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Chapter 1
An Invitation

Trixie clutched her short blond curls with both hands.

“Never,” she said dolefully to her best friend, Honey Wheeler, “have I been so miserable in all the thirteen years of my life.”

Honey’s wide hazel eyes were full of sympathy. “It can’t be as bad as that,” she said. “Just what did our guidance counselor tell your parents anyway?”

“I don’t like to think about it,” Trixie moaned. They had met in the locker room of the school for a hurried conference between classes. Trixie had been longing to tell Honey the bad news ever since she had heard it the evening before, but it wasn’t something you could discuss over the phone. And she definitely had not felt like talking about it on a crowded school bus.

The girls lived on Glen Road which was about two miles from the village of Sleepyside-on-Hudson, and they traveled to and from the junior-senior high school by bus. The Wheelers and Honey’s adopted brother, Jim Frayne, lived in the Manor House, a huge estate which included acres of rolling lawns and woodland, a big lake, and a stable of horses. It formed the western boundary of Crabapple Farm, the Beldens’ property. Honey’s luxurious home was indeed a mansion, but Trixie preferred the small white frame house where she lived with her three brothers and their parents.

The boys and girls belonged to a secret society and called themselves the B.W.G.’s, short for Bob-Whites of the Glen. Trixie’s six-year-old brother Bobby was not a member, but Brian, aged sixteen, and Mart, who was eleven months older than Trixie, were treasurer and secretary respectively. Honey was vice president and Trixie and Jim were co-presidents.

Another B.W.G. was thirteen-year-old Diana Lynch. She had entered junior high that fall with Honey and Trixie and was considered the prettiest girl in the eighth grade. She had huge violet eyes, and blue-black hair that flowed around her slim shoulders.

Honey, who had earned her nickname because of her golden-brown hair, was almost as pretty as Di and got the best marks in the class. “Oh, please, Trixie,” she begged. “The bell will ring in a minute or two. What did Miss Jones tell your parents?”

“It’s my marks.” Tears welled up into Trixie’s round blue eyes. “I’m not passing math and English. And it’s all your fault, Honey Wheeler. I would have spent more time studying if I hadn’t been having such fun up at your place skiing, sledding, and skating on the lake.”

Honey smiled. “Cheer up, Trix. You’re awfully smart, really, so if you study hard you can bring your marks up before the midyears.”

“That’s just it,” Trixie moaned. “That’s just what I’ll have to do: study like mad from now on. Oh, don’t you see, Honey? It means that if Di’s uncle does ask us to spend the Christmas holidays at his dude ranch, I won’t be able to go. I’ll have to stay home and bone like a regular old bookworm!”

Honey gasped. “Not go to Arizona? Oh, Trixie! You’ll have to go. The rest of us wouldn’t have any fun without you.”

The bell rang then and they hurried upstairs to join the boys and girls who were milling in the corridors. As miserable as she was, Trixie could still laugh at herself. It wasn’t really Honey’s fault, of course, and neither could she blame it on the weather. A cold snap during the Thanksgiving holidays had turned the Wheelers’ lake into a smooth sheet of ice; a week later a snowstorm had blanketed the hills and slopes making them ideal for skiing and tobogganing. Trixie had spent every minute she could out in the crisp, cold air, which meant that at night she was too tired and sleepy to study.

So now, with the beginning of the Christmas holidays only a week away, she felt miserable instead of glad. Everyone else would be having fun while she was at home trying to figure out participles and fractions. Frowning, she followed Honey into class.

And, she reflected as she slid into her seat, I have only myself to blame.

“Don’t look so blue,” whispered Honey from across the aisle. “We may not go to Arizona after all.”

But Trixie knew that they would go and leave her behind. A month ago when Di’s Uncle Monty had asked them to spend the holidays at his dude ranch it had seemed too good to be true. Then he verified the invitation in a letter to Di’s mother, who was his younger sister. But he hadn’t set any definite date and three weeks had elapsed, to the dismay of the Bob-Whites, without his mentioning the proposed visit.

Only yesterday Di had said worriedly, “Maybe Uncle Monty has changed his mind. He seemed to want us when he was here last month but now I’m not so sure.”

