













THE CLUE IN THE ANTIQUE TRUNK




Nancy’s friend Vera led the way down a long hallway and through a bright, airy kitchen that looked as if it had recently been painted. “Julie,” she called, “why don’t you take a break and come meet—”

Vera’s voice broke off as she reached the doorway on the far side of the kitchen. “Oh, no!” she gasped.

Nancy peered over Vera’s shoulder. The big room looked as though a hurricane had ripped through it. Old furniture, tools, dolls, books, and clothing were strewn across the floor. A wooden captain’s trunk was on its side, with a jumble of antiques spilling out of it.

Then Nancy saw something that made her breath catch in her throat. To the side of the overturned trunk was a young woman with short blond hair and very pale skin.

She lay motionless on the floor, her eyes closed.
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1
Crime in the Country


“Wow! I had no idea the Berkshires were so beautiful,” said Bess Marvin, pausing in the doorway of the bus. She brushed her blond hair out of her eyes and gazed at the snow-covered foothills that rose up before her in gentle waves.

“The evergreen trees smell great,” Nancy Drew added, inhaling deeply. “Especially after two hours of breathing bus exhaust fumes and seat vinyl the whole way from Boston.” She smoothed her shoulder-length reddish blond hair and stretched her long, slender figure.

Bess’s cousin, George Fayne, gave Bess a nudge from behind. “Hey, would you mind getting out of the doorway? I’d like to get a look at this great view, too, if it’s okay with you.”

“Oh, sorry.” With an embarrassed giggle, Bess lugged her big suitcase down from the bus and joined Nancy on the pavement. George quickly followed. A moment later, the bus door closed and the bus took off down the road, belching diesel fumes from its exhaust pipe.

“So this is White Falls, huh?” George set down her nylon bag and looked around. “No wonder Vera decided to move here.”

The girls stood in a parking lot in front of a rambling wooden inn with a gabled roof. A row of old-fashioned storefront buildings stretched along the road beyond the inn. Several smaller roads wound up into the foothills, where Nancy saw a white church spire and scattered wood-frame houses. A river ran along the opposite side of the main road, its banks covered with snow.

“Vera’s only lived here for two years,” Nancy said. “She left River Heights when she inherited a house from her great-aunt here. Now she says she could never think of living anywhere else.”

Nancy had remained in touch with her former neighbor, Vera Alexander, after Vera had moved to the small town in northwestern Massachusetts. When Vera had invited Nancy and her friends to White Falls for a traditional crafts fair, the girls had jumped at the chance.

“It looks like the perfect place for a crafts fair,” Bess said. “I feel as if I’ve been plunked down in one of those paintings of old New England—you know, with sleigh rides and everyone cutting logs and feeding farm animals.”

George groaned. “Nancy, can’t you do something with her?”

“Actually, all that stuff is the reason Vera decided to move here,” Nancy said. She couldn’t help laughing at her friends. Although they were cousins and best friends, Bess and George were not at all alike. Blond, blue-eyed Bess’s favorite activities were shopping and eating, but dark-haired George was more practical, with the tall, lithe build of a natural athlete.

Nancy flipped up the collar of her aqua ski parka. “But don’t forget, the crafts fair isn’t the only reason we’re here. Vera was pretty vague about the details, but she did mention that someone might be trying to ruin the fair.”

“Did she say why?” Bess asked.

Nancy shook her head. “That’s one of the things I hope Vera can tell us. She should be here any minute.”

Just then, a car horn sounded behind them. Nancy turned and saw a white minivan pulling to a halt in the parking lot. The driver’s door flew open, and a tall, slender woman in her thirties hopped out, her long black hair spilling around the collar of her red ski parka.

“Nancy!” the woman called, running over and giving her a hug. “I’m so glad you could come.”

“Me, too, Vera,” Nancy said with a grin. “It’s great to see you. You remember Bess and George.”

Vera shook the girls’ hands and said, “Sorry I’m late, but I had to drop off some speakers for tonight’s barn dance.”

Bess’s blue eyes lit up. “A barn dance?” she asked. “You mean square dancing?”

“You bet,” Vera told her. “I thought it would be a good way to kick off the crafts fair. There’s a maple syrup boil tomorrow, the crafts workshops on Saturday, and then a big auction on Sunday.”

“Sounds great,” George said.

