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Chapter One

 


“Mom, guess what?” Danny Ferguson hollered,
bursting into the kitchen and setting his knapsack, bulging with
books, down onto the kitchen floor. She was standing by the open
door of the oven, taking out a tray of freshly baked blueberry
muffins, and, before she could reply, he blurted out, “I was picked
to be one of the crossing guards in front of the school.” Reaching
into his knapsack, he proudly pulled out a spotless white belt with
a shiny silver buckle.

 


“What an honor,” she exclaimed, setting the
tray down onto the counter and turning to him. “Mr. Mooney and the
teachers carefully consider the grades, conduct, and character of
every student before making their decision.” She wiped her hands on
her apron and gave him a big hug.

 


More than the honor itself Danny was thinking
of the privileges that went with it--like being allowed to enter
the first class late and leave the last one early. Too, the
underclassmen would look up to him and sometimes he’d even get to
stop an automobile to let them safely cross the street.

 


“Now go wash up,” she said, interrupting his
thoughts, “and when you come back, you can have a blueberry muffin,
hot out of the oven.”

 


“Awesome,” he enthused.

 


As he headed off to the bathroom, she smiled
fondly after him. “And who knows?” she said. “I may even let you
have a second one.”

 


For supper that evening, as if two freshly
made blueberry muffins weren’t enough of a reward for the honor
he’d received at school that day, his mother made his favorite
dish--lasagna. When his younger sister, Missy, and his father were
seated, she picked up her fork and tapped on the side of her glass.
“Danny has an announcement to make, don’t you?” she said, looking
proudly across the table at him.

 


“Oh, mom,” he moaned, embarrassed.

 


“Come on, now,” she insisted, “don’t be
bashful.”

 


Reluctant to toot his own horn, he leaned
back on his chair and said nothing. Missy, who wore her blond hair
in bangs so that whenever she wanted to tune out the world--which
was very often--she could pull them down over her eyes like shades,
shook her head impatiently.

 


His father broke the awkward silence,
quipping, “Well, somebody sure as heck better say something before
we all starve to death.”

 


“Since it looks as if neither one of them’s
going to tell you, dad,” Missy said, pushing her bangs aside and
frowning at her brother, “I will.”

 


“Well, make it snappy,” Mr. Ferguson replied,
drooping his head, “I’m about to pass out from pangs of
hunger.”

 


“I know this may be hard to believe, dad, but
the teachers and Mr. Mooney chose him to be a crossing guard,” she
said, unable to resist poking fun at him.

 


“Next time we can do without the theatrics,
Missy,” her mother scolded and, then, turning to her husband, said,
“Isn’t that terrific, Ned?”

 


“Congratulations, son.” He reached across and
playfully mussed up his hair. “I’m proud of you.”

 


“They even gave him a white belt with a shiny
buckle,” Missy said, giggling.

 


“The only belt I ever got was from my father
when I did something naughty,” his father joked, “and did it
hurt.”

 


“Sometimes, Ned, I wonder who’s the boy and
who’s the man in the house,” Mrs. Ferguson chided, shaking her
head.

 


“Oh, ye do, do ye?” he replied, trying to
imitate a salty, old Cape Cod sea captain. “Well, we’ll just have
to set ye mother straight with a little ditty now, won’t we, Danny,
me boy?” With those words he looked at him and began to sing in a
low humming way:

“When I was a boy, then did I long to be,

A man--say about--age twenty-three.

Now years later my foolish wish has come
true

And I want to go back and be just like
you.”

 


The two children burst out laughing and even
their mother--usually prim and proper to a fault--couldn’t hide a
hint of a smile. Danny, of course, knew his mother was right. His
father was--and always would be--just a boy at heart. Sandy hair,
freckles, and a perpetual smile, coupled with a love of sports and
the outdoors, made him appear all the more boyish.

 


The differences between his mother and father
were striking. So much so that, at times, he wondered how either
one of them could ever have chosen to marry the other. But marry
they did--and remained happily so. For that, he was thankful
because he loved both of them deeply.

 


At the end of school, two days later, after
having helped the last of the younger students to cross the street,
he started walking home. In front of Tubwell’s Drugstore, Albie
Blackwell and Russ Warren were waiting for him. Russ and he used to
chum around together until fishing, basketball, and bicycling
became too tame for him. He preferred Albie’s idea of fun--stealing
apples, smashing pumpkins on Halloween, and bullying others. Danny
wanted no part of those shenanigans.

 


He wasn’t worried about Russ, a thin,
reed-like boy with shifty eyes and a nervous twitch, who talked
tough but looked as if he might take off at the first sign of
trouble. But Albie, a stocky, young tough, known for his fiery
temper and itch to fight, was a different story. He could handle
himself. With his cruel eyes, fleshy cheeks, and gritted teeth
Danny likened him to a pit bull. And he had the personality to
match. If he was a natural-born leader--albeit an evil one, Russ
was a natural-born follower.

 


“Hey, Danny, where’s that pretty belt of
yours?” Albie mocked.

 


“Yeah, where is it, teacher’s pet?” Russ
chimed in.

 


“Is something bothering you guys?” He tried
to go by them but Albie blocked his way.

“We just want to see your pretty little
belt.” The young tough stuck his face tauntingly into his.

 


“Have I done something to annoy you?” Danny
asked.

 


“You’ll never get a chance to annoy me.”

 


At the same time he spit out the words, he
grabbed him by the shoulders and gave him a good shove. Danny
stumbled backwards but somehow managed to stay on his feet. Had he
not, at that moment, caught a glimpse of Becky Tubwell, staring out
at him from behind the plate glass window of her father’s
drugstore, he might not have reacted as fast and bravely as he did.
Like a wounded deer, he lowered his head and rushed at him. So hard
did he slam into him that Albie lost his footing on the curbing of
the sidewalk and tumbled backwards onto the street.

 


“Get up and smack him one, Albie.” Russ was
cheering his new-found friend on.

 


He struggled to his feet and, preparing for
another attack, raised his fists. At that moment Mr. Tubwell came
running out of his store. “You guys get away from here,” he
shouted, “I don’t want you hanging around my place of business,
causing trouble.” He paused to catch his breath. “And, you,” he
said, pointing to Danny, “come over here.”

 


“This is a public sidewalk,” Albie
muttered.

 


“If you don’t get out of here right now, I’m
going to call the principal at the Atherton Howe School.”

 


With his eyes bulging, face flushed, and arms
flailing like a windmill gone amok, Mr. Tubwell, who was normally
quiet and reserved, looked menacing and the two of them thought it
wise to do as he told them. As they began to leave, Albie couldn’t
resist throwing a parting shot at Danny. “I’m not done with you,
teacher’s pet.”

 


After looking around the corner to be sure
they’d left, the druggist turned to him. “Your parents have been
customers of mine for years now, Danny,” he said, “and I know what
fine people they are. And you’re a good lad, too.”

 


“Thank you, sir,” he replied awkwardly.

 


“Don’t have anything to do with those two
troublemakers.” He paused and took another peek around the corner
before saying, “Now take the back road and go straight home.” With
a pat on the shoulder he sent him on his way.

 


As much as Danny might try to deny it, his
run-in with Albie had scared him. So much so that by the time he
got home he had made up his mind that wearing the belt with the
shiny buckle--no matter how great an honor it was or how many
privileges went with it--just wasn’t worth the hassle. At school
the next morning he would go down to the principal’s office and
turn it in.

 


When he arrived home, fortunately for him his
mother was down in the basement drying a batch of clothes. So he
closed the door quietly and stole up the stairs to his room,
unseen, where he collapsed in a heap on his bed. If he had trouble
facing his mother, he dreaded the thought of sitting opposite his
father at supper. But, again he lucked out; for, a late meeting at
his dad’s place of work spared him that ordeal.

 


Later, at the table, he toyed with the mashed
potatoes and peas on his plate and said little or nothing. “What’s
the matter with you, Danny?” his sister teased. “Did Melissa
Tubwell snub you today?”

 


At that moment he had all he could do not to
get back at her by calling her `Fatso,’ the one word he knew would
rile her up. “No, she didn’t,” he replied, managing somehow not to
lose his temper.

 


“Is everything okay?” his mother asked,
studying him intently.

 


He nodded that it was. “I’m just a little
tired, mom,” he replied, getting up from his chair. “If you’ll
excuse me, I’d like to go upstairs and lie down.”

 


“Yes, of course.” Her eyes followed him with
concern as he left the room.

 


As if feeling guilty about what he was going
to do first thing in the morning at school wasn’t bad enough, he
felt even more so for not discussing it with his parents. But, if
he did share it with them, he knew that they’d ask him to stick it
out. And, of course, that would be the right thing to do. At that
moment, however, the last thing he wanted to hear was the
truth.

 


That night he tossed and turned on his
bed--so much so his mother got up and went in to check on him. “Is
everything all right, Danny?” she whispered.

 


Pretending to be sleeping, suddenly he sat
upright on his bed. “Oh, it’s you, mom,” he replied, rubbing his
eyes.

 


She nodded. “You’ve been tossing and turning
all night,” she said. “I couldn’t help but hear you.” She put her
hand on his head to see whether or not he had a fever. “Are you
okay?”

 


“I’m fine,” he lied.

 


“I’m sorry to have bothered you.” She leaned
over and kissed him. “Now try to get some sleep,” she said,
shutting off the light and closing his door.

 


As soon as he arrived at school the next
morning, he went to see the principal, Mr. Mooney--a big man with
broad shoulders and hands like catchers’ mitts. A crop of white
hair lay atop his craggy face like snow upon a mountain. Motioning
the boy to a wooden armchair, he sat down on the metal, swivel one
behind his desk. “What can I do for you, Danny?”

 


He hesitated and took a deep breath.
“I’ve--I’ve come to give you back the crossing guard’s belt,” he
stammered, setting it down on the edge of the desk. “Although I
appreciate the honor--” He hesitated and tried in vain to compose
himself before going on. “I--I just can’t do it,” he said, crossing
his fingers. “So I’d appreciate it if you’d pick someone else to
take my place.”

 


“You realize the teachers and I don’t bestow
that honor lightly upon the students we choose?” he replied,
raising a bushy eyebrow inquiringly.

 


“I understand that, sir,” he said, looking
away.

 


Mr. Mooney leaned back on his chair, his eyes
all the while studying him closely. “Why are you resigning?” he
asked at last.

 


“Eh--eh--I’m having trouble keeping up with
my schoolwork.” Danny, who wasn’t a good liar, shuffled his feet
nervously.

