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Trouble at the Gallery


“Wow, I’m about to meet a celebrity!” Bess Marvin said, hurrying up the sidewalk behind Nancy Drew. The two friends were on their way to the Cramer Gallery. “I can’t believe it!” She combed her straw blond hair with her fingers.


“Lila Cramer certainly has become famous in the past few years,” Nancy agreed. “Her paintings and watercolors are prized by collectors all over the country.”


“Then I guess they’re pretty valuable,” Bess added.


“You said it,” Nancy replied, laughing. “They’re definitely more expensive than the last posters we picked up at the mall.”


The summer morning was warm, and the girls were dressed in denim skirts and light blouses. Nancy, who was taller and slimmer than Bess, walked with long, fast strides, her reddish blond hair streaming behind her. Bess scurried after Nancy, and her pocketbook bumped against her slightly plump figure with her bouncing movements.


Nancy slowed her pace and turned to her friend, lowering her voice. “Let me warn you, Lila is quite a character.”


“Well, I think when a painter has worked as hard as Lila,” Bess whispered back, “she can be a little eccentric if she wants.”


“Here we are,” Nancy announced as they reached an imposing, two-story building.


The Cramer Gallery, located at the edge of the girls’ hometown of River Heights, had been converted from a private home. A porch ran along the front of the house. A wooden staircase led up to the porch, and next to it a ramp had been installed so that large works of art could easily be moved in and out.


The girls walked up the front porch steps and through the glass front door, which was propped open.


Inside, Nancy and Bess began to look around. The walls of the gallery were crowded with paintings, etchings, and drawings. Several partitions had been set up to create more hanging space.


The large main room was decorated in an elegant yet comfortable style that didn’t detract from the artwork. Several pieces of antique furniture were tastefully arranged around the room. An oversize armchair upholstered in tapestry sat in one corner. A small drop-leaf table with a bowl of fresh flowers on top of it stood against a far wall, and an intricately carved wooden chest occupied another corner.


Many of the works of art hanging on the walls were landscapes in watercolor and oil paints. There were pencil-and-ink drawings of various subjects, including portraits and still lifes.


“This is a beautiful place!” Bess exclaimed, turning around to take in the setting around her.


“Yes, it certainly is,” Nancy agreed. “Lila has done a wonderful job here.”


“Did Lila do all of this art?” Bess asked.


A loud, booming voice came from behind them. “She may as well have! She keeps painting and painting, and still she can’t keep up with the demand.”


The girls turned to see a tall, attractive blond woman in her midforties standing with her arms folded in the middle of the gallery floor. She was dressed in cotton pants and a white blouse, and a colorful scarf was knotted at her neck.


“Lila,” Nancy said, smiling. “It’s so good to see you again.”


Lila came over and shook Nancy’s hand. “Hello, Nancy. You must be here to pick up Carson’s painting.”


“That’s right,” Nancy told her. “Dad bought it last week and had it framed. Lee Ann said it would be ready today.”


“Well, I’m sure it is ready, then,” Lila said brusquely. “I’ve hardly had a chance to keep in touch with day-to-day business lately. You see, I’ve an exhibition coming up.” She turned to the back of the gallery. “Lee Ann!”


Nancy said, “Lila, I’d like you to meet my good friend Bess Marvin. Bess, Lila Cramer.”


Bess stuck out her hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Cramer,” she said excitedly. “I’m a big admirer of your work.”


“Thank you,” Lila said. She turned again and called out sharply, “Lee Ann!”


A pretty, young blond-haired woman about Nancy and Bess’s age rushed from an adjoining room to stand at Lila’s side. “Sorry, Mom, I was taking care of some business in the back.” She beamed when she saw Nancy. “Nancy, how great to see you! I was hoping I’d be here when you came to pick up the painting.”


“We should get together more often,” Nancy said, returning the smile. “Lee Ann and I used to play together when we were little,” she explained to Bess.


