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Let me introduce myself. I’m Nancy Drew.

My friends call me Nancy. My enemies call me a lot of other things, like “that girl who cooked my goose.” They actually sometimes speak like that, but what can you expect from criminals? See, I’m a detective. Well, not really. I mean, I don’t have a license or anything. I don’t carry a badge or a gun, in part because I wouldn’t touch a gun even if I could, and also because I’m just not old enough. But I am old enough to know when something isn’t right, when somebody’s getting an unfair deal, when someone’s done something they shouldn’t do. And I know how to stop them, catch them, and get them into the hands of the law, where they belong. I take those things seriously, and I’m almost never wrong.

My best friends, Bess and George, might not totally agree with me. They tell me I’m wrong a lot, and that they have to cover for me all of the time just to make me look good. Bess would tell you I dress badly. I call it casual. George would tell you I’m not focused. By that she’d mean that once again I forgot to fill my car with gas or bring enough money to buy lunch. But they both know I’m always focused when it comes to crime. Always.

Nancy Drew
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Opportunity Knocks

When your whole world gets turned upside down, it doesn’t always happen in an instant. Sometimes it’s just a little thing—an innocent moment that marks the beginning of an earthquake, a tsunami, a volcanic eruption.

This particular kind of moment happened to me, Nancy Drew, several months ago, but I’ll always remember it like it was yesterday.

It was a quiet summer evening, and I was sitting in Einstein’s Ice Cream Parlor with my two best friends in the world, Bess Marvin and George Fayne. Just three girls having fun, and ordering huge ice-cream concoctions and trying not to think about the consequences.

Bess had her newspaper spread out on the table, and we were all sitting to one side, reading it with her. Not just any newspaper, but the one and only Hollywood Gazette.

“Honestly, I don’t know what Brett sees in Fiona,” Bess said, meaning, of course, Brett Harley and Fiona Gibson, two of the three hottest movie stars on the planet (the third being Brett’s ex, Angelica Reeves).

“Maybe it’s her big blue eyes, and her big red lips, and her”—I was about to say her fabulous blonde hair, but realized I was describing Bess to a tee.

“Her what?” Bess prodded.

“Never mind,” I said.

“Y’know,” George piped up, “if Brett’s movies weren’t all so trashy, we might care about which B-list star he was dating.”

“Trashy? B-list?” Bess was outraged. I could see her always-rosy cheeks turning even rosier. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You call Kill Me Deadly trash? You call Scimitar trash? Have you even seen them?”

“I saw the trailers, and that was enough,” George said, looking to see if the waiter was coming with our desserts.

Bess and George are first cousins, as well as best friends, but they couldn’t be less alike if they were total strangers with no shared DNA. Bess is blonde, curvy, and, well, kind of short. At least when she’s compared to me and George. She’s good with a hammer and nails, can fix anything and find her way anywhere—but otherwise, she’s a total girlie-girl.

George is taller than me (I’m 5’7”, in case you were wondering). She’s got short, dark hair, a talent for sports and computers, and a really high brow when movies are concerned.

“The only movies you like are in black and white or have subtitles,” Bess shot back, turning the page of the paper.

George shot me a look and a half-smile, but she didn’t answer. It was the beginning of summer—the weather was fine, life was good, and we were all in way too good a mood to let it be spoiled by something as trivial as an argument about Hollywood stars.

That wonderful feeling was about to change, really fast, but we didn’t know it then. Ah, innocence . . .

The door of the ice cream parlor opened, and who should walk in but Dierdre Simmons, our worst nightmare at River Heights High. Each of us has more reasons to dislike Dierdre than we have fingers on our two hands.

“Ugh, why does she have to show up, just when we were having a good time?” George said.

“Maybe she won’t see us,” Bess said. “Then we won’t have to say hello.”

“Yoo-hoo!” Too late. Dierdre was waving and weaving her way among the tables to where we were sitting. She had a copy of the River Heights Bugle in one hand.

“Hi Dee Dee,” I said, using the nickname I know she hates. “How’s it going?”

My little dig seemed to go right over her oblivious head. “I am so psyched!” she squealed, jumping up and down in front of us.

George, Bess, and I gave one another sideways glances. Had Dierdre really lost it completely or what?

