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When heavy rains washed out the low-lying towns around River Heights, my friends and I knew we had to help. That’s when we hooked up with Helping Homes to build apartments. Then the two-time state champion basketball team, the Lowell University Bullets, showed up—and the waters, so to speak, turned murky.


While George couldn’t be happier about working close to J. C. Valdez, the Bullets’ star forward, not everyone around us is a fan. Take the person who is destroying our work and spray painting threats to J. C. on the walls, for starters. Is this the product of some basketball feud, or something much larger? I may be up to my elbows in sheet rock, but that won’t slow my sleuthing. . . .
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Let me introduce myself. I’m Nancy Drew.


My friends call me Nancy. My enemies call me a lot of other things, like “that girl who cooked my goose.” They actually sometimes speak like that, but what can you expect from criminals? See, I’m a detective. Well, not really. I mean, I don’t have a license or anything. I don’t carry a badge or a gun, in part because I wouldn’t touch a gun even if I could, and also because I’m just not old enough. But I am old enough to know when something isn’t right, when somebody’s getting an unfair deal, when someone’s done something they shouldn’t do. And I know how to stop them, catch them, and get them into the hands of the law, where they belong. I take those things seriously, and I’m almost never wrong.


My best friends, Bess and George, might not totally agree with me. They tell me I’m wrong a lot, and that they have to cover for me all of the time just to make me look good. Bess would tell you I dress badly. I call it casual. George would tell you I’m not focused. By that she’d mean that once again I forgot to fill my car with gas or bring enough money to buy lunch. But they both know I’m always focused when it comes to crime. Always.


Nancy Drew




 


In Deep Water . . .


“By mistake?” I repeated. “You think someone tracked down the water valve and took a wrench to it by mistake?”


“You’d be surprised,” Owen said, laughing. “This isn’t the first time an overeager volunteer did something they shouldn’t have and didn’t want to admit it.”


I didn’t say anything more. I mean, the guy had a lot more experience at construction work than I did. Still, I didn’t feel nearly as sure as Owen that the valve had been opened accidentally.


“Uh-oh. I know that look.” George raised an eyebrow at me. “What are you thinking, Nancy?”
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Troubled Waters





1



After the Flood


Voila! Two dozen turkey sandwiches with lettuce, cheese, and tomato, all wrapped and ready to go,” I said.


I held up a tray in the middle of our kitchen and grinned at my two best friends, Bess Marvin and George Fayne. The three of us had been making sandwiches for the past hour—maybe longer. We were totally surrounded by cold cuts, lettuce, bread, cucumbers, sliced peppers . . . you name it.


“I’ve got ham on whole wheat,” George added. She tore some plastic wrap from a roll, stretched it around the sandwich she’d just made, and added it to a pile on the counter.


“And I’m almost done with these veggie wraps,” George’s cousin Bess spoke up, standing at the counter next to George. “They look delicious, if I say so myself.”


“Hey, no tasting,” George teased. “Remember what Cathy said. People over at the Historical Society and the Senior Center are waiting for these sandwiches.”


I’ll be the first to admit that my friends and I can get food obsessed. Give us three spoons and a pint of ice cream, and we’re in heaven. But this time we’d actually been motivated by something other than our bottomless-pit stomachs.


We’d had record-breaking spring rains in our area. When you live near a river, like we do, wet weather can cause big trouble. Our town of River Heights hadn’t been hit too badly. The cliffs along the river kept water from overflowing. But some of the low-lying towns south of us hadn’t been so lucky. Every night we heard on the news how the floods were the worst our area had seen in a century. Hundreds of people had lost their homes. They were being put up temporarily in places like the Historical Society building, the Senior Center, local hotels—anyplace that had room . . . including the guest room and the sofa bed in the Drew family home. My house, in other words.


Bess, George, and I turned as the kitchen door opened. Our housekeeper, Hannah Gruen, came in. Her niece, Cathy Fogler, was behind her, along with Cathy’s seventeen-year-old son, Brad. They carried bulky cardboard boxes, which they angled through the doorway. It didn’t take a detective to see that the three of them were related. They all had the same blue eyes and broad cheeks. But Hannah and Cathy were round and curvy and on the short side, while Brad had the tall, muscular build of an athlete. He towered over the rest of us as he placed his boxes on the counter near George.


