


[image: title]






1



A Scream in the Snow


“Don’t tell me it’s snowing again,” Bess Marvin grumbled to Nancy Drew. When Bess swung open the front door of Beary Wonderful, snowflakes swirled into the small shop.


“It sure is,” Nancy said as she entered the store where Bess worked part-time. Pulling off her snow-covered cap, Nancy shook free her reddish-blond hair. “The weather report predicted seven inches.”


Bess shivered as a blast of cold air followed Nancy inside. “That’s too cold for me,” Bess said, shutting the door. “I’m ready for spring.”


Nancy laughed as she dusted a sprinkling of snowflakes off her coat sleeves. Bess was definitely not the outdoor type. That was one of the reasons she hadn’t gone on the cross-country ski trip with her parents, her cousin George Fayne, and George’s family. The other reason was that the holiday shopping rush was keeping her busy at the store.


“So this is Beary Wonderful?” Nancy asked, looking around.


“Yup, this is Beary Wonderful,” Bess said proudly. Throwing her arms wide, she gestured to the shelves and tables decorated for Christmas with stuffed animals, dolls, and handcrafted toys. Dotty Baldwin, the shop’s owner, was known for her high-quality new and antique toys.


“Dotty has a super selection for the holiday,” Bess added. Taking Nancy’s elbow, Bess led her to the back corner of the shop. “These are the teddy bears I was talking about.”


Nancy stopped to admire the whimsical display Dotty had set up. In the center of a round table a foot-high bear dressed as Santa Claus was seated at a child’s desk, writing out his Christmas list. Clustered around him, three-inch bears in elf suits busily made tiny toys.


“They’re so cute!” Nancy exclaimed. “I can see why you’ve fallen in love with them, Bess.” Reaching out, Nancy flipped over the price tag hanging from an elf bear.


Nancy gasped and said, “A hundred and twenty-five dollars? Isn’t that expensive for a kid’s toy?”


Bess shook her head emphatically. “These aren’t kids’ toys. They’re collector bears.” Picking up the elf, she showed Nancy a little booklet attached to the bear’s side. “Each one is handmade by a bear artist. Only a limited number are crafted. So someday this little guy will be worth a fortune.”


“You hope,” Nancy said, her blue eyes twinkling. Since Bess had started working at Beary Wonderful, she’d already bought several teddy bears for “investments,” thinking that in the future they’d be worth lots more than what she’d paid for them.


“Oh, they will be.” Bess tossed her blond hair behind her shoulder. “Just look at this.” She pointed to a glass-enclosed display counter at the back of the shop. The computer register was perched on top. “This is Dotty’s personal collection. Some of her bears are worth thousands.”


Bending over, Nancy peered into the lighted case. About fifteen teddy bears were arranged on red velvet fabric, surrounded by sprigs of holly and shiny ornaments.


“See the one in the middle?” Bess said, tapping on the glass in front of a ten-inch bear with pure white fur and wistful brown eyes. A red ribbon was tied in a bow around its neck. “That’s Dotty’s Happy Birthday Bear. He’s worth over eighty thousand dollars!”


“Wow!” Nancy exclaimed. “I know you told me bears are a good investment, but—”


“Was that a customer?” A cheerful voice from behind the counter made Nancy turn. A gray-haired woman bustled in from the back room carrying an armful of dolls.


“No, just my friend, Nancy Drew,” Bess replied. “Nancy, I’d like you to meet Dotty Baldwin.”


“Hello.” Nancy smiled. Dotty Baldwin was plump and grandmotherly looking. Her gray hair was permed into tight curls, her wire-rimmed spectacles were propped on her nose, and her shoes were sensible oxfords.


“Hello, Nancy Drew,” Dotty said. She began arranging the dolls on chairs around a child’s wooden table set for tea. “You must be Bess’s detective friend.”


“Yes,” Nancy replied. “I’ve been admiring your shop. I can see why Bess has gotten so crazy about teddy bears.”


