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"Of course I read this book because it's a parody of Nancy Drew. This heroine's name is Nancy Keene. She travels to New Orleans where she unravels the mystery of the death of an elderly lady- who had willed her plantation to a preservation society. Her friends, Beth and Hannah, accompany her on her first trip to New Orleans, but they have plans for the summer, so when Nancy returns she is accompanied by her Aunt Audrey. Aunt Audrey is her father's younger sister whom he describes as a "60s Flower Child". It's very humorous when Aunt Audrey has a sex talk with Nancy. She follows the clues and the mystery is solved in a satisfying way. Having recently visited New Orleans, I was intrigued by the description of the city, especially the French Quarter."
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Chapter One: Nancy’s Dream Vacation
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It was the day that Nancy Keene and her friends had been waiting for: the first day of summer vacation!!  Nancy, a blond-haired, blue-eyed 16-year-old, who looked like the picture of health, without a hair out of place, had a slumber party the previous night and invited her two favorite chums to celebrate. That morning, her friends were sitting on a love seat in her bedroom watching Nancy as she intently perused travel brochures that she had scattered across her bed.

“Where did you get all those brochures?” asked her friend Beth, a thin, bright-eyed girl with frizzy, uncontrollable hair that she was always trying to tame with a flat iron. 

“I wrote the chamber of commerce of each city where I’d like to visit this summer, asking them for travel information.  This is what they’ve sent.”

“Why bother doing that; why not just look it up on the web?”

“I love getting things in the mail.  Who doesn’t?”

“I don’t,” said her friend Hannah, a tom-boyish, athletic girl who looked like she’d feel more at home on a horse or a motorcycle than in Nancy’s French provincial bedroom.

“Why not?” Nancy asked.  “Don’t you love getting a handwritten letter in the mail?  I mean, just think: someone may have taken the time to purchase nice-looking stationery, used a good fountain pen, and gone to the post office to buy a book of commemorative stamps.  Letter writing is a lost art, in my opinion.”

“All I get is junk mail,” Hannah complained.

“Ah, poor Hannah,” Nancy said.  “I’ll send you a letter soon.”

“I’ll look forward to that, Nancy.  Your cards are always beautiful.  And you put so much of your heart into it.”

“Thanks, Hannah.  Actually, the reason I wrote those letters was because my Dad asked me to.”

“So, all you have to do is pick one of these destinations and your Dad will take you there?” Hannah asked.  “Can I adopt your Dad?”

“No; it’s not like that at all.  Dad just won a big case he was working on and wants to go on a special trip with me to celebrate.”

“I wish we could tag along.”

Nancy thought that her father may want this trip to be just the two of them, so she changed the subject.  She asked her friends, “What are your plans this summer?”

Hannah told her, “I’m training to run in a 10K.”  She looks at her friend Beth and asked, “What are you planning to do?”

“I’m planning to work as a junior lifeguard.  It’s a great way to meet cute guys and check out their bodies at the same time.”

Nancy laughed and said, “All you think about is boys, boys, boys.”

“You should talk, Nancy.  I saw you hanging out with that cute new boy who just transferred here from L.A.”

“We’re just friends.”

“Every girl in school has a crush on him.”

“He’s shy.  I don’t think he likes it if girls come on too strong.”

“You get all the guys,” Beth pouted.

Wanting to change the subject, Nancy told them, “Okay, ladies.  Back to my dream vacation.  I would love to go to New Orleans.  Just think—the land of jambalaya, jazz, plantations, and riverboats.”

“Moonlight and magnolias,” Beth said dreamily.  “Just like Gone with the Wind.”

Hannah corrected her friend. “Gone with the Wind took place in Georgia, not Louisiana.”

“You know what I mean,” Beth answered.

Hannah said, “I’d like to take a rowboat out in the bayous and search for alligators.”

“That sounds too scary for me,” Beth shuddered, and then asked Nancy, “You are so lucky.  There are probably some plantations in Louisiana that have guided tours you could go on.”

“There are.”

Beth said, “I’ve always wanted to wear a hoop skirt, like Scarlett O’Hara.  I wish my Dad would take me there.”

“Did someone say Dad?”  a nice-looking middle-aged man poked his head into the room and asked. He told his daughter, “I see you’ve got the brochures out, Nancy.  Have you made up your mind yet?”

“I’d like to go to New Orleans.”

“So would I.  I haven’t been there in years.”

He asked Beth and Hannah, “Would you two like to join us?  Why don’t you ask your parents if you can come too?”

“Gee, I don’t know Mr. Keene,” Hannah said.  “We don’t want to cut in on your quality time with Nancy—

Beth cut off her friend’s speech.  “We’d love to go, sir.”

“Nancy wouldn’t be happy without the two of you anyway.”

Nancy clapped her hands and said, “Laissez les bon temps rouler!”

