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Mardi Gras Masquerade


What could be more fun than a masked Mardi Gras ball at a so-called haunted mansion? George bring her digital camera, insisting that she’s going to bust some ghosts. I’m just looking forward to a night of dressing up and dancing with Ned and my friends.


Soon the fun turns freaky, though—things go haywire and everyone starts to wonder if the ghost stories could actually be true. But when Deirdre Shannon’s antique tiara is snatched, I’m certain the crook is a guest, not a ghoul.


Catch my next case:


The Stolen Bones
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Let me introduce myself. I’m Nancy Drew.


My friends call me Nancy. My enemies call me a lot of other things, like “that girl who cooked my goose.” They actually sometimes speak like that, but what can you expect from criminals? See, I’m a detective. Well, not really. I mean, I don’t have a license or anything. I don’t carry a badge or a gun, in part because I wouldn’t touch a gun even if I could, and also because I’m just not old enough. But I am old enough to know when something isn’t right, when somebody’s getting an unfair deal, when someone’s done something they shouldn’t do. And I know how to stop them, catch them, and get them into the hands of the law, where they belong. I take those things seriously, and I’m almost never wrong.


My best friends, Bess and George, might not totally agree with me. They tell me I’m wrong a lot, and that they have to cover for me all of the time just to make me look good. Bess would tell you I dress badly. I call it casual. George would tell you I’m not focused. By that she’d mean that once again I forgot to fill my car with gas or bring enough money to buy lunch. But they both know I’m always focused when it comes to crime. Always.


Nancy Drew




A Ghostly Sight


 


I looked and spotted the old Ayers place halfway down the next block. It was handsome and dignified rising up in the center of the tree-lined street. Light poured out of every window downstairs, showing off the architectural details of the imposing facade. Cars were parked in almost every available spot along the curb, and people in Mardi Gras—style finery were laughing and chatting and hurrying toward the mansion. Even with the car windows shut, we could hear the lively jazz music drifting out into the night.


“Looks like you might be out of luck tonight, George,” Ned said as we reached the house. “With all the lights and activity, the ghost will probably be hiding under the bed all night.”


For once George didn’t seem to have a retort. I glanced back and saw her staring out the side window. Her face had suddenly gone white beneath the blush and lipstick Bess had so carefully applied.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“That!” George gasped, pointing out the window with a trembling finger.
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Party Spirits


Ow!” I shrieked. “You’re killing me!”


“Chill out, Nancy.” My friend Bess Marvin tugged at the zipper on the back of my dress. “Now, hold your breath.”


I sucked in my stomach. Bess gave one last yank, and the zipper slid up without pinching any more skin.


Exhaling in a sigh of relief, I turned toward the full-length mirror in the corner of my bedroom. “Okay,” I said, surveying my reflection. “That was worth it. This dress is totally amazing.”


Bess came over and stood beside me. “We could both pass for Mardi Gras queens,” she said with a smile.


I nodded, still staring at my gown. It was gorgeous—the bodice was mostly green satin, but a strip of multicolored harlequin-style fabric ran down the middle, extending all the way to the bottom of the full skirt. When we’d picked it out at the local costume shop, Bess had insisted that green would be perfect with my strawberry-blond hair and blue eyes. Looking at it now, I had to admit she was right.


My eyes slid over to Bess’s reflection. With her peaches-and-cream complexion, curvy figure, and flair for fashion, she always looked good. But now she was absolutely stunning in an old-fashioned blue-and-gold gown made of satin, brocade, and lace. Velvet gloves covered her arms up to the elbows, and her blond hair was swept up into an elaborate style topped off with feathers and glittering beads.


Bess’s cousin, George Fayne, glanced up at us. She had spent the last few minutes lounging on my bed, whistling “When the Saints Go Marching In” and fiddling with the buttons on her fancy new digital camera.


“Enough with the primping already,” she said, rolling over onto her stomach. The skirt of her jester-style costume was hiked up over her knees, and her matching mask was perched atop her short, dark hair like a pair of sunglasses. “How long does it take you two to get dressed, anyway?”


