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Fishing for Clues


Something fishy is going on in River Heights—and this time I really mean it! First a burglar breaks into the Nickersons’ home and snatches Ned’s digital camera, and then a few days later his laptop is stolen. Ned is super bummed—there’s no replacing the hilarious photos he snapped of his dad falling out of the boat on their fishing trip. I have a hunch this is more than a run of bad luck and I’m determined to reel in the crook—hook, line, and sinker.


Catch my next case:


Intruder
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Emergency!


“That’s funny. The door isn’t locked,” Ned said as he swung it open. “Mom’s usually a fanatic about that.” He raised his voice and called, “Mom?”


No one answered. “Mom?” he called again, striding into the kitchen. “You home?”


Still no answer. “Maybe she just ran out for a second,” I suggested.


“Could be,” Ned said. “I’m going to quickly check upstairs. Maybe she’s resting or something.”


I followed him up the stairs. Together we peered into the master bedroom. It was quiet and empty, the setting sun turning the white carpet orange.


Ned shrugged. “I guess she must have gone out and forgotten to lock up,” he said. “I’m just going to dump my stuff in my room.”


He opened the door to his room, which was at the other end of the hallway. Then I heard him gasp. “No!”


My heart thudded. I ran down the hall and peered over his shoulder as he stood frozen in the doorway. My mouth fell open in shock.


There on Ned’s bedroom floor lay his mother. Her eyes were closed, her face white. And she wasn’t moving.
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A Running Start


Nancy, I have bad news.” My friend Bess Marvin’s blue eyes were sorrowful as she gazed at me. “It’s about George.”


“What? What’s wrong with George?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat. “Is she hurt?”


“Not exactly,” Bess replied. “It’s just that she has completely LOST HER MIND!” She said the last words in a shout.


“Who’s lost her mind?” My other best friend, Bess’s cousin George Fayne, opened the door of Bess’s bedroom and stepped inside.


“You, apparently.” I looked George up and down. “Although I have to say, I’m having a hard time seeing it.” She was wearing low-cut black workout pants and a gray hoodie, and her short, tousled dark hair was pulled back in a headband, which was a pretty standard look for her.


“What did I do?” George asked Bess, her forehead wrinkling.


“Oh, nothing,” Bess said. “Only signed all three of us up to run in a marathon, that’s all!”


“Excuse me?” I choked on the sip of iced tea I’d just taken. “Did you say marathon?”


“It’s not a marathon,” George protested. “It’s just a ten-K run for charity. Piece of cake—my grandmother could do it.”


“Wasn’t your grandmother in the Olympics?” I murmured. I knew that wasn’t true, but it is true that athletic ability runs in George’s family. She’s a natural. Her energy level is so high that I’ve actually seen her dance in place while waiting to cross the street. She can eat whatever she wants and never gain an ounce, unlike the rest of us mortals. She’s also a techno-geek, but that’s another story.


“It’ll be fun!” George was insisting. “It’s in a month, so we’ve got plenty of time to train. And I’ve got a great routine already worked out.”


I could see the gleam in her brown eyes. It worried me. I mean, I’m not unathletic—I like a tennis match or a pickup soccer game as much as the next girl—but George can be kind of a fanatic. I had visions of her counting off like a drill sergeant as Bess and I did hundreds of crunches and push-ups.


“I don’t know,” I started to say. “I’ve got a lot going on right now. . . .”


“Like what?” George said. “You haven’t had a new case in weeks. Face it, Nan, you’ve caught every criminal in River Heights. There just aren’t any left.”


I had to laugh. See, I’m a detective. And even though I’m not a pro, in a place like River Heights, I usually manage to find plenty of mysteries to keep me busy. You’d be amazed how many people need help—locating a long-lost relative, finding out who’s been trampling their vegetable patch, stuff like that. But the truth was, my life had been pretty uneventful lately.


“I guess I could fit it in,” I said. “After all, it is for charity.”


“Nancy Drew!” Bess cried. “You’re supposed to be on my side!” She flopped dramatically back on her bed. “What about charity toward me?” She sat up again. “Have mercy on me, you two. I do not run. I’m not built for it!”


