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One

BESS, WILL YOU STOP messing with your hair? You look great! And what’s more important, Brady will think you look gorgeous.”

Nancy Drew struggled to make her voice heard above the screams of hundreds of teenagers crowded outside River Heights’s Century Cinema Theater. Her blue eyes were twinkling with amusement as she watched her friend Bess Marvin toy with her long blond curls.

Bess’s cousin, George Fayne, was gently lifting and dropping one of Bess’s curls. “You must have a whole can of mousse on your head,” George said, running a hand through her own short dark hair. “A hurricane couldn’t budge your hairdo.”

Bess fiddled with the clip-on rhinestone earring that kept slipping off her right ear.

“Come on, guys,” she said. “The last time I saw Brady Armstrong I was just a chubby little freshman and he was a handsome, sophisticated senior. Now that he’s a famous movie star, I want to look really good for him.”

“I can’t believe you’re still in love with him after all these years,” George teased.

“Ninety percent of the female population is in love with Brady Armstrong,” Nancy said as the three friends headed for the front of the theater.

“And the other ten percent is blind,” Bess observed, staring at the life-size movie poster at the side of the main entrance.

Nancy watched Bess take in the photo of Brady, dressed as the space knight, Jonathan Ryder. He was wearing the white space suit and holding the glistening laser sword that he had become famous for. Night of the Venus Moon was his latest movie, the third in a series of sci-fi adventures starring Brady and a beautiful redheaded actress named Deirdre McCullough.

“Don’t you wish you were Deirdre, just for ten minutes?” Bess continued to gaze enraptured at the poster.

George laughed and nudged Nancy. “Bess has it bad.”

Nancy nodded. “She does, but can you blame her? He is gorgeous. Just look at his green eyes and all that wonderful black hair. Still, he isn’t as cute as Ned.”

“Now, that’s loyalty,” George teased.

Bess and George laughed, but Nancy found herself missing her boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, terribly. He was the only guy she had ever truly loved, but she didn’t get to see him too often because he was a student at Emerson College. She could hardly wait for his next break.

“Ned’s cute, but Brady’s what I’d call a hunk!” Bess said, her eyes still riveted to the photograph.

“Apparently you’re not the only one who thinks so,” George added, eyeing the crowd of girls behind the police barrier that let out a single scream as a van and two cars slowed down in front of the theater. One of them was carrying a sign that read, Marry Me, Brady!

The three girls turned to see what had caused the latest commotion. The local news was arriving.

“But—” Bess fingered her curls again and straightened the scoop neck of her teal blue sweater dress. She looked perplexed and sad.

Nancy guessed what was bothering Bess. She linked her arm through her friend’s. “It looks like everyone else read the same issue of Teen World that you did.”

“And I thought I was being so smart.” Bess looked as if she were about to cry.

“Don’t worry, Bess,” George said, trying to reassure her cousin. “Just because everyone else read that Brady always arrives early for a personal appearance doesn’t mean they’ve got you beat.”

“Sure,” Nancy added. “I’d guess we’ve still got a little time before Brady gets here. It should be enough.”

“For what?” Bess asked.

“To find a way in!” Nancy said with a laugh. “After all, I am a detective. Right?”

Bess gave her a wan smile. And before Nancy could turn her attention to finding an entrance that wasn’t blocked by fans or police, George elbowed her in the side.

“What’s that all about?” George asked, nodding toward a dozen or more people carrying large pieces of cardboard mounted on sticks—picket signs. But the signs were down, and the girls couldn’t read them.

The group was gathering in a circle off to the side of the ticket office. One good-looking, dark-haired young man seemed to be in charge. He was giving directions and pointing to a clear stretch of street in front of the theater.

“They don’t look like your run-of-the-mill Brady Armstrong groupies to me,” Bess said with a note of concern in her voice.

“Quick,” Nancy said. “We can use the diversion to sneak around to the back of the theater. We’ll try a side door.”

She led Bess and George past the pickets. As the girls rounded the theater, they saw a large, dignified-looking private guard standing in front of the old stage door. Luckily he didn’t see them.

“Well, maybe not,” Nancy said, sizing him up. “Let’s check out the back door.”

That door was unguarded but locked tight.

Nancy cast a sympathetic look at her friend. “Sorry, Bess. I don’t see how we’re going to get inside.”

Bess was determined. “I have to get in there,” she said. Suddenly her eyes lit up. “Wait a minute. I just remembered something!”

She led them to the parking lot and then behind a row of thorny bushes.

“Why are you taking us through these weeds?” George glanced around to see if anyone was watching their suspicious behavior, but there was no one in sight.

“I just remembered something from when I worked here as an usher two summers ago.” Bess stooped down to gingerly brush away some dry twigs, soda cans, and candy wrappers from a rusty metal door buried in the ground.

“Working here did have its advantages. This is our way in,” she said proudly.

“Here, let me do that,” Nancy offered. “We wouldn’t want you to meet Brady looking like you’ve been playing in the dirt.” She smiled as she took over the job of pulling at the door.

“Have you been sneaking into movies for free?” George teased Bess with a quick grin.

“No, of course not,” Bess replied indignantly. “But I could have. And I think my honesty is about to be rewarded.”

The old, rusted lock came free in Nancy’s hand. With a final grunt, Nancy lifted the heavy steel door and revealed a dark staircase below.

Nancy smiled and shook her head. “Love is funny,” she said. “You wouldn’t break into the theater to save the price of a ticket, but you’d do it to get a look at a guy you think you love.”

“Does that make this a crime of passion?” George asked innocently as Nancy led them down the dark stairs.

“Oh, stop it, you guys,” Bess said, carefully choosing her footing. She was wearing high-heeled, sling-back pumps for the occasion, and with all the excitement, she wasn’t too steady on her feet. “I just want a chance to see him alone for two minutes. I have to know if he remembers me after all this time.”

Nancy reached into her purse and pulled out a small but powerful penlight. They were in the basement of the theater, a dark, damp, musty place that smelled of mold and decay.

Nancy cut a path with her flashlight through the maze of boxes, old trunks, and stage props that had collected over the years from community theater productions. On the far side of the room was a staircase.

“Oh, Nancy,” Bess said as she looked up the stairs. “I’m so excited, I think I’m going to faint. Just think—a chance to see Brady Armstrong again!”

George glanced at Nancy and slowly rolled her eyes as they trailed Bess up the stairs. Bess nudged the door open and peered up and down the hallway. “The coast is clear,” she said. “Let’s go!”

With Bess in the lead, they sneaked down the hall to the dressing rooms. Two doors were marked with gold stars.

“Well, this must be the place,” Nancy said, pointing to the letters that spelled out Brady’s name. She glanced over at Bess and saw that her friend’s face was pale beneath her pink blush. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Sure,” Bess said and forced her breath out in one long stream. “Just a little nervous, I guess. Do you think he’ll remember me? Do you suppose he’ll get mad at me for barging in on him like this?”

“I don’t think he’ll get mad,” Nancy said. “Brady was always a nice guy. Besides, you look great.”

Bess smiled at the encouragement. Then she lifted her chin, her eyes bright with determination. “I came this far. I’m not going to chicken out now. Besides, I blew half my fall wardrobe budget on this dress. I want him to at least see it.”

“We’d offer to come in with you,” Nancy said, “but I’m sure you’d like to be—alone.”

Bess grinned and waved her hand to motion them away. “Thanks, anyway. But I’ll sink or swim on my own. Will you wait for me? I’ll come find you when I’m finished. Wish me luck.”

George looked her cousin up and down, appreciating Bess’s teal blue sweater dress with its silver sequin and gold bugle bead trim. “You don’t need luck. You look great. Knock on his door, and knock him dead.”

Nancy and George walked farther down the hall toward the women’s dressing room, giving their friend a chance to be alone with her nervousness and her heartthrob.

Halfway down the hall, Nancy and George turned to watch as Bess knocked once, then again. No one answered. As she was raising her hand to knock once more, they all heard voices floating down the hall from the stage.

The shuffling of feet and droning of voices sounded like eight or ten people moving toward them. Nancy knew Brady and Dierdre had to be at the center of the group.

“Bess is ducking into his room,” George said, shaking her head. “Boy, she’s really got nerve when it comes to guys.”

Nancy looked on in disbelief. “She actually went inside.”

“Well, I don’t want to get caught hanging out here, either,” George said as the voices moved closer. “I’m just an admirer, not the president of his fan club.”

“Come on.” Nancy and George slipped into a room marked Women’s Dressing Room. She flipped on the wall switch, and the room was instantly bathed in bright light. Makeup mirrors lined the far wall. To their right costumes hung on a long rack: flapper dresses, Victorian gowns, Roman togas, and cowgirl outfits with leather fringe.

The girls listened at the door to hear if the group had moved closer toward them, but there was no more movement. Nancy eased the door open, and they peered out through the narrow slit. Brady was at the center of the stationary group, and there was the mayor, and . . . Nancy closed the door, not wanting to get caught.

“He’s even more gorgeous in real life,” George said, and moved over to investigate the costumes. “What do you suppose that protest outside was all about?” she asked as she fingered the fringe on a cowgirl outfit.

“That was Nicholas Falcone in charge,” Nancy said. “I recognized him from pictures in the paper. He leads campaigns to save old buildings from demolition.”

“That’s right! And Bart Anderson’s going to tear down this beautiful old theater to build one of those impersonal movie complexes.”

“So Brady’s premiere is the last big event to happen here,” Nancy said sadly. “No more movies, no more community theater productions.”

The girls waited and listened, and in a few minutes they heard the group start their goodbyes and begin to move off. Then the sound of screaming teenagers filing into the auditorium masked all other sounds. The chants of “Brady! Brady! Brady!” that had started outside the theater were now louder and more impatient. Finally a voice over the PA system began the introduction for Brady Armstrong’s new movie, and everything became quiet except for a couple of goodbyes in the hall.

“Maybe Bess’s visit with Brady has started and is going better than she hoped,” Nancy said with a smile. “Maybe that new dress did the job and he’s on his knees this moment proposing.”

“I hope not,” George replied playfully. “If he even touched her hand, she’d faint. If he proposed she’d drop dead in her tracks of heart failure.”

“On the other hand, she might be—”

The sound of a single male voice crying out in the hallway interrupted Nancy.

“Help! Somebody help! Get the police!”

Nancy and George ran out of the dressing room and straight into the object of Bess’s affection. Brady Armstrong—in the flesh—was standing in the middle of the hall. His normally tan face was white, and his green eyes were wide with shock. He was having trouble breathing.

“What is it?” Nancy asked, a sick feeling in her stomach. “Are you all right?”

“In there!” He pointed back to his open dressing room. “I walked in and someone attacked me. Someone wearing a ski mask. I was grabbed around the throat,” he finally got out.

George and Nancy looked at each other. Their faces quickly turned as white as Brady’s.

“There was someone else in there, too,” Brady added, gasping to catch his breath. “A blond girl. And she’s still in there with that maniac!”
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Two

BESS!” George and Nancy raced for the dressing room door, but Brady pushed ahead of them and ran into the well-lit room first.

Nancy blinked, but not from the bright light. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing, or rather what she wasn’t seeing. The mystery strangler wasn’t there—and neither was Bess!

Nancy turned to Brady. “Where are they?”

Brady looked thunderstruck. “I—I don’t know. They were right here a minute ago, and—”

George was already searching for her cousin. She looked behind the leather sofa, under the heavy oak dresser, and behind the antique dressing screen.

“Bess!” Nancy and George cried out together. “Where are you?”

Only thick silence answered them.

“I take it she’s your friend. I should never have left. But I was so dazed that I just . . . ” Brady couldn’t finish his sentence. Nancy could tell he was as upset as they were.

“You couldn’t know,” Nancy said. She tried to be as reassuring as possible.

“Aren’t you Nancy Drew? I remember you from school,” Brady said.

“Uh-huh, and our friend is Bess Marvin. Do you remember her?”

Brady nodded and looked even more devastated.

Nancy searched the room once again. There had to be a logical explanation.

“Look, she’s got to be here,” George said, trying to be her practical self. Still, her shaky voice told Nancy how worried she really was. “You said she was in here with the person in the ski mask. You never left the hall, and we joined you almost instantly. There’s only one door leading out of this room. Therefore—”

As George turned to point at the door, Nancy saw three people standing on the threshold: Deirdre McCullough; Joseph Hughes, who had worked at the theater for years; and another man in a burgundy sports coat, whom Nancy had never seen before.

Behind this threesome stood an even larger crowd of people: two men with cameras slung over their shoulders; a woman with her hands full with what Nancy knew were makeup cases; and a teenage boy, a suitcase in one hand and two garment bags in the other. They looked bored and quickly set their equipment down and talked among themselves. Apparently they were used to waiting and hadn’t heard Brady’s screams for help.

Brady rushed over to the man in the burgundy sports coat. “You’re not going to believe what just happened! Someone in a ski mask tried to nab me, but he or she got this girl instead. Now we don’t even know where they are, and—”

Deirdre gasped and put her hand over her mouth. “Oh, no!” she managed to say.

“What!” The man’s face turned a deep shade of crimson that nearly matched his jacket. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

Joseph looked over at Nancy and George, whom he knew, and said, “What’s going on here, girls?”

“We don’t really know, except that Bess is missing,” Nancy said to Joseph. He looked shocked.

“Missing?”

Nancy nodded and went over to Brady to put a comforting hand on his arm. “Brady, can you tell us exactly what happened?”

Before Brady could begin his story, the man in the burgundy sports coat cleared his throat and pointedly addressed Nancy. “I’m Simon Mueller,” he said. “Brady’s and Deirdre’s manager. Not that it’s actually any of your business. Now, what I want to know is, who are you and why are you asking all these questions?”

“This is Nancy Drew,” Joseph said, coming to the girls’ assistance, “and her friend, George Fayne. You may have heard of Nancy. She’s River Heights’s best-known detective.”

Simon didn’t seem impressed. He ignored Nancy and turned to Brady. “Okay, Brady. What you’re saying is that while I was escorting those local dignitaries to their seats for the movie, someone in a ski mask tried to kidnap you?”

Nancy caught Deirdre looking at Simon quizzically.

Brady nodded. Nancy was about to ask another question when Simon interrupted her again.

“And just how did that happen?” Before Brady could answer, Simon went on. “Well? Let’s get this story over with.”

Nancy couldn’t believe the way Brady’s manager was talking to him as if he were a kid. And Brady was letting him! Also Simon wasn’t taking any of it the least bit seriously—and Bess was missing. Not able to wait any longer, Nancy spoke up impatiently.

“What happened when you got to the theater?” she asked.

Deirdre stepped forward and put a hand on Brady’s shoulder. “We came inside with a lot of local politicians and dignitaries. We stood around and chatted, then Brady said he had to change. I escorted our guests to their seats. Simon was outside still,” she said pointedly, looking at Simon.

So that was it. Simon hadn’t been with them, Nancy thought, filing away the information. “And when you let yourself into your room, exactly what did you see, Brady?” she asked.

“The lights were off, so I turned them on. And that’s when I saw her—the blond girl—sitting over there on the sofa. She had a gag in her mouth.”

Out of the corner of her eye Nancy saw George shudder slightly. Bess’s situation was even worse than she imagined.

“I think I asked her something, like what was she doing here,” Brady continued. “That was when the man in the ski mask attacked me.”

“Was this person a man?” Nancy asked.

“Well, no . . . I mean, I don’t know, actually,” Brady said after considering. “With that mask on I didn’t see a face, but I thought it was a man.

“He grabbed me around the throat, but I pushed him back and he lost his balance. Then I ran into the hall to get help.”

Brady shook his head and dragged his fingers through his thick black hair. “I wish I had done something to help that poor girl. She looked so scared. But I thought I needed help.” He gave Nancy and George a long look. “You don’t know how rotten I feel about this.”

Nancy found herself staring into Brady’s green eyes. He really did look upset.

“So this person in a ski mask still has your friend?” Deirdre asked. Tears glittered on her long lashes. Her famous green eyes were wide with concern as she patted Brady with a perfectly manicured hand.

“It looks that way,” Nancy said. “And who knows where he’s got her!”

“We’ve got to do something, Nan,” George said.

Joseph shook his gray head. “She’s such a sweet child. Worked here one summer, you know. I got to be really fond of her—”

Nancy cut him off. “I know, Joseph, but just standing here isn’t going to get her back. Every minute counts in a kidnapping case.”

“So what’s the plan?” George asked. She looked at her friend expectantly.