“You do look . . . overheated,” Bess commented. “What happened? Did Daddy buy you another new car?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know!” Dierdre said. “I just assumed, when I saw you reading the Hollywood Gazette. . . . Oh. I see it’s last week’s. You really ought to spend the money on the new issue.”

Bess’s hands balled into fists. Dierdre is always telling people how cheap Bess is, and to be honest, it’s no lie.

“Assumed what?” I asked.

“Well, it’s even in the River Heights Bugle—Ned’s paper. Surely you ought to read it every day, just out of loyalty, Nancy—especially considering he’s your boyfriend.”

You see how obnoxious she is? I could have kicked her. Dierdre has had a crush on Ned Nickerson forever, and has always resented me for being his girlfriend.

“It’s his father who’s the publisher, so it’s Mr. Nickerson’s paper,” I corrected her. “Ned just works there part-time—summers and between semesters.”

“I know that,” said Dierdre. “I buy the Bugle every day.”

She clucked her tongue, brushed her curly black hair back, and flashed her big green eyes at us. “Well? Aren’t you going to worm it out of me?”

“Worm what out of you?” Bess said.

Dierdre smiled. “Well—since you asked . . . Take a look at this!” She spread the Bugle out on top of Bess’s Gazette.

Bess read the headline aloud, her eyes growing wide. “‘Blockbuster movie to shoot scenes in River Heights. The new action/romance flick, Love Me to Death, marks director Gordon MacIntyre’s big comeback, and stars Brett Harley and Fiona Gibson. . . .’”

Bess looked up from the paper and whispered, “Omigosh—they’re coming here! To River Heights!” I honestly thought she was going to faint. It’s a good thing she was sitting down.

“Read the next paragraph,” Dierdre said. “It gets even better.”

Bess was too excited to read, so I continued for her. “‘MacIntyre has put out a casting call for River Heights residents to audition for extras at a special casting session on July 9. The cast and crew of the movie arrives in town that night, and will be staying at the Hotel Metropole downtown. . . .’”

“Omigosh—I’ve got to be in it!” Bess cried out, so loud that half of Einstein’s turned around to look.

“Fat chance,” Dierdre said, looking Bess up and down and emphasizing the word fat.

Now, Bess is far from fat—she’s curvy, and not a bit overweight. Well, no more than five pounds, anyway. But by this time, Dierdre had her totally psyched out.

“What, you think I’m fat?” Bess challenged her.

Dierdre let out a laugh and scooped up her copy of the Bugle. “Did I say that? Now you’re putting words in my mouth.” She folded the paper, tucked it back under her arm, and turned to go.

The waiter arrived at that exact moment with our gigantic ice-cream concoctions. “Enjoy your dessert!” Dierdre chirped, watching as Einstein’s famous Chocolate Death Sundae was placed in front of Bess.

“Suddenly I’m not hungry,” Bess said miserably. “I can’t eat this. I’ll look like a balloon at the casting session!”

“Good choice,” Dierdre said. “But like I said— fat chance.” She turned on her heels and sashayed between the tables and right out the front door.

“The nerve of that . . . that . . .” George sputtered.

“We know exactly what you mean,” I told her. “Don’t we, Bess?”

“Go ahead and eat your ice cream, Bess,” George encouraged her. “You look fine just the way you are: Perfect.”

“If I eat this, I’m going to gain three pounds,” Bess said, looking longingly at her Chocolate Death. “You eat it, George—you never gain any weight, no matter how much you pack it in.”

It’s true. George eats like an absolute pig and stays slim. I don’t know how she does it, and neither does anybody else.

With a shrug and a satisfied smile, she moved Bess’s tureen of tasty calories over to her own place setting—right next to the Mint Mountain she’d ordered for herself.

“Nan, do you think I’m too fat to be an extra?” Bess asked me.

“Not in the least. You look a lot like Fiona Gibson, in fact.”

“You really think so?” Bess asked. “It’s true, we are both natural blondes. . . .” Suddenly she was floating on air, ecstatic. That’s so like Bess—if you don’t like the mood she’s in, just wait a minute.

“Totally,” I said. Then, for some reason I’ll never understand, I decided to lay it on a little thicker. “If your picture were next to Fiona’s, people would think you were twin sisters.”