George and I both looked at her. Bess’s blue eyes are paired with long, soft blond hair and dimples. She is slightly shorter and curvier than either George or me, but she definitely isn’t fat. In fact, Bess is totally gorgeous. Boys have been known to stare after her so long that they walk into walls.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” George said. “You’ve got legs, don’t you? That’s all you need.”


“Well, I’m not doing it,” Bess snapped. “I read in a magazine that running is terrible for you.”


“It’s for a good cause,” I said. “Um, by the way, George, what cause is it?”


“Environmental Action,” George said. “You don’t get a better cause than that.”


“No way,” Bess said, and folded her arms.


George sighed. “Oh, well, I guess Deirdre’s team will get all the glory, then.”


“What?” Bess cried. Deirdre Shannon is one of her least favorite people. None of us are all that fond of her, in fact. But Bess feels especially strongly about her, ever since the time Deirdre “accidentally” snagged her heel in Bess’s gown and ripped off half the skirt because Bess went to a benefit dance with a boy Deirdre liked.


“Yeah,” George said now. “The team that raises the most money gets a feature in the River Heights Bugle. And Richard Solomon has pledged that whichever team comes in first, he’ll match however much money they’ve managed to raise on their own.”


“Wow!” I said. “That’s generous.” Richard Solomon is a local businessman who is running for governor. My boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, is volunteering on his campaign.


“Who’s on Deirdre’s team?” Bess asked.


“Tom Foley, for one,” George answered.


I raised my eyebrows. Tom Foley is our town’s track star. He is also the boy with whom Bess had gone to the benefit dance.


Bess’s eyes narrowed. “Are you serious? She must be paying him.”


“Could be,” George said. “All I know is, I saw Deirdre this morning when I was signing our team up, and she saw your name on the list and laughed.”


Bess gasped in outrage. “She did? That little—well, that settles it. Fine.” She took a deep breath. “I’m in, and I’m in to win!”


I had to turn away to hide my smile. I was almost positive George had just made up the whole Deirdre thing, but whatever. It worked.


As I turned back I caught sight of Bess’s alarm clock. Oh, no! “Five o’clock already?” I moaned. “I’m supposed to be meeting Ned for coffee right this minute! I’ve got to go!”


“Tomorrow morning at six a.m.,” George called after me as I hurried off. “Bess and I will pick you up at your house. Wear running clothes.”


“Six a.m.? That’s the crack of dawn!” I heard Bess squawk.


As I ran down the sidewalk to my car I flipped open my cell phone with one hand and dug in my bag for my keys with the other. I hit Ned’s speed-dial number. He picked up just as I opened my car door—and my alarm went off. “Ack!” I yelped, and stabbed at the Disarm button. “Stupid thing!”


“I’m going to assume you’re not talking to me,” Ned replied, laughing. “Hi, Nancy.”


“I’m sorry, Ned,” I said breathlessly. “I’m—”


“On your way,” he finished for me. “I know, I know. Don’t worry about it. Just drive safe and I’ll see you in ten minutes.”


I smiled into the phone. “You’re the best. See you in ten.”


Ten minutes later I pulled into a parking space across from Mugged, Ned’s and my favorite coffee hangout, and hurried inside.


He was sitting at our usual spot in the window, peering at the screen of his laptop, looking adorable as always. Two mocha lattes steamed on the table. He knows what I like. I slid into the seat opposite him and gave him a quick hello peck on the lips. “Sorry I’m late.”


The corners of his brown eyes crinkled as he smiled at me. “You haven’t been late in a while. Does this mean you have a new case?”


“No, just a new cause.” I told him about the 10–K run and how George had gotten Bess to agree to do it by playing on her dislike for Deirdre Shannon. “I’m a little worried about how psyched George is,” I added. “She wants us to go running at six tomorrow morning. Ugh! That’s brutal.”


“Six? That’s nothing,” Ned scoffed. “My dad’s been on this manly activity kick lately and he dragged me out to the river at five yesterday morning to go fishing. The sun wasn’t even up yet when we got there.”


“Ouch,” I said, wincing. “On a Sunday, too! Isn’t it supposed to be a day of rest?”


