

[image: ]




[image: ]




This is a reissue edition of a book that was originally published in 1951. While some words have been changed to regularize spelling within the book and between books in the series, the text has not been updated to reflect current attitudes and beliefs.

Copyright © 1951, renewed 1979 by Random House, Inc. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published by Golden Books, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 1951.


www.randomhouse.com/kids

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Campbell, Julie, 1908–
[Trixie Belden and the gatehouse mystery]
The gatehouse mystery / by Julie Campbell; illustrated by Mary Stevens; cover illustration by Michael Koelsch.
   p. cm. — (Trixie Belden; #3)
Originally published: Trixie Belden and the gatehouse mystery. Racine, Wis.:
Whitman Pub. Co., 1951.
SUMMARY: When Trixie Belden and Honey Wheeler find a cut diamond embedded in the dirt floor of the old abandoned gatehouse, they set out to find whoever left it there.
eISBN: 978-0-307-80870-7
[1. Diamonds—Fiction. 2. Robbers and outlaws—Fiction. 3. Mystery and detective stories.] I. Stevens, Mary, ill. II. Koelsch, Michael, ill. III. Title. IV. Series.

PZ7.C1547Gat 2003 [Fic]—dc21 2003002138

RANDOM HOUSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

v3.1




CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright



1. A Discovery

2. An Eavesdropper

3. A Warning

4. Telltale Footprints

5. Bobby’s Secrets

6. Midnight Prowler

7. A Black Eye

8. Lost: A Diamond

9. A Search

10. A House Party

11. Regan Has a Secret

12. Mr. Lytell’s Observations

13. Bob-Whites of the Glen

14. “Leaflets Three”

15. Signatures

16. The Missing Box

17. Where Is Jim?

18. A Dim Light



[image: ]




Chapter 1
A Discovery

“Oh, Moms,” Trixie wailed, twisting one of her short, blond curls around the pencil she had stuck behind her ear. “Do I have to write Brian and Mart? They’ll be home Saturday morning, and then I can tell them everything.”

Mrs. Belden looked up from the sweater she was knitting for Bobby, Trixie’s younger brother. “That’s the point,” she said with a smile. “Your older brothers have been at camp all summer, and you’ve never sent them anything but a few scribbled post cards.”

“There just wasn’t time,” Trixie said, staring down at the sheet of paper on which she had hastily scrawled:


Crabapple Farm
Sleepyside-on-Hudson, New York
Tuesday evening, August 22nd



“There just wasn’t time,” she repeated. “What with our going off in a trailer to find Jim; and, before that, the fire at the Frayne mansion, and before that, meeting Honey Wheeler, and—”

Mr. Belden, who worked in the Sleepyside First National Bank, had been trying to add a long column of figures. He interrupted Trixie, now, with a little frown. “Stop talking about it, Trixie. Write it. Your brothers will want to know all the news before they get home. Why, they don’t even know that Honey’s parents bought the big estate up on the west hill last month.” He grinned. “You don’t have to go into details. Just prepare them for the pleasant surprise of Jim and Honey.”

With a stifled moan, Trixie licked the point of her pencil, and began to write.

Dear Junior Counselors:

I hope you saved every cent you earned at camp the way I did working at home this summer, because Dad says I can buy a colt from Mr. Tomlin next spring, and, if you help pay for his feed—the colt’s, I mean—I’ll let you ride him, sometimes.

I learned to ride this summer, because some rich people from New York bought the Manor House, and they have three horses and a simply darling daughter named Honey, who is my best friend. Dad talked to the principal and it’s all set—she’ll be in my class at Junior High when school starts next month. Oh, woe! Only two more weeks before the grind begins!

Anyway, Honey and the Wheelers’ groom, Regan, who is super, taught me to ride. Honey was an only child, a poor little rich girl—I really mean it—until we found Jim. He’s old Mr. Frayne’s grandnephew and inherited half a million dollars from him. I know Moms and Dad wrote you that he died just before the old mansion burned to the ground. Well, Jim ran away, then, because he has a mean old stepfather who wanted to get control of Jim’s inheritance. Honey and I went off searching for him last month in the Wheelers’ gorgeous trailer with Honey’s governess, Miss Trask, who is a perfectly marvelous person, as nice as Regan, in spite of being a governess. And after we found Jim, Mr. and Mrs. Wheeler adopted him, so now Honey has a brother.

He’s just about the most wonderful boy in the world—almost a year younger than you, Brian—he had his fifteenth birthday in July—but he’ll be in your grade at High, because he did two years in one and won a scholarship to college, too. But he isn’t a bookworm at all. He’s simply super at all sports and woodcraft. Even Regan says that he handles Jupiter, Mr. Wheeler’s enormous black gelding, better than anybody, and Mr. Wheeler is going to buy another horse for himself and give Jupe to Jim. He’s already bought him a .30-.30 rifle and a springer spaniel puppy, Patch; so won’t you all have fun when you go hunting in the fall? Honey and I are going to make you teach us how to shoot.

Besides Jupe, the Wheelers have a strawberry roan who belongs to Honey, and a darling dapple-gray mare, named Lady, who belongs to Mrs. Wheeler, but she lets me ride Lady a lot. Mrs. Wheeler isn’t very strong. She’s slim like Honey, with the same huge hazel eyes and honey-colored hair. Mr. Wheeler looks enough like Jim to be his real father. They both have red hair and freckles and are tall and husky. Like Regan, they have quick tempers, but never stay mad long. Regan is only twenty-two and loves horses and hates cars, so Miss Trask does most of the chauffeuring. She is very brisk and sort of runs the whole estate, because, of course, Honey doesn’t really need a governess any more than I do. And Mrs. Wheeler can’t go out in the hot sun and see to it that the gardener keeps the grounds looking beautiful, or waste her energy planning menus with the cook, and things like that. The Manor House is run like a small hotel, with more help than I think is really necessary, but they all love Miss Trask. She hires them and fires them!

Trixie stopped writing. She could think of a lot more to say, but her cramped fingers wouldn’t let her say it. She wanted to tell the boys about the exciting adventures she and Honey had had when they solved the secret of the mansion and the mystery of the red trailer.

“I’ll give them the details over the weekend,” she decided sleepily as she handed the letter to her mother.

“That’s fine, Trixie,” Mrs. Belden said. “I’ll enclose your letter with mine. Now run along to bed, dear. And peek in on Bobby, will you? Make sure he’s on the bed, not under it.”

Trixie grinned. Her brother, on hot nights, preferred to sleep on the bare floor. And, ostrichlike, he kept thinking that since he couldn’t see anyone when he crawled under the bed, nobody could see him. “I’ll haul him out,” she told her mother and went upstairs.

The next morning, Trixie did her chores as fast as she could. Her father paid her five dollars a week for helping her mother with the housework and the garden; and, when Mrs. Belden was busy, Trixie had to keep an eye on mischievous Bobby. At this time of the year, Mrs. Belden was very busy canning the fast-ripening tomatoes. It was one of Trixie’s chores to gather the ripe ones each morning.

When Trixie brought in the last basketful her mother said, “Thanks, dear. Now run along and have fun with Honey. I’m sorry you’ll have to take Bobby with you, but I can’t keep an eye on him and the pressure cooker at the same time.”

“I don’t know which is more dangerous,” Trixie said, laughing.

“I’m not going,” Bobby announced when she joined him on the terrace. “I’d rather stay home and get wetted under the shower Jim made for me.”

“Don’t be silly,” Trixie said impatiently. “We’re going to explore the old cottage down by the road.”

“Whoopee!” Bobby yelled, hitching up the strap of his sunsuit. “ ’Sploring, hey? What old cottage, Trixie?”

“I don’t think you’ve ever seen it,” Trixie said as they climbed the path that led up the hill to the Manor House. “I’ve only had a glimpse of it myself.”