I didn’t mean identical twins, but that’s how Bess took it. She checked herself out in the mirror, then looked at Fiona’s picture in the paper. Then the mirror, then the picture. Mirror, picture . . .

“Bess,” I said, “you really should go to that casting session. I’m sure they’ll hire you.”

“What makes you so sure?” Bess asked, suddenly worried. “I mean, everybody and their mother is going to show up for this casting call. And how many people do you think they’re going to hire?”

“I have no clue,” I said. “Maybe a couple hundred?”

“Out of twenty thousand people?” Bess shouted, again causing everyone in Einstein’s to look over at us. “What are the odds of my getting cast?”

“One in two hundred,” George said without even having to think. “One half of one percent.”

“Thank you, math genius,” Bess said. “See, Nancy? I’ll never get cast. Dierdre’s right!” Suddenly it was back to despair again.

“Bess, I know you can do it!” I said, massaging her obviously fragile ego.

“You’ve got to come to the casting session with me—both of you. We’ve all got to be in the movie together!” Bess said, crossing over the line into delusion.

“I have no interest in being in some cheesy movie,” George said. “Forget it.”

“Oh, get over yourself, George!” Bess said angrily. “This movie’s going to be an all-time box office smash! Brett? Fiona? In the same picture? Can you say ka-ching?”

“Exactly,” George said. “It’s all about money. Yuck!”

“Oh, George, just come with me for moral support! I’ll die if they don’t pick me. I’ll just expire!”

“You won’t die,” George said, “and no way am I going to go with you. I hate these big blockbuster action pictures. They have no soul, no heart, no brain. . . .”

“No being bored out of your gourd,” Bess corrected her.

“Besides, from what I hear, extras do a lot of waiting around, and you know I can’t stand that. And what if they give us a call time of 5 A.M.? You know I don’t get up before nine, except for weddings and funerals.”

Bess rolled her eyes, giving up on late-sleeping, impatient George. “How about you, Nancy?” she asked.

“Oh, not me—you know I get stage fright.”

“Are you kidding?” Bess said, clucking her tongue, “you were fantastic in Grease last year!”

“I was in the chorus—in the back of the chorus.”

“Well, that’s like being an extra . . . kind of. Besides, being an extra doesn’t take any talent at all! You just stand there and presto—you’re in the movie.”

“Umm . . .”

“Don’t audition if you don’t want to. Just come with me, please, please, please?”

To be honest, I would probably have begged off, but I could see Bess was really nervous, and really, really, really wanted to get cast in this movie. So I said, “Okay, if you want me to that badly . . .”

Bess screamed, jumped up in her seat, and reached over to hug me so tightly I thought she would snap my neck. For the third time in ten minutes, everyone in the restaurant turned to look at us.

“Bess, you’re embarrassing us,” George said. “Calm down.”

Bess composed herself in a split second. “George,” she said, “could you go over and buy a copy of the Bugle from the machine in front?”

Sighing, George got up, fished a quarter out of her jeans pocket, and went to the front, where the newspaper dispensers were. She and I both know there’s no arguing with Bess.

“I love Brett Harley,” Bess confided, grabbing my hand and squeezing it hard. “Nancy, if I get to meet him . . . if he shakes my hand . . . I’m never going to wash it again!”

“Eew,” I said, removing my hand from hers. “Sounds gross.”

She gave me a playful shove. “Now you’re being cranky, just like George.”

Speaking of George, she was just coming back with a copy of the Bugle—and with Ned trailing right behind her.

“Look who I picked up off the street,” she said, sitting down and tossing the paper onto the opposite bench.

Ned reached over, gave me a kiss, then said, “Hi, girls. Mind if I sit down for a sec?”

He didn’t really need an answer. He sat down facing us, and said, “Guess what?”

“Urn . . . there’s a movie going to be filmed in River Heights?” George took a wild guess.

“Bingo!” Ned said. “And my dad has assigned me to cover it for the paper. I’m going to be taking pictures.” He held up the digital camera I’d gotten him for Christmas.

“Oh, that’s so cool!” Bess said. “I’m going to be an extra.” Suddenly she was already cast!

“Excellent!” Ned said. “You know, you could probably all get cast if you wanted to. They’re casting seventy people or so.”

Bess’s face fell. “Only seventy?”

“Don’t worry, Bess,” I told her, taking her hand. “You’ll get in. You’ll see.”

