

[image: title]





1



Stage Fright


“Nancy, are you sure we’re not on a case?” Bess Marvin asked nervously. “I feel like we’re in a high-speed car chase.”


Laughing at her friend’s question, eighteen-year-old Nancy Drew gripped the hand strap above the door as the taxicab swerved to the right. Bess wasn’t crazy about the dangerous side of the many mysteries she had helped Nancy investigate.


“You did tell the driver to step on it, didn’t you?” Nancy pointed out to her friend.


“That was a mistake,” Bess replied, adjusting her blond ponytail.


The cab whipped around a large van and slipped between two other cars.


“Just wanted to get us out of this airport traffic,” the driver said over his shoulder. “The highway should clear up soon.”


“Could you take us through the city?” Bess asked. “We wanted to see some of it before we meet our friend.”


“It’ll add time to the ride,” the driver said with a shrug.


“We don’t mind,” Nancy said.


Bess pressed her foot against an imaginary brake pedal as the taxi came dangerously close to a large truck.


“All right,” the driver said cheerfully. “I’ll take this turnoff right here.” With barely a glance, he crossed two lanes and sped down an exit ramp, then turned left.


Nancy and Bess tightened their grips on the hand straps and leaned back in their seats.


“Okay, ladies,” said the driver, slowing down the taxi. “We’re heading north on Fourth Avenue, fifteen minutes from downtown.”


As the driver drove toward the city he listed the sights. “You’ve got your Pioneer Square, Pike Place Market, Puget Sound, all surrounded by mountain ranges.” Looking back at Nancy and Bess, he asked, “What more could you ask for in a city? Welcome to Seattle.”


Nancy smiled as she slowly released her grip on the hand strap. Letting out a sigh of relief, she said, “Thanks.”


“The name’s Blue. Tommy Blue,” the driver said. He flashed the girls a warm smile.


“Have you lived here long?” Nancy asked.


“Most of my life,” Tommy answered, stopping at an intersection. “Although I’ve traveled a lot. I’m really a musician—saxophone.”


Nancy watched an old-fashioned trolley car cross the taxi’s path and head up a hill to the right.


“You should ride one of those while you’re here,” Tommy said. “It’ll take you toward Chinatown.” When the light changed the cab shot forward with a jerk.


“As I was saying,” the driver continued, “I can play all styles of music, but I’m really into jazz. You two like music?”


“Sure,” Bess said.


“It’s funny you should mention music,” Nancy said. “We’re in town to visit a friend who’s a violinist.”


“She’s studying at the Sabatini Conservatory of Music,” Bess added.


“Your friend must be pretty good,” Tommy said. “I hear it’s tough getting into the conservatory, and even tougher to stick with the program.”


“Deirdre’s great!” Bess glowed with pride. “She took private lessons in high school, and even her teacher told her—” She stopped, looking a little embarrassed. “I guess I’m giving you Deirdre’s whole life story.”


“Doesn’t bother me,” Tommy said. “I like to hear about people.”


“Well, I didn’t mean to go on like that,” Bess apologized. Then she turned to Nancy. “It’s going to be so great seeing Deirdre after all this time.”


“I know,” Nancy agreed. “It’s been three years since she moved away from River Heights. Right after that terrible accident.”


Bess’s blue eyes suddenly looked very sad. “Do you think she’ll be different?”


Nancy shook her head. “I doubt it. She sounds like the same old Deirdre in her letters.”


“What kind of accident was it?” Tommy asked, cutting around a bus.


“A car accident,” Nancy said quietly.


Tommy slowed down the cab. “Sorry,” was all he said.


They rode in silence for a few minutes, passing beautiful old buildings, decorative lampposts, and even some cobblestone streets. For a few minutes, Nancy felt as though she were back in the nineteenth century. Then the taxi headed into the bustling, modern downtown area.


Skyscrapers rose high above their heads. Some were colored salmon pink or gold, with pyramid-shaped towers.


