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One

YOU CAN DO a lot better than that, Nancy Drew!” said Bess Marvin. She was seated next to Nancy in the first row of the hard bleachers and gave Nancy a playful nudge with her elbow. “Let’s use the team’s time-out to practice. It’s ‘BEDFORD! BEDFORD! USE YOUR MIGHT! GET THE BALL AND FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT!’ ” she shouted into the chilly autumn afternoon.

Laughing, Nancy tilted her head and peeked around Bess to give George Fayne a look that said, “She’s hopeless.” George, who was Bess’s cousin and Nancy’s other best friend, understood the look perfectly.

“She’s not easy to please, is she?” George said with a wry grin.

“Okay, Bess,” said Nancy. “Is this right?” She took a deep breath. “ ‘Bedford. Bedford. Use your might. Get the ball and fight, fight, fight!’ Any better?” she asked.

Bess pretended to be disgusted by Nancy’s lack of enthusiasm and looked straight ahead, out across Bedford High’s stadium. She wrinkled her nose and slipped her hands into the pockets of her down jacket.

“Hey! It’s hard to root for a team that was your archrival all through high school,” Nancy said. “How do you do it, Bess?”

“Bess isn’t cheering for Bedford, Nan,” George said. “She’s cheering for Bill Ellman.”

Bess lowered her eyelids and turned to glower at her cousin. She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by the team returning to the field. Just in front of the stands the Bedford cheerleaders jumped to their feet to welcome them back.

“Go, Bedford! Hooray, Bill!” Bess cried, standing and waving to the tall, broad-shouldered fullback wearing the Bedford yellow jersey with a royal blue number eleven.

The fullback hardly acknowledged Bess’s wave. He simply shot her a tiny nod before donning his helmet and trotting back onto the field to join the huddle. His jaw was set, and a tiny muscle moved in and out just above his jaw bone.

“He’s tense,” Bess explained. “It can’t be easy to lose with college scouts in the crowd.”

“Especially since Bradford’s been undefeated,” George added. Her face reflected genuine concern. Sports were George’s major passion, and she must have sensed the tension Bill was feeling.

“There’re still four minutes to turn things around,” said Nancy, rising to her feet. “GO, BEDFORD!” she shouted, putting her heart into the cheer this time. “BEAT CLIFFSIDE!”

“GO, BEDFORD! BEAT CLIFFSIDE!” The rest of the spectators picked up the cheer and turned it into a slow chant that grew steadily louder and stronger. Spreading out along the edge of the field, the cheerleaders faced the crowd and swayed, first left, then right, with their bright yellow and blue pom-poms held high above their heads.

Cynthia Tyler, captain of the squad and Bess’s new friend, stood on the fifty-yard line. Her honey blond curls followed the side-to-side movement. Soon the whole crowd was swaying and singing, supercharged with energy.

“Cynthia’s enthusiasm is contagious,” Nancy remarked.

George nodded, then smiled. “She isn’t just rooting for Bedford, either, you know.”

“True enough,” Bess agreed. Rob Matthews, Cynthia’s boyfriend, was Bedford’s quarterback and Bill Ellman’s best friend. They had introduced Bess and Cynthia.

“Wave to the camera!” Cynthia called up to the three girls as a local TV cameraman swung by the edge of the field, a hand-held camera on his shoulder.

Bess obliged with great enthusiasm. “To think that Bedford has three potential high school All-Americans and a possible state championship!” she said after the cameraman swung past her to pan the rest of the crowd. “What a team!”

“I know about Bill and Rob,” George said over the roar of the crowd. “But who’s the third player up for All-American?”

“Lonnie Price, number twenty-two!” Bess shouted. “He’s the defensive end. Lonnie, Bill, and Rob are best friends. It would be fantastic if they all made All-American and won the state championship.”

“Here they come!” said Nancy as the team broke out of their huddle and lined up for the next play.

The Bedford fans seemed to hold a collective breath as Rob tossed a pass downfield. Racing to meet it, Bill stretched his arms out, his head up, eyes on the spiraling ball.

Oomph! The air was forced out of him as he was broadsided by a two-hundred-pound linebacker. He did manage to retain possession of the ball, but only by falling on it, though.

“Poor Bill,” cried Bess, covering her eyes.

“Don’t give up, Bess, Bedford can still win,” said George after the whistle blew, signaling the clock to stop.

“You really think so?” Bess asked, worried, her eyes shifting to the scoreboard. Still twelve to seven.

“Sure,” Nancy answered, reaching around her friend’s shoulders to give her a hug. “One touchdown and they can win.”

Bess obviously cared a lot about Bill. When Bess first started dating him, George couldn’t help teasing her cousin about seeing a high school boy. But Bess hadn’t let the jokes get to her. “Bill’s special,” she’d said. “Not because he’s going to be an NFL star, not because of his superhuman physique and gorgeous aqua eyes, or that glossy chestnut hair of his. He’s special because he just happens to be incredibly sweet.”

Everything Bess had said about Bill seemed to be true. He had rugged good looks, and despite one or two small mistakes he’d made that day, his athletic talent was impressive.

A sharp whistle brought the girls’ attention back to the game. The teams lined up, and the center snapped the ball. As Rob dropped back for another pass, the cheers from the Bedford stands reached new heights. Cynthia’s voice was practically hoarse as she urged the fans on.

“They can’t lose,” Bess murmured worriedly. “They just can’t.”

“I think Rob’s going to run this one himself!” George cried excitedly. Just then the quarterback rolled out, then sprinted down the field. He was racking up a good gain, too, when a Cliffside defender broke free and charged at him.

“Look out!” Nancy yelled as the Cliffside tackle blew through open space and smashed into Rob, knocking him backward. Rob’s helmet went flying, its strap broken. With a sickening crack, his bare head hit the ground. The crowd’s roar instantly quieted to a nervous murmur.

“He’s not moving,” Bess said, her eyes glued to the field, where the fallen quarterback lay sprawled. Cynthia stood by the cheerleaders’ bench, stunned, her hands to her mouth. The Bedford trainer rushed up to Rob, kneeling at his side.

“Oh, please, please, let him be all right!” Cynthia cried out suddenly, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Come on,” Bess said, leading the way off the bleachers and over to the cheerleaders’ bench. Nancy and George followed.

“He’ll be okay, Cynthia,” Bess told the girl when they got there. She hugged her new friend’s shoulders.

“Look!” George pointed. “He’s getting up!”

Nancy turned to see Lonnie Price and Bill Ellman helping Rob to his feet. Slowly they walked him over to the players’ bench that was next to the cheerleader squad’s. Nancy could tell Rob was still dazed, but at least he was conscious. The worried-looking coach signaled a substitute onto the field, and play resumed with only fifty seconds left in the game.

“Come on, Bedford!” Nancy cried, still at the cheerleaders’ bench. Barely audible over the roar of the crowd, Nancy heard Rob and his coach arguing.

“I’m fine!” Rob shouted. “Put me back in!”

“Sit down,” the coach ordered, pointing Rob back toward the bench.

Just then a groan went up from the stands. Cliffside had sacked Rob’s substitute.

“No! This is our last chance!” Rob said, standing his ground and grabbing the coach by his jacket lapels.

“Fourth down and twenty yards to the goal,” George commented sadly. “I guess Bedford is finished.”

A huge roar from the crowd drowned out George’s voice. Nancy glanced over and saw Rob walking determinedly to the twenty-yard line. He was back in the game!

“Go, Rob!” shrieked Cynthia and Bess.

“He’s out of his mind!” George exclaimed.

Rob took the snap and faded back to pass. With linemen coming at him from both sides, Rob couldn’t find a free pass receiver, so he tucked the ball under his arm, lowered his head, and blazed through the middle. He broke two tackles and fell into the end zone just as the clock ran out. The new score flashed on the board. Bedford—thirteen; Cliffside—twelve.

“They did it! They did it!” a jubilant Bess shrieked. “State championship, here we come!”

The other Bedford fans had joined them on the field, screaming in triumph and pressing toward the players. The team lifted Rob and Bill to their shoulders and were carrying their heroes up and down the field with fans crushing in on all sides.

Cynthia, knowing she couldn’t get close to Rob, ran over to Nancy, Bess, and George. “We’re going to Touchdown to celebrate!” she shouted. “Want to come?”

Bess nodded enthusiastically. “You bet.”

“Great!” Nancy, Bess, and George followed Cynthia as the girl wove a path through the crowd to the parking lot exit.

They all piled into Nancy’s Mustang—George and Bess in back, Nancy and Cynthia up front. “You’ll have to give me directions to the restaurant,” Nancy said, turning the key to start the engine. “I don’t remember Touchdown from the last time I was here for an extended stay.”

“I should know the way—I work there,” Cynthia said with a laugh. “Just go out Main, then take a right onto Bedford Avenue.” She smiled warmly at Nancy. “Did you live in Bedford before?”

“Nancy solved a case at Bedford High once,” George answered from the back seat.

“She worked undercover,” Bess added proudly. “On a spy case.”

“You mean that guy Darryl Gray?” asked Cynthia, putting a hand to her jnouth. “You solved that case?”

“George and Bess are my publicity agents,” Nancy said, joking.

“Wow,” Cynthia said, impressed. “He was delivering secrets to the Russians, wasn’t he?”

“That’s right,” Nancy said, stopping for a red light. “He did help convict the big guys, though. In the end they let him off easy.”

They were silent for a few minutes. “I sure hope Rob is really okay,” Cynthia murmured finally.

“He will be,” Bess said confidently. “They’ve still got two more games to win. He can’t get injured now.”

“I don’t know.” Cynthia fluffed out her hair with her hands. When Nancy glanced at the girl, she noticed that Cynthia’s deep blue eyes seemed sad.

Cynthia pointed the way for Nancy to go, then turned her attention to Bess. “Have you noticed, Bess, when we’re out together, the boys are totally absorbed in the team? They act like nothing else matters.”

“I have noticed that the past couple of times,” Bess said with a nod.

“These guys are on the threshold of big college careers. There’s a lot of attention on them,” George reminded them.

“There’s Touchdown, Nancy,” Cynthia said, pointing to a long brick building with a green and white sign. Other kids were pouring into the restaurant, walking under the green and white goalpost that was set up in front of the entrance. Both the O’s in Touchdown were football shaped.

Nancy managed to find a parking space, and the girls piled out of the car and twisted their way through a crowd milling out front.

“The guys should be here soon,” Cynthia remarked, opening the heavy wooden door and looking for a free table. “They have to shower first, though.”

“There’s a table,” said George, spotting a lone empty table in the rear.

After they were seated, Nancy had a chance to look around. Football jerseys, helmets, and insignia hung from all the walls, along with autographed pictures of dozens of football stars. Completing the football theme were two giant TV screens at either end of the restaurant, tuned in to a college game.

The noise in the place was overwhelming. Long lines of thrilled fans stood at the counters, placing orders and excitedly discussing Bedford’s victory.

Behind the food counter a tall, thin beanpole of a guy waved to Cynthia and flashed her a goofy grin. He looked silly in his kelly green Touchdown jersey, with its big number 42. Cynthia waved back.

“That’s Edgar Chessman,” she told the girls. “He’s my best friend at this place. Makes a mean block-and-tackle sandwich, too,” she added.

Edgar approached them, his grin fading. “A little warning, Cynthia,” he whispered. “Pete’s on the warpath today. Be cool, okay?”

Cynthia looked puzzled. “That’s all right. I’m off today, Edgar,” she said.

“Still, I just wanted you to know,” he answered, looking over his shoulder at the other side of the restaurant, where two men were obviously having a heated conversation.

“Pete Shepard runs this place for American Theme Restaurant Corporation,” Cynthia explained. “That’s him over there—the big redheaded guy with the mustache.”

“The one who looks like he’s yelling?” asked Bess.

“That’s Pete,” said Cynthia with a knowing sigh.

“Who’s the other guy?” asked George, pointing to the guy with dark curly hair that Pete was shouting at.

“Him? Oh, that’s Mark Gatwin, the assistant manager,” Cynthia said. “He’s nice—a lot nicer than Pete, that’s for sure.”

Almost as if he’d heard her, Pete turned in their direction just then. “There she is!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs, pointing at Cynthia. His small eyes were flashing angrily. Shoving Mark aside, he marched over to the girls’ table.

“What’s the matter, Pete? What’s wrong?” Cynthia asked, her pretty face full of concern.

“Don’t play dumb with me, Tyler!” Pete boomed. “You know what’s wrong!”

Cynthia cast a worried look at Nancy and Bess before turning back to Pete. “Sorry, Pete, but I don’t. Really.”

“I’m talking about the fact that you’re a thief!” He said loudly enough for most of the onlookers to hear. “You stole money from this restaurant!”

“Th-that’s not true,” the cheerleader stammered.

“Don’t bother to deny it, Cynthia,” Pete stated flatly. “I’ve got proof. Don’t show up for work anymore. Got it? You’re fired!”
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Two

PETE STARED HARD at Cynthia, who shrank from his powerful gaze. George shot Nancy a questioning look as Bess touched Cynthia’s arm supportively.

“I am not a thief!” Cynthia managed to get out.

“Not only are you a thief, you’re a liar, too!” Pete shouted. “Get out. Now!”

“Excuse me, excuse me,” the accused girl murmured, pushing her way through the crowd to flee from the restaurant. Bess had thrown down her napkin and was running after her, Nancy and George on her heels.

They stepped outside to find Cynthia leaning against the building around the corner from the restaurant entrance. Tears were streaming down her cheeks.

“What a jerk that guy is!” Bess fumed, trying to comfort her friend. “I mean, talk about hostile!”

“It’s probably just a mistake, Cynthia,” George said. “Maybe the money was misplaced.”

Cynthia shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said, stopping to catch her breath first. “Edgar told me last week that a lot of money was missing. Then Pete fired Erica Dawson, and we all thought that would be the end of it.”

Nancy riveted her attention on the girl. “Wait—Pete already fired someone else for stealing?”

“Last week,” said Cynthia, nodding sadly. “It’s weird, isn’t it?”

“I’ll say,” said Nancy. “Did he press charges against the girl he fired?”

“No. He threatened to, but when her folks hired a lawyer, he dropped everything,” Cynthia answered, brushing a stray tear from her eye. “I really need that job, too.”

“Cynthia’s been saving for college,” Bess explained. “Ooh, the nerve of that rat. She’s no more guilty than you or me.”

“I’d never steal! I couldn’t live with myself if I did!” Utterly defeated, Cynthia slumped back against the wall, her head hanging.

“There’s got to be a way to find out what’s really going on,” Nancy said, touching the cheerleader’s hand comfortingly.

“You think so?” Cynthia asked, raising her head.

“Of course,” echoed George.

“That’s right,” Bess said. “Everyone’s innocent until proven guilty.”

“But Cynthia can’t prove she’s innocent,” George said. “Unless Pete presses charges, the case will never come to court. It’ll remain an ugly rumor and continue to hurt Cynthia’s reputation.”

“That’s true. Erica’s been looking all over town for a job,” Cynthia said, a sudden catch in her voice. “Nobody will hire someone who’s been fired for stealing. Bedford isn’t that big, and everyone hears everything eventually.”

“Cynthia, do you think Erica really took money from Touchdown?” Nancy asked.

Cynthia’s blue eyes focused someplace over Nancy’s head as she thought a minute. “When she was fired, I was shocked. I mean, I couldn’t believe it, but Pete said he had proof—”

“He might not have had proof, if he didn’t press charges,” Nancy pointed out.

“I’ll bet Nancy’s right!” Bess threw in. “Pete was probably lying!”

“And he can’t have proof that I stole, because I didn’t!” Cynthia insisted through fresh, hot tears.

“There’s something very strange going on here,” Nancy murmured. “The best thing would be for me to take a job at Touchdown and find out what it is.”

Cynthia gulped hard. “Would you? Would you really do that for me?”

Nancy realized the three girls were staring expectantly at her.

“You’d only have to work there until you found out what was going on,” Bess said, urging her on.

“Okay,” said Nancy. “I’m not a great waitress, but I’d hate to see Pete get away with this.”

“Look at this face,” Bess said, breaking the heavy mood of the moment by holding Cynthia’s face in her hands and turning it from side to side. “Is this the face of a thief? No way!”

Cynthia couldn’t help breaking out in a small smile. “Gosh, Nancy. Bess was telling me how terrific you were and all—”

“Hey! There’s the girl who stole the money!” Two guys in denim jackets turned the corner of Touchdown and were looking directly at Cynthia. Their faces were plastered with big phony smiles, and they held out their hands, palms up.

“You got some for us?” one of the boys asked, rubbing his fingers against his thumb.

“Come on,” said Nancy, taking Cynthia’s elbow. “Let’s go to my car where we can have some privacy.”

Bess, George, Cynthia, and Nancy walked over to the Mustang, trying to ignore Cynthia’s tormentors.

“Don’t worry, Cynthia,” Bess said, opening the door and sliding into the back seat. “Now that Nancy’s on the case, it’s as good as solved.”

“Bess is my biggest fan. Now, tell me everything,” Nancy said, facing Cynthia, who was seated beside her in the front. “About Touchdown, Pete, Mark, that guy Edgar—everybody.”

“Well,” Cynthia began, “when I first got the job, everything was cool. Pete was friendly, Mark was friendly. Everybody got along. Then things started to change.”

“When did they start to change?” Nancy probed.

Cynthia thought for a moment. “I guess it was around the beginning of football season,” she said finally. “Pete started getting grouchy, then he became kind of paranoid. He started yelling at us whenever we did any little thing wrong.”

Cynthia looked as if she was about to start crying again. Without prompting Bess passed a tissue up to her.

“What else do you know about Pete?” Nancy asked gently.

Cynthia took a deep breath. “Let’s see—he’s a football nut. I guess that was pretty obvious by the club’s decor. He was a star at Bedford seven years ago.” Cynthia’s blue eyes were fixed, staring out the windshield at nothing.

“He’s built like a football player, that’s for sure,” George observed.

“Did he have a college or pro career?” Nancy asked.

“According to Rob, he had a bad injury his first year of college, and he never played after that.”

“You mean Rob knows Pete?” Bess inquired.

“Oh, sure,” Cynthia said, turning around to face Bess. “Pete’s tight with all the guys on the team. He’s like a groupie. Always gives them bags of goodies to take home when they leave Touchdown, that kind of thing.”

“What else, Cynthia?” Nancy asked.

