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Close

Encounters

When George, Bess, and I headed to Brody’s Junction, Vermont, to help George’s cousin with her café’s web site and enjoy a brief vacation, we were looking forward to some downtime—not to landing in the middle of a media circus.

Hundreds of tourists have invaded the town to watch purported UFO sightings. Odder still are reports of townspeople being abducted, and the strange clues that seem to point to little green men as the culprits. All this speculation has the town going wild, and I hope to have a close encounter with some hard facts before things spin entirely out of control. . . .

Catch my next case:
Dressed to Steal
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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 into 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


 

ET Tourists

Winnie shrugged. “I can barely keep up with the business. But it’s too much. And with the TV crew, the media, and the increased police presence, Brody’s Junction feels more like Boston than home these days.”

“TV crew?” Bess repeated, and moved closer to the window. “Is some new show set here?”

Mary Beth looked up from setting a table and giggled. “You’re kidding, right? Like, you haven’t a clue?”

For a moment Winnie looked at George, then threw her hands up. “Of course. Why should you girls know what’s going on here? I guess the news hadn’t hit River Heights before you left town.”

“What news?” George asked, sounding as impatient as I felt.

Joel made a spooky theatrical sound, then grinned sheepishly as Winnie warned him off with a hard look. “They aren’t from around here, Joel.” She turned back toward us. “It seems we’ve been invaded not just by tourists—but by aliens.”
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Out of This World

I love the smell of Vermont in November!” my best friend Bess Marvin declared as I drove down the twisty mountain road. In spite of the chilly air, Bess had the window down and her long blond hair glinted in the afternoon sun.

“Personally I think it all looks a bit bleak,” George Fayne remarked. George, Bess’s cousin and my other best friend, was sitting behind us. Too leggy for the backseat, George shifted restlessly as she added, “This is primo downhill skiing country—and we’re here too early to enjoy it.”

I grinned to myself. Dark-haired George was definitely from the glass-half-empty side of the Fayne-Marvin family. “If it was ski season, your mom’s friend Winnie couldn’t have spared the time to visit with us,” I told her. “My dad always says this is the time of year when all of Vermont looks like pumpkin pie. We should enjoy it.”

“Pumpkin pie—now that’s a thought,” George said, immediately heartened by the prospect. “Winnie bakes a mean one. Hope she has it on the menu tonight.” After cooking school Winnie Armond had opened a gourmet café in a small town in Vermont; Mrs. Fayne had become a caterer.

We were now on our way to visit Winnie, but I was beginning to wonder if we’d ever get there.

Scenic as the mountain road was, I was getting impatient. Had I taken a wrong turn back at the Burlington airport? And why was the traffic so heavy? I couldn’t do much about the traffic, but I could check our directions.

Just when I was about to pull over and look at the map, Bess spotted a sign.

“You are now entering Brody’s Junction, Vermont,” she read aloud.

George cheered.

“All right!” I said. I hate being lost for long.

Bess took in the view. “Brody’s Junction sure is worth the long drive. It’s exactly like a Hollywood set for a New England country town!”

“If you edited out the traffic,” George remarked.

“A real-time special effect—too bad you can’t work that kind of movie magic on your laptop!” I said. She took up the challenge good-naturedly. “When we get to Brody’s Junction, I’ll give it a try—or at least attempt to program a kill-the-traffic computer game.”

After passing through a small covered bridge, we emerged in the heart of the town. Made up of mainly wooden two- and three-story buildings, Brody’s Junction’s main drag looked like tourist heaven.

Past the line of cars and SUVs, I spied the steeple of a white clapboard church rising above the tree-lined town square. Beyond the town lay steep-sided hills dotted with barns, silos, and cows. Looming over everything was a tall rugged mountain, its sides scarred with ski runs. Towers for the idle lifts glinted like gold in the afternoon light.

A state trooper directing traffic stopped us at a congested intersection.

“Here’s a traffic mystery for you, Nancy,” George teased. “Winnie said this was off-season. Why, then, all the cars?”

The suggestion made me laugh. “I hate to admit it, George, but when it comes to unraveling the riddle of traffic jams, even I’m clueless.”

Maybe I should explain the mystery bit. My name is Nancy Drew, and back home in River Heights I have a rep as a pretty good amateur detective—solving real crimes and helping cops capture bad guys. My friends sometimes rib me about my tendency to land smack in the middle of a whodunit even when I’m on a shopping spree or just hanging with them and having fun.

Frankly, at the moment nothing about this quaint town seemed at all mysterious—except the traffic. I had to agree with Bess, the place did look like a movie-location scout’s dream: Craft shops, art galleries, an ice cream parlor, bakeries, and upscale clothing boutiques lined each side of the street.

At the end of the next block I spotted a green and white awning. “George, that’s the place—Winifred’s Café—right?”

“Right,” George answered. “She said there’s extra parking behind the restaurant.”

