


  ”I’m color-coordinated, too,” boasted Jim, pointing to his relish tray of black olives and carrot sticks.


  ”Well, I’m not,” Dan said, ”but I didn’t think anyone would mind.” He unveiled a huge paper bag full of popcorn.


  ”Yum!” shouted Trixie, hurrying over to help herself to the first handful. In her haste, she brushed against Mart’s shark contraption. She had to grab it by its fin to prevent it from falling to the wooden floor. ”Fin!” she murmured. ”I wonder....”


  ”How I constructed it?” Mart guessed. ”I’ll be happy to elucidate. First, I—”


  ”No, no! I was wondering if the fin I’ve been seeing—Honey and I have been seeing—could possibly belong to anything besides a shark. Maybe it’s phony somehow, like this....”


  ”That’s not phony,” Di put in. ”It’s genuine paper mash—whatever Mart said it was.”


  ”Thank you, Diana.” Mart beamed. ”As for you, Beatrix, of course your figmental fin belongs to something other than a fishy shark.


  Namely, it belongs to a sea serpent!”


  ”I’m serious, Mart—”


  Brian, whose contribution to the party was providing orange soda and all eating utensils, looked up from setting the table and frowned. ”I didn’t think I’d have to repeat myself. Let’s eat!”


  ”I second the motion,” said Trixie, munching popcorn and dishing up kidney bean salad at the same time.


  The Bob-Whites attacked Honey’s chicken salad sandwiches as if they hadn’t seen food for weeks. It seemed to take only minutes for every crumb, every carrot stick, and every kidney bean to disappear. Then Di brought out her dessert-chocolate cupcakes topped with bright orange frosting.


  After dinner, Mart pushed back his chair and said, ”My compliments to the chefs—all seven of ’em!”


  ”This is one case where too many cooks didn’t spoil the broth,” Jim agreed.


  ”I’ve never understood that saying,” Di fretted.


  ”Try this one,” said Mart. ”Too many crooks broil the spoth!”


  In the midst of the noisy clowning around, Trixie drew Honey aside and whispered, ”I’m going trick-or-treating! Want to join me?”


  ”What? Are you crazy?”


  ”Yes,” answered Trixie, reaching for the flashlight and the picnic hamper. ”Are you with me or not?”


  Just then, Trixie heard Mart say something about ”too many sea serpents spoil the Trixie.”


  She flounced to the door of the clubhouse, announced, ”I’ve had enough insults; I’m going trick-or-treating,” and walked out into the darkness.


  Honey looked apologetically at the astounded Bob-Whites and said, ”I—I think we’ll be back in a few minutes.” Then she clasped the other flashlight and ran to catch up with her friend, who was already halfway to Glen Road.


  ”What’s going on?” Honey panted.


  ”I needed a quick excuse to get out of there,” giggled Trixie, ”and that was the best I could do. Don’t worry, we’ll be back, safe and sound, in just a little bit.”


  ”Back from where?”


  Trixie didn’t dare look at Honey’s face. ”We’re going to Killifish Point,” she said briskly. ”Loyola said Thea was going back to the river tonight, and then she’s leaving town. You don’t want Thea to say I stole her book, do you?”


  ”What book?”


  ”That copy of Alice in Wonderland that I stuck in this hamper.”


  ”Oh, Trixie!” Honey looked over her shoulder, obviously unwilling to walk back to the clubhouse alone. Then she looked ahead of her at Glen Road, all murky in the moonlight. ”Wh-What did you say about w-werewolves before?” she quavered.


  Trixie linked arms with her. ”Come on, let’s get it over with,” she urged, starting to walk faster, before Honey could argue further.


  Privately, Trixie was thinking that this was not only her last chance to return Thea’s book, but it was also her last chance to see what, if anything, Thea was up to. If her hunch was right and some kind of trouble was brewing, Trixie certainly wanted to be on the spot to uncover it.