“Well, there’s only one door leading out of this room and no windows,” Nancy observed. “First we have to figure out how they left this room.”

“Well, actually . . . ” Joseph walked over to the large closet and carefully opened the door. “This old theater has secret passageways everywhere. And here’s one of them.”

He pulled back the clothes that were hanging in the wardrobe, including Brady’s white space knight costume, to reveal a small sliding door in the back wall.

“Where does this door lead?” Nancy asked.

“To the leading lady’s dressing room,” Joseph replied. Then he grinned sheepishly. “In the old days, when this was still a full-time theater for plays, there was usually a romance going on between the stars who played this theater. I’d say there was quite a bit of traffic through this door over the years.”

“So the kidnapper had to have taken Bess out this door after Brady left the room,” George said excitedly.

Nancy took a deep breath and realized she and George were thinking the same thing. “And they could still be in the leading lady’s dressing room!”

“Well, let’s have a look,” Joseph said. And he slid the door open.

One by one they slipped through the narrow door and entered the other room. Joseph stumbled through the darkness to the opposite wall. Nancy held her breath, hardly daring to hope as he flipped on the light.

One quick glance around the room told her everything. Bess wasn’t there. This room was the same size as the leading man’s, but it was decorated with a white satin sofa, a pink chaise longue, and a delicately carved dressing table with a gilded mirror. It had been a beautiful, glamorous room. Now it was a little worn and threadbare.

“This room is as empty as Brady’s,” George said, sounding defeated. “We don’t know any more than we did.”

“Yes, we do,” Nancy replied. “Now we know how he got her away from us.”

“How?” Brady looked completely puzzled. “I mean, I know how he got her out of my dressing room, but how did he get her out of here. Since Bess obviously isn’t here.”

“While Brady, George, and I were searching Brady’s dressing room, the abductor probably sneaked her out into the hall. Before Deirdre, Simon, and the crew got here, it had to be empty.”

“But where are they now?” Joseph asked.

Nancy exhaled out loud as she realized, “They could be anywhere. From here she could have been taken to the basement or upstairs or out an exit or they could still be here in the theater.” She finished slowly.

“Look, I’m sorry about your friend. But I honestly think she’ll turn up. It’s probably just a stunt to meet Brady. Brady and Deirdre have to get dressed to greet their fans during the intermission, and they’ve got to do it now.”

“Mr. Mueller, this is no stunt, I can promise that,” Nancy said, giving Simon a hard look. “And I’m going to find her even if we have to cancel your premiere.”

“Go right ahead and try, young lady,” Simon said. “You’ll have a lot more than me to contend with. You try to tell all those fans why Brady and Deirdre won’t be showing.” He pulled on Brady’s arm and started toward the door. “By the way, Ms. Nancy Drew, private detective, your friend is still in the building,” he threw over his shoulder.

“Wait a minute, Simon,” Brady said, stopping short. “What makes you think she’s still here?”

Simon answered Brady sincerely. “The theater is full of people right now. It’s surrounded by cops. It would be simpler for him to hide her than to try to leave with her. Now, come on, Brady. Let’s go.”

“I think we’d better call the police,” Nancy said. “This is a kidnapping, after all.”

“Can’t we just go and get a police officer from outside the theater?” George wanted to know.

“No, I think we’ve got to call headquarters and make it official.”

“You can use the phone in my office, Nancy,” Joseph said, “and I’ll go alert the theater’s ushers and guards to what’s happened. They can all help look for her. Don’t worry, girls. If Bess is in this theater, I promise you, we’ll find her.”

Nancy looked at George and saw tears pooled in her friend’s eyes. Nancy couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen George cry.

“I guess we have a new case, Nan,” George said. Her voice was thin and choked.

Nancy nodded and swallowed down the knot that kept rising in her throat. She had a case all right—one she had to solve right away. Her friend’s life depended on it.
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Three

NANCY AND GEORGE hurried across the marble lobby accompanied by very loud movie music. It sounded like a chase scene before the intermission when Brady and Deirdre were to be introduced quickly.

Who was the figure in the ski mask? Why did he kidnap Bess? Nancy wondered. Was he really after Brady, or did he settle for her friend?

“Nancy,” George stopped short before they reached the office. “You don’t think he’d hurt her or anything, do you?”

Nancy pushed the thought away. It wouldn’t do Bess any good for her to panic. If she was going to help her friend, she needed a clear head.

“No way, George,” Nancy said firmly. “Besides, we’re going to find her before anything could happen.”

From the auditorium, they could hear the music swell one last time, then wild applause sounded and finally the crowd chanted, “Brady! Bra-dy!”

“It sounds like his fans have finally gotten the chance to meet their hometown idol,” George said with the shadow of a smile. “Too bad Bess is missing this.”

The two friends opened the door to the manager’s office. They heard Simon Mueller in the inner office, talking on the phone. Nancy heard enough through the half-open door to know that he was talking to someone from an international press agency, telling them about the attempted kidnapping of his hottest star. A moment later he dialed another number, arranging with the Tudor Hotel for Brady and Deirdre to stay on through the weekend.

“What do you think he’s up to?” George asked in a whisper.

“My instincts tell me that Simon Mueller has figured out that this kidnapping is a golden opportunity for publicity.”

“That’s right,” Mueller was talking to yet another person. “It’s just like I told you. Your paper will love the story. Local boy, teen heartthrob, nearly gets kidnapped and comes this close”—Simon held his index finger and thumb together as if the reporter were in the room with him—“to catching the guy who took another hostage. He feels so bad about it, he’s going to stay in town the whole weekend just to help find the guy.”

“Nan, you’re right. Why else talk to the press?” George asked, sitting down in a chair beside the desk.

Nancy lifted the phone and used the free outside line to call her friend Detective Ryan. As quickly and efficiently as possible she filled him in on the details of Bess’s kidnapping.

“He’ll be right over,” she told George as she replaced the receiver.

Both George and Nancy jumped just then as the door to the office was opened and Nicholas Falcone burst into the room. Locks of his dark, wavy chestnut hair were sticking out from his head and there was a wild look in his amber eyes. Despite his youth—it couldn’t have been more than a year since he graduated from college—Nancy knew that Nicholas’s energy was what made him so good at getting people stirred up to fight for a cause.

“What’s happened?” he demanded. “I just met Joseph Hughes in the lobby, and he said something about a missing girl. Something about a kidnapping?”

“That’s right,” Nancy answered. “A guy in a ski mask tried to nab Brady Armstrong, but he got our friend Bess instead.”

Nicholas slammed his fist down on the desk. “It figures that something like this would happen here, in this theater. As if the place didn’t have problems enough of its own without this.”

“Excuse me, but it is my friend whose life is in danger,” Nancy replied dryly, thinking that Falcone’s concern for the building was just a little misplaced.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his dark eyes reflecting his remorse. “It’s just that we’re trying to save the theater from being torn down, you know.”

“We know,” George spoke up. “I mean, I’ve seen your picture in the paper, and we know about Bart Anderson.”

“Anderson! When I think of what he’ll do to this place.” A fiery light appeared in Nicholas’s eyes again. “My great-grandfather and my grandfather, as a young apprentice, helped to build this theater. Most of the ornate plaster-work on the ceilings and around the stage is theirs. I can’t bear to think of it all being destroyed.”

“I don’t blame you,” Nancy said, her feelings toward him softening. “I hope you win your fight.”

“And I hope your friend is found safe,” Nicholas answered.

Nancy was about to thank him when Simon Mueller came out of the inner office. He looked awfully pleased with himself, and Nancy found herself resenting him. One of her best friends had been kidnapped, and this man was using her misfortune to promote his star.

“Any word yet?” Mueller asked.

“No. But the police are on their way,” Nancy answered as she headed to the door. “I’m going to start looking for Bess. If the two of you,” she said, indicating Falcone and Mueller, “want to join us, we could use the help. After all, that person in the ski mask was trying to kidnap your star.”

“I . . . ah . . . have things to do here,” Simon said. “I’m expecting several phone calls, and—”

“I’ll help,” Nicholas said, “but first I have to try to call my grandfather again. He was supposed to meet me here, and I’m a little worried that he hasn’t shown up. I tried to reach him, but there’s no answer.”

“I’m sure Joseph wouldn’t mind if you want to use this phone,” George said to Nicholas. “We’ll meet you in the lobby.”

As they were on their way out the phone rang and Simon rushed back into the inner office to pick it up. Nancy waited with her heart in her throat, hoping that it might be some news. But from Simon’s side of the conversation, she could tell it was only another reporter.

She put her arm around George. “Come on. Think of it as a treasure hunt, with Bess waiting for us at the end.” George didn’t answer, but gave Nancy a weak smile in return.

As they left the office, it occurred to Nancy that for right now, Simon Mueller had to be her prime suspect. He was the only one really benefiting from this ordeal.

Moments later Nancy, George, and Nicholas met in the lobby near the refreshment counter to plan their search of the building.

Nancy was acutely aware of every passing minute. Time was running out. The movie would be over soon, and then the theater would be so full of screaming teenagers that it would be impossible to search the main areas.

As they were ready to start looking, Joseph came running down the stairs from the projection booth overhead. He had been running the film. His wrinkled face was flushed with excitement.

“I just got a phone call from the kidnapper!” he said. “It came through on the house phone in the projection room.”

Nancy’s heart leapt into her throat. “The kidnapper!” So the man in the ski mask really was a kidnapper. But what did he want with Bess?

“What did he say? What does he want?” George grabbed Joseph’s sleeve.

“Well, he isn’t asking for money like most kidnappers,” Joseph said, rubbing his chin.

“What did he want, Joseph?” Nancy asked.

“It was really very strange.____” Joseph said slowly.

“What was?” From the abrupt way she asked the question, Nancy saw that George was getting impatient.

Joseph met Nancy’s eye. “What he said.” He paused.

“Which is?” Nancy prodded. The old man seemed to need to have his memory jarred.

“He said, ‘I have the girl, and she’s safe for now.’ ” George sighed with relief, and Nancy waited for Joseph to go on.

“And?”

“Then he told me . . . let me make sure I have this right” He paused again. “Yes. He said, ‘If you let them tear down the Royal Palladium, I guarantee you’ll never see her again.’ ”
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Four

THE ROYAL PALLADIUM?” Nancy echoed. “What’s the Royal Palladium?” she asked, her eyes searching Joseph’s face.

“That was the name of the theater before it became a movie house,” Nicholas said. “My grandfather told me,” he explained. Even so, he seemed as confused as they were.

Nancy turned back to Joseph. “Did you recognize the caller’s voice?”

“No. It was kind of muffled, like he was talking out of the side of his mouth.”

“Was his voice deep or high?”

“In the middle, I’d say. I’m sorry I can’t be more help, Nancy.”

“That’s okay, Joseph. You’ve helped a lot,” Nancy said, laying her hand on the old man’s arm.

“Well, it isn’t much. I just wish I’d been there when that scoundrel nabbed young Bess. Unfortunately, I must have been up in the projection room, making the introduction over the PA and getting ready to run the film. You know I have to do everything around here these days—set up the movies, clean, run the office. . . . ”

“That’s okay, Joseph,” George said. “We know you did everything you could.” She took Nancy aside.

“What’s wrong, George?” Nancy asked.

“I don’t know, Nancy,” George began. “But Joseph’s so old, do you think he got the message right? What if he missed something, like some clue about where Bess might be?” She bit her fingernail absentmindedly. “I just wish we’d been there when the kidnapper called.”

Nancy was about to answer her friend when the front doors of the theater opened, and a half-dozen uniformed police officers rushed into the lobby.

“Thank goodness they’ve arrived.” Nancy breathed a sigh of relief. She turned to George and said with as much confidence as she could muster, “With all these men and women I’m sure we’ll find her.”

After Joseph had explained to the police about the kidnapper’s message, Detective Ryan turned to Nancy.

“Okay,” he said. “The first thing we do is try to find the girl.”

“What about the phone call?” Nancy asked. “Shouldn’t we be trying to follow that lead, too?”

Ryan smiled. “We should, but only after we find Bess. Then we can worry about who made the call. My officers and I will search the dressing rooms upstairs and the basement. Why don’t you concentrate on the auditorium and backstage? We’ll all meet back there to report what we’ve found.”

“I’m really sorry to do this to you,” Nicholas Falcone said. “I wanted to help search for your friend, but I have to drive out to my grandfather’s house. He doesn’t answer, and I’m a little worried about him.”

“I’m afraid you won’t be allowed to leave without an escort, friend,” Ryan said. “Henry”—he motioned to a young policeman—“please accompany Mr. Falcone and bring him back here. I have a few questions for him.”

“Why?” George asked when Nicholas was out of earshot. “Isn’t he okay? He seems so concerned and nice, and he doesn’t even know Bess.”

“Yes,” said Nancy. “That’s the problem. Why was he hanging around? To see where we’re going to search, or did he really want to help us? If the kidnapper wants to save the theater, who would benefit more from taking Bess than Nicholas? He’s got a great big motive.”

Ryan looked at her, tapped the side of his head, and winked. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Come on, let’s get going.”

• • •

Several hours later the girls collapsed into two of the plush front-row seats in the auditorium. The floor beneath their feet was sticky from spilled soda. Popcorn and candy wrappers lay everywhere, discarded by the screaming throng that was now long gone.

Nancy and George were too tired even to appreciate the gracious old-world beauty of the elegant theater around them. They were dirty, exhausted, and discouraged. They had searched and searched, but they had uncovered no sign of Bess.

“Come on, girls, you have to eat something,” a tall, handsome police officer said as he shoved a bag of hamburgers and french fries under their noses. “Here, one of the guys brought these back for you.”

“No, thank you,” Nancy said. Just looking at food made her think of Bess, who was constantly dieting to lose the same five pounds.

“Come on,” the officer said, pulling a cheeseburger from the bag. “You two have been crawling through every nook and cranny of this place for hours. You’ve got to eat.”

“He’s right,” George said, taking a burger from the bag and unwrapping it. “We’re not going to help Bess by starving.”

Nancy absently took the bag from the officer, then handed it to George, who took out a bag of fries and began eating.

“Have you found your friend?” a male voice asked.

They turned around to see Nicholas standing behind them, a concerned look on his dark face.

“No, I’m afraid not,” Nancy answered. “We’ve searched all evening, and the police are convinced that Bess isn’t here. They’re giving up the search for the night.”

“And how about you, Nancy?” Nicholas said, sitting down behind her. “Are you convinced that she isn’t here?”

Nancy turned in her seat to face him. “Not at all. I’m sure she is here. There were too many people in and around the theater for them to get out of here. And no matter how much we’ve searched, there are still hundreds of cubbyholes in this old place that we haven’t checked yet. This has got to be the best hiding place in town.

“Did you find your grandfather?” Nancy asked, changing the subject. Although her tone was casual, her blue eyes were searching Nicholas’s face intently. He loved the theater, and he wanted to preserve his great-grandfather’s and grandfather’s art. Did he kidnap Bess?

Nicholas glanced away nervously. “I sure did,” he said. “You know, I was worried for nothing. He was home all the time.”

“Did the police question you?” Nancy asked.

“Yeah. When I got back, but I just told them I was outside protesting when she was taken. They’ll check on my story, they said. I had lots of witnesses.”

“How come your grandfather didn’t answer the phone?” George wanted to know.

“He didn’t hear the phone ringing because he was out in his studio.”

“Your great-grandfather and grandfather did beautiful plasterwork.” Nancy pointed to the embossed designs that framed the stage and the ceiling. Cherubs with trumpets in their hands flew on either side of the red velvet curtains.

“They don’t build places like this anymore,” Nicholas said sadly. “Artists like my grandfather aren’t interested in the work, and even if they were, no one would pay them to do it. People don’t want beauty and glamour anymore. Guys like Bart Anderson are only out for money.”

They heard the side door of the theater open. Turning to see who it was, Nancy saw a large, beefy man with a bulldog face push his way past Joseph, who had opened the door.

“Speak of the devil and he’ll appear,” Nicholas muttered under his breath. “That’s Bart Anderson himself.”

The man walked straight over to Nicholas. Without glancing at Nancy or George, he stood and glowered at Nicholas, his hands on his thick waist.

“Just what do you think you’re trying to pull, Falcone?” Anderson demanded.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nicholas answered, meeting Anderson’s look.

“The police called and told me that some idiot has kidnapped a young woman and won’t let her go until we promise not to demolish the theater.”

