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Waverly Academy


“Nancy, shh! What’s that noise?” Bess Marvin asked, peering anxiously through the kitchen window at Nancy Drew’s backyard. Bess, Nancy, and George Fayne were cooking pancakes the morning after a sleepover at Nancy’s house.


“Noise?” Nancy replied, staring at Bess with a puzzled frown. “I didn’t hear anything.” Standing the spoon up in the bowl of pancake batter, she scooted over to the window. “What did it sound like?”


Bess pressed her nose against the pane, then glanced back at her friend, her blue eyes wide with alarm. “It was this weird high-pitched howl,” she explained. “Spooky—like a . . . ghost being killed.”


“A ghost being killed?” George echoed, smiling skeptically as she joined her friends at the window. “Impossible. The whole point of ghosts is that they’re already dead.”


Bess gave her cousin a withering look. “I know that. I’m describing what the noise sounded like.” She added proudly, “Maybe you won’t appreciate this, George, since you’d rather play sports than read a book, but I’ve been brushing up on the classics by reading these scary Edgar Allan Poe stories. Maybe I’ve just got ghosts on the brain.”


George raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Reading instead of shopping, Bess?”


Bess tossed back her long blond hair and sniffed. “I love a good story,” she declared. “Plus,” she continued, glancing fondly at her rust-colored high-heeled boots, “I spent all my money last week on these boots, so there’s no point in going to the mall till I save up.”


Eighteen-year-old Nancy smiled at her two best friends’ gentle teasing. Although Bess and George were cousins and very good friends, they couldn’t have been more different. Dark-haired George, whose real name was Georgia, was a tomboy with a wry sense of humor, while Bess preferred shopping, eating, and daydreaming about boys.


An unearthly yowl cut through Nancy’s thoughts.


“That’s it!” Bess exclaimed, whirling back toward the window. “I don’t care what you say, but that noise is like something from beyond the grave.”


“Wild!” George said, cupping her hands against the glass.


Scanning the sunny backyard with its patches of melting snow, Nancy saw two small dark shapes leaping over the fence and disappearing into the alley beyond. Nancy grinned, flicking back her shoulder-length reddish blond hair. “You guys! That noise was a cat fight. Strays rummage for food in trash cans around our neighborhood, and they get territorial and fight.”


“Cats?” Bess said, looking surprised. “Those adorable furry creatures can actually make a terrifying noise like that?” She frowned, then added, “But if they’re scrounging for food, they must be starved. Aren’t you tempted to adopt one, Nan?”


“Once I tried luring this huge gray cat into the house with food,” Nancy admitted. “But it ran away the moment it saw me. These cats are totally wild, Bess, and kind of dangerous. I don’t think they’ve ever had contact with humans.”


“I’ve heard that if kittens haven’t had contact with people by the time they’re six weeks old, they’re almost impossible to tame,” George said. “I doubt these alley cats are going to be interested in making friends with people.”


“Still,” Bess put in, “it must be a rough life—depending on the streets of River Heights for your meals.” She shot Nancy a sly look and added, “But I understand why they like Drew garbage. The scraps from Hannah’s meals must be a lot tastier than those from other trash cans.”


Bess was referring to the Drews’ housekeeper, Hannah Gruen, who had been part of the Drew family since the death of Nancy’s mother when Nancy was three.


“Speaking of Hannah,” Nancy said, “let’s finish making these pancakes. They’re Hannah’s special blueberry pancake recipe.”


Twenty minutes later, as the girls were clearing their plates, George glanced at the thermometer outside the kitchen window. “Wow!” she exclaimed. “It’s fifty degrees. No wonder the snow is melting. Awesome day for a bike ride. Are you guys game?” After placing her dishes in the dishwasher, she marched toward the back door.


“A bike ride?” Bess said doubtfully. “I don’t know, George. That sounds pretty risky for February. I mean, the weather might suddenly turn. Who knows when the next blizzard might dump two feet of snow on us?” She crossed over to her backpack, which was slung over a kitchen chair, and drew out a battered copy of a book titled Famous American Short Stories.


As Nancy peered curiously over her shoulder, Bess flipped through the book. At one point an illustration of a nasty-looking cat, its back arched and fur standing on end, caught Nancy’s eye. But she barely had a chance to see it before Bess turned the page.


“Thanks, George, but I think I’ll pass up the bike ride to go home and read,” Bess announced, scanning the table of contents. “This time, though, I’ll try a different writer—someone less scary.”


The phone rang. Bess jumped, slapping her book closed.


“Hello?” Nancy said into the receiver.


“Nancy,” a woman said briskly on the other end of the line. “This is Sarah Cook, the headmistress of Waverly Academy for Girls. I’m a friend of your father’s. You and I met at one of his parties, I don’t know if you remember.”


“Yes, I do, Mrs. Cook,” Nancy said, remembering a small, frail-looking widow with a strong personality that didn’t match her looks. “Would you like to speak to Dad?”


“Actually, I’m looking for you, Nancy. Could you please come over to the school immediately?” Nancy was surprised by Mrs. Cook’s nervous tone. At the party her manner had been calm and self-assured. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”


Nancy hesitated. A bike ride with George had sounded tempting. “Could I come later today?” Nancy asked. “My friend George Fayne and I were just heading out the door with our bikes.”