“What does that mean?” Beth asked.

“You’ll find out when we get there.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: Early Morning in the Crescent City
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Nancy, her father, and friends took the red-eye to New Orleans and arrived at 4:00 in the morning.  There was light rain falling as the taxi drove to the French Quarter.  When they reached the heart of the Quarter, they loved all of the buildings and the way the streetlights were reflected in the rainy street. There wasn’t a tourist to be found, and all of the streets were deserted except for a teenage African American boy dressed like Gainsborough’s “Blue Boy” who was playing a trumpet in the shelter of a doorway on Royal Street.

Nancy told her friends, “Listen to him.  I think he’s playing Stardust by Louis Armstrong.”

“How do you know that?” Beth asked.

“Dad and I have been watching the Ken Burns Jazz series and we know all the songs from it.  I’ll lend you the DVD some time.”

“What’s this guy doing standing out here by himself in the middle of the night when nobody’s around to hear him?” Hannah wondered.

Nancy said, “Maybe he’s trying to pick up on the vibe of all the musicians in New Orleans’ past.  Maybe he’s channeling Louis Armstrong.”

Mr. Keene told them, “We’ll definitely have to hear some ‘trad jazz’ while we’re here.”

“These buildings remind me of Disneyland’s Orleans Square,” Hannah said.  “I’m expecting to see a Riverboat any minute.”

The taxi driver pointed towards the Mississippi River as he drove down Rampart Street. “You can catch the Delta Queen right over there.  She’s a beautiful riverboat.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Mr. Keene answered.

“Let’s for sure go on a riverboat while we’re here,” Hannah chimed in.

“Aren’t any of you guys tired?  I didn’t get a wink of sleep on the plane,” Beth complained. 

“We’ll take a little nap once we get settled in our rooms at the Lamothe House,” Mr. Keene told the girls.

“Where did you hear about this hotel, Dad?”

“Your mother and I came here on our honeymoon.”

“How romantic!” Beth exclaimed.

“I hope you don’t miss her too much while we’re here, Dad.  Maybe we should have gone somewhere else.”

“She’d be very happy at the thought of you being here with me right now.”

Everyone was lost in thought until they arrived at their historic three-storied pink hotel decorated with two large Corinthian columns on either side of the front door.

Once there, they were greeted by the night clerk who introduced himself. “P.T. Beauregard, at your service.  Glad to make your acquaintance.”

Nancy asked, “Were you named after the Civil War General?”

“Yes.  Indeed, I was.  How clever of you to know that.”  He took their luggage.  “Let me show you your rooms.”

Beth said, “This hotel looks old. Does it have any ghosts in it?”

“Why yes, I believe it does. Some of our guests have reported seeing a woman in red walking the hallways looking for her baby that died.”

“Oh, you don’t believe that. Do you?” Hannah asked.

“Who am I to say? This is New Orleans and there are many things here that you may find hard to believe.”

He showed them to their rooms and cautioned them, “Watch out for the red woman’s ghost.  We haven’t seen her for a while, you never know when she’ll return.”

“Just great,” Beth said sarcastically.  “So much for sleeping.”

“You’ll be fine, honey.  Just be sure to lock your door,” he said, winking at Nancy.

That guy gives me the creeps, Nancy thought. The girls entered a richly decorated room, featuring antiques and damask curtains.  “Isn’t this beautiful?  Look at this vintage fireplace,” Nancy told her friends. 

“Wow!” Beth said.  “I just love it!”  She walked over to a window and saw the city starting to wake up.  “Come and look outside,” she motioned.

The three girls looked out the window and were delighted when they heard a calliope playing in the distance.
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Chapter Three: Evangeline’s Mysterious Nosebleeds
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After a refreshing nap, Nancy and her friends headed for the dining room to have breakfast.  Mr. Keene was already there, talking to the concierge, Evangeline.  He introduced the girls to her, and she showed them where the freshly baked, still-warm pastries were.

Nancy said, “These smell delicious.”

“Would you girls like some chicory coffee?” Evangeline asked.  “It’s a long-standing tradition in New Orleans.”

Nancy told her yes; wanting to soak up the local culture as much as possible.

As Evangeline poured, Nancy told everyone, “I read that Louisiana began to add chicory root to their coffee during the Civil War when Union blockades cut off the port of New Orleans.”

“Your daughter is very knowledgeable, Mr. Keene.”

“She’s a good researcher.”

“Maybe I’ll be learning something from her.”

“Evangeline,” Nancy said, “you have a beautiful name.  Did your parents name you after that poem by Longfellow?”

“No.  They just liked the way it sounds.”

“Were your ancestors Acadians?”

“No.  Mine were Creoles.”

“What’s the difference?” Beth asked.

Evangeline replied, “Acadians were from Nova Scotia; my family is what you might call “a mixed race.”  My people are a combination of French and African ancestry.  In fact, rumor has it that my Great-Grandfather was a French plantation owner who had relations with one of the household slaves.”

