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A Recycled Warning


“Watch out!” Nancy Drew shouted over the roar of machinery. She grabbed Bess Marvin’s shoulder and pulled her sideways just as a forklift whizzed past, close to where her friend had been standing.


“Hey, be careful!” Bess yelled at the driver, whipping her long blond hair around as she turned. The forklift quickly disappeared behind a stack of large wooden bins at the River Heights recycling center. Bess turned to Nancy and said, “He almost hit me.” Her blue eyes sparkled with anger.


“I guess we’d better be alert,” Nancy said, shaking back her shoulder-length, reddish-blond hair. The driver should slow down for safety’s sake, Nancy knew. Still, she was glad to see so much activity at the center.


The large blacktop lot was dotted with crushing and baling equipment. To Nancy’s right, two girls threw aluminum cans into the mouth of a cartoon-style alligator. The cans traveled up a conveyor belt and into a large crusher.


To Nancy’s left, three strong boys took turns pushing wheeled carts full of recyclables onto a large scale and writing down the weight of each cartload.


The whole area was surrounded by a chain-link fence. Along the fence were stacked all sorts of bales, bins, and barrels of paper, cardboard, aluminum, crushed glass, and other recyclables.


“I guess buying and selling people’s garbage is big business,” Bess said, looking around at the high walls of stacked cardboard and paper.


“It sure is,” Nancy agreed. “And for the next week most of the profits will be donated to the River Street Recreation Center.”


“I sure hope we can raise enough money to rebuild the rec center.” Bess sighed. “I really miss my aerobics class there. It’s been three weeks since I’ve exercised, and my hips look bigger already.”


Three weeks ago a fire had destroyed the gym and several offices at the River Street Recreation Center, a popular spot in River Heights. Many people, from young kids to senior citizens, depended on the center as a place for basketball and volleyball games, karate and gymnastics lessons, crafts workshops and social events.


Many of the townspeople were pitching in to help raise funds to rebuild the burned portion of the center. Over the next week they hoped to raise ten thousand dollars. That would be enough to pay for designing a new building. Once that was done the River Street center board of directors hoped to get a special grant for the actual building.


Nancy had volunteered to coordinate several events run by the young kids and teenagers. She had worked especially hard to get publicity and volunteers for this first weekend. She knew that without a good kickoff weekend the week-long fund-raising drive would almost certainly fizzle. From what Nancy could see, this first event, at least, was going to be a success.


“Let’s find George so we can get out of here,” Bess said, letting Nancy lead the way across the lot.


Bess’s cousin, George Fayne, was in charge of the recycling project. She kept track of the amounts of recyclables River Heights citizens were donating. Teen volunteers were collecting bottles, cans, papers, and magazines from all over town. Once the center had sold the recycled material, the money would go into the rebuilding fund.


This was just the first day of a busy week for the youths of River Heights. A car wash would begin on Tuesday, run by a group of boys and girls who called themselves the Car Wash Kids. On Wednesday evening a karaoke machine would be set up at the rec center, in a part of the building that was undamaged by the fire. The karaoke machine played music to popular songs while showing the words on a screen. Kids could make a donation to sing their favorite songs into a microphone on stage.


Senior citizens were also heavily involved in the fund-raising drive. They needed the River Street center for social events, crafts workshops, and exercise classes. Led by a woman named Mary McGregor, the senior citizens were running a five-day crafts bazaar and a big fund-raising dinner on Saturday night.


“I bet we’re earning a lot of money here this weekend,” Bess said.


As treasurer for the youth activities, Bess had to keep track of the money raised at each event. Bess also had the job of painting a ten-foot-tall thermometer on a sign at the front of the rec center. Instead of degrees the thermometer was marked off in various dollar amounts up to ten thousand dollars. A red line on the sign would show how much money had been raised so far.


“Nancy, Bess, over here!”


The girls turned to see George wave eagerly to them. She was holding a clipboard and talking to a dark-haired man in coveralls. At five foot eight, George was almost as tall as the man. Nancy could see her brown eyes sparkle as she and Bess approached. George’s short, curly brown hair was neat, even in the hubbub of the recycling center.


Neither George nor the man seemed to notice the huge conveyor belt that hummed behind them. Almost eight feet off the ground, it carried cardboard in pieces of every size and shape to a huge crusher. Once flattened, the cardboard was stacked and tied into four-foot-tall bales.


“That must be the world’s largest garbage compactor,” Bess said as a forklift hauled away one of the large bundles.


“Each bale of cardboard weighs about a ton,” George replied. “They are sold to a company that makes new boxes.”


“Oooh, no,” groaned Bess, turning to Nancy. “Let’s get her out of here before she becomes more of an expert on garbage.”