“That’s right,” Nancy interrupted. “And that young woman is my friend, Bess Marvin. She’s still missing.”

“Yeah, well, I’m sorry about your friend,” Anderson said with a feeble attempt at sympathy. “But I’m not going to have my project jeopardized.” He pointed to Nicholas with a jerk of his thumb. “Not by any crackpot or committee of do-gooders organized against me. This place is coming down on schedule, one month from today. And that’s final.”

“Mr. Anderson,” Nicholas said, emphasizing the Mr. “No one on my committee had anything to do with this kidnapping. We wouldn’t use your kind of tactics!”

Anderson ignored him and turned back to Nancy. “This building is coming down,” he said. “But you don’t have to worry about your friend. These clowns might be stupid enough to grab her, but I doubt that they’d actually hurt her.”

“When it’s my friend’s life or anyone’s life at stake, I’m not willing to take that risk,” Nancy said.

Anderson gave Nancy one final glare, then turned on his heels and stormed out of the auditorium. A couple of minutes later Nicholas followed him out.

“Okay, George,” Nancy said, standing and crumpling what remained of her burger and wrapper. “Let’s make one last search.”

Half an hour later the two friends were going through the leading lady’s dressing room.

“We’ll just check this room one more time,” Nancy said. “If we don’t find anything, we’ll go home for the night.”

Nancy pulled the cushions off the sofa and ran her hands between the folds in the upholstery. George was on her hands and knees combing the floor.

“I found something jammed in the back of the sofa!” Nancy shouted. “Take a look.” She held out a black ski mask with red trim around the eyes and mouth.

George shuddered. “Now we know for sure that he or she did bring Bess in here,” she said. “But that doesn’t take us any closer to finding her, does it?”

“I suppose not,” Nancy said quietly, obviously thinking about something else.

“What is it, Nan? Something’s bothering you.”

“The mask. How could we have missed it earlier? I don’t think we did. I think someone planted it so we’d find it. Someone wants us to know Bess is still here.”

“But who, Nancy?” George asked, her voice strained and high. In her hand she was clutching the ski mask, a menacing reminder of their missing friend.

“It could have been Mueller—since the kidnapper was probably after Brady and not Bess. He could have done it as a publicity stunt.”

“And he doesn’t have an alibi. Deirdre says he wasn’t with them during the time of the kidnapping.”

“Exactly,” Nancy said. “And then there’s Nicholas. He loves this theater, and maybe he saw the kidnapping as a way of saving it.”

“Maybe, but I can’t believe it could be Nicholas. He seems so concerned about Bess.”

Nancy shook her head. “That could be a cover-up. Still, he was outside picketing the whole time. Unless he left for some reason. We’ll have to check it out.”

They had reached the lobby. Joseph was in his office still. Nancy wondered briefly if he lived at the theater as she raised a hand to wave goodbye.

George was just about to push through the door when it swung in, almost knocking her down.

“I’m glad I found you,” Nicholas said.

From the look on his face, Nancy knew he had bad news.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“It’s Bart Anderson,” Nicholas said. “While you were searching again, he and I had a little ‘chat’ in front of the theater.”

“And?” Nancy asked, pushing him to continue.

“And he got so mad at me that he’s moved up the date,” Nicholas said.

“What date?” George wanted to know.

“He’s going to tear the theater down in three days!”
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Five

IT’S BEEN twenty-four hours since Bess was kidnapped, and we still don’t know anything,” Nancy said in desperation. “We’re running out of time. Something’s got to give.”

“How could Bart Anderson do this?” George said, dusting her jeans. “He can’t tear this building down when Bess is still inside!”

“Maybe he’s trying to pressure the police into stepping up the investigation and finding Bess,” Nancy suggested. “I don’t know. Maybe he knows something we don’t know. It could be a ploy.”

“You mean he kidnapped Bess, and he’s using this whole thing as a way of getting the building torn down faster?” George asked.

Nancy ran her hands through her hair. “I don’t know what to think, George. I feel so frustrated and helpless. I can’t think logically with Bess missing. I know I should be checking out our suspects, but I keep thinking that Bess is here and we’ve got to find her.”

“But maybe the police are right, Nan. Maybe Bess isn’t here,” George said gently.

“She’s here,” Nancy replied. “It just doesn’t make sense to me that the kidnapper would take her out of the theater if he wants to guarantee that it doesn’t get torn down. I’m staying here until they call off the demolition. But if we don’t find proof, we’re lost and the demolition won’t be called off.”

Just then footsteps and low voices sounded. Nancy and George turned to watch Bart Anderson’s men trooping through the auditorium. Nancy had been seeing the crew off and on all day as they studied the building, deciding where to place their dynamite charges.

This time Bart Anderson himself was with them.

“I’ll be back in a minute, George.” Nancy stood up and hurried over to him. They met in front of the stage. “Can I have a word with you, Mr. Anderson?” she asked.

“I’m busy now,” he answered. “This is important, and—”

“What I have to say is important, too,” Nancy said politely but firmly.

“All right” He glanced at the heavy gold watch on his wrist. “You’ve got four minutes.”

“Are you really going to go through with the demolition in three days? Even when a young woman’s life is in danger?” Nancy fought with herself to keep the anger out of her voice.

He scowled down at her. “Look around you, Ms. Drew,” he said sarcastically, pointing to his crew. “These men are specialists. They’re paid by the hour. I wouldn’t have them here if I didn’t mean to bring this place down on schedule.”

“But my friend is still here in the building,” Nancy said, trying to control her feelings of frustration and rage.

“The police don’t think so,” he answered offhandedly. “And that’s enough for me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” Anderson moved away from Nancy, but she followed him.

“What about the kidnapper’s threat?” she asked determinedly.

Anderson turned to face Nancy. He shrugged. “I told you yesterday that it’s pretty obvious to me who took her—Falcone or a member of that stupid committee of his. They’re crazy, but they aren’t murderers. As soon as this place is leveled, they’ll realize they’ve lost, and then they’ll let her go.”

“I wish I could be as sure of that as you seem to be,” Nancy said, her voice rising. “To be honest, Mr. Anderson, I don’t think you care what happens to Bess, as long as your project goes on uninterrupted.”

Anderson lifted a bushy eyebrow. “Oh, is that so?”

“I’m afraid it is. Your new entertainment complex is more important than a girl’s life!”

“Hey, what’s going on in here?” Nancy turned to see Detective Ryan entering the auditorium. Behind him were Nicholas Falcone and Joseph Hughes. “We could hear you two all the way out into the lobby,” the detective said.

“Nancy was only trying to reason with Mr. Anderson.” George had come up to them and was defending her friend.

“You aren’t really going to let him tear this building down after what the kidnapper said, are you?” Nancy asked Ryan as he walked down the aisle toward them. “Isn’t there something you can do?”

Nancy knew Ryan didn’t like Bart Anderson or what he was doing. He sympathetically placed a hand on Nancy’s shoulder.

“There’s not enough evidence to prove that Bess is in the theater,” he said as gently as possible. “Unless we come up with something soon, we have to allow the demolition to proceed. Either way, it’s late. I say we all get a good night’s sleep and make a fresh start in the morning.”

Nancy looked at George and knew she was thinking the same thing. They had to come up with proof that Bess was still in the theater—and fast.

• • •

The group gathered around the fireplace in the Drews’ living room later that evening wasn’t a happy one. Nancy, George, Carson Drew, and Hannah Gruen, the Drews’ housekeeper, sat on the sofa.

“I just can’t believe this has happened to Bess,” Hannah said as she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “You’ve got to find her.”

“We will, Hannah.” Nancy put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “She’ll be all right. She has to be.”

“It’s too bad you can’t tell Bess’s parents,” Hannah said, looking across the room at the telephone.

“I know,” Nancy answered. “Of all the times for them to be touring Africa.” Her father had tried to reach the Marvins since Bess disappeared, but they were unreachable.

Mr. Drew walked over to the fireplace and held his hands out to the blaze. He was feeling chilled even though it wasn’t cold in the house or outside.

Nancy watched her father and knew he was thinking how he’d feel if it had been his own daughter who was kidnapped.

She stopped herself thinking those thoughts. It wasn’t the time to let her imagination or emotions take hold. The only thing she could do for Bess was to solve the case and find her.

“Dad, what do you know about Nicholas Falcone?” she asked.

“I’ve never met him, but I know his grandfather Louis Falcone. We’ve served together on the building preservation committee.” Carson turned and looked at her curiously. “Why?”

“It’s possible Nicholas may be behind the kidnapping. He loves that old theater, and I think he’d do almost anything to save it.”

“Who else do you have on that mental list of yours, Nancy?” Mr. Drew asked, his handsome face drawn in concentration.

“There’s Simon Mueller. I think we told you about him, Brady’s and Deirdre’s manager,” she said. She explained to Hannah and her father how Mueller had used the kidnapping for publicity.

“I know,” Carson said. “I saw today’s headlines in the papers. But do you think that’s motivation enough to do something as serious as kidnapping?”

“Your dad’s got a point there, Nan,” George said.

“I don’t know,” Nancy went on. “I don’t trust Bart Anderson, either, but he doesn’t really have anything to gain from the kidnapping. Except that the demolition is now happening sooner.”

“Hmm,” Carson Drew said as he sat down in a leather wingback chair. He looked very tired. “I’m familiar with Anderson’s dealings here in River Heights. He sometimes operates in the gray area of the law, but I’ve never known him to cross the line into illegal activity.”

Nancy was about to ask her father what else he knew about Anderson when the doorbell rang.

“Who could that be at this hour?” Hannah asked, hurrying into the entrance hall.

“I’ll get it, Hannah,” Nancy said, following her.

When Hannah opened the door, they saw a young man standing on the porch with a wreath of flowers in his hands.

“Hi, I’m from Blossoms and Bows Florist Shop,” he said. He wore a sheepish, confused look on his freckled face. “I’m supposed to deliver this to a Nancy Drew.”

Nancy stepped forward to receive the flowers. A cold shock washed over her when she realized they were no ordinary bouquet.

“This is a funeral wreath!” she said. “Who sent this?” she asked, her voice tight with tension.

“I don’t know,” the boy said. “There was an envelope shoved under the shop door. It had some money in it and instructions about what kind of wreath to send, where, and when. I had to take it home with me and deliver it tonight.”

“Look, Nancy,” Hannah said. “There’s a card with it, too.” She pointed to a dark purple envelope that stuck up from the middle of the wreath.

Nancy plucked the card from the flowers and ripped the envelope open.

Everyone leaned over her shoulder as Nancy read the big block letters out loud.

I don’t want to hurt the girl. But if the Royal Palladium dies, she will be killed, too.

The next morning Nancy couldn’t stop thinking about that funeral wreath as she and George made their way past a small group of teenagers who had come to the theater hoping to catch a glimpse of their beloved Brady.

Nancy quickly scanned the line of picketers to her right, and she saw that Nicholas wasn’t with them this morning.

Could he have sent that wreath? He had to be her number-one suspect because he had the strongest motive. But then, too, Simon Mueller had had the studio eliminate two stops on his stars’ tour so they could remain in River Heights longer to capitalize on the publicity.

The security guard who was posted at the door allowed the girls to pass without question. He recognized them from the day before. As they entered the lobby, they saw Joseph Hughes polishing the brass handrail on the staircase up to the balcony.

Nancy’s heart went out to him. The building was scheduled to be torn down in two days, but he was still giving the place its usual care.

“Good morning, Joseph,” she said.

He looked up from his work. “Good morning, young ladies,” he said. “Heard anything new about Bess?”

“No,” George replied. “We were hoping maybe you had.”

“Not a thing. I slept in the office all night. Hoped maybe that fellow would call again and I could talk him into letting her go. But nobody called or came by.”

“Thanks for staying, Joseph,” Nancy said. “You’re a good friend.”

Nancy was about to look for Detective Ryan when Joseph stopped her with a raised hand.

“You know, I can’t believe it, but I almost forgot to give you this.” He reached into his pocket. “Last night when I was vacuuming in the leading lady’s dressing room I found something on the floor. I don’t know if it belongs to Bess or not.”

He pulled something out of his pocket that caught the light and glistened like a miniature chandelier.

George gasped. “Oh, Nancy!” she said. “It’s Bess’s rhinestone earring!”
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Six

SHE’S HERE,” Nancy said ten minutes later as she triumphantly dangled the earring and note from the wreath in Detective Ryan’s face. “Here’s all the evidence you need to halt the demolition.”

“Where did you find these?” Ryan asked curiously.

“Joseph found the earring last night in the leading lady’s dressing room,” George said. “And the note was delivered to Nancy’s house with a funeral wreath.”

The detective shook his head. “I’m sorry, but all the earring proves is that your friend was here, not that she still is. And the note doesn’t state that she’s here, only that if the theater dies, she will, too.”

Nancy, George, and Detective Ryan were standing in Joseph’s office, all looking frustrated.

Nancy carefully put the card back into its purple envelope and shoved it back in her purse.

“I’m sorry, Nancy, George, but I need positive proof that she’s here.”

George turned her back on them and stretched. Nancy knew that the experience was beginning to take its toll on her friend. “So,” George said, facing them again, “what you’re saying is that we’ve got today and tomorrow to find Bess. Because after that this building is going to be torn down—with my cousin in it.”

“Please,” Detective Ryan said. “Believe me that I’m on your side. I understand your concern. But we’ve searched this place from top to bottom, and we can’t find her. I have to assume she isn’t here.”

“And Bart Anderson is more important than one missing girl?” Nancy asked pointedly.

“Look, if we can find out who took her and where she is, Anderson won’t matter. But until then, well, yes.” Ryan stood up. “I can’t hold up his project without something more concrete than an earring and note.”

Nancy sank wearily down into the desk chair. “But we don’t have enough time!”

“We’ll find her, Nan.” George’s voice was determined. “And maybe Nicholas will succeed in pulling strings at City Hall to stop the demolition.”

“Nancy . . . ” The detective’s eyes were kind and full of concern. “I really do understand. And I’m sorry. I have to get back downtown now, but I will leave some people here to keep searching for your friend.”

When Detective Ryan left the office, Nancy turned to George. “Okay,” she said. “We’ve got to move into high gear. I’m going to try to find out more about Mueller. You learn all you can about Nicholas and keep an eye on him if he comes to the theater. See if he does anything suspicious.”

“Nancy—” George began.

“I know what you’re going to say, George, but we can’t rule him out. Not yet.”

George shrugged, and she and Nancy headed out of the office. George left the theater and joined the picketers to begin to ask questions.

Judging from the group of fans outside, Nancy figured Brady Armstrong was probably around the theater somewhere. They followed him wherever he went. Brady was the best source for information about Simon Mueller.

Nancy found Brady in the auditorium, sitting in one of the front-row seats, looking dejected.

“Hi, Nancy,” he said as she walked down the carpeted aisle toward him. “Any news?”

“Nope, afraid not.”

She sat down next to him. “What are you doing here?”

“I came about two hours ago. I couldn’t sleep, thinking about Bess, so I decided to come and look for her.”

He hung his head, and the golden glow from the wall sconces glittered in his dark hair. “I really feel responsible for what happened to her,” he added. “If she hadn’t been one of my fans—and if she hadn’t come to my room just to see me, she wouldn’t be missing right now. It’s pretty obvious the kidnapper was after me, not her.” He let out a long sigh.

“It wasn’t your fault, Brady,” Nancy said. But even as she was speaking, she wondered if he really felt that bad. His own agent could be the kidnapper. Was Brady the nice guy that he appeared to be, or was this the image that Simon Mueller had shaped for the public?

“I just wish that I could do something that would help,” he said.

“Maybe you can,” she replied. “Would you answer some questions for me?”

“I’ll try.” His green eyes sparkled eagerly.

“It’s about Simon Mueller.”

Suddenly the interest in his eyes died and he looked away. “What about Simon?” he asked distractedly.

Nancy took a deep breath. She could tell it wasn’t going to be easy. “Do you think he would attempt a kidnapping as a publicity stunt?”

“Why would you ask a thing like that?” Brady asked defensively.

Nancy noticed how uncomfortable the question had made Brady. “Because he wasted no time in making the most of the opportunity.”

Brady shrugged. “Simon’s a good agent and manager. He’s smart. That doesn’t mean he’s a kidnapper.”

“That’s true,” she admitted.

“Look, Nancy, I’m not going to say anything bad about Simon. He’s one of the best managers in the business, and I’m lucky he took me on as a client. He got me where I am today, and I’m not going to cross him in any way.” Brady set his lips in a firm line, obviously resolved not to support Nancy’s theory.

