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Dressed
to
Steal


I don’t normally care about clothes, but when my friend Charlie Adams’s sister Alicia opened a boutique right here in River Heights, of course I wanted to be at the opening.


Turns out it was a pretty popular event. Way more people than expected showed up, and then the store window was smashed, and people were injured! Later I found out that Alicia’s most expensive dress was destroyed and her store had been vandalized.


Sounds like more than one-day-sale damage to me. I may not be a fashion expert, but this is one case I’m ready to size up.
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Catch my next case:
Troubled Waters
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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 in to 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




Shop Till You Drop


 


“Nancy!” Bess cried as I reached her. Stretching her hand to me, she added, “Hey, could you give me a lift?”


“Why not?” I joked as I pulled her up. Once I’d made sure Bess was okay, my gaze flew to Swoon 2’s window—smashed to smithereens. And still the women surged ahead, making for the narrow bottleneck of the door, as if clothes mattered more than whether someone might be hurt. “Can you believe it, Bess? They broke the window! I hope everyone’s okay.”


“This situation is lethal,” Bess said in a shaky voice. “Let’s get out of here if we can.”


But Bess and I weren’t going anywhere. The pressing mob made sure of that.
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A Lonely Road


I need a new dress,” George said in a resigned tone. My friend George Fayne and I were on our way home from this fancy reception at the Maloney Community Center honoring Dad’s twenty-year career as an attorney in River Heights. “No, make that several new dresses,” George went on as I navigated a curve on a dark deserted stretch of road where deer have been known to pounce on cars. “I mean, I felt really out of it tonight in the clothing department. Gray—what was I thinking?” She stared down at her silky silvery sun dress with an expression of disgust. “This dress is so over.”


“It’s a great dress, George. What’s not to like about it?” I asked, wondering what alien had kidnapped my friend and sent this girl in her place. George usually didn’t give a second thought to her clothing.


“Everything. All the people at your dad’s party looked as if they were practicing for the Oscars, and what was I wearing? Gray.”


“Silver.”


“That’s a nice way of saying gray,” George said. “Sorry if I’m sounding grumpy. It’s just that tonight was such a special event, and I wanted to look my best.”


“You looked awesome, George. And what does it matter, anyway? You were there to honor Dad, and he really appreciated that. He doesn’t pay attention to what people are wearing—just what they’re saying.” I sneaked a glance at George. Usually, she never cares about superficial stuff like what people are wearing, either. Like Dad, she cares about people themselves—and maybe their ability to run the hundred-yard dash. George is totally into sports. I’m not kidding when I say she’s a star athlete dreaming of an Olympic future.


“But do guys even notice clothes?” George mused. “Women sort of dress up for the benefit of each other, don’t you think? Like tonight, Bess wore a cool purple strapless gown with pink flowers at the waist. And Deirdre was wearing that weird gold fluted gown that looked like a toga. But do you think Ned will remember what you wore, Nancy? I mean, he noticed you looked great, of course—but not the details, right?”


I had to agree with George. Ned Nickerson, my boyfriend, cares tons about me, and he’s always had a weakness for my blue eyes. But tonight, had he noticed that I wore my blue and white sundress—the same one I’ve thrown on a zillion times when the two of us have gone out? Doubt it.


“Actually, George, I could use a new dress, too.” I caught her raised eyebrow before I looked back at the road, checking the dark borders for roaming deer. Leafy green branches swayed in the breeze.


My mind drifted back to our talk. “Hey, how come we’ve spent more time in the past ten minutes on clothes than we have in the whole past year?”


George shrugged. “I don’t know why. You’re the detective!”


True enough. I spend a lot of my waking moments nosing around in places I shouldn’t and solving mysteries that stump the police. No wonder I have no time for clothes. So why were George and I even having this conversation? I said, “Maybe we’re obsessing on this subject because we wore old dresses to this glitzy party honoring Dad, with all his friends and clients, and we feel bad about that.”


“And now we want to change our lives!” George quipped.