Cynthia wound a lock of hair around her finger, corkscrew style, as she thought. “Rob said he tried to be a sports agent after he left college. He still handles a couple of not very successful pro players on the side, but I don’t think he really makes any money at it.”

At that moment a horn honked close to them, making them all jump. “It’s the guys!” Bess blurted out.

Rob and Bill were waving out the open passenger-side windows, and Lonnie was driving. Cynthia quickly checked her reflection in the mirror on Nancy’s visor.

“Do I look like I’ve been crying?” she asked, turning to Nancy.

“Not really,” Nancy lied, taking in Cynthia’s red-rimmed eyes.

“Hey, there!” Bill shouted as Lonnie steered his car into a space. All three guys seemed to be in great spirits.

“Please,” Cynthia said quickly, scanning the girls’ faces. “Don’t mention all this, okay? Not yet, anyway. I don’t want to spoil their good time—not right now.”

“Don’t worry,” Bess told her. “We won’t say a word. You can tell them when you have to.”

Cynthia flashed them all a quick smile. “Now, come on,” Bess urged. “Let’s say hi to the guys.” With that she opened the car door and got out. Nancy, George, and Cynthia followed her lead.

Cynthia Tyler really was a sweet girl, Nancy thought. She promised herself then and there to help solve the mystery of the missing money and clear Cynthia’s name.

“All right!” called the guys as they tumbled out of Lonnie’s car. They raised their fists in the air and shouted into the rosy twilight, “We’re number one!”

Their breath preceded them in soft white puffs as they sauntered, shoulder to shoulder, up to the girls. Cynthia stood waiting with a big smile on her face. Though her expression was obviously strained, Nancy could tell that Rob was too caught up in his own victory to notice.

“Hey, Bess,” Bill said, greeting her with a cozy arm tossed over her shoulder and a quick nuzzle. Bess’s face lit up from ear to ear in a dazzling smile.

Rob looked pale, but otherwise he appeared to have recovered from his earlier knockdown. He planted a kiss on Cynthia’s lips and gave her an affectionate squeeze.

“Nancy and George,” said a grinning Bess, “this is Rob and Lonnie.”

“Hi,” the guys said, each in turn, taking in Nancy and George.

“Let’s go celebrate,” Lonnie added, positioning himself next to George. “Your name is George?” he asked, shyly bending his handsome face toward hers.

“It’s short for Georgia, but everyone calls me George,” she answered, trying to cover her embarrassment with a casual shrug.

“Okay. George. Nice to meet you,” Lonnie said, raising his eyebrows and smiling at her. “Are you coming in?”

“I think so,” George answered with a quick look at Cynthia.

Cynthia stood still for a moment, obviously trying to decide whether or not to go back in. Her forehead was creased by two tiny vertical lines.

“Come on,” said Rob. “I’m starved. Let’s get a move on.” He took Cynthia’s elbow to move her along.

Nancy guessed that Cynthia decided Pete wouldn’t say anything to her with three of the Bedford stars as her escorts. He wouldn’t want to embarrass these guys.

Sure enough, when Pete saw them, he was cool and distant to Cynthia but polite in front of the boys. “Great game, guys!” he shouted, slapping Rob on the back. “Food is on me, so order whatever you want.”

As Cynthia quickly took a seat, Pete shot her a poisonous look, which only Nancy caught.

After Pete returned to the counter, Nancy decided to try to talk to him. “Excuse me,” she said to get his attention.

“Yeah?” Pete said, giving her a quick glance.

“My name is Nancy Edwards, and I’m looking for a job. I wondered if—”

“You’re Cynthia Tyler’s friend, aren’t you?” he asked. “Cynthia’s not one of my favorite people, you know.”

“Well,” said Nancy, her response all ready, “I’m actually friends with the other two girls. I only met Cynthia today. When I saw you fire Cynthia, I thought you might need a replacement.”

“Have you ever waitressed before?” Pete asked, eyeing her carefully.

“Sure, lots of times,” Nancy said brightly. She’d only done it once or twice in the course of investigations, but the lie was for a good cause.

“All right, come by tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll give you a try,” he said with a hint of a smile. “You’ll have to work odd shifts for a week or so. After that, if it works out, we can talk about a regular schedule, okay?”

“Great!” chirped Nancy, offering her hand.

Pete didn’t take it. “Be on time,” he warned her. Then he walked away, leaving her with her hand outstretched.

“I’ll be on time, all right,” Nancy said under her breath. Lonnie, Rob, and Bill were up at the counter ordering when Nancy got back to the table. While Cynthia listened, Bess seemed to be trying to talk George into something.

“Say yes, George,” she pleaded. “Come on. It’ll be so much fun!”

“I don’t know,” George said evasively.

“Don’t know what?” asked Nancy, slipping into her chair.

“Lonnie wants me to go out with him tonight,” George said. She didn’t sound enthusiastic.

“Bill and I are going dancing, and Lonnie wants to take George,” Bess explained. “We could double!”

“I don’t know,” George protested weakly. “I mean, I hardly know the guy!”

Nancy glanced oyer at Lonnie, who was in line with his friends. He certainly was good-looking, and a talented athlete, too. He and George would seem to have a lot in common. “Sounds like fun to me, George,” Nancy put in encouragingly.

“Oh, okay, I guess,” said George, blushing a little as the guys returned to the table.

“So? Did you think it over?” Lonnie asked George, flashing her a gorgeous smile of perfect teeth.

“Okay, I’ll go,” George agreed.

“Great!” said Lonnie. “How about you, Rob? You and Cynthia haven’t been dancing in ages.”

“You know Cynthia works Saturday nights,” Rob said quickly. “She starts in a couple of hours.”

“Actually, I’m off tonight,” Cynthia volunteered. “But you look tired. I think you should get a good rest tonight, Rob.”

“Me? Tired?” Rob raked a hand through his sandy blond hair. “Maybe I am,” he admitted with a slow grin.

The order was brought to the table soon, and the hungry group started wolfing down their food. As Bess reached for the ketchup, she rapped Cynthia’s glass of water with her knuckles and spilled it all over the table.

“That was so clumsy of me!” she said, embarrassed as she madly tried to sop up the water with her napkin.

“I’ll get more napkins,” said Rob.

As he stood, Rob suddenly swayed backward. Cynthia reached out to steady him. “Rob? Are you okay?”

“Umm. I’m fine,” Rob said slowly. He rubbed the back of his neck. “My head hurts a little, and I got a little dizzy—that’s all.”

“Let me go for the napkins,” Cynthia said, standing up.

“I’m okay. Really.” But as Rob took a step away from the table, he suddenly pitched straight forward and collapsed in a heap on the floor!
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Three

ROB!” CYNTHIA TOOK, A STEP and dropped to her knees beside her boyfriend. “Wake up! Oh, no,” she moaned, gently rolling him over onto his back.

“He’s fainted!”

Nancy knelt on the other side of Rob. Picking up his wrist, she felt for a pulse. “His pulse is weak,” she announced. “Somebody call an ambulance!”

“I will.” George raced off to find a phone.

“Lonnie, keep everyone back. He needs air,” Nancy ordered firmly. Lonnie quickly organized the busboys and waiters in a circle around Rob.

“Rob, Rob!” Cynthia cried. Behind her stood Bill and Bess, who was biting her lower lip anxiously.

Nancy had placed her ear against Rob’s chest to listen to his breathing. It was ragged and shallow.

“He did just faint, didn’t he?” Cynthia asked breathlessly.

Nancy looked up and shook her head gently. “If it were just that, his pulse and breathing would be normal,” she answered.

Cynthia grasped her boyfriend’s hand. “Oh, please, please let him be all right!” she sobbed.

Nancy spotted Bill Ellman beside Bess. “Could you sit her down and get her some water?” she asked.

“Sure thing.” Bill nodded, helping Cynthia up. “Come on, Cyn,” he murmured.

“He’ll be all right, you’ll see.”

“Here’s a napkin. I ran cold water on it,” offered one of the busboys.

“I don’t need it,” said Cynthia, taking the cloth and returning to Rob. “I want to be near him.” She bent down and pressed two ends of the napkin against her boyfriend’s temples.

“Bill, get a jacket and roll it up. Put it under his head,” Nancy said, much calmer than she felt. She reached for his pulse again. This time it was so weak, she barely found it. There was no time to waste, so Nancy began to give Rob mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. She blew deeply and repeatedly through Rob’s mouth, trying to force air into his lungs.

“Please wake up, Rob,” Cynthia moaned. “Please!”

Nancy sat up to catch her breath, and Bill took over the mouth-to-mouth for a minute. After Nancy replaced Bill again, she finally saw Rob’s chest moving. “He’s breathing,” Nancy whispered softly. Flushed with relief and exhausted by her efforts, she knelt back on her heels.

“Good work, Nancy—and Bill,” said George, who was standing behind them now. “The ambulance should be here soon.”

“Thanks, George.” Looking up at her friend, Nancy’s attention was caught by a movement she saw out of the corner of her eye. Turning quickly, she was shocked to see the assistant manager, Mark, rifling through the navy blue gym bag hanging on the back of Rob’s chair! His hands were deeply imbedded in the bag with Yale printed on it, and he seemed to be searching for something at the bottom of it.

Suddenly, as if sensing her eyes on him, Mark looked up, straight at Nancy. “Here,” he said quickly, yanking a sweatshirt out of the bag. “We can cover him with this. It’ll keep him warm.”

“Good idea,” Nancy said as Mark tucked the sweatshirt around Rob. The quarterback was breathing steadily now. His pulse was regular, even if it was still weak.

In the distance Nancy heard a siren. Thankfully, the paramedics would soon be there. “Okay, everybody, clear a path for the medics!” Pete bellowed from the front door, where he’d been keeping a lookout for the ambulance.

The paramedics burst in, carrying a stretcher and a medical bag. Gently Bess helped Cynthia to stand up and pulled her back from Rob.

After listening to his pulse and breathing, the medics lifted Rob onto the stretcher and carried him outside to the waiting ambulance.

“Sorry,” one of them told Cynthia as she tried to climb in the ambulance. “No one but immediate family rides in the ambulance.”

“We’ll follow in my car,” Nancy said, taking Cynthia’s elbow in one hand and grabbing Rob’s gym bag in the other. She didn’t want to leave it behind for Mark to rifle again. George and Bess picked up their things and trailed Nancy out. Bill and Lonnie said they’d meet them at the hospital.

Opening the door to her Mustang, Nancy threw Rob’s gym bag onto the back seat. “Which way is the hospital?” she asked Cynthia as they climbed in.

“Not far. Stay on Bedford to Main,” Cynthia told her numbly.

Nancy pulled out into traffic. The ambulance and Lonnie’s car were far ahead, though they could hear the siren in the distance.

“That hit Rob took today,” Bess said. “Do you think that’s what made him pass out?”

“Probably,” Nancy said, stopping for a red light.

“Oh, I’m so afraid for him,” Cynthia murmured softly.

“He’s in good hands now,” George said comfortingly as Nancy drove on. “There’s the hospital up ahead.”

“I know it’s hard, but try not to worry,” Nancy suggested. “It won’t do Rob any good.”

Nancy quickly parked, and the three girls ushered Cynthia inside the hospital and into the emergency room. Bess stepped up to a nurse seated behind a green counter. Lonnie and Bill were waiting for them there.

“How is he?” she asked the boys.

“He’s in with a doctor now,” Bill told her.

“If you want to wait, I’ll have her give you a status report when she’s through examining him,” the nurse told them.

“Thanks,” said Bess.

“Let’s all sit over there,” said Nancy, pointing to some orange molded-plastic chairs across from the counter.

“This may take a while. Anybody want anything from the cafeteria?” Bill asked.

“No, thanks,” Cynthia answered weakly.

“Why don’t the four of you go for something? I’ll wait here with Cynthia,” said Nancy.

Nancy watched the foursome disappear into the hospital elevator. Beside her, Cynthia fidgeted, barely able to control her anxiety. She picked up magazines and tossed them down after flipping through the pages once. She got up, paced, then sat down again.

“Cynthia, what do you know about Mark?” Nancy asked, remembering that she had seen the assistant manager go through Rob’s gym bag. “What’s he like?”

“Mark?” Cynthia seemed to forget for a moment who Mark was. “Oh, Mark Gatwin! I don’t know much about him really, except that he’s totally nice to everyone who works at Touchdown. Not like Pete.” Cynthia shivered at mentioning his name.

Nancy nodded. “Anything else?” she asked.

“Well, he’s about twenty-two, I think. He took a two-year course in restaurant management,” Cynthia said, finally settling into one of the orange chairs. “He told me he interviewed for the job as manager, but the corporation picked Pete because he had been a local football hero.”

“Did Mark ever say he resents that?” Nancy asked.

“Not in so many words,” Cynthia said pensively. “But it’s pretty obvious that he does.”

“So—Mark wants Pete’s job,” Nancy said, mulling the idea over. “Do you think he could ever get it?”

“I don’t know,” Cynthia said with a shrug. “Pete must be in trouble with the corporation because of the missing money. I guess Mark would be next in line for the job.”

Nancy let out a low whistle. “Interesting,” she murmured.

“Nancy,” Cynthia asked, her eyes wide, “are you saying you think Mark is the thief? That he took the money to make Pete look bad?”

“I’m not saying anything,” Nancy answered tentatively. “It is a possibility, though, isn’t it?”

Cynthia let out a big breath. “I guess so, but Mark seems like such a nice guy.”

Nancy remembered the intent look on Mark’s face as he went through Rob’s gym bag. She couldn’t help feeling he was doing more than fishing for a sweatshirt.

The two girls sat quietly for a few more minutes. Finally the doctor emerged. She was a tall, well-built woman of about thirty-five, with almond-shaped bluish green eyes. “I’m Dr. Gebel,” she said, with a slight foreign accent.

“I’m Cynthia Tyler, Rob’s girlfriend. Is Rob okay?” Cynthia asked anxiously.

“We think so,” the doctor said slowly. “But he appears to have suffered a moderate concussion.”

“From the game!” Cynthia gasped.

“Yes, probably,” Dr. Gebel said. “He’s resting comfortably now. The X rays looked all right, but we want to do some more tests in the morning, just to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” asked Cynthia anxiously. “Do you suspect something else?”

“Well, the preliminary tests showed some unusual results. Not unheard of, but unusual. I just think it’s best to be sure.”

“Oh?” said Cynthia weakly. “Maybe I should stay for a while,” she said softly. “He needs somebody—”

“We’ve reached his parents,” the doctor said. “They’re in with him now. Why don’t you come back tomorrow morning? We’ll know more then, and Rob should be happy for the company by then.”

“All right,” said Cynthia, swallowing back a lump in her throat. “Thanks, Doctor.”

The doctor turned to leave just as Bess, George, Bill, and Lonnie emerged from a nearby elevator.

“Is he okay?” Bess asked nervously as she walked up to her friends.

Cynthia nodded listlessly. “For now,” she answered.

“He’s got a concussion, and they want to run some tests,” Nancy explained. “We might as well leave. Cynthia, I’ll drive you home.”

Cynthia seemed reluctant to go. Nancy put an arm around her and guided her toward the exit. “I’ll pick you up in the morning and bring you right back here for morning visiting hours. That’s a promise.”

• • •

The next day as Nancy drove the twenty minutes from River Heights to the rural outskirts of Bedford where Cynthia lived, she kept replaying the scenes at Touchdown. She couldn’t shake the image of Rob lying on the restaurant floor and Cynthia pacing while they waited at the hospital.

When Nancy pulled up to the Tylers’ renovated farmhouse, Cynthia was sitting on the porch steps, looking as if she hadn’t slept all night.

“Hop in,” Nancy called.

Cynthia practically flew into the Mustang. “Thanks for coming, Nancy,” she said. “I’m so nervous that I’d be afraid to drive, and I want to see him so much.”

Cynthia was really in love with Rob, Nancy thought. Automatically she started thinking about her boyfriend, Ned Nickerson. Even though Ned was away at Emerson College most of the year, she thought about him a lot. True love was the greatest, Nancy knew. She only hoped Rob was okay—and that he felt about Cynthia the way she obviously felt about him.

“Where are Bess and George?” Cynthia asked, cutting into Nancy’s thoughts. Obviously she had just noticed they weren’t there.

“George called and said they’d meet us at the hospital—to save me a little driving. It’s good they’re going to do all these tests,” Nancy said, returning to the subject of Rob.

Cynthia nodded. “I just hope he’s okay. He’ll go crazy if he has to sit out the game next week.”

The minute Nancy parked in the visitors’ lot and turned off the engine, Cynthia was out the door. Nancy trotted to catch up to her. In the Intensive Care corridor, Nancy and Cynthia spotted Dr. Gebel talking to a nurse.

“I’m so glad you’ve come,” the doctor told Cynthia as the two girls approached her. “I would have called but didn’t know your last names.”

Cynthia’s eyes widened in panic. “Why? What’s wrong?” she stammered.

“Rob’s gone. He left the hospital early this morning,” the doctor said simply.

“Gone? You mean, he’s been released already?” Cynthia’s face was stark white.

“No, I mean he left the hospital—without being released,” Dr. Gebel replied tensely.

“You mean—”

The doctor continued in a worried tone, “There could be internal bleeding, or a blood clot—anything could be wrong. Unless he readmits himself, Rob could be in very serious danger!”
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DO YOU MEAN Rob might die?” Cynthia asked, clutching Nancy’s arm and staring in wide-eyed panic at the doctor.

“I don’t want to scare you,” Dr. Gebel said in a kindly but serious tone. “But neither do I want you to underestimate the risk. There have been cases in which athletes who thought they were perfectly fine did die at a later date from internal injuries.”

“When exactly did he leave?” Nancy asked anxiously.

“Before dawn. When the nurse came to prep him for his tests, he became very upset and left,” the doctor explained, glancing at the medical chart on her clipboard. “He was gone by seven A.M. His parents haven’t seen him.”

“I can’t believe it,” Cynthia murmured breathlessly. “That isn’t like Rob.”

The doctor arched her well-shaped eyebrows and shook her head. “If you find him, tell him that we’re here to help him, not hurt him.”

“I will,” said Cynthia in a determined tone.

Nancy caught sight of Bess and George moving down the corridor toward them. “Hi, everyone!” Bess chirped. “How’s Rob doing?”

George must have noticed the grim expression on their faces. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Rob’s gone,” Nancy said. “He walked out this morning. He didn’t want any tests.”

“Why would he do that?” Bess exclaimed.

