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A Close Shave


“Oh, Nancy,” Bess Marvin said from the backseat of the rented minivan. She held a colorful brochure in her hands, and her eyes glowed with excitement. “You won’t believe who the guest chef of the month is at the Gourmet Getaway!”


Nancy Drew glanced briefly away from the winding blacktop to the reflection of her friend in the rearview mirror. “At the moment I’m not sure I care—unless he or she sends a search party to find us!” Irritated, Nancy blew a strand of her thick red-blond hair off her face. She was not the kind of person who got lost easily. But somehow she’d taken a wrong turn off the interstate and was now hopelessly lost in the middle of the Berkshire Mountains. To make things worse, she found that the whole area was a dead zone for her cell phone when she tried to call the Getaway for better directions. She hoped she could find her way out of the maze of back roads before dark.


“I’ve seen him on that cable cooking network!” Hannah Gruen, the Drews’ housekeeper, spoke up from her seat next to Bess. Hannah, Bess, Nancy, and Bess’s cousin, George Fayne, had been invited to spend a week at the trendy new resort in western Massachusetts. “He’s one of the world’s great chefs—though I do take issue with the last biscuit recipe he had on his show.”


“Biscuits, smishkits!” George groaned, looking up from the road atlas. George was sitting in the front passenger seat, trying to navigate Nancy through a set of very confusing directions to the resort. “If we don’t get where we’re going soon, I’m going to scream. Nancy, what is the name of that town at the bottom of the hill? Maybe it’s on the map.”


“Waringham. We passed the sign about a tenth of a mile back. Population’s only eight hundred and three,” Nancy said.


Nancy slowed the blue van to a crawl and anxiously peered at the few stores lining the road. To her left was a post office, to her right a little 1950s-style gas station with a single pump and a sign reading CLOSED: GONE HUNTING!


Beyond the station was a larger store. “ ‘Waringham General Store: Victuals, Dry Goods, Camping Gear,’ ” Bess read aloud. “What are victuals, anyway?”


“Food!” George replied, peering through the window. “They’re open, Nan. Let’s stop and ask directions.”


“Before we get even more lost,” Nancy agreed.


“This place looks like a ghost town,” Bess observed as Nancy parked the van.


“A very well kept ghost town!” Hannah chuckled. “I bet beneath its humble surface this village is pretty upscale. That antique store looks pricey. And this general store has some expensive gourmet foods in the window. I remember when general stores sold canned meats and sturdy jeans!”


“As long as someone in there can give me directions, I don’t care if they’re ghosts or gourmets.” Nancy took the map and sheet of e-mailed directions from George. “I’ll be back in a sec,” she promised, unsnapping her seat belt.


Nancy zipped up her blue fleece hooded jacket and jogged up the wooden steps of the old-fashioned store. She pushed open the door and looked around. The store was larger than it seemed from the outside. A U-shaped counter divided the store—on one side there were food items and on the other side were all sorts of clothing and gear. A locked glass case displayed hunting rifles, knives, and bows and arrows. Apparently the locals took hunting season seriously!


The shopkeeper smiled. “Can I help you?”


“I hope so.” Nancy handed him the directions to Gourmet Getaway. “We’re lost. I know we’re somewhere near Rabbit Run Road, but I can’t find it on our map.”


“Because it’s only on local maps!” the shopkeeper said. He quickly sketched a little map on the back of Nancy’s directions. “It’s about five miles away. Just make a left at the crossroads and go straight for four miles. Hang a right, and you’ll soon see the entrance gate on your left. Can’t miss it. Nice place, and good customers,” he added.


Nancy thanked the man and headed back to the van. About fifteen minutes later the friends spotted the first sign for the resort. Another quarter mile and they were at the gate.


Nancy made a left onto the winding gravel drive. Soon they were in front of a large, old-fashioned Victorian-era hotel. A generous porch ran around the sprawling, white three-story building. Green shutters framed the windows; bunches of colorful Indian corn hung from the porch railing.


Nancy parked near the main entrance. Moments after she climbed out, a bald-headed man carrying a stack of firewood walked toward them. “Mike Rinaldi here.” He introduced himself while casting an anxious look at the van.


Nancy looked quickly from the man back to the van to see if something was wrong. “Uh—Mr. Rinaldi, I’m Nancy Drew and—”


Mike didn’t let her finish. He put the firewood down, grabbed her wrist, and pumped her hand vigorously. “Carson Drew’s daughter! I should have recognized you. Though I haven’t seen you since you were maybe five or six years old. You’ve grown into quite the young woman,” he said, his face brightening with a warm grin that made Nancy like him instantly.