The streets running east to west reminded Nancy of San Francisco. The steep hills rose to the blue horizon, then slipped down toward the shimmering bay. Nancy thought Seattle was a beautiful city.


“Deirdre will be surprised to see us,” Bess said as the cab passed under a monorail track. “I hope she’ll have time to show us around. Seattle is gorgeous.”


Nancy shook her head. “With the competition only two days away, I doubt Deirdre will have time for anything else.”


“Your friend’s in that big contest?” Tommy asked. They were leaving the downtown area now.


“She sure is,” Bess replied. “Deirdre will be playing against the best musicians in the school. And we’ll be there to cheer her on.”


“Well, wish her luck for me, too,” Tommy said. “And here we are.”


The cab turned onto a tree-lined street and pulled up in front of a large three-story building. A bronze plaque by the front door read Sabatini Conservatory of Music. Ivy grew along the walls, framing the tall, narrow windows. The gray stone structure resembled a miniature castle. Behind this were three smaller stone buildings that formed a square compound with a garden in the center.


Tommy placed the girls’ luggage on the sidewalk. “You sure you don’t want me to take you to your hotel first?” he asked.


“No, thanks,” Nancy said, paying the fare. “We were planning to pick out a place after we got here.”


“Okay then.” Tommy quickly slipped into his cab. “You’re on your own.”


“It was nice meeting you,” Bess said. “I’ll never forget that ride.”


“Maybe we’ll do it again,” Tommy said with a wave. “You never know.”


“I can’t wait,” Bess muttered as the cab roared off down the street. It just missed a silver limousine parked by the school. The burly chauffeur inside glared at the passing cab.


Nancy quickly ran a comb through her reddish blond hair. “Come on,” she said, eagerness showing in her blue eyes. “Let’s find Deirdre.”


The girls wheeled their luggage toward the entrance of the building and found themselves in a long corridor with marble floors and high ceilings. Students raced past them, carrying instrument cases of varying sizes. A banner hanging across the hall read Sabatini’s 25th Annual Competition of Excellence.


“Everyone seems to be in a big hurry,” Bess said. “Should we ask for the main office or Deirdre?”


“Let’s ask for Deirdre first,” Nancy suggested.


Soon they found a group of students who told them Deirdre was practicing in the auditorium. A girl with long brown hair gave them directions to an isolated wing of the building.


“This must be it,” Bess said as she and Nancy approached a set of large double doors.


Just then, one of the doors swung open. A tall man with a wide forehead and thin brown hair stepped out, blocking their way.


“May I help you?” he said in a severe tone.


“We were told we could find Deirdre Thompson here,” Nancy said.


The man closed the door behind him, never taking his eyes off them. “And who are you?”


“I’m Nancy Drew, and this is Bess Marvin.” Nancy extended her hand. “And you are . . . ?”


“Professor Jorgenson,” he replied. His handshake was quick and firm.


“We’re friends of Deirdre,” Nancy explained.


The professor frowned. “I suppose you’re here to watch the competitions.”


“Oh, yes,” said Bess. “We wanted to—”


“Then you know how important it is that Deirdre’s practice not be disturbed,” he said.


“Oh, we won’t disturb her,” Nancy said politely.


“You won’t if you wait until she is finished,” the man said.


Nancy and Bess glanced at each other. “We understand,” Nancy said calmly.


“Good,” the professor replied. Then he walked past the girls and down the hall.


“He sure didn’t want us to go in there,” Bess said. “Did you see how quickly he closed those doors?”


“I guess he’s having a bad day,” Nancy said with a shrug.


“Well, are we going to wait out here for Deirdre?”


“No,” said Nancy with a grin. “Professor Jorgenson didn’t want us to disturb Deirdre. He didn’t say we couldn’t sneak in quietly and listen.”


Bess chuckled as she and Nancy slipped inside.


The auditorium was dim, with only a few lights illuminating the stage. The sound of Deirdre’s violin filled the room. Deirdre stood on the stage, playing a demanding composition. Her body swayed with the energy of her strong, quick bow strokes. The music soared from low, resonant tones to high, thrilling notes.


