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  A Find! ● 1


  


  WHOA, LADY!” Trixie Belden called, pulling back on the reins of the small black mare she was riding.


  Behind Trixie, Honey Wheeler reined in her strawberry roan and guided the horse up alongside Trixie’s on the narrow wooded path. “Is anything wrong, Trix?” Honey asked her best friend.


  In answer, Trixie turned her beet-red face toward Honey and blew a long breath upward, lifting the row of sandy curls that fringed her forehead. “If these horses are anywhere near as hot as I am, we’d better walk them for a while, or they’ll collapse,” she said.


  “You’re right,” Honey agreed, leaning forward in the saddle to pat Strawberry’s glistening shoulder. “It feels as though it’s going to be another scorcher.”


  Trixie wiped her brow with the back of her hand and looked at her friend enviously. Even in the middle of the worst heat wave in the history of Sleepyside-on-the-Hudson, Honey managed to look cool and neat. Her shoulder-length blond . hair was held back with a barrette at the nape of her neck, and even after an hour’s hard riding, not a single hair was out of place. Her skin had a rosy glow, and her hazel eyes sparkled—and, wonder of wonders, her cotton blouse still had neat creases running down the sleeves.


  Even in the middle of the woods, miles from the nearest mirror, Trixie knew that her own disheveled appearance was a startling contrast to Honey’s neatness. Trixie’s curly hair had a mind of its own, and by now it would be a mass of tangled, sandy-colored ringlets, with dripping darker strands on her forehead and in front of her ears. Her healthy complexion, she knew, now would be almost scarlet—but that wouldn’t hide the freckles that were scattered generously across her nose. Trixie looked down at her T-shirt, which had been clean and fresh that morning when she’d put it on. Only four hours later, it looked slept-in and had a big smudge of dirt across the front.


  “Oh, Honey, I don’t know how you do it,” Trixie wailed.


  Honey looked startled. “What do I do?” she asked, sounding a bit defensive.


  “You manage to stay clean and fresh and neat, no matter what. But I—” Trixie waved one hand at her T-shirt, offering her appearance as a conclusion to her sentence.


  In spite of herself, Honey giggled at Trixie’s woebegone expression. “You forget that I had years and years of doing nothing but looking neat,” she reminded her friend. “I learned that lesson well, but I’d trade it in a minute for all the things you got to learn and do during those same years.”


  Trixie leaned forward and stroked Lady’s neck, a guilty feeling welling up inside her. Even though Honey had spoken without a trace of self-pity, Trixie knew she hated to be reminded of the time before she moved to Sleepyside.


  Back then, Honey had been a “poor little rich girl.” Her father’s job took him and her mother away so frequently that they had decided it would be best for Honey to go to a boarding school. It was there that Honey had learned her poise and good manners, but she had suffered from the lack of a real home.


  Trixie, on the other hand, had lived her whole life at Crabapple Farm. Her family was far from rich, but it was a comfortable and happy existence. Trixie had grown up tagging along after her two older brothers, Brian and Mart, and looking after her youngest brother, Bobby. She hadn’t learned as much as she should have about etiquette, but she knew about softball and gardening and teasing and being teased.


  These two girls, from such different backgrounds, had become best friends the day Honey and her parents moved into Manor House, just down the road from Crabapple Farm.


  The huge, luxurious Manor House was the home Honey had always wanted. Although her parents were still away much of the time, Miss Trask, who had been hired originally as Honey’s governess, now kept the whole estate running smoothly.


  Honey had been a frail and frightened girl when she’d first moved to Manor House, but even then she’d had an inner courage that let her follow Trixie into any adventure.


  Their first adventure had involved befriending Jim Frayne, a young runaway. Then they found themselves tracking him down in upstate New York. Later, Honey’s parents had adopted Jim, giving Honey the older brother that made her home complete.


  There had been many adventures since then, and Honey’s courage had gradually overtaken her fear. Looking at her now, Trixie realized how much her friend had changed. Even the neat blouse and clean but faded blue jeans Honey wore were far more casual than the jodhpurs she’d worn for riding when she first moved to Sleepyside.


  Leaning over in the saddle, Trixie gave Honey an awkward hug. “I’m sorry I’m such a grouch. Hot weather always does that to me. I feel even grouchier when I see that the heat doesn’t bother you at all, but that isn’t fair.”


  “It isn’t fair, but I know exactly how you feel. In the winter, when the wind is howling and the snow is blowing, you put on a light jacket and walk clear over to my house and then want to go skating. All I want to do is bundle up and sit in front of the fireplace. I’m afraid I feel pretty grouchy then.”


  “I never knew it,” Trixie said in surprise. “You hide your grouchiness so much better than I do. You mean you hate the cold as much as I hate the heat?”


  “Probably,” Honey said. “Although I don’t know how we’d measure it.” She grinned teasingly. “Maybe we could have Brian invent a ‘hate-meter.’ ”


  Trixie picked up the thought immediately and began to expand on it. “What a great idea! Only it would be called a ‘hate detector.’ You know, like a lie detector. We’d put people in a chair and strap all those wires to their hands and then ask them questions: ‘Do you hate hot weather? Do you hate cold weather?’ And a needle would move up or down to show how much they hated it.


  “Then there would be some—oh, what do you call them?” Trixie closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose in an effort to remember. “Oh, yes— control questions. We’d ask about things that everybody loves or hates, so we’d have something to measure against. ‘Do you hate ice cream?’ Nobody could say yes to that. Or ‘Do you hate baby-sitting?’ Everybody would say yes to that one.”


  Honey was laughing so hard at Trixie’s wild imagination that she had to grasp the saddle horn to keep from sliding off Strawberry’s back. “Oh, Trixie,” she gasped, “that sounds like a wonderful invention. But you’d have to work harder on your control questions, I’m afraid. After all, I don’t hate baby-sitting a bit.”


  Trixie snapped her fingers in mock frustration. “Foiled again,” she said. “You do enjoy taking care of Bobby, because you don’t have to do it day in and day out for hours—and hours—and hours.” Trixie dragged the words out in a monotonous drone that made Honey start laughing again.


  “I don’t think baby-sitting would register as high on your hate-detector test as you’d like to pretend,” she observed. “Bobby’s a little cutie, and you know it.”


  Trixie shrugged. “I do know it. It really isn’t an awful job at all, especially since Moms lets me out of it about half the time. So I’ll have to think of another control question. How about ‘Do you hate a cold, wet can of soda pop on a scorching-hot day?’ ”


  “I think that’s a terrible control question,” Honey said, “but I think it’s a wonderful idea. Let’s ride over to Mr. Lytell’s store.”


  “Why, Honey, what a great suggestion! I never would have thought of it myself,” Trixie said, with exaggerated innocence.


  “I think you’ve been thinking of it since you reined Lady in, way back there. At least, I notice that’s the direction the horses have been taking. You must really want that cold drink, if you’re willing to go to Mr. Lytell’s for it. After all, I think he must register pretty high on your hate-detector test.”


  Trixie shook her head, making her sandy curls bounce. “It’s not my test that matters. It’s his. I think if Mr. Lytell took a hate-detector test, ‘Trixie Belden’ would register about the same as ‘mosquitoes,’ ‘quicksand,’ and ‘flat tires.’ ”


  “Poor Trixie,” Honey said sympathetically. “Mr. Lytell does seem awfully critical where you’re concerned, but you know he really likes you.”


  “He likes Miss Trask a lot better,” Trixie reminded her. “He never criticizes her.”


  “That’s true,” Honey agreed. “Miss Trask is exactly the sort of person Mr. Lytell likes best. She’s calm and sensible and quiet.”


  “And I’m excitable and scatterbrained and noisy,” Trixie admitted.


  “No, you aren’t,” said Honey, who was always quick to defend her best friend—even to herself. “That is, you are excitable, and sometimes your excitement makes you noisy, but I don’t think you’re the least bit scatterbrained. We couldn’t have solved as many cases as we have if that were true.”


  Trixie’s blue eyes sparkled as she thought about what Honey had just said. Beginning with the time when she and Honey had located Jim Frayne’s hidden inheritance and then tracked him down to tell him about it, the two girls had been involved in one fascinating mystery after another. Among other things, they had located emeralds and stolen diamonds, discovered a ring of counterfeiters, and returned a precious Ming vase to the Sleepyside art museum.


  Along the way, they’d made new friends while they were solving mysteries. Jim Frayne had been the first—and, in Trixie’s mind, the most important. Then they’d solved the mystery of Di Lynch’s Uncle Monty, and black-haired Di had become a member of their circle. After that, the girls had discovered the truth about Dan Mangan, and he, too, had been added to their group.


  Trixie and her two older brothers, along with Honey and Jim and Di and Dan, made up a club called the Bob-Whites of the Glen. The members were devoted to having fun and helping others with special projects. All of the members got involved, too, in solving the mysteries that Trixie and Honey uncovered.


  Remembering that fact, Trixie sighed. “You say I can’t really be scatterbrained because we’ve solved so many mysteries. But Mart would say that we only get into the mysteries because I am scatterbrained. Then the logical minds—


  Mart’s and Brian’s and Jim’s—take over to solve them.”


  “That isn’t what Mart would say at all,” Honey told her. “Mart would say, ‘Propensity for misadventure is characteristic of the distaff portion of the Bob-Whites, whereas the perspicuity necessary for the ultimate resolution is a commodity inherent in the male membership.’ ”


  Trixie’s jaw dropped as she listened to Honey’s perfect imitation of Mart’s long-winded way of saying things.


  Honey laughed at Trixie’s astonishment. “I’ve been practicing,” she admitted. “I get tired of having to have Brian or Jim interpret everything Mart says.


  “Anyway, even if Mart did say what I just said he’d say, you know he’d just be teasing. Mart’s sensitive about being only eleven months older than you are—and about looking enough like you to be your almost-twin. That’s why he puts on such superior airs. He really loves the mysteries as much as we do, but he’s not half as good at solving them.”


  The girls had arrived at Mr. Lytell’s store, but Trixie didn’t dismount immediately. Honey’s words had reminded her of something she’d been meaning to tell her friend. “Maybe Mart has got frustrated with trying to solve mysteries, so now he’s decided to be one. That would explain the strange way he’s been acting lately.”


  “What do you mean, Trixie?” Honey asked. Then she giggled. “Maybe I should ask, ‘How can you tell?’ Mart’s always a little hard to understand.”


  Trixie shook her head. “Not like this,” she said. “He walks around with a smug little smile on his face all the time. Well, not all the time. In fact, he spends most of his time locked up in his room. When someone knocks, there’s the sound of papers shuffling and then a long pause before he says, ‘Come in.’ He’s been watching the mail like a hawk, too.”


  “That is strange,” Honey said. “Could it be a girl, do you suppose?”


  “That’s what I thought at first. That would explain the funny smile. And he could be shut up in his room writing long, mushy letters and checking the mail for answers. But Di is his favorite girl. You know that. And he doesn’t act any differently around her these days.”


  “It must not be a girl, then,” Honey decided. “I mean, it must not be a girl who’s making him act funny. Because if Di were the girl, he’d act funny around her. And if Di weren't the girl, he’d still act funny around her. I mean, if Di weren’t the girl, he’d act differently from the way he did when she was the girl. What I mean is—”


  “I know what you mean,” Trixie said, laughing, “although I’m probably the only person in the whole wide world who would know what you mean. I think you’d better have a nice, cold can of pop to cool off your fevered brain. Come on!” She swung down from the saddle, tied Lady’s reins to a low-hanging tree branch, and walked toward the entrance of the store. Honey, laughing at her own garbled attempt at an explanation, followed.


  At the doorway, Trixie paused, straightened her back, and put on her most dignified expression. “This time,” she whispered, “I’m not going to do anything to make Mr. Lytell upset with me. I swear it!”


  The girls walked into the store and paused for a moment, their eyes adjusting to the dim light. Trixie’s eyes swept around the small room, taking in its familiar contents. Mr. Lytell’s store was very different from the big supermarket in Sleepyside. There, the lights were bright. The shelves were jammed with cans and boxes. Here, on the other hand, the shelves were sparsely stocked. Mr. Lytell didn’t carry the wide range of items of a big store, because most of his business was in loaves of bread, cartons of milk, and cold pop—things that people in the surrounding neighborhood ran out of or decided they wanted on the spur of the moment.


  Mr. Lytell spent most of his time in the back room and only came out when he heard the door open and close.


  He came out now, and Trixie was struck again, as she was every time she saw him, by how unfriendly he looked. He peered at the girls through his wire-rimmed spectacles.


  “Good morning, Mr. Lytell,” Honey said politely. Trixie remained silent, wondering whether, despite her good intentions, she could really manage to buy a can of pop without doing something to make the storekeeper angry.


  Mr. Lytell only grunted a greeting, and Honey, turning quickly to the cold-drink cooler, rolled her eyes at Trixie. If Mr. Lytell was in too bad a mood even to be friendly to Honey, the girls’ best bet was to get their pop as quickly as possible and leave the store.


  Honey slid the door of the cooler open and took out a can of orange pop. Then she stepped out of the way, and Trixie stepped forward to look over the selection. She moved a few cans out of the way and peered at the ones behind them. She saw orange, grape, and cola, but those weren’t what she wanted.


  “Do you have any strawberry pop, Mr. Lytell?” she asked, turning to look at him over her shoulder.


  “What I have is what’s right there in that cooler, young lady, and if that doesn’t suit you, you’ll just have to go somewhere else,” Mr. Lytell snapped.


  Trixie turned back and quickly pulled out a can of orange pop. Mr. Lytell’s tirade, once started, was not to be ended that easily, however. “I suppose if you had your way, I’d stock every kind of pop under the sun, just so it would be there if you wanted it. Makes no difference to you how high my electric bill is, either. You’ll just keep that cooler door open all day, while you try to find what you’re looking for.”


  Mr. Lytell looked as though he’d just started his tirade, so the girls hastily dug the correct change out of their pockets, laid it on the counter in front of the storekeeper, said quick thank-you’s, and left the store.


  Outside, Trixie held the cold can of pop to her face for a moment before she opened it. Her cheeks were even redder than they had been before she’d gone into the store, and she knew that the heat had nothing to do with it.


  Honey put one arm around her sandy-haired friend consolingly. “Don’t let Mr. Lytell upset you, Trix,” she said. “He’s just having a bad day. He wasn’t even nice to me, and you know how careful he usually is to keep in my good graces— because of Miss Trask.”


  Trixie nodded, but her blue eyes were brimming with tears. “It’s just that I get so tired of being yelled at. You wouldn’t understand about that, because you have such good manners that hardly anyone ever gets angry at you. But I’m always doing thoughtless things that upset people, and then when I do decide to be thoughtful, it turns out that people are ‘just having a bad day,’ and they yell at me anyway.”


  Honey put one hand on each of Trixie’s shoulders and turned her so that they were face-to-face. “Trixie, do you really think that you did anything in the store just now that was worth getting yelled at?”


  Trixie thought for a moment, then shook her head.


  “Well, then, forget about it. It isn’t your problem. It’s his. You only need to worry about what you can do something about,” Honey said firmly.


  “But maybe if I’d been more polite in the past, Mr. Lytell wouldn’t yell at me so much now,” Trixie protested.


  “Miss Trask doesn’t yell at you, and you’re the same person with her that you are with Mr.


  Lytell,” Honey pointed out. “And if I had to choose, I’d much rather have Miss Trask like me than Mr. Lytell.”


  Trixie giggled, then sniffed. “Okay, Honey. I’ll forget Mr. Lytell. I’ll just avoid him from now on—for a while, at least.”


  “Good. Now, let’s head back to Manor House and get these horses curried before it gets any hotter,” Honey said.


  When the girls had mounted their horses, Trixie peered up at the cloudless sky, from which the sun was beating down. “Honey, could we ride back along Glen Road? It’s much shorter that way. Regan won’t mind if we just walk the horses, will he?”


  Honey pondered Trixie’s request for a moment. Regan was the Wheeler groom, and Lady and Strawberry were two of the Wheeler horses. Although the groom appreciated the help he got from the young people in keeping the horses exercised, he was strict about when, where, and how they rode. The Bob-Whites were to ride on the paths of Mr. Wheeler’s huge game preserve, as the girls had done that morning. Galloping along concrete highways, which could damage the horses’ hooves, was absolutely forbidden.


  “It’ll be all right if we walk the horses, I think,” Honey finally answered. “Glen Road has a wide gravel shoulder, so we won’t really be on the highway at all. Mr. Lytell rides Belle along this road every day at noon, so it must be safe enough.” She clicked to Strawberry and started down Glen Road, with Trixie on Lady right next to her.


  “How do you know Mr. Lytell rides Belle along here every day?” Trixie asked.


  Honey 'giggled. “Mr. Lytell’s exercise route goes up Glen Road to our driveway, past the stables, into the preserve, and then back to the store. I see him ride past most days.”


  “Why wouldn’t he just ride into the preserve from his store?” Trixie asked, puzzled.


  “I think he wants to do some sight-seeing along the way,” Honey said in a teasing voice.


  “But there’s a lot more to see in the preserve than—” Trixie broke off as she understood Honey’s hidden meaning. “Miss Trask!” she exclaimed abruptly.


  Honey nodded. “I’m sure that’s why he takes that path—so he’ll have a better chance of running into Miss Trask. Of course, he’d never admit it, and Miss Trask wouldn’t, either.”


  Trixie shook her head, smiling to herself at the idea of Mr. Lytell arranging “accidental” meetings with Miss Trask. Just then Lady shied slightly to avoid something in her path. Trixie looked down automatically, then reined in sharply when she saw what was lying on the shoulder of the road.


  “Wait, Honey!” she called. “I just found a wallet!”


  


  


  Mr. Lytell Calls ● 2


  


  TRIXIE SCRAMBLED DOWN from Lady’s back and picked up the wallet. Turning it over in her hands, she saw that it was made of smooth black leather. It looked both new and expensive. A reflex made her turn and look up and down the road, but there were no cars or people in sight.


  “Look inside, Trixie,” Honey suggested, climbing down from the saddle to stand at her friend’s side. “Maybe there’s some identification.”


  Trixie nodded and opened the wallet. Inside were clear plastic windows, each holding at least one credit card. Trixie flipped through them. “A. Ramsey, A. Ramsey, A. Ramsey,” she read.


  “Aha! Here we go: Anthony Ramsey. It belongs to a man.”


  “Is that someone from around here?” Honey asked.


  “I don’t recall having heard the name before,” Trixie said, still examining the contents of the wallet, “and there’s no driver’s license. I could ask— Gleeps, Honey!” Trixie broke off in midsentence and looked up at her friend, her blue eyes wide.


  “What is it?” Honey asked anxiously.


  “Look!” Trixie drew a hundred-dollar bill out of the bill compartment of the wallet and held it up for Honey to see.


  “Oh, Trix!” Honey exclaimed. “That’s a lot of money. What are we going to do?”


  “We’re going to return the wallet to Anthony Ramsey, of course,” Trixie said.


  “Of course,” Honey replied. “But how?”


  Trixie stood silent for a moment, the hot sun beating down on her head and making it hard for her to think calmly. She looked up and down the deserted road again, as if hoping Anthony Ramsey might suddenly appear. Finally she sighed. “I hate to have to say this, but the closest place around is Mr. Lytell’s store, so that seems like the place to start. We can find out if he knows this Anthony Ramsey, or if someone he didn’t know stopped in the store this morning.”


  Honey nodded in agreement. “Let’s go,” she said, swinging into the saddle once again. Trixie shoved the wallet into her pocket, swung up onto the saddle, and followed Honey back down Glen Road. She felt a curious mixture of excitement and apprehension. This was a new mystery, and Trixie loved mysteries more than anything. Still, she wished that she didn’t have to see Mr. Lytell again quite so soon.


  As the girls dismounted and tied their horses outside the store, Trixie reached into her pocket, pulled out the wallet, and held it out to Honey. “You’d better do the talking,” she said reluctantly.


  Honey hesitated, then took the wallet. The two girls walked into the store and stood at the counter for a moment before Mr. Lytell emerged from the back room.


  “You girls again!” he grumbled crossly. “What do you want this time?”


  Trixie flushed, but she bit her lower lip and said nothing.


  Honey spoke in her politest tones. “We found this wallet on Glen Road, very near here, Mr. Lytell. It seems to belong to an Anthony Ramsey, and it has a hundred dollars in it, so we’re sure Mr. Ramsey would like to have it back. Has he been in the store this morning?”


  Mr. Lytell snorted sarcastically. “Well,” he said, “how would I know which one was Mr. Ramsey? Almost all my customers pay me with hundred-dollar bills. That’s why I’ve got so much money.”


  Honey cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “Then you don’t know Mr. Ramsey?” she asked quietly.


  Trixie looked at her friend admiringly. Only Honey would still be able to be calm. Trixie reached out and picked up the wallet, which Honey had placed on the counter, and started to inspect the contents once again, partly to keep herself from getting angry during Mr. Lytell’s next retort.


  “Wait a minute,” Trixie said suddenly, interrupting the storekeeper, who glowered at her. “I just found a motor club membership card tucked into a pocket here. It gives Anthony Ramsey’s address. He lives in New York City, so maybe he hasn't been in the store.”


  “Well,” Mr. Lytell said bitterly, “very few people drive up here from the city just to sample my merchandise. Anyway, no stranger came in today.”


  “Mr. Lytell, do you suppose you could phone Mr. Ramsey?” Honey asked. “I know it would be expensive, but Mr. Ramsey would probably be very happy to repay you. I could ask Miss Trask to do it, but your store must have been somewhere on his travel route.”


  Mr. Lytell reached out and took the wallet from Trixie. “Don’t you bother Marge with this,” he said in a more friendly tone of voice. “I’ll make the call.”


  Mr. Lytell went into the back room while the girls waited impatiently. They heard him dial once to get the number from directory assistance; then they heard him dial again. There was silence for a few moments. Then they heard the receiver being replaced.


  “No answer,” Mr. Lytell said as he came back into the store.


  “Well, thank you very much for trying,” Honey said. “We’ll take the wallet and try the number later, if you—”


  “I’ll do it,” Mr. Lytell said abruptly, putting the wallet in his pocket.


  Trixie looked at the storekeeper in surprise at his offer. Then Honey’s next words made her realize the motive for his cooperation.


  “I’ll be sure to tell Miss Trask how perfectly perfect you’ve been, going to all this trouble and everything,” Honey said sweetly.


  Trixie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. Despite his gruff “Get along with you now,” Mr. Lytell actually had a glow to his cheeks.


  “Good-bye, Mr. Lytell,” Trixie said cheerfully. Honey echoed her, and the two girls left the store.


  Once again they mounted their patient horses and started off down Glen Road. Trixie was quiet for a few moments as she thought about what had happened. Finally she said, “You were wonderful with Mr. Lytell, Honey. I’d give anything to have your poise. Still, I wish we’d kept the wallet. I’d really like to solve this mystery myself.”


  “But, Trixie, there isn’t any mystery to be solved. Mr. Ramsey lost his wallet, and Mr. Lytell will see that he gets it back. If I know Mr. Lytell, he’ll ask how the wallet was lost along Glen Road— you know how he loves gossip—and we can ask him about it. Or Miss Trask can,” Honey added impishly, “the next time she’s in his store. But I don’t think there’s any mystery. Besides, Trixie, I wouldn’t be surprised if Anthony Ramsey offered a reward for the recovery of his wallet. The way Mr. Lytell was talking, maybe he needs the money.”


  Trixie groaned. “You always have the right answers where people are concerned, Honey. I wouldn’t even have thought about a reward.


  Now that you mention it, I’m more than happy to let Mr. Lytell return the wallet and get the reward. Maybe he’ll use it to stock up on strawberry pop!” The girls were still giggling over Trixie’s joke as they rode up to the Wheeler stable.


  For the next half hour, there was no time for jokes as they brushed the horses and cleaned the tack. When they were finished, Trixie said a quick good-bye and hurried home to Crabapple Farm and lunch.


  She was just reaching for the back door handle when the door flew open, rapping her knuckles painfully. “Ow!” she yelped.


  “Sorry,” Mart Belden said hurriedly as he rushed out the door and went tearing down the driveway.


  Staring after him, Trixie saw that the mail truck had just pulled up to the mailbox down on the road. Trixie shook her head in bewilderment, wondering again what was causing her brother’s mysterious behavior.


  She walked into the kitchen and saw her mother setting the table for lunch. Automatically, Trixie reached into the silverware drawer and pulled out the right number of knives, forks, and spoons. Following her mother around the table and putting the silverware at each place, Trixie asked, “Do you have any idea what’s gotten into Mart? He almost knocked me over in his hurry to get to the mailbox.”


  Helen Belden smiled and shook her head. “I assume he’s expecting something very important. He’s been rushing out to get the mail every day for the past week.”


  “Doesn’t it bother you to see him acting that way?” Trixie asked, frowning.


  Her mother laughed. “I consider a little strange behavior from my children to be quite normal. At least Mart’s interest in the mail keeps him close to home all morning.”


  Trixie blushed, wondering if her mother was making a subtle reference to her own absence, which, because of the wallet, had extended far longer than she’d expected. Before she could explain to her mother, Mart came back from the mailbox. The gloomy expression on his face said plainly that whatever he’d been expecting had not arrived. Letting the door slam behind him, he dropped the mail onto the table inside the back door and slouched morosely through the kitchen.


  “Don’t go too far, Mart. Lunch is almost ready,” Mrs. Belden cautioned.


  “All right,” Mart replied. “But I’m not very hungry.”


  Trixie gasped and turned to look at her mother. Besides his love for big words, his love for big helpings of every kind of food was Mart Belden’s most distinguishing characteristic. If he wasn’t hungry, he must be in the throes of something very mysterious indeed.


  Mrs. Belden’s face was expressionless, however. She made no comment on Mart’s loss of appetite, continuing instead to dish up their lunch. Although it was difficult, Trixie followed her mother’s lead and said nothing.


  A few minutes later, Trixie called her brothers to lunch. The ways in which Bobby and Brian responded to the call seemed to Trixie to be excellent summaries of their personalities. Brian walked quietly to the table, looked, pulled out his chair, and sat down. “Everything looks delicious,” he said politely, spreading his napkin across his lap.


  Bobby barreled through the doorway and skidded to a halt inches from Trixie, who was carrying two brimming glasses of milk to the table. “Sorry, Trix!” he crowed. He clambered onto his chair and reached immediately for a brownie, snatching his hand back when Trixie threatened to slap it.


  “Those are for dessert, Bobby, and you know it,” Trixie told her six-year-old brother sternly.


  “I know,” Bobby said, looking up at her mischievously. “I was just gonna have dessert first today.”


  Mart’s response to the summons for lunch was not typical of his personality, however. He stalked into the room, drew his chair out, and sat down on it heavily. Then he put an elbow on the table and lowered his chin into his hand with a loud sigh.


  Trixie, puzzled, looked at her brother, but Helen Belden was the first to speak. “All right, everyone. Let’s eat.”


  Mart tried hard to maintain his listless attitude, but Trixie noticed that he piled his plate just as high as he did on his more cheerful days. So much for his loss of appetite, Trixie thought.


  “Honey and I found a wallet on Glen Road today,” Trixie said as she loaded her plate and helped Bobby with his. “It belongs to an Anthony Ramsey of New York City, and it has a hundred-dollar bill in it.”


  Brian let out a long, low whistle, but Mart only looked up momentarily and said contemptuously, “Peanuts!”


  Trixie’s temper flared. “A hundred dollars is most certainly not peanuts, Mart Belden.”


  “No, it isn’t,” Helen Belden said quickly, before an out-and-out argument could erupt. “I hope you were able to return the money to Mr. Ramsey.”


  “We haven’t yet,” Trixie told her mother. “There was a card in his wallet that gave a New York City address. Mr. Lytell called from his store, but nobody answered. We left the wallet with Mr. Lytell, and he’s going to try again later today.”


  Mrs. Belden nodded approvingly, the boys went back to their lunch, and Trixie retreated to her own thoughts, which included wondering about Mart’s odd behavior and speculating whether she’d ever find out as much as she wanted to know about Mr. Ramsey and how he had lost his wallet on Glen Road.


  “Moms,” she said suddenly, “do you think Mr. Ramsey will offer a reward for his wallet?”


  “I have no idea, Trixie,” Mrs. Belden said. “I don’t think I’d count on it, if I were you. If you need some extra money, Trixie,” she added gently upon seeing her daughter’s disappointment, “there are always extra chores I’d be happy to pay you to do.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t going to collect it, Moms,” Trixie said quickly. “I was thinking about Mr. Lytell—his store is always so empty. Maybe that’s why he’s always so crabby. A reward might mean a lot to him.”


  Mrs. Belden smiled. “Don’t worry too much about that, either,” she said. “Mr. Lytell’s store was here long before the big supermarkets opened in Sleepyside. And his store always seemed just as empty then as it does now. Although I don’t believe the rumors that Mr. Lytell might be one of the wealthiest people in Sleepyside, I imagine that he has money put aside for the proverbial rainy day.”


  Trixie stared wide-eyed at her mother for a moment. Then she lowered her eyes to her plate, picked up her sandwich, and took another bite. Mr. Lytell as a wealthy man—that was really something to think about, even if it was only a rumor!


  She was just finishing up her lunch when the phone rang. She ran to answer it; it was Honey calling.


  “Trix?” Honey said. “We’re supposed to be at Mr. Lytell’s store this afternoon at four o’clock. Can you be there?”


  “Sure,” Trixie said, “but why? Did he tell you why he wanted us to be there?”


  “He didn’t tell me anything,” Honey said. “I was taking a shower when he called. Jim took the message.”


  “It must be about the wallet,” Trixie guessed. “Maybe he talked to Mr. Ramsey. But why do we have to wait until four to find out?”


  “I don’t know,” Honey told her.


  “Can’t you call Mr. Lytell back and find out? Four o’clock is three hours away. I don’t think I can wait that long.”


  “You’ll have to, Trix. You know how touchy Mr. Lytell is. If that’s all the message he wanted to give, I’m not going to risk irritating him by calling back and asking for more.”


  “All right. I’ll come to your house first. We can ride our bikes over. See you then.” Trixie hung up the phone and walked back to the kitchen.


  Her brothers had finished lunch and disappeared, as they usually did when there was kitchen cleanup to be faced if they stuck around.


  Trixie began, absentmindedly, to clean up the kitchen.


  “Was that Honey?” Mrs. Belden asked, jolting her daughter out of her dream world.


  “Yes. Mr. Lytell wants us to meet him at his store at four o’clock. It must have something to do with the wallet, but I don’t know what,” Trixie said.


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” Mrs. Belden said.


  “Not soon enough for me,” Trixie said. “Can I do my chores now, in case I’m late getting back from Mr. Lytell’s?”


  Instead of answering, Mrs. Belden craned her neck to look out the window above the kitchen sink.


  “What are you doing?” Trixie asked.


  “Well, less than an hour ago, Mart said he wasn’t hungry. Now you’re asking permission to do your chores early. I just thought I’d check and see if the sky was falling,” Mrs. Belden said with a smile.


  Trixie giggled. “I guess it would be more like me to let the chores go until the last minute, then ask permission to skip them ‘just this once.’ But the time will go faster if I have something to do while I’m waiting for three-thirty to roll around.”


  Mrs. Belden had plenty of suggestions for things to do, but Trixie found that the time dragged, anyway. By three-fifteen, she could stand it no longer. She went to the garage, got her bike, and pedaled to Manor House, the hot August sun again beating down on her.


  Trixie found Honey already waiting on the front step, her bike propped against one of the stately trees that lined the Wheelers’ long driveway. Honey had changed into a fresh blouse and a pair of shorts, Trixie noticed. She glanced down at her own bedraggled clothes. I didn’t even think about changing, she thought disgustedly.


  “Let’s go!” Honey shouted as soon as she saw Trixie riding up the drive.


  “Wait a minute!” Trixie said. “Let me catch my breath. It’s even hotter than it was when we were riding this morning—and now I’m supplying my own horsepower!”


  Trixie took a few deep breaths, but Honey was so impatient that the girls were soon pedaling their bikes east along Glen Road toward Mr. Lytell’s store.


  When they pulled up in front of the store, both girls gasped at the sight of a low, sleek, red sports car parked outside.


  “Mr. Ramsey!” Trixie shouted. “That must be why Mr. Lytell called. Anthony Ramsey is here in person, to claim his wallet.” She pushed down the kickstand on her bike and raced to the door, with Honey close behind.


  When the girls entered the store, they did not see anyone who could possibly be Anthony Ramsey, however. Besides Mr. Lytell, the only person in the store was a young woman.


  Trixie stopped short when she saw Mr. Lytell’s customer, self-consciously running a hand through her tangled curls. The young woman seemed to be about twenty years old. She was tall and slender, with blond hair that formed a cascading mane down to her shoulders. She was wearing a simple sundress and thick-soled sandals. A thin gold chain encircled one wrist, and a small gold dot decorated each of her ears.


  The young woman turned to the girls. She smiled, revealing gleaming white teeth, but Trixie noticed dark circles under her eyes. “Are you Trixie and Honey?” she asked.


  Trixie nodded, and Honey said, “Yes, we are.”


  “Then you’re the ones who found my father’s wallet,” the woman said.


  “If your father is Anthony Ramsey, we did,” Trixie said.


  “I’m Laura Ramsey. I’d like you to tell me anything you can about finding the wallet,” she said. There was an urgency in her voice that puzzled Trixie.


  The girls looked at one another, then looked back at Laura Ramsey. “There’s really nothing to tell,” Honey said apologetically. “We were riding along Glen Road around eleven-thirty this morning when we saw it—” Honey broke off with a shrug, unable to think of anything else.


  “The wallet couldn’t have been there long,” Trixie added. “We’ve had a hot, dry summer, and anything that stays out very long gets a thick coat of dust on it. The wallet was still pretty clean, so I’d say it was dropped no earlier than last night. There was a hundred-dollar bill still inside, so I think we can assume that nothing had been taken. And... let’s see....”


  Trixie started to think again about what the wallet’s location and condition had told her about its loss, but she became self-conscious when she observed Laura Ramsey’s startled expression.


  “Don’t mind her,” Mr. Lytell said. “Trixie Belden likes to think of herself as a detective. She’ll detective-ize all day, if you let her.”


  “Miss Ramsey asked us for the information, Mr. Lytell,” Honey said in an unusually firm tone of voice. “Trixie is giving her what she asked for. And she’s doing a wonderful job of it, too. She’s thought of a lot of things that never would have occurred to me.”


  “That’s right,” Laura Ramsey said hastily. “This is exactly the sort of information I was interested in. Please go on.”


  Trixie was too embarrassed to do any more “detective-izing.” She shook her head, her face reddening. “That’s about all I can think of, Miss Ramsey. It really isn’t much. But it should be enough to jog your father’s memory. Once you tell him where he lost the wallet, and approximately when, he should be able to tell you the rest.”


  Laura Ramsey turned away abruptly, leaving Mr. Lytell and the two girls to stare at her back in confusion.


  When Laura turned back to face them, there were tears brimming in her blue eyes. “I—I can’t ask my father,” she said in a choked voice. “He’s—he’s missing!”


  


  


  Laura’s Story ● 3


  


  LAURA RAMSEY buried her face in her hands. She stood silent, with only the movement of her shoulders showing that she was crying.


  Trixie and Mr. Lytell watched Laura awkwardly, ready to look away if the young woman raised her head.


  Honey moved quickly to Laura’s side and put an arm around her. “You poor thing,” she murmured. “Would you like to tell us about it?” Laura breathed deeply, then lowered her hands and looked at Honey gratefully. “Y-Yes, I would like that,” she said.


  “Mr. Lytell, could we move into the back room, so we can all sit down while Laura tells her story?” Honey asked softly.


  Mr. Lytell shot a nervous glance over his shoulder at the back room. Then he turned back and looked distrustfully at Trixie and with curiosity at Laura Ramsey. His love of carefully guarded privacy was at war with his love of gossip. “Well, all right,” he said reluctantly.


  Trixie followed Mr. Lytell into the back room, and Honey guided Laura in after them.


  The room was tiny, dusty, and crowded. Like the store, the room had shelves running along the walls. But unlike the sparsely filled shelves in front, the shelves in the back room were jammed—with ledger books and cardboard boxes from which receipts overflowed. Mr. Lytell’s desk overflowed with paperwork, too. The only decoration in the room was a calendar with “Compliments of A&B Wholesalers” printed across the bottom.


  There were only two chairs in the room: the swivel chair that went with Mr. Lytell’s desk and a straight-backed wooden chair that stood beside the desk. Mr. Lytell quickly took his swivel chair, and Honey led Laura Ramsey to the guest chair. Trixie looked around for a place to sit, then gave up and sat cross-legged on the floor. Honey, after a futile glance around the room, sat next to Trixie on the dusty floor.


  Laura Ramsey reached into the trim shoulder bag she’d been carrying and took out a tissue. She wiped her eyes, blew her nose delicately, and then looked up at the trio who were watching her. “I—I hardly know where to begin,” she said helplessly.


  “Just begin,” Trixie told her. “We’ll ask questions about anything we don’t understand.”


  “My father and I live alone,” she said. “My mother died when I was just a baby. When I was younger we had a live-in housekeeper, but I took over running the household when she retired a few years ago. I’ll be a sophomore at Columbia University when school starts next month.


  “My father owns a chain of grocery stores. He built it up from one store very much like this one. He’s always loved his work, but, because of me, he’s managed his business so that he isn’t away very much, and he doesn’t work overly long hours. What he does is to find experienced grocery store managers—like you, Mr. Lytell— and give them pretty much free rein at his stores.”


  Laura Ramsey smiled feebly at her listeners. “I’m sorry to be so slow in getting to my father’s disappearance, but I think it’s important that you know these things.”


  “Take all the time you need,” Honey said reassuringly.


  “Well, what I’m getting at is that my father is always home by six o’clock. We have a long, leisurely dinner together and talk about the events of the day. It’s an ironclad rule with us.


  “Last night—” Laura broke off and pressed her lips together. She looked at the ceiling for a moment to calm herself. “Last night, he didn’t come home at all.” The words came out in a rush, and Laura once again buried her face in her hands for a moment.


  “Naturally, I’ve been frantic with worry,” she continued. “The call from Mr. Lytell was the first word I’d had, so I decided to come here immediately, to see if there was anything I could find out.”


  “Who have you told about your father’s disappearance?” Trixie asked.


  “No one,” Laura said.


  Trixie looked at Honey in confusion. “Well, it seems to me that you ought to go to the po—”


  “No!” Laura interrupted with a choked shout. Then she shook her head regretfully. “I’m sorry. Of course that would seem logical to you, but— Well, I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely honest in what I’ve told you. That is, our life is not as tranquil as I’ve made it sound.


  “My father has a partner. His name is Frank Riebe. My father and Frank each owned a small grocery store twenty years ago, and they formed their partnership so that they could buy in larger quantities from the wholesalers. The larger the quantity, the better the price,” she explained to Trixie and Honey.


  “Only reasonable,” Mr. Lytell said curtly.


  Laura smiled at the storekeeper appreciatively. “The chain started with those two stores, and it started to build. Somewhere along the way, Frank got greedy. He began pushing to expand faster. My father resisted, because he puts family life ahead of business.


  “More recently, Frank has been suggesting that they change their whole way of doing things. He wants central control of the stores. He wants all the buildings to look the same and have exactly the same inventory. My father hates that idea. He thinks that leaving the control with the managers is the basis of the chain’s success, because only the individual store manager can really know his customers’ needs.”


  “Smart man,” Mr. Lytell commented.


  “But how does any of this affect your telling people about your father’s disappearance?” Trixie asked impatiently.


  “If anything... happens to my father, Frank can take over the chain,” Laura told her.


  “Then you don’t want to tell Frank, but everyone else—” Trixie began.


  Laura shook her head. “Frank and my father have been partners for twenty years, remember? There’s no one I can tell who doesn’t know Frank. And Frank has been using that fact to his advantage. He’s convinced many of our old friends that my father is foolish to resist change. It’s gotten to the point that we don’t know who our real friends are anymore.”


  “You mean you think your friends would go to Frank and tell him your father had disappeared?” Trixie asked.


  “I’m sure that many of them would,” Laura said. “I think Frank has bribed some of them— offered them high positions in the company if they can persuade my father to go along with his plans. Others might be motivated by friendship—that is, they really believe that my father is being unfair to me, because he won’t keep building his fortune. They don’t understand that my father’s companionship means more to me than an extra few million dollars.”


  “I understand that,” Honey said soberly.


  “But why not go to the police?” Trixie asked. Laura shrugged. “Where else would they start, if not with Frank? Two partners haggle over how the company is to be run, and then one of the partners disappears. They’d laugh in my face if I asked them to investigate my father’s disappearance without talking to Frank.”


  “Do you think Frank was responsible for your father’s disappearance?” Trixie asked, suddenly realizing that the possible reasons had not been discussed.


  “Oh, I’d hate to think so,” Laura said. “They’ve been partners for a long time, and for most of that time, they really were good friends. I’m not willing to suspect Frank—not yet.”


  “What other explanations are there?” Trixie persisted.


  Laura gave a soft, helpless moan. “There aren’t any others that I like better, I suppose. Kidnapping occurred to me, but there’s been no ransom demand.


  “The only other explanation—which, once again, is very difficult for me to accept—is that the strain of the quarrel with Frank got to be too much for my father, and he simply had to get away for a while.”


  “Would he go without telling you?” Trixie asked. “Not if he were... well, himself,” Laura said. “You see, that’s what I’m most worried about. He’s been so troubled, so distracted for the past few weeks. He’s a man who cares deeply about people. The quarrel with Frank distressed him from the beginning, and lately there’s been the added burden of friends choosing sides. I’m just afraid he might have—” Laura shrugged. “He might have had a nervous breakdown, snapped... maybe even taken his own life.”


  Honey scrambled to her feet and rushed to Laura’s side. “Don’t even think about that. Not yet. I’m sure your father is alive, and we’ll think of some way of finding him.”


  Trixie thought of another question she wanted to ask, but she didn’t want to intrude on the young woman’s grief.


  A few moments later, Honey asked the question that had been in Trixie’s mind. “How have you explained your father’s absence? Wasn’t he expected at the office this morning?”


  Laura rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I still can’t believe the story I invented. I’m so unused to doing that sort of thing. I called his office this morning, and when my father’s secretary answered, I just sort of chatted with her casually for a while. I thought something might come out that way—you know, that she’d suddenly say, ‘Oh, my goodness, I was supposed to call you last night to tell you your father wouldn’t be home.’ Or that she’d ask me if I wanted to talk to him, and I’d find out he was already at the office.


  “Well, what happened was that eventually she asked me where he was. My heart sank, but I told her the story I’d invented, that my father had received a call from an old college chum who was headed upstate on a fishing trip, and my father decided, on the spur of the moment, to go along.”


  “Did she believe you?” Trixie asked.


  “I think so,” Laura replied. “As I told you, people are very important to my father. That makes it easier to believe that he’d want to spend some time with an old friend. And Esther—that’s my father’s secretary—is aware of the strain he’s been under. She told me she was glad he’d taken some time off, that she thought he could use the rest.”


  The room fell silent, everyone wondering what could be done to find Anthony Ramsey.


  “I’ve got it!” Trixie exclaimed. “Why don’t you hire a private detective?”


  “Oh, Trix, that’s a great idea!” Honey exclaimed. “He wouldn’t have to tell anyone about Mr. Ramsey’s disappearance. He could just sort of nose around and find clues.”


  “It is a good idea,” Laura Ramsey agreed. “It was one of the first things I thought of, but I’m afraid it’s impossible.”


  “Why?” Trixie asked.


  “Detectives cost money, a lot of money. Why, when a friend of mine hired a detective a few months ago to find a stolen diamond necklace, she had to pay two hundred dollars a day, plus expenses!”


  Trixie whistled. “That is a lot of money!”


  “From the way you’ve described your father, I’d say he could afford it,” Mr. Lytell said gruffly.


  “He can. But he’s the one who disappeared. I have some money in the bank, but I also have bills to pay, bills that my father takes—took care of. If I don’t make payments on the house and keep our other bills paid up, someone will get suspicious. I can’t draw on my father’s company expense account, because Frank would find out about it. And I don’t think private detectives take credit cards,” she concluded with a wry smile.


  “We have fifteen dollars in the Bob-White treasury,” Trixie said. “I’m sure you could have that.”


  “I could ask my parents to help, but you’d have to wait several days until they get home,” Honey added.


  Laura smiled at the girls bravely. “You’re very kind, but I’m afraid I need a lot more than fifteen dollars, and I need it immediately.”


  Silence reigned again. Trixie looked around the room, as if hoping to find an answer there.


  And, gazing at Mr. Lytell’s ledgers, she suddenly did. “Mr. Lytell—” she began.


  “No!” The storekeeper had read Trixie’s mind. “I’m sorry for Miss Ramsey, and I hope she finds her father, but I’m not going to give her any money.”


  “Oh, no!” Laura Ramsey exclaimed. “No, Mr. Lytell, of course not. You’ve done so much to help already, calling to tell me about my father’s wallet and listening so patiently to my whole story. I wouldn’t dream of asking you for anything more.”


  Laura Ramsey stood up and held out her hand to the storekeeper. “Thank you for everything. I’ll just have to solve this in my own way.” She smiled at the girls and turned to leave. Then she turned back to face them.


  “You know, if nothing else, this experience has already taught me about the value of money. I’d always taken it for granted, until now. Why, just a month ago, on my twentieth birthday, my father took me to a car dealer and let me pick out any car I wanted, then paid for it in cash— twelve thousand dollars! And now, today, when I need a couple thousand to find him, I can’t raise it.” She shook her head sadly and turned again to leave.


  “Wait!” Trixie shouted. “The car.”


  “I can’t sell it—” Laura began.


  “You don’t have to!” Trixie exclaimed. “Mr. Lytell, remember how you held Brian’s jalopy when I gave you my diamond ring as collateral?” Without waiting for an answer, Trixie rushed on. “You can do the same thing now. I mean, you can use the car for collateral and lend Laura the money!”


  “Oh, Mr. Lytell, it’s a perfectly perfect solution!” Honey said. “The car is worth six times the amount of the loan. You’d be perfectly safe, and Laura could call a detective today!”


  “I don’t know,” Mr. Lytell said suspiciously.


  “I don’t know, either,” Laura said. “Of course, the sooner I can get the money for a detective, the better my chances will be of finding my father. And I shouldn’t worry about borrowing, because my father is such a generous man. He’ll pay Mr. Lytell back immediately, and add a large reward, I’m sure. It’s just that.... Well, that car means a lot to me. It’s valuable, of course, but it m-may be a last gift from my father.” Her voice trembled a little. “To turn the keys over to a stranger....”


  “Are you saying I’m not to be trusted, young lady?” Mr. Lytell asked indignantly. “Why, my word is as good as gold. I’ll write the agreement up, all legal-like. Then you can take one copy, and I’ll keep the other. The car will be safe right here until I get my money back.”


  Laura sighed and sank back down in the chair. “All right,” she said. “I really have no other choice, do I?”


  The girls watched as Mr. Lytell rolled two pieces of paper, with carbon paper between, into his ancient typewriter. Muttering to himself, he typed out an agreement: He would lend Laura two thousand dollars and keep the car until his money was returned.


  He rolled the paper out of the typewriter and signed on the blank he’d left above his typed name. Laura did the same, and then Trixie and Honey, feeling very important, signed as witnesses.


  Mr. Lytell reread the contract carefully, then handed the carbon copy to Laura Ramsey. He painstakingly placed his copy in the top drawer of his desk, rose, and walked through a door into what Trixie had assumed was a closet, but which she now realized was another small room.


  Faint metallic sounds came from the room. Then Mr. Lytell came back. He handed a sheaf of bills to Laura Ramsey. “Two thousand dollars,” he said. “Count it, please.”


  Trixie’s jaw dropped open. She turned and looked at Honey, whose hazel eyes were perfect circles.


  Only Laura Ramsey seemed unsurprised by the huge amount of cash. Of course, Trixie thought, after she had seen her father pay twelve thousand dollars in cash for her car, two thousand probably didn’t seem like very much.


  Laura dutifully counted the money, then opened her handbag and put the bills inside. She took out the keys to her car and handed them to Mr. Lytell. “Here you are,” she said. “I can mail you the title to it from the city.”


  “Thank you,” he said politely. “I’ll just drive the car around to the back and leave it there.” Then he peered at Honey and Trixie over his glasses. “And I’ll thank you girls—and you, too, Miss Ramsey—not to tell anyone what just went on here. Otherwise, I’ll be an easy target for anyone around who wants to beg, borrow, or steal money. Not that there’s anything left to beg, borrow, or steal since I took that two thousand out of the safe.”


  Trixie thought she detected a note of cunning in the way Mr. Lytell added the last sentence. It made Trixie wonder if he was telling the truth, but she nodded her agreement to the promise, as did Honey and Laura.


  Again Laura stood up. “I’m afraid I’ll have to trouble someone for a ride to town, so that I can catch a bus for New York City. I hate to have to face everyone, but I certainly can’t afford a hotel.”


  “Why don’t you stay with us?” Honey asked. “We have plenty of room, and I think you ought to stay here, near where we found the last trace of your father.”


  “That would be asking too much,” Laura said.


  “No, it wouldn’t,” Honey assured her. “I’ll call Miss Trask right now and ask if you can stay with us. We’ll just tell her that your car is stuck here, and you have no place to go till you can get it back. She’s really nice about not asking a lot of questions.”


  Forgetting to ask for permission, Honey reached right across Mr. Lytell for the phone. When she hung up, she turned triumphantly to Laura. “It’s all set, and Jim will be here to pick us up in a couple of minutes.”


  “You really are too kind. After not feeling that I could trust anyone for the past few months, it’s wonderful to happen upon strangers who are so helpful.” Laura’s smile took in Trixie, Honey, and Mr. Lytell. Then, turning back to Honey, she said, “I’m afraid I’ll have to make a couple of long-distance calls when we get to your house. I’ll make up some story for my father’s secretary, and then I’ll call the private detective my friend told me about.”


  “Of course,” Honey said.


  Laura and the girls walked out of the store to wait for Jim. Laura paused beside her car and ran her hand along one gleaming fender.


  “You’ll get your car back,” Trixie told her.


  “I’m sure I will,” Laura replied. “I just hate to part with it, even for a day.” She paused, then added, “Also, I don’t know how to get the title for Mr. Lytell, now that I’m not going home.”


  “He has the keys,” Honey said. “I’m sure that’s enough. After all, it’s only temporary. You’ll pay him back and get your car when your father has returned—and that will be very soon!”


  Just then Jim pulled up in the Bob-White station wagon. He got out of the car and walked over to the girls, his gaze fastened on Laura Ramsey.


  Honey introduced her brother to Laura, and he ran around to hold the front passenger door open for Laura, while Trixie and Honey climbed into the backseat. Then he loaded the bicycles in the back of the car.


  Jim drove first to Crabapple Farm, where he unloaded Trixie’s bike and said a quick good-bye to her.


  “We’ll call you tomorrow as soon as we know when the detective will be here,” Honey promised Trixie.


  Trixie nodded silently and stood, holding her bike, as the station wagon pulled away. A feeling of jealousy was churning in her stomach. It was bad enough that Laura was staying at Manor House, where she and Honey would share conversations that Trixie would only find out about secondhand.


  But the worst part, Trixie knew, was the immediate interested attention Laura had received from Jim Frayne.


  


  


  Mysterious Mart ● 4


  


  TRIXIE HAD BEEN CONCENTRATING so hard on the departing station wagon that, when it finally disappeared from view, she had to blink, then shake her head to break the spell. She turned and started wheeling her bike up the driveway to the garage, the thoughts in her mind twirling faster than the spokes of the bicycle wheels.


  As usual, the hectic atmosphere of the Belden household at mealtime forced all other thoughts from her mind as soon as she walked through the back door.


  The normal aroma of food on the stove was missing, since Mrs. Belden had declared that morning that it was too hot to use the oven or do any more than a minimum of cooking on the stove. But there were tomatoes to slice and celery and carrots to scrub and cut into sticks. Mrs. Belden had put a mixture of sliced cucumbers and onions in a salt-water solution to soak that morning, and now Trixie poured off the salt water and replaced it with a mixture of vinegar and water and just a smidgeon of sugar. She set the table, put on the vegetables, bread and butter, and the cold tuna salad from the refrigerator, then hurried off to help Bobby wash his hands and face.


  As she returned to the kitchen, she called, “Come and get it,” and her two older brothers and her father emerged from the den to take their places at the table.


  “Whew!” Trixie whistled as she sank into her chair. “It’s a good thing you didn’t start the oven this afternoon, Moms. With all the racing around I just did, I think I generated enough heat to roast a—well, a roast!”


  “There’s nothing like a little exercise for putting an attractive, rosy glow in your cheeks,” Peter Belden observed, pouring himself a glass of iced tea before passing the pitcher to his daughter.


  Trixie took the pitcher gratefully and splashed the tea into her glass. “What Honey gets is an attractive, rosy glow. What I get is red and sweaty,” she said ruefully.


  “If you’d stayed indoors and listened to records the way we did this afternoon, instead of biking all over the countryside, you might not find the heat such a problem,” Brian told her.


  “I got a ride home from Jim,” Trixie said defensively, feeling her face growing even redder as she remembered the circumstances of that ride. “And besides, if you knew what happened this afternoon, you’d probably wish you’d ridden along with me.”


  “Why? What happened?” Brian asked curiously.


  “I don’t think I’ll tell,” Trixie said smugly as she helped herself to tuna salad. Abruptly, her depression vanished, being replaced with the satisfied feeling that came on those few occasions when she knew something that her older brothers didn’t.


  “Come on, Trixie, please tell us what happened this afternoon,” Brian coaxed. “You know you’re dying to tell us.”


  “Our secretive sibling is encouraging emulation of her own passion for sleuthing,” Mart said.


  Trixie looked at him in shock. She wasn’t surprised by the string of long words he’d just used. Those tongue twisters were Mart’s favorite form of communication. But now that he had spoken, she realized that he hadn’t spoken before, and that was rare indeed! Hiding her surprise, Trixie told her almost-twin, “You don’t need to pretend that I have to encourage you to get interested in mysteries. Everybody knows that you and Brian like solving mysteries every bit as much as Honey and I do. You just aren’t as good at finding them, that’s all.”


  Brian took a deep breath, mustering his last ounce of patience. He was the calmest and most methodical of the Belden youngsters, but those traits were strained by his sister and brother’s tendency to get sidetracked by bickering. “I, for one, will be glad to admit that I’m interested in mysteries. I’m especially interested in the mystery of where my younger sister spent the afternoon. Will you solve the mystery for me, or do I have to guess?”


  “Where I was isn’t a mystery—but there was a mystery where I was,” Trixie said enigmatically. Then, seeing the muscles in her oldest brother’s jaw begin to tense as they did on those few occasions when he was about to lose his temper, she added hurriedly, “Mr. Lytell called us to his store to meet Laura Ramsey. She’s the daughter of the owner of the wallet that Honey and I found this morning.”


  “He must have been very eager to have that wallet back, if he sent his daughter all the way to Sleepyside to fetch it,” Helen Belden said.


  Trixie shook her head vigorously, swallowing a slice of cucumber almost whole so she could hurry to explain. “That’s not it at all, Moms,” she said. “Laura Ramsey’s father doesn’t know he lost his wallet—I mean, she doesn’t know if he knows whether he lost it or not. I mean, he’s disappeared.”


  Mrs. Belden and her two sons stared at Trixie in confusion. Trixie opened her mouth to try again to explain, in a clearer way, about Anthony Ramsey, when Bobby’s piping voice interrupted her.


  “Did you see a man disappear today, Trixie?” he asked. “I saw a man disappear on television. He waved his arms, and then there was some smoke and a noise like ‘poof,’ and then he disappeared. Did you see that?”


  “No, Bobby,” Trixie said. “I mean, yes, I saw the man who disappeared on television, but I didn’t see this man disappear.”


  “Then how do you know he disappeared?” Bobby asked.


  Trixie rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I’m going to explain the whole thing, right now. Will you just stay quiet and listen?”


  “Sure,” Bobby said agreeably, as if he hadn’t interrupted in the first place.


  Trixie turned back to her parents and her two brothers. “Laura Ramsey’s father is a wealthy grocery-store owner. He built up a whole chain from just one little store. He’s been having problems with his partner, and last night he didn’t come home. Laura says that’s very unusual. She doesn’t know if her father’s been kidnapped, or if he had a nervous breakdown or something because he’s been so worried, or if his partner did away with him, or what.


  “She’s absolutely frantic with worry. That’s why she came to Sleepyside right away when Mr. Lytell called her. The wallet is the first trace of her father to turn up, and she wanted to find out as much as she could about it.”


  “I assume you announced your ability to assuage the situation in its totality,” Mart said sarcastically.


  Trixie shook her head. “I don’t know if I did or not. Translate that sentence for me and I’ll tell you.”


  “I think Mart means that the Belden-Wheeler detective agency has a new client,” Peter Belden said.


  “Oh.” Trixie paused for a moment, her forehead wrinkled in an attempt to fit Mart’s complex words to her father’s simple translation. Realizing that it was impossible, she shrugged and said, “We told her what we could about the wallet—when and where we found it, and how long we thought it might have been there. Now she’s going to call in a private detective to work on the case.”


  “You don’t seem heartbroken about it,” Brian said.


  “Heartbroken?” Trixie echoed. “Why would I be heartbroken?”


  “Why wouldn’t you be?” Brian retorted. “You and Honey were just getting the scent of a nice, juicy mystery, when this Laura Ramsey takes it all away, then goes back home and hires a professional detective to close the case.”


  “Oh, Laura isn’t going home,” Trixie informed him. “She’s going to stay with the Wheelers and call the detective from there. Honey decided that since this is where the last trace of her father was found, this is the best place for her to be. So, you see, there’s no reason for me to be upset. In fact, I’m delighted. For the first time, I’ll get to meet a real private detective and find out how he works.”


  Brian looked at her suspiciously. “You say you’re delighted, but you don’t seem delighted. Is anything wrong?”


  Trixie blushed to the roots of her sandy hair. “Of—of course not. It’s all going to be perfectly perfect, as Honey would say. It’s going to be a dream come true, meeting a real detective.”


  “The reverie for which I would like to attain existential veracity is achieving the acquaintance of Anthony Ramsey,” Mart said in a dreamy voice. “No professional investigator could be as fascinating as a captain of capitalism like Mr. Ramsey.”


  Eager to have everyone’s attention turned away from herself, Trixie asked Mart, “What’s so fascinating to you about Anthony Ramsey? Don’t tell me you’ve decided to give up the idea of being a farmer and become a grocer instead.”


  “What I have decided,” Mart replied loftily, “is to give up a life of poverty for one of untold wealth.”


  “What do you mean?” Trixie asked.


  “Just what I said,” Mart told her.


  “But how do you intend to get this untold wealth?” She tried to push him into answering.


  “I have plans,” Mart said, rising from the table and tossing his napkin down beside his empty plate. “May I be excused, please?” he asked his mother.


  He walked back toward the den. Trixie watched him with the same rapt concentration with which she’d watched the station wagon disappear an hour earlier.


  She turned to her mother questioningly, but Mrs. Belden just smiled and shrugged. “There’s no point in asking me about Mart’s strange behavior. I don’t know any more about it than you do.”


  “Brian?” Trixie prompted.


  Her oldest brother shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on with Mart, either, Trix. He’s been very—I hesitate to use the word in your presence—but he’s been very mysterious lately. Usually when he has something up his sleeve, he can’t wait to tell me about it, even if he has to swear me to secrecy afterward. But this time, there hasn’t been a peep out of him.”


  “Well, I’m sure we’ll find out eventually,” Trixie said, her dissatisfaction at having to wait for “eventually” sounding plainly in her voice. She stood up and started to clear the table. Her thoughts were a jumble of questions about Mart and Mr. Ramsey and Mr. Lytell’s money and —even though she tried to put it out of her mind—Jim Frayne’s attention to Laura.


  She deliberately pushed all those thoughts aside while she and her mother cleaned up the kitchen and did dishes. Instead, she chattered away about the garden, which was bearing more and more fresh vegetables every day, and about her hopes for the rest of the summer and for the rapidly approaching school year.


  If Mrs. Belden realized that her only daughter was attempting to hide her worries behind her chatter, she didn’t show it. She entered into Trixie’s conversation wholeheartedly, making plans for a trip into the city for school clothes and reciting a list of canning and freezing projects that made Trixie groan in mock despair at the amount of work to be done in the weeks ahead.


  When the last dish had been dried and put away, Trixie hung up the dish towel, then reached out and impulsively hugged her mother. “I’m glad I live here,” she said.


  “Well, I’m glad you do, too,” her mother said, surprised at her daughter’s affectionate outburst.


  “One of the reasons I’m glad is that I know you’re glad,” Trixie said with a giggle. “It’s nice to know that people care about me. And it’s also nice to care about others. It keeps me from thinking about myself too much.”


  It keeps me from worrying about things I can’t do anything about, too, she thought to herself as she left the kitchen. Getting busy with chores that afternoon had helped her to keep from wondering what the meeting at Mr. Lytell’s store really was all about. Now, the busy schedule at


  Crabapple Farm in August would help to keep her from wondering about Mart and Anthony Ramsey—and Jim.


  Bobby Belden appeared out of nowhere, standing at his sister’s side, eagerly tugging at her hand. “Please read me a story, Trixie,” he begged, sounding as if he’d already asked a dozen times and been refused. In a sense he had. Bobby had an ongoing struggle to get time and attention from the older Beldens.


  “Sure, Bobby,” Trixie replied, stopping her brother in his tracks.


  “Sure?” he repeated, as if unable to believe his ears.


  Trixie laughed and swung him around with his feet in the air. “Sure!” she said again, enthusiastically. Reading a story to Bobby was a sure way to prevent further thinking about her problems. Bobby didn’t just sit quietly and listen to a story. He asked a hundred questions about the words and the pictures—and about things that occurred to him for no apparent reason at all.


  Trixie followed Bobby to his room and sat on the bed while he pulled one book after another off the shelf, trying to decide which story he wanted to hear.


  “This one!” he exclaimed suddenly, thrusting a book insistently into Trixie’s face.


  Trixie took the book and moved it back from her face to a comfortable reading distance. “Snow White,” she said. “That was one of my favorites, too.”


  “Who read Snow White to you?” Bobby asked.


  “Moms did, and Daddy did, too, sometimes,” Trixie told him as she leafed through the familiar pages of the book.


  “Didn’t Mart and Brian read to you?” Bobby asked.


  “Nope,” Trixie told him. “At least, not very much.”


  “Why not?” Bobby asked.


  “Because I learned to read almost as soon as they did,” Trixie explained.


  “Oh,” Bobby said. He was silent for a moment as he thought over the answer, and Trixie took advantage of the silence to open the book and start reading. Otherwise, Bobby’s questions could go on and on, and the book never would get read.


  The little boy listened in relative quiet for a while, stopping Trixie only to rattle off the names of all seven dwarfs and point at their pictures. Then, after Trixie had read another page or two, he suddenly asked, “Were the seven dwarfs like a club?”


  “In a way, I guess they were,” Trixie said. “What makes you ask that?”


  “Well,” Bobby said slowly, “there were seven dwarfs, and they helped Snow White. And there are seven Bob-Whites, and they help all kinds of people. And the Bob-Whites are a club. So I just wondered if the dwarfs were a club, too.”


  Trixie chuckled, surprised, as always, by Bobby’s strange but often accurate logic. “I guess the seven Bob-Whites are kind of like the seven dwarfs, at that, Bobby,” she said. She smiled to herself as she started reading where she’d left off, but the smile slowly faded as she glanced at the picture of Snow White. The slender, elegant figure of Snow White suddenly reminded her of Laura Ramsey, and she felt another pang of jealousy as she remembered that Snow White’s story ended with her rescue by a handsome prince.


  She finished the story as quickly as possible, said good night to Bobby, and hurried to her room. She walked to her dresser and looked sternly at herself in the mirror.


  “You’re being just plain foolish, Trixie Belden,” she said out loud. “The handsome prince Laura Ramsey is counting on to rescue her isn’t Jim; it’s the detective she’s hiring. And that detective will be just as interesting to you and Honey as he is helpful to Laura Ramsey.” Trixie’s voice sounded strong and convincing, but the blue eyes that stared back at her from the mirror didn’t look convinced at all.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, the eyes that stared back at Trixie from the mirror as she combed her sandy hair had regained some of their sparkle. “Today we meet a real, live detective,” she told her reflection. “I hope Honey calls soon. I can’t wait another minute!”


  The phone rang just as she finished dressing, and she raced down the stairs to answer it. “Hello!” she shouted into the receiver.


  “Trixie?” Honey’s voice came through the wire uncertainly.


  “It’s me, all right. I mean, it’s I. I’ve been waiting to hear from you,” Trixie said.


  “Well, you can’t have been waiting all that long. It’s only eight o’clock in the morning!” Honey pointed out.


  Trixie wanted to remind Honey that she had been separated from her and Jim and Laura Ramsey since five o’clock the previous afternoon —plenty of time for impatience to set in. But she held back. There was no point in making Honey feel guilty because Trixie felt left out. Instead, Trixie asked eagerly, “Is there any news about the detective?”


  “He’ll be here right after lunch,” Honey said, her voice revealing her own excitement.


  “Oh, Honey, that’s wonderful!” Trixie exclaimed. Then she swallowed hard. “Can—can I be there when he comes?”


  “Of course,” Honey said, sounding surprised by the question. “You have to be here, to tell him about finding the wallet.”


  “I just thought— I mean, it seemed— Never mind. I can’t wait to meet him,” Trixie said, biting her tongue to keep from asking if Jim had spent much time with Laura.


  “I can’t wait, either,” Honey said. “I think this is going to be the longest morning of my entire life.”


  “Let’s go riding,” Trixie suggested. “That’s always a good way to pass time.”


  There was a slight pause before Honey said, “Oh, Trixie, I’m sorry. Laura and I already went riding this morning. We were both up early because we couldn’t sleep, and Laura seemed so restless that I thought it’d be a good idea for us to get some exercise.”


  “Oh,” Trixie said quietly, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach.


  “You could still go out by yourself,” Honey said. “Or you could get Brian or Mart to go out with you.”


  “I could,” Trixie said without enthusiasm. But it wouldn’t be the same, she knew. It was time with her best friend that she really wanted. Besides the mystery of Anthony Ramsey’s disappearance to be discussed, there was also the secret of Mr. Lytell’s loan. Honey was the only person Trixie could talk to about that, and she was fascinated by the idea that Mr. Lytell might, in spite of appearances, be a wealthy man. And though she didn’t want to admit it even to herself, she wondered if Jim was with Laura right then! Reluctantly, she said, “There’s an awful lot to do around here this morning. I guess I’ll just stay around and help Moms until after lunch.”


  “Well, I’ll see you then,” Honey said.


  “Yes... see you then. Good-bye,” Trixie said.


  She hung up the phone and bit her lower lip as her eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. “You’re being foolish again,” she murmured to herself. “You’re being unsympathetic, too. Think about how poor Laura Ramsey must feel this morning, waiting for the detective who’ll help her find her father. She must really want someone to talk to.”


  But what about me? The voice that cried out in Trixie’s mind sounded very young and very lonely. For a moment, she felt herself on the verge of tears again. Then Trixie squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “You’ll go out and tend the garden,” she answered the voice.


  


  Trixie’s back was aching, and her fingernails were caked with dirt, but she felt much better. Shiny red tomatoes were lined up along the kitchen counter, waiting for Mrs. Belden to sort them for canning or for immediate eating. A bag of green onions was in the refrigerator, along with two bags of cucumbers—a bag of large ones for slicing and a bag of small ones for making pickles.


  The garden had been cool at first, although it had begun to heat up by the time Trixie finished her work. The coolness and the monotonous rhythm of picking had calmed her. The sight of the growing piles of vegetables had given her a feeling of importance, as if reminding her that they needed her, even if her best friend didn’t seem to.


  With almost an hour remaining until lunchtime, Trixie wondered what to do next. Another glance at her dirt-caked fingernails gave her the answer.


  She ran upstairs, showered, and washed her hair. With a towel wrapped around her, she rummaged in a drawer next to the sink for the old toothbrush she used for her nails. Finding it, she scrubbed every bit of dirt from under and around her nails. Then she slathered lotion over her hands and looked approvingly at the result: Her no-nonsense short nails and stubby fingers didn’t look elegant, by any means, but the nails were gleaming white, and the hands looked and felt soft and smooth.


  Trixie towel-dried her hair, then went to her room and brushed it vigorously, taking out some of the unruly curl and leaving soft, sandy ringlets.


  She went to her closet and flipped through the hangers, pushing the faded blue jeans out of the way. She found a pair of pale blue slacks and a thin gingham blouse that she hadn’t worn since school had let out in June. She put them on and checked the effect in the mirror. She wasn’t as beautiful as Laura Ramsey, she knew, but today she wouldn’t feel like a frog looking up at a princess, either.


  Trixie nodded her approval at her reflection and went downstairs to help her mother put lunch on the table.


  Mrs. Belden looked twice as Trixie came into the kitchen. “Why, you look very nice today,” she said, the tone of her voice reflecting a little too much surprise.


  “It’s just a pair of slacks and a blouse,” Trixie said, trying to sound casual.


  Mrs. Belden, wisely, said nothing more. Her sons, unfortunately, had plenty of comments when they came to the table.


  Bobby smiled, then frowned. “Are you goin’ to a party, Trixie? You didn’t tell me you were goin’ to a party. I want to go, too.”


  “I’m not going to a party, Bobby,” Trixie told him. “I just didn’t feel like wearing jeans today, that’s all.”


  Brian entered the kitchen just in time to hear Trixie’s last sentence. He looked at her for a moment, one eyebrow raised. “Is Ben Riker coming to visit the Wheelers?” he asked, a mischievous glint in his eyes.


  Trixie felt herself beginning to blush, realizing immediately what Brian was talking about:


  Once before, she had developed a sudden interest in dressing up, pretending that a crush on Ben Riker was the reason. Actually, her purpose had been to get her parents’ permission to wear her diamond ring, so that she could give it to Mr. Lytell in exchange for holding Brian’s jalopy. “I hadn’t heard anything about a visit from Ben,” Trixie said airily, ignoring her own blushing. “Why do you ask?”


  Brian grinned at his sister, knowing full well that she knew that he knew. “I don’t know what could have brought that possibility to mind,” he said with an innocent look.


  Just then Mart entered the room, and Trixie braced herself for the harshest teasing of all.


  Mart glanced at her, pulled out his chair, and sat down. “You look nice, Trix,” he said.


  Trixie’s mouth dropped open. Mart was definitely not acting like himself these days, and she decided that she would make it a point to find out why—and soon. She’d get Honey to help her, if Honey wasn’t too busy helping Laura Ramsey.


  Right after lunch, Trixie left the house and walked to the garage for her bike. The heat had assailed her as soon as she walked through the back door. It was going to be another scorcher.


  Eager as she was to get to Manor House, she forced herself to pedal slowly. Otherwise, she knew, she’d be a steaming, wilted wreck by the time she arrived.


  She parked her bike at the side of the long driveway near the house, walked up the front steps, and rang the bell. Miss Trask opened the door almost immediately, looking cool and composed in her tailored gray suit.


  “Go right into the library, Trixie,” Miss Trask said. “Everyone else is there already.”


  Trixie smiled her thanks and walked across the large, high-ceilinged entryway to the library. Inside were Mr. Lytell, Honey, Jim, Laura, and a rugged-looking stranger who must, Trixie thought, be a detective.


  As she looked him over, Trixie decided that this man was exactly what she’d expected a private detective to be. He was short and stocky, but his girth all looked like muscle, except for a slight paunch that swelled above his belt. He was wearing green pants that bagged at the knees, a wrinkled white shirt, and a tie that was pulled down below the open top button of the shirt. A suit coat that matched the pants was lying untidily over the back of a couch.


  Trixie’s inspection of the detective was interrupted as Honey spotted her friend. “Oh, here she is now. Hi, Trix!”


  “Hi,” Trixie replied. She saw Honey’s eyes glance over her appraisingly, and she realized, uncomfortably, that her best friend had noticed the difference in her appearance, even though she was too tactful to mention it.


  “You look nice today, Trixie,” Jim said.


  It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. All of the compliments she’d received had been making her feel that her normal appearance must be awful, indeed, if a simple pair of slacks and a blouse made such a difference. “I look nice today for a change, you mean,” she said, her voice bitter.


  Jim’s face showed his surprise at this unexpected attack, and Trixie pressed her lips together hard, wishing there were some way to unsay what she’d just said. “I—I’m sorry, Jim,” she said meekly.


  “That’s all right. Now that we’re all here, let’s get down to business.” The coldness in Jim’s voice was obvious to everyone.


  “Trixie, this is Mark McGraw, the detective Laura hired. Mr. McGraw, this is my best friend, Trixie Belden,” Honey said.


  McGraw nodded curtly, and Trixie murmured a hello.


  “Where should we begin, Mr. McGraw?” Laura Ramsey asked.


  “We begin with my retainer,” McGraw told her gruffly.


  Laura looked shaken; clearly, the detective was not going to express any sympathy for her father’s disappearance. He was a businessman, and detective work was his business. “Of—of course,” she said. She reached into her purse and drew out the pile of bills she’d received from Mr. Lytell.


  “And just you see that you give Miss Ramsey a receipt for that money, young man,” Mr. Lytell said sternly.


  “I don’t happen to have my receipt book with me,” McGraw said sarcastically.


  “I do,” Mr. Lytell said. He pulled the book out of his pocket and shoved it at the detective, who looked at him in disbelief for a moment before he took the book.


  The room was silent as the detective wrote out a receipt.


  When the money and the receipt had been exchanged, McGraw said, “That’ll do for a starter,” then sat down on the couch and pulled a pencil and a small notebook out of his pocket. “All right, let’s begin at the beginning,” he said. “Miss Ramsey, tell me all you know about your father’s disappearance.”


  Laura Ramsey drew a deep, shaky breath and told the story, much the same way she had told it at the store the day before. Once or twice her voice broke, and she had to pause for a moment before she could continue.


  When she finished, the others maintained a respectful silence while McGraw continued writing.


  “And you kids are the ones who found the wallet?” he said abruptly as he looked up.


  Trixie and Honey nodded. They both felt more than a little intimidated by this man, who seemed to have no trace of sentiment in him at all.


  “Tell me about it,” McGraw demanded.


  Trixie and Honey looked at one another. Honey nodded slightly, so Trixie cleared her throat and began to speak, telling the detective what she had told Laura Ramsey the day before. She proudly included her deductions about the length of time the wallet had been on the ground and the elimination of robbery as the motive, because of the presence of the hundred-dollar bill.


  McGraw didn’t acknowledge her cleverness, however. “Did you look for tire tracks on the shoulder of the road?” he asked.


  Trixie looked at Honey, who shook her head. “No,” Trixie said.


  “Too bad,” McGraw grunted. “How about signs of struggle—stones kicked up, grass matted down, anything like that?” He looked up at Trixie, who once again shook her head. “Too bad,” he repeated. “It’s also too bad you weren’t more careful with the evidence,” he said, pulling the wallet out of his shirt pocket and holding it up for them to see. “Nice smooth leather like this would take fingerprints pretty well. But now that it’s been handled by everyone and his uncle, there’s no point in even trying.”


  Trixie swallowed hard. She had looked forward to learning from a real detective, but what she was learning was that she still had an awful lot to learn. “Is there anything else we can do?” she asked timidly.


  The detective wrote a few more words, closed the notebook, and returned it and the pencil to his pocket before he spoke. “Yup, there are a couple of things you could do to help me. First, I’ll need a deposition.”


  “A what?” Honey asked.


  The detective sighed. “A deposition,” he repeated slowly. “Just write down everything you’ve told me, plus anything else you can remember that you haven’t told me. Make it as clear and concise as you can. If this case ever gets to court, your testimony will be important. So I want you to get everything down now, while it’s fresh in your minds.”


  Trixie and Honey exchanged wide-eyed glances. They might have to testify in court! “We’ll do that right away,” Honey said. “Is there anything else?”


  The detective thought for a moment. “Well, I want all of you to be alert for any strangers in town. There’s a chance that someone is holding Ramsey somewhere near here, and if that’s the case, they’ll need to come into town for supplies, food, things like that. If you spot anyone, let me know. It would also help if you could give me a map of this area, pointing out any places where someone might be holding a captive—abandoned buildings, caves, places like that.”


  “Oh!” Laura Ramsey’s gasp drew everyone’s attention.


  “I’m not saying that’s likely,” McGraw said gruffly, “but it’s a possibility. I have to check out every angle right now, if only to throw out the wrong ones.”


  “I—I understand,” Laura said bravely.


  The detective stood up and picked up his suit coat. He hooked one finger under the collar and flung the coat over his shoulder. “I’ll be in touch,” he said. Then he turned and left.


  “Very businesslike,” Mr. Lytell said, giving the detective his highest praise. “Too expensive, though. Guess I’ll be going.” The storekeeper nodded at the others and left the room.


  Laura Ramsey stood up. “I think I’ll go to my room for a while,” she said.


  Jim nodded his understanding, and Honey asked her if she wanted anything. Laura shook her head and left the room quickly. Jim followed her out the door.


  “Let’s go to my room and start working on our assignments right away,” Honey said.


  Trixie nodded. “I hope we do a better job with them than we did of finding the wallet,” she said unhappily.


  “There were a lot of things we didn’t think of,” Honey admitted. “But at least we found it—and found it soon after it was lost. I’m sure that’s a big help right there, Trix.”


  “That’s true,” Trixie said, brightening. She stood up. “Let’s get to work.”


  Honey took two legal pads of lined, yellow paper and two pencils from the drawer of the desk in the library. She and Trixie went upstairs, and she handed Trixie one pad and pencil and kept the others. “Let’s do the depositions first,” she said. “I think we should each do ours separately, then compare them to see if we missed anything.”


  “All right,” Trixie agreed. She sat down on one of the twin beds in Honey’s room. She wrinkled her forehead and chewed on the eraser end of the pencil for a moment, wondering where to begin. “Begin at the beginning,” she muttered to herself finally, and she started to write.


  After a couple of paragraphs, she hesitated. “Do you think it’s all right to put in the part about Mr. Lytell’s loan? It’s supposed to be a secret.”


  Honey looked up and frowned. “I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, it is supposed to be a secret, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to keep the secret, once the case goes to court. Still, if we write it down now, Mr. McGraw will know the secret as soon as he reads the depositions.”


  “Let’s just leave it out for now,” Trixie said. “After all, it didn’t have anything to do with the mystery. Besides, the reason Mr. McGraw asked us to write everything down now was so that we wouldn’t forget anything. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the way I felt when Mr. Lytell came out of that back room holding two thousand dollars in cash!”


  “Oh, Trixie, I won’t, either,” Honey said breathlessly. “Would you ever have imagined, in your wildest dreams, that Mr. Lytell would have that much cash?”


  “I wouldn’t have before yesterday noon,” she said. She repeated to Honey the rumors her mother had told her.


  “Mr. Lytell!” Honey exclaimed disbelievingly. “You don’t think he has as much money as my father or Mr. Lynch, do you?”


  Trixie thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe Moms heard those rumors before you came to Sleepyside. Mr. Lynch hasn’t always been rich, either. Still, if Mr. Lytell had two thousand dollars in cash stashed in the back room of his store, imagine how much more he must have in the bank!”


  “He might not have anything in the bank,” Honey said.


  “Do you mean you believed him when he said he had nothing left to beg, borrow, or steal?” Trixie asked.


  “No-o-o,” Honey told her hesitantly. “But remember how Miss Trask’s brother kept his every cent hidden behind that pirate picture? All Mr. Lytell’s money might be in that back room.”


  “It’s a possibility,” Trixie agreed. “Mr. Lytell is strange enough to do something like that. It would be foolish, though. That old store, miles from anywhere, is a bad place to keep a lot of money.”


  “Well, there’s nothing we can do about that,” Honey said. “You know he wouldn’t listen to us if we told him to put his money in a bank. So I think it’s even more important that we leave the part about the loan out of our depositions for now. We can do that much to protect Mr. Lytell’s money.”


  “Right,” Trixie agreed. She lowered her eyes to her paper and once again began to write. Before she knew it, she had filled four sheets of paper.


  “Done!” she exclaimed, crossing a final t with a flourish.


  “I am, too,” Honey said. “Let’s compare.”


  The girls traded papers and read one another’s statements. Trixie began to giggle. “They’re almost the same, word for word, Honey. Brian and Mart are right. We do spend too much time together.”


  “Not too much,” Honey said, smiling. “Just enough.”


  Trixie looked at her best friend gratefully. This, she knew, was Honey’s way of telling her that nothing, including a beautiful, wealthy houseguest, could come between the two best friends.


  “I have an idea,” Trixie said impulsively. “I got it from reading Snow White last night.”


  “Don’t you think you’re a little old for that kind of thing?” Honey teased.


  Trixie giggled. “Sometimes I wonder. Most of the time, I seem to get more out of those stories than Bobby does. Anyway, when I was reading the story of Snow White to Bobby last night, he said the seven dwarfs and the seven Bob-Whites were kind of alike, you know, because there are the same number and because we both—I mean, we all—like helping people.”


  “That’s pretty smart!” Honey exclaimed. Because she had no younger brothers or sisters of her own, Honey doted on Bobby Belden, showing more patience and, sometimes, more affection than his real siblings.


  “Isn’t it?” Trixie replied. “Well, I was thinking about how the Bob-Whites are helping Laura Ramsey, just as the seven dwarfs helped Snow White. Then I realized that most of the other Bob-Whites haven’t met her. I think we ought to arrange an introduction.”


  “A party, you mean!” Honey exclaimed. “Oh, Trixie, that’s a perfectly perfect idea. Laura will feel better, I’m sure, if she knows how many of us there are to care about her and help her. And a party is just the thing to cheer her up. What kind of party shall we have?”


  “When it’s August and we’ve been in the midst of a heat wave for over a week, there’s only one answer that I can think of to that question,” Trixie said.


  “Of course!” Honey exclaimed, reading her friend’s mind. “A swimming party at the boathouse. And a picnic lunch afterward. Sunday afternoon?”


  Trixie nodded. “That sounds fine. Now, let’s get that map.”


  


  


  A Spy! ● 6


  


  ON SUNDAY AFTERNOON, Trixie, Brian, and Mart piled into Brian’s jalopy for the ride to the boathouse. It was within easy biking distance, but, in addition to their swimsuits and towels, the three Bob-Whites were burdened with a large picnic basket supplied and filled by Mrs. Belden.


  “Miss Trask told Honey she’d have Cook pack us a lunch,” Trixie had told her mother that morning.


  “Miss Trask is very generous,” Mrs. Belden had said. “But I think she supplies the lunch for the Bob-White picnics far too often. It’s high time I took my turn. Besides,” she had added with a smile, “the more, of these tomatoes and cucumbers I give away, the fewer I’ll have to can and pickle.”


  “In that case,” Trixie had said, “put in a lot more of each.” Canning was never her favorite activity, and the current soaring temperatures made the thought of standing over the steaming jars even less attractive than usual.


  When the Beldens arrived at the boathouse, the other Bob-Whites and Laura were already there. Jim, Honey, and Laura, in fact, were already in the water. Trixie ran ahead, calling hellos to Dan Mangan and Di Lynch, whom she hadn’t seen for several days, while Brian, with an exaggerated groan, hoisted the heavy picnic basket out of the car.


  “How have you two been?” Trixie asked, plopping down on the ground between Dan and Di.


  “Hot,” Di Lynch said, gathering her shoulder-length black hair in one hand and pulling it up off her neck to emphasize her statement. With her violet eyes, fringed by thick, curly lashes, and her slender figure, Di Lynch was the prettiest of the Bob-Whites—the prettiest girl at Sleepyside Junior-Senior High School, in fact. But she, like Trixie, was not partial to hot weather. Her face looked slightly drawn, as if she hadn’t been sleeping well.


  “All I want to do when it’s this hot is to stay inside and not move any more than I can help,” Di continued. “Unfortunately, the hot weather doesn’t slow the twins down one little bit.”


  Trixie smiled sympathetically. Di had a set of twin brothers and a set of twin sisters. She was fond of them, and she earned her contributions to the Bob-White treasury by taking care of them for her parents. But sometimes, as now, that wasn’t an easy job.


  “How about you, Dan?” Trixie asked. “Why haven’t we seen you lately?”


  Dan turned his thin, dark face toward Trixie. There was a hint of worry in his black eyes. “I’ve been working overtime for Mr. Maypenny,” he said. “All this hot, dry weather has created a fire hazard. We’re doing twice as much patrolling as usual, checking for fires. After riding around in the preserve all day in the heat, I don’t feel very sociable.”


  “Oh, Dan, I hadn’t even thought about what the weather might be doing to the preserve. Is it really getting dangerous?”


  Dan Mangan shrugged. “Mr. Maypenny doesn’t seem overly concerned. But then, he never does. All we can do is patrol carefully and hope for the best.”


  Trixie nodded without speaking. Part of her was worrying about the possibility of a fire that would devastate the preserve and the animals in it. But another part was feeling very proud of Dan Mangan. This responsible, hardworking boy was very different from the tough city kid who had come to Sleepyside not so long ago. She was glad that she’d had a part in helping him to find himself.


  Brian and Mart had gone directly into the boathouse to change into their swimsuits, and they came running to the water just as Honey waded out. “Hi, Trix!” she called, grabbing a towel and rubbing herself dry as she walked to the group seated on the shore. “Isn’t it great that we’re all together again? It seems like ages!”


  “Mm-hmm,” Trixie agreed absently. She was staring out at the lake, where her attention had been captured by the sight of Jim and Laura engaged in a friendly water fight.


  Honey, following her friend’s gaze, said, “This party of yours was a wonderful idea, Trixie. Laura was thrilled at the idea of going for a swim. It was lucky that one of Mother’s swimsuits fit her. I think this party was just what Laura needed to take her mind off her troubles.”


  Trixie understood the tactful message behind Honey’s words. Laura Ramsey was in serious trouble, and the Bob-Whites were pledged to helping her. Being jealous wouldn’t help anyone. Trixie squeezed Honey’s hand gratefully and stood up. “Me for a swim,” she said, heading toward the boathouse to change.


  “I’m ready, too,” Di said. “When I first got here, I felt too hot and limp to move, even into the nice, cool water!”


  Trixie and Di changed hurriedly and ran toward the little lake. The coolness of the water was a pleasure in the midday heat. Trixie stood stock-still in ^nee-deep water, just savoring it before she waded farther in.


  “Come on in, Trixie,” Jim called. “The water’s fine.”


  “Yep, and I’m going to inch my way into deeper water to make it last as long as I can—like Bobby does when he licks an ice-cream cone.” Trixie spoke saucily, trying to overcome the hurt she still felt.


  “Bobby can’t do that when Reddy is around,” Jim retorted with a sly look, “or Reddy finishes the cone quick. Woof! Woof!” With his imitation of the Beldens’ lovable, but unmanageable Irish setter, Jim lowered his hands into the water and brought them up fast, dousing Trixie thoroughly.


  “I’ll get you for that!” Trixie shouted, plunging forward into the lake as Jim retreated as fast as he could against the resisting water.


  Brian and Laura joined in the water fight immediately, and Mart drew Di Lynch into it, too. In a moment, Dan Mangan leaped up from his place on the shore and ran out to join in the fun. Honey, coming out of the boathouse, where she had gone to change back into her clothes, stood on the shore and yelled encouragement.


  The shouting, laughing, and splashing continued for fifteen minutes. Di Lynch was the first to wade back out of the water, still laughing, but panting with exhaustion. Mart followed, and then Trixie. They threw themselves onto the towels that were spread out on the beach and gasped for breath. Brian, Dan, Jim, and Laura soon followed.


  “That was fun!” Trixie breathed.


  “I heartily concur,” Mart added. “Superior divertissement.”


  “A great way to work up an appetite, too,” Jim said.


  “That sounds to me like a hint,” Honey said. “I’ll start laying the food out while the rest of you get your breath and change your clothes.” She stood up and walked to the picnic table.


  Soon the whole group was seated around the table, passing seemingly endless bowls and plates of food.


  “I thought Moms told Miss Trask that she was supplying the picnic basket today,” Trixie said, looking at the heaps of food on her plate and then at the food still heaped in the serving dishes on the table.


  “She did,” Honey said with a giggle. “But you know Miss Trask. She always wants to do ‘her share.’ ”


  “As I recall,” Jim added, helping himself to more potato salad, “Miss Trask said, ‘It’s very nice of Mrs. Belden to supply the food for the picnic. I’ll just have Celia prepare a few appetizers to add to it.’ ”


  “There’s enough here to feed all of Sleepyside, I think,” Trixie declared.


  “It’s all wonderful, too,” Laura Ramsey said. “Especially all these fresh vegetables. They’re hard to come by in New York.”


  “New York is an exciting city, but I think I like Sleepyside better,” Brian observed.


  “I don’t blame you. You have such a wonderful life here,” Laura told him.


  “You must have a wonderful life in the city, though,” Di Lynch said. Then she clapped her hand over her mouth in embarrassment.


  Laura smiled understandingly. “It has been wonderful,” she said. “And it will be again, as soon as my father is found.”


  “Do you work in the city?” Di asked, anxious to take everyone’s mind off her tactless remark.


  “I’m in college,” Laura told her. “I major in English at Columbia University. My father wanted—wants—me to major in business, but I’m afraid I don’t have much of a talent for it. I love to read, though.”


  “I wish I did,” Di said ruefully. Her grades were always a source of worry to herself and to her parents.


  “Maybe this year we’ll have a perfectly perfect English teacher who’ll make all of us better readers,” Honey said hopefully.


  “I wish I had a good book here right now,” Brian said. “I’m much too stuffed to move. Lying in the shade with something to read would be just the thing.”


  “Lying in the shade without a book would do just fine for me,” Di said.


  “After we get the table cleared,” Honey put in sternly. “Then you can lie in the shade for as long as you want to.”


  “Slave driver!” Mart complained. “ ‘O! that we now had here but one ten thousand of those men in England that do no work today.’ ”


  Laura Ramsey laughed. “You’re the only teenager I’ve ever met who always sounds like a poet, Mart.”


  Mart Belden blushed at the praise from Laura, looking even more like Trixie’s almost-twin as he did so. “If I sounded like a poet just then, it was because I was quoting one—Shakespeare.”


  “Ah,” Laura breathed. “Not just a poet—the best of poets!”


  “Indubitably,” Mart said, rising from the table with a bowl in either hand and carrying them to the picnic basket.


  Laura rose, too, and started to gather plates together.


  “Uh-uh,” Jim said to her. “You’re the guest of honor at this party. You shouldn’t have to help clear the table.”


  Laura flashed him a smile. “I don’t mind. Besides, I can use the exercise, after having so much to eat.”


  “If it’s exercise you want, how about a stroll around the lake?” Jim asked.


  Laura smiled again. “Sounds even better.”


  Jim and Laura walked off together, while Trixie glared at their retreating backs. “She doesn’t have to help because she’s the guest of honor, but what’s his excuse?” she said angrily.


  “He’s one of the hosts,” Honey said defensively. “He wants to make the guest of honor happy.”


  “She looked pretty happy while we were swimming. All through lunch, too, she looked as though she hadn’t a care in the world.”


  “She’s being very brave,” Di Lynch said.


  “Or very phony,” Trixie muttered.


  “Trixie Belden!” Honey said reproachfully. “Don’t tell me you’re going to let jealousy get the best of you, after all!”


  Trixie sighed. “No, I’m not. Laura Ramsey is a wonderful person. She’s hiding her broken heart beneath a cheerful exterior. She needs every bit of help we can give her.” Trixie spoke as if reciting from memory. “But just tell me this: How come an English major from Columbia University doesn’t recognize Shakespeare when she hears it?”


  “Oh, Trixie!” Honey groaned impatiently. “Laura didn’t say she didn’t recognize it.”


  “But she didn’t,” Trixie countered stubbornly. “Well, nobody can be familiar with every single word written by every single author,” Honey responded.


  “That means you don’t really think she recognized the line, either,” Trixie pointed out.


  Honey shrugged. “No, I guess I don’t think she did. But I don’t think it proves anything, either.” She gave the lid of the pickle jar she was closing an extra twist for emphasis.


  The girls continued their cleanup in uncomfortable silence. Then Di joined Mart, Brian, and Dan in the shade of the boathouse, while Honey slathered herself with suntan oil and lay out on the beach in the sun.


  Trixie ambled down the beach, digging her toes into the sand, concentrating hard on thinking of nothing at all. Suddenly she stood stockstill as she heard a noise at the top of the slope. She scrambled up the slope, grabbing the weeds that grew there to help her up. Pushing aside the last bush that stood between her and the road, she saw a small, battered green car make a fast turn and pull off quickly down the road. She peered after it, trying to see the license plate, but the dust churned up by the car’s spinning tires obscured it.


  Trixie scrambled back down the bank and ran to the boathouse, where everyone had regathered. “Somebody’s been spying on us,” she shouted.


  Laura Ramsey gasped and raised her hand to her throat.


  “Now, Trixie, calm down. What are you talking about?” Jim demanded.


  “I was walking along the beach there,” Trixie said, pointing, “and I heard a noise. I climbed up the bank just in time to see a car turn around—fast—and drive back down the road.”


  “And that’s what you call ‘spying on us’?” Brian asked calmly.


  “Well, what do you call it?” Trixie retorted.


  “I call it a car driving down the road,” Brian said.


  “Why would he be in such a hurry to get away, if he hadn’t been spying?” Trixie persisted irritably.


  “He could have been trespassing,” Jim pointed out. “Lots of people come here without permission, even though the path to the boathouse is posted with ‘No Trespassing’ signs. It’s an attractive spot, especially in this heat.”


  “Of course,” Honey said. “Someone was coming here to swim, then saw us, or heard us, and realized they could get in trouble if they got caught here. So they turned around and left. That’s perfectly logical.”


  “Is it logical for them to park up there and wait, when there are two cars already parked here?” Trixie demanded.


  “They might have thought they could just stay hidden up there, in the shade, until we left,” Jim said. “Then they could come down and enjoy their swim. When they saw you walking toward them, they were afraid of getting caught, so they left.”


  “If they were parked up there watching us, waiting for us to leave, that’s spying!” Trixie said triumphantly, no


  “Ah, my sibling sleuth,” Mart said indulgently. “Perennially perpetuating a paucity of circumstances into pandemonious preconceptions.”


  Trixie, furious at her friends’ refusal to take her seriously, turned on Mart. “If you’re saying I’m making up a mystery, I don’t have to. I know about some pretty mysterious goings-on that I could get involved with if I wanted to—and they’re much closer to home than this. Do you know what I mean?”


  For once, Mart was speechless. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and finally just nodded. He knew that Trixie was threatening to turn her attentions to his own strange behavior—and that, it seemed, was something he didn’t want to happen.


  


  


  Trixie Trespasses ● 7


  


  IT WAS JIM who finally spoke. “If you want to use the word spying to describe somebody watching for us to leave the lake so they can go for a swim, that’s fine with me, Trix. We’ll call it ‘spying.’ ” Jim’s patronizing tone did nothing to calm Trixie down. “Well, if it is spying, what are we going to do about it?” she demanded.


  “Nothing,” Jim said.


  “But—” Trixie began to protest.


  “Nothing,” Jim repeated emphatically. “Unless you want to count changing back into swimsuits and having another swim before we go home. That’s what I’m going to do.”


  “Hear, hear!” Mart shouted, turning to follow Jim to the boathouse.


  Trixie stood helplessly, watching them go. Honey came over to her friend and put one arm around her shoulders. “I think another swim sounds like a good idea, Trixie,” she said gently.


  “I think it’s a terrible idea, but I can’t think of a better one,” Trixie said miserably. “I don’t understand how everybody can admit they were being spied on and not want to do anything about it.”


  “All Jim really admitted was that someone was watching us, waiting for us to leave so they could go for a swim,” Laura Ramsey corrected her. “Frankly, on a day as hot as this, that kind of trespassing might not be perfectly legal, but it’s certainly understandable.”


  “You’re right,” Di said. “If I didn’t know the owners of this lake, I don’t think I’d let a little thing like trespassing keep me away.”


  Di sounded so earnest that Trixie, in spite of herself, began to giggle. “All right, Di. If even you don’t see anything wrong in trespassing, it must be okay. So I’ll give up on the spies. But,” she said, narrowing her eyes as she watched Mart emerge from the boathouse and run to the lake, “there are other mysteries going on that I’m going to keep an eye on.”


  Trixie made a point of being in the house the next morning when the mail delivery was due.


  As before, Mart tore out the back door when the mail carrier’s truck approached. Trixie watched him through the kitchen window, and her heartbeat quickened when she saw him walking back toward the house with a large package under his arm.


  She ran to the hall closet, opened the door, and began rummaging through the shelves as if looking for something. From this position, with her back turned, she could avoid scaring Mart into hiding his package, while her ears told her where he went with it.


  The ploy worked. Mart walked by quickly and quietly and went up the stairs. Straining her ears, Trixie heard the door to his room close softly.


  She hurriedly restraightened the contents of the closet and closed the door, leaning against it while she pondered her next move. She was convinced that this mysterious parcel was somehow tied to Mart’s strange behavior over the past few weeks, but she wasn’t sure how to go about finding out what was in it. In the Belden household, bedrooms were considered private territory. Barging in unannounced was forbidden. If she knocked, Mart would have plenty of time to hide the package before inviting her in, and he might not even let her come in the room.


  Trixie thought over her options for a moment, then rapped her knuckles against the closet door for luck. “Yesterday Mart agreed that trespassing is all right sometimes. Today I guess I’ll agree to that, too,” she said aloud.


  She marched up the stairs, walked down the hall to Mart’s room, and wrapped her right hand around the doorknob. Then she knocked sharply twice with her left hand, opened the door immediately, and walked in. “Hi!” she said brightly.


  Mart Belden was taken completely by surprise. He scrambled frantically, trying to put the contents of the package back into the box, trying to hide the box under his bed. When he saw that the box was too big to hide, he stopped abruptly, head down, for a moment, then straightened and looked up. “Hi!” he said, sarcastically imitating his sister’s cheerful tone. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”


  “Oh, Mart, you know why I’m here. I’m sorry for bursting in like that, I really am. But I’m just dying to know what’s in that package—and why you’ve been acting so funny lately,” Trixie told him sincerely.


  Mart glowered angrily for a moment, then his face relaxed into an expression that looked almost relieved. “Actually, surreptitious behavior is not my forte,” he said. “But, as you will soon see, the arcane events of the recent past have been motivated by necessity.”


  “What’s in the package?” Trixie said through gritted teeth. She thought that Mart had just told her he was going to explain everything, but she didn’t want to suffer through a long-winded explanation first.


  Mart held up one hand in a wait-a-minute gesture. “First,” he said, “voila!” He took a magazine off the top of his dresser and handed it to Trixie.


  She wrinkled her nose when she saw the cover. “This is that dumb boy’s magazine that Uncle Mart still gives you a subscription to every Christmas. Don’t you think you’re getting a little old for it?”


  “I grant you that the editorial content is somewhat beneath my current intellectual plane,” Mart said. “However, a casual perusal of the posterior contents one evening introduced me to a veritable plethora of economic opportunities.”


  “There’s something interesting in the back of the magazine?” Trixie guessed.


  Mart nodded, and Trixie turned to the last few pages, which consisted of dozens of ads in print so tiny that she had to hold the magazine almost to her nose to read them. “ ‘Opportunity Knocks.’ ‘Money in Your Mailbox.’ ‘Start Your Career Today.’ ” Trixie paused in her reading of the headlines and looked up at Mart, still confused as to what he was trying to tell her.


  Mart reached across her and turned the page of the magazine. He pointed at one of the ads, which had been circled in red.


  Trixie read the ad to herself. “Guaranteed Profits,” the headline said. The small print underneath added:


  


  
    Start your own business at home for just $10.00. We supply materials, you assemble them, we buy back the finished product. 500% profit guaranteed for proper assembly. Write today for further details.
  


  


  An address in New York City followed. Trixie looked up again. “Did you write to them?” she asked.


  Again Mart nodded. He walked to his desk, opened the top drawer, and pulled out an envelope, which he handed to Trixie.


  She took the letter out of the envelope and read it aloud:


  


  
    “Dear Mr. Belden:
  


  
    “Thank you for responding to our request for home assemblers for our gift items.
  


  
    “In our many years in business, we have come to believe strongly in home assembly as a sound economic policy. It enables us to keep our overhead low, since we do not need expensive office space for our employees. It also provides worthwhile careers for people who otherwise might find employment difficult.
  


  
    “For just ten dollars, which barely covers the cost of materials, mailing, and handling, we will send you everything you need to assemble five lovely decoupage plaques, each bearing the inspiring message of our founding fathers, the Declaration of Independence.
  


  
    “This is one of our best-selling gift items, so the quantity we buy is limited only by how many you produce. When the kits are properly assembled, just send them back to Carlson Crafts, postage paid, and you will receive fifty dollars by return mail—a profit of five hundred percent on your investment.
  


  
    “We look forward to hearing from you.
  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Sincerely,
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              John Brown
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              President, Carlson Crafts
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    “P.S. We prefer to work with no more than fifty home assemblers at one time, so that we can give each of you personal attention. For that reason, we urge you to mail your check immediately.”
  


  


  When Trixie finished reading, Mart picked up the box from its place beside the bed and hoisted


  it onto his lap. “I sent them the ten dollars a couple of weeks ago, and my first five kits came today. See?” Mart took wood plaques, sheets of parchment with the Declaration of Independence printed on them, a bottle of glue, and a sheet of instructions out of the box, one by one, and held them up for Trixie to see. His face shone with excitement, and, Trixie noted, he wasn’t even bothering with his big words.


  “It’s very nice,” she said slowly. “But I don’t understand why you’ve been so secretive about it.”


  Mart returned the items carefully to the box and put the box back on the floor. “Need I remind you that our parents are, shall we say, fiscally conservative?”


  “You mean they wouldn’t approve of your spending your money this way,” Trixie guessed.


  “Precisely,” Mart said. “And, of course, they’re right. Most of these get-rich-quick schemes are just that—schemes. They ask you to send in money, but they don’t really tell you what you get in return. Certainly they don’t offer guarantees. But Carlson Crafts spelled it all out in that letter, before they asked me for a cent. And my profit is guaranteed!”


  His excitement increasing, Mart jumped up from the bed and went to his desk, returning with another sheet of paper. “Look,” he said, “I’ve worked it all out. I’m sure I can do five plaques a week. That’s less than one a day. So that’s forty dollars a week. Let’s say I work fifty weeks a year—that gives me two weeks off in case we go away for a vacation or something. That means I make two thousand dollars a year. That’s six thousand dollars before I finish high school. Maybe more, if I keep assembling faster and faster as I go along.”


  Trixie looked from the piece of paper covered with numbers and charts to Mart’s gleaming blue eyes. “It sounds good,” she admitted. “But I don’t understand why you’re so anxious to make all this money. What are you going to do with it?”


  “There’s college, for one thing,” Mart said. “We can’t expect Dad to pick up the whole tab for all four of us. That’s a fortune! And then afterward....”


  “Afterward, what?” Trixie asked. “You’ve already decided that you’re going to work at Jim’s school for boys. He has his whole trust fund set aside for the school. I’m sure he’ll pay you a good salary.”


  Mart grunted impatiently, stood up again, and began to pace the room. “That whole idea has been bothering me lately,” he said.


  “What idea? The boys’ school? Do you mean you don’t want to work at the boys’ school anymore?” Trixie asked in disbelief.


  “No, no, it isn’t that,” Mart reassured her. “The boys’ school is a wonderful idea, and it’s terrific of Jim to put all his money aside for it. That’s the problem. I keep thinking about how Jim lived so many years in poverty, beaten by that mean stepfather of his. When he inherited all that money from his uncle, it would have been the most natural thing in the world if he’d decided to keep it all for himself—to travel and buy expensive cars and whatever he wanted. But he didn’t. He set all the money aside so that someday, when he’s finished school, he can provide a home and an education for boys who are as unfortunate as he used to be.”


  Trixie nodded, swallowing hard as a lump formed suddenly in her throat. “It’s wonderful, all right,” she said softly. “I don’t understand why you don’t want to be a part of it.”


  “But I do!” Mart was almost shouting. “That’s the whole thing. I want to be a real part of it. I don’t want to just go to school and study agriculture on Dad’s money, then become a teacher using Jim’s. He’s contributing his whole inheritance to the project. I want to contribute something, too.”


  “Oh,” Trixie breathed as she finally saw the reason for Mart’s frustration. She stood up and threw her arms around her brother, and he, for once, didn’t worm away. “That’s just beautiful, Mart—for you to feel that way and want to do something, I mean. But Jim wouldn’t mind a bit if you came to the school without a cent. It’s your time and your dedication and your brains that he’s interested in.”


  “Maybe he wouldn’t mind,” Mart muttered, “but I would.”


  Trixie nodded, sitting back down. “Well, if you mind, then you have to do something about it.” She glanced down at the box from Carlson Crafts. “This might be a way to start—I guess.”


  “Of course it is,” Mart said, his enthusiasm returning. “Five hundred percent profit—guaranteed! What could be easier?”


  “Mmm,” Trixie said, letting Mart interpret the sound as one of agreement if he wanted to. What she was really thinking, however, was that the last time she’d heard someone say, “What could be easier?” it had been Honey, talking about the return of Anthony Ramsey’s wallet. That task had turned out to be far from easy. It had, in fact, been very upsetting—to Trixie, at least. She couldn’t help but feel that this project of Mart’s might have some hidden difficulties, too. But she understood his feelings of helplessness and frustration too well to want to put a damper on his excitement.


  “It’s guaranteed,” she said aloud, with as much spirit as she could muster.


  “Precisely,” Mart said with an emphatic nod of his head.


  “Well,” Trixie said finally, standing up and moving toward the door, “good luck.”


  “Your fond aspirations for my success are appreciated but superfluous,” Mart said jauntily. “However, I would request that you endeavor to maintain the clandestine aspect of the operation, at least until my initial remuneration has arrived.”


  “I’ll keep your secret,” Trixie promised. She left the room and pulled the door closed behind her.


  The mystery of Mart’s strange behavior was solved, but the solution hadn’t left Trixie feeling any better. For one thing, she didn’t like being involved in another secret. It was hard enough not to be able to tell anyone about Mr. Lytell’s back room full of money. It would be even harder to keep her parents from finding out that she knew about Mart’s project, especially when she’d shown so much curiosity about it over the past few days. But getting Mr. Lytell to lend Laura Ramsey the money, with her car as collateral, had been Trixie’s idea. Then she had barged into Mart’s room. That, as far as she was concerned, made keeping their secrets her responsibility.


  Sometimes I wish I weren't so honest, Trixie thought. Or so curious!


  


  


  The Green Car Returns ● 8


  


  AS SHE STOOD in the upstairs hallway, lost in thought, Trixie was only dimly aware of the ringing of the telephone downstairs. She was jolted back to the present by Brian’s voice calling, “Trixie! Telephone for you. It’s Honey.” Trixie raced down the stairs and picked up the phone. “Hi, Honey,” she said. “Any news?”


  “There’s nothing new on the Ramsey case, if that’s what you mean,” Honey told her. “I just called to tell you that Jim is going to drive Laura into town this afternoon, to pick up a few things she’s been needing. I’m going to ride along, just because it’s been ages and ages since I’ve been to town. I thought I’d ask if you want to come, too.”


  “I’ll check with Moms,” Trixie told her, “but I’m sure it’ll be okay. Gleeps—I think it’s been at least two weeks since I was in Sleepyside! I’d better ride along today. Otherwise, I won’t remember my way around town at all when school starts next month. I’ll have to have someone with me at all times, or have Moms pin a note to my coat when I leave every morning!”


  Through the telephone wire, Honey’s laughter rang out merrily. “I don’t think it would be quite that bad, Trixie, even though your sense of direction isn’t much better than mine is. I’m glad you’re going to ride along, though. We’ll pick you up about one-thirty.”


  “I’ll be ready,” Trixie promised. She hung up the receiver, shaking her head in amazement at how long it had been since she’d been to town. Crabapple Farm was only about two miles from Sleepyside, and her father drove into town every day to his job at the bank. Brian and Mart made the trip to town offener, too, to go to the library or to run errands for their mother. For Trixie, however, the sidewalks and shops of Sleepyside couldn’t begin to offer the excitement of the Wheeler stables, the lake and the boathouse, or the Bob-White clubhouse, which was tucked away in a secluded grove of trees on the Wheeler estate.


  I wonder if Honey and I will have to move to a big city when we set up the Belden-Wheeler Detective Agency, Trixie mused. I know we’ll have to live in a bigger town while we’re in college, anyway. She wrinkled her nose at the thought. I’d rather stay right here, but I guess becoming a full-fledged detective is more important. She allowed herself a small groan at the necessity of giving up one thing for another, then went off to tell her mother she’d be going to town later that day.


  


  When the station wagon pulled into the drive that afternoon, Trixie was ready, as promised, armed with a short list of errands to run for her mother and a swatch of fabric to match to a spool of thread.


  She ran to the car, the shoulder purse she hadn’t carried since June bumping uncomfortably against her hip. Uncomfortably, too, she noticed that Laura Ramsey was once again in the front seat with Jim, while Honey was sitting in the back.


  “Moms made up quite a list for me,” Trixie told Honey after she was settled and the car had begun its progress toward town. “I hope all the stores are still where I remember them.”


  “I don’t think Sleepyside will have changed too much in two weeks,” Honey told her with a straight face. “In fact, I don’t think it’s changed all that much in the past fifty years!”


  “Well, if we get separated, you’d better send Sergeant Molinson out looking for me,” Trixie said. “Although I’m not sure he’d look very hard. He might figure his troubles would all be over if Trixie Belden would just get lost!”


  Honey’s serious pose broke down, and she began to laugh. “On the other hand,” she gasped, “he might feel better if he could just once solve a problem for you, instead of the other way around.”


  Trixie joined in Honey’s laughter, feeling a little guilty as she did so. Time and again, Sergeant Molinson had warned the Bob-Whites—and Trixie especially—against getting involved in potentially dangerous mysteries. Time and again, the Bob-Whites had ignored his warnings, telling themselves that they had no choice but to ignore them. Although the result was usually that cases were solved faster than they might have been otherwise, it was usually Sergeant Molinson who was called at unlikely hours to take criminals into custody.


  “On second thought,” Trixie said with a rueful grin, “maybe you’d just better let me stay lost. I think I’d prefer it to one of the sergeant’s tongue-lashings.”


  The girls were quiet for a moment, each imagining what Sergeant Molinson would say to Trixie if he found her wandering lost through the tiny town of Sleepyside-on-the-Hudson. Gradually, Trixie became aware that Jim was making several turns that weren’t necessary for the trip to the downtown area.


  “Where are you going, Jim?” she asked curiously, leaning forward.


  “Downtown,” he said, as though he were reminding her of their destination.


  “I know that,” Trixie said. “But why are you taking such a funny route?”


  “I thought Laura might like to take the scenic tour of Sleepyside,” he said. His tone was casual, but Trixie sensed an underlying tenseness in it. She also noticed that his hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white.


  On a sudden hunch, Trixie turned in the seat and looked out the rear window of the station wagon. A small, green car was several yards behind them. “We’re being followed, aren’t we?” she said, facing forward and gripping the back of the front seat with both hands.


  “It looks that way,” Jim admitted. “But I had hoped that I could keep from getting everyone upset about it.”


  Trixie sat back, silenced by the rebuke in Jim’s voice.


  Gradually, Jim slowed the car to a crawl. The green car shot forward and passed them, continuing down the street until it finally disappeared from sight.


  Honey let out a relieved sigh. “There! You see? He wasn’t following us at all,” she said.


  “Yes, he was,” Trixie corrected her. “He just didn’t want to be too obvious about it. When Jim slowed down, he had to pass, to make it look as though he was going somewhere. But I could tell he was following us. I could tell something else, too: That’s the same car I saw pulling away from the boathouse yesterday!”


  Honey gasped, and Laura Ramsey turned in her seat, staring at Trixie in shock.


  “It’s a common make and color, Trixie,” Jim told her.


  “I don’t care if it’s the very commonest make and the very commonest color,” Trixie said defiantly. “It’s the same car. I know it!”


  “All right, all right,” Jim said impatiently. “I don’t want to fight about it. I just don’t want to get everyone all upset about it, either.”


  You don't want Laura Ramsey upset about it, you mean, Trixie thought resentfully. She crossed her arms in front of her stubbornly. She would say nothing more about the green car, but she would not let herself be persuaded that that car was not the one she had seen at the boathouse the day before.


  A mood of grim determination had replaced her lighthearted one. When Jim finally pulled onto the town’s main street and parked, Trixie split off from the others. She stalked from store to store, taking care of her mother’s errands, totally uninterested in browsing along the way. Trixie was accustomed to her friends’ refusal to take her seriously. Many times, she had to admit, they were right not to. But this time, she knew she was right. She knew, too, that Jim’s repeated denials had to do with his desire to protect Laura Ramsey from worry.


  “I think protecting her from danger is more important,” Trixie muttered.


  A salesclerk looked up. “May I help you with something?” she asked.


  “I’m just looking,” Trixie answered automatically. “I mean, no—I mean, yes, I’d like this spool of thread, please.”


  The clerk took it from her hand gingerly, as if whatever were causing Trixie’s confusion might be catching. She rang up the purchase, took Trixie’s money, and handed her the small paper bag containing the thread.


  Trixie took it and put it in her purse, leaving the store hastily to avoid further embarrassment.


  Outside on the sidewalk, she checked the list her mother had given her and discovered that she was finished with her errands. She walked to Wimpy’s, where she had agreed to meet the others, slid into a booth, and ordered a soft drink. She jabbed the ice angrily with her straw, searching her mind for ways to make the other Bob-Whites accept her point of view. No plan occurred to her. The problem was that even though she was sure the Bob-Whites had been spied on and followed, she couldn’t figure out why.


  If Anthony Ramsey had been kidnapped, his kidnappers would send ransom notes, not spies. What if he had disappeared because of a nervous breakdown? Would he hire someone' to keep an eye on his daughter, to make sure she was all right? Trixie considered the idea briefly, then shook her head. She didn’t know very much about nervous breakdowns, but she was fairly sure that if that was the cause of Anthony Ramsey’s disappearance, he wouldn’t be capable of arranging for someone to look after his daughter. He might not even remember he had a daughter. Or if he did, wouldn’t he arrange for someone to contact her, to let her know he was all right, to make sure she had enough money?


  Trixie circled her straw in her glass, making a whirlpool that reminded her all too much of the endless circles her thoughts were making.


  When Laura, Honey, and Jim walked in, laughing and chatting together as though nothing was wrong, Trixie sat up straight and pasted a welcoming smile on her face. If you can't beat ’em, join ’em, she thought, determined to be cheerful.


  “Sleepyside is really a lovely little town,” Laura Ramsey said. “It’s so clean, and the people are so polite and unhurried. It’s quite a change from New York City.”


  “I’m glad you think so,” Honey said warmly. “I’d hate to think that all your memories of your stay with us were unhappy ones.”


  Laura’s face shadowed with worry for a moment, then she returned Honey’s smile and laid her hand on the girl’s arm. “I’ll have many happy memories when I leave Sleepyside,” she said. “You and your friends have been wonderful to me. As I told you once before, it means a lot to me just to know that there are still people in this world whom I can trust.”


  Trixie swallowed hard as she remembered that Laura Ramsey’s worries had actually started weeks before her father’s disappearance. Maybe Jim and Honey were right to try to keep from adding to her burden. She realized then that she’d never tried to get an opinion from either of them in private. Out of Laura’s hearing, they might be more willing to admit that the green car was a cause for concern.


  “Could Ï ride back to Manor House with you?” she asked. “I thought of a couple of things I’d like to add to my deposition.”


  “Sure,” Jim said. He lifted his glass and drained the last of his soft drink. “Let’s get going.”


  On the way home, Trixie, determined to be tactful, said nothing, but she couldn’t resist turning a couple of times to look out the back window for the little green car. She couldn’t see any sign of it.


  At the door of Manor House, Miss Trask greeted them with the news that Mark McGraw had come to talk to them. “He’s waiting in the library,” she said.


  The four young people hurried to meet the detective. “Is there any word?” Laura asked him anxiously.


  McGraw shook his head. “I’ve spent the day nosing around town, and I’ve put in calls to contacts of mine all over the state. There are a few leads, but nothing so definite that I’d want to talk about it at this point. I just thought I’d check in before I head back to the city.”


  Laura turned away from the detective and walked to the window. Her shoulders sagged with discouragement.


  “We’ve been followed,” Trixie blurted suddenly.


  McGraw tilted his head. “You think so?” he asked doubtfully.


  Trixie quickly gave him the details of her sightings of the small green car at the boathouse and again on the way to Sleepyside. When she finished, the detective looked less doubtful. He took the small notebook out of his pocket. “What make and model?” he asked.


  Jim told him.


  “Did you get the license number?” he asked brusquely.


  Once again, Jim gave him the information. Trixie looked at him gratefully. Even though he had denied that the car was suspicious, he had noted and remembered the number—which was more than Trixie had done!


  For the first time, McGraw seemed excited— almost shaken, Trixie thought. “That wasn’t reported by any of my contacts. Do you have any theories about it?”


  “I have,” Laura Ramsey said, turning around and walking back toward them. “I’ve been turning it over in my mind all day, and the same thought keeps returning to me. It must be Frank Riebe—or a detective he’s hired to find me.”


  “Why would he do that?” Trixie asked.


  “As I told you before, if Frank can prove that my father disappeared without a trace, he can use that as grounds to take control of the company. If he has the slightest suspicion that the story I told Esther wasn’t true, hiring a detective to discover the truth would be the first thing he’d think of.”


  The detective nodded. “That makes sense,” he said. “I’ll check out this license number. In the meantime, the most important thing is for you to avoid any contact with this detective—if that’s what he is. He might try to take you or one of your friends, here, by surprise.”


  “T-Take us?” Honey stammered, her eyes wide.


  The detective waved one hand, brushing her fear aside. “I don’t mean take you physically. I mean he might pop up suddenly, in some unexpected place, and ask you a leading question, hoping you’ll blurt out some information about Laura—why she’s here, where her father is. Detectives can be tricky, believe me.” McGraw smiled wryly. “The only way to avoid making trouble is to avoid him. Be on your toes.”


  “But he hasn’t got close enough to get any information from us,” Trixie protested.


  “Yes, he has,” McGraw said, in the tone Trixie sometimes used on Bobby. “He’s got close enough to identify Laura Ramsey from a photograph. That would logically be his first step, don’t you think?”


  Trixie looked at the floor and nodded dumbly. It would be for a real detective, she thought, but she herself would probably start right in asking questions—and get lots of information about the wrong person.


  McGraw shook his head as if shooing off a pesky insect and put his notebook back in his pocket. “I’ll check out that license number,” he repeated. “Just remember: Don’t let that detective near you. And pass the word along to anyone else who knows why Miss Ramsey is here in Sleepyside.” With a curt nod, the detective left the room.


  “I’m glad you brought up the subject of the green car,” Jim told Trixie in a quiet voice.


  “I am, too,” Laura Ramsey added. “I was going to keep my suspicions to myself, so as not to cause any more worry for anyone. But I can see now that if I had, I’d have been playing right into Frank Riebe’s hands.”


  “Exactly,” Jim said.


  The tightness that Trixie had felt in her chest since she’d spotted the green car the day before disappeared. She had been right, after all, and now everyone was saying so out loud.


  “Do you want to go up to my room and work on your deposition now?” Honey asked her.


  Trixie stared at her friend blankly for a moment. In the excitement of what had just happened, she’d forgotten all about the ploy she’d invented to get to talk to Honey alone. Now, it was no longer necessary. Then, as another idea struck her, she thought, Oh, yes, it is! “Let’s go,” she said out loud.


  As soon as they were safely alone in Honey's room, Trixie said, “I don’t really have anything to add to that deposition. I wanted an excuse to talk to you. I wanted to know if you really thought there was nothing suspicious about that green car.”


  “What Laura said just now is true for me, too,” Honey said. “I was suspicious, but I wasn’t about to admit it. I thought it would just make things worse. I was wrong, as Mr. McGraw showed us.”


  “That doesn’t matter anymore,” Trixie said hastily. “What I want to talk to you about is what we didn’t show him.” Honey frowned in confusion, and Trixie continued, “Our assignments, Honey! I forgot all about them until after he left, when you mentioned the deposition. He didn’t even ask for them!”


  “Well, we didn’t offer them, either,” Honey pointed out. “The green car was so important that it was all anybody thought about. That was one of the assignments, anyway, remember? We were supposed to tell him if we noticed any strangers in town.”


  “What about the deposition?” Trixie demanded. Honey hesitated for a moment. “Mr. McGraw said he’d need the deposition for evidence in court. He probably isn’t worried about it right now. I mean, he hasn’t even proved that there is a criminal involved, much less caught one. He probably hasn’t had time even to think yet about a trial.”


  “What about the map?” Trixie asked stubbornly. “He could have used that right away. Now he’s going back to New York, and it won’t do him any good from there.”


  Honey’s hesitation was longer this time. Finally she said, “All right, you’re right. McGraw should have remembered to ask us for the map. But what are you getting at?”


  Trixie thrust her chin forward defiantly. “I don’t think for a minute that McGraw forgot to ask us for the map. I don’t think he ever intended to ask for any of those assignments. I think he just gave them to us as busy work, to keep us out of his way!”
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  HONEY WHEELER, ready, as always, to see both sides of the situation, tried to change Trixie’s mind about Mark McGraw’s intentions, but Trixie was unmoved. “The only one who can change my mind about Mark McGraw is Mark McGraw,” Trixie said. “And the only way he can do that is to ask for those assignments he gave us.”


  “He said he’d stay in touch,” Honey said. “We can remind him next time—”


  “No!” Trixie interrupted vehemently. “That wouldn’t prove a thing. Of course he’d take the assignments from us if we reminded him to. He’d probably even find us more unnecessary things to do to keep us busy. But that wouldn’t mean he really wanted our help or that he ever meant to make use of what we gave him.”


  Honey frowned. She was unwilling to believe the worst of anyone, but she had to admit to herself that what Trixie said sounded right. “What are we going to do?” she asked.


  “I’m not going to do another thing,” Trixie said firmly. “You know how much I’d been looking forward to helping a real detective solve a case. But if he doesn’t want our help—and I’m convinced he doesn’t—then that’s that. I won’t help. I won’t worry. I won’t even think about this case if I can help it.”


  “You mean you’re quitting?” Honey asked in disbelief.


  “I don’t think I’m quitting,” Trixie said, “because I don’t think I was ever really involved. McGraw just let me think I was. I’m just facing the truth, that’s all.”


  Honey looked almost tearful. “We’ve never walked away from a mystery before, Trixie,” she said, “not even when everyone told us it was useless for us to try to solve it.”


  Trixie shrugged. “You can work on the case if you want to,” she said, “but I’m not going to give it another thought.”


  “What if Mr. McGraw does ask for our assignments—without being reminded, I mean?” Honey asked.


  Trixie’s resolution wavered momentarily. “I suppose I might change my mind if that happened,” she said. “I don’t think it will, though.”


  As she walked along the path toward home, Trixie weighed her own feelings about the decision she’d just made. On the whole, she finally decided, she didn’t feel as bad as she’d thought she would. On the one hand, she was certainly disappointed that her dreams of working with a real detective had fallen through. On the other hand, she was proud of herself for recognizing that Mark McGraw hadn’t really been taking her seriously.


  Then, too, there was a freedom in knowing that she no longer had to take part in helping Laura Ramsey. She now realized that there was something about the woman that she just plain didn’t like—something that ran deeper than her feelings of jealousy over Jim’s attention.


  Once she had her thoughts sorted out, she pushed the whole subject out of her mind. “No more mysteries for now,” she told herself. “I’ll stick to my canning and gardening and babysitting. It’s not as exciting, but it’s not as frustrating, either.”


  She kept her resolution all the next day and most of the following morning. In fact, in her determination to forget about mysteries, she’d completely forgotten the one she’d discovered under her own roof.


  When Mart knocked softly on the door of her room, where she was quietly reading a book, and said, “Come here a minute,” Trixie could not, for a moment, figure out why he wanted to see her. Then, remembering her brother’s new enterprise, she jumped off the bed and followed him to his room.


  “Look,” he said simply, motioning her to his desk. The five plaques were spread out across it. Trixie stooped and examined them closely. They looked very nice, she thought, although the lacquer had bubbled up here and there on some of them.


  “I’ll mail them back to Carlson Crafts today,” Mart said in an almost-whisper. “My check should be here in a couple of days.”


  “That’s super, Mart,” Trixie said. Her voice sounded loud in the stillness of the room.


  Mart nodded. “They didn’t even take me as long as I thought they would. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if I could turn out two batches a week, instead of one. That means I can double my initial projected earnings. I might be able to pay my own way through school entirely. In fact, I might even be able to help you and Bobby out. I was thinking I might be able to keep at this after I’m teaching at the boys’ school, too. Then I wouldn’t even have to have a salary from Jim. I could support myself.”


  “Jim would never expect you to do that,” Trixie protested.


  “I know he wouldn’t expect it,” Mart told her. “But with the savings on my salary, we could give scholarships to a couple more unfortunate boys.”


  Trixie looked again at the five plaques. They seemed like such a small foundation for the big dreams Mart had built on them, she thought. “I hope it all works out just as you’ve planned it.” That was as much as she could say truthfully to her brother.


  “I hope so, too,” he said earnestly.


  Trixie patted her brother on the shoulder and left the room. Thinking again that human behavior was the most mysterious mystery of all, she started down the stairs to get a glass of iced tea. She was on the bottom step when the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” she called out to whoever might have heard it.


  Opening the door, she saw a casually dressed, slender young man standing on the porch. He had a pencil stuck behind one ear and a clipboard tucked in the crook of his arm. “Good morning,” he said politely. “My name is Burt Anderson. I represent the Census Bureau. Could I ask you a few questions about your family?”


  “Of course,” Trixie said. “If you’d rather talk to my mother—”


  “Oh, no,” he said quickly. “The woman of the house usually has more than enough to do, without stopping to answer a lot of questions. I’m sure you can give me all the information I need.” He took the top sheet of paper, which was already filled with writing, out of the clipboard and put it on the bottom of the pile. Then, pulling the pencil from behind his ear and holding it poised over a clean printed form, he said, “First, family surname.”


  “Belden,” Trixie said quickly. “B-e-l-d-e-n,” she spelled out for him helpfully.


  “How many in the family?” he asked.


  “Four. I mean, six, counting my parents,” Trixie said.


  The man nodded. “Four children, two adults,” he muttered to himself as he filled in the forms. “Names and ages?”


  “My father is Peter Belden. He’s thirty-nine,” Trixie began.


  “What is his occupation, please?” the census taker asked, carefully filling in the blanks.


  “He’s a banker,” Trixie said.


  “Hmm.” The man appeared vaguely impressed. “Go on,” he added.


  Trixie hesitated for a moment, not sure what information came next. “My mother’s name is Helen,” she said. “She’s thirty-seven.”


  “Does she work outside the home?” the man asked.


  “Well, she has a big garden,” Trixie said uncertainly.


  The man laughed. “No, no. I meant, does she have another job, besides housewife and mother?”


  “Oh! No.” Trixie felt herself beginning to blush.


  “It’s a confusingly worded question,” the man told her. “We used to ask simply if the woman of the house worked. Then people pointed out that a housewife and mother works harder than most corporate executives. Hence the rewording. But it still isn’t very clear, I’m afraid. Now, the children’s names and ages.”


  “Brian is the oldest. He’s seventeen. Mart— Martin—is fifteen. I’m fourteen. Bobby—Robert—is the youngest. He’s six,” Trixie said.


  “And what is your name?” the man asked.


  Trixie’s blush started all over again. “Do you need my real name?” she asked.


  The man looked startled. “Do you usually use an alias?” he asked.


  Another wave of embarrassment surged over the first one. She was only making it worse, she knew. She should have just told him her hated real name immediately—at least it would be over with by now. “My real name is Beatrix,” she finally told him reluctantly. “But everyone calls me Trixie.”


  The man nodded. “Understandably.”


  Trixie grinned through her embarrassment. At least this census taker had a sense of humor.


  “Do you have any guests staying with you at present?” he asked.


  Trixie shook her head. “Why do you need to know that? I mean, won’t you wind up counting people twice?”


  “We just want to make sure that we count everyone once,” the man said. “After all, if someone is visiting somewhere, they obviously aren’t at home, are they? So they might miss the census taker in their own area. If I can talk to them, I can get the information about their home residence and forward it to their area office. That will make the census as complete as we can make it.”


  Trixie nodded slowly, thinking about what the man had just said. “That seems very efficient,” she agreed, “but we don’t have any guests right now. Sorry.”


  “Oh, it makes no difference to me,” the man assured her. “I get paid by the hour, not by the name. Well, thank you,” he added, returning his pencil to its place above his ear.


  “You’re welcome,” Trixie said, then asked, “What’s a census for, anyway?”


  “For?” Again the man looked startled. “Oh, you mean what’s the information used for?” Seeing Trixie’s nod, he said, “Oh, all sorts of things. Planning for schools, for one thing. By knowing how many youngsters there are in an area, and their ages, school districts can tell whether they need to build more schools and hire more teachers, or start letting teachers go and closing schools down. A growing population means a need for more roads, more libraries, more swimming pools, all that sort of thing.”


  Again Trixie nodded slowly, thinking of what the man had told her. “That’s a good idea,” she said. “Thanks for explaining it.”


  Burt Anderson smiled. “No problem. As I said, I get paid by the hour. Good-bye.”


  “Good-bye,” Trixie said. She closed the door and started back upstairs to her room. Halfway up the stairs, she remembered the iced tea she’d been on her way to get when the doorbell had distracted her. She turned around and went back down the stairs and across the dining room toward the kitchen.


  As she passed the dining room window, she glanced out. She froze in her tracks as she saw the car in which the census taker was driving away—it was the same small, green car she’d seen twice before!
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  TRIXIE RAN toward the front door, then froze again as she realized that there was no chance of catching the green car. She looked around frantically, as if something in the house would give her a clue about what to do next.


  Finally, forcing herself to be calm, she walked to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of iced tea, and sank down at the table. She propped her elbows on the tabletop and clutched two handfuls of sandy curls. The census taker was the man in the green car. The man in the green car was, in all probability, a detective hired by Anthony Ramsey’s partner to find Laura. Those two things she knew, but she could not grasp the connection between them.


  Suddenly Trixie jumped up and slapped the tabletop with both hands. “Houseguests!” she shouted into the stillness. That was the link, she was sure. All of the other questions on the man’s list had been red herrings, meant to keep Trixie from getting suspicious when he asked the one he really wanted the answer to.


  “But what did he really expect to find out by asking, and why did he ask here?” Trixie said to herself. Surely he hadn’t thought that Trixie would say, “Laura Ramsey is staying with my friends the Wheelers at Manor House because her father has disappeared and she’s trying to find him.”


  Trixie thought for a few more moments, and then the answer came to her. “Of course!” she muttered to herself. “We started assuming, because of what Mark McGraw said, that the man in the green car had already matched Laura to her photograph. But that’s not necessarily true. At the lake, the man was far away. Laura looked different. Because her hair was wet, it was straight and seemed darker. Then, when he followed us to Sleepyside, he couldn’t have got a very good look at her, because she was on the passenger’s side of the car.


  “By posing as a census taker, he’s hoping to get somebody to mention her by name. Then he wouldn’t even need the photograph. He might not know that Laura was staying at the Wheelers’, because I’ve been along both times we saw him spying on us.”


  Trixie smiled to herself in satisfaction at having solved the problem—then gasped and clapped her hand to her forehead as she realized that she hadn’t solved the problem at all. She ran to the phone, picked up the receiver, and dialed Honey’s number with a trembling finger.


  When Honey answered, Trixie blurted, “Have you seen the census taker?”


  “Wha-a-t? What are you talking about, Trix?” Honey asked, obviously bewildered.


  Trixie took a deep breath, forcing herself to slow down and explain the situation clearly. “The man in the green car was just here, pretending to be a census taker,” she said, dealing out the words as if from a deck of cards, one by one. “I didn’t see the car until after he left, so I answered all his questions. One of them was whether we had any houseguests staying with us. I’m sure he asked that question because he wants someone to identify Laura for him.”


  Honey’s gasp came through the receiver. “Mr. McGraw told us detectives have sneaky ways of getting information. This is one of them, all right,” she said.


  “Have you seen a census taker at your house?” Trixie repeated.


  “I haven’t,” Honey said. “But I’ve been in my room most of the morning. This house sprawls so, I don’t even hear the doorbell most of the time.”


  Trixie let out a frustrated groan, then snapped her fingers as a new hope occurred to her. “He can’t have been to your house yet, Honey. If he had been—I mean, if he’d been there and someone told him about Laura, he wouldn’t have bothered to come here. So I’m sure we’re safe. Just go, right now, and tell everyone in the house that he’s a fake. But tell them to answer his questions if he comes around. Otherwise, he’ll know we’re onto him. Just tell him you have no houseguests, and keep Laura out of sight!”


  “I will,” Honey promised. She said good-bye and hung up.


  Trixie headed back to the kitchen to get her iced tea. Her heart was still pounding with excitement, but she felt confident that Frank Riebe’s detective would not get the information he was after.


  “It was a narrow escape, though,” she told herself. She took a soothing swallow of the tea.


  “Getting away from this case isn’t as easy as I thought it would be,” she concluded as she turned to go back to her room.


  


  On Friday morning, Trixie was summoned from the garden, where she was picking yet another basketful of tomatoes, to the telephone.


  “Can you come over right away?” Honey’s voice demanded urgently.


  “What for?” Trixie asked.


  “Mark McGraw is here. We told him about the census taker. He wants to talk to you, to get a description of the man,” Honey told her.


  Trixie’s heart leaped at the thought of Mark McGraw’s asking to see her. Then she remembered her pledge not to get involved in the case. “Tell Mr. McGraw that the man was young and thin and had a pencil behind his ear. That’s all I remember.”


  “Trixie!” Honey’s tone was both impatient and pleading. “You must remember more than that. You’re the only one who’s seen and talked to him.”


  “I’m off the case, remember?” Trixie asked stubbornly.


  “Oh, no, you’re not,” Honey countered. “You said the only thing that could get you back on the case would be Mr. McGraw’s asking for your help. Well, now he’s asking.”


  “That’s true,” Trixie said slowly. She felt a curious mixture of excitement and apprehension. It was good to know that McGraw now seemed to need her. On the other hand, there was still something she didn’t like about the case—and about Laura Ramsey!


  Finally, Honey Wheeler took matters into her own hands. “Get here as fast as you can,” she said, and she hung up.


  Trixie stared at the receiver in surprise. Then she put it back in its cradle and went to tell her mother that she was going to Manor House.


  Laura, Honey, Jim, and Mark McGraw were once again gathered in the library when Trixie arrived. Coming, as she had, directly from the garden, she felt even more disheveled than usual next to Honey and Laura. The fact that the detective was wearing the same ill-fitting suit was small consolation.


  Without any introductory small talk, the detective flipped open his notebook and held his pencil poised above a blank page. “Tell me what you know,” he demanded.


  The gruffness of McGraw’s voice made Trixie’s mind go blank for a moment. “He—he was young,” she stammered.


  “How young?” McGraw asked.


  Trixie cleared her throat and gathered her wits. “I’d say he was about twenty-five. He was about your height, but very slender. Frail, almost. He had hair about the color of mine. Eyes, too. I mean, he had eyes about the color of mine, too. His nose was long and thin, but not too long. It was a nice nose. His lips were sort of thin. That’s why I was surprised when he turned out to have a good sense of humor.”


  “See?” Honey asked proudly. “I told you Trixie would remember everything. She always does.”


  “What was he wearing?” Jim asked.


  McGraw waved one hand in a gesture of dismissal. “That doesn’t matter. He’d be wearing what you’d expect a census taker to wear.”


  “That’s right,” Trixie agreed. “He had a clipboard, and he had a whole bunch of printed forms on it. The one on the top was all filled out, as if he’d just come from another house.” McGraw nodded. “He sounds like a real pro, all right,” he said.


  “What are you going to do next?” Trixie asked. “Track him down,” McGraw growled. “The license number was a dead end—a rental. But with this information, I ought to be able to find out who he is. Then there are ways of finding out who he’s working for.”


  “How?” Trixie pursued.


  McGraw looked at her scornfully. Now that he had the information he wanted from her, she was once again just a meddlesome teen-ager, the look seemed to say. “Contacts,” he said.


  “Oh,” Trixie said humbly.


  “Speaking of contacts,” McGraw said, turning from Trixie to Laura, “one of my sources in Buffalo turned up a lead that’s worth following.”


  “About my father?” Laura asked eagerly. McGraw ignored the question. He leafed back through his notebook and read from his notes as he spoke. “My source reports having seen a man answering Anthony Ramsey’s description. It was in a cheap restaurant up there that’s known to be an underworld hangout. He looked bad—haggard, unshaven, that kind of thing. And there were two men with him who stuck right with him. Didn’t let him out of their sight.”


  Laura gripped the back of a chair hard, as if it were her grasp on reality. “What does that mean?”


  McGraw shrugged. “If the man was your father, it could mean he’s being held prisoner by the two men.”


  “But why?” Laura’s voice was a wail. “There’s been no ransom demand. What do they want? Why are they holding my father?”


  McGraw closed the notebook and slapped it rhythmically against the palm of his hand. “A string of neighborhood grocery stores like your father’s could come in very handy for the mob. The stores have been around for a while. Everyone knows about them. Everyone knows they’re clean and honest. They could be used for the syndicate’s purposes for a long time before the cops got wise.”


  “What purposes would the syndicate use them for?” It was Honey who spoke, and Trixie looked at her gratefully. She had wondered the same thing, but she was reluctant to draw McGraw’s scorn again.


  “Numbers rackets and dope peddling are a couple of things that come to mind immediately,” McGraw said casually, “but it’s more likely that they’d want them for ‘laundering’ their money. That’s where they alter the accounts of legitimate businesses to include their illegitimate gains so that it looks like they’d got them on the up and up.”


  “Oh!” Laura wailed. “I can’t bear the thought of my father’s stores being used for things like that!”


  “Maybe he can’t, either,” McGraw suggested. “Let’s say the mob approaches him and makes him an offer—a nice percentage of the take in return for the use of his stores. Your father refuses. They make him another offer. He refuses again. Maybe he even threatens to go to the cops. Now he’s got the mob over a barrel. He has something on them, but they have nothing on him. They have to try a little harder to ‘convince’ him.”


  “But why would they make him an offer in the first place?” Laura asked. “You said yourself that my father’s stores have a reputation for honesty.”


  “They’d have to have some reason for thinking their offer would be accepted,” McGraw said. “Some good reason, like Frank Riebe telling them it would be.”


  “Frank!” Laura’s voice betrayed her disgust. “I’ve fought so hard against believing that Frank could be involved in this. But everywhere I turn, I see more and more evidence that he’s behind all of it.”


  “I think we’re getting away from the subject,” Jim pointed out. “A man resembling Laura’s father was spotted in Buffalo. What’s the next step in finding out if it really is Mr. Ramsey, and in getting him back, if it is?”


  “The only way for me to find out for sure is to go to Buffalo. But I’ll need more money,” McGraw said.


  “But that’s impossible! I’ve already paid you two thousand dollars!” Laura protested.


  “Seven days at two hundred a day is fourteen hundred dollars right there. Plus expenses. Information doesn’t come cheap these days. Plus I’m now working on your father’s disappearance ' and the appearance of this green car. I’m doing you a favor not to charge you double, lady,” McGraw said bluntly.


  Trixie’s hands clenched in angry fists. She and Honey wanted to be detectives because they enjoyed helping people to solve their problems. This man was in it only for the money. Laura Ramsey’s problems meant nothing to him.


  “I’ll try to get you more money,” Laura said feebly.


  “You’d better do more than try,” McGraw told her. “I don’t go to Buffalo until the money is in my hands. You know where to send it.” Abruptly, he turned and left the room.


  Laura sank into a chair and buried her face in her hands.


  “Maybe we could take over the case from here,” Honey said desperately. “We’d do it for free.”


