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CHAPTER
1
"We've got to take control over our own lives, David," objected Connor, wanting to put some backbone into his brother's anticipated response to their uncle's expected bad news.
David started to respond. "I know what you're trying to say..."
"We can't let this be a repeat of what happened when Dad died," Connor interrupted, referring to the tragic drowning four years ago. "This time, we can't let the adults around us take over everything. We're not just pawns, David."
David knew that Connor was worried about where they would go, and who would be put in control of their lives, but he just didn't think that he had the energy or motivation to face another challenge. As far as David was concerned, things had been so difficult for so long that with the news of his mother's and step-father's deaths in a ferry sinking, he felt as if all the fight had gone out of him.
It seemed as if he had spent all of the last four years looking after Connor as well as thinking first and foremost about what would be good for his widowed single mother. David's personal interests, wants and desires had been suborned to the good of his mother and brother, and now, just when it appeared that he might be able to pursue some things that he really wanted to do, everything was back on his shoulders. David just didn't think that he could do it again.
When their father had died, David was eleven, the same age that Connor was now, and a lot of the challenge of keeping their lives under control had fallen to him. Certainly it didn't help that their mother, Sally, fell apart initially, but there was just so much to do to keep what was then the Cameron family going that a lot of things fell to David.
Later, after Sally met Brent and they prepared to move to a new state and live with him, David felt he had even more reason to protect his own interests and those of his younger brother.
Connor could tell that his brother was overwhelmed, and just didn't have the fight in him right now, and knew it was up to him to think things through. It wasn't that he was unaffected by the deaths of Sally and Brent, it was just that he was thinking clearly right now, and knew that they only had one chance to make it right.
"We've got to tell Uncle George what we need him to say about us, David," continued Connor. "We have the ability to make things work out on our own, but only if we think this all through."
Connor knew what he wanted. He wanted to keep and operate the machine shop, and he wanted David and himself to live on their own. That could only happen, though, if their Uncle George, who had his own life and family five hundred miles away, ensured that there was no undue attention drawn to the now-orphaned sons of the tragic victims of the ferry sinking.
"What do you mean, Connor?" Asked David. "What should Uncle George say about us?"
"Well, David," Connor started to explain, knowing that he finally had his brother's attention, "That's what I want to talk you about ..."
CHAPTER
2
It was late in the evening, about sixteen hours after the sinking, and the boys were sitting waiting for the 'bad news' call that they knew they would shortly be getting from their uncle.
The two boys were sitting on stools at the front counter of Brent's new shop, the South Valley Machine Works. It was a good-sized shop, with a long counter running the front of the glassed building-front, and machines and parts filling the rest of the thirty by forty foot area. The only part that was closed off from the main room was a good-sized bathroom, shower and change room in the back corner, along with a lunch and meeting room that stretched across the rest of the back wall.
The feeling one got when walking in the front door was one of a modern shop that used new technology well, but all contained in a building that maximized use of local timber and building norms. As far as the family was concerned, the extra shower and meeting room space helped to make up for the trailer accommodation that was their home.
With Sally's enthusiastic support, Brent had given his notice to quit his job as a welder for the logging company just three weeks ago, and was about to dive full time into his new business. The family, David and Connor included, had spent a lot of time over the last five months getting the building ready, and 'the Works' had already started getting customers through the front door.
Brent had planned on opening officially at the end of November, and had timed his notice to the logging company to coincide with the annual shutdown of logging operations for the worst of the winter months.
Sally, who had met Brent through some friends about two years ago, had moved her boys to Franklin Lake at the end of the previous school year after a year of an increasingly intimate long-distance relationship. The boys had accepted that their mother might eventually find someone to replace their dad, and had acknowledged the need to move, albeit reluctantly.
Brent, who had two younger daughters and a son from a first marriage, made a real effort to get along with Sally's two sons, and the boys, at the request of their mother, made their own efforts to get along. The result was a reasonably functional household that was settling down as far as family was concerned, but one that was undergoing some changes due to the impending opening of the business.
The Works was a good thing for all of them to focus on, however, and it did serve to bring David and especially Connor closer to Brent.
The living circumstances were not all that attractive initially, as Brent had sold his house to put the money into the land and a building fund to allow the creation of his new business. Apparently, Brent had told Sally early on in their relationship that he had wanted to start his own business, and she had encouraged him to do so.
When Sally and the boys arrived in Franklin Lake the previous June, they moved into a 26-foot travel trailer parked on the back of the property that Brent had bought to put his building on.
The boys quickly found themselves pressed into duty as builders. Brent had what the boys initially thought were ambitious plans, as far as building size went. He'd had the foundation and framing done by a contractor in the month before his new family's arrival, but his budget would require that most of the work would need to be done by Brent and his new helpers.
David, in particular, was a little resentful at being put to work in that way, thinking not incorrectly that he was being taken advantage of. Given David's now-adult size and strength at the age of fifteen, a lot of the heavy work fell to him, but Connor, who at eleven was big for his age and pushing five and a half feet, was being expected to do most of a man's job, as well.
Brent was continuing his work as a welder, so each day would start with him almost literally rolling the boys out of bed at six, and requiring them to follow him around the work site for half an hour, getting instructions for the day, and frequently doing some heavy work that all three of them were needed for.
At six-thirty, Brent would head off to work, and the boys would have about half an hour to wash up and eat breakfast before starting their tasks for the day. With a couple of stops for breaks and a bit longer stop for lunch, they pretty much worked on their own.
Their mom had found work, in town, at the one of the grocery stores for a few hours a day, so she wasn't there all the time. When she was home, she did help a bit, especially when they got things far enough along for finishing work and painting. When Brent arrived home late in the afternoon, he would expect the boys to work alongside him for a good hour or two, before finally stopping for supper.
After supper each night, Sally monitored and help the boys with a couple of hours of schoolwork. This was the part that they actually looked forward to, each of them wanting to try and get ahead of the school grade that they'd been in back home. Sally, who had trained as a teacher in her younger years, had suggested that the boys could use the move to advance themselves if they wanted, and both of them were enthusiastic about it. David hoped to be able to finish his high school work, and take the GED exams. He'd finished his sophomore year back home, but both he and his mother were optimistic about his ability to complete high school on his own. Connor had just finished 7th, and had plans to move all the way into his junior year, if he home-schooled for a year.
As part of that effort to move the boys ahead, Sally talked with them about the need to re-make their identities, and suggested that they consider taking Brent's last name of Watson as their own, as she had done when they moved to Franklin Lake. Brent had been insistent that the boys adopt his name, but she wasn't about to admit that to her sons.
As she explained it, "We'll find a way to get you some ID that will show a new birth date and name, and if you take the home-school and GED exams in the name of Watson, that will also help establish you."
"But, mom..." David had started, "I don't want to give up Cameron." It was their Dad's name, and it was one of the only ways that they could still feel some kind of attachment to him.
"I know what you mean, David," she responded, "And I'm not suggesting that you give it up. Keep it as part of your name, and make Watson the last name."
David glanced at his brother, to see what Connor's reaction was. If his younger brother wasn't going to object, then he didn't have it in him to fight. David was physically and emotionally exhausted from the strain of the last few years.
Connor, too, recognized the futility of fighting this fight, knowing that if they didn't give in to their mom, they would have to fight it out with Brent, and they would lose. He nodded at David.
"Okay, Mom," David agreed, in a reluctant voice.
Sally knew that they were unhappy with this outcome, and resolved to give them something to look forward to. She talked it over with Brent later on, and suggested that the boys be given the opportunity to do something on their own once a week.
Recognizing that the boys needed some time to themselves, Brent agreed with Sally that they should give them most of each Sunday to go hiking, swimming or canoeing in the area.
Brent wanted them to explore the area, and used the excuse that they could take advantage of the recreational opportunities of the area. He also had one other motivation that he kept quiet about, and that was to educate the boys about the area in which they now lived, and which knowledge would help them relate to 'the Works' customers.
Brent's idea was that David could help man the shop if he, Brent, was out on a call, and would need to interact with customers. Also, given that Connor was going to home-school, there was no reason that he couldn't help out as well, and Brent was determined that he would.
By early October, the building was pretty much finished, and Brent started the process of installing the necessary equipment. As each piece was installed, he started trying it out and using it. He also tried to teach the boys how to use the equipment, and it turned out that Connor picked up on the skills better and faster than his brother.
At the same time, David had prevailed on his mother to agree to allow him to apply for some work at the local swimming pool, something that he had been starting to do back home, and which he really enjoyed. He also reminded his mother and Brent that the wages were pretty good, and that would help the family a bit if he had his own money.
Brent was a little reluctant to allow his 'step-son' to work outside the home, but finally agreed to consider the possibility once the shop was finished and open, possibly in December. He warned David that any outside work would be restricted to evenings and weekends only.
By the beginning of November, the business was pretty much ready to go, and even without advertising, some customers had found their way to 'the Works' and there was work to do. Brent's word of mouth and the fact that South Valley Machine Works was on the main highway just south of town brought people in the door.
Connor was helping more and more, and was even able to do most of the work that came into the shop during the day, while Brent was still at work. David tried to do his share, as well, but Connor was a careful and thorough worker, and his work was better than David's.
David wasn't just sitting around though. He started working on improving their trailer, building a large porch area that would make things a lot more livable during the coming winter. He also built a proper, graded walkway from the trailer to the back of the shop.
Finally, they family's new life was almost ready to go. David had one more thing to do, however, between his quitting work for the logging company and really getting to work in his own shop. He wanted to take Sally on a bit of a trip. It wasn't really a honeymoon, as they had decided not to officially marry, but he wanted a little time with her on his own.
Sally was initially concerned about leaving David and Connor on their own, but the boys quickly assured her that they would be just fine, and for her to just go.
What Brent decided they should do was to travel to see his brother, George, and spend the Thanksgiving weekend with them, before returning on a coastal ferry. They would fly one way, then take the ferry trip, and finish the journey by bus.
It was on the ferry trip that disaster befell them. They were the only two victims, out of a passenger list of over a hundred, of the first-ever sinking of a ferry on the west coast.
CHAPTER
3
Initially, when David and Connor heard of the ferry sinking on TV, the report was that there were no deaths, and in fact, no injuries among the passengers. Their Uncle George, who had put his brother and 'sister-in-law' on the ferry the evening before, phoned David to tell him that he was just waiting to pick up Brent and Sally, and that he would phone when he got them back to his home.
It was a few hours later that George phoned to update them.
"Apparently," George said, "They can't seem to find out where your mom and Brent are. They're not sure why they're not on the list, and why they were not on one of the three main rescue boats."
George added that they shouldn't worry and that their mom and Brent would turn up. "I'll phone you as soon as I have some news," he added.
By this time, David and Connor were glued to the TV news, and had heard on their own that there were increasing concerns that Brent and Sally had actually perished.
It was at this point that Connor spoke up, and talked to his brother about what information that George should give to the media about Sally's two sons.
"If they know that we're only eleven and fifteen, we'll have the county or state social services in here before we know it," Connor asserted. "They'll take us away to a foster home, and this shop will be shut down. All of the money that has gone into this shop will be lost, and you and I will be left with nothing."
"How can you know that?" David asked. "You can't be sure of that."
"I'm afraid I can, David," answered Connor, knowing that he had to convince his brother. "You know we've seen it on TV, and you know that there's no way that they're going to leave two underage kids by themselves. We can't live on our own, and underage kids certainly can't run a business on their own."
David felt his world falling apart more than ever. If, in fact, his mom and Brent were dead, their life was pretty much over, as well.
"Oh, God," David said, "What do we do?"
Connor was, however, a few steps ahead of David this time.
"Here's what, David. We get Uncle George to tell the media that you're 18. That way, you're an adult, and there's no problem. As far as I'm concerned, he can say that I'm fifteen, or something. While there will be sympathy, no one will interfere with an 18-year-old looking after his fifteen-year-old brother, especially if the two of them have a means of support," Connor said, waving his arm at the shop that they were looking at, "This shop."
"It'll never work. They'll never believe him, or us." David asserted.
"Why not?" Connor pulled David around to look in his face. "No one here in this town knows us. We've already planned that you're going to say that you're a high school graduate by the end of this year. No one knows me, and I'm tall enough to pass for fifteen. Who's going to know, or say anything?"
"What about our old town?"
"Hey, David, that was a big city, and no one is going to put what they remember about us together with who and where we are now."
"Well," David said slowly, "I don't know..."
"Look, David," Connor said convincingly, "We at least have to try. If it doesn't work, we've lost nothing, and we've at least gained some time."
David's next comment was forestalled by the phone. He reached across the counter and grabbed it. Feeling just a little better about things, he answered it in a business-like fashion. "South Valley Machine Works."
As they boys expected, it was their uncle. The police wanted them to know that Sally and Brent were considered to have perished in the sinking.
"Okay, Uncle George," David said, "But here's what you need to say, if you are going to tell anyone about us." David's voice seemed to pick up more authority as he continued. "I'm 18, and Connor's 15, and we're going to continue to run the machine shop that your brother was just getting going, okay?"
Obviously pleased with the answer, Connor listened as his brother continued. "I don't think that either of us will want to travel up there, but we'll see. Why don't we wait for another day, or so, and see what more they say about mom and Brent?"
"Okay, Uncle George, thanks for phoning."
David put down the phone, and turned to Connor. "Well, kid," he said, smiling for the first time in 24 hours, "We've started. Let's see how far we can go."
Connor grabbed his brother in a tight hug. "You won't be sorry about this, David. You just watch and see how much I do around here. I'll take my share of the load, and more."
"Thanks, Connor, but don't overdo it."
Connor finally released his arms, sitting back to look at his brother. "Look, David. You've been doing so much for everyone for so long, it's time for me to step up and do my part."
"Okay, brother," agreed David. "You're on, but this is a family effort, so I'll be right beside you."
The boys hugged once again, now a little more ready for what would come their way next.
CHAPTER
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It was almost eight o'clock by the time that they got off the phone with their uncle, so the boys closed up the shop and made their way out the back to the trailer. It felt strange to be there, knowing that everything that they did from now on was dependent solely on what they wanted to do. If they wanted to let things deteriorate and become lazy, they could. On the other hand, of they wanted to step up and really move ahead with their lives, they could reap the benefits that would accrue. It was up to them.
Back in the trailer, the two made sandwiches and then got ready for bed, still feeling that things were a little quiet without their mom and Brent.
As they sat for a few minutes, they talked about what things they might do over the next few days. David said that he was thinking that he might want to go out to the coast, and visit the scene of the sinking. Their uncle George had passed on an invitation from the ferry company, and David was leaning toward accepting, depending on what Connor's reaction was.
"I think you should go, David," was Connor's initial comment, as he took a bite of the second half of his cheese and salami sandwich. "I can look after things here, and I'll be just fine."
"Are you sure you don't want to go, too?"
Connor had already considered that. "Yup, I'm sure. I might want to go sometime, but not now. I'd really be much happier staying here, knowing that I was contributing to our family's business."
David hadn't expected Connor to want to stay behind, and wasn't at all sure that he like the idea of leaving his younger brother on his own for even a couple of days. "We might get in trouble if it becomes known that you're on your own. Maybe I shouldn't go."
"Look, David, we could get into a lot of trouble over the next while, but let's not let that affect us too much. You can pass for 18 a lot easier that I can pass for 15 or so. If we were both went, we might well attract more attention than would be good. I think that you should go."
"Well," David agreed reluctantly, "Okay."
Connor got up from the table and made his way to the bunk bed in the rear of the trailer, followed after a minute by David.
Once there, they talked for a few more minutes about how David should travel and what things that Connor would be doing on his own for the next couple of days.
Within a few minutes, they were both asleep. It had been a long day.
The next morning, David was up just after six and on the phone to their uncle George by seven, after talking to the local airline. He let George know that he would be flying up later that morning, and that he planned to stay for two days at the most.
In response to a question from George, he simply said that his younger brother would be looked after, and that Connor wasn't willing to travel up there at this time.
Connor was also up by this time, getting ready to head over to the building for a shower and a light breakfast before unlocking the front door by about 7:45, as usual. The shop's advertised hours were eight to five, Monday to Friday, and nine to noon on Saturdays, but the Watson's had already developed a habit of being ready and open a bit early each day.
At the end of each day, the family usually kept someone in the shop until closer to five-thirty on weekdays, and until almost one o'clock on Saturdays.
It was about half an hour drive to the airport, closer to the next, larger town, and David had to be there before ten. The boys had talked briefly the previous night about getting David a taxi, and Connor had been considering that and the cost as he stood at one of the machines a few minutes after eight, working to complete a customer order.
He was thinking that he should go back and see if David was ready, and phone the local taxi company.
The front door opened, and a man who Connor recognized as a repeat customer came in, wanting to leave an engine camshaft for grinding. As Connor greeted the man, he recollected this customer lived in their town and operated two automotive repair garages, one of which was in the next, larger town where the airport was.
After Connor made out the work order and confirmed the specs that the customer wanted, Connor asked a question. "Are you staying in Franklin Lake today, or are you going to your other garage?"
The man smiled in response to Connor's friendly attitude and demeanor, and replied, "Well, I'd planned on heading over there sometime this morning, Connor. Why?"
Relieved, but just a little unsure of himself, Connor answered, "Well, my brother's got to get over there to the airport, and I was just about to call the taxi." He paused, looking the customer in the eye. "I figured it wouldn't hurt to ask if you were going over there, knowing that you have a shop there. David's flight is a last minute arrangement."
The man looked at Connor, a not-unfriendly countenance on his face. "Well, what time does he need to be over there?"
Feeling reassured that his enquiry wasn't being dismissed out of hand, Connor replied, "He's got to be there before ten, really, as his flight leaves at ten-forty. He's only going out to the coast on one of the smaller planes, so he doesn't need to be there too early."
"I can run him over to the airport, Connor," assured the customer, "No problem. What time's he going to be ready to go?"
Connor quickly answered. "Well, he'd planned on being ready by nine or so, but I can get him to be ready earlier, if that would be more convenient for you."
"No, no, that's okay. I'll tell you what I'm going to do. I'd planned to checking out my local garage, so I'll go and do that, and then I'll stop here around quarter to ten and pick up your brother. Fair enough?"
"Oh, yes, thanks. We really appreciate this."
"No problem, Connor. I have to tell you that I really appreciate that I can get my machining done locally now, and I'm happy to help your family out."
The man left, and Connor turned to run out the back to find David and tell him the good news. David had just finished in the shower and was getting ready to head back to the trailer to finish his final packing.
When Connor told him what he'd arranged, David initially expressed a little misgiving, saying that he wasn't sure that they should accept a ride from someone they barely knew.
"Well, I know him," was Connor's response. "He's been in quite a few times already with work for us. He was one of the first people to come in and find out what we were all about when we first put up the sign out front. He goes over to check on his other garage a lot, so this isn't out of his way, David."
David looked at his earnest, younger brother. "Well, okay. Thanks, Connor." He reached forward to hug Connor. "You did good."
Connor felt emotional and physical warmth transfer from his older brother. They could be a good team if they continue to get along so well.
The customer showed up a little early, just after nine-thirty, and spent a few minutes talking to Connor while they waited for David. Connor decided that if he was asked he would tell this customer, and any others, about his missing and presumed-dead parents, but wouldn't bring it up on his own.
David emerged from the back, and Connor introduced him to the customer. David gave Connor a hug, and then was gone.
Connor watched them drive away, feeling just a little fragile. Now he was really on his own.
CHAPTER
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Connor had resumed his work after David left. With a short stop for lunch, he had carried on into the early afternoon, trying to complete the work that they had on hand so that he could stop early for the day, and sit down to do some schoolwork. Between the shop and trying to get ahead on his home-school material, there was a lot to keep him busy.
David phoned just before three to let him know that he had made it, and was now at their uncle George's for a few minutes before going to the local hotel to meet with the head of the ferry company. Apparently George had told the ferry company that David was coming, and the boss of the ferry company wanted to meet with him.
Late in the afternoon, as Connor was sitting at the big table with his books spread around him, the phone rang. It was someone calling from the bush; a logging camp about twenty miles out of town.
The man, who identified himself as the camp manager, wanted to know if they could provide some machining of some part to fix a large crane at the top of a hill. It had broken down, and the logging company's mechanic said that they needed some parts machined in order to fix it. The mechanic also said that some new parts would have to be fashioned to replace old ones.
He said that the company that they normally used had said that the crane parts that needed repairing would have to be delivered to their shop. The man wanted to know if someone from Connor's shop could come up and look at the crane with the mechanic, and together determine what could be done.
Apparently, most of the logging operation was going to be shut down until the crane could be fixed. The manager finished by saying that they were going to do their seasonal shutdown in a week or so, but that they wanted to get the cut lumber off the ground before first snow, and the only way to do that in the time available was to fix the crane in place.
Connor was thinking furiously as he listened, knowing that the logging company would be a good customer if they could get a first job with them, and trying to think about a way to get up there.
The man finished his description of what he wanted, and waited for a response from the representative of South Valley Machine Works.
Connor broke the silence after only a few seconds. He needed to sound professional, and as usual, he tried to keep his naturally high-pitched voice as low as he could. "I think that we could help you out," he started, looking outside at the Watson pick-up truck parked near the front door.
It couldn't be that hard to drive up there, Connor thought. "Ah, I don't know that there's enough daylight left to get up there and have a look this afternoon," he continued into the phone.
