

[image: cover]





1



A Strange Deck of Cards


“Well, here it is,” George Fayne announced, looking up at the entrance to the large white building. “Danner and Bishop, the department store that has everything you ever wanted to buy.”


“This is one time I’m going to love working on a mystery with you, Nancy,” Bess Marvin said, throwing her arm around her friend’s shoulder.


Nancy Drew laughed. “You mean you’re going to love exploring this store and being near all those fantastic clothes!”


“You’re right,” Bess admitted cheerfully. “And don’t leave out the part about staying at the Fitzhughs’ mansion while we’re in Chicago. This is going to be great!”


“Is this the same Bess who’s terrified of danger on every case?” George teased.


George and Bess were first cousins and totally different types. Brown-haired, brown-eyed George was tall, slim, and athletic. Bess was short and slightly plump, with long blond hair and light blue eyes.


“Danger?” Bess repeated, staring wide-eyed at George. “Don’t be silly. How could there possibly be any danger in a fabulous store like Danner and Bishop?”


“I hate to say it, Bess, but it is possible.” Nancy looked at her friends, a serious expression in her blue eyes. “Mr. Fitzhugh wouldn’t have called my father and asked us to come here if there weren’t some sort of trouble.”


Nancy’s father, Carson Drew, was a well-known lawyer who had clients all over the country. He had represented Carlin Fitzhugh, the owner of Danner and Bishop, for many years.


Nancy stared up past the polished stone steps that led to the oversize revolving door. Huge marble columns flanked the entrance to the store. She had to admit that Bess had a point. Danner and Bishop was the largest, most popular store in Chicago. It seemed an unlikely place for a dangerous adventure.


The wind off Lake Michigan whipped around the girls. Bess shivered and clutched the collar of her coat tightly around her neck. “It’s really cold here. Can we go inside now?”


“Sure.” Nancy brushed a lock of her reddish blond hair away from her face. “Let’s go!”


The girls headed up the steps and pushed through the revolving door. Inside, they were surrounded by warmth and gentle music and felt deep, lush carpeting beneath their feet.


Bess sighed happily. “I love this place. It’s so much better than any store in River Heights.”


“It sure is,” Nancy agreed absently as she looked around. Spotting an information desk, she motioned for her friends to follow her. “Mr. Fitzhugh said to find the store manager, Bennett Lloyd, as soon as we got here,” she told Bess and George.


The woman at the information desk smiled at the girls in a friendly way. When Nancy asked her where they could find Bennett Lloyd, she pointed out a small, thin man in a well-cut dark suit. He was rearranging a display of men’s hats and scarves. Nancy thanked the woman and approached the store manager.


“Mr. Lloyd?”


“Yes?” The man spun around and looked at Nancy through old-fashioned horn-rimmed glasses. “What can I do for you?”


“I’m Nancy Drew from River Heights,” she said, extending her hand. “And these are my friends George Fayne and Bess Marvin. Mr. Fitzhugh told us to look for you when we arrived.”


“Oh, yes,” Mr. Lloyd said, shaking each girl’s hand briefly. “Mr. Fitzhugh told me to expect you. He asked me to take you up to his office as soon as you arrived.” Bennett Lloyd smiled at the girls. “Will you please follow me to the back of the store? We’ll take the employees’ elevator.”


“I could spend all of my money right here,” Bess declared as they walked past long glass counters displaying a large array of cosmetics. “If I ever win the lottery, I’ll bring all my millions to Danner and Bishop.”


“And blow every cent on makeup and perfume?” George asked, shaking her head.


“Of course not,” Bess said airily. “I’d need dresses, furs, jewels . . .”


Nancy wasn’t paying much attention to her friends’ joking. She was scanning the store, trying to spot anything that might give her a clue to the mystery Mr. Fitzhugh had asked her to solve. But all she saw were salespeople waiting on customers or fixing up displays. Nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary.


The store was beautiful. Nancy noticed that the walls were painted in pastel colors and were covered with gleaming mirrors. The soft lighting shone on the merchandise displays. Even the salespeople seemed to have a polished look. They appeared efficient and very much in control.


The elevator stopped at the fourth floor. “This way, ladies,” Mr. Lloyd announced, leading Nancy, Bess, and George down a wide hallway.


At the end of the hall, Mr. Lloyd approached a woman sitting at a desk in front of a huge double door made of dark carved mahogany. He cleared his throat and said, “Ms. Drew and her friends are here to see Mr. Fitzhugh, Grace.”


The woman smiled pleasantly at the girls. “Mr. Fitzhugh has been expecting you. You can go right in.”


Bennett Lloyd hesitated, then pulled the heavy door open.


“Mr. Fitzhugh, I’d like you to meet Nancy Drew, Bess Marvin, and George Fayne,” Mr. Lloyd announced.


“Delighted to meet you!” a hearty voice thundered. A short, stocky man stood up behind a gigantic desk. He rounded the desk and came striding toward the girls. At first sight of Carlin Fitzhugh’s ruddy face and his shock of silver-white hair, Nancy knew that he was a distinguished and important man.


