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1
Bess Screams for an Audition


“Aaaaaaaaarrrrrrhhh!”

A terrifying scream spread through Nancy Drew’s house. It was a scream filled with horror and panic and bone-chilling fear.

The moment Nancy Drew heard it, she sprang to her feet. An instant before, she had been reading a magazine on the bed in her sunlit bedroom. But now she was running downstairs in the direction of the hideous sound.

The scream continued. It was coming from the living room, and it seemed to say, “No matter how quickly you reach me, it will be too late.”

With her reddish blond hair flying behind her, Nancy reached the bottom of the stairs just as the scream died. Her breath came fast and her blue eyes widened at what she saw.

In the middle of the living room stood Nancy’s good friend Bess Marvin. Bess’s usually pale skin was flushed from screaming, and there was a look of total terror on her face.

Nancy glanced around the room. What had made Bess scream? There were no dead bodies on the floor, no bats circling the ceiling like a precision aerial flying team, and no mice. There was only Hannah Gruen sitting on the sofa. The Drews’ housekeeper had her fingers in her ears and an expression of intense pain on her face.

“Bess, what is it? What’s wrong?”

“Pretty convincing scream, huh?” Bess said. Her voice was calm, and she was smiling.

“It worked for me,” Hannah said. “Now I think I’ll get back to the kitchen.”

When Hannah was gone, Nancy repeated, “Convincing? Bess, you scared me to death!”

“Yes, I know,” Bess said, beaming. “And that was just a rehearsal!“

“For what?” Nancy asked. “Being eaten alive?”

Bess dramatically brushed her straw blond hair out of her face and produced a yellow sheet of paper from her tote bag.

“Who would believe that a little slip of paper could totally change your life,” she said.

“Not another parking ticket,” Nancy teased. But she took the paper from Bess and read it.

The photocopied flyer read:

AUDITION!!

  WANTED—young female extras who can scream for small parts in new Hank Steinberg horror film. 2:00 P.M. today—at the McCauley house on Highland Avenue!!
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“These signs are all over town,” Bess said when Nancy looked up. Her blue eyes sparkled with excitement.

Everyone in River Heights knew that a movie was being filmed in their city. The world-famous movie director Hank Steinberg had chosen Nancy’s hometown for the location of his newest film. It was going to be called Terror Weekend, and it would undoubtedly be another spine-tingling, stomach-twisting horror masterpiece. And now River Heights citizens were being invited to audition.

For a moment, Nancy thought about being in the movie herself. The lights, the cameras, the action … the screams, the murder, the blood. It would be a lot of fun. But then she looked at Bess and knew that Bess wanted a part in Hank Steinberg’s movie a lot more than she did. It was one of Nancy Drew’s main rules never to compete with her friends for anything important.

“Can you come with me to the audition?” Bess asked. “It’s almost two o’clock now.”

“Definitely,” Nancy said.

Are you sure?” Bess asked. “I mean, you’ve been promising to go watch them film for two days, now. Are you positive you don’t have some errands to run for your father, or an important case to solve?”

Bess was referring to the fact that Nancy Drew was River Heights’ famous young detective. She was known for her ability to solve all kinds of intricate mysteries. She also occasionally helped out her father, Carson Drew, who was a respected attorney.

But Nancy shook her head no to both questions.

“All right. Then let’s get out of here before Hannah comes in and asks you to do twelve loads of wash or something,” Bess said.

“I heard that,” called the voice of Hannah Gruen from the kitchen. Hannah had lived with the family ever since Nancy was three years old.

Bess and Nancy poked their heads into the kitchen and were relieved to find Hannah smiling.

“Go on,” Hannah said. “I’ll see you later. You can tell me all about these Hollywood horror people then. At dinner?”

“I don’t think so,” Nancy confessed. “Bess and I will probably eat out.”

“All right. I guess I can wait until morning,” Hannah said as Nancy and Bess headed for the door.

Once the two girls were in Nancy’s blue sportscar, Bess put on a large pair of dark round sunglasses.

