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One


GEORGE IS GOING to miss out on a great party tonight,” Bess Marvin said. “Too bad she’s playing in that tennis tournament in Chicago this week.” She pushed back her long, blond hair, then handed a piece of masking tape to her friend Nancy Drew, who was standing on a stepladder in the front hallway of the Drews’ home.


“Not to mention that she won’t be around for the whole rest of the mayoral campaign,” Nancy added. “George really wanted to help Caroline Hill win.” She stuck the tape on the corner of the paper banner she was hanging over the arched doorway to the living room.


Caroline Hill was the district attorney of River Heights. Nancy had gotten to know her through her father, Carson Drew, a noted criminal lawyer. When Caroline decided to run for mayor, Nancy and Bess had eagerly volunteered to help out.


“Well, you and I will have a great time working on Caroline’s campaign, anyway. Going to the rallies”—she grinned—“meeting cute guys . . .”


“Definitely,” Nancy agreed. Not that she wanted to meet anyone new. “I hope Ned can make it. He’s been so busy with midterms that I haven’t been able to reach him this week. I even got an answering machine so I wouldn’t miss his calls, but so far he hasn’t had time to phone.” She blew a lock of reddish blond hair out of her eyes and gazed critically at the sign she had just hung.


Ned Nickerson, Nancy’s boyfriend, was a student at Emerson College. She didn’t get to see him often, and she really missed him.


Hearing footsteps on the stairs, Nancy turned to see her father coming down. He was wearing slacks and a sweater. His dark hair was graying at the temples, and he had the same blue eyes as Nancy.


“What do you think of the poster, Dad?” she asked, climbing down the ladder.


“ ‘Caroline Hill, the Right Choice for Mayor of River Heights,’ ” Carson Drew read out loud. “It looks great!” He went to the closet and put on a windbreaker. “I have to run out to pick up the P.A. system for Caroline’s speech tonight.” Giving Nancy and Bess a warm smile, he added, “Thanks for giving up your Sunday to help get everything ready for tonight’s fundraiser.”


“It’s been fun,” Bess said. “I never knew how much went into something like this.”


“It’s worth the trouble. Caroline is an old friend of mine,” Mr. Drew said. “We’ve faced each other in court a lot. I miss seeing her there since she’s taken time off to campaign.”


Bess sat down on the bottom step of the staircase. “It’s hard to believe that in ten days, Sam Filanowski won’t be mayor anymore. He’s been mayor of River Heights nearly all my life.”


“Fifteen years,” Nancy put in. “If he hadn’t had that heart attack a few months ago, I doubt he would have decided to step down.”


“You’re probably right,” Mr. Drew said. He glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly five. I have to run.”


A few minutes later, Hannah Gruen, the Drews’ housekeeper, poked her head around the kitchen door. The cheerful, gray-haired woman had lived with the Drews since Nancy was three, and she was just like family to Nancy and her father.


“Nancy, someone just pulled up in the driveway,” Hannah said. She nodded toward the poster over the living-room doorway. “Oh, that looks nice!”


“Thanks,” Nancy said, grinning. “Come on, Bess. I bet that’s Hector. He said he was going to stop by with all the freebies for tonight.”


As the two girls hurried out the front door, Nancy saw Hector Alvarez, Caroline’s campaign manager, pulling two cardboard boxes out of the trunk of his car. He had black curly hair and a compact build.


“What’s in the boxes?” Bess asked, taking one of them from him and heading back to the house. Hector and Nancy followed, with Hector carrying the second box.


“Open them up, open them up!” Hector bubbled. He set his box down next to Bess’s in the foyer. “I want to hear what you two experts think of the stuff we’ll be giving away at the fundraiser tonight.”


Nancy was already tearing open one box. She pulled out a neon green T-shirt and held it up. Huge block letters across the front read: THE ANSWER: HILL FOR MAYOR.


“Intense!” she exclaimed.


“Everyone’s going to love those,” Bess agreed.