“It ought to be.” Vera’s smile faded as she added, “As long as nothing happens to ruin it, anyway.”

Nancy gave Vera a sympathetic look. “What makes you think something will happen?” she asked.

With a sigh, Vera reached for Bess’s suitcase. “Here, let’s get your stuff into the van. I can explain while we drive to my house.”

A few minutes later, Nancy was seated beside Vera in the van’s front seat. Bess and George settled on the bench seat behind them.

“The whole reason I decided to organize this crafts fair was to raise money for a pet project of mine,” Vera began as she pulled out onto the road that ran along the river. “I want to open a museum, dedicated to the local people and their history.”

“I remember you mentioned that in your letter,” Nancy said. “You’re going to renovate an old building for the museum, right?”

“It sounds like a terrific idea,” Bess put in.

Vera smiled ruefully at Bess in the rearview mirror. “I’m not sure everyone agrees with you. About a week ago, I started receiving threatening phone calls telling me that if I don’t back off the project, someone will make sure my museum never opens. The voice is always muffled, and I can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman.”

“And you think whoever it is might ruin the fair so you won’t have enough money to fix up the building,” George guessed.

Vera nodded. Nancy could see that Vera was definitely upset about the threats.

“Do you have any idea who’s making the calls?” Nancy asked.

Vera took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “There are some people who seem to be against the project—or maybe I should say one person in particular.”

Leaning forward on the bench seat, Bess asked, “Who’s that?”

“A real estate developer named Rosalind Chaplin. If you ask me, Roz is much more concerned with making a buck than with preserving White Falls’s heritage. She’s constantly tearing down beautiful old buildings and replacing them with modern monstrosities that have no character whatsoever.

“Needless to say,” Vera continued, her dark eyes flashing with indignation, “Roz had different plans for my museum site. She wanted to bulldoze the old building and put up condos for the ski crowd. When they put it to a vote, the town decided on the museum, but Roz seems to hold it against me personally that her plan wasn’t chosen.”

“Hmm,” Nancy said. “I’ll definitely keep my eye on her. Is there anyone else you can think of who might have a grudge against you?”

Vera shrugged. “Not offhand. New Englanders are a tough bunch to figure out, though. They tend to keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves, especially around strangers.”

“Oh, look!” Bess exclaimed, pointing. “There’s one building that Roz Chaplin hasn’t gotten her hands on yet.”

Looking out the van window, Nancy saw a large stone building perched on the far bank of the river, just above a crashing waterfall. Covered with ivy and nestled into the snowy woods, the building looked to Nancy as if it had been there since the beginning of time.

“Well, at least someone around here has good taste,” Vera said, a wide smile spreading across her face. “You’re looking at what will one day be the White Falls Historical Museum,” she announced proudly.

“That’s going to be your museum?” Nancy asked, impressed. “It looks as if it has a lot of history of its own.”

“Oh, it does,” Vera told her. “If those old walls could talk, I’m sure they’d have plenty of stories to tell. There was even a murder that took place there, you know.”

“A murder?” George asked. She looked at the stone building with fresh interest.

“It was a long time ago,” Vera added quickly, glimpsing in the rearview mirror the horrified look on Bess’s face. “The building used to be an old knife factory called Caulder Cutlery. The owner, Zach Caulder, was stabbed to death right in his office, with one of his own knives. The police never did find out who did it.”

“Stop! It’s too gruesome!” Bess exclaimed, covering her ears.

“The factory’s been quiet for over fifty years now,” Vera assured her. “It went bankrupt soon after Zach died, and the town took it over. It’s been empty ever since.”

Vera turned onto a side road that curved up into the hills, away from the river. Drifts of snow lined the road. After rounding a few bends, she pulled the van into a plowed gravel driveway behind a small bright yellow car. “Here we are,” she announced.

Beyond the snow-covered yard Nancy saw a three-story white house with a porch running along the front. Bushy shrubs and huge oak trees separated the house from its neighbors. Warm light glowed from inside the large shuttered windows.

“I think I could get used to staying here,” George said. She, Nancy, and Bess grabbed their suitcases and followed Vera along the short path that had been shoveled and up the stone steps to the porch.

“It’s huge,” Bess added. “Doesn’t it feel strange to be rattling around in such a big house all by yourself?” she asked Vera.