I flicked on my right-turn blinker and pulled into one of the few empty spots in the lot.

Like many of the other storefronts Winifred’s Café was housed in a gleaming white clapboard building. Bay windows framed the entrance. The luscious aromas of something baking wafted out onto the street through the screen door.

“This place smells like heaven!” Bess remarked as she tried the handle on the door. In spite of a CLOSED sign the door opened to the jingle of little bells. A woman looked up from behind the counter. “We’re closed . . . ,” she started to say, then spotted George. “George Fayne, I can’t believe you’re finally here! I had almost given up on you guys,” she said. She hurried over, hugged George, and grinned warmly at Bess and me. She introduced herself as Winnie.

She was in her early forties, with the figure of a twenty-year-old, seriously curly dark hair, and a fresh, rosy complexion. Her brown eyes sparkled as she ushered us farther into the restaurant. A waiter was setting up the tables for dinner, and a young man in an apron was writing that night’s specials on a chalkboard. He looked about the same age as Ned, my boyfriend back home. He was lanky with dark blond hair, and when he turned to greet us, I noticed his unusually large green eyes, framed with dark lashes.

Winnie introduced the man as Joel, her apprentice, and the waiter as Mary Beth. “I’m so glad you finally got here,” Winnie said. “Better call your mom. I just got off the phone with her, and she’s worried.”

While George took her cell and phoned home, I decided it might be good to call my dad. He was glad to hear from me, but he hadn’t expected me to phone home so soon. When my friends and I are on short breaks like this, I sometimes forget to even call—I’m having too much fun.

After I’d shut my phone and put it into my pocket, I went to explain the traffic problem we’d had to Winnie, and to ask about the unexpected crowds in town. She seemed flustered, though. Stressed. And I couldn’t help but wonder if somehow our visit, though expected, was ill timed.

“I could scare up some coffee and sandwiches for you now, if you’re hungry,” she offered. “Though it might be better to get settled into your digs first. Can you hold off until dinner? I’ve reserved a table here for the three of you for the late seating—‘late’ meaning eightish.

“Sorry I can’t put you up myself,” she explained, “but my apartment above the restaurant is small, and I haven’t got a spare room. Fortunately, I made reservations a month ago for you at the Under Mountain Inn—before the crowds hit. The inn’s old, but modernized, so you’ll be comfortable. It’s within walking distance from here and all the shopping.”

George put her hand on Winnie’s shoulder. “Hey, whatever! I’m sure the inn’s great. But why all the tourists? Isn’t it off-season?”

Winnie made a face and dropped her voice. “I should be grateful. We need the business around here after the past two years. There’s been no snow . . . and it’s been too warm for the snowmaking machinery to work well. Ski season’s been a total loss, and then this year, with the summer drought followed by all that October rain, leaf season was a disaster. The whole area is depressed.”

“It sure doesn’t look it now.” I motioned to outside the bay window. People strolled down the sidewalks, dipping into stores. The cars were moving at a crawl.

“Exactly. Which is why I should be happy.” Winnie shrugged. “And I am . . . at least financially. I can barely keep up with the business. But it’s too much. And with the TV crew, the media, and the increased police presence, Brody’s Junction feels more like Boston than home these days.”

“TV crew?” Bess repeated, and moved closer to the window. “Is some new show set here?”

Mary Beth looked up from setting a table and giggled. “You’re kidding, right? Like, you haven’t a clue?”

For a moment Winnie looked at George, puzzled, then threw her hands up. “Of course. Why should you girls know what’s going on here? I guess the news hadn’t hit River Heights before you left town.”

“What news?” George asked, sounding as impatient as I felt.

Joel made a spooky theatrical sound, then grinned sheepishly as Winnie warned him off with a hard look. “They aren’t from around here, Joel.” She turned back toward us. “It seems we’ve been invaded not just by tourists—but by aliens.”
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Reel TV

Aliens?” I wasn’t sure I’d heard right.

“As in people from other countries?” George suggested.

Joel jumped right in. “Nope.” He looked gleeful. “More like creatures from another planet.”

“As in UFOs?” George looked dubious.

“As in UFOs,” Winnie repeated, sounding a little flat. For some reason she didn’t seem to share Joel’s enthusiasm for their extraterrestrial visitors.

“Right!” Bess caught my eye. Her expression mirrored my own skepticism. “Aliens, like in the movies.”

I waited for Winnie to start laughing.

She didn’t.

“You’re kidding, right?” This had to be some kind of joke.

She shook her head. “It isn’t. Not that I’m convinced they’re real,” she added quickly. “But lots of people are buying into it.” She motioned out the window. A white van with a national cable network logo was stopped at the light. It sported a satellite antenna on top.

“The media sure hope the UFOs are the real deal,” Joel pointed out.

Just then, someone called from the kitchen. “Scarletti, get in here. . . . Something’s weird with this sauce.”

“Duty calls. Be right there,” Joel shouted back. “See you guys,” he said, as he disappeared into the back of the restaurant.