“Where should we put these sandwiches, Hannah?” George asked.


Hannah has lived with Dad and me ever since my mother died, when I was three. The kitchen is usually her territory. But in the two weeks since Cathy and Brad had been staying with us, Cathy had done even more cooking than Hannah. So I wasn’t surprised when Cathy was the one who answered George’s question. Dropping her boxes on the floor, she took a look around.


“Brad, why don’t you help the girls load sandwiches in these boxes? Aunt Hannah and I will pack up the cakes and quiches we made this morning,” Cathy said. She nodded at a dozen quiches and chocolate cakes that covered the kitchen table. “I’m sure everyone will appreciate a tasty meal after all they’ve been through.”


“You make it sound like the floods have only been hard for other people. You and Brad lost your house too,” Bess said, bending to place veggie wraps in one of the boxes. “And your business.”


I saw a sad gleam in Cathy’s eyes. “It figures the floods would hit right after I redid the kitchen so I could handle more catering jobs. I never imagined the whole house would collapse like it did. Brad and I didn’t take anything but some clothes when we left,” she said. “Now it’s all gone. Brad’s baby pictures . . . everything.”


I wasn’t sure what to say. But then Cathy smiled and said, “We’re just lucky to know people like you and your dad, Nancy. I don’t know where Brad and I would be if you hadn’t insisted that we stay here. And Mrs. Mahoney has me delivering meals to flood victims all over the county. I’m actually busier now than I was before the floods.”


Mrs. Mahoney is like a one-person good-deeds factory in River Heights. She runs the Mahoney Foundation, which has contributed to just about every worthy cause around. Half the buildings in town have her name on them. Making sure flood victims had enough to eat was exactly the kind of thing she would do. And by hiring Cathy to supply meals, Mrs. Mahoney was helping to keep Cathy’s catering business—called the Catered Table—going strong too.


“The floods have been hard on Brad, though,” Cathy went on. She sighed as Brad headed out the kitchen door with a box that George had just finished packing. “Our whole neighborhood in Cedar Plains was pretty much destroyed. About half of the boys on Brad’s basketball team are staying with friends or relatives. It’ll be months before they can get back in their homes—if their houses are still standing.”


“Ouch,” George said, grimacing.


Cathy nodded. “Thank goodness the school gym didn’t flood, that’s all I can say. Basketball is the one normal thing a lot of the kids have left,” she said. “That’s why their coach is holding practice this week, even though school’s closed for vacation.”


I felt an ache in the pit of my stomach. It was the same ache I got every time I saw another story on the news about a building that had been washed away or a family pet that was missing. So many people had lost so much. I wished I could do more to help.


Maybe it was a coincidence that Dad called right then. He likes to check in with me when he’s at the office, especially when I’m trying to solve a mystery and he’s worried I might be in some kind of trouble. Not that there was any mystery in my life at the moment. Still, Dad’s timing was perfect. As soon as I heard what he had to say, the ache in my stomach turned into an excited buzz.


“Guess what?” I said, dropping the phone on the counter. “Dad just told me that—”


“Tell us while we drive to the Historical Society,” Cathy cut in. She headed for the door with a box of quiches. “We were supposed to be there ten minutes ago!”


“Let me get this straight. We’re going to be part of the Helping Homes renovation team?” George said twenty minutes later. “Those guys do amazing work.”


“That’s for sure. Did you see the TV special about that old factory in California? Helping Homes made it over into apartments for people with disabilities,” Bess added. “They had six teams of volunteers working like crazy. The whole place was ready in less than a month.”


We had just arrived at the River Heights Historical Society—though, to be honest, it looked more like a shelter than anything else. Cots and bags of people’s personal belongings filled the open room where lectures and exhibits were usually held. The two long tables in the adjoining library had been cleared of old books and maps and letters. I counted about two dozen people who sat there ready to eat the lunch we’d brought—from little kids to a wiry, white-haired man who used a walker. Cathy had been right about them appreciating a tasty meal. They all dug in with gusto when we handed out sandwiches and slices of cake.