“Well, that was before life got so complicated,” Lila said with a wave of her hand. “Is it ready, I hope?”


“What?” Lee Ann asked.


“The painting!” Lila said impatiently. “That’s why Nancy is here. She’s come to pick up the painting!”


Lee Ann laughed nervously. “Of course. Yes, the painting is ready. In fact, it just came back from the framer earlier this morning.”


Lee Ann circled around an easel in the middle of the room, which displayed one of Lila’s larger works, a country setting in watercolor. Going behind a small desk, she disappeared into a back room.


“I can’t wait to see what Nancy’s father bought,” Bess said. “I’m sure it’s wonderful—like all your work.”


Lila smiled. “Well, thank you. I’m very pleased with my work at this point. My art is the most important thing in my life, you know.” She sighed heavily. “My life is my work.”


Nancy saw Bess’s eyes widen in surprise. Nancy, too, was taken aback at Lila’s remark. She glanced quickly toward the back room to see if Lee Ann had heard what her mother said and was relieved to see that her friend had closed the door behind her. Lee Ann certainly would have been hurt to hear her mother say that her art was the most important thing in her life.


Lila hadn’t always been so self-centered. Nancy remembered that she used to lavish a lot of attention on her daughter when Nancy and Lee Ann were kids. But about five years ago, when Lila had become recognized as one of the finest watercolor artists in the country, she had focused nearly all of her attention on her career. Suddenly, she had no time for her family and friends. Everyone who knew Lila was surprised by the change in her.


“As I was saying,” Lila continued, “this exhibition has been taking my every waking moment.”


“What exhibition is that, Lila?” Nancy asked.


Lila shrugged. “Oh, it’s just a local thing next Saturday—I can’t believe it, it’s only four days away. Several local artists will be exhibiting, but there will be national press coverage, so it’s particularly important that my work get good reviews from the judges.” She smiled faintly. “Of course, I plan to win. The only possible competition is a local artist who really is not very good compared to me. I suppose that sounds conceited, but it’s a simple fact.” Lila sighed, then laughed quickly. “I’m not worried. Just busy! So if you will excuse me . . .”


“Of course,” Nancy said.


Lila turned and hurried from the room, the scarf around her neck fluttering behind her.


“Here’s your painting,” Lee Ann said, passing her mother in the doorway. “It’s still wrapped in paper from the framer. Do you want to open it?”


Bess touched Nancy’s arm. “Oh, let’s have a look!” she said. “I want to see which of Lila’s paintings your father bought.”


Lee Ann carefully unfastened the brown paper wrapping. Then, after taking down the large watercolor that had been standing on the easel, she set the painting Nancy’s father had purchased in its place.


The girls gazed at the watercolor in silence for a moment. It was of a small, blue-eyed girl with reddish blond hair. The girl was standing on the bottom rail of a split-rail fence surrounded with wild flowers.


“Oh!” Bess gasped. “It’s just beautiful!”


“Recognize the girl in the painting?” Nancy asked Bess.


Bess leaned in and squinted a little, then took several steps backward, still concentrating. All at once, a wide smile spread across her face.


“Nancy, it’s you, isn’t it? When you were a little girl!”


“Right,” Nancy said. “Lila had taken Lee Ann and me to the park for a picnic.” She pointed to the painting. “This fence was at the edge of the park. I hopped up there, and Lila took a picture. Then a few months ago, she found the photo and decided to paint the picture.”


Lee Ann beamed. “She called Nancy’s father the day it was finished and told him that she had something she wanted to show him.”


“Wasn’t that nice of Lila?” Nancy said. “Dad was so pleased to be able to buy a Lila Cramer—”


“And of his own daughter!” Bess exclaimed.


“That day was so much fun, Nancy,” Lee Ann said, a faraway look in her eyes. “I can still remember it.” She smiled ruefully. “That was before Mom got famous and she—” Lee Ann caught herself in midsentence, looking embarrassed and flustered, as if she’d started to say something she shouldn’t have. “Well, she changed a little, I guess,” she finished after a pause.