“Yesterday I was just someone standing in the crowd,” she explained. “But today I have to make an entrance.“

The warm summer breeze felt good to Nancy and Bess as they drove down the back roads that led through some of the prettiest residential areas of town. Soon the two girls arrived at Highland Avenue.

Highland Avenue was one of the oldest streets in River Heights. The houses were all large, stately Victorians built almost a hundred years ago. Some of them looked their age—tired, overgrown, and in need of a paint job. Others had been spruced up by young families who had recently moved in. Down the middle of the street stretched a strip of dark green grass, bordered by gravel, with tall trees that shaded most of the roadway.


The street had been blocked off at one end so that Hank Steinberg could park his movie trucks and camper vans. That was the end Nancy had driven to. She parked on Margery Lane, a block away.

“Okay, Bess, let’s see that entrance you’ve been talking about,” Nancy said.

Bess stepped slowly out of Nancy’s car as if she were being photographed.

It was a dramatic entrance—everything Bess had hoped for. Unfortunately, no one but Nancy was there to see her.

The girls walked eagerly down Margery Lane and turned the corner.

“Oh—there’s Fenley Place!” Nancy said. “I’d forgotten how spooky that house looks.”

On one side of Highland Avenue sat the McCauley house, where Terror Weekend was being filmed. Directly across the street from it was Fenley Place—the gloomiest, most sinister-looking house on the street. Garver Fenley, the man who built the house, had died the first night after he moved in. Ever since then, strange stories had been told about the place.

“Don’t look,” Bess said. “Every time I come over here, I turn my back on that horrible old mansion as quickly as I can.”

“I know what you mean.” Nancy nodded. “Even I used to believe that if you passed in front of Fenley Place on the night of a full moon, you’d turn into a werewolf. But that was when I was six.”

“You mean it’s not true?” Bess said half-seriously.

Nancy laughed. “You’re too easy to scare. I remember the Halloween when I was in fifth grade and a bunch of us came to Highland Avenue to trick or treat.”

“I remember coming here, too,” Bess said, shuddering. “When we passed Fenley Place, I was positive I saw a glowing green shape in one of the windows. You could have heard me screaming all the way down the block.”

Nancy smiled. “It was your imagination. Anyway, it’s just a house. Let’s just forget about Fenley Place and go to your audition.”

“I’ll never forget about it.” Bess shuddered again. She purposely walked the long way around the barricades, to stay as far away from Fenley Place as possible.

As they approached the movie location, Bess’s thoughts returned to the movie.

“I haven’t been able to get near the action,” she said. “They’ve got a hundred security people keeping the crowds away from the McCauley house. But just watch me today.”

The hundred security people turned out to be four young men and two young women, all wearing walkie-talkies in their back pockets. But even though they were young, they did their jobs well, with a lot of authority. As a result, the spectators were kept a good distance from all the lights, electrical cables, cameras, and action that filled Highland Avenue.

Bess pushed her way to the front of the crowd and started to cross one of the barricades.

“You again?” a female security guard said to Bess. “I’ve told you a million times you have to stay back.”

Normally, Bess wasn’t pushy at all. In fact, it usually took a lot of Nancy’s energy just to get her friend involved in one of Nancy’s mysterious adventures. But now Bess was really excited. She was determined to get a part in this movie.

Bess said only one word to the security guard, but she said it slowly and dramatically. “Audition.”

The young woman rolled her eyes and waved Bess and Nancy by. The girls wandered around among the technicians for a while, trying to figure out where to go.

Noticing their confusion, one of the technicians asked, “Looking for someone?”

“Auditions,” Bess repeated, more quickly this time.

“Are you a screamer, a bleeder, or a corpse?” the technician asked without much concern.

“Screamer!” Bess said.

“Brandon,” was all the man said, jerking his thumb toward the wide, green lawn of the McCauley house.

Bess and Nancy walked in the direction the thumb had indicated. But the front yard of the McCauley house was an obstacle course. There were thick electric cables, fake plastic shrubbery, and large pieces of lighting all over the place.