“You haven’t got a blimpse,” Bobby jeered. “A blimpse is a big, big balloon.”

Trixie sighed. Honey appeared, then, at the top of the path that sloped down to wind around the willow-bordered lake. “I thought you’d never come,” she cried. “Jim and Daddy went off to look at that chestnut gelding Mr. Tomlin has for sale, and Mother and Miss Trask went to New York to buy me some school clothes. I flatly refused to go with them. They don’t need me. They know my size and exactly what I want.”

“What do you want?” Trixie teased. “Prissy little blue velvet dresses with lace collars?” When the girls had first met early in the summer, Honey had, to Trixie’s disgust, been wearing a dainty frock, but now they dressed alike. Except when it was very hot, they wore boyish sport shirts, patched blue jeans, and scuffed moccasins.

That Wednesday morning it was very warm and muggy, as it often is during the late summer in the Hudson River Valley. The girls were wearing shorts and halters, so that they could take a dip in the lake whenever they wanted to, without bothering to change into bathing suits. After swimming, they dried off in the sun.

Honey was proud of the fact that her blue denim shorts were almost as faded as those Trixie was wearing.

“Velvet and lace,” she said with a sniff. “Oh, Trixie, you don’t know how wonderful it is not to be thinking about boarding-school uniforms at this time of the year. I still can’t believe that I’m going to the Sleepyside Junior-Senior High with you and your brothers!”

“And Jim, too,” Trixie said as Patch, the new black and white puppy, came bounding down from the stable to fling himself ecstatically into her arms. “I was afraid that after Jim inherited half a million dollars he might want to go to some swanky prep school. Down, Patch!”

The excited puppy immediately transferred his affections to Bobby, and the two rolled down the grassy slope together. Then Reddy, the Beldens’ beautiful, but completely untrained, Irish setter, barked from the woods behind the stable. Patch raced off to join him.

“When Jim starts to train Patch,” Trixie said, “we’ll have to lock up Reddy. He’s so spoiled he doesn’t know the meaning of the word point.”

“Point,” Bobby repeated. “Point to the cottage, Trixie.”

Trixie dutifully obeyed. “There it is,” she said, “way down by Glen Road where the lawn ends and the woods begin.”

The little cottage, which had been the gatehouse of the manor in the days of carriages and sleighs, was so covered with wisteria vines they could hardly see it. But Bobby’s sharp blue eyes caught a glimpse of the door, and before Trixie could stop him, he raced down to yank it open.

“Wait, Bobby,” she yelled, “don’t go in until we—”

But he had already darted over the threshold. And then he screamed. Trixie, her heart in her mouth, dashed across the remaining stretch of lawn. What could have happened? What on earth could have been inside the old abandoned cottage to make Bobby scream?

Then she saw to her relief that he had merely tripped on the rotting door sill and lay sprawling in the semidarkness of the interior.

“Honestly,” Trixie moaned to Honey, “if there’s anything in the whole of Westchester County to trip over, Bobby trips over it.”

Together, they helped the little boy to his feet and carried him out to the bright light. Blood was trickling from his right knee. Trixie was used to Bobby’s accidents, but she knew that the sight of blood sometimes made Honey feel faint.

“It’s nothing,” she said quickly as she tied her clean handkerchief around the cut. “Bobby is always covered with bandages, anyway. He must have fallen on a pebble in the dirt floor.”

“I wanna go home,” Bobby was wailing.

“Of course you do,” Honey cried sympathetically. “But let’s ask Regan to look at your knee, first. He knows all about first aid, you know.”

“I want Regan,” Bobby said promptly through his tears. “I love Regan. He’ll give me a ride on Lady.”

“That’s right,” Trixie said. “If you don’t cry when he puts iodine on your cut. Do you want to ride pick-aback on my shoulders, or can you walk?”

Bobby tossed his silky curls. “I never yell when people put iodine on me.” He started off up the grassy slope toward the stable, first hopping, then limping, and finally, when he caught sight of Regan, he broke into a run.

The tall, broad-shouldered groom scooped the boy into his arms and gently removed Trixie’s improvised bandage.

“First aid me, Regan,” Bobby ordered. “First aid me. Take me up to your room on top of the g’rage and first aid me.”

“That I will,” Regan said, grinning. “You didn’t cut yourself on a rusty nail, did you?”

“We don’t know what he fell on,” Trixie replied and turned to Honey. “I guess we’d better go back and look inside the cottage with flashlights to make sure. If it was a rusty nail that cut him, Bobby should have a booster tetanus shot. Puncture wounds, you know.”

Honey nodded. “There’re a couple of flashlights in the tack room. All right if we borrow them, Regan?”

“Natch,” the pleasant-faced groom said as he strode toward the garage with Bobby. “The kid probably cut himself on a harmless pebble, but you girls had better make sure. Meanwhile, I’ll wash the knee and paint it with iodine.”

Five minutes later the girls stood at the entrance to the old cottage. “He must have fallen right about here,” Trixie said, pointing with the beam of her flashlight. “He’s got short legs, so when he tripped on the sill—” She stopped. Something glittered in the beam of her torch. “A piece of glass,” she said moving cautiously inside.

Honey followed her, and then they saw that the glittering object was imbedded in the dirt floor. Trixie pried it loose with a twig.

“Oh, golly,” she gasped. “It looks just like the stone in the ring Jim gave me. You remember, Honey, his great-aunt’s solitaire which we found up at the mansion before it burned. Dad put it in our safety deposit box at the bank until I’m older. But this couldn’t be a diamond.”

She led the way outside and handed the stone to Honey. Honey examined it carefully. The facets glittered brilliantly in the bright sunlight. After a moment, Honey said in an awed tone of voice, “But it is a diamond, Trixie! I’m sure! How on earth did it get inside this old, tumbledown cottage?”


Chapter 2
An Eavesdropper

Trixie’s round blue eyes popped open with amazement. She stared at the glittering stone in Honey’s slim, brown hand.

“A d-diamond,” she stuttered. “So that’s what Bobby cut his knee on?”

For answer, Honey went back inside the cottage and examined the dirt floor again. “That’s right,” she finally said. “There’s absolutely nothing else in here but dirt, not even cobwebs.”

Trixie followed her inside. “That’s funny,” she said. “There should be cobwebs. It’s damp and dark—a spider’s heaven. Do you suppose the gardener has been in here recently?”

Honey shook her head. “Old Gallagher never takes an unnecessary step. Besides, he couldn’t possibly have dropped this stone. I think it’s very valuable. Mother has one in her engagement ring that’s not much larger than this and it’s worth thousands of dollars.”

Trixie gasped. “Are you sure it’s a diamond, Honey?”

Honey nodded. “Daddy taught me how to tell the difference between real gems and imitations.” She frowned. “But I can’t imagine how it got imbedded in this dirt floor. As far as I know, nobody has been in here since the old days when the driveway used to wind down here from the house. After automobiles were invented, the people we bought the place from put in the new driveway which goes straight up from the road to the garage.”

“I know,” Trixie said, “and it’s a wonderful hill for coasting in the winter. The Manor House, you know,” she went on, “was vacant for years before your family bought it. Brian and Mart and I grew up thinking that the grounds belonged to our property. We trespassed like anything, but we never even saw this cottage.”

Honey smiled. “You must always think of the house and the grounds as belonging to you as much as they do to Jim and me,” she said impulsively. “Mother and Daddy want you all practically to live here.”

“We will,” Trixie assured her with a grin. “Especially now that I know you grow diamonds in dark places.”

Honey giggled and then sobered. “How do you suppose it got in here?”

“Perhaps those people who used to live in your house dropped it ages ago,” Trixie said.

“That’s not possible,” Honey told her. “The stone is too bright and clean to have been here long.”