 


“That’s strange,” he said with a puzzled
look. “You’ve always gotten good grades and your teachers have
great confidence in you.”

 


“I appreciate their trust in me but I’ve made
up my mind,” Danny replied, gripping the arms of the chair so
firmly he thought he might rip them off. “My class work comes
first.”

 


As Mr. Mooney cupped the fingers of his large
hands beneath his chin and leaned back on his chair, it squealed
eerily, sending a shiver up Danny’s back. “Since it’s not going to
be of benefit to you or the school, if your heart isn’t in it,” he
said with obvious reluctance, “I accept your decision.”

 


Torn between feelings of guilt and relief,
Danny thanked him and quickly left his office. But in his haste to
get out of there he ran smack into Becky Tubwell, who just happened
to be walking down the corridor toward her classroom. So hard did
he hit her that her books went clattering across the tiled floor.
“Oh, I’m--I’m sorry,” he stammered, bending down and picking them
up. “Are--are you okay?”

 


“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied, smiling as if
to reassure him. “And you?”

 


“Me?” He straightened up and gave the books
to her.

 


“Yes, you came out of the principal’s office
like a rocket.”

 


“Oh, that,” he replied awkwardly.

 


“If it has something to do with what happened
between you and Albie,” she said as if reading his mind, “I’ll tell
Mr. Mooney I saw the whole thing.” While he was at a loss for
words, she went on, “When he shoved you, I was in my father’s
store, looking out the window. He’s nothing but a troublemaker.”
All the while she had been speaking he, spellbound, had been
watching the pink ribbon in her auburn hair bobbing up and down and
her hazel eyes sparkling beneath the glasses, which framed her
smooth delicate face. “I was proud of the way you stood up to him,”
she said.

 


If those last words of hers raised his
sagging spirits, the smile that went with them sent them soaring.
He might’ve listened to the lilt of her voice forever had not the
bell rang.

 


“Oops, I don’t want to be late to class,” she
exclaimed. “Mrs. Randall will make me go to the office and get a
pass.” Then, with a smile and a wave, she hurried off.

 


As he watched her turn and disappear around
the corner of the corridor, his initial feeling of delight quickly
changed to one of shame. He realized that if she had known the true
reason why he had been in such a hurry to get out of the
principal’s office and what a coward he really was, that pride she
said she had in him would quickly have turned to scorn. “Oh, what
have I done?” he murmured as he walked slowly toward his
classroom.

 


Two hours later a student messenger appeared
in his classroom and, to his surprise, he was asked to report to
the principal’s office. Entering the waiting room, he was shocked
to find Albie and Russ sitting on a bench. “Ratfink,” Albie
muttered.

 


Before he could react, the principal’s door
opened and Mr. Mooney waved them on inside. Albie and Russ sat down
on a vinyl sofa and he took the same chair on which he had sat
earlier.

 


“I understand you boys were involved in a
shouting and shoving match outside Mr. Tubwell’s market on your way
home from school yesterday afternoon,” Mr. Mooney said, leaning
against the side of his desk.

 


“Mr. Big Wheel there started throwing his
weight around,” Albie replied, glaring at Danny.

 


“Is that right, Danny?” Mr. Mooney asked,
turning to him.

 


“No, it’s not. I’ve never hassled them,” he
replied, staring back at Albie. “I was passing by the drugstore on
my way home from school and the two of them started making
wisecracks. I tried to ignore them but Albie blocked my way and
shoved me. So I pushed him back.”

 


“That Ratfink’s a liar,” Albie muttered.

 


The principal’s voice rose in anger as he
said, “You’ll watch your tongue in this office.” He paused, his
eyes all the while firmly fixed on Albie. “For your information it
was Mr. Tubwell who called me to complain about your behavior,” he
went on. “According to him, you and Russ have been hanging out in
front of his store, making a nuisance of yourselves. Yesterday, as
Danny was passing by, you began taunting him. When Mr. Tubwell
asked you to leave, you gave him some lip and threatened Danny.”
Turning to Russ, he asked, “Is that what happened?”

 


Glancing nervously at Albie, he replied, “I
didn’t push Danny and I didn’t say anything to Mr. Tubwell. Honest,
Mr. Mooney, I didn’t.”

 


“What do you have to say, Albie?” the
principal asked, resting his gaze upon the ringleader.

 


“Mr. Tubwell doesn’t like me.” He was looking
down at the floor. “He’d say anything to hurt me.”

 


“Albie, this isn’t the first time you’ve been
in trouble for this sort of thing and, Russ, you’re not following
far behind,” he scolded. “Let me tell all of you once and for all
that I will not put up with such conduct spilling over into the
community. It reflects badly upon the school.” To emphasize his
displeasure he slammed one of large his fists against the desk. “If
it continues, I warn you that I’ll do what I always do in such
cases.” He paused and then, looking sterner than ever, said, “I’ll
expel the troublemaker and both he and his parents will have to go
before the school board to get back into school. Do I make myself
clear?”

 


They all nodded that they understood and he
said, “Now you may go back to class.”

As they got up and went to the door, he
caught Danny by the arm. “I want you to remain,” he said curtly.
“You and I need to talk about another matter.”

 


 


After Albie had left with Russ trailing
behind, the principal motioned Danny to sit down again. “The reason
you gave up being a crossing guard was because of your run-in with
the two of them after school, wasn’t it?” he said, leaning against
his desk with folded arms.

 


“That’s--that’s right,” he stammered, looking
away. Despite his embarrassment he felt relieved that the truth was
out.

 


“You’re an excellent student, a good school
citizen, and a fine person. I also think you have leadership
ability,” he said with a sincerity that pierced Danny’s soul, “but,
frankly, it disturbs me that you would be so easily frightened into
giving up the honor of serving as a crossing guard. Everything in
this life doesn’t always go smoothly, you know?”

 


“Yes, sir, I realize that,” he replied
sheepishly.

 


“Tough decisions must be made along the way.”
Danny looked across at him but, seeing the disappointment in his
eyes, turned and stared down at the floor. “Do you think you can
always cut and run when the going gets tough?”

 


That shook him up. “No, sir,” he
murmured.

 


“I certainly hope not because soon you’ll be
leaving here and going to the middle school and there, as
throughout life, you’re going to come across obstacles and meet
with difficulties. If you don’t learn to face up to them and do
what you know is the right thing, I, for one, will be disappointed
in you.” He straightened up and, with a sigh, asked, “Do you
understand, Danny?”

 


The boy nodded. “I appreciate your frankness,
sir,” he replied.

 


“You’re free to return to class now,” he
said, walking behind his desk and slumping down onto his swivel
chair.

 


The sadness in his voice shook Danny up. He
got to his feet and walked slowly to the door. After opening it, he
paused and turned around to face him again. “Oh, Mr. Mooney?” he
said.

 


“Yes?” he replied, looking up at him and
running a hand through his crop of white hair.

 


“Do you think it would be possible for me to
continue to serve as a crossing guard?”

 


“Yes, Danny,” he said with a knowing smile,
“I think that can be arranged.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Saturday morning--that same week--Danny had
gone into the local variety store to buy a gallon of milk and a
loaf bread. As he was coming out, Albie and Russ were crossing the
street and heading right toward him. “Oh, no, here we go again,” he
murmured to himself as he got ready for the worst.

 


“Hey, Danny, we’re sorry about what happened
outside Tubwell’s Drugstore,” Albie said with about as much
sincerity as the big bad wolf had shown to Little Red Riding Hood.
“Aren’t we, Russ?” He nudged his friend who, at that moment, looked
as if he might’ve been off on some distant planet.

 


“Oh, yes,” he replied, coming back to this
one, “we’re very sorry.”

 


“We want to be friends with you.” Again he
turned to Russ, saying, “Don’t we?”

 


“Yes,” he replied, beginning to sound like a
parrot, “we want to be friends.”

 


“Can we shake on it?”

 


Before Danny could answer, Albie had hold of
his hand and was shaking it like a baby’s rattle. Russ, too, was
fawning all over him. As they were about to leave Albie said slyly,
“Oh, by the way, don’t forget to tell Soapy we’re friends now.”

 


“Soapy?” he murmured as he watched them slink
off. “So that’s why they’ve changed their tune.”

 


Soapy Mason, who was the same age as Danny,
lived next door to his uncle, Fred Ferguson. Because he had lost
his father over in Afghanistan, Uncle Fred, who made his living
taking fishing parties out on his sixty-five foot boat, the Rusty
Scupper, had taken him under his wing. Danny and he had met for the
first time the summer before on the boat where the two of them
worked part-time. Handing out fishing rods, baiting hooks, and
untangling lines were just some of their chores.

 


Even now he could recall the first words out
of Soapy’s mouth when his uncle had introduced the two of them. “Do
you know what a scupper is?” he had asked.

 


Danny, who had never given the name of his
uncle’s boat much thought, replied in his usual frank way, “No, I
don’t”.

 


“It’s a hole like that,” Soapy said, pointing
to an opening at the bottom of the railing. “It lets the water run
off the deck.”

 


That question from out of nowhere had broken
the ice, so to speak, and soon they became the best of friends.

 


Soapy, whose first name was really Sylvester,
had gotten his nickname because, as a baby, whenever his mother
gave him a bath and got soap in his eyes, he would cry, “Soapy!”
Reluctantly, he accepted the nickname as the lesser of two
evils.

 


The two friends couldn’t have been more
different. Danny was tall and thin with unruly corn-silk hair, eyes
bluer than a Cape Cod sky on a cloudless day, and a smile that
would’ve melted a banker’s cold heart. Soapy was short and sturdy
with thick black hair, brooding eyes, and dark features--made all
the darker by long hours whiled away beneath the summer sun.
Outside of school, whenever possible, he wore army fatigues and
boots. The name tag above his shirt pocket bore the words, General
Nuisance. The visor of his matching cap showed neither forward nor
backward but, as if to tout his uniqueness, sideways.

 


The morning after Danny’s friendly encounter
with his former enemies, as he and Soapy were going into the
school, he asked nonchalantly, “Soapy, did you say anything to
Albie about me?”

 


“Why do you ask?” he replied, his dark eyes
narrowing.

 


“Because he and Russ stopped me.”

 


“Are they giving you a hard time again?” he
asked suspiciously.

 


“No, that’s the funny thing about it; they
just wanted to say they were sorry about what happened.”

 


“I bet you were surprised at that, weren’t
you?” Soapy laughed and slapped him on the back. “Now you know just
how tough Albie really is.”

