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Bad Times Big Crimes



So I was sitting with Ned in a lecture, and then bam, Ned’s in a three-piece suit, and I’m in a city hall meeting on how to get through the beginning of the Great Depression. As in the Depression, in the 1930s.

What’s more, there’s a thief to track down. Someone’s robbing local banks of what little money they have. Everyone’s panicked about their money, so the thief could be just about anyone. But after spending just a little time in this odd place, I have a hunch there’s more to it.…

Catch my next case:
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Try Solving This One…

Something really strange was going on. It was almost as if I’d woken up in some sort of alternate universe. I had to do something—fast. “Be right back,” I said to Ned as I slipped out of my seat.

I hurried out of the building and ran to the first newsstand I could find. Reading the front page, I almost fainted.

According to the paper, the year was 1930.

I pinched myself to see if I was dreaming. No dice.
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Bad Times, Big Crimes


1

The Town Hall Time Warp

I’m sorry, Nancy. Am I keeping you awake?” my boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, asked.

I struggled to answer him between yawns. “It’s not the company—promise.”

“Good thing my ego isn’t too fragile.” Ned took another enormous bite of his hamburger before continuing. “Of course, it can’t be, since I’m dating the kind of person who ignores me half the time because she’s so busy helping out everyone else in the world.”

Glancing at Ned, I couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

“That wasn’t supposed to be funny,” he said. “Can’t you at least pretend to take pity on me?” He smirked.

“It’s not that.” I tried, but failed to keep a straight face. “It’s just—you’ve got ketchup on your nose!”

“I’m surprised you even noticed.”

Though Ned was acting like a wounded puppy dog, I knew he was just kidding around. He’s used to this kind of thing. Why? Well, I’m Nancy Drew, the busiest amateur detective in River Heights. Whenever there’s trouble brewing in town, people call me. Ned’s been my boyfriend for years. He totally understands that my passion for solving mysteries could not and should not be suppressed. Not only is he perfectly happy to help me whenever I ask him to, he’s also happy to step aside when I need the space to do my own thing.

Pretty great, huh?

Not that things were totally perfect. I mean, there was still the issue of the ketchup.

“I cannot take you seriously when you have food on your face,” I teased.

“Ketchup is more of a condiment, wouldn’t you say?”

“Ned!”

As he smiled at me, he revealed his adorable dimples. Then he finally wiped his face. “Better?”

“Much.”

“So whatever happened at the old Burnside Inn?” he asked. “It wasn’t really haunted, was it?”

“Of course not,” I replied. “But I had to stay up all night to prove it.”

The Burnside Inn is an old hotel that’s been for sale ever since the owner, Maxine Burnside, died in a horrible car accident. Last week, rumors started circulating that the place was haunted by Maxine’s ghost. Some concerned citizens came to me, hoping I’d get to the bottom of things. It took me all night, but I finally figured out the real deal. “Turns out the so-called ghost was actually Bob McFadden. He owns a chain of hotels all over the Midwest, and wanted to add the Burnside Inn to his list.”

“I don’t get it,” said Ned. “The hotel was already for sale, right? So why’d he have to go to so much trouble?”

“Sure, he could have just bought the place, but that would have been too easy. He figured if no one else wanted it, he’d get it dirt cheap. All he had to do was scare away the competition.”

Ned shook his head in wonderment. “Amazing what people will stoop to just to save a few bucks.”

I couldn’t agree more.

It’s funny. River Heights is a fantastic place to live. It has everything anyone could ask for in a city. There’s the natural beauty of the river, miles of open fields where horses and cattle graze, and tons of old trees all over town. There’s the culture: We have museums and galleries, a top-rated university, and an award-winning orchestra. And business is booming. Rackham Industries, a major computer company, is headquartered here, and they recruit people from all over the world. The shopping is great too. You can get anything you want downtown: books, music, antiques, sporting goods, jewelry—even gourmet cheese. And the people couldn’t be friendlier.

But I have to say, this city also attracts mischief and mayhem like no place else.

“So, was it a tough case?” asked Ned between bites.

I shrugged. “Not so much. But waiting to catch Bob in the act was pretty time-consuming. He didn’t show up until five a.m.”

“And then you and Bess and George surprised him?” asked Ned.

I shook my head. “Not quite.” Bess and George are cousins, my two best friends, and my usual partners in crime (or anticrime, really). But the night before they’d been busy. “Bess and George’s greataunt, Eliza, was in town, so they had to be home for dinner. I was on my own. Since I didn’t think it was a good idea to confront Bob by myself—he’s a really big guy—I snuck around and took a bunch of pictures. Then I had to wait until Chief McGinnis rolled into the police station so I could show him the evidence. He took over the investigation from there, but I shadowed him, just to make sure he followed through. So, basically, I pulled an all-nighter. I didn’t get home until noon.”

“And I showed up soon after that,” Ned finished.

“Yup.”

“You don’t have to go to the lecture today,” Ned said. “I totally understand if you need to catch up on sleep.”

“No way would I miss seeing Tracey Gaines,” I exclaimed. “How often does a famous historian come to River Heights to talk about our city’s history of crime?”

Ned laughed. “The lecture is about the Great Depression. The crime stuff is just a small part of it.”

“Small to you,” I argued. “Tracey Gaines’s grandparents were famous gangsters! They totally terrorized the streets of River Heights and lots of other cities all over the country—untraditional behavior for gangsters. I’ll bet she has some wild stories. You couldn’t keep me away if you tried.” I glanced at the clock on the far wall of the diner. “In fact, we should really get going. Are you ready?”

“One sec,” said Ned, polishing off the last of his fries.

I’d inhaled my tuna melt and side of onion rings as soon as the plate hit the table ten minutes before. Solving mysteries always makes me hungry.

Minutes later we were strolling down River Street. Ned had his arm around me and it was oh-so-cozy. I was just relaxing when I spotted the line in front of city hall. The lecture wasn’t due to start for twenty minutes, but there was already a huge crowd. We ran the rest of the way. Once we got inside, we saw that George and Bess had arrived early and saved us some seats.

“Didn’t think you’d make it,” George said as we sat down. “Haven’t you been up for thirty hours straight?”

“And didn’t you wear those same clothes yesterday?” Bess added. The look of genuine concern in her pretty blue eyes cracked me up.

“I can’t keep track. It’s all a blur,” I replied sleepily, dropping into the seat next to Ned. “How’s your aunt?”

“Oh, great,” said Bess. “She thinks it’s so funny that we’re going to a lecture on the Great Depression.”

“Why is that?” asked Ned.

“Well, she lived through it and knows how awful it was,” George explained. “Her family lost their home, and everything. It was such a sad time in our country’s history, she thinks people are crazy for dwelling on it, and—hey, Nancy! Are you listening?”

My eyes flew open. “Sorry,” I said. “These chairs are so comfy.…”

Soon I felt Ned shaking my shoulder. Applause was exploding from around the room. “What’s going on?” I wondered.

“It’s starting now,” he said.

“Huh?” I asked.

“You’ve been asleep for the past ten minutes.”

I sat up straight and looked toward the stage.

A woman was standing behind a large podium. She had shoulder-length red curly hair, and she was dressed in a dark green pants suit. “Good afternoon, River Heights. My name is Tracey Gaines. I’ve been studying the effects of the Great Depression on small cities like yours, and I’m here today to share some of my research. Many of you know the basics of the Great Depression. The stock market crashed on Tuesday, October 29, 1929. Herbert Hoover was the president. Millions of people lost their savings, their jobs, their homes, and most of their possessions. Everyone was touched by the Depression in some way, but small cities like this were particularly vulnerable. They became breeding grounds for criminal activity.”

My ears pricked when I heard that.

“People always think about big crimes happening in large cities like New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago,” said Tracey. “But in fact, in the early nineteen hundreds it was a different story. Small towns and cities were where most of the crime took place. Why? Small cities had small police forces. Imagine trying to stop ten gangsters with a police force of three.

“Second, the first road atlas was put out in 1924, by a company called Rand McNally. The first of its kind, it made escape routes easier to map out. It was also in the nineteen thirties that hard-surfaced roadways were introduced. This made getaways speedier. Criminals could, for instance, hold up a bank in River Heights, speed on over to Columbus to swindle some investors with a fake building project, and then roll into Lexington to fix a poker game, all in the same week.”

George leaned over and whispered, “Sounds like fun, don’t you think?”

Ned and I laughed, but Bess shushed us all.

“Criminal life was so romanticized that some criminals became national heroes,” Tracey continued. “In the nineteen thirties, people talked about gangsters in the same way that people talk about movie stars today. Enter my great-grandparents, Loretta and Clay. But before I begin, let me assure you that our family is much more honest now.”

My eyes flew open at the sound of widespread laughter. Whoops—couldn’t believe I was drifting again. Blinking, I rubbed my eyes.

“Here’s a picture of my great-grandmother,” said Tracey. I was so glad there were some visuals to go along with the lecture—they’d help me stay awake.

The picture that flashed on the screen behind Tracey was a close-up of the famous Loretta Gaines. She was beautiful, with a spark of intelligence in her eye and soft ringlets of hair framing her heart-shaped face. “This is a black-and-white shot, since modern color film wasn’t introduced until 1935. But Loretta had bright red hair, very much like mine. She was small, too. Four feet, ten inches. Of course, she always wore very high heels.”

Tracey pressed a button and suddenly some jazz music began to trill from the city hall’s speakers. The next picture was of Loretta and Clay. Clay was tall and broad-shouldered. He wore a handsome, pinstriped suit and a dark hat. He was winking at the camera. Loretta was in a fancy beaded dress. She had a fur stole slung over one shoulder. The couple stood in front of a fancy old car. They looked as if they were on their way to a party—as if they didn’t have a worry in the world.

“Loretta and Clay had a field day all over the Midwest, swindling everyone they came across before speeding out of town. They rigged card games and set up casinos. Easy to understand how they earned people’s trust—they were such a charming, mesmerizing couple. They loved fancy clothes, fast cars, and all types of excitement. Of course, most exciting to them was scamming people out of their hard-earned cash. It was in the fall of 1930 that they rolled into River Heights.”

“Hey, Nancy,” Ned whispered, tugging on a lock of my hair.

“I’m up.” I forced my eyes open. “This is pretty great, huh?”

“Great?” Ned was staring at me as if I’d sprouted a second head. “Are you crazy?”

I was about to ask Ned what he was talking about, but the words got stuck in my throat.

Ned was next to me, but he wasn’t the Ned I recognized. For one thing, rather than his standard jeans and a button-down shirt, he was wearing a dark gray three-piece suit. Plus he’d traded in his baseball cap for an old-fashioned bowler hat—the kind I’d only seen in old movies.

“Ned, what are you wearing?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” he said. “It’s just a suit. I’m wearing the same thing everyone else is. So are you.”

Looking around, I was in for a huge shock. Every guy in the entire room was dressed like Ned. And every woman was in a dress.

Also weird: Tracey Gaines was no longer at the podium, nor was her multimedia presentation. Addressing the audience was a tall and portly man with a thick, brown mustache. “As mayor of this town,” he said, “I’d like to talk to everyone about what we can do during these hard times.” Mayor of the town? Uh, last time I checked, Heather Simmons was the mayor. She won by a narrow margin last year.

Something really strange was going on. It was almost as if I’d woken up in some sort of alternate universe. I had to do something—fast. “Be right back,” I said to Ned as I slipped out of my seat.

I hurried out of the building and ran to the first newsstand I could find. Reading the front page, I almost fainted.

According to the paper, the year was 1930.

I pinched myself to see if I was dreaming. No dice. I squeezed my eyes shut. Opening them again, I saw the same scene: some old-fashioned version of my hometown. The streets were cobblestone rather than pavement. Horse-drawn carriages shared the road with cars. The shops lining the sidewalk had old-fashioned, wooden signs out front. Downtown had been magically transformed into a place I hardly recognized.

“Wake up, Nancy.” I stamped my foot on the ground. When nothing happened, I really panicked, and started jumping up and down. But instead of ending this crazy experience, I was just drawing lots of stares.

I sighed and sat down on the curb. I chewed on my bottom lip. What was going on?

How was I in River Heights at the beginning of the Great Depression?
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Hello 1930, Good-bye Sanity

What happened to you, Nancy?”

“Are you okay?”

Apparently two people had followed me outside. They were talking to me as if they knew me, and at first, I couldn’t figure out why.

Good thing I was already sitting—because once I realized who they had to be, I almost passed out.

The blonde started to look just like Bess: same long, wavy hair, same large blue eyes, same hourglass figure.

And, tall and slender with short brown hair and dark eyes, the other could have been George’s clone.

The thing that was so strange was the outfits they had on. Bess always dressed in a style that I liked to think of as the Three Fs: fashionable, feminine, and flattering. George’s style was the opposite: strictly functional. Whether she was in jeans, khakis, or shorts, it was always no fuss, no muss. But now they were both wearing the same thing: high-waisted skirts that billowed out slightly from their calves. On their feet they wore dark pumps. It was the first time I’d ever seen George in anything but sneakers or hiking boots.

I still couldn’t believe that I’d somehow been transported back in time—so I asked, “Um, what’s with the dresses? Is this some sort of practical joke?”

The two exchanged worried glances. Then Bess cleared her throat. “We were wondering the same thing about your outfit, Nancy. Did you really have to pull that dress out of the closet today?”

Good—so I wasn’t the only one to think this dress was plain ugly!

“I’m absolutely cracked up,” said George. “Our country is in the middle of a depression, and you’re acting like a goof.”

“Wait, what did you say?” I asked.

George sighed. “Our country is in the middle of a depression.”

“No, before that,” I said. “Something about cracking up?”

Turning to Bess, George asked, “What is she talking about?”

Bess shrugged. “Got me.” She looked at me and said, “It’s especially surprising since you’ve been so focused on helping. You’re the one who convinced the bakery to donate their day-old bread to the poor. Don’t you remember? We planned on going down to Hooverville once the town meeting was over.”

“Hooverville?” I asked. I didn’t know what Hooverville was. All I knew was one thing: One minute I’m at home in River Heights, and the next minute, I’m in some warped bizarre-o-ville. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Quit joking around,” said Bess. “Come on, we’re already late.”

It was then that I noticed they were both carrying baskets piled high with bread. In fact, Bess had two, and she was holding one out to me.

Not knowing what else to do, I took the basket and followed the George and Bess clones down River Street. And that’s when this whole time-warp thing really started getting to me.

Everything had been turned upside down and inside out. Downtown River Heights was a mess. Half the stores were boarded up. I didn’t see one traffic light—but it wasn’t really necessary, since there were so few cars on the road. What was once a lively, cheerful place had changed to something… well, depressing.

Almost immediately we came to a shabbily dressed elderly man. He held out his hat. “Spare a few pennies?” he asked. When he opened his mouth, I noticed he was missing his two front teeth.

“It’s so heartbreaking,” I cried, as George handed him some change from her pocket.

“I know,” Bess replied gravely. “Seems like it gets worse every day.”

Looking around, I saw that the old man wasn’t the only person begging on the streets. “What’s going on?” I asked.

My friends gave me funny looks again. “It’s the Depression,” George said. “You’re acting like you’ve never been here before—but downtown has been this way for months.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Bess asked.

What’s the opposite of okay? If you multiplied that by ten, that’s about how not okay I was. But I couldn’t just admit this to Bess and George.

The thing was, I needed help. I didn’t know how I got to where I was, but it looked like I wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. I needed someone to help me survive in my new—and hopefully not permanent—1930s existence. And who better to ask than my best friends? “You know, I have been feeling a little strange lately.” I raised one hand to my forehead. “I think maybe it’s a case of, um, temporary amnesia.”

“Oh, no,” said Bess. “We should take you right to Dr. Gullepsie.”

“Oh, it’s not that serious,” I said. “And anyway, we can’t keep Hooverville waiting.” I figured I might as well play along—at least until I made some sense of my situation. “I was hoping you could just help me out—refresh my memory from time to time. And we’ll just see how it goes.”

“Of course,” George replied. “Don’t worry at all. I don’t really blame you—I don’t like doctors much either.”

I could tell she wasn’t sure about me not going to the doctor, but I figured this patched-up excuse would hold for at least a little while—long enough for me to get some basic information on my whereabouts.