“Though she still doesn’t believe me when I say they’re a good investment,” Bess added huffily.


Abruptly Dotty stopped arranging and peered at Nancy over her glasses. “Oh? Well, maybe I should give you my lecture about toys and bears being the collectibles of the future. Forget painters, like Picasso and Monet.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Who wants a canvas covered with lines and squiggles hanging on the wall when you can have a bear!” Dotty picked up a plump brown bear wearing a blue sweater and handed it to Nancy.


Nancy wasn’t quite sure what she was supposed to do with it. Bess nudged her with her elbow.


“Go ahead, give it a hug,” Bess insisted.


Nancy gave the bear a quick squeeze. “That is cuddly,” she said with surprise.


Dotty nodded. “It’s an Otto C. Bear. That’s a famous German brand especially made for hugging. They’re limited editions—that means the company only makes about a thousand, then gets rid of the pattern. This one sells for a hundred and fifty dollars today. Four years from now you’d be able to sell it at a collectors’ show for double its price.”


“Wow,” Nancy said as she set the bear down. Dotty was definitely persuasive. No wonder Bess had spent most of her month’s wages on bears.


“Dotty, tell Nancy about the Happy Birthday Bear,” Bess said eagerly. “He’s my favorite of them all.”


Dotty smiled and a look of bliss swept over her face. “My baby,” she crooned as she walked over to the display case. “He’s an Otto C. Bear, too—one of the first ever made. This year he’s a hundred years old.”


“What makes him worth so much money?” Nancy asked, eyeing the ordinary-looking white bear.


“Nancy!” Bess exclaimed, looking shocked at her friend’s question. “Just look at his perfect expression—doesn’t he look real? His fur is the finest mohair, and every inch of him is hand-stitched. I’d give anything to have him.”


Dotty laughed. “What Bess said is true, but there are several other reasons why he’s worth so much. One: He was the only one made.” Dotty held up her fingers as she ticked off the list. “Two: There’s quite a history attached to him. He was given to a German princess for her birthday—that’s why he’s called the Happy Birthday Bear. And three: He’s in ‘mint’ condition, which means he’s just as good as when he was made.”


“I see,” Nancy said. It was still hard to believe that a stuffed animal could be worth so much. “If he’s that valuable, I hope the display case is locked.”


“Of course—the insurance company requires that.” Dotty pointed to the silver lock hooked on the edge of the sliding glass door. Nancy bent down and saw that it was a type that a thief could easily pick.


“I’m afraid that won’t deter a determined burglar,” Nancy said.


Dotty nodded in agreement. “That’s why I had a security company install a spot protection system. If anyone unlocks, breaks, or opens the cabinet doors, it sounds a shrill alarm that you can hear all over the riverfront. I keep it on all the time.”


“I hope you’re the only one who knows how to deactivate the security system,” Nancy said.


“Yes,” Dotty replied. “And I plan to keep it that way. My parents gave me the Happy Birthday Bear for my own tenth birthday, forty-five years ago, so I never want to lose it. And even though the other bears in the case aren’t worth as much, they’re still rare Schuco, Steiff, and Bing bears.”


Bess sighed. “I wish I’d started collecting earlier. Just think of the bears I’d own by now.”


“Oh, that reminds me, Bess. I have a surprise for you.” Arching her brows, Dotty grinned mischievously at her employee. Then she spun on her flat heels and brushed through the curtained doorway that led to the back room of the shop.


“Oooh—I wonder what it is?” Bess clapped her hands together like a delighted child. “A new shipment of bears just came in this morning. Ingrid unpacked them. Ingrid Jennings is the other girl who works for Dotty.”


Nancy couldn’t help but laugh as Bess craned her neck and looked anxiously toward the back room. Her friend had really gone bonkers over bears.


“Look what came in the shipment this morning from Germany,” Dotty said as she stepped through the doorway. In her arms she cradled a snow-white bear wearing a red ribbon.


Bess’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “It’s the Happy Birthday Bear!” she exclaimed.