 


“So you did talk to him?”

 


If there was one thing about Soapy that
bothered him, it was that he could never get a straight answer out
of him. That morning was no different as he replied, “Hey, we’re
friends aren’t we?”

 


“Yes, of course, we are.”

 


“And friends stick up for friends, don’t
they?” Danny nodded and he went on, “So I just told him that when
he picks on you, he picks on me, too. What’s wrong with that?”

 


Although Danny had said--or a least
implied--that he didn’t like Soapy sticking his nose into his
business, deep down inside he appreciated what he had done for him.
“It doesn’t matter anyway because Mr. Mooney straightened the whole
thing out.” He broke the silence that followed, saying, “I like him
a lot, don’t you?”

 


“Yes,” Soapy replied grudgingly, “he’s not
bad considering he’s a principal.”

 


Those words, coming, as they did, from him,
were a supreme compliment and Danny, unable to resist a smile, knew
why. The year before Soapy had caught one of those twenty-four-hour
flu bugs. Because he didn’t have a temperature and was always
making up excuses not to go to school, his mother didn’t believe he
was sick and insisted that he attend. Unfortunately, no sooner had
he arrived there than everything he had eaten the day before
started coming out from both ends.

 


After Mr. Mooney, with the help of the school
nurse, got him cleaned up, he drove him home. The principal never
breathed a word about it to anybody and, ever since, as much as
Soapy might try to deny it, he held a deep and lasting affection
for him. Of course, even had the whole school found out what had
happened, nobody would’ve dared mention it to Soapy, much less make
fun of him, out of fear of drawing his wrath down upon him or
herself.

 


All too soon Danny’s last year at the
elementary school came to a close. Although he had mixed feelings
about leaving it--he would miss its smaller, more closely-knit,
and, in some ways, more secure setting--he looked forward to the
freedom and choice that the middle school would offer him. But, as
he walked down the steps of Atherton Howe for the last time that
June, all he could think about was the long vacation that lay
before him. How he loved those Cape Cod summers! He and his friends
could find endless ways to have fun in the sun. Swimming, sailing,
fishing, and bicycling were just a few of them.

“I’m the luckiest boy in the world,” he
murmured without ever looking back at the old red-brick building
that had been his second home for so many years.

 


Along a road in Dennis, not far from where
Danny and Soapy live, lies a boulder--the largest one on Cape
Cod--which the retreating sheets of ice of an earlier age left
behind and American Indians called Hokum Rock. Just as their
children played games of hide and seek within its nooks and
crannies way back then, so do the boys and girls nowadays--Danny
and Soapy among them.

 


On one of those lazy, hazy days of summer the
two friends had just come back from Corporation Beach where they
had dug up several dozens of sea worms for use as bait on Danny’s
uncle’s boat. On the way home they had taken a short cut through
the sandpit and come out onto their favorite spot--Hokum Rock. They
climbed up on top of it and lay down to rest, all the while,
watching the clouds, through the canopy of leaves, scudding across
the pale blue sky. Danny, at last, broke the silence, saying, “I’m
going to miss Atherton Howe next year.”

 


“Not me,” Soapy replied with a wag of his
head, “I can hardly wait to go to Middle School.”

 


“What makes you think that’s going to be any
different?” he asked, knowing only too well that school wasn’t one
of Soapy’s favorite pastimes.

 


“For one thing,” he replied, “I won’t be
stuck in one classroom all year with one teacher like Mrs.
Humphries.”

 


“Oh, she wasn’t that bad, Soapy.”

 


“Maybe not,” he agreed reluctantly, “but I’d
like a bunch of different teachers. At least that way I’m bound to
find one I can get along with.”

 


Danny couldn’t resist a smile and, as an
afterthought, murmured, “I just hope the principal there is as good
as Mr. Mooney was.”

 


Soapy shrugged. “I hear Mr. Dalrymple’s not a
bad guy,” he replied, “even though he loves to hear himself talk
and uses a lot of fancy words.”

 


A loud sound, like that of a herd of
frightened animals stampeding through the thick underbrush below,
roused both of them. “What the heck’s that?” Danny asked.

 


Soapy rolled over and, leaning on his elbow,
peered over the edge. Just as he did so, two men burst into the
clearing that surrounded the rock and came running toward them.

The tall, spare, well-groomed one had shrewd
eyes, a neatly-trimmed mustache, and a smile he turned off and on
like a water faucet. His short, roly-poly companion had a bald head
that shone more brightly than the dome of the state house, bushy
eyebrows that hung like a toxic cloud over his dark, smoldering
eyes, and a crooked smile. All of the above, set within a moon
face, combined to give him the scary look of a Halloween
pumpkin.

 


While Soapy pulled his head back and put a
finger to his mouth, signaling Danny to remain still, the two
strangers stopped abruptly at the base of the rock. “This is the
place, Rollo,” the taller of the two muttered, panting with
exhaustion and leaning against it trying to get his second
wind.

 


“You really know your way around here, Gus,”
his companion said with a sigh of relief.

 


“Why shouldn’t I? Years ago my aunt had a
cabin down here on the Cape,” he replied, looking around wistfully.
“Of course that was before people discovered it and sent real
estate prices through the roof.” He paused and shook his head in
disapproval before going on, “Nowadays you can hardly find a
cottage much less a cabin hereabouts.”

 


“I bet you couldn’t even get enough money
from a bank heist to buy a house down here now, could you?” Rollo
joked.

 


“That all depends on how big a heist it is,”
Gus replied, slapping him on the back, “and, judging by the size of
that knapsack, the one we just pulled off was very big.”

 


Suddenly Rollo became aware of the size of
Hokum Rock. “Wow,” he exclaimed, slumping down and resting his back
against it, “I’ve never seen a rock this big, Gus.”

 


“We’ll stash the knapsack here for the time
being, Rollo” he replied, kneeling down and putting it into an
opening beneath the rock.

 


“Are you sure it’ll be safe there? After all
the trouble we went to in order to get it, I’d hate to lose
it.”

 


Gus pushed it even farther inside. “There
now,” he said, standing up and smiling, “it’ll be safer there than
it was in the bank.”

 


“I hope you’re right.”

 


“Aren’t I always?” His roly-poly friend gave
him a dirty look but didn’t respond. “We’ll come back and get it as
soon as the heat’s off,” he went on, “but right now we can’t afford
to dilly-dally here.”

 


“I’m pooped.”

 


“You’ll have plenty of time to rest when you
get back to the trailer.” He reached down and pulled him to his
feet. “We’ll split up; it’ll be safer that way;” he said, looking
around warily. “You can walk down Hokum Rock Road.” He pointed
toward a street barely visible between the branches of the trees.
“When you come to the end of it, cross Route 134 and cut through
the grounds of the golf club. The trailer won’t be far from it.” He
paused and ran a finger over his mustache before saying, “Meanwhile
I’ll take the back roads and meet you there.”

 


“Hey, Gus, that’s a long walk,” he
complained.

 


"You can use the exercise, Rollo;” he said,
patting him on the belly, “it’ll be good for your health.”

 


“Oh, sure,” he complained, “thanks to you, it
darn near killed me running up the hill and through the sandpit
just to get here.”

 


“How was I to know there was no gas in the
truck when the gage was reading full?” the tall man with the
mustache replied, gesturing with his hands. “Do you expect me to
ask the owner if his gas gage’s working before we steal his truck?”
Rollo shrugged and he went on, “Ah, but we got the money didn’t we?
So all’s well that ends well, as Will Shakespeare would say.”

 


Rollo raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Shakespeare?”
he said. “Wasn’t he the honcho in charge of the mob in
Detroit?”

 


“No,” Gus replied, shaking his head in
surprise at his friend’s ignorance, “you’re thinking of Willy
Shortsleeve. Will Shakespeare was a famous--” He broke off trying
to explain it in mid-sentence. “Forget it.” Putting a hand on his
friend’s chin, he turned it to one side and looked at it. “And get
the rest of that lipstick off your face;” he said angrily, “we’re
done impersonating women bank robbers.”

 


Rollo rubbed his shirtsleeve roughly across
his face. “How’s it now?” he asked.

 


“Better,” Gus grumbled, “now let’s get of
here.” With those words they hurried off in different
directions.

 


When they were out of sight, the boys stood
up on the rock. “What was that all about?” Danny asked.

 


“Other than their names--the tall one’s Gus
and the short one’s Rollo--I couldn’t hear much of what they were
saying.”

 


“They were puttering around there long
enough,” Danny said, gesturing with his hands.

 


“One thing for sure, they weren’t planting a
flower garden,” Soapy replied, nodding. “Come on, let’s go and see
what they were up to.”

 


He scampered down from his perch with Danny
following closely on his heels. At the base of the rock on the
exact spot which the two strangers had just left, he went down on
all fours and stuck his arm into the opening as far as he could.
After he had been poking around inside it for several minutes,
Danny asked, “Have you found anything?”

 


“I can feel something with tips of my
fingers,” he replied with a sigh, “but I can’t get a hold of it
with my hand.”

 


“Wait a minute,” Danny exclaimed, “I see a
bent stick that you can use as a hook. I’ll get it.” He ran several
yards away from the rock and quickly came back, stick in hand.

 


Soapy, snatching it from him, stuck his hand
back into the hole and began poking around. “Ah,” he cried, “I got
it.” With those words he pulled out a blue knapsack, straightened
up, and dropped it at Danny’s feet. “Go ahead and open it,” he
said, dusting himself off.

 


Because the zipper was caked with dirt, Danny
had to tug on it with all his might. At last, making the sound of a
hive of bees, it slowly slid open. “Holy cow,” he exclaimed,
jumping back as if his hand had touched the top of a hot stove,
“there must be hundreds of dollars in here.”

 


“Are you kidding?” Soapy stared, in
disbelief, at the open knapsack, which was brimming with money.
“More like thousands.”

 


“Too bad we have to give it back.”

 


Soapy thought a minute and, rubbing his chin,
said, “Who says we have to give it back?”

 


 


Danny couldn’t believe his ears. “It’s not
ours, Soapy,” he protested.

 


“It is now and, besides, don’t you know what
the law says about things like this?”

 


“No, I don’t.”

 


“Finders keepers, losers weepers.” He tugged
at the visor of his cap.

 


“I don’t know about that,” Danny replied,
frowning in uncertainty.

 


“Well, I do,” Soapy persisted. “Besides,
those guys must’ve stolen the money. Why else would they be hiding
it?”

 


“That still doesn’t make it right,
Soapy.”