“A lot of things could have happened since his visit,” Honey had said. “Christmas is a very busy time at dude ranches, Di. Maybe your uncle hasn’t room for guests—nonpaying guests, I mean.”

The Wheelers were very rich and before they bought the Manor House they had spent a lot of time traveling. One summer they had spent several weeks touring the whole state of Arizona in a trailer, so naturally Honey knew a lot about dude ranches. Trixie herself had done research on the subject for a theme on Arizona which she had written in the seventh grade, and the boys had apparently been born knowing a lot about western ranches.

But Di obviously knew nothing. She stared at Honey in surprise and said, “I don’t think people who live on Uncle Monty’s ranch pay him.”

“The employees don’t,” Honey replied with a smile. “If we were cowboys we’d live in the bunkhouse and work for our room and board and earn some money, too. But since none of us knows how to rope a steer or brand a calf, we’ll belong to the dude part of the ranch. Even though we all ride very well, we’re still dudes—nonpaying dudes, in our case. I wouldn’t blame Mr. Wilson if he has changed his mind.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Di protested. “Uncle Monty wouldn’t have invited us if he didn’t want us. Mother says his ranch is simply enormous so there must be plenty of room.”

“Not necessarily,” Honey argued. “All the ranches out West are enormous. And an awful lot of people spend their Christmas holidays at the Tucson ranches. Since Mr. Wilson invited us, a lot of people who will pay very, very well may have made reservations. So now there may not be room for us.”

“Well,” Di had said stubbornly, “I’ll be awfully disappointed if Mother doesn’t get a letter from Uncle Monty soon saying that he does want us.”

That was yesterday, and today when the girls met in the cafeteria Di shook her head in answer to the question in Trixie’s eyes.

“Not a word,” she said, “although Mother got a letter from him yesterday. He didn’t mention us or Christmas. What can be the matter?”

They joined the line at the far end of the counter and Trixie said, “Well, I sort of hope you don’t go now.” And she explained.

“Oh, what a shame, Trix,” Di said sympathetically. “I’m barely passing myself so I know how you feel. Did your parents come right out and say that you couldn’t go to Tucson with us? I mean, if we do go.”

“Oh, Trix!” Honey breathed.

Trixie shook her head. “Arizona didn’t come into it. But when Moms and Dad said they were so disappointed in me I felt simply awful; I right away promised to study like anything from now on so I can get good marks in the midyears.” She plunked the napkin roll of silverware onto her tray. “That means Arizona is out for this Belden, but definitely.”

“I won’t go unless you go,” loyal Honey cried.

Di nodded. “It wouldn’t be any fun without Trixie. She always gets us involved in mysteries and adventures.”

“That’s right,” Honey agreed. “The boys feel the same way about her, so even if we do get invited nobody will want to accept.”

Trixie couldn’t help laughing. “You two are a riot,” she said, “talking over my head just as though I were somewhere else. And don’t be silly. Of course you’ll go without me and have a grand time. I won’t mind being left behind,” she finished bravely, “because it’s my own fault.”

They brought their laden trays to a large table which had just been vacated by a group of lofty seniors. Jim and Brian had jobs in the cafeteria kitchen and usually ate their lunch there. But Mart joined the girls in a few minutes. He quickly scanned their faces.

“Any news?” he asked Di hopefully.

She shook her head.

“Well,” he said cheerfully, “no news is good news. I always say that optimism and anticipation are the spice of life.”

Mart, who wore his blond hair in a crew cut, was forever using big words, often to Trixie’s annoyance. She secretly envied his vocabulary which made it easy for him to write compositions. She could never think of a word to put on paper, let alone spell and punctuate properly.

He nudged Trixie with his elbow. “Why so glum, dopey?”

Trixie glared at him. “You know why. Don’t pretend you weren’t eavesdropping yesterday when Miss Jones was talking to Moms and Dad.”

Mart quirked his sandy eyebrows. “Eavesdropping is hardly the correct word to use when describing the unavoidable overhearing of your loud moans and groans when you saw Miss Jones’s car turn into our driveway. Since she is your guidance counselor, it did not take me long to put two and two together and arrive at the conclusion that you are flunking your two weakest subjects, mathematics and the English language.”

