


[image: Images]






1



Ticket to Mystery


Bess Marvin slumped back into the lounge chair with a dreamy expression. “What an ending.” She sighed as she closed the book she’d been reading.


Nancy Drew slid her sunglasses down her nose and looked at Bess over the lenses. The two girls were sunbathing near the pool at the River Heights Country Club. “How many times have you read that book?” Nancy asked, smiling at her friend.


“Four,” Bess replied seriously, “and it gets better each time. Rhett Reynolds, the hero, is just so cool—and totally gorgeous. I cry every time he saves Angel from her rotten cousin.”


“I’ve noticed,” Nancy said, her blue eyes twinkling. She took the book from Bess and looked at the title. “Southern Flame. Sounds real historical.”


“It is!” said Bess, tossing her long blond hair over her shoulders. “The author, Amelia Beaufort, spends months researching her facts. This story takes place in South Carolina during the Civil War. Besides, Amelia Beaufort’s books are a lot more interesting than that.” Bess pointed to the issue of Crime Today, which lay facedown on Nancy’s lap.


“I don’t know about that,” Nancy said, settling back in her chair. “There’s an article on private investigators in here. And one on breaking codes. I think that’s pretty interesting stuff.”


“You would,” Bess teased. “But I suppose reading that magazine is the price you have to pay for being River Heights’ best-known amateur detective.”


Nancy sat up and swung her long, slender legs over the side of the lounge. She flipped rapidly through the pages of the magazine, stopping when she found what she was looking for. “Tell me this isn’t interesting,” she challenged Bess. “Here’s an article on famous people who have disappeared without a trace.”


“Really?” Bess sipped her soda. “Does it mention Amelia Beaufort in there?”


A puzzled expression came over Nancy’s face. “Amelia Beaufort is missing?”


Bess picked up the copy of Southern Flame and tapped the photo on the back cover. A striking brunette smiled from a posed publicity shot. “I’ve been writing to Amelia Beaufort for about a year and a half, ever since I took that English course. You remember, the one where we had to contact a favorite author.”


“That’s right,” Nancy recalled. “And you chose Amelia Beaufort?”


Bess nodded. “I wrote and told her how much I loved her books. She wrote back a really nice letter, and we’ve been writing ever since. At least until . . .”


“Until when?” Nancy asked.


“Until about three months ago,” said Bess. “I haven’t heard a word from her. She used to write once a month.”


Nancy rolled her eyes. “Bess, that doesn’t exactly make her a missing person.”


“I know,” said Bess, “but something else seems strange to me. Amelia publishes a new book every summer. It’s July already—and no book. That’s why I’m rereading Southern Flame.”


Nancy pulled her long, reddish blond hair away from her forehead and began applying sunblock to her face. “Maybe Amelia’s behind schedule on her new book and she’s too busy to write you.”


Bess looked doubtful. “I just have this feeling that something is wrong. Amelia wrote to me last year, even though her book Rebel Love was a week overdue. It’s not like her.”


“Maybe she’s got writer’s block,” Nancy suggested.


“Forget it,” said Bess, getting to her feet. “You’re not taking me seriously.” A mischievous look came into her light blue eyes. “I’m sorry I ever wrote and told Amelia you were the best detective in the world. I even told her you’d make a great subject for a book.”


“Flattery will get you everywhere, Bess,” Nancy joked. She stood up and adjusted her bright blue one-piece swimsuit. “Let’s take a swim.” Before Bess could respond, Nancy grabbed her friend by the wrist and jumped into the pool, pulling Bess in with her.


Seconds later, both girls surfaced.


“You rat!” sputtered Bess.


“Come on,” Nancy replied. “I’ll race you to the other side.”


“Okay,” Bess said with a grin. “It might help me to work off some calories.”


• • •


A few hours later, Nancy steered her blue sports car toward Bess’s house. The warm summer breeze whipped the girls’ hair around their faces.


“Stop at our mailbox, okay?” Bess requested as they reached the box at the end of the Marvins’ driveway. “I want to see if this month’s issue of Fashion Focus came today.”


Nancy braked, and Bess leaned out the car window to open the mailbox. “No magazine,” Bess said glumly. “Might as well bring in the rest of the mail.”


Bess drew her head back in the car and began flipping through the stack of letters she’d taken from the box.


“This is strange,” she said, holding up a long white envelope. “A travel agent sent me a letter.”


“Did you write away for information or something?” asked Nancy, pulling the car up the drive.


“Nope,” said Bess, frowning as she opened the envelope. “It’s probably junk mail.”


Nancy looked into the envelope. “It’s not junk mail,” she said. “It looks as if there are two airline tickets in there.”


Bess took out the tickets. “They’re to Charleston, South Carolina.”


“That’s great,” said Nancy. “Are they from a relative?”


Bess shook her head. “This is totally strange,” she murmured. “One of these tickets has your name on it.”


“What! Let me see that.” Nancy snatched the ticket from Bess. “You’re right!” she exclaimed. “And they’re dated for two days from now.”


Nancy and Bess exchanged puzzled glances.


“I don’t get it,” said Bess. “Maybe Mom knows something about this.”