 


“Do you know what I’m going to do with my
share of the money?” he went on as if he hadn't heard him. “The
first thing I’m going to do is help my mother out; she’s killing
herself at the restaurant just to make ends meet.” He paused and,
with a smile, said, “Then I’m going to buy that bike that’s in the
window of Mr. Forbes’s shop.”

 


“The silver and red all-terrain Schwinn?”

 


He nodded. “I’ll even be able to ride it up
and down sand dunes.” He paused and, taking a deep breath, asked.
“What are you going to do with your share?”

 


“If I were to take it and I’m not saying I
will, mind you,” Danny replied, his conscience still bothering him,
“I wouldn’t dare tell my mother about it; that’s for sure. She’d
want me to put the money away for college.” Soapy laughed and his
friend snapped, “I don’t know what you’re laughing about? The first
thing you’re mother’s going to ask is where you got the money
from?”

 


“You’re right,” Soapy replied, his brow
furrowing. “We’d have to use the money a little bit at a time;
otherwise our parents would become suspicious.”

 


“And don’t you dare tell your mother you got
a raise working for my uncle,” he scolded, wagging a finger at
him.

 


“I’m not that dumb.” Soapy sat down on a
stump and tied a loose lace on his boot. “I’ll tell her I got
another part-time job,” he said, looking up.

 


“Doing what?”

 


Leaning over and picking up a handful of
pebbles, he replied, “Working at Mandrioli’s Market.”

 


“No, that wouldn’t work;” Danny said as a
breeze tousled his corn-silk hair, “she goes shopping there.”

 


For a long time Soapy toyed with the pebbles
in the palm of his hand. “I know what I’ll tell her;” he blurted
out, tossing them away to make his point. “I’ll say that I’m now
selling clams and sea worms to bait shops as well as to your
uncle.”

 


His friend, unconvinced, pointed to the
knapsack and quipped, “You’ll have to sell a lot of them to make
that kind of money, won’t you?” Soapy merely shrugged. “But
seriously,” Danny went on, his conscience getting the better of him
once again, “what do we do with the money?”

 


“We’re not going to leave it here;” Soapy
said, getting up, “that’s for sure.”

 


“But it’s not ours.”

 


“It’s obviously not theirs, either,” Soapy
replied, shaking the dirt off his army fatigues. “Why would they be
hiding it here if it belonged to them?”

 


Danny folded his arms and leaned against the
rock. “So we’re going to steal money from two guys who stole it
from somebody else?”

 


“Robin Hood did it, didn’t he?” Soapy
reminded him. “If it was good enough for him, it’s good enough for
me?”

 


“Two wrongs don’t make a right, Soapy?”

 


“Okay,” he replied, throwing up his hands in
frustration, “then we’ll hide it until we can figure what to do
with it.”

 


“I don’t need to figure it out,” Danny
persisted. “I'll just go home and tell my father about it.”

 


“Well, unlike you, I don’t have a father,” he
snapped.

 


Everyone in town knew Soapy’s dad had been
killed by a roadside bomb in a distant country called Afghanistan.
Whether they felt too sad about it or thought he was too young to
understand it--Danny wasn’t sure which--nobody, including Danny
himself, ever talked with him about it. This time the anger with
which he blurted it out caught Danny by surprise and suddenly he
felt guilty.

 


“Okay, Soapy, we’ll hide it,” he replied
reluctantly, “but just overnight. Do you hear me?” His friend
nodded and, with a sigh of resignation, he asked, “Where do you
want to put it?”

 


“How about in that big oak over there?” He
pointed to a clump of trees.

 


“Oh, you mean the one that was struck by
lightning last summer?”

 


He nodded. “There’s a hole in the bottom of
the trunk,” he said. “The knapsack should just about fit
inside.”

 


“As long as a skunk or woodchuck hasn’t made
its home in there,” Danny said dryly, “it should be safe.”

 


“Even if they have, I‘m not worried about
it,” he replied. “Money isn’t their favorite food.”

 


“Well, let’s make it fast,” Danny said,
hurrying toward it. “I’m supposed to be home in time to go with my
mother and sister to the bus depot at Hyannis and pick up Emily
Butts.”

 


Soapy reached down and picked up the
knapsack. “Who’s she?” he asked, following closely on his
heels.

 


“A friend of my sister, who lives in Boston,”
he replied. “She’s going to be vacationing with us for the
summer.”

 


He laughed. “See how lucky we are,” he said.
“We get to vacation all year round down here on the Cape.”

 


Danny stopped beneath the spreading branches
of the huge oak, the trunk of which had been split by a lightening
bolt, and, bending over, peered into a big hole at the bottom of
it.

 


“Any skunks living in there?” Soapy
joked.

 


Danny straightened up. “None that I can see
or smell.”

 


“Well, there’s going to be one blue knapsack
in there now,” his friend replied, leaning over and shoving it
inside.

 


Danny stepped back a few paces and took a
good look at the hole. “Nobody can see it from here,” he said.

 


“It’ll be safe in there; that’s for sure,”
Soapy replied, pushing the visor of his cap to the side of his
head. “And remember, don’t tell anybody about this--not even your
father.”

 


“Okay,” he replied reluctantly.

 


As Danny started for home, his friend said,
“I’ll see you on your uncle’s boat in the morning.”

 


He turned and nodded. “Oh, Soapy,” he said,
choosing his words with care, “I’m sorry about what happened to
your dad. I’d like to have met him.”

 


“Thanks,” he replied, his eyes beginning to
tear, “I wish you could’ve been with us at the ball park the day
the Red Sox won the World Series.”

 


“Yes,” his friend said, feeling his pain, “I
would’ve liked that.”

 


Long after he had disappeared, Soapy stood
there, trying, in vain, to stem the flow of tears.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Rollo, huffing and puffing, leaned against
one of the posts that held a large, wooden sign, welcoming the
weary traveler, to the trailer park, aptly called The
Done-Wandering Camping Grounds. After resting there for a few
minutes, he made his way to a small twenty-eight foot Coachman set
amidst a cluster of travel trailers. Staggering up the metal steps,
he opened the door and stumbled into a combination kitchenette and
living room. There he plopped down onto a shabby vinyl sofa, which
along with a matching armchair and a television set filled up the
room. To his left was a bathroom and to his right, a bedroom.

 


Gus, who’d gotten there earlier and was
washing up, poked his head out of the bathroom. “About time,” he
razzed, “I was just about to send a search party out after
you.”

 


“I bet you were,” Rollo groaned, adjusting a
pillow under his head.

 


Turning around and admiring himself in the
mirror, Gus crooned,

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, am I still
fairest of them all?

Of course you are, my sweetie pie; for if
you’re not, I swear I’ll die.”

 


He burst out laughing.

 


“Will you stop talking to yourself,” Rollo
replied, unimpressed.

 


“Why should I?” Gus, satisfied with his
appearance, came out into the living room. “Who else could I have
such an interesting and intelligent conversation with? Certainly
not you.”

 


Rollo ignored the dig and sat up on the
couch. “And you’re stinking up the place with that perfume of
yours?”

 


“Cologne, Rollo, it’s cologne,” Gus replied,
putting on a necktie. “Perfume is for women; cologne is for
men.”

 


“Call it what you want,” he replied, “it
still stinks.”

 


Whenever Gus wanted to rile him up, he would
call him by his real first name. “You know what your problem is,
Rudolfo?” he said, smiling down at him with his hands on his
waist.

 


“Don’t call me that,” he replied, gritting
his teeth, “my name’s Rollo.”

 


Pleased that the word Rudolfo had the desired
effect, Gus said, “Your problem is you have no class.” He shrugged
and turned to pick his sports jacket off the back of a chair. “But
what could one expect from a man who was born and raised amid a
family of hillbillies?”

 


“Hey, now just a minute.”

 


Gus wasn’t about to give him a chance to
defend himself. “And that face of yours,” he went on, putting on
the jacket, “when’s the last time you shaved it?”

 


“Yesterday.”

 


“Well, next time, try putting a blade in your
razor.” Once again he burst out laughing.

 


“Very funny.”

 


He folded a handkerchief and stuck it into
the top pocket of his jacket with just the tip of showing. “Okay,
Rollo, how do I look?” he asked, smiling as if he already knew the
answer to the question.

 


“About as good as you smell,” he
grumbled.

 


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

 


“You’re going over to see that Widow Butman
again, aren’t you?”

 


“How can I not go when she invites me?” he
replied. “After all she’s letting us live rent-free here in her
trailer park.”

 


“Rent-free?” Rollo laughed.

 


“Well, in exchange for doing a few chores
around the place,” he conceded. “No big deal.”

 


“Why should it be a big deal for you?” he
snapped, his face lighting up like an angry Halloween pumpkin. “I’d
feel the same way if I was being wined and dined by an old flame of
mine.”

 


“Why, Rollo,” he replied, wagging a finger at
him, “if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous.”

 


“You’re darn right I’m jealous,” he shot
back.

 


“Can I help it if the poor woman has a crush
on me?” he boasted.

 


“I know all about it; she’s been chasing you
ever since you were in school together,” he said, cupping his hands
over his ears. “Please, I don’t want to hear that story again.”

 


“Well, it just happens to be the truth.”

 


Ignoring him, Rollo went on complaining,
“I’ve replaced the roof on her store, put new plumbing in the
bathhouse, and re-shingled her ga--ga--” Unable to find the right
word, he was stammering.

 


“Gazebo,” Gus said, coming to his aid.

 


“Whatever,” he grumbled. “Next she’ll be
wanting me to build her a new house and even then she won’t invite
me to supper.”

 


“Hey, I don’t like this thing anymore than
you do.”

 


“Oh, I bet you don’t,” he replied, running a
hand under his jowls.

 


“The only reason we came down to the Cape was
to rob that bank, remember?”

 


“And we’ve just done that.”

 


“Hey, we got to be careful,” Gus warned.
“They’ll be looking all over the Cape for us and, remember, there
are only two ways out of here--over the Sagamore Bridge or the
Bourne Bridge.”

 


“I just hope the money’s there when we go
back to get it.” Gus burst out laughing and Rollo asked, “What’s so
funny?”

 


“The idea of somebody stealing money from us
who, in turn, stole it from a bank.”

 


“Yes, and the bank probably stole it from the
people, who were stupid enough to put it in there.”

 


Suddenly Gus found himself laughing at one of
Rollo’s jokes instead of his own. “The point I’m trying to make,”
he said, turning more serious again, “is that we’ll get out of here
as soon as it’s safe to go back and get the money.”