  Clutching their flashlights, the girls half walked, half ran down Glen Road to Killifish Road, and then down toward the river. No cars passed them. The whole area was sheathed in silence, save for the occasional rustle of a leaf or whistle of a bird. As the girls got closer to the Hudson, they could hear the sound of rushing water.


  ”Where do you think you’re going to find her?” Honey whispered.


  Startled, Trixie jumped. ”Gleeps, I guess I’m more nervous than I thought!” she said. ”Well, let’s start with her favorite spot.”


  They carefully climbed down the cliff until they reached the rock where they’d seen the writer twice before. This time she wasn’t there. Trixie watched the lights flickering on the opposite shore for a moment, wondering where to look next.


  Honey was leaning forward to look down the shore on their side. ”I—I think I see some lights,” she said tentatively.


  Trixie noticed them, too. ”Good for you, Honey —come on. Let’s go!”


  Sighing, Honey followed her friend back up the cliff and down the rocky shore toward the lights, which were now hidden from sight. Even with their flashlights and the light of the moon, the girls stumbled every so often over an unseen rock. Finally, they reached a peak from which the lights became visible. There was a long slope in front of them, then what looked like a plateau, and finally another slope. Some activity seemed to be taking place on the second slope, in an area where the cliff overhanging the water was very low. Besides several lights, Trixie could see a dark figure moving about.


  ”That must be her,” she whispered and forged ahead.


  Honey clutched at Trixie’s arm as they neared the edge of the plateau. They were close enough


  to see that the figure was definitely Thea. Suddenly Thea caught sight of them. She looked angry at first, Trixie thought, but then she smiled and beckoned to them.


  Reaching into the hamper, Trixie yelled, ”I’ve got your book!”


  ”What?”


  Trixie waved the red volume above her head. ”Your Alice In Wonderland!”


  Trixie thought she heard a dry laugh, and then some muttered words coming from Thea.


  ”Jeepers, I wonder if she’s got someone with her,” she said to Honey as the two girls hurried over a final rise in the rocks.


  Too late, Trixie saw that those rocks had concealed an entire panorama of activity. There was Thea’s silver sports car facing the river... there were two muscular divers in black rubber wet suits....


  Before Trixie could catalog anything else, someone reached out to trip her and Honey. The girls promptly fell headlong into a large, sturdy fishing net. Thea’s book went flying. Honey shrieked, but Trixie was too confused to make a sound. The net was drawn tighter, tighter around them.


  ”I’ve had enough of you pesky girls,” Thea snarled venomously.


  Trixie couldn’t believe her ears. What was happening to them? She struggled to look around, but the net was forcing her into a little ball. The two divers were each holding an end of the net. The one who had a moustache was standing directly over Trixie. Water drops from his wet suit fell on her.


  ”All right, boys,” Thea was saying, ”you can put our latest haul into the car.”


  The two men heaved up their load and started shoving it into the backseat of the silver car. Trixie and Honey twisted and turned, but to no avail. Just before the door was slammed shut on them, Trixie finally noticed another figure standing nearby. It was Pat Bunker, an astonished look on his face.


  One of the divers said something that Trixie couldn’t make out.


  The front door of the car opened. Trixie squirmed until she saw the back of Thea in the driver’s seat. The engine was started.


  ”Never mind,” said Thea with another dry laugh. ”This one had outlived its usefulness to me, anyway. We’ll nab another one tonight. Now, hand me that big rock over there. I’ll just put it over the accelerator,” she muttered.


  The motor began racing. Thea started getting out of the car.


  Trixie heard the car being shifted into gear and then the front door slamming shut. The car was in motion—and without a driver! The next thing she heard was a gigantic splash... and the sound of Honey crying, harder than Trixie had ever heard her cry before.
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  GLUB... GLUB GLUB. The car was making strange sucking noises—much louder than Honey s uncontrollable sobbing.


