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A Call for Help


“I can’t believe it,” said Nancy Drew, sticking her head out the car window. She took a deep breath as the salty air whipped through her reddish blond hair and sent a tingle of excitement through her body. “Seven whole days in Maine!”


“I know what you mean,” Bess Marvin agreed from the back seat. “Nothing but sunshine, the seashore, fresh air—”


“And all the lobsters you can eat,” eighteen-year-old George Fayne teased as she steered their rented car along the coastal highway. “I can’t wait to go snorkeling,” she added eagerly.


“Swimming’s fun,” Bess countered with a shrug, “but eating lobster’s definitely better.”


From her seat beside George, Nancy turned toward her friends and smiled. “Can’t you two agree on anything?” For as long as Nancy had known them, Bess and George had always seen things differently.


Even though George and Bess were cousins, they were contrasting opposites. George, dark haired and athletic, was always ready for a game or an adventure. Bess, blond, blue eyed, and slightly plump, preferred to avoid exercise or trouble whenever possible.


“Anyway,” Nancy continued, “I know you both agree on how much you want to see Miss Braden.”


“That’s for sure,” George said quickly. “She was the greatest elementary schoolteacher we ever had. I can’t wait to see her!”


Bess leaned forward in her seat. “Neither can I,” she said cheerfully. “But I still say we shouldn’t pass up the chance to sample some great Down East seafood.”


“I’m sure we’ll have a chance to eat plenty of food and play tourist, too,” said Nancy. She hesitated for a moment. “But you know, I can’t help feeling that Miss Braden’s invitation is something more than casual.”


George shot a quick glance at Nancy. “Why do you say that?” she asked, then turned her attention back to the road.


“Because it’s been ten years since Miss Braden left River Heights,” Nancy replied. She leaned back in her seat. “Why does she want to see us now—out of the clear blue? It was a long time ago.” Nancy closed her eyes. “I can see her clearly in my mind still, though. Do you remember that baggy brown sweater she always wore?”


“I remember it!” Bess exclaimed. “The handmade one, with the white flowers on the front.”


“Do you remember the nature walks Miss Braden was always taking us on?” George asked. “But she called them—”


“Observational tours,” all three girls finished in unison, laughing.


Bess sat up straighter. “ ‘You must keep your eyes and your minds open,’ ” she said, trying to sound like their old teacher.


Nancy smiled. “She was always telling us that, wasn’t she? Miss Braden made third grade so much fun.”


“And anybody who could do that,” George added, “had to be pretty special.”


“We all had such a great time in her class,” said Bess. “And then she moved away so suddenly. Do you remember why?”


“Her brother’s wife became very ill, and Miss Braden moved to Maine to help him take care of his daughter. The little girl was only six, I think,” Nancy said, jogging her friends’ memories.


“I do remember now,” Bess said sadly. “The girl’s mother died a few months later.”


For a moment the three girls were silent.


“I am glad Miss Braden wrote to Nancy,” George said finally. “But it sure is strange hearing from her after all these years.”


Nancy agreed. “Miss Braden sounded so cheerful in her letter. And she told me such wonderful things about her hometown and her family, but I can’t help feeling there was something she wasn’t saying.”


“Do you think she has some kind of mystery for you to solve?” Bess turned to Nancy.


“I don’t know how she’d know I was a detective,” Nancy replied thoughtfully. She curled a strand of hair around her finger. “Miss Braden mentioned in her letter that her brother, Karl, was killed six months ago.”


George shook her head. “I really feel sorry for the little girl. First her mother, then her father.”


“Miss Braden said that her niece—whose name is Laura, I think—and her father were pretty close,” said Nancy.


Bess placed a hand on Nancy’s shoulder. “Sounds like you and your dad.”


Nancy turned to give her friend a faint smile. Bess was right, she thought. Since her own mother had died, fifteen years before, Nancy and her father had become extremely close. She didn’t know what she’d do if anything happened to him.