 


“It won’t be fast enough to suit me,” Rollo
muttered.

 


“Patience, my friend, patience.” He glanced
at his watch. “Hey, I‘d better get over there,” he said with a
start. “The sooner I do, the quicker I’ll return.”

 


“Bring me back a boloney sandwich, will you?”
Rollo asked. “I’m starving.”

 


“A baloney sandwich?” He looked down at him
and shook his head in disgust. “I’ll do better than that for you,
my good friend,” he said, opening the door. “After all she’s
preparing me a feast fit for a king.”

 


“I’ll settle for a baloney sandwich.”

 


But Gus didn’t hear him; for he had already
closed the door and was hurrying off to the Widow Butman’s.

 


Meanwhile Danny was standing nervously by the
open gate of a white picket fence that surrounded the small
cedar-shingled cape that the Fergusons called home. At last he took
a deep breath and hastened up the walkway. As soon as he opened the
door, he knew he was in trouble. Missy greeted him in her usual
snide way. “Here’s Rip Van Winkle now, mom.”

 


His mother was standing by the fireplace with
her arms crossed and her eyes glowing like molten rocks. If looks
could’ve killed, at that moment the look on her face would’ve
turned him into ashes.

 


“Where have you been?” she asked icily.

 


“Out--out playing?” he stammered.

 


“You know we’re going to Hyannis to pick up
your sister’s best friend at the bus depot?”

 


“I’m sorry, Mom, I--I forgot.”

 


“You did it just to spite me,” Missy accused,
“didn’t you?”

 


“I should’ve,” he snapped, “but I
didn’t.”

 


“Will you two cut it out,” his mother said,
raising her voice. When quiet was restored, she turned to him and
asked, “Were you playing with Soapy?”

 


“Yes,” he replied weakly.

 


“I might’ve known as much,” she said, shaking
her head.

 


“Oh, mom, he’s a good kid,” he replied,
feeling a need to come to the aid of his best friend. “Don’t blame
him; I’m the one at fault.”

 


She sighed. “Well, you’re right about
that.”

 


“I’m sorry, mom.”

 


“We heard you the first time.” Missy might’ve
said a few more choice words had not her mother silenced her with a
dirty look.

 


“Now go and wash up, Danny,” she said, “so we
won’t be any later than we already are.”

 


“Yes, and, in case you’ve forgotten,” his
sister heckled, “that means using soap and water.”

 


“Very funny,” he muttered, turning and
hurrying into the bathroom.

 


The silence on the drive to Hyannis was
deafening--so much so Danny, who was trying to hide in a corner of
the back seat, was hoping his mother would turn her head and scream
at him. But a heavy dose of silence was all that he got. When they
arrived at the depot, luckily for him Emily’s bus, which had been
late due to an automobile accident on the Sagamore Bridge, was just
pulling in.

 


Emily Butts, a tall, tomboyish girl, was
Missy’s best friend. Small ringlets of auburn hair crinkled above
her shiny forehead, her dark eyes sparkled with a love of combat,
and a confident smiled played about the corners of her mouth. At
that moment, had his mother not been standing there, he was sure
she would’ve challenged him to race her all the way back to Dennis.
And worse, he was sure she would’ve won.

 


While his mother, sister, and she embraced
one another warmly, he stood quietly off to one side like a naughty
schoolboy. When they stepped back from each other, she caught sight
of him and waved. “When we get back to your house,” she said,
picking up her suitcase, “I want a rematch with you in ping pong.”
She paused and laughed. “I warn you I’ve been practicing and this
time I intend to beat you.”

 


“I hope you hit him in the head with a
ping-pong ball and knock some sense into him,” his sister chimed
in.

 


“Now, Missy,” his mother chided, jolting him
out of his reverie, “that’s uncalled for.”

 


“Well, not totally uncalled for, mom.” At
Emily’s puzzled look she felt a need to explain. “Because of his
shenanigans, Emily, we were almost late in picking you up.”

 


“But we weren’t,” Mrs. Ferguson reminded her.
“Now, Danny, if you’ll be so kind as to take the suitcase from
Emily and put it in the trunk of the car, we’ll head back to
Dennis.”

 


Missy couldn’t resist a parting jibe. “Do you
think you can do that without dropping it?”

 


There was a time when Danny, who was
convinced his sister wasn’t happy unless she was tormenting him,
wouldn’t have thought twice about screaming at the top of his lungs
and trading insults with her. But that all changed the previous
summer--ironically on the fourth of July--when fireworks broke out
between the two of them. Although he couldn’t remember what caused
the argument, he was sure it must’ve been over something of
earthshaking importance such as whose turn it was to take out the
garbage. Anyhow, soon unkind words such as “fatso” and “jerk” were
flying back and forth. So loud, fast, and furious did they become
that their mother had to step in between them.

 


“Will you two stop it,” she had demanded.
“You sound more like sworn enemies than brother and sister and,
frankly, I’ve had my fill of your constant bickering.” She had
broken the silence that followed, saying in a lower voice, “I’m
particularly disappointed in you, Missy.”

 


“Me?” she had replied indignantly.

 


Mrs. Ferguson had nodded. “You’re an
instigator.”

 


“Oh, you always take his side,” Missy had
pouted.

 


“My side?” At the time Danny couldn’t believe
his ears.

 


“You love him more than you do me, mom,” she
had accused, ignoring him.

 


If she had intended to hurt her mother, she
had succeeded. For a long time Mrs. Ferguson had stood with her
arms folded across her bosom and, wearing a pained expression, had
stared across at her. “I want you to answer this question, young
lady,” she had said, holding up two fingers of her right hand--the
index finger and middle one. “Which one of these two fingers will
hurt me more if I cut it off?” she had demanded.

 


So great an impression had their mother’s
words made upon both of them that never again had either one of
them screamed at the top of his or her lungs at the other one. Oh,
sure, Missy tried to get under his skin with her snide comments
but, more often than not, he brushed them off.

 


Emily was a lot of fun and he liked her a
lot. She liked him too; he was sure of it. But because she was his
sister’s best friend, he knew that as far as he and she were
concerned, she could never be more than just that--his sister’s
best friend.

 


That evening Mrs. Ferguson served homemade
pizza for supper. Even though many Cape-Codders felt the Showtime
Pizzeria made the best pizzas on the Cape, Danny didn’t think they
could compare to his mother’s. If, as the saying goes, the way to a
boy’s heart is through his stomach, she offered living proof of it.
Whenever she bugged him about staying up too late, not cleaning up
his room, or neglecting his homework, in anger he’d swear he’d
never speak to her again. But she’d bake a batch of brownies or
some apple turnovers and he’d become putty in her hands.

 


While Missy chatted and bantered back and
forth with her best friend, Emily, her parents and Danny mostly
listened. As they all lingered over half-filled glasses of tonic
and crusts of pizza, during one of the pauses Mr. Ferguson broke
his long silence, asking, “Did you hear about the holdup
today?”

 


“Hold-up?” Danny’s ears perked up.

 


“What’s the Cape coming to nowadays?” his
mother complained, reaching for a napkin. “We might as well be
living up in Boston. Oh, forgive me, Emily;” she said, catching
herself, “sometimes I get carried away.”

 


“Sometimes?” her husband joked.

 


“The truth is,” she said, ignoring his quip,
“there are good and bad people everywhere.”

 


“Yes, Emily, we have our share of the bad
ones right here,” Missy chimed in, nodding toward her brother.

 


Emily, who hadn’t been the least offended by
Mrs. Ferguson’s offhanded remark, laughed along with everybody else
at Missy‘s quip--everybody except Danny. But he wasn’t angry at his
sister; he hadn’t even heard what she had said about him. At that
moment the two strangers and the knapsack full of money were
uppermost on his mind.

 


“You haven’t heard the worst of it yet,” Mr.
Ferguson said, going on with the story, “the Crowell Savings Bank
was the one held up.”

 


“Oh, my heavens,” Mrs. Ferguson replied,
nearly dropping her glass, “that’s just down the street?”

 


Her husband nodded, saying, “The police found
the getaway van in the cemetery behind the Dennis Union
Church.”

 


“You don’t suppose they live around here, do
you?” she asked, her brow furrowing with worry.

 


“If they don’t, they sure as heck are
familiar with the area.”

 


“How much money did they get, dad?” Danny
asked, breaking his silence.

 


“The police wouldn’t say but an armored car
arrived an hour later to pick up the missing money,” he replied.
“So it must’ve been a lot.”

 


“Did they get a description of the hold-up
men?” Danny asked with increasing curiosity.

 


His father laughed.

 


“What’s so funny, Ned?” Mrs. Ferguson
demanded.

 


“The tellers said that the two robbers were
women.”

 


Before Danny could catch himself, he blurted
out, “They weren’t women; they were men, dressed up like
women.”

 


The forceful way in which he said it didn’t
go unnoticed. “How do you know that?” his mother asked.

 


“What--what I mean,” he stammered, “is that
women don’t usually rob banks.”

 


Before she could ask him another question, to
his relief, his father came to his rescue. “They don’t have to,
son;” he quipped, “they already have all our money. Just ask your
mother.”

 


If, as it is said, a picture is worth a
thousand words, the look on Mrs. Ferguson’s face at that moment
told it all. Setting her napkin aside and rising, she turned to
Danny. “You and Missy won’t have to wash the dishes tonight.” She
paused long enough to smile woodenly at her husband before saying,
“Your father’s going to do them for you, aren’t you, Ned?”

 


“Are you sure you want to do them, dad?” his
son asked.

 


“I’m afraid I don’t have much choice, Danny,
me boy,” he replied, once again assuming the voice of the old Cape
Cod sea captain. “It’s that or thirty lashes.”

 


When the laughter subsided, the rest of them
got up from the table. Emily turned to Danny and, with a
mischievous smile, asked, “Are you ready for that table tennis
rematch?”

 


“Oh, I really don’t feel up to it, right
now,” he replied with a sigh.

 


“Coward,” Missy scoffed.

 


Danny was telling the truth. If he wasn’t
feeling ill, he most certainly was uptight and guilt-ridden over
not telling his parents about the strangers and the knapsack full
of money. And he was furious with himself for the promise of
silence he had made to Soapy. “Okay,” he said, turning to his
sister and reluctantly accepting the challenge, “After I beat
Emily, I’m going to beat you, too.”