“Cynthia, I think you should go look for him right away,” Nancy said urgently.

“That’s an excellent idea,” the doctor agreed, lowering her clipboard and giving Cynthia a supportive pat on the arm. “The sooner he seeks medical attention the better.”

“Thanks, Dr. Gebel,” Cynthia said as the doctor began walking away. “I think I know where to find him,” she added to her friends. “But I want to talk to him alone.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Nancy told her. “Oh, gosh. It’s after ten-thirty, and I’m due at Touchdown at eleven. George, can you drive Cynthia?”

“Sure,” George volunteered.

“Thanks,” Cynthia said softly.

The girls all turned to leave the hospital. “Want to get together after my shift? I’ll want to hear about Rob and what happened to him,” Nancy said.

“I may not be up for it—I’m pretty worn out,” Cynthia said.

“We’ll meet you,” said George. “At Touchdown at seven?”

“Good,” Nancy replied. Then she turned to Cynthia. “I hope Rob will be all right.”

“And not just for his sake,” Bess added. “If he’s really injured or sick or something, the Bedford Bears are in real trouble.”

“I’ll bet that’s what Rob’s thinking,” said Cynthia, a trace of bitterness in her voice. “He wants to win the state championship so much, I don’t think he’ll let anything stand in his way.”

“Not even his health?” George asked gently.

“Not even his own health,” Cynthia echoed, her eyes filling with angry tears as she pushed open the wide hospital door. “Sometimes I wish he’d never started playing football in the first place!”

• • •

Touchdown wasn’t quite as busy that Sunday afternoon as it had been the day before. Gray skies and threatening rain seemed to be keeping the customers away.

“I’m Nancy Edwards,” Nancy announced to Mark, who was standing at one of the big-screen TV’s, watching a football game. “I’m here to work.”

“Oh? I’m Mark Gatwin, the assistant manager,” Mark told her.

Nancy smiled. “What should I do first?”

“Go see Pete,” Mark answered, looking her over with a pleasant smile. “His office is just past the rest rooms. First left.”

Nancy found the narrow corridor behind the rest rooms and knocked on the door. Through a small window in the door, she watched as Pete looked up from a ledger on his cluttered desk.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, opening the door for her. “Listen, I don’t have time to break you in right now. Just tell Mark to get you a uniform jersey and let you take table service. I’ll teach you how to work the registers after lunch.” With that he went back to his work, and Nancy went back out to the restaurant.

“All set?” asked Edgar Chessman, his paper serving hat comically askew.

“Not exactly,” Nancy admitted. “Pete told me to start out by serving tables. Mark’s supposed to give me a Touchdown jersey and set me up.”

“He stepped out,” Edgar said. “But I can show you what to do. First I’ll get you a uniform.” He reached into the kitchen, grabbed a jersey, and handed it to Nancy. Then he continued, “The food orders come out over here, see?” He led her over to one end of the counter area. “They stick little footballs with numbers on them. Here comes one now—it’s number fourteen. So you take it to table fourteen. See? Nothing to it. Just don’t fumble.”

“Great. Thanks, Edgar.” Nancy had to smile. Edgar was one person who couldn’t possibly be guilty of anything worse than telling a bad joke.

Business picked up, but after about an hour it slowed again, and the tables started to empty out. Nancy wondered how much money had been taken in that day so far. With all these crowds, there had to be a lot of cash in the registers. Catching Edgar sitting at a table on a brief break, she decided to chat with him.

“Edgar,” she began in a casual tone of voice. “I keep thinking about what Pete said to Cynthia yesterday. Do you think she really took that money?”

“Never!” said Edgar emphatically. “Once a ten-dollar bill fell out of my uniform, and Cynthia came running up to me with it. Would a dishonest person do that? For that matter, I don’t think Erica was a thief, either.”

“Hmmm. How long have the thefts been going on?” she asked.

Edgar stood up, hooked his thumbs together, stretched his long, gangly arms over his head, and yawned once. “A few weeks. It’s really turned Pete into a raving maniac. You saw him yesterday. He flies off the handle about nothing at all. I guess he knows his days are numbered if he doesn’t stop the thefts.”

“You mean the corporation will fire him if the stealing keeps up?” Nancy asked, following Pete behind the counter.

“Right. Wouldn’t you if you were them?” Edgar winked.

“I guess so. Who’d be manager if Pete got fired? Mark?”

“He’s Pete’s assistant. I guess so,” Edgar said with a shrug. “Then this place would really be in trouble.”

“How’s that?” asked Nancy.

“Mark isn’t exactly Mr. Diligent. He lets people come and go as they please. He doesn’t even seem to care if people show up for work!”

“That’s weird,” Nancy commented.

“I guess he figures he’s not to blame if things don’t work around here—Pete is.”

“By the way, Edgar, how much money has been taken?” Nancy asked casually.

“Don’t know,” said Edgar with a shake of his head. “You’d have to ask Mark or Pete that one, but I wouldn’t ask, if I were you.”

“How come nobody’s called the police?” Nancy asked.

“So many questions!” said Edgar, holding his hands to his head. “I just work here, remember? You know, you missed your calling, Nancy. You should have been a detective!”

Nancy was startled momentarily. “Maybe I should have,” she replied. “Thanks, Edgar. I guess I’d better get back to work.”

Later Pete checked on Nancy to see how she was getting along. To Nancy’s relief, he seemed in a pretty good mood.

“Ready to learn the registers?” he asked, motioning her behind the counter.

After she learned to use the cash register, Nancy realized that if someone was taking money directly from the registers, the computer would have fingered the culprit by now. Every transaction was recorded for anyone to see.

“You know,” Pete admitted a little gruffly, “I’m sorry about what happened with Cynthia. She was a nice enough kid, but I can’t keep a thief here.”

“Cynthia didn’t steal anything from the restaurant,” Nancy said, meeting Pete’s gaze directly.

Pete returned her stare and was silent for a minute. “I thought you didn’t know her that well.”

“I know her friends,” said Nancy. “I trust their judgment in people.”

“Well,” said Pete, with a frustrated sigh. “That money was missing from her register.”

“Why don’t you call the police?” Nancy asked as politely as she could.

Pete’s face darkened. “Because I know her boyfriend. And I like to keep things in the family, that’s why,” he growled.

“But what if she is innocent?” Nancy pressed gently. “That could mean the real thief is still here.”

“Let me tell you something, kid. Anybody who steals another dime from this place is going to have to deal with me—personally. Now, let’s get back to work. Rule number one: don’t waste time,” he said with a sudden scowl, heading back to his office. “You’re on tomorrow from four to ten,” he called over his shoulder as he went.

Mark came up to Nancy. “Did the coach lay into you just now?” he asked with a comforting smile.

“I guess so,” said Nancy.

“Pete’s in big trouble,” said Mark, with a gleam in his hazel eyes. “The way I figure it, there must be several thousand missing by now.” He seemed to enjoy spreading the information.

“Poor Pete,” said Nancy. “It’s really driving him crazy, isn’t it?”

“I don’t feel too sorry for him, though,” Mark added. “It’s not like it’s his only line of work.”

Nancy’s ears perked up. “Oh?” she said. “What else does he do?”

“Oh, he’s got ten percent of—”

“Mark! Get over here!” Pete’s voice blasted out. “Are you working today, or what?”

“Excuse me, please,” said Mark. With a little bow of his head, he left Nancy to her register.

The rest of Nancy’s eight-hour shift was uneventful, except for the dull, throbbing ache in her legs. Stepping outside just after seven o’clock, Nancy was surprised that Bess and George weren’t there to meet her. She checked the skies for the rain that had been threatening all day. A huge gray cloud was hovering overhead, so she decided to head on home and call Bess from there.

She was really curious about what could have happened to Rob—and where Bess and George were.

At least she’d learned a bit that day. Pete had a sideline of some kind, some source of extra income. Nancy wondered if it was the ballplayers he managed or something else. She also wondered why he didn’t want the police involved with the thefts, even with his job on the line.

Nancy’s thoughts turned to Mark. He obviously wouldn’t mind having Pete’s job himself. There was a lot left for her to find out, Nancy thought as she made her way through the parking lot to her Mustang. She reached in her purse for her keys and wasn’t watching where she stepped.

She heard the crunch first. Under her feet small pieces of glass glinted from the parking lot lights. Looking up from her feet, Nancy focused on her car. She couldn’t believe it.

The driver’s side window had been smashed to bits!
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NANCY WAS STUNNED, but took only a moment for a deep breath before going to work. She checked out the inside of the car. There was no note or any sort of message. If somebody was trying to scare her off this case, he or she wasn’t being very direct about it.

The smashed window could possibly be a simple case of vandalism. It hadn’t been a robbery because the car’s stereo system was still intact.

“What a colossal drag,” Nancy murmured out loud. She’d just spent eight hours on her feet behind a restaurant counter, her legs were aching, her window was smashed, and her best friends had stood her up. To add the final blow the sky opened up just then, and icy cold water rained down on her, drenching her in seconds.

“Oh, great.” Letting out a frustrated sigh, Nancy ran back into Touchdown.

“Edgar?” she called out when she saw him at a corner table, eating. “What are you still doing here?”

“I’m working a couple of hours overtime—the other waitress didn’t show.”

“Any chance of getting a whisk broom, dustpan, plastic garbage bag, and some tape?” Nancy asked, pushing wet strands of hair off her face.

“Sure, but what are you doing? Sweeping out the parking lot in a downpour? You don’t have to work that hard around here!” A big goofy grin took over Edgar’s face.

“Very funny,” she said. “Someone just smashed my car window. I have free air conditioning and a new sprinkler system.”

“That’s really rotten,” Edgar said, getting up and collecting the things she’d asked for. “Here, take our resident umbrella, too. We keep it around for moments like this.”

“My car’s over here,” she said, leading the way out of the restaurant and waiting as he opened a worn but colorful golf umbrella.

“Someone really did a number,” he said, letting out a low whistle as they walked up to the Mustang. “Here, you hold the umbrella, and I’ll pick up the biggest pieces.”

“I’d like to get my hands on whoever did this!” Nancy growled in frustration, holding the dustpan for Edgar as he swept up hundreds of knife-sharp shards from the vinyl seats.

A car pulled into the lot, and the driver honked its horn. Looking up, Nancy recognized George behind the wheel. Beside her, Bess gaped at the sight of Nancy’s shattered window.

“Boy, am I glad you guys didn’t forget me!” Nancy cried as George pulled into the slot next to hers.

“What happened?” Bess asked, hopping out of George’s car and unfurling her umbrella.

“Unbelievable,” George echoed, joining her cousin under the umbrella and letting out a low whistle. “Who did it?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Nancy answered, juggling the umbrella as she helped Edgar tape the hole that had been a window. “It wasn’t an accident, that much I know. By the way, how come you’re late?

“After we dropped Cynthia off, we went out for dinner. And the service was really slow.”

“After today I have a lot more sympathy for waiters and waitresses,” Nancy said. “I wasn’t fast on my feet at the end of the day, either. What about Rob? Did you find him?”

Bess and George nodded. “Finally. Cynthia’s going to call to fill you in later tonight. We don’t know much, really.”

“I know a place not far from here where you can leave the car overnight,” said Edgar, patting down the last bit of tape. “It’s called Speed-O’s, and it’s up on Bedford Avenue, across from the library. The guy who runs it is a friend of mine. I know he’ll put a new window in for you. In fact, I can call him at home if you want. Just take your car over there and leave it.”

“That would be terrific,” said Nancy, dumping the glass shards into a nearby waste barrel.

“Just go three blocks down Main, then left for half a block,” Edgar said.

“I’ll follow you, Nan,” said George as she hopped into her car. Bess slipped in, holding the umbrella out the window to twirl the excess water off.

“Okay. And, Edgar—thanks. See you tomorrow—if you’re on.” After stepping into the Mustang and sitting down, Nancy motioned to George. She stopped before joining traffic and watched in her rearview mirror as Edgar splashed his way from puddle to puddle like a giant umbrella-carrying ostrich.

The rain was coming down in sheets now, and Nancy had to lean close to the windshield to see into the tunnel of light her high beams cut through the rain and fog. Part of the tape came loose, and she was showered with a cold spray all the way to the repair shop.

When Nancy finally did park the car and slip the key into the mail slot of the Speed-O Car Repair, the left side of her head and shoulders were soaked.

“Ah, a nice dry car,” Nancy said, hopping into the back seat of George’s car. She relaxed against the seat and enjoyed the warm quiet. The steady click of the windshield wipers was comforting, the regular slow beat forcing her heart to quiet to its tempo.

“So, let’s hear about Touchdown,” Bess said, finally breaking the silence. “Any leads yet on who might be taking the money?”

“Not really. I found out that Pete has a sideline in addition to the couple of pro players he handles. And that Mark wants Pete’s job,” Nancy said, leaning forward. “Also, there’s something very weird about the whole situation.”

“What?” George wanted to know.

“There’s more going on at Touchdown than just stolen money.”

“What makes you think that?” Bess asked.

“The politics of the place. Mark wants Pete’s job, but he doesn’t really seem to care how the place is run. Pete has these incredible mood swings. One minute he’ll be friendly, the next he’s like Jack the Ripper.”

“How does all this fit in with your smashed car window?” George asked, pulling onto the ramp for the interstate back to River Heights.

“Beats me,” Nancy admitted, stifling a yawn. “I haven’t the foggiest.”

“Sounds like you need a good night’s sleep, Drew,” Bess advised.

“You’re right, Bess. I can hardly think. Working in a restaurant has been a shock to my system,” she said. “There’s something I’m forgetting—something I’m not considering—but it keeps getting away from me.”

“Tomorrow will bring new leads and new angles,” George said comfortingly.

“And a new car window—hopefully,” Bess added.

The rain had slowed to a fine mist by the time Nancy made her way up the walkway to her house. In the living room Hannah Gruen, the Drews’ housekeeper, sat totally absorbed in a book. She didn’t hear Nancy enter, so Nancy stood quietly observing her for a minute. A smile formed on her lips. Nancy’s mother had died when Nancy was only three, and Hannah was as close to a mother as Nancy had ever known.

“Hi,” Nancy called softly, not wanting to scare Hannah. She hung her jacket in the empty closet.

“Oh, hi, yourself,” Hannah said, looking up from her reading with a warm smile. “Oh, no. What happened to you? You’re soaked.”

“It’s a long and not very interesting story, but a hot bath and bed will fix me right up.”

“Your father just called from California to say hello,” Hannah said, leaving the room.

“Oh, no, I missed him again!” Nancy moaned. She and her father Carson Drew, a lawyer with an international reputation, were very close. He’d been away on business for over a week, and Nancy missed him.

Hannah returned with a towel for Nancy’s hair. “He said he’d call tomorrow. Oh, and you had a phone call from a girl named Cynthia. She said you could call until eleven.”

“Thanks, Hannah.” Nancy went upstairs, took a hot bath and then dialed Cynthia’s number. “You found Rob, I heard,” she said when Cynthia came on the line.

“At the video arcade, but I didn’t get too far with him,” Cynthia said, sounding very discouraged. “He refused to discuss anything with me. He just said I didn’t understand and that he knew what he was doing.”

Nancy sank onto her bed, shaking her head. “That’s incredible! How did he explain to his parents about leaving the hospital?”

“I got the feeling he lied and told them he was discharged, but I’m not really sure,” said Cynthia. “Anyway, I was wondering if you’d come to the football practice tomorrow. Rob wants to watch even if he can’t practice. I was thinking you could help me talk to him. I can’t get through to him, but maybe you can.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try,” Nancy replied, trying not to sound discouraged. If Rob wouldn’t listen to his doctor or his girlfriend, what could she possibly say to convince him to return to the hospital? “What time do you want to meet?”

“About three. Oh, and bring Rob’s gym bag okay? We left it in the back seat of your car remember?”

Nancy’s free hand flew to her forehead and she gritted her teeth in frustration. How could she have been so blind? That’s what the thief had taken from her car!

“Nancy? Are you still there?” Cynthia’s voice seemed far away as this last bit of news sank in Nancy considered telling her that Rob’s gym bag had been stolen, but she decided the last thing the girl needed was more upsetting news. Tomorrow, she decided, she’d tell both Cynthia and Rob about the bag.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said simply “Three.”

Hanging up, Nancy remained seated on the bed and tried to stare out the window. But the light room and dark night turned the window into a mirror, reflecting Nancy’s image back to herself. Her forehead was furrowed as she concentrated. Why would anyone break into her car to steal Rob’s gym bag? Then, in a flash, she remembered seeing Mark rifling through it when Etob had collapsed.

Obviously, something had been in that gym jag—something that Mark wanted pretty badly. Nancy couldn’t let Rob Matthews get away without telling her what it was.

By three the next afternoon, Nancy had picked up her car and was walking across the football field at Bedford High toward the bleachers where Rob and Cynthia were sitting, holding hands. As Nancy got closer to the couple, she noticed a familiar-looking navy blue gym bag with Yale printed on the side at Rob’s feet.

The exact same bag that had been stolen from her car the night before!
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WHY WOULD ROB HAVE STOLEN his own bags. He could easily have asked for it bag? There had to be some other explanation.

“Hi, Nancy,” Cynthia called, with a quick smile and wave. “Come on up. We’re watching Coach Novak put the team through its paces.”

“Hi,” said Rob listlessly as Nancy climbed the bleachers. She sat down beside them. Because of Rob’s mood, Nancy realized it would be better not to act too suspicious.

Out on the field the team was going through its workout: doing wind sprints, hitting the tackling bags, stretching, and passing the ball.

“I see you found your bag,” Nancy said casually, watching Rob’s eyes for any kind of guilty look.

“Oh, yeah,” Rob said brightly. “Lonnie found it in front of Touchdown. I guess it got left behind in all the excitement.”

Rob’s response seemed honest, so if he hadn’t taken it, who had? Had Lonnie Price broken her car window? If so, why? All he would have had to have done was ask her for it. “That’s very strange,” she said pensively.

“What do you mean?” asked Rob.

“I saw Nancy pick up that bag and take it with us to the hospital,” Cynthia said, understanding what Nancy was getting at. “It was in her car. Right, Nancy?”

“Until someone broke into my car and stole it yesterday,” Nancy added, trying to read Rob’s face. “Any idea who?”

Rob’s eyes screwed up with worry. “No idea at all,” he answered, obviously uncomfortable. “But that explains the missing—the missing money.”

“There was money in your gym bag? How much?” Nancy wanted to know.