Winnie let out a tired sigh. “And that’s the problem. . . . Everyone is so distracted and excited by all the craziness—TV crews, crowds, reporters—they’re making mistakes.” She gave a meaningful glance to Mary Beth, the waiter, who was still setting up for dinner. “My waiters are constantly poking their heads outside to check the sky for spaceships. The one saving grace is that the customers are equally distracted. But in the long run I’m wondering if these UFOs are going to hurt the dinner trade.”

“The aliens turn up at dinnertime?” George said with a straight face.

Winnie cracked a smile. “Seems that way. They favor nighttime. Though I recall there was at least one daytime sighting.”

Why mainly at night? I wondered, as George spoke up. “Looks to me like your visitors from outer space have put Brody’s Junction on the map.”

“UFOs in Vermont?” Bess started to giggle. “It’s too much. Little green men, deciding to land in the Green Mountain State!”

“Maybe they’re little red men wearing green snowsuits,” George suggested.

“Martian fashionistas!” I laughed.

“Laugh if you want,” Mary Beth said, looking up from behind the counter. She had picked up a fresh supply of napkins. The real fear in her voice wiped the smile right off my face. “But the state police, the sheriff, the mayor, and the crew of a reality TV show are taking them seriously. Even the FBI has sent investigators.”

“The FBI?” Maybe this was a bigger deal than we were making it out to be.

“Yes, even the FBI,” Winnie said, then turned to give some instructions to Mary Beth.

The possibility of UFOs and all the publicity surrounding sightings explained away the mystery of the traffic and the increased police presence in the small town. “How come it’s not on the national news?” I asked.

Winnie shrugged. “The first sightings didn’t cause much of a stir. Most folks around here thought the kids reporting seeing UFOs on a Friday night had either been partying too hard or were playing pranks. Even when they had pictures.”

“There are pictures?” Bess looked interested.

“Computer generated,” George predicted. “Altered through a photo program.”

“No one’s been able to tell either way, though the FBI took the photos with them for forensic studies.”

“Which proved what?” I asked.

“Nothing yet,” Winnie answered. “Or at least no one is talking about what they might have found. But there are experts from NASA in town, plus all this press—which leads me to think they probably turned up something. The national media will be broadcasting this news this weekend, for sure. Joel tells me the latest local blogs are full of the reports. I’m surprised you didn’t come across them, George,” Winnie said.

George’s reputation as a technophile preceded her. She shrugged. “I saw some stuff, but didn’t bother to read it. Nuts are constantly reporting alien sightings online. I ignore them.”

“Is this the first time national TV networks have bothered to send reporters?” I asked, looking out the window as the cable network’s van made a left at the corner. Watching it made my spirits sink. Who wanted to spend a vacation in the middle of some crazy media circus? Then again . . . there could be a real mystery here.

Winnie nodded. “Makes it all seem more real.”

George turned toward Winnie. “Tell me, you don’t really believe in UFOs, do you? Have you ever seen them yourself?”

“Yes,” Winnie said. “Twice. But,” she added pointedly, “that doesn’t mean they’re the real thing. Half the troopers are convinced they’re hoaxes. But once the Reel TV crew airs its footage next week, half the UFO fanatics in the country are going to invade this town big-time.”

I had watched Reel TV’s reality show once or twice. Personally I couldn’t believe anyone was taken in by their investigations of paranormal situations. “So that explains all the ‘No Vacancy’ signs on the motels and inns on the way here,” I remarked.

“I wish I’d bothered to read the online reports. Maybe I will now.” George walked over to Winnie’s laptop open on the counter. “Can I log on now? My computer’s still back in the car.”

“You can’t. My system keeps crashing. Maybe you can find the problem. Everything’s affected: my e-mail, my address book, my website, and today I couldn’t even access any of my bookkeeping programs.”

George peeled off her down vest. “Maybe it’s a virus. Let me check it out.”

Winnie stopped her. “Not now, George. I’ve got to get into the kitchen and deal with dinner, and you guys must want to settle in after your trip. My friend Sarah Conway, the owner of Under Mountain Inn, called. She’s holding your room. Given the crush of tourists, you’d better check in now. You’ll like Sarah. She’ll make you feel right at home.”

“Okay,” George said. “I’ll run some diagnostics on your system after dinner, if you feel it can wait. We can catch up on family news then—Mom’s dying to know what’s new with you and the café.”

 

Under Mountain Inn was all that Winnie had promised, and I was secretly pleased that she had lacked the room to put us up herself.

The three-story white building had several gables with steeply sloped black slate roofs. Green shutters framed the windows. Several hearty souls were parked on wicker benches on the wraparound porch, watching the sun slide down behind the low hills to the west of town. In the fading afternoon light a single electric candle burned in every window, giving the establishment a cozy, welcoming look. An inscription over the front door said the original inn, parts of which were still standing, dated from 1801.
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