“Well, now Helping Homes is doing the same thing with the old Davis Foundry,” I said, making my way down one of the tables with plastic cups of milk and water.


“That run-down old metalworks next to the river?” Bess said. She handed veggie wraps to two teenage girls while George held the box. “It shut down ages ago.”


“In nineteen fifty-six, according to Dad. But he says the building is solid. And it’s huge. When Helping Homes is done, there’ll be one hundred new apartments for people who lost their houses in the floods.”


Cathy grinned over her should at me as she handed out plates of quiche. “Including Brad and me?” she said, shaking her head. “You’re sure, Nancy?”


“Definitely. Dad is handling some of the legal details, so he ought to know,” I told her. “He knew Bess and George and I would want to help, so he signed all three of us up as volunteers. Actually, tons of people are helping. Dad said the whole Lowell University basketball team is going to be working with us.”


“The Bullets?” George glanced over the top of the bulky box, and her eyes lit up. “They won the state championship, two years running! Their starting forward is awesome. J.C. Valdez. I’m pretty sure he’s from around here.”


Cathy nodded. “J.C. went to Cedar Plains High,” she said. “All the guys on Brad’s team idolize him. The way they see it, he’s living proof that a local boy can make it big.”


“Anyway, I guess we’ll meet the whole team later,” I said. “All the volunteers are supposed to meet at the Davis Foundry at four o’clock for a press conference.”


As we moved to the second table, the heavy wooden door to the Historical Society banged open. A teenage boy with a mop of reddish hair ran in. He looked excitedly around until his gaze landed on Brad.


“Put that stuff down,” the boy said, nodding at the tray of cake slices Brad was holding. “We’ve got to head over to the school right away. Coach wants to talk to the whole team. We’re going to be training with the Bullets!”


Brad’s eyes snapped toward the other boy. “The Bullets? Cam, are you serious?” I noticed that Brad hadn’t kept pace with the rest of us, but was stuck halfway down the first table. He’d been held up by the older man who had snow-white hair and a walker. The guy didn’t seem to have heard what Brad’s friend Cam had said. He just hung on to Brad’s arm and kept on talking.


“Poor Otis is out there all by himself,” he said in a worried, raspy voice. “I called and called, but that old dog wouldn’t come. The water got so high that I had to leave without him.”


Cam glanced impatiently at his watch. “Coach Stanislaus wants us to meet now,” he said to Brad. “The Bullets are going to be working on some building renovation. Coach wants us to volunteer too. And we’ll be training with the Bullets every night.”


“Awesome!” Brad started to move toward Cam, but the white-haired man had a firm grip on his arm. “Um, I’ve really got to go, Mr. Fillmore. . . .”


“Looks like Brad needs some backup,” George said under her breath.


Putting down my tray of drinks, I walked back to the other table and said, “I’ll take over here, Brad. Um, Mr. Fillmore, have you tried calling the animal shelter?”


I felt sorry for Mr. Fillmore. He wasn’t exactly fit enough to go looking for his dog, and it had to be awful not knowing what had happened to him. Mr. Fillmore really didn’t want Brad to go. Even after I took over handing out the cake, he hung on to Brad’s sleeve and kept going on—and on—about Otis. It took Brad about five more minutes before he finally broke free and left with Cam.


“Did you see how happy they looked?” Cathy commented, watching the boys disappear through the door. “Working with the Bullets is a dream come true for those boys.”


“For us, too,” Bess said as she and George finished handing out sandwiches. “We get to help flood victims and hang out with the top basketball players in the state. How great is that?”


We were all so psyched that I didn’t think we could stand to wait until the Helping Homes press conference at four o’clock. But Cathy kept us busy. After delivering meals to people at the Historical Society, the Senior Center, and the River Heights Inn, we barely had time to change before heading to the old foundry.


“There’s the turnoff,” Bess said, leaning forward in the backseat of my car. She pointed to our right, and I saw a battered, weathered-looking sign marked DAVIS FOUNDRY. Just beyond, a narrow drive curved out of sight behind the trees.


I turned onto it, and we zigzagged through more trees. The narrow road, edged by a strip of muddy ground, rose uphill toward cliffs that overlooked the river. The woods were so thick around us that we didn’t see the old foundry until we came out of the trees right next to it.
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