“Welcome to the Danner and Bishop team,” the store owner boomed. He grasped Nancy’s hand and started pumping it up and down in a firm handshake. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Nancy. Your father has told me a great deal about the many cases you’ve solved. That’s why I’ve asked you to come spend some time here at the store.”


“I’m happy to finally meet you, Mr. Fitzhugh,” Nancy replied. “I’ve been wondering about this mystery you want us to help you solve.”


“Well, then, let’s get right down to business, shall we?” Mr. Fitzhugh motioned to three soft leather chairs arranged around his desk. “Make yourselves comfortable.”


As the girls moved farther into the room and sat down, Nancy noticed that Bennett Lloyd stayed close to the door, shifting his weight back and forth from one foot to the other.


Carlin Fitzhugh went back to his desk and sat down. He leaned forward and looked at the girls. “For the past two weeks, someone has been playing practical jokes on the customers and staff of the store.” He opened one of the desk drawers and pulled out a stack of what looked like large playing cards. He handed them to Nancy, who flipped through them quickly.


“Jokers,” she said. “They’re all the same.” Nancy looked up at Mr. Fitzhugh.


“Yes,” Carlin Fitzhugh said, nodding. “They’re our only clue to the person who is playing the pranks. Every time one of the pranks happens, a card like this is left at the scene.”


“What kind of pranks are they?” Nancy asked.


“They were harmless enough—at first,” replied Fitzhugh. “Whoopee cushions in the ladies’ lounge, all of the appliances in the housewares department turning on at once, that sort of thing—”


“Pardon me for interrupting.” A pretty blond woman in her twenties entered the office. She was dressed in a very stylish navy blue business suit.


“Girls, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Ann,” Carlin Fitzhugh said proudly. “Ann recently graduated from business school and is working here at the store now. Someday she’ll take my place and run the whole organization. I believe in having a family operation,” he added. “Annie, I’d like you to meet Nancy Drew and her friends Bess Marvin and George Fayne.”


“I’m pleased to meet you,” Ann said. “I hope you’ll be able to help us put a stop to all this.”


“There are a lot of cards,” George observed. “That’s an awful lot of pranks.”


“Yes, the whole situation is getting out of hand,” Ann Fitzhugh said. “That’s why Dad thought it would be a good idea to have you start looking into this now, before any more damage is done to our business.”


“I can’t believe that practical jokes could seriously harm a store like Danner and Bishop,” Bess said, frowning.


“They can,” Carlin Fitzhugh said. “The pranks have hurt our reputation. The whoopee cushions didn’t win us any friends, I can assure you. One time the price tags on several pieces of expensive merchandise were switched around. We tried to explain to the customers what had happened, but when they complained we had to sell the items at greatly reduced prices.”


“Don’t forget the leaking pens in the stationery department,” Bennett Lloyd put in. “What a mess that was.”


“Yes,” Carlin Fitzhugh agreed. “A lot of customers had something to say about that! We had to foot the cleaning bills for all the stained clothes, handbags, and briefcases. And that’s not all. I’m afraid we’re losing some long-standing customers who are now going across town to Paley’s, our rival department store.


“The list of pranks goes on and on,” Mr. Fitzhugh said. “But until last Saturday, they were just annoying—not dangerous.”


“What happened on Saturday?” Nancy wanted to know.


“A chandelier in the ladies’ sportswear department crashed to the floor,” said Ann.


“Oh no!” gasped Bess. “Was anyone hurt?”


“Fortunately, no,” Carlin Fitzhugh replied grimly. “But it was a very close call.” He turned to Nancy. “We discovered that the support chain had been cut. So you can see why we were so anxious to have you investigate.”


“Have you called the police about the pranks?” Nancy asked.


Mr. Fitzhugh shook his head. “If we notified the police, the newspapers would get hold of the story. That would bring even more bad publicity to Danner and Bishop. We’re in enough trouble with our customers already!”


Nancy nodded. Then she looked down at the strange oversize cards in her hand. The joker on each card was wearing a multicolored jester’s outfit. On each joker’s face was a twisted, sneering smile. The staring eyes had an evil expression in them.


Bess shuddered as she peered over Nancy’s shoulder. “That face is enough to give a person nightmares!”


Nancy noticed that every one of the cards was signed in green pen across the bottom. The signature read, “The Joker.”


“I’m sorry,” said Mr. Fitzhugh. “I know these cards don’t give you much to go on.”


“Do you have any suspects in mind? Anybody whose behavior has been unusual lately?” Nancy asked.


“No,” Mr. Fitzhugh said. “That’s what makes this so frustrating. We have no ideas at all.”


“If you ask me,” Bennett Lloyd broke in, “the culprit isn’t anyone inside the store. We have a very loyal staff here at Danner and Bishop. It must be someone from the outside.”


“Well, that’s what Nancy is here to find out.” Carlin Fitzhugh waved an impatient hand.