“I understand,” Nancy said, sensing Brady’s mood and realizing she wasn’t going to get any more out of him about Simon Mueller.

As though eager to leave, Brady stood and zipped up his leather jacket. “If you need anything else, just ask,” he said, but his eyes were still guarded.

“Brady, just one more thing. Don’t give Simon too much of the credit for your success. You’re a very talented actor. You deserve to be at the top.”

He smiled and said, “Thanks, Nancy. But the more I learn about this business, the more I realize it’s more complicated than that” Brady stood up and put his hand on her shoulder. “Still, thanks for the good words.” He turned and walked up the aisle toward the exit.

Nancy sat there for a minute longer, thinking. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a movement on the stage. One of the red velvet curtains had rustled ever so slightly.

Someone had been eavesdropping on their conversation.

Quietly Nancy stood and walked to the front of the auditorium and up the steps to the stage. Straining to hear the sound of footsteps behind the red velvet curtain, she waited. Slowly she pulled the heavy curtain aside and stepped into the darkness of the stage area.

She had the uncomfortable feeling that someone was watching her from the many black shadows.

“Who’s there?” she asked, keeping her voice steady. No answer. Nancy felt a prickling along the back of her neck.

She turned to leave the stage. She had taken only one step when, overhead, an enormous light started to fall.

Nancy hit the stage floor and covered her head and face with her arms only a second before the light hit.

In another second, she felt a shower of glass rain down on her in hundreds of sharp needles.
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Seven

AS SOON AS SHE WAS sure that the glass had stopped flying around, Nancy scrambled to her feet. With her eyes closed, she carefully brushed the tiny slivers of glass from her body and hair. Some of the shards pricked at her hands and made them sting.

Opening her eyes, Nancy looked around. But there was no one on the stage. Just herself and the shattered glass that glittered like tiny diamonds on the stage floor.

She was moving down the stairs off the front of the stage when a deep male voice came over the PA system. It was distorted with a heavy reverberation.

“That was only a warning, Ms. Drew,” the voice said. “If you want to see Bess Marvin again, you’d better not search for her any longer. If you persist, what happened just now was an indication of what you and your friend can expect.”

Nancy whirled around and looked up over the rows of green seats to the sound booth, but it was dark and she couldn’t see who was talking.

He was in there. In the booth. Now she had a chance to catch him.

Wasting no time, Nancy raced through the auditorium and out into the lobby. When she reached the stairs to the balcony, she took them two at a time. At the top she turned to the left and plunged into the small room that functioned as a sound booth.

He wasn’t going to get away this time.

But he already had. The room was empty.

Whoever it had been had left the power on the soundboard. Six or seven tiny lights glowed like winking red eyes in the darkness.

As Nancy stood there in that empty room, she could still feel the kidnapper’s presence. She was completely discouraged. He had been so close, within her grasp, but she had missed him.

• • •

Fifteen minutes later Nancy walked into the Tudor, a posh hotel just around the corner from the theater. She was going to find Simon Mueller and get some answers from him.

She asked the front desk to ring his room, but Mueller didn’t answer. Stalled again, Nancy thought. But, no, that meant Mueller could have been the one who dropped the light in the theater.

Just as she was about to leave the hotel, Nancy glanced through the large double doors to her left that led to the restaurant. She caught sight of a familiar head of copper red hair. Deirdre McCullough was sitting in a corner booth.

Several teenagers were crowding around her table with autograph books and bits of paper in their hands. Nancy waited for Deirdre to finish with her fans. If she could have a minute alone with the girl, she might get further with her on the topic of Simon Mueller than she had with Brady.

“Hi, Deirdre,” Nancy said as she walked over to the booth. “Mind if I sit down?”

Deirdre gave Nancy a big smile. “Not at all.” She shoved her soft chocolate leather purse and jacket over so Nancy could sit down opposite her. Nancy noticed that the bag matched Deirdre’s jacket and skirt perfectly. Her beautiful coppery hair was set off by a ginger-colored silk blouse.

“Actually, I love having the company,” Deirdre said after Nancy was settled and had ordered a glass of juice. “I was just sitting here thinking how much I miss my sisters and girlfriends back home in Los Angeles.”

“How long have you been on the road?” Nancy asked.

“Oh, this is just our first stop, with the movie premiering here and all,” she said. “I’ve been away from home for less than a week. I just get homesick really quickly. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. I’ve been an actress since I was four years old.”

Any other time Nancy would have been fascinated by this inside look at a famous actress, but that day she had other things on her mind.

“I came to the hotel to talk to Simon,” Nancy said. She sensed Deirdre tightening up at the mere mention of Mueller’s name. “I asked the front desk to ring his room, but he didn’t answer. Have you seen him this morning?”

“No,” Deirdre responded quickly. “No, I haven’t.”

“And how about Brady? Have you seen him in the past half hour or so?”

“Why do you ask?” Deirdre asked, lifting one delicate eyebrow. “Is Brady a suspect?”

“I’m just trying to check everyone’s whereabouts,” Nancy said offhandedly.

“I haven’t seen Simon or Brady since breakfast,” she said cautiously. “They were having a slight argument over their cereal and grapefruit, so I didn’t hang around. I hate it when they fight.”

Nancy perked up instantly. “Does that happen a lot?”

“More than I can stand. Simon is always pushing Brady to do things, and . . . ”

Her voice faded and she looked as though she were afraid she had said too much already.

“What kind of things does he want Brady to do?” Nancy prodded.

“Oh, you know, publicity things. This morning Simon was telling Brady to ride around town in the limo.”

“And Brady didn’t want to?”

“No. Some stars thrive on attention, but Brady doesn’t like having girls scream and yell and faint at his feet. Sometimes they grab at him and rip his clothes. He hates that.”

“And how about you, Deirdre? Do you thrive on attention, or do you hate it?” Nancy asked.

Deirdre smiled, and Nancy was struck by how natural and easygoing she was. “I’m somewhere in between. I would probably be disappointed if I walked down the street and no one recognized me. But sometimes, like this morning, I just like to get away from all the fans and autograph hounds.”

“And that’s why you’re sitting here?”

Deirdre nodded.

“They found you anyway.”

“They always do,” she said with a slight shrug.

“So, who won the argument this morning? Brady or Simon?” Nancy asked, sipping at the tall glass of orange juice the waitress had set down in front of her.

“Brady, I think. He wanted to go back to the theater to look for your friend and—well, for old times’ sake.”

“Old times’ sake?”

Deirdre looked very uncomfortable, as though she had revealed something she hadn’t intended to. “Ah, yes. Brady has some . . . uh . . . memories of the place.”

“What kind of memories?”

“I don’t know. Just memories.”

“Did he ever work in a community theater production there?”

“I don’t know,” Deirdre said, suddenly quite agitated. “He might have. You’d actually know that better than I. Listen, I have to go now. I’ve got to get my hair done for a date that Simon has arranged for Brady and me this evening. Simon is determined that Brady and I act like an item for a while. You know, publicity and all.”

Nancy’s curiosity was aroused. “Then you and Brady aren’t an item?” she asked.

Deirdre smiled her breathtaking smile. “Brady’s a sweetheart, and I’m very fond of him. But there’s this hunk back in L.A. He’s the real reason I’m homesick.” She stood and draped her purse over her shoulder. “I suppose you’ll find out soon enough, but Simon has called a press conference for later this afternoon.”

“Another one? Why?”

“He’s going to offer a reward for information leading to the release of your friend.” Deirdre sighed. “I’d like to say it’s because Simon is such a wonderful human being, but . . . ”

“You think it’s just another publicity gimmick,” Nancy offered.

Deirdre hunched her shoulders and shook her head as though she were tired and slightly disgusted. “See you around, Nancy.”

“Yeah, see you.”

As Nancy left the restaurant and walked through the hotel lobby she realized that the motive for his reward fit in perfectly with everything else she had learned about Simon Mueller.

And perhaps the most disturbing bit of information was that Brady Armstrong might have a motive, too. He could have worked at the theater. Maybe he loved the old place also. But enough to stop it from being torn down?

That’s stupid, Drew, she thought. Why would Brady engineer his own kidnapping and then not stop the “kidnapper” from taking the wrong person? It was impossible. Or was it?

As Nancy was about to walk through the large revolving door out of the lobby, she heard her name being paged.

“Ms. Nancy Drew. Pick up the courtesy phone, please.”

She hurried to the white phone in the corner of the lobby. George was on the other end.

“Nancy, you’ve got to get to the theater right away!” George sounded breathless.

“What is it, George?”

“We were right all along, Nan. Bess is still in the theater!”
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Eight

WHAT HAVE YOU FOUND?”

“Meet me in Joseph’s office. I’ll explain everything when you get here.” The sound of a dial tone told Nancy that George had hung up.

Nancy wondered what her friend had found. To save time, she entered the theater through a back door and wound her way through the maze of hallways toward the front of the theater.

As she walked past the stars’ dressing rooms, Nancy thought of the day when she had seen Bess knocking nervously on that door. Bess had looked so pretty in her new dress. And she had been so excited about the prospect of seeing the boy she had had a crush on four years earlier.

Nancy couldn’t bring herself to dwell on it. What happened, happened. All that mattered now was rescuing Bess.

As Nancy neared Joseph’s office, she heard voices, George’s and Joseph’s. They were discussing something in very excited tones.

“Wait until Nancy gets here. She’ll be so excited to hear the news,” George was saying.

“To hear what?” Nancy asked as she charged into the room. “What’s up?”

“Joseph and I found the proof we need,” George said. “Come on.” Nancy followed George and Joseph as they led her around the auditorium and down the stairs that led to more dressing rooms.

“Where are we going?” Nancy asked her friend.

“Joseph and I were looking below the stage. First we heard a tapping noise, then what sounded like someone crying.”

“Bess?” Nancy said.

George nodded, and Nancy saw her friend’s eyes light up. “We thought it had to be her, so we went looking.”

With a triumphant grin, George turned to Joseph. Nancy looked at him questioningly.

“There’s a secret doorway here that leads straight into the orchestra pit,” he explained. To prove his point, Joseph opened a closet door and pushed a rackful of costumes aside, revealing a small door.

Single file they passed through the narrow door and found themselves facing the open side of the orchestra pit.

George led Nancy and Joseph to a row of doors that were parallel to the pit’s walls. “What are these rooms?” Nancy asked as her friend opened one of the doors into a tiny room no larger than six feet square.

“These were the musicians’ warm-up rooms,” Joseph explained. “Members of the orchestra could warm up in these rooms before each performance.”

“I checked them out myself last night,” George said as she neared the end of the row. “There wasn’t anything then. Now—look!”

Nancy ran to the open door and peered inside. Joseph flipped the light switch, and a dim light came on.

“Nancy, she was here!” George cried as she pointed out a rumpled pallet that lay bunched in the corner of the cubicle. “There’s her purse—and her shoe. We left them just the way we found them.”

Nancy’s heart wrenched as she looked at the pump lying next to the mattress. When she remembered how Bess had complained about those new shoes, she felt like crying. But she fought back her tears as she knelt down on the rumpled pallet.

Laying her hand on the blanket, she said, “She couldn’t have been gone for very long. It’s still a little warm. I can’t believe we came so close to finding her.”

Joseph knelt down beside Nancy and placed his hand on her shoulder. “At least the kidnapper has been feeding her,” he said, pointing to a half-eaten pizza that lay in a box on the floor beside the pallet. Next to the box were three empty soda cans.

George laughed, but the sound was hollow and bitter. “Something’s wrong with Bess,” she said grimly.

“Why do you say that?” Nancy asked.

“Because if Bess was her normal self, she would never have left half that pizza uneaten. It’s pepperoni and mushroom.”

“Come on,” Nancy said. “Let’s go to the office and call Detective Ryan. He needs to know about this.”

• • •

Early that evening the girls were standing in the theater auditorium. After Nancy had called Detective Ryan, he had brought his squad out to search the theater once again.

After a grueling three-hour search, they still hadn’t found anything. Finally the police left, advising the girls to give up and go home.

But neither Nancy nor George could pull themselves away.

“Why didn’t I find Bess when I searched that room yesterday?” George asked as she leaned back against the edge of the stage and massaged her aching back. “I swear she wasn’t there then.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t,” Nancy answered, stretching her legs out in front of her. “The kidnapper must be moving her constantly. She could be right under our noses and we wouldn’t even know it.”

“Well, we know he moved her just before I went into that room today, because the pallet was still slightly warm. I wonder where Simon Mueller and Nicholas Falcone were then?”

“I was thinking that myself,” Nancy replied. “So when I came up to the office to phone the police, I called them, too.”

“And?”

“And neither of them answered his phone. Brady and Deirdre were gone, too. Not that I suspect them, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to check.”

“It has to be Simon,” George said with conviction. “Nicholas and Brady wouldn’t do something like this.”

“I’d like to think so, too,” Nancy said. “But someone is moving Bess all over this theater. And whoever it is must know the place pretty well.”

“Simon Mueller doesn’t know the building,” George said. “So, if it is him, he would have to have an accomplice. Joseph told me that Brady worked here in community theater productions in the summers when he was in junior high school. Joseph said that was when Brady first developed an interest in acting.”

Nancy twisted a lock of her reddish blond hair around her forefinger. “What if Simon set it up? And Brady, because of his loyalty to Simon, went along with the stunt, never dreaming that anyone else would become involved and hurt by it?”

“By the time Simon grabbed Bess, it would be too late for Brady to back out,” George added.

“Exactly.”

“And it would be hard for Brady to come forward now that he’s an accessory.”

“That’s all possible,” Nancy said, still thinking. “But then, too, it could be Nicholas Falcone. Did you see the way he was looking around this place? Like someone he loved was about to die.”

“He’s very loyal to his grandfather. And he seemed uncomfortable when you questioned him, Nancy.”

“I noticed,” Nancy answered. Her eyes wandered around the auditorium. Then, tensing, she looked carefully at the stage.

“What is it?” George whispered. “What do you see?”

“Do you remember when I told you about the light that fell?” Nancy said quietly.

“Sure.”

“Well, just before I walked up on stage, I saw the curtains moving, as though someone were eavesdropping on the conversation I was having with Brady.”

“And?”

“Don’t look now, but I’m pretty sure I just saw the curtains move again. Keep talking.”

George feigned a yawn. “I’m getting pretty tired,” she said loudly. “Do you suppose we should take Detective Ryan’s advice and go on home?”

Nancy’s sharp eyes caught the slightest ripple of movement in the stage right curtain.

“There’s someone there for sure,” she whispered. Then, louder for the listener’s benefit she added, “We might as well go home and get some sleep. If she was here, we would have found her.”

“Come on,” George said. “Let’s go.”

The girls walked casually in front of the stage and orchestra pit toward the left.

“Should we go out the front door?” George asked, projecting her voice.

“I think Joseph already locked it. Besides, my car is parked in the alley. Let’s take this side exit.”

Nancy walked over to the side door, opened it, and let it close loudly, hoping the eavesdropper would think they had left.

She and George waited several quiet, tense moments beside the door.

“I saw the curtain move again,” George whispered, her mouth close to Nancy’s ear.

“Where?”

“Over on the far side of the stage.”

Nancy nodded. “Come on.”

Silently they crept up the stairs leading to the stage. Their sneakered feet made no sound on the thick, dark green carpeting. They slid behind the red velvet curtain and waited a second for their eyes to adjust.

A dark figure slipped behind an old scenery drop, and the girls silently followed, being careful to stay in the shadows. They trailed him through a maze of ladders, curtains, and props left over from the last community theater production.

“What’s he doing?” George whispered when the figure paused at the foot of a ladder attached to the back wall.

“He’s climbing up to the catwalk,” Nancy said, pointing out the narrow metal grid that was about four feet out from the back wall and forty or fifty feet off the stage floor.

“I’ll go after him.” George was always ready for an athletic challenge.

“I’ll wait down here and guard the other ladder, in case he decides to come down there,” Nancy said. She took her position up behind the trunk of a giant prop pine tree.

Her heart pounded as she watched the man make his way across the catwalk until he was almost directly over her head. At the other end, almost fifty feet away, George was climbing up after him.

They had him trapped, whoever he was! In the darkness Nancy couldn’t identify him. He seemed to be of medium height and build, wearing nondescript dark clothing. He was nimble footed and seemed at ease as he crossed the narrow, suspended walkway.