“Thanks,” I said. “You guys are rock stars!”

Suddenly Bess stopped short in her tracks. “Nancy, we just said we’d help you. No need to insult us.”

“Insult you?” I asked.

“Yeah, why did you call us rocks?” asked George.

That’s when I remembered that rock music wasn’t even around until the 1950s. What did people listen to back in the 1930s? Classical? Jazz? Swing? I wasn’t sure. “I’m sorry,” I said again, since there was no way to explain any of this to them. “Let’s just forget about it.”

As they led me down Acorn Lane, I began to recognize the rural surroundings. “Are we going to the Montgomerys’ horse farm?” I wondered out loud. I vaguely recalled the Montgomery ancestors once living on a farm in or near River Heights… but when did they move west?

George shot me a surprising look. “Nancy, you know the Montgomerys moved west three months ago. They sold their horses a year ago—right after Black Tuesday.”

“Oh—yes, right,” I bluffed. “Of course.” I wasn’t clear about what music was hip in the 1930s, but I knew all about Black Tuesday. I remembered reading about it back in school. Black Tuesday is what people call October 29, 1929, the day the stock market crashed big-time. It’s the official beginning of the Great Depression: a period dominated by poverty and misery.

“Tell me about Hooverville,” I said, trying to sound innocent. “It’s such an interesting name.”

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” said George.

“You will?” I wondered. I couldn’t help but grin. It was too crazy hearing George talk like this.

“What’s wrong with you, Nancy?” asked Bess. “You know Hooverville is named after the president, Herbert Hoover. After all, everyone is blaming him for not doing more to help people get jobs.”

“You can’t even buy a job these days,” George added.

“Of course,” I said with a weak laugh. “I was just testing you.”

Even though I knew we wouldn’t be finding any horses at the Montgomery farm, I was still utterly shocked by what I saw. The place was filled with poorly constructed shacks. Some were made out of scrap metal. Some were held together with plywood. And some were no more than a series of cardboard boxes taped together. There had to be more than a hundred of them.

“This is where these people live?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Bess, looking at me strangely. “So many people lost their homes this year, and they had nowhere else to go, so they formed this shantytown on the vacant lot.”

I watched the crowd. Most of them were wearing torn and dirty clothing. Some kids played stickball on the dirt road. A couple of them were barefoot. I knew that life during the Depression was hard, but I hadn’t realized that some people were so poor, they couldn’t even afford shoes.

We passed a bonfire at the edge of the shantytown. A number of people huddled by the flames. Nearby, a thin man with a torn jacket was sleeping on the ground next to a sign that read, HARD TIMES ARE STILL HOOVERING OVER US.

Another reference to Herbert Hoover. people were really bitter about his not doing more to help.

In my worst nightmares I couldn’t imagine such a scene of desperation. It was all I could do to hold back the tears as we passed out the day-old bread to the grateful crowd. At least we had enough bread to go around. There were even two pieces left over. I put them by a sleeping man.

An hour later the three of us walked home in silence.

When we turned onto Maplewood Lane, I heard someone shouting. I pricked up my ears. “Wonder what that’s about,” I said.

Before Bess and George had a chance to answer me, I was heading toward the sound. It was coming from the small front lawn of a modest house on the corner of Birchbark and Maplewood Lane. Two tall, broad-shouldered men in pinstriped suits were talking with a third man. I wasn’t close enough to hear the conversation, but I smelled trouble.

As I got closer I noticed that the third man was sheepishly holding his hat in his hands. He was short and balding, and he wore round, wire-rimmed glasses. His family stood behind him: a woman who must have been his wife, and four children. Behind them was a stack of battered suitcases. Everyone looked like they were close to tears. Everyone except for the men in the fancy suits, that is. One was wearing brown. He had long, dark sideburns and a pencil-thin mustache. The other was actually very handsome. He was blond with green eyes, and he wore a shiny blue suit. He looked oddly familiar.

“What’s going on here?” I asked.

The man with the mustache scowled at me and asked, “Who wants to know?”

“My name is Nancy Drew. I couldn’t help but notice that there seems to be some sort of trouble. Any way I can help?”

“Do you believe this?” the dark-haired man asked his friend.

The second man winked at me and put out his hand. “Clay Gaines. It’s very nice to meet you.”

Shivers ran up and down my spine as I realized I was face-to-face with the notorious and dangerous gangster. I gulped. “Um, nice to meet you, Mr. Gaines.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Nancy. This is my friend and colleague, Edward Parker,” Clay said, gesturing toward the man with the mustache.

Edward grunted and scowled at me again, but I wasn’t intimidated.

“And I’m Sylvia Smith,” said the woman. “This is my husband, Bob. Behind us is our house, except apparently, it’s not ours anymore. It seems that we’re being evicted.”

“Evicted?” I asked. “Why?”

“I think you should mind your own business,” Edward grumbled.

Clay raised his hand to silence his friend. “We’re just settling a simple matter of business,” he said. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

“But why are you evicting this whole family?” I wondered. “Where are they supposed to go?”

“I’m afraid that’s not my problem,” said Clay. “See, I won this house fair and square. We were playing poker, and Mr. Smith here gambled the deed to his house and lost.”

“I was forced to,” said Bob. He looked at his family. “I’m so sorry. Please believe me. If I’d had any idea this could happen, I never would have even gone near the casino.”

Edward crossed his arms over his chest. “Look, buddy, you gambled your house and you lost. That’s not our problem. Now, get out of here before I call the authorities.”

“But where are we going to go?” cried the youngest child, a girl with large dark eyes and long brown braids.

“Please, sir,” said Sylvia. “Can’t we just stay for a few nights longer? At least until we find another place to live?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Business is business.” Clay tipped his hat. “Mr. Smith here has to pay me eighteen dollars cash, or turn over his house.”

“Eighteen dollars?” I asked. “This is all over eighteen dollars?”

“You say that as if it’s a small amount,” said Edward, raising one eyebrow.

Well… to me it was. In fact, I had twenty dollars in my back pocket, from my dad. He’d wanted me to pick up some groceries on my way home. But I knew he’d rather see his money go to a cause as good as the Smith family’s. And besides—when was I going to be on my way home?

“I’ll just cover the debt,” I said. “It’s no big deal.”

“‘No big deal,’ she says,” Edward muttered. “Unbelievable.”

“What are you doing, Nancy?” Bess asked, tugging at my sleeve. I was so caught up in this sad story, I hadn’t even realized that she and George were right beside me.

I couldn’t figure out why everyone was so surprised. But I wasn’t going to leave this poor family in the lurch. Anyway, I reached into my pocket, and that’s when I was in for another shocker. Instead of the crisp new twenty-dollar bill I’d been handed just a few hours before, all I came up with was twentyseven cents. My grocery money had somehow been turned into its 1930 equivalent. This was bad. And what was worse—I couldn’t explain it to anyone. Not without landing myself in the funny farm.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to them. “I made a mistake. I really thought I had the money—but I don’t.”

The Smiths looked even more upset than before. I felt horrible. I didn’t mean to get their hopes up, only to disappoint them. But how could I explain that just a couple of hours ago, I was in the twenty-first century, where an eighteen-dollar debt was not the kind of thing that someone would stake a house on? A watch, maybe—but not a house.

Edward cracked his knuckles. “Okay, time to move on out.”

This really burned me up. He and Clay didn’t even care that they were putting this family on the street.

“Where are we going to go, Dad?” asked the oldest child. He had short, brown scruffy hair, and he was wearing a light gray suit with short pants. His red tie looked more like a sash, since it was drawn into a floppy bow.

“I don’t know, Jerome,” his father replied. “Hooverville, I suppose.”

“I’m so cold,” said the girl with the braids. “I want to go inside.”

“We can’t go inside, honey,” Sylvia said quietly.

“Why not?” asked the girl. She had her mother’s hand and was yanking it toward the house. Her mother, of course, wouldn’t budge.

The scene was so heartbreaking. I looked at the family: Bob and Sylvia, with their heads hung low, the four children—none of them knowing where they’d sleep that night. I couldn’t imagine standing there and watching them march to Hooverville.

“Why don’t you all come home with me,” I said. “There’s plenty of room at my house.”

“What? Do you really mean that?” asked Sylvia.

“Um, I think so.” Turning to Bess and George, I asked, “I still have a house, don’t I?”
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You weren’t joking around about that amnesia, were you?” asked George.

I shook my head and blinked. “Honestly, I can’t remember a thing about me.”

“Of course you have a house,” Bess said, ending the suspense. “Your dad’s not one for risks, so he didn’t really gamble much with the stock market.”

That sure sounded like my dad. A lawyer with a steady stream of clients, my dad is smart, honest, and dependable with a capital D. It’s no wonder he’s so successful. I’m lucky to have him. See, my mom died back when I was three years old. Ever since then, it’s been me, my dad, and our fabulous housekeeper, Hannah Gruen. I couldn’t imagine life without either of them… which got me thinking. “What about Hannah?” Was she somehow back here in time, too?

“Hannah is still there, too,” Bess told me.

“That’s such a relief,” I said. “And what about your families? Is everything okay?”

“More or less,” said George with a shrug. “Except we’re all living together.”

“What?”

“Both our families were struggling,” Bess explained. “So they decided that combining households was the best alternative.”

“It’s not so bad,” said George. “It sure beats Hooverville.”

I had a ton of questions, but the Smiths were still waiting. Turning to them, I said, “Please come stay with us, at least until you get back on your feet. My father and I would be happy to have you.”

“I don’t know what to say,” said Bob.

“Please say yes,” I insisted. “Just give me an hour, so I can set up the guest bedrooms.”

That wasn’t the only thing I needed to do. There was the whole matter of asking my father for permission. This was just a formality though. I knew he’d be cool about letting the Smiths move in. Like me, my dad wants to help people out whenever he can. Of course, I also knew it was important to run this whole thing by him first. Er—pretend to run it by him first.

“Ah-hem.” Edward faked a cough. “Shouldn’t you be leaving now?”

“Hey, relax,” George snapped, placing her hands on her hips. “You heard them, mister. They’re going to get out of your way. Just give them some time to move their things.”

“We’ve given ’em lotsa time,” Edward grumbled. “This has been going on for over an hour.”

Bess turned to Clay. Batting her eyelashes, she cooed, “Surely you don’t mind if they stay for just another hour?”

He grinned at her and tipped his hat. “No trouble at all, ma’am. They can take as long as they need.”

Witnessing that little interplay sure brought a smile to my lips. Yes, in this 1930s world, they dressed weird, and talked even weirder, but basically, George and Bess were the same friends I’d always known.

I was also relieved to hear that my living situation hadn’t changed much. It’s not that I was afraid of being poor. I was just glad that I was in a position to help out those who were less fortunate.

Times were obviously tough. I didn’t know how I got to 1930, but I figured that while I was there, I may as well do what I could to help make people’s lives a little easier.

I gave the Smiths my address, and then met the rest of the family. The oldest boy was named Jerome, and he was eleven. The two redheads in the middle were seven-year-old twins—Betty and Sammy. And Eliza—the girl with the braids—she was five. I told them I looked forward to seeing them in about an hour. Then Bess, George, and I headed back toward downtown.

There was another issue I was wondering about. “I think my amnesia is acting up again. I can’t seem to remember where I parked.”

Bess and George started giggling.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“You can’t blame losing your car on amnesia, Nancy,” said George. “You’re always doing that!”

I felt my face heat up. “You don’t happen to remember where it is, do you?”

“Of course I do,” said George, pointing across the street. “It’s right over there.”

My jaw dropped. In front of me was the most amazing-looking car I’d seen in ages.

It was an old-fashioned, baby blue convertible coupe with a tan leather interior. The steering wheel was huge. And get this, it had a rumble seat—one of those cool folding seats in back, where the trunk should have been. I’d never seen one outside of pictures, and it was so much cooler in person. I hopped in and tooted the horn. “Need a ride?” I asked my friends, smiling for the first time all day.

“That’d be great,” said George. “I want to be home for the Yankees game. I’ll bet Babe Ruth is going to break another record.”

Bess rolled her eyes as she climbed into the backseat. “It’s bad enough we have to share a room, but with George prattling on about baseball all the time, it’s a wonder I have time to get my beauty sleep.”

“Jeepers, Bess. Everyone in the family is crazy about baseball. You’re the oddball there.”

Did my best friend just say jeepers? Things really were strange back in 1930.

After dropping Bess and George back at their house, I started feeling pangs of guilt. How could I be so excited about a car when so many people were suffering? I had a lot to think about, so rather than head back home, I took a quick drive.

My thoughts were all over the place. Would I be stuck in 1930 forever? What if I never made it back home? I missed my modern-day life, and my friends from the twenty-first century. I couldn’t even call Ned. There were no cell phones. Come to think of it, I didn’t even know if there were regular phones. Why hadn’t I paid more attention in history class when I’d had the chance? And speaking of not paying attention, I was so wrapped up in my thoughts I didn’t realize that my surroundings were becoming unfamiliar.

I don’t know when, exactly, I realized it was night. It was as if one minute the sun was out, and the next, it was dark. Really dark. There weren’t any streetlights, so all I had to guide myself was the dim glow of the car headlights.

I wanted to head on home. Turns out this was easier said than done. Yup, that’s right. I was lost. I couldn’t find one street sign, or see any of the usual landmarks. In fact, I wasn’t even sure if I was still in River Heights.

I made a U-turn, hoping that if I headed back toward where I’d come from, I’d start to figure it all out. But that’s kind of hard to do in the dark, when your mind has been wandering.

Suddenly the car made a noise I’d never heard before—a heaving squeal. It slowed down and started sputtering. I pumped the gas pedal, but the car wouldn’t pick up speed. Since it didn’t seem safe to crawl along in the dark in the middle of the street, I pulled over to the side of the road. Good thing I did, too, because a few seconds later the engine died.

With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach I checked the gas gauge. Empty.

I rested my forehead on the steering wheel. If this is a dream, I told myself, this is the perfect time to wake up. I pinched myself again, and willed myself to wake.

No such luck.

Instinctively I reached into my jacket pocket, but of course, my trusty cell phone was gone. I opened the car door and climbed out. I wondered which direction would lead me to the nearest gas station. But before I figured that out, I heard a noise coming from behind me. Blinding headlights flooded my rearview mirror. My heart leaped into my throat. Someone was approaching.

I thought about Edward and Clay. They sure resented that I’d interfered. Were they going to do something about it? I could run, but I had no idea where I was.

I held my breath as the car pulled up behind me and stopped. The car door slammed shut. Footsteps crunched on some loose pebbles on the road.

Then a familiar voice called, “Nancy, is that you?”

Turning around, I saw an old friend, who also happened to be my favorite and extremely dependable tow-truck operator. I laughed because I was so relieved. “Charlie Adams! It’s so good to see you.” I ran up and gave him a hug.

“Uh, Nancy?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

“Sorry,” I said, pulling away. Charlie shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground. His face was turning bright red. I was probably acting kinda forward for a 1930s gal. Come to think of it, I was probably being forward for a modern gal too—especially because this was Charlie I was dealing with. He’s so funny—always willing to help, but bashful whenever my praise becomes too effusive.

“Let me guess,” he said. “Car trouble?”

“I’m out of gas.”

He went back to his car and got a spare canister.

“It’s amazing how you’re always there to help me out when I need you,” I marveled. I hoped I was speaking the truth—I mean, about 1930s Charlie.

“It’s no big deal,” said Charlie. “I was on my way back to the farm when I recognized your car on the side of the road. I was planning on stopping by your house tonight, because I wanted to see you anyway.”

“Why is that?” I wondered.

Charlie placed the canister’s nozzle into the gas tank and looked up at me. “Well, I wanted to say good-bye. We’re leaving town.”

“What? You’re kidding. How come?”

“These times are rough,” Charlie explained. “The garage isn’t as busy as it used to be, and my family just can’t make ends meet.”

“There’s a lot of that going around,” I said sadly.

Charlie nodded. “We’ve heard there are more opportunities out west. Oklahoma. Arizona. Colorado, even. We’re not sure where we’ll end up. All we know for certain is that there’s not much for us here in River Heights.”

“I’ll sure miss you, Charlie.”

“I’ll miss you, too, Nancy. More than you’ll ever know.” He finished filling up my car and placed the cap back on the fuel tank. “Where are you headed?”