  ”We’re as good as dead!’’ Honey wailed. ”She—she sent us over the cliff in her car! We’re going to d-d-drown!”


  ”Honey!” Trixie spoke sharply to the quaking form beside her. ”She’s not going to get rid of us that easily. Now, calm down while we figure out how to get out of here.” Trixie had no idea of where the confidence in her voice was coming from—she herself was so frightened that she was nearly suffocating with terror.


  She tried to raise her head and found that her movement was severely restricted. ”The first job is to get loose from this net,” she said determinedly. ”Come on, see if you can unravel yourself from your end.”


  Straining against the steellike web was of absolutely no use, Trixie soon found out. She decided to save her strength for the efforts ahead and instead use her cunning to extricate herself.


  Her decision paid off. In a matter of seconds, she had located the ends of the net, tied fairly loosely together. Quickly she untied the knot and burst free.


  Squirming around in the cramped backseat, she managed to unroll the net from herself and a still weeping Honey.


  Trixie grabbed her friend by the shoulders. ”We have no time for bawling. We have to work fast! I remember Brian, or maybe it was Mart, saying something... about it taking several minutes—I think that’s what they said—for a car to completely sink.” Gulping, she stared at the brown water seeping in through the floor. ”Now, if I can just remember what else it was they said....”


  ”Trixie!”


  ”I’m thinking!” Trixie sat up and caught a glimpse of something in the front seat. She stretched forward, then screamed, ”Oh, Honey, look—sharks!”


  ”Where?” Honey cried hysterically.


  ”No, not sharks—fins. Look, look right there, Honey! It’s a couple of black plastic fins—they’re huge! I wonder where she got them. Yipes, and I was just starting to consider that they might have been phony! Oh, Honey, I think—I think I’m on the verge of cracking this case! Bunker! And that diver with the mustache—”


  It was Honey’s turn to speak sternly. ”You’ve got to concentrate on getting us out of this car! You can crack your case after we’ve saved our skins! Now—please, please remember what else Brian said.”


  For once, Trixie gave in without an argument. The water was up to the girls’ knees by this time. Apparently, the front end was going down faster than the back end.


  ”There were two methods of escaping from cars going underwater,” she said slowly, trying to bring the entire conversation back into her mind. ”And one you used if the water was already coming in the windows, and the other— Quick, Honey, roll down your window!”


  ”Are you sure?”


  Trixie bobbed her head. ”No more time for talking! Dive out your window! I’ll meet you when we get outside.”


  With that, Trixie rolled down her own window and began wriggling through it. It was harder work than she had expected and she cursed herself for being in Honey’s cumbersome skirt instead of her own jeans. Oh, well, it can’t be helped, she thought, balancing on the window frame on her stomach. I guess I should have taken off the skirt, but there isn’t time now.


  With a final valiant heave, she fell into the icy water, face first. Sputtering, she began treading water.


  Even though she’d managed to escape from the sinking car, Trixie was more discouraged than ever. She groaned as she pinpointed the lights on the shore. The silver car had shot farther into the river than she would have expected. There was no way she could swim that far—even Honey was bound to have trouble. Suddenly she felt like this was the longest, most exhausting Friday she had ever endured.


  Trixie swam around to the rear of the car, nearly punching Honey’s head with one of her strokes.


  ”We made it!” Trixie croaked with effort.


  ”S-Sure, but what do we do now?” By the light of the moon, Trixie could see Honey’s face, crimped and ashen. ”I can’t possibly make it to shore.”


  Trixie’s heart sank further. ”You can’t?” she repeated. She reached out to lean on the back end of the car, figuring to make use of its support as long as it was afloat.


  ”And these j-jeans aren’t h-helping,” Honey said through chattering teeth. ”I can only move my legs about half as much as usual.”


  ”I know. I could shoot myself for having that horrible idea about switching—”


  ”L-Look over there! Is that a light?”


