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One

NANCY DREW RAISED an elegant dress over her head and let it fall down around her slender figure. A sheath of turquoise silk, it left her back bare and stopped just above her knees.

Smoothing it down, she turned from her mirror with a puzzled smile. “Something’s up, I know it. I just wish I could figure out what!”

Nancy’s friend George Fayne was sitting cross-legged on Nancy’s bed, flipping through a magazine. Trim, toned, and tan, she was a superb amateur athlete. Nearby, George’s blond and curvy cousin Bess Marvin was sprawled in a chair, looking exhausted. The two had stopped to visit Nancy after a late-afternoon tennis game.

Nancy didn’t need to ask who had won.

“Come on, Nancy, why do you have to turn everything into a mystery?” Bess complained, fanning herself with her hand. “I mean, you’re only going out with Ned, right?”

“But he’s being so mysterious. First he insists that I get all dressed up, and then he refuses to tell me where we’re going.”

“So? Relax and enjoy yourself,” George advised.

“Yeah, let him surprise you,” Bess agreed.

“I wish I could. I’m trying. But it goes against my nature.”

“Ned” was Ned Nickerson, Nancy’s boyfriend. Normally he was the most straightforward guy in the world, but for the past three weeks—in fact, since their first, and only, date of the summer so far—he had been acting very cagey. He had been avoiding going out with her, and now, for some reason, he was turning their second date into a puzzle.

Why?

Guiltily, Nancy wondered if it could still have anything to do with the stupid disagreement they had had on their last date. Ned had claimed that he could be as good a detective as she—maybe better. Her pride hurt, she had fired back a stinging reply.

But it couldn’t be that, she reasoned further. She had apologized, and that had been the end of it. Ned never held a grudge. Still, if that wasn’t the reason, then what was? Crack detective that she was, Nancy had to keep trying until she figured it out.

“So, Nan, do you have a theory about what’s going on?” George asked.

Nancy shook her head.

“Well, he’s obviously taking you someplace fancy,” Bess observed.

“Maybe Paris,” George chimed in.

Nancy laughed. “Oh, right. Seriously, I wish I could guess what’s going on. The suspense is driving me crazy.”

Crossing to her dresser, Nancy brushed back her reddish gold hair and fixed it in place with a pair of barrettes. Next, she clipped on two silver earrings and stepped into a pair of high-heeled pumps. A dab of perfume on her throat and wrists, and she was finally ready.

Twirling around, she asked, “Okay, how do I look?”

“Hot!” Bess pronounced.

“Definitely,” George agreed. “Ned isn’t going to know what hit him.”

“Good.”

Just then there was a tap at Nancy’s door. “Nancy?” It was the voice of Hannah Gruen, the Drews’ longtime housekeeper. “Ned’s downstairs.”

“Thanks, Hannah. I’ll be there in a sec,” Nancy said. Grabbing her evening bag, she smiled at her friends. “Well, time’s up. I guess this is one mystery I won’t get to solve. Still, there’s one consolation.”

“What’s that?” George asked.

“I’m going to knock his socks off. Are you coming down to witness it?”

“Sure, if you want us!” Bess said, standing up.

“Bess, let’s wait here until they’re gone,” George said quietly to her cousin. “Nancy can give us the details tomorrow.”

“Okay, you two,” Nancy said, smiling. “And thanks.”

As she descended the stairs, Nancy decided that being kept in suspense really wasn’t so bad after all. It added drama to the evening—made her pulse race a bit.

Her pulse rate jumped even more when she caught sight of Ned. Tall, dark, and square-jawed, her boyfriend was always handsome. That night, though, in his dark gray suit, crisp white shirt, and maroon tie, he looked sensational. He was holding a long white box in his hands.

“Is this dressed up enough for you?” Nancy asked, pausing at the bottom of the stairs.

Ned grinned. “You look great. Here—these are for you.”

Nancy took the box, opened it, and pulled back the tissue paper inside. “Oh, Ned—long-stemmed roses! They’re gorgeous! It’ll take a pretty big vase to hold these.”

“Don’t you worry about the vase,” said Hannah, who had appeared unobtrusively behind them. “I’ll take care of that. You two run along and have a lovely time.”

“Thanks, Hannah,” Nancy said, handing the box to the housekeeper. Turning to Ned, she took his arm and demanded, “So, are you finally going to tell what this is all about?”

Ned chuckled. “Nope. I’m going to keep you guessing—and don’t complain. It won’t do any good,” he ordered, leading her out the door.

“Why do I put up with you?” Nancy said and rolled her eyes.

Ned didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled open the passenger door of his car with an enigmatic smile.

• • •

Three hours later Nancy popped the last bite of her crepes suzette into her mouth, leaned back, and sighed. It was easy to see why people called Chez Louis the best restaurant in River Heights. The food was fantastic.