“How interesting,” Nancy said.

“Y’all must come back for tea later this afternoon.  We’ll be having king cake—a New Orleans tradition.  Miss Nancy, do you know the story behind the king cake?”

Nancy knew, but acted like it was the first time she heard of it.  With a mouth full of pastries, she motioned for Evangeline to continue.

“Are y’all familiar with the Feast of the Epiphany?”

Hannah said, “It has something to do with the Wise Men coming to visit the Baby Jesus.”

“Right you are.  We think of them as ‘the three kings’.”

Beth chimed in, “We don’t have a feast that day.  Do you eat a lot of food?”

“We give out presents and have king cake.”

“The cake has a little plastic Baby Jesus inside, doesn’t it?” Nancy asked.

“Yes.  And whoever gets the slice with Baby Jesus inside has to provide the king cake next time.”

“New Orleans has some great traditions,” Mr. Keene said.

Evangeline asked him, “So where y’all planning to have dinner?”

“We were thinking of going to Brennan’s.”

“Don’t go there—that’s where all of the tourists go.”

“But we are tourists,” Beth pointed out.

“Well, I’m just saying that you can go to the Gumbo Shop and have the same wonderful dishes for half the price.”

“Thank you for the tip,” Nancy told her.  “We are planning to go see Oak Alley.”

“Oh, you’ll just love it.  The tunnel of oak trees that leads up to the plantation is a sight you won’t forget.”

Beth said, “I heard that the tour guides dress up like Scarlett O’Hara—hoop skirts and all.”

“Yes, they do.  There’s a lovely Gray Line Tour that goes there.  If you’d like, I can book it for you.”

“Please do,” Mr. Keene said.

“I’m going to be a docent there tomorrow morning.  Would you like to go then?”

“Okay.  Sounds good,” Mr. Keene answered.

Beth asked her, “Are there any ghosts there?”

“No antebellum plantation house is without at least one ghost.  All sorts of strange sightings have been reported by the docents who work there.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I personally have heard the clip-clopping of a horse-drawn carriage driving on the plantation’s gravel roads.  I looked out of all the upstairs windows and couldn’t see hide nor hair of one.”

“No way!” Hannah said.

“It’s true.  I’ve seen empty chairs rocking in unison and a candlestick fly across the room.”

“Oh, come on,” Hannah told her.

“It’s true! A whole group of tourists were there and saw it happen, too.”

“Weren’t you scared? “Beth asked.

“You bet I was.  My nose started bleeding and I couldn’t get it to stop.  It’s been doing that a lot lately.”

“Bloody noses, huh?  Vampires would like that,” she answered, thinking about her favorite movie, Twilight.

“There’s a lot of voodoo in these here parts.  Go to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 and visit the grave of Marie Laveau.  She had special powers and still does today. There are many things in this world that can’t be explained by logic.”

Evangeline discreetly touched her nose and felt a spot of blood on her finger.  “Oh!  Here we go again.  Just talking about it makes my nose bleed.”

Nancy said, “Let us help you to the parlor where you can lie down.  Bring the tissues and start applying direct pressure to your nose.”

“What a nice little nurse you are, dear.”

“I took a course in First Aid.  I brought my first aid kit with me on the trip in case someone needed assistance.”

Charmed by this precocious girl, she answered, “Okay, sweetie.  Whatever you say.”
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Chapter Four: A Ride on a Paddlewheel
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Once they got Evangeline settled and were reassured that her nose bleeding had stopped, Mr. Keene asked her if she’d like him to call her boss to arrange a replacement for her so that she could go home.

“Oh, no.  That won’t be necessary.  I’m feeling okay now.  I don’t understand these spells I’ve been having lately.  I just had a complete physical two months ago and my doctor told me that I was in great shape for a woman in her sixties.  But that was before I started getting these nose bleeds and heart palpitations.  But don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Go, explore our beautiful city!”

Nancy gave her phone number to Evangeline and told her to please call if she needed anything.

After they stepped out of the hotel, Mr. Keene suggested that the first place they should explore was Jackson Square by St. Louis Cathedral.  They walked up Royal Street and looked into the windows of several antique shops.  Hannah observed, “People are sure into antiques here.  I’d feel like a bull in a china shop if I walked into any of these stores.”

Nancy agreed with her friend and said, “Those parlor chairs don’t look very comfortable, do they?”

“No.  Not at all.”  As they began to see the spires of the cathedral, they reached Jackson Square and noticed that artists were selling their paintings and drawing portraits for paying tourists on all four sides of the square.  Many of them were under the shelter of large colorful umbrellas.  It sounded as if music was coming from all four directions as groups of buskers set out their tip jars and vied for attention.  Mr. Keene told the girls, “Let’s sit down on these steps in front of the cathedral and take this all in.”