“Oh, stop it,” Trixie stormed. “I’m not really flunking anything. Miss Jones said that if I worked hard for the next few weeks I could get high marks in the midyears. So I’ll just have to study hard.”
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Mart raised one finger impressively. “Ah, there’s the rub. Study hard. I fear the sad truth is that you do not know how to study at all, let alone industriously. I have frequently observed you when you are about to attack a problem which will involve reducing several fractions to the lowest common denominator. Instead of concentrating on the task before you, you chew the eraser on your pencil and gaze out of the window or off into space.” He spread his hands. “Now I ask you, is that studying?”

“Oh, be quiet,” Trixie shouted. “That is not studying and it is not the way I study, either. And in case you’re interested, the problem that almost drove me crazy last night had nothing to do with fractions. It was a nightmare, I tell you. All about trains leaving at the same time from two different places on a single track.” She pulled her blue cardigan up and around her face, shuddering.

Mart snorted. “Well, did you get the right answer?”

“Of course not,” Honey put in loyally. “And I don’t blame her for not trying. It was a scary sort of problem. Just thinking about that awful collision gave me a nightmare, too.”

“I didn’t even try to understand it,” Di admitted. The girls were all wearing twin sweater sets with matching skirts. Di’s was lavender and, imitating Trixie, she pulled her cardigan up to cover her face. Buttoning the next-to-the-top button over the bridge of her pretty nose, she blinked her violet eyes rapidly. “Groan, groan. As soon as I saw that word single track I knew what kind of a problem to expect so I simply ignored it and went on to the next one.” Still blinking, she continued in her muffled voice, “The next one was worse. Groan, groan, groan!”

Mart threw up his hands in disgust. “How dumb can you women get? What was this nightmarish problem anyway?”

Honey giggled. Imitating the others, she masked her face with her yellow cardigan and intoned, “One train was traveling at the rate of forty miles per hour; the other at the rate of fifty miles per hour. And their starting places were one hundred and forty miles apart. Question: What will happen and when?”

Di unmasked her face and narrowed her eyes. “Simple, huh? The next one was even more simple. So simple in fact that I ignored it completely. Any time I see the word single track—”

“For Pete’s sake,” Mart exploded, “single track isn’t a word, dopey. It’s a phrase.”

Di groaned more loudly than ever. “Must we bring grammar into this horrible conversation? If there is one thing Trixie and I hate worse than math, it’s grammar. Right, Trix?”

“Truer words were never spoken,” said Trixie. “I’m thinking seriously of quitting school until Jim starts the one he plans to have for orphans.”

Di made her eyes even wider. “What kind of a school is he going to have?”

“Lessons,” said Trixie, “will be sandwiched in between outdoor sports. That’s for me. But definitely.”

“Me, too,” agreed Di enthusiastically. “I knew Jim planned to have a school of his own some day but I thought it was just going to be for orphan boys. At least that’s what he told me the last time we talked about it.” She leaned across the table to attract Trixie’s attention. “Has he changed his mind, or something?”

But Trixie wasn’t listening. Redheaded Jim was hurrying toward them, his freckled face flushed with excitement.

“Phone for you, Di,” he called out. “It’s your mother, on the kitchen extension.”

Di fled, and Honey gasped, “Oh, that must mean she’s heard from Mr. Wilson.”

“Let’s keep our fingers crossed,” Jim said and hurried back to the kitchen.

“Fingers and toes,” Mart added. “Wow! Two weeks in the Sunshine City of Tucson. Cowboys, Indians, horses, deserts.” He patted Trixie’s hand paternally. “I pity you, poor little stay-at-home!”

Trixie said nothing; she was too close to tears to speak a word.

And then Di came hurrying back, her lovely face glowing with pleasure. “It’s all settled,” she fairly shouted. “Uncle Monty just telephoned. We leave early Monday morning on a nonstop plane!”


Chapter 2
The Big Question

Mart howled. “Monday morning? That means none of us can go. The holidays don’t start until next Friday, a whole week from today!”

“Do we have to leave on Monday?” Honey asked. “Why so early?”