"Well," the man replied, "It's about half an hour from your shop, I would think, and all we need is about thirty minutes of daylight for someone from your shop to examine the crane with the mechanic."
Connor looked at the clock on the wall. Quarter after four. It would start getting dark in just under an hour at this time of year.
"We'd be pushing it," Connor spoke, "And we'd be running out of light by the time we got to looking at the crane, but..."
"Look, if you guys could get up here tonight, we'd really appreciate it, and so would all of our loggers. If we could get that equipment up and running in the next day or two, it would mean a great deal to all of us." He paused. "Ah, I'll get the mechanic to set up some high-powered lights at the crane."
As Connor prepared to give his final answer, he looked around in the shop, thinking about what he would need to take with him to look at his first on-site estimating job.
"Okay," Connor said, a moment later, "We'll head out of here in five minutes, so look for our truck on your site in about thirty-five minutes."
"Thank you, Sir," the camp manager said. "Ah, by the way, what's your name, please."
"Watson," responded Connor quickly, again trying to deepen his voice. "Connor Watson."
"Well, thank you very much, Mr. Watson," the man enthused. "You have no idea how much this will help us."
"Don't forget that all we can do is look. There's no guarantees." Connor repeated words that he'd heard his step-father, Brent, use on a few occasions. "By the way, what is your name?"
"James Barry," was the answer. "As I said, I'm the manager."
"Okay, Mr. Barry, we'll see you soon." Connor hung up the phone.
First, he grabbed the truck keys from their hook, and headed outside. His eyes caught the wording on the side of the truck:
South Valley Machine Works
(The Watson Works)
Franklin Lake 845-5050
Connor unlocked the driver's door, and sat down in the driver's seat. After a moment's hesitation, he inserted the key and turned it to start the engine. He felt as if he was pretending to be Brent, instead of himself, imagining that he was sitting in the passenger seat, watching.
With the engine running, Connor climbed out, and took a look in the back, wanting to see what tool kits that Brent had left in the truck the last time he used it, four days previously.
Satisfied that the two large tool kits had as much as he would likely need, Connor left the truck running and headed back inside to grab a sweater, coat, and boots. He stopped for less than a minute to make a couple of sandwiches to take, and grabbed two sodas out of the fridge.
Less than five minutes after hanging up the phone, Connor placed the 'Closed - we'll return at..." sign on the door, and closed it behind him. He turned to lock it, noting that the sign promised that the shop would re-open at eight. He wondered what would transpire between now and then.
CHAPTER
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Back in the driver's seat, Connor adjusted the seat and mirror height. He was certainly shorter than Brent, but he was tall enough to pass for a young looking adult driver.
As he reached to put the truck into reverse, he noted that the truck had just over half a tank of gas. At least he didn't have to worry about that.
Turning to look behind him, as he had seen his mother and Brent so many times before, Connor put the gear into reverse, and slowly lifted his foot off the brake. Without any pressure on the gas, the truck moved slowly backwards. Connor was driving.
He backed out onto the road, and put the truck into drive. There was no traffic, so he applied some pressure to the gas, and the truck almost leapt ahead. Steadying his hands on the wheel, Connor got over his momentary fright and steered out into the driving lane and down the road.
For a moment, he had a sense of disbelief that he was actually driving, but he calmed himself down by thinking that he'd seen people do this for years, and that it wasn't actually that hard.
After a quarter-mile at less than twenty-five or so, Connor gained enough confidence to increase his speed to thirty-five, and think about where he was going. He thought about what roads he needed to take and what his turn-off would be. Fortunately, Connor had paid attention to where he was going in the past, and knew exactly where he was going and what roads he needed to take to get there.
Out on the highway leading west out of town, Connor got the truck up to around forty-five or so, thankful that there wasn't any traffic. Fifteen minutes later, he reached the turn-off to head up to the logging camp. The last five minutes were on increasingly rough gravel roads, and he reduced his speed to less than twenty.
As he drove into camp, Connor felt more nervous than ever. What if they thought he was just a kid, and didn't take him seriously? What if someone even asked what business he had driving?
He was thankful that he'd worn his work boots, his loose-fitting coveralls with sweat pants underneath, and a heavy parka-type work jacket that he'd put on as soon as he stepped out of the truck. Connor also had a ball cap that he had already put on, pulling it down a little lower than usual over his face, trying to hide his obvious youth. He was also thankful that it was late in the day, that it was cloudy, and that therefore there was less daylight.
They must have been watching for him, because a man stepped out of a construction trailer, to direct him into a parking spot. Pulling his heavy jacket about him, Connor opened the door and got out.
The man eyed him. "Mr. Watson?"
In as deep a voice as he could, Connor replied, "Yes, that's me."
"Hi, and welcome," just a little lighter now. "We're sure glad you're here."
Looking around, Connor asked, "Where's the crane that we need to get working?"
"Up this way," the man directed with a turn of his head.
Connor grabbed his small measuring tools and a tape measure out of a toolbox in the back of the truck, and motioned for the man to lead him on. "Well, let's have a look, while we've still got a little light left."
It was less than a five-minute walk, and it the man introduced himself as James Barry, the manager that Connor had spoken to on the phone. Other than giving Connor a few curious glances, the manager was all business, talking about the history of repairs to the crane.
As they approached the big piece of equipment, the mechanic greeted them. "Boy, am I glad to see you."
"Show me what the problem is, and what you have in mind," Connor instructed, recalling words that he'd heard Brent use in the past, "And I'll tell you if it's something we can do."
Within fifteen minutes, the mechanic had shown Connor the broken parts, and what was needed. Connor had measured, and taken notes on a small pad that he'd pulled from his pocket. As he saw each piece of equipment that needed to be replaced or repaired, Connor felt increasing confidence that he would be able to produce what they needed.
Finally, the look-over completed, the three of them started the walk back to the trailer, and the mechanic asked the inevitable question. "How long will it take for your shop to get all this work done?"
Connor thought about it for a moment, trying to remember what they had in stock back at the shop. "Well," he started, "I think that I've got everything that I need to fabricate the new parts. I might even have them done by noon tomorrow. How quickly can you have the old pieces that I'm going to repair off the crane?"
The manager looked at Connor in open-mouthed surprise as the mechanic answered. "I could probably get them off and to you by early afternoon tomorrow."
"Good," responded Connor, feeling just a little pleased by the manager's reaction.
"Ah, I don't like to appear to be unbelieving, but we've never had anything this major done that quickly before," the manager observed. "I've heard that you have a good reputation already, but are you sure about your timeline on this?"
Connor thought for a moment. If he worked late, he could get most of the work done the same night, and he could get up early in the morning to finish. "Absolutely," he answered. He could always rest during the afternoon, or the next day. A chance to do well on a job like this was way too good to pass up.
They had reached the office trailer, and the manager invited him in for coffee. Connor thanked him, but declined, saying that he wanted to get back to the shop as quickly as possible. He really had two reasons to decline. The first was that he didn't really like coffee, and the second and more important reason was that he didn't want to take the heavy, disguising jacket off.
Connor reached out to shake the manger's hand, and promised to be in touch in the morning, and update him on the machine shop's progress.
Closing the truck door for him, the manager said, "Thanks, Mr. Watson. We'll talk tomorrow."
Connor quickly turned the key to start the truck, and prepared to put it into gear to drive out of the camp. Once again, he had a quick moment of nervousness and a vision of himself as a small boy, just pretending to drive. He had to remind himself that this was for real.
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Connor made his way home without incident. There was very light traffic, and he was feeling increasingly confident in his driving abilities. He'd continued to think that if he drove 'normally,' he had nothing to fear from any police, especially if he drove when it was dark and no one could see into the truck and figure out that it was a young person at the wheel.
Back at the shop, he got right to work, and with only a short break to fix himself a sandwich, stayed at it until a little after midnight. By then, he'd completed most of the work, and rightly figured that if he got going again by six or so, he'd be done by eight or nine.
He turned out the lights and headed out back. As he entered the trailer, Connor was struck by the silence. He was so used to it being cramped with all four of them, and now it was just him. The thought passed quickly, though. Once again, he was really tired, and fell asleep almost as soon as he crawled into his bunk.
It was quarter to nine, the next morning, when Connor placed the last piece of newly fabricated parts in a row on the front counter. Connor went back to inspect each item, satisfying himself as to the quality of the work and assuring himself that it would pass inspection from Brent or anyone else.
Finally, he took up a clipboard, and started to review the new inventory, which took up almost half of the length of the long counter. He listed each item, and accounted for the price that the raw part cost and how long it took him to fashion it into the needed piece. Then he went back to the office computer, and entered everything.
The software that his mom had set up for Brent automatically priced the job, and left a place for the insertion of the parts mark-up, the labor rate and mark-up, as well as any special charges.
He'd listened to Brent and his mother talk about pricing in the past. Brent had said that they should not start too low, because it was harder to increase the price. Better to start high, and then reduce if necessary.
Connor marked up the parts at twice his cost; his labor at twice what Brent priced himself at, and added two hundred for a 'site visit.' He was a little unsure, thinking that he was really taking advantage of the logging company, but then he decided that if they appeared to be concerned about the high invoice, he could always knock something off as a goodwill gesture. As he'd considered before, the big idea here was to win them as a customer, and continue to develop a good reputation.
Connor then went and got himself some breakfast, fixing himself three fried eggs, hash browns from the freezer, and toast. This was his celebratory meal.
Connor had finished, and had returned to the shop when the phone rang at about quarter to ten. It was David, calling to say that the ferry company was shortly going to announce that their mom and Brent were officially presumed to have gone down with the ferry.
The boys talked for a few minutes, mostly inquiring about how each felt about the news, but neither of them really was overwhelmed at all. They had known it was coming.
David suggested that he would likely be heading home in three days, if Connor was okay. Connor assured his brother that everything was fine, and that he had been doing some work and keeping busy. The part about driving the truck could be mentioned later.
Connor had barely hung up the phone when the camp manager phoned. Apparently, they were having difficulty getting the parts off the crane to bring them into town. Connor suggested that if they hadn't been able to get them off by mid-afternoon, he'd come out and see if he could be of any assistance.
In answer to the manager's question, Connor told him that all of the other, new parts were done, and that he could bring them up to the camp in the afternoon if that worked out.
Connor had thought about going up there earlier, but considerations of driving in broad daylight and being more visible in person kept him from volunteering that action.
In the end, Connor packed up the new parts, and closed shop at three to head up to the camp. Once he had a look at the cranes, he helped the mechanic by suggesting alternate ways of repairing, noting that they only had to keep the crane operating for a week.
The required old parts were in the truck by five, and Connor drove back to the shop. As soon as he'd parked the truck and got the old parts inside, he got right to work. Stopping only for a couple of snacks and bathroom breaks, Connor worked until well after midnight to complete the job.
Once more, he was so tired that he fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. Yet again, he'd had no time to think about his recent tragic loss, something that was perhaps a blessing.
Connor was awake and up by five to load his latest work pieces into the truck.
By five-thirty, he was on his way back up to the camp, almost waking some of the crew with his arrival, still in the early morning winter darkness just after six o'clock.
The manager, the mechanic, and two others helped him carry the parts up to the crane, and while Connor was helping with the installation, the manager went back to the trailer to call in all his workers. The camp was going to get back to work.
By just after nine-thirty, the repairs were complete, and the crane was operational. Connor, who all present made comments about him saving the day, was escorted back to the trailer by the manager, and this time he accepted the offer of coffee, and toast.
After Connor removed his heavy jacket and sat down, and thanked the manager as he produced the coffee, Connor could tell that the manager was uncertain how much he should ask about this young man who had put their operation back in gear.
After five minutes, during which they talked about the camp's operations, the manger finally asked, "I can't believe someone so young knows so much. Your dad must be impressed with you."
"Well, I think so," observed Connor, slowly.
"You must have had the whole gang working all night to get all the parts done," remarked the manager, wanting to ask Connor how old he was, but not doing so.
"Yes, it was a late night." Connor wasn't going to say anything more than he had to, and was being careful. "I hope that you're satisfied with our work, Mr. Barry."
"Oh, yes," exclaimed the manager, "And the amount on yesterday's invoice is less than I would have thought for all the parts you guys made."
Connor was pleased that he'd padded it a bit. "Good. The invoice for last night's work and today's site visit will be ready tomorrow, if that's okay."
"Absolutely. We'll process them all within a week, and I'm certainly going to tell our corporate headquarters that we've found a new place to get our machine work done."
Connor finished up the piece of toast that he was working on. "Thank you for this. I'd better be getting back."
"Thank you, again, for your assistance, Mr. Watson."
"You're welcome." Connor acknowledged the thanks. "I'm just glad that we could help."
Connor was putting his coat on, and preparing to leave. "Make sure you call us if you have any problems, and for my own information, please let me know how everything works out for this last week of operation."
The manager answered, "Will do," as they walked out to Connor's truck.
Connor took one last look around, and then got behind the wheel. He started the truck, put it into gear, and headed for the road back to town. He couldn't believe what he'd done, and couldn't believe how everything had worked out. Things were looking up for him and the business.
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On the way back into town, Connor noticed that that the gas gauge was down to just over 1/4 and knew that he'd have to figure a way to fill it if he was going to keep the truck ready for action. Near the main highway intersection in town was one of Franklin Lake's only two gas stations with pay at the pump. At least he'd be away from any close up view, and could hide his youthful face in the growing gloom and cloud of an early winter day.
Connor pulled in, and using his own ATM card, filled the truck. That was something else he'd have to do, he thought. He had a bit of his own money, but he'd have to find a way for the South Valley Machine Works to pay him; at least enough to buy groceries and pay for a little gas. As far as purchase of raw materials for the shop, that was usually done through purchase orders and invoices, and his mom had been keeping the books and paying for things with checks.
When David got home, they'd have to sit down and figure out some of those things. They had a lot to sort out.
Connor pulled the truck up and parked outside the front of the shop, close to one end, where it would help advertise, but not be in the way of customers. He turned off the lights and engine, and sat quietly and unmoving in the silent truck as a few flakes of snow swirled around outside.
For the first time, he really felt alone and more than a little vulnerable. The enormity and finality of his parents' deaths finally hit him, and tears started to flood his eyes. The memories of what he'd been through in the last four years crashed like waves through his mind.
The death of his father, the struggle without him, the move to Franklin Lake and the daily struggles since then threatened to overcome Connor. As he considered what his life might be like in the next few days, months and years, he wondered how it all might work out. It just wasn't fair that he'd now been left without his mother and new step-father. No kid his age should have to do what he had just done just to survive and preserve his family's legacy, he thought.
As orphans, he and David were really at the mercy of whomever might decide to impose themselves into their lives and make things difficult.
All of these things went through Connor's mind as he sat, finally reaching for a Kleenex to wipe his eyes and wet face. It was about fifteen minutes before Connor's sobs finally stopped, slowly subsiding. After another few minutes, he got control of himself, and brought himself back into the here and now.
He looked out of the truck at the building in front of him, and thought back to his earlier goal of him and David managing their own lives. What he really wanted was for someone to give him love and affection and let him be a kid. He knew that was not possible in the short term, at least, but for now he was in control and that would have to do. He heaved a great sigh as he came to terms with his present circumstances.
Reaching for his gloves and hat, Connor opened the door and slid out of the truck, locking it behind him. He opened up the front door and made his way around to the back area, where he raided the fridge for a soda and the makings of a sandwich.
As he made yet another bologna and cheese sandwich, Connor reflected that he'd have to start getting a little more variety in his meals.
He took his small meal into the main area, and sat down at his mother's work area, pulling out her financial updates and trying to figure out how to make things work for himself and David.
He hadn't been sitting for more than ten minutes when the phone rang. David was calling to let him know about his boat trip to the small village and to the site of the sinking. Connor was really interested to hear how things went, and glad to hear from his brother.
David related that he'd been really well treated, and had received uncounted expressions of sympathy and condolence. After briefly asking if Connor was doing okay, David suggested that he might want to stay three or even four more days, until Saturday or Sunday.
There had been a suggestion from a local minister that he would conduct a small memorial service on the Friday, and David had said he thought it would be a nice idea.
David asked Connor one more time if he wanted to come out to the coast, but Connor declined again, repeating his earlier argument that it might cause problems and that he was okay with not going.
At that point, Connor suggested that he should plan on taking a return flight that would get him into the next, larger town in the early evening on Sunday, and Connor would arrange for a pick up to get David back to Franklin Lake. David agreed, not asking how that might be arranged, and as they hung up, Connor was already thinking about how he'd drive over there and surprise his brother.
It was a quiet afternoon for Connor, with only one customer late in the afternoon. Connor spent most of the time at the big table, stopping only to fix himself another sandwich around four o'clock. At closing time, Connor locked the front door and turned out the main lights.
It had been a long day, and Connor was quite tired from his two late nights. He put away the books he'd been looking at, and left the shop. At the door, he turned out the lights and locked the door, before making his way to the trailer. He was asleep only five minutes later.
The next morning, Thursday, found Connor awake just before six. He slipped out of his bunk and made his way inside to the shower. He reveled in the solitary quiet, knowing that there would be no one shouting at him to hurry because another person wanted to shower, or he needed to hurry because Brent wanted to brief him and get to work.
Feeling refreshed and newly motivated to face the world on his own terms, Connor stepped out of the shower and dried himself, pulling on a clean set of overalls from the laundry pile. Brent had insisted that he and the boys wear coveralls with personal nametags in the shop to present a more professional image, something that Connor appreciated now that he wanted to look older.
Connor fixed himself a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast and orange juice, with the thinking that lunch would almost certainly be a sandwich and wanting more than just cereal.
By seven-thirty, he had opened the shop, and was ready for business. There were a couple of small projects waiting for him, and he got to work. Within an hour, he'd completed all of the outstanding work, and sat down at his mother's table to bring the invoices up to date, including the second and third ones for the logging camp.
After printing all of the outstanding invoices, Connor turned his attention back to the company books and his efforts to determine how much money he could take to support David and himself. So far, there was already the airlines tickets for David and the gas for the truck, and Connor knew that he should consider buying groceries in the next couple of days.
After a couple of hours, he'd figured out a way to set up online banking for his own account, and do a transfer from the company accounts.
He was thankful that his mother had set him and David up with their own personal accounts a couple of years before. It had been done primarily for David, but Connor had kind of tagged along and been given the same opportunity. He'd hardly used it at all since, and he'd accumulated less than two hundred dollars, but the account was now going to come in very useful. For instance, it was the one he'd used the previous day to put gas in the truck.
A total of six times during the morning, Connor was interrupted by phone calls and two customers. One to pick up an order and one to drop off. Each time, Connor attempted to be as professional as possible, and each time he was rewarded with mature interaction.
One of the phone calls was from James Berry, who told him again how much they appreciated that Connor had come to their rescue, and let him know that everything was working just fine. He suggested that Connor could fax over the invoices, and Connor agreed that he would do that.
After the camp manager hung up, Connor returned to his bookkeeping tasks. When he put the three invoices into the fax machine, it occurred to him that the work from the logging camp would total more than South Valley Machine Works had taken in since they opened. It would be a real shot in the arm for the company, once the invoices were paid.
After lunch, with all of his work up to date, Connor turned his attention back to his schoolwork for a while.
Just after two, Connor's concentration was interrupted by a customer. Connor had watched him pull up to park, noting that it was one of the logging company's trucks. He hoped that there wasn't a problem with any of the parts. Connor greeted the man in a friendly manner.
It turned out that the man was dropping off payment for all three invoices. The messenger said that Mr. Berry felt that it was the very least that they could do for the Watson Works, given all that Connor had done for the logging camp.
Now it was Connor's turn to express surprise. He forgot his plan to act maturely and his voice rose an octave as he stammered his thanks.
After the man left, Connor opened the envelope and took out the check, not quite believing how much money he held in his hand. It was amazing. Now he just had the pleasant task of getting the money over to the bank for deposit.
He thought that he'd do it later in the afternoon, just after four, and before bank closing. It was close enough that he could ride his bike there in ten minutes.
Connor had just returned to the shop, a little after five, when the phone rang again. Connor was shocked when the caller identified herself as Penny Watson, Brent's ex-wife.
Barely remembering to keep his voice low, Connor said that he was, in fact, one of Brent's new step-sons.
Penny launched right in. "I gather that my support payments are going to stop, and I'd like to know what you're going to do about it."
Connor was way out of his depth, and had no idea how to respond. "Ah, well," he responded in a voice that belied his nervousness, "I... ah, we... hadn't really got that far yet."
Although Connor had overheard his mother and Brent talking about his ex and their kids, Connor knew little of the details. It did, however, suddenly occur to him that this explained a payment that went out of the company books each month. There had been a direct payment to 'P. Watson' that had puzzled Connor earlier in the day, and it now made sense.
Penny's voice brought him back to the present with a thud. "Well, it figures that he'd find a way to get out of his obligations. There just better be a payment for this month! He needs to at least pay for the month that he dies." Her voice was hard to listen to as she almost shrieked her words.
In fact, Connor knew that the current month's payment had been programmed to be made the next day, on the 15th. He attempted to answer, 'yes,' but Penny Watson wasn't done yet.
"If I'm not going to get any more money out of him, you better train up his son in the business, because one-third of the Watson Works goes to him."
As Connor tried to get a word in edgewise, he thought considered what he knew about Brent's son. Insofar as Connor was aware, the boy's name was Kevin and he was eight years old. There were also girls, older by two or three years, and Connor knew that his ex-wife had prevented Brent from seeing his kids for at least two years.