He grinned. “Actually, it turned out to be a lot of fun. We rented one of those little putt-putt motorboats from the marina next to the golf course. You know Dad—he always has to do it right, so he had on his special fishing hat with all the fly-fishing lures in it, none of which he’s ever used in his life. So then we sat there for like half an hour and he kept going on about how this was the way life should be, just men and nature, and planning out this whole series of articles about it for the newspaper.” Ned’s dad is the publisher of the River Heights Bugle. “And nothing was biting at all, and I was getting hungrier and hungrier because he wouldn’t let us stop for breakfast, and then all of a sudden his line started wiggling.”


“What was it?” I asked, skimming cinnamon-dusted foam off my latte.


“I figured it would be a log or an old boot or something, but it turned out to be this monster catfish,” Ned said. “It must have weighed twenty pounds. And Dad reeled it in just like a pro. I was impressed. For a minute, anyway.” His grin got wider.


“Uh-oh,” I said. “What happened?”


Ned turned his laptop so that I could see the screen. “One picture is worth a thousand words,” he said. “Or, in this case, two pictures.”


I peered at the image. In the background was the early-morning river, steam still rising in wisps off its surface, and the rolling green of the golf course. In the foreground was James Nickerson, Ned’s father, standing up in the boat and clutching a huge mud-colored fish with both hands, a wild-eyed look on his face. The fish looked as though it was trying to go for his throat.


Ned clicked the mouse and a new image appeared. This one showed only his father’s legs and feet, sticking up in the air. The rest of him was over the side of the boat. The fish was leaping to freedom.


I burst out laughing. “Oh, no! He fell overboard?”


“He fell overboard,” Ned confirmed. “It took me twenty minutes to fish him out. No pun intended. And that was the end of our great expedition.”


“Was he okay?” I asked, taking a sip of my latte.


“He was fine. No injuries. Just wounded pride,” Ned said. “Oh, and he had a scare because he had the diamond bracelet he bought my mom for her birth day in his jacket pocket, and he was afraid it might have fallen out. But he got lucky.”


“He took a diamond bracelet on a fishing trip? In his pocket?” I exclaimed.


Ned waved a hand in the air. “You know my dad. He can be kind of nuts sometimes. My mom always goes through all his stuff looking for her present, and he says the only way he can keep it a surprise is just to carry it with him at all times.”


“Yeah, but still . . .” I shook my head, appalled. “That’s a big risk.”


“Tell me about it,” Ned agreed. “I think maybe after what happened yesterday he’ll be more careful, though. He was really worried there for a minute.”


He leaned back in his seat and looked at his watch. “We should get going,” he told me. I’d been invited to eat over at the Nickersons’ that evening. “Mom’s making grilled salmon, I think.”


He packed up his laptop and we headed to my car. “After yesterday, will your father ever eat fish again?” I asked with a grin.


“He complained, but Mom told him he has to get back on the fish that threw him,” Ned answered. “Anyway, at least it’s not catfish.”


We stopped off at the market to pick up a nice loaf of bread, and then headed to the Nickersons’ house, which was on a pleasant, leafy street in the older section of River Heights. I followed Ned up the walkway and waited while he got out his keys. He slid his key into the keyhole, then frowned.


“That’s funny. The door isn’t locked,” he said as he swung it open. “Mom’s usually a fanatic about that.” He raised his voice and called, “Mom?”


No one answered. “Mom?” he called again, striding into the kitchen. “You home?”


Still no answer. “Maybe she just ran out for a second,” I suggested.


“Could be,” Ned said. “I’m going to quickly check upstairs. Maybe she’s resting or something.”


I followed him up the stairs. Together we peered into the master bedroom. It was quiet and empty, the setting sun turning the white carpet orange.


Ned shrugged. “I guess she must have gone out and forgotten to lock up,” he said. “I’m just going to dump my stuff in my room.”


He opened the door to his room, which was at the other end of the hallway. Then I heard him gasp. “No!”


My heart thudded. I ran down the hall and peered over his shoulder as he stood frozen in the doorway. My mouth fell open in shock.


There on Ned’s bedroom floor lay his mother. Her eyes were closed, her face white. And she wasn’t moving.
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