“I don’t understand it myself,” Di said. “But it has something to do with an ancient Mexican Christmas rite called La Posada which takes place on Tuesday evening. Uncle Monty wants us to be there a day ahead of time, so that means leaving early Monday morning.” She stared down at her plate. “Mother said I could go and she was so sure your parents would let you all go on Monday, too, that she’s telephoning Dad right now to make the plane reservations.”

Mr. Lynch, like Mr. Wheeler, commuted daily to his office in New York City, but Mr. Belden worked in the Sleepyside bank. “We’d better call your father up right away,” Trixie said to Di, “and tell him not to buy a ticket for me. If you were going to leave on Friday I might do enough homework between now and then to convince Moms and Dad that I will pass the midyears. But next Monday! I haven’t a prayer.”

“Oh, dear,” Di moaned. “Why did you have to neglect your studies at a time like this, Trix?”

“That’s Trixie for you,” said Mart, shaking his head gravely. “She always does the right things at the wrong times and the wrong things at the right time for making them wronger, if you follow me.”

“We don’t,” Trixie retorted sourly. “And what, may I ask, makes you so sure that you will be allowed to leave on Monday? Your own math marks can’t be so good that Moms and Dad will be thrilled at the idea of your skipping five days of school.”

Mart waved his hands airily. “If you had kept awake evenings during the past few weeks you would have learned that Brian, our brainy brother, has been tutoring me in algebra, with the result that I now have attained the heights of an eighty average.”

Trixie flushed. Why hadn’t she stayed awake and studied nights? Why hadn’t she thought of asking Brian for help?

Brian, whose ambition was to become a doctor, really was a brain, and he was so good-natured that no matter how busy he might be he would never refuse to help his younger brother and sister with their homework.

Jim was very good in all subjects and Trixie knew that he would have helped her, too. He liked to teach so much that when he had inherited half a million dollars after his miserly uncle died, he immediately decided to invest it in a boys’ school which he would both own and operate after he finished his own education.

Trixie sighed, thinking, There is just no excuse for my low marks. I deserve to be left behind on Monday.

As though she had been reading her mind, Honey said, “I’m not sure Mother and Daddy will want Jim and me to skip five days of school either, Di. I’m afraid we’ll just have to miss that ceremony and go on Friday.”

Di shook her head. “The whole point is that Dad is flying to the Coast on Monday which means he can be with us as far as Tucson. Mother won’t let me go without him.”

Honey frowned. “We could fly out in care of the stewardess, you know.”

“You could, but not me,” Di returned. “My mother is not as sophisticated as yours. She’s scared to death of planes and she won’t even talk about my flying unless Dad goes along.”

“Things are getting more complicated by the minute,” said Mart. “Maybe you’d better call your father, Di, and tell him not to make any reservations until we’ve talked to our parents.”

“Oh, I can’t do that,” Di wailed. “If he doesn’t make the reservations today it will be too late. Tomorrow is Saturday and—”

The bell rang then and they hurried off to their home rooms. Several times during the afternoon Trixie tried to get a chance to tell Di that she must phone her father and tell him not to reserve a ticket for her, but the opportunity never arose.

After the last class Trixie and Honey went down to the locker room for their coats, but although Di’s locker was in the same row, there was no sign of her.

“Maybe she got out early,” Trixie said, “so she could talk to her mother about it and everything. I—oh, Honey, why didn’t I study hard last month? I just know you’re all going to leave on Monday—all of you except poor me.”

“Oh, Trixie.” Honey squeezed her arm sympathetically. “You mustn’t feel like that about it. And you know perfectly well that even if the others do go, I won’t.”

Arm in arm they strolled down to the bus stop where the other Bob-Whites were talking and gesticulating excitedly. Di was in the middle of the group, and when she caught sight of Honey and Trixie she motioned to them to hurry.

“I skipped the last period because I had study hall,” she called, “but I couldn’t get Dad on the school phone. So I went home and told Mother how some of you felt you couldn’t go on Monday.” As the girls came closer she lowered her voice. “So Mother called Daddy and finally got him, but he’d already bought the tickets. So now we’ll all just have to leave on Monday. Mother and Daddy,” she finished breathlessly, “feel very strongly about it. They think that it would be much better to miss a few days of school than to miss the trip.”