"He's just like his father," Penny went on. "Irresponsible, and lazy, so he might as well get to work and learn something. I'm sending him down there next week, and I want you to keep him until school starts again in January."
"But..." Connor tried again. They couldn't just take in a young boy just like that, even if he was their step-brother. They knew nothing of him, and young Kevin certainly knew nothing of them and little of his late father.
"I'll let you know when he's coming!" With that final comment, she must have hung up the phone, because Connor was left with a dead line.
Slowly he put the phone down. He looked at it, trying to figure out what had just happened, and hoping that he could remember enough of the call to tell David when he arrived home. Things were complicated enough already, but now they were going to get much worse.
Connor also thought about the unfairness of her comment that Kevin should be entitled to an equal share of a business that he hadn't contributed to. It just wasn't right.
His thoughts were never far from Penny Watson and her son, Kevin, as Connor carried on his normal activities during the evening. As he prepared a hot dog and coleslaw for supper, and then watched a bit of TV for the first time in days, he kept thinking back to the call and what that would mean for David and himself.
When David called about nine to check on things, Connor refrained from saying anything about Kevin and his mother, thinking it was something better left for David's return.
David mentioned that they'd had a very short memorial service for Brent and their Mom that evening, and that it had been well attended by many in the village. He told Connor that it had helped to give him a little closure, and it had made him realize just how much support there was from those in the village.
The talk about Brent and his Mom made Connor feel a little melancholy after he hung up from his phone call with David. He'd had his good cry the day before, though, and there was not a lot of emotion left in Connor right then.
Once again, Connor was pretty tired. He watched TV for a few minutes after David's phone call, and then went to bed.
The next day, Friday, was pretty normal for Connor, or at least as normal as things had been recently. He kept the shop open from seven-thirty until just after five, keeping moderately busy with customer orders.
His evening was quiet and uneventful, but the events involving Penny Watson disquieted him. Lying in his bunk that Friday night, Connor wondered what lay ahead.
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As he prepared to open for the morning on Saturday, Connor reflected on the last few days, and wondered what the day would bring. With the early closing on Saturday, Connor would have a bit of time to himself, and he thought about the things that he and David had been doing earlier in the fall. With winter reducing the outdoor opportunities, he decided that a trip over to the community swimming pool might be a good idea.
Just before noon, the phone rang in the shop, the harbinger of another big change.
"South Valley Machine Works," Connor answered automatically.
A young, scared-sounding voice. "Is this Watson's?"
Connor was more curious than anything else. "Yes, it is. What can I do for you?"
"This is Kevin. Kevin Watson."
Connor was curious and puzzled as to why Kevin would be phoning on his own. "Oh, hi, Kevin." Connor paused, wanting to say more. Kevin was only eight, after all, and it couldn't be his fault that his mother wanted so much from David and Connor. "Ah, your mother was saying that she wanted to you come here..."
"I'm here," said the high voice. "Can you come get me?"
What was going on, Connor wondered. "What do you mean, Kevin? Where's 'here'?"
"I'm outside Mary's Diner." Connor knew that was the bus stop for the intercity bus line that served Franklin Lake. "The bus dropped me off here." Kevin's voice had risen again, and he sounded really scared.
Connor had to calm him down. "Okay, Kevin, I'll come get you." Connor knew that he had to use the truck. It was a good twenty minutes to walk, and it was a cold day. "I'll be there in no more than ten minutes, okay?"
Connor could hear the huge relief in Kevin's voice. "Okay. Thanks."
Connor suddenly thought of one more thing. "What color jacket are you wearing?" Connor had no idea what Kevin looked like.
"Ah, red," Kevin replied, "Dark red."
"Okay, just stay put. I'll be there in a few minutes."
Connor put down the phone and moved to the back of the shop. Quickly, he put his heavy jacket on, and grabbed the keys. Stopping only to change the front door sign and turn off the lights, he stepped outside and locked up.
In two minutes, he'd started the truck and was on his way into town. Feeling very self-conscious, he pulled his hat down a bit, concerned about being seen driving. It was one thing to drive out of town in the dark hours of the evening, and quite another to drive into the center of town in the middle of the day.
As he drove, he thought about what Penny Watson had done. What parent would send an eight-year-old off on a fifteen hour bus journey on his own, not even knowing if there would be someone to fetch him at the other end of the trip. What would have happened if Connor hadn't been there when Kevin phoned? It just was beyond belief.
Connor pulled the truck into a space at the furthest end of the parking area, wanting to stay as unobtrusive as possible. As he walked toward the diner entrance, he spotted a small figure sitting on a suitcase with a large duffel bag beside him. That he was Kevin was assured by the jacket color, and he looked very forlorn.
"Hi, Kevin," Connor said, in as friendly a voice as possible. This was his new 'brother,' after all.
Kevin looked up at Connor's height. The name on the truck made it obvious that this was his father's step-son. Kevin didn't know what to say.
Sensing Kevin's fright and seeing a very unhappy face, Connor simply said, "Let's get your stuff and get you home. You must be cold, sitting out here." Kevin's red jacket was a light-weight variety, not at all suited for the day's cold weather.
"Yes, I am cold," Kevin admitted, his first words.
Connor reached to grab the large duffel, and as Kevin stood, Connor grabbed the suitcase as well. He was used to carrying heavy loads, and Kevin's luggage felt heavy enough to contain everything he owned. Little did Connor know that Penny had, in fact, packed her son up for a one-way trip.
Kevin re-slung his backpack and followed Connor to the truck, eying the wording on the side as they got closer. "Nice truck," he said, as Connor put the luggage in the back and opened the door for Kevin.
Connor walked around and got in, glancing to see if he was attracting any attention. He was pleased not to see anyone looking their way.
As Connor started the truck and backed out of the spot, Kevin stayed quiet.
Finally, as they started moving forward, Kevin spoke. "Are you David? You must be David. My mother said that you guys were fifteen and eighteen, so you must be the oldest."
Connor smiled at all Kevin's words. He must be feeling just a little more comfortable. "Ah, no, I'm Connor. I'm the younger."
"How come you're driving?" Kevin asked immediately. "You're too young, aren't you?"
Connor considered his answer. "I suppose," he said slowly, not wanting to admit too much to a young boy that he didn't even know. "But it's not the first time, and I've had to do it for the business."
"Oh." Kevin sat back, and watched the town go by.
A few minutes later, they reached the shop, and Connor pulled in to park in his normal spot. "Here it is," he announced, rather unnecessarily.
Kevin got out of the truck, and closed the door, eyeing the building in front of him. "Did my dad build this?"
Connor was completely truthful. "Well, your father planned it, and my brother and I did most of the work." Connor quickly realized his mistake. "I mean, my other brother and I." Then, "We got here last spring, and we had the building ready by October."
"It's a nice building." The next part of Kevin's response showed that he appreciated the situation. "It's kind of weird, us being kind of like family, isn't it?"
Connor looked over at the boy he considered to be a new, younger brother. "Yes, it is," he agreed.
As they spoke, Connor had grabbed Kevin's luggage, and the two of them had entered the shop through the front door.
"Thanks for picking me up, Connor," Kevin said, as he closed the front door behind a luggage-laden Connor.
"Well, I'm happy to do it," observed Connor. He wanted to figure out a way to get beyond this formal game that they were playing, to really get to figure out what was going on in Kevin's life, and why his mother had shipped him to Franklin Lake.
First, though, Connor had some more immediate duties. He showed Kevin through the shop, and then to the back room where he deposited Kevin's bags. "We'll leave them here for the moment, Kevin. We don't have a lot of room out back, and it would be better if you only take what you need until we get things organized in the next day or so, okay?"
"Sure, Connor, no problem." Connor's first impressions were that Kevin appeared interested and respectful, and he hoped that Kevin kept up the good attitude.
After showing Kevin the bathroom and suggesting that he use it, Connor waited until he was done, and then took a few minutes to show him around the shop.
"Who does the work? I mean, with my father gone, who's going to do the work?" Kevin wanted to know, as he looked over the machines.
"I do," was Connor's simple answer. "I was doing a lot of the work before, even more than David. Your dad said I was better than David."
"You know how to use all of this stuff?"
Connor couldn't refrain from boasting, just a bit. "Sure do. In fact, in the last three days, I did a big order for the local logging company, including a site visit on my own. I made more money for the Watson Works this week than we made in all the time up to now."
"Really?" Kevin seemed to be just a bit skeptical.
Connor wasn't sure why he did it, but he stepped out to his mom's desk, pulled out a file folder, and opened it to the copy of the check he'd received on Thursday. "Here's how much the order came to."
Kevin glanced at the paper, and then looked again. "That's huge!" His facial expression was one of surprise.
"Well, it was pretty good," Connor admitted, "But don't forget we have to pay for the supplies and the materials out of that." Now, he was regretting showing Kevin too much. He'd be sure to report it to Penny, and she'd want more out of Connor and David.
Kevin's next comment showed that he was concerned about being accepted and wanted to play his part in the business. "Can you show me how to run all these machines? I mean, I want to contribute to the Watson Works, too."
Maybe he wasn't just here for a vacation, Connor thought. "Sure, I can teach you all the stuff about a machine shop, Kevin."
As he followed Connor into the back area once again, Kevin removed his hat and jacket, and for the first time, Connor thought that he looked like a vulnerable little boy.
Connor looked over at the kitchen area, and then at the clock. "Are you hungry?"
"Yes," came a soft reply.
Connor moved over to the stove to put some water on for macaroni. "Let's get something to eat."
"When did you eat last, Kevin?"
"Before my mom put me on the bus. Supper, last night."
"Didn't she give you anything for the trip?"
"No."
Connor felt that there was some undercurrent; something that he needed to know. He thought what he did know. Penny Watson was a rude, obnoxious person who appeared to be an uncaring mother. She was apparently in a hurry to get rid of her son. She had sent him off on a long bus trip with no food, and no certainty that he'd be met at the other end.
As he busied himself at the stove, he asked, "So, Kevin, why did your mom send you here? Really?"
Connor turned back to watch Kevin, and was surprised to see tears forming on his face. He moved forward to gently grasp his brother by the shoulders.
"Sorry, Kevin, I didn't mean to get you upset. You don't have to say anything if you don't want."
"She didn't want me," Kevin blurted out. "She says I'm too much like my dad, and she gets upset just seeing my face, and she doesn't want me anymore."
Kevin was sobbing now. "I heard her tell my sisters that it will be much better with just girls in the house."
Connor pulled Kevin tight, into a hug, and just let him cry. He was obviously tired, and that didn't help, but clearly this was a boy who hadn't been well treated.
As he held on to Kevin, Connor thought about the incongruity of this scene. Here he was, a big for his age eleven-year-old kid, trying to comfort an eight-year-old boy that he'd only known for an hour. He didn't know what had made Kevin's life so difficult, but he was determined to do his best for his new, younger brother.
"Well, I'm happy that you're here, Kevin," Connor said, hoping that Kevin could hear through his tears. "Everything will be a lot better now, if I have anything to say about it."
Connor repeated the phrase, "We'll make it right, Kevin. It'll be okay," a few times as he held Kevin close and let him cry.
After at least ten minutes, Kevin finally started to calm down. He wanted to say a lot more, but managed to get out, "Thanks Connor."
Kevin wanted to thank Connor for being so nice, and being so welcoming. He'd even feared that he would be turned away, somehow, but instead he was being treated better than he could ever remember.
Connor looked down. He was at least a foot taller than Kevin, and he spoke to the top of the head that was buried in his chest. "Are you okay now, Kevin?"
Kevin, his arms still wrapped tight around Connor, sniffed, "Yes."
With Kevin finally calmed down, Connor was able to gently guide him into a chair so that he could resume his cooking duties.
Kevin just sat and watched for a few minutes before making his next comment. "I'm just so happy to be here, Connor. This is great." His sad look seemed to have been replaced with a happier face.
After a moment, Connor turned away from the stove, and said, "It seems to me that this is where all of us Watson boys should be."
Kevin smiled at that. Then, "Did my father adopt you? How come Watson is your last name?"
Connor was serving up the macaroni, and sat down across the table from Kevin. As Kevin started eating, Connor answered his questions.
"David and I, uh, kind of changed our ages a bit when we moved here, and our mom thought that it would be better for us to assume new names at the same time. That way, no one would ever connect us with the younger David and Connor that we used to be. There hadn't been any talk of adoption before..." Connor was going to say, 'before their death,' but stopped.
"Oh," Kevin said, accepting Connor's explanation. Then, as if he had just thought of it, he asked, "Where is David?"
As he thought about how to answer, Connor watched Kevin devouring his meal. The boy certainly was hungry.
Connor decided to be straight about what was going on. "He's gone out to the coast to see where... the sinking was. He's staying at the nearby village, right now."
Kevin looked up from his meal as Connor answered his question. To Kevin, Connor seemed to be answering everything he asked, and it appeared that he was being truthful, as well. Kevin couldn't recall when anyone in his life had treated him with that kind of respect.
"So you're here all by yourself?"
"Yes," Connor offered, "But it's been okay, and I've done pretty well, I think." Connor was thinking of how well he'd coped with being on his own, and how he'd managed to continue on with the business and still keep up with the targets he'd set for his own schoolwork. Connor was also thinking of the fact that he'd been able to keep up the pretense of being four years older than his real age.
"You've sure made some money," agreed Kevin, not thinking beyond what he could see. From his vantage point, Connor was an older teen who appeared to be in control of the situation.
Connor smiled at that comment, as Kevin turned his attention back to his food.
As they finished, Connor thought about what to do next. He thought back to his original plan to go to the pool, and thought that some distraction might be good for Kevin.
"I'd been thinking about going swimming tonight, Kevin," Connor offered a few minutes later, as Kevin used a piece of bread to mop up the last of the macaroni on his plate. "What do you think about going over to the pool with me?"
Kevin had barely started getting used to the idea of being consulted about things that affected him. He automatically started to answer.
"Yes..."
"You do swim, I hope," Connor asked quickly, now thinking about that part, and seeing a bit of indecision cross Kevin's face.
"Ah, yes, but not too well," Kevin answered, and then paused a moment before completing his thought. "I'm pretty sure I've got an old swimsuit in my stuff, and the pool sounds like fun."
It would be, too. More importantly, though, it would give the two of them something to start building a new, brotherly relationship on.
CHAPTER
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Connor had thought about taking bikes over to the pool on that Saturday afternoon. He could use David's and Kevin could use his, but when they went outside to the trailer to move some of Kevin's stuff and gather the towels, clothes, and swimsuits that they needed for swimming, Connor changed his mind. It was cold out, and he wasn't sure that Kevin was up to the twenty-minute ride.
They would take the truck, instead. It might be daytime, but he was getting more and more comfortable driving, and figured, as he had earlier, that if he drove 'normally,' he was unlikely to get stopped or run into any kind of trouble.
They got to the pool early enough to do some swimming in the times reserved for lengths, open for all but usually only used by adults. Connor thought that it might be useful to actually see how well Kevin could swim and maybe teach him some of the things that he'd learned in his lessons in the last couple of years.
Connor had planned to buy Kevin a hot dog or something over the supper hour, and then stay for the open swim.
It turned out that the pool's lifeguarding staff was having a practice over the supper hour, something that they apparently did once a month or so. Although Connor and Kevin were unknown to him, the manager had observed the two of them practicing on their own, and had been impressed with their motivation. As the time for the length swimming ended, he approached Connor to ask if they'd be interested in helping out as victims.
Connor was surprised, but agreed that they would, figuring that they could always get something to eat later. He considered that the chance to help the pool staff out would be something that might be useful for David, later on, when he applied for a job, something that he knew David wanted to do.
Before he finished with them, the manager asked, "How old are you?"
Connor answered quickly. "I'm fifteen, and my brother's ten."
"Good," the manager responded. He turned to walk away, to where his staff was starting to gather. "Well, thanks for agreeing to help out, guys. We'll see you over on the bleachers in five minutes, okay?"
"Okay," agreed Connor.
After he walked away, Kevin asked, "Why did you say I was ten?"
Connor looked at Kevin with a critical eye. "Because you could be." Kevin was just a little taller than normal for an eight-year-old, even if he was very thin. It was Kevin's 'old' face that made him look older. For a young boy, Kevin looked as if he'd seen a lot of life. "You could pass for ten, I think, and we can just say that you are."
"Cool," observed Kevin, as the two boys started to make their way over to the designated waiting area.
They found the hour's staff training a little tougher than Connor had expected, mostly because they got cold from frequently staying motionless in the pool as they played unconscious victims. They also had to learn how to properly portray drowning, non-swimming victims, something that was not as easy as it appeared at first. Still, they must have done well, Connor thought at the end, because a number of the staff praised them for their efforts.
After a quick talk to the staff at the end of the hour, the manager took Connor aside, and thanked him. "You and your brother were great tonight, and you certainly added some realism that we don't normally get when we just rescue each other."
"Uh, thanks," answered Connor, happy to be of help, and be recognized.
"You know," the manager went on, "I saw you helping your brother out earlier, and he certainly seemed to be learning from what you were doing. Have you ever thought about becoming an instructor yourself?"
Connor was a bit stunned. This was something that David wanted to do, and it certainly wasn't in his plans at this point. "Ah, no, not really."
"Well, you could start out by doing a little volunteering as an assistant instructor, to see if you like it, and then go from there." The manager paused, to see how his comments were being received. "And you know, we could always use volunteers like you around here. What do you think?"
Connor glanced over at Kevin, who had gone back into the water at the start of the public swim, and was swimming around a bit in the shallow end. "Well," he said, "I don't see why not."
He thought about telling the manager that his older brother was looking to get hired on, but decided that he'd wait until he could introduce David to the manager, in person, sometime in the next week, after David got home.
"Good," the manager responded. He went on to spend a few minutes talking to Connor about volunteering, and the classes and timings that they needed volunteers for.
By the time that Connor and the manager finished their conversation ten minutes later, Connor had agreed to help out with lessons on Tuesday and Thursday evenings, and with guarding on Saturday evenings. There was a few weeks left before the Christmas break, so there were several lessons left in the session, and the manager suggested that Connor should get started right away. He wanted to see how Connor worked out, and was thinking ahead to the prospect of having Connor help out during the holiday courses and swims.
The manager also mentioned that the hour of staff time on Saturdays was available to the staff for their own personal use and practice when they weren't having full training sessions, and that Connor was welcome to bring his brother along if he wanted to make use of that time.
Connor realized that this was a good opportunity to establish the Watsons at the pool, as well as giving Kevin a good outlet for energy and activity. He'd been told that he could bring Kevin along on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and put him into lessons for free.
Finally, he shook hands with the manager, and went off to find his brother, who by now was down at the diving board doing cannonballs with some of the other kids.
Kevin was obviously having a good time, pretty much just following Connor around. Connor decided early on that he liked having a younger brother, and by the time that the swim ended, the two boys had bonded quite well.
The two brothers stayed in the pool until eight, the time the swim ended. Connor was getting pretty cold and tired, and was quite surprised that Kevin was still going. He would have thought that Kevin would have run out of steam, but Kevin was having such a great time that he didn't want to stop.
As they went to change, Kevin said to Connor, "I've had a great time, Connor. Can we come back?"
Connor smiled as Kevin's enthusiasm. "Sure we can, Kevin." He went on to tell Kevin about the volunteering that he was going to be doing, and the lessons that Kevin was going to take.
"All right," exclaimed Kevin, clearly excited. "Thanks, Connor."
After they changed, they headed out to the front reception area, and stopped at the food counter. Connor bought them each a hot dog and hot chocolate to warm them up.
On the way home, they talked some more about their past lives, and Connor was surprised to hear just how difficult Kevin's life had been. A controlling mother who appeared never to say a kind word; sisters who took advantage of their mother's hatred of her son, and who used every opportunity to make his life difficult; and a father that he basically didn't remember and who was only spoken about in bad, disparaging terms. It was no wonder that Kevin appreciated a little kindness.
Connor let Kevin know that he really did consider him to be a member of the family and a 'real' brother.
Connor figured that Kevin would be ready for bed, and he was right. In the short time that it took to drive home, Kevin started falling asleep in the passenger seat of the truck.
Once home, Connor parked the truck, and they walked around the shop to the trailer at the back, Connor half directing a sleepy Kevin.
Once inside, Kevin let Connor help him remove his clothes and climb into his bunk. Connor knew that Kevin had used the bathroom before they left the pool, and wasn't worried about that. Connor pulled the covers up over Kevin, and within a minute, Kevin had fallen fully asleep.
Connor sat down at the small table, just thinking about things for a few minutes. He mentally planned out what they needed to do the next day. Organize Kevin's things, and get ready to go pick up David late in the day. They might need to go get groceries, as well.
As he sat, Connor wondered why David hadn't phoned, as there had been no message on the machine. He wasn't too worried, as he figured that David was still at the village near the sinking and supposed that David was busy.
He looked over at Kevin, wondering again at the circumstances that had suddenly brought a younger brother into his life. Their relationship was off to a good start, and Connor just hoped that he could maintain that.
It wasn't long before Connor realized just how tired he was, and within ten minutes, he was climbing into his own bunk.
As each of the boys drifted off to sleep on that Saturday night, neither of them knew just how important their early bonding would be and how important they would become to each other in the coming days and weeks.