Then he noticed Hannah. “Hannah Gruen! You haven’t changed a bit,” he said, warmly sandwiching her hands between his.


“It’s been ages,” Hannah replied. “I still remember when you came to the house for dinner once—back when Nancy was a little girl. Mr. Drew sends his regards and wishes he could have made the trip—though frankly, I’m delighted he sent me in his stead.” She scanned the beautifully landscaped grounds. Most of the trees were already bare, but a few bronze leaves rattled from the oaks fringing the drive.


While introducing Bess and George to him, Nancy realized she did vaguely remember Mike. He looked the same, except he hadn’t been totally bald back then. She also could picture his wife, Lauren—now his ex-wife. She was a sparkly, dark-haired woman who had spent most of the long-ago visit trading recipes with Hannah. Nancy’s dad had told her that Mike and Lauren had divorced a couple of years ago, and he was now remarried to someone named Jillian.


They quickly unpacked the van. Mike grabbed a couple of their bags and called a worker to help bring their things into the hotel. “Put these in the two adjoining rooms on the second floor in the west wing,” he instructed his employee, then turned back to Nancy. “Jillian and I opened the Gourmet Getaway last June,” he told them as they entered the building. The lobby opened on one side onto a spacious dining room, where a young woman was already setting the tables for dinner. A delicate but enticing aroma filled the air. Nancy’s stomach rumbled with hunger. Lunch had been a bag of popcorn and some soda.


On the other side of the lobby, to the left of a winding staircase, an arched entryway led to the hotel lounge. Guests were nestled in overstuffed chairs and sofas, reading or talking. Nancy fell in love with the comfortable mixture of dark Victorian and elegant New England colonial style furniture.


“You’ve sure got a good crowd for this time of year,” Hannah remarked.


Mike nodded as he returned from the registration desk. “It usually wouldn’t be—but we’ve come up with a way to draw people between the busy seasons. We have this gimmick: guest chef of the month.”


“Louis Cadot!” Bess chirped. “He’s fantastic. No wonder you’ve got this crowd.”


“Plus, we managed to snare him during the height of hunting season. Now we’re all booked up for the next couple of weeks!”


Just then there was a commotion at the front door. Mike looked past Nancy and frowned. “Now who is this?” he wondered aloud.


Nancy followed his gaze. Two women and a mustached man had walked in the door. They were carrying their own bags, and looked a bit put out.


“It’s the Sanchez party,” a quiet voice spoke up. Nancy turned to face a willowy blond woman. She was thirty-something, model slim, and had a familiar face.


Bess’s eyes grew wide. “You’re Jillian Coatley. . . . You’ve been on the cover of High Style!” she gasped.


Nancy couldn’t help but stare. Of course she’d heard the name before. Who hadn’t? And now she could place that face. Jillian Coatley was one of fashion’s supermodels. She’d retired from modeling a couple of years ago.


“Now Jillian Rinaldi,” the blonde said with a shy smile. “Mike and I are married. But yes, I used to be ‘Coatley.’ ” She touched Mike’s arm. “The Sanchezes booked at the last minute and drove up from New York. We’ve put them in the west wing near the Drew party’s rooms.”


“That’s us!” Bess said, looking as if she were about to ask Jillian for her autograph. Nancy cleared her throat and caught Bess’s eye. Bess grinned.


“Oh, so you’re Carson’s family and friends! Welcome. I’m sorry he couldn’t make it. I was looking forward to meeting him. You must be Hannah Gruen,” she said, turning to Hannah. “And from what I’ve heard of your cooking, you’re in for a really good time here.”


Everyone was quickly introduced, then Jillian turned to Mike. “The Sanchezes seemed a little demanding on the phone, plus they’re about three hours late—they told us they’d be here for lunch. Why don’t you attend to them personally—smooth some feathers? I can show Nancy and her friends to their rooms and then give them the grand tour.”


Mike agreed, handed Jillian the keys to the rooms, and hurried off to speak with the newly arrived guests. Just as he extended his hand to greet them, he tripped over one of their bags. Jillian gasped as Mr. Sanchez grabbed Mike’s arm to stop him from falling head-on into one of the lobby’s potted plants.


“Poor Mike,” Jillian murmured, leading the way to the stairs. “He’s a wreck.”


Nancy glanced back at the resort owner. He was guiding the Sanchezes to the registration desk. Though she couldn’t overhear what he was saying, she could tell from his body language that he was talking too fast, obviously embarrassed by his awkward greeting. “He does seem a bit nervous,” she agreed.