“Or at least our wardrobes. Maybe we should get advice from Bess—she definitely knows her stuff. Like when she dragged us into Alicia Adams’s store in Chicago last winter on our way to the museum. Remember how Bess bought tons of stuff while you and I bought nothing, and we barely made it to the museum before it closed? But she gave us lots of good advice.”


George chuckled. “That we didn’t use. Hey, didn’t she buy the dress she wore tonight at that store?”


I cast my mind back to that freezing cold day in the Windy City—the warm cosy store, the friendly owner, and Bess all excited about her new clothes. A vague image of purple silk flashed across my brain. “I think you’re right, George. That was the same dress. Good memory.”


I always marvel at how different George and Bess are from each other, even though they’re cousins and close friends themselves. Blond Bess is a clothes horse, while dark-haired George would rather be riding a real horse than shopping. Bess is short while George is taller than I am, and I’m five foot seven. But Bess and George do have a few things in common. Take machines. Bess is an ace car mechanic, while George is a computer whiz. They’re equally loyal, smart, and brave. And last but not least, they both make crack assistant detectives.


Anyway, George and I should have known better than to allow Bess to sidetrack us from our mission of seeing a show at The Art Institute of Chicago. But I was glad we’d let Bess have her way. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have met Alicia, the hot new fashion designer who grew up in our very own hometown, River Heights. Seeing Alicia’s excitement about her new store, Swoon, and its success was inspiring.


“It’s amazing how famous Alicia has become,” George commented. “She has her designs all over the place—Paris, New York, Chicago, you name it.”


“Charlie Adams is so proud of her,” I said. “Whenever I take my car into his garage for a tune-up, he can’t stop talking about his big sister. I know all about her. She left River Heights when she was eighteen—our age—to make it as a model in Paris. That was ten years ago.”


“I can see why she’d make a good model,” George said. “She’s really gorgeous.”


“But apparently she wasn’t that happy with her job. The constant focus on looks got old quickly, so she came to Chicago, to the Fashion Conservatory. It’s a really prestigious school if you want to design clothes. Anyway, that’s what Charlie told me.”


George shot me a sly look. “Nancy, have you ever wondered how many younger brothers talk that much about their older sisters? I’m sure my little brother doesn’t go on about me like that. Sometimes I think Charlie has a crush on you. That’s why he always bails you out when you run out of gas.”


I tend to run out of gas when my mind is on a mystery. When I get going on a case, I’m like a dog with a bone. I can’t put it down until I’ve solved the mystery, even if that means forgetting everything else in my life, including my gas tank.


But I couldn’t use the mystery excuse tonight. As I glanced at the gas gauge, my heart sank. The needle was at the bottom of the red danger zone.


The wind whipped up, tossing tree boughs in the woods on either side of us. The enormous trees were like soldiers at arms, blocking the sky, which was dark and moonless anyway. George grinned at me, cheerful and oblivious, probably thinking of Charlie Adams. I bit my lip. Why get her started when there was every chance we’d make it to Vernon Avenue, near George’s house, where there was an all-night gas station on the corner?


My mind clicked back to Alicia Adams, safely off the no gas topic. I said, “Charlie told me that after Alicia graduated from the Fashion Conservatory of Chicago, she went back to Europe to make it as a fashion designer. She lived there awhile, struggling to get recognized, and then, finally, success hit. By the time she moved to New York a few years later, her label was all over the stores and everyone loved her stuff.”


“Awesome. So what happened in Europe that made Alicia’s designs so popular suddenly?”


“Well, she had a good publicist,” I explained, “and probably some decent luck. But mainly, her designs are incredibly original—don’t you think? At a time when everyone was wearing black, Alicia’s clothes were colorful and eye-catching. Charlie said the fashion writers used the word ‘bold’ to describe her.”


“‘Bold’—I like it,” George declared. “So when did she move to Chicago?”


“Last year. She was excited about finding an affordable space to start her own store. Swoon features nothing but Alicia’s own label. You saw her stuff, thanks to Bess. It’s really trendy and cool. And Bess told me the other day that she’s opening a branch, Swoon 2, in River Heights. It probably won’t be open for another few weeks.”