The view was fantastic too. She and Ned were seated at a window table that overlooked the Muskoka River. On the water a barge was pushing slowly downstream, leaving a lazy V-shaped wake behind it. To the west the sun was low, ready for a spectacular sunset.

Reaching across the table, Nancy caught Ned’s hand in hers and squeezed it. “This has been great. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Ned squeezed her hand back, gazing into her eyes with a look that made Nancy melt a little inside.

She smiled weakly. Ned really is the greatest, she thought. His “surprise” had turned out to be every bit as wonderful as she had hoped. But deep inside she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was up to something.

“A penny for your thoughts?” Ned asked.

Nancy grinned. “I was just wondering if you’ve got something else planned for tonight.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Well, for one thing it’s still light outside,” Nancy observed. “The evening’s got a lot left to go. For another, you’re smiling very suspiciously.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Come on, Ned, out with it. There’s a reason for all this, isn’t there?”

“All what?” he asked innocently.

“You know! The roses. This restaurant.”

Ned folded his arms. “You’re too curious for your own good. You know that, don’t you?”

“I am not.”

“Yes, you are. Tell me something, Nan, do you ever wonder what your life would be like if there were no mysteries to solve?”

Nancy laughed. “Ned, that’s impossible. There will always be mysteries to solve. Anyway, why do you ask? Are you still angry about that argument we had?”

“About my detective abilities? Nope. Not after—that is, not anymore,” he said with a sly smile. “Anyway, I really am curious. What would you do if you weren’t a detective?”

“You mean if I retired?” she asked. “I think it’s early for that. I’m only eighteen. I’m barely getting started.”

She was avoiding his question, and Ned knew it. “Seriously, Nancy, don’t you ever imagine yourself doing something else?”

“Not really,” she said with a shrug. “I enjoy solving mysteries. It makes me feel—I don’t know, special. Needed.”

“You’re very special just the way you are.”

Nancy blushed happily. “Thanks.” She paused. “Ned, why are you asking me this stuff?”

For the second time that evening, Ned didn’t answer. Instead, he signaled the waiter for their check. When he had paid, they rose and went outside.

“What now?” Nancy asked.

“How about a walk along the river?” Ned suggested.

“Sounds wonderful.”

Hand in hand, they strolled along the bank of the Muskoka. The concrete path was lined with trees and empty benches. That night they had the riverbank to themselves.

Stopping, they watched as the sun slipped below the horizon in a fiery blaze. Streaks of orange and red shot across the sky. Nancy’s heart hammered as Ned’s arms slipped around her. She melted against him as he kissed her.

The sky was fading from crimson to purple when Nancy finally pulled away. “Wow,” she whispered. “You really know how to treat a girl.”

“It’s easy when she’s Nancy Drew,” Ned said lightly.

“Oh, you!” She hugged him hard. Then all at once a thought crossed her mind—there was a mystery to solve. . . .

“Nancy? What is it?” Ned asked, searching her eyes.

“Nothing important. I was just wondering—well, if maybe you’re going to tell me something.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. That you’re going to spend the rest of the summer in Europe, maybe. Or you’re going back to Hong Kong next year. It’s something bad, isn’t it?”

“No, nothing bad.”

“Then I was right!” she cried triumphantly. “The flowers—the fancy dinner—you are softening me up. You’ve got something up your sleeve!”

“No, nothing up my sleeve,” Ned answered. “Something in my heart. Something I want to ask you.”

“What?”

Releasing her, Ned reached down and took both her hands in his. Gazing into her eyes, he asked, “Nancy, will you marry me?”
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Two

NANCY WAS THUNDERSTRUCK. “N-Ned—did I hear you right?”

Ned smiled. “I hope so. I said, ‘Will you marry me?’ ”

Nancy swallowed. She didn’t know what to say. Part of her was ecstatic. Ned had just paid her a huge compliment. But another part of her was troubled. While she had never imagined marrying anyone other than Ned, she had never imagined herself married at the age of eighteen!

“Ned, I—I don’t understand. This is so sudden,” she said, stalling.

“Is it?” Ned asked. “We’ve been in love for ages now.”

“True. I guess what I mean is that it’s a surprise. You never mentioned wanting to get married before.”

“No, but I’ve been thinking about it. Haven’t you?”

Nancy felt her cheeks grow warm. The truth was, she hadn’t.

“It makes sense to me for us to get married, Nancy,” Ned said earnestly. “We’re a great team. I mean, sometimes we can almost read each other’s minds.”

Sometimes. Right now, though, his was a puzzle to Nancy. What had brought this proposal on? How long had he been thinking about it?

“Ned, I’m not sure it does make sense. Not right now, anyway,” she said. “For one thing, where would we live? You haven’t graduated from college yet.”