Nancy felt chills run through her body. “Deirdre’s even better than she was in high school,” she said softly.


“She’s fantastic,” Bess whispered. “She’ll win the competition for sure.”


As Deirdre played on, Nancy and Bess crept farther down the aisle. They stopped as Deirdre struck a beautiful high note. She froze the note for a second, then slowly, softly, let it fade away.


Bess couldn’t contain herself any longer. She burst into wild applause and cheers.


“That was beautiful!” Nancy called out, clapping as hard as she could. “Deirdre, you’re amazing.”


The girl stood very still, her almond-shaped eyes expressionless. Then her face suddenly lit up with joy.


“Bess? Nancy?” she called excitedly. As her two friends mounted the stage, Deirdre took a few steps forward.


Suddenly, Nancy saw that a trapdoor on the floor only a few feet in front of Deirdre had been left open. From where she stood Nancy could see only dark empty space below the opening. And in another moment Deirdre would fall straight down into the gaping black hole!
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A Face at the Window


“Deirdre, stop!” Nancy yelled as she raced toward her friend. The young musician had already stepped off into space. She dropped her violin and bow, desperately grasping air, and screamed as she fell through the opening. Her arms landed on the stage floor in front of her, preventing her from falling all the way through.


Nancy leaped and grabbed Deirdre’s arms, and within seconds Bess was by her side.


Bess reached down and gripped Deirdre by her belt. Below the struggling girl, Bess could just make out the floor, eight or ten feet down.


Nancy and Bess pulled with all their strength. Slowly, the two of them managed to hoist their friend to safety.


Deirdre sat up quickly and frantically turned left and right. “My violin,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Is it broken?”


Nancy picked up the instrument and looked at it carefully. “It’s a little scratched, but nothing is broken. How about you?”


“Are you hurt?” Bess asked anxiously, brushing back a lock of Deirdre’s long black hair.


“I don’t think so,” Deirdre said, shuddering. “But I would have been if it hadn’t been for you guys.”


“What a careless thing for someone to do,” Nancy said angrily.


Deirdre stood up and, with her friends’ help, slowly walked to a nearby table. “It’s not the first time something like this has happened to me lately,” she said.


“What do you mean?” Nancy asked, placing the violin on the table.


Deirdre sighed heavily. “In the past few days, a ladder nearly fell on me and a car just missed me in the parking lot. Then someone put a mop and pail near the top of the stairs at my apartment house.”


Bess looked slightly uncomfortable. “Maybe those were just things you didn’t notice because—” Her voice trailed away.


Deirdre understood what Bess was trying to say. “You mean I might not have noticed them because I’m blind?”


“We know you can get around by yourself,” Nancy said, “but you can’t always—”


“I know what you mean,” Deirdre interrupted. “And you’re right. I was a klutz before the accident took my sight, and I still am—sometimes. But trust me, all this is more than just clumsiness.”


“Do you think someone is trying to hurt you?” Nancy asked.


“I’m not sure,” Deirdre said. “Maybe it’s all someone’s idea of a joke.”


“That’s a pretty sick sense of humor,” Bess said angrily.


Nancy turned toward the backstage area. “I’d like to have a look at the controls for that trapdoor.”


“They’re somewhere over there.” Deirdre pointed to the left side of the stage.


“How’d you know that?” Bess asked, handing Deirdre her bow.


“I practice here alone a lot, so I had someone show me around.” Deirdre placed her violin and bow in their case, then put on a pair of tinted glasses. “In my world, it helps to know your territory.”


“I think I’ll take a look around,” Nancy said.


“I’ll come with you.” Deirdre picked up her walking stick and took Nancy’s arm.


The three girls made their way through the velvet curtains and along the left wall. Nancy spotted a row of numbered levers near a door with an exit sign above it.


A web of ropes led from the levers up to a series of heavy weights. More ropes and cables ran from the weights up to the ceiling and down through the floor.


One lever, marked Trapdoor 6—Center Stage, was in the open position.


When Nancy pushed the lever up, she heard the trapdoor close with a faint click. “Did anyone else come in during your practice session?”


“Not that I know of,” Deirdre said. “But when I’m playing, I hardly hear anything but my violin. I don’t know who was in here before me, either.”


Bess folded her arms across her chest. “We know one person who was in here. That Professor Jorgenson.”


Deirdre seemed surprised. “The professor was here?”


“That’s right,” Nancy replied as she examined the levers and ropes. “He stopped us at the door when we arrived. And he told us not to interrupt you.”


“He’s not the nicest guy I ever met,” Bess added.


Deirdre nodded. “That’s part of the reason I transferred out of his class.”


Nancy heard the strange tone in Deirdre’s voice, even though the girl’s attention was drawn elsewhere. Deirdre seemed to be staring at the door. Nancy glanced over at it and noticed that the knob was turning slowly, as if someone was trying to enter silently.


Nancy signaled Bess to be quiet. Then she whispered a warning in Deirdre’s ear.


The three girls stood perfectly still as the door opened inch by inch. Suddenly, Nancy stepped forward and yanked it wide open.


A startled blond girl stood in the doorway. She was dressed in jeans and a bulky red sweater and carried a violin case. Her face was long and narrow, almost frail, but her hazel eyes blazed with defiance.


“Who are you?” Nancy asked.


“Who are you to ask me questions?” she demanded.


“My name’s Nancy Drew,” Nancy replied calmly. “I’m a friend of Deirdre Thompson’s.”


The girl’s eyes narrowed. “That figures,” she said.


Deirdre recognized the voice. “Brie Hollister,” she said with a sigh. “If you want to rehearse here, I’m finished.”


As Brie brushed past Nancy and entered the theater, she said, “How gracious of you.”


“Excuse me,” Nancy said. “How long were you outside this door?”


“I just got here,” Brie replied. She didn’t look at Nancy as she walked out onto the stage.


Nancy followed her. “Did you see anyone coming out of here as you arrived?” she asked.


Brie placed a hand on her hip and looked Nancy up and down. “Who are you, Deirdre’s security guard?”


“Hey!” Bess exclaimed.


“Someone left one of the trapdoors open,” Nancy said. “Deirdre almost fell through it. I just wondered if you saw anyone around.”


The expression on Brie’s face seemed to change, but Nancy couldn’t be sure what the girl was thinking.


Brie began removing her violin from its case. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said softly. “But I didn’t see anyone. Now, if you’ll excuse me, some of us have to practice for the competition.”


“Come on, guys,” Deirdre said. “Let’s give Brie her privacy.” She gathered up her things, and the three girls left through a side exit.


“What was her problem?” Bess muttered, once they were out in the hall.


Nancy looked concerned. “She did seem a bit on the sour side. Is there a problem between you two?” she asked Deirdre.


Deirdre shrugged. “I’ll tell you all about Ms. Brie Hollister later,” she replied. “Right now, we have to get you two settled at my place,” she added cheerfully. “By the way, where are your bags?”


“We left them at the back of the auditorium,” Nancy said. “And we were planning to find a hotel in the area.”


“No way!” Deirdre exclaimed. “You’re staying with me. And I want to know what case brought you to Seattle.”


“We’re not on a case,” Nancy said with a laugh. “We’re here to see you play in the competition.”


Deirdre looked stunned. “You came all this way just to see me?”


“You told us that family and friends could come to these events,” Bess said. “Don’t we qualify?”


Deirdre grinned. “You sure do,” she said. “Come on, let’s go home.”


Deirdre could find her own way to her apartment, which was only a few blocks from the conservatory. The neighborhood was made up of tree-lined streets with cozy little shops and cafés. College students and couples with children strolled along the main street.


Deirdre lived on the top floor of a three-story building. The one-room studio had a kitchenette, a brass bed on the far side of the room, a couch, a small table, and three chairs. A large window overlooked the quiet street. Through the skylight, the setting sun threw a reddish glow across one wall.
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