Hector grinned. Then he opened the other box and started digging through it. “I’ve got Hill for Mayor caps in lots of colors, too. Here, try this.”


He handed Bess a neon orange cap. She put the hat on and turned to look at her reflection in the small mirror next to the Drews’ front door. “Cool!”


Turning to Hector, Nancy asked, “How do the polls look? Have you gotten the latest results?”


“Sure did,” he replied, his dark eyes crinkling in a smile. “We’re beating Patrick Gleason by ten points.”


“Great!” Nancy and Bess said together.


“But we’re not in the clear,” Hector cautioned. “I happen to know that Gleason is doing a media blitz this week. He’s spent a lot of money on TV and radio commercials. Election day is a week from Tuesday. We’ve got to keep hustling.”


“That means tonight’s fundraiser is really important,” Nancy said. “If Caroline wants to compete with Gleason’s ads, she’ll need to raise a lot of money. I’ve just been assuming that Caroline would win.”


“You know,” Bess said, “my dad works with Patrick Gleason on the city council. Dad says that Gleason is a good guy but that Caroline would make a better mayor.”


“Everyone likes Gleason,” Nancy pointed out. “He’s got three kids, and he’s a former basketball star and coach at Emerson College. . . .” Her voice trailed off.


Hector looked from Nancy to Bess. “You two are acting as if the election is over and lost. Cheer up! Tonight’s party is going to be great, and next week we’ll be celebrating!”


• • •


“Bess, why don’t you take a break,” Nancy said a few hours later. “I’ll take over for a while.” She and Bess had been passing out trays of hors d’oeuvres since guests had started arriving an hour earlier.


“Okay, if you’re sure. I wouldn’t mind taking a break to listen to Caroline’s speech.”


Just then Carson Drew’s amplified voice rose over the din in the crowded living room. “Ladies and gentlemen, could I have your attention, please!”


As Bess went to return her empty tray to the kitchen, Nancy stood on tiptoe to spot her father through the crowd. He was standing at the far end of the room.


When the crowd quieted down, Mr. Drew said, “Although we were often opponents in the courtroom, I have always had nothing but the highest regard for Caroline Hill’s integrity, moral strength, and sharp mind. These qualities, combined with her knowledge of city government and environmental law, make her the only logical choice for the mayor of River Heights. But Caroline is here to speak for herself. Ladies and gentlemen, Caroline Hill!”


The crowd clapped loudly and cleared a space as an attractive woman in her early forties stepped forward. She had sleek, chin-length brown hair and large hazel eyes, and she was wearing a plum-colored linen coatdress. Nancy had to admire her cool, professional style.


“I am here tonight because I believe in the future of River Heights,” Caroline began in a clear, sure voice. She went on to list her plans for bringing recycling to the town, increasing public transportation, and cleaning up the Muskoka River. Everyone was silent as she spoke, but the whole house erupted in cheers and applause when she finished.


Nancy grinned as everyone crowded around Caroline and started talking enthusiastically. Several people were taking out their checkbooks. It looked as if the fundraiser was going to be a success!


As Nancy started to work her way through the crowd with her tray of fried wontons, a familiar voice spoke up behind her.


“Excuse me, miss. I’m looking for a gorgeous young redhead, about your height?”


Nancy spun around. “Ned, you’re here!” she cried, looking at her handsome boyfriend. He was wearing a white shirt and khaki pants, and his wavy brown hair was still damp from a recent shower. Nancy stood on her toes to kiss him.


“I don’t know if the staff should be kissing the guests,” he joked when they pulled apart, “but I kind of like it.”


“How are you, Ned?” Nancy said in a rush. “How did all your midterms go? You look a little tired.” She reached up with her free hand and lightly touched the dark circles under his eyes.


Ned chuckled and helped himself to a fried wonton from her tray. “I’m beat,” he admitted, “but everything went fine. I think I even aced a couple of tests.” He looked around the room. “But you didn’t have to throw a party just for me, Drew.”


“Anything for you, Nickerson,” Nancy replied, grinning.


“No, really,” Ned said. “Who’s this party for?”