“Well, I’m trying to go home, but I got a little mixed up,” I admitted.

“Still not used to the new road, huh?”

“I guess not,” I said, wondering what he was talking about.

“Hard to believe that we have a real paved road going out of town,” Charlie said.

“Just one?” I asked.

Charlie laughed. Guess he thought I was joking. “If you make your first right and your second left, you’ll recognize where you are,” he said.

“Thank you, Charlie. Thanks so much for everything. And good luck to you!”

Stepping back into my car, I took off. And like a true, old-fashioned gentleman, Charlie waited until I’d left before pulling away himself.

I made it back to the house quickly. As soon as I walked through the door, I was in for yet another surprise. I was fully prepared for the missing television; just as I’d suspected, there was a large, wood-paneled radio in its place. It wasn’t the furniture; we had a lot of antiques in the house, so the look of the place was pretty much the same. And it wasn’t my dad. Sitting at his desk in his study on the ground floor, he looked the same as always. Even his dark suit had hardly changed.

“Hi, Nancy,” he called.

“Hello, Dad,” I replied.

What surprised me was the man puffing on a pipe in an easy chair across from my dad. “Hello, Chief McGinnis.”

“Nancy,” he replied with a slight nod.

“A little late getting home, don’t you think?” my dad asked.

“Um…” It hadn’t occurred to me that perhaps I had a strict curfew in 1930. “Maybe?” I replied.

“Let me guess,” my dad said. “You forgot all about our agreement.”

Forgot? Try never knowing about it in the first place! “It totally slipped my mind,” I said sheepishly. “Sorry, Dad.”

“Nancy’s still not used to sharing a car,” my dad explained to Chief McGinnis. “We only sold her car six weeks ago.”

“Of course,” I said, slapping my forehead. “That makes perfect sense.” It would be strange if the entire town was suffering, and dad and I were still sitting pretty. My dad must have fewer paying clients now. We probably sold the car because we needed money. Everyone else I’d run into so far sure needed money.

My dad looked at me strangely. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Just fine,” I said. “I’m sorry. I was at Hooverville and I lost track of time.”

“Dangerous place, Hooverville,” said Chief McGinnis. “If I had a daughter, I wouldn’t let her run around there.”

“Nancy wasn’t running around,” my dad explained. “She was delivering food to the needy, and I’m right proud of her for doing so.”

“What brings you here, Chief McGinnis?” I asked.

“Well, your father and I had a meeting at headquarters, but he couldn’t get there, on account of the fact that you were using his car,” Chief McGinnis replied.

I held back a giggle. Chief McGinnis was never my biggest fan—not in the twenty-first century, and apparently, not back in 1930, either. Some things never change.

“So what’s this meeting about?” I wondered.

Chief McGinnis looked at my father and sighed. Then my father shot me a look that I’d recognize in the past, present, or future.

“Something that’s none of my business?” I guessed.

“Exactly,” said Chief McGinnis.

I left the room, closing the door behind me. That doesn’t mean I wasn’t listening, though. Leaning against the door, I could hear everything that was being said in the study, loud and clear.

“I’m worried about what’s happening to our town,” my father said. “I just can’t believe there was another bank robbery—the second this month. All this crime in River Heights—it’s not good.”

“I agree,” Chief McGinnis replied. “But it’s all under control. The boys and I are working hard. We’ll catch those crooks. In fact, we already have an idea of who’s behind it.”

“And who is that?” my father asked

“It’s obvious,” said Chief McGinnis. “I just locked up the Bradley boys for stealing potatoes from old man Sanderley’s farm.”

“And you think that these boys were responsible for the bank robberies?” My dad didn’t say so directly, but he sure sounded as skeptical as I was.

“Their parents have been out of work for a year,” said Chief McGinnis. “The whole family has been over in Hooverville ever since. They certainly need the money.”

This was outrageous. Before I thought about it, I blurted out, “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard!”

Clapping my hand over my mouth, my eyes widened. I forgot that I wasn’t supposed to be a part of the conversation. I wasn’t even in the room.

Suddenly the door flew open and my father peered down at me, eyebrows raised.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “I couldn’t help myself.”

Of course, now that I knew what was going on, I wasn’t going to pretend that I didn’t. I marched inside, with my hands firmly planted on my hips. “You can’t equate stealing potatoes with robbing a bank. The Bradley boys were hungry. They’re not criminals.”

“And hunger leads to crime,” said Chief McGinnis. “Who really needs the money? The poor and the unemployed. This depression is turning our neighbors into crooks!”

“I don’t believe it,” I said. There’s got to be a better explanation.”

“Your daughter is very forward,” Chief McGinnis told my dad. And he wasn’t being exactly complimentary.

“I agree that Nancy shouldn’t have been listening. But at the same time, she has a point.” My father paced back and forth across the room. He took off his glasses, wiped the lenses, and slipped them back on before continuing. “True, there are many poor and hungry people here in River Heights. But I don’t think that any of our citizens would stoop to breaking the law. Not to mention the fact that all evidence points toward a professional job.”

“What evidence is that?” I wondered.

Rather than answer me, the chief just glared.

“I hear there’s a lot of gambling going on now,” I said, thinking back to Clay and Edward. “In fact, people are losing their homes in card games. What if someone came to town in order to take advantage of these hard times? Some sort of gangsters, perhaps?”

Chief McGinnis waved his hand and said, “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about any of this.”

That really got to me. I was all set to give him a piece of my mind when the doorbell rang.

“Who could that be?” asked my dad.

Chief McGinnis stood up and placed his hat back on his head. “I should be getting back to the station. Carson, it’s always a pleasure talking with you.” He turned to me and frowned. “And Nancy. Well, goodbye, Nancy.”

The three of us walked to the door. When my dad opened it he took a step back in surprise. “Hello,” he said. “Can I help you?”

I gasped.

The entire Smith family was on our doorstep—and I’d forgotten to ask my dad if they could stay.
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Chief McGinnis tipped his hat and then walked to his car.

“Um, Dad,” I said. “These are my friends, the Smiths.”

Bob shook my father’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Drew. Please call me Bob.”

“Well then, call me Carson,” said my dad.

“This is my wife, Sylvia,” Bob continued. “And these are our children. Kids, introduce yourselves.”

The children sounded off dutifully, saying their names in order of their ages.

“I’m Jerome,” mumbled the oldest.

“Betty.”

“My name is Sammy.”

The youngest pouted and shook her head stubbornly.

“Say hello, Eliza,” Sylvia urged her.

“Hello, Eliza,” the young girl repeated.

As everyone laughed, Sylvia said, “Well, the youngest is a smart aleck.” She smiled warmly. “But regardless of that, we’re so grateful for your generous hospitality.”

I tugged on my dad’s sleeve, silently hoping that he’d play along.

After glancing at me and raising his eyebrows, he turned to the Smiths and smiled. “Please don’t mention it,” he said. “It’s our pleasure.” He opened the door wider and the Smith family shuffled in.

“Hannah,” called my father. “Looks like we’ve got company.…” Since he was heading to the kitchen to find Hannah, he didn’t notice that the Smiths had come inside with their luggage and two of the mangiest dogs I’d ever seen.

I looked more closely. Make that two mangy dogs plus one mangy cat.

I quickly hid their luggage behind the sofa and hoped my dad wouldn’t ask about the animals.

Hannah breezed into the room. “We’re going to be, four, five, six…” She did a quick head count. “Eight for dinner! Oh my, I’ll need another hour to get everything together.”

Phew, I thought. Obviously my dad figured I invited the Smiths for dinner. And he seemed to have no problem with it. So far, so good.

Bob said, “I can’t quite believe how kind you’re being. To offer to have us—”

“It’s nothing!’ I said, interrupting before he could spill the beans about the extent of our generosity.

Luckily my dad played along, asking, “Can I get you something to drink?”

“I’ll have a glass of water,” said Bob.

“Me too, thank you,” said Sylvia.

“Kids?” asked my dad.

They all nodded.

Dad clapped his hands together. “All right, then. Six waters, coming right up.”

As my dad headed back to the kitchen, I rushed the Smith’s luggage upstairs. And since I was curious, I also peeked into my closet. Just as I’d suspected, it was filled with old-fashioned dresses. Ugh. At least I had the opportunity to trade my high pumps to lower pumps before going back downstairs.

As I got closer, I overheard Hannah asking the Smith kids to tie the dogs up outside.

“They’re inside dogs,” Eliza argued. “They don’t like the cold.”

“All dogs do fine in the cold. That’s why they have fur,” Hannah explained in a no-nonsense tone.

I went back into the living room to find my dad serving drinks to Bob and Sylvia.

“Yours and your daughter’s generosity is really amazing,” Bob said. “We’re so lucky that you’re willing to help us during this—”

“Excuse me,” I said, cutting him off. “Dad, will you come with me for a moment.”

Before he could answer me, I pulled him into his study and closed the door behind us.

“What’s going on, Nancy?”

“I need to tell you something about the Smiths.”

“They seem awfully grateful that we’re having them over. It’s very strange,” said my dad. “You’d think they’ve never been dinner guests before.”

“Well, the thing is…” I took a deep breath. I couldn’t think of a gentle way to say it, so I just blurted out the truth. “The Smiths just lost their house,” I said. “And I invited them to stay with us until, until…”

My father crossed his arms and looked at me with raised eyebrows.

“Until I figure out how to fix everything,” I finished. “There’s something fishy going on, I just know it. And I promise I’ll get to the bottom of things.”

My dad didn’t say anything to me for a long time.

“Is it okay?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s okay, Nancy,” said my dad. “But I really wish you’d checked with me first.”

“I wanted to. There just wasn’t time,” I argued. “I’m sorry, Dad, but these men were ready to send them to Hooverville. It was awful.”

“I understand,” my dad assured me. “And I’m happy to help. Still, I don’t want Hannah to be too burdened with extra work.”

“I’ll take some of it on,” I said. “She’ll hardly know they’re—”

Suddenly we heard a bloodcurdling scream coming from the far end of the house. The two of us raced toward the sound.

We found Hannah in the kitchen, red faced and out of breath. Her eyes were wide, and she was standing on a chair. “There’s a rat in the house!” she screamed.

“It’s not a rat,” said Betty, holding up a furry animal proudly. “It’s my pet mouse. His name is Ezra.”

“Mice are not pets,” Hannah replied matter-of-factly. “Mice are rodents!”

“Well, it’s my pet rodent then,” Betty said.

“You, my dear, are going to have your hands full,” said my dad, tugging on my ponytail.

After everyone calmed down and we put Betty’s pet mouse in a shoe box upstairs, we sat down for dinner.

Hannah was amazing. She’d managed to stretch a roast chicken for two into a feast for eight. She’d shredded the chicken and made it into a casserole, put together a large salad, cooked some extra beets, whipped up some dinner rolls, and mashed a slew of potatoes.

“This looks delicious,” said Sylvia.

“I hate beets,” said Sammy.

“Sammy, we’re guests in this home,” Sylvia scolded. “Where are your manners?”

“I want to go home,” Eliza pouted.

“We don’t have a home anymore,” said Jerome. “Daddy lost it in a card game.”

“Stop it, Jerome,” said Betty. “It wasn’t Daddy’s fault. Those men cheated. We’re going to sort all this out eventually.”

“I want spaghetti,” Sammy said. “Mom, you promised I could have spaghetti today.”

“I did no such thing,” Sylvia replied, clearly embarrassed.

Hannah stood over the table with her hands clasped behind her back. I shot her an apologetic look. She winked at me. Hannah was a great sport. I couldn’t be any luckier.

Once they quit complaining, the children started shoveling food into their mouths. It was the craziest thing I’d seen in ages. They ate as if this was their first meal all day. Other than Sammy’s beets, the Smiths’ plates were empty within minutes.

My father and I exchanged glances. He was thinking the same thing I was, I’m sure—that it was a good thing the Smiths were staying with us.

“How about those Yankees?” I asked, in an attempt to break up the silence that had fallen over the dining room. “Anyone see the game last weekend?”

“See the game?” asked Jerome. “Are you crazy? How would we have gotten all the way to New York?”

“I didn’t mean live, silly. I meant did you see it on TV?”

“I’ve never even seen a TV,” said Sammy. “Have you?”

Uh-oh! How could I have forgotten that this was a dinner in 1930? I read a book once on the history of television in the United States. Even though it was invented here in the 1920s, it didn’t become popular until the late 1940s when television started to slowly creep into homes.

“Nancy is just teasing you,” Sylvia said, coming to my rescue. “We all listened to the game on the radio.”

“Yes, I was kidding,” I said. “Of course I haven’t seen a television. So who’re your favorite players? Is anyone a fan of Babe Ruth?”

The children shrugged unenthusiastically.

Betty dipped Eliza’s braid into her glass of milk.

“Dad!” Eliza cried.

“Girls, behave,” said Bob. He’d been really quiet until that point. I guessed he was feeling pretty guilty.

“Our children’s favorite team is the Dodgers,” said Sylvia. “They can name just about every player.”

Phew—the Dodgers were a team I could talk about—and not just because I saw them on TV. “I went to a Dodgers game once,” I said. “My friends Bess, George, and I flew to California to visit—”

Suddenly Jerome cut me off. “What do you mean you flew to California?” he asked. “Who are you, Amelia Earhart?”

Yikes! I’d done it again. Everyone was staring at me as if I was crazy. Flying wasn’t a commonly used method of transportation until the 1950s. And if I had my history right, Amelia Earhart had just flown across the Atlantic—a huge achievement.

“Ha! I was just kidding again,” I said, taking a large bite of mashed potatoes. It was a strategic move. If someone questioned me, I figured I could just mumble unintelligibly.
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Miraculously, I made it through dinner without calling further attention to myself. Afterward the kids went outside to play with their dogs. My dad had some work to finish up. Although he had fewer business cases these days, he had plenty of bankruptcy cases. He disappeared into his study. And I went to the sitting room for tea with Sylvia and Bob.

“I was hoping you could tell me more about this card game,” I said to Bob. “Where did it take place?”

“At the new casino, downtown.”

“New casino?” I asked.

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it,” said Sylvia. “Everyone’s talking about it.”

“Right now it’s pretty makeshift—a couple of card tables in some rooms at the back of a bar. But they’re raising money to open up a huge place,” Bob explained.

“How are they doing that?” I wondered.

“Clay and his wife are in charge of the project. They’ve been talking up local investors. You know, all the people who haven’t been wiped out by Black Tuesday.”

“Do you happen to know where Clay is from?” I asked.

“I certainly asked him and his friends,” said Bob. “But they wouldn’t say. I guess that should have been my first clue that things were fishy.”

“He has friends here? What do they look like?” I wondered.

Bob shrugged. “Big guys, all in fancy suits. They’re always at the bar together, chomping on their cigars, playing cards, or just sitting around, talking. And Clay’s wife is always hanging around.”

“Loretta!” I exclaimed.

Bob gave me a funny look. “Yes. How do you know about Loretta?”

“Um,” I said, “I’ve heard people talk about her. Some of my friends know her. She stands out, doesn’t she?”

“She sure does,” said Bob. “She wears a fancy mink stole, a big diamond necklace, ruby earrings—like she’s going to some fancy party, rather than hanging around a dingy bar.”

“Can you take me to see them?” I asked. “At the bar, I mean?”

Bob coughed nervously. “I don’t know how to say this, Nancy, so I’m just going to have to say it. The bar is no place for a young lady.”

I was about to protest when I realized something. This was 1930—it was fashionable to be closed minded about where women should and shouldn’t be. Ugh.

I decided to play it cool. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of going to a place like that,” I said. I blinked my eyes in my best imitation of Bess. “I was just curious.”

It took a lot of convincing, but eventually Bob gave me detailed instructions to the casino. And as if he suspected I might try to go, he insisted that I wouldn’t even be allowed inside.

I smiled and played along. He obviously didn’t know who he was dealing with.

“What game were you playing, anyway?” I wondered.

“Poker,” said Mr. Smith. “At first I couldn’t lose. Every hand they dealt me was a winner. I was up, too. Way up—close to one hundred dollars.”

Considering the whopping eighteen-dollar bet, I could see how one hundred dollars was an enormous amount of money back in 1930. Maybe it was like one thousand dollars today, or perhaps even closer to what ten thousand dollars would be.