 


When the children had gone downstairs to the
playroom, Mr. and Mrs. Ferguson cleared the table and carried the
dishes into the kitchen. At the sink he rolled up his sleeves,
turned the hot water on, and poured some dishwashing liquid into
the basin.

 


“I blew up at Danny this afternoon,” Mrs.
Ferguson said, picking up a towel.

 


“Oh?” he replied, setting a pile of dishes
into the sudsy water. “What over?”

 


“I was almost late picking up Emily because
he didn’t come home on time.”

 


“Any reason?” he replied, sloshing the dishes
around in the water and cleaning them with a sponge.

 


“Other than that old favorite of his, `I
forgot,’ no.”

 


“I’ll talk with him about it.” He rinsed a
dish off with water from the tap and handed it to her.

 


“Frankly, Ned, I don’t like him hanging
around with Soapy,” she said, wiping it dry, “and I told him so in
no uncertain terms.”

 


“What’d he say?” he asked, rinsing a couple
more and setting them onto the rack.

 


“That I shouldn’t be blaming Soapy;” she
said, opening the cabinet and setting the dish inside, “that he was
the one at fault.”

 


“He’s right, you know?” He glanced across at
her.

 


“Yes,” she agreed, picking up another dish
and drying it, “I know he is but--”

 


She hesitated and he prodded her, asking,
“But what?”

 


“I just don’t think he’s a good influence on
him.” Taking note of the scowl on his face, she went on, “I know
it’s not easy for his mother, trying to raise him all by herself
but--”

 


“He’s really not that bad a kid,” he
interrupted, rinsing out some glasses.

 


“I realize that,” she replied, taking the
glasses from him, “but the fact is he isn’t getting the supervision
he needs.”

 


“Gosh, Heather, his mother lost her husband
over in Afghanistan,” he said, taking his annoyance out on the pan
which he was scrubbing hard, “and now she’s got to go to work, pay
off the mortgage on their house, and raise a son on her own.”
Setting the pan down, he looked at her and shook his head. “It
isn’t easy for her, you know?”

 


She nodded guiltily. “I realize that, Ned,
and, like you, I feel terrible about it but at times I have all I
can do to raise my own kids without worrying about somebody
else’s.”

 


“I’ll have a talk with Danny,” he said,
cleaning and rinsing off a handful of knives and forks.

 


“Oh, I can hear him complaining that Missy’s
bending the rules in favor of Emily,” she said, distracted by the
sound of voices downstairs.

 


Setting down the towel, she turned and opened
the door leading to the playroom. He caught her by the arm and
stopped her. “Ah, my dear, have no fear; your good captain’s right
here,” he said, assuming once again the role of the old Cape Cod
sea captain. “I’ll go down and referee before I set out to
sea.”

 


She shook her head and smiled. As he started
down the stairs, she said, “And tell them they can’t stay up late
tonight. Missy and her Girl Scout troop are going fishing on your
brother’s boat early in the morning. Emily’s tagging along with her
and, of course, Danny’ll be on board, working with Fred.”

 


“One thing for sure, the two of them will
have to be on their best behavior aboard the Rusty Scupper,” he
replied. “If they aren’t, my brother won’t hesitate to throw them
overboard.” Then, with a smart salute, he turned and disappeared
down the steps.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Troop Twelve-Nineteen of the Dennis Girl
Scouts picked an ideal day for fishing. The surface of the water,
with hardly a ripple, resembled a giant looking glass. The
breeze--an ever so slight one--playing a game of hide and seek, was
doing more hiding than seeking. Along the way out to the fishing
grounds Danny and Soapy busied themselves handing out fishing poles
and setting out cans of bait--clams.

 


Although Uncle Fred had less sandy hair,
fewer freckles, and more weight than Ned Ferguson, anyone could
tell at first glance that they were brothers. More quiet, serious,
and aloof than his younger sibling, he was fondly referred to as
“the strong silent type” by his friends. When the Rusty Scupper
reached the right spot and its anchor hit bottom, from his perch
atop the wheelhouse he gave the girls the okay to put the lines
into the water and begin fishing. No sooner had they done so than
he hollered, “Tangled lines on the starboard side.”

 


Since Danny, who was lugging cans of tonic up
from below deck, was responsible for that side of the boat, he set
the carton down and hurried over. When he arrived there, he got the
shock of his life. So busy had he been with fishing poles, bait,
and cans of tonic that he hadn’t even been aware that Becky Tubwell
was onboard. She was wearing blue jeans, a gray windbreaker, and
white jogging shoes with pink hearts on them. At that moment he
couldn’t help but envy the slight ocean breeze which was toying
with the ever-present pink ribbon in her hair.

 


“I’m sorry, Danny,” she said, jolting him out
of his reverie, “I’m such a klutz.”

 


“Let me see if I can help,” he replied,
grabbing hold of the tangle of lines.

 


As he was pulling them up, she tugged on his
arm with her hand. “Oh, look,” she cried, pointing with the other,
“there’s a fish dangling there.”

 


“You’ve caught a small flounder,” he replied,
all the while working on the lines, “but because it’s so small,
you’ll have to throw it back into the water.”

 


She shrugged. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to hurt
it, anyway.” He banged the line with the fish against the side of
the boat a couple of times and it fell off. “I hope you didn’t hurt
it,” she said, putting a hand to her cheek.

 


“No, it’s just stunned,” he assured her.
“When it comes to, it’ll swim off unless--” He paused in
mid-sentence.

 


“Unless what?” she asked.

 


“Unless that doesn’t get it first.” He nodded
toward a scraggly, grayish white seagull which, a stone’s throw
away from the side of the boat, was bobbing up and down on the
gentle swell of the incoming tide, looking for a morning snack.

 


“Oh, no.” She cringed and closed her eyes as
it drew nearer to the stunned fish. But, just as the gull’s beak
was about to reach out and snatch it, it came to and vanished
beneath the surface of the water. When she opened them again,
fearing the worst, she asked, “What happened to the little
flounder?”

 


He smiled. “This time the fish won.”

 


“Thank heavens,” she replied, breathing a
sigh of relief.

 


Standing to her left was Thelma Lou
Snodgrass--a bubbly, good-natured, girl with three long pigtails,
big brown eyes, and ruddy cheeks. Because she was looking over her
shoulder, at that moment she was unaware of what was happening on
either side of her. The object of her interest was Soapy, on whom
she had a crush and who was working miracles similar to Danny‘s on
the other side of the boat.

 


“Excuse me, Thelma Lou--” Since she didn’t
hear him, Danny tapped her on the shoulder and, when at last he got
her attention, said, “Please reel your line in slowly.” Then,
turning to Helen Boghosian, a shy olive-skinned girl with braces
and a hushed voice on his right, he asked, “Would you mind keeping
yours exactly where it is?”

Slowly he lifted the tangled mass of lines
with his left hand while the fingers of the right one, tugged this
way and that, until, at last, as if touched by magic, the three of
them hung free and clear.

 


“Thanks, Danny,” Becky said, rewarding him
with a smile. “I’m sorry I caused so much trouble.”

 


“Out here everyone gets tangled up at least
once,” he replied, reaching for her line. “Let me bait the hook for
you.” He paused and, returning her smile, said, “Only this time,
instead of a clam, I’ll put a nice juicy sea worm on it.”

 


“Thanks just the same, Danny,” she said, “but
I’m not going to fish anymore.”

 


His blue eyes lit up in surprise. “Why
not?”

 


“Because I really don’t like fishing.”

 


“Why’d you come out then?”

 


“Because I love being out on the salt water,”
she replied, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “The smell
of the salt air, the spray from bow of the boat, the sight of the
porpoises--what more could I ask for?”

 


“What I meant to say,” Danny replied, his
voice softening, “is that you might’ve have enjoyed going on a
whale watch instead.”

 


She paused and, then, with a mischievous
smile said, “Perhaps but I wouldn’t have met you, would I?”

 


As he, reluctantly, left her side and headed
toward the bow of the boat to untangle some lines there, he
couldn’t recall a time when anyone had spoken sweeter words to him
than had she.

 


As soon as the boat had been moored in its
berth at the dock and the troop of girls had left, the two
boys--Danny with a push broom and Soapy, a hose--began scrubbing
and washing down the deck. When they had finished, Soapy turned off
the nozzle of the hose and said, “That was a big mess Becky Tubwell
caused on the starboard side before the anchor barely hit bottom,
wasn’t it?”

 


“Oh, it wasn’t that bad,” he replied, leaning
on his push broom.

 


“Why didn’t you just cut the lines?”

 


“Because a tangle of lines is like a puzzle
and I like the challenge of figuring it out,” he replied. “Besides,
Uncle Fred doesn’t like us losing sinkers.”

 


Soapy, unconvinced, just smiled at him.

 


“It wasn’t Becky‘s fault,” Danny blurted out,
feeling as much a need to wipe the smirk off his face as to defend
Becky. “Thelma Lou was to blame.”

 


The hose slipped from his hand. “She was on
board?” Danny nodded and he said, more to himself than to his
friend, “Gee, I didn’t even see her.”

 


“How could you?” Sensing he had him on the
defensive, Danny couldn’t resist needling him some more. “You were
too busy trying to impress Emily.”

 


Uncle Fred appeared just in time to rescue
Soapy from his friend’s ribbing. “The deck’s clean enough to eat
off,” he said, giving it an approving look. “Why don’t you call it
a day?” He handed each of them an envelope with their day’s
earnings in it. “If you guys hurry, you can get to Buckie’s before
it closes,” he said with a knowing smile, “and have a chocolate
éclair and a calzone.”

 


The two of them looked at one another and
couldn’t help but laugh at how well he knew them.

 


Buckie’s is a small bakery specializing in
pastries and sandwiches, hidden behind the Dennis post office.
Although Danny loved éclairs and Soapy, calzones, Nantucket
Nectars’ blueberry-apple flavor was the favorite soft drink of both
of them. Soapy, who had just eaten his piece of pastry in record
time, wiped the crumbs off his chin and leaned back on his stool.
“Danny,” he said, pulling another one of those questions of his
from out of nowhere, “would you go to a school dance with a girl
who had tattoos?”

 


The question, as usual, caught him by
surprise. “I don’t know, I never thought about it.” He shrugged and
tossed a question back at him. “Would you?”

 


“It depends.”

 


“On what?” Danny asked, draining his bottle
of Nantucket Nectars.

 


“If the tattoo was a heart with my name in
the middle, how could I refuse to go with her?”

 


“Tattoos on girls don’t bother me as much as
rings on their noses and belly buttons do.” He set the bottle down
on the counter as if to emphasize the point.

 


“What’s wrong with girls wearing rings
there?” Soapy replied, getting up to leave. “They’ve been piercing
their ears and wearing earrings for years now.”

 


“I guess.” Danny shrugged. “All I know is
that Becky would never get a tattoo much less wear a ring in her
nose or belly button,” he said, rising, “and neither would Thelma
Lou.” As he followed his friend out of the shop, almost as an
afterthought, he added, “But as for Emily, I’m not so sure.”

 


To his surprise, Soapy replied, “Neither am
I.”

 


On that note of agreement they shared a laugh
and headed up toward their favorite hangout.

 


As they came into the clearing around Hokum
Rock, they froze. At its base Gus was bent over, watching Rollo,
who had stuck his arm into the crack and was poking around for the
knapsack. No sooner had the boys regained their composure and
started to retreat than Gus glanced up and spotted them. “Well,
heavens to my Aunt Betsy, what do we have here?” he asked, nudging
his friend.

 


“Where are you guys rushing off to?” Rollo’s
nasty tone stopped them cold.

 


“Come on over here; we won’t bite you.” Gus
paused and cackled. “At least not yet.”

Reluctantly, the boys did as they were told
and, in a sugary voice, he said, “We’re looking for a
knapsack--”

 


“A blue one, General Nuisance” Rollo barged
in, calling Soapy by the name above the pocket of his army
shirt.

 


Annoyed at being interrupted, Gus glared at
him. “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” he went
on at last, “we’re looking for a knapsack that we left here by
mistake. You fellows haven’t by any chance seen it, have you?”

 


“No, we haven’t, have we, Danny?” Soapy,
playing dumb, nudged him with his elbow.

 


“No, definitely not,” his friend agreed

 


“You’re sure?” the tall stranger said, toying
with his mustache.

 


“Positive,” Soapy replied with a nod.

 


“You better not be lying to us, General,”
Rollo warned, raising a shaggy eyebrow, “if you know what’s good
for you.”

 


“Lying?” Soapy said indignantly. “Why would I
want to do that?”

 


Gus broke the awkward silence that followed,
asking, “Do you kids play here often?”

 


“No, not really.” He tugged nervously on the
visor of his cap.

 


“We were just coming from the beach and this
here’s a shortcut.” Danny pointed to the path behind them. “

 


“What are your names?”

 


“Our names?” Soapy replied, flustered.

 


“That’s what I just asked you?” Gus
persisted, twirling the ends of his mustache.

 


“Blackwell. Albie Blackwell,” he replied,
regaining his composure. While Danny looked at him in disbelief, he
went on, “And this here is--eh--Russ Warren.”

 


Gus extended his hand which each of the boys,
in turn, took like a present they didn’t know what to do with.
“Nice to meet you, Albie and Russ,” he said with a quick
handshake.

 


“Likewise,” Soapy replied.

 


Without introducing himself or his chubby
friend he asked, “Where do you live?”

 


“Over that way,” Soapy said, pointing.

 


“What street?”

 


“Eh--eh, Compass Lane.”

 


“We live next door to each other,” Danny
chimed in, feeling a need to come to his friend’s aid, “don’t we,
Albie?”

 


Gus looked at them suspiciously. “I hope
you’re not lying to us.”

 


“We wouldn’t like that,” Rollo growled.

 


Soapy broke another one of those awkward
silences. “Hey, wait a minute,” he exclaimed, hitting himself on
the side of the head as if to jar his memory, “I think I know who
might’ve taken your knapsack.”

 


“You do?” the two strangers replied in
unison.

 


Gus looked at his partner and smiled. Soapy
nodded. “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Gus said, his smile turning
into a grin.

 


“Your friend said it was blue, didn‘t he?”
When he nodded, Soapy burst out, “Well, I’ll be darned if that
isn’t the color of the bag--or what I thought was a bag--that I saw
Captain Barnaby carrying away from here?”

 


“Captain Barnaby?” Gus asked, his eyes
narrowing with curiosity. “Who’s he?”

 


“A lobsterman who lives over there.” He
pointed to a small white cottage across the street from them, which
was barely visible through the leaf-laden limbs of trees and thick
underbrush.

 


“He’s retired now, though,” Danny added. “He
walks his dog over here all the time.”

 


“Come to think of it,” Soapy said with
another burst of insight, “a few minutes before he left with the
bag, I noticed his dog was sniffing at something around here.” He
paused and, playing dumb, went on, “But, of course, at the time, I
didn’t think anything of it.”

 


“Of course,” Gus replied with a touch of
skepticism.

 


“Where was he sniffing?” Rollo demanded.

 


“Right there.” Soapy pointed to the spot
where they were standing.

 


“What kind of dog does this lobsterman have?”
Gus asked.

 


“A--a--” Momentarily flustered, Soapy quickly
recovered and blurted out, “A poodle.”

 


“A French Poodle?”

 


“French, German, Russian--I don’t know,”
Soapy replied with a shrug, “but it’s a poodle, that’s for
sure.”

 


“Nice meeting you two but you’ll have to
excuse me,” Danny said, starting to walk warily away. “I’ve got to
get home before my father comes looking for me.”

 


“Me, too.” Soapy, making believe he had a
watch, looked at his wrist and, in his haste to get out of there,
almost stepped on his friend’s foot. “Check with Captain Barnaby;”
he said, motioning to the lobsterman’s cottage, “I’m sure he has
your knapsack.”

 


“We’ll do that;” Gus muttered, watching them
beat a hasty retreat, “you can bet on it.”

 


“So, when are we going to pay that lobsterman
a visit and get our money?” Rollo asked.

 


“Tonight as soon as it gets dark.”

 


“How are you going to get into his house?”
Rollo’s bald head shone brightly beneath the rays of the
late-afternoon sun.

 


“We’ll tell him we’re from the from the gas
company and there‘s a gas leak in the neighborhood.”

 


“And that we’re checking out all the
houses?”

 


“You got it, Rollo,” he said with a nod, “and
once we’re inside, we’ll tie the old codger up and search the
place. One way or the other we’re going to get our money.”

 


“But we don’t have uniforms or a gas
truck.”

 


“We'll park off the main road and walk to his
house. Since there are no street lights up there, it’ll be dark.
So, with the visors of our caps pulled down over our faces, he
won’t be able to identify us,” he replied, smiling. “Besides, the
old geezer probably can’t see anyhow.”

 


“What about the dog, Gus?”

 


He laughed. “Hey, we’re talking about a
poodle, not a lion.”

 


“I don’t like dogs.” His moon face showed
with concern.

 


“I know you’re a cat lover,” he said, giving
him a slap on the back, “but don’t worry. If the pooch gets
rambunctious--” He paused in mid-sentence, feeling a need to
explain the meaning of the word to his friend. “Rambunctious means
nasty.” Picking up where he left off, he said, “If he gets nasty,
one swift kick on the backside’ll send it yelping for cover.”

 


“I hope so.”

 


“You want your money back, don’t you?” Rollo
nodded and his friend burst out laughing. “After all we worked hard
to get it.” So heartily did he laugh that he buckled over.

 


“What if the money isn’t there?”

 


“Now let’s think positively, Rollo,” he
replied, wagging a finger at him.

 


“Hey, where are you going?”

 


“To see where those kids live,” he replied,
setting out after them. “If we find out they lied to us and the
money’s not there, we’ll know where to find them.” He paused and,
with a cackle, said, “One way or the other we’re going to get what
belongs to us.”

 


“Now you’re talking,” Rollo enthused.

 


“Come on;” he replied, motioning with his
hand, “we’ll follow them, keeping at a safe distance.”

 


Meanwhile the two boys, anxious to put as
much space as possible between themselves and the two bank robbers,
were hurrying away. As they turned onto Compass Lane, Danny broke
the silence, asking, “Why’d you give him Albie’s and Russ’s
names?”

 


“Well, I sure as heck wasn’t going to give
him yours and mine.”

 


“You could’ve made up some names.”

 


“If you’re so smart, why didn’t you?” Soapy
asked, annoyed.

 


“Probably because I’m not as good a liar as
you.”

 


Soapy looked at him and shook his head. “I
don’t believe you,” he complained. “Have you forgotten how the two
of them got into your face?”

 


“No, of course not.”

 


“Here I am evening the score for you once and
for all and, instead of thanking me, you criticize me.”

 


“Look, Soapy, as much as I don’t like Albie,
he and Russ have nothing to do with this.”

 


“You’re beginning to sound like Mrs.
Humphries,” he complained.

 


“Well, it’s the truth,” Danny snapped, “and
you even brought Captain Barnaby into it. What’s he ever done to
you?”

 


“That old grouch,” he grumbled, “keeps the
lights off in his house on Halloween Eve and doesn’t answer the
door.”

 


“Maybe he’s not home.”

 


“Of course, he’s home; his dog barks up a
storm and everybody knows he doesn’t go anyplace without her,” he
scoffed, kicking an empty soda can out of the middle of the road.
“He’s just too cheap to hand out some candy.”

 


“I’d hate to have you angry at me,” he
muttered with a sigh of resignation.

 


As Soapy turned to give the can another kick,
he happened to glance behind him. “This is no time for lectures,”
he said in a hushed voice. “We got to get out of here and
fast.”

 


“Why?”

 


“Those two guys are following us.”

 


“Oh, no,” Danny groaned, “that’s all we
need.”

 


As he was about to turn and glance around,
Soapy grabbed his arm. “Don’t look back; make believe you don’t see
them,” he said, picking up the pace. “We’ll turn into Mrs.
Iffland’s driveway and go around to the back of her house. Since
she’s gone to Boston for the day, nobody’ll see us climb over the
fence and go out onto Anchor Lane.”

 


“At least it’s not Albie’s or Russ’s house,”
Danny said, anxious to elude his pursuers but, at the same time,
feeling guilty over implicating the other boys.

 


“No, but it’s close enough to theirs,” Soapy
muttered without showing any remorse.

 


As they turned into the driveway and
disappeared around back, Gus and Rollo stopped in front of the
house. “Okay, now that we know where they live, we can go back to
the trailer,” Gus said, turning on his smile. “Then, when it gets
dark, we’ll pay a visit to Captain Barnaby.”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Later, back at the trailer, Gus drew the
curtains aside and looked out. “It’s dark enough, Rollo;” he said,
smoothing out his mustache, “let’s go.”

 


His friend, seated at the table, was making
quick work of his third baloney sandwich. “Wait a minute;” he
replied, waving him off, “I’m not done eating yet.”

