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Opening Day


“Come here, Rover. Come here, kitty,” Nancy Drew called out. She wriggled her fingers invitingly toward the neighbor’s kitten, who was stranded on one of the highest branches of the Drews’ oak tree. “Come here, Rover. Please.”


Just then, the Drews’ housekeeper, Hannah Gruen, poked her head out the front door. “Who are you talking to, Nancy?”


“Oh, hi, Hannah,” Nancy replied. “Rover is stuck way up there, and I’m trying to rescue her.”


Hannah nodded knowingly and went back inside.


After a moment Hannah reappeared, bearing a can of tuna and a can opener. Then she stood under the tree and began to open the can. Rover stood up and stared at her, her green eyes suddenly alert.


Seconds later the kitten began scampering down the tree, hopping nimbly from limb to limb.


Hannah put the can down and motioned to Nancy that they should back away. When they’d done so, Rover made the final leap to the ground and began devouring the tuna.


“Hannah, you are a genius,” Nancy pronounced.


“It runs in the family,” Hannah said. “Speaking of which . . .” A car was turning into the driveway. It came to a halt, and a moment later Carson Drew emerged, briefcase in hand.


“Are the two of you having a conference on the front lawn?” he called out.


“Sort of,” Nancy replied with a smile, and proceeded to tell her father about the rescue mission.


Carson looked at Rover, who was still chipping away at the tuna. “Cats keep popping up in my life today,” he remarked.


Nancy’s blue eyes sparkled. “What do you mean, Dad?”


“Let’s all go inside and I’ll tell you about it,” he replied.


When the three of them had settled in the living room, Carson opened up his briefcase and took out the current issue of River Heights Today magazine. On the cover was a picture of a hairless cat.


“Am I seeing things, or is that cat bald?” Hannah asked.


Carson grinned. “It’s bald, all right. It’s some sort of exotic breed. You see, the lead article is on the big cat show that’s coming to town.”


“I read about it in the paper,” Nancy declared. “It sounds like a lot of fun.”


“I’m glad you think so, because I was going to ask you if you’d like to go,” Carson said.


“There isn’t some mystery involved, is there?” Hannah murmured, an anxious look crossing her face. Hannah had helped raise Nancy since she was three, when her mother had died. Hannah felt very protective toward the girl, especially when it came to her work. At age eighteen, Nancy was an accomplished detective who’d solved dozens of difficult, often dangerous cases.


Nancy pushed back a strand of reddish-blond hair and smiled eagerly. “How about it, Dad? Am I being recruited for a new assignment?”


Carson Drew was a well-known lawyer and sometimes used his daughter’s investigative skills. “Well, I have to admit that it’s connected to one of my clients, but not in the way you think,” he replied. “You see, this man—Mr. Birch—is a promoter for the cat show, and he’s offered me some free passes. I’m tied up, so I thought that you and your friends might like to go.”


“Great!” Nancy exclaimed. “I’ll call George and Bess right away.”


• • •


It was opening day of the Great Midwestern Cat Show, and the River Heights Civic Center was bustling with activity.


“Have you ever seen so many cats in your life?” Nancy declared.


“This place is amazing,” George Fayne, Nancy’s friend, agreed. “What do you think of it, Bess? Bess?” The slender brunette turned to see where her cousin Bess had gone, but she was nowhere to be found.


Suddenly blond-haired, blue-eyed Bess Marvin appeared out of the crowd, plate in hand. “I went over to the refreshment stand,” she said. “All the food has a cat theme. See, this is a Puss-in-Fruits.” She held up a strange-looking dessert for inspection. It was a wobbly lump of pink pudding shaped like a cat, with grapes for eyes and ears.


George grinned. “I should have known where to find you, even though we did just eat lunch.”


“It’s for a good cause,” Bess protested. “All the food money goes to finding homes for abandoned cats. Besides, this place is so enormous the calories will get burned off in no time.”


Nancy regarded her two best friends with a knowing smile. She was used to their bantering. “Let’s get started,” she said cheerfully. “We have a lot to see.”