Nancy forced her thoughts back to Laura and Karl Braden. Miss Braden had written that six months earlier a terrible storm had struck. Karl’s lobster boat had gone down, and he was lost at sea. Luckily, Laura hadn’t been out lobstering with him that day.


“Maybe Miss Braden wants us to be company for her niece,” Bess offered. “You know, to help her get over all of this.”


“Well, that would be strange, but I guess we’ll learn more when we see her. In the meantime, let’s just take in all this gorgeous scenery.”


“Right,” said George.


Nancy gazed out her window. The road they were on ran parallel to the New England coastline. Beyond the scattering of lush green trees, cream-colored sand, and the rocky, coal black shore lay the glittering waters of the Atlantic Ocean.


“To look at the ocean now, you wouldn’t think it could ever be violent,” Bess said.


Nancy knew exactly what her friends meant. Everything looked so picturesque and peaceful.


Small sailboats skimmed the surface of the water, and sea gulls floated on the gentle air currents of the perfect late-August sky.


Then the scenery began to change almost faster than the girls could take it in. They left the coast and were now looking at small houses and woodland areas, then at a scattering of small shops, gas stations, and roadside fruit stands.


Finally, this gave way to the ocean coastline again. Rows of cozy cottages and small houses were built along the water, many of them with docks. Some of the docks had small boats tied to them. Others were stacked high with fishing nets and old wooden lobster pots, cracked and worn gray by the sea.


The girls then entered the small coastal town that was their final destination.


“Let’s find Miss Braden’s house first,” Nancy suggested. “She says it’s just outside town. Then we can get something to eat.” She pulled a letter from her purse. “According to the directions, Miss Braden lives near a naval base. And that one over there on the left must be it.”


George slowed down as they drove past the entry gate for Stewart Naval Base. Except for the guard at the gate, the base didn’t seem very impressive.


Five minutes later the girls were pulling into a driveway next to a small, salmon-colored house.


As they were mounting the steps of the front porch, the door swung open and a woman rushed out to greet them.


“Nancy, Bess, George!” she cried. “I’m so happy to see you!”


Nancy was amazed. Miss June Braden had hardly changed at all in the last ten years. Her reddish brown hair was now silvery gray, but otherwise she looked exactly the same. Short and wiry, with twinkling brown eyes and a small pointy nose, Miss Braden still seemed to have plenty of energy.


The teacher threw her arms around the girls in turn and hugged them as if they were her long-lost daughters.


“It’s so good to see you all,” she said. “And I’ve read and heard so much about your wonderful adventures from my old friends and the River Heights paper.” She quickly hugged Nancy again.


Nancy felt a warm glow as she returned the embrace. “We’re glad to see you, too, Miss Braden.” She grinned. “You were a strong influence on me, you know. ‘See everything,’ you always said. ‘You never know when it might be useful.’ That was a rule I learned well and use to this day.”


Miss Braden looked pleased. She stepped back and studied the girls closely. “My, how all of you have grown. And you’ve become such attractive young ladies.”


“It’s been ten years, Miss Braden,” Nancy replied, feeling a little embarrassed. “I guess we have grown a little.”


The schoolteacher bent down and grabbed one of their bags. “Come on inside now. I’ve spent the past two hours preparing food for you.”


“Great!” Bess exclaimed, then cleared her throat. “I mean—what a nice thing to do.”


Nancy and George chuckled as they picked up their bags and followed Miss Braden into the house.


A short time later they were all sitting in the cozy kitchen, eating hot clam chowder and fresh-baked bread.


“I do hope you like that chowder,” said Miss Braden. “There’s plenty more.” She smiled, but Nancy noticed that her eyes were full of sadness.


The teacher sighed. “I suppose I should explain why I suddenly invited you all here. Before Laura comes home, I mean.” She poured a cup of tea and took a sip of it, then she stared into the cup.


“Does it have anything to do with her father’s death?” Nancy asked gently.


Miss Braden nodded. “Yes, it does. Karl’s death was, of course, very tragic.”


