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The Secret Drawer


“Come on,” Nancy Drew said to her friend Bess Marvin. “We have to take a shortcut or we’ll be late.” The girls were standing on the curb a few blocks from Bess’s house. It had been a hot, humid summer day. Now, at dusk, a thick fog was beginning to rise.


Nancy flipped the ends of her reddish blond hair over her shoulders and started across the foggy street.


Bess hurried after her. But when she saw where Nancy was heading, she froze in her tracks.


“Forget it,” Bess said firmly. “I’m not taking any shortcut through Shady Glen Cemetery. No way.”


Nancy turned to her friend. Bess was nervously playing with a lock of her long blond hair. Her light blue eyes had a frightened look in them.


“I know this fog makes the cemetery seem kind of spooky,” Nancy said, “but—”


“But nothing,” Bess interrupted. “Shady Glen is just about the creepiest place in the world.” She shook her head emphatically. “I’m not going in there, and that’s final!”


Nancy sighed. Bess was definitely not the bravest person in the world. Sometimes she could be really stubborn, too. But Nancy knew that Bess was also a loyal, caring friend.


“Look, Bess,” Nancy said, “it’s almost seven-thirty. If we don’t take this shortcut, we’re going to be late for your baby-sitting job and Joanna will miss her evening class. She’s counting on you to take care of Josh tonight. I know you don’t want to let her down.”


“You’re right,” Bess admitted. “I don’t want to let Joanna down. And I promised Josh I’d make cinnamon popcorn with him.” She looked at Nancy. “But let’s make this cemetery shortcut really short, okay?”


Nancy smiled and nodded. “Let’s go,” she said.


Bess took a deep breath and followed Nancy through the huge iron gate into the old, rundown cemetery.


“Anyway, whose idea was it to leave your car at my house and walk to Joanna’s?” muttered Bess, as she picked her way carefully down the foggy path.


“It was your idea,” Nancy said. “Remember? You said walking was part of your new diet and exercise plan.”


“Oh, right,” Bess said. She stared at the ground, trying to ignore the gravestones and monuments that loomed up at them out of the mist.


Suddenly Nancy stopped short. Bess bumped into her.


“What’s wrong?” Bess demanded. “Why did you stop?”


Nancy pointed across the cemetery. “Look over there,” she said. “See those three people sitting on the steps of that monument? I wonder what they’re doing in Shady Glen Cemetery. No one ever comes here.”


“No one except us,” muttered Bess, glancing uneasily at where Nancy was pointing. She breathed a huge sigh of relief when she saw that the people sitting by the monument were actually people and not ghosts.


Nancy looked hard at the threesome, trying to see if she could recognize them, but they were too far away. The fog swirled around the monument again, almost completely hiding the three people.


“Who knows what they’re doing here?” Bess said nervously. “Maybe they’re waiting for Halloween.” She grabbed Nancy’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”


Nancy took one last look at the threesome. Then she shrugged and said, “It’s no big deal if they want to hang out in a graveyard. I guess I was just looking for a little mystery in my life. So far, this summer has been really boring.”


The girls threaded their way past a few old, broken tombstones. Up ahead, the fog curled around the white stone pillars of the Mortmain mausoleum. The small building looked both beautiful and spooky, half hidden in the mist.


Beyond the mausoleum, Nancy could just make out the gate at the far end of the cemetery.


“Nearly there,” she said to Bess.


“Good,” said Bess.


A few minutes later, the girls were walking quickly down a grassy slope toward the gate.


“Whew!” said Bess, after they had stepped through the gate and onto the sidewalk. “I’m glad that’s over with!” She glanced at her watch. “We should be at Joanna’s a few minutes early,” she said cheerfully. “I hope she baked one of her famous blueberry pies last night.”


“What about your diet?” Nancy asked with a smile.


“Give me a break,” Bess replied, grinning. “Walking through graveyards makes me hungry!”


Nancy laughed and rolled her eyes. Bess thought she was slightly plump, and she was always talking about going on a diet.


“I’ll start my diet tomorrow,” promised Bess.


“Where have I heard that before?” Nancy asked teasingly.


The girls turned a corner onto the street where Joanna Williams and her son, Josh, lived. This part of River Heights was a development of small, modern ranch-style homes. The only house that looked different was Joanna’s. It was a large white three-story house with a huge wraparound front porch. Joanna had once told Nancy and Bess that the house was over one hundred years old.


“It’s too bad Joanna hasn’t been able to really fix this place up,” Bess said, as the girls headed up the walk. “The house could really use a coat of paint. And the garden is full of weeds.”


“Give Joanna time,” replied Nancy. “Remember, she hasn’t been living here that long. And it’s been tough on her since her husband died. She’s been working full-time, going to college, and raising a kid—all on her own.”


“I don’t know how she does it all,” Bess said, shaking her head.


They walked up the porch steps to the door. Bess lifted the polished brass rooster-shaped knocker and tapped it against the door.


A moment later, the door swung open. Nancy and Bess found themselves facing Joanna Williams, a tall, slim, attractive black woman.