“So why didn’t you leave when you were ahead?” I wondered.

“Believe me, I wanted to,” said Bob. “That’s the only way to succeed at gambling—knowing when to quit. Sometimes, though, quitting isn’t so easy. Especially when you’re surrounded by four big guys who don’t want you leaving with their money. I told the guys I had to scram, but they wouldn’t let me. I tried everything—I even said I had to be home, or I’d be in trouble with the missus.”

I glanced at Sylvia. Her eyes were shiny with tears. I started feeling sick to my stomach as I sensed what was coming next.

Bob set his teacup down on the coffee table and clasped his hands together. “So we started playing again, and that’s when I started losing. I wanted to go when I was down to nothing. I figured, hey, they won their money back. We all had some fun. Let’s just call it a night. So I tried to leave, but that didn’t work. When I got up to go, two of the men blocked the door. They said I couldn’t leave until they said so. They said that gambling in River Heights was illegal. And unless I stayed as long as they wanted me to, they’d turn me in. Of course, I pointed out that it was their game. But they told me it didn’t matter. They would all maintain it was my fault and the cops would believe them. I know it sounds crazy, but you’ve got to understand. At the time I felt like I had no choice. All I could think about was the fact that I have a family to take care of. I can’t go to jail. I had no choice but to play another round. And I kept playing until I’d lost all of our savings—and then some.”

“It’s a horrible story,” I said, handing Sylvia a tissue, since there were now tears streaming down her face. “And it sounds to me like a scam.”

“But how can you prove that?” asked Bob.

Suddenly we heard the sound of shattering glass and a scream.

Everyone raced into the kitchen.

When we got there, I gasped. Hannah was in the center of the kitchen, looking even more frazzled than before.

“What’s going on now?” asked my dad.

“Frog,” said Hannah. Her voice was shaking. “There’s a frog in my kitchen!”

“Her name is Daisy,” said Eliza.

“You have a pet frog?” asked Hannah, in a much calmer tone of voice. It was as if she was so surprised, she forgot to be scared or angry.

“At least it’s not a rodent,” I pointed out, trying to look on the bright side.

“How many pets do you have, exactly?” Hannah asked.

“Just five,” said Eliza. She counted on one hand, starting with her thumb. “There’s Daisy the frog, Ezra the mouse. Er, rodent, I mean. We have the two dogs, Spot and Sniffles, and the cat, who I named Kitty, but Jerome calls her Stinky.”

“We used to have six pets,” Sammy volunteered. “But the snake got away.”

“The snake?” I asked. “When did this snake get away?”

“Over a month ago,” said Jerome.

“Oh, good,” said Hannah. Seeing the unhappy expressions on the faces of the Smith children she said, “I mean, I’m sorry you lost him. But I’m glad he didn’t escape in our house.”

“The snake is a she,” said Sammy. Turning to leave the room, his arm brushed against a glass dish on the kitchen counter, knocking it to the ground where it shattered.

“Oh, dear,” said Sylvia. “I’m so sorry about this! We’ll pay you back. It may take a while, but it’s the least we can do.”

“Please don’t worry,” I said. “We haven’t had kids living here in ages. Not since I was a kid actually. But tomorrow, when everyone is in school, Hannah and I will take a couple of hours to childproof the house.”

“That would be wonderful,” said Sylvia. “There’s just one problem.”

“What’s that?” I wondered.

“There is no school for them to go to,” Bob said.
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Hooverville Is Haunting

What do you mean ‘there’s no school’?” I asked.

“The local government had to shut it down last month,” Sylvia explained.

Not only was this horrible news, it made no sense. “I don’t understand.”

“The town couldn’t afford to pay the teacher, so she had to quit.” Bob looked at me with suspicion. “This isn’t exactly news. I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it.”

“I guess I’ve been preoccupied.” Things were so much worse than I’d realized. But something that Bob said struck me as strange. “You said, ‘the teacher quit,’ as if there’s only one.”

“Of course,” said Bob. “Didn’t you go to the one-room schoolhouse on Lenora Drive when you were younger?”

I knew exactly what he was talking about. River Heights in 1930 was a really small town—so small that apparently, a one-room schoolhouse worked just fine. The building was on the other side of town. Years later the historical society would use it to house their collection of quilts and antique furniture. I’d known in theory that at one time the structure was used as a school. I just hadn’t realized that now, 1930, was that time.

“Who is this teacher?” I asked.

“Miss O’Brian, of course,” Bob replied.

“It’s not her fault,” Sylvia added. “She worked for free for the longest time, but after she went through her savings, she couldn’t pay her rent, and the landlord evicted her.”

“Where does Miss O’Brian live now?”

“Over in Hooverville, I suppose,” said Bob. “Same place we’d be living if it wasn’t for you.”

I was about to question them further when I noticed Sylvia hide a yawn behind her closed fist. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been talking nonstop, and you’re probably exhausted. Let me show you the guest rooms.”

Sylvia and Bob gathered their children from outside. It took some time, because Eliza was very upset about leaving the dogs. She wanted to sleep out there with them, but her parents wouldn’t hear of it.

Once that was settled, I led them all upstairs. We put the boys, Jerome and Sammy, in the small guest bedroom, while their parents got the larger one. I made up the second bed in my room for the girls, Betty and Eliza. They were so small it wasn’t hard for them to share the single bed.

After everyone was settled, I went to help Hannah with all the dishes. “Thank you so much for putting together such a great dinner,” I told her.

“Oh, it’s my pleasure,” said Hannah. “I’m always happy to help. That poor family. Did you see how hungry the children were?”

I nodded.

“Which reminds me,” said Hannah. “Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“We’re out of milk and eggs, and we could also use a loaf of bread by breakfast.”

“I’m going to Hooverville anyway,” I said. “I’ll pick them up on the way.”

“Tomorrow morning, you mean? Better check with your father. I believe he has a meeting downtown.”

“Oh, no. I’m going now.”

Hannah gasped. “At this hour? It’s so late!”

I checked the clock on the wall above the kitchen sink. “It’s eight o’clock,” I pointed out.

“I know,” said Hannah. “Shouldn’t you be thinking about going to sleep?”

There was no way I could sleep knowing my hometown was such a mess. This was the United States, where everyone was supposed to be guaranteed a good, free education. Why should all the children in River Heights suffer just because we were in the middle of a depression? It just wasn’t right, and I wasn’t going to stand for it. “I have a lot to do tonight,” I said. “Plus, I’m not tired.”

“I think you should speak to your father first,” Hannah said.

Without a dishwasher, doing the dishes with Hannah took twice as long as usual. After we finished, I went to my dad’s study and asked him if I could borrow the car.

“Sure,” my dad said, without even looking up from his desk. “You can take it first thing in the morning. Just have it back by noon, because I’m due in court later in the afternoon.”

“Um,” I said, “I mean, can I please borrow the car… now?”

My dad must have been awfully surprised. He pressed down so hard on his pencil the tip broke off. Frowning, he looked back up at me. “Nancy, it’s so late.”

“It’s only eight thirty. There’s no way I can sleep. The Smiths told me about Miss O’Brian. I know if I talk to her, I can convince her to go back to the school.”

“Almost every parent in River Heights has already tried that,” he replied. “The issue is a lot more complicated than you realize.”

“Please,” I said. “I just can’t sleep knowing things are so bad. Plus, we’re out of milk and eggs. Bread, too. Hannah needs them all for breakfast. I can stop by the store on the way.”

“Mr. Babson decided to keep his grocery store open until midnight because he’ll do anything to get more customers. That doesn’t mean that you have to go there so late.”

“Dad, this is important. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t.”

Dad worried about me sometimes, but he never held me back from doing the right thing. At least my twenty-first century dad was like that. I just hoped this version of him was the same. I waited patiently.

Finally he said, “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to go to Hooverville with or without my permission?”

That was close enough to a yes for me. I was so excited, I leaped into the air. “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best!”

He held the car keys out to me. Before taking them, I kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll be home before you know it.”

“I hope so,” he replied. “I’ll be up waiting.”

Even though Charlie had just filled the gas tank, I checked it anyway before pulling out of the driveway. I was also careful to pay close attention to the streets, straining my eyes against the darkness to make out landmarks along the way. No way was I going to repeat the scene from a few hours earlier.

The grocery store was in the same place as always, but it sure looked different. For one thing, it was half the size. The shelves were stocked with all the standard products, but there was much less of a choice. For instance, I was used to seeing at least ten types of soap, each one with its own, colorful packaging. Now there were only two, and they were both wrapped in generic, brown paper. The snack aisle was tiny too. Of the three brands of potato chips, all were plain. None of them even had ridges. Sour-cream-and-onion-flavored chips probably wouldn’t even be invented for another sixty years.

Another weird thing: There was no big, two-aisle freezer section. Only one small ice box. And literally, it was a wooden box, with a flat panel at the bottom for the ice. We had one in the basement at home—Hannah had showed me once. Of course, we didn’t use ours—but that’s because we had a big refrigerator. Apparently there was an ice man who delivered a block of ice to this store every morning, to keep perishable items cold. Bizarro!

I was wandering through the aisles when I overheard someone speaking with the grocery-store owner, Mr. Babson.

“All finished here, sir,” he said.

The voice sounded so familiar. Hmm. I went over to investigate. Crouching behind a bin of apples, I peeked out. The guy’s back was to me, so all I could tell was that he was tall with dark hair.

“Okay,” said Mr. Babson. “You worked for three hours, so I owe you ninety cents worth of groceries.”

“Thank you.” The young man turned around and started walking toward me.

It was then that I realized why his voice had sounded so familiar. “Ned Nickerson!” I yelled, jumping out from behind the produce section.

“Ah!” He jumped back. “Nancy, you scared me. What are you doing here?”

“I’m buying some eggs,” I explained. “The better question is what are you doing here?”

As Ned hung his head, his bangs swept down over his eyes. “I was afraid this would happen. That’s why I chose to work such late hours.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I didn’t want you to find out I was working here,” he said. “It’s kind of embarrassing.”

Just then Mr. Babson came over with a paper bag. “Here you go, Ned. Take this spare chicken to your mom, and send her my regards.”

“What’s going on?” I asked as Ned took the bag.

“I come here for a few hours every night. I’m trying to help my parents make ends meet,” he said. “I’m not even working for money. Mr. Babson is short on cash, so he pays me in groceries instead. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just—I didn’t know if you’d want to go steady with a guy who worked at a grocery store.”

“Don’t apologize, Ned. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I think that’s the sweetest thing in the world.”

Ned sighed deeply. “I’m so happy to hear you say that, Nancy. I had no idea how you’d react. I’m still going to school though. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried.”

“Well, I’d better get these home. See you later.” Ned gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and headed out the door.

I found the eggs, milk, and bread without any trouble, and went to the cash register. “That all, Nancy?” asked Mr. Babson.

“Yes, sir.” I handed over the little bit of change I had left in my pocket. Fortunately, it was just enough.

Before I went to find Miss O’Brian, I had another stop to make. Turning onto River Street, I followed Bob’s directions to the bar/casino. Driving by slowly, I could see lots of people milling around out front. I parked the car on the other side of the street and watched. I quickly spotted Loretta; she was impossible to miss. Even more stunning in person, she had on a full-length, black mink coat. Since she wore it open, I could also see her fancy red, sequined dress and high heels. Loretta was laughing hysterically. Next to her was an older man. He looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t place him.

I felt like warning him to watch out for his wallet, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.

What I needed was a plan.

Just then I saw Edward. And worse than that—he spotted me. As he crossed the street and walked swiftly toward my car, I sped away.

Hooverville sure was different at night. So quiet and still, it felt like a ghost town. I supposed that most people had already turned in for the evening. Only one bonfire was still going strong. The bright orange flames reflected off the sides of the tin shacks.

I wandered around the sad place, asking everyone I came across if they knew Miss O’Brian. It took some time, but eventually a young boy led me to a small hut made of scrap metal and cardboard. At the entrance was a smaller piece of cardboard. Someone had drawn a pineapple on it and written WELCOME. I knocked on the side of the shack.

I heard, “Come in.” A pretty, blond young woman with large brown eyes was huddled under a torn shawl, and she was eating a potato off a chipped plate. Next to her was an open can of beans. It was so empty it looked as if the sides had been licked clean.

“Miss O’Brian?” I asked.

“That’s me,” she replied.

“My name is Nancy Drew,” I said, holding out my hand. “I’m sorry to disturb you during your dinner, but I was hoping we could talk.”

Miss O’Brian shook my hand, then motioned to the empty stool opposite hers. “Have a seat, Miss Drew.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Please, call me Nancy. I’m a friend of the Smiths. They have four children. Jerome and Sammy—”

“Betty and Eliza,” Miss O’Brian said, cutting me off. “I know the Smith family very well.”

“Well, I’ve just met them,” I explained. “They told me that the school had closed down. And I was wondering, is there any way I can help?”

“Depends,” said Miss O’Brian, wrapping her shawl more tightly around her shoulders. “Do you know Herbert Hoover?”

“The president?” I asked. “No, I can’t say that I do.”

“Well, he’s the only one who can help,” said Miss O’Brian. “River Heights is in shambles. The town simply has no money.”

“But how are we going to get out of this mess if our children aren’t educated? I know times are tough, but this is the United States. Everyone deserves an education.”

Miss O’Brian shook her head. “Nancy, I understand what you’re saying. And I appreciate your coming here. You obviously care for the children of this town a great deal. I do too, but I’ve already done everything I can.”

“What do you mean?”

“I agreed to take a small pay cut six months ago, and I hardly blinked when they cut my salary in half soon after that. But when the town of River Heights stopped sending me checks altogether, well—I just couldn’t survive. I have to eat.”

“Yes, I know. I’m so sorry. It’s a terrible situation all around.”

“Imagine how I feel,” said Miss O’Brian. “I’ve been teaching for ten years. It’s my passion. I never thought I’d have to stop.”

“What if we found you some money,” I said. “Maybe we can take up a collection among the parents.”

Miss O’Brian shook her head stubbornly. “First of all, the parents don’t have any money. And second, I refuse to become a charity case.”

“It wouldn’t be charity,” I argued.

Miss O’Brian sat up straighter. “I may have lost my home, and I may have lost my career, but I haven’t lost my pride, and I don’t plan to.”

“I certainly respect your feelings. I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Nancy. There are thousands of people in this town. Many of them are very smart. No one knows what to do.”

“It’s such a shame that the children have to suffer.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Miss O’Brian. “Believe me. I wish there was another way.”

“There is another way,” I said. “There has to be. And I’m not going to rest until I figure it out.”

Miss O’Brian smiled at me. “You’re certainly an optimistic one,” she said. “I surely hope you’re right.”

“Do you need a place to stay?” I asked. “The Smiths have filled our guest bedrooms, but we have a very comfortable study.…”

Miss O’Brian shook her head once more. “It’s a generous offer, Nancy. But as I said before, I’m not a charity case.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

Miss O’Brian held her chin up high. “And I believe you. But I’m comfortable enough right here in Hooverville.”

“Okay then,” I said, standing up. “I’m going to think of something. Really, I will.”

Miss O’Brian smiled kindly. “It was very nice meeting you, Nancy.”

I hurried back to where I’d parked, feeling as if I was in some horrible nightmare that I couldn’t wake from. So many people were so desperate. Everything seemed so hopeless. And I’d no idea how to help. By the time I reached the car, hot tears were starting to trickle down my face.

After finding a handkerchief in the glove compartment, I dried my eyes and blew my nose. I took some deep and steady breaths, shifted into second gear, and slowly rolled out of Hooverville. If I could, I’d have gathered up every single homeless family and moved them all into mine and Dad’s house. The fact that I couldn’t do that, and that I didn’t know what to do, left me feeling like my heart had broken into a thousand tiny pieces.

As I drove I wracked my brain, trying to come up with a solution.

Here were the facts: Miss O’Brian wanted to teach, but she had to eat—and to eat, she needed money. The town wanted her to teach, but it had no money with which to pay her.

It was a simple problem with no easy solution.

I thought about how Ned worked for Mr. Babson for food. Maybe Miss O’Brian could too. But then she wouldn’t have any time to teach. Of course, if someone else worked those hours for her…

By the time I got home I had an inkling of an idea. It was small, but it was something.