The three girls exchanged glances but said nothing.


“His boat, the Lady Love, went down a few miles off the coast of a cove nearby, Craven Cove,” Miss Braden continued. “The sad thing is, he was actually quite close to a lighthouse and safety.”


“He didn’t see the lighthouse beacon?” Bess asked in surprise.


“No one will ever know for certain,” Miss Braden answered. “But the reports claimed that the light was out and the storm made the sea pitch dark.”


“How terrible,” Bess said.


“Karl was a good sailor,” Miss Braden went on. “We didn’t know why he was out so late. He should have known better. Oh, that’s right—you didn’t know he was in the navy.”


George seemed puzzled. “I thought he made his living as a lobsterman.”


“Oh dear, no.” Miss Braden smiled as if she was about to reveal some humorous secret. “Very few people can make a living lobstering. Karl was a naval engineer. He worked at the base.”


“You mean the one right here in town?” Nancy asked.


“That’s right,” Miss Braden replied. “My brother was a very busy man. Sometimes he had to go to sea for weeks, but he always found time for Laura when he was at home. They were very close.” She paused for a moment. “It took Laura a long time to accept his death,” she continued. “Or at least I thought she had accepted it, until—”


Nancy sat upright in her chair. “What happened?” she asked.


Miss Braden sighed. “Laura has started going to Craven Cove at all hours of the day and night.” She took another sip of tea. “Then, quite recently, she started saying—”


Nancy waited for Miss Braden to go on with her story, but the teacher seemed unable to finish.


“Please continue,” Nancy urged gently.


“I don’t know how to say this, Nancy,” Miss Braden said slowly.


“Go on, Auntie,” an angry voice interrupted.


Everyone turned toward the entrance to the kitchen. A raven-haired teenage girl stood in the doorway, her fists clenched at her side. Laura Braden, Nancy knew immediately.


Nancy could see the anger in the girl’s clear gray eyes. Anger and fear.


“I said, go on and tell them,” Laura repeated. “Tell them the whole story so they’ll believe what you and the entire town have decided—that I’m crazy!”


June Braden rose from her chair. “Now, Laura, you know I don’t believe that.”


“Sure you do!” Laura exploded. “And you’re probably right. How else do you explain that twice in the past three weeks I’ve seen my father? I’ve seen a man who’s supposed to be dead!”
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Death at Sea


At first there was only silence in the kitchen.


Nancy found her voice first. “Maybe it was someone who looked like your father,” she said.


“No, it wasn’t,” Laura Braden answered stubbornly. She moved quickly to the table and stood between Nancy and her aunt. “It’s not just that I think I’ve seen him. It’s more than that.”


“What do you mean?” asked Nancy.


“I don’t believe my father is dead,” Laura said with determination. “I mean, I don’t feel that he’s really dead. My father and I were very close. If he were dead, I’d know it in my heart.” Laura’s eyes searched Nancy’s. “He’s alive, I know he is. And I want you to help me find him.”


For a moment Nancy was speechless. She glanced quickly around the table at her friends. Bess and George looked skeptical. Nancy could tell from their faces that they felt sorry for Laura, but they didn’t know what to think of her story.


Miss Braden simply looked worried. Whatever she thought about her niece’s statement, she was keeping it to herself.


“That’s why I asked Aunt June to send for you,” Laura continued. “She’s always read me clippings from the River Heights papers. A lot of them were stories about all the mysteries you’ve solved. I was sure that if anyone could help me, it would be Nancy Drew.”


“Help you to do what?” Nancy asked.


“To find my father,” Laura replied. “To prove he’s alive.”


Miss Braden reached for Laura’s hand and squeezed it gently. “I told Laura not to expect too much,” she said, glancing around the table. “After all, the police, the Coast Guard, and the naval authorities have closed their files already.”


“But they think my father is dead,” Laura argued. “I’m sure he isn’t. And I need Nancy’s help to prove it.”


“But, Laura,” George said gently, “if your father is alive, wouldn’t he have come home by now?”