  Trixie whirled around, lost her grip on the car, and went under. For a flash of an instant, she felt a blessed relief in surrendering herself to the pull of the water. Then Honey was helping her reach the surface, and Trixie instinctively began treading water again.


  With a final glub, the silver car was swallowed up by the Hudson.


  Trixie looked where Honey was pointing. Sure enough, a light wavered nearby. As it came closer, the girls could make out a boat, a small sailboat.


  ”It’s the Quarter Moon!” Honey breathed. ”Those silly boys! What are they doing out sailing at this time of night?”


  Honey wasn’t listening. ”Help!” she shouted weakly. To Trixie she muttered, ”What were their names again? Oh, Ken! Ken and Carl—over here! Help!”


  The catboat drifted closer, two scared faces peering out over the side. ”Are—are you ghosts?” asked a small voice.


  ”Just about,” said Trixie. ”Don’t you recognize us—or Honey, at least? Remember, she helped save your lives last weekend!”


  Ken leaned over to get a better look and almost fell overboard.


  ”Careful,” said Honey, nearly laughing with relief. She reached out to steady him. ”Ken, now you have a chance to save our lives.”


  ”I do?” Ken asked doubtfully.


  At the same time, Carl chirped, ”I remember you! Come on, Kenny, move over so they can get in.


  ”This boat is awful small,” said Ken.


  ”We’ll be very careful,” Honey promised. ”Here, Trixie, you go first.”


  Trixie didn’t hesitate. She grasped the side of the boat with both hands and mutely commanded her legs to propel the rest of her body into the boat. With a strength born of her will to survive, her legs obeyed.


  As soon as she had maneuvered herself halfway into the boat, it tipped wildly. Honey tried to steady it, while the two boys pulled Trixie the rest of the way in. Trixie lay gasping for a moment, feeling like a beached whale in the tiny craft. She noticed that Ken and Carl had learned Brian’s lesson to the point of wearing life jackets. At least if we capsize now, she thought wearily, only two out of four of us will drown.


  Then she jerked herself upright and joined the boys in dragging Honey aboard. Honey, too, was showing an almost superhuman strength as she struggled her way to safety.


  The minute Honey was all the way in, the two girls were forced to scrunch up as tightly as possible. Quarters were indeed cramped.


  The two boys didn’t complain but instead stared back at their wet passengers, their eyes pools of wonder.


  Trixie remembered their ridiculous clothes and forced herself to laugh. ”Jeepers, no wonder you thought we were ghosts. Ghouls is more like it!”


  Honey tried to smile but didn’t quite make it. ”Let’s see what we can do about getting back to shore,” she panted. ”Do you have any towels on board?”


  Carl handed them each a towel, which they awkwardly wrapped around their chilled bodies. Then, between the four of them, they managed to get the boat aimed toward shore. The wind that night was next to nothing, and it looked like it was going to be a long, slow ride.


  So far, neither boy had thought to ask what Trixie and Honey were doing in the middle of the Hudson on a dark Halloween night. And it didn’t occur to Trixie to badger them about their nighttime sailing habits.


  Instead, her mind was dredging up every sliver of information she could remember about Thea, about Bunker, about the young man with the mustache....


  Apparently Honey’s brain was racing in the same direction. ”What do you think,” she began as soon as she could breathe normally, ”about Thea? I mean, why did she try to kill us? Why did she call us her latest haul? Bunker, the shark fins—what were you talking about before? What’s going on? I can’t make sense of anything anymore!”


  ”If you think about it long enough,” Trixie said slowly, ”I think you’ll reach the same conclusion I’ve already reached.”


  ”What?”


  ”That Thea Van Loon may have once been a children’s book writer, but that certainly isn’t how she makes her living now.”


  Honey gasped. ”Then what—how—”


  ”She lives off of treasure that she hires other people to ferret out for her!”


  ”But she said once—didn’t she say that there wasn’t any treasure in the Hudson River any more?”