“I need to see you now, Nancy,” Mrs. Cook said firmly. “Why don’t you ride your bike over here? And by all means, bring George.”


“But why do you want to see me?”


“I’ll explain everything when we meet,” Mrs. Cook said. “It’s ten of eleven now. I’ll expect you by eleven-thirty.” She hung up abruptly, without giving Nancy a chance to respond.


Nancy placed the handset back in the cradle, feeling puzzled and curious.


“It sounds as if you might have another mystery on your hands,” Bess said cheerfully, after Nancy told Bess and George about her conversation. “I’ll be happy to help out if you need me. Just give me a call at home.”


Nancy smiled. Even though she was still a teenager, Nancy was a skilled detective. Her two best friends were used to helping her solve difficult mysteries.


“Count me in, too,” George declared. “I’d love to know what Mrs. Cook wants.”


Nancy headed toward the hallway to grab her coat. “Well, George, let’s go find out.”


• • •


At eleven twenty-five Nancy and George locked their bikes to a bike rack in front of the main building at Waverly Academy. As Nancy pocketed her key, she checked to make sure her new penlight was there.


“Dad gave this to me,” she explained, showing it to George. “He thought it might come in handy.”


“Well, this place looks like mystery central,” George commented, gazing around.


Nancy looked up at the huge stone mansion, which served as the school’s main building. A boarding school for high school girls, Waverly had an excellent academic reputation, and students came from all across the United States to go there.


“Tower, 1890” was carved in stone above the front portico. A cupola jutted from the roof above the fourth floor, with an enormous bell resting on its top. Ivy cascaded down the stone walls, and narrow Gothic windows pierced the facade like watchful eyes.


Despite the mild winter weather, Nancy shivered. She had no trouble believing that a crime might have occurred in this dark, forbidding place.


She scanned the grounds. Clumps of melting snow dotted the wide lawn, over which enormous fir trees cast dark shadows. Several smaller buildings were connected to Tower by a network of gravel paths. Except for a crow cawing in a nearby tree, Nancy and George were the only living creatures in sight.


“Do you think everyone’s been abducted by aliens and we’re the last people left on Earth?” George quipped.


Nancy laughed. “Let’s hope they’ve left Mrs. Cook. I’m dying to know what she wants.”


As the two girls approached Tower, a bell changed. As if on cue, the front door opened and groups of chattering girls spilled onto the portico, clutching books and backpacks. Ignoring Nancy and George, they hurried down the steps and swooped toward outlying buildings like swallows scattering in a breeze.


Nancy and George squeezed past the girls and entered Tower. Inside, a long hallway stretched before them into the depths of the building. Its walls were covered with student artwork and bulletin boards plastered with announcements and schedules.


Nancy and George glanced into a large common room on their left where tables with books and board games were set up. Two girls were frantically putting away pieces of a chess game, while a third was grabbing up stray pieces of paper to shove into her notebook binder.


Across the hall from the common room was an administrative office with the words “Mr. Moralis, School Secretary” painted on a wooden plaque above a large windowlike opening.


Nancy peered through the office window at an elderly white-haired man pecking away at an ancient typewriter set on an antique desk. Nearby, a middle-aged man and a young woman were vigorously scrolling through files at state-of-the-art computers.


“Mr. Moralis?” Nancy said.


At the sound of his name the white-haired man hopped out of his chair and hurried over to Nancy. His manner seemed much younger than his appearance, Nancy thought.


“May I help you?” he asked eagerly, his dark eyes twinkling.


“I’m Nancy Drew and this is George Fayne,” Nancy said. “We’re here to see Mrs. Cook.”


“She’s expecting you. Take the elevator just before the stairs to the fifth-floor cupola—her office.”


Down the hallway the girls could see a flight of carpeted stairs leading up to a landing where a stained-glass window threw glints of colored light on the walls. Before the stairway they spotted an alcove with an oak door and an elevator button on the wall next to it.


The girls thanked Mr. Moralis, then headed for the elevator. A few straggling students trotted breathlessly past them toward the outside door.


“Hurry, girls! You’re late for class,” Mr. Moralis scolded, poking his head out of his office window. “It’s already eleven-thirty, and the second bell’s about to ring.”


The stragglers broke into a run and disappeared through the front door as the second bell echoed through the building.


“What do you think happens in this place if they’re late?” George asked Nancy in a low voice.


“Twenty-four hours without meals in our dankest dungeon,” Mr. Moralis cut in, chuckling at his joke. “Now, girls, you’d better hurry up to Mrs. Cook. She doesn’t like tardiness.”


As the girls reached the elevator, Nancy noticed a cavernous dining hall at the end of the hall beyond the stairway. Double oak doors opened into a cathedral-like space, where long rectangular tables had been set for lunch.


“Let’s take a quick peek at the dining room before we go up,” Nancy suggested to George. “It looks awesome—like something out of a medieval monastery.”


Just before they reached the double doors, Nancy heard a strange muffled sound.


The girls froze, listening.