Lying awake in bed that night, listening to the small, steady breaths of Eliza and Betty across the room, a plan came to me. It wouldn’t be easy to pull off, but it was going to work. It just had to.
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When in Doubt, Blame It on a Belgian

It’s a barter system,” I said to Bess. “It came to me last night. You see, on my way to Hooverville I had to stop by the grocery store to pick up some things for Hannah, and it was the strangest thing—I ran into Ne—um. This guy Neum.”

“What kind of name is that?” Bess wondered.

“Sounds foreign,” said George.

“That’s because it is,” I said. “Neum is from Belgium.” I didn’t want to lie to my friends, but I also didn’t want to blow Ned’s cover. I had a feeling that since he didn’t want me knowing about his work at the grocery store, he wouldn’t want others knowing either. I thought it was totally admirable that Ned would help his family out like this. Nothing to be ashamed of—but still, it was his business, so it was his call. “Anyway, Neum was working there, sweeping up and stuff. But instead of paying him in cash, Mr. Babson paid him in food.”

“Weird,” said Bess.

“Kind of. But it also makes a lot of sense, when you think about it. Anyway, he and Mr. Babson had worked it all out and it got me thinking that maybe we can do the same thing in Hooverville—”

“Wait, slow down,” said George. “We’re barely awake.”

“Sorry,” I replied. “I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself.” It was true. I just couldn’t contain my enthusiasm. As soon as I’d woken up that morning, I threw on another uncomfortable dress, brushed the tangles from my hair, and then drove over to George and Bess’s house. I needed to fill them in fast, because in order to make my plan work, I’d need their help. I didn’t realize it was only 7:30 a.m. until I’d knocked on their front door. After they let me inside, I saw that their families were eating breakfast in their pajamas. They seemed so comfy and happy. It left me feeling nostalgic. I was starting to wonder if I’d ever get home to the twenty-first century. I sure hoped so. I mean, yes, some things were familiar—but this still wasn’t exactly home for me.

I took a deep breath and tried to slow myself down. “So I thought we’d help everyone set up a system of trading,” I explained. “Miss O’Brian wants to teach, but she needs to eat. No way would she take charity. She’s very stubborn on that point. But what if the townspeople paid her to teach their children with something other than money?”

“Like what?” asked Bess.

“Her meals, and maybe rides to and from the schoolhouse. Whatever she needs.”

“That just might be crazy enough to work,” said George.

“I have a hunch the Smiths will think it’s a great idea, and I bet they’d be happy to help. Bob Smith was a tailor before he had to give up his shop. But he still has his supplies, so he can always work from home—er, from my home for now.”

“I hardly think that Miss O’Brian needs new dresses, though,” George said.

“But someone must,” I pointed out.

“I know!” said Bess. “When we were passing out bread yesterday in Hooverville, I ran into an old neighbor, Mrs. West. She’s got three children. She wanted her oldest to go to work, but he couldn’t even leave their shack because his pants were so worn out—they were practically in shreds.”

“That’s so sad,” said George.

“It is,” said Bess. “But now we can ask Mr. Smith to make him a new pair.”

“And what will her son do in return?” asked George.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s go find out.”

George grinned and said, “This is swell.”

Swell? It was so hard not to laugh.

“Give us five minutes,” said Bess.

My friends ran upstairs and returned soon after, fully dressed and ready to motor.

Once at the car, George hopped into the rumble seat. “Let’s go!”

We arrived in Hooverville in no time. “Remind me that I need to be home by noon, okay?” I asked.

“No problem,” George said. “Do you have a date with Ned?”

I shook my head. “Nope, Dad needs the car.” I didn’t want to let my father down two days in a row, especially now, since he was being so nice about letting the Smiths stay with us.

I led my friends to Miss O’Brian’s shack and introduced everyone.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” said Miss O’Brian.

“Likewise,” George replied. “My little brother raves about you.”

“My sister does too,” said Bess. “Do you know Scott Fayne and Maggie Marvin?”

“Of course I do.” Miss O’Brian beamed. “They were two of my best students. And they’re cousins, so that must mean—”

“We are too,” said George.

Miss O’Brian looked so surprised. “I never would have guessed it.”

Bess laughed. “No one ever does.”

“So what brings you back to Hooverville so soon?” Miss O’Brian asked.

“I figured out how to get you back in the classroom,” I said.

“Really?” asked Miss O’Brian with raised eyebrows.

“I know you won’t take charity, but what if we worked out a barter system? That way, you’d be teaching for goods and services instead of money.” I explained the idea to her in as much detail as I’d worked out, using the example of “Neum,” the mysterious Belgian.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said, clapping her hands together. “Do you think everyone will go for it?”

“I don’t see why not,” I said. “They’ve got nothing to lose. The trick is in the coordination, but we’ll take care of that.”

My friends and I split up so we could get the word out. George headed downtown to speak with all the merchants, and Bess and I were going to poll everyone in Hooverville. Our plan was to make up two lists: the first would be of goods and services people could offer, and the second would be of what they needed. Bess and I would match those up with George’s list of stores willing to participate.

Miss O’Brian and I sat down outside her shack. It was a nice day, warm for the fall. The sun was out, and the leaves on the trees ranged in color from golden yellow to bright orange to burnt red.

“I thought we’d start by making a list of everything you need—not just in order to teach, but also to live relatively comfortably,” I said, pulling out my notebook and pencil.

“Okay,” said Miss O’Brian. “The first thing I need is three square meals a day.”

“Got it,” I said, writing it down. “Now, what else?”

“Some of the desks in the schoolhouse are broken. It would be wonderful if someone could repair them.”

“Check,” I said.

“The children could use new writing tablets.”

“Okay.”

We finished twenty minutes later. As I’d suspected, Miss O’Brian required very little for herself, but she wanted the kids in town to have as much as possible. I wandered through Hooverville in search of Bess so I could hand off the information to her.

As I looked around I realized that the plan was working out much better than I’d anticipated. The area was buzzing with excitement. Word of the bartering spread throughout Hooverville, and everyone seemed to agree that the system would be a great, temporary solution to their circumstances. Bess was doing an amazing job organizing the barter list. She’d already filled half a notebook. Turns out, lots of people had already been bartering on an individual level. All we were doing was fueling the fire—making the system more widespread and efficient.

I was so happy to see that the true spirit of the citizens of River Heights would not be suppressed. The people of Hooverville may have lost a lot in terms of money, jobs, and their homes, but they still had something infinitely more valuable: hope.

I was feeling so great. Nothing could bring me down—or so I thought. Then I heard police sirens sound off in the distance. And they were getting louder. Moments later four cars and a paddy wagon screeched to a stop in Hooverville. At least fifteen police officers got out of the vehicles and swarmed the area. They peered into people’s shacks and tents, seemingly at random.

Something was up. And it looked bad—very bad.


8

Hasty Conclusions

I ran over to Chief McGinnis, who was supervising the search. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Who are you looking for?”

“Whoever robbed the River Heights First Security Trust,” he replied.

I couldn’t believe it. “There was another bank robbery?”

“Yup,” said the chief. “That makes three this month. Don’t worry though. I’m not leaving Hooverville until I find the guys who did it.”

“What makes you think that the thief is here?” I asked.

“It’s obvious, Nancy. Who else is so poor and desperate they’d need to steal?” Chief McGinnis answered.

His faulty logic sure was bugging me. “These people may be poor, but they’re certainly not desperate,” I countered. “Plus, they’re working out their own problems just fine. Everyone is pretty hopeful. See, we’re working out a new system of bar—”

I didn’t get to finish my sentence because Chief McGinnis cut me off. “Nancy, I don’t mean to be rude, but we’ve got work to do here.”

“Of course,” I said, biting my tongue.

Just then a short, stout officer dragged a young boy over to where the police cars were parked. He was holding the boy by the collar. “This is exactly how she described him.”

“Someone witnessed the bank robbery?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” said the officer. “Our witness saw another crime.”

“Who’s the witness?” I asked.

Just then I heard a familiar voice coming from behind us. “Me!” she said.

I spun around and widened my eyes. Could it be?

“DeeDee?” I asked.

“That’s Miss Shannon to you, Nancy Drew,” she said primly. “And besides, my name is Deirdre!”

Ugh. Some things never change.

Deirdre was dressed in a fancy party dress. It was pale pink and poofy. With her white, elbow-length gloves, she looked as if she’d stepped straight out of the pages of a fashion magazine. Sort of strange for a weekday jaunt to Hooverville.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m helping out Chief McGinnis,” she replied. “We’re catching a crook. I know that’s usually your territory. Or at least, you have that reputation. But it looks like you’ve got some competition now.”

“I’m not interested in competing with you. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.”

Deirdre pointed to the boy the police officer was holding. “This boy stole an apple pie right off my windowsill. Why they even let him wander the streets in my neighborhood, I’ve no idea. It’s obvious he doesn’t belong.”

“I’m so sorry,” said the boy. His voice was quivering. “My grandmother was so hungry, and it’s her birthday. I just wanted to do something nice. You see, she’s sick and it’s been so hard for her since we lost our house.”

With her hands on her hips, Deirdre peered down at him and said quite snootily, “It’s illegal to steal, even if it is for your so-called grandmother.”

“Deirdre, why are you being so hard on him?” I asked. “Times are so rough—he’s only doing what he thinks he needs to.”

Deirdre scoffed at me. “Oh, that’s a fine excuse. Things aren’t so bad. My family’s doing great.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Anyone who wants to can find a job,” she continued. “In fact, my dad’s investing in the big new casino. It’s all legal, of course; he’s figured out a way to be involved, since it’s such a profitable enterprise. They’ll need plenty of people working there soon.”

I suddenly realized why the man talking to Loretta at the casino last night had looked so familiar. He was Deirdre’s father. And, hello—legal? “He’s not investing with Loretta and Clay Gaines, is he?”

“Yes—what’s it got to do with you?” asked Deirdre. “The Gaineses are coming over for dinner. That’s why I made the apple pie in the first place. They’re wonderful people. So sophisticated.”

Yikes! Dilemma: Do I tell Deirdre to hide the crystal? Or do I let her family entertain the crooks, which could lead to them making a huge mistake? “I’d be careful around them,” I said. Vague, but still a warning. I just hoped she’d listen to me.

“Oh, Nancy. You’re just jealous,” Deirdre replied.

“I’m really not,” I said. “Seriously, Deirdre. Warn your family to be careful. At least wait a few days before writing the Gaineses any checks.”

“Oh, I’ve had enough of this,” said Deirdre. “I can’t believe I’m hanging around Hooverville talking to Nancy Drew. How perfectly dreadful! Chief McGinnis, I’ve helped you find the boy. Now please take me home.”

Hoping that Chief McGinnis would be more reasonable, I asked, “Do you really think this young man is so guilty that he should be arrested?”

“The pie was just the beginning, I’ll bet,” the chief replied. “What’s your name, young man?”

“Barry,” said the boy. “Barry Stevenson.”

“So where did you hide all that dough?” asked the officer.

“Uh, I didn’t hide it,” said Barry. “The pie is gone. We ate it. I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll pay you back.”

“We’re talking about the money from the bank heist,” the chief said. “Not the pie dough.”

I read panic in Barry’s eyes. His voice cracked as he said, “Bank heist? I don’t know anything about that.”

“Put him in the car,” Chief McGinnis ordered. “We’ll handle this downtown.”

“Wait a second,” I cried. “There’s a big difference between stealing an apple pie and robbing a bank. This boy can’t be more than ten years old.”

“You’re right,” another officer chimed in. “I’ll bet he had help. Let’s haul in his entire family.”

“What?” I cried. What the police were doing had to be illegal. I wished my dad was here. He’d know how to sort this all out.

Just then I realized something. “Does anyone have the time?” I asked.

“It’s five minutes after twelve,” one of the officers told me.

Darn. In other words, it was five minutes past the time I promised my dad I’d be home.

“I need to run—but don’t worry,” I said to Barry. “I’m going to help you. I promise!”
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Dropping Hints

I made it home in record time—which was something, considering this car wasn’t nearly as powerful as my hybrid. Still, I was fifteen minutes late. My dad was waiting for me on the front porch, dressed in a coat and hat, with his briefcase beside him.

“Dad. I’m so sorry. I lost track of the time.” I rushed up to him and handed him the keys. “I would have called, but, but cell phones haven’t been invented yet.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Oh, um, nothing,” I said. “Bad joke.” Actually, it was a good joke—if only there was someone around to get it.

“How did everything go this morning?” asked my dad. “You left in quite a hurry.”

“Everything was wonderful until Chief McGinnis showed up,” I replied. I told him about the apple pie, and how Barry and the entire Stevenson family were hauled downtown.

“Well, that’s horrible,” my dad said. “I’ll head over to the station as soon as I finish up in court. See if I can’t get some information.”

“I have a better idea,” I said, following him to the car. “Take me with you and drop me off at the police station. I’d like to talk to Chief McGinnis myself.”

I hopped into the passenger seat before my dad could argue. On our way downtown I explained how we were able to get Miss O’Brian back in the schoolhouse.

He thought it sounded like a great idea. “I’m so proud of you, Nancy. That’s wonderful news. Did you find anything out for the Smiths?”

“I’m still working on that piece of the puzzle,” I said. I just knew that Clay and Loretta were up to no good. They had to be behind the bank robberies. And I even had the sneaking suspicion that they were about to swindle local investors out of lots of money. All I needed was the proof.

“Well, Hannah would sure be grateful if you figured it out.”

“The Smith children are a handful, huh?” I asked.

“I’m afraid so. The mouse got loose again. Scared Hannah half to death.”

Dad dropped me off in front of the police station. I was about to walk inside when George rushed toward me.

“Hello there, Nancy.”

“What’s up, George?”

For some reason George stopped in her tracks and stared up in the sky. “Can’t see anything except some clouds.”

“Huh?” I asked.

“You asked me what was up. I thought maybe you saw a plane,” said George. “Wouldn’t that be swell?”

“‘What’s up’ is an expression,” I explained. “As in, ‘Hey, how’s it going?’”

“Hay?” asked George. “As in, the hay that horses eat? Is that the expression?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “But never mind.”

“Is this all part of your amnesia?” she wondered out loud.

I smiled weakly. “I suppose so.”

“Hmm. You sure you don’t want to see the doctor?”

“No, that’s okay. I think I’m getting better,” I said, lying through my teeth. Honestly, I was getting more and more worried about my predicament—when would this end? But I had a hunch the doctor wouldn’t be able to solve that problem.

“Well, anyway,” said George. “Everyone I talked to thinks the bartering system sounds swell. I have a huge list of merchants willing to trade their goods for services. I can’t wait to get back to Hooverville to show Bess.”

“After you do that, can you do me another favor?” I asked.

“Of course.”

I told George what had happened in Hooverville—and also about my suspicions regarding Clay and Loretta and the casino project. If we could prove that the Gaineses and their gang had struck in other cities nearby, it would be easier to convince the police that they were guilty.

“I just worry that we’re running out of time,” I said. “Once Loretta, Clay, and their cronies get everything they want out of River Heights, they’ll skip town.”

“Looks like they’re close, too,” said George. “We’ll definitely have to act fast. As soon as I get Bess this list, I’ll head to the library and dig up whatever I can.”

“Thanks so much,” I said, wishing we had a computer and a good search engine at our fingertips. Not for another several years.

“Meet you back at your place in a couple of hours?” she asked me.

“Sure,” I said. “And, George. You’re awes—I mean, you’re really swell.”

I climbed the steps outside the police station quickly. I had a big problem to tackle: Chief McGinnis.

Taking a deep breath, I walked inside. The station was pretty amazing. It looked the same—with its gray, cinderblock walls and its old, scratched wooden floor. And it smelled the same too—of stale coffee. But there was paper everywhere. It made sense, I guess. With no computers, every record and file had to be written out. Still, the sight of each officer’s desk overflowing with paper, the boxes in the aisles, and the file cabinets lining each and every wall was something. And all the police officers were men.

In fact, there was only one woman in the entire office—the chief’s secretary, Lotte. She was sitting outside his closed office door, filing her nails.

It was so strange not seeing Tonya Ward. Her spunky, no-nonsense attitude was something I’d come to rely on. But it made sense that she wasn’t here. No way would she fit in. She was way too modern for a 1930s police station.

So I walked up to Lotte. “Hi, I’m Nancy Drew. I’d like to have a word with Chief McGinnis.”

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

I answered honestly. “Not exactly.”

“Hold on one moment.” She disappeared into the chief’s office and came back outside very quickly. “The chief is busy right now.”

“I’ll wait,” I said, sitting down in the chair right by his door.

“He’s going to be busy for a long time,” she said.

“That’s okay,” I said. “This is important.”

She shrugged and then went back to her filing.

Ten minutes later she took a break.

“Lotte, will you get me coffee?” I heard Chief McGinnis yell. He didn’t even open the door—lucky for me. Nor did he say please—unlucky for Lotte.

“Right away,” I called, doing my best impression of his secretary’s voice. Heading to the coffeepot, I got him a cup and walked into his office.

“Thank you,” said Chief McGinnis without even looking up.

I’d assumed he was working on some urgent police matter, so I was surprised to see him concentrating on a crossword puzzle.

“Chief McGinnis, I know you’re terribly busy, but I was hoping you could take just a few minutes to talk to me.”

The chief looked up. When he realized it was me, his eyes clouded over with annoyance.

“Nancy,” he said. “I thought that Lotte told you I was busy.”

“She did. But then she got busy herself. And I didn’t want you to have to leave your desk to get your coffee yourself. Don’t worry. I only need a few minutes,” I said as I sat down across from him. “Think you can spare the time?”

He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “All right, Nancy. What is it?”

I was used to his less-than-enthusiastic response. It didn’t bother me one bit. “I was wondering how the Stevensons were doing.”

“They’re just fine,” said the chief. “Barry is going to pay Deirdre back for the pie.”

“You’re not keeping him in jail, are you?”

“No, but I don’t regret hauling him in. That young man needed to be taught a lesson. Apples don’t grow on trees. Er, apple pies don’t, that is. You know what I mean.”

“So the Stevensons didn’t rob the bank?” I said.

“It doesn’t look that way,” said the chief. “But that’s not to say that everyone in Hooverville is innocent.”

“I understand what you’re saying, but did you ever ask yourself, What if the criminals aren’t from River Heights at all? What if they’re new in town?”

“What are you getting at?”

I leaned forward. “Have you heard of Clay and Loretta Gaines?”

“Of course I have. I had a meeting with them this morning, in fact.”

“So you suspect them too?” I was so relieved.

“Suspect them of what? We were talking about investment opportunities. They’re building a new casino, and Mr. Shannon has figured out a way to invest lawfully. Sounds like a great idea. It’ll bring lots of jobs to River Heights.”

“You didn’t give them any money, did you?” I asked.

Chief McGinnis frowned at me. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business, Miss Drew.”

“Sorry,” I said. “You’re right. But I do think there’s something fishy going on. So far it’s just a hunch. But I’m working it out, and I should have proof for you soon.”

Shaking his head, the chief replied, “We do have plenty of professionals on our payroll, Miss Drew. We don’t exactly need your help.”

That’s what you think, I thought, but didn’t say. No need to annoy Chief McGinnis. Well, not any more than I already had. Plus I still hadn’t gotten to the reason I wanted to see him. I had to act carefully… subtly. I leaned forward. “If only there was a way we could make sure no one left town for the next couple of days. Without being searched, I mean.”

“Hmm,” said the chief.

I had an idea. Charlie had mentioned to me that there was only one paved road out of town. If a roadblock was set up and each car that tried to leave was searched, then the Gaineses and their cronies would never get away fast. The trick was to convince Chief McGinnis that this plan was a good one. I knew that if he thought it came from me, he’d automatically be biased against it. However, if the chief thought that the roadblock idea was something he came up with on his own, well that was another matter entirely.

“I just have this sneaking suspicion that whoever stole the money is still in town. I mean, why would someone want to leave? River Heights is such a wonderful town. Well, except for all the poverty, and all the crime… which has been happening a lot lately, huh?” I paused for a moment to see if what I was saying was working on the chief. No luck—I’d have to keep going. “When did you first meet Loretta and Clay? I wonder if they know anything about the bank robberies. Their arrival came when all this funny business started, right?” Okay, now I was dropping hints as big as boulders. Come on, Chief!

“It’s an interesting theory,” said the chief.

“If only there was a way to keep them here. But I guess that would be impossible. I mean, how would you stop someone from getting out of town?”

Not a peep from the chief. This was tough.

“No one would be flying out of town—no planes here. There’s the river—but what criminal travels by boat? That’s no way to make a fast getaway. If I was a crook, I’d be using a car, I think. That way it would be easy to speed out of town.”

I snuck a look at the chief. It looked as if he was meditating on some thought.

“Love the new road, by the way.” It took all my willpower to keep from screaming out, Set up a roadblock!

Just then the phone rang. Chief McGinnis picked it up on the first ring. “Hello? Yup. Yup. Sure. Nope. Okay, then.”

“Nancy,” he said, standing up. “I’ve got to go.”

“Well, if you think of anything…” I tried, one last time.

“Oh, I already have,” he said. “I’m going to set up a roadblock right away. There’s only one paved road out of this town, and no car will be leaving River Heights unchecked.”

“Chief McGinnis, that’s a brilliant idea!” I jumped out of my seat. “I feel so much safer knowing that you’re in charge around here.”

The man beamed at me. “Well, thank you, Nancy. But I’m just doing my job.”

“River Heights sure is lucky to have such a hardworking and intelligent chief of police.”

Chief McGinnis blushed. “Thanks very much,” he said, leading me to the door. “I know I’m appreciated, but it’s nice to hear it every now and then.”

Once I got outside I rolled my eyes. Same old chief!
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Hatching a Plan

Sister, can you spare a dime?” asked a thin man. He held out a dirt-smudged hand. The collar on his jacket was ragged, and his pants had a hole in one knee.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I replied. “If I had a dime, it’d be yours.”

Boy, was this hard.

Now that my meeting with the chief was over, I was walking home. It wasn’t an easy trip, and not only because my pumps were giving me serious blisters. What made it so difficult was seeing all the beggars. They were on almost every street corner, and I’d already given away all my pocket change to the first three I’d come across. I’d had no idea there would be so many more.

I sure missed my old life. The modern-day River Heights had hardly any poverty. We took care of many of our homeless people, with soup kitchens and shelters. No one went hungry, and no one slept on the streets.

I knew that the country would pull out of the Depression. History told me that. But I also knew that it would take years and years. The country had to choose a new president first. Herbert Hoover would be the president for another two years. Since he believed that the Depression was caused by problems beyond his control, he wanted local governments and individual states to handle the recovery. Of course, the local governments and individual states never had enough money. So even though Herbert Hoover told people help was on the way, he didn’t really do much to actually make this happen.

I vaguely remembered learning that Franklin Delano Roosevelt would really help pull the country out of trouble. He set up a program called the New Deal that created lots of jobs and relief agencies, and helped end hunger and homelessness. It wouldn’t just be FDR who would turn things around though. It would also be World War II. The war effort would require lots of supplies, and that required lots of workers. With the war, there would be plenty of jobs to go around. People would have enough money to buy things again.

But that’d take, what… eleven years?

Huh. It seemed that being in the middle of history was bringing all those history lessons back. And it was depressing me big-time.

“Excuse me, ma’am, can you spare some change?” asked a young man on another street corner.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, searching my pockets. “I’m all out. But are you hungry?” I handed him all that I had: an apple.

“Yes, thank you,” he said.

When I finally made it back home, I was exhausted and depressed. But there was no time for moping around.

“Hannah, I’m back,” I called.

She came bustling out of the kitchen. Her hair was a mess, and her apron was on crooked.

“Problem?” I asked.

“You can say that,” she replied.

“What did the Smith children do now?”

“They broke the crystal vase in the entryway. Well, they didn’t exactly. One of their dogs did. What are their names? Stinky and Smelly?”

“Spot and Sniffles, I believe.” I looked around. The house was strangely quiet. “Where is everyone?”

“Sylvia and Bob took their kids to the park for the afternoon, so I could get a few hours of peace. They felt so bad, poor folks. They promised to pay us back for the broken things. I told them not to worry. As my greataunt Gertrude’s husband’s brother always said, ‘Things are just things.’”

Same old Hannah, spouting bits of Gruen wisdom.

“I’m glad you told them that,” I said. “Broken vases are the least of my concerns. And I’m so sorry, Hannah. I know this is much harder on you than it is on me and Dad.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” said Hannah. “Excluding the pets, they’re a wonderful family, and I’m proud of you for taking them in.” She paused for a minute. “Of course, I’d rather they had one less pet.”

“Well, what can I do to help you?” I asked.

Hannah sighed and glanced around. “Let’s start by putting away all of the breakables,” she said. “Or I should say, let’s put away all the breakables that haven’t already been broken.”

“Leave it to me.” I rolled up my sleeves. “I’ll start in the living room.”

An hour later, as I was wrapping the last of the dining-room crystal in newspaper, there was a knock on the door.

It was Bess and George. “How did you get here so quickly?” I asked.

“Dad let me borrow the car,” said Bess, pointing toward the curb. There was a black Model T Ford parked in front of the house.

“Wow,” I said, walking outside so I could get a closer look. It was so cool-looking. Black and really boxy, with small tires. I’d only seen pictures of those cars before. Of course, by this point, I knew not to actually admit this out loud.

“Yes, don’t I wish it was mine,” said Bess. “Dad hardly ever lets me drive it.”

“Which is really unfair, since you’re the one who’s always fixing it,” George added. “But that’s not important now. Nancy, we have exciting news! I searched the archives for hours, and you’ll never guess what I found.”

“Well, come on inside and tell me all about it,” I said.

Bess and George followed me up to my room, which, I wasn’t so surprised to discover, was a complete mess. Eliza and Betty’s bed was unmade, which wasn’t a big deal. But mine was, too, even though I’d made it first thing in the morning. Clothes were scattered all over the floor. And the box where we’d stored Daisy the frog was empty. I really hoped Betty had Daisy with her. Otherwise Hannah might be in for another scare.

“Sorry about the mess,” I said as I remade my bed.

“Oh, that’s not important,” said Bess. “Turns out your hunch was right on the money. Clay and Loretta have been all over the place.”

“Wherever they go they leave the town poorer.” George handed me her notes. “They just left Chicago last week. They swindled a bunch of money out of people, with a story about a fake building project.”

“A casino?” I asked.

George nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

“Plus, four banks were robbed in Chicago, and four in Kansas City the week before that,” said Bess.

“Oh, dear,” I said. “It’s worse than I’d thought.”

I’d managed to convince Chief McGinnis to set up the roadblock. That was good. But it wasn’t good enough. I was sure that the Gaines group had a lot more work to do in River Heights. And I wanted to stop them, before more people suffered like the Smiths.

“What are we going to do?” Bess asked. “Please tell me you have a plan.”

A slow smile crept to my face. “Actually, I do.”

“What is it?” asked George.

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” I said. I headed out into the hallway, where the phone was sitting on a small table. Like Bess’s dad’s car, it was big, black, and boxy. Picking up the receiver, I was surprised by how heavy it was. I dialed Ned’s number on the rotary dial. Luckily it was still the same number I’d always known. “Ned,” I said, “it’s Nancy. Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything for you.”

“I need to borrow three suits and three hats.”

“Excuse me?” asked Ned.

“Three suits and three hats,” I repeated. “Can you spare them for a day or so?”

“I don’t think I have three,” said Ned. “But I suppose I can bring you my spare one, and two of my dad’s. You said it’s to borrow, right? You’re sure I’ll get them back.”

“Positive.”

“Want to tell me what this is all about?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll tell you as soon as I’m ready to return them.”

Hanging up the phone, I smiled at my friends. “This is going to be great!”

“So what’s the plan?” Bess wondered.

“Either of you happen to know how to play poker?” I asked.
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Deuces Wild

Of course not,” said Bess, just as George was saying, “I sure do.”

“Great,” I said to George. “How long will it take for you to teach me and Bess?”

“How quickly do you need to learn?” asked George.

“As soon as possible,” I replied. “Like, within the next two hours would be perfect.”

“Sure,” said George. “All I need is a deck of cards.”

Last I’d seen the cards they were in the den, in the cabinet next to the DVD player. In my normal world, that is. “Better ask Hannah,” I said. “She’ll know where to find them.”

As George left the room Bess turned to me and asked, “Why do we need to know how to play poker?”

“How else are we going to catch Clay and his friends cheating if we don’t play with them?”

“Okay, that makes sense. But there’s no way they’ll ever let us into the casino,” said Bess.

“Unless we’re dressed like men,” I said. “Which is why Ned is bringing over the suits.”

Bess grinned. “It’s going to be an interesting night.”

“I sure hope so,” I said.

When George returned with the cards, we sat down on my floor. “Okay,” she said. “Lesson number one: Poker is played with one deck of cards. There are fifty-two cards in a deck. They’re broken up into four suits: clubs, diamonds, spades, and hearts. There are thirteen of each. The cards are numbered from two to ten, and there are three royal cards: the jack, the queen, and the king. The ace is both the lowest card—a one—and it’s also considered the highestranking card in the deck, even beating the king.” George looked up at us. “Is everyone with me so far?”

Bess and I nodded.

“Good,” said George. “Lesson number two: All poker hands contain five cards. Each player gets to play with one hand. And the highest hand wins.”

“Simple,” I said.

“So far, yes,” George said as she shuffled. “Here’s where it starts to get complicated. Often people play what’s called deuces wild. In that version of the game, the four twos can be anything you want them to be. In deuces wild, the best kind of hand is five of a kind—five of the same card. Five aces is the best five-of-a-kind hand. The next-best hand is five kings, then five queens, and so on. This goes on, all the way down to two.”

Bess pulled a notebook from her purse and started writing things down.

“If you’re not playing deuces wild,” said George, “a royal flush is a great hand. A straight flush is next best. That means five cards of the same suit, in order. For example, if you have a five, six, seven, eight, and nine, and they’re all hearts, that’s great. Of course, a nine-ten-jack-queen-king is even better, because the king is higher than the nine. Get it?”

“Got it,” I said.

“Good.”

“How do you know so much about poker?” asked Bess. “You don’t gamble, do you?”

George blushed. “No. But you know I like to be prepared.”

George went on to tell us what a full house is: three of a kind, and a pair. And also what a flush is: a hand where all the cards are of the same suit, even if they aren’t in order. It got so confusing that she had to take a clean sheet of paper from Bess’s notebook and make us a list.

The best possible hands were as follows:

 

1. Five of a kind (if playing with deuces wild).

2. A royal flush. The ace through ten of the same suit.

3. A straight flush. Five cards in a row from the same suit, for example, a king, queen, jack, ten, nine, all diamonds.

4. Four of a kind. All aces is the ultimate, then comes four or five kings, then four or five queens, and so on.

5. A full house. Three of a kind and a pair. Three tens and two aces, for example.

6. A flush. Five cards of the same suit, although not necessarily in order. A four, eight, ten, jack, king, all in hearts, is a flush.

7. A straight. Five cards in order, in a mix of suits. A three, four, five, six, seven, eight, in a mix of diamonds and clubs, is a straight.

8. Three of a kind. Three kings.

9. Two pair. Two kings and two queens.

10. Two of a kind. Two jacks.

11. If no one has any of the above ten hands, then the person with the highest card wins.

 

After all this I was a little confused, I’ll admit—but George is such a great explainer that I didn’t really have any big questions.

“And that’s it?” asked Bess.

“Sure is,” George replied. “Now we’ll get down to the actual betting. It’s always done in a clockwise motion. The person to the left of the dealer goes first.…” Using pretty clear terms, she finished explaining.

When she was done, I had another important question. “How does one cheat?”

“There are lots of ways,” said George. “Clay and his friends could be playing together, in teams. That’s illegal. Now, there’s no talking allowed in poker, but they could have developed secret signals. You know, ‘I’ll pull an ear if I’ve got a straight flush,’ that sort of thing.”

“Anything else?” I asked.

George nodded. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘He’s got an ace up his sleeve’?”

“Sure,” said Bess. “Oh—so that means, literally, someone is hiding an ace?”

“Exactly,” said George. “And they could be marking cards too.”

“Marking cards?” I wondered.