“We all are! There’s a rumor that a food critic from the Offbeat and Great Eats Travel Guide is visiting here this week.”


“Oh, that’s such a great travel book,” Bess remarked. “Who’s the critic?”


Jillian made a face. “Who knows? He or she is a mystery. Their critic, like several others who write for top publications, has a pseudonym. So there’s no way of knowing who it is. And to top it off, I’m worried because they’re coming at Lauren Rinaldi’s. invitation.”


“Mike’s ex-wife?” Nancy blurted out, then bit her lip.


Jillian patted her arm. “It’s okay. It’s a pretty amicable divorce—or it was until we opened this place. Anyway, Lauren has connections in the gourmet food community. She’s supposedly doing us a favor by having a critic come,” Jillian concluded. She showed them to their doors and arranged to meet them in fifteen minutes down in the lobby for a tour of the rest of the inn. She handed over keys to Nancy and Hannah, who were sharing the larger of two adjacent rooms, and to Bess and George, who were next door. Then she politely excused herself.


“That’s pretty weird,” Bess remarked as they watched Jillian retreat down the hall. “Having your ex-wife send a critic to review your new business venture.”


“You’d think Lauren would at least clue Mike in as to who was coming. You know, give him a bit of a break,” George said.


“Maybe Lauren really is doing them a favor, and the critic will give the inn good press,” Nancy mused aloud.


“Why do the critics bother with all the secrecy?” George asked as Nancy opened the door to her room.


“Because when they review a restaurant, they want to see what the everyday food and service are like,” Hannah explained. “They don’t want the chef and staff to make a special effort. That wouldn’t give an accurate picture of how good the restaurant really is.”


“So they travel incognito!” Nancy said, finding the thought very appealing. It would be fun trying to figure out who the food critic was.


They went into their rooms to freshen up. Nancy and George changed into sweats and sneakers, hoping to have time for a walk at the end of Jillian’s tour of the grounds. A few minutes later they headed for the stairs, and ran into the Sanchezes in the hall.


“You heading off for the grand tour?” the mustached man asked. He was of medium height, with black hair and a friendly smile. “Oh, I’m Oscar Sanchez. This is my wife, Isabelle,” he said, taking the arm of an attractive woman with honey-blond hair. “And this is my sister, Monica.” Monica’s mane of hair was as dark as her brother’s, but she had a very fair complexion. She was, Nancy decided, anyone’s definition of beautiful—or would be, if she didn’t look so generally annoyed!


“Yes, though I hope it doesn’t take too long,” Nancy answered. “We drove from River Heights to Chicago, flew to Boston, and have been driving all day. We need a major hike before dinner.”


“Getting lost made the trip even longer,” George pointed out.


Monica’s scowl deepened. “See, Oscar, what did I tell you? It was the directions. They were amateurish, and downright dumb.”


“You have to forgive Monica,” Isabelle spoke up quickly. “She was hoping to have a decent lunch, and instead we ate peanut butter crackers from a vending machine.”


“And we’re three hours later than we planned,” Monica added. “Let’s get this tour over with. I want to take a good hot bath before dinner.”


Jillian met up with all of them back in the lobby. “Since it’s late and I know some of you want to rest up or take a walk, I’ll just give you the high points of the grand tour,” she began, leading them down the back hall and toward the source of the wonderful aroma that Nancy had noticed earlier. “As you know,” she continued, “part of the fun of Gourmet Getaway is that guests are free to take cooking classes given by the chef and learn some tricks of the trade.”


“And free not to, I hope,” Monica said, rolling her eyes.


“Ms. Sanchez, you are free to spend the day any way you want. We have spa facilities for your comfort, as well as lots of outdoor activities. The trails are open for hikers, and we have miles of scenic paths if you want to explore the countryside on horseback,” Jillian added with a trace of tightness in her voice.


Nancy admired her patience. Monica was obviously being a pill about their late arrival. What in the world was she doing here anyway?


Oscar quickly answered her unvoiced question. “Jillian, don’t mind my sister. She just needs a good meal and a good night’s sleep, and her mood will improve.”


“Sorry. Didn’t mean to sound like such a grump,” Monica apologized.


“Well, here’s a sight that should cheer you up,” Jillian said, opening the hall door and stepping aside for the party to enter the kitchen.


The place smelled wonderful and positively sparkled. The stainless steel surfaces of counters, cooktops, ovens, and refrigerators gleamed, and the pots and pans suspended from ceiling racks were mirror bright. Everything was so spotless that even Hannah, ever the critic of restaurant cleanliness, was impressed.