“Quite a bit,” Rob said. “About four hundred dollars.”

“Do you usually carry so much money in your gym bag?” Nancy asked incredulously.

“Not usually,” Rob admitted. “But I was planning on buying something over the weekend.”

“So you had four hundred dollars in cash on you?” Nancy asked.

Rob gave her a suspicious look. “What is this, an inquisition?” he asked, not able to keep the annoyance out of his voice. “I wanted to buy a rowing machine for my basement, and they only take cash, okay? Look, the money is gone; let’s just drop it.”

Nancy let out a low whistle and looked down at the players on the field. “Pardon me,” she muttered.

“Rob!” Cynthia broke in. “Nancy practically saved your life yesterday.”

“I’m sorry,” said Rob, more conciliatory now. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I know you’re helping Cynthia out by investigating the thefts at Touchdown, and I appreciate what you’re doing for her, but this is a whole other thing.”

“It’s okay,” said Nancy, even though it wasn’t. Rob looked awfully uncomfortable just then. What did he mean by a “whole other thing”? What was it he wanted her to stay away from?

Biting her lip, Cynthia shot an anxious look at Nancy and nodded toward Rob.

“Rob,” Nancy said, remembering her promise to the cheerleader. “When Cynthia and I talked to Dr. Gebel yesterday, she was really concerned—”

“Look!” Rob interrupted angrily as Cynthia turned away in embarrassment. “I know what you’re going to say, and I don’t want to hear it, okay? Everyone’s been on my back about leaving the hospital, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s nobody’s business but my own.”

“It’s your life,” said Nancy, trying to hide her reaction to the quarterback’s outburst. There was obviously no reasoning with Rob.

She lifted her eyebrows and shrugged her shoulders at Cynthia, who hurriedly brushed a tear from her eye and looked down at her feet. There didn’t seem to be anything more they could do for Rob.

Nancy stood up. “I guess I’ll be taking off,” she said.

“See you, Nancy,” said Cynthia, swallowing back her tears.

With a wave, Nancy made her way down the bleachers to the field. Then she had a thought. Rob’s coach might know something about why Rob left the hospital. If he didn’t, he should.

The coach was standing with a stopwatch at the edge of the track, timing his players’ speeds in the forty-yard dash. “Faster! Faster, Ellman! Get the lead out!” he shouted as Bill sped down the track in a blur of motion.

Clicking his watch, the coach smiled and called to Bill. “Not bad. Best time yet, in fact—four and six tenths. I’ve seen pros with slower times. Now give me a hundred push-ups!”

Grimacing, Bill flopped down and began his push-ups, while Lonnie Price lined up to start his forty-yard dash.

“Coach, could I have a word with you?” Nancy said as the coach turned and gave her a hard stare. “I’m a friend of Rob and Cynthia’s.

The muscular white-haired man grunted, “Just a minute.” Then, turning to the track where Lonnie Price was crouching, he shouted, “Go!” Lonnie took off like lightning. Only 4.8 seconds later, the dash was over. “One hundred from you, too, Price!” the coach barked. “The rest of you, three laps, on the double!”

He turned back to Nancy. “Okay, what do you want?” he asked curtly. “I’m in the middle of practice.”

“Sorry to bother you,” said Nancy. “But there’s something important I think you ought to know.”

“All right,” said the coach, pocketing his stop watch. “This had better be good.”

“It’s about Rob Matthews,” Nancy told him, trying not to let Coach Novak intimidate her. “Did you know he collapsed after the game on Saturday? He was taken to the hospital with a concussion, but he left before they could do any tests on him.”

The coach was silent for a moment. “Rob’s a big boy,” he said at last. “I excused him from practice today, so what more do you want me to do?”

“I thought you might advise him to go back for those tests,” Nancy said. “He might listen to you.”

“Honey,” said the coach with an impatient grin, “I’ve got a team to run here. And this team is two games away from a state championship. Have you ever won a state championship?”

Nancy shook her head.

“Well, neither have I. And neither have most people in this world,” he said hotly. “Now, see these kids working their tails off? Most of them are never going to make it to the pros. Winning the state championship will be the biggest moment of their lives. If you think I’m going to bench my star quarterback because he had a dizzy spell, think again!”

“But he may be endangering his health!” Nancy insisted.

“He looks like he’s going to be just fine to me,” snapped the coach. “As far as I’m concerned, if he says he’s healthy, he’s healthy—and he plays on Wednesday!”

“Wednesday?” Nancy asked.

“There’s a conflict on Saturday, so we have a game on Wednesday at four o’clock. Rob Matthews is my starting quarterback, okay?”

“But that’s only two days from now!”

“You got a problem with his playing, get a doctor’s note,” the coach replied sarcastically. He abruptly terminated the interview by turning his back on her.

Nancy walked in front of the bleachers toward the parking lot, shaking her head. The sound of a voice raised in anger came out from under the bleachers and made her stop dead.

“I’ll kill you, you little turkey!” The voice sounded familiar now. Quickly Nancy ran around the end of the bleachers to get under them. Lonnie was there. He had a skinny blond player pinned against a post, and he was punching him in the stomach.

“Hey!” Nancy shouted as loudly as she could. “Leave him alone!”

When Lonnie faced her, he had murder in his eyes. “Keep out of this!” he growled. The skinny player squirmed and tried to break free of Lonnie’s iron grip. His pale gray eyes widened with fear.

“I said, let him go!” Nancy insisted.

Suddenly Lonnie did let go, but instead of walking away, he made a lunge for Nancy. In a flash he had her by the shoulders.

“You keep out of this, you hear?” he hissed through gritted teeth. “I mean it. Stay out of my business, or I’ll make you wish you’d never heard of Lonnie Price!”
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USING HER ADVANTAGE of surprise, Nancy brought her arms up inside Lonnie’s and broke his hold. She immediately took a karate stance, ready for any new attack.

“Calm down, Lonnie,” she said in a steady, calm tone, but her effort was wasted. Lonnie refocused his attention on his blond teammate and shoved him hard against the post.

“Coach Novak, help!” Nancy snouted toward the field. “There’s a fight! Help!”

Coach Novak’s face was blotchy with fury as he strode over to the bleachers. “Price!” he roared. “Are you out of your mind? Lay off him, now!”

Novak’s voice seemed to get through to Lonnie, who reluctantly released his victim. The blond boy slid down the post and sat in the dirt under the bleachers.

“What are you doing?” asked the coach, grabbing Lonnie by his shirt and forcing him to meet his eye. “Do you want to put your own teammate out of commission before we meet Montvale?”

“I’m—I’m sorry, Coach,” Lonnie said breathlessly. “I don’t know what came over me.” He looked at the other boy as though he were seeing him for the first time. “Are you all right, Dennis?” he asked, genuinely embarrassed. “Sorry, man. I just lost it.”

Nancy stood back as the boy named Dennis struggled to his feet. “Holy mackerel,” he gasped, rubbing his chest. “All I did was bump into you, you know? It was an accident!”

“I guess I’ve been on edge lately,” Lonnie mumbled. Turning to the coach, he added, “It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“Then keep your nose clean, Price,” he grunted. “Because if you can’t take the pressure, you can take a walk, know what I mean?”

Coach Novak’s threat panicked Lonnie. “I can take it, Coach. Really I can—don’t bench me, please,” he begged.

“You sure you’re all right, Dennis?” the coach asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be okay,” the player answered weakly.

“Take the day off,” the coach told him. “As for you, Price, don’t let me catch you losing your temper again. Is that understood?”

Red-faced, Lonnie looked down at his cleats and ran a hand through his glossy black hair. “Understood.”

“Come on, DiVito,” the coach said to Dennis. “We’ll have a look at those bruises.” The two of them walked off toward the locker room together, the coach holding Dennis up.

His dark eyes full of shame, Lonnie turned to Nancy. “Sorry I came at you like that,” he said as they walked out from under the bleachers. “I don’t know what got into me.”

“I don’t, either,” Nancy said, genuinely confused. For someone who had just been so threatening, Lonnie was acting pretty gentle and kind.

“Listen, please don’t say anything about this to your friend George, okay?” he pleaded. “I don’t want her to get the wrong idea about me.”

The right idea, you mean, Nancy thought. “Look, I have to go,” she said, pulling her purse up over her shoulder. “I’ll be late for work.”

With that, Nancy trotted off to the parking lot, relieved to escape Lonnie and his mean temper. As she got into her car, Nancy found herself mulling over Lonnie’s outburst. What had made him react so violently? And then made him so sweet afterward? She decided then and there to warn George to be careful. Lonnie Price was unstable, at best.

The car radio announced it was four o’clock. In a panic, Nancy realized she was already late for work! She drove to Touchdown as fast as possible without breaking the law. The last thing she needed was to be fired from Touchdown just when things were heating up.

The minute Nancy stepped through the door of the restaurant, she sensed she was in luck. Pete was nowhere in sight.

“The boss is out,” said Mark, playfully checking his watch as Nancy dashed into the restaurant. “You’re twenty minutes late, though.”

“Sorry,” said Nancy, stepping around the counter area and inside to the kitchen where the staff kept their green and white jerseys.

“Doesn’t bother me,” Mark said with a laugh. “Pete’s in charge of employee efficiency, not me. He told the corporation I had nothing to do with it.”

“Well, I’ll get to work right away,” said Nancy, pulling on the Touchdown jersey and hurrying to her position behind the counter. Not a minute later Pete walked into the restaurant.

“That was close,” Edgar Chessman whispered as he passed her on his way to the soda dispenser.

Nancy smiled out of sheer relief. “Hi, Pete,” she called out as he approached her.

“How are ya?” Pete asked, not waiting for an answer as he walked past her toward his office.

“Hey, Nancy, I need you to do me a favor,” Edgar said.

“Sure, Edgar,” Nancy said, still glad she hadn’t gotten into trouble for being so late. “What is it?”

“Someone needs to restock the ladies’ room, and, well, since you’re the only girl working right now . . .” Edgar fumbled.

“Say no more.” Nancy chuckled. “Just show me where the stuff is.”

Edgar pointed out the stockroom and covered for her while she headed for the ladies’ room. She finished and was just pulling the door shut when she heard a muffled voice coming from the direction of Pete’s office down the hall.

Curious, Nancy gingerly made her way to the end of the corridor. When she reached Pete’s office, she shot a quick glance through the small pane of glass in his door. Pete was standing at his desk holding what looked like an unopened envelope, his hand resting on the phone receiver.

He tore the envelope open and pulled out a sheet of paper. A look of pure panic crossed his face as he read it. Then he flopped down in his dark green swivel chair and rubbed his face wearily.

Nancy ducked back as Pete swiveled his chair directly toward her. The last thing she wanted was for Pete to catch her snooping. Inching back to where she could see him, she watched as he dialed his phone. Apparently, there was no answer on the other end. Tapping his fingers on the desk, Pete waited, then finally slammed the receiver back in the cradle.

Who was he trying to reach? Nancy wondered. What could the note possibly say to upset him so much?

Nancy didn’t have time to figure it out, however. Pete suddenly stood up and stuffed the letter into his pocket. His jaw clenched, he headed for the door.

Nancy looked around for an escape route, but there was none. A pay phone was just across the corridor. She made a move for it, intending to pick up the receiver and pretend to be talking.

Before she could make her dash, though, Nancy felt a hand grip her arm, slowly tightening its grasp. She turned to meet Pete’s icy eyes boring into hers.

When he spoke, Pete’s voice was menacing and cold. “I think you’ve got some explaining to do, Nancy Edwards,” he said. “What were you doing spying on me just now?”
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SPYING ON YOU?” Nancy managed to say, giggling like a young schoolgirl. “I was just coming back from the ladies’ room.”

“Oh, really?” Pete grunted. Nancy held her breath and watched him decide whether or not he believed her. Finally he relented. “Well, get back to work,” he said gruffly. “And don’t let me catch you near my office again.”

With that, he strode toward the restaurant. Nancy’s heart pounded wildly as she followed him out of the corridor.

As she slid back behind the counter, Nancy overheard Pete talking to Mark by the far register, where Mark was going over receipts.

“I want you to take over for today, Mark,” Pete was saying. “I’ve got to go somewhere.”

“You’re going?” Mark repeated in amazement. “But you just got here!”

“Just take care of things,” Pete snapped, grabbing his coat before barreling out of the restaurant.

Nancy looked out a side window as Pete hurried across the parking lot to his white car with its gold and blue Bedford Bear bumper sticker. If only she could find out where he was going in the middle of a workday, she thought, frustrated. She was sure his leaving had something to do with the note he’d just read, but how could she follow him to prove it? She was just beginning her shift and couldn’t walk out. Or could she?

Looking over at Mark, she quickly improvised a plan.

“Um, Mark? Could I talk to you a minute?” Nancy asked anxiously. If she was going to follow Pete, she didn’t have a moment to lose.

“Sure, Nancy,” Mark said, giving her a wide grin. “What’s up?”

“Oh, Mark,” Nancy lamented breathlessly. “I know this is terrible, but I just called home, and my dad reminded me that I was supposed to pick up my aunt and uncle at the airport today. I said I’d do it before I got the job here, and they’re really depending on me.” Nancy made sure to emphasize her speech with heavy sighs and guilty, uncomfortable looks.

“Can’t your dad pick them up, Nancy?” Mark asked reasonably.

“Well, he would, but he can’t drive,” Nancy said, thinking fast. “He broke his ankle a couple of weeks ago on a fishing trip.”

Through the front windows, Nancy saw Pete’s car pull out of the parking lot, then turn left onto Bedford Avenue. Nancy nibbled a finger nervously. “I know I should have told you before, but I completely forgot about it,” she added helplessly.

The assistant manager let out a sigh. “Go,” he said simply. “But try to be back as soon as possible, okay?”

“Thanks a million, Mark,” Nancy said jubilantly. “You’re a doll!” Whipping off her jersey and hanging it on its hook, she raced out of the restaurant and made for her car. If only it wasn’t too late!

As she pulled out into traffic, she didn’t see Pete’s car anywhere. She did know the direction he’d gone on Bedford Avenue, so she headed that way. At every intersection, she slowed and searched both side streets. Cars honked behind her, and she waved them past her.

Frustrated that she was wasting precious time, Nancy did keep going on Bedford Avenue, though.

Just as she was about to give up, she spotted Pete’s white Toyota parked in the lot beside a huge old building. The sign outside said McCann’s Gym & Bodybuilding Center. Why had Pete left the restaurant to work out so close to the dinner rush? It seemed completely bizarre.

Nancy parked half a block away and pulled a pair of aviator sunglasses and a lilac-printed scarf out of her glove compartment. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it would have to do. At least the scarf would hide her distinctive reddish gold hair.

She hurried to the building and pulled open the old-fashioned door. A red and gray sign pointed to a glass door on the first floor.

McCann’s Gym was sleek and modern. A quick glance at the reception area told Nancy the gym was designed primarily for men. Through the glass doors, Nancy could see nothing much but punching bags, tackling blocks, and free weights. Scattered throughout, men were straining to lift heavy weights free-form. Pete’s burly form and distinctive red hair were nowhere to be seen. Nancy stepped inside.

A good-looking, dark-haired guy wearing a form-fitting red T-shirt with a McCann’s logo stepped up to the maroon and black reception counter.

“Can I help you?” he asked. “Looking for someone?”

“Hi,” said Nancy, lifting her sunglasses to the top of her scarf-covered head, “Um, actually, I was thinking of joining McCann’s.”

The guy behind the counter shot her a grin. “We don’t have many female members. In fact, we don’t have any.”

“Really? Why not?”

“Well, this is what some people call a rockhead gym,” he said. “It’s not for everybody.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Nancy, confused. She’d never heard the term before. “What’s a rockhead?”

The guy behind the counter smiled and explained, “A rockhead is a body fanatic. Somebody who pumps iron for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We say they’re built like rocks with brains to match.”

Nancy laughed at the joke. “Are you including yourself in that description?” she asked.

“Me? Oh, no. Actually, I’m the house intellectual,” he countered with a grin and a wink.

“Well, could I at least see some literature?” she asked.

“Sure. I know we keep brochures around here somewhere. There’s a lounge around this corner, if you want to wait there.”

With that, he sauntered off, disappearing behind a door marked Employees Only. Alone, Nancy glanced around again.

As far as she could tell, Pete wasn’t in the gym. If he was in the locker room or shower, she’d have no chance of finding him. Still, the receptionist might know something about Pete. Nancy decided to wait in the lounge until he came back with the brochures.

Before Nancy could make her way to the lounge, though, she heard voices moving toward her. One of them was Pete’s! Perfect.

Backing off, she looked for cover. The only place she could find was the counter by the reception area. She crouched down behind it and listened.

“You’ve got to help me out, Doc,” Pete was saying in a whisper. “I’m in real trouble this time.”

“Doc,” whoever he was, answered Pete in calm, reassuring tones as he dropped something metallic—a key? Nancy wondered—on the counter above her head. “Don’t worry, Pete,” he said. “It’ll work itself out. Besides, you’ve handled it up to this point.”

Handled what? Nancy wondered. What kind of trouble was Pete in?

“Yeah, but now it’s getting out of hand,” Pete complained. “How long can I keep this up? I’m telling you, I’m at the end of my rope!”

“You’re all upset about nothing. If you have to spend a little money, well, that’s life,” Doc advised.

“What about you? I thought we were in this together?” Pete said, his anger barely in check.

“Pete,” said Doc, an edge of steel creeping into his mellow voice, “I can’t help you. Think of my reputation.”

“But, Doc—” Pete protested.

“You’re just going to have to handle this yourself,” Doc interrupted coldly. “You’d better not screw up anymore, either, Pete. One person knows already, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s one person too many.”

“I told you, there was nothing I could do about it,” Pete complained.

“And I’m telling you that it’s your problem,” Doc responded, his voice hard as steel now. “You take care of it. Now, if this keeps up, it’s all over. And not just for your boys—for you, too, my friend.”
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I WON’T MESS UP, DOC,” Pete promised, sounding like a scared kid.

“I know you won’t,” Doc told Pete. “That’s why we do business together—because I can count on you.” The man’s voice was no longer cruel and cold, but it had regained its calm warmth. “Look, let’s go soak in the whirlpool. You look like you need to relax a little.”

Without another word, Pete and Doc walked away from the desk. Peeking out from behind the counter, Nancy caught a brief glance of Doc from the rear: graying, well-groomed hair, big broad shoulders, and upright carriage. He was wearing a gray T-shirt, running shorts, and gray sneakers. What Nancy wouldn’t have given for a look at his face!

Nancy saw them opening the gym’s interior door. When she was sure it had closed shut again, she slowly stood up from her hiding place.

“Well, hello, there,” came the voice behind her. Nancy straightened all the way up to find the receptionist, brochures in hand, staring at her behind the counter.

“I was leaning over the counter and I dropped a bracelet,” said Nancy, covering for herself.

“Did you find it?”

“Luckily, yes,” Nancy replied, jiggling her left arm to show her bracelet. “I’ve got to get the clasp fixed.” She came out from behind the counter.

The receptionist raised his eyebrows doubtfully, but obviously he decided to go along with her story. “Well, I found the brochures,” he said. “Here’s one about McCann’s and another on our personal fitness program. And, of course, this one about our specialized bodybuilding courses. What would life be without them, huh?”

“Thanks,” said Nancy, smiling as she reached out to take a few.

“Maybe we could talk about it over dinner? I’m off in half an hour,” he said, standing close as he handed the papers to her.

“Er, no thanks,” Nancy demurred. “I really have to get going. I’m working tonight.”

“Maybe some other time? If you give me your phone number—”

“Well, I guess I could take yours,” she countered.

“Sure,” he said, writing it down on a slip of paper and handing it to her. “Name’s Jake, Jake Deaver. And you’re?”

“Nancy,” she answered quickly, pocketing the paper. “Nice talking to you, Jake.” With that, she stepped quickly to the exit. She didn’t want Pete coming out of the gym and spotting her there. Besides, she had promised Mark to hurry back.

• • •

“He said, ‘If this keeps up, it’s all over for you.’ ” It was ten-thirty at night, and Nancy was filling Bess and George in on what she had learned that day.

“Sounds heavy,” murmured Bess, who was sprawled in an oversize chair, her brow furrowed.

“What could he mean?” George asked from the sofa, where she sat with her long legs tucked under her. “If what keeps up?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Nancy said softly as she paced the room.

“Maybe he meant the stealing?” Bess suggested.

“What would a doctor have to do with the thefts at Touchdown?” Nancy asked, flopping down next to George and staring up at the ceiling.

“Just a thought,” said Bess, tugging on a blond curl.

“I just thought of something,” Nancy said, jumping up and pacing again. “Doc said it would be all over for Pete’s ‘boys,’ too. We know Pete’s a sports agent on the side, so maybe his ‘boys’ are his clients.”

“Good idea, but how do we find out?” George asked.

“There’s something I need to ask you two,” Nancy said, resettling herself in an armchair. “Have you heard anything unusual about Lonnie or Bill or Rob—actually, about any of the guys on the team?”

“You already know that Bill’s been getting more and more calls from college scouts,” said Bess. “Now he’s super nervous about the next two games. In fact, that’s all he ever talks about anymore.”

“How about Lonnie?” Nancy asked George. “Have you seen anything of him?”

“I talked to him late last night,” said George. “He said he wants to see me, but I don’t know. After what you just told me about the way he acted at football practice—”

“Try to find out what’s eating him, but be careful, okay? He seems to have a pretty mean temper,” Nancy told George.

“Don’t worry. I don’t intend to get him mad,” George said with a smile. “What should I be looking for?”

“I don’t know,” Nancy said, biting her lip.

“Look, Nancy, I’m not going to spy on Bill,” Bess protested. “I mean, it’s okay for George, she just met Lonnie—but I really like Bill!”

“Who asked you to spy on Bill?” Nancy asked. “There is something you can do to help, though.”

“Oh, brother. What is it?” asked Bess with a friendly smirk.

“How about throwing a party for the Bears after the game on Wednesday? I have a feeling we could learn a lot from them about Pete.”

“A party? Sure!” Bess chirped, delighted with the plan. “That sounds great! Just leave it to me.”

• • •

The next day Nancy made the trip from River Heights to Bedford in record time. She wanted to make a good impression on Mark and show up early for her eleven o’clock shift.

Stopping for a red light not far from the restaurant, she saw a familiar-looking guy walk out of a building across the street from her. She wouldn’t even have noticed him, except for his furtive movements. His shoulders hunched, head down, collar up, he was obviously trying to make himself inconspicuous. Why do people act that way when they don’t want to be noticed? Nancy asked herself with a chuckle.

She took another look. It was Rob Matthews. Nancy watched as he continued to stride down the street, casting quick glances behind him,

Nancy checked out the sign on the building: West Bedford Medical Clinic—Private. Was Rob having more problems with his health? Intrigued, she pulled into a parking lot and went inside.

The West Bedford Medical Clinic was decorated with pastel watercolor landscapes and wicker furniture. A middle-aged receptionist wearing a white smock and small gold earrings sat behind a desk, typing.

Nancy glanced at a framed declaration of patients’ rights that hung on the wall next to the receptionist The first right listed was that of privacy. Nancy let out a sigh. She realized she wouldn’t get any information by coming right out and asking about Rob.

“Excuse me,” Nancy asked. “Is my brother still here? Rob? Rob Matthews?”

The receptionist looked up and gave her a surprised look. “He just left,” she explained.

“Oh, no,” Nancy lamented. “I was supposed to pick him up.”

“Well, he didn’t say anything about being picked up. Are you sure?”

“I thought I told him I’d get him,” Nancy answered, letting her shoulders drop. “I guess we’ve all been so worried about Rob. How did it go today, anyway?”

The receptionist looked confused for a minute. “He wasn’t here for any treatment. He just picked up his test results.”

“Yes, I know,” Nancy said, putting on a worried frown. “Were they okay?”

“Sorry, we can’t give out test results, honey,” said the woman with an apologetic smile. She pointed to the sign on the wall. “Not even to the immediate family.”

“It’s that bad, is it? Poor Rob—” Nancy made the most of her acting talents.

“It’s tough,” clucked the receptionist. “Believe me, I know what you’re going through. I had a nephew once—a wrestler. No matter what we said, he just wouldn’t quit. Why do they want to do that to themselves? It’s a shame.”

Nancy felt goosebumps rising on her arms. “I know what you mean,” she said, wishing she did.

“Listen, you’re his sister,” said the woman, her eyes sympathetic. “Can’t you get him to cut it out? His liver can’t take it forever, you know. They never think it’ll happen to them, but it does. And liver damage can be permanent,” she added ominously.

An elderly client stepped into the clinic just then and walked up to the desk. The receptionist turned to him and gave him a form to sign.

“Well, thanks,” said Nancy, slowly retreating outside, and into her car.

Liver damage? Nancy tried to figure every angle. As far as she knew, Rob didn’t drink. But the woman in the clinic had said, “Can’t you get him to cut it out?”

Full of concern for Rob and his unknown problem, Nancy turned off Bedford Avenue and pulled into Touchdown’s parking lot. Through the front window, Nancy saw a red-faced Pete Shepard standing close to Edgar, whom Pete had backed up against the counter.

Nancy rushed into the empty restaurant in time to hear Pete bellowing at Edgar.

“You’d better have a good explanation for this!” the manager was shouting. “Do I have to fire every single employee in this place? How many times am I going to get ripped off, huh? I put you in charge of watching the registers, and what happens? The biggest chunk of change yet is missing, that’s what!”

“But P-Pete,” Edgar stammered pathetically. “It wasn’t me!”

Nancy approached the scene carefully, not wanting to incite Pete’s anger by asking any questions.

“Sorry doesn’t cut the mustard, Chessman!” Pete screamed. “Stop protecting people. Just spit it out—who stole the money, huh?”

“I—I don’t know, P-Pete,” Edgar hedged. “Honest, I don’t.”

In his terror Edgar backed off to one side, knocking over a metal dispenser of straws. The straws scattered as if they were in a giant game of pickup sticks.

“Now look what you’ve done, you idiot!” yelled Pete, bending over to scoop some of them up. Nancy got to her knees and started helping, and so did Edgar.

“Sorry!” said Nancy as she accidentally bumped into Pete. She turned to look at him and caught sight of something bulky falling out of his pants pocket.

The manager must have felt the package drop to the floor because he reached down in a flash to snatch at it.

But Pete’s hand wasn’t as fast as Nancy’s eyes. Before he could stuff the package back in his pocket, Nancy spied a small, flat silver key at Pete’s foot. And clenched in the manager’s hand was a fat envelope—stuffed with cash!


Chapter

[image: Images]

Ten

NANCY COULDN’T HELP but stare at the envelope as Pete grabbed it off the ground and fumbled for the key. Pete glanced up at Nancy and knew she had seen the contents of the envelope. He shot her a poisonous look and stuffed the money in his jacket pocket. Clutching the key protectively with one hand, he used the other to point at Nancy.

“Mind your own business, Edwards,” he snarled. “Or you’ll be sorry.”

Pete backed out of the restaurant as the others stood in stunned amazement.

“What was in that envelope anyway?” Edgar asked. “Explosives?”

Nancy ran a hand through her silky hair and blew out a deep breath. “Beats me,” she said softly.

“Are you okay?” Mark asked, putting a comforting hand on Nancy’s shoulder.

Thinking quickly, Nancy called upon her acting talent. “Not really,” she murmured weakly. “I hate it when people yell at me. It really upsets me.” She pressed her fingers to her temples, hoping to squeeze a tear out of her eyes. “Why does Pete hate me like this?” she asked helplessly.

From the corner of her eye, she spied Pete’s car screeching out onto Bedford Avenue, turning in the opposite direction from McCann’s Gym. Where was he going this time? She’d give anything to find out.

“Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t hate you. He’s just got a lot on his mind these days,” Mark said reassuringly.

She gulped hard and put her hand to her forehead. “Maybe I’m super sensitive today because of this headache. It’s killing me. I think I’m coming down with the flu or something,” she complained.

“Well, if you’re not feeling well, you should take the rest of the day off,” Mark said quietly.

Convincing Mark wasn’t very hard, Nancy thought. Her plan was working—if she hurried she would be able to follow Pete. “Won’t you be shorthanded?” she asked, doing her best to sound sincere.

“It’s okay,” said Mark. “Pete shouldn’t go around upsetting the help, you know.”

“Thanks, Mark,” said Nancy, brushing away a big crocodile tear.

Nancy walked slowly out of the restaurant. As soon as the door closed behind her, however, she raced to her car.

Traffic was heavy, and Nancy despaired of ever finding Pete’s white car. In a few blocks, though, she did catch sight of him, stuck trying to turn left in a line of cars at the intersection of Main and Bedford.

Nancy finally caught up with Pete again when he pulled into the parking lot of the redbrick post office near the municipal building. Slowing down, Nancy watched as he got out of his car and trotted inside, his hand against the bulge in his pocket.

“That must have been a post office box key he was holding,” Nancy murmured to herself as she steered into a space directly across the street from the entrance. Was Pete going to put the money in a box?

When Pete came out, the bulge was gone from his pocket, and Nancy assumed she had the answer to her question. She slid down in her seat as he glanced around.

Now Nancy faced a dilemma. She could wait to see if anyone she knew showed up possibly to claim the money, or she could follow Pete to see where he was going now. She had no idea which mailbox Pete might have used, so Nancy decided she had to follow Pete.

She glanced at her watch before starting her car. It was twelve-thirty.

“Stealing from your own restaurant?” Nancy whispered. “Is that where you got the money?”

From a safe distance Nancy followed as Pete drove to a modest neighborhood on the west side of town. He pulled up in front of a small white house that needed a paint job. In front of the house was a mailbox with the name Shepard in large gold letters. Pete checked the mailbox and, finding it empty, went inside.

Nancy was frustrated that all she’d found out was where Pete lived. Hardly big news.

Glancing into her rearview mirror before pulling away from the curb, Nancy froze. A battered Chevy puttered down the street and parked several cars in front of her. Sliding down in the seat, Nancy peeked out as a tall, birdlike figure slid out of the car and strode up Pete’s front walk.

Nancy squinted against the glare, then blinked to make sure she was seeing correctly.

Edgar Chessman!

Opening Pete’s storm door, Edgar dropped an envelope between it and the main door, then loped back to his car and drove off. The whole sequence had taken maybe twenty seconds.

Nancy knew she shouldn’t, but she walked briskly up the walk and slipped the envelope out from between the doors, praying that Pete wouldn’t catch her.

The envelope was sealed shut and had no address or any other writing on it. Shoving the envelope into her jacket pocket, Nancy ran back to her car to head back to River Heights.

At home she could steam the envelope open. That way if it needed to be sealed again, no one would be the wiser.

• • •

Nancy raced into the kitchen, where she filled the blue enamel kettle with water and turned the fire on under it. Then she went to the phone and dialed Bess’s number.

“Bess?” she said when her friend picked up. “Can you and George come over right away?” she asked. “I think I may have found something that’s going to help us break this case.”

“You’re kidding!” Bess said excitedly. “I’ll get George, and we’ll be there in five minutes.”

The water was bubbling inside the kettle. Soon white steam was pouring out of the spout. With Hannah’s kitchen tongs, Nancy held the envelope over the stream of hot vapor until the glue came undone.

Inside was a single sheet of plain white paper, folded once. The message on it was composed of glossy letters cut from magazine ads.

“You’re still short five thousand,” the message said. “Have it at the post office by Friday noon, or kiss your dreams goodbye!”
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Eleven

EDGAR CHESSMAN?” George said after Nancy filled her in on what had happened. “A blackmailer?”

“I know. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? But I saw him.” With a shake of her head, Nancy laid the blackmail note down on the kitchen table.

“ ‘Kiss your dreams goodbye,’ ” Bess read, focused on the letter still. “What dreams?”

“I wish I knew,” said Nancy, sitting down at the table and leaning back in her chair.

“What’s next, Nan?” asked George, pulling up a chair for herself and sitting down next to her friends. “Are you going to put this back in Pete’s doorway?”

“Not right away,” Nancy answered, lightly fingering the letter. “I have a feeling I can learn more by not delivering it. I want to see what Edgar does when Pete doesn’t come up with the money.”

“But wouldn’t it be the perfect trap to return the letter?” Bess urged. “You could call the police—”

“And they could catch Pete in the act of handing over the money!” George finished for her cousin.

“Not so fast, guys,” said Nancy, running a hand through her hair. “There’s nothing illegal about giving somebody money. Also, we don’t know why Pete’s being blackmailed, or what that guy Doc has to do with this whole thing. There’s a lot more we have to find out.”

“You’re right,” murmured George, leaning on an elbow with her cheek on her palm. “This case is weird.”

“Let’s concentrate on what we do know,” Nancy suggested. “Sometimes that helps.”

“We know Edgar is blackmailing Pete,” Bess offered.

“It sure seems like that’s the case,” said Nancy with a nod. “But, remember, Pete doesn’t necessarily know who his blackmailer is. This letter is anonymous.”

“True,” George agreed.

“I think it’s rotten of Pete to accuse Cynthia of stealing when he’s the one taking money from his own restaurant to pay a blackmailer!” Bess said in a sudden outburst.

“Hold on, Bess,” Nancy replied reasonably. “We don’t have any proof that Pete is stealing from Touchdown, though it certainly does look that way.”

“Are you going to tell Cynthia what’s going on?” George asked.

“Maybe I’d better,” Nancy said thoughtfully. “She’s been so anxious.”

“The news should help her enjoy the party more. I’m really excited about it—assuming Bedford beats Montvale tomorrow.”

“Are you coming with us, or do you have to work, Nancy?” George asked.

“I wouldn’t miss the game for anything,” Nancy said with a smile. “After all, Pete’s going to be there. And wherever Pete goes, I go.”

• • •

“It’s all so incredible,” said Cynthia, shaking her head in disbelief the next day before the opening kickoff. “I can’t believe Pete’s stealing the money from Touchdown.”

The stadium was packed for the big game, and anticipation was running high. Nancy, Bess, and George had gotten front-row bleacher seats just behind the cheerleaders’ bench. Cynthia was looking up at them, her eyebrows drawn together and her mouth open slightly.

“Well, I can’t say for sure yet,” Nancy went on. Looking down on the field, Nancy saw Rob practicing tosses. “Oh, and Cynthia,” she went on, “there’s something else—it’s about Rob—”

The referee’s whistle blew, signaling the teams to enter. A roar went up from the excited crowd.

“It can wait till later,” Nancy said. “You’d better start cheering. The team needs you.”

“Right. See you later, Nancy. And thanks for all the good work.” Cynthia went off to join the other cheerleaders on the fifty-yard line as the players were introduced one by one. When Bill Ellman’s name was called, Nancy noticed a puffy white bandage around his finger. “Hey, Bess, what happened to Bill?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Bess said. “He broke his ring finger at practice yesterday.”

“He broke a finger?” Nancy said, amazed.

“Yeah, but he won’t let it stop him from playing,” Bess added.

“That’s incredible,” Nancy murmured, wondering if her friend was finally starting to tire of going out with a guy so obsessed with football. “How can he play with a broken finger?”

“Beats me,” Bess confessed. “You know, I’m beginning to wonder about Bill. He’s so completely wrapped up in himself and the team. All I did was ask him if his finger hurt, and he told me it was none of my business.”

“Bess,” George said with a shake of her head, “maybe it’s time to dump this guy.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Bess mumbled.

George and Nancy exchanged a knowing look over Bess’s head, but they didn’t say anything more about Bill.

“Here comes the kickoff!” shouted Bess as the players lined up on the field.

The whistle blew, and the Bedford kicker booted the ball downfield. The Montvale man caught it but was wiped out by Lonnie Price before he could run a yard.

“Boy,” said George with a little whistle, “that was some hit.”

The game got rougher. On the next play a Montvale player had to be helped off the field, limping badly. After that, Lonnie delivered a late hit to Montvale’s quarterback, sending him to the sidelines, too. By the end of the first quarter, the officials were blowing penalty whistles almost every other play. Even though five of the Montvale players had been sidelined, the team had scored two touchdowns because of all the calls against Bedford.

Down at field level, near the team’s bench, Nancy spotted Pete, standing up and screaming, “Go get ’em!” Whenever a Bedford player came off the field, Pete would go over and pat him on the back. Bill and Lonnie gave him high fives, but most of the other Bedford Bears either ignored him or pushed him aside.

“How can he enjoy this?” George wondered, observing Pete. “It’s just the kind of thing that gives contact sports a bad name.”

“He’s that kind of guy,” Nancy said with a disgusted shrug.

Down on the field a Montvale player took a shot in the head from Bill Ellman and ran off, clutching at his nose.