“Or at least called you,” Bess added.


Laura Braden rubbed her forehead. “Maybe he’s got amnesia,” she said. “Maybe he can’t remember where he lives or who he is.” She looked from one face to another and then turned back to Nancy. “Look, if it wasn’t my father, then who—or what—did I see? Please, Nancy, you’ve got to help me.”


“This isn’t my usual type of case,” Nancy said, feeling awkward. “No actual crime has been committed, and all of the clues to the tragedy”—she searched for the right words—“were lost at sea.”


Laura walked over to the kitchen window and stared outside for a moment. Then she took a deep breath and turned back to the others. “I know it sounds weird,” she said. “Maybe it is just wishful thinking, but would you please help me, anyway?”


“I don’t know what I could do,” said Nancy. “I don’t know this area very well—”


“Will you at least try?” Laura pleaded.


“Why don’t you let me think about it a little, and then we’ll talk some more.” Nancy stood up and walked over to Laura. “I promise I’ll give you an answer this evening.”


Laura smiled. “Thanks,” she said, her eyes shining.


“Don’t thank me yet,” said Nancy. “I haven’t done anything.”


“Is there anything I can do for you?” Laura asked.


“Well, sure,” Nancy said with a grin. “Why don’t you show me and my friends around town?”


“No problem,” said Laura. “That’ll be fun.”


“Then it’s settled.” Miss Braden rose from the table. “But first have another helping of chowder—then your tour.”


While Laura got out a bowl for herself and Miss Braden served the others, Nancy thought about Laura’s problem.


The girl really believed her father was alive, even though common sense and everyone else indicated otherwise.


Nancy watched Laura as she chatted easily with Bess and George. She didn’t seem like the kind of girl who’d make up such a story. If Laura hadn’t been imagining things, then who had she seen? A Karl Braden look-alike—or someone or something else? Nancy frowned. Maybe she should decide to help the girl. If her anxieties could be put to rest then maybe she could begin to heal.


Immediately after their meal, the girls unpacked their bags. Then Laura drove them across a huge drawbridge that spanned a river and crossed into town.


Nancy, Bess, and George fell in love with the charming town. Laura led them through its clean and winding streets. They window-shopped for handmade dolls and jewelry and rummaged through antique clothing and furniture stores.


Passersby said hello, church bells tolled the hours, and Laura was truly happy and at peace showing off her hometown.


By four o’clock the girls were strolling through a park at the edge of town. A damp, cool breeze started to blow onshore, and overhead the clear sky had turned a light shade of pewter gray.


“This is Preston Park,” Laura said cheerfully. “It’s one of the most popular spots in town. It’s only three blocks square, but we get a lot of use out of it. For instance, from July through August the town sponsors an outdoor musical right here.” She pointed to a circular stage in the center of the park. “The show has everything: lights, costumes, and a cast of thousands.” She grinned. “Well, twenty-five, at least.”


“It sounds wonderful,” said Nancy. “Too bad we missed it.”


Laura looked around at the trees, the flowers, and the people strolling by.


“My father used to bring me to see the show every year,” she said. “After the show, we’d walk over to the docks to look at the pleasure boats moored to the pier down there.”


Nancy, Bess, and George followed Laura to a guardrail that separated the park from the large river they had crossed to get into town. Piers jutted out into the swiftly flowing water.


Laura pulled her jacket collar up around her neck. “This river flows down from the White Mountains,” she said. “It feeds into the ocean.”


“This is beautiful,” said Nancy. She watched several sailboats bobbing in the water. To her right was the drawbridge that spanned the river, which emptied into the harbor right there.


“Ships use this river after they enter the harbor to get to the navy yard,” Laura said.


Across the water, the girls could see a row of two-and three-story buildings. Some appeared to be barracks, but others looked like factories.


“Is that the base over there?” asked Nancy.


“It sure is,” Laura replied. “Stewart Naval Base is a key defense point for this part of the East Coast.”
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