“Say Clay always wants to know who has the ace of spades. He’ll dog-ear it slightly. Then he can follow it throughout the game. He’ll always know who has it.”

“Sneaky,” I said.

“I know,” said George, shuffling the cards. “Okay. If we’re actually going to roam into a casino tonight, we should play a few rounds—make sure we look like we know what we’re doing.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“Now should we play five-card stud? Or draw poker?” asked George.

“Huh?” Bess and I asked.

“Oh, right,” said George. “I guess I still have some explaining to do.”

George taught us both games. Eventually it all started making sense.

During our third practice round of draw poker, I heard the doorbell ring.

“I’ve got it!” I cried. Racing down the steps, I flung the door open. “Ned! I’m so glad you’re here.”

Ned peeked out at me from behind his pile of suits. “I wasn’t sure what you needed these for, so I brought a bunch.”

“Thank you,” I said, opening the door wider so he could actually fit through.

Just then I saw my dad walking up the front steps to the porch.

“Great, you’re home,” I said. “Can I borrow the car tonight?”

“Well, hello to you too, Nancy. And how was your day?” Dad asked with a grin.

“Sorry, Dad. Hello.” I waited as long as I could—probably less than three seconds. “So… can I borrow the car?”

My dad handed me the keys. “I know better than to stop you,” he said. “What’s with the suits?”

“Uh, clothing drive,” I said. “They’re for the needy.”

Ned jabbed me with his elbow and gave me a questioning look.

“Wonderful,” said my dad. “I’ll clear out my closet tonight. I probably have a couple to donate.”

“Great.” I felt bad lying to my dad. At the same time, if I told him the truth—that I was going to dress up like a guy so I could get into a casino to play cards with some ruthless gangsters—well, he might have had a problem with that.

As Ned placed the suits on the couch and took off his hat, Bess and George came running downstairs. In fact, they were moving so fast they almost crashed into my dad, who was making his way up the stairs.

“Hi, girls. Where’s the fire?” my dad asked.

“Sorry, Mr. Drew,” said George.

“Please pardon us,” Bess added.

My dad just chuckled to himself and continued on his way.

When they made it downstairs, I held one of the suit jackets up to George’s shoulders. “The smallest ones will probably work best. Think that’ll fit you?”

“I’ll let you know in a few minutes,” said George, grabbing the suit and heading for the bathroom.

“These are for you?” asked Ned.

“Of course,” I said.

Ned shook his head. “Nancy Drew, what are you doing now?”

“No time to explain.” I stood up on my toes and kissed him on the cheek. “I promise I’ll tell you first thing in the morning.”

“And I guess that’s my cue to leave,” said Ned, placing his hat back on his head.

“Bye,” I said, smiling.

Ned waved to me and said, “Pearls in your oysters!”

Once I closed the door, Bess sighed and said, “Ned’s such a sweetheart. You’re a lucky girl, Nancy Drew.”

“Yes, I know,” I said. “But what was that nonsense about pearls in your oysters?”

“Nonsense?” asked Bess. “It means good-bye and good wishes. You know that.”

“Oh, right,” I said, sinking down into the overstuffed chair. “That darn amnesia strikes again.”

How long could I play that card? I hoped as long as I was here.…

Moments later George strutted into the room, fully decked out in a navy, pinstriped suit with a matching hat. “How do I look?” she asked, wriggling her eyebrows.
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A Little Help from Horsehair

Fifteen minutes later we were standing in front of the mirror, all three of us decked out in the Nickersons’ old suits. George was sticking with the navy pinstripe. I was in charcoal gray. And Bess was sporting a dark brown, three-piece number. Bess and I had pinned our hair up under our hats. We’d also cinched the waist of George’s pants, and hemmed the cuffs of mine with safety pins. So basically, after those minor adjustments, I would say we looked all right. Not completely masculine, but boyish enough to pass, I hoped.

George frowned. “Something isn’t quite right,” she said. “But I can’t put my finger on it.”

I knew exactly what she was talking about. I turned to Bess. Not only was she dressed the part—she was also slouching in her best imitation of a gangster. Yet she still looked so feminine. It was amazing.

I snapped my fingers. “I know what to do.”

“Let me stay at home?” Bess joked. “Because if you don’t want me to face these gangsters, I can live with that. They can be pretty dangerous—and I can’t say I’m all that excited about trying to trick them!”

“But we need you, Bess,” I replied. “Let’s stop by the Randalls’ horse farm on our way downtown. It’s still a mile down the road, right?”

“It sure is,” said George. “What are we going to do there?”

“You’ll see,” I replied. “Everyone ready?”

“Sure. Who’s driving?” asked Bess.

“I think we’d better take two cars. We’ll be less conspicuous if we arrive separately,” I said.

“Good point,” Bess said as she pulled down the corners of her vest.

After I found the glue and a pair of scissors in a kitchen drawer, and grabbed a handful of carrots, we hit the road.

I learned something new that day. Fashioning a mustache out of some spare hair from a horse’s mane was simple—as easy as pie, as my 1930s-era friends would say. But convincing Bess to put that same fake mustache on her face? Now that was a challenge.

“It’s disgusting,” she argued. “And itchy.”

We were still by the stables, and had snipped some hair from one of the mares a few minutes before. The horses were still chewing the carrots we’d fed them. The cows blinked at us curiously from behind the fence, their tails swishing back and forth.

George walked over from the top of the hill, where she’d been on lookout.

“Come on, Bess,” she said. “It’s for a good cause.”

“Think about those poor Smith children,” I said. “And who knows how many others?”

“Oh, fine,” Bess said. Wrinkling her nose, she delicately took the mustache out of the palm of my hand. She held it between her thumb and forefinger, then raised it to her face. “It smells horsey,” she said, once it was secured on her upper lip.

“Well, of course it does,” said George.

I elbowed George and said, “Bess, you look great. Very dapper. Women will be throwing themselves at your feet.”

“Let’s get this over with,” Bess grumbled, marching back to her car.

Before we left, we went over the rules of poker once more. We also reviewed our hand signals. We weren’t going to cheat—but we had to have a system to alert one another in case one of us noticed that Clay and his friends were cheating.

“Okay, let’s not forget. If Clay does something fishy, we raise our eyebrows. If we spot a marked card, we scratch our noses. And if we see someone pulling an ace out of his sleeve, we yawn, covering our mouths with our left hands,” I said.

“Got it,” said George. “This is going to be a snap. You okay, Bess?”

“Fine.” Bess sniffed. Her eyes were red and watery. “I must be coming down with a cold. Perfect timing. Not too bad yet, though.”

“Good,” I said.

Since Bess and George were stopping by the schoolhouse on Lenora Drive first, to make sure everything was going smoothly, they drove together.

I got into my own car and headed downtown solo. When I pulled up in front of the casino, I gulped. Hulking by the door were three large and intimidating men. Two were smoking cigars. The third had a pencil-thin mustache, long sideburns, and dark, greasy hair. I knew this man. He was Edward Parker. I could only hope he wouldn’t recognize me.

“What do you want?” Edward asked as I approached.

“I heard there was a poker game going on here tonight,” I said in the deepest voice I could muster.

“Oh, really.” Edward glared at me suspiciously. “And who told you that?”

I stood up straighter. “Clay Gaines, sir.”

“You know Clay?” asked one of the other men.

“Uh, a friend of mine does,” I replied. “He sent me here.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? Go on in.” He slapped me on the back so hard I almost fell over.

But at least I was inside.

The room was dimly lit and smoky. Many of the tables were empty, but some were filled with men who were smoking and drinking. Other men leaned against the wall, talking or just surveying the scene. Trying to look like I belonged, I went to the bar and ordered a soda.

Just then I spotted Clay coming out of another room. Handsome and charming as ever, he made the rounds, shaking hands with a few men before retreating to a table at the back. There he opened up a book—something that looked like an old-fashioned accounting ledger—and began studying it. He pulled a pencil from behind his ear and started to write. From the way his hand was moving—up and down the page instead of across it—it seemed as if he was adding up numbers.

Before I could figure it out, though, George and Bess arrived.

“So this is what the inside of a casino looks like,” said George.

“Where does the gambling take place?” Bess wondered.

I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“Is Clay here?” asked George.

“Yup, over there.” I pointed with my chin.

George and Bess looked at the same time, and Clay noticed. Frowning, he closed his book and walked over. “Can I help you boys?” he asked.

I coughed before answering. “We’re interested in playing cards.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” asked Clay.

“Uh, we just did,” George pointed out.

“A wise guy, huh,” said Clay, smirking. “Follow me.” He led us down a narrow hallway. We passed by the door of the room he’d come out of, and then entered another small room.

This one was dark—there were no windows. In the center was a six-sided table. It had a green felt top and a chair at each side. Otherwise the room was empty.

“Take a seat, boys,” said Clay, gesturing toward the chairs. “Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

Before I knew what was happening, he’d closed us in and then locked the door behind him.

We were trapped.
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Gambling with Gangsters

Tell me he didn’t just lock the door on us,” said Bess. “Tell me we’re not trapped here.”

“We’re not trapped here,” said George. She shrugged. “I can say it, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

Bess got up and checked the door. Yup—it was locked. “Great,” she cried. “We’re never getting out of here.”

“I’m sure he’s just getting his cards.” I tried to act calm, even though I was plenty nervous myself. “Let’s talk about something else. Do either of you know how things are at the schoolhouse?”

“Great,” said George. “The kids are trickling back, and Miss O’Brian is so happy to be teaching again. It’s really wonderful.”

“I’m so glad,” I said.

“The bartering system is spreading fast. Even the mayor heard about it. And guess what? I heard he might schedule a town hall meeting to thank the River Heights business owners for joining the effort.” We both watched Bess, who was pacing back and forth across the small room—freaking out more and more with each passing second.

“Cool,” I said.

“I’m a bit warm, actually,” said George. “These suits are so heavy.”

I corrected myself. “Oh, I mean… jeepers, that’s swell.”

“Wait, I haven’t even gotten to the best part yet,” said George.

“What’s that?” I wondered.

“I also heard they’re going to want you to speak too. You and Neum.”

“Neum?” I asked.

“Sure,” said George. “Word’s been traveling about how Neum inspired you to come up with the bartering system to get the kids back in school. It’ll be great to meet him.”

Oh, boy. I smiled weakly. “Let’s just get through the next few hours, okay?”

“Do you think it’s the costumes?” asked Bess. She was so worried, she wasn’t even paying attention to me and George. “I should have worn a horsehair beard, too. Do you think Clay recognized us from the other day at the Smiths’? Maybe he’s calling the police. Or worse—our parents!”

“If only I could take a look at his ledger,” I said.

“What are you talking about?” asked George.

“I saw him writing in some sort of book. I’d love to take a look at it. If only there was a way to get it.”

Suddenly we heard voices in the hallway. Moments later the door flew open. In walked Clay and Edward. They were with another man who was tall and scary-looking.

“Ready, boys?” asked Clay. The book he’d been holding when he left the room was now gone.

I wondered where he stashed it.

The three men sat down at the table.

Clay introduced us to his two friends. “This is Edward, and this is Frankie.”

As Edward nodded to us, Frankie leaned toward me and said hello. His voice was deep and scratchy, like someone with laryngitis.

In clockwise order from Clay, we were sitting as follows: Edward, George, me, Frankie, and Bess. That meant I was directly across from Clay. And that was good. It’d be easier to catch him cheating that way.

“Minimum bet is a nickel,” said Clay.

Once we all added a nickel to the pot, Clay dealt the cards. “You boys interested in playing five-card stud?” he asked.

I looked to George, panicked. That was something we hadn’t had time to practice.

“Let’s play draw poker to start,” she said. “Deuces wild?”

Clay nodded.

So far, so good.

I noticed that Bess was wrinkling her nose. That wasn’t a familiar signal. Was it one I forgot? I looked toward George again. She didn’t seem to know what Bess was trying to say either.

“Are you boys ready, or what?” asked Clay.

“Hello?” asked Frankie, when none of us answered.

Whoops! I wasn’t used to being called a boy. My friends weren’t either.

I picked up my five cards and fanned them out in my hand. It wasn’t bad. I had a king, a queen, and a jack, but they were all in different suits. I also had a five and a seven. I’d get rid of those cards when it was my turn.

Since Clay dealt the cards, he’d go last. That meant Edward went first. He didn’t take any cards, and upped the ante to ten cents. I hoped it didn’t get much higher. We only had a dollar each.

George matched his bet and asked for one card. After Clay handed it to her, she smiled.

I bit my bottom lip. I was looking at my cards and sneaking peeks at Clay whenever I had the chance. If only I could figure out how he always won.

“You ready?” he asked. “What did you say your name was?”

“Na—,” I began. Uh-oh. Names were something we’d forgotten to cover. What’s a guy’s name starting with an N? All I could think of was Ned. But I already had my boyfriend’s wardrobe. No way was I dragging his name into this. I thought fast and replied, “Um, Neum.”

“Neum?” asked Frankie. “What kind of name is that? It sounds kinda foreign.”

“That’s because it is,” said George. “It’s Belgian.”

“Belgian?” asked Edward, looking back and forth between me and George.

“Yup.” I nodded. “Belgian.”

“So, Neum, you gonna play your hand or what?”

“Oh, sorry. I’ll take two cards, please.” I discarded my five and my seven. The cards I got to replace them were great: a two of clubs and a ten. Since the two was wild, I could turn it into a nine, which left me with a straight.

After Frankie upped the ante to twenty-five cents, Bess, who was calling herself Ben, folded. That was probably good. Now that she’d taken herself out of the game, she’d be able to watch more carefully. The thing was, she kept scrunching up her nose, and I didn’t know why.

We played through and the pot grew steadily. Soon it had a dollar and fifteen cents. Then we showed our cards—displaying them face up on the table. George won the game with a straight flush.

Clay and his friends were very good-natured about it.

“Let’s play another hand,” Clay said as he lit a cigar.

“Great,” said George.

He started dealing.

I coughed, since the smoke was getting to me. “Actually, I was hoping I could use the la—, uh, the restroom.”

“Not supposed to leave once the cards have been dealt,” said Edward with one of his signature scowls.

“Oh, let the boy go,” said Clay. “This is a friendly game, after all.”

“Thank you,” I said, standing up. “Where is it?”

“Turn left out the door and go straight. It’s the third door on the right.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Once in the hallway, when I was sure that no one was watching, I tried the door to Clay’s office. Of course it was locked. Making sure the coast was clear, I pulled a bobby pin from underneath my hat. I stuck it in the keyhole and fiddled with it until I managed to trick the lock. With a slight click, I heard it release. I turned the knob and opened the door. With a final glance over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, I slipped inside, closing the door behind me.

The room itself was nothing special. There was a large red leather chair at the desk, which was empty except for one of those old-fashioned phones, like the one at my house. I began checking the drawers. Most were empty, but I finally found Clay’s ledger in the bottom, right-hand one.

Opening it up, I couldn’t help but smile. This was exactly what I needed. Inside was a series of lists. The first was of the wealthiest people in River Heights. These were the investors he was planning on swindling. He’d checked off the Shannons, Chief McGinnis, and a few others. People he’d already spoken with, I assumed. Another page was titled, “Plans for the ‘Building Project.’”

Interesting use of quotation marks.

Flipping further, I found a map of downtown, and in the back of the ledger, a pile of deeds to homes. The Smiths’ was in the middle of it. I pulled it out and placed it in my pocket.

I glanced at the clock. Five minutes had passed. I really needed to get back to the game before anyone started missing me. Carefully I closed the desk drawers, and tucked the book into the waistband at the back of my pants. Luckily the suit jacket was baggy enough to cover it. I fastened my belt a little tighter, just to make sure it stayed in place.

Closing and locking the door carefully, I made my way back to the card game.

It looked like George had won the past couple of hands. She had a stack of coins in front of her.

Twenty minutes later she had almost all our money. I really hoped the men would start cheating soon.

During the next round I got a really bad draw and decided to fold.

Just then I noticed Clay pull something out of his sleeve. Could it be an ace? It looked that way. But there was only one way to find out for sure.…

I was about to open up my mouth when I realized something. Yes, I could call Clay a cheater—but then what? The three men at the table were much bigger than any one of us. Plus, I knew there were at least two more guys outside, guarding the front door to the bar.