George grinned. “Bess can’t stop talking about it. I tease her about the fact that she shares something with each Adams sibling: clothes and mechanics. Although Charlie and Alicia don’t seem to share much in common with each other.”


“Just that they’re both friendly—and hard workers,” I said. We drove in silence for a moment. Once more my eyes drifted to the zero balance in our gas tank.


Refocus!


“Hey, George, what do you say we revisit Swoon? This time, we won’t let the museum distract us. If there’s one thing this conversation has told me, it’s that we both need new clothes. Why not give our business to a River Heights person? Or we could wait till Swoon 2 opens.”


I sensed George’s hesitation. Shopping just wasn’t her bag.


“Come on, Fayne,” I went on. “Let’s bite the bullet and do a little shopping. It won’t kill you. You started this subject, anyway. Remember your old gray dress?”


“Silver! Look, Nancy, I promise I’ll shop with you someday. It’s just that I’m busy for the next week with a lacrosse tournament.”


A loud coughing noise drowned out George’s lame excuse. Uh oh. I pressed my foot to the gas pedal, hoping I was hearing things, but the only response I got was another cough.


I felt the heat of George’s gaze and turned toward it. Her brown eyes narrowed as we made eye contact. Funny—she didn’t look the least bit surprised.


“I’m really sorry, George,” I said as my trusty hybrid sputtered onto the road’s shoulder and gave one final sad cough before stopping beside a cluster of dark evergreens.


“Out of gas again!” George exclaimed.


“Yes, but the good news is I managed to steer the car safely off the road.”


“And the bad news is the road,” George said. “It’s dark and lonely. Where are we, anyway?”


“Not too far from civilization,” I said brightly, although come to think of it, I hadn’t seen a car pass us for the past ten minutes. “We couldn’t be more than a mile from the residential part of River Street. A quick right onto Vernon Avenue will bring us to that all-night gas station a few blocks from your house.”


“I don’t recognize this spot at all,” George said doubtfully. “If we were that close to my house, I’d know it.” She sighed. “Now what, Nan?”


“We walk. It shouldn’t be too far.” I spoke boldly, and for good reason. After all, we weren’t lost in the wilderness. We were on a road leading to the main drag of River Heights. George and I, on the track of various mysteries, had experienced much worse.


But as we stood outside the car, contemplating the dark, lonely trudge ahead, the wind whistled through the trees, blowing gusts of damp air in our faces. Clouds darker than the night itself scudded across the moonless sky. Obviously, a storm was about to hit us hard.


George grabbed my arm as a roaring sound burst through the silence. “What’s that noise?”


“Get back!” I shouted. We jumped behind my car as a pickup truck zoomed by us, its cargo rattling, only to be swallowed again by the night.


The engine slowed, then stopped somewhere not far ahead of us. I stiffened, hoping the driver was a good Samaritan. Because if he or she wasn’t, we might be needing one. I mean, it was really dark and lonely out here.


Lightning sliced the sky, spotlighting a man’s dark silhouette walking toward us. I couldn’t see much in the darkness, except George’s worried glance.
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Fun News


Nancy!” The voice was familiar. And when its owner materialized out of the darkness, George and I traded knowing grins. Charlie Adams, what a coincidence! I should have recognized his pickup truck’s signature rattle.


“We must be psychic, Nancy,” George muttered. “We talk about a person, and the next time we need him, he appears.”


“Car trouble?” Charlie asked when he reached us. I opened my mouth to explain our predicament when he added, “You don’t even have to tell me, Nancy. You’re out of gas.”


I shot him a grin. “No big deal, Charlie. I’m used to it by now.”


“Me too.”


If it hadn’t been so dark, I could have sworn that a faint blush appeared under the stubble on his cheeks.


“So, Charlie, do you have any gas stashed in your truck?” George asked, cutting to the point.


Charlie chuckled. “I’ll end the suspense right now, ladies.” Turning, he strode back to his truck, then returned within seconds holding a gas can. As he filled up my tank, the conversation turned to Alicia. “Bess wore a dress tonight that your sister designed,” I told him. “It turned heads at the party.”
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