CHAPTER
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Connor was slightly awake as the sound of the phone ringing stirred him out of his bunk just after eight the next morning. As it was Sunday, he knew that it almost certainly had to be a personal call, and it was likely David.
In fact, it wasn't David, but the call was about him.
"Watson's," was Connor's automatic answer. It never hurt to treat all calls as possible business calls and be professional.
A women's voice, very mature sounding. "Is this Connor Cameron Watson?"
"Yes," answered Connor, in a voice that he knew betrayed his youth in spite of his efforts to keep it low. Someone who knew his full name couldn't be phoning for a good reason, he was sure.
Now it the lady's turn to sound a little nervous. "Ah, you don't know me, Connor, but I'm a friend of your brother's. David." She paused, and then added, "And I know he'd planned to head home today, and that's why I'm phoning."
"Okay," said Connor evenly, trying desperately to keep the panic out of his voice. As he tried to concentrate on the call, he saw Kevin rolling out of his bunk, and heading for the bathroom.
"My name is Donna Hanson, Connor," she continued. "I'm phoning because he's sick, and he won't be able to fly home today." As Connor listened, Donna went on to explain that she was the resident schoolteacher in the village near the ferry sinking, and had met David when he arrived a few days ago. David had been put up at her home, and had fallen ill on Friday. "By Saturday, he was so weak, and out of it that I we called in on our medical teleconference system to get help."
"Oh," Connor managed to say. He felt hugely inadequate and not at all mature enough to deal with a crisis like this.
"He's going to be okay, but it's going to take a while. The doctor told me by teleconference that he wants David to stay put for at least two weeks, and perhaps a bit more, before attempting to travel."
"How's he doing now?" Connor wanted to know.
"Well," Donna answered, "He's still very much out of it. He's sort of awake for short periods of time but otherwise he's sleeping, sort of. We've got him started on some antibiotics, and we've been able to keep him hydrated, but that's about all."
"What's he got, anyway?"
"The doctor thinks it's some kind of infection that's attacked his blood, but he's not sure yet. We've sent some blood out on the plane to be tested, and his temperature has fallen from the high that it was yesterday, so that's a good sign."
"Wow," Connor breathed, signaling Kevin to come and sit down across the table from him. "Unbelievable."
"We had talked a bit, Connor, just the two of us," Donna explained, "And I know that you are on your own and he's worried about you. I'm sure he'd want to know if you're going to be okay."
Connor considered this question and wondered just how much this Donna Hanson knew. More to the point; if she was a teacher, she could be a problem if she alerted authorities in Franklin Lake. He knew nothing about her, and wondered what her motivation was.
"Well, of course I'm going to be okay," said Connor with certainty, sounding just a little pompous for someone as young as he was. "I mean, I appreciate what you're doing for David, but if you get a chance to tell him, please let him know that I'm just fine," he added quickly in a more relaxed tone.
"Sure, Connor," was the immediate response from Donna. "Ah, we all know about what happened to your parents, Connor, but David was very quiet about his personal circumstances, and I'm the only one that he told about you and how you were on your own," she added. "And he only told me that because he knew he was sick and was worried about you."
Connor was very relieved. "Thanks, Donna." He had no reason to doubt what she was saying, and hoped that David's trust wasn't misplaced. "I appreciate everything you're doing for him."
"Is this a good number to reach you at, Connor? I can phone you as often as you want to keep you updated on how he's doing."
"Sure," Connor replied. "Use this number. It rings in the shop and in our home, so it's good any time of day or night." He thought for a moment. "If nothing changes... in his condition, I mean, maybe you could phone me tonight. And then, evenings are good, if you don't mind."
"Of course not, Connor." Donna sounded just a little younger now to Connor's ear. Maybe she wasn't that old, after all. "I've arranged for some of the other ladies to keep an eye on him while I'm over at the school during the day, but I'm home by three each afternoon, and David's going to stay right here in my spare bedroom until he's ready to leave town."
Connor thanked her again, and after confirming how he could reach her, they hung up.
He looked over at Kevin, who was having trouble sitting quietly, quite obviously barely containing his curiosity about what was going on. Connor explained what was going on, sparing none of the information that he had about David and his circumstances. Connor went on to reassure Kevin that they'd be okay on their own, and for him not to worry.
"I'm not worried at all, Connor," Kevin said, in response to Connor's comments. "After what I've seen in the last day, I know you can handle anything."
Connor reached over to hug Kevin. "Yup, I think we'll be just fine."
They had a number of challenges facing them, but they'd be up to it.
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Connor set the tone for the rest of the day. "It's Sunday morning, Kevin. Let's have a good breakfast, and then figure our what we're going to do for the rest of the day."
Kevin smiled. "Sure." He was rested, from his first good sleep in a long time, but he was definitely hungry.
They headed inside to the shop's kitchen area, where Connor worked to fix sausages, eggs, hash browns and toast. The two of them talked while Connor busied himself around the kitchen. Kevin commented on Connor's ability to cook so well, and Connor responded by indicating that he'd watched his mother and just learned most of what he knew from her.
Kevin's wistful reply was to state that he wished he'd had a more normal family life. With some gentle prodding from Connor, Kevin spoke a little more about how he'd been mistreated, especially over the last couple of years. Kevin detailed a few instances of some of the abuse that he'd been subjected to by his mother and her brother, including mostly emotional but also physical.
Connor was of the mind that it was better to talk about things to get past them, and felt that Kevin needed to know that he could talk to Connor about anything. It was also good to get a better understanding of who Kevin was and how to best relate to him.
Connor refrained from saying too much about himself, thinking that eventually Kevin would start asking questions, and that more of Connor's own past would emerge in due course.
An hour passed while breakfast was prepared and the boys ate and talked. As Connor finally got up from the table to clean things up, he found it hard to believe that it was still less than 24 hours since he'd first heard from Kevin.
As Kevin headed to the bathroom to wash up, Connor looked out the window at the gray December day. With the weather getting chilly at the end of fall, it would be hard to spend much time out in the open, and he could get Kevin started on learning some things around the shop, but he felt just a little restless.
When Kevin returned to the room, Connor said, "How do you feel about a drive out to a logging camp, Kevin? I was thinking that we could go out to the camp where I got the work from, and just see how they're doing."
"Sure!" Kevin's facial expression gave his answer more emphasis.
"It's not like they'd be expecting us or anything, but it would be a good place to drive to, and I'm pretty sure they won't mind us dropping in or anything."
Kevin was still all for it. "Okay."
Connor turned back to his clean up duties, and Kevin asked if there was anything he could do to help. Connor asked him to put a few things away, and suggested that they could sit down in the next few days and plan out how they could each contribute to the running of the household and business.
"After all," finished Connor, "If it's going to be just us two, we need to plan out how we're going to do things around here. You're a member of this family and a partner, and your help will be very important."
Kevin was happy to think that he would be able to make a constructive contribution, but even more, was pleased that Connor was accepting him as a person as well as a family member.
In about half an hour, they were ready to go. Connor had packed a couple of sandwiches and sodas for the trip, and they'd put together some warm clothes and an old jacket of Connor's for Kevin to wear. Connor next concern was about proper footwear for Kevin. All he had at present was the old pair of sneakers that he showed up in, and those certainly wouldn't do for the approaching winter, nor would they be appropriate for working in or out of the shop.
As they got into the truck, and prepared to depart, Connor said, "I want to stop at the mart in town, first, before we head out. You need something better on your feet."
Kevin was a little puzzled. "I've got my shoes on, Connor." His voice rose a bit.
As he backed out onto the road, Connor smiled at his brother's confusion. "Hey. If you're going to be part of 'Watsons' then you need proper work boots. Runners just won't do."
"Really?" Kevin was genuinely surprised. "You mean you're going to buy me some boots? Can I get ones like yours?"
"Absolutely, Kevin," Connor responded, "Just like these," referring to his own boots.
Connor made the drive into town without incident, and parked in far part of the lot. Once in the store, he made his way directly to the footwear area, followed closely by Kevin. It was self-serve, so he sat Kevin down and pulled a couple of different sizes of his own boots off the shelf, not knowing exactly what size would fit.
As he got Kevin to pull off his sneakers and try the boots on, he felt a little self-conscious about being in the store without an adult, but managed to convince himself to appear more confident than he felt.
Kevin was having a little difficulty with the laces, and as Connor kneeled down to help him out, he had a moment to wonder at the strangeness of the scene, feeling almost like a parent or something.
Kevin seemed happy with the boots, and once Connor was satisfied with the fit, he helped Kevin lace them up properly, to wear out of the store. As he had seen his mother do more than once, Connor put Kevin's old shoes into the box, saying that the store wouldn't mind as long as they got paid for on the way out.
As they stood to make their way to the checkout, Connor thought a bit about the store's grocery area, and realized that any perishable groceries that they bought could be dropped off at home before they headed out. There was also the fact that they had driven to the store, and it made sense not to take the truck into town any more than was absolutely necessary. He'd gotten away with driving a bit, so far, but he didn't want to run the risk too often.
Grabbing a cart at the front of the store, he told Kevin that they would pick up a few groceries since they were already there.
Connor had grocery shopped with his mother before, but never on his own. Once again, it felt really strange to be doing grocery shopping in this way, being the older almost-parent figure. He'd always been the youngest in the family, and now he was the eldest of a two-person family.
Trying to appear to be as self-assured and nonchalant as possible, Connor steered the cart up and down the aisles, with Kevin keeping pace. As Connor asked Kevin questions about what cereal and other foods he preferred, Connor came to the conclusion that Kevin had never been given any choices or options in food or groceries.
In the end, they did a fairly large shop for groceries and a few other household items, and they had a full cart when they hit the check out. Connor felt pretty confident as he paid with his ATM card, knowing that he'd cleared a couple more hurdles to them being able to be on their own.
The dropped the groceries off at the shop and put the perishables away before they resumed their trip out to the logging camp.
As they headed out of town, Connor described a little of what they saw of part of the town, and even briefly mentioned how important the local logging industry was to the local businesses.
"Your dad had always said that it would be important to try and get 'The Watson Works' to break in with the local loggers, at least. I'm sure that he didn't think that we'd get any business from the logging company whose camp we're headed to now," Connor explained, demonstrating a sound knowledge of basic business tactics. "They're a large, multinational, and they normally do business with larger companies that their head office contracts with."
"Oh." Kevin nodded that he heard, even if he didn't really understand what Connor was saying.
It was certainly cold, for early winter, but it was still clear with very little snow on the ground, even as they reached the logging access road and increased their elevation on the way into the camp. As they reached the site, Connor was very surprised to find the camp in full operation, even on a Sunday.
"They must be making up for lost time, and making every day count before the winter weather shuts them down," he remarked at he pulled the truck into a space beside the office trailer.
Connor had scarcely shut off the truck when the manager, James Barry, emerged with a large smile on his face.
"Mr. Watson," he called, "Good to see you!"
Well, thought Connor, at least we're being welcomed. "Hello, Mr. Barry," he acknowledged. He was about to say more, and introduce Kevin, but the manager spoke first.
"I can't believe your good timing," he said, walking over to shake Connor's hand. "You must have known that we broke something else."
Connor couldn't really tell if the comment was really serious or not, so ignored it for the moment. "Ah, James, I'd like to introduce the youngest Watson. This is my brother, Kevin."
Kevin had walked around the truck to stand close to Connor. James looked slightly down at the slight boy, dressed appropriately for a logging camp and work. "Very nice to meet you, Kevin," he acknowledged, turning to shake Kevin's smaller hand. "Any Watson is popular around here, and welcome, too."
Kevin seemed impressed by the welcome. He answered formally in his high voice, as maturely as he could, "How do you do?"
James Berry's expression quickly changed to a more serious one as he turned back to face Connor. "Really, Connor," he said in a businesslike voice, "We really do need some more help from you. I didn't phone, because it was a Sunday, but since you're here..."
"Of course," Connor replied, "We're happy to do whatever we can. What's the problem?"
James indicated that they should follow him, and as they walked out toward the active operation, he told them about the smaller piece of machinery that they needed work done on.
Fifteen minutes later, Connor had examined the broken parts, and given his opinion on a potential fix. The mechanic got to work removing what Connor would need to take back to the shop, and they were headed back to the truck.
As they reached the truck, Connor, who had been thinking about what materials would be needed and how long it would take, spoke up. "How about if we have your new and repairs parts back here by about five? Will that work for you?"
James blinked, and his surprised showed in his face. "Five? First thing in the morning? You can do it that quick?"
Connor, who had been thinking about getting back up to the camp later that same afternoon, quickly altered his plans. "Sure. We can work late tonight, if need be. We'll have it up here first thing so it'll be ready for the day tomorrow."
"Wow," breathed James, "That would be great. I think that we've only got a few days of good weather left, and we sure don't want to lose any."
"We'd better get going, Kevin," Connor said, indicating that Kevin should get into the truck. He turned back to face James. "We'll see you first thing. If there's anything, give us a call at the shop. We'll be there."
"Great," said James. "We'll call you if need be." He reached into his pocket, and produced a card. Handing it to Connor, he added, "This has got my cell number on it, if you need to reach me. Please call me if you're not going to be able to make it first thing in the morning."
Connor took the card, and opened the driver's door, acknowledging James' request. "See you in the morning," he said, firmly, as he closed the door.
The manager stood back as Connor started the truck and put it into reverse to back up. As they drover out of the camp, Connor looked back in the mirror to see James Berry watching them go. Once again, they had a chance to make a good impression, and he hoped that he was up to the task.
On the way back into town, they ate their sandwiches and shared one of the sodas. Connor wanted to get right to work as soon as they got back, and told Kevin that he'd show him what he was doing but that it was up to Kevin to watch carefully.
Kevin, eager to help and learn, indicated that he'd be right alongside Connor.
They were back at the shop by just after two, and they had the new parts and pieces done by seven.
Connor noted the time, and thought about the optimistic time that he'd first stated in his conversation with James, the manager. He reflected that he'd have to be more careful about that in the future.
As he had done before, Connor laid out all of the new pieces on the front counter and surveyed them, double checking the measurements and his workmanship. Kevin had, as he promised, stayed right beside Connor, observing carefully, and asking a few questions, but not getting in the way. Connor was impressed that a boy so young could be so intense.
Once the work was done, Connor called a halt, and said that they needed to get something to eat, and then they'd return to the shop to do the quality control check on the parts and the order.
Followed by Kevin, Connor headed into the back room, and put on some hot water to boil. The menu was simple: spaghetti, and lots of it. As he did the simple preparations and Kevin set out bowls and spoons, Connor praised Kevin for his efforts to learn.
"You are really paying attention, Kevin. You'll be doing this stuff in no time, if you keep it up."
Kevin was thrilled that his contribution was being recognized. It was the kind of comment that went a long way, especially for a child who was more used to being treated as a commodity and not a person.
As they were finishing up, Connor commented that they needed to go to bed early so that they could be up by four and out the door by four-thirty.
After supper, with the double-checking and invoice preparation done, the boys turned out the shop lights and headed to the back to prepare for bed. After a wash up, they quickly secured the building, and headed out to the trailer.
After they laid out their clothes for the morning, they prepared to climb into their bunks just before nine. Kevin stood beside the bunks and turned back to give Connor a big hug.
"Thanks for everything, today, Connor. This has been the best day of my life, so far. My new boots, and going in the truck, and helping you, and shopping, and... everything. You have no idea..."
Connor returned the hug. "Hey, Kevin. That's what family is all about."
Kevin said nothing, just hanging on to his older brother for a full five minutes, his eyes filling with tears of joy. Connor held Kevin as long as he wanted to be held, knowing that the simple physical action was better without words.
Kevin finally let go and climbed into his bunk. Then, very quietly, in a barely audible whisper, as if uncertain whether to say it or not, and almost not wanting to be heard, said, "I love you."
Connor knew that it was a big step for him to say something like that. He leaned into Kevin's bunk, and very lightly kissed him on the forehead. "I love you, too, Kevin." He also whispered his words, not wanting to overwhelm Kevin.
Ten minutes later, Connor was in his bunk, and asleep.
CHAPTER
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At exactly one minute after four the next morning, Connor reached over to turn off the alarm. For just a moment, he lay back on his bunk, collecting his thoughts. There had been so much going on lately, he had to remind himself what was going on and where he was.
He heard Kevin stirring a bit in the bunk below, and was reminded that he was the older of a family of two boys living on their own, with no adult supervision. He was only eleven, pretending to be fifteen or sixteen or more, depending on the circumstance or situation, and he was running his own machine shop business, successfully.
Connor rolled out of his bunk, and, after making sure that Kevin was ready to get up and reminding him that they needed to have something quick to eat, headed inside to wash up.
Kevin was only two or three minutes behind him, and both boys had washed and eaten and were ready to load the truck by four-twenty. Then they were on their way, heading out of town in the direction of the logging camp.
They arrived just before five, and were welcomed by the mechanic. With Connor's help, the new parts were installed by six o'clock, and the machinery was ready to go by shortly before seven.
With Kevin at his side, Connor walked back to the office, and found James waiting for him. This time, Connor accepted an invitation for toast and coffee, suggesting that Kevin would be better with hot chocolate or something similar.
As the boys sat in the office trailer, James introduced them to every one of the loggers and other staff who showed up for work.
Without exception, they all showed their appreciation in welcoming gestures and words, making sure that the Watsons knew that their efforts were hugely appreciated. Connor couldn't believe how welcomed they were, and Kevin was in awe at the kind of reputation that Connor had created for them.
By just after seven, Connor was suggesting that they should get going, so they gathered up their coats and things and headed outside to the truck, after saying goodbye to James Barry.
It was an excited Kevin who sat in the passenger seat on the way back in to town. He was amazed at how well they were being treated, and almost unbelieving at how knowledgeable Connor was. For Kevin, a simple trip to the logging camp and the successful repairs that Connor had assisted with were just about the biggest adventure that he'd ever had. He just couldn't stop talking about what he'd seen and what he'd heard.
Connor, for his part, was doubly pleased. For the business, it was very good that "the Watson Works' had come through again. It was also terrific that Kevin was so happy, and he could only hope that he'd be able to keep Kevin as cheerful and content in the days to come.
With their week off to a good start, Kevin was at Connor's side during throughout each of the following days. With just over three weeks to go until the school holidays started, the boys kept busy with the shop, their schoolwork, and their time at the pool on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays.
Kevin had been surprised that Connor was home-schooling himself, but accepted Connor's challenge to try and spend some learning time himself. Connor mentioned that he was going to try and get into his junior year of High School in September, by which time David would have returned and could 'man the shop' during the day.
On a daily basis, Kevin watched and learned as much as he could about the business, and during quiet time they would sit at the big table to do school work. It appeared to Connor, within a short time after his arrival, that Kevin wanted to stay indefinitely, and Connor was formulating in his mind the idea of getting Kevin to go into fifth grade when school started again in the New Year.
Connor figured that Penny Watson would make life difficult for Kevin, and rightly suspected that if they pretended that Kevin wanted one thing, she would try and make the opposite happen. In other words, if he pretended that he didn't want Kevin to stay, she'd insist that she didn't want Kevin back.
In the meantime, regardless of what the future might bring, Connor and Kevin still had to look forward to quite a bit of time on their own. They kept in touch Donna and David, who finally started talking to them directly as he slowly recovered.
It became apparent that Donna was in no hurry for David to leave and was encouraging him to stay for a period of weeks or longer. Part of that encouragement came from the instructions of the doctors who wanted David kept quiet and in place for a while longer, but another part of that encouragement to stay came from Donna personally, who was really getting to like David.
David appeared to be a little smitten with Donna, and admitted to Connor that he had a crush on her. As Connor learned more, he found out that Donna was only twenty-three, just five years older than David was pretending to be, and Connor correctly suspected that a romantic situation might develop.
After a couple of weeks, Connor told David about Kevin, and assured him that they were fine. He even told David about the logging company work that they were doing, and allowed that he'd driven a bit.
At the pool, they had established themselves well. The pool manager, who they had recently learned was named Justin, had made a point of praising Connor's efforts and success as a volunteer instructor. Justin even mentioned to Kevin that he could see some rapid progress through the basic diving skills.
Justin said that Connor was establishing a good reputation at the pool, and asked him to consider volunteering during the holiday break courses. Conner gave it a great deal of thought, and after Justin mentioned that Kevin would be welcome to take any course that Connor was volunteering with, Connor agreed that he would see what might be arranged with the family business.
"What's your business, Connor?" Justin had asked, quite curious.
"The South Valley Machine Works," Connor responded. He wouldn't go into detail unless he was asked.
"Oh, I see," commented Justin. "Well, let me know what you can arrange, Connor. We'd sure like to use your talents."
After they left the pool that night, Justin's comments prompted Connor to think a little more about his hours of work and the hours that the shop was open. He'd thought about taking someone on to help a bit, possibly a high school student for after school, and wondered if it might be a good time to try that out.
In the end, though, after discussing possible hours with Justin, Connor decided to post 'early holiday closing hours' on the shop entrance. He added an emergency contact number; so potential customers could still contact them. With a four o'clock closing, Connor could get to the pool for four to five hours each evening to help out with courses.
It wasn't as many hours as Connor would have wanted to spend at the pool, but it was a compromise that allowed for 'The Works' which was, after all, the main means of support for the Watsons.