  “Oh, sure,” Jim said. “We just drive to Buffalo and go from one seedy restaurant to another. At each one, we ask a waiter, ‘Excuse me, sir. Is this a syndicate hangout?’ Then, when one says yes, we say, ‘Would you please point out the men who are holding Anthony Ramsey prisoner?’ ”


  “Very funny!” Honey said bitterly. Her temper, which so rarely surfaced, was flaring now because of the helplessness she felt. “I suppose you have a better suggestion.”


  Jim hung his head. “No, I haven’t. I’m sorry for making fun of your idea, Honey. I know you just want to help.”


  “You all want to help,” Laura said, raising her head. “I appreciate that more than you can possibly know. But it’s still my problem.”


  “My parents will be home on Sunday,” Honey said. “If you can just wait that long, you can borrow the money from them. I’m sure of it.”


  Laura shook her head. “That will raise questions we’re forbidden to answer.”


  Trixie darted a look at Jim, who nodded. “I know that the first two thousand dollars came from Mr. Lytell, Trix. Laura had to borrow a few dollars from us for the things she needed from town. The whole story came out then.” Relieved that she could say what was on her mind, Trixie mused aloud, “That’s why Laura can’t go to Mr. Wheeler for money. There would be no way of asking without letting him know that Mr. Lytell already lent her some money. That’s what we’re forbidden to do.”


  Laura nodded. “I’m afraid Mr. Lytell has left me no choice but to go back to him for more money. I have nowhere else to turn. Besides, the fastest way that I know of for him to get his two thousand back is to find my father. And the only way to do that, it seems, is to borrow more money. Jim—” she began.


  “I’ll get the station wagon right away,” Jim told her.


  “Would you like us to ride along?” Honey asked.


  Laura shook her head. “I’d be grateful for your company, but I think it would be better if I went alone.”


  I think so, too, Trixie told herself silently. She didn’t envy Laura her dealings with the crotchety old storekeeper.
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  WHEN LAURA AND JIM had left the room, Honey turned to Trixie and said, “Mr. McGraw seemed to take what you said about the census taker pretty seriously. That ought to make you feel a little better.”


  “It ought to,” Trixie agreed, “but I don’t think it does.”


  “Why not?” Honey asked, surprised.


  Trixie stared at the ceiling for a moment, trying to think. “For one thing,” she began reflectively, “Mr. McGraw seems to get carried away with his own theories. I realized that the other day, when it took me so long to figure out why the man in the green car was posing as a census taker. Mr. McGraw had made up his mind that Laura had already been identified, and I sort of took his word for it. But those phony census questions don’t make any sense unless he hadn't identified her, and he was trying to get her name.”


  “But the main thing is that Mr. McGraw warned us that the man in the green car might try to trick us into talking to him. Mr. McGraw’s theory about that wasn’t so farfetched,” Honey pointed out.


  “Well, yes,” Trixie admitted. “That isn’t the only time he’s jumped to a conclusion, though. Laura said that Frank Riebe always seems to be at the bottom of things—but that’s because Mr. McGraw puts him there. He decided right away that the man in the green car was Frank Riebe’s detective; he never even tried to think of another explanation. He brought him up in connection with the syndicate, too.”


  “It sounds perfectly logical to me,” Honey said. “After all, Trixie, Mr. McGraw is a professional detective. He’s been involved in a lot of mysteries. If he jumps to a conclusion, it’s probably because his experience tells him it’s the right one.”


  “That’s just it, Honey,” Trixie protested. “We’ve been in a lot of mysteries, too, and I’d say what we’ve learned is that jumping to conclusions is exactly the wrong thing to do. Remember the time we decided Mr. Maypenny was a poacher?”


  Honey looked at the floor, temporarily taken aback by Trixie’s embarrassing reminder. “All right,” she said, “I’m willing to admit that we should take what Mr. McGraw says with a grain of sand, but—” She broke off as Trixie burst into gales of laughter. “What’s so funny?” she asked in confusion.


  “Y-You said,” Trixie gasped, “that we should take it with a grain of sand! If you don’t know the difference between a grain of salt and a grain of sand—”


  “I’d better not volunteer to make hamburgers at the beach!” Honey finished for her, laughing as she realized her mistake.


  As the laughter died down, Trixie became unusually serious. “I want to tell you something else, Honey,” she said suddenly. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but I don’t feel honest not telling you about it.”


  “What is it?” Honey said, reflecting her friend’s serious mood as she had her hilarious one.


  Trixie chewed her lower lip for a moment before speaking again. “The main reason I decided to stay away from this case isn’t Mr. McGraw at all. It’s Laura Ramsey.”


  “Oh, Trixie,” Honey wailed. “Don’t tell me you’re still jealous.”


  “That isn’t it,” Trixie said. “I mean, I am jealous, a little bit, because Jim’s been so nice to her, and because she’s staying here with you, so I feel a little bit like an outsider. But that isn’t all of it. I’ve thought about it a lot, and I know that isn’t all of it.”


  “Well, then, what else is it?” Honey asked with a perplexed look on her face.


  Trixie raised her shoulders helplessly. “I don’t know.”


  “Well, I do,” Honey said. “You just said Mr. McGraw gets carried away with his own theories, and I think you’re even more guilty of that.” Before Honey could continue, Trixie held up one hand, palm outward, to stop her. “All right, all right. I don’t want to talk about it. I know you like Laura. I don’t. Not entirely, anyway. I don’t want to get into a fight about it. I just felt as though I had to tell you how I feel.”


  Honey pressed her lips together as if she were stifling angry words. When she finally spoke, her tone was mild. “I respect your feelings, Trixie, even though I don’t agree with them. I don’t think we ought to talk about it anymore.”


  “I don’t, either,” Trixie agreed, remembering the one time that she and Honey had let their friendship be affected by a difference of opinion about another person. That time, she thought uncomfortably, Honey had turned out to be right. “I guess I’d better get home,” she said out loud.


  “Why don’t you sleep over tomorrow night?” Honey asked impulsively. “That might make you feel less like an outsider, anyway.”


  Trixie grinned. “As if I have any real reason to feel like an outsider at Manor House!” she said. “I would like to stay over, though. I’ll ask Moms if it’s all right when I get home, and I’ll give you a call. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Honey said, smiling with her hazel eyes as well as with her mouth. “ ‘Bye, Trix.”


  


  Mrs. Belden agreed readily to letting Trixie stay over at Manor House on Saturday night. “In fact,” she said, “I think I’ll declare tomorrow a day of rest for everyone. If the weatherman is right, this heat wave will break tomorrow or Sunday. Then we can all throw ourselves back into our work. Right now, we’re all too limp and cranky to do anything cheerfully.”


  Accordingly, Mrs. Belden announced the following morning that the kitchen was on a one-day vacation schedule. “We’ll have a big brunch at eleven o’clock,” she said. “Before and after that, everyone’s on their own.”


  “Everyone?” Trixie asked pointedly, with a sidelong glance at Bobby, who was waiting expectantly next to the refrigerator.


  Mrs. Belden laughed. “As I said, this is a day of rest. For that reason, I’ll see to it that Bobby is fed—I don’t want to spend my vacation cleaning up the kitchen!”


  The entire family seized on the day-off idea as if it were a week-long trip to an exotic land. Brian and Mart, with a minimum of quarreling, worked out a schedule for use of the backyard hammock. Trixie volunteered to give up a couple of hours of her vacation so that her parents could go for a drive unhampered by their youngest son.


  In a holiday mood, the family gathered around the table for their combination breakfast and lunch. Mart asked permission to change places with Trixie, so that he could watch out the kitchen window for the mail carrier during the meal. “In anticipation of the arrival of auspicious information,” he explained long-windedly.


  When the mail carrier’s truck did pull up, Mart dropped his fork with a clatter and raced out the door.


  “What’s the matter with that boy?” Peter Belden wondered aloud.


  “The only ones who seem to know the answer to that are Mart and Trixie, and neither one of them is telling,” Helen Belden said, with a meaningful glance at her only daughter.


  Trixie concentrated very hard on her plate. This was the first hint her mother had given that she knew Trixie was in on Mart’s secret.


  Trixie was saved from having to say anything by the return of Mart, who was waving a legalsized envelope over his head. “It’s here!” he shouted. He stood at the table and ripped open the envelope. He took out a folded letter, unfolded it, and looked in the envelope as if something was missing. Eyebrows drawn together in a frown, he read the letter. Then, without a word, he sank into his chair.


  “What is it, Mart?” Trixie asked.


  Mart handed her the letter. “Read it,” he said.


  “ ‘Dear Mr. Belden,’ ” Trixie read aloud. “ ‘As you can understand, Carlson Crafts must maintain the highest possible quality in our products in order to compete in the marketplace. We regret to inform you that the products you assembled do not meet our standards; therefore, we are unable to remit your fifty dollars.’ ” Trixie looked up from the letter to Mart, who was sitting with his face hidden in his hands.


  ‘It is not unusual for our suppliers’ first efforts to be unsatisfactory,’ ” the letter continued. “ ‘Generally, more practice is sufficient to correct the initial errors in assembly. If you will send us ten dollars immediately, we will gladly maintain your place on our list of home assemblers and send you an additional five kits. We will also be happy to return your initial product, C.O.D., at your request.’ ”


  Trixie folded the letter carefully, although her impulse was to tear it into a hundred pieces. “I thought the plaques looked fine, Mart,” she said. “Are you going to try another five?”


  Mart lowered his hands and raised his head to look at Trixie. His face was flaming red, but he spoke with as much dignity as he could muster. “I am possessed of a modicum of intelligence,” he said. “At least enough to be cognizant of the fact that, in the current patois, I’ve been ripped off.”


  “Suppose you explain what this is all about,” Peter Belden requested softly.


  Mart turned to his father. “I answered an ad in the back of a magazine. They said they wanted home assemblers for craft products. I sent them ten dollars, and this is what I got,” Mart concluded, waving one hand at the letter.


  “I’m glad it was only ten dollars,” Peter Belden told him. “Most of these get-rich-quick schemes require a bigger investment, although the results are always about the same.”


  “But the ad said your money was guaranteed,” Trixie said. “They have to give you fifty dollars for those plaques.”


  Mart shook his head. “If you’ll recall, the exact wording of the ad said the profit was guaranteed for proper assembly. If they claim the kits weren’t properly assembled, they don’t have to pay.”


  “That’s right,” Peter Belden said. “I’m sure that if you protest, you’ll get another letter, detailing all the so-called flaws in the products. That gets them off the hook. I must admit it’s a clever con job, but con job it is.”


  “Isn’t there anything we can do?” Trixie asked. “Can’t we report them to the Better Business Bureau, or sue, or—or something?”


  “A lawsuit would cost much more than the ten dollars Mart has already lost, and there’s very little chance of winning. A letter to the Better Business Bureau is a good idea, but there’s probably a list of complaints a mile long already on file. The problem is that the people who are lured in by schemes like this are the very ones who are unlikely to check up on the reputation of the company.”


  “Like me,” Mart said miserably.


  “Like you in some ways,” his father agreed. “They’re people who want jobs and money and the things that money can buy, but who are too young or too old or in some other way unqualified for most work.”


  “Those are the very people who can least afford to spend ten dollars on a crooked scheme like this,” Helen Belden said in a pained voice.


  “There must be something we can do,” Trixie said.


  “I think you’d have to start by changing our whole society,” Brian said solemnly. “You’d have to get rid of all the ads on television and in the papers that make people want things they don’t really need. You’d have to convince people that there’s more to life than owning more and more things every year.”


  “You’d also have to make people realize that their worth as human beings doesn’t depend on how much money they have,” Peter Belden added.


  “Ouch! That was ‘a very palpable hit,’ as the Bard put it,” Mart said.


  “Mart wanted to make some money so that he could help out with his college tuition and help Jim support the boys’ school,” Trixie explained.


  Peter Belden reached out and put his hand on Mart’s shoulder. “That’s a very worthy ambition, son,” he said sympathetically. “It’s one you’ll achieve, too, I’m sure. That’s how you’re different from some of the other people who answer ads like that one. You have the intelligence and ability to get a good, legitimate job one day soon.”


  “If I have so much intelligence, why did I answer that ad?” Mart asked miserably.


  “Because you wanted to help Dad and Jim,” Trixie told him loyally.


  “And because the people at this Carlson Company are more intelligent than you are when it comes to deception,” his father added. “They’re so clever, in fact, that I think you can pride yourself on seeing through the scheme as soon as you did. I’m sure there are many people who send a second ten dollars and a third—and possibly even a fourth, still believing that they’ll be able to turn out a product the company will pay them for.”


  Mart gave his father a lopsided smile. “Faint praise, but a source of consolation, nonetheless.” He reached for a bowl of fried potatoes. “I will assuage my aching pride with alimentary delights.”


  His family laughed, relieved that Mart was taking his defeat with good humor. Trixie knew, though, that Mart’s hurt and embarrassment would last a long, long time.


  That afternoon, Trixie told Honey about Mart’s experience. Her best friend’s hazel eyes were on the verge of tears as she listened to the story.


  “That’s awful!” Honey exclaimed. “How could anyone be that mean? Those people are just taking someone’s willingness to work and turning it against them!”


  “It makes me angry, too,” Trixie said. “The worst part of it is that I’ve suddenly realized the same thing has just happened to us!”


  “To us?” Honey repeated, puzzled. “We haven’t answered any ads.”


  “We answered a phony request for help,” Trixie countered. “You know what I’m talking about.”


  “Oh, Trixie—” Honey began.


  “Don’t ‘Oh, Trixie’ me, Honey Wheeler. It’s the exact same thing, and I’m willing to admit it, even if you aren’t. Mark McGraw used our willingness to work with a real detective against us. He wasn’t honest enough to tell us we’d just be in his way... that he was too important to waste time with a couple of kids. Instead, he made up a bunch of phony assignments, which we spent hours working on, when he never intended to do anything with them.”


  “You don’t know that for a fact,” Honey argued. “You’re jumping to a conclusion, just as you accused him of doing. What I said before still stands: We did discuss strangers in town, and we don't need our depositions until the case goes to court. As for the map, maybe Mr. McGraw had already found out, through one of his contacts, that Mr. Ramsey had been taken out of the area, to Buffalo. I admit that Mr. McGraw wouldn’t have the good manners to apologize for having us draw the map for nothing, but that doesn’t make him dishonest.” Honey paused for breath. Then she added, “You had a chance to prove that Mr. McGraw wasn’t interested in the assignments; you only had to remind him about them. But you didn’t do it. You just jumped to your own conclusions and refused to have anything more to do with the case.”


  “I still say that reminding him of the assignments wouldn’t prove a thing. If you think it’ll prove something, I’m willing to try it.” Trixie stood up and walked to the door of Honey’s room. “Come on,” she said over her shoulder.


  “Where are we going?” Honey asked.


  “We’re going to use the telephone to call Mark McGraw in New York City. I want you to be listening in. He’ll probably say he wants the assignments, after he finally remembers giving them to us. But you’ll hear the dishonesty in his voice first.”


  “He could be in Buffalo by now,” Honey said. “Laura sent him the money yesterday.”


  “Then I can at least leave a message with his secretary. Oh, Honey, I felt so helpless when Dad told Mart there was nothing he could do about losing his money to those crooks. Well, this is something I can do something about—and I’m going to do it!”


  Honey knew her best friend too well to think that there was a chance of getting her to change her mind once she was as set on a course of action as she was at the moment. Reluctantly, she followed her sandy-haired friend to the telephone table in the upstairs hallway.


  Trixie lifted the receiver, then held the button down for a moment as she remembered something she wanted to say to Honey. “I’ll pay for the call out of my next allowance. Just let me know how much it is.”


  In spite of herself, Honey giggled. “There may be some dishonest people in the world, Trixie Belden, but you certainly aren’t one of them. I’m your partner, so I’ll pay for half of the call. Now, dial!”


  Trixie dialed the number for directory assistance in New York City. When the operator answered, she said, “I’d like a listing for a Mark McGraw. He’s a private detective.”


  “One moment, please,” the operator said. Computer sounds came through the wire as Trixie waited impatiently. “Still checking,” the operator said.


  Trixie shifted from one foot to the other. She straightened as the operator came back on the line. “Checking in the white pages and in the business directory under ‘Investigators-Private,’ I find no listing for a Mark McGraw. I’m sorry.” Trixie barely remembered to thank the operator before she slammed down the receiver and turned to Honey, who was watching her expectantly. “That detective is a fake!” Trixie snapped.
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  HONEY LOOKED STUNNED. “There must be some mistake,” she said breathlessly.


  “The operator couldn’t find a listing for Mark McGraw in New York City. That doesn’t leave much room for mistakes,” Trixie said solemnly.


  Honey shook her head in reluctant agreement, then brightened. “Maybe his name isn’t spelled the way it sounds,” she said.


  “How many ways can there be to spell ‘McGraw’?” Trixie asked scornfully.


  Honey snapped her fingers. “M-c-G-r-a-t-h, for one,” she said. “Daddy has a friend who spells his name that way and pronounces it ‘McGraw.’ I remember one time Daddy had a meeting with him, and he told Miss Trask to call and say he’d be late. Miss Trask got absolutely frantic, because she couldn’t find the name in Daddy’s address book. She finally called Mr. McGraw—spelled t-h—and it turned out to be the right person.”


  Trixie reached for the phone. “I’ll call the operator back—”


  “No,” Honey interrupted. “I have a better idea. Daddy has the New York City telephone directories in his office. We’ll look there. Then we’re bound to find Mark McGraw, no matter how he spells his name.”


  The girls spent the next twenty minutes huddled together over the directories, their shoulders touching as one read a left-hand page and the other read a right.


  When Trixie finally straightened up, clutching her aching back, her face was pale under its covering of freckles. “There’s not a single name listed under ‘Investigators-Private’ that could possibly be Mark McGraw’s, no matter how he spells it.”


  Honey, too, straightened up, reluctantly admitting, “I’m afraid you’re right, Trixie. I—I guess I knew you were right all along, but I just didn’t want to believe it. Do you realize what this means for Laura? She’s put all her faith in Mark McGraw’s ability to find her father.”


  Trixie shook her head, her jaws clenched. “Laura Ramsey has put in all Mr. Lytell’s money, you mean,” she said through gritted teeth. “I bet they’re in this together.”


  “Trixie!” Honey’s exclamation was filled with shock and horror. “You can’t mean that!”


  “What else can it mean?” Trixie asked desperately. “How do you explain Laura’s hiring a phony detective? It can’t be an accident.”


  Honey chewed on her lower lip, her hazel eyes sweeping the room as if hoping to find a better explanation written on one of the walls.


  “Where is she?” Trixie asked softly.


  Honey looked at her best friend nervously. “She’s down at the lake, taking a swim.”


  “Let’s go,” Trixie said abruptly, heading for the door.


  “We can’t— I mean, maybe we should talk this over with Jim or somebody, before we go making wild accusations.”


  “Wild!” Trixie, herself, sounded a bit wild by this time! “Laura Ramsey brought in someone she said was a detective, whose name, she said, was Mark McGraw, and who supposedly came from New York City. Now we find out that no such person exists. That’s a wild accusation?”


  Honey held up both hands in a gesture of despair. “All right,” she said. “Let’s go ask Laura about Mark McGraw. But please, Trixie, try to be tactful. If there is some logical explanation, I don’t want Laura to feel as though she’s under suspicion.”


  “I don’t know, sometimes, how you can be so trusting, Honey,” Trixie said. She continued quickly, before Honey could interrupt. “But I’ll be tactful, I promise.”


  The girls found Laura stretched out on a towel on the beach near the boathouse. Her body glistened with suntan oil, and cotton pads covered her eyes. The girls hovered for a moment, not sure how to make their presence known. Then Honey cleared her throat softly.


  Laura sat up with a start, the cotton pads dropping unnoticed into her lap. She shaded her eyes with one hand and squinted up at the girls, smiling when she recognized them. “Going swimming?” she asked. “It’s too nice a day to do anything else, I think.”


  “N-No,” Honey said, “we didn’t come here to go swimming. Actually, there’s something we wanted to ask you.”


  Trixie thought she saw Laura’s body stiffen. Could she have some inkling that she’d been found out? Trixie wondered. She decided to let Honey do the talking. Tact was her friend’s talent, not her own.


  Honey cleared her throat again and sat down on the sand next to Laura. “Do you remember the first time Mark McGraw was here, how he gave Trixie and me some assignments to work on?” She waited for Laura’s nod, then went on. “Well, we suddenly realized that we’d never given them to him. We—we thought he might need them, so we decided to call him and offer to mail them to his office. We... well, we couldn’t get his number. I mean, the directory assistance operator told us there was no listing for such a person.”


  Trixie had stopped breathing as she watched Laura Ramsey’s face, wondering if the woman would burst into tears and confess or bolt and run, trying to get away. Nothing in Trixie’s imaginings had prepared her for Laura’s actual reaction: The frightened look on her face vanished, and she began to laugh!


  “Of course you didn’t find a listing,” Laura said. “Mr. McGraw doesn’t have one. You see, he works for a large firm of detectives; it’s one of the oldest in the state. They don’t list each of their investigators individually, of course. And for reasons you can probably understand, his home number is unlisted.”


  Trixie stared at the ground and let out her pent-up breath slowly. She felt, rather than saw, Honey glance at her briefly before turning her attention back to Laura. “I was sure there was some explanation,” she said.


  “Actually,” Laura Ramsey said, “I thought I had explained, back when I first came here. A friend of mine who had a necklace stolen recommended Mr. McGraw to me. She had simply called the detective firm, and she was lucky enough to have Mr. McGraw assigned to her case. She was so impressed with him that she asked him for several of his business cards, which she handed out to her friends. She wanted to make sure that they’d be able to get him, personally, if they ever needed a detective.” Laura Ramsey had picked up her bottle of suntan oil and began applying another coat to her arms as she spoke. “The card is in my suitcase, back at the house. When I come up, I’ll find it and give it to you. I do think that Mr. McGraw should have those assignments of yours.”


  “Thank you,” Honey said politely. She stood up and brushed the sand off her jeans. “Shall we go back to the house?” she asked Trixie sweetly.


  Trixie nodded, still unwilling to speak or to look her friend in the eye. She knew that a stern lecture on her suspiciousness awaited her, but she knew, too, that she deserved it.


  Honey said nothing on the way back to the house, however. It was as if she knew that Trixie’s conscience would be much harsher than she could be.


  Trixie, too, avoided discussing what had happened, although she could not dismiss it from her mind. Back in Honey’s room, her eyes scanned the pages of a borrowed book, but her mind absorbed little of what she read. For some reason, she thought about Bobby. There was something he’d said that she wanted to remember, but it eluded her.


  At dinner, too, Trixie was distracted and unusually quiet. When Jim commented on it, she could only say lamely, “It’s just the heat, I guess.” She did manage a small smile, but Jim’s piercing gaze told her that her reply had not satisfied him.


  Trixie had a feeling of floating in space. Although her suspicions had been disproved, they had not been dismissed. The distrust of Laura Ramsey that she had so carefully kept to herself had been given free rein for a while that afternoon. Now, again, she was finding it hard to control it.


  When dinner was over, she stood next to her chair for a moment, watching almost jealously as Celia cleared the table. The best cure for her free-floating feeling, she knew, would be to anchor herself with useful work. But her usual chores simply didn’t exist at Manor House.


  “What do you want to do until bedtime?” Honey asked, as if reading her friend’s thoughts.


  “I don’t know,” Trixie told her. “We don’t usually have much trouble filling time, since we can talk for hours and hours. But tonight I feel I ought to keep my mouth shut as much as I possibly can.”


  Honey smiled sympathetically. “I know why you feel that way, but I miss your chatter. Jim did, too, tonight at dinner. We can find something to talk about that won’t remind us of... well, of things we don’t want to talk about.”


  Trixie shook her head. “No matter what we start out talking about, we always come back to mysteries. I think I’d be better off just trying to read a book. Do you mind if I get something else out of the library?”


  “Help yourself,” Honey told her. “I’ll be up in my room.”


  Trixie nodded and went to the library. Lost in her own thoughts, she was unaware of Laura Ramsey’s voice until she’d already opened the door and stepped into the room.


  “All right, darling,” Laura was saying into the telephone. “I’ll see you soon.” Laura hung up the receiver and started to leave the room. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Trixie. Her face seemed flushed, but whether it was from embarrassment or sunbathing, Trixie couldn’t be sure. “That was my father’s secretary,” Laura said. “I’ve been calling her every day or two to let her know I’m all right. I don’t want her to get suspicious, you know.”


  Trixie nodded, her eyes still on Laura’s face. She tried to imagine herself calling Peter Belden’s secretary “darling,” but it was impossible!


  Laura hurried past Trixie and left the library. Trixie forced herself to concentrate on the rows of books. Then, finding something that looked as though it might hold her attention, she went upstairs to Honey’s room.


  A half hour later, she slammed the book shut. “It’s no use,” she told Honey. “I can’t keep my mind on what I’m reading. I keep going over the same sentence two or three times and still don’t know what it’s about.”


  Honey carefully marked her place in her own book before she closed it. “What would you like to do?” she asked.


  “I’ve been feeling up in the air all evening,” Trixie said. “One thing that might help is to take care of some unfinished business.” She stood up resolutely. “You get out our assignments. I’m going to ask Laura Ramsey for Mark McGraw’s business card.” Before Honey could protest, Trixie left the room.


  She walked down the long upstairs hallway to the room where Laura Ramsey had been staying. She knocked softly and waited for an answer, but there was none. She knocked again more loudly. Still there was no response.


  Glancing down, Trixie saw that light was shining through the bottom of the door. “If she isn’t there, I really ought to turn off the light. It’s wrong to waste electricity.” Trixie ignored the small squirm in her stomach that accompanied the lie she’d just told herself. She opened the door.


  The room was empty. Trixie’s gaze swept the room and stopped at the closet. The door was open, revealing empty hangers dangling from the rod.


  Trixie entered the room boldly and searched it hurriedly. The drawers of the dresser, too, were empty. There were no cosmetics, no toothpaste, no toothbrush in the adjoining bathroom.


  Trixie ran back down the hallway and burst into Honey’s room. “Laura’s gone!” she announced breathlessly.


  “Gone where?” Honey asked in confusion.


  Trixie’s hands made excited circles in the air. “Away!” she exclaimed vaguely. “I don’t know where, exactly, but I have a hunch. Tell Jim to get the station wagon right away!”


  Honey opened her mouth to protest, then closed it and hurried out of the room.


  Trixie stood frozen for a moment, her stomach churning. She had a momentary twinge of fear that this time, too, she might be mistaken. Suddenly, comfortingly, she remembered Bobby’s words: “Then how do you know he disappeared?” They didn’t know, she realized, if Anthony Ramsey had ever existed! If there was the slightest chance that her hunch was right, there wasn’t a moment to lose.


  She started to run downstairs, then paused and looked back over her shoulder at the telephone standing in the upstairs hall. She debated for a moment. The phone call she knew she ought to make would only add to her embarrassment if she were wrong. She clenched and unclenched her fists nervously, then ran back up the stairs. She dialed the number that her parents had forced her to memorize so long ago, grateful now—as she had been many times before—that they had done so. When a gruff voice answered, she said, “Send a squad car to Mr. Lytell’s store on Glen Road right away.” She hung up before the policeman could ask her to explain.


  She ran back downstairs and out the front door. The station wagon was waiting, motor running, with Jim and Honey already inside.


  Trixie jumped into the backseat. “Drive to Mr. Lytell’s store right away,” she demanded.


  Without pausing to ask questions, Jim put the car in gear and started down the driveway.


  Trixie looked past Honey at him gratefully. Then, realizing that an explanation was in order, although he hadn’t demanded one, she spoke as rapidly as she could. “I went into Laura’s room to get Mr. McGraw’s card. The room was empty! The clothes you’d lent her and everything else were gone. Then it all fell into place. I’d surprised her on the phone in the library right after dinner. She called somebody ‘darling’ and said she’d see him soon. She told me it was her father’s secretary, but I didn’t believe it. When I saw she was gone, I knew right away it was Mark McGraw she was talking to. She was afraid we were onto them, and she’d decided she’d better get away from Manor House. She’d called him to let him know—maybe even to pick her up. I called the police while Honey got you, Jim.”


  Trixie stopped abruptly and looked at Jim. “Gleeps, Jim,” she wailed, “how could you like a crook like Laura?”


  Jim looked surprised. “Like her? Who said I like her?”


  “But you were so nice to her! You took her places and went for walks with her and spent so much time with her and....” Trixie ran out of things to say.


  “Trix,” Jim said, after a thoughtful pause, “first of all, I didn’t know she was a crook. In the second place, I’m not going to let what someone else is change what I am. I hope I’m nice to everyone.”


  “You are, Jim, and I guess I just jumped to the wrong conclusion, as usual.” Trixie slumped contritely, the pink of her face feeling hot.


  “You jump to the right conclusion when it really counts, Trix,” Jim told her with a smile. “We all should have paid more attention to your hunch about Laura. Speaking of Laura,” he continued, “I think we’d better stop here and go the rest of the way on foot.” He stepped on the brakes to slow the car, then pulled it to the side of the road not far from Mr. Lytell’s store.


  “Yes,” Trixie agreed. “If they know we’re here, they might make a run for it, and I don’t know if we could stop them. Mark McGraw is a pretty tough customer.”


  “You think they’ll get Laura’s car back before they go,” Honey guessed.


  “Of course they will,” Jim interjected. “That’s an expensive piece of machinery. They’d never leave it behind.”


  “I don’t think they’ll leave the rest of Mr. Lytell’s money behind, either, if they can help it,” Trixie said solemnly.


  Jim and Honey both turned to Trixie with looks of startled realization, but their friend was already scrambling out of the car. They got out, too, and followed her, hurrying silently down the road and up to a back window of the store. The shade was down, but faint rays of light escaped at the sides.


  For a moment, they heard nothing. Trixie was beginning to wonder if her suspicions were once again wrong, when an angry curse came from inside the building. “This old safe might as well be made of granite. I can’t get it busted open.”


  Trixie felt Honey’s hand on her arm. Both girls had recognized Mark McGraw’s voice immediately. Trixie turned to look at Jim, and he nodded silently.


  “Well, then, let’s get out of here,” a woman’s voice said from inside the store. The poised tones of Laura Ramsey were gone. The voice was so shrill that it was barely recognizable.


  “Just give me a few more minutes with this safe,” McGraw insisted.


  “Your few minutes could cost us a few years in prison,” Laura Ramsey told him. “I say we get out of here now. This whole con has been a bust from the beginning. We should have tapped the Wheelers, like we’d planned.”


  “Lytell was a good mark, I tell you,” McGraw said. “I did a lot of nosing around before I decided to go with him. Wheeler was no good. He’s gone too much, for one thing. And he’s too smart. But all those rumors said Lytell had plenty of money stashed—and that he was dumb enough to fall for a con like ours. It was a perfect setup.”


  “If it was so perfect,” Laura Ramsey asked sarcastically, “why are we leaving town with three lousy grand?”


  “Because those rotten kids got in on the act. How was I to know they’d ride down that road before Lytell did the day I planted the wallet? Anyway, three grand isn’t bad for a week’s work. Lytell probably doesn’t have enough more to risk staying around for, anyhow. You did a great job of stringing them along, getting the extra thousand out of Lytell. It’ll tide us over until we can find another mark.”


  “All right, all right. Everything worked out just great. Now let’s get out of here!” Laura said shrilly.


  Trixie strained her ears for the sound of a police car, but she heard nothing. For the first time, she was aware that Honey was no longer at her side. She turned to look for her just as Honey reappeared, her finger to her lips to discourage questions.


  The back door to Mr. Lytell’s store opened and closed. The three Bob-Whites remained frozen in the shadows of the bushes, wondering frantically what they could do to keep the two con artists from getting away before the police arrived.


  Impulsively, Trixie darted forward, just as Laura Ramsey and Mark McGraw went past the bushes on the way to their cars. “Hi,” she said brightly. “Were you looking for Mr. Lytell?”


  The two culprits froze for a moment. Then Laura Ramsey resumed her poised, rich-girl attitude and returned Trixie’s smile. “Why—why yes, we were, as a matter of fact. Mr. McGraw had some good news to report. He’s found my father. He’s... he’s taking me to him now. We were hoping to catch Mr. Lytell still at the store, but he’s not here. Have you... have you been here long?”


  Trixie’s temper was seething. She no longer felt like going along with Laura Ramsey’s game. “I’ve been here long enough,” she said grimly.


  Laura’s face hardened as she realized that they’d been found out.


  Mark McGraw showed no visible signs of emotion. Moving with a swiftness that seemed impossible for a man of his build, he surged forward and grabbed Trixie by one arm, pulling a gun out of his coat pocket with his free hand. “Why, you little snoop!” he snarled menacingly.


  “Hold it right there!” a voice from the shadows interrupted. “You’re surrounded!”


  Trixie felt a momentary thrill of relief. Then she realized that the voice was Jim’s. The police hadn’t yet arrived, and the two criminals were far from being surrounded. But they don't know that, Trixie thought.


  McGraw had loosened his grip on Trixie’s arm as he turned to the voice. Instantly, Trixie wrenched herself free and bent low at the waist to keep her arm out of reach while she pulled her leg back as far as it would go and brought it forward with a powerful jerk.


  Mark McGraw howled when Trixie’s foot connected with his shin. She turned and darted back to the shadows where Jim and Honey were still standing.


  McGraw aimed his gun in their direction momentarily, peering into the gloom for a target.


  Laura Ramsey tugged at his arm. “Let’s just get out of here,” she shrieked.


  Reluctantly, McGraw followed her to the spot behind the building where his car was parked next to hers.


  They got into their cars and started their motors. Both revved the engines as they put the cars in gear. But the cars moved slowly, and the rear ends swerved so that the rear fenders collided.


  Honey jumped up and down and clapped her hands together softly. “I let the air out of their tires!” she whispered excitedly.


  Trixie turned to Honey in astonishment, then clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. Now she knew where Honey had disappeared to while she and Jim had been listening at the window.


  The giggle died in her throat as she realized that she still didn’t know what they were going to do next.


  That question, too, was answered as a black and white police car squealed into the driveway of Mr. Lytell’s store.


  Mark McGraw and Laura Ramsey froze in the glare of the police car’s headlights as they were climbing from their cars.


  “Hold it right there!” a familiar voice shouted.


  Two uniformed policemen ran from the car and clapped handcuffs on the con artists.


  “Whew!” Trixie let herself relax for a minute. Then she suddenly scrambled for the back door of the general store. “We almost forgot Mr.


  Lytell,” she shouted.


  Inside, they found the store owner tied and gagged. He was unharmed but sputtering with indignation.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, when Trixie, Honey, and Jim were ushered into Sergeant Molinson’s office, Trixie walked directly to the sergeant’s desk. She laid a sheaf of papers on the desk top. “That’s my deposition,” she said, trying hard to sound casual. “I think it might come in handy when this case goes to court.”


  Sergeant Molinson looked at Trixie with the surprised expression of someone who thought there could be no surprises left. “How did you know about depositions?” he asked.


  “Mr. McGraw told us all about them,” Trixie said, a smug note in her voice. “Only I don’t suppose his real name is McGraw, is it?”


  “I don’t suppose so,” Sergeant Molinson agreed. “So far, though, our prisoners aren’t telling us their real names—or anything else. The only information we have about them has come from Mr. Anderson, here.”


  Trixie looked in thre direction the sergeant indicated and was astonished to see the young census taker! “You mean you really are Frank Riebe’s detective?” she asked.


  “I’ve never heard of Frank Riebe,” the man told her, “but I am a detective. I was hired by a man who had been the victim of a con job. He wanted me to find the two people who bilked him out of ten thousand dollars.”


  “Ten thousand!” Mr. Lytell had been sitting morosely in a corner of the room, as if he’d lost his last friend. The exclamation had burst from him almost without his knowing it.


  Burt Anderson nodded. “That’s right. They took my client for ten thousand dollars in cash, plus money for clothing and incidentals for the woman. He was too embarrassed to go to the police and admit he’d been suckered. He hired me to find the two cons. Once he had them where the police could seize them, he would have reported the incident, of course,” he added, with a nod in the sergeant’s direction.


  Sergeant Molinson snorted. “He would have reported the incident if he couldn’t get his money back, you mean,” he said.


  Burt Anderson grinned at the sergeant. “Anyway,” he continued explaining to Trixie, “I tracked the two to Sleepyside. I found out there was a woman staying with either your family or the Wheelers who fit the description, and I tried to get close enough to her to confirm it. No such luck.”


  Trixie blushed as she remembered the lengths to which the Bob-Whites had gone to keep Burt Anderson from getting any information about Laura Ramsey. She herself had helped, even though she hadn’t trusted the woman from the beginning!


  “H-How did you know that Laura Ramsey, or whatever her name is, had been arrested?” Trixie asked.


  “A good detective has contacts,” Burt Anderson replied.


  Trixie giggled at this echo of Mark McGraw. “That’s what I’ve heard,” she said. “I guess you are a good detective, in more ways than one. You don’t look like a detective, though.”


  Burt grinned. “That’s another thing that makes me a good detective,” he said.


  “As usual,” Sergeant Molinson interrupted, “you seem to be getting a good deal more information than you’re giving, Miss Belden. Would you care to tell me about your involvement in this case, or do I have to rely strictly on your written version?”


  Trixie turned and looked at Honey and Jim, but they nodded at her to begin. “Well, I think we have it all pretty much pieced together now,” she said, “after what we heard last night outside the store. It sounded as if they originally planned to pull their con on Mr. Wheeler. But Mr. McGraw decided that wouldn’t work, so they chose Mr. Lytell instead.” She looked at the storekeeper sympathetically.


  “They must have known that he rides along Glen Road every noon,” Trixie continued, “so they planted the wallet there for him to find. They probably would have worked their con without anyone else in town finding out about it. Unfortunately for them, Honey and I rode along that road just before noon, and we found the wallet.”


  “If they’d known at the time who they were dealing with, they probably would have dropped the whole thing right there,” Jim said, his eyes twinkling. “It would be worth losing their hundred-dollar bill just to avoid Supersleuths Trixie and Honey.”


  Trixie shook her head. “I don’t feel like much of a supersleuth where this case is concerned. Honey and I played right into Laura’s hands. Why, I was the one who suggested that Mr. Lytell take her car as collateral for a loan!”


  Burt Anderson nodded. “That’s the way a good con artist operates. He—or she—sets things up so that the mark always feels in control.”


  “Mark?” Honey questioned. “Do you mean Mr. McGraw?”


  Sergeant Molinson chuckled. “The mark is what con artists call their victims. I suspect your phony detective was having a little private joke when he chose that name.”


  “Anyway,” the real detective continued, “the con never seems to be pushing the mark—the victim—to accept the deal. In this case—and in the case of my client—the woman drives up in a flashy sports car. Then, at some point in the conversation, she makes what seems to be a passing reference to it, working in the fact that it’s brand-new and completely paid for. Nothing could be more logical than for the mark to take the bait, to offer a loan with the car as collateral.”


  “That’s just what happened,” Trixie confirmed. “She probably showed a great deal of reluctance to take the money, too,” the detective guessed. “She probably implied that she had a good deal more to lose than Mr. Lytell had.”


  “Exactly!” the storekeeper exclaimed. “Why, she made it sound as though she didn’t trust me to hold the car until she paid back the money. She said it wasn’t because the car was so expensive but because it might be a last gift from her father.”


  “Playing on your sympathy like that undoubtedly made you almost force the money on her,” Burt concluded. “She’s a clever one, all right.”


  “She certainly is,” Trixie agreed. “I started thinking last night, after the police arrested her, about everything that had happened. Even though she and her partner had worked things out carefully in advance, there were a lot of things that they couldn’t have been expecting— like your showing up looking for them. But she glossed it all over so smoothly.”


  “That’s right,” Honey said. “She had all of us convinced that you’d been hired by her father’s evil partner, and that something awful would happen if you caught up with her.”


  “Something awful would have happened,” Trixie said. “But not what she made us think. That isn’t the most amazing thing, though. I mean, she had quite a bit of time to make that story up. The thing that gives me goose bumps is the way she reacted when we told her Mark McGraw was a fake. She made up that whole story on the spot, about why he didn’t have a phone listing. And she calmly started putting on fresh suntan oil so we wouldn’t think to ask her to go get his card right then. What nerve!” Trixie shivered.


  “Even outside the store last night, I think she was ready to con her way out of the situation,” Jim said.


  “You’d be amazed at how far con artists are willing to go,” Burt Anderson said. “I’ve heard stories of them walking away from fifty thousand dollars in cash that was lying on a table within arm’s reach, because they had a chance at bigger money down the road. Some of them have played the same con over and over again, literally for a whole career, without ever getting caught.”


  “How can they keep from getting caught?” Trixie asked incredulously. “Word must get out—”


  “No, it doesn’t,” Sergeant Molinson interrupted. “Con artists play on people’s greed first and on their pride second. Many people, like Mr. Anderson’s client, help the con artists by refusing to press charges. They’re afraid of looking foolish if word gets out. So they keep quiet and take their losses, and the con artists move on to their next victims.”


  “Well, I’m not going to keep quiet and take my losses,” Mr. Lytell said. “I want my money back.”


  Sergeant Molinson nodded approvingly, and Burt Anderson said, “Usually all it takes is one person to get the ball rolling. Once my client hears that you’ve agreed to testify, I’m sure he’ll come forward. After that, other victims of these two swindlers will undoubtedly appear. The only problem then will be deciding which charges to try them on first.”


  “Of course, the ones who have waited won’t have such a good chance of getting their money back,” Sergeant Molinson added. “These people tend to live pretty high on the hog. They have to, to be convincing.”


  “If Laura Ramsey had shown up in blue jeans and a T-shirt and driving a beat-up old car, we never would have believed her,” Trixie concurred.


  “You didn’t believe her, anyway,” Honey added loyally. “You were the only one who didn’t trust her completely, and you were right. I should have known better than to argue against your detective instincts.”


  Trixie shook her head. “I wasn’t so sure myself, at the end. Every time I was sure, Laura came up with a story that made my suspicions look silly. Last night, outside the store, when Laura said she’d come to tell Mr. Lytell her father had been found, there was a part of me that almost wondered if she wasn’t lying and if I’d wind up in hot water for phoning in a false alarm to the police!”


  “A false alarm is exactly what the desk sergeant thought it was,” Sergeant Molinson told her. “He wasn’t going to send a squad car out at all, since you hadn’t given your name and address. Luckily for you, I was just going off duty at the time. I heard him slam down the phone, and I asked him who’d called. ‘Some kid wants us to send a car to Lytell’s store,’ he said. ‘Some kid?’ I asked. ‘A boy or a girl?’ ‘A girl, I think,’ he said. Well, I hesitated for a moment; I was off duty, after all, and I just wanted to get home to my easy chair.


  “Then I thought of all those lectures I’d given you Bob-Whites about reporting things to the police. ‘What if they’re finally following orders, and I ignore them?’ I asked myself. That’s when I called for one of the guys and headed out Glen Road.”


  “It’s a good thing for us you did,” Jim said. “With both their cars out of commission, their only means of escape would have been the Bob-White station wagon. I think they would have taken it, with three of the Bob-Whites along for company.”


  “Oh, Jim,” Honey wailed. “I never thought of that when I was letting the air out of their tires. I could have made everything much worse by doing that!”


  “Nothing could have been worse than letting those crooks get away,” Trixie told her consolingly. She turned back to Sergeant Molinson. “You said before that the people who waited to press charges probably won’t get their money back. Does that mean that Mr. Lytell will?” Sergeant Molinson nodded. “They had all but a couple hundred of his money on them when they were arrested. As long as he has witnesses who will testify that he did in fact hand money over to them, he’ll get it all back.”


  “Oh, that’s perfectly perfect!” Honey exclaimed. “I would have felt terrible if Mr. Lytell had lost any of his money. I would have felt as though it was all my fault, since I urged him to help Laura.”


  “I did, too,” Trixie added.


  “There’s no reason for you two to feel that way,” the sergeant said. “Remember what Mr. Anderson just told you. Those con artists had already chosen Mr. Lytell as their mark. They would have gotten the money out of him one way or another, with you or without you.”


  Mr. Lytell’s whiskers bobbed up and down indignantly. “It certainly didn’t help any to have those two youngsters cooing over that dishonest woman, telling me how pathetic she was and how I just had to help her,” he said.


  Trixie and Honey looked shamefaced, but Sergeant Molinson winked at them before he turned a stern gaze on Mr. Lytell. “Are you trying to tell me you would have refused to help a lady in distress?” he asked.


  It was Mr. Lytell’s turn to look shamefaced. “Well,” he said slowly, “perhaps I would have done something. But I have to admit that when she mentioned a possible reward, I was more generous than I might have been otherwise. You see,” he explained apologetically, “what I have saved for a rainy day doesn’t seem like very much these days.” He threw a quick glance at Honey and Jim and looked away again just as quickly, his face reddening slightly as he added, “A man’s plans change sometimes, too.”


  “We’re sure you had your reasons,” Honey said tactfully. “I can’t speak for those at Crabapple Farm, of course,” she added with a twinkle in her eyes, “but I’m sure that everyone at Manor House appreciates your efforts to help Laura, even if she did turn out to be a con artist.”


  Trixie, recognizing her best friend’s allusion to Miss Trask, added mischievously, “Maybe Mr. Anderson’s client will give you a reward, Mr. Lytell. Would that help your change of plans?”


  The storekeeper turned apoplectic. “My plans are none of your business, you meddling youngster, you! You just stay out of my affairs!”


  “It’s a good thing she did meddle in your affairs, Mr. Lytell,” Sergeant Molinson reminded the storekeeper. “This time, anyway,” he added.


  “Yes, indeed,” Burt Anderson put in. “I don’t believe my client is offering a reward, but if he is, it really ought to go to these ‘meddling youngsters.’ In fact, it seems to me that you are the one who should be rewarding them.”


  “Reward!” Mr. Lytell bleated. “What do you think I am, some kind of millionaire? Why, I can’t afford—” He broke off suddenly as he glanced from Trixie to Honey to Jim. “I suppose a small reward would be fair,” he said. “But I want it taken into account that these young people helped get me into this mess before they helped get me out of it.”


  Sergeant Molinson looked as if he were set to give Mr. Lytell another scolding, but Honey interrupted. “We wouldn’t think of asking for any reward, Mr. Lytell. We were glad to help.”


  “Honey’s right,” Jim told the storekeeper. “We don’t want a thing.”


  “I do,” Trixie said firmly.


  Honey and Jim turned to her in surprise. Of all the Bob-Whites, Trixie was usually the most generous and the least willing to accept any sort of payment for her services.


  Trixie returned their look with a defiant one, chin up. “There’s something I want Mr. Lytell to spend part of his money on when he gets it back. It won’t cost him anything, in the long run.” She turned to the storekeeper, struggling to keep a straight face. “What I want,” she said, “is for you to buy a whole case of strawberry pop.”
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