When he reached the other end, almost directly over Nancy’s head, he stopped and knelt down. He was working on something. Nancy strained her eyes to see what he was doing, but there wasn’t enough light.

She scanned the walk, looking for George. She had made it almost halfway across. What was she up to? Nancy wondered with a sharp pang of concern.

George wasn’t going to confront him up there on the catwalk, was she?

While Nancy’s mind raced, trying to decide what to do next, the man continued to kneel and work.

Suddenly Nancy realized the man had known all along that they were following him. He had deliberately lured George up onto the catwalk.

And just as quickly, Nancy figured out what he was doing.

“George, get down from there!” she screamed. “Get down! Hurry!”

But her warning came too late.

The man leapt and landed on the ladder against the back wall. In a flash he disappeared down the rungs.

Nancy watched as the catwalk beneath George’s feet trembled as though it were being blown by a strong wind.

Nancy heard her friend scream.

As Nancy gazed in horror the catwalk started to collapse and fall, bringing George down to the concrete floor forty feet below.
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Nine

GEORGE!” Nancy raced across the stage. She saw George thrust out an open hand and grab one of the metal grids as she was tossed off the collapsing bridge. She was dangling by the fingertips of her right hand from the metal catwalk that was bouncing up and down like a diving board. Only one end was bolted to the wall now.

“I’m barely holding on!” George yelled. “I’m slipping! Can you get me down?”

Nancy jumped for the end of the walk, which hung above her head, but she couldn’t reach it.

“What’s going on here?” a male voice behind Nancy shouted. From out of nowhere Nicholas Falcone appeared, Joseph right behind him.

“It’s George!” Nancy yelled, pointing up at her friend. “She’s going to fall!”

“I’ll get her!” Nicholas said. He leapt for the end of the walk, and Nancy watched as he pulled himself hand over hand up the dangling catwalk grids.

“I’m on my way, kid!” he called up to her. “Hang on.”

When Nicholas reached George, he braced himself well and wrapped an arm tightly around her waist.

“Okay, I’ve got you,” he said, “and I’m not going to let go. Reach your hand through here and get a secure hold with both hands.”

Nancy held her breath as George managed to work her way hand over hand down the sloping walkway. “That’s it, George,” Nancy said, encouraging her.

Nicholas carefully followed her down again. In less than a minute they were both jumping the last fifteen feet to safety.

Nancy was waiting for them when they reached the floor. She threw her arms around her friend. “I was worried there for a bit,” she said.

“Me, too.” George wiped her forehead with the sleeve of her rugby shirt. When she turned from Nancy to hug her rescuer, Nancy caught a look of gratitude and adoration in George’s eyes.

“That was a fine job of climbing you did there, son,” Joseph said, pounding Nicholas on the back. “You picked a fine time to take a break from the picket line.” Then Joseph turned to George. “I’m glad he got you down in one piece, young lady. But I want to know right now what you were doing up there.”

“We were chasing the kidnapper,” Nancy said, coming to George’s defense.

“The kidnapper?” Nicholas and Joseph exclaimed in unison.

“At least we think that’s who it was,” Nancy added. “We were here in the auditorium and saw some movement behind the curtain. George followed the eavesdropper up the catwalk, but he unbolted it and made one end fall while she was on it.”

“Sounds like the kidnapper is playing hardball now,” Nicholas said, smoothing his dark hair back into place.

George watched the gesture with rapt attention, and Nancy sighed to herself. Her friend had liked Nicholas all along, but now she owed him her life.

Nancy studied Nicholas as he, George, and Joseph continued to discuss the accident. She knew that she should be grateful to him for saving George’s life. And she was. But she couldn’t help being suspicious. Although she hadn’t gotten a close look at that shadowy figure, Nicholas was about the right height and weight. And he was wearing dark clothing, too.

So, he had left the picket line at the right moment, she thought. Could Nicholas have collapsed the catwalk, only to risk his own life to rescue George? Maybe it had been his way of throwing suspicion off himself. She couldn’t help remembering how nimbly he had moved as he had climbed up to save George.

As she watched George gaze up at Nicholas with gratitude shining in her eyes, Nancy knew that if she had any more doubts about Nicholas Falcone, she had better keep them to herself.

• • •

When Nancy and George stepped into the Tudor Hotel a little while later, they had no trouble finding Simon Mueller’s press conference. He and Brady and Deirdre were in the middle of the hotel lobby surrounded by at least a dozen reporters and as many photographers.

Brady and Deirdre were dressed in evening clothes and made a stunning couple. Brady wore a winter white wool suit that contrasted handsomely with his dark good looks. Deirdre’s red hair glistened against her black, beaded gown.

Apparently they were getting ready to go out on the “date” that Simon had fixed up. Nancy noticed that they were playing their parts well as they looked deeply into each other’s eyes.

Simon Mueller stood a foot off to the side, merrily chatting, a broad smile on his face. He was obviously pleased with his stars’ performances.

“I’m glad Bess isn’t here to see this,” George commented as Brady leaned down and gave Deirdre a quick kiss. “She’d be eating her heart out.”

“They’re only acting,” Nancy said. “Deirdre told me this morning that she has a boyfriend in Los Angeles. This whole romance thing was Simon’s idea.”

Nancy and George stayed at the back of the crowd and watched as Brady and Deirdre answered questions and signed autographs.

Finally Simon said, “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen. I hate to interrupt our lovebirds, but we have a serious matter to discuss here.”

Nancy and George listened while Mueller announced the reward that Brady’s studio was offering for Bess’s safe return. He played the role of philanthropist to the hilt.

“You’d think the money was coming out of his own pocket,” George remarked dryly.

Nancy didn’t answer her. She was watching Simon’s movements as he made his way through the crowd. He was a large man, a bit overweight, and while he wasn’t clumsy, he didn’t move like an athlete either. Nancy just couldn’t see him running around on that catwalk.

Then Nancy spotted Brenda Carlton, a local River Heights reporter. Brenda was more than a little spoiled and difficult. She and Nancy had locked horns more than once, but Nancy always tried to be civil to her.

“Let’s say hello to Brenda,” Nancy said, dragging George in her direction.

“Why?” George asked, confused. “She’s one person I really don’t feel like talking to right now.”

“Because,” Nancy explained, “Brenda has eagle eyes, and it’s just possible she could give us a lead or two on whether or not Simon and Brady were around the hotel when the kidnapper set that catwalk trap.”

“Good thinking, Nan,” George said with a smile.

Nudging their way through the crowd, Nancy walked over to Brenda. “Hi, Brenda,” she said.

“Well, hello, Nancy, hello, George,” Brenda said. “It’s just awful about your cousin,” she continued, trying to sound sympathetic. “I can’t believe she still hasn’t been found.”

The idle tapping Brenda was making with her pen on her notebook while she kept an eye on Brady and Deirdre told Nancy how little Brenda really cared about Bess.

“Brenda,” she said sweetly, “I just got here. Has this media event been going on long?”

Brenda shook her head. “No, it just started. It was scheduled to begin almost an hour ago, but Brady was late. He and his agent were out. They returned to the hotel just a few minutes ago and had to rush upstairs to change.”

Brenda laughed as she gave Brady an admiring glance. “It was the quickest clothes change I’ve ever seen. From casual to gorgeous in four minutes.”

Nancy looked over at George, and their eyes met in a meaningful exchange.

“Excuse me,” Brenda said, standing on tiptoe to look over Nancy’s shoulder at Brady. “You’re blocking my view.”

“Sorry,” Nancy said. Taking George’s arm, Nancy led her to a quiet corner behind some feathery palms that were planted in a marble urn. “So, Simon and Brady were out of the hotel when you were dangling from that catwalk,” Nancy said. “Interesting.”

George peered through the palms at Brady, who was putting his arm around an elderly lady’s shoulders while the woman’s husband took a picture.

“Just look at Brady,” George said. “I can’t believe he’d kidnap Bess or knock a catwalk out from under me. It has to be Simon. Look at him. Would you buy a used car from that man?”

Nancy studied Simon through the palm fronds, taking in his prissy, overly neat clothes. “Are you sure it isn’t his taste in clothes that you object to?” she teased.

“It’s his shifty, beady little eyes. But that tie doesn’t help.”

“Are you two hiding back here?” asked a woman’s voice.

They turned around to see Brenda Carlton eavesdropping on their conversation.

“You’d be surprised what you can find out while lurking behind a palm tree,” Nancy said, laughing a little.

“Thanks for the tip.” Brenda chewed thoughtfully on her pencil. “Tell me, what do you think about this so-called kidnapping attempt?”

“You sound as though you don’t believe it,” Nancy answered carefully.

“Well, considering Simon Mueller’s track record, it’s a little difficult to swallow. The man has cried wolf too many times to be taken seriously.”

“What do you mean?” Nancy asked.

“You mean you don’t know about Simon Mueller’s other ‘kidnappings’?”

Nancy could see that Brenda was wrestling with her desire to tell her all she knew versus her natural stinginess with information. “I’m surprised you don’t know, Nancy. You’re always on top of everything. Brady is the third star of Mueller’s to have this particular ‘problem.’ The first was five years ago. One of Mueller’s young starlets was snatched. Two days later she turned up safe and sound with some half-baked story about how she subdued her kidnappers and escaped.”

“Oh, really?” Nancy said thoughtfully as she watched Simon whisper something into the ear of a reporter.

“And last year,” Brenda continued, “another of Mueller’s clients, an old silver-screen star who was trying to make a comeback, said that three men broke into her home and tried to grab her. The police proved her story was false, but they chalked it up to her age.”

Brenda fingered the strap on her camera. “Gives one cause for doubt, don’t you think?”

Nancy looked over at George, who raised one eyebrow. “It certainly does.”

“Well, it looks as though our conference is breaking up,” Brenda said as the other reporters began to file out the hotel door. “I guess it’s off to the typewriter for me. I hope that one of us can solve this case, Nancy. Frankly, I hope it’s me.”

Nancy shook her head as Brenda walked away. “Leave it to her to get in the last word.”

“Look,” George said. “Brady and Deirdre are going into the Palms Restaurant. Do you want to ask Brady where he and Simon were earlier?”

“You bet,” Nancy answered.

The girls followed the couple out of the lobby and into the elegant restaurant, Nancy leading the way.

Once inside, Nancy stopped abruptly, and George barreled into her.

“What is it?” George whispered.

Nancy pressed her finger to her lips, then pointed right ahead of them.

Brady and Deirdre had escaped the reporters and fans by retreating into a quiet alcove that led to the telephones and rest rooms. They were talking in urgent, hushed tones, but the girls were close enough to hear every word.

“I think we should tell her, Brady,” Deirdre was saying. Her pretty face was drawn into an expression of deep concern, even fear. “It’s too important.”

“We can’t say anything. It’s not as though we have proof of anything.”

Deirdre’s voice rose in frustration. “Brady, if you don’t tell Nancy, I will!” Her whole body was tense, her hands clenched into fists at her side. “That girl’s life could depend on it!”
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Ten

NANCY’S HEART LEAPT into her throat. They were talking about Bess. One look at George told Nancy that her friend knew the same thing.

She stepped forward between Brady and Deirdre. “What is it, Deirdre?” she asked, glancing from her to Brady and back at Deirdre. “What did you want to tell me?”

Deirdre looked at Nancy, then at Brady, and then down at the floor. Her beautiful eyes filled with tears.

“I . . . I mean we . . . ” she murmured.

“Deirdre, think about what you’re doing,” Brady warned. Nancy saw he was holding on to Deirdre’s hand tightly.

“Brady,” George said with a shaky voice. “If you know anything that might help us find Bess, please let Deirdre tell us.”

Brady looked as tormented as Deirdre. “Don’t you think we’d tell you where Bess was if we knew?”

“I don’t know,” George said. “Would you?”

“Of course we would,” Deirdre said.

“But you do know something,” Nancy insisted. They were close to finding out the truth. Now wasn’t the time to go easy.

Deirdre opened her mouth to speak, but her eyes locked on something over Nancy’s shoulder and she quickly swallowed her words. Deirdre and Brady looked like children who had been caught in some mischief. Nancy turned to see Simon Mueller hurrying into the alcove.

When he saw Nancy and George talking to his stars, his face flushed red.

“What’s going on here?” Simon demanded, giving Nancy a dark look. Then he turned to Deirdre and Brady. “I’ve been looking all over for you two. The limo’s waiting to take you dancing and—”

“Simon, I’m exhausted,” Deirdre said. “I’m just not up for going out.”

“But the reporters are waiting at the club. I’ve got it all arranged.”

“So, unarrange it!” she snapped. “I’m tired, and I’m going to bed. Good night.” The tears in Deirdre’s eyes spilled down her cheeks as she turned and walked out of the restaurant, leaving everyone silent in her wake.

“Well!” Simon said with a snort. “That’s gratitude for you. What got into her?” he asked Brady.

“She’s tired, Simon, and worried,” Brady said. His usually expressive eyes were empty, drained of emotion. “This thing is taking a toll on all of us.”

“What are you talking about?” Simon demanded. Then he caught a glimpse of the glare Nancy was giving him. She found it hard to hide her distaste for the man.

“Oh, you mean the kidnapping,” Simon said nonchalantly. “Sure, it’s a rotten thing to have happen, but we’ve done what we could—offering the reward and all. Take it easy and realize why you’re here. You’re a star, Armstrong. This kidnapping doesn’t involve you.”

“I was there when he grabbed her! I could have stopped the whole thing. That makes me involved, Simon. Why do you have to be such an insensitive jerk?” Brady whirled around and stomped out.

“You kids have forgotten who you’re talking to!” Simon bellowed, following Brady. “I put you on top and I can bring you down!”

Nancy watched as a photographer who was wandering around the lobby took the opportunity to snap some shots of a very angry Simon Mueller.

“I wonder what Deirdre wanted to tell us?” George mused.

“I don’t know,” Nancy said, “but whatever it was, Brady didn’t want her to say it. Why don’t you stay here. Keep an eye on Deirdre, Brady, and Simon. Try to get Deirdre alone. She’s dying to tell us something. Pretty soon she’ll get up the nerve.”

“Gotcha. What are you going to do?”

“I’m going back to the theater,” Nancy said. “I want to see if there’s any news.” Actually, she was hoping Nicholas would be there, picketing. She wanted to talk to him, but she wasn’t sure if she should tell George. Better to keep it to herself, she thought.

As Nancy headed back to the theater she felt a rising tide of panic. Nothing in the case was breaking, and they were reaching the end of the line. In one day Bart Anderson was going to tear down the Royal Palladium, and she wasn’t even one step closer to finding out who had wanted to prevent the demolition enough to kidnap her friend.

She scanned the picketers for Nicholas. No luck. A phone call to his grandfather was in order. Nancy could check out whether or not Nicholas had been to see him the day before.

In Joseph’s office, Nancy found him lovingly dusting his old oak desk. When he looked up at Nancy, he wiped a weary look off his face and gave her a halfhearted smile.

“Hello, there, young lady,” he said, sitting down. “What brings you back here?”

“Actually, I wanted to use the phone,” Nancy said honestly. “And I’m finding it hard to stay away,” she added simply. Nancy felt she could admit to Joseph, if no one else, how helpless she felt.

He nodded. “I understand what you mean. It’s awful to think about what she must be going through.”

The telephone rang, and they both jumped. Joseph grabbed for it. “Hello? Yes, she’s right here.” He handed the phone to Nancy.

Nancy was surprised to hear Deirdre’s voice on the line.

“Nancy, I’m glad I found you. I have to talk to you,” she said.

“Are you still at the hotel?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be right over.”

“No.” Deirdre sounded very nervous. “I don’t want anyone to see us together. I’ll meet you in the theater’s auditorium.”

“I’ll be waiting. And, Deirdre,” Nancy added, “I should tell you that George is keeping an eye on the hotel lobby. Explain to her when you see her that you’re coming to meet me.” Nancy didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

Deirdre caught the drift of what Nancy was telling her. “Otherwise, she’s going to think I’m up to something suspicious, right?” she asked with a laugh.

“I hope you understand,” Nancy said.

“It’s okay, Nancy. See you in ten minutes.”

As Nancy hung up the phone she looked up to see Joseph watching her anxiously.

“Good news?” he asked.

“Sort of.” She wanted to tell him about the call, but she didn’t want to break Deirdre’s confidence. Deirdre had said specifically that she didn’t want anyone to know they were getting together.