“Recyclables, not garbage,” George corrected with a smile. “And I can’t leave for at least another hour. We’ve had so much stuff turned in that we haven’t been able to keep up. Maybe you two could help.”


Bess groaned again as George pointed toward a large pile of mixed recyclables.


“That stuff got mixed up when some bins tipped over,” George said. “We need to separate the magazines and newspaper.”


Nancy and Bess went to work on the pile. Following George’s instructions, Bess started pulling magazines from the mess and tossing them in a wooden bin on her left. Nancy concentrated on the newspaper, tossing it into a separate bin.


After half an hour Nancy’s back was starting to ache from bending over the pile. She was glad to see George walk over.


“I see Bess is reading on the job,” George joked as she nudged her cousin. Bess was leaning against the wooden bin, flipping through a copy of Healthful Eating magazine that she had pulled from the pile.


“I’m just taking a short break,” Bess protested, looking up from her magazine. Then, adding a businesslike tone to her voice, she said, “And waiting for your financial report. I hope it’s ready, Ms. Fayne.”


George laughed and answered brightly, “We’ve earned four hundred dollars for the rec center. I just talked to the manager, and he has recorded almost eight hundred pounds of aluminum cans and nearly ten tons of cardboard and paper turned in so far.”


“More than ten tons of garbage, and we’ve only earned four hundred dollars?” Bess said in disbelief. She rolled her blue eyes.


“It’s not garbage,” George corrected again. “And besides, when you put it with the money earned from the other fund-raisers, it will all add up.”


Leaning against her bin of newspapers, Nancy caught sight of a headline on one of the discarded papers. “ ‘River Street Recreation Center Up in Smoke,’ ” she read aloud.


The front page of the three-week-old paper was devoted completely to the spectacular fire. At the top a huge picture showed the building with flames shooting out of the gymnasium windows.


“It’s hard to believe all that damage happened because someone left papers too close to a space heater,” George said, looking over Nancy’s shoulder. “Do you think it was Mrs. McGregor who was so careless? The fire did start in her office, after all.”


“Mrs. McG said she didn’t put the papers there, and her word is good enough for me,” Bess said firmly. Like a lot of other young people who used the center, Bess had gotten to know the older woman well and was very fond of her.


“I agree, it’s not like Mrs. McG to be so careless,” Nancy said. “Someone else could have left the papers there and been afraid to admit it. Her office is never locked, you know.”


Nancy liked Mrs. McGregor, too. The energetic volunteer had made the rec center an important part of her life since the death of her husband seven years ago. She seemed always to be teaching a class or solving some problem. She spent so much time there, she had even been given an office.


The mayor had appointed five civic leaders to a board of directors to oversee major decisions at the rec center, and a friendly secretary took care of the bookkeeping. But to most people, Mrs. McGregor was the heart and soul of the center.


George reached over Nancy’s shoulder and pointed to a second picture on the newspaper’s front page. It was a head-and-shoulders shot of a middle-aged man in a T-shirt. Beside it was a third photo of a slim woman in an attractive business suit talking to fire fighters.


“I hope they can find that manager—Nikos Manolotos,” George said, reading the name under the man’s picture.


“Is he the one who stole the money that was supposed to pay for the insurance?” Bess asked, looking up from her magazine.


“The police haven’t charged him with a crime,” Nancy said, looking at Nikos’s picture. “But it was his job to send the money to Safeguard Insurance each month. The Safeguard people say they never received the money.”


“If those payments had been made, there would have been insurance money to rebuild the rec center,” George fumed. “I sure would like to know where that Manolotos guy is.”


“So would the police, but he disappeared right after the fire,” Nancy said, handing the newspaper to George.


George looked again at the third photo on the page. “That Stephanie Mann certainly manages to get her picture in the paper a lot,” she said.


“Being chairwoman of the rec center board of directors has gotten her a lot of publicity,” Nancy agreed, pulling the last few newspapers from the pile.


Then the three girls were startled by an unusually large crunch from the cardboard baling machine. “That machine gives me the willies,” Bess said with a shiver.


The girls scooted quickly out of the way as a forklift fitted with a small plow darted toward them. The operator gave them a quick thumbs-up signal, and the forklift pushed the pile of cardboard they had just finished sorting toward the compactor.


“Oooooh, dear!” Bess cried suddenly, holding up a small slip of yellow paper. “I think someone’s in trouble.” She handed the paper to Nancy.


A brief message was printed in stiff, all-capital letters.


“ ‘KEEP YOUR NOSE WHERE IT BELONGS OR YOU MAY BE IN GRAVE DANGER,’ ” Nancy read out loud.


“It was in this magazine,” Bess said, holding out the copy of Healthful Eating.


Nancy took the magazine and turned it over. She stared at the address label. The magazine was addressed to Mary McGregor!
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Search for a Friend


“Are you sure the note came from here?” Nancy asked, flipping through the magazine.