“Well, then,” Trixie cried, letting her imagination run away with her, “some jewel thieves have been using this cottage as their hide-out. They probably buried the loot in the floor; and when they dug it up, they missed the diamond.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Honey said.

“Why?” Trixie demanded. “This would be a perfect hide-out for crooks. It can’t be seen from your house, and the woods screen it from Glen Road.”

“Not exactly,” Honey argued. “As soon as you leave the road and go into the woods, you can see it, even though it is almost completely covered with vines. That’s how Jim and I happened to find it one day when we were out walking.”

“That’s how the jewel thieves found it, too,” Trixie insisted. She grabbed Honey’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go back and get some shovels. If we dig, maybe we’ll find more diamonds in here.”

“All right,” Honey said doubtfully. “But it doesn’t look as though this floor has been dug up recently. Anyway, before we dig, I think we ought to get some pruning saws and cut away the vines that almost cover the windows.”

“That’s a good idea,” Trixie said, starting off at a run. “If we let some light into the place, we can both dig instead of one of us digging while the other holds the flashlight.”

When they reached the top of the sloping lawn, Honey pointed to the gleaming, midnight-blue sedan that was turning into the driveway. “I guess Jim and Daddy are back from Mr. Tomlin’s. You go on and get the stuff from the tool house while I give Daddy the diamond and ask him what he thinks we ought to do with it.”

“Oh, no, please,” Trixie begged. “Let’s not tell anybody about it for a while. Let’s try to solve the mystery of how it got in the cottage ourselves. When we cut away some of the vines, we ought to find lots of clues.”

“We-ell,” Honey said, weakening. “I don’t think we ought to run around with anything as valuable as this diamond in our pockets.”

“You don’t have to keep it in your pocket,” Trixie said impatiently. “Go and put it in some safe place in your room and don’t tell a soul about it.”

“Not even Jim?” Honey asked, surprised.

Trixie shook her head. “You know perfectly well, Honey Wheeler, that Jim’d make us turn it right over to the police. And then the cottage would be positively crawling with detectives who’d find all the clues before we had a chance.”

“We-ell,” Honey said again. “It would be fun to solve the mystery ourselves, the way we found Jim. But it seems sort of dishonest to me not to—”

“Oh, for goodness sake,” Trixie cried exasperatedly. “It’s not dishonest at all. We’re not going to keep it.”

“But,” Honey interrupted, “suppose the same person who dropped it comes back and finds it gone?”

“Serves him right,” Trixie said with a sniff. “He was trespassing. Anyway, it wasn’t dropped. I had to pry it loose with a twig, remember?” She went on stubbornly, “Suppose we hadn’t decided to explore the cottage until next week or next month? Then no one would have known the diamond was there until then. So we’re not doing anything wrong if we keep it a few days.” She gave Honey a little push. “Go on quickly and hide it. And, for Pete’s sake, don’t go near Jim with that guilty expression on your face. One look at you now and he’d know for sure that we were keeping something from him.”

Honey giggled and darted into the house just as the tall, redheaded boy and his adopted father climbed out of the sedan.

“Hello, Mr. Wheeler,” Trixie said. “Hi, Jim.” She hurried past them up to the tool house beyond the stable.

Honey joined her there in a few minutes. “Jim,” she said breathlessly, “is already suspicious. He thought it was very queer of you to hurry right by him without even finding out whether or not they bought the horse.”

“Oh, dear,” Trixie moaned, handing Honey the pruning saws. “I forgot about that. Did they buy it?”

Honey shook her head up and down. “Yes. His name is Starlight, and he’ll arrive this afternoon.”

“How wonderful,” Trixie cried, shouldering two shovels. “I can’t wait to ride him. That is, of course, if your father will let me.”