Nancy picked up her purse and tucked it under her arm. “I’m going to take another look around the theater before I go home,” she said.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” Joseph said, concern registering on his wrinkled face. “After what happened to George this afternoon, I’m worried about you girls.”

“I’ll be careful, Joseph. I promise.”

Joseph stood up from his chair. “If you’re really going to do it, I’ll go with you.”

Nancy thought of Deirdre. “No, really,” she said, trying to stop him. “You don’t have to.”

“I don’t mind a bit. I’m going to lock up anyway.”

Nancy could see that no matter what she said, Joseph was going to tag along with her. She hated to lie to him, but she couldn’t see any way out.

“Well, if you’re going to look around yourself,” she said, “I suppose I’ll just go on home.”

He seemed relieved. “That’s a good idea. You’ve been through a lot these past twenty-four hours. Some rest would do you good. Just leave the search up to me. I probably know where to look better than anyone else anyway,” he said with confidence.

“Good night.” Nancy hurried out the office door across the lobby. At the front door she turned and looked back toward the office. Joseph was standing there waving goodbye. She returned his wave and walked out the door.

Once outside Nancy rounded the building and ran to the side door, hoping to get there before Joseph locked up for the night. She made it.

Nancy was surprised to see Deirdre already there, standing off to the side on the stage. Deirdre seemed nervous.

“How did you get in here?” Nancy whispered as she climbed the steps up to the stage. She motioned Deirdre back into the shadow.

“I sneaked in the back door. I didn’t want anyone to know I was here. I told everyone I was going to bed early because of a headache.” She pressed her hand to her forehead. “And it wasn’t a lie—about the headache, I mean.”

“Do you want to sit down?” Nancy asked, motioning toward a couple of folding chairs in the wings.

“No, thanks. I’m fine standing.”

“So, why did you want to see me?” Nancy asked anxiously.

“I wanted to tell you this earlier, but Brady said I shouldn’t,” she said. “It’s about Simon.”

“Yes?” Nancy tried not to appear too eager.

“I think he may have kidnapped Bess.”

“I think he may have, too,” Nancy said. “Tell me why you think so.”

“Because I heard him and Brady talking the other morning on the plane when we flew in. Actually, they were arguing.”

“About what?”

Deirdre nervously bit the tip of her manicured fingernail. “I’m not sure, exactly. I heard Simon say something about a publicity stunt, but Brady violently shook his head. When I asked Brady about it later he said that Simon was only asking the two of us to pretend we were in love.”

“But you didn’t believe Brady?”

“No,” Deirdre answered, looking down. She toyed with the fringed edge of the emerald green scarf that was knotted around her slender waist. “There had to be more to it than that because Brady seemed really upset. And the romance gimmick is done all the time. I don’t think he would have objected so strongly to it.”

Nancy chewed on her lower lip as she considered this new information. “But Brady wouldn’t tell you the real story?”

“No. That’s what he and I were arguing about in the restaurant. I told him that if he knew something he had to come forward, but I think he’s afraid that Simon will drop him as a client.”

“Would that be so bad?”

Deirdre shrugged. “Brady seems to think so.” She glanced around nervously. “I have to go. My mom will be calling from L.A. pretty soon, and if I’m not in my room, she’ll call Simon.”

“Thanks for your help, Deirdre. If you can get anything at all out of Brady . . . ”

“You’ll be the first to know. And, Nancy,” she added. “I don’t want Simon to know I’ve been to see you.”

“Don’t worry, Deirdre. He won’t, I promise.”

They said good night, and Deirdre left to go out the back door.

Nancy stood on the stage for a moment, thinking about what Deirdre had said. The more she heard about Simon Mueller, the more she thought he had to be the kidnapper.

Then she heard a creaking sound. She wasn’t alone. From the wings to her left the noise grew louder. Metal screeching against metal.

Every nerve in her body tensed as she slowly made her way toward the noise.

Abruptly the sound stopped. Nancy stood, quietly waiting, straining her ears. But only thick silence greeted her.

A flash of silver above her made her flick her eyes up. Just in time to see a heavy object come falling from the ceiling. A movie screen hit her then, striking her on the head.

Nancy fell to the floor. As she lay there, she felt a suffocating darkness close in.

She tried to move, but her legs were pinned under the screen.

She tried to scream, but she couldn’t make a sound come out of her throat. It was a nightmare.

Then the darkness became a black void that swallowed her, and she slipped into unconsciousness.
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Eleven

NANCY WOKE UP to the sounds of breakfast carts being wheeled down the hall. A loud voice paged, “Dr. Evans. Dr. Evans, please come to I.C.U.”

Blinking her eyes against the morning sun that streamed through a window beside her bed, she murmured, “Where am I? What, happened?”

In an instant Carson Drew was at her side, holding her hand. “Nancy, it’s me. Dad. Wake up,” she heard him say.

“Dad?” she asked as the image of his face swam into view.

“Yes. I’m right here. And George is here, too.”

Nancy lifted her head to look down toward the foot of the bed, but she groaned as a pain shot through the left side of her head. “Oh, wow,” she moaned. “It feels like there’s a team of hockey players going at it inside my skull.”

“Don’t try to move, Nancy,” George said, taking her friend’s hand. “You got quite a bump. The doctor says you should lie still.”

“My arm—is it broken?” Nancy asked as she looked down at the sling on her right arm.

“No,” her father answered. “Just sprained.”

“It feels broken. What hit me? A semi truck?”

Nancy saw her father and George look at each other.

“Don’t you remember what happened last night?” George asked.

“Last night?” Nancy closed her eyes and tried to think back. Then it came to her. “Something fell on me.”

“It was a movie screen,” Carson Drew offered. “Can you remember anything about it?”

Nancy shook her head and instantly regretted having moved as another pain shot through her. “No. I heard a noise and I decided to investigate. But I made it all the way.”

George looked disappointed, but Mr. Drew reached out and gently patted her shoulder. “That’s okay, sweetheart.”

“Deirdre,” she said, fighting to stay awake and gather her confused thoughts. “I met with Deirdre just before it happened.”

“Yes, we know,” George said. “She was the one who rescued you. She said she was just walking out the rear door when she heard a loud crash. She was afraid something had happened to you, so she went rushing back.”

“She was the one who called the ambulance,” Mr. Drew said. “If it hadn’t been for Deirdre, who knows how long you might have been there before anyone found you.”

“She came back to the hotel lobby to tell me about your accident,” George said. “Then I called your father.”

“I told her that you were staked out there in the lobby,” Nancy said as her mind cleared, and she remembered her meeting with Deirdre. “She didn’t want anyone to know that she had been to see me. Especially Simon. She suspects Simon of the kidnapping.”

“Really?” Mr. Drew pulled up a chair and sat down beside the bed. “Tell us.”

“There’s not that much to tell. She said that on the plane here Simon was trying to talk Brady into some kind of publicity stunt, and Brady wasn’t buying it. They argued about it.”

“Well, that’s all the proof I need,” George said. “It’s got to be Simon.”

Nancy chuckled and turned to her dad. “George fell for Nicholas when he helped her down from that catwalk. Now she’s determined to prove that it’s Simon and not Nicholas.”

“But you still suspect Nicholas?” Mr. Drew asked.

Nancy cast a sideways glance at George and saw her disapproving scowl.

“I have to suspect everyone,” Nancy said carefully. “And, yes, he’s still one of my prime suspects. The kidnapper is a man who’s well-acquainted with the theater. Nicholas knows the place, and he has a strong motive for the kidnapping—family loyalty and love of the place.”

“So,” said a voice from the doorway. They all turned to see Nicholas standing there with a box of chocolates in his hand and a dark look of anger on his handsome face.

“Just because I’m loyal to my family and want to preserve that beautiful old building, that makes me a kidnapper?” he asked pointedly.

He walked across the room and tossed the candy onto the foot of the bed. “I heard about your accident, Nancy,” he said. “I came to tell you that I hope you recover quickly.” He walked back to the door where he stood with his hand on the knob. “I’m sorry that you think so little of me as a person,” he said with bitter sarcasm. “But I still hope you get well soon.”

He slammed the door behind him. The sound echoed for a long moment in the heavy quiet of the room. No one spoke.

Finally George broke the silence. “His feelings were really hurt,” she said in a slightly accusing tone.

Carson Drew cleared his throat. “It was unfortunate that he walked in at that particular moment.”

Nancy looked at her friend’s troubled expression and felt terrible. “I’m sorry, George,” she said. “And if Nicholas really is innocent—and I hope he is—I’m sorry I hurt his feelings.”

• • •

At ten that morning George drove Nancy home from the hospital. Hannah had her tucked into her own bed in no time at all.

“I can’t believe you disobeyed your doctor’s orders and checked out of the hospital today,” Hannah said, bustling around. “Did your father know you were going to do that?”

Nancy sighed and laid her head back on the pillow that Hannah had just fluffed. “No.”

“Well, he’s going to be very angry with you when he finds out,” Hannah said, her hands on her hips.

“I know,” Nancy said, reaching for the bedside telephone. “That’s why I’m going to call him now and tell him myself before the doctor has a chance to get to him first.”

“I’ll make you some chicken soup,” Hannah said as she left the bedroom. “And, George, make sure she stays in that bed!”

George smiled. “Hannah’s famous chicken soup could cure anything from the common cold to bubonic plague,” she said.

As Nancy dialed her father’s office number, she knew that this time Hannah’s soup would not stop her head and arm from aching.

Hannah had been right, of course. She probably should have stayed in the hospital. She would have stayed, but she couldn’t help Bess from a hospital bed. And if she didn’t break this case today . . .

This was the last day. In less than seven hours the theater would be a pile of rubble and Bess would be dead. Time was running out, and Nancy was keenly aware of every passing minute.

When her father’s secretary put her through to him, Nancy steeled herself for his reaction.

“You did what?” he roared into the phone when she told him.

“Dad, I had to. Please try to understand. You wouldn’t stay in the hospital if it were me who was missing.”

There was silence on the other end. Nancy couldn’t tell if he was still angry or considering her point of view.

“Dad?”

“I understand,” he said at last. “That doesn’t mean I approve. Just promise me that you’ll take it easy.”

“I’ll try.” Nancy hung up the phone.

“So what’s the plan?” George asked.

“Hmm?” Nancy bit her lower lip.

“When you get that look in your eyes, I can tell you’re up to something.”

Nancy got out of bed, and before slipping into a pair of jeans and a sweater, slipped out of her sling. Her arm was okay but felt a little stiff.

“Maybe I should be hit on the head more often. I just thought of something we should have done long ago.”

“So, tell,” said George.

“We need to go to City Hall to see if we can locate the blueprints of the theater. There might be a hidden room we haven’t searched.”

The telephone rang, but Nancy knew that Hannah would answer it. A few seconds later Hannah ran up the stairs and knocked on Nancy’s door.

“It’s for you, Nancy. It’s some man, but he wouldn’t say who.”

“Thanks, Hannah.” Nancy raced to the phone. “Hello?”

“I have a suggestion that might help you with your investigation,” the voice said in a raspy whisper.

“Who are you? Are you the one who took Bess?”

Nancy frantically grabbed a pencil and began scribbling with her left hand on a nearby notepad. She wrote, “Trace call. Dad’s study phone.” Then she shoved the note into George’s hand.

“It doesn’t matter who I am or if I have her,” the man said. “Do you want the suggestion or not?”

“I’ll gladly accept any help you can give me,” she said, trying to prolong the conversation.

“Okay. I’m only going to say this once. Take another look at your list of suspects. You haven’t considered everyone who has a vested interest in the theater.”

“What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.”

“Just tell me one thing,” Nancy said breathlessly, “is Bess still in the—”

But he had already hung up.

A few moments later George came running back into the bedroom. “They got it,” she exclaimed. “With that new equipment of theirs they traced it right away.”

“Where was the call coming from?” Nancy asked anxiously.

George drew a deep breath. “From a telephone at five-twelve East Main Street.”

The call had come from inside the theater!
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Twelve

WHAT DO YOU THINK it means, Nancy?” George asked as Nancy rushed her from the bedroom.

“Shh, George,” Nancy said, putting her finger to her lips. “I don’t want Hannah to hear us. She’ll have a fit if she even knows I’m out of bed.”

After silently sneaking down the stairs, Nancy opened the front door. She and George quietly slipped out of the house.

“Whew. Okay,” Nancy said. “There are two possibilities. First, it was the kidnapper himself who called, and he’s still inside the theater—with Bess.”

“That’s not logical,” George said as she opened the passenger door of the car for Nancy. “Who would throw you onto his scent like that?”

Nancy thought for a moment. “You’re right. But the second possibility is that someone inside the theater knows more than we do but doesn’t want to come forward.”

“Like Brady!” George said excitedly. “Or Deirdre!”

“That could be. I still haven’t ruled out Simon Mueller. Still,” Nancy said slowly, “the caller said we hadn’t considered all the possible suspects. That implies it isn’t Simon. And it means we’re missing something important. But what?”

“I don’t know, Nan. Whatever it is, we’d better find it soon.”

• • •

“I told you they aren’t here,” said the young woman in the city planning office of the River Heights City Hall. “The blueprints you want simply aren’t here.”

The woman pursed her strawberry red lips and put her hands on her waist as she stared at Nancy and George.

Nancy leaned across the narrow counter and tapped her fingers impatiently on its scuffed surface. “Are you absolutely sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. And I’m as upset about it as you are,” she said offhandedly while examining the chipped polish on the nail of her pinky.

“I doubt that,” Nancy muttered under her breath to George.

“I trusted that man with those prints, and now look what’s happened,” the young woman said with a bored pout.

“What man?” Nancy exclaimed.

“Just some guy. He came in a few days ago and asked to see the blueprints. Then he asked permission to take them down the hall to photocopy them. Our copier was broken, so I let him take them. He brought the envelope back later and left it on the counter. Like a dummy I filed it without looking inside. Apparently he took them with him.” She patted her carefully styled blond hair. “And he seemed so honest, too.”

“What did he look like?” George asked eagerly.

“What?” The librarian squinted at George through her heavy blue mascara. “What did he look like? He looked—just regular.”

“Did you notice anything about him? Like the color of his hair?” Nancy continued.

“I think it was kind of gray,” she said. “But I’m not really sure. I think he was older, anyway.”

Nancy was going to push for distinguishing features, but she realized there was no point. The woman seemed to care more about her own appearance than anyone else’s.

“Why is everyone so interested in the theater all of a sudden?” the young woman asked. “Does it have anything to do with that kidnapping?”

Nancy looked at George, her pretty face reflecting her concern.

“Yes,” she said, “it has everything to do with the kidnapping.”

Nancy led George out of the office and down the hallway.

“We don’t know much more than we did before,” George said dejectedly.

“Sure we do. We know someone wants to stop us from finding those blueprints, and that someone may be older.” Nancy looked at her watch. It was noon.

George must have noticed the nervous gesture. “We’ve got to think of something, Nancy.”

“I’m thinking.” Someone older. Haven’t considered all the possibilities. Who would want the plans to the theater? Who else had a motive?

“Bingo!” she said. “I can’t believe we didn’t think of it before.”

“Nancy,” George said, grabbing her friend’s arm, “would you care to let me in on it?”

“Louis Falcone.” Nancy let the words sink in.

“Nicholas’s grandfather?”

“We’ve never considered him as a suspect, but what if he’s behind all this? It would make sense. There’s no way he’d want that theater torn down, and he probably knows that building better than anyone.” It was all falling into place.

“But, Nancy—”

“There’s no time to waste.”

Within a few minutes Nancy had looked up Louis Falcone’s address and called Detective Ryan to arrange for him to meet her at the theater later.

After half an hour’s drive out of River Heights, Nancy and George were in the middle of the country. They took several rural roads and finally turned into Louis Falcone’s driveway. It was lined with plaster sculptures.

“Just look at this place!” Nancy exclaimed as she and George stepped out of the car and walked across Louis Falcone’s front yard. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

“No wonder Nicholas is so proud of his grandfather,” George said. “Can you imagine having the talent to create such beautiful things?”

Nancy pulled on her friend’s arm. “Now, remember, we’re here to ask him about Nicholas. Then we’ll see if he reveals anything suspicious.”

“I hate the idea of tricking him like that, Nancy,” George said, shaking her head.

“It’s the only way, George. Trust me. Besides, it’s all for a good cause. If we don’t figure this out soon, Bess is—”

“I know, Nancy,” George said. “You don’t have to tell me.”

Together the girls strolled up the stone walkway to the door of a small cottage. In answer to their knock, the door opened, and the girls found themselves face to face with one of the handsomest older men that either of them had ever met.