Justin agreed that, although age ten was two years less than the required age, Kevin would be able to take the entire course if he wanted. The course was actually two; a lifesaving course, conducted during the day, and a springboard diving course, conducted late in the afternoon and evening. Those attending could take one, from nine o'clock until three, or the other, from three-thirty until eight in the evening, or both.
Kevin was keen, and wanted to take both. That meant that he'd have to ride his bike over to the pool in the morning, but they would put the bike into the truck for the trip home in the evening.
Although Justin wanted Connor's help with all of the courses, Connor hadn't actually taken the courses himself. Instead, Justin was relying on Connor's experience with pool staff training along with what he'd learned volunteering with the instructors that he'd worked with so far. In Justin's consideration, it was Connor's obvious leadership ability and enthusiasm that he wanted for the Christmas break courses, which more than made up for some lack of technical knowledge and ability.
Kevin was quite happy with the details that had been worked out, but expressed a concern that Connor would be on his own in the shop all day. Connor reassured him that he should go for two reasons; to learn, and to have fun.
The remaining time before the holidays went quickly. The boys finished up their three-times-a-week volunteer sessions, making friends with some of the staff and some of the pupils. They found out, for example, that two of Justin's sons were in classes with them. A younger son aged nine in one of Kevin's classes, and the older son of age 13 in Connor's diving class.
Thanks to Connor's patient and diligent instruction of his new younger brother, Kevin's own swimming and diving skills improved a lot in the weeks leading up to the holiday courses, and the fact that Kevin had made some friends really helped in his adjustment to living with Connor.
Connor sent Kevin off on the first day confident that he was making the right choices for Kevin, at least in the short term. In his mind, Kevin needed some time to be a kid, and a chance to enjoy himself. There would be time enough to work in the shop later on.
The day before Christmas, they went shopping, mostly for groceries and household items, but also to pick out a couple of things for themselves. After looking around, Connor decided on a video game system that they could both play.
The boys had a good day together, and cooperatively fixed something approaching a traditional dinner. As they reflected on how they were doing that Christmas evening, they felt pretty happy about things.
CHAPTER
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With their obligations to the pool finished a few days after Christmas, and they prepared to head out to the coast and see David for a few days. Connor figured that if they closed the shop on the 29th and planned to re-open on the 3rd, they wouldn't lose too much business. That would give them a few days to spend with David and Donna.
As they got into the truck early, just after four, on the morning of the 30th, they felt pretty good about how things were going. They were doing okay, and managing quite well on their own. What they didn't know was that the next few hours would prove to be a test of their endurance and maturity beyond anything that they could have thought possible.
It was normally a six-hour drive out to the coast, where they would catch a ferry for the run north to the village where David was staying. Connor wanted to get an early start to the drive, with the thinking that they would have about five hours to spare out on the coast before the ferry's scheduled departure time.
Connor had spoken to Kevin the previous day, explaining his reasoning for an early departure. He made clear that with winter upon them, they might need extra time. He added that the road was usually pretty quiet, and in the event of bad weather, it got minimal attention from the state transportation department.
As it turned out, they would need most of those hours to complete the drive, for reasons that started with bad conditions. The weather was winter-like, and as they started out, it was cold and threatening snow. The forecast was for cloudy and flurries for most of their drive, and a few inches of snow on the latter part of the drive closer to the coast.
They'd stopped for gas just before seven, after three hours on the road. Connor had planned that it would be better to gas up while it was still mostly dark. They'd used the restroom, and Connor had unpackaged a sandwich each to eat as they carried on. It was just starting to get light as he pulled out of the gas station, and headed west again.
It was less than half an hour later, after daylight started to brighten the day, when they came across the accident.
As they came around a bend on the highway, Connor caught sight of tire marks that appeared to leave the road and continue down a steep bank into the river below. He braked hard, and managed to avoid skidding as he stopped.
Down below, he could see the taillights and back end of a blue car sticking out of the water. Connor recalled that they'd caught sight of a blue car ahead of them a few times in the last ten minutes or so, and if that was the case, the accident must have just happened.
"Not again!" Connor muttered almost under his breath, through clenched teeth.
As he stared at the scene in front of the truck, Kevin heard, but didn't understand Connor's comment.
Pausing for just a moment to collect his thoughts, Connor turned to Kevin, who was staring at him as if in shock. "Get our sleeping bags, Kevin, and that long rope out of the back, and meet me at the edge of the water. I'm going to see what I can do."
As Kevin almost imperceptibly nodded his understanding, Connor slipped out of the truck, and start running and skidding his way the hundred yards or so down to the water's edge.
Pausing only long enough to remove his heavy jacket, boots, and pants, he could see no sign of life in the car. The top of the car was just visible, and might have left an air pocket in the back seat, but that was all.
"I can't let this happen again," said Connor, more to himself, as a way of motivating himself to enter the water.
With an inward sigh and a lot of fright, Connor plunged in. The coldness of the water shocked the breath out of him, and he knew that he had only minutes to take any action before he would be too numb to be effective.
Reaching the back door on the passenger side, he held his breath and opened the door. Thankfully, it was not locked, and he pushed himself inside. He quickly encountered some small legs, and without a pause, he pulled down on the legs and pushed himself back out of the car.
Surfacing, and supporting the body that he'd brought with him, he found himself face to face with a young, very scared looking boy. The wide-open eyes just looked at Connor, and the boy started to sputter and cry.
Moving quickly, Connor pulled the boy toward the water's edge, and handed him to a waiting Kevin. Kevin grabbed the boy, who appeared to be not that much smaller than himself, and sat him down.
"Who else is in the car with you?" Connor asked, needing to know how many more might be down there.
"My dad," the boy said, crying now, and starting to shiver uncontrollably.
Without another word, Connor turned back to the car, and headed for the front door on the passenger side. The car was partially resting on the driver's side, at a bit of an angle, and Connor knew that he'd have to access the driver from the right side.
Back on shore, Kevin was showing his presence of mind. Knowing that wet clothes were conducive to hypothermia, he pulled the boy's sopping wet jacket and sweater off him, and wrapped one of the sleeping bags around the boy.
Meanwhile, Connor had reached the car again. He took a big breath and plunged down. He found the door unlocked, and he pushed himself into the car, but this time the driver was still buckled in.
Panicking slightly as he started to think about running out of air, Connor managed to free the driver, and pull him out of the car. The man was very heavy, and it took a lot of struggling for Connor to move him to the surface.
"Come on, you have to live this time!" Connor was screaming now, as he broke the surface with the man, and he somehow found the strength to get the man to the water's edge.
He dragged the man out of the water, and immediately checked for breathing and pulse. He found no vital signs, so immediately started CPR. As Kevin and the rescued boy looked on in horror, Connor pumped the man's chest and did the required breaths.
"Come on, damn you," he whispered now, "Breathe!"
To Kevin, he said, "Lay out one of the sleeping bags beside him, and then we'll move him after my next breath."
It took a few seconds for Kevin to process Connor's instruction, but then he scrambled to comply. Once that was done, he helped Connor move the man a few seconds later.
After a minute of doing CPR, Connor did a re-check, and there was still no pulse. They had to get help.
"The cell phone, Kevin," he gasped between breaths. "You have to go up and get it and call for help."
Kevin was thinking very clearly, and knew what he needed to do. Pulling the boy with him, he scramble up the bank to the truck, and pushed the boy into the driver's side as he reached for the cell phone.
He punched in 911, but nothing happened. There was no service.
"Stay here, and get warm," Kevin instructed the boy. The truck was still running, and the heater was pumping out warm air.
Leaving the boy, Kevin skidded down to Connor, and explained. "There's no service. On the phone." Kevin was trying to contain his panic and speak clearly.
"You have to go back a couple of miles," Connor gasped. "There's rise, a hill, and you'll be that much closer to the town that we just went through, and you'll have a good chance of getting service and making a call."
"It'll take too long!" Kevin objected.
Connor made himself clear about what he wanted Kevin to do. "Take the truck!"
"But I can't drive!"
"Yes, you can, Kevin. You have to. Now, go, please..."
Connor turned back to his victim, concentrating on his compressions, in spite of the cold that was setting in. If they didn't get help soon, this man had no chance. It was his father's drowning all over again, and he had to make sure that this event had a better outcome.
After a moment's consideration of the situation, Kevin turned and scrambled back up the bank to the truck.
He opened the driver's door, and quite breathlessly said, "Quick, move over," directing the boy to move into the passenger seat with his hand. "We're going for help," Kevin explained, as much to convince himself as to answer the boy's unasked question.
Kevin pulled off his heavy jacket, and threw it over at the boy. "Here," he directed, "Put this on. You need to warm up more."
Kevin pulled the driver's door closed, and looked down at the pedals and then up at the steering wheel. Like any other observant eight-year-old, he knew how the mechanics of driving worked, he just had to actually do it. He quickly adjusted the seat as far forward as it would go, and found that his feet could reach the pedals while still looking forward out the windshield.
Looking around for a moment, Kevin put his foot on the brake and put the truck into drive. As he'd watch Connor do, he slowly took his foot off the brake and found that the truck was moving. Pulling the steering wheel to the right, he performed a very slow u-turn by going forward and then backing two times before the truck was pointed back in the direction that he and Connor had come from.
Now he was ready to go. He pushed slowly on the gas, and the truck jumped forward. As the rescued boy looked on in a mixture of fright and awe, Kevin grasped the wheel tightly in both hands and concentrated on keeping the truck on the road.
Within a minute, Kevin felt confident enough to slowly pick up speed; he knew that time was critical for the boy's father. Beside him, on the passenger seat, the boy was sitting quietly, having done up his seatbelt, but otherwise making no move. He'd followed directions and put the jacket on, and had warmed up enough to stop shivering. He was, however, still in a bit of shock, and wasn't saying anything.
Back at the water's edge, Connor was aware that the truck had left, having glanced upwards towards the road a couple of times. Thinking back to all of the times that he'd practiced CPR at the pool, he concentrated on proper land-marking and compressions. He wanted to yell at the man again, telling him to breathe, and not to leave his son.
Instead, he whispered, intently saying, "Come on, come on. You can do it. Don't leave your son without a father, like mine did. Come on."
On and on, Connor continued, pushing on the man's chest and pausing at the required interval to breathe into the man. It seemed like he was going forever; and it seemed as if time stood still.
Kevin was busy following his brother's instructions, driving for help, while occasionally glancing to his right to make sure that the boy was okay. He reached a high point on the highway, and braked the truck to a quick stop. Grabbing the phone from the center consul, he punched in 9-1-1, and was rewarded with a ringing.
Kevin felt enormous relief when his call was answered. Following the questions of the operator, he gave as much information as he could regarding the nature of the emergency and their location. Fortunately, he'd paid attention while they traveled, and with the map that Connor had in the truck, he was able to properly pinpoint the location of the accident within a mile. Kevin was grateful that he wasn't asked how old he was, because he wasn't sure how he would answer.
The operator told Kevin that he should stay put, and that a police car would be with them in five minutes or less. This was where Kevin found enough courage to disagree with the instructions given.
"I have to get back to my brother," he said, in his high voice. "They'll be able to see the truck where I stop it on the road, and the car's in the river right there."
The operator started to say, "It really would be better if..."
Kevin interrupted. "Look, my brother's doing CPR, and I really need to get back. They'll find us. Just tell them to hurry."
With that, he put the phone down, and took his foot off the brake to start turning around the truck. As he'd done at the scene by the river's edge, he took two back and forward movements to get turned around, and then he pushed down on the gas to get back to Connor.
The boy sitting next to Kevin finally spoke. "It my dad going to be okay?" He asked in a very frightened, high voice.
"He will if Connor has anything to say about it," Kevin answered. "He's doing everything that can be done."
A very soft, "Okay," came from the passenger seat.
Kevin glanced at the boy. "What's your name, anyway?"
That much, the boy could easily answer. "Ryan."
"Well, Ryan, now that we've got the phone call made, your Dad's chances are improving."
A few minutes later, Kevin steered the truck around the curve just before the accident scene and carefully braked to a stop. He had done it. He had driven the truck and gone for help, but it wasn't over yet.
"I'm going down to help my brother," he said the boy beside him. He thought about what to say to the boy. Then, "You can come down there, too, if you want."
The two younger boys slid and picked their way down to the water's edge, where Connor was still working on the boy's father. It had been about twenty minutes since Kevin had left.
Connor had been worried, but had remembered something that his instructor had said about victims who were very cold. He remembered being told about how they cool persons who have heart operations to keep the body tissues from needing some much oxygenated blood. Since the man had been cold, that would help.
Connor glanced at his brother and the other boy as they arrived at his side. "He's been cold," he said, "But it's time to warm him up to help his heart get started."
Kevin had time to say, "Oh," before his brother carried on.
"I need you two to warm him," Connor instructed during the compressions between breaths. "Remember, Kevin, from the course? Body to body heat is the best way."
Kevin was following his brother's train of thought, and remembered what had been taught on his courses at the pool. Taking the initiative, he directed the other boy to help.
"Ryan," Kevin declared, "I'm going to lay down next to your dad to warm him, but I need you to keep the rest of him covered with the sleeping bag, okay?"
Without waiting for a response, Kevin pulled off his sweater, and lay down next to the man. The father's skin wasn't as cold as Kevin thought it would be, but it was still quite cool to Kevin's bare chest as he made contact.
"That's good, Kevin," Connor praised, continuing with his compressions.
Ryan finally picked up on what he needed to do, and pulled the sleeping bag around his father as best he could, given Connor's kneeling position on one side, and Kevin's prone position on the other side.
For the next few minutes, the only sound, other than Connor's whispered counting and breaths, came from the moving water a few feet away from the tableau of three boys and the unresponsive victim.
Connor was starting to wonder how long it would take for help to arrive, and decided to risk a quick pulse check. He figured that it was just possible that the extra warmth might just have had a positive effect. As he had been trained to do at the pool, he communicated his plan to his helpers.
"I'm going to check pulse after the next breaths."
Kevin knew that this wasn't protocol, but wasn't about to challenge his brother.
Connor completed the fifteen compressions, and leaned down to give the two breaths. As soon as he gave the second breath, he manipulated his fingers on the man's neck, looking for a pulse. "Come on," he muttered, "Give me a pulse, damn you."
As he knew to do, he kept his fingers moving in case his positioning was not right, after a full six or seven seconds, he was rewarded with a what he thought was a very feint pulse. For the first time, Connor had a hope that today's result would be different than the result four years before.
"I've got something," Connor whispered, as if keeping quiet would help.
The man still wasn't breathing on his own, however. That much was obvious after the twelve seconds that Connor took to check his pulse. Not wanting to disturb the heart, he commenced the breathing-only part, continuing to check the man's pulse while breathing every four to five seconds.
After a minute or so, and still feeling the pulse, weak though it was, Connor moved up closer to the man's head, and suggested that Ryan move in to lay beside his dad opposite Kevin. "That will help warm him up faster," he concluded.
Kevin watched his brother giving the lifesaving breaths, hoping that they might save the man. Connor, for his part, started to talk a little more, letting the two younger boys know that the man's pulse was getting stronger.
Five minutes elapsed, while Connor talked quietly, and finally got Ryan talking a little more.
"How you feeling, Ryan?" Connor finally asked, after saying a little more about the man's pulse.
"Much warmer," was the answer.
"What's your Dad's name?" Connor asked, between breaths, thinking a little more about the follow up that would be needed.
"Joe. Actually, Joseph. Joseph Stevenson." Kevin's high-pitched voice was getting a little stronger now.
"Good, Ryan, good," responded Connor after his next breath. "Okay. I'm going to check his breathing again, Kevin," he said, treating Kevin with a very professional respect.
After his next breath, Connor kept his ear down to Joe's mouth with his fingers on the carotid pulse. After a few seconds, it appeared that he might be breathing on his own, but it was very shallow. Connor considered that, and thought about the fact that he'd been breathing warm air into the man's body core, and how that might be helping him warm faster.
The fact that Joe was starting to breathe a bit on his own was good, but he could help a faster recovery if he continued rescue breathing. Telling the boys what he was doing, Connor resumed breathing into the man on his established pattern.
Less than ten minutes later, a state police car arrived. After scrambling down the riverbank to their location and getting a report from Connor, the trooper called for backup, reported to them that the ambulance was already on its way and would be there in less than fifteen minutes.
Acknowledging Connor's control, the trooper then asked what else he could do. In response to Connor's direction, the trooper produced extra blankets, and piled them on. Once again, Connor stopped breathing for Ryan's father, and was rewarded with better, deeper breaths.
As Connor worked on the man, the trooper asked the boys a bit about who they were and what had happened.
Kevin responded first, saying that he and his brother Connor were in the Watson truck, and had happened on the scene. He briefly described how Connor had gone in to pull Ryan out of the car, and then rescued Ryan's father.
Ryan, in answer to the trooper's question, simply said that they had skidded off the road, and that he had been stuck in the back seat, and was able to breathe a bit in an air pocket, but that he was freezing cold.
"He pulled me out," Ryan finished, "And then rescued my dad."
The trooper acknowledged their comments, and made mental notes to put into his report later on.
A few minutes after the first state police car, a second police car arrived. It was another state police car, and the occupant made his way down to the water's edge. Connor was only dimly aware of the second trooper, who conversed quietly with the first trooper and then headed back up to the road. He was going to put out some flares and watch for traffic. The state police protocol called for the first responding trooper to worry about the people involved, and the second trooper would be responsible for clearing up the accident scene and the vehicles.
A few minutes later, the assembled group started to hear the faint sound of a siren, and they knew that medical help was getting near.
As the ambulance arrived, Connor directed Ryan and Kevin away from the man, and told the policemen to get their sweaters and jackets back on them. By this time, Joe was breathing well on his own, and his pulse was getting stronger, even if he was still unresponsive.
The ambulance crew made their way down the bank, and listened as Connor described how he'd found the man non-breathing and with no pulse, and tried to give them some timeline on how long Joe had been breathing on his own, and how when his heart had restarted.
One of the crew acknowledged the report, and then said, "Okay, we've got him."
The other of the crew said, "We'll need everyone's help getting him up into the ambulance, okay?"
The three boys nodded in understanding as the policemen answered, "Yes."
The ambulance crew directed the boys and the trooper and loaded Joe onto the stretcher. The group then slowly made their way up the steep sloping bank to the road, with on of the crew monitoring Joe's vital signs.
Once on the road, the trooper made a point of telling the crew that young Ryan had also been in the car and had been rescued, and that he needed to be checked out as well. The ambulance crew indicated their understanding, and said that they'd make sure he was properly checked out at the hospital.
After the man, accompanied by his son, was loaded into the ambulance and sent off, the policemen turned to talk to Connor. He praised him for his efforts, and asked if the boys would agree to answer some questions about the accident.
"Of course; we don't mind," responded Connor. He was shaking, just a little bit, but his mind was clear.
The three of them had walked over to the truck, and Connor reached into the back to get some dry clothes. As Connor started to change, he and Kevin took turns giving as detailed a report as they could, taking about fifteen minutes to describe what had gone on, while the trooper took notes.
"So, basically, you just saved two lives, Connor," the trooper concluded. "And you, too, Kevin."
Connor looked over at his brother, who was staring at him, clearly expecting him to take the lead.
"Well," Connor admitted, "I guess our training at the pool back home helped with what happened today."
The trooper smiled, but his next comment was direct and to the point. "Don't try to minimize what you two have done this morning. If you, Connor, hadn't gone into the water, and if you hadn't done the CPR that you did, that boy and his father would both be dead."
Turning to Kevin, the trooper added, "And if you, Kevin, hadn't gotten up the courage to drive that truck, I don't think that Ryan's father would have had the good chance that he now has."
Kevin just looked up at the trooper, and nodded, leaving Connor to put voice to a response.
"Yes, Sir," Connor agreed, "I suppose that is so." What he had done was really starting to hit home, but more than anything else, the mental picture that he'd been carrying with him for four years; the picture of two young boys crying over their inability to pull their father out of a truck was starting to dissolve.
"You two on your own?" the policemen asked, bringing Connor back to the here and now. "Can I ask where you were headed this morning?"
Connor answered yes to the first question, and said that they were headed out to the coast to catch the ferry.
"Ah, would it be possible for me to see a driver's license, Connor, to get your information?"
Connor's face fell, and he felt as if he'd been kicked in the stomach. They were done for. The long arm of authority had reached them, and his efforts to carve out a little life for himself and Kevin was at an end. Not only that, but David might end up in trouble, as well. Kevin looked up at his brother, knowing that they were in trouble.
For a moment, Connor thought about how unfair it was that his willingness to perform a rescue was going to result in his getting in trouble. He thought further about how to play the situation, and decided to be straight, at least about his and David's assumed names and birthdates. There was really no way he could otherwise.
"Ah, I can't show you a license, Sir, because, well... I'm actually only fifteen," Connor started, but quickly continued, fixing his gauze on the trooper's face, "And my parents died recently, and I've been trying to run the family business while my older brother is away for a bit. Today, we were headed out to see him, because he got sick while he was away."
The trooper stared at Connor, long and hard, looking at him up and down. "Everything that you've done today, and now you're telling me that you're only fifteen? Fifteen-year-olds just don't do the kind of rescue that happened here today. It just isn't possible."
Connor looked at his brother, and then back to the trooper, but stayed quiet. He knew that the trooper needed time to decide what to do, and it was better not to say anything.
Now that Connor had admitted that he didn't have a license and was only fifteen, the trooper continued to look at him, considering his options. Finally, he spoke. "I'm sure I saw a license that showed you were sixteen, Connor. I think that the number will somehow get smudged on my report."
