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A Perfect Setting


“I can’t believe this is actually a school,” Bess Marvin said. “You didn’t tell us it would look like this, Nancy. It’s like a country estate or something.”


“It is beautiful,” Nancy agreed.


Nancy Drew, Bess, and Bess’s cousin George Fayne were walking across the Brookfield Academy campus. Brookfield was a boarding school for girls near River Heights, the town where the three friends lived. It was a large campus with wide lawns as green as a golf course. The shrubs and flower beds were perfectly trimmed and clipped. Large trees shaded the stone paths that led to the buildings used for classes, offices, and dorms. In the distance the girls could see sleek, high-spirited horses being put through their paces in an equestrian class.


“And to think this place is only thirty miles away from home,” Bess said with a sigh. “It’s like another world.”


Pushing back her reddish-blond hair, eighteen-year-old Nancy smiled. “Don’t let its look fool you, Bess,” she said. “From what I’ve heard, Brookfield’s a pretty tough school. If you don’t keep your grades up, you’re out.”


“Even if your father happens to be a famous TV star or your mother’s an important diplomat?” Bess asked.


“Even then,” Nancy answered with a laugh. “Anyway, not every girl who goes here is from a famous or rich family. Claudia Dixon’s here on a full scholarship.”


Claudia Dixon was the student Nancy had come to visit. She’d never met her, but Claudia’s parents were friends of Nancy’s father, Carson Drew. Claudia was a junior, but this was her first year at Brookfield. Since the Dixons lived in another state, Mr. Drew had offered to visit Claudia. Unfortunately, he had been called away on a legal case at the last minute, so Nancy had volunteered to go instead. Bess and George had eagerly agreed to accompany her, since neither of them had ever been on the Brookfield campus. Claudia had been away over the weekend, but her Monday class schedule was light, so the girls had agreed to come midmorning.


Bess stopped and looked up at one of the larger buildings. Made of pale reddish stone, with a red tiled roof, it had two wings that encircled a large pool filled with clear blue water.


“If that’s a dormitory,” Bess said, “I wouldn’t mind going back to school just to live there. Imagine having a swimming pool right in the courtyard. Not that I’d want to swim laps or anything,” she added quickly.


“Sorry, Bess, but it’s not a dorm,” George told her, consulting a small map of the campus. “It’s the administration building. The dormitory’s farther along this path.”


“Besides,” Nancy teased, “if you went back to school, you’d have to take math and gym all over again.”


“Anyway, it’s not a swimming pool,” George went on. “According to the map, it’s a reflecting pool. The real pool is near the gym.” George pointed to a large building beyond the horses, then looked at the map again. “Hey, this says it’s an Olympic-sized pool. And they have six indoor tennis courts.”


“Trust George to notice all the athletic stuff,” Bess said, grinning at her cousin. Though they were related, the two of them were very different. Tall and slender with short dark hair, George was good at almost every sport she’d ever tried. Bess’s hair was long and blond, and she was forever worrying about her figure. Her favorite “sport” was shopping.


The three friends had started walking on when a girl who looked about sixteen suddenly came running down the path in their direction. Dressed in jeans and a forest-green Brookfield blazer, she rushed past the girls without seeing them. Her dark eyes were wide and frightened.


“Late for class, I bet,” George commented.


“Maybe,” Nancy said, looking after the girl. “Except she’s going into the administration building. She looked really upset,” she added thoughtfully. Nancy was well-known in River Heights as a detective, and she always noticed things that no one else seemed to see.


“Come on, Nancy,” Bess said, tugging lightly on Nancy’s arm. “You’re here to visit Claudia, not solve a mystery.”


Nancy laughed. “You’re right,” she agreed, checking her watch. “And I wouldn’t have time to get into a mystery, anyway. Claudia has a class at eleven, so I said we’d be at her dorm at ten. It’s five to ten already.”


George ran a hand through her short dark hair and studied the little map again. “According to this, the dorm’s down this path and to the right. We should make it in plenty of time.”