Nancy frowned. “Didn’t your roommate tell you? I left a message—” she began.


“Ease up,” he said lightly, reaching for another wonton. “We haven’t had time to do anything but study and write papers. You should see my pile of dirty laundry!”


Nancy relaxed. “Sorry, Ned,” she said. “It’s just that I’ve been so wrapped up in this election.”


“I know what you mean. Something tells me that I’m not going to be getting a lot of rest until election day.”


Nancy was puzzled. “So you do know about the election?”


“Sure.”


“Then your roommate did tell you,” Nancy insisted.


Now Ned looked confused. “Tell me what?”


“That I’m working for Caroline Hill,” Nancy said impatiently. “This party is a fundraiser for her campaign.”


Ned’s pleasant expression faded. “Are you telling me that you’re working against Patrick Gleason?”


Nancy laughed nervously. “Of course. I want Caroline Hill to be elected. Don’t you?”


“Not at all,” Ned said coolly. “As a matter of fact, I’ve already told Patrick Gleason that I’m going to help out with his campaign!”


Nancy stared open-mouthed at Ned. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Her boyfriend was working for the opposition!





Chapter



[image: Images]


Two


FOR A MOMENT, all Nancy could do was stare at Ned. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke.


“Nancy, I know Patrick Gleason. He used to play basketball at Emerson, and he was a coach. There are a whole crew of Emerson students who are helping out on his campaign, even though a lot of us don’t live in River Heights. Everyone’s got a lot of admiration for him. He’s come around to help our team out, and I’ve had some good conversations with him. I realize that you must feel the same way about Caroline Hill, and I can respect that.” He squeezed her shoulder gently.


Ned’s fairness was one of the things that Nancy loved about him. She smiled, feeling a little better. “You’re right about respecting each other, that’s the most important thing,” she said. “We can’t always agree on everything.” Leaning closer to him, she said softly, “Do you realize you’re in the enemy’s camp? I could turn you in for spying, you know.”


Ned laughed and looked around the room. “Actually, maybe I shouldn’t be here,” he told her. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you.”


“You could never embarrass me, Nickerson,” she said, standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “But I do have to get busy. Bess is around here somewhere. I’ll find you guys in a little while, okay?”


It took only a few minutes to pass out the remaining wontons on her tray. She was about to head back to the kitchen when Caroline broke away from a small group to greet her. “This is the first chance I’ve had all night to thank you,” Caroline said.


Nancy smiled. “I’m happy to help out. I thought your speech was—”


“Excuse me,” an older man interrupted. He was in his late sixties, Nancy guessed, with a short but powerful build, widely spaced pale gray eyes, graying blond hair, and a no-nonsense expression. The man looked past Nancy at Caroline.


“Mr. Blount, I’m so glad you could come tonight,” Caroline said, smiling politely.


“Thank you,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice. “I must say, I’m very impressed by your campaign so far. I can see that you care as much about River Heights as I do. I’m afraid I have to leave now, but first I’d like to make a small contribution to your cause.” He shook her hand and pressed a check into it, then said goodbye and walked away.


Caroline studied the check. “Wow, that’s a lot of ice cream!” she exclaimed, her eyes widening.


Glancing at the check, Nancy saw that it was for five thousand dollars. “Talk about generous!” Nancy agreed. “But what does ice cream have to do with anything?”


Caroline folded the check and slipped it into her dress pocket. “That was Alan Blount. He made a fortune with his ice cream company in Chicago before he retired to River Heights about ten years ago. He really does love this town. He’s the one who donated a new wing to the hospital last year. I’m sure glad he’s on our side.”


Before Caroline could say anything more, Hector appeared and whisked her off to talk to more supporters. Nancy passed out a few more trays of food, then decided to take a break. She found Ned and Bess standing next to the fireplace in the living room.


“Bess, you mean to say that in this house packed with people, you don’t see a single guy you’re interested in?” Ned was asking, a teasing glint in his brown eyes.