“Of course, he will,” Honey said. “You ride as well as the rest of us now, Trixie. No one would ever know that you’d never been on a horse until this summer.” She started for the door of the tool house, then stopped. “They’re sitting on the porch, Jim and Daddy. Let’s go down to the cottage the long way, through the woods. If we cut across the lawn Jim will want to know why we’re taking shovels down there. I told him we were just going to cut away some vines from a window.”

“Let’s not get Jim any more suspicious than he is,” Trixie agreed.

The woods, which bounded both the Wheeler and Belden properties on the north, sloped down to form the western boundary of the big estate. Both properties faced a quiet country road two miles from the village that nestled among the rolling hills on the east bank of the Hudson River. Honey’s home was high on a hill overlooking the Beldens’ little white farmhouse down in the hollow.

When the girls left the tool house on their way to the woods behind the mansion, they passed the corral where Regan was giving Bobby a riding lesson on gentle Lady.

“Where are those two shovels taking you, Trixie?” Regan asked with a grin.

Trixie ignored the question. “We found out that Bobby cut his knee on a stone, Regan,” she said, giving Honey a nudge. “Diamonds are stones,” she whispered as soon as they were in the woods.

“Crystallized carbon,” Honey said with a laugh. “The hardest stones in the world. The only thing that will cut a diamond is another diamond. That’s where the expression ‘diamond cut diamond’ comes from.”

“It means the same thing as ‘it takes a thief to catch a thief,’ doesn’t it?” Trixie asked. “And is that why hardboiled men are called rough diamonds?”

“I guess so,” Honey said.

“I’m glad you know so much about precious stones,” Trixie said. “If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have thought the one we found was glass.” As they trudged along the path she said, “I don’t really like jewelry. What good is it, anyway? From what I read about rich people, they always seem to keep their jewels in a safety deposit box and wear paste imitations.”

“That’s true,” Honey admitted. “But the person who lost the diamond we found, or had it stolen from him, evidently didn’t believe in safety deposit boxes. I can’t imagine how it got in the cottage.”

“I keep telling you,” Trixie said impatiently. “It’s part of the loot crooks must have buried in the floor.”

“But, Trixie,” Honey objected, “you know as well as I do that the floor showed no signs of having been dug up recently. And if crooks left anything as valuable as the diamond in the dirt floor, they would have come back for it long ago.”

Trixie said nothing. She knew that Honey was right, but the idea of digging for buried treasure appealed to her imagination so strongly that she refused to admit that her own explanation of how the diamond got into the cottage was silly. After a minute she said, “The reason why the crooks didn’t come back for it when they found it wasn’t with the rest of the loot is that they got killed off in a gang war or something.”

Honey pushed her bangs away from her hot, perspiring forehead. “Going through the woods is much longer than cutting across the lawn, isn’t it?”

Trixie chuckled. “Serves you right for having such a big estate. Anyway, it’s worth it, because I’m sure we’ll find more jewels when we dig.”

Honey sighed. “I’ll be too tired to dig by the time we get there.”

It was so hot and muggy that neither of them spoke again until they emerged from the woods that ended near a thicket not far from the cottage. It was hard work sawing away the coarse vines that crisscrossed the paneless window facing the thicket. In a short while Honey threw down her saw in disgust.

“I can’t stand it,” she moaned. “I’ve got two blisters already.”

“Me, too,” Trixie admitted. “Our left hands are tough from riding, but our right hands are a couple of sissies.” She giggled. “We should have kept the diamond and used it for cutting away the vines.” She suddenly got the uncanny feeling that someone was watching her and wheeled to peer into the thicket behind her.

“Jim,” she said sharply, “did you sneak down from the porch to spy on us?”

“Why, Trixie,” Honey cried in amazement. “Are you crazy with the heat? Look, you can see Daddy and Jim as plain as can be from here. They’re coming down the front steps.”
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Trixie laughed with relief. “I don’t know exactly why,” she told Honey, “but I got the feeling that someone was spying on us. If it weren’t for the poison ivy, I’d go into that thicket to make sure.”

“Instead,” Honey said, smiling, “let’s go into the cottage and see how much light filters through. Maybe we’ve hacked away enough vines.”