“Hi, girls, come on in,” Joanna said. She stepped aside to let Nancy and Bess into the house.


Joanna smiled at them warmly. But Nancy could see from the circles under her eyes that she was totally exhausted.


“I’m glad you’re here,” Joanna said, as she led them into the cozily furnished living room. “I have to get to class early.”


“What’s up?” Bess wanted to know. “Why the early start tonight?”


“I have to give an oral report in psychology class, and I’m a complete nervous wreck over it,” Joanna explained. “I need to look over my notes once more before class starts. I’d hate to forget everything I’m supposed to say.”


“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be great,” Nancy said, with an encouraging smile. She dropped her purse onto the chair next to an intricately made wooden roll top desk.


“This is a beautiful desk,” Nancy said admiringly. “It must be a really valuable antique.”


“I don’t know if it’s valuable,” Joanna replied, smiling. “But it’s definitely old. There were a lot of old pieces of furniture in the house when we moved in. I sold a few of the pieces and kept the others, like the desk.”


Joanna stepped over to the curved flight of stairs. “Josh!” she called. “Come downstairs, please. Bess and Nancy are here.”


The girls heard running feet overhead, and in a moment, five-year-old Josh Williams came bounding down the stairs, the cloth feet of his Roboman pajama suit flapping against the wooden steps. “Hi, Bess!” he shouted. He dashed up to her and gave her a huge hug.


“Hey, what about me?” Nancy said, crouching down. Josh hugged her quickly.


Then he turned to Bess and said, “Can we make cinnamon popcorn and watch a movie on TV like last time? Please?”


“Sounds good to me,” Bess replied. “What’s on TV that you want to watch?”


Josh’s eyes lit up. “Creeps and Sneaks,” he said positively.


“Ooooh, too scary for me,” Bess replied. “But there’s a Roboman cartoon special on cable. How about that?”


“Great!” Josh scooted across the floor and dropped easily onto the sofa.


“Well, I’d better get going,” Joanna said. “There’s half of a blueberry pie in the kitchen, in case you get hungry. Make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll see you around ten.” She scooped Josh off the couch and gave him a big kiss. “Be a good boy, and listen when Bess and Nancy tell you to go to bed,” she told her son. Then she grabbed a large, book-stuffed shoulder bag off the floor and started for the door.


“Bye, Joanna. Good luck with your report,” Nancy called after her.


“Thanks, I think I’m going to need it,” Joanna said as she unlocked the door. She turned and added, “You two be careful, and be sure to lock up after me. I haven’t felt safe since all those robberies started around here.”


Nancy nodded. She’d heard about the robberies that had recently taken place in Joanna’s neighborhood, but she didn’t think it was likely the thieves would choose the Williamses’ house to break into that night. They usually picked houses that were empty.


“We’ll be careful,” Nancy promised. Joanna stepped outside, and in a few seconds, Nancy heard the engine on Joanna’s car roar into action. Nancy closed the front door and locked it. Then she headed for the kitchen where Bess and Josh were making popcorn.


Twenty minutes later, Nancy, Bess, and Josh were munching popcorn and watching TV, when the phone rang. “I’ll get it,” Josh cried. He jumped off the sofa, dashed over to the rolltop desk, and picked up the receiver. “Hello?” He listened for a moment, then turned to Bess and Nancy, a serious look in his eyes. “It’s Mommy,” he told them. “She wants to talk to one of you.”


Nancy set the bowl of popcorn on the floor and stepped to the phone. “Hi, Joanna,” she said.


“Nancy?” Joanna said in a frantic voice. “You’re not going to believe this, but I forgot to bring the notes for my oral report!”


“Oh no!” Nancy exclaimed. “That’s awful!”


“You bet it is. I know how to solve the problem—but I need your help.”


“Tell me what you want me to do,” Nancy said promptly.


“I’d like you to read the notes to me over the phone. I’ll jot down all the figures I need. Okay?”


“Fine. Just tell me where the notes are.”


“In the bottom drawer of the rolltop,” Joanna told her. “You’ll see a small stack of index cards clipped together.”


Nancy bent over, slid open the drawer, and began to rummage through it. She found a stack of old phone bills, an envelope, Joanna’s physics paper from the past semester, and a handful of loose pennies, but there were no index cards. “Hold on, I’m having a little trouble finding them,” Nancy said.


She checked the pigeonholes, then pulled open the two top drawers, searching quickly through each one. But she found only a few more bills and envelopes, a couple of letters, and some pencils and paper clips.


Nancy was beginning to get worried. What if the notes weren’t in the desk, after all? She began to toss items out of the drawers onto the floor. She hated messing up the desk, but she promised herself she’d clean things up later. If she didn’t find those notes, Joanna’s whole report would be ruined, and she knew her friend had worked much too hard for that.


“Joanna, I’m still looking,” she reported into the phone.


Nancy emptied out all the drawers, but she wasn’t able to find Joanna’s notes. She had to find them—and fast. Joanna was hanging on to the phone, counting on her help.