“Positive!” Bess insisted, raising her hands. “I saw it fall out of that magazine.”


“But who would threaten Mrs. McGregor?” George asked. “She’s the most popular volunteer at the rec center.”


“We don’t even know for sure that this note was sent to Mrs. McG,” Nancy said. “It might have been pushed into her magazine while all those recyclables were being moved around.”


“But what if someone is threatening Mrs. McG?” Bess insisted. “We’ve got to see if she needs help. Her house is on the way to mine. We should at least stop there and see if she’s home.”


Nancy agreed. George went off to tell the recycling center manager that she was leaving for the day. When she returned the three girls walked to Nancy’s blue sports car. Nancy had tucked the threatening note in her pocket. Bess still carried the Healthful Eating magazine under her arm.


The cool autumn breeze felt good through the open car windows. Nancy drove slowly as they reached River Heights’s east side.


“Mrs. McG’s house is just around this corner,” Bess pointed out. “I remember because I gave her a ride home from the rec center once.”


Nancy stopped her car in front of a small white house with attractive peach-colored trim. Carefully pruned rose bushes lined both sides of the walk.


“I hope we don’t bother her with our questions,” George said as they walked to the house. “I’m starting to feel silly suspecting that anyone would threaten Mrs. McG.”


“I know what you mean,” Nancy said.


Bess rang the doorbell.


As they waited for an answer Nancy noticed that the wood in the door frame was splintered and the latch was broken, as though someone had kicked in the door.


Nancy looked at her friends. George and Bess had seen the broken latch, too.


“It looks like someone broke in,” Bess whispered. She glanced fearfully toward the two corners of the house. “What if there’s a burglar inside?”


Nancy leaned close to the door and listened. There was no sound. “There’s only one way to find out,” she whispered. Then she gave the door a gentle push. It swung open with a soft creak. Nancy poked her head around the door and into the small living room.


Bess threw her hands up. “Who could have done this?” she gasped.


To the left of the door Nancy saw an overturned table and a shattered vase. Roses lay crushed and broken on the hardwood floor. Framed pictures that had hung on the wall were on the floor. An overstuffed chair was tipped on its side, and the television set had been thrown off its stand.


“What if Mrs. McG is in there hurt?” Bess said, stepping back from the doorway.


“We’d better find out,” Nancy answered, quietly edging her way into the house. She stood still and listened intently.


“Bess, you stay here and get help if there’s trouble,” Nancy said. She motioned for George to check the kitchen, which lay to the right through a small arch.


Nancy stepped over the trampled flowers and walked cautiously toward the bedroom door, to the left of the living room. From the doorway she could see a jewelry box had been emptied onto the bed and then tossed aside. Dresser drawers were pulled open. Shirts and nightgowns were flung on the floor. On top of the dresser a dollar bill and some change remained untouched.


Nancy’s heart pounded as she opened the closet door, but there was no sign of Mary McGregor or the criminals.


Down the hall bath powder had been dumped on the bathroom floor, and blue shampoo had been squirted on the mirror.


“I didn’t see anyone,” Nancy said when she joined George and Bess at the front door. “I don’t think this was done by a thief. Money and jewelry were left in the bedroom, and the TV is still here.”


“And there are silver candle holders on the dining room table,” George said. “But the kitchen’s a mess—someone dumped flour and sugar all over the floor.”


“Thank goodness Mrs. McG wasn’t here,” Bess said, shaking her head.


“What if she was here—and was kidnapped?” George suggested, throwing a worried glance around the ransacked house.


“We’d better call the police,” Nancy said. Scanning the room, she spotted the telephone. It had been knocked on the floor but was still connected. She lifted the receiver and dialed the police. After giving the dispatcher the address of Mrs. McGregor’s house and some brief details, Nancy hung up.


Next Nancy dialed the River Street center. The secretary, Sammie Sanders, told her that Mrs. McGregor had left shortly after lunch and hadn’t been seen since.


Nancy rejoined George and Bess on the front steps, pulling the door shut behind her. The three girls moved uneasily down the front walk.


At the sidewalk Nancy stopped to peer up and down the quiet street. There were a few cars parked in driveways, and several houses away a woman was raking up the first fallen leaves.


“Let’s split up and see if the neighbors saw anything suspicious,” Nancy suggested.


“Good idea. I’ll go left and check the next few houses,” George offered.


“Then I guess I’ll go to the right,” Bess said, turning toward a two-story brick house on the other side of Mrs. McGregor’s. There was a large German shepherd chained near the door.


Bess took a deep breath, and Nancy heard her say, “I’ll even face that dog if that will help us find Mrs. McG.” Nancy smiled as she watched Bess lengthen her strides and head down the sidewalk. “Go for it, Bess!” Nancy called out.
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