Finally, they came to a young man wearing a name tag that said Brandon Morris—Casting on it. He was about twenty-five years old, and he wore khaki shorts with a Hawaiian shirt. He was talking to two teenage girls and writing what they said on a clipboard.

“I’m a natural for this,” one of the girls said to Brandon. “I have seven sisters. Believe me, I have to yell just to be heard.”

Brandon smiled, handed them each a number, and told them to get in line over by the fence. Then he turned to Nancy and Bess.

“Name?” he said to Nancy. “Age?”

“Nancy Drew, eighteen, but I’m just here to watch,” she replied.

“Watch quietly,” Brandon warned her. “We’re setting up a scene right now in the house.”

Nancy stepped back while Bess gave Brandon her name, address, age, and telephone number. Just then a prop man came by carrying a stack of books.

“’scuse me, coming through,” he grunted. Nancy had nowhere to go to get out of his way except up the steps of the McCauley house and onto the porch. From there, she realized she could see right into the McCauleys’ living room, where the scene was going to be shot.

It only took Nancy an instant to recognize the actor who was starring in the film. Deck Burroughs’s dark wavy hair was unmistakable, even from the back. In the scene they were preparing, Deck was standing perfectly still, gazing out a side window. Meanwhile, books were flying off the book shelves and zipping across the room toward Deck’s head. Nancy could see that the books actually traveled on very thin, clear plastic wires.

“Hey, Nancy Drew—off the porch!”

It was Brandon’s voice behind her. She turned around. Brandon was smiling, but his tone meant business. Then he pointed to Bess, who was waiting her turn to scream. Nancy walked down the porch steps to her friend.

“Good luck, Bess. Don’t be nervous,” Nancy said, giving Bess’s arm a squeeze.

The squeeze took Bess by surprise and she let out a small screech. The other girls in line immediately started complaining.

“Save it for the audition, showoff,” grumbled a blond teen standing in front of Bess.

“Yeah, wait your turn,” said her friend.

“Do you believe I have to take this from them?“ Bess said under her breath to Nancy. “They’re not even from River Heights!”

Nancy just laughed. “Then they probably don’t know how creepy Fenley Place is,” she said. “So they won’t scream as well as you will.”

“Don’t remind me,” Bess said, turning her back to the house again.

“Relax,” Nancy said. “You’ll be okay. I’m going to sit on the grass in the center of the street and watch from there.” As she left, she held up her crossed fingers to wish Bess luck.

While she waited for the auditions to start, Nancy gazed at the McCauley house in front of her. Normally the three-story, clean white house had a friendly look to it. Its big, wide porch was welcoming, and the apple tree in front usually had a swing hanging from its thickest limb.

But today the swing was gone. Rows of big movie lights attached to tall scaffolding flanked the house. The scaffolding looked like a dinosaur skeleton with gigantic eyes, and it gave the house an unreal, spooky feeling. Broken shutters and cracked windows had also been installed. As a final touch the outside walls had been covered over to look as if they hadn’t been painted in years.

Suddenly Nancy heard some gravel crunch behind her. She turned around and saw a pair of running shoes standing next to her. “Screamer, bleeder, or corpse?” asked the voice belonging to the shoes.

Nancy looked up and saw a man in his mid-thirties wearing jeans and a sloppy knit shirt. He carried a walkie-talkie in his back hip pocket, just like the other crew members. But Nancy recognized the face immediately. It was the director, Hank Steinberg.

Nancy got to her feet. “Spectator,” she said. “My friend’s a screamer.”

“Okay,” Hank Steinberg said gently and smiled. Then he walked toward the McCauley front lawn.

A moment later the auditions were underway. Brandon called out the numbers and Hank Steinberg listened as various residents of River Heights screamed for their lives.

But between screamer number four and screamer number five, Nancy glanced over at Bess and stiffened. What was it that Bess was staring at and frowning at across the street?