Louis Falcone was tall, with a dark complexion like his grandson. He had a full head of snowy white hair and piercing blue eyes. “Yes?” he asked. His voice was rich and deep.

“Mr. Louis Falcone?” Nancy asked, though she was sure she had found Nicholas’s grandfather.

He nodded his silver head. “I am. And who are you?”

“I’m Nancy Drew, and this is George Fayne. We’re investigating the disappearance of our friend, Bess Marvin. You may have heard about—”

“Oh, yes, of course.” A guarded look crossed his handsome features. “My grandson told me all about you. How can I help you?”

“Could we possibly come in, Mr. Falcone? There are a few questions we’d like to ask you, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly. Please, come inside.”

He ushered them into his home, which was as charming and quaint inside as outside. Carved animals of all species adorned his mantle. On the coffee table was the figure of a young man sitting on a tree stump, his elbows on his knees, his chin resting in his hands. He looked very thoughtful and serious.

“That’s a wonderful sculpture,” George said. “It’s Nicholas, isn’t it?” Mr. Falcone nodded.

“I think you really caught his personality,” she remarked.

Mr. Falcone studied the piece as though seeing it for the first time. “Yes. I was pleased with it. Nicholas is such a serious, intense boy. Always has been.”

It sounded funny to Nancy to hear Nicholas referred to as a boy when he was at least twenty-three years old. She supposed that to his grandfather he would always be a child.

“So, have you heard any news about your kidnapped friend?” he asked, motioning for them to take a seat on the sofa.

“No. Unfortunately not,” Nancy said.

“And I’m now one of the suspects on your list,” he said, looking at Nancy.

Nicholas’s grandfather had guessed why they were there. She decided to be honest. “Your feelings about the upcoming demolition are a matter of public record,” she said. “And none of us can blame you for wanting to preserve your father’s and your art.”

Louis Falcone said nothing for a long moment. He only walked over to a small table and picked up a chunk of wood that he had apparently been carving.

Walking over to the girls, he showed them the piece. “Do you see this?” he asked. “This is just a bit of baroque carving, a shell. It’s only a fancy little curlicue. I’ve been carving on it for two hours. Like this—”

He took a sharp knife from his pocket, pressed the tip to the wood, and scooped out a small bit of the wood. “When I’m finished carving this,” he said, “I’m going to use it to make a mold. From that mold I can cast dozens of these shells in plaster. Then I paint them gold or silver. Mixed with other shapes I can create those ornate borders that you see all over the theater.”

He walked back to the table and laid down the wood and chisel. “I began learning my craft back in Italy when I was only six years old. By the time I was fourteen, I was here in the United States working as a master craftsman.”

“You have a wonderful talent, Mr. Falcone,” George said sincerely.

“Yes, I have,” he said without pretending to be humble. “But a man only creates a few truly beautiful things in his life. That theater was one of my father’s and my contributions to this world. I spent a long time creating the Royal Palladium. I don’t want to see it destroyed in one day.”

“I don’t blame you,” Nancy said. Then she asked him pointedly. “Did you kidnap my friend, Mr. Falcone?”

He returned her steady gaze as he said, “No, Ms. Drew. I didn’t.”

Nancy swallowed hard. George glanced at Falcone, then gave Nancy a sad and disappointed look.

“Do you believe me, Ms. Drew?” he asked with a half smile.

“I think you and your grandson would do almost anything to preserve that building,” Nancy said, baiting him. Carefully watching his reaction, she saw his eyes flash with anger and determination.

“You’re right, Ms. Drew, we would. And if that makes us suspects on your list, so be it.”

He stared at her with such intensity that Nancy found herself having to glance away. Her gaze swept Mr. Falcone’s studio, and a photograph, hanging among others on the wall, caught her attention. She stood up and walked over to the wall.

“This is a picture of you, Nicholas, and Joseph Hughes,” she observed. “I didn’t know that you were friends.”

“I’ve known Joseph for years,” he said. “He’s a good man.”

“Do you think Joseph is capable of kidnapping?” Nancy asked him.

“Joseph is a very capable man,” he said without hesitation. “He has a deep love for the theater, and I’m sure that he would do anything he could to save it. But he’s a kind soul. I can’t imagine that he would hurt anyone.”

Nancy turned to face him, her eyes trained on his face to watch his reaction to her next question. “George and I went to City Hall less than an hour ago to look at the blueprints of the theater. They’re missing. Do you have any idea who might have taken them?”

He smiled a half smile and shrugged. “I can’t imagine. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get back to work.”

Nancy looked at George in frustration. Another dead end, and it was getting later by the minute.

They said goodbye to Louis Falcone and headed back down the walkway to their car.

“I think he did it,” George said with conviction.

“But he denies it, and we haven’t got any proof.” Nancy shook her head sadly.

“I know. I think if Bart Anderson had been in the room with us, he would have strangled him.”

“Unfortunately, that’s not enough.” Nancy sighed. They were headed back to River Heights knowing no more than when they had left. “Hold it! Pull over, George.”

George slammed on the brakes and pulled into a gas station they were passing. “What’s up?”

But Nancy was out of the car, heading toward the phone. Within two minutes she had Nicholas Falcone’s address and was back in the car.

“Let’s go. Fifteen-twelve Rampling.”

• • •

“Why do you want to talk to Nicholas again?” George asked as she turned the car down Rampling Street.

“I want to try to shake him loose. If he knows anything or even suspects anything, now’s the time for him to tell us.”

They pulled up in front of a modern apartment house, got out of the car, and entered the building as one of the tenants opened the large glass doors. Nancy checked the directory for Nicholas’s apartment number.

As the mirrored elevator quickly whisked them to the third floor, George looked at Nancy. “I hope he’s home,” she said. “And I also hope you’re wrong. I like Nicholas.”

“George, I’m sorry. But we can’t afford not to question him,” Nancy said through tight lips.

They made their way down the carpeted hall to his apartment.

“Here it is,” Nancy said, pointing to the door on their left, which was slightly ajar. “Hey, look. It’s open.”

“At least he’s home,” George said, knocking on the door.

Nancy felt her heart quicken as she waited for Nicholas to answer the door. After a few seconds she decided to knock. Still no answer.

She glanced up and down the hall, then gently pushed the door open. “I hate to do this, but—”

The sight that greeted Nancy from inside Nicholas’s apartment made her stop in her tracks.
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Thirteen

NANCY’S EYES TOOK IN the overturned coffee table, the broken lamp, the green plants that lay across the carpet in their spilled dirt.

“Nicholas!” George called.

“Nicholas, are you here?” Nancy echoed. But she knew, even as she called his name, that Nicholas wouldn’t answer. She knew that something must have happened to him.

Nancy and George searched the apartment for him, afraid of what they might find. After a few minutes they gave up looking.

“I just hope he’s not hurt, considering the fight he must have put up,” Nancy said.

“How can you tell he was in a fight? This could have been robbery or someone searching for something.”

“I don’t think so,” Nancy said. “The place wasn’t searched. None of the drawers have been pulled out, and the cushions on the furniture are still in place. Besides, the VCR is still here. That’s one of the first things a burglar takes.”

“You’re right,” George agreed. “And since Nicholas is nowhere to be seen, I wonder if maybe we have a second kidnap victim.”

Just then there was a knock at the door. Both girls turned and called, “Come in.” Joseph Hughes entered, looking terribly worried.

When he saw the condition of the room, he turned even more pale. “What happened?” he asked.

“We don’t know for sure,” Nancy said, “but it looks as though Nicholas had some trouble.”

Then Nancy found herself wondering what the elderly caretaker was doing there. “Is there some reason you’re here, Joseph?” she asked.

“What?” Joseph stared at her as though in a daze. “Oh, I came here to check on Nicholas. The kids on the picket line were worried about him. He didn’t show up.”

Joseph looked around the room again, then began to murmur to himself. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said. “Nobody was supposed to get hurt. I never meant for—”

“You never meant for what?” George asked, jumping on his words. “What wasn’t supposed to happen?”

“Nothing.” He closed his eyes and shook his head violently. “Nothing . . . I just meant that . . . ”

He opened his eyes and looked around the room again, becoming more agitated by the moment. “Oh, Nicholas. If anything happens to that boy, it’ll be all my fault.”

Nancy walked up to him and caught him by the arm. “Why, Joseph? Why would it be your fault?”

Joseph looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. Then he seemed to realize what he had said. “Never mind,” he said, pulling out of her grasp. “Just never mind.”

He backed away from her toward the bedroom, his hands in front of him as though he were warding off an evil spirit. Nancy wondered what she had said to set him off . . .

Whirling around, Joseph raced into the bedroom, slammed the door, and locked it behind him.

“Joseph, open up!” Nancy shouted as she pounded on the door. “George, get my purse. I need my picklock. Hurry.”

George brought Nancy’s bag, and in a minute Nancy had found her tool, jimmied the lock, and opened the door.

They raced into the room but found it empty.

“Where is he?” George shouted.

“Over there,” Nancy said, pointing. “The window’s open.”

They ran to the window and squeezed through onto the fire escape. Far below they saw Joseph scurrying down the escape, nimbly jumping from one level to the next.

There was no point in chasing him. He had too great a head start. They both watched the old man as he hit the ground running and disappeared down the nearest alley.

They turned to each other, both of them thinking the same thing.

Nancy was the first to say it. “He sure is spry for such an old fellow!”

“Spry enough to climb around on a catwalk,” George observed.

“Definitely.” Nancy ran back into the living room and grabbed her purse. “Come on. We’ve got to find Bart Anderson. We still can’t prove anything, but when we tell him about Joseph, he’ll just have to postpone that demolition!”

• • •

Fifteen minutes later the girls stood in Bart Anderson’s outer office.

“I’m telling you for the third time, Mr. Anderson is out. Out. You know, not in.” His secretary bristled at Nancy and George as they stood in front of her desk, demanding to see her boss.

“So, why is a dark blue Mercedes parked out front in his space?” Nancy asked. She found that her voice came out sounding far calmer than she felt.

“I don’t know,” the secretary answered. “Maybe he went for a walk somewhere. But he isn’t here. I’ll have to ask you again to leave and stop pestering me. I have work to do.”

To illustrate her point, she turned to the typewriter, slid in a piece of paper, and began to type furiously.

“Come on, George. She obviously has her instructions not to let anyone see him.”

At the door Nancy paused and said over her shoulder, “When you see Mr. Anderson, please tell him that we were here. And tell him we’ll be in touch again. Today.”

As soon as Nancy and George were out in the hall, Nancy looked at her watch. “The best we can do is wait in our car to see if he shows up. But only for a couple of minutes. We should get to the theater to confront Joseph.”

Minutes later they saw Bart Anderson walk out of his office building toward his blue Mercedes.

“There he is,” George said. She started to open the car door.

“Wait a minute, George,” Nancy said. She watched as Bart Anderson glanced nervously around before getting into his car.

The girls ducked down, out of sight, below the dashboard.

“He definitely looks like a man with something to hide.” Nancy peeked over the dashboard. “Let’s follow him and see what he’s up to.”

George bit her lower lip. “You got it.” They fastened their safety belts.

Ten minutes later, they turned off the main highway to follow the Mercedes down a narrow dirt road.

“Where do you think he’s leading us?” George asked as she peered through the cloud of dust raised by the car in front of them.

“Well find out pretty soon,” Nancy said. “This road can’t be very long. Wait, hold on. Look.” Anderson had stopped his car.

“Let’s wait here until we see what he’s up to.” Nancy reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of miniature binoculars. “He’s going into a trailer,” she said. “It looks like one of those little portable offices that builders move from one construction site to another.”

Nancy lowered the binoculars and looked at George. “We have to know what he’s doing in there,” she said.

“Absolutely. Let’s go.”

The girls left George’s car and sneaked up to the trailer. They circled the trailer until they came to the side where there was a tiny window.

“What’s he doing?” George whispered as Nancy stood on her toes and looked inside.

“You’re not going to believe this, George, but he’s got Nicholas!” Nancy exclaimed in a hushed voice. “He has him tied to a chair.”

George craned her neck to see in. Both girls winced as they heard Anderson’s voice boom through the thin walls of the trailer.

“I know you’ve got that girl,” he roared. “And if you don’t tell me where she is right now, I swear I’m going to kill you!”
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WE’VE GOT TO HELP HIM!” George said, her eyes wide.

“We’re going to,” Nancy answered. She quickly climbed the two steps leading to the door. Taking a deep breath, she threw the door open and charged inside.

Bart Anderson was standing next to the tied-up Nicholas.

“What’s going on here?” Nancy demanded.

“Yeah, what do you think you’re doing to him?” George added indignantly.

Nicholas opened his eyes wide. “Nancy, George, what are you doing here?” he asked. “But, hey, never mind why you’re here,” he added. “I’m just glad you are. This man is a lunatic.”

“How did you—You followed me here, didn’t you?” Anderson said. “Why, I ought to call—”

“No, you really shouldn’t,” Nancy said flatly.

“Look, I was just trying to help you find your friend,” Anderson protested.

“I don’t think you can solve one kidnapping by committing another,” Nancy said.

Nicholas looked extremely relieved as George worked on untying him. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell this guy. He had his goons grab me at home. Then they brought me here and tied me to this chair.”

Anderson could see that he was beat. He turned and stomped out of the trailer, slamming the door behind him.

“That’s crazy!” George said. “Why kidnap you? Why not try to help us find Bess instead?”

Nicholas shook his head. “I don’t know, except that it looks to me like Anderson’s running scared. He’s got a lot of money riding on being able to demolish that theater today.”

“But he can’t if Bess is still in there,” Nancy concluded. “I’ll bet you anything that after I talked to Detective Ryan, he called Anderson to say there might be a delay.”

“You’re probably right, Nancy,” George said, finally freeing Nicholas’s hands.

He gingerly massaged his chafed wrists. “I don’t know why everyone thinks I did it.”

“Because you have the perfect motive.”

Nicholas quickly looked away from both of them.

“Are you protecting someone, Nicholas?” Nancy asked. “Please, tell us.”

She walked over to him and knelt beside his chair. “Is it your grandfather you’re protecting? Is he the one who took Bess?”

Nicholas struggled with the words before he let them out. “I don’t know. I hope not, but he might be.”

“What makes you think he might have done it?” George asked. “Because he loves the theater so much?”

“No, it isn’t that.”

“What is it?” George asked, probing.

Nicholas took a deep breath. “Remember when Joseph got that phone call from the kidnapper? The one he told us about when we were all standing there in the lobby?”

“Yes, of course,” Nancy said. “Go on.”

“Well, Joseph said the kidnapper called the theater the Royal Palladium.”

“And the theater hasn’t been called that for years. No one would call it that except someone who had been around in the old days,” Nancy finished for him.

“Like your grandfather?” George asked.

Nicholas nodded. “Like my grandfather.”

“Or Joseph Hughes,” Nancy said. The pieces were beginning to come together. “Joseph is an old-timer, too. He might have called it that himself. We only have his word for it that there was a phone call at all.”

“But Joseph couldn’t have kidnapped Bess,” George said. “He was making the introduction for the movie over the PA at the time. Remember, we heard it in the women’s dressing room.”

“We heard Joseph’s voice, so we just assumed that he was in the sound booth at the time,” Nancy said. “But he could easily have made the tape ahead of time and rigged the PA system to play at the right moment.”

“Do you really think Joseph would be capable of kidnapping someone just to save that building from destruction?” George asked.

“I know Joseph,” Nicholas said. “He’s a good person.” He thought for a moment. “But he loves that theater more than anything. It’s possible he might do anything to save it.”

“Of course,” Nancy said. “I should have thought of it before. That’s why Joseph’s been staying in the theater night and day.”

“And he’s the one who found Bess’s earring!” George added. “Not only that, but I just realized something.”

“What?” Nancy asked.

“Joseph was the one who thought of searching the stage again yesterday, when we heard that tapping noise and found the room she had been in.”

“He led you to it, George! He must have wanted us to know that she was still there!”

Nancy found herself excited, worried, and relieved at the same time. If Joseph was the kidnapper, then they were on their way to finding Bess. If they still had time.

The trailer door opened, and Bart Anderson stepped inside. He was wearing a broad grin that made Nancy uneasy. Anything that made Bart Anderson that happy had to be bad news.

“I’ve just been on my car phone,” he told Nicholas, “and I pulled a few strings at City Hall. I had to cash in on some long-standing favors that I’m owed, but it was worth it.”