“Not the Happy Birthday Bear,” Dotty corrected her. “It’s a replica of the one I own. Otto C. Bears is making a limited number to celebrate their one hundredth anniversary. I ordered several, but this was the only one to come in this month.”


With her mouth still open, Bess looked into the bear’s eyes. “He’s beautiful. And he looks just like the real one.”


Nancy squinted down into the glass cabinet. The real bear looked up at her with its pensive smile. She had to agree they did look alike.


“He’s all yours,” Dotty said, handing Bess the replica bear.


“Mine!” Bess’s eyes popped even wider as she took the ten-inch bear in her arms. “But if this is the only one, don’t you want him?”


The shop owner shook her head. “I own more bears than I need,” she said, waving her hand at the rows of stuffed animals in the shop.


“I won’t be able to pay you all at once,” Bess said. Pulling her purse from the counter, she reached in and dug a twenty-dollar bill from her wallet. “But this will be a start.”


Dotty took the bill from Bess’s fingers. “He costs two hundred and fifty dollars, but don’t worry—you can pay me by working extra hours. Ingrid is going to Germany for a week before Christmas, and I’ll need you to help with the holiday rush.”


“I’ll be happy to work every day,” Bess said enthusiastically.


“We’d better get going, Bess,” Nancy finally said. Bess’s Camaro had gone into the garage for transmission work the day before, so Nancy had offered to pick Bess up after work. “I’ve got new snow tires, but I still want to get home before the roads get too slippery.”


Dotty went over to the shop’s front door. “Ingrid said she was going to stop in for her paycheck. I wonder if she decided not to.”


Nancy glanced out the door. The storefront lights illuminated the falling flakes. The shop was in the newly renovated waterfront section along the Muskoka River. Small shops and boutiques lined one side of the road. Across the street was the Riverside Restaurant and the Scene, a successful nightclub. But right now the streets were quiet. Nancy figured the prediction of snow had kept many people home.


Suddenly a scream from outside shattered the stillness. Startled, Nancy swung her gaze to Bess, then Dotty.


“Did you hear that?” Nancy asked. By the surprised expressions on their faces, she knew they had heard the scream, too.


Reacting quickly, Nancy threw open the front door and dashed onto the sidewalk. She heard Bess call out, “Be careful.”


Streetlights glowed above, but still it was hard to see. Then Nancy heard another scream. With a pounding heart she ran through the blinding snow toward the cry.
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Bears, Bears, Bears


Cold, wet flakes pelted Nancy’s face as she raced down the icy sidewalk. The scream had come from her right, but she couldn’t see anyone. Then she spotted a figure sprawled on the ground.


“Are you all right?” Nancy cried out. Reaching the person, Nancy crouched down. A girl’s frightened face looked up at her from beneath a coat hood.


“Yes!” the girl replied breathlessly as she struggled to her knees. Nancy grasped her elbow and helped her to her feet. “I was grabbed,” the girl explained, “from behind. I screamed and hit out, but then I slipped on the snow and fell.”


The girl bent down to brush away the slush clinging to her coat and jeans. Nancy noticed large footprints in the snow, leading between two buildings and into a parking lot.


Bess dashed up. “Are you guys okay? Ingrid!” she exclaimed when she saw the girl. “What happened?”


“You two go back to the shop,” Nancy said quickly. “I’m going to follow these tracks.”


“No!” Ingrid grabbed Nancy’s arm. “You might get hurt.”


Nancy gave her a reassuring smile, then took off down the alley. She didn’t want to waste time explaining to Ingrid that she was an experienced detective who had been in lots of dangerous situations.


The footprints were wide apart, as if the person had been running. Nancy followed them to the large parking lot behind the row of shops. A sudden movement at the far side of the lot caught her eye. Someone jumped into a dark-colored car and slammed the door. Then Nancy heard the motor roar.


She ran toward the car, but it zoomed from the parking space. Skidding on the snow, it raced out of view. Disgusted, Nancy kicked the snow. If she’d only been a second earlier, she could have at least seen the car’s license plate number. But she did notice that the person was tall—too tall to be a woman, she decided. When she compared her footprint to one of the tracks, she could see that the other person’s foot was much larger than hers.


Bending down, she inspected the print closer. The sole of the shoe or boot had pressed a diamond-grid pattern in the snow. She would have to point that out to the police.


When Nancy got back to the shop, Ingrid had pulled off her hood. Dotty was handing her a cup of steaming cocoa. Bess was looking down worriedly at her.


“I followed your attacker,” Nancy said to Ingrid. “Unfortunately, he got away. And I didn’t even get a license plate number.”


“That’s too bad.” Ingrid looked up from her hot drink. She had long blond hair pulled back with two barrettes. Her pretty face was still red from the cold. Nancy noticed she spoke with a slight accent.


“I don’t even know if it was an attacker,” Ingrid admitted. “He might have just bumped into me—maybe I panicked and slipped on the ice.”


Nancy furrowed her brow. “I don’t think so. He sure took off running—that doesn’t sound like an innocent bystander to me. I think we’d better call the police. There were some interesting footprints they’ll want to see. The sole made a pattern in the snow.”


“I’ll call and report it.” Dotty reached for the phone beside the computer register.


Ingrid jumped up, and said, “Don’t bother.” Then she smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t even see the person. It was dark, and he came up behind me. I thought someone grabbed me—that’s why I screamed. But I might have been confused.” She chuckled. “That’s probably why he took off—all that yelling scared him.”


Bess frowned. “I don’t know, Ingrid. It might have been a mugger.”


Ingrid waved her hand. “Look, if I make a report, the police will want me to hang around. But next Sunday I’m headed back to Germany for the holidays. I’ve saved all fall for this trip, and I don’t want it ruined.”


Ingrid’s reasons made sense, Nancy thought. Still . . .


“Well, the most important thing is you’re all right,” Dotty said, placing the phone back on the hook.


“Thanks to . . .” Ingrid started to say something, then she spotted the replica Happy Birthday Bear leaning against the register. “What’s he doing out here? I didn’t put a price tag on him yet.”


“So that’s why you’d tucked him away in the back corner,” Dotty said, reaching for the bear. “I found him this evening when I was looking for more gift boxes. I hadn’t realized he’d been delivered already.”


“Yes. I unpacked him earlier,” Ingrid explained. “But the shop was so busy I didn’t get to tag him and put him out.”


“And I’m glad, because guess what?” Bess asked, taking the bear in her arms. “Dotty sold him to me! She says she has enough bears, so I can add him to my collection. Isn’t that wonderful?”


Ingrid looked surprised. “B-but I was hoping to buy him for my cousin, Karl, in Germany,” she stammered. “His birthday is right before Christmas.”


“Ingrid’s mom is German,” Dotty explained to Nancy. “Her dad’s American, but he was in the military, so their family has lived in Germany most of her life. When her father retired this year, they came back to the States.” She turned back to Ingrid. “Why don’t you buy Karl one of these cute Christmas bears? He’d probably like it better.”


Ingrid bit her lip. “Well . . . I had my heart set on the Happy Birthday Bear. It just seemed right.”


Nancy looked over at Bess. She was hugging the bear tight, an anxious expression on her face. Nancy could tell that her friend was weighing the idea of giving the bear to Ingrid.


“I’m sorry,” Dotty said. “I ordered several, but only a limited number are sent to the States, so it could be a month before I get another one. Wait!” She snapped her fingers. “I know what I can do.”


Moving behind the counter, Dotty picked up the phone. “I’m sure Arnold Smythe at Totally Toys ordered some.”


She punched in the numbers, then waited. “Arnold? It’s Dotty. Glad I caught you.”


While Dotty talked, Nancy unbuttoned her coat. She’d gotten hot from running. Ingrid was quietly sipping her cocoa, while Bess cradled the bear.
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