“Did you check these cards for fingerprints?” Nancy asked.


“Yes,” Ann replied. “We had our security staff check that. They say the person who handled the cards must have been wearing gloves.”


“I’d like to keep some of these cards,” Nancy said.


“Of course,” Mr. Fitzhugh said. He took the rest of the cards back from Nancy and carefully tucked them into the top drawer of his desk. “I thought that the best plan of action would be to place you girls undercover, working in the store. That’s why I asked you to bring your friends, Nancy. The more people we have looking for this practical joker, the more effective we can be.”


“That sounds like a good idea,” Nancy said. Bess and George nodded their heads in agreement.


“Fine. We’ve tried to pick jobs that will allow you to move around the store a lot. George, I’d like you to work with the maintenance staff.”


“That’s all right with me,” George said.


Ann smiled. “And Nancy, we thought the best job for you would be as a guard on our security force.”


“Great,” Nancy said. “George and I should be able to cover the whole store this way.”


“What about me?” Bess asked shyly. “Maybe I could do something in sales, like in the shoe department.”


George rolled her eyes. “Somehow I just knew Bess would want to work in the shoe department!”


Bess’s face reddened as her friends laughed. “She probably has more than fifty pairs in her closet at home!” George added.


“Well, then I think the shoe department is just the place for you, Bess,” Ann said, laughing along with the girls. “The department is located in the middle of the store in a very busy section. You’ll be able to see a lot from your post. And, as a matter of fact, we desperately need another salesperson there!”


“I think it would be best if no one, not even your department supervisors, knew about your undercover work,” Mr. Fitzhugh said to the girls. “You’ll report back to Ann or myself about what you learn. And Mr. Lloyd will be happy to assist you in any way he can, won’t you, Bennett?”


“Yes, yes, of course,” Mr. Lloyd replied.


“I hope this mystery is solved quickly, Nancy.” Carlin Fitzhugh came around to the front of his desk. “Danner and Bishop was just a third-rate store when I took over. I’ve spent years building it into the top store in Chicago. I’m planning to pass Danner and Bishop on to my family, and I’d hate to see its reputation totally ruined because of these silly pranks.”


“Don’t worry, Mr. Fitzhugh,” George said. “Nancy will put the practical joker out of action.”


“I’ll do my best,” replied Nancy. “But our joker has been very clever. He or she has been able to pull these pranks without being seen. And the incident last Saturday proves that these aren’t just silly pranks anymore.”


“What are you getting at, Nancy?” demanded Carlin Fitzhugh.


Nancy looked at him. “As you said, Mr. Fitzhugh, no one was hurt by that falling chandelier. But the next time, someone may not be so lucky!”
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A Close Call


There was an uneasy silence in the room. Then Mr. Fitzhugh said quietly, “The reputation of the store is very important to me. But if anyone becomes injured by these pranks, I’ll never forgive myself.”


“We’ll just have to make sure no one does get hurt,” Nancy said with grim determination. “So, the sooner we catch this joker, the better.” She turned to Bennett Lloyd. “Mr. Lloyd, would you get us started with our ‘jobs’ now?”


Mr. Lloyd nodded. Then he ushered the three girls out of Carlin Fitzhugh’s office.


“I’ll take you two to the personnel office,” Mr. Lloyd told George and Bess as they headed down the hall. “Going through the standard employment procedures will make your presence here seem less suspicious. As for you, Nancy, Mr. Fitzhugh has asked that I personally give you a tour of the store. The security force is headed by Joe Dane. I’ve already told him that a new staff member has been hired.


“Ah, here we are,” said Mr. Lloyd, stopping in front of a glass door marked “Personnel.”


“I’ll wait outside so that no one will know we’re together,” Nancy said.


With far more confidence than the girls had seen from him before, Mr. Lloyd pushed the door open and greeted the receptionist. “Good morning, Joan. I’ve got a couple of new employees for you.”


While George and Bess stayed behind to fill out forms and learn store policies, Bennett Lloyd began Nancy’s tour of the whole store.


“We’ll start with the ground floor and work our way up,” Mr. Lloyd said. “I think you’ll be impressed with our setup.”


“Oh, I am impressed with the store, Mr. Lloyd,” Nancy assured him.


Mr. Lloyd smiled at her enthusiasm. “I’m glad you like the store, Nancy, but I was referring to the unseen side of Danner and Bishop. Behind the walls of the selling floor, we have a whole maze of stockrooms and state-of-the-art security devices.”


Mr. Lloyd led Nancy through the back rooms, pointing out the various rows of neatly stacked stock. He was especially proud of the store’s security system. It was a series of sensor devices that could tell if a shoplifter was walking off with any merchandise.


Along the way Mr. Lloyd introduced Nancy to each of the employees they encountered. Nancy kept a careful eye out for anyone who seemed bitter or unhappy with Danner and Bishop. She felt that someone with a grudge might be responsible for the pranks. But everyone Nancy met seemed friendly and pleasant. Nobody stood out as a likely suspect.
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