“It’s coming from there,” Nancy whispered, pointing to a closed door off the hall before the dining room.


“A girl is crying,” George said.


Low wrenching sobs carried from behind the door. Nancy felt a stab of pity. The girl sounded totally heartbroken, she thought.


She knocked on the door. There was a terrified gasp as the girl sucked in air, making a hideous rattle in her throat. Then there was silence.
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A Cry from the Closet


“Are you all right?” Nancy called through the the door.


The silence was so complete that Nancy wondered if the girl was holding her breath. “I’d like to make sure you’re okay,” Nancy said.


Once more there was no response.


Turning to George, Nancy said, “I hate to barge in on her, but I’m worried she might be hurt.”


“I agree,” George said. “Why don’t you see if the door is locked? Because if it is, I think you should alert someone. We can’t just leave her locked in there and crying.”


Biting her lip, Nancy twisted the doorknob and pulled. The door opened. Inside was an unlit closet filled with brooms, mops, and cleaning supplies. A small dark-haired girl wearing a diamond nose stud knelt in the center of the floor, her eyes wet and filled with dread as she stared up at Nancy and George. For a moment she stayed entirely still, like a deer frozen in headlights. But just as Nancy was about to ask if she needed help, the girl sprang to her feet and darted past Nancy and George. Casting one quick startled glance behind her, she dashed back to the staircase and pounded up the stairs.


Nancy and George traded surprised looks. Nancy realized the girl was probably embarrassed to be caught crying by two strangers, but she was too curious about the girl’s predicament to let the matter drop. What if the girl really needed someone’s help?


Grabbing George’s arm, Nancy urged, “Let’s try one more time to talk to her.”


They traced the girl’s steps down the hallway and up the stairs, but by the time they reached the landing with the stained-glass window, there was still no sign of her.


Taking the rest of the stairs two at a time, the girls bounded up to the second floor. Doors opened on either side of the long hall, about twenty-six of them, Nancy calculated. She peeked into the first room.


Two iron beds covered with spotless white linen bedspreads were lined up side by side on the right wall. Two bureaus painted sky blue stood opposite the beds. Books were carefully arranged inside a bookshelf between the far windows.


“Whew! These girls sure are neat. Maybe Mrs. Cook punishes them horribly if their rooms are messy,” George commented wryly.


“This one’s a little messier,” Nancy said, slipping into the room next door. Sweaters and books had been dumped on the bureaus and desks, while shoes cluttered the floor. But once again, two immaculate white bedspreads lay like clean snow upon the twin iron beds.


Nancy continued down the hall, casting a quick look into each room as she jogged by.


“No one’s here,” George said, right behind her. “They’re all in class, I guess. That girl must have been playing hooky.”


Nancy shrugged as she returned to the staircase. “I guess we won’t find out. We seem to have lost her.”


George glanced up the stairs that led to higher floors. “Let’s not give up yet. If Mrs. Cook’s office is in the fifth-floor cupola, I’ll bet there are more dorm rooms on the third and fourth floors.”


“Yes, but they’d take a while to search,” Nancy remarked. “And speaking of Mrs. Cook, she’s probably wondering where we are. I’m sure Mr. Moralis told her we arrived ten minutes ago.”


They hurried back down the stairs. At the bottom Nancy pressed the Up button for the elevator and added, “At least we can satisfy our curiosity about one thing—in a minute we’ll learn what Mrs. Cook wants.”


Through a round porthole in the door, Nancy watched as the elevator descended to the first floor. When it reached the floor, she opened the door and stepped inside with George.


The elevator cab was a tiny brass cage that looked as if it had been built at the dawn of electricity. The moment Nancy pushed the button marked “Mrs. Cook,” the antique gate slammed shut and the elevator jerked slowly upward, shuddering and groaning with every inch it climbed. Just as Nancy thought the trip would never end, the elevator lurched to a stop and the gate clanked open.


Nancy and George stepped directly from the elevator into a large octagonal office under the bell tower. With its bright oriental rug, comfortable armchairs, and fire in the grate, the room was cheerful and cosy.


Behind an enormous mahogany desk sat a diminutive gray-haired woman wearing large wire-rimmed spectacles. Nancy immediately recognized Mrs. Cook—tiny but formidable.


“Where have you been, girls?” Mrs. Cook asked in a no-nonsense tone, not waiting for an answer. “It’s past eleven-thirty. Please, take a seat—let’s not waste any more time.” She motioned them to the two armchairs in front of her desk.


Sitting down, Nancy and George looked respectfully across the desk at the headmistress and waited for her to speak.


“Let me get straight to the point,” Mrs. Cook went on as she pushed aside some papers and leaned in toward the girls. “We’ve had a couple of strange incidents here recently, and I’m hoping that you can get to the bottom of these problems, Nancy.”


“What kind of incidents?” Nancy asked.


“I’d rather not explain, until you let me know if you’d be interested in solving this case—with George as your assistant, of course.” Mrs. Cook flashed George a brief smile. “You see, Waverly Academy has a spotless reputation, and I don’t want too many people to know about our problems. If you’re not interested in helping, I’ll simply ask someone else.”
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