Chef Cadot wasn’t around, but several helpers in immaculate white chefs hats and uniforms were busy chopping vegetables, sauteeing onions, and stirring the contents of several pots. The atmosphere was calm, but very busy and focused. The workers barely looked up as the party passed through into the well-stocked pantry near the back door.


A narrow hallway led past the restaurant office, where meals were planned and provisions were ordered. Jillian pointed out that besides two walk-in refrigerators there was an old icehouse outside, and a root cellar that was accessible now only from the outside. Before the inn was renovated there was a passage directly from the pantry to the root cellar. It had been sealed ages ago, in the early 1900s. From the back door she pointed out the gardens, now rusty with frost; a modest greenhouse that supplied the fresh herbs and greens through the winter; and the chef’s cottage.


At the end of the tour Bess and Hannah opted to hang out in the kitchen with Isabelle and Oscar and watch the chef prepare dinner. Yawning and bored, Monica headed back to her room. Nancy and George stuck to their original plan and went for their walk.


The wind was up, but a pale November sun had broken through the clouds low over the western horizon, and the sky was clearing. Nancy tucked her hands into her pockets. “Which way?” she asked George.


George glanced at the Getaway brochure she’d tucked in her jacket and pointed to the left of a corral and the stables. “Over there. We’d better get a move on. I’d say there’s only about twenty minutes of daylight left. That’s ten into the woods, and ten back again.”


“More than enough time if we walk quickly,” Nancy said, hurrying to keep up with George. As Nancy passed the greenhouse, she slowed her pace a bit and shielded her eyes to see inside.


“Watch out!” a voice cried.


Nancy looked up quickly. She saw a tall, slim girl on the path, carrying a heavy bushel basket brimming with fist-sized pumpkins. On top of the orange vegetables were several bunches of fresh herbs. Except for her long dark hair she was plain-looking, with hazel eyes and a washed-out complexion. Beneath a shabby red down vest, she was wearing a cook’s white cotton jacket and pants. She looked cold and tired. Nancy stepped aside to let her pass, and smiled. “Need a hand?”


The girl didn’t return her smile. “No, I can manage.” She hastened toward the kitchen door, then, as an afterthought, turned. “But thanks.” Still no smile.


George had jogged back to Nancy. “Who’s that?”


Nancy shrugged. “She seems to have been gathering part of dinner from the garden. She didn’t seem too friendly.” She looked over her shoulder as they resumed their walk. The girl was at the kitchen door, talking to a guy Nancy had noticed earlier prepping vegetables.


A few minutes later Nancy and George crossed a meadow and found the trail leading into the woods. Even with the trees all bare, the light in the forest was dim. “I don’t know how far we should go,” George said, checking her watch.


Nancy put her hand in her pocket and pulled out a flashlight. “Don’t worry. Even if the sun sets before we get back, I have this. And Mike told us the grounds are well lit at night.” Nancy slowed her pace and drew a deep breath. “It smells wonderful here, and I love the feel of this place. Let’s keep going for a while, and . . .”


George put her finger on Nancy’s lips, silencing her. She pointed into a glade to the right. Shafts of sun slanted low over the surface of a shallow woodland pond. Standing at the edge of the pond, silhouetted by the light, was a deer. Its graceful neck was bent low over the water, its head hidden by a thicket. When it lifted its head, Nancy saw it had an impressive rack of antlers. It was a buck. His nose twitched, and he stomped his right forefoot.


“Something’s spooked it,” Nancy whispered.


The words were barely out of her mouth when a figure rose from the brush on the other side of the pond, upwind of the deer. It was a man wielding a bow and arrow. He took aim, and suddenly an arrow came whizzing right toward George’s head.
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Recipe for Disaster


“George, watch out!” Nancy yelled, then tackled her friend. As the arrow whizzed over their heads they landed in the brambles. The arrow was instantly followed by an infuriated cry.


“What was that?” George gasped as Nancy tried to catch her breath.


She didn’t bother to answer. She jumped up, pulling at the leaves snared in her hair. “You almost killed us!” Nancy yelled at the figure barreling down the path toward her.


“You had no right to be here,” the man shouted back. He was carrying his bow in one hand and had a quiver filled with arrows attached to his belt. The man was burly and was about the meanest-looking person Nancy had encountered in a long time. Certainly the smelliest. He was unshaven, dirty, and definitely not the sort of person two girls wanted to meet alone in the woods at twilight.


Nancy was too angry to care. “We have every right to be here,” she countered. “We’re guests at the Getaway. This is the Rinaldis’ land. You’re the one who is trespassing.”
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