Nancy thrust her hand inside the top right-hand drawer, all the way to the back. Maybe the notes had gotten stuck between the back of the drawer and the desk itself.


After checking each top drawer twice and coming up empty-handed, Nancy tried the bottom drawer again. When she felt around inside it, she blinked in surprise. On the outside, that drawer was the same depth as the others. But on the inside, it was much shallower.


There could be only one explanation, Nancy reasoned. There had to be a hidden compartment inside that bottom drawer. Nancy wondered if Joanna knew it was there. She also wondered if anything was in it.


“Nancy?” she heard Joanna say. “Have you found the notes yet?”


Nancy put the hidden drawer out of her mind for the moment. She had to find those notes!


“I’m here, Joanna,” she said. “And I’m still looking.”


Quickly, she sorted through the pile of stuff she’d tossed on the floor. One envelope seemed to bulge more than the others. She flipped it open. There, among some old bank statements, were the missing notes. Joanna must have placed them in the envelope by accident.


“I’ve got them!” Nancy said into the telephone.


“Great!” replied Joanna. “For a minute there, I thought we were out of luck.”


“Here we go,” Nancy said, studying the first card. Carefully she reeled off the list of facts Joanna had written on the card. In another few minutes, she’d read everything Joanna needed from the stack of cards.


“You’re a lifesaver,” Joanna said gratefully, when Nancy had finished.


“No problem,” replied Nancy. “It sounds as if it’s going to be a great report.” Then she added, “By the way, did you know that you have a secret compartment in your desk?”


“No, I didn’t know that,” Joanna said in a surprised tone. “Check out the drawer, if you want to. Now I’ve really got to go. Thanks a million for reading me those notes.”


Nancy wished Joanna luck and hung up the phone. Then she bent over and began to examine the lower drawer of the desk. Using her own hand as a kind of rough ruler, Nancy quickly measured the drawer. It was true. On the outside, all three drawers were six inches deep. But on the inside, the bottom drawer had somehow lost two whole inches.


Nancy ran her fingers across the bottom of the drawer. Suddenly she felt a tiny hole in the wood toward the back. She pressed down on the hole. Nothing happened. Then, gently, she dug one fingernail into the little hole and pulled. There was a click; then the entire bottom of the drawer flipped up.


Nancy’s eyes widened as she stared into the extra two inches of the bottom drawer.


“Bess!” she called out. “Come over here and look at this!”
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Hidden Gold


Bess hurried over to the desk. “What is it?” she asked.


Nancy pointed to the hidden compartment. Inside, caked with dust, lay a rolled-up piece of parchment, tied neatly with a faded blue ribbon.


Bess looked at Nancy. “Well, what are we waiting for?” she said. “Let’s unroll it and see what it says.”


Nancy took the parchment out of the drawer and gently blew the dust off it. “I think we’d better wait for Joanna,” she replied, placing the parchment on top of the desk.


“I guess you’re right,” Bess agreed reluctantly, eyeing the parchment. Then she looked across the room at Josh. He was standing in front of the TV, his hand on the dial. “Anyway, it’s Josh’s bedtime,” added Bess. “I just hope I can convince him it’s time for bed.” She headed over to the little boy.


Nancy began to pick up the items she’d tossed on the floor during the search for Joanna’s notes.


• • •


When Joanna arrived home later that evening, Nancy handed her the rolled-up parchment. “I found it in the hidden compartment in your desk drawer,” Nancy explained.


“This is amazing!” Joanna said, taking the paper. Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she looked at the rolled-up parchment. “I think this may be the solution to a mystery that’s been bothering me for the past year!” She smiled at the girls. “Let’s go into the kitchen and have some lemonade. Then I’ll unroll the paper, and we’ll see what it says.”


Moments later, Nancy, Joanna, and Bess were seated at the kitchen table with tall glasses of cold lemonade. Joanna slid off the blue ribbon and unrolled the parchment. Then she spread the paper out on the table.


The three peered at the paper. “It’s just a bunch of funny drawings and some lines,” Bess said, frowning.


Nancy studied the paper closely. A few clumsily drawn pictures dotted the page: a skull inside a square box, a dragon breathing fire, and a rooster. Curving lines led from drawing to drawing. “I think this is a map,” she said. “The pictures are probably clues, and the lines look as if they mark out some kind of route.” She looked at Joanna. “You said this paper was the solution to a mystery. What did you mean?”


Joanna took a sip of lemonade. Then she pushed the delicate paper away and settled back in her chair. “Well, it’s a kind of crazy story. It all started a little over a year ago, when we were living up in Canada. My husband had just died in an auto accident, and things were pretty tough for me and Josh.”


“Go on,” Nancy urged gently.


“It seemed as though nothing was working out for us—until we got this phone call from a lawyer in River Heights. He said he’d been working for an elderly woman named Laura Atwood, who’d recently passed away. Well, I didn’t know anyone by that name—never even heard of her. So you can imagine how surprised I was when the lawyer told me that Laura Atwood had left everything she owned—her house, her furniture, and the small amount of money in her bank account—to any surviving members of my family. That meant Josh and me!”
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