Connor smiled, and breathed a sigh of relief. They still had a chance.
"You said you were headed to the ferry. Where are you headed on the ferry?" The trooper wanted to know, changing the subject. "You said you were going to see your brother?"
When Connor mentioned the name of the village that they were going to, something clicked in the trooper's mind. "Watson," he said. "Wasn't that the name of the ..."
His voice trailed off as he read the answer in the faces of both Connor and Kevin. "Oh," he said a moment later. "I'm sorry, guys." Then, "Are you two going to be okay, now? You've got enough time to get out to the coast, don't you?"
"Yes," Connor replied, "But I'm worried about Joe. I need to know how he's doing."
The trooper responded. "I'll tell you what. I'll get the information, and phone ahead to the ferry terminal. When you arrive, check with the terminal supervisor, and I'll make sure he has the information. If there's anything more urgent, I'll phone ahead to one of the two towns that you'll be passing through, and ask the troopers there to stop you and tell you what's going on, okay?"
"Uh, sure," Connor nodded.
"Are you coming back this way?" the trooper asked.
"Yes, that's our plan," affirmed Connor.
"Well, then, how about you two stopping in when you come through, if you get a chance? I can update you," suggested the trooper. "You can give me a call, and let me know when you're likely to be here, and I can make sure I'm available."
"Sure," agreed Connor. "I want to reopen the shop on the third, so I expect we'll be coming back on the second."
"Good. Sounds good." The trooper handed Connor a card. "Here's my number."
Connor gave him Donna Hanson's phone number, along with one of the 'The Watson Works' cards, saying, "Here's how you can reach us."
"Thanks, Connor. I'll certainly keep you posted. A pause; then, "I'm going to call ahead to the coast, and make sure you have an assigned spot on the ferry. I'll explain why you're later than you planned, okay?"
Connor couldn't believe how much the trooper was helping. "Wow, that would be great. I can't thank you enough."
"Well, look, Connor," the trooper responded, "This is little enough for someone who has done what you've done today. I'd do a lot more if I could."
Connor was a little overwhelmed, but managed to say, again, "Thanks."
The trooper wasn't done yet. "If you, uh, get asked for a driver's license in the next few days, given them my card and ask them to phone me."
"Really?" Connor looked surprisingly young for a moment, as he considered this offer.
The trooper nodded. "But don't take that as a permission to do anything unlawful. Got it?"
"Yes, sir, and thank you." Connor had a huge smile as he acknowledged the trooper's cautionary remark, now placing his wet clothes into a large plastic bag proffered by the trooper.
With a handshake, the trooper sent the Watson boys on their way.
CHAPTER
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Connor was a little slow to start out from the accident scene, partly because his nerves hadn't settled down again, and partly because the road condition was still not good. He glanced at the clock on the truck radio; just over an hour since they'd stopped. It was hard to believe so much had happened in such a short time.
Kevin said nothing for the first few minutes, allowing Connor to concentrate on driving. He was thinking furiously about what he and his older brother had just accomplished, and was still in awe at the fact that he'd actually driven, and the fact that Connor had saved two lives. It was amazing.
Connor's voice broke Kevin's reverie about five minutes later. "It's about an hour to the next town, but I think we should stop there for a break. Maybe something to eat, like a proper breakfast, or something. How does that sound?"
Kevin turned to answer his brother. "Great, actually. I think I'm getting a little hungry."
Connor turned his attention to driving again, and this time Kevin broke the silence after a minute or so.
"Ah, Connor... What was it you were saying about 'this time' back there? What did you mean?"
Connor was slow to answer. "It's... well, just that... the accident, I mean, reminded me..." Connor stalled. He couldn't say anymore without breaking down, or at least tears.
Kevin was watching his brother intently, and could see that Connor was having trouble with whatever he was thinking about. "You don't have to tell me, if you don't want, you know."
Connor glanced over at Kevin, his red eyes apparent to the younger boy. "No, no, Kevin, it's just that I need a little more time... or at least I need to sit quietly to tell you." A pause. "Later, okay?"
"Sure, Connor, I understand."
The boys lapsed into silence again, each with their own thoughts about what had happened. Connor really wanted to talk about the rescue, but couldn't bring himself to do it, without thinking about the lack of a rescue four years before. The images of a little boy, wanting to get his father out of a truck in a river, but without the skills or ability, kept interfering with the images of the rescue of the past hour or so.
Finally, after half an hour, they happened on a rest area; actually a roadside pull-off, and Connor brought the truck to a stop well clear of the road.
Connor turned to face Kevin, and in a soft voice, said, "I'm need to tell you what happened four years ago, and why today's rescue was so important to me."
It was the first time that Connor had ever told anyone the whole story, and it was emotional. The tears started to flow down the older boy's face as he struggled to get the story out.
Over the next half hour, as they sat in the truck, Connor gave Kevin the details of his father's death by drowning in a very similar accident four years previously.
David and Connor had been riding with their father in his truck. On a quiet riverside highway, their father swerved to avoid an oncoming car that had crossed into their lane. The truck had ended up on its side in the river, with the boys' father unconscious.
The boys managed to get themselves out, but could not pull their father from the truck where he was stuck underwater. David had tried by himself, and Connor had tried to help, but they could not do anything.
By the time that the boys flagged down a passing car and got help, it was much too late.
David and Connor had both taken it quite badly. While their mother had not blamed them out loud to their face, both boys knew that she thought they could have done more than they did.
"David and I have always felt at fault because we couldn't get to him. David tried, but he wasn't as big as I am now, and I was too small to be of any help," Connor finished. "Today, there's a boy who still has his father, but I still wish it was my dad."
Kevin had been trying to make a few comments, but felt bad that he hadn't been able to say anything to make Connor feel better. He tried again. "Sometimes things happen, and sometimes there's nothing you can do."
Connor was wiping his eyes again. This had been difficult for him, and as much as he hated himself for showing this weakness in front of Kevin, he couldn't hold back. For the first time since his own father's death, Connor was finally grieving and coming to terms with it.
"I know, Kevin, but I still wish I could have done this rescue four years ago."
Kevin was very understanding, and acknowledged his brother's concerns.
"You know, Connor," Kevin tried one more time, "I think that your dad would have been proud at what you were able to do today."
Connor looked up and over at Kevin, wondering at the maturity that this new brother of his was displaying.
Kevin had a point. "Yeah, you're right, Kevin." Then, after a couple of seconds pause, "You know, I am sure that your dad would be proud of what you did today, too."
Kevin smiled at that. "Yeah," he said, wistfully, "I think you're right, Connor."
After a few more minutes, Connor was able to recover his emotional equilibrium. He was able to finally dry his tears, and thanked Kevin for being such a good listener.
"I'm sorry you had to go through all that," Connor said, looking over at Kevin.
"Hey," responded Kevin, "Like you've said before, isn't that what family is for?"
Connor had to smile at that, as he got ready to put the truck in gear. "You got it, Kevin!"
Kevin smiled back at his brother. He was pleased to hear Connor's comments, once again thankful that he was being treated so well.
"We must be getting pretty close to breakfast," Connor said, a moment later, as they pulled out onto he road. "I think that the town is not more than ten or fifteen minutes ahead."
As they headed out again, Connor again praised Kevin for his efforts, and thought again about how fortunate they were. As he carefully rounded the first curves on the next part of the road, he wondered how many more adventures they would have.
CHAPTER
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The boys stopped in the next town for a late breakfast, picking a truck stop-type diner next to the town's only gas station, only ten minutes after they'd left the 'rest area.'
Once again, Connor felt a little conspicuous. After all, it was broad daylight, and he obviously looked young, but he concentrated on acting older, and Kevin cooperated by acting quite maturely, as well. They sat at a booth, and each ordered a 'breakfast special' that consisted of eggs, bacon, toast and a pile of hash-browns.
They were just finishing, about 30 minutes after arriving, when a state police cruiser pulled up outside. Connor was sitting in a position to see what was going on outside, and he saw the trooper eyeball the Watson truck, and head inside.
Inside the diner, the trooper looked around, and it didn't take long for his attention to focus on Connor and Kevin. For the trooper, who knew from the parked truck that the Watsons must in the diner, and who was looking for two young people, Connor and Kevin were pretty obvious.
Connor said, quietly, to Kevin, "We've got company, Kevin. State trooper. Hope it's good news."
Connor couldn't help but watch the trooper approaching their booth. Fortunately, he had what Connor would describe as a friendly expression on his face. "Are you the Watson's," he asked, as he stopped beside them.
"Yes, we are," answered Connor, in his deepest, most mature voice. He tried not to let his nervousness show.
"May I sit?"
Connor slid over a bit. "Sure. Of course." Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that almost everyone in the diner, staff and patrons, were now looking their way. There must have twelve people all watching them and wondering what was going on.
"I'm really glad I caught you," the trooper started. "I've got some good news."
Connor and Kevin both looked at him quizzically, waiting expectantly.
"He's conscious. The doctors say that he's not saying much yet, but his eyes are open, and he's doing 'what they call - moving on command.' Trooper Knight wanted you to know." The trooper watched the boys carefully as he gave the report.
"That is good news," Connor allowed, not wanting to say too much.
"Apparently, you two are genuine heroes, according to trooper Knight," the trooper carried on, "And that's not something I've ever heard him say about anyone before."
Kevin spoke up. "It was Connor, you know. He's the one who's the hero. He went in the water, and he did the CPR."
Connor didn't know whether to be mad, or just embarrassed. "Well, I couldn't have done it without Kevin's help."
"Well, Mr. Watson," said the trooper as he turned to face Connor, "Please let me shake your hand." Then, "Is there anything I can do for you two?"
Connor was on firm ground here. "No, thank you, Sir. We're just fine. We've had a good breakfast, here, and we're about ready to get on our way again. But; I really appreciate this news. That's really great to hear. Thanks for taking the time to stop and tell us." He got some money out, and put it with the check that the waitress had left on the table.
It was evident to the trooper that the boys had finished eating and Connor's actions clearly indicated that the Watsons were ready to go. The trooper stood, and made room for Connor and Kevin to stand.
For the first time, the trooper appeared to notice all of the eyes on the three of them. He decided to say something, lest those present get the wrong idea.
Speaking loudly, the trooper said, "Ah, you may all hear about this soon, but these two young people rescued a father and son from the river, about 25 miles east of here, a couple of hours ago. I just stopped in to tell our heroes here that we have good news about the recovery of those that they rescued and it looks they will recover fine."
There was a bit of an immediate buzz in the room, and then one person started clapping, as Connor and Kevin started walking towards the door, followed by the trooper. In an instant, all of those in the diner had stood and were clapping.
Connor, clearly embarrassed, and quite worried about his age being found out, simply smiled a bit, and continued for the exit. He'd left his money on the table, and felt free to leave. Kevin, quite awed by their reception, followed his brother.
Outside, the door closed, reducing the sound of the clapping, and the trooper escorted them to their truck. "If there's anything at all that I can do, you two, just say it."
"Well, thanks," replied Connor, "I appreciate your thoughts."
The trooper shook Connor's hand, and said, "A pleasure, Mr. Watson."
Connor started the truck and put on his seat belt. Glancing to make sure that Kevin had his belt on, he put the truck into reverse to back out. Watched by the trooper and at least five others, he then put the truck into drive, and pulled out onto the main road.
They were on their way again, with about two hours in front of them to get to the coast. The weather was improving, and the day brightening, and they made good time.
Over the rest of the drive, Connor answered some questions that Kevin had about his and David's background, and how he had ended up in Franklin Lake. One thing that didn't come up was Connor's actual age. Although Connor had decided that he was prepared to tell the truth about that, Kevin hadn't asked.
At the ferry terminal, they found that they were expected, and the truck's advertising confirmed their identity. A terminal attendant directed them into a parking spot right next to the building.
"You can leave it right here, Mr. Watson," the man said, as Connor rolled down his window to talk.
"Thanks," Connor replied, thinking that they were being given good treatment, and wondering how much the ferry people knew about the morning's activities.
They were next welcomed by the terminal supervisor, who appeared at the driver's side of their truck just as Connor was turning off the engine.
The supervisor waited patiently until Connor opened his door.
"Welcome, Mr. Watson," he said. "I'm Richard Johnson, the supervisor here. We've got just over two hours before the ferry arrives. You can leave your stuff in the truck for now, and if you'd like to come inside, I've got some new information for you."
"Thank you, Mr. Johnson," responded Connor. "We'll be right with you."
Turning to Kevin, he said, "Let's leave everything for the moment. We can come back outside and re-pack what we need, okay?"
They'd need to repack what they'd brought, and put the wet things into plastic bags to be dried off later, at David's.
"Sure, Connor." Kevin noted his agreement with the plan. He was being very cooperative, and seemed to be happy enough at the way things were going.
Johnson escorted them inside, to a very small cafeteria, where he offered them whatever choice they wanted 'on the house.' Once they were seated with their meal, Johnson joined them.
"I have some good news for you," he started. He went on to give them the good news that Joe had recovered enough to talk, and apparently was showing no severe ill-effects from the morning accident. The doctors were quite optimistic that Joe would make a full recovery.
During their conversation with the supervisor, it also became apparent that Ryan had told the whole story of the rescue, and the word was out that Connor and Kevin were real heroes.
After leaving them on their own, for a while, to organize their personal gear, Johnson personally escorted them onto the ferry, after it arrived, and introduced them to the Captain, who had come down to the main deck to meet them.
The Captain noted that he was twice privileged to meet them, firstly and sadly because of their parents, and more happily, because of their efforts earlier in the day.
At the Captain's direction, a ferry crewmember took the Watson's luggage, saying that he'd secure it, and keep it safe until they arrived. Connor thanked him, and then the crewmember noticed, aloud, that some of the gear was in two plastic bags.
As the Captain, the crewmember, and Kevin listened, Connor explained that the bags held some of his clothes and two sleeping bags, still wet from the river that morning.
Glancing at the Captain for approval, the crewmember said that he'd dry the items by getting them hung up down in the engine room, if Connor wanted. Connor agreed, with thanks.
The Captain then escorted them up to the bridge, telling the boys that they had the courtesy of the bridge or the crew lounge while aboard. He then briefed them on what not to touch, and talked about his intentions for the trip.
During the five-hour crossing to the village, the Captain and crew treated them extremely well. Close to the end of the trip, the Captain even stopped the ship for three minutes in the position where the other ferry had sunk.
Leading Connor and Kevin out to the bridge wing, he suggested that he could read a prayer if they wanted. After Connor nodded, the Captain brought out a small prayer book, and recited a prayer for those lost at sea.
After he was finished, he left the boys for a moment, and ordered the engines to slow ahead.
"Thank you, Captain," Connor said, when the Captain returned to the outer deck.
The Captain looked at the two young boys, the older now with his arm around the shoulders of the younger. They looked so young at that moment, and it seemed impossible that these two, who were the victims of the recent tragic loss of their parents, had found the courage and maturity to step up and perform the day's rescue that he had heard about.
"I'm just glad to be able to do something small, for the two of you," the Captain acknowledged Connor's words. "You two are a very special pair of young men, and I am honored to have had the opportunity to meet you."
Connor was unable to say anything more. He was clearly trying to keep it all in and not be overwhelmed by where they were or what had transpired during the day. He could only use his arm to pull Kevin closer and continue staring at the horizon as the ferry slowly steamed away from the place where his mother and Kevin's father had died.
The Captain left them again, to see to his duties. Not more than fifteen minutes later, the ferry was slowing to approach the dock at their destination.
David's small village was accessible only by boat, ferry or seaplane, and the thrice-weekly arrival of the ferry was a big event in the village. They arrived late in the afternoon, and the Captain escorted them down to the car deck where one of the crew escorted them into the small waiting room on the dock, helping to carry their luggage off.
Depositing their gear, the crew member turned to Connor, and said, "It was a pleasure meeting both of you, Mr. Watson." He reached out to shake Connor's hand, and then Kevin's.
He turned to go, and a younger looking woman stepped forward. "Hi, Connor," she said, "I'm Donna."
The three of them shook hands, and Connor greeted her warmly. "Nice to meet you, Donna."
She led them outside to a truck. "I borrowed this from the town. I thought you'd have a bit of luggage," she said, with a smile.
She took them back to her small house; really a single-wide trailer that looked a little newer than most of the dwellings in the small, sea-side village.
Once inside, they found David sitting in a chair in the living room, and warm, heart-felt greetings were exchanged.
Connor was shocked by the change in his brother. The illness had aged him dramatically, and he looked quite shrunken. To hear Donna tell it, though, David looked a lot better than he had at the worst of the sickness. Still, David was in good spirits, and both brothers were quite happy to see each other.
Connor and Kevin had a great story to tell, and David had news of his own. The Watsons would have lots to share; then, and into the future.
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It was a good reunion for the Watson boys, and although it felt a little strange to be in a different home in a different place, and they were eager to share their recent experiences.
The two younger boys had shared news of their living situation back home, and the story of their more recent adventure. David and Donna, in turn, had told of his battle with the illness that had left him weak beyond anything he could have imagined. David told of Donna's nursing skills, and the two of them had told how they had gradually become closer after David started getting better.
David discussed with Connor his desire to stay with Donna for a while. "I love her; she loves me, and I feel that this is a good place for me right now, if you agree."
"Sure, David," responded Connor, with Kevin sitting and listening to the two. "We'll be fine on our own, and I think we'll be able to stay one step ahead of the authorities."
David thanked him for his understanding and support, and gave Connor the impression that, while he loved him, he really felt that he might want to stay on with Donna for an extended period of time.
Connor thought about what David was saying and how it really changed things for them both. The illness had really changed David's outlook on things.
When Connor indicated that he did not mind being on his own with Kevin, and appreciated that this was an indefinite period, David went on to talk about his plan to set up some swimming lessons in the small pool that had been recently opened at the village inn.
"It's something that they've never had here, and it's something that I really want to do, Connor. In another couple of months, when I feel stronger, we're going to get started. And; since Donna's the teacher, she's going to make sure that all of the kids attend lessons."
Connor acknowledged David's plan and reasons, and the four of them talked through supper, before Donna insisted on getting David into bed early.
The next morning, after a late breakfast, Donna took the truck back to the village office, and then gave Connor and Kevin for a short walking tour of the village, showing them through most of the main buildings, and introducing them to pretty much everyone they ran into.
Given its location, the village had played a great role in the rescue of those involved in the ferry sinking a while back, and the villagers had almost adopted David, as the son of the only two victims. As David's brothers, Connor and Kevin were well received, getting warm greetings of welcome.
After a lunch in the cafй of the village inn, Donna and the boys walked slowly back to her place, where David was now up and sitting in his usual place in the living room. He greeted the boys warmly, and the three brothers just enjoyed each other's company for the time remaining.
CHAPTER
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Two days later, Connor and Kevin boarded the ferry for the start of the trip home. It had been a good few days with David and Donna.
The same crew was on the ferry, and as before, they were welcomed aboard by the Captain and given the same good treatment.
Once landed at their destination, they re-claimed their truck and prepared to start home. It was about two in the afternoon, and the terminal supervisor, Johnson, had given them a message. It was from trooper Knight, and asked them to stop in at the hospital where the rescued man, Joe, was recovering.
Connor had followed the latter part of the note's request, and had phoned Knight to let him know that they were leaving the coast and giving him some idea of what time they would be at the town nearby to the rescue scene.
Three hours later, after a non-stop trip, they pulled into the small hospital parking lot. Connor pulled the Watson truck into a spot beside a state police car, and before he'd shut off the engine, trooper Knight had materialized beside Connor's door.
"Welcome back, Connor. Welcome back, Kevin," he exclaimed, as Connor opened his door. "It's good to see you both."
Connor slid out of the driver's seat, and planted his feet on the ground. Three hours non-stop on a difficult highway had left him a little stiff. "Hi, there," he said, agreeably.
The trooper maintained his friendly demeanor. "How's my favorite sixteen-year-old?"
Connor took that to mean that his own presumed age had been advertised as sixteen, and that was how he should act. Obviously Knight had to keep up the pretense to explain why Connor was driving.
"I'm doing pretty good, thanks," Connor replied.
"Good, good." Knight answered. "Are you ready to come and meet the man whose life you two saved?"
Connor glanced over at Kevin before answering. "Sure." He was a little nervous, but Kevin looked sure and confident.
The trooper led them into the small building, and down a hallway. He paused at a doorway, and gestured that the two boys should proceed into the room.
They did as instructed, and found that they were face to face with Joe and his son, Ryan.
Ryan spoke up, before anyone else. "Hi, Connor. Hi, Kevin." He stepped towards Connor.
Joe spoke then, from his reclined position in the hospital bed. "Wow! Here they are... my saviors. You have no idea how great it is to meet you both."
Connor pulled Ryan into a quick hug, and reached a hand around Ryan to shake Joe's hand at the same time. Kevin initially hung back, but then gave Ryan what could best be described as a mini-hug.
"You have no idea how glad I am to be able to talk to you right now," said Connor. "I'm glad to see you're doing so well."
At that moment, the treating doctor came into the room, having been notified by Knight that the Watson boys had arrived. The doctor spoke to Connor in glowing terms about the treatment that he had provided at the river's edge, and confirmed that Connor's ideas about warming the patient had been right. He finished by saying, "You were right to think about a cooled body surviving longer, Connor, and you were right to keep the CPR going as long as you did."