I already had all the evidence I needed in Clay’s book. Once I turned it over to the police, they’d handle things from there. All I had to do was manage a clean escape.

Of course, that was easier said than done.

I glanced around the table. George was totally wrapped up in the card game. She couldn’t lose. And Bess kept rubbing her eyes—another signal I couldn’t remember.

I tried the emergency signal—tugging on my left ear. No one noticed. No one but Clay, that is. “Hello, Neum. Whatcha doing?”

“Me?” I quickly sat on my hands. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“You wouldn’t be trying to send secret messages to your friends, now, would you?”

“Of course not,” I said. “That wouldn’t be fair. My ear was itching—that’s all.”

Frankie leaned over to me and said in his scratchy voice, “Next time your ear itches, leave it.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“We don’t like cheaters around here,” Clay said.

You mean other than yourself, I thought.

“You know, it’s getting late,” said George. “We really should be leaving anyway.”

“Not so fast,” said Edward. “I believe we still need to play another round.”

“I don’t know,” said George, shooting a panicked glance my way.

“Oh, he wasn’t asking you,” said Frankie, cracking his knuckles one by one. “He was telling you.”

George gulped.

Clay dealt another round of cards. I knew what was happening. They were upset because George was doing so well. This was exactly how they’d managed to trick Bob into gambling the deed to his house.

George’s hands were shaking as she held her cards. No surprise—I was a nervous wreck too. I felt beads of sweat form underneath the heavy wool suit. Even worse—the book was starting to slip.

“I fold,” said George, after a quick glance at her cards.

“Me too,” I said, when it came to my turn.

“I’m broke,” said Bess, placing her cards facedown on the table.

Clay may have won that round, but George was still ahead in a major way.

As Clay dealt the cards, I tried to tell George to throw her game. If only she’d give up her earnings. Sort of hard to part with the cash, I knew. But it was our only way out.

Or so I thought.

Suddenly Bess sneezed, and her mustache went flying across the table. It landed right in Frankie’s lap.

Clay stood up and ripped the hat from Bess’s head. “You’re a girl!” he said. “Well, I’ll be!”

“Hey, Boss,” said Frankie, who’d taken off my hat. “Looks like we’ve got two of ’em.”

“Wait a minute,” said Edward. He’d grabbed George’s hat from her head, and was looking at her short, but feminine, hair. “Make that three.”

“Yeah, I’m a girl,” said George. “A girl who just beat you at poker, ten hands in a row. And it was as easy as pie!”
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Gotta Run

I’m not normally one for violence, but when Clay grabbed my arm, I was left with no choice. I mean, come on. I’m not just going to take that kind of thing. I stomped on his foot and elbowed him.

As he yelled and writhed in pain, Bess, George, and I made a run for it. We pushed past Frankie and Edward, who looked on—too frozen with shock to try and stop us. The guards out front were arguing between themselves, so they hardly blinked as we tore on out of the bar.

“I am so sorry,” said Bess as we ran to our cars.

“If only we’d had more time,” George cried.

“We had enough,” I said. “I found Clay’s ledger. It’s got all the proof we need.”

“Nancy, that’s great!” said Bess.

We reached their car first and Bess and George hopped in. “So what’s the plan?” asked Bess.

“I’ll distract them, while you two go to the police,” I said. “Once Clay figures out his ledger is gone, he’ll try and skip town. Sure, there’s already a roadblock, but I think the cops’ll need backup. It’s not going to be easy, stopping them all.”

“Where are you going?” asked Bess.

“I’m gonna stall ’em as long as possible, so the police have time to build up the front line.”

“Good luck,” said Bess as they drove away.

Once I was in my own car I headed back toward the casino.

Clay was nowhere in sight, but Frankie and Edward were just getting into their car. They were headed toward Bess and George, so I honked my horn.

It worked—now they were following me.

I gripped the steering wheel tighter in a vain attempt to stop my hands from trembling. Speeding through downtown, the buildings and people were all a blur. Suddenly a large object came into my field of vision: a man crossing the street, not too far ahead. I screeched to a halt, stopping just in time. The noise from my car drew all sorts of stares.

There sure were lots of people around. This was dangerous.

I turned left the first chance I got, and found myself on an open road. I cracked the window open for a little air, and the wind whipped through my hair. My entire body was tense. I hunched forward, as if that would help me go faster. This was good, because I could speed without having to worry about pedestrians. But it was also bad. I was racing toward farmland, away from any potential witnesses. And while my car was fast, I soon learned that Clay’s cronies’ car was even faster.

Edward pulled up right alongside me and shouted, “You’ll pull over if you know what’s good for you.”

As if, I thought, pumping on the gas pedal. Luckily I was able to pull ahead. But then I had another problem to deal with. A second car had pulled in front of me. He was on my nose, and Edward and Frankie were on my tail.

Must be the guards from out front. How could I have forgotten about them?

There was only one thing to do. I yanked the steering wheel to the left. The car turned with a screech, flying up on two wheels for a few breathtaking seconds. Luckily it stabilized, instead of flipping. Seconds later I found myself driving through an open field. It was plenty bumpy, what with the tall grass and all the rocks. And I couldn’t go too fast, since I didn’t want to risk getting a flat. But at least my sudden turn had stalled the other two cars. I had a great lead on them. Now if only I could figure out where to go.…

My mind was racing. Would the police listen to George and Bess? Were Clay and Loretta already on their way out of town? Should I be driving out in the wilderness followed by four ruthless gangsters? Hmm. That last question was easy to answer.

I yanked the steering wheel again and made a quick U-turn, fishtailing only briefly.

Suddenly I saw a red blur speed by. Could it be? I pulled back onto the road and followed the car. Yup. It was Clay and Loretta.

I was far behind them on the road that led out of town, and couldn’t see the other gangsters either. No way would Bess and George have gotten the police to come already. It was too early. I had to stall them.

“Come on, car,” I begged. “You can go faster than this.”

I tried catching up to the Gaineses, but it was no use. They were almost at the roadblock, and all I could do was hope for the best.

By the time I got there, Clay and Loretta had been stopped. I counted two squad cars and four police officers, including Chief McGinnis.

Then Frankie and Edward, plus the two other guys, pulled up behind me. Now the cops were outnumbered. Who knew what would happen?

Clay stepped out of the car, smiled, and tipped his hat as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. “Good afternoon, Chief McGinnis. Something going on here?”

Loretta waved at the chief and then blew him a kiss.

“Just a routine check,” said the chief. “I hate to do this, but we’re going to have to search your car.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to work,” said Clay.

“No?” asked Chief McGinnis.

“Nope. The trunk is locked, and I don’t have the key.”

“Wait a minute!” I yelled. “He’s lying. I’ll bet the trunk is where he’s hiding the stolen money. This is the man who’s responsible for the robberies. I can prove it.”

“Interesting choice of words,” said Clay. “Betting is something you know a little bit about, huh, Nancy? Or are you still going by Neum?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Chief McGinnis.

“Go ahead, Nancy,” Clay said, turning toward me. “Tell everyone here how you tricked us.”

The officers looked at me suspiciously. I suddenly felt pretty shy in my unusual outfit.

“I dressed like a boy—but I only did that to gather evidence,” I said, handing the chief Clay’s book. “Everything you need is right in here. It’s not just the banks and the money for the casino. They’ve been swindling people out of their homes by cheating at cards. Look at all the deeds they’ve collected.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Loretta, batting her eyes at the chief of police. “Why we’re just out for a drive. Such a nice day, isn’t it?”

Chief McGinnis looked from Loretta to Clay to me.

“Open the book,” I said.

He started leafing through the pages.

“Just read the first page,” I said.

As the chief read Clay’s list of investors to scam, which included himself, his face went pale. “Well, I’ll be,” he said.

Just then Clay grabbed the book from Chief McGinnis’s hands and hopped into his car.

No one had noticed that while Chief McGinnis was reading, Loretta had moved into the driver’s seat.

“Wait a minute,” said the chief.

But Clay and Loretta did no such thing. Their tires kicked up dust and they sped off.

I’d finally convinced the cops that the Gaineses were guilty, but it was too late.

They were going to get away.


15

The Not-So-Open Road

Everyone got into their cars and raced out of town, in pursuit of Clay and Loretta and their sidekicks.

But no one made it very far.

Someone had set up another roadblock. This one was massive. There had to be at least fifty cops, sitting in cars six rows deep.

Clay and Loretta and the other gangsters had no choice but to surrender. They were promptly arrested.

As the cops began searching their cars, Bess and George showed up.

“Where did they all come from?” I asked. “I didn’t know River Heights had so many cops.”

“We don’t,” said George. “But during all my searching at the library, I decided to make a couple of phone calls too. I talked to police headquarters in a few of the surrounding counties. It was amazing. Everyone knew about Loretta and Clay.”

“But how did you know they’d all come?” I asked.

“Just luck, really,” said George. “Thanks for distracting everyone for long enough. I’ll bet if they’d driven off a few minutes earlier, Clay and Loretta would have gotten away.”

Suddenly one more car arrived. It brought a couple of reporters from the River Heights Bugle. One had the biggest camera I’ve ever seen hanging from his neck. The other carried a pencil and a note-book—and looked suspiciously like a Nickerson. Ned’s dad?

He rushed to Chief McGinnis and asked, “How did you do it, Chief?”

The chief of police looked at me and smiled. “It wasn’t easy,” he said. “But I had help.”

“How so?” asked the reporter, with his pen poised.

“It’s a little thing called common sense,” said Chief McGinnis, turning back to the reporter. “I’d always suspected the Gaineses. After all, ever since they came to town, strange things have been happening. It was just a matter of putting together all the pieces.”

As the photographer took pictures of Chief McGinnis beaming by his squad car, George leaned in close. “Are you just gonna stand there and let this guy take all the credit?” she asked.

“Not at all,” I said with a grin. I pulled a piece of paper from my back pocket. “I’m going home. I’ve got to get the Smiths back the deed to their house before Hannah goes bananas.”

“Nancy, you’re the bees knees,” said Bess.

“Thanks,” I said as I stepped into my car.

“We’ll see you at the town hall at seven o’clock, right?” said Bess. “Do you think Neum will be able to make it?”

“Well, I’ll be there, for sure,” I said with a wave. “Pearls in your oysters!”

I got home twenty minutes later. Bob and Sylvia were in the living room. Bob had set up his sewing machine and was busy at work. Sylvia was reading the newspaper, and Eliza was on the floor, playing with Daisy the frog.

“Hi, everyone. I have good news!” I said, handing the Smiths the deed to their house. “Loretta and Clay and the rest of their gang have all been arrested.”

Eliza looked up at me. “You mean we get to go home?”

“That’s right.”

Sylvia jumped up and gave me a hug. “Oh, Nancy, I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to. I’m just so glad everything worked out.”

Bob asked, “How did you do it?”

“Long story,” I said. “And I don’t have time to tell you right now. But I promise I will soon.”

I headed for the stairs but stopped when Bob said, “Wait a minute.” He pulled the dress he was working on from the sewing machine and handed it to me. “I finished this just in time.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I made it for you,” said Bob.

“You made me a dress?” I held it up by the shoulders. It was mauve, with a brown sash at the waist. The sleeves were puffy, like the rest of the dresses in my closet. And there was a lace collar attached.

In short, it was hideous.

“Thank you so much, Bob. It’s gorgeous!” Sure, it was a lie—but just a white lie. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“Sure I did,” said Bob. “I can’t let you go running around town in a man’s suit.”

“Oh, this was just for today. See, I had to sneak into the casino.”

“I don’t want to hear about that,” said Bob. “It scares me too much to know you’d put yourself in that kind of danger for my family. Just take the dress as a small token of our thanks.”

I blushed. “Thank you, Bob. I’m going to go put this on right now.” I hurried upstairs and changed out of the suit and into the dress. Then I raced back down. It was almost seven, and I still had to come up with some sort of story about Neum, the mysterious Belgian, before I went to the big meeting.

“Oh, the dress looks lovely,” said Sylvia.

“Thank you,” I replied. Seeing Eliza on the ground playing with Daisy, I asked, “How was school?”

“Rotten,” she said. “And now I have to go every day. Thanks a lot, Nancy Drew!”

“Eliza, that’s so rude. Please apologize,” said Sylvia.

“But I’m not sorry,” Eliza argued.

“Please don’t worry about it,” I called on my way out the door. “I appreciate the honesty!”

Downtown was so crowded I had to park about six blocks away from the town hall. By the time I got to the meeting (a little late), the room was packed. Luckily Bess and George had arrived a smidge early, and saved me a seat.

“All ready?” asked George.

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” I turned my attention to the front of the room. The mayor—same big, portly guy—was just asking the crowd to settle down.

“As you know, it’s been a very difficult year. This town has suffered in countless ways. But at least now, some of the corruption has been put to rest. And even better than that, we have found a new way to work together.”

I yawned, and rubbed my eyes. I was suddenly feeling so tired. The past few days were finally catching up on me. So much running around, so much excitement, and so little sleep…

Bess nudged me. “Wake up, Nancy.”

“Sorry,” I said, sitting up straighter in my seat.

“If it wasn’t for a young man from Belgium,” the mayor was saying, “we never would have made it to this point.”

Keeping my laughs to myself, I pulled at the collar of the mauve-colored dress. So nice of Bob to make it, and I hated to complain—but the lace sure was itchy. However, apparently not itchy and uncomfortable enough to keep me awake.

“Just a few minutes longer, and then you can take a nap,” a familiar voice whispered in my ear.

My eyes flew open. There beside me was Ned. But he wasn’t the Ned I recognized. For one thing, rather than a three-piece suit, he was wearing jeans and a button-down shirt. “Where’s your hat?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

“I’m wearing it,” said Ned.

“Not your baseball cap, silly. Your other hat.”

“Are you okay?” asked Ned.

“Yes, great. Um, never mind.” I glanced around the room. Not one man was wearing a suit. And very few women were in dresses.

I turned my attention toward center stage, where a woman—wearing a suit—was speaking. She had soft red, curly hair, a heart-shaped face, and she looked very much like Loretta Gaines. I guess that’s because she was Tracey, Loretta and Clay’s great-granddaughter.

I was back in the twenty-first century. Was that really all a dream? It didn’t seem possible.

“In conclusion,” she said, “Clay and Loretta Gaines were eventually stopped by an army of police officers from River Heights and all the surrounding towns. That’s the official word, anyway. Rumor has it there’s a lot more to the story. Apparently an anonymous young woman do-gooder, with a tremendous talent for solving mysteries, was really the one who foiled my great-grandparents. Problem is, no one knows who she was, or what happened to her.”

“She sounds sort of familiar to me… ,” Ned whispered in my ear.

I smiled. “Sure does,” I whispered. “More than you’ll ever know.”
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No Place Like Home

Wow, that was great, huh?” said George, as we filed out of town hall.

“Amazing,” I said. I wasn’t talking about the lecture. It was downtown that surprised me. Everything was gorgeous. The sun was shining and the sky was bright blue. A slight breeze shook the vibrant fall leaves. The streets were so clean and the pavement so sparkly. Better yet, I didn’t see one person who looked homeless or hungry.

“It’s radiant,” I said with a sigh.

Bess and George looked at each other, confused. Ned put his arm around me and asked, “What’s gotten into you, Nancy? You’re acting like you’ve never been here before.”

Before I had time to answer him, Bess said, “Oh, there’s our aunt, right on time for tea. Come meet her.”

An elderly woman, with long white braids on either side of her head, walked over to us. “How was your little lecture?” she asked.

“Very cool,” said George. “Aunt Eliza, meet my good friends, Nancy and Ned.”

George and Bess’s aunt shook my hand. “Eliza Smith. Very nice to meet you.” I felt the strangest, spine-tingling sensation. Eliza seemed so familiar. Could it be? No, it was impossible. But just then I noticed something stirred in her pocket. I jumped.

“Excuse me,” said Eliza. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a frog and started petting it. “I suppose you should meet my frog. Her name is—”

“Daisy!” I finished for her.

“Daisy the Sixth actually,” said Eliza, staring at me strangely.

“How’d you know that?” George asked.

“Oh, just a lucky guess,” I replied.

Eliza’s eyes sparked with mischief. “A lucky guess,” she repeated. Smiling slyly, she gave me a wink. “Just stick to that story, Nancy Drew. I won’t say a word.”
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