Suddenly Bess’s pale skin grew even paler. She pointed across the street at something up in the sky and out of her mouth came an even more terrified scream than Nancy had heard at home, earlier. Then she slumped to the ground in a dead faint.

Hank Steinberg, Brandon, all the screamers, and all the crew looked at Bess—and applauded.

But Nancy knew that there was real horror in Bess’s scream. She turned her head in the direction Bess had been pointing, to the roof of Fenley Place.

A cloud of thick red smoke—the color of blood—was billowing out of the chimney as from an open wound.
 

2
Bloodred Smoke


The eerie crimson cloud puffing out from the chimney of Fenley Place held Nancy’s eyes captive for just a moment. Then her attention snapped back to the scene on the McCauley lawn.

Bess lay on the ground, motionless. Brandon stood over her, his hands on his hips. “Very realistic,” he said in mocking voice. “You can get up now.”

“No fair!” the other screamers shouted angrily. “It wasn’t her turn!”

“Let me through,” Nancy insisted, pushing her way through the crowd. “She really fainted.” Nancy finally reached the lawn and knelt by her friend.

It was only a short while before Bess began to stir. Then she sat straight up like a corpse in a horror film and began talking in a foggy voice.

“Did you see it, Nancy? It was coming out of Fenley Place. I knew I shouldn’t have come near that house. It was the color of blood. Did you see it?”

“What is she talking about?” Brandon asked.

“Red smoke,” Bess whispered. “Coming out of the chimney.”

Everyone looked at the somber house across the street but the smoke was gone.

“I saw it, Bess,” Nancy said seriously. She didn’t care that the crew members on hand and the other screamers looked at her as if she and Bess were both crazy.

“That’s only half of it,” Bess said. “Look at my script. This page says a girl walks down the street and suddenly sees bloodred smoke coming out of a chimney.” She stared at Nancy, her eyes wide. Isn’t that weird?”

Nancy nodded her head slowly in agreement. Just then, Hank Steinberg appeared and stooped down by Bess.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I guess so,” Bess said. Then, forgetting it was a great opportunity to make an impression on the director, she simply stared back at him.

Hank Steinberg said “Good,” then stood up and went back to work with his crew.

When he was gone, Brandon tried to regain everyone’s attention. “Okay, girls,” he said, “let’s get on with the auditions. Mr. Steinberg is very busy.” He grinned down at Bess. “Your audition is over.”

Bess got to her feet, helped by Nancy. She glanced at her friend. Nancy had a look on her face that Bess recognized immediately. The look said, “There’s a logical explanation for this, and I’m going to find it.” She grabbed Bess’s arm and they both started walking down the lawn to the street.

“Where are we going?” Bess asked. “And don’t say to Fenley Place,” she added firmly.

“We have to go across the street and check out the house,” Nancy said matter-of-factly.

“Forget it,” Bess said. “You can go without me if you want, but I’m not moving an inch.” Bess stopped walking and stood in the middle of the street.

“Come on, Bess,” Nancy said. “It’s just a big ugly house, that’s all.”

“No, it’s not,“ Bess said.

Bess looked across the street at Fenley Place and thought about the stories she had heard all her life. Who knew whether they were all true?

No one who moved into Fenley Place stayed very long. People said the sidewalk in front of the house was always cracked, no matter how many times it was fixed. Bess could see that was true. It was rumored that the rusty wrought-iron fence surrounding the house and yard occasionally dripped blood. It was also said that the house itself could tell what kind of a person you were as soon as you walked through the front door. Bess often wondered what horrible things would happen if the house didn’t like you.

Nancy kept on walking, and before Bess knew it, her friend had opened the gate, marched up the stone path, and was standing on the shadowy porch of Fenley Place.

“Don’t go in there!” Bess yelled. She ran to catch up with her friend. She couldn’t let Nancy face that horrible house alone, no matter how scary it was to go with her.

As Bess hurried through the open gate, a sharp point on the wrought-iron fence caught her sleeve and tore it.

“You see?” Bess said. “This house hates me already.”
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