The girls contemplated the many aisles of exhibitors’ booths ahead of them. Each booth featured one or more show cats, which were kept in large wooden cages for public viewing.


Programs in hand, the three friends headed for the first aisle. They stopped in front of a cage containing a tailless white cat.


“No tail!” George exclaimed. “I wonder what kind of cat it is?”


Nancy pointed to a small sign at the bottom of the cage. “His name is Cotton, and he’s a Manx,” she noted. “The River Heights Today article mentioned Manx cats. It said they’re called that because they’re from the Isle of Man, off the coast of England.”


Bess extended a hand toward him. “Hello, Cotton.”


Cotton poked his small pink nose through the bars and sniffed, then meowed in a soft, sweet voice.


“Isn’t he a darling?” Bess murmured. “I wish I could give him a treat.”


George was admiring several Burmese kittens in the next cage. “Cocoa, Mocha, and Bonbon,” she said. “Well, what else are you going to name three chocolate-colored cats, right? And check out this cat in the cage next to them. It doesn’t have any hair!”


“There was a cat just like it on the River Heights Today cover,” Nancy said. She bent down to look at the sign on its cage. “He’s called a Spinx, and his name is Alabaster.”


“Isn’t he strange-looking?” George said. “He doesn’t even have any whiskers.” Alabaster blinked at her and meowed loudly. “Oh, I’m sorry, Alabaster, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


Bess had moved on to the booth across the aisle. “Look at this one,” she said. “What a beauty!”


Nancy and George joined Bess. There was only one cage at the booth, and inside was a large, emerald-eyed cat grooming itself. It stopped to give its three admirers a haughty glance, then returned to its long, luxurious, silver fur. Its rhinestone collar glittered in the dim interior of the cage.


“You’re right, Bess—this cat’s a knockout,” Nancy agreed.


Bess peered at the sign on its cage. “She’s a Persian named Purrfect. I wonder if she’ll take the top prize.”


“Her little house should, anyway,” George commented, indicating the crocheted rug, velvet pillows, and gingham ribbons adorning Purrfect’s cage. “It’s fancier than my bedroom.”


“Hello!” A petite young woman was walking toward the girls. She had freckles, sparkling brown eyes, and long red hair that she wore in a ponytail. Her black sweater and jeans were covered with silver cat fur.


“Hi,” Bess said. “Is this your cat?”


“She sure is,” the woman replied.


“We were just admiring her,” George explained.


The woman squinted at George. “Say, you look familiar. In fact, you all look familiar. Do we know each other?”


Nancy’s face lit up. “You’re Andrea, aren’t you?”


“That’s right,” George said, nodding. “You used to baby-sit us.”


The woman broke into a smile. “And you’re Nancy Drew, Bess Marvin, and George Fayne, all grown up. Isn’t that incredible? I haven’t seen you girls in ages.” She turned to Nancy. “I’ve been following your exploits in the papers, though. You’re a famous detective now.”


“Well, I’ve solved a few cases,” Nancy said modestly.


“A few cases, my foot,” Bess said. “Why, Nancy is single-handedly responsible for—”


“Now, Bess,” Nancy broke in, blushing.


“Do you still live in River Heights?” George asked Andrea.


Andrea nodded. “In fact, I’m one of the few locals at this show. There are people here from all over the country, even all over the world.”


“Yikes,” George said. “That explains the huge crowd.”


“Is there anything special we should see?” Nancy asked.


“Well, right now you’re in the main hall of the auditorium, where the exhibitors have their cats set up for public viewing. After you’re done going up and down a few aisles, you might consider sitting in on some of the showings. There will be a number of them over the next several days. They’re held in those galleries.” Andrea pointed to a dozen small rooms around the sides of the auditorium.


“Each showing is devoted to a certain category,” Andrea explained. “Long-haired breeds, short-haired breeds, and the individual breeds such as Siamese, Persian, and Maine coon. The cats in each category get ranked by a judge.”


“By the galleries, you mean those rooms with the folding chairs?” Bess said hopefully. “I’m dying to give my feet a rest.”


“What about all those calories you’re trying to burn off?” George chided.