Bess looked at her friends and sighed. “Sad but true. There’s not a cute guy in the whole room who’s under thirty.”


“I guess most kids our age don’t have money to throw around at fundraisers. . . .” Nancy said. Her voice trailed off as she spotted a newcomer who’d just entered the house. “Or maybe I spoke too soon. Hold on, I’ll be right back.”


Nancy quickly made her way to the foyer, where a tall guy in his early twenties was standing. He had short, curly blond hair, high cheekbones, and a cleft chin. He was with a girl who had brown eyes and curly auburn hair.


“Kyle, I’m glad you came!” Nancy said, taking their jackets and squeezing them into the hall closet. She had met Kyle Donovan at her father’s law firm, where he had just started as a paralegal. Besides being cute, she knew that Kyle was also really nice—just the kind of guy Bess would go crazy over. But who was the girl with him?


“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss this,” Kyle told Nancy, smiling. He put a friendly arm around the auburn-haired girl and added, “Nancy, this is my sister, Mary.”


“Your sister? Great! I mean, nice to meet you,” Nancy said, shaking hands with her. “Why don’t you two come with me? I want to introduce you to my friends.”


Mary hesitated. “I hate to be rude, but I promised my boyfriend I’d call as soon as we got here. Is there a phone I could use?”


“No problem. There’s a phone in the kitchen, through that door.” After Mary disappeared into the kitchen, Nancy led Kyle over to Ned and Bess. When she introduced them, Nancy didn’t miss the quick glimmer of interest in Bess’s blue eyes. Then, just as quickly, the glimmer disappeared.


Nancy wasn’t sure why Bess was acting so cool.


“Kyle, are you in college?” Ned asked.


“Uh, no, just graduated,” Kyle replied, pulling his gaze away from Bess. “I’m working as a paralegal for Mr. Drew—I’m saving up for law school. But I’m taking some time off this week to work on the Hill campaign. We figured that with the election down to the wire, Caroline needs all the help she can get.”


Nancy glanced quizzically at Bess. She had thought that her friend would be attracted to Kyle. He was handsome, smart, and interesting. But Bess was just staring off into space. Kyle, on the other hand, couldn’t take his eyes off Bess, even while he and Ned discussed his plans for law school. Suddenly, Bess excused herself. As she headed out of the room, Kyle followed her with his eyes.


“Did I say something wrong?” Kyle asked, turning back to Nancy.


Nancy shrugged. “Let me see if I can find out what’s bothering her.”


She caught up to Bess in the hallway. “Bess, why were you so cold to Kyle?”


“He has a lot of nerve!” Bess burst out. “Did you see the way he looked at me?”


“Hold it,” Nancy said. “Since when is it a crime for a guy to smile at you?”


Bess looked insulted. “I can’t believe you’re saying this. I mean, sure, he’s cute and all, but I saw him at the door with his girlfriend! If you ask me, it’s pretty rude of him to flirt with me the second she’s not around.”


Nancy burst into laughter.


“I don’t see what’s so funny about that!”


“I’m sorry, Bess. I should have realized,” Nancy began. “The person you thought was his girlfriend is actually his sister.”


A look of horror crossed Bess’s face. “His sister?” she gasped. “I am such a jerk! Nancy, he must think I’m awful!”


“I’m sure you could convince him otherwise,” Nancy replied, raising an eyebrow. “He definitely seems interested in you.”


“Do you think so?” Bess paused, then grinned. “He really is gorgeous, isn’t he?”


“Well, I’m relieved to see the old Bess back,” Nancy joked. “You had me worried there.”


“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go back so I can talk to him!”


• • •


The next morning Nancy arrived at Caroline Hill’s headquarters at nine o’clock. For the past week, she and Bess had answered phones, run errands, and generally done whatever was needed. As she glanced around the crowded storefront headquarters, Nancy saw that Bess hadn’t arrived yet. About a dozen other volunteers were scattered about, talking on the phones and stuffing publicity pamphlets into envelopes. Nancy was just going over to help with the pamphlets when Bess walked in, singing softly to herself.
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