Nancy looked at Lee Ann with concern. She could see the pain in her friend’s green eyes and knew Lee Ann missed the days when her mother had had time for her.


“That was a great day,” Nancy said gently, then shifted the subject to the painting. “And I’m sure Dad is going to be very pleased.”


“Lee Ann!” Lila’s voice called out, sharp as a whip, from the adjoining room. “I’m going to a meeting about the exhibition. You hold down the fort while I’m gone, okay?”


“Sure,” Lee Ann said. “No problem, Mom. I’ll be here.”


“So you like the painting, Nancy?” Lila asked, sweeping back into the room and gathering up her bag and a notebook.


“Of course!” Nancy told her. “It’s beautiful and a great way to remember that day in the park with you and Lee Ann.”


“Good,” Lila said. She flew past the girls on her way to the door. “I knew Carson would like it, too. I think it’s one of my better works.” Turning, she looked seriously at Nancy and added, “You got a good deal.”


“I know we did,” Nancy said. “Thank you, Lila. I love it.”


Lila nodded, slipped out the door, and was gone.


“Wow!” Bess exclaimed. “Your mother is really something, Lee Ann. What energy! She really has a passion for her work, doesn’t she?”


“You can say that again,” Lee Ann said, but Nancy thought the smile on her friend’s lips was a little sad. “She really is focusing all of that energy on the exhibition this Saturday.”


“It must be exciting living around all of this,” Bess said, her sweeping gesture including the entire gallery. “The glamour, the receptions, the other artists you get to rub elbows with—”


“Yes, it is exciting,” Lee Ann agreed. “But sometimes, that excitement can get you down.” She paused a moment, and her smile faded. “You know, preparing for an exhibition can be pretty stressful, especially the last few weeks before an opening. Choosing the paintings, framing them, getting them to the exhibit—it gets pretty crazy around here sometimes.” Lee Ann took a deep breath. “In fact, there are times when I wish I could just disappear for a while and come back when Mom’s already gotten all the wonderful comments and reviews, after the show is over. That’s when she finally calms down a little.”


“And you can return to normal,” Nancy said with an understanding smile.


“Well, almost normal,” Lee Ann said.


There were footsteps at the front entrance, and the three girls turned to see a tall, slender man with dark-framed glasses walk into the gallery. Above a bushy mustache he had a large, bulbous nose.


“Excuse me,” Lee Ann whispered to Nancy and Bess. “I’d better help this guy. Stick around a little bit, okay?”


“Sure,” Nancy agreed.


“Nancy’s not on a case right now, if you can believe it,” Bess said, grinning. “So we’re just running errands and enjoying the summer.”


Nancy Drew had become quite well-known around River Heights as a young detective who solved mysteries for people who asked her for help. Even Chief McGinnis, of the River Heights police department, had been impressed on many occasions with Nancy’s talents for sleuthing.


While Lee Ann went to wait on the customer, Nancy took her father’s painting off the easel and carefully replaced it with the watercolor of the country scene.


“This is all so interesting,” Bess whispered to her. “I wish George could be here.” George Fayne, Bess’s cousin, was also a close friend of Nancy’s. “She’s going to die when she gets back from vacation and I tell her that I met the famous Lila Cramer!”


“George would have enjoyed it,” Nancy agreed.


Bess’s face took on a solemn look. “Lila sure seems like a dragon lady, the way she treats Lee Ann” she said.


“Well, she wasn’t always like that,” Nancy explained, keeping her voice low so Lee Ann wouldn’t hear. “It could be that she’s just nervous about the exhibition.”


“Maybe you’re right,” Bess said.


Nancy and Bess split up and wandered separately around the gallery to look at the paintings displayed. Nancy checked the names of the artists of the paintings she passed and found that Lila’s works were the most prominently displayed of all those in the gallery.