Her pretty cousin frowned. “Oh, right.”


Nancy turned to Andrea. “There’s a Grand Competition on the last day of the show, right?”


“Yes, that’s when they pick the best overall cat. Purrfect and I are keeping our fingers crossed.”


“I bet she’s already won lots of shows,” Bess remarked.


“Actually, this is Purrfect’s first major competition,” Andrea replied. “I’m really just an amateur cat exhibitor, not like these other pros. But I’ll let you all in on a secret: Purrfect is going to be in a TV commercial.”


“A TV commercial?” George repeated.


“Did Purrfect win a contest or something?” Bess asked Andrea.


“Not exactly. A friend of mine knew someone at Simon-Ross Media, an advertising agency here in River Heights. She found out that they were looking for a Persian for their new Kitty Classics cat food campaign, and one thing led to another. The spot is due to start airing—”


“I’d like to talk to you about that, Andrea,” a loud male voice broke in.


The four women turned and saw a tall man with curly blond hair standing nearby. He studied Nancy and her friends coolly.


“What are you doing here, Tad?” Andrea said nervously. “Oh, I’m sorry. Nancy, Bess, George, this is my . . . husband, Tad Cassidy. Tad, I used to be their baby-sitter when they were kids.”


Tad ignored the introductions and looked pointedly at Andrea. “About this commercial . . .”


Andrea shifted uncomfortably. “This isn’t the time, Tad. I have to get Purrfect ready for a showing.”


Why did Tad seem so upset about the commercial? Nancy wondered. It sounded like a good deal. And why was Andrea putting him off?


In any case, Nancy thought that it might be best for the three of them to leave Andrea and Tad alone. But just as she opened her mouth to say goodbye, a commotion erupted in the next aisle.


They all turned to look. A short, fair-haired man with a pencil-thin mustache was shouting at a nervous-looking young brunette.


“Incompetent customs officials!” the man exclaimed. “We should have been here hours ago!”


“I wonder who he is,” George said.


“I think that’s Sean Dunleavy,” Andrea replied. “I’ve seen his picture in the cat magazines. He’s a well-known breeder from London.” She lowered her voice. “I’ve heard he’s very—well, arrogant. He wins all the shows.


“That young woman must be his assistant,” Andrea continued, indicating the brunette. “Poor kid. It must be hard to work for someone like that.”


Nancy noticed that Tad seemed to have little interest in Sean Dunleavy’s affairs. In fact, the scowl on Tad’s face told her that he was as impatient as ever to speak to Andrea.


Nancy peered at her watch. “Two o’clock! Bess, George, we’ve got to get moving if we’re going to see all these cats.”


“It was great seeing you all again,” Andrea said. “Come by later when you have time, and you can pet Purrfect. She acts very aloof, but she’s a sweetheart when you get to know her.”


“Bye, Andrea, Tad,” Nancy said, noting that Tad had remained silent. Purrfect isn’t the only one who’s aloof, she thought.


As the three friends walked away, George whispered, “What was going on there? You could cut the tension with a knife.”


“I know it,” Bess said. “I guess they were having a little marital spat.”


Nancy frowned, saying nothing.


“Where to next?” George said.


Nancy scanned the auditorium. “I need to find a phone booth. I promised Hannah I’d give her a quick call about something.”


At that moment an announcement came over the loudspeaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Manx showing will be held in gallery one in ten minutes. Please assemble in gallery one for the Manx showing.”


“The tailless cats!” Bess exclaimed. “Can we go watch?”


“You guys go ahead,” Nancy said. “I’ll make my call, then join you there in a second.”


“All right, Nan,” George said.


While George and Bess made their way to gallery one, Nancy found a phone booth and called home. After she had finished, she wandered back into the crowd and started down a busy aisle.


She looked around, trying to get oriented in the bustling auditorium. Just then she spotted Andrea in the next aisle. Nancy was about to go over and ask her for directions when she saw that the young woman was still talking to Tad. Not wanting to interrupt them, Nancy hesitated.