“I feel that way myself,” said Mart cheerfully. “Yes, yes, my dear Miss Lynch, I see eye to eye with your parents.” He spread his hands expressively. “School—what is it? Here today and gone tomorrow. But Arizona—ah, that’s a horse of a different color. To fly out at this time of the year, when all of the East will be blanketed in snow, will be a broadening influence to say the least. And I for one—”

“We know, we know,” Trixie interrupted sourly. “I for one will not be allowed to leave on Monday, and you for two probably won’t be allowed to go then, either.”

Jim stared at her curiously. “What’s the matter with you, Trix?”

“Sounds sort of crazy, doesn’t she?” Brian added. “As though she almost didn’t want to go.”

“I almost don’t,” Trixie replied. “What’s the use of wanting something you know can’t possibly come true?”

“Why shouldn’t it come true?” Brian asked. “You know perfectly well that our parents are going to feel about it just the way Mr. and Mrs. Lynch do—that the trip is more important than the last few days of school when nobody does much work anyway.”

“Of course we’ll all be allowed to leave on Monday,” Jim said to Trixie emphatically. “It’ll be very educational so none of our parents can object.”

“That’s a thought,” Trixie said, brightening. “I have to write a theme before the midyears and I’ve picked as my subject the Navaho Indians. What better place could I write it in than Arizona?” In a low voice she hurriedly told Brian and Jim about the low marks she had been getting in math and English. “So,” she finished dolefully, “even if I promise to study like anything Moms and Dad may not let me go.”

Jim whistled. “Something will have to be done about that. It wouldn’t be any fun without you, Trix.”

“That’s the way we feel about it,” Di and Honey chorused.

“Not me,” Mart teased. “I’m looking forward to a vacation from Trixie. Think of it, men. No mysteries to solve. No crooks to trail to their lairs. No narrow escapes from sudden death. No hair-raising—”

“Oh, stop it.” Trixie pushed past him and boarded the bus. Mart could be very understanding at times, but most of the time he teased her unmercifully. How could he joke when she was so miserable?

All the way home she stared unseeingly out of the window. When the bus lumbered to a stop at the foot of their driveway, she and her brothers climbed out.

Bobby, whose bus arrived a few minutes before theirs, was waiting beside the mailbox. He had entered the first grade that fall and was very proud of the knowledge he acquired daily.

“Guess what!” he exclaimed without any preliminaries. “I can write a letter. I can write over the whole paper and draw pictures on it, too.”

“How smart of you!” Trixie dumped her books and gathered the plump little boy into her arms.

“I put big houses on mine,” Bobby continued. “Big ones like skystapers!”

Trixie shook with silent laughter. “You mean skyscrapers, Bobby. Buildings that are so tall they seem to scrape the sky.”
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Bobby pulled away from her. “You don’t know nothin’, Trixie.” He appealed to his older brothers. “Does she?”

Brian chuckled. “She knows enough to correct your mistakes, Bobby.”

Trixie gathered up her books, trying hard to keep back the tears which were burning behind her eyes. Slowly she trudged up the driveway behind her brothers. Bobby was right. She was stupid. Oh, why hadn’t she studied?

Indoors, she hurried straight to her room and began to work on her math problems. In a few minutes Mart tapped on the door and poked his head inside.

“Brian and I,” he said, “have parental permission to depart on Monday. And Honey just phoned to say that it’s all set so far as she and Jim are concerned.”

“Don’t rub it in,” Trixie moaned. “Did Moms and Dad say anything about me?”

He shook his head and disappeared.

Trixie kept on working until it was time to set the table for supper. Then she joined her mother in the kitchen.

“Your father and I have been discussing the Arizona trip, dear,” Mrs. Belden told her.

“Oh, I know I can’t go,” Trixie exploded. “I’ve got to stay home and cram for the midyears. Don’t let’s talk about it, Moms. Please.”

Trixie’s young, pretty mother laughed. “I felt that you should stay home, too, but the men in this family are all for your going. Dad thinks it will be a very broadening, educational experience which you shouldn’t miss. The boys insist that you can study out there as well as you can here. Better, in fact, because Brian and Jim are going to tutor you.”