As she walked around, Nancy noticed out of the corner of her eye that the tall man had picked out a painting. Lee Ann led him to the small desk.


All at once, the girls heard a dull, rumbling sound coming from outside of the building.


Bess and Nancy looked up.


“Is it thundering?” Bess asked. “It can’t be.”


“What in the world—?” Lee Ann said.


A flash of red streaked past the porch windows, and then, as the girls stared in disbelief, a small boy on a bike raced into the gallery.


“Stop!” Nancy yelled at him. She lurched forward to grab him, but the boy swerved out of her way just before she reached him.


“Rrrrrrrrrrr!” he hollered.


The boy drove his bike across the gallery carpet and, with a crash, plowed right into the easel in the middle of the room. The easel, the bike, and the boy landed in a heap in the middle of the gallery floor—and Lila’s watercolor clattered down next to them!
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Tricked!


“Oh, no! The painting!” Lee Ann shrieked. She rushed to where the boy had fallen, leaving her customer standing at the desk.


“Are you all right?” Nancy asked the boy. Bess stood next to Nancy, glaring at the child, as Nancy helped him untangle his legs from under his bicycle. He looked about seven and had brown eyes and a head of tousled dark curls. He was wearing shorts and a red T-shirt.


“Yeah, I guess,” the boy mumbled. “Skinned my knee.” Sitting on the gallery floor, he pulled his knee up to examine the damage. Then, glancing nervously up at the girls who were surrounding him, he made a move to get up.


Nancy placed a firm hand on his shoulder to stop him. “That was a silly thing to do. And dangerous,” she said, frowning at the boy. “You could’ve hurt yourself or somebody else. Luckily, you got just a rug burn.”


“I gotta go,” the boy mumbled. He pulled away from Nancy and jumped quickly to his feet.


Lee Ann picked up her mother’s painting, which had landed facedown on the floor. “Oh,” she said softly, “my mother’s going to kill me.”


“Is the painting damaged?” Bess asked.


Lee Ann examined it closely, her face tight with concern. “It seems okay,” she told them, breathing a sigh of relief. “The frame isn’t nicked, either.” She looked up at Nancy and smiled. “No harm done, I guess.”


“I gotta go,” the boy said again. He pulled his bike up off the floor.


The girls turned as a young man with dark eyes and dark, wavy hair rushed in from the back room. “What happened in here?” he asked. “I could hear the noise all the way in the back office.”


“Oh, Rodney,” Lee Ann said, “it’s okay. This boy rode his bike up the ramp and into the gallery. He knocked himself and Mom’s painting over, but there was no damage.”


Rodney scowled at the boy. After taking the painting from Lee Ann, he examined it, then set it back up on the easel. “Kids,” he mumbled irritably under his breath.


“Okay, you can go,” Nancy told the boy. “But remember, an art gallery is no place to ride a bike.”


The boy wheeled his bike around to face the door and threw a leg over the seat. Seeing that he was going to climb back on, Nancy grabbed the handlebars and stopped him.


“I told you, an art gallery is no place to ride a bike,” she repeated firmly. Putting her hands on the boy’s shoulders, she steered him with his bike out the door. “And stick to the sidewalk from now on.”


“Okay, okay,” the boy mumbled. He hopped on his bike, rolled down the ramp, and disappeared down the street.


Nancy came back inside.


“Can you believe that?” Bess said. “He rode his bicycle up the ramp, right into the building!”


“Oh!” Lee Ann cried, her hands flying to her mouth. “I nearly forgot about my customer!”


The girls turned to look at the tall man, who was still standing at the desk and waiting patiently.


While Lee Ann returned to her customer to finish the sale, Nancy turned to the young man who had come out of the back office.


“Hi, I’m Nancy Drew,” she said, extending her hand.


“Rodney Walden,” the young man responded, taking Nancy’s hand and shaking it.
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