Vera shook her head. “Not really. I know it sounds strange, but all the crafts and antiques I’ve collected over the years make me feel as though I have plenty of company.

“Besides,” she went on, “Julie Bergson, my assistant, is here most days. She’s been helping me organize everything for the museum and the crafts fair. Sometimes I think I wouldn’t be able to find my own head without her help.” She nodded to the yellow car in the driveway. “Julie must still be working—that’s her car.”

As the girls stepped into the front hallway behind Vera, Nancy saw the living room through a doorway. It was very comfortable looking, filled with a jumble of old-fashioned furniture, lamps, pillows, and tables.

“Julie?” Vera called. When there was no answer, she said to the girls, “I’ve converted a big workroom in the back into storage for the fair and museum. She must be back there.”

Vera led the way down a long hallway and through a bright, airy kitchen that looked as if it had recently been painted. “Julie!” she called again. “Why don’t you take a break and—”

Vera’s voice broke off as she reached the doorway on the far side of the kitchen. “Oh, no,” she said with a gasp.

Rushing across the kitchen, Nancy peered over Vera’s shoulder. The big room off the kitchen looked as though a hurricane had ripped through it. Old furniture, tools, dolls, books, and clothing were strewn across the floor. A wooden captain’s trunk lay on its side, with a jumble of antiques spilling out of it.

Then Nancy saw something else that made her breath catch in her throat. To the side of the overturned trunk was a young woman with short blond hair and very pale skin.

She lay motionless on the floor, her eyes closed.
 

2
Robbed!


“Julie!” Vera cried, running toward the unconscious woman.

Nancy was only half a step behind. Her heart pounding, she bent over Julie and checked her pulse.

“Nancy, is she … dead?” Bess asked from the doorway, the final word coming out in a high squeak.

“No,” Nancy answered with a sigh of relief. “Her pulse is strong, and she’s breathing easily. Quick, get a wet towel from the kitchen.”

A moment later, Nancy was applying the cool, moist towel to Julie’s forehead. The woman looked as if she was in her early twenties, with straight blond hair cut chin-length. As Nancy held the towel to her forehead, Julie groaned, moving her head slightly. Then her eyes fluttered open.

“What—?” Julie blinked a few times, her green eyes clouded with confusion. Then she snapped her head up sharply, looking fearfully from Vera to Nancy, Bess, and George. “Oh, no,” she said in a horrified whisper.

Nancy put a calming hand to Julie’s shoulder. Obviously the young woman was disoriented.

“Take it easy,” Vera said gently, grasping Julie’s hand. “It’s me, Vera, and these are my friends, the ones I told you were coming.”

Julie reached up unsteadily and, wincing, touched the back of her head. “But how did—?” She broke off as she saw the disorganized mess of the workroom. “Oh, no,” she said again.

Vera shook her head. “Don’t worry about the mess,” she said. “We’ll clean it up later.”

“No! I mean, it’s not about the mess,” Julie said. Her green eyes flitted nervously around the workroom as she pushed herself to a sitting position. “It’s much worse. Vera, that black lacquered chest, the one that was donated last week—it was right by the desk.”

Vera’s gaze flew to the desk, and the color drained from her face. “It’s gone,” she said.

“I stored some antique patchwork quilts in that trunk,” Vera told Nancy and her friends in a distraught voice. “They were exquisite one-of-a-kind pieces, worth over a thousand dollars each. They were going to be one of the big draws at Sunday’s auction. There’s no way I can replace them.”

“It looks as though whoever made those threats was serious about wanting you to back off the museum project,” George said. She pointed to a rooster-shaped cast-iron weather vane that rested on the floor near Julie. “He or she must have hit Julie over the head with that.”

Vera nodded, blinking back tears. “This is just what I was afraid of. But at least you’re okay, and that’s what really counts,” she said, squeezing Julie’s hand. “I could never forgive myself if …” Her voice trailed off. For an uneasy moment, no one said anything.

“Maybe we should get Julie some water or something,” Bess suggested, breaking the silence.

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Vera agreed. She gave Bess a grateful look. “In fact, I think we could all use some hot cocoa. I’ll make some right away. And, Julie, I want you settled on the living room couch.”

“Bess and I can take care of that,” George offered. With George on one side and Bess on the other, they helped Julie to her feet.
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