The girls headed up the walkway to Bess’s house. “Mom!” Bess called as they entered the cool front hall.


“I’m upstairs,” came her mother’s voice in response.


“I’ll go ask her if she knows what this is about,” said Bess. She was halfway up the stairs when the phone on the hallway table rang. “Would you get that, Nancy?”


“Hi, this is the Marvin household,” Nancy said cheerfully into the receiver.


“Bess, Bess Marvin?” a woman’s voice on the other end whispered in a thick southern drawl.


“No, she’s—” Nancy began.


The woman didn’t seem to hear Nancy. “This is Amelia Beaufort. Bess, I need your help. You and your friend, Miss Drew. You must come quickly.”


“This is Nancy Drew,” Nancy cut in. “I’ll get Bess. She’ll be so excited to—”


“Miss Drew, please say you’ll come.” The woman cut Nancy off once again. “There’s no one else I can turn to. My beloved Magnolia Mansion—it’s turning against me.” Nancy heard static crackling over the line as the woman continued. “There’s danger lurking everywhere. Terrible danger.”


“What kind of danger?” asked Nancy.


But no one answered.


The line had gone dead.
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Southern Hospitality


Bess came back down the stairs. “My mom has no idea who would send us airline tickets to South Carolina,” she said. “It’s a real mystery.” Bess paused when she saw Nancy’s face. “What’s up, Nan?”


“I know who sent the tickets,” Nancy replied slowly. “That was Amelia Beaufort on the phone, and she wants us to come to South Carolina.” She quickly filled Bess in on the conversation she’d had with Amelia.


“That’s so strange,” said Bess, looking concerned. “I had a feeling that Amelia was in some kind of trouble.”


Nancy sat down on the bottom step. “She sounded more than terrified,” she said. “She sounded . . . frantic.”


“Magnolia Mansion is Amelia’s home,” mused Bess. “How could a house turn against you?”


“Beats me,” said Nancy. “Do you know anything about Amelia? What are her letters like?”


Bess shrugged. “She talks about her books mostly. She never says much about her private life at all.”


A faint smile formed on Nancy’s lips. “And I thought it was going to be a dull summer.” She got to her feet. “I have to go home and make sure it’s okay with Dad that I’m taking this trip.”


“So we’re going to Magnolia Mansion,” said Bess, grinning at her friend. “You never can resist a good mystery.” A worried look passed over Bess’s face. “I’m not so sure I’m as excited about going down there. ‘Danger lurking everywhere’ sounds eerie. How about going without me?”


“Oh, no,” said Nancy, laughing. “You got me into this, Bess Marvin, and you’re coming with me.” She placed her hands on Bess’s shoulders and turned her toward the stairs. “So get upstairs and start packing. Magnolia Mansion, here we come.”


• • •


“We hope you enjoyed your flight,” the flight attendant said over the address system. “Have a pleasant stay in Charleston.”


Nancy and Bess stood in the aisle of the jet, waiting to disembark. “I hope Amelia is here to pick us up,” Bess said nervously as the line of passengers inched forward.


“Me, too,” said Nancy. They hadn’t been able to tell the author that they were coming. They had called Charleston information for her phone number, only to discover that it was unlisted. Besides, Nancy had a hunch that the other day, when her phone conversation with Amelia abruptly ended, the phone line at Magnolia Mansion had been cut.


Inside the airport terminal, a small group of people hovered at the gate to meet the flight. Nancy scanned the faces, looking for Amelia Beaufort. No one resembling the author appeared.


“Well,” Bess said with a sigh, “looks like we’re on our own.” She picked up her overstuffed carry-on bag and swung her bulky purse over her shoulder.


Nancy laughed at her weighed-down friend. “What did you pack in there, anyway?”


“For your information, this bag contains all twenty-two Amelia Beaufort novels,” huffed Bess. “Remember, you asked me to bring all of her books.”


“I wanted to read them to learn more about Amelia,” Nancy said. “I didn’t know there were twenty-two of them!” She grabbed one of the handles on Bess’s bag and helped her carry it over to the baggage claim area.


They set the bag down near a conveyor belt where the larger suitcases were arriving from the plane. Nancy and Bess watched for their luggage as the bags circled slowly on the belt.


“My father says Charleston’s a beautiful, historic old city,” Nancy said to Bess. “Even if we never meet the mysterious Ms. Beaufort, we should have a great time.”


“Excuse me, ladies,” came a silky, southern-accented voice. “Your names wouldn’t be Bess and Nancy, would they?”


Nancy and Bess turned. Standing behind them was a handsome young man in his early twenties. His hair was dark and wavy, and his eyes were ice blue. “I’m Rex Beaufort. My aunt Amelia sent me to come get you all.”


Nancy held out her hand. “I’m Nancy Drew,” she said. “And this is Bess Marvin.”


Bess smiled. “How did you know who we were?”


Rex shook their hands. “My aunt told me to look for two young ladies. I didn’t see any others,” he explained simply.


“There go our suitcases,” cried Bess, pointing.


Rex pulled them off the conveyor belt. “I’m parked outside,” he said, carrying the two cases toward the door.


“He’s adorable,” Bess whispered as they hurried along behind him.


“Think so?” asked Nancy. “There’s something about him I don’t like.”


“What’s not to like?” asked Bess, her eyes twinkling. “He’s a hunk.”


Nancy smiled at her friend but didn’t say anything more as the two girls followed Rex to the parking lot. The hot, humid night air seemed to envelop them like a damp blanket. Rex led them to an old pickup truck and threw their suitcases and the heavy carry-on into the back. “I’m sorry this old heap isn’t suitable for the president and vice president of the Amelia Beaufort fan club,” he said.


Nancy and Bess exchanged glances. Why hadn’t Amelia told Rex who they really were? Nancy wondered. Amelia must not trust her nephew.


“Being officers of such a big club must keep you two very busy,” he said, smirking as he helped them up into the cab of the truck.


Nancy frowned. I don’t trust him, either, she thought. His tone seemed almost mocking.


“We don’t mind the work,” said Bess. “We adore your aunt.”


Rex muttered something under his breath as he started the engine. He steered out of the airport parking lot and onto the highway. They traveled in silence for about fifteen minutes.


Nancy sat next to the window, letting the hot, sticky air blow her hair. They soon turned off the highway onto a dark, tree-lined road.


Nancy glanced over at Rex. His mouth was set in a tight line. She wondered what was going through his mind. “Do you live with your aunt?” she asked.


“Just for the summer,” he said. “I grew up in South Carolina, but now I go to college in Boston. Aunt Amelia asked me to spend the summer to help with the old place. I needed a summer job so here I am.”


“We tried to call and say we were coming,” Bess said, “but the number is unlisted. We were hoping Ms. Beaufort would call us again, but she didn’t. We didn’t know if anyone was going to come to meet us.”


“That’s me, Magnolia Mansion’s official greeter,” Rex replied sarcastically. “Aunt Amelia didn’t call you back because the phones at the mansion have been down for the last two days.”


“What’s the problem?” asked Nancy.


“Don’t know,” said Rex. “The phone company was at the house today to take a look.”


Just then the truck motor coughed, sputtered, and died.


Rex pounded the steering wheel. “Great!” he yelled. “I should have known this old wreck wouldn’t make it. Nothing works around this dump!” With a quick glance at Nancy and Bess, he recovered his smooth coolness. “Well, ladies, this is as far as I go. But you’re in luck. The driveway is just down the road.”


He opened the door and jumped out. “I’d escort you, but I’m going to try to get this fabulous vehicle moving again.”


Bess and Nancy peered through the windshield into the dark night. A few paces to their right, a stone column, overgrown with vines, was the only sign of an entrance.


Bess clutched her purse to her chest. “Uh, maybe we should wait for you.”


“It’s after ten,” said Rex, checking his watch. “This might take a while. I’ll leave your suitcases in the hallway outside your room when I come up.”


“That sounds great,” said Nancy as she climbed out of the truck. Rex immediately opened the hood and began tinkering with the engine.


“See you in the morning,” Nancy called. She took Bess by the arm and steered her friend up the road.


“This is not my idea of fun,” Bess whispered loudly. “This place gives me the creeps.” The edge of the drive was overgrown with brush and vines. Nancy could see azaleas and boxwoods peeking out from beneath a smothering jungle of weeds. Above them, a canopy of trees hid the sky. Cascades of long, silvery moss flowed from their branches. It was obvious that Magnolia Mansion hadn’t had a gardener’s care for many years.


“Now I know how Hansel and Gretel felt.” Bess shivered. “What is that horrible stuff all over the trees?”


“Spanish moss,” Nancy replied. Suddenly she stopped walking. Silhouetted against the night sky, Magnolia Mansion rose before them like a fortress. The glow from an almost-full moon bathed its roof and sides in silvery light. A white, two-tiered porch with graceful columns jutted out from the front of the rectangular building. Crumbling stone steps rose up to an ornately carved door. The house had once been beautiful, but like the grounds, it was now badly in need of some repair.


“I feel like I’ve just walked onto the set of a horror film,” Bess whispered.


“I know what you mean,” Nancy agreed. Slowly they approached the old steps and climbed up to the wide door. “Here goes,” said Nancy, grasping the heavy brass knocker.


After two loud raps, they waited. No one came to the door.


“Nobody’s home. Maybe we should leave,” said Bess hopefully.


“We can’t chicken out now,” said Nancy. She was about to knock again when the door opened with a loud creak. Staring out at them was a thin, sour-faced woman with dark hair set in tight curls around her face. Her small eyes darted back and forth as she scrutinized them.


“I’m Bess Marvin, and this is Nancy—” Bess began.


“I know,” interrupted the woman. “Come in.” She opened the door to a dimly lit hall. “Miss Amelia asked me to wait up for you. She has gone to bed. She needs her rest. Your room is upstairs, the first one on the right,” she said curtly.


“Thanks,” said Nancy, stepping into the long hall. Bess followed close at her heels. For a moment, the two stared in awe at the carved woodwork and high, arched ceiling. A crystal chandelier hung above them, its glass pendants twinkling in the dim light.
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