  ”Not really,” said Trixie. ”She was just talking about Captain Kidd’s treasure. Naturally, she wasn’t going to mention Lawrence Krull’s treasure to us, the ’pesky girls.’ ”


  ”Bunker’s partner?”


  ”Yes! Remember that library article I was telling you about? It said that Krull’s boat may have sunk because it was loaded down with treasure. It most likely would have to be gold—or at least, that’s the heaviest kind of treasure I can think of. Anyway, didn’t I tell you that the librarian said that a man with a mustache had asked for that file? Well, that man has to be the diver working for Thea, and he had to have seen that particular article.”


  ”But the shark fins—how on earth did they fit in?”


  Trixie was still sorting out the facts in her own mind. Ignoring the two boys’ continued stares of amazement, she said, ”Okay, let’s start this from the beginning. I’m not sure yet how Bunker fits in, but that gold or whatever legally belongs to him. He told us Krull had willed everything to him—that makes sense because the article mentioned Krull’s ex-wife, Kathleen—”


  ”Trixie! Could Thea really be Kathleen, trying to get what she thought rightfully belonged to her?”


  ”I doubt it,” Trixie said. ”In the first place, Thea’s too young. In the second, why would she send her friend with the mustache to the library to look up Krull if she already knew all about him? No, I think this sort of treasure-hunting, or rather stealing, is something Thea does on a regular basis. Look at the trouble she went to with those shark fins, for example.”


  ”For what purpose?”


  ”Well, here’s what I think.” Trixie’s words were coming out in a rush, the way they always did when she was putting puzzle pieces together. ”I think she had her divers use them as signals when they had something to bring back to shore! That’s why she spent so much time on the river— she was watching for fins. Naturally, she was upset when she found out that I had seen the fin, too, and—what was worse—connected it with her. So she decided to let us think the shark was real! That’s why she told us not to mention it to anyone else.”


  ”But why would she want to use something as, well, as attention-attracting as shark fins?”


  ”Good question. She definitely seems to have some sort of thing—I’m sure Mart could think of a better word—about sharks. That weird poem in Alice in Wonderland, that bedtime story she told Bobby— Anyway, she probably had the divers use the signal as little as possible—just when they were ready to come in for the day, maybe. Maybe she figured the fin would scare people away. Then, when she got the signal, she must have run to fetch Bunker and then sent him-”


  ”Bunker?”


  ”—out in his houseboat to pick the divers up. Tonight, the whole group must have been about to transfer their ’haul’ from Bunker’s boat into Thea’s car. We caught them in the act, so Thea had to knock us off.”


  Honey shivered, not with cold this time, but with deep admiration of Trixie. ”You’re a genius!”


  ”Gleeps, I am not! But it is all fitting together, isn’t it? Even about Thea’s car. I don’t know why it never occurred to me before that it was stolen. That’s why she didn’t really care if Brian repaired it. And that’s why she didn’t mind losing it if it meant getting rid of us at the same time. I just remembered, too, how Thea was in that bait and tackle shop in White Plains when Brian hit her car—she must have been buying supplies or something.”


  ”How do you make the connection between Thea and Bunker?” Honey asked.


  ”Oh, that was easy—well, it seems easy now. Brian told me he and Loyola had seen Bunker picking up two divers off Killifish Point. And I was sure, one time, that I had seen Bunker’s houseboat in the same area where I’d seen the fin. The fact that we caught him and Thea together tonight just confirms that he’s in on the scheme.”


  ”He seemed like such a nice man,” Honey said thoughtfully.


  ”I know,” said Trixie. ”And I still can’t figure out why he looked so surprised when he saw the divers stowing us in Thea’s car...


  Ken, who with Carl had been silently in awe of the girls, suddenly asked, ”Are you guys in some kind of trouble with the police?”


  ”No!” the girls said in one breath. ”Why?”


  ”Because it looks like they’re waiting for you.” He pointed toward shore, only a few yards away.