“Okay,” Trixie agreed. Sure enough, they found when they stood at the entrance, that the inside was no longer dark. “You’re right,” Trixie said, after a quick look around, “this floor hasn’t been dug up recently, but it has been scuffed.”

“Squirrels and chipmunks, maybe?” Honey asked.

“I don’t think so,” Trixie said, pointing. “That gouge looks as though it was made by a man’s heel.”

“It certainly does,” Honey agreed. “And since the roof leaks, it must have been made quite recently. It rained all Monday night, remember?”

Trixie nodded. “How do you know the roof leaks?”

“Why, Trixie,” Honey said. “It must. Look up and see for yourself. The wisteria is growing through it in spots, and the weight of the vine has pulled the rafters away from the ridgepole. You can see the sunlight shining through the cracks.”

“So you can,” Trixie said thoughtfully. “The floor must have been pretty wet after Monday night’s rain. So the heelmark, if that’s what it is, was made after that.”

“Uh-huh,” Honey said thoughtfully. “And whoever dropped the diamond must have dropped it yesterday or last night when the floor was still muddy. We wouldn’t have seen it if the floor hadn’t dried out since the rain. That’s why he didn’t see it when he left.” She shivered. “I wish we hadn’t found it, Trixie. He’ll be back, don’t worry.”

“Did you hide it in a good safe place?” Trixie asked.

Honey nodded. “In my jewel box on my dressing table. It’s got a little secret compartment in the bottom. Nobody knows about it but me. I found it accidentally. The box is an antique; it belonged to my great-great-grandmother.” She frowned unhappily. “I hate having something that doesn’t belong to me, Trixie. Let’s put the diamond back into that little hole where we found it. Then, when whoever lost it comes back, he’ll find it and go away from here.”

Trixie stared at her. “Now, you’re crazy with the heat, Honey Wheeler. That would be aiding and abetting a criminal.”

“How do you know a criminal dropped it?” Honey demanded defensively.

“Because,” Trixie told her, “honest people don’t sneak into abandoned cottages. Honest people don’t trespass.”

Honey giggled. “You admitted yourself, Trixie, that you and your brothers wandered all over our place before we bought it.”

Trixie blushed. “That’s different. I’ll admit that a kid might have come in here out of curiosity, but kids don’t go exploring with big diamonds in their pockets.” She added thoughtfully, “I think I know what happened. Fruit pickers are traveling north all along the river now, getting jobs helping farmers harvest their tomatoes. One of them may have spent last night here.”

Honey sniffed. “A fruit picker carrying a big diamond in the pocket of his overalls?”

Trixie’s cheeks flamed under her tan. “What I meant was that the fruit tramp might have stolen the diamond from the last farmer he worked for. He might have been harvesting peaches in Georgia and hitchhiked his way up here, planning to pawn the diamond in a town so far away that nobody would suspect him of theft.”

“Why, Trixie,” Honey cried admiringly. “How smart you are! That makes a lot of sense. People who own big commercial orchards are rich enough to have diamonds. And think how easy it would have been for the tramp to take the pit out of the peach and slip the diamond inside. What a perfect hiding place!” She stopped suddenly and put her finger to her lips.

Both girls stood motionless as statues, and then Trixie heard it. A twig snapped in the thicket outside the open window. From the woods on the hill behind the Manor House came the sound of barking dogs. Reddy and Patch were on the trail of something—or someone.

Trixie tiptoed to the window, listening. Leaves rustled; there was the soft whisper of crisscrossing branches being stealthily parted. Then, as the dogs’ excited barking told her that they were racing down toward the cottage, she heard the sound of hurrying feet on the pine needle carpet of the woods.

“Just as I thought,” Trixie said to Honey. “Someone was in the thicket all the time, listening to every word we said, until the dogs frightened him away.” She grabbed Honey’s arm. “Come on. Let’s try to find out who it was!”
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