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The Legend of the Emerald Lady



Nancy stayed awake, thinking about the events at Sugar Moon. Except for the whirring of the ceiling fan and the rustling of the breeze through the banana tree outside, the house was dead silent.

Nancy sat up. Was it her imagination or were there footsteps creaking across the attic floor above her?

Nancy threw off the covers and crept down the dark hall toward the circular staircase to the attic. Holding her breath, Nancy climbed the old stairs. Her heart pounded with each step that let out a horrible creak.

The footsteps in the attic grew louder. Nancy peered inside. Nothing stirred in the room. As far as Nancy could see, it was completely empty except for the litter on the floor. Could the person have heard her and left? she wondered. Nancy stepped inside.

Then something grabbed her from behind. Before she had a chance to scream, a hand clamped over her mouth.
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1
The Parrot's Warning






“Ugh!” Bess Marvin groaned to her friend Nancy Drew as the tiny plane gave a sickening lurch. “Do you think we're going to die?”

Eighteen-year-old Nancy smiled. “A few bumps won't kill us. I've flown in worse conditions and survived. Right, Ned?” She glanced at her boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, who was sitting beside her, his knuckles white as he clutched his armrests.

“Wrong!” Ned said firmly. “I'm with you, Bess. This is the bumpiest flightI'veever been on.” The plane veered left, then suddenly dipped downward. Despite the clear sky and calm Caribbean Sea below, the plane bounced unnervingly.

“This is it!” Bess proclaimed, her blue eyes wide. She threw out her arms in a dramatic gesture. “George, wherever you are,” she intoned, “I leave you my chokers, my earrings, and my new black miniskirt.”

“Get real, Bess,” Nancy teased. “It's just normal clear air turbulence.” She brushed a strand of reddish blond hair from her face and peered out the window. “We've just reached the coast of Saint Ann. I bet the island's mountains are making these updrafts. But in case we do crash, Bess, I'm sure George would rather have your tennis racket than your clothes,” she added. She was referring to their friend George Fayne, who was also Bess's cousin and a skilled athlete.

“George is lucky she's running in a marathon this week instead of being stuck in this tin bird with us,” Bess said gloomily.

The plane headed into a mountain pass. A blast of air slammed up from below, causing the plane to rise, then instantly fall. Bess dropped her face in her hands as the plane skimmed the tops of some trees.

A strip of runway appeared in the pilot's window. Ned grabbed Nancy's hand as the plane shot down toward it at a forty-five–degree angle. “The pilot mentioned that this is one of the trickiest landings in the Caribbean,” Ned whispered.

“I can believe it,” Nancy murmured, calmly leaning her head against his shoulder. But she did hold her breath as the plane descended, shimmying violently in the crosswinds.

The plane zoomed toward the narrow asphalt strip, like a bird diving for prey. At the last second the pilot brought its nose up, and the plane jolted on to the runway. Nancy and Ned traded excited grins.

The pilot steadied the plane as he slowed it down, then taxied toward the tiny airport building.

“You can look now, Bess,” Nancy said, gently shaking her friend.

Bess lifted her head. “Boy, was that close!” she declared. “I'll need every second of this week-long vacation to relax and recover.”

“Well, Sugar Moon Plantation is just the place to relax—it has a private beach, and Jack and Emma Isaacs are really low-key. I'm sure you'll feel great the second we get there,” Nancy said.

Bess frowned skeptically. “A private beach? I don't know, Nan. How will I ever meet guys?”

Nancy shot Bess a sly look. “There's one next door. Jack Isaacs told me their neighbor's nephew is visiting from Paris. He's a college student taking a year off, and he's been helping Jack fix up Sugar Moon in his spare time.”

“From Paris?” Bess echoed, looking pleased. She shook back her long blond hair and added thoughtfully, “Hmm. Did Jack say whether or not he's cute?”

* * *

After collecting their bags, the three friends hailed a cab to take them to Sugar Moon Plantation. Jack and Emma Isaacs, clients and friends of Nancy's father, Carson Drew, had bought the rundown sugarcane plantation six months earlier. According to Carson, the Isaacses had been working hard to fix up the place so they could finally invite houseguests. Nancy, Ned, and Bess were their first ones.

When the taxi pulled into the narrow rutted driveway, Nancy was surprised to see how much work the Isaacses still had to do. The front gates were falling off their hinges, and the overhanging tangle of banana and tamarind trees blotted out the sky.

“Do you think this is the right place?” Bess asked as thick vines lashed at the taxi's windows. Huge pricker bushes with inch-long thorns clawed the windshield like the fingers of a skeleton.

“I know the Isaacses bought a fixer-upper, but this driveway seems like a road to nowhere,” Ned commented.

“This is a perfect setting for a mystery,” Bess murmured, knitting her brow. “Uh-oh—forget I said that, Nan,” she added, casting a nervous look at her friend. “I mean, you may be an ace detective and everything, but we've come here to get a break from stress, not get involved in a mystery.”