“Hey, watch your skirt,” Bess told her. “The costume shop isn’t going to be happy if you bring it back with the half the beads missing.”


“Whatever.” George sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, making the bells on her ends of her curly-toed shoes tinkle. “I just want to get this show on the road. When’s Ned getting here?”


I checked my watch. Unlike me, my boyfriend Ned Nickerson is almost always right on time. “Five minutes,” I said.


“Sounds like someone’s anxious to go out and show all of River Heights that she actually does know how to put on a dress,” Bess teased her cousin.


I giggled as George rolled her eyes. She’s the world’s biggest tomboy. I could probably count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen her in a skirt of any kind, and I’ve known her for most of my life. Jeans and sneakers are much more her style.


“No way,” I told Bess. “George doesn’t want anyone to know it’s her. That’s why she’s wearing a mask.”


“Very funny.” George held up her camera as Bess snorted with laughter. “You know why I’m going to the party. Everyone in town says the old Ayers place is haunted. You guys won’t be laughing when I use this baby to prove it.”


“Since when do you believe in ghosts?” I asked. George might be unrealistic and impractical about some things—like how much money she can really afford to spend at the camera store, for instance—but she doesn’t usually believe in anything supernatural.


She shrugged. “I usually don’t,” she admitted. “But if I can get something weird on camera tonight and sell it to a TV show, that should pay back the cost of my new digital and then some!” She snapped a picture of me and Bess.


“Well, I’m glad you’re coming tonight, no matter how silly the reason,” I told her, leaning toward the mirror over my dresser to dab on some lip gloss. “I just hope this fund-raiser is successful. Poor old Mr. Ayers has been having a lot of trouble keeping up his house lately.”


Jackson Ayers was the owner of a gorgeous old Georgian mansion over on West Union Street. The place had been in his family for generations, and it was easier to imagine George in a ballerina’s tutu than it was to imagine Jackson living anywhere else. However, it was no secret that he’d been having trouble keeping up the place. Jackson had inherited a nice nest egg along with the house. He’d also had a long, successful career at Rackham Industries, the local tech conglomerate. But in the years since his retirement, he’s had to deal with several major home repairs, rising property taxes, and bad investments. All that has whittled his fortune down to nearly nothing.


Luckily River Heights has a small but active historical society. The society wanted to help by raising money for improvements so Jackson could apply to list the mansion with the Antique Homes Registry. That way the place would be preserved even after he was gone. An Ayers family connection to New Orleans had inspired the idea of a Mardi Gras-style masquerade ball. And if what I’d heard was true, at least half the town had bought tickets for tonight’s big event.


“I hope the ball raises lots of money too.” Bess twirled in front of the mirror, smiling as her skirt flared out. “I’m just glad we get to donate to a worthy cause and dance the night away at the same time!”


“Girls! Your chauffeur’s here!” Hannah Gruen’s voice floated up the stairs. Hannah has been an important part of my family ever since my mother died when I was three. Her official job description is “housekeeper,” but she’s more like a family member to Dad and me. I can’t imagine what we’d do without her.


“Don’t forget your mask,” Bess reminded me as I headed for the door.


“Oops.” I scurried back and grabbed it off the desk. Unlike George’s, which was held on by a piece of elastic like a Halloween mask, mine was perched on a glitter-encrusted stick. I held it up and peered at my friends through the eye holes, feeling very glamorous. “Ready to go?”


Soon all three of us were climbing into Ned’s car. I held up my skirt to keep it from touching the wet ground. It had rained all morning and there were puddles everywhere.


Ned reached over to give my hand a squeeze as I climbed into the front seat beside him. “You look gorgeous,” he told me.


“Thanks.” I took in his outfit. He was wearing a dark suit with a harlequin vest that matched my dress. His brown hair was slicked back, and a black mask decorated with swirls of gold, green, and purple glitter lay on the dashboard. “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”


“Watch my skirt!” Bess exclaimed, scooting across the backseat as George flopped down beside her. She gave George a shove.