 


Gus looked down at him and laughed.
“Sometimes I think your stomach is a bottomless pit.”

 


“Unlike you, I don’t have anybody to cook
fancy meals for me.” Choking on a mouthful of food, he grabbed a
can of tonic and washed it down.

 


Ignoring his dig, Gus asked, “What’s more
important--a sandwich or the money?” Rollo wiped his mouth with his
shirtsleeve and quickly rose to his feet. Gus laughed. “It’s nice
to know there’s at least one thing that’s more important to you
than eating,” he quipped.

 


Outside they climbed into the red pickup
truck that Gus had sweet-talked the Widow Butman into letting him
use and drove off. When they got near Hokum Rock, they parked the
truck on the shoulder of a remote stretch of Paddocks Road and
started walking to the lobsterman’s cottage. So dark was it that
Gus needed a flashlight to find the way. But he didn’t complain;
instead he turned to Rollo and, with a laugh, said, “We couldn’t
have asked for a better night.”

 


His partner nodded. “And not a street light
in sight, either.”

 


Through the window of Captain Barnaby’s small
home shone a faint light. Using it as a beacon, they crept
stealthily toward it. As they drew closer, they could hear a
television blaring away. Peering inside, they saw Captain Barnaby,
an old but rugged Cape Cod lobsterman, with a craggy face, piercing
green eyes, and a salt and pepper beard that went from one ear to
the other, sitting in an armchair with a newspaper draped across
his chest and a magnifying glass in his hand, dozing in front of
his television set.

 


“This is going to be a piece of cake,” Gus
boasted. “Not only is he deaf but he’s also blind.”

 


“I hope you’re right,” Rollo replied
skeptically.

 


“Just remember,” Gus said, straightening up
and going up the steps, “I’m the one who’s going to do the
talking.”

 


“Don’t you always?” Rollo muttered.

 


Gus didn’t hear his snide comment; for at
that moment he began knocking loudly on the door. The lobsterman,
jolted out of his nap, jumped up, and demanded, “Who’s there?”

 


“We’re from the gas company,” he lied.

 


“The gas company?” The Captain’s voice boomed
out. “What the heck do you want at this time of night?”

 


“There’s a gas leak in the area,” he replied
in a stern voice, “and we’re checking the lines leading into all
the homes on the street.”

 


“Oh, you are, are you?” The lobsterman roared
with laughter.

 


“This is no laughing matter, Captain
Barnaby,” he replied, pretending to be concerned for his safety.
“Your house could blow up at any moment.”

 


“Oh, we’ll see about that, won’t we,
Sadie?”

 


“Sadie?” Rollo said in a hushed voice. “Do
you think he’s got somebody else inside with him?”

 


“It’s probably just his poodle.”

 


No sooner had he gotten the words out than
there was an ungodly roar--so ungodly that the whole house shook.
“What the--”

 


“Hey, Gus, that sure as heck’s no poodle.” As
he spoke those words, he was already going back down the steps.

 


“We’d better get out of here,” Gus said,
following after him.

 


No sooner had the two of them started making
a run for it than the door burst open. “There are no gas lines up
here, you fools,” Captain Barnaby bellowed.

 


As he stood menacingly on the threshold,
brandishing a rifle, Sadie, his big German shepherd, came rushing
out into the darkness. So forcefully did it graze its master’s leg
that he spun around like a top and fired the gun by accident.
Although it had discharged harmlessly into the air, the two robbers
thought for sure he was firing at them and ran all the faster.
Meanwhile Sadie, in hot pursuit, was nipping at their heels. Just
as it was about to take a big bite out of the leg of the slower of
the two, Rollo, they stumbled over the edge of the nearby sandpit
and went tumbling down to the bottom.

 


While the dog stood above them, trying to
make up its mind whether or not to go down after them, the
captain’s voice rang out, “Sadie, come back here!” Luckily for the
bank robbers it was an obedient dog and, giving up the chase, ran
back to its master.

 


Huffing and puffing, they lay on the sand for
a long time. At last Gus broke the silence, saying, “You were
right, Rollo; that wasn’t any poodle.”

 


When they had recovered from their close
call, they circled around to get the truck and drove back to the
trailer park.

 


Despite getting little sleep that night they
set out early the next morning for the Iffland’s house. When they
reached it, Mrs. Iffland, wearing a brightly colored housecoat and
her hair up in curlers, was standing in her front yard, hose in
hand, watering her flower garden.

 


Gus, patting down his hair and curling up the
ends of his mustache, went over to her. “Excuse me, madam,” he
said, turning on his charm, “is this the Blackwell residence?”

 


“No, it’s the ranch with the blue shutters
across the street,” she said, returning his smile and pointing with
the hose.

 


“Thank you, madam,” he replied, tipping his
cap. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

 


As they crossed the street, he smiled at
Rollo and said, “Those kids thought they’d pull a fast one on us
but it didn’t work.”

 


“Wise guys,” Rollo growled as they went up
the walk of the house with the blue shutters.

 


On the porch Gus took a deep breath and gave
the door a good rap.

 


An elderly Amazon of a woman with arched
eyebrows, cold brown eyes, and a long, pointed nose, made to order
for sticking into other people’s business, opened the door. Leaning
on a cane, she asked, “How may I help you?”

 


“Excuse, me, madam,” Gus said in a
sickeningly sweet voice, “is this the Blackwell residence?”

 


“Yes, it is,” she replied, taking his
measure.

 


“Does a boy named Albie live here?”

 


“He sure does.”

 


“My name’s Peterman--Jake Peterman and this
is my friend, Mr. Porter,” he said, turning and winking at Rollo.
“With your permission we’d like to talk to him.”

 


“Why?” she asked suspiciously.

 


“He’s stolen something that belongs to us,”
Rollo complained.

 


“Now calm down, Rudolfo--I mean Roland.” Gus,
who had been using so many false names that he was beginning to
lose track of them, gave him a pat on the back before turning back
to Mrs. Blackwell. “As you can see, madam,” he said, “my friend’s
very upset about it.”

 


"What did he steal?” she demanded.

 


“A knapsack.”

 


“A lot more than a knapsack,” Rollo growled,
taking an elbow from his friend.

 


“Being reasonable people, we’d like to settle
it right here and now if we can,” he said, his words oozing with
honey. “Otherwise I’m afraid I’ll have no alternative but to go to
the police.”

 


If he thought he could disarm her with
sweetness or frighten her with mention of the police, he was
mistaken. “What would he want with a knapsack?” she snapped. “He’s
got several of them in his closet.”

 


“Is there someplace where we could discuss
this in private?” Gus asked, glancing stealthily around.

 


Since there was something about the two
strangers that made her uncomfortable, she had no intention of
inviting them inside the house

 


“Anything you want to say to me, you’ll have
to say right here.”

 


Rollo, who had been biting his tongue to keep
from saying anything that might anger Gus, could do so no longer.
“Where’s the money, you old battle axe?” he blurted out.

 


“Now don’t be disrespectful, Roland,” Gus
replied, putting a hand roughly on his arm and pinching him--so
hard that he winced. Turning to her, he went on, “You’ll have to
forgive my friend’s lack of manners, Mrs. Blackwell, but he’s
obviously very upset about the knapsack.”

 


“I don’t know anything about any knapsack,
Grandma.” Those words came from her grandson, who suddenly appeared
at her side.

 


By now the uneasy feeling she had about the
two strangers had turned into a deep suspicion. “No, of course you
don’t, Albie,” she said, giving him a pat on the head. “Obviously
they’ve got you mixed up with someone else.”

 


“That’s--that’s your grandson?” Gus stammered
in disbelief.

 


“It most certainly is,” she replied, putting
an arm proudly around him.

 


Rollo turned to his friend and blurted out,
“He’s not the one.”

 


Suddenly the air was gone out of Gus’s
balloon of self-confidence. “We’ve--we’ve mistaken him for somebody
else, Mrs. Blackwell,” he said sheepishly.

 


“Obviously,” she snarled.

 


Regaining his composure, he turned to her
grandson. “Perhaps, you can help us out, Albie?” he said, turning
his smile up a notch and sprinkling more sugar on his voice. “We’re
looking for two boys about your age. One’s tall and thin with blond
hair and freckles; the other’s short and stocky with dark eyes and
a swarthy complexion.”

 


While his grandmother cackled at the
stranger’s use of the word, swarthy, Albie looked at him with
suspicion and demanded, “What do you want with them?”

 


“Then you know them?” Gus said, raising an
eyebrow.

 


“Maybe he does and maybe he doesn’t,” his
grandmother replied.

 


“Even if I do, I won’t give you their names,”
Albie replied sullenly, “because I’m not a snitch.”

 


“Where can we find them, you brat?” With that
outburst Rollo made the mistake of sticking his nose against the
netting of the screen door. As soon as he did so, Mrs. Blackwell
raised her fist and smashed him in the face, sending him rolling
backwards down the steps and collapsing in a heap on the
ground.

 


“You better get yourself and Humpty Dumpty
there off my property before I really get mad,” she screamed,
opening the door and charging at Gus with her cane. As he was
backing away, all the while fending off her blows, he tripped over
Rollo, who was trying to get up, sending both of them crashing down
onto the flagstone walkway.

 


Who knows how long they might have lain
there, writhing in pain, had she not turned and hollered to her
grandson, “Albie, call the police.” Those words were nothing less
than miraculous; for within seconds the two robbers were on their
feet and running for their lives.

 


* * *

 


For the second day in a row Danny had been so
busy untangling and baiting fishing lines aboard the Rusty Scupper
that he hadn’t had time to feel guilty over not telling his parents
about the money he and his best friend had found. Meanwhile Soapy,
despite his promise, was in no hurry to let him know what he wanted
to do with it.

 


Sometimes, during the scorching days of
summer, when they finished their work on board the Rusty Scupper,
they’d stop at Scargo Lake on their way home. There they’d enjoy a
swim in its less choppy fresh water and, at the same time, rid
themselves of that fishy smell that drove their mothers crazy.
Today was one of those days.

 


After toweling themselves off, they climbed
the hill and, taking the short cut through the sandpit, soon came
out at that favorite haunt of theirs--Hokum Rock. Tired, they
decided to scoot up to the top of it and rest there for a while. As
they lay, dozing, Danny turned to his friend and, breaking the
silence, said, “Soapy, what are we going to do with the money?”

 


Instead of answering the question, he threw
one of his from-out-of-nowhere ones back at him. “Do you know how
this rock got its name?” he asked.
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