Nancy laughed. “I'll do my best to avoid a mystery this time, Bess. I'm up for a vacation as much as you are.”

Just then the driveway opened into a circle, and a huge cream-colored stucco mansion loomed ahead of them. Nancy blinked. The house appeared to be deserted. White shutters dangled from window frames, and balusters were gone from second-floor balconies like missing teeth. Even from the car, Nancy could see huge cobwebs wafting out from the corners of the front portico in the late-afternoon breeze.

“This place looks totally haunted,” Bess announced. “The Isaacsescouldn'tlive here. Aren't they well-known interior designers who write books on the subject? They wouldn't be caught dead inviting guests to a creepy place like this.”

The front door creaked open, and a man and woman in their early forties appeared on the portico.

“Hey, kids,” the man said warmly. “Welcome to Sugar Moon.”

“Let us help you with your bags,” the woman added, heading for the trunk of the cab.

In seconds everyone was standing in the front hall of the house, surrounded by suitcases, while the taxi headed back down the drive.

Jack Isaacs, an easygoing man with sandy-colored hair and blue eyes, disappeared into the kitchen, while Emma, his wife, gave the teens motherly hugs. Dressed in a gauzy white sundress, with dark glasses perched on top of her short red hair, she looked completely prepared for the sun-drenched tropical weather.

“You are our first visitors here,” Emma told them, her green eyes twinkling with excitement. “Jack and I have been working on this place for months. It may not look like it, but we've already accomplished a lot.” She glanced around at the cavernous front hall with its crumbling plaster walls, chipped marble floor, and broken crystal chandelier. A marble staircase with a wrought-iron banister curved up to the second story.

Nancy's gaze swept the foyer. The house may have seen better days, she realized, but it still retained an old-fashioned elegance that hinted at the luxurious lifestyle of its first owners.

“This house was built in the middle of the nineteenth century,” Emma went on. “Jack and I want to restore it properly, but it will take lots of time and love. So far, we've put on a new roof and fixed all the rotting floorboards upstairs—so I promise you won't fall through.”

“Oh, we're not worried,” Bess said politely. “I think this place is really cool—there's something romantic about it.” She glanced around. “They must have had some pretty awesome parties here a hundred years ago—I can just see grand ladies sweeping down that big marble staircase in their ball gowns.”

Jack returned carrying a tray of drinks—tall glasses filled with a frothy white liquid. “Here you go, kids,” he said. “An island specialty—coconut and pineapple juice mixed in a blender. Why don't we sit on the veranda and chat? I'm sure you'll want to relax after your long trip.”

Nancy, Ned, and Bess followed their hosts through a sitting room and out through open French doors onto the veranda. Below them, a wide lawn swept down to Sugar Moon Bay, a gorgeous expanse of shimmering turquoise water at the bottom of a steep hill.

“Have a seat,” Emma said, indicating the white wooden deck chairs. They all sat down, and Emma leaned back, stretching her legs. “I love it here,” she went on. “Of course, I miss my friends in River Heights, but I've always adored traveling and having adventures. Jack and I bought this place to use as a base for sailing during the winter months. We plan to return to River Heights during the hot season to work on our interior design books. Jack takes the photos while I write,” she explained to Ned.

“What a great life,” Ned commented, pushing a lock of brown hair off his forehead.

“It's not bad,” Emma agreed. “We take our vacation during the winter months and work during the summer—kind of a backward schedule.”

“Do you ever plan to put this house in one of your books?” Bess asked. “I mean, someday?”

“Someday, yes,” Jack said. “But now it's barely in shape for houseguests, let alone as the subject of a fancy coffee-table book on interior design.”

“It's too bad Dad got stuck with a case at the last minute,” Nancy remarked. “He would have loved to see Sugar Moon.”

“A lawyer's life sure isn't eas—” Emma stopped abruptly. Her eyes had flickered toward the lawn.

Nancy followed her gaze. A chill went through her. At the bottom of the veranda stairs stood a strange man, unlike any living person she'd ever seen. Dressed like a ragged pirate, he wore an eye patch and carried a parrot on his shoulder. His arms were crossed belligerently.

The man locked his gaze with Emma's, his eyes burning like two hot coals.

In one quick move, he reached for his belt and yanked out a cutlass. Its sharp edge gleamed in the sunlight. Stepping forward, he shook it menacingly.

The parrot flapped its wings. To Nancy's astonishment, the bird opened its beak and screeched, “Beware the full moon two days hence!”

The man threw back his head. “Well said, Crackers. Well said!” His wild laughter rang out eerily on the soft afternoon air.







2
Intruder on the Lawn






Before anyone on the veranda could speak, the man scuttled off into the bushes edging the lawn. His colorful patchwork shirt faded into the thick greenery.

“Good heavens!” Emma said, sitting up straight.

Jack pushed back his chair and stood up. Pounding his fists angrily on the veranda railing, he sputtered, “Emma! That man is off his rocker. He's always acted strangely, but he's never threatened us before. You've always excused him, but I think we ought to tell Sam McClain about this incident.”

“Oh, darling, please sit down,” Emma coaxed, relaxing back into her chair. “There's no need to call in Sam right now.” She glanced at her guests and explained, “Sam McClain is the sheriff of Saint Ann, and that man you just saw is known as Old Ironbones. He's a harmless tramp who lives in an old shack on the far side of Sugar Moon Bay.”

“Harmless!” Jack exclaimed, sitting down again. “What makes you so sure? I know he's eccentric and likes to pretend he's a pirate, but he shouldn't brandish cutlasses at people.”

Privately Nancy agreed with Jack, but she listened politely as Emma sighed and then said, “You're right, Jack, he shouldn't. I'm surprised by his behavior—he's never done anything like this in the past. I'm guessing he just got carried away with his pirate role, but I'm certain he wouldn't actuallyusethe cutlass.”

“How can you be so sure?” Jack muttered.

For a moment everyone was silent. Then Bess said, “I don't understand why he likes to act like a pirate. I mean, pirates were horrible, dangerous people.”

“From what I've been told, he had an accident years ago,” Emma said. “He'd been a fisherman— fishing, along with tourism, is the main economy of our island—and one day he was knocked in the head by the boom on a sailboat. He's been a bit off ever since. He likes to do a lot of pretending, and for some reason, pirates appeal to his imagination.”

“The Caribbean was a big hangout for pirates in past centuries,” Jack explained to the group. “There are lots of legends about them around here.”

“Maybe Old Ironbones got wrapped up in all the swashbuckling stories he'd heard, and he likes to pretend he's in one,” Emma guessed.

“Why do people call him Old Ironbones?” Ned asked.

“Because he survived his sailboat accident with no broken bones,” Jack replied. “Apparently he took quite a knock on the head—lucky for him his skull didn't fracture.”

“But he's no longer able to work,” Emma said. “He gets financial assistance from the government. He spends his time wandering around the island, collecting stray animals and teaching his parrot to make these strange pronouncements.”

“‘Beware the full moon two days hence,’” Bess quoted, giggling. “What in the world do you think that means?”

Emma chuckled. “Maybe that something bad will happen to us two days from now?” She threw up her hands. “I think it's all nonsense. For all I know, there may not even be a full moon in two days.”

Jack cleared his throat. “You're not taking the old guy seriously enough, darling,” he warned. “I know you love animals, and you appreciate the fact that he cares for them, too. Maybe because I'm allergic to cats and dogs, I'm less willing to excuse him. But don't forget what he did at our cocktail party the other night.”

“What happened?” Nancy asked curiously.

Jack frowned. “Well, we hosted this big outdoor cocktail party to celebrate the work we'd done on the house—our lawn had just been cleaned up and the gardens planted. Old Ironbones showed up at the fringe of the lawn, and I gently asked him to leave.”

“Which you didn'thaveto do,” Emma protested.

“Emma dear, you know as well as I do that Old Ironbones hadn't been invited. He's a loose cannon—I wasn't sure how he'd behave.” Jack looked back at his guests. “But instead of immediately cooperating, the old man just scowled and shook his fist at the sky before tromping back into the bushes.”

“Maybe he bears us a grudge for making him leave,” Emma suggested in a troubled voice. “We might have embarrassed him in front of our guests, and that's why he threatened us today.”

“But I took him aside at the party,” Jack countered. “No one else heard us. I was very diplomatic.” Jack paused for a moment. A rueful smile broke out across his deeply tanned face. “I'm sorry your introduction to Sugar Moon has been a bit unusual, kids. We'll make sure the rest of your vacation is trouble free.”

* * *

An hour later Nancy, Ned, and Bess were renting snorkeling gear at the Scuba Shop, a dive shop in the tiny village of Saint Ann.

“Lavender-colored fins would match my bathing suit perfectly,” Bess confided to the diving instructor who was in charge of the store, “but since you don't have them, the pink ones will have to do.”

“I've never seen lavender diving gear,” the diving instructor said thoughtfully with a trace of a French accent. “But don't worry, you'd look lovely in anything.” He smiled flirtatiously at Beth before grabbing two pink fins, a pink snorkel, and a pink mask from behind the counter and handing them to her.

Nancy jabbed Ned in the ribs, then whispered, “Bess already has this guy wrapped around her finger. He's dark-haired, cute, French, I think. What more could she want?”

“Isn't the Isaacses' neighbor's nephew French, too?” Ned murmured.

“The Isaacses?” the diving instructor cut in, leaning toward Ned. “I'm sorry, I don't mean to eavesdrop—but I just overheard you say their name. You see, I'm spending the year with my aunt and uncle, neighbors of Jack and Emma Isaacs. I know the Isaacses well.”



OEBPS/images/0671042629-002.jpg





OEBPS/images/0671042629-cover.jpg
154

THE LEGEND
OF THE EMERALD LADY

CAROLYN KEENE

NewYark  London  Taro Singapare