  The low cliff from which Thea’s car had plunged was now swarming with flashing red lights and many figures moving about.


  ”Oh, my gosh!” exclaimed Honey. ”I wonder what’s going on!”


  ”I don’t know,” Trixie said softly. ”But I sure hope there’s still time to catch Thea before she gets away—not that I ever want to see her again in my entire life!”
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  BEDRAGGLED BUT ALIVE, Trixie and Honey stepped carefully from the boat and waded the last few feet toward the riverbank. They were profuse with their thanks to Ken and Carl, who waved and drifted back into the darkness. Their father had been expecting them hours ago, they said.


  Trixie led the way up the short climb to the top of the cliff.


  ”It’s Honey and Trix!” came Jim’s excited voice. ”Gosh, am I ever glad to see you two!”


  Surrounding him were all the Bob-Whites, several police officers—and Pat Bunker. Bunker was the first one of the parade rushing forward to greet the girls. Both Trixie and Honey stepped backward when they saw him.


  ”You must think I’m the world’s biggest fool, little ladies!” the fisherman exclaimed. ”Wh-What?” gasped Trixie.


  ”I sure am glad to see you,” he went on, reaching out to clasp a hand of each of them. ”When I saw what that woman was willing to do to protect our treasure—well, I knew I had to slip away from that gang and call the police.”


  ”You called the police?” Honey asked.


  By this time, the rest of the small crowd had engulfed the girls. Sergeant Molinson stepped forward and said, ”I had two calls about you girls tonight, one from Mr. Bunker and the other from your brothers, when you failed to return to your party after an hour. You have some explaining to do, but after hearing about what you’ve been through, I guess it can wait.”


  ”No, it can’t,” Trixie said urgently. ”We have to stop Thea—”


  The sergeant held up his hand. ”I’ve already notified the state police to be on the lookout for her,” he said with a little nod at Trixie. ”After you called me, I did some checking. I found out that she was wanted under various aliases in five states, on charges that include auto theft, tax evasion, and stealing buried or sunken treasure. The only thing I couldn’t find was any record of what you told me she was—a children’s book writer. But I guess that’ll teach me not to be so skeptical when you call me with hot tips! As for the shark—” He stopped to scratch his head. ”I did find out that there have been several other sightings of fins lately.”


  Trixie was obviously reeling from his compliment, so Honey chimed in, ”Oh, Trixie’s got the shark all figured out, Sergeant.”


  Bunker shook his head. ”That shark!” he said. ”I knew that Thea was using those shark signals, and I figured that that’s what the little lady here had seen. But I just couldn’t stand the thought of her worrying about it being real, so I tried to steer her away from that notion.”


  ”So that’s why you hesitated,” Trixie realized. The Bob-Whites and the police officers were looking more and more confused, but Trixie was determined to get answers to her own questions first. ”Bunker, you said our treasure—were you and Thea partners?”


  Before Bunker had a chance to reply, Honey asked, ”Was Thea really Kathleen, your partner’s ex-wife?”


  ”Eh?” Bunker looked startled. ”The answer to both questions is ’no.’ First of all, Kathleen died last year. Thea never knew Krull, she just read about his treasure-hunting. No, we were never what you’d call partners. I met her in a bait and tackle shop in White Plains. She hired me to pick up the divers and keep quiet about it.”


  Just then, a policewoman approached Sergeant Molinson and whispered in his ear. Both hurried off.


  ”Keep quiet about what?” asked Trixie.


  ”Well, they were diving for Krull’s supposed treasure, of course. I always had my doubts about those rumors about the treasure, but I went along with their plan. Old wrecks make real good fishing spots, you know.”


  ”Thigmostropism,” Mart piped up.


  Bunker looked at him blankly. ”I don’t know anything about thigmos—whatever you said. But I know that underwater junk attracts fish. Plus the bubbles—from the two scuba divers’ air tanks—were good for fishing, too.”