“Hey! Watch the Nikon!” George yanked her camera out of harm’s way.


“George is planning to do a little ghost busting tonight,” I told Ned.


“Looking for the Ayers ghost, huh, George?” Ned smiled. “The Bugle did a little human-interest piece on that last Halloween.” Ned’s father is editor of the local newspaper, and Ned works there part-time.


“Uh-huh. I saw that article when I did some more research on the Internet last night.” George’s voice took on the eager tone that she usually reserved for talk of her latest electronic or computer gadget. “It’s a pretty cool story. Around the turn of the last century, this guy Maxwell Ayers—that’s Jackson Ayers’s grandfather, I think—moved to New Orleans after college. While he was there, he met this beautiful young woman named Lisette.”


“Ooh, that’s a pretty name,” Bess put in.


George nodded, looking a bit impatient. “Anyway, the two of them fell in love and blah, blah, blah.”


“You’re such a romantic, George,” Ned said, sounding amused.


George ignored him. “Lisette was from kind of an important New Orleans family. They lived there for generations and were very wealthy and all,” she continued, leaning back against the car door. “Her mother was once the queen of the Mardi Gras parade, which I guess is a pretty big deal down there. And everyone thought Lisette was destined for the same thing, since she was so beautiful and charming and all that.”


“Is that what happened? Did Lisette become a Mardi Gras queen?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder at my friends in the backseat.


George shook her head. “Not exactly. See, she and Maxwell Ayers were totally planning to get married, stay in New Orleans, and create a life there together. But then Maxwell’s father died suddenly, which left his mother and a bunch of younger siblings with nobody to support them.” She shrugged. “So they called Maxwell to come back to River Heights and take care of them.”


“Sad,” Ned commented as he turned onto Bluff Street. “Kind of a bummer for Maxwell, too.”


“Totally,” George agreed. “But what could he do? He had to go. He talked Lisette into coming north with him, promising her that one day soon, when the family was financially secure again, the two of them would go back to New Orleans. She was in love, so she agreed, even though she’d never been more than like ten miles from New Orleans in her whole life. They came up here and moved into the family mansion.”


“The one where Jackson Ayers lives now?” Ned asked.


George nodded. “The same one we’re going to tonight,” she said. “Maxwell went into the anvil business like his father, and Lisette took up housekeeping alongside her mother-in-law. But she never really got used to the Midwest—too cold, too different, whatever. She always pined for New Orleans. To try to make her feel better, Maxwell built a solarium onto the back of the house—that’s like a big greenhouse.”


“Duh,” Bess said. “We know what a solarium is.”


George rolled her eyes. “Anyway, he had it planted with palm trees and all kinds of other Gulf Coast type plants. He even brought in a big potted magnolia tree, since that was her favorite flower back home. She spent tons of time out there just wandering around and smelling the flowers—especially during those long Midwestern winters.”


Bess gave a shiver. “I don’t blame her,” she said. “I’d like to have a southern solarium to hang out in myself, especially around February when we get our umpteenth foot of snow.”


“So did they ever move back to New Orleans?” I asked. I’d heard some of the ghostly rumors about the Ayers place, of course, but hadn’t paid much attention to the details. Like George, I didn’t believe in ghosts.


“No,” George said. “A few years passed, Maxwell and Lisette had a couple of kids, and they were still talking about going back. But before they managed it, Lisette died.”


Bess gasped. “Oh, no!” she said. “How did she die?”


George shrugged. “I couldn’t get a definite answer to that in my research,” she said. “Some people claimed it was from a chill. Ironic, right? But other sources say she died in childbirth. Either way, the story is that to this day she remains a ghost trapped in the cold old house where she never really felt at home.”


“Wow,” Bess said. “That’s sad.”


“So why do people think the house is haunted?” I asked. “I mean, I’ve always heard that it is. But have there been actual sightings?”
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