“This is horrible!” Bess cried, turning away in shock. “Can’t the officials do something?”

“They’re doing all they can, Bess,” George answered. “Bedford is racking up penalties like crazy. They just had a touchdown called back, remember?”

In the end, though, Bedford came out on top. They’d defeated Montvale by a score of seventeen to ten. The jubilant team marched around the field, their faces ghostly from the unnatural glare of the stadium lights, with their coach on their shoulders. A core of their most ardent fans crushed in on them from all sides.

Nancy turned to George and Bess. “Some game, huh?”

Bess seemed a little stunned. “I guess that’s what they call ‘winning ugly,’ ” she said ruefully.

“Check it out,” George said, pointing to the field, where a Montvale player tried to shake Lonnie Price’s hand, Lonnie gave him a shove instead. The rejected ballplayer shook his head in disbelief.

“I wonder what the college scouts will think of that,” Nancy mused as the three girls walked down the two steps to field level. Cynthia was waiting for them, her eyes welling up with tears.

“Oh, Nancy,” she said, her breath turning to puffs of white vapor in the cold November evening. “I’m so ashamed. They acted like brutes!”

“Hey, cheer up, Cyn,” said one of the other cheerleaders, trotting by and giving Cynthia a pat on the back. “We’re one game away from being state champions! Watch out, Carlisle, here comes Bedford!” The happy cheerleader ran off to join the crowd circling the players.

“Even Rob,” Cynthia moaned. “That wasn’t football, it was— I don’t know what it was.”

“Cynthia,” said Nancy, putting an arm around her. “I need to talk to you privately.”

George and Bess had to leave to get ready for the party, so they said goodbye. Nancy led Cynthia off a short distance to where they couldn’t be overheard. “Cynthia,” Nancy asked gently, “Rob doesn’t drink, does he?”

“Rob?” Cynthia’s eyes grew huge. “No way. He’s too involved in training to mess up like that.”

“Are you sure?” Nancy asked.

“Positive!” was Cynthia’s reply. “What made you even think that?”

Nancy hesitated and decided not to tell her what she’d learned at the clinic. The girl was upset enough already.

“Nancy, I’m scared. The way the guys are acting, all these other strange things that are happening—I don’t know what’s going on.”

“Don’t worry, Cynthia,” Nancy said with an assurance she didn’t really feel. “We’ll get it all figured out.”

• • •

Bess’s house shook with the sound of a hundred or so Bedford High kids dancing, talking, and whooping it up. Everyone seemed to have forgotten or forgiven the disgraceful way the team had played in the flush of victory.

“Bess really knows how to throw a party!” Nancy shouted to George, who walked over to greet her friend.

“Isn’t this fun!” Bess called out merrily, bouncing up to them.

Coming from behind her, Bill Ellman slipped an arm around her waist. “Hey, where are you escaping to, Bess? How about a dance?”

“Okay,” Bess said, taking his hand and walking over to the dancing area.

As they walked off, Nancy could swear Bill had turned and given her a look of sheer hatred. What was wrong with him? Nancy wondered, startled.

“He certainly seems happy,” George remarked. Obviously, George hadn’t caught Bill’s poisonous look at Nancy.

“We’re number one!” Lonnie Price shouted as he entered the party, his clenched fist aimed at the ceiling. A huge cheer erupted from the guests. “Hey, beautiful!” Spotting George, he put his arms around her and gave her a huge hug.

George resisted feebly and finally pulled herself from his grasp. “Well, hello to you, too,” she joked.

“Let’s dance, George!” Lonnie shouted, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her off.

Nancy spied Rob and Cynthia in a corner of the dining room. Rob was pale, and Cynthia was frowning.

Walking up to them with a smile, Nancy said, “Hi, guys. How come you’re not dancing?”

“Don’t feel like it,” Rob mumbled in an unfriendly tone. Cynthia looked over at Nancy and shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

“Rob’s been feeling dizzy,” she explained anxiously.

Rob stared hard at his girlfriend. “I said, don’t tell anybody,” he fumed.

“But Nancy’s my friend, Rob—” Cynthia protested softly.

“I said, don’t tell anybody,” Rob reiterated, his voice filled with frustration. “What are you, dense?”

“You don’t have to get nasty about it,” Cynthia said, shrinking back against the wall. “Sorry, Nancy.”

“Listen, I’ll see you guys later, okay?” Nancy said, backing off. What’s eating him tonight? she thought to herself as she turned away.

Nancy watched Lonnie and George on the dance floor for a while, then circulated, chatting with the other guests and sampling the great food Bess and George had whipped up.

About an hour into the party Nancy noticed Rob moving furtively toward the kitchen. He was up to something, Nancy decided. But what?

She followed him. Off the kitchen was a pantry with stairs that led to the basement. Poking her head inside, Nancy noticed the door to the basement was half-open. She heard guys talking on the steps.

Standing at the basement door, Nancy pressed her ear to the wooden barrier and listened to the muffled conversation.

“Are you sure?” It was Rob’s voice, and it wasn’t hard for Nancy to make out who the other two guys were—Lonnie Price and Bill Ellman.

“Definitely,” Lonnie replied. “Hogan said he knew her when she was working on that Jake Webb case. You know, that guy Darryl who was spying for the Russians.”

Fear shot through Nancy. Her cover was blown.

“Maybe she doesn’t know anything,” Bill suggested anxiously. “She’s really friends with Bess and George, you know.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Ellman,” Lonnie snapped. “She’s onto us, all right.”

“Look, you guys,” Rob said, sounding scared. “Maybe we should just cool it, huh?”

“What’s gotten into you lately, Matthews?” Lonnie demanded. “We’ve got one more game. You can’t back out now.”

“But the doctor said—”

“Forget the doctor, Matthews!” Lonnie demanded. “Do you know how many scouts are coming to see us next week? You know what they can do for you? A scholarship at a major university. Maybe a future shot at the NFL.”

“But—”

“Rob,” Lonnie went on, his voice more soothing, “my doctor said the same thing. But it’s going to have to wait one more week.”

Nancy remained rooted to the spot and held her breath, hoping they’d reveal their secret.

“What about Nancy Drew, guys?” Bill Ellman asked nervously. “What if she already knows?”

“We’ll have to shut her up, that’s all,” snarled Lonnie.

“What does that mean? How are you going to shut her up?” Rob asked, fear sounding in his voice.

Nancy’s spine stiffened as she heard Lonnie’s menacing retort. “Never mind,” he snarled. “You just let me handle Nancy Drew myself.”
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Twelve

NANCY BACKED OUT of the pantry, her heart pounding. Lonnie’s promise to “shut her up” sounded real enough. Wincing, she remembered the way Lonnie had pummeled his blond teammate under the bleachers.

“Come on,” Bill said, his voice getting louder as he started up the steps. “Let’s get back to the party.”

Stepping lightly, Nancy dashed through the kitchen and back into the living room. She spotted Bess and George, who were standing alone, talking together.

“What’s wrong, Nancy?” George asked the moment she saw her friend. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

Rob, Bill, and Lonnie had just come into the dining room. Nancy could feel their eyes on her.

“I need some air,” Nancy told her friends, guiding them each by an elbow. “Let’s grab our coats and go outside.”

“Nancy, I’m worried. What’s the matter?” Bess asked anxiously when they had closed the front door behind them.

Nancy leaned against the railing on Bess’s front porch and told them about the conversation she’d just overheard, leaving out Lonnie’s threat. There was no point in worrying her friends needlessly.

“So now your cover is blown,” Bess concluded, shaking her blond curls.

George let out a low whistle. “Bad break,” she murmured.

“This could be a real problem,” Nancy added, shaking her head. “If they tell Pete, there could be real trouble.”

“Nancy, what do you think Rob meant about his doctor telling him to stop?” Bess asked nervously. “Do you think he’s got some sort of disease?”

“I doubt it,” George put in. “He wouldn’t be in good enough shape to play football if he did.”

“Good point,” said Nancy. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I can tell you one thing. If we don’t figure it out by the last game, we might never do it.”

“Nancy,” said George, her dark eyes alive with concentration, “this couldn’t have anything to do with Pete, could it? Maybe when Rob and Bill talked about their doctor, they meant that man named Doc?”

“The guys are friends with Pete,” said Nancy. “And they’ve all been acting nervous and hostile lately. Something is definitely up. When Doc referred to ‘the boys,’ maybe he did mean—”

“Hi, girls. Good to see you, Nancy.” Lonnie Price’s sarcasm cut into the chilly night. “Getting a little air?”

Nancy and her friends spun around to face Lonnie and Bill. Bill’s eyes bored into Nancy’s.

“I was just saying good night,” Nancy fibbed, trying to sound casual as she stepped down off the porch. “I could use a good night’s sleep. Do you want a lift, George?”

“I’ll take you home, George,” Lonnie offered, turning on his most charming smile.

“Actually, Lonnie, I’m kind of tired. I think I will go with Nancy,” George announced with a smile as she stepped down the porch steps. “See you tomorrow, Bess. And good night, guys!”

• • •

By ten-thirty the next morning Nancy was back at the West Bedford Medical Clinic. This time she hoped she’d be able to get in to see Rob’s doctor.

“Hello, there, honey,” said the receptionist with a warm smile of recognition. “How’s your brother doing?”

“Not too well,” said Nancy with a frown. “He won’t talk to us, and I’m afraid he’s still—you know.”

“Mmmm.” The receptionist nodded, her brows furrowing.

“I know you won’t discuss the test results with me, but if I could just talk to the doctor—maybe he could give me some help on how to reach Rob.” Or maybe, she thought, I can get a solid clue about what’s really going on.

“I’ll see what I can do for you. Just wait right here.” The receptionist went off to speak to the doctor. A few minutes later she returned, saying, “It may be a wait, but Dr. Treschel will see you.”

Nancy flipped through magazines for the better part of an hour until the receptionist finally signaled her to come to the desk.

“Dr. Treschel can see you briefly,” she said. “First door on the right.”

The doctor’s office was painted dark green and decorated with oil paintings of wilderness scenes. From behind a mahogany desk, Dr. Treschel, a dark-haired man of about forty, looked up.

“Ms. Matthews?” he asked, meeting her eyes with a steady gaze. “How may I help you?”

“Doctor,” Nancy began, taking a seat by his desk. “We’re so worried about Rob. We don’t really understand what’s going on, and he won’t talk about it. Could you—”

Holding up a palm, the doctor frowned. “We often get concerned family members in here. But you must understand, our patients have a right to privacy.”

Nancy let out a disappointed sigh and looked down at the dark green carpeting. “Can’t you break your rule, just this once?” she pleaded.

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Treschel said, a look of genuine concern in his eyes. “Please tell your parents, though, that Rob is seriously jeopardizing his health.”

“You mean—?” Nancy murmured helplessly, feeling tantalizingly close to learning the truth.

“I mean exactly what I told him. He’s got to stop. Right away.” The doctor added a meaningful stare. He ran a hand through his glossy hair and smiled sadly. “See if you can talk to him. If you’ll excuse me—”

With a frustrated sigh Nancy stood up and walked out. Once more her attempt to find out what was happening to Rob had led nowhere.

Nancy left the clinic, planning her next move. At a nearby phone booth, she fished the brochure from McCann’s Gym out of her purse and punched in the number. Jake Deaver understood a lot about the mental and physical makeup of athletes. Maybe he could give her some insight into the kind of danger Rob was in.

“McCann’s,” came Jake’s familiar voice.

“Jake? It’s Nancy. Nancy Edwards. Remember me? I came in the other day to look the place over, and you said—”

“Of course I remember you,” came the smooth reply. “Have you decided to take me up on my offer for dinner?”

“As a matter of fact, I have,” she answered. “How about lunch?” she asked, glancing at her watch. It was eleven-fifty—she’d have just enough time to get to McCann’s by noon.

“Lunch is fine,” he said. Nancy could almost feel the smile in his voice.

“I’ll see you in ten minutes, then, at the gym.” She hung up and, walking with new determination, got into her car and headed for McCann’s.

“Hello, there,” said Jake, looking up with a warm smile when Nancy walked into the reception area of the gym,

“Hi,” Nancy replied. “Thanks for meeting me.

“Thanks for inviting me,” he said, lifting a gray jacket off the coatrack near the file cabinet and slinging it over his shoulder. “There’s a quiet little place near here called Le Corner Bistro. I thought we could go there.”

“Sounds great,” Nancy said, smiling at the name of the restaurant.

They walked out of the building and rounded the corner past a group of stores to the restaurant.

“After you,” said Jake, gallantly holding the door open for her.

Nancy walked in and spotted a booth near the back of the place. “How’s this?” she asked Jake.

“Fine with me,” he answered, slipping into the booth and signaling a waitress whose dark hair was knotted on top of her head.

Nancy and Jake ordered two mineral waters while they looked over the menu. “The quiche is excellent,” he told her.

“I think that’s what I’ll order. With a green salad,” Nancy told him.

The waitress returned and set two glasses and two bottles of water in front of them.

“Two quiches with salads,” Jake told her.

As soon as the waitress was out of earshot, Nancy met Jake’s gaze and sighed. “Jake, I’m hoping you can help me,” she said.

“Anything,” he promised. “Just ask.”

“It’s about my girlfriend’s boyfriend. He’s a real jock, you know? He’s been acting kind of weird lately. He won’t talk to me about it, but he’s been having dizzy spells, and he’s always acting hyper and angry. He even passed out. His pulse was uneven, and his breathing was off, too.”

“I see a lot of that at the gym,” Jake said with a knowing nod.

“You do?” Nancy asked, surprised. “Tell me about it.”

“Oh, we’ve got guys passing out there all the time. I told you they’re crazy, remember?”

“I don’t get it, though,” Nancy said. “People pass out just from sheer exertion?”

“Well, yeah, they do sometimes, but that’s not what we’re talking about here, is it?’”

Nancy leaned in toward him.

“I sympathize,” he said, taking a sip of his water. “See, I was into that garbage myself once. Really bad mood swings, headaches, always getting dizzy. I wound up in the hospital, finally, and it was a good thing, too. My liver would have been shot if I’d gone on much longer.”

“Your liver!” Nancy gasped.

“Yup,” he replied with a regretful shake of his head. “Fortunately, I quit.”

“I don’t understand,” Nancy prodded. “Quit what?”

Jake paused and gave Nancy a long look, obviously wondering if he should tell her. Finally he spoke up. “Steroids, Nancy. It sounds to me like your friend is on steroids.”
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Thirteen

STEROIDS?” Nancy said the word slowly, carefully. Finally. Now she had the missing piece of the puzzle, the one that had eluded her for so long.

“Yeah, steroids,” Jake murmured, shaking his head. “They’re real bad news and terrible for your health, but a lot of guys take them anyway. The kind you see most is the one that’s worst for your liver—dynazol.”

“Dynazol!” Nancy remembered running across it once before, on a case she’d solved with the Hardy brothers. “Steroids do cause mood swings, hostility, and dizziness, too. Don’t they?” Nancy asked breathlessly.

“All of the above,” Jake said with a nod. “Like I said—steroids are bad news. And dynazol is one of the worst.”

“Whew.” Nancy sighed, and then took a sip of her mineral water. “Everything you’re saying makes perfect sense.”

“Everyone thinks they can get away with it,” Jake said, his face suddenly sad. “But after a while—and when someone’s already blacking out, that time isn’t too far away—their health just falls apart. At that point it’s a short downhill ride.”

A chill slowly made its way over Nancy. Rob had obviously begun his “downhill ride.” No wonder he looked terrible and seemed so fragile. His body was being ravaged by one of the most potent drugs around. “Why do people do it to themselves?”

“Lots of reasons,” Jake explained as their lunches arrived. After the waitress left, he continued. “You said your friend’s a jock, right? Well, if he’s hot stuff, then he’s probably under a lot of pressure to succeed. Steroids build muscles, stamina, and physical strength. Unfortunately, they do a lot more harm than good. See, the harm’s invisible for a long while, sometimes long after it’s too late. In the end steroids destroy a lot more careers than they create.”

“And it goes on a lot, huh?” Nancy asked.

“You wouldn’t believe how widespread the use of the stuff is. You don’t even have to be a big-time jock to take it. Some guys use the stuff just to impress the girls. They want bulging muscles to show how strong they are. Trouble is, when you’re sick, nobody looks good.”

“Jake, how do people get their hands on the stuff?” she asked.

Jake looked at her sharply. “You mean, how is your friend getting them, right?”

Nancy’s eyes met his evenly. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

“There are a few ways. Doctors can prescribe the drugs, but no ethical doctor will. Most people get it from underground contacts.”

“Such as?” she wanted to know.

“Coaches, mostly. A lot of coaches’ll do anything to have winners. They don’t care about their athletes’ long-term health.”

Nancy thought of Coach Novak. He certainly seemed to be the type to want to win, even at the expense of his players’ health.

“Jake, this has been a very educational lunch. I really appreciate your talking to me,” Nancy said after they finished eating. She reached into her purse, wanting to pay for lunch and get to Bedford High right away. The time had come to confront the Bears’ coach.

“Wait a minute!” Jake protested. “You’re not going? We haven’t had a chance to talk about you. Let’s get together again, okay?”

“Jake, I like you a lot,” Nancy explained softly, “but the truth is, I already have a boyfriend. You know how it is—we’re in love.”

“How come all the good ones are taken?” Jake said. “He’s a lucky guy, Nancy.”

“Thanks,” Nancy said with a little laugh. “And, of course, I want to pay for lunch.”

“Forget it, will you?” he said, grabbing the check from her. “One of these days you’ll buy me lunch. Good luck with your friend, Nancy. If he wants to talk to someone who’s been there, have him give me a call.”

“Thanks,” Nancy said, touching his shoulder lightly and smiling at him before she turned to leave. “You’ve been terrific, Jake.”

Excited and energized by her new information, Nancy flew to her car and hopped inside. As she drove to Bedford High, Nancy knew there was no reason Coach Novak would talk to her, especially if he was the one providing his players with steroids.

But, Nancy reasoned, if the coach didn’t know anything about his players taking steroids, he would talk. Either way, the coach was her best bet right then.

Within fifteen minutes Nancy was sitting in the coach’s tiny office. As gently as she could, and carefully observing his reaction, Nancy told him her suspicions.

“You want to repeat that?” said Coach Novak, the anger in his voice barely suppressed. He leaned across his desk and shot Nancy a disdainful look. “I’m not sure I heard you right.”