Trixie could hardly believe her ears. “Th-then I—I c-can go?” she stuttered.

Mrs. Belden nodded. “Only on the condition that you spend time every day doing the assignments Brian and Jim will give you.”

“I will, I will,” Trixie shouted, throwing her arms around her mother’s neck. “Oh, Moms, you’re the most wonderful mother any girl ever had!” She dashed off to telephone the good news to Honey.

“It’s great,” Honey agreed. “But we’ve got lots of shopping to do tomorrow. Miss Trask says she’ll drive us to Peekskill. There’s a big store there where we can buy all the dude ranch clothes we’ll need. Can you leave right after breakfast?”

“Oh, yes!” Trixie cried, and hung up.

In the days when Honey had been a “poor little rich girl” Miss Trask had been her governess. Now with the help of Regan, the friendly groom, Miss Trask ran the whole huge Wheeler estate.

As Trixie set the table for supper she told her mother about the shopping plans. “Is it all right if I go along?” she asked.

“Of course,” Mrs. Belden replied. “You’ve plenty of jeans and T-shirts and sweaters and skirts, thank goodness. But you’ll need two pretty frocks to wear in the evening. I’m afraid that’s all we can afford, dear.”

“One will be plenty,” Trixie said with a laugh. “I hate to get all dressed up.”

But that evening when she went to bed she began to worry. Di and Honey would be able to buy plenty of expensive dude ranch clothes. Would she, Trixie, stick out like a sore thumb if she didn’t wear things like real cowboy boots and a ten-gallon Stetson hat?

Di’s father, who had recently become a millionaire, had already announced that he intended to pay for the plane tickets, and while they were in Tucson they would be the guests of Di’s uncle. So there would be no expenses connected with that part of the trip. But clothes were something Trixie hadn’t thought about until Honey brought up the subject.

“Well, there’s no sense in worrying,” Trixie finally decided, and fell asleep.

The next morning Honey settled the matter right away. “Daddy has given me a big check,” she said, “so we can buy everything we need. You’re not to spend a cent. It’s his Christmas present to us.”

“Oh, I can’t accept it,” Trixie cried. “Moms and Dad would have a fit.”

“No, they won’t,” Miss Trask said with a smile. “Mr. Wheeler talked to your father while you were on your way up here. Mr. Belden finally agreed that you should accept the gift.”

Trixie grinned. “What a relief! Your dad is a regular Santa Claus, Honey, and I’ll never be able to thank him enough.”

And when they returned from the shopping trip late that afternoon, Trixie felt as though she had really been visited by Santa. She donned her beautifully decorated cowboy boots immediately and began to practice walking in high heels.

Mart hooted with laughter. “You look like you’re walking on stilts.”

“That’s how I feel,” Trixie informed him. And then she gasped, pointing to the window. “Oh, look! It’s beginning to snow!”

Mart peered through the dining-room window. Already the terrace was covered with a powdery whiteness. “Gleeps,” he groaned, “it looks like the beginning of a blizzard!”

They stared at each other, hardly daring to speak. If it really was the beginning of a blizzard that might last for days, the flight would be canceled. That night the snow-laden wind as it howled around the chimneys seemed to be laughing derisively. All day Sunday the snow fell in steady, slanting sheets.

Only Bobby was happy about it. “A lizard, a lizard,” he kept shouting. “I ’dore lizards.”

“It’s the lizard to end all lizards,” Mart agreed as he and Brian came into the kitchen after shoveling the terrace and back steps for the third time.

“We might as well unpack our suitcases,” Trixie said dolefully. “I always did think it was too good to be true.”

“Don’t be a Calamity Jane,” Brian ordered. “I have a feeling that it’ll stop snowing before midnight.”

But Trixie knew better. The flight would be canceled. Mr. Lynch would leave for the Coast by train. And that would be the end of their dream of a Christmas in Arizona!
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Trixie Belden s back!

Don’t miss any of her exciting adventures.
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TRIXIE BELDEN #6
MYSTERY IN ARIZONA

by Julie Campbell
lllustrated by Mary Stevens
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