“What was worth it?” Nancy asked, afraid she didn’t want to know.

“I moved the demolition time up.”

“You did what?” George exclaimed.

Anderson smiled and pointed to the thin gold watch on his wrist. “That’s right. That building’s coming down in fifteen minutes. I don’t want any of this foolishness to interfere with my project. And the only way to stop it from interfering is to finally destroy the place.”

“Fifteen minutes!” Nancy reached out and grabbed the front of Bart Anderson’s jacket. “We just solved the case. We know who kidnapped Bess. And now we’re sure that she’s still in there!”

Anderson looked suspicious and doubtful. “Do you really? Or are you just trying to stall me again?”

“It’s Joseph Hughes,” Nancy said. “It has to be.”

“The janitor?” Anderson asked.

“He’s a lot more than the custodian. Joseph is the soul of that theater,” Nancy said. Her heart was in her throat. She had to make him believe her.

“Please, Mr. Anderson,” she continued, “I don’t have time to explain all the details to you now, but we really do have very strong reasons to suspect him. You’ve got to stop that demolition. Our friend is in that building. If they tear it down, she’ll die.”

• • •

Not more than five minutes later Anderson’s Mercedes was hurtling down the dirt road, sending a whirl of dust into the air.

“Can’t you drive any faster?” George urged.

“It won’t help your friend if we get ourselves killed before we get there,” he said grimly. But from the passenger seat, Nancy saw him press the accelerator closer to the floor and the speedometer jump another ten miles per hour.

“Try to get your crew on the phone again,” Nancy suggested. “Or better yet, let me try. You’ve got your hands full driving.”

She dialed the number he gave her, but there was still no answer.

“That means they’re at the theater already,” Anderson said.

“Do you think we’ll make it in time?” Nicholas asked, leaning forward from the back seat.

“I don’t know. My crew is very efficient. Once they start, it won’t take them long to level the place.”

Ten minutes later the Mercedes screeched to a halt in the theater parking lot. As the group piled out of the car, Nancy reached down to Anderson’s tape deck and grabbed a cassette tape out of it.

“What’s that for?” Nicholas asked when he saw her shove it into her pocket.

Nancy didn’t have time to explain that she would need it to bluff Joseph. She was already running toward the building. She followed Anderson as he raced toward his crew, who were assembled at the side of the building.

“Hey! Stop! Hold it, you guys,” Bart shouted.

But they couldn’t hear him above the noise of the machinery and the pickets’ cries of protests. To add to the bedlam, Brady, Deirdre, and Simon chose that moment to arrive. Seemingly from out of nowhere twenty screaming girls appeared and surrounded the stars, waving bits of paper and pens.

Bart ran up to the man operating the wrecking ball. “Hold it, Charlie!” he shouted.

But he was too late. Nancy watched in horror as the huge steel ball crashed into the side of the theater and its wall collapsed in a cloud of dust.
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YOU CAN’T GO IN THERE!” Bart Anderson shouted to Nancy, Nicholas, and George as they ran through the front door of the theater. “The building’s unstable now, and it might-—”

They didn’t hear the rest of what he said. Their only thought was of their friend and her safety.

They paused for a moment in the lobby. Plaster dust swirled around them and drifted down, covering the white-and-black marble floor at their feet.

“We have to find Joseph,” Nancy told them as she anxiously searched the empty lobby. “My guess is he’s in here, going down with the ship, so to speak.”

“I’ll check downstairs,” Nicholas said as he headed for the staircase. He ran up the steps, taking them two at a time.

“I’ll search the office,” George said, taking off in that direction.

Nancy ran into the auditorium. The deserted room was half-lit by the stream of light that poured in through the gaping hole in the side wall.

This was the heart of the theater. Something told her that he would be there.

He was.

Nancy hurried to the back of the dark auditorium where he sat huddled in a seat. His head was down between his knees, his arms wrapped over his head.

“They’re going to do it,” he said tearfully. “They’re going to pull it down and kill us all.”

Nancy sat down in the seat beside him and put her arm around his shoulders.

“No one’s going to die, Joseph,” she said as gently as she could. “They’ve stopped the demolition.”

She looked over at the gaping hole in the side wall. Through the space she could see Bart Anderson and his crew milling around outside.

Slowly Joseph lifted his head and looked around. He could see for himself that they had halted the destruction.

“How did you get them to stop?” he asked.

“We found out for sure that Bess is here in the theater, Joseph. And we know that you’re the one who took her.”

He looked at her in disbelief for a long moment. Then, suddenly his dazed look dissolved. He jumped to his feet, and before Nancy had a chance to grab him, he ran to the back door of the auditorium.

“Oh, no, you don’t!” she cried out as she ran after him. “You got away from me once today, and that’s enough.”

She burst through the doors that were still swinging from his escape. As she ran into the lobby, Nancy caught a glimpse of Joseph as he disappeared down the steps leading to the lower level.

Oh, no, Nancy thought. If he gets down there into that maze of practice rooms, I’ll never find him.

Instead, Joseph turned to the left and down the hall. Nancy chased him down the hallway. It was a dead end with some dressing rooms and a costume room at one end.

I’ve got him now, she thought. She saw him jerk open the door to the wardrobe room and disappear inside.

But by the time she ran into the room, he was gone.

Nancy shook her head in disbelief. There were no other doors out of the room. The man came and went like a phantom in the old theater.

Then she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. The costumes that were hanging on a rack to her right were swinging ever so slightly.

She ran to the rack and paused only a moment before sweeping the clothes aside with her hand. She expected to see Joseph standing there, huddled behind the costumes.

Nothing! He was gone again!

Nancy scanned the wall for a seam. Joseph couldn’t have disappeared into thin air. There had to be another secret door here, just like the one Bess had disappeared through.

There was. Part of the wood paneling was several shades lighter than the rest, and one board in particular stuck out from the wall.

Digging her fingernails into the crack between the panels, Nancy pulled on the board. A thrill of triumph passed through her as the panel opened, but it faded quickly when she saw only darkness ahead of her. There was a musty, dank smell, like a basement that had been closed for a long, long time.

She reached into her purse and took out her penlight. Its golden beam pierced the darkness, and she saw a narrow staircase leading up into still more darkness.

Nancy carefully climbed the steep, rickety steps that twisted and turned, first to the right, then to the left.

There was no banister, only bare walls on either side. Nancy shuddered as a spider’s web brushed across her face and down her neck.

As she climbed, she kept her ears open for any sound from above. She had to find Joseph and make him tell her where Bess was. If he got away, they might never find her.

With her flashlight pointed at the steps, Nancy followed the set of footprints that Joseph had left in the thick dust. In the distance, far above, she heard the sound of his feet pounding as he ran.

Then the footsteps stopped. Was Joseph lying in wait for her?

Nancy slowed her pace and tried to see into the darkness above her. Quietly she made her way to the top. Through the blackness, she saw a thin line of light streaming in. Another secret door!

Carefully she pushed the door open, bracing herself. Joseph could be right on the other side. But when Nancy opened the door, she saw that he had led her all the way to the hallway on the third floor. She was standing in the corridor outside the projection booth.

Joseph was at the end of the hall and heading for the stairs that led back down to the lobby.

Nancy’s heart sank. He was about to get away again!

“Joseph!” she cried out.

He turned to face her. Then, hardly believing her eyes, Nancy saw George and Nicholas appear on the stairs right behind Joseph.

“There he is!” George shouted.

“Get him!” Nancy yelled. They raced toward Joseph.

Nancy saw the panic in the old man’s face when he realized he was trapped. George and Nicholas were behind him, and Nancy was bearing down from the other side. Turning on his heel, Joseph darted into the projection room.

“We’ve got him!” Nancy cried. They all charged into the room after him.

They had him cornered. There was no way for him to escape now.

Joseph backed up against the wall, his eyes wide with fear.

“It’s okay, Joseph,” Nancy said. “We know why you did it. We understand, really.”

“How did you find out?” he asked.

She reached slowly into her pocket and took out Anderson’s cassette.

“We found the tape, the one that you recorded the movie introduction on.”

Joseph’s eyes darted from the tape in Nancy’s hand to the projector. Nancy caught the glance. His eyes told her where the real tape was.

In an instant she was taking the projector case apart and looking inside.

“Here it is!” she announced proudly as she pulled a cassette tape out.

George ran toward the projector. She leaned over Nancy and reached inside. “Hey, what’s this?” she asked. “There are some papers here, too.”

“The missing blueprints!” Nancy exclaimed. “So Joseph was the old man who took them from the archives.”

“Where is she, Joseph?” Nicholas asked.

Joseph looked more like a frightened child than an old man as he stood there in the corner, trembling.

Nancy smoothed the wrinkled blueprints against her thigh and then held them out to Joseph. “Show us, Joseph. Please. Show us where you’ve hidden Bess.”
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NANCY WATCHED as a variety of emotions played across Joseph’s wrinkled face: fear, sadness, and finally, shame.

“I never meant to hurt young Bess,” he said in a shaky voice. “I was going to hold Brady, but she was there and—”

“I know you didn’t,” Nancy said soothingly.

“I showed you the earring,” he said, “and I told you that I heard her crying out. I wanted you to know for sure that she was here in the theater, but I couldn’t take you to her. As long as I had her, there was some hope I might save the theater.”

“But why did you try to scare Nancy off at the same time?” George asked, confused.

“You mean the flowers, the light, and the movie screen?” Joseph asked. “I never meant to hurt you, Nancy. I just thought that if things kept happening at the theater, you’d know not to stop looking there. You’d realize that the kidnapper—and Bess—really were still inside.”

Nancy sighed. It was so illogical. But all of Joseph’s thinking seemed confused and twisted. Obviously, his love for the theater outweighed all his reason.

“I think I understand, Joseph.” She held out the blueprints to him. “But, please. Show us where Bess is. They’ve stopped the demolition. You can tell us where she is now.”

Joseph blinked several times, holding back his tears. Then Nancy watched as he slowly reached out his hand. His finger trembled. Nancy held her breath. Finally, after a long pause, Joseph pointed to the spot where he had hidden their friend.

• • •

“An ice depository?” Nancy asked as she and George followed Nicholas up a steep, narrow flight of stairs toward the attic. “What’s an ice depository?”

“It was the air-conditioning system in the old days,” Nicholas said, panting from exertion. “There’s this narrow space between the attic and the ceiling of the auditorium. They used to put big chunks of ice there in the summer to keep the audiences cool.”

“Did it work?” George asked.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t around back then. I just remember hearing about it.”

“So, where is it?” Nancy asked when they reached the attic.

Nicholas referred to the paper in his hand. “Somewhere about here.” He dropped the blueprints and began examining the wide boards in the floor. “The opening where the ice was put in has been boarded over. But if Joseph has been in here, there should be some loose planks.”

Suddenly a board came up at his prying. The girls caught their breath.

“Bess?” George cried.

They paused a moment to see if they could hear anything.

They did. A faint movement from the dark recesses that Nicholas had just uncovered.

“Bess, is that you?” Nancy called.

“She’s in there,” George said firmly. “I just know it.”

Nancy knelt beside the hole and shined her flashlight into the darkness. That was when she saw the most welcome sight of her life—a patch of teal blue and the sparkle of sequins. And it was moving.

“It’s her!” she cried. “And she’s alive!”

“Here, let me get her out,” Nicholas said, gently easing Nancy aside. “It would be my honor, really.”

Nicholas slipped easily into the narrow space and disappeared for a while. In less than a minute he reappeared with a dirty, disheveled, but happy Bess in his arms.

He lifted her out of the hole and handed her to George and Nancy, who instantly smothered her with hugs and kisses.

“Oh, Bess, we were so worried!” George said while laughing and crying at the same time. “We didn’t know where you were, or if he’d hurt you, or even who had you. It was awful.”

Nancy grinned in relief. “Hold on, George. Before you have your reunion, let’s untie her and take the gag off her mouth.”

George quickly untied the towel from Bess’s mouth, while Nicholas and Nancy unbound her hands and feet.

When Bess opened her mouth to talk her voice was hoarse and shaky. “What took you guys so long?” she asked.

With that one question, Nancy was reduced to tears. At last, they had found their friend.

• • •

“Just look at the two of you,” George said, “lying there like ladies of leisure.” She stood at the foot of Bess’s hospital bed. In the bed next to Bess lay Nancy. Both of them looked more bored than ill.

“Hey, I’ll trade places with you any time you’re ready,” Nancy said. “The only reason my doctor is making me spend the night is to get even with me for running out this morning.”

“And what are you in for?” George asked her cousin.

“Five years to life,” Bess complained. “Actually, just overnight like Nancy. They just want to keep an eye on me to make sure that I don’t croak or something.”

“Hey, is this slumber party for girls only, or are fathers allowed?” Carson Drew stuck his head through the door. Then he showed them a box of Hannah’s chocolate-chip cookies. “I bear sweets and good news.”

“Cookies!” Bess looked ecstatic. “Wow! I feel like I haven’t had a chocolate-chip cookie since my previous lifetime.”

“Didn’t Joseph feed you?” Mr. Drew asked, handing her the tin.

“Just pizza,” she said, munching on one of the cookies. “He didn’t want to leave the theater to get groceries, so he just kept ordering out for pizza. I’ll never look at another mushroom and pepperoni in my life.”

Nancy and George giggled.

“Sure—” Nancy said.

“You know, I still can’t believe it was Joseph. I thought I recognized his voice at one point, but he kept me blindfolded the whole time. He must really love that old theater.”

“He meant to grab Brady, you know. He never planned on taking you,” George added.

“Yes, he told me that. Said he meant to get a boy because boys were sturdier and less afraid than girls. So, of course, I had to be a good sport and hang tough to show him how wrong he was.”

“And you did,” Nancy said with a grin.

“I’m just glad he didn’t hurt you,!’ she added.

“My wrists and ankles are a little sore from the ropes, but that’s about it.” She took another cookie from the tin.

“What’s going to happen to Joseph?” she asked.

“After we put you in the ambulance, we handed him over to the police,” Nancy said. “They arrested him on the spot. I suppose he’ll be charged with kidnapping and extortion.”

“That’s too bad,” Bess said. “Even though he put me through one of the worst experiences of my life, I feel sorry for him. Maybe my testimony will help him in court.”

“I’m sure it will,” Mr. Drew assured her. “And now for my good news.”

“Oh, yes, he brought good news with his cookies,” Nancy exclaimed. “Let’s have it.”

“Thanks to the efforts of Nicholas Falcone, his grandfather, and the Landmarks Committee, the demolition of the theater has been canceled—permanently,” he announced proudly. “And the city has declared it a historical landmark.”

“Bart Anderson must be livid!” George said, not bothering to hide her glee.

Mr. Drew cleared his throat. “Actually, Bart Anderson has other things on his mind. He was arrested, too, along with Joseph.”

“He was?” the girls asked in unison.

“For what?” Nancy asked.

“Kidnapping. Remember, he had Nicholas taken from his home and physically restrained him. He’s in deep trouble with the law.”

“Hey, this looks like a party! Can we join in?” Deirdre asked as she peeked into the room.

“The more the merrier,” Nancy said. “But Bess wants to know if you brought pizza.”

Bess groaned. Deirdre walked into the room, followed by Brady and Nicholas. When Bess saw Brady she gasped and pulled the sheet up to her neck to cover her ugly hospital gown. Instinctively she put her hand up to her hair, but it was a lost cause.

“Hi, Bess,” Brady said as he walked over to her bed. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Do you remember me?” she asked breathlessly.

“Of course I do.” His green eyes twinkled and he smiled his easy, heart-stopping smile. “And you’re just as pretty as I remember you. Even prettier. I can’t tell you how bad I feel that you were kidnapped instead of me. I would have traded places with you if I could have.”

“Oh, Brady. How sweet. I didn’t mind, really.”

Brady pulled a bouquet of red roses out from behind his back. “These are just a small token of my gratitude,” he said, handing them to her. “As soon as you’re out of that hospital bed, I’d like to take you out for dinner, maybe some dancing if you’re up to it.”

“I . . . oh . . . sure. I’d love to.”

“Thank you.” He leaned down and placed a kiss on her cheek. Bess looked as though she were about to faint away. Then she blushed bright pink, and Nancy thought she had never seen her friend look more lovely. Bess put her hand to her cheek and drew a long, shuddering breath.

“Wow! A kiss from Brady Armstrong! I almost feel like it was worth getting kidnapped!”
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