Nancy nodded. “Oh, by the way, Bess,” she said as they walked on, “when I called Claudia last week, she told me her roommate is Veronica Armand. I thought you might be interested.”


“Armand?” Bess’s mouth dropped open, and she stopped walking. “As in Nicholas Armand, the actor?”


“And director,” Nancy added with a grin. “And multimillionaire. I thought his name would ring a bell.”


“It sure does!” Bess exclaimed. “I’ve seen Passing Strangers three times. It’s one of my favorite movies. Nicholas Armand is so handsome. I can’t wait for his next picture. He’s filming it in England right now, I think.”


“Trust Bess to know everything about the guy,” George teased.


“It wouldn’t be hard to find out about Nicholas Armand,” Nancy said. “There’s always some article or photograph of him in the magazines.”


“Come on, Bess.” George tugged on her cousin’s arm. “We can’t stand here all day. You can dream about Nicholas Armand while we walk.”


“Just think,” Bess said with a sigh as they rounded a curve in the path, “I’m going to meet the daughter of Nicholas Armand.”


“If she’s around,” George reminded her. “She might be in class, you know.”


“Sure, but we’re spending most of the day at Brookfield,” Bess said. “Veronica will have to turn up sometime. I hope she doesn’t mind if I ask about her father.”


“She’s probably used to it,” Nancy said with a shrug. “At least, I hope so. I wouldn’t mind asking a few questions, either.”


“Don’t tell me you’re a Nicholas Armand fan, too,” George said.


“Who isn’t?” Nancy said.


“Well, I am, too,” George said. “But I’m not a fanatic, like Bess.”


“I’m not a fanatic,” Bess said huffily. “Anyway, didn’t I see you with a video of Passing Strangers just last week? How many times have you seen that movie?”


“Twice,” George admitted, grinning.


“I guess we’re all Armand fans,” Nancy said. “But we’re here to see Claudia Dixon, not Nicholas Armand’s daughter, remember?”


By now they had reached the dormitories. There were three dorms, grouped around another reflecting pool. Like the administration building, they were made of warm, reddish-colored stone, with huge trees all around them.


Inside Claudia’s dorm, just off a wide main hall, was a lounge furnished with study tables and soft, comfortable chairs. Across from the lounge were the students’ mailboxes and a reception desk.


“Hi,” Nancy said to the girl behind the desk. “Would you please ring room three-fifteen and tell Claudia Dixon that Nancy Drew is here?”


“Sure.” Putting down the book she’d been reading, the girl tucked her long brown hair behind one ear and reached for the phone. She punched the number, then waited. After a moment she hung up.


“Sorry,” she said. “There’s no answer.”


Nancy pulled a piece of paper from her denim skirt pocket and checked it. “Well, I’ve got the room number right,” she said. “Three-fifteen. Would you mind trying it again?” she asked.


“Okay.” The girl picked up her desk phone again. She waited a few moments, then hung up. “Sorry. Still no answer.”


“Hmm.” Nancy thought for a moment. “You didn’t happen to see Claudia earlier, did you?” she asked. “She’s expecting us, but maybe we got the time mixed up.”


The girl shook her head. “Sorry. I didn’t see her, but that doesn’t mean she hasn’t been by.” She tapped her book. “I’ve got a killer chemistry exam tomorrow, and I’ve hardly taken my nose out of this book all morning. I don’t know Claudia’s class schedule,” she added, “but you could try the administration building.”


“Thanks. I guess we will,” Nancy said. “If you see her after we’ve gone, tell her not to come after us. We’ll check back here.”


The campus had been busy with students earlier, but now, with ten o’clock classes starting, it was almost empty.


“I’m sure it’s just a mix-up,” Nancy said as she, Bess, and George headed for the administration building. “Maybe Claudia said she had a ten o’clock class and she’d meet us at eleven. We probably should have stayed at the dorm.”


“The administration building isn’t far,” George said. “We might as well check Claudia’s schedule, just to see if you two got your times crossed. Then we can go back to the dorm and wait.”


The administration building was cool and quiet inside, with cream-colored walls and floor. Dark oak doors led to various offices. The three girls walked down a wide hallway, checking for the records office.


Just as they were passing the office of the school’s director, they heard a girl’s voice shout, “No!”


Nancy and her friends paused, exchanging glances.


“Somebody’s mad,” George remarked quietly.


“You’re just imagining things,” the voice said loudly from behind the closed door.


Another girl said something, but her voice was too low for Nancy to hear the words.


“Let’s keep going,” Bess urged.


“Oh, come on!” the first voice said angrily. “If you think I’m going to interrupt a phone call because of some crazy stunt Veronica decided to pull, you’re out of your mind.”


“Veronica?” Bess said. “I wonder if they’re talking about Veronica Armand.”


Nancy had started to walk on, but she stopped again. Now she could hear the second girl’s voice clearly.


“It’s not a crazy stunt!” the second voice insisted frantically. “Not this time. And if you won’t let me in, I’ll just barge in myself. She’s gone. Don’t you understand what I’m saying? Veronica’s disappeared, and I’m afraid something terrible has happened to her!”





2



No Cause for Alarm


Nancy frowned. “This sounds really serious,” she said, pushing open the door to the office.


Inside, the dark-haired girl Nancy had seen earlier running on the path was standing in front of a desk in the outer office of the school’s director. Sitting behind the desk was another student, also wearing the Brookfield blazer. She had short, curly light-brown hair and an annoyed look in her blue eyes.


As Nancy and her friends entered, the girl behind the desk gave them a quick glance. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said curtly. Turning back to the other girl, she said, “Listen, Miss Grey’s in the middle of an important call. I can’t interrupt her just because you think—”


“I don’t just think, Margot,” the dark-haired girl insisted, leaning her hands on the desk. “I know something’s wrong.”


Margot sighed and drummed her fingers on the desk. “Look, Claudia—”


“Claudia?” Nancy interrupted, surprised. “Excuse me, but are you Claudia Dixon?”


The dark-haired girl turned to look at her. “Yes, I am,” she said. “Who are—” She stopped suddenly. “Oh, you must be Nancy Drew.”


“Right. And these are my friends, Bess and George,” Nancy said with a smile.


Claudia pushed back her tangled hair, looking worried and apologetic. “I’m really sorry I wasn’t at the dorm before,” she said. “I just couldn’t stay there a second longer.”


“Don’t worry about that,” Nancy told her quickly. “It sounds like something’s wrong. Is there anything I can do?”


Looking at Nancy, Margot said, “Maybe you can convince her that I shouldn’t interrupt Miss Grey. She’s the director of this school. I can’t just—”


“Margot!” Claudia turned on her angrily. “You’re not Miss Grey’s bodyguard. You’re just a student who works in her office. She’s always said if we had problems we could come to see her. So as soon as she gets off the phone, will you please tell her that I have to talk to her?”


Before Margot could answer, the door to the inner office opened. An attractive woman in her forties stepped out. She had short, dark-blond hair and a slender figure. Nancy noticed that her brown eyes looked tired and worried.


“I’m afraid I had to cut my conversation short,” she said quietly to Margot and Claudia. “Would you girls mind telling me what all the yelling is about?”


“I’m sorry, Miss Grey,” Margot said quickly, “but Claudia—”


“I’ll tell her myself,” Claudia said. “Miss Grey, I didn’t mean to yell, but something’s happened. I have to talk to you.” She took a deep breath and started to say more, but Miss Grey held up her hand.


“All right, Claudia,” she said wearily. “Why don’t you come into my office? You can tell me what’s happened, and Margot can type the letters I gave her. Then there won’t be any need for more shouting.”


Miss Grey walked back into her office. Claudia started to follow her, then turned to Nancy. “Would you come, too?” she asked. “Please? Maybe you can help.”


“Sure,” Nancy agreed. “As long as Miss Grey doesn’t mind.”


“Why should she?” Margot muttered, turning on her computer. “The more the merrier.”


Margot wasn’t exactly the friendliest person in the world, Nancy thought.


“I’m sure Miss Grey won’t mind,” Claudia said to Nancy. “Really, I’d like you to hear this.”


Nancy nodded and turned to Bess and George. “I’ll be out in a little while,” she said. “You don’t mind waiting, do you?”


“Of course not,” Bess answered.


“We’ll be out by the pool,” George said, with a quick glance at Margot. “It’s a little chilly in here.”


Hiding a smile, Nancy followed Claudia into Miss Grey’s beige-carpeted office, where Claudia introduced her to the Brookfield director.


“Nancy’s father and my parents are friends,” Claudia explained. “And my parents wanted somebody to visit me to see if I’m lonely or anything. I’m not,” she added. “I mean, I miss them, but I love it here.”


Already seated behind her desk, Miss Grey smiled and gestured at two chairs covered in bright blue striped cotton.


After Claudia and Nancy had sat down, Miss Grey said, “Now, Claudia. Tell me what’s wrong.”


“It’s Veronica,” Claudia said. “She’s gone.”


“Veronica Armand?” Nancy asked. “Your roommate?”


Claudia nodded.


With a frown Miss Grey asked, “What do you mean, ‘gone’?”


“Well, I was away for the weekend, and when I got back last night, Veronica wasn’t in our dorm room,” Claudia said anxiously. “I didn’t think much of it, because she could have been visiting somebody in another room, or at the library. But she usually leaves a note telling me where she is.”


“What time did you get back?” Nancy asked.


“About nine. And I was really tired,” Claudia said. “I’d gone home with a friend for the weekend, and her whole family is into sports. Every minute we were playing one game or another.”


“So you went right to bed,” Nancy said.


Claudia nodded. “I was like a zombie. I think I collapsed in my bed about nine-thirty.” She closed her eyes for a moment and swallowed hard. “Anyway, when I got up this morning, Veronica still wasn’t there,” she said, opening her eyes. “And her bed hadn’t been slept in at all. She’s just gone!”


Miss Grey cleared her throat. “Claudia, I know you’re worried. But isn’t it possible that, if Veronica went to study in someone else’s room, she might have slept there and then gone on to class this morning?”


“I asked around,” Claudia said. “That was the first thing I did, because we were supposed to have breakfast together. But nobody has seen her since yesterday afternoon.”


“Even if she’d slept in another room and forgotten about eating breakfast with you, she probably would have come back to your room to wash up and change, anyway,” Nancy said. “Claudia, has Veronica ever sneaked off campus or anything like that?”


“That’s a very good question,” Miss Grey said. “And the answer is yes.”


“But it was just that one time,” Claudia protested. She turned to Nancy. “See, we’re not allowed to leave the campus without a pass,” she explained. “And we can’t leave at all after ten at night, unless it’s an emergency or a whole group’s going somewhere. Well, a few months ago Veronica made a bet that she could sneak past the security guards at night.”


“And she won the bet,” Miss Grey said disapprovingly.


“I know, but she only went a little way off campus,” Claudia said. “And she came right back. It was just a joke.” She turned back to Nancy. “One of the guards caught Veronica sneaking back to the dorm and reported her. And after Miss Grey confined her to campus for two weeks, Veronica told me she’d never pull anything like that again.”


“I should hope not,” Miss Grey said. “Brookfield is responsible for its students’ safety. We take it very seriously.”


Claudia jumped up. “Then I think you should call the police and tell them Veronica’s missing!” she cried.


“Wait, Claudia,” Nancy said. “First, do you have any idea where she might be?”


“I’ve tried to think,” Claudia said. “But I just come up blank.”


“I don’t think we need to bring in the police yet,” Miss Grey replied. “But I’m certainly going to inform campus security.”


“I think Miss Grey may be right,” Nancy said. “Veronica will probably show up soon with a simple explanation for being gone.”
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