  ”Right,” said Mart. ”That’s what scuba stands for, anyway—self-contained underwater breathing apparatus.”


  Honey spoke for the others. ”Mart, this is no time for showing off! Let Bunker finish!”


  Mart mumbled an apology.


  ”No problem,” said Bunker. ”Anyway, eventually I realized that Thea’s divers were really coming up with gold, and so I demanded a cut of the final haul. After all, Krull had willed everything of his to me. Thea agreed at the time, but I can see now she was planning to double-cross me out of my share all along.” Bunker’s voice held the hurt of a plain and simple man who had been cheated once too often.


  ”Not so fast,” said Sergeant Molinson, coming back to join the group. ”It looks like you’re going to be a very rich man, Mr. Bunker.”


  ”Eh?”


  The burly officer waved toward his car, its red light still flashing. ”That was a call from the station. Several state policemen have picked up a Thea Van Loon and two male companions. They were found driving a stolen car just outside of Poughkeepsie. In the backseat were several sacks of what’s already been identified as Etruscan gold jewelry at least two thousand years old. If Lawrence Krull’s will holds up in court, well, you can take a rest from fishing!”


  In her excitement, Trixie jumped up and down. ”Imagine—all that treasure, practically in our backyard!” she squealed. Then she remembered another backyard—that of the retired couple in Poughkeepsie—and she realized why Thea had been heading for that particular town. Before she could say anything, she noticed the


  look of consternation on Bunker’s face.


  ”But fishing’s my life,” Bunker was saying slowly. ”And that gold’s going to bring a lot of changes. I don’t know how this’ll sound, but I’m pretty well satisfied with my life now....”


  Trixie was hit with a sudden brainstorm. ”Why don’t you donate half of the money you get to the Sleepyside Conservation Committee?” she suggested brashly.


  The others gazed open-mouthed at her boldness, but Bunker looked thoughtful.


  ”That committee you were telling me about?” he asked. ”That doesn’t sound like a bad idea. That way, well, my money would continue to do good for this river long after this particular river-lover is gone. Yes, little lady, I think that’s just what I’m going to do!”


  Brian looked overjoyed. ”The money for the floating lab!” he breathed.


  Trixie clapped her hands. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Mart mouthing ”little lady” to himself, a devilish gleam in his eye.


  ”Jeepers, Sergeant,” she said hastily, ”I’ve heard so much about what a busy night Halloween is for you!” She smiled sweetly. ”So why don’t Honey, Bunker, and I come down to the police station tomorrow and then fill you in on the rest of the story?”


  ”Tomorrow it is,” the sergeant said gruffly. ”Well, now that that’s all taken care of,” Brian said briskly, ”I would recommend that we get these two girls home before they catch pneumonia! How they escaped from that car I’ll never know, but they surely need to get some rest.”


  ”We just followed your instructions,” Trixie told him. Then she gave him a hug and exclaimed, ”Oh, Brian, if you don’t sound exactly like a doctor!”


  ”And you,” he replied, ”sound just like a—”


  ”Don’t say it,” warned Mart. ”We’re in mixed company, remember?”


  Brian stared quizzically. ”All I was going to say was ’Trixie Belden.’ ”


  Trixie and Honey took one look at each other and shouted in one voice, ”That’s Whixie Helden!”


  


  


  A WORD TO OUR READERS


  


  Although it is true that apple seeds do contain the poison cyanide, you needn’t worry about getting poisoned from eating apples. First, the poison is only in the seeds, not in the fruit. Second, the seeds must be chewed in order for the poison to be released, and the seeds have a highly unpleasant taste. (Whole seeds pass readily through the digestive system without harm.) Lastly, the amount of cyanide in one apple seed is very tiny. You would have to chew many, many seeds before noticing any ill effects.


  It is also true that many common plants and the pits of other fruits are poisonous, some much more so than apple seeds. A wise rule is never to eat something you are not absolutely sure is safe.
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