They found a place in the crowd to sit and were immediately drawn to a young African American woman who was playing a clarinet.  She was accompanied by a trumpeter and a saxophone player.  Doing his best imitation of Wynton Marsalis, Mr. Keene said, “They are really swingin’.”

Nancy laughed at her father’s attempt to sound hip.  In between songs, she said, “That lady looks very familiar.  I think she’s someone famous.”

“Are you talkin’ to me?” the musician asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry I was so loud.  I was just telling my Dad that I recognized you from somewhere.”  Then, it hit Nancy who she was.  “Weren’t you in Treme?”

“Wow!  I only had a small part in the series.  I’m glad that you watched the show.”

“My Dad and I loved every episode.”

“HBO really made a sincere effort to include as many of us local musicians as possible after Katrina.”

“May I have your autograph?” Nancy asked.

“Of course.”

“I’d like to buy one of your cd’s, too.”

“Thank you.  I’ll sign my name on the cd’s cover.  What’s your name?”

“Nancy Keene.”

“Okay, here we go.” Doreen signed her name and wrote, “To Nancy: the only girl who’s ever called me famous.”

“Here Dad,” Nancy said, giving her iPhone to him.  “Take a picture of us.”

Mr. Keene bought a cd for himself and puts $10.00 in the tip jar.

“This place is great, Dad,” Nancy gushed.

“It reminds me of Spain with its beautiful wrought-iron fences and courtyards.”

Nancy told them, “I read that there’s a hotel here in the French Quarter that has a fence that looks like rows of corn.”

Mr. Keene said, “It’s the Cornstalk Hotel.”  He looked in his guidebook and saw that it was on Royal.  “We must have walked right by it.”

“Oh, let’s go see it.”

Beth seemed a bit disappointed in the day’s developments.  Walking behind Nancy and her father, she told Hannah, “First, that concierge bleeds all over the place, and now they want to go traipsing around looking for fences.”

Hannah answered, “Are you hoping to find a younger version of Rhett Butler on this trip?”

“Maybe.  When are we going on the riverboat?” she asked with impatience. “It’s supposed to be docked right around here.”

They walked towards the Mississippi and saw the Delta Queen loading passengers.  “Oh, let’s hurry,” she exclaimed.  “We don’t want to miss it.”

They found a place upstairs on the paddlewheel and looked back at the Cathedral as the riverboat left the shore.  Nancy marveled at the great view and vowed to take a picture of the church when the lighting was a little better later on.  They all looked out towards the city as the wind blew their hair.

Her father said, “I’m going to get us something to drink.  I’ll leave you girls alone for a while, so you can talk about boys.”

After he left, Hannah told them, “I wonder what there is to do in this city.  I haven’t seen any place where we could rent bikes or go kayaking.”

“Kayaking?” Beth asked.

“Well, this is the Mississippi River, after all.”

Nancy said, “Maybe we can find a tour that will take us paddling down the bayous and looking for alligators.”

“That’d be fun!” Hannah said.

“You’ve got to be kidding!!” Beth exclaimed.

Nancy put her arms around both of her friends.  “All right, you two.  Let’s enjoy what we have right now.  Isn’t it amazing to be floating down the Mississippi River?  It’s so romantic.  Think of the paddlewheel races that Mark Twain talked about in Life on the Mississippi.  That would’ve been an amazing sight to see.”  As she was talking, a horn blasted, and a calliope started playing.  “Oh, this is great!”

Beth looked around at the other tourists and found some cute guys talking with southern accents.  She shamelessly walked over to them, and handing them her camera, asked, “Would you two kindly take a picture of me and my friends?”

When Mr. Keene came back upstairs and saw Beth flirting with the guys, he shook his head and watched, trying to make himself as invisible as possible.

Nancy saw him and walked over.  “Dad, is it okay if we hang out with these guys for a while?  You know, Beth won’t be happy until she meets at least one guy on this trip.  And Hannah even looks like she’s enjoying herself.”

“I don’t know, Nancy.  Beth and Hannah’s parents might not approve.  Besides, the boys look older than you.”

“Only by a few years, Dad.  Pretty please, with sugar on top?”

“You always did have me wrapped around your little finger.  Okay.  But only for an hour.  I want to go back to the hotel and check up on Evangeline to see how she’s doing.  Promise you’ll meet me back in front of the cathedral in one hour.  Not one minute longer. We’ll go eat a late lunch at the Gumbo Shop.  I’m sure Evangeline won’t be happy unless we eat there just once.”

“Okay.  We will.  Thanks, Dad!”

He handed her the soft drinks he’d just bought. “At least don’t let these go to waste.  I don’t want you to get too dehydrated in all of this hot weather.”

“Yes, Dad.  We’ll be careful.”

She kissed the top of his head and returned to her friends.
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