“I said, I have reason to believe some of your players are using steroids. Dynazol, to be exact.”

“Uh-huh.” The coach folded his arms on his chest and leaned back again. “And who exactly do you think you are to be accusing my players, Miss Nancy Edwards?”

“Drew. Nancy Drew. I’m a detective, sir. I solved a case once before here at Bedford High. It involved Jack Webb’s murder.”

“Oh, yeah? I don’t remember you being involved in that,” the coach said dubiously.

“Mr. Parton can verify it, if you ask him.” Talking to the school principal would surely convince the coach that she was telling the truth.

“Mr. Parton retired,” the coach shot back. “He moved to Florida. There’s a new principal here at Bedford.”

“Oh.” Nancy let out a breath and tried to decide what tack to take next. Getting through to the coach was proving to be hard work. She decided to try the direct approach. “Are you supplying the team with steroids?” she asked, watching his face for any signs of guilt.

“Don’t make me sick,” growled the coach, staring back at her hatefully. “I want to win. Not cheat.”

Something in the way he said it convinced Nancy that he was telling the truth. Still, if he wasn’t providing the drugs, somebody was. But who?

“I’m sorry, Coach. I know how disappointed you must be. Believe me, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have a good reason to suspect steroids,” Nancy explained.

The coach shook his head again. “I don’t believe this,” he said. “I’m on the verge of winning my first state championship in twenty-seven years of coaching, and you come in here and tell me it’s all the result of steroids!”

“I’m not saying that, Coach Novak,” Nancy objected. “I’m just saying you should find out if it’s true!”

“Wait a minute—did the coach at Carlisle put you up to this?” he asked, his nostrils flaring. “I wouldn’t put it past him. He wants the state championship as much as I do. This is just the sort of thing I’d expect him to pull.”

“I don’t know who or what you’re talking about, Coach Novak,” Nancy said, losing her patience. “What I do know is that somebody is feeding steroids to at least three of your star players, maybe more—and the drugs are seriously endangering their health. Now, if you won’t look into it, I’ll have to go to the principal and ask him to—”

“Go ahead!” steamed the coach. “But I don’t think you’ll get very far. The new principal and I are very close. I know for a fact that he wants to see us win the state championship as much as I do. He wouldn’t tamper with the team’s morale and do something crazy a week before the championship game.”

Nancy gritted her teeth and sighed. The coach was probably right. She didn’t have any evidence for her theory.

“I’ll tell you what,” the coach said at last. “After the game, if you want to pursue this, I’ll discuss it with you again. Meanwhile, why don’t you just go back to wherever you came from and leave us alone?”

Nancy said nothing. Coach Novak obviously didn’t want to rock the boat right now before the championship game, and there was no use trying to convince him to change his mind. As if to emphasize his point, the coach got up and walked over to open the door for Nancy.

“Goodbye, Ms. Drew,” the coach said with a slight grin. “Thanks for your help, but I can manage my own team, thanks.”

“Okay, I tried,” Nancy murmured, getting up and leaving the office.

As she walked down the hall toward the parking lot exit, Nancy tried to plan her next move. Behind her, she heard the click of a door closing. Then a shuffling sound. Was it her imagination, or was someone following her?

She turned but saw nothing. Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself. There was no place safer than a high school during the daytime. Still, the feeling of someone following her persisted. With a sigh of relief she reached out to pull the metal bar on the exit.

But an arm across her neck stopped her. Gasping for breath, Nancy felt another strong arm reach around her waist and squeeze with a viselike grip.

Fighting panic, Nancy clawed desperately at the iron arms that had her pinned tight. It was no use. Her strength was no match for her attacker’s. Nancy fought desperately for breath, then remained just on the edge of blacking out.

“This is a warning,” said a gravelly voice in her ear. “Don’t mess with success, Nancy Drew—or you might wind up dead!”
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WITH ONE FINAL SQUEEZE around her neck that made Nancy see stars, the iron arms shoved her up against the exit door. As she fell against the steel bar, it gave and the door flew open, making Nancy fall headlong out of the building.

“So long, sweetheart,” her attacker whispered as she fell to the pavement. The door was pulled shut. After Nancy caught her breath, she staggered to her feet, hoping to get a look at her attacker. It was too late.

The door had no handle on the outside. Nancy pulled on it, but it didn’t budge. Her anonymous attacker was safely inside, making his getaway.

Rubbing her neck and leaning against the door while she recovered her composure, Nancy tried to place the voice. Coach Novak? Nancy didn’t think so.

Breathing hard, Nancy touched the tender skin on her neck lightly. As her hand came away, she noticed a small strand of jet black hair in her fingers.

In a flash, she realized the iron arms and gravelly voice had to belong to Lonnie Price. So he had kept his promise to “shut her up.”

Well, Nancy decided, she had a promise of her own to keep, and Lonnie’s intimidation tactics weren’t going to stop her.

It was almost time for her shift at Touchdown, so Nancy headed for work.

Driving along the tree-lined streets of Bedford, Nancy’s mind was churning with thoughts and images: Cynthia’s being fired by Pete; Doc’s threatening tone at the health club; Edgar’s dropping the blackmail letter at Pete’s; Mark’s indulgence with the staff.

Then there was the situation at Bedford High, an entire team being torn apart by wild mood swings and all the other effects of steroid use.

What did it all add up to? Nancy was working on two cases at once, and they were tearing her concentration apart. What had started as the simple impulse to help a new friend had turned into two tough, dangerous situations.

“Hi, everyone,” Nancy called as soon as she got inside the kitchen at Touchdown. Touchdown was relatively empty. The lunch rush was over, and it wasn’t time for the dinner crowd yet. For now the place was quiet.

“Hello, Nancy. How ya doin’?” It wasn’t much of a greeting, but for the first time since Nancy had met Pete, his smile seemed to be genuine.

“Nancy!” Edgar Chessman approached her the second she took up her position behind the register. “There’s something you’ve got to hear.”

Nancy finished opening the register, took out a stack of bills, and turned to him eagerly. “Yes?”

“See, there was this bullfrog who wanted to get to California, and he met a turtle—”

Nancy listened to the long rambling joke as she counted up the cash from the lunch crowd.

Just as the punchline was coming, Pete’s voice came from behind them. “Quit clowning around, Chessman,” Pete growled. “I’ve got to talk to Nancy right away. Meet me in my office, pronto.”

“Okay,” Nancy said apprehensively, putting the money back into the register and closing the drawer.

Nancy followed him to his office, her heart pounding. If Lonnie had told him that she was a detective, Nancy’s career at Touchdown was over right now.

She needn’t have worried, though, because when Pete sat down at his desk and glanced at her from under his thick eyebrows, his expression was almost apologetic.

“Mark said you were upset ’cause I yelled at you,” Pete said from behind his desk.

“Oh. Well, I guess I was,” Nancy replied.

“Sometimes I shoot first and look later,” Pete confessed, looking downcast. “Sorry.”

“Do you still think I stole the money?” she asked, looking him in the eye.

“No,” he murmured ruefully. “I don’t know who’s taking it, but the accountant tells me another five thousand is gone.”

You’re stealing it, you big phony! Nancy thought. But she played along, not wanting him to know what she suspected.

“Nancy, I am happy with your work here at Touchdown,” Pete said. “You’ve been working out well. I’d like to give you a regular schedule and up your salary fifty cents an hour.”

Nancy did her best to look happy. “Great!” she said, forcing a smile.

“That’s all,” Pete told her, leaning back in his chair. “You can go back to work now.”

“Sure,” Nancy said with relief. So Pete didn’t know she was a detective after all. That would give her a little time, at least, to find the evidence she needed to prove he was stealing from Touchdown.

An hour or so later customers were beginning to stream into the restaurant. Soon the dinner rush was in full swing.

“Hey! How’s the food in this joint?” said a familiar voice. Nancy looked up and saw Bess Marvin’s smiling face staring into hers.

“Hi, Nan!” Bess said. Behind her were George, Lonnie, Rob, and Bill. Nancy sneaked a brief glance at Lonnie, but his attention was focused on the corner of the dining room.

“Hi, Pete!” he called out. “How ya doin’, buddy?”

“Hey, guys!” Pete called out cheerfully, coming up behind Nancy and leaning over to shake the guys’ hands. “Great game the other day.” Turning to Nancy, he added, “I’ll take this order myself.”

Nancy stepped out of the way as Pete filled up the to-go bags with food and drinks.

“I put some little goodies in there for you,” Pete said to the players with a wink.

Nancy noticed a dark look cross Lonnie’s and Bill’s faces when they heard what Pete said. Rob looked scared. Motioning for Pete to follow him, Lonnie walked down to the end of the counter area as Nancy took the money for the order. Bill followed the other two guys, taking the bags with him.

Glancing sideways, Nancy watched Lonnie whisper in Pete’s ear. He looked back at her from time to time. Pete’s face took on an expression of amazement and alarm, and he glared at Nancy.

So much for her cover—Nancy sensed it was being blown at that very second. Her career at Touchdown had come to an abrupt end.

At the same a time a light bulb was going off in Nancy’s brain. Pete’s reference to “goodies” in the bags was too tantalizing to let pass. If Pete was providing the players with steroids, the bags would be the perfect way to pass them to his favorite football stars!

Making sure the guys didn’t see her, Nancy quickly put two burgers and a soda into another bag.

“George,” Nancy whispered to her friend, handing her the new bag, “see if you can switch this bag for one of the others without the guys seeing you. Hide the original, and be sure to call me later—at home. Okay?”

“Gotcha.” George nodded, slipping the bag into her tennis bag. “What’s up, Nan?” she asked.

“Tell you later,” Nancy replied. “What are you doing going out with Lonnie?” Nancy asked.

“I’m not—not really. Bess and I were coming in here for supper to go, and we ran into them in the parking lot. I’ve got a tennis tournament tonight at Millbrook, and Bess mentioned it. They all want to come watch. What could I say—no?” George asked.

“You all set?” Lonnie asked George, ignoring Nancy completely. “Let’s go.”

After they had left, Nancy looked around for Pete but didn’t see him. Wherever he was, though, it hardly mattered. If Nancy’s hunch was right, Pete had just blown it royally. And if George could make the switch, Nancy was sure she’d have her first hard evidence—steroids in a bag from Touchdown.

A few minutes later Nancy watched as Lonnie stormed back into the restaurant, holding a bag in his hand. Looking annoyed and upset, he walked into the hallway leading to Pete’s office.

“Uh-oh,” Nancy said under her breath. “Here it comes.”

In less than a minute Lonnie was out of the restaurant again, followed by Pete, who called to her from the hallway. “Nancy!” he called out. “Come over here!”

Nancy walked bravely up to him. “Yes, Pete?” she said, much cooler than she felt.

“You’re fired!” he said, spitting each word out. “Get out of here!”

Nancy didn’t ask why, and she didn’t argue. Pulling off her Touchdown jersey, she folded it neatly and put it on the countertop.

“Goodbye, Edgar,” she said, giving him a wave of her hand. “It’s been nice working with you.” And I’ll be seeing you tomorrow at the post office, she added to herself on her way to the door.

• • •

That night Nancy’s phone rang at nine-thirty. “Nancy,” said George excitedly. “That little scene in Touchdown was incredible.”

“You made the switch, didn’t you.” It was a statement, not a question. Nancy knew from Lonnie’s second visit to Touchdown that George had been successful.

“I sure did,” said George. “Have I ever let you down?”

“Never,” Nancy agreed. “Did you look inside the bag?”

“I wasn’t going to, but Bess was curious, so—”

“And?” Nancy asked eagerly.

“We found a packet of pills,” George replied grimly. “Is that what you were looking for?”

“That’s what I was looking for,” Nancy confirmed. A rush of pride shot through her. “Good work, George.”

“I don’t get it,” said George. “What are they? Drugs or something?”

“They’re steroids, George,” Nancy said. “And you know what else they are?”

“What?”

“They’re evidence, that’s what. Evidence that proves Pete Shepard has been illegally handing out drugs to high school football players!”
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AT 11:45 THE NEXT DAY Nancy was parked on the street across from the Bedford post office, in Hannah Gruen’s car.

“Just in case someone recognizes my Mustang,” Nancy had explained to George and Bess, who were waiting with her.

George leaned back in the front seat and finished off the tea she’d picked up at a nearby doughnut shop. “Didn’t the note say the money had to be there by noon? Edgar should be here by now,” she said, crushing the cup and putting it back in the bag it had come in.

“Right,” said Nancy, peering farther down the street through a pair of black binoculars. “So far nothing.”

“What a nightmare,” Bess murmured from the back seat. “Don’t those guys know what they’re doing to themselves by using steroids?”

“Let me tell you something, Bess,” said George, fluffing up her short dark hair with both hands. “When you’re an athlete and you’re really good, wanting to be the best can take over. You’ll do anything to make yourself stronger or faster.”

“I still can’t believe what a jerk Bill turned out to be,” Bess said with a sigh.

“Don’t worry,” Nancy said with a smile. “There’ll be other guys.”

“You always say that, Nancy,” said Bess.

“And she’s always right,” George pointed out.

“Oh, be quiet, both of you. Can’t you see I’m devastated?” Despite her words, it wasn’t too hard to tell that Bess would have no problem getting over her crush on Bill. “What a waste of talent,” she moaned.

“You can say that again,” George agreed. “When this situation gets blown open, he’s bound to be thrown off the team and lose any chance of a college scholarship.”

“I hate to see it happen,” Nancy said, keeping an eye on the post office for Edgar’s approach. “They played with fire and they’re going to get burned. Hopefully, the guys will be able to put this all behind them. Pete, on the other hand—”

“I don’t understand, Nan,” Bess said. “What does he get out of all this? Money?”

Nancy didn’t know how much money Pete stood to make by selling steroids, but she didn’t think it could be all that much. “I have a feeling there’s more to Pete’s involvement than that,” she speculated.

“Like what?” George asked.

“Remember, Pete’s a players’ agent,” Nancy reminded them. “Maybe he has some kind of secret agreement with the guys. Say, if they make it in the pros, he’ll get a piece of their money in exchange for steroids now.”

“It sure would explain Doc’s remark to Pete about ‘you and your boys,’ ” Bess put in.

Nancy kept her eyes fixed on the entrance to the post office. “It’s just a theory, remember,” she told her friends. “But I think we can assume that Pete’s getting the steroids from that guy Doc. Doctors would have access to the stuff, after all. The trouble is we have no proof of anything—yet.”

“We’ve got proof of one thing,” Bess corrected her. “We know Edgar Chessman’s blackmailing Pete.”

“We know only that he delivered a blackmail note, for sure,” said Nancy. “Though it is a little weird that he’d drop off a note one place and pick up the money at another,” she said, almost to herself. “Where is he, anyway?” Nancy murmured, tapping her fingers impatiently on the steering wheel.

“It’s after noon,” Bess said, checking her watch. “You’d think he’d have been here by now.”

“You’d think he’d be in more of a hurry to claim five thousand dollars,” George said with a wry smile.

Nancy’s eyes were fixed on a figure in her rearview mirror. “Wait a minute! Here comes someone from Touchdown now. But it’s not Edgar—it’s Mark.”

“I don’t get it,” Bess said, pursing her lips as Mark disappeared inside. “You saw Edgar delivering the blackmail note. It can’t be Mark!”

“This case is complicated, isn’t it?” Nancy murmured.

At least it was one case now, not two, and Nancy could sense a breakthrough coming.

“Here he comes again,” said George, letting out a slow whistle. “He looks irritated.”

“No fooling,” said Bess. “Duck, everybody! He’s looking this way.”

The three girls crouched down in their seats to avoid being seen. When they came back up for a peek, Mark was gone.

“Okay,” Bess said to Nancy. “What now?”

Nancy was busy thinking, a plan forming in her mind. One sure way to get the confessions she needed was to lay a trap. “I think we’ve got to be aggressive in this case,” she said. “I want to arrange a little meeting of all the people involved and invite the police to listen in.”

“Good idea,” said George excitedly. “How do we do that?”

“Do you guys know where Bill’s, Lonnie’s and Rob’s lockers are at school?” she asked.

“Cynthia will know,” Bess said eagerly. “I can probably find her during her study period. It’s at one o’clock.”

“Great,” Nancy said with a jubilant smile as she started her engine. “Now let’s find a stationery store and a magazine stand. We need to put together some notes for you to take to Bedford High.”

Within a few minutes the girls had everything they needed.

“Now,” said Nancy. “Where can we work?”

“How about that coffee shop?” George suggested, pointing to a small railroad car diner across the street from the magazine stand.

“Perfect,” said Nancy, marching across the street.

“May I help you?” asked the elderly waitress after Nancy and her friends settled into a cracked vinyl booth.

“Anybody hungry?” Nancy asked as she spread the magazines out on the Formica table.

Bess shook her head, and George shrugged. “Just three teas, I guess,” George told the waitress, who went off to get them.

“Look for field, football, payment, and Doc,” Nancy told Bess and George, shoving a stack of magazines toward them.

Half an hour later the written messages for Lonnie, Bill, and Rob were finished.

Meet at the football field, tonight at 8. Be on time—it’s urgent. P.

Another note was composed of words cut from magazines.

Shepard—Come to the football field 8:00 tonight, with final payment of $5,000, or else. By the way, I know about your pal Doc. Bring him with you. I want you both there, on time.

“Let’s hurry,” Nancy told her friends, putting enough money on the table to cover their bill and a generous tip. “I’ll give you a lift to Bedford High, do a couple of errands, pick you up, and we’ll drive back to River Heights.”

Nancy drove over to Bedford High, and while Bess and George were inside delivering their messages, she went to a corner phone booth and dialed the local police.

“Hello,” she told the officer who answered. “I’d like to speak to Chief Boyle. It’s Nancy Drew.”

Only a minute passed before the chief got on the line. “Nancy Drew!” he said cheerfully. “It’s been a long time. Good to hear your voice again. Got a problem over there in River Heights?”

“Actually, Chief Boyle, the problem’s here in Bedford.” She proceeded to tell him everything that had happened, feeding coins into the phone whenever her time ran out.

“So you want us to show up there? Catch them in the act of exchanging the steroids?” the chief offered after he heard what Nancy had to say.

“I think you should be there,” Nancy suggested.

“I’d hate to see you girls in danger,” the chief murmured. “Maybe you should stay home.”

“I want to be in on the end—if I can, Chief,” Nancy said.

“All right,” the chief said with a reluctant sigh. “Where will we meet you?”

“Under the bleachers,” Nancy told him. “Near the fifty-yard line.”

The chief sighed. “If you’re right about this, Nancy, it’s going to be a big scandal. Town pride may never recover.”

“It’ll recover, Chief,” Nancy assured him. “You know what they say—the truth makes you free.”

Before heading back to pick up Bess and George, Nancy had one more thing to do. She got in her car and drove over to Pete’s house to deliver her little note.

On the way she went over her plan again. She hoped the guys would arrive first, wondering what was going on. Then Pete and Doc would show up and deny inviting them. He’d probably tell them about the blackmail, and then they’d decide to wait for the blackmailer to show up.

Nancy’s face tightened. She had one more note to write. Since she didn’t know whether the blackmailer was Edgar or Mark, though, she’d have to write notes to both.

As Nancy turned the corner to Pete’s block, her mind was filled with thoughts about the upcoming evening. Slowing down in front of Pete’s house, Nancy’s attention was drawn to a figure walking up to Pete’s mailbox.

Nancy would have recognized that goofy gait anywhere. It was Edgar Chessman.

Once in front of the house, Edgar turned, climbed the front steps, and slipped an envelope inside Pete’s storm door. Then he turned and went back down the steps.

In a desperate attempt to avoid being seen, Nancy ducked down in the front seat as Edgar walked directly toward her.

Had he seen her, or had she gotten down in time? Nancy held her breath.

After a few seconds she felt safe enough to peek in the rearview mirror. The street was empty.

Turning to look out her window, Nancy gasped when she came face-to-face with Edgar’s bulging eyes.

“Hiding from someone?” he asked.
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NANCY FELT HERSELF FLUSH RED. “Edgar, I—I—” she stammered.

What happened next took Nancy completely by surprise. Edgar gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you,” he said cheerfully.

“Good to see you, too,” she replied, not sure of what to say.

“Did you come to ask Pete for your job back?” Edgar asked.

“No, I didn’t,” she answered tentatively. “Actually, I was just driving by. What are you doing here?”

Edgar pointed in the direction of Pete’s house. “Just leaving a note for Pete,” he said.

Nancy’s eyes widened. “What’s in it?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” Edgar quipped, putting on a funny face. “Mark asked me to bring it by.”

Mark! A light bulb went on. “Edgar, has Mark asked you to deliver any other letters to Pete’s?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah.” He nodded casually. “I must have been here half a dozen times this month. They’re staff schedules. Sometimes Mark forgets to give them to Pete at work.”

“I see,” Nancy said slowly. So that was how it worked. Looking at Edgar’s open, innocent face, Nancy was certain that he wasn’t a blackmailer, but only an unwitting tool of a clever criminal.

“Do me a favor, Edgar,” Nancy asked. “Go get that note and bring it over here.”

“Okay.” Edgar trotted back to get the note, then came back to the car. “What now?”

“Open it, and read it out loud.”

“Staff schedules are super boring, Nancy,” Edgar said. “They’re just charts with—”

“This one may not be so boring,” Nancy said pointedly. “Go ahead and open it.”

“Okay,” Edgar said with a shrug. He opened the envelope, unfolded the note and read: “ ‘You’ll be sorry you didn’t deliver. One more chance—five grand, tomorrow at ten A.M.’ ” Edgar lowered the note slowly, his eyes round with amazement. “What is this? Blackmail?”

Nancy tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “You got it, Edgar.”

“But I don’t get it. Why is he blackmailing Pete?” Edgar asked, scratching his head.

“I’ll tell you about it later. But first I need you to help me out,” Nancy replied.

Edgar narrowed his eyes, and a grin opened up his face. “Okay, Sherlock,” he answered. “What do I have to do?”

“You can start by putting this in Pete’s doorway,” she said, giving him the note she’d written for Pete.

After Edgar returned with his comical loping stride, he asked, “What now?”

“I’d like you to leave this in Mark’s bag when you get to Touchdown, okay?” Nancy handed him the note addressed to Mark.

“I feel like the merry mailman,” Edgar joked. Then he read the note Nancy handed him. “ ‘I’ll have your money tonight, eight-oh-five at the football field. Be on time.’ ”

A sly smile lit up his face. “You’re too much, Nancy,” he said. “Like I said before, you should consider becoming a detective.”

“I already am one, Edgar,” Nancy said with a small laugh. “My real name is Nancy Drew.”

Edgar’s jaw dropped. “You’re Nancy Drew?” he exclaimed. “And all this time I was working right next to you, not even knowing!”

Nancy shrugged modestly. “Can you meet me at the football field at seven-thirty? There’ll be a few other people there, too.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Edgar. “Nancy Drew, huh? I can’t believe it!”

• • •

The phone was ringing when Nancy got home. “Nancy, I heard you were fired,” came the worried voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes, but it’s all right, Cynthia,” Nancy told her. “I’ve solved the case. We’re going to spring a trap tonight. Do you want to be there?”

“And how!” said Cynthia excitedly. “Who are we talking about?”

“That’s something I have to tell you about—first.” Nancy told her about Rob’s drug involvement and asked if she still wanted to go.

“I do because Rob needs help.”

“Meet me at the football field at seven-thirty.”

• • •

It was already very dark when Nancy, Bess, George, Cynthia, and Edgar assembled at the fifty-yard line. Nancy looked around at all their faces. Everyone was serious and determined.

“Okay,” Nancy told them. “Here’s the plan. First, we all hide under the bleachers.”

“All in one place?” Bess wanted to know.

“No,” Nancy answered quickly. “I’ll be in the middle, at the fifty-yard line. You guys space yourselves out every ten yards or so. That way, no matter what gets said, somebody’s sure to hear it. Also, try to stay in eye contact with one another.”

“What exactly are we supposed to listen for?” Edgar asked.

“Anything. A good witness remembers everything. Some of what you hear may be pretty shocking, but no matter what happens, don’t move or make a sound until I signal you. Understand?”

“Got it, Nan,” said George, shooting her friend a special smile. George had helped Nancy many times before, and Nancy knew she could trust her totally.

“It’s a quarter to eight,” Nancy announced, glancing at her watch. “Let’s go.”

From her position behind the bleachers, Nancy was pretty sure she’d be able to hear and see everything on the field when the others showed up. She was right. At about eight, two hulking figures came walking toward them from the parking lot.

“I could kill the guy,” Lonnie Price muttered as he and Bill Ellman strode across the field to the fifty-yard line. “I mean, who does he think he is, backing out at a time like this?”

Standing nervously next to him, Bill asked, “Do you think he’ll rat on us to the coach?”

“He’d better not,” Lonnie growled in reply. “What time is it?”

“Just about eight,” Bill answered. “There’s Pete’s car. He’s parking.”

A few minutes later Nancy saw Pete and Doc appearing at the edge of the field. A smile crossed her face as she watched them approach. So Doc had risen to the bait. But where was Rob? It was past eight now, and he still wasn’t there.

“Hi, guys,” said Pete warily. “What are you doing here at this time of night?”

“What do you mean, ‘What are we doing here?’ ” Lonnie asked, challenging him. “You told us to show up here at eight!”

“I did not!” Pete said, astonished.

“Yeah, right,” Bill snorted in disbelief. “If you didn’t, who did? Your friend here?”

“Oh, this is Doc, by the way.”

“Doc what?” asked Lonnie.

“Just Doc to you,” said Doc, in a condescending tone of voice. “I’m the source of your success, if you get my meaning.”

Nancy shot a quick glance over at Cynthia, who had her hand to her mouth in shock.

“Be nice to Doc,” Pete told the boys. “You wouldn’t want to be left high and dry before the Carlisle game, would you? Where’s Rob, by the way?”

“He punked out,” Bill explained.

Doc spoke out. “Should we be worried about him?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Lonnie. “But listen, if you didn’t write those notes to us, who did?”

Pete shuffled around a bit. “I haven’t the vaguest idea. Probably the same person who told me to be here.”

“And just who is that?” Lonnie asked.

“I really don’t know,” Pete admitted. “See, boys, somebody’s been onto us for the past few weeks, and, well, I’ve had to pay him off.”

“Blackmail?” asked Bill.

“That’s right,” said Doc. “He knows about the steroids, and he’s holding it over us.”

“Does he know about our contracts with you, Pete?” Lonnie asked.

“No, and he’s not going to find out, either. When you boys are big, and I’m getting ten percent of each of you, the money he’s getting now won’t look like much. If he knew about our contractual agreements, he’d be asking for a lot more money than he is now.”

“He should be here any minute,” Doc added. “He thinks he’s going to collect his final payment.” Nancy heard the man laugh in a menacing tone. “He is, in a way.”

“Maybe Bill and I shouldn’t be here,” Lonnie hedged.

“You stay right where you are, and be quiet,” Doc commanded him. “You two are in this up to your necks, and you’re not backing out now.”

The four men came over and sat on the bleachers less than two feet from Nancy, waiting for the blackmailer to show up. She held her breath as the boards creaked over her head. Stealing glances to her left and right, she saw the looks of surprise on the faces of her friends. They all had their eyes on her, waiting for her to give the signal.

“Hello, over there!” called a voice from across the field. The four sitting figures in front of Nancy rose to their feet as one.

“Mark!” Pete gasped. “I should have known it was you. You rotten snake, I ought to—”

“Hello, Pete,” said Mark cheerfully as he approached the fifty-yard line. “And Doc, too. What a pleasant surprise. You don’t know me, but I know you. Hello, boys,” he greeted the players. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“You crumb,” Pete snarled, stepping down from the bleachers to meet Mark head on. “You’ve got a lot of nerve, you know that?”

“I wouldn’t talk if I were you,” said Mark. “Providing steroids to minors isn’t exactly in the Boy Scout manual, Pete. Neither is stealing from your own restaurant. The corporation wouldn’t take kindly to that, you know.”

“You tell them, and I’ll kill you!” Pete raged, grabbing Mark’s lapels.

“Let go of me, you ape,” Mark said with a gasp. “Doc, call off your dog. He can’t seem to see his own self-interest, even when it stares him in the face.”

Pete loosened his grip. “What does he mean, Doc?” he asked, still looking at Mark.

“He means,” Doc said, “that we must all hang together, or we shall all hang separately.”

“Exactly,” said Mark, smoothing his shirt after Pete let him go. “Now, you should have a payment for me, right? Five thousand dollars, wasn’t it?”

“I couldn’t get it on so little notice,” Pete snarled. “Why did you tell these guys to show up, anyway?” he added, pointing to Lonnie and Bill.

“What are you talking about?” Mark snapped, “I never told them to show up. Besides, I left you a note days ago and told you to put the payment in the P.O. box. When it wasn’t there, I sent that idiot Edgar over to your house with the other note, about tomorrow. Then you wrote me that you’d have the money tonight. Make up your mind, Pete.”

“I never wrote you any note,” Pete said incredulously.

Mark looked at him briefly, a look of anxiety spreading over his face. “Wait a minute,” he said slowly. “If you didn’t write me a note, who did?”

Nancy looked left and right again, wondering where the police were. They were late. Everyone was ready, so Nancy decided to proceed. Raising her hand, she gave a signal for the others to sit tight. Then, taking a deep breath, she straightened up and walked out from under the bleachers.

“I wrote the note,” said Nancy, calmly facing the startled group. “By the way, I heard everything you said just now,” she announced, looking at them one by one.

“You!” Pete gasped.

“That’s right,” she repeated coolly. Nancy listened for any sign of the police arriving. So far, nothing. Hurry, Chief, she prayed.

“Let me at her,” Lonnie spat, his fists clenched cock hard. “I’ll kill her if I have to!”

“Stay away from her!” cried Edgar, suddenly jumping out from behind the bleachers and tackling Lonnie.

“Edgar, no!” Nancy cried out. Forced to keep her attention on the other three, Nancy was unable to come to Edgar’s aid as Lonnie grabbed Edgar by the neck.

“Hurting Edgar isn’t going to do a thing for you!” Nancy yelled at Lonnie. “Face it. The game is over and you lost.”

“No, young lady,” Doc contradicted her in a menacing tone. “I’m afraid you’ve got it all wrong. The game’s not over till it’s over.”

With that, Doc reached into his inside jacket pocket. Nancy stared in horror as the man pulled out a small silver pistol and aimed it right at Edgar!


Chapter

[image: Images]

Seventeen

BEFORE NANCY COULD REACT, George flew out from under the bleachers, knocking Doc’s arm away from Edgar’s head. As the gun hurtled through the air, it discharged, leaving an acrid smell as it landed somewhere on the dark field.

“George!” Nancy said gratefully.

George was hanging oh Doc’s back. She and Edgar were both wrestling him to the ground. Bess and Cynthia also emerged from the bleachers, rushing to help.

Nancy’s eyes shot to Pete, who was just about to move in to help Doc.

“Bess!” Nancy shouted. “Get him!”

Instantly Nancy and Bess ran at Pete, tackling him in perfect football fashion.

Red-faced and dogged, Bess struggled to hold on to Pete’s ankles, taking a few kicks in the process, as Nancy tried to pin his arms. Just then the sweet music of police sirens sounded in the distance.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Nancy told the squirming Pete as she bent his arm behind his back and held it there.

“Nancy, look! Lonnie, Bill, and Mark—they’re running away!” Bess shouted in distress.

Nancy looked up to see Bill making for the parking lot and Lonnie about to escape under the bleachers. Mark was racing for the far goalpost.

But the glare of sudden spotlights around the field and the words “Freeze! Police!” made all three stop in their tracks.

“Looks like we got here a little late, Nancy,” said Chief Boyle. “You wouldn’t believe the traffic in this town.”

    “Oh, I wouldn’t say you were late, Chief,” Nancy said with a big smile. “I’d say you got here just in time.”

• • •

There was a huge party at Touchdown Saturday night. Mobs of crazed, triumphant Bedford fans were celebrating the victory of the Bears over Carlisle in the state championship game that day, despite the absence of the team’s three stars. Nancy and her friends were celebrating the successful ending to a difficult case.

“Here’s to the new manager of Touchdown!” said Nancy, raising her soda glass high in the air. “Thanks for everything, Edgar. It couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

“Gee, thanks, Nancy,” said a bashful Edgar. In addition to his manager’s badge, he was sporting a big black eye. Still, Edgar was ecstatic. “Imagine, me, on the front page of the Bedford Herald—and managing Touchdown for American Theme Restaurants, too! Pretty good for a guy who’s got to be the world’s worst football player.”

Everybody laughed heartily at that one. The very thought of Edgar Chessman on a football field was hysterically funny.

“Can you sit down and join us?” asked Bess, making room for Edgar next to her.

“Just for a few minutes,” he said, looking around warily as if he expected the boss to fire him for laziness. “It’s a busy night. We’re going to need you back at work, Cynthia.”

“Thanks, Edgar,” said Cynthia, sitting on Bess’s other side, holding hands with Rob.

Rob had been at the game, cheering louder than anyone for the guys on the team. Dennis Di Vito had replaced him at quarterback. He had performed heroically, winning the game with a scrambling run in the last seconds.

Lonnie and Bill hadn’t even bothered to show up. All three stars had been thrown off the team and put on probation for the rest of the year.

Still, Rob seemed happier than he had in a long time. “It’s a real relief, now that it’s all over,” he said, giving Cynthia’s hand a squeeze. The two of them looked as if they were the lovingest couple in town.

“Nancy, I’m going to pay you back for the damage to your car, I promise,” he said shamefacedly. “I was the one who told Lonnie to smash your window. I was terrified you’d find the pills and that Cynthia would figure everything out.”

“From now on we’re not hiding anything from each other,” Cynthia said, looking into Rob’s eyes.

“From now on I’m never going to do anything I have to hide,” Rob promised her.

“Rob,” Nancy asked, “how did it happen? How did you get into steroids in the first place?”

“Well, one thing led to another, I guess,” Rob said, the painful memory showing on his handsome face. “Pete was always hanging around, telling us how great we were, how big we were going to be. When he told us he wanted to be our agent, we were flattered. I don’t think any of us realized what we were signing on for when we agreed to have him as our agent if we ever went pro.”

“Thank goodness those contracts will be declared null and void!” Bess said.

“My dad showed them to a lawyer,” Cynthia explained, “and he said they’d never hold up in court.”

“Go on, Rob,” George prodded him. “You were saying?”

“Anyway,” Rob continued, “when Pete gave us the steroids, I was kind of scared, but he told us they were okay, that he knew lots of pros and college players who used them. He said they’d make us play at the top of our ability. And he was right about that. The games definitely felt more intense.”

“Intense isn’t the word for it,” George murmured, “The Bedford-Montvale game was more like a street brawl than football.”

“I know,” Rob said regretfully. “We were pretty pathetic. I just wasn’t thinking right. I felt weird and dizzy all the time, but I also felt like I couldn’t stop taking them. There were all those scouts and the interviews and the flattery—it really gets to you. Like I said, I’m just glad it’s over.”

Just then Coach Novak made his way over to their table. “Mind if I bust in for a second?” he said, all smiles.

“Hi, Coach,” Nancy greeted him.

“I just wanted to thank you, Nancy, and tell you I’m sorry I ever mistrusted you.”

“It’s okay, Coach,” Nancy said with a grin. “I understand how you felt. Congratulations, by the way. The second string really came through, didn’t they? That kid Dennis DiVito was like greased lightning.”

“Ha!” crowed the coach. “Goes to show you, there’s a lot to be said for emotion in this game. And you,” the coach continued, buttonholing Rob. “Stay off that stuff from now on, you hear me? You have a great future ahead of you.”

“I’m going to make you proud of me, Coach,” said Rob, his voice choking up. “You wait and see.”

“Everybody makes mistakes. As long as you learn by them, that’s what counts,” said the coach. “Well, I’ve got to get back to my public. Take care, all.”

“I’d better get going, too,” said Edgar, standing up. “I want to show the corporation good profits this month.”

“See you later,” Nancy told him, turning to her friends. “By the way, guys, did I tell you I’m going to visit Ned next week?”

“Next week? When?” Bess asked excitedly.

“Right after we give our testimony. We’re going to his family’s place in the country. It sure will be nice to get away from football for a while.”

A roar went up in the front of the restaurant. “What’s that?” George asked.

The answer was apparent when Edgar nailed up a banner that read “Bedford Bears, State Champs.”

“We may be the state champs,” Cynthia said, turning to Nancy with a wide grin, “but you’re the world champ of detectives!”
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