“I’ve just got to meet Brett!” Bess moaned. Then she turned to Ned. “Nancy’s coming with me.”

“I see,” Ned said, surprised. “I didn’t think you were into acting, Nan—or is it because you want to meet Brett, too? Should I be worried?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not even auditioning. I’m just being a crutch for Bess.”

“She’s the best,” said Bess, giving me a squeeze. “You’re the best, Nancy.”

“I know, I know,” I said, digging into my ice cream with something less than excitement.
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I Smell a Rat

We all went our separate ways, in our separate cars. What a terrible waste of gas, I said to myself as I steered my hybrid home to the house where I live with my dad and our housekeeper, Hannah (my mom died when I was three, and its always been just us since then).

Even though it was still light out at a quarter to nine, the streetlights were already lit. As I pulled into the driveway I noticed that the light was on in my dad’s ground-floor home office. It was late for him to be working, but I knew that as a top-tier lawyer, he sometimes had to take cases home with him.

I went inside, feeling like I’d been filled with liquid lead, and plopped down on the living room couch, kicking off my shoes. I was too bloated from all the ice cream I’d eaten to even reach for the TV remote.

In the quiet, I could hear my dad’s voice coming from his office. The door must be open, I thought. That’s unusual . . . .

Something about the tone of his voice caught my attention, sugar-addled as my brain was. Something worried . . . anxious . . . tense. I lay there, trying to pick out what he was saying, and found that I could only catch a word here and there.

You know what happened next. I got up oh-so quietly, then tiptoed over to the hallway, down the length of the long carpet, as close to his office as I needed to get and no closer (the wood creaks near his door, as I’ve learned from long snooping experience).

I could tell that he was on the phone. There were long silences, punctuated with him saying “Uh-huh . . . Oh, my . . . I see . . .” But then, he’d say something, like, “Now let me get this straight—” And that’s when I smelled my first whiff of smoke. (You know what they say—where there’s smoke, there’s fire.)

“Let me make sure I understand,” I heard him say. “This is not coming from you, but from Mayor Simmons, right? And she’s afraid whoever’s behind these threats may actually try to carry them out. . . . I understand completely. If something were to happen on the set while they were filming here, River Heights could be sued for big money—not to mention the damage to the town’s reputation as a good place to do business. . . .”

So there were threats that had something to do with the movie that was coming to town! Suddenly the idea of being an extra, and having an excuse to hang around on the set, began to seem much more appealing.

“Tell me more about the last film, where the girl was killed. What was she, a stuntwoman? . . . I see . . . But if it never resulted in actual charges being filed, the evidence must have been pretty weak. I’m amazed the studio is giving MacIntyre another shot after that. . . . Yeah, you’re right, five years is a long time when you’re in the movie business.”

So there’d been a death on the set during filming of Gordon MacIntyre’s last movie! Now that I thought back, I remembered the incident, which was briefly plastered all over the news before it was bumped by some other celebrity crime, I forget which . . . Five years is a long time.

“Well, I understand your concerns, Chief, believe me, I do. . . .”

So, it was Chief McGinnis my dad was talking to. The head honcho of the River Heights Police Department is not exactly my favorite crime fighter. When he’s not bungling a case, he’s usually getting in the way of me solving one. And when I do, he’s always there to take the credit. If you ask me, I think he’s jealous of my success. (My dad thinks so too, by the way, so it’s not just me.)

“Yes, yes, I totally agree. Having someone on the set is a good idea. Yes, you’re right, it’s got to be professionally done. It mustn’t get out to the news media. . . . I’ll see who I can dig up out of my files . . . no, I won’t. I promise.”

Meaning: Hire Nancy. Because, as Chief McGinnis loves to remind everyone and his brother, I am still technically an amateur. Even though I’ve got a better ratio of cases solved than he ever will.

“Bye, Chief. Speak to you soon.” My dad hung up, and before I could tiptoe back out to the living room, he came barreling out of his office and almost knocked me over.

“Nancy!” he said, frowning. “What are you doing out here in the hallway? Snooping again?”

“Of course not, Dad, I—”

“I suppose you were just on your way to . . . where? The broom closet?”

“Um . . .”

“I thought not.”

“Dad, I couldn’t help overhearing, and well, you sounded worried, so I was worried about you, and—”
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