Observing them from behind a booth, Nancy realized that they were having an argument, even though she couldn’t hear their words. Tad was red-faced, and he was gesturing furiously with his hands. Andrea was shaking her head and turning away from him.


Then suddenly Tad shouted, “I will get my cat back from you one way or another!”
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The Cat Vanishes


Nancy watched as Tad spun on his heels and stormed off. Andrea looked very troubled. She stood there pale and trembling, staring at the floor.


Nancy cut over to Andrea’s aisle. “Andrea,” she called out.


The young woman raised her head. “Oh, hi, Nancy.”


“Are you all right?” Nancy asked her worriedly. “I heard you and Tad arguing.”


“I’m fine,” Andrea replied shakily. “It’s just that . . . well, Tad’s just found out about Purrfect’s TV commercial, and he’s very upset.”


“What do you mean, he just found out? Were you going to surprise him or something?”


Andrea sighed. “You see, Tad and I are separated,” she explained. “When we were first married, Purrfect was Tad’s kitten. But over the years she grew more attached to me, so when Tad and I split up, he was happy to let me have her. But now . . . now that Purrfect is about to embark on a big new career and bring in some money, Tad’s decided he wants her back for himself.”


“That’s terrible!” Nancy exclaimed. “How did he find out about the commercial?”


Andrea shrugged. “A few of the people here know, and Tad may have overheard them talking about it. Or maybe my friend Laura—the one who hooked me up with Simon-Ross Media in the first place—told him. She’s friends with Tad, too.”


“Listen, Andrea, he’s just stirring up trouble. He can’t take Purrfect away from you,” Nancy reassured her.


“I know,” Andrea said, sighing. “I just didn’t need that argument now, on the first day of the show.” She looked at her watch. “Oh, dear, I have to get Purrfect ready.”


“For the showing?” Nancy asked.


Andrea nodded. “There’s a special showing for long-haired breeds at four o’clock. Purrfect will be up against a dozen other cats. I hope you girls can stick around. It’ll be in gallery three.”


“We’ll make a point of it,” Nancy promised. “Is there anything I can do to help? Everyone here seems to have an assistant or two, but you’re all on your own.”


Andrea’s face lit up. “That would be great, Nancy. Thanks. Here, you can hold her down while I brush her.” She opened Purrfect’s cage and picked up the half-sleeping cat. Purrfect opened one emerald eye and meowed disgruntledly.


“Okay, Nancy, put your hand on her back—like this—while I groom her tail.” Andrea demonstrated, and Nancy complied. “Purrfect can get very fidgety, so it’s good to have you here to keep her still.”


While Nancy held Purrfect down on the table, Andrea sprinkled white powder on the cat’s luxurious tail and ran a comb through it.


“It’s okay,” Nancy told the cat soothingly. “We’re making you beautiful.”


“Now, let’s take the collar off so we can do her ruff,” Andrea said.


“Her ruff?” Nancy repeated.


“The fur around her neck,” Andrea explained. “We have to get it fuller and fluffier, so it forms a kind of halo around her face.”


Andrea removed Purrfect’s collar, a leather band studded with glittery rhinestones, and proceeded with the combing.


“So what do you do when you’re not managing Purrfect’s career?” Nancy asked Andrea.


“Oh, this and that,” Andrea replied cheerfully. “Mostly I’m a free-lance writer.”


“Do you write books?”


Andrea shook her head. “Magazine articles. Right now I’m doing a piece for Famous Felines.”


“Famous Felines?” Nancy grinned. “It sounds like a celebrity gossip magazine for cats.”


“You’re pretty close,” Andrea said. “They mainly do stories about championship cats, but from time to time they also cover the cats of celebrities—you know, movie stars, politicians.”


Purrfect glanced up and meowed loudly. “Okay, okay, we’re finished,” Andrea told her, putting the comb away.


“She looks like a winner to me,” Nancy declared.


“Thanks so much for all your help,” Andrea said gratefully. “And thanks, too, for listening about Tad. It’s nice to have a friend here.”


Nancy patted her arm sympathetically. “No problem. Just remember—Purrfect is your cat. There’s nothing Tad or anyone else can do about that.”
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