“There’s housing for married students on campus,” he pointed out.

“But what about money? What would we live on?”

“My savings,” he said, shrugging. “Look, we can work that stuff out. What do you say, Nancy? Will you marry me?”

Turning, Nancy drifted to the railing that paralleled the walk. Below her, the surface of the river had turned murky in the twilight. What should she tell him? she wondered. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. At the same time, she didn’t want to commit herself. Marriage was so final—and so grown up!

Ned joined her at the railing. Leaning on her elbows, Nancy glanced sideways. “Ned, I’m not sure what to say. Can I have a few years to think it over?”

Ned’s features clouded. “This isn’t a joke, Nancy.”

“I know, I know. It’s just that—oh, I guess there’s no other way to say it. I can’t marry you, Ned. Not yet.”

“Okay,” he said rather quickly.

“I mean, it’s not as if I don’t want to. Someday I will. Probably. But right now it’s too soon.”

“I understand.”

“Look, I guess you’re furious at me—”

“I’m not.”

“But you’ve got to see it from my point of view.”

“I do.”

“Ned, I’m still young. There are lots of things I want to do before I— Wait a minute. What did you say?”

“I said I understand.”

“You’re not mad?”

Ned shrugged. “No. Should I be?”

“Well, sure,” Nancy said with a frown. “I turned you down, didn’t I?”

“Not really. All you said was that this isn’t the right time.”

“Yes, I guess I did.”

She was relieved. And surprised. She had been sure he would be hurt by her rejection. But he wasn’t—apparently. In fact, Ned was being very sweet.

Affection flooded through her. No wonder she loved him so much! At the same time, though, she felt a little guilty. She hated to disappoint him.

“Ned, thank you for being so understanding,” she said warmly.

“No problem,” he replied with a smile.

“I mean, I hardly deserve this. Not only do I get a proposal, but I get a really wonderful reaction to my no too!”

“Well, why not? It’s your decision.”

“I know that. I’m just glad you understand.” Nancy felt reassured—and even more guilty than before. Throwing her arms around him, she added, “You are the greatest, Ned Nickerson, do you know that?”

“Well, I’ve had my suspicions.”

“Oh, you!” She kissed him hard. “What would I do without you?”

“Beats me.”

A minute later, as they strolled toward the parking lot, Nancy slipped her arm around Ned’s waist. She felt terrific. Her boyfriend was the most wonderful guy on earth.

Yet for some reason her twinge of guilt wouldn’t go away. It was dumb, of course. There was no need to feel bad, she knew. Yet she did. And was he really taking it as well as he said? He couldn’t be. She decided to probe his feelings a bit more when they got to his car.

“Ned, are you absolutely sure you’re not angry at me?” she asked, as he politely held open the passenger door. She ignored it and turned to confront him.

“Of course I’m not angry,” he said.

“You’re not even a little disappointed?”

“Maybe a little.”

“Well, you don’t sound it. You sound almost relieved.”

“Ye—uh—I do?”

It was only a tiny slip. It probably meant nothing, Nancy decided, but she couldn’t let it pass. She wanted all of their feelings to be out in the open. It was the only way to make sure that everything was truly okay.

“Ned, why did you hesitate just then? Are you saying you are relieved?”

“Uh—no, I’m not saying that. Don’t put words in my mouth,” he said sharply.

Nancy was taken aback. “What’s wrong? All I asked was why you hesitated!”

“No reason.”

“Ned! You’re not being honest. I know you! Tell me—why did you really propose to me tonight?”

“Because I want to marry you, obviously.”

“But if that’s true, then why are you glad that I said no?”

“I’m not glad!”

“Yes, you are! You sound like it anyway.”

Ned folded his arms. “Look, Nancy, who said I have to be miserable? I took a chance and it didn’t work out, that’s all. I’m not going to cry about it.”

“Well—I guess I can understand that,” she said uncertainly. His words made sense, yet somehow they hurt.

“I’m glad you understand. Anyway, that proposal was serious. I mean, I wouldn’t ask just anyone to marry me, right?”

“No, I don’t suppose you would,” she said, feeling a bit better.

“There, you see? You’re worrying about nothing.”

In spite of herself, Nancy smiled. “Maybe I am.”

“You are, I promise.”

She hugged him gently. No doubt she was overreacting. Deciding to get married was a big issue. Facing it was bound to make her confused.

“I’m sorry. I apologize for being suspicious,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings.”

“Apology accepted. Now, shall we go home?” Ned asked.

Nancy slid into the passenger seat. Ned shut her door, got in on the driver’s side, and started the engine. For a while they drove in silence. Nancy felt foolish for doubting his sincerity, but, after a few minutes, her doubts returned.
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