Connor acknowledge the doctor's remarks, with thanks, and then the doctor suggested that the two younger boys should join him for some hot chocolate and a snack.
Kevin, by then quite hungry, accepted with alacrity, and prevailed on Ryan to join him. A moment later, Connor was alone in the room with Joe.
"I asked the doctor to set that up," Joe started, "Because I need to talk to you, Connor."
"Sure, Mr. Stevenson," allowed Connor.
"First off; it's Joe. Please." He paused. "Uh, what I'm about to ask is huge, Connor, especially given that I owe you my life. But ... I'm short of choices, and the staff here, and some of my friends, are positive that you're the best option."
Connor, quite confused, nodded slowly. "What is it ... Joe?"
"Well, it turns out that the reason that I went off the road was that I had a blackout, and the reason for that is that I have a tumor in my head. They never would have found that if you hadn't rescued me; but here's the problem ... they want to send me off to the state cancer centre for treatment, and I'm concerned about Ryan."
Connor wondered why he was being told all of this. "Surely there's someone who can look after Ryan?"
"It's just us," Joe answered. "His mother died in childbirth when Ryan was born, and we've been on our own the whole time."
"But ..."
Joe interrupted. "We have friends here, but none with kids, and none who would really know how to handle a smart, almost precocious, seven-year-old. But you, Connor ... after hearing about you and what you did, and after trooper Knight told me how you've been running you family's business on your own, I could only wish that Ryan could spend time with someone like you."
Connor wanted to interrupt again, but Joe wasn't through yet. "Trooper Knight did a little surreptitious checking over the last couple of days, and you Watsons seem to have a really good reputation in your town. The trooper even talked to the pool manager, and there's no doubt about your ability to work with kids. You're a role model and a leader, Connor, and I'm asking you to take Ryan." Joe relaxed slightly, and lay back on the bed, having made his appeal.
Connor didn't know where to start. It was quite obvious that no one knew his true age, and he wondered if the trooper had let people think that he was sixteen. How could he even consider taking someone's else's child, even for a short period. If it ever came out that he was only eleven, they'd all end up in foster care, or worse. It just didn't seem like the right thing to do.
"You've only just met me," Connor said, carefully measuring his words. "How can you trust that I'll do right by Ryan?"
Joe looked at him long and hard, as if trying to get the measure of this young man. "With everything I've heard about you, Connor, in the last three days, I feel as if I've known you for a long time. And anyone who can do what you did in the river, and who can set out the life that you've got, has to be a good person."
"Oh, God, Joe, I just don't know!" Connor was all mixed up about what to do. Sure, he wanted to help out, and Ryan seemed like a nice kid, but... "I want to help you, but there's just so many things to think about."
"Well, let's consider then, Connor, one by one."
Joe led Connor through a discussion of the pros and cons of the situation. With any luck, it would be for six months or so, with the end of the school year a good target. The school was better in Franklin Lake, especially for someone with Ryan's abilities.
Ryan could talk to his father on the phone as often as possible, perhaps once a week or so, if Joe was up to it. With being an only child, and an overly-intelligent one at that, there was a need for Ryan to develop social skills to better relate to kids closer to his own age. To cover why Ryan was staying with them, Joe suggested that they pretend that Ryan was a cousin, and even use the name Ryan Steven Watson.
Connor wasn't worried about finances, which was just as well, because Joe had no money set aside for the kind of treatment that he'd need, and any assets would quickly be lost to start to pay the medical bills. As far as space was concerned, Connor pointed out that it would be a little tight for three, as their home was only a trailer and machine shop. Connor was a little worried about disciplining two boys, and not just one. Connor wondered how much Ryan knew about his father's condition and how he felt about possibly living with the Watsons. On and on their discussion went.
Half an hour later, Connor finally ran out of objections, and Joe was able to answer and mollify every concern. It was agreed that Connor would take Ryan for as long as was necessary, subject only to Connor talking to Kevin.
Connor left Joe's room, and went looking for his brother. He found Kevin and Ryan sitting by themselves in the small kitchen area of the hospital. From the way that they were sitting and talking, the two of them were obviously getting along quite well.
Kevin looked up at Connor's approach. All he asked was, "Can he?"
Ryan looked up at him, pleading with his eyes.
There was no doubt that they really wanted it to happen, and Connor couldn't think of any reason why Ryan shouldn't come live with them.
Connor looked from one to the other, and after a short pause, just nodded.
Without any words, both boys jumped up, and reached to hug Connor. Now, it was really decided.
Just two hours after Connor and Kevin arrived, the three boys were getting Ryan's gear together at the Stevenson's home, and getting ready to leave town. They took most of Ryan clothes, his books and a few toys, along with some family photos that Joe had suggested they take.
Once back at the hospital, Joe kept the leave-taking light, and they managed to get Ryan into the truck without any breakdowns. With goodbye waves from the doctor and trooper, Connor pulled the truck out of the parking lot.
They had almost three hours to go to get to Franklin Lake, and it was already getting dark. It would be a late night drive to get home.
Once they left Ryan's small hometown, they drove right through. They had some sodas and snacks to eat, and for the first while, as they drove, the three of them had talked a bit about what the Watson's setup was like. Kevin did most of the talking, eager to demonstrate his knowledge of Franklin Lake and what things were like. He talked about their shop, their work and classes at the pool, and what he knew about the school.
Connor was a little surprised that Kevin didn't say too much about his own background and how he'd come to live with Connor, but surmised that he might have said something to Ryan back at the hospital.
Finally, after about an hour, the younger boys dozed off, and even Connor finally had to admit to himself that he was tired. The only other event was a roadside stop for a bathroom break, after a couple of hours on the road, shortly after the boys woke from their nap.
When they arrived, they unloaded their gear into the shop's back room, and went right to bed. It had been a long, eventful five days, and the Watsons had proven that they were up to the recent challenges, but there were more ahead.
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The next morning was Monday, and Connor needed to re-open the shop for business. He was up, inside for a shower and breakfast, and into the shop for an eight o'clock opening. There had been a few messages on 'The Works' phone, but all of the callers said that they would wait and drop in after the weekend. Within the first hour, Connor had five customers, leaving him with enough work to keep busy for at least a couple of days.
Connor had also noted that there were no messages from Penny Watson. He'd been wondering if she would have want to know when Kevin was returning or anything like that. He and Kevin had discussed the situation over Christmas, and Kevin had reminded Connor that she had pretty much packed up everything Kevin owned when she first put him on the bus at the end of November.
There was certainly no doubt in Kevin's mind that he wanted to stay on with Connor 'forever.' Connor had pretty much told Kevin his thoughts about the situation, and suggested that they just plan to start Kevin at the Franklin Lake School after Christmas.
In his own mind, Connor had determined that he would wait for Penny to make the first move. If she said anything about Kevin returning to her home, he'd fight her. If she made no contact, he'd leave it. After all, he thought, the longer that she left Kevin with him, the more easily he could claim that she had abandoned her son if push ever came to shove.
What Connor didn't know was that it would be Penny's brother who would become the key stumbling block to Kevin's staying on with Connor, and the Watson brothers would have a major challenging event to get through to confront Kevin's vicious, cruel uncle.
Connor mind was busy as he got to work in the shop on the Monday morning. His other major concern was to get the younger boys into school, but he figured that after their late night, one day's delay would be okay. It was better to let them sleep in and get Ryan acclimatized just a little bit, and get them started on Tuesday.
A clear pecking order had been established in the household; that much was clear when Kevin and Ryan showed up in the back room a little after nine. Kevin stuck his head into the shop, and told Connor that they were up.
When Connor headed into the back room to say hello, Kevin was busy directing Ryan as to how they would do things. A shower, then breakfast and cleanup, and then prepare for school or the day's activities. Kevin was wasting no time getting Ryan acclimatized.
As he stood and watched the two of them for a few minutes, Connor was struck by the difference between the Kevin he was watching now, and the scared young boy who had shown up just five weeks ago. Kevin had somehow matured significantly in the short time, and was now a confident, self-assured young man.
Kevin asked Connor if he had any instructions for them, and Connor told them that after they had finished breakfast and cleaned up, they should come into the shop where they would discuss plans for school and the first few days ahead.
Fifteen minutes later, Kevin led Ryan quietly into the shop, and the two of the sat down at the big table while waiting for Connor to finish with a customer. After the man left, Connor turned from the front counter to talk to the boys.
He looked at the two of them, sitting at the table, Kevin having opened some of the school books he'd been studying. Ryan was deep in conversation with Kevin, obviously involved in some talk about the books they were looking at.
They seemed very close in size; Ryan only an inch or two shorter than Kevin, which was not surprising given that they were actually less than a year apart in age. Their features and body types were much the same, with similar nice-looking faces, and trim builds. Ryan had very light colored hair, while Kevin's was a darker blond.
Connor had thought before that he and Kevin looked enough alike that they could pass for brothers, the only difference being Connor's dark auburn-blonde hair. The fact that Connor was pretty much a full foot taller than Kevin was easily explained by their assumed ages of fifteen and ten.
Joe had suggested to Connor that they pass Ryan off as a cousin, and Connor could see now that that would not be at all a stretch. Connor had agreed with Joe's follow-up proposal that Ryan use the last name of Watson, knowing he'd done it himself. When Joe put it to his son, Ryan had readily assented.
Connor had a moment to think of the situation he found himself in, trying to parent while being just a kid himself. While he couldn't say that he really felt like a parent with a parent's feelings and love for a child, he had to admit that he was feeling a great fondness for both boys.
"Well, guys," Connor started, "How're you doing?" His face showed that he was happy to see them.
The two of them looked up, and Ryan surprised both Connor and Kevin by getting up and running over to Connor to give him a hug.
"Thanks, Connor, for taking me," he said, quietly, his arms wrapped around the oldest boy.
Kevin looked on, with a smile developing on his face as Connor reciprocated the hug. Connor was aware that they needed to remember that with his father ill, Ryan would be more emotional, and would need their support a lot.
"I'm glad this is working out," Connor allowed, speaking quietly to Ryan.
Ryan released Connor and stood back. "Kevin's been showing me around the trailer and out back, and he's been showing me how things work around here. I think that I'm pretty lucky to have you guys to live with."
"I'm glad you're happy about being here," Connor acknowledged Ryan's comments, and moved over to sit down across the table from Kevin. "Let's talk," he said.
As Ryan sat back down beside Kevin, the three of the started a discussion of how they were going to handle things around the shop and around their home, along with what commitments they wanted to keep at the pool, and most importantly, how they wanted to handle school.
Connor had given some thought to Joe's comment about Ryan being really smart, and thought a challenge might be really good.
It was decided, by Connor, after getting input from the other two, that Connor would phone the school and make arrangements for them to start the next day. It was agreed that they would set out their assumed ages as ten and nine, but try to get both boys into the same class; fifth grade.
The younger boys went along with Connor's assertion that they should take swimming and diving lessons on Tuesday and Thursday evenings, while Connor was volunteering, and that they should also help out as assistants on the other times that Connor was at the pool, likely to be Saturday late-afternoons and evenings.
They talked about what chores the younger boys would be required to do, and what kind of instruction and training Connor would give them in the shop. Kevin mentioned that he'd already learned a lot, and Ryan pointed out that he wanted to learn and really help out, too.
With all of the talking done, Connor spent some time showing them around the shop; something of a review for Kevin, but good for him nonetheless. He even let them try a couple of simple things before he sent them back to the table to do some studying.
Around eleven, Connor put through a call to the school. The vice-principal, with whom he spoke, was very helpful. Realizing that Connor had a business to run, the man even suggested that he'd come over to the shop at lunchtime, and talk to Connor. Surprised, Connor expressed his gratitude, and they agreed that the vice-principal would be there in just over an hour.
The school official showed up, as promised. He turned out to be a very personable man, and after quizzing the younger boys about their knowledge level, and talking extensively about the support that Connor would give the boys at home, agreed to try them out in fifth grade.
After his talk with Connor and the younger boys, the vice-principal even proposed that he take the boys back to school with him, and get them started that afternoon. He assured Connor that he'd make sure that they got started on the bus that afternoon, and gave Connor assurances that he'd get detailed information about morning bus pickup times to Kevin before the boys left school for the day.
Connor thanked him, and sent the boys off. Their routine was already becoming established.
He turned his attention back to his work, and had a productive afternoon. Before he knew it, Kevin and Ryan were walking through the front door of the shop. He glanced up at the clock, realizing that it was already quarter after three.
The boys were obviously in good spirits, talking quite animatedly. They happily told Connor that they had been put into the same class, as promised, and had found the afternoon went quite well. Ryan admitted that he appeared to be the shortest kid in the class, but both boys said that they had no difficulty with the schoolwork.
Acquiescing to Kevin's request, Connor put them to work in the shop. Ryan stood by Kevin, watching carefully as Kevin worked on a lathe to create a couple of pieces for an order. For the next couple of hours, the three of them worked quietly and productively, and it became obvious that Ryan wanted to contribute the operation of 'The Watson Works' just as much as Kevin.
Finally, at five-thirty, Connor called a stop. Connor led them to the back room, where they made themselves some supper, and then did some organizing of personal gear followed by a bit of homework before bed.
The next morning, the younger boys were up with Connor by six-thirty, and got themselves ready for school. Before they left, Connor reminded them that they had swimming that night.
As soon as they were home from school, Connor stopped machine work, and they all turned to schoolwork until five, while consuming a snack that Connor had prepared. Then, they headed down to the pool.
Connor had prearranged with the manager that he could use whatever pool time was available on the first day of lessons, to give his brothers private lessons for one day. Then, when the class lists were finalized for Thursday, the younger boys would be put into appropriate classes while Connor volunteer taught.
Ryan was pretty nervous about the swimming. He told Connor that he'd never had any lessons, but had splash around a couple of lakes when he'd gone camping with his dad. In addition, the last time he'd been in the water was when Connor had rescued him from his father's car in the river. As a result, just getting chanced into a swimsuit and preparing to go into the water was an accomplishment for him.
After they stepped out on the deck, Connor had them wait for a few minutes while he went and checked with the pool manager to determine what part, or parts, of the pool that he should use.
While he was doing that, Kevin pointed out to Ryan what some of the swimmers were doing, and a bit about what kind of swimming he did, himself.
"Do you swim up and down that lane, like those kids are doing?" Ryan asked, pointing to a group of youngsters learning some basic freestyle and backstroke in a roped off lane next to the wall.
"Sure," answered Kevin, "But I know how to swim better than those kids."
"Oh," replied Ryan. He watched for a moment. "Is that deep water?"
"Well, yes," Kevin observed, "But only part of the time. That lane is partly deep and partly shallow, and those kids can stop and grab the edge if they need to."
Ryan watched carefully, trying to learn by simply looking at what the other kids were doing.
Kevin turned his attention to the frightened look on Ryan's face. "Look," he said, "I'll help you, and Connor's a good instructor. We'll both help you. If you aren't sure about something, just tell us."
Ryan glanced at Kevin, a dogged look coming over his face. "I'm going to learn," he said, in a firm voice.
Just then, Connor returned, and directed them over to a part of the pool that was quiet. It happened to be in deep water, but Ryan kept his nervousness under control.
When they reached the spot, Connor had Kevin demonstrate the four main strokes to Ryan. Freestyle, backstroke, elementary backstroke, and breaststroke. Then, promising to go at an easy pace, Connor directed Ryan into the water.
Directing Kevin to swim beside him and keep pace, Connor asked Ryan to demonstrate his best front, and then his best back swim. Not surprisingly, Ryan was way behind Kevin in terms of ability, but right away started working extremely hard to overcome that deficit. He was determined to try to get into the same class as Kevin.
At six-thirty, they'd been in the water for an hour-and-a-half, and all three of them were getting a little cold and tired, but Ryan didn't want to stop. Connor suggested that Kevin take a half-hour break, but Kevin decided that if Ryan was going to continue, he would too. As a result, the three of them kept at it.
Starting at seven each Tuesday and Thursday, Connor had arranged for the two boys to join the springboard diving class. The manager had already determined that there was room, and had approached Connor to let him know. Once again, Ryan was determined to do well, and try to somehow catch up to Kevin's skill level.
In addition, the manager had told Connor that he wanted him to volunteer with the second half-hour of the diving class as part of his teaching assignments.
By the time that the diving class was over, Kevin and Ryan had been in the water for almost three hours, working hard, and Connor had worked almost as much.
As he watched Ryan heading to the whirlpool with Kevin, Connor had to wonder at their stamina and the courage that Ryan was displaying. This was a very determined young man.
Connor considered where best to put Ryan, and in the end, decided that he'd see if Ryan could cope with the same junior lifesaving class that he was going to put Kevin in. Connor stopped by the pool office to put the boys on the class list, and then headed to the whirlpool himself.
He told them what classes they were going into, and then said that they'd get a hot dog at the food counter before they left the pool. His news was greeted with happy looks and responses.
On the way home, in the truck, they stopped at the big mart, and picked up a few grocery items. As they headed into the store, Kevin cautioned Ryan to keep quiet, and pointed out that they shouldn't do anything to attract attention.
The younger boys cooperated well during the twenty minutes or so that they were in the store, speaking only when Connor asked them about preferences for cereal and fruit.
During the ten minutes that it took to drive home, Connor told them that he was impressed with how maturely they behaved in the store, and how proud he was of their effort at the pool that night. "It really it great to have you guys around, when you act like you have tonight," he went on. "I know I'm only supposed to be the older brother and cousin, but I really am proud of you two."
Connor glanced over at the younger boys, and saw that his remarked were greeted with wide smiles.
They were all pretty tired by the time that they got home, and it took no time at all for them to get the groceries put away and the building secured for the night, knowing that bed was waiting. All three were asleep within minutes of entering the trailer. Connor's final thought, as he lay on his bunk, was to hope that the good fortune that they'd had in the last couple of days would continue.
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They continued with their newly-established routine over the next three days. School for the younger two, work for Connor, homework, the pool on Thursday evening, working in the shop; and then it was Friday afternoon.
Kevin and Ryan arrived home, on schedule, quite happy about how their new school was working out.
"We had an 'end-of-week' quiz this afternoon," Ryan said excitedly, in his high voice, "And I did really well." He glanced at Kevin, and added, "And so did Kevin."
Kevin looked from Ryan to face Connor. "I think that fifth grade is going to work out really well for us, Connor."
Connor, who had put down his work to focus all his attention on the others, said, "Well, congratulations, you two. You should both be really proud." He remembered how his mother had always found some way to praise him, even when it was about something small. He knew it was important for everyone to hear positive things, and as frequently as possible, too.
"So, you two," Connor went on, "Snack, and get homework finished now? I've pretty much caught up on my urgent orders, and if we can all finish in ... say, an hour, they we can get to other things, okay?"
"Sure," agreed Kevin, as Ryan nodded as well. "I'll get some cheese and crackers and bring them out."
"And I'll get the sodas," added Ryan.
Connor turned back to his work as the two younger boys headed into the back room, emerging five minutes later, bearing their goodies. The three of them quickly polished off the food while they got to their tasks. Over the next hour, the three of them worked productively, the younger two finishing their assigned work and then studying ahead, while Connor finished machining a number of pieces.
At around four-thirty, in a sign that he was about finished working for the day, Connor pulled off his work gloves and headed over to the big table and sat down with the other two. After a moment, they looked over at him.
"So, guys," started Connor, "The weekend. Aside from being in the shop tomorrow morning, is there anything that we want to do?"
Connor looked first at Kevin, and then Ryan. Kevin looked at Ryan, who, after a moment's pause, responded with, "We're going to the pool later in the day tomorrow, right?"
"Yes, we are," Connor confirmed, looking at Ryan. "You're still okay with that, I hope?"
"That's good enough for me. I just want to practice."
"You'll catch up to me in no time," commented Kevin, obviously agreeing with the plan.
They talked for a bit longer at the big table, deciding that they might even consider renting a movie for Sunday night, depending on what the weather was doing. Ryan spoke a bit about wanting to keep up with how his father was doing, but stressing that he was committed to staying on with them at least until the end of the school year, regardless.
They talked about timings for phone calls to Joe's hospital, and how it might be possible to make a trip or two to visit him at the state cancer center, depending on how long the treatment went.
Ryan's talk about longer term issues prompted Kevin to bring up his concerns about his mother and her brother agreeing to let him stay with Connor indefinitely.
"What's your worry about that, Kevin?" Connor wanted to know.
"Well," started Kevin, "You know that she really sent me up here because she wanted to get rid of me, right?"
"Yes, of course." Connor nodded. There was do doubt about that.
"As you know, she hated me, and didn't want me around. So she called her brother, and asked him to take me, at least for the summer. When he said that he didn't really want to, she told him to put me to work, the harder and dirtier the better, to earn my keep."
Kevin had an intense look on his face, and was almost breathless as he recalled how he had been treated. "So he did. Make me work hard, I mean. At a camp that he runs during the summer and some other times. He made me work hard, and long hours, and I basically had an old mattress in a lean-to to sleep on. It was really rough," he finished.
"That's terrible, Kevin," Connor managed to say. He knew that Penny Watson was a bad person, but the way she and her brother treated Kevin was truly awful.
"The thing is, it gets worse," Kevin went on. "My uncle is expecting me to do ... well ... some work for him."
Ryan was watching intently, and Connor was about pose a question, but Kevin forestalled that.
"I spent the summer working for him last year, and he told me that he would expect me to come back," Kevin explained. "When he dropped me off at home on Labor Day, I heard him say to my mom that he expected her to send me back for a couple of weekends or longer during the school year and then for the next summer. When she asked why, he told her that my work was just barely payment for him keeping me at her request."
Connor and Ryan could only look on in amazement, awe and shock as Kevin continued to describe his situation.
Kevin was on a roll. He'd kept it all inside for too long, and wanted to get all of it out. "He told me that I was just barely becoming useful to him and capable of contributing my keep. He told me that he would arrange for me to visit him again in the fall, a couple of times, and then he might take me over Christmas, and then again in the spring a couple of times. As it turned out, he didn't want me during the fall, and then my dad died, and my mom sent me here."
Connor managed to get out, "So what ..., " before being interrupted.
"I'm worried that he's going to get my mom to call me back, to go so some more work for him." As he finished speaking, Kevin's face relaxed slightly, his disclosure finished.
Connor considered what Kevin had said. "I see your point," he commented. He could see that Kevin's concern about being called 'home' was the main rationale for telling the story. They'd have to figure out a way to deal with the uncle.
Although Connor reassured Kevin that they'd figure everything out, he felt less capable than ever that Friday evening. It would take a lot of determination to get through the months ahead.
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All three of them woke at pretty much the same time on Saturday morning, and followed Connor's suggestions regarding the day's activities. They started out by working in the shop on Saturday morning, and then they did some organizing and cleaning in the trailer out back.
They headed over to the pool later in the afternoon for the combination of fun time along with private stroke correction and diving coaching. On the way over to the pool, in the truck, Connor mentioned to Ryan that he'd be expected to volunteer alongside Kevin during the once-a-month staff training sessions on Saturdays.
They arrived in time to have a bit of fun during the public session. They were in for a surprise, however, that afternoon. Justin, the pool manager, was present at the pool, and asked Connor if he and the younger two were planning to stay through the half-hour stroke correction time and the hour-long time that the pool was otherwise vacant except for staff and volunteers.
When Connor answered that he was, Justin asked if he'd mind being responsible for 13-year-old Andrew and nine-year-old Shane, Justin's two sons, who were present at the pool that afternoon.
"Sure, I don't mind," responded Connor. He knew that both boys had been in the holiday courses that Kevin had taken and that he had volunteered with, and he knew that the skill level that they had was certainly compatible with Kevin and Ryan.
"Thanks, Connor," replied Justin. "I really appreciate that. I'm trying to get a little work done, this afternoon, and I know that Andrew and Shane will really be pleased to spend the extra time in the water, especially with you guys."
Connor acknowledged Justin's remark with a smile, and headed off to join his 'brothers.'
Following the public swim, the five of them did some length swimming and Connor gave all of the younger boys some stroke correction tips during the half-hour. After the length swimming time was over, the five of them headed down to the deep end to work on their springboard diving skills.
After about twenty minutes, Justin headed out onto the deck to join the Watsons and his sons. Justin had decided that he'd finished enough work, and the temptation to spend a little quality time with his sons and the Watsons was too much to pass up.
"I hope that you don't mind if I join you all," Justin said, as he reached the diving board area.
"Hi, Justin," said Connor. The manager had, just a couple of days before, insisted that Connor call him by his first name.
"Hello, guys," answered Justin; a wide smile on his face. "You three are sure working hard," he commented. He'd been impressed by the single-mindedness that they showed.
"Thanks, Dad," said Andrew, accepting the praise on behalf of them all.
Kevin piped up. "It's fun."
"I agree," responded Justin, "Especially if you're doing it with other people who enjoy it."
Although Andrew and Shane knew it, Connor and the other two were surprised when it turned out that Justin was a bit of a diver, himself, and he joined them for the remaining time.
Connor, especially, gave Justin feedback about his body positioning, and Justin returned the favor by doing the same for Connor.
At the end of the hour, as the public was being let into the pool for the evening swim, Justin suggested that they head to the bleachers for a few minutes, as he wanted to talk to them.
After making a couple of comments about how much he had enjoyed diving with the boys, and how impressed his was with their skill development, Justin said that he wanted to offer Connor a chance to take a diving instructor's course, over two weekends in February. It was in a different town, and in meant that he would have to travel down on Friday evening, and return late Saturday.
What Justin didn't say, because he didn't want to scare Connor off, was that the diving instructor that Connor had just started helping was going to be leaving soon, and Justin had been looking for a replacement. When Justin saw the three Watson boys and his sons practicing hard and realized the extent of Connor's abilities and leadership skills, he came to the conclusion that Connor Watson was the answer to the dilemma of who should take over all of the springboard diving program.
After saying initially that he couldn't do it, because of the shop and the two younger boys, Connor considered changing his mind after Kevin convinced him that he could look after things.
"I really can do it," Kevin asserted. "You know that I am getting pretty good on the equipment, Connor, and it would only be for later on Friday afternoon and the half-day Saturday. Anything that you would need to do could wait for you to get back. I can't think that any of our customers could mind all that much."
"And I'd be there to help, and I'd be just fine with Kevin in charge while you're gone," added Ryan, enthusiastically.
Andrew, who had been watching with his brother, and who had been impressed with Connor as an instructor, said enthusiastically, "You should do it, Connor. You're already a really good instructor, and you'd do really well on a coaching course."
Connor glanced at Andrew with a smile. The two of them had started developing a friendship, and Connor thought that Andrew's comment was genuinely motivated. Connor looked from Kevin to Ryan, and then, with a smile, told Justin that they'd let him know on Monday.
"That will be just fine, Connor," Justin agreed.
Justin's boys then prevailed on Justin to let them stay for another half-hour, if the Watsons were going to stay, and Connor immediately said that they would.
"Well, okay," Justin answered, just a little reluctantly. He did have to get home, but he could finish up some work, first, and give the boys a chance to spend some more time together.
The three younger boys immediately got up off the bleachers, to head off to the diving board again, wanting to have fun.
"Don't forget the rule that we have in the diving class," cautioned Connor. "Don't try anything new and difficult without me there to spot you the first time."
"Sure, Connor," agreed Shane, on behalf of the others, as they walked quickly away.
Andrew stayed back with Connor for a few minutes, as Justin and the boys headed off in their different directions.
Connor started the conversation. "So you think I should do it?"
Andrew smiled. "Sure. Like I said, I think you'd be good."
"Okay, but what about you?" Connor wanted to know.
"I'm only thirteen, Connor, and I know you are supposed to be sixteen to take the coaching courses," Andrew asserted. "I know, because my dad mentioned it at one point."
"Oh," replied Connor. "That's too bad, because it would be great to have someone along with me." He'd really come to respect Andrew, and he knew that Andrew had a lot of potential as well as a lot of skills. More to the point for Connor, however, was the fact that Andrew was really age 13, and Connor was really only eleven.
The two of the sat quietly for a moment, watching the younger boys at the diving board.
Andrew mustered up a little nerve. "So, Ryan is your cousin? He's sure picking this swimming and diving up fast."
"Yes, he sure is," Connor agreed, not answering the question. "He's sure picking up stuff fast at the shop, too."
Andrew glanced at Connor. "So what is this shop of yours, anyway? What do you guys do?"
"Well, as you've probably seen on the truck, it's called the South Valley Machine Works," started Connor. He went on to give details about where the shop was and what kind of work they did. Connor continued by explaining that he worked the shop and business, and the younger two went to school. He mentioned that he was teaching Kevin and Ryan as much as he could about operating the machines and about the business, but that they were still a bit young for some things.
Andrew asked if he could stop by and see the place some time, as he was kind of fascinated in mechanical things, and it sounded very interesting.
Connor readily agreed that he could, and suggested that he could either come by after school or on a Saturday morning. "You could even phone us on a Sunday, and come by, if you want," finished Connor.
"That would be great, Connor. Thanks."
With that, the two of them went over to join their younger brothers for a few minutes, before it was time to leave.
The boys were pretty excited as they headed home. Their skills were improving and Connor had been offered a great opportunity. It was clear that they had some good potential ahead.
Back home, on that Saturday evening, they had a late supper and for the first time, sat and watched a rented video. To Connor, it felt so normal that it almost brought tears to his eyes when he thought about what each of them had gone through, and how the three of them had come together as a family. It was pretty amazing.
Finally, Sunday arrived, the first day with no plans. They started out the day with a big breakfast, and then they moved into the main shop area.
Connor surprised Ryan with 'Watson Works' coveralls with his own nametag. Up until then, Ryan had been wearing a spare pair of Kevin's, but Connor wanted Ryan to know that he was part of the family business, now. The three of them now looked very professional.
Shortly after they moved into the shop area, Andrew phoned, and asked if he could come by. As he answered 'yes,' Connor reflected that Andrew certainly wasn't wasting any time taking him up on his offer.
When he got off the phone, he told the younger two that Andrew had accepted his offer to come by and visit, explaining that Andrew had expressed an interest in what they were doing.
Andrew arrived on his bike less than twenty minutes later, and was taken aback by what he saw when Connor brought him in and started showing him around. As Connor showed him some of the machines and some of the recent work that they'd done, the three Watsons could see that Andrew was definitely interested in what 'The Watson Works' was all about.
After Andrew asked if he could try to learn some of the equipment, they all spent a couple of hours doing some work, with Kevin and Connor alternating showing Ryan and Andrew how to use some of the machines, and Kevin also picking up some new skills from Connor.
Shortly after noon, Connor invited Andrew to stay for lunch, and he accepted. After lunch, the four of them sat around in the back room and talked. Andrew described what it was like to grow up in Franklin Lake, and what his life had been like so far. He mentioned that his father, Justin, was a single parent, his and Shane's mother having died about five years previously.
Feeling a bit of kinship with Andrew, Ryan described a bit of his experiences in the very small town where he'd lived with his widowed father, and how he like living with Connor and Kevin.
It appeared to Connor that Andrew was a good fit with them, and even started thinking about maybe getting Andrew trained up in the shop. Connor started to wonder if Andrew might even be the answer to the problem of having someone who could come in if all of the Watsons were away. In spite of the fact that he was only thirteen, Andrew looked a bit older, and was very mature in his actions and outlook.
Just after two o'clock, Andrew stood, and said that he was expected back home, and that he had to go. He thanked them all for a 'great time' and on his way to the front door with Connor, asked if he could come over again. After a moment's thought, Connor suggested that maybe he could come over on Tuesday, and get the school bus to drop him off with Kevin and Ryan.
"Thanks, Connor," exclaimed Andrew excitedly, "That would be great!"
"No problem, Andrew. We'll see you then." Connor watched as Andrew got onto his bike and wheeled away. 'Nice guy,' Connor thought.
After Andrew left, Connor talked to the other two about his thoughts, noting that they'd need coverage if all of them were going to be away on weekends to support Kevin and Ryan in their attempts to deal with their various crises. He got agreement that Andrew was a nice guy, and might learn things quickly. Most importantly, they all felt that they could trust him.
The rest of the afternoon was spent quietly, mostly in the back of the shop, reading, playing the video game a bit. They also talked a bit, Ryan describing some more of his life experiences up to then, and Connor telling them a bit about what he'd done.
Connor, for his part, hadn't been asked his real age yet, and hadn't revealed it. He was about ready to do so, and he even thought that he might say something that afternoon, but for some reason he just didn't feel that the time was right, yet.
There was still lots of time to talk about things, but for now, Connor decided that the younger boys still needed to think that he was an older teen.
It was late in the afternoon that Kevin spoke up, having decided that he needed to tell the other two more about how his mother had treated him, and what his uncle had made him do. It was very difficult to hear what he had to say, and the details went far beyond what Connor and Ryan had every considered what might be in the realm of the possible, much less what they might have ever experienced.
There was an unspoken feeling of mutual support among all three of them as they considered what Kevin had to say, and how it would affect his ability to finally get free of his old family obligations.
It was a fairly quiet and sober suppertime, as the three boys thought about what they knew of Kevin's difficulties.
By the end of the day, Connor considered that one of his priorities would be to find a way to get Penny Watson to provide some kind of written or legal permission for Kevin to reside with the Watsons in Franklin Lake. There would have to be some kind of way of trying to get Kevin legally free of his mother, if only he could figure it out. Once that was done, then they were in a better position to refuse Penny's brother access to Kevin.
As they prepared to go to bed, Connor assured Kevin that he would do whatever he could to try and get Kevin free of Penny and her brother once and for all.
A short while later, Connor lay in bed, thinking through all that had happened during the day, and the momentous news that Kevin had imparted. His mind kept going back to the matter of getting Penny to agree, legally and permanently, that Kevin's custody would be in the hands of the Watsons.
The more he thought, the more he came to the conclusion that he would have to use David to accomplish the goal. After all, David was supposed to be 18, and was therefore the adult to whom Kevin's custody could be transferred. At least, Connor thought, he would use David's name. In fact, he could just sign David's name on everything, and just pretend that David was doing it.
As he started to fall asleep, finally, Connor thought that he might tell David, but as long as it worked out, he didn't mind what rules he might have to bend. It was all for the good of his new family.
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With the start of a their second week together, the three of them were proving that they were effectively functioning as a family. They'd need each other's support to face continuing challenges, but they done well so far and were off to a good start.
The first thing that Connor did, on Monday morning after the younger boys were off to school and the critical shop work was done, was to start phoning a couple of the lawyers in town who advertised that they specialized in family law.
Speaking as maturely as he could and in his lowest possible voice, Connor identified himself as David Watson. He said that he was 18, and was looking to organize legal custody of his brother. He said that his father had died recently, and that his mother, who lived in another town, had asked that he take in his young brother to make things easier on her.
The first lawyer seemed quite dismissive, and gave the impression that he was too busy already and didn't need any more business. Connor thanked him for his time, and hung up.
Although he was even more nervous, Connor phoned the next name on the list, and tried again. The second lawyer was more responsive and welcoming to Connor's request for legal services, and Connor felt much more comfortable that he had done with the first lawyer.
In answer to some questioning, Connor said that his brother was already with him, and had started school in Franklin Lake right after Christmas break, and that the brother and his mother were all in favor of making the situation permanent. Connor 'admitted' that his mother had some problems with looking after all three kids, and that this arrangement was more than satisfactory to all concerned, especially the brother.
Without actually saying so, Connor gave the impression that the younger brother had spent a lot of time in Franklin Lake in the past, and this was really an extension of what had been something of a shared custody arrangement.
Connor responded to further questioning by stating that his mother was completely in favor of the idea of 'David' taking custody, particularly given that he was now an adult and had taken over operation of his father's business.
At that point, the lawyer said that if that was what the mother wanted, he would draw up the papers, but that it was up to 'David' to get them signed. Connor was warned that they had to be notarized and witnesses to be official. Finally the lawyer said that once all of that was done, the final step would be filing the papers with the Court for a Custody Order.
"In the meantime," the lawyer said, "Once you have the signed paper from your mother, you have pretty much all the legal rights you need to have your brother in your home, and you can authorize anything that a parent can. The one thing that filing the papers with the court will do is to make it harder for your mother to change her mind in the future, and that would be best if you're thinking about the long-term best interests of your brother."
"Okay," agreed Connor. "That sounds good. I mean... getting the papers done first, and then filing after. Thank you."
"Let me ask one more thing, David," the lawyer continued. "You said that your brother was in favor of this, right?"
"Yes."
"That's one thing, David, and that's really good, but what about your ability to not just look after him, but to direct him... to discipline him when he does things wrong. Can you do that okay?"
This was really important, Connor acknowledged. "You ask the most critical question of all, don't you?"
There was a pause. The lawyer was waiting for a response.
"I can't tell you that I will be the perfect... ah, parent... but I can tell you that I deeply care for my brother. No," Connor paused, "I love him, and I really believe that he will be better off with me than with her. There is a fair age difference, and he's always shown that he listens to me, and I think that he will continue to do so. I think that this will be for the best, really."
"Well, David, that sounds pretty good, and you certainly seem optimistic." The lawyer finished by saying, "Okay, well... I'll get the papers drawn up, and have someone from my office drop them over to you in the next day or so, if that's okay."
Connor assured him that it was, and the phone call ended. That was one more adult-like chore looked after, and, in fact, the most important one of all right now.
As he returned to his shop work, Connor decided not to say anything to Kevin until he had the papers in hand. By the time that Kevin and Ryan returned home that Monday afternoon, they appeared to be pretty happy, just having had a good day at school. That, in turn, made Connor happy, knowing that the younger two were feeling better about some of the things in their lives.
The next day, Tuesday, about mid-morning, a young woman entered the shop. When Connor greeted her, she offered an envelope, and said that she was from the law office. After he thanked her and she left, he went to the table at the back where he sat down to see what the papers looked like.
After he looked at the papers, and satisfied himself that they looked correct in terms of names and other details, he got up enough nerve to phone Penny.
When she answered, he identified himself as David, and said that the family lawyer had suggested that they get her to sign some papers. Connor said that it would be better for things like school and medical, if necessary.
She was very short and cold to him on the phone, but her attitude changed when he said that he would forward another $500 payment for her own legal fees in getting the papers notarized and to cover her own 'inconvenience.'
As he said it, Connor felt like he was buying Kevin's freedom.
Connor said that he would be sending the documents by courier to her, and hoped that she could return them within a couple of days after she got them. Then he said that he understood that he understood how difficult it would be to deal with everything that was going on, and that he 'would show some real appreciation if the return of the papers was done quickly.
At this point, Penny showed just how mercenary she was when it came to something as important as her son's life. "You mean you'd send more money after I return the papers back to you?"
"Sure, Penny," Connor said. He made a small effort to allow her to excuse her behavior. "I'm sure that there will be other expenses that come up in connection with this, that we haven't thought about yet."
Only the slightest pause. "Yeah, well, I'm sure that getting the papers back to you quickly would be very expensive... like for the courier, you know... I'm sure it might even be as much as $500."
Connor didn't wait to answer. "I'm sure it would, Penny, and I'm sure the fastest way to get the two five-hundred dollar payments to you would be by direct bank transfer, just like Brent did."
"That's right. That's the only way... I mean, to be sure, you know."
"Sure, Penny, no problem." Connor paused. This was it... it was time to make a deal. "I'll get the first payment transferred tonight, so it's in your account overnight."
Then, hearing no objection, Connor continued. "The papers will be there sometime tomorrow. If you can get out and get them signed tomorrow, and even get your lawyer's office to return them by courier, they'll get back here by Thursday. That way, I can put the other transfer through Thursday overnight, okay?"
Connor had only a brief moment to wonder if Penny would deal, before she replied. "Sure. I'll do that." Then, a threat. "The money had better be in my account, as you say."
"Absolutely," Connor promised. "No problem."
Without another word, she hung up. As Connor put down his phone, he was shaking and sweating with nervousness. He couldn't quite believe what he had just done, but it was important, and the money was nothing compared the importance of getting Kevin's paperwork done.
After calling the courier company, Connor turned back to his work. The package was picked up before noon, and before he knew it, the boys were arriving home from school.
As planned, Andrew arrived on the school bus on Tuesday afternoon, and spent a productive hour with the Watsons before they all headed over to the pool.
On Thursday, after Andrew phoned from school to ask Connor, Shane got off the bus with Andrew and the other two. Apparently Justin was okay with his two sons spending a bit of time at the Watsons a couple of afternoons a week.
As they entered the shop, Connor lined all four of them up at the front counter, and took some time to review the safety rules, and talked a bit about how things were to be done at 'The Works.'
As they got to work, Connor took Kevin back to the big desk, and showed him the contents of the package that had just been delivered by courier less than an hour before.
With Kevin looking on in wonder, Connor pulled out the documents that showed that Penny Watson had relinquished custody of Kevin Watson and that she agreed that David Watson should have 'custody of the minor child.'
"How did you get that?" Kevin managed to ask, his face showing a lot of emotion.
"Well, Kevin, I..." That was as far as he got before Kevin's tear-streaked face got planted into Connor's chest with his arms wrapped around his older brother.
Connor held Kevin tight as the younger boy sobbed. Ryan had finally noticed the embrace, not having heard anything over the noise of his machine. He stopped what he was doing, and headed in Connor's direction as Andrew and Shane looked on curiously.
"Thank you, thank you, thank you," Kevin said, his voice muffled by Connor's coveralls.
Connor just held him, keeping quiet for the moment. He had known that this was going to be important to Kevin, but he had underestimated the dramatic effect that it would have. Not knowing what to say, he just kept his arms around Kevin's shoulders in a hug.
"What's wrong, Kevin?" Ryan wanted to know, as he reached Kevin's side.
Connor looked from Kevin to Ryan, and decided to answer with a simple, "I don't think that anything's wrong, Ryan. Actually, I think that Kevin's happy about something."
"Then why is he crying?"
After a moment's pause, Kevin pulled his face from Connor's chest, and looked at Ryan. "I couldn't help it, Ryan," he sniffed, trying to get control over his emotions. "But, it really is good news. Connor got my mom to agree to give up custody. I don't have to go back to her."
"But, how did you do that, Connor?" Ryan looked at Connor, wanting to know more.
"Well," started Connor, "I just phoned her, after I talked to a lawyer here, and convinced her to do it."
Kevin knew that it couldn't have been that simple. "You must have given her some reason, Connor," he said.
This was where it got tricky, Connor thought. Should he tell Kevin that he'd 'bought' him, or try to make light of it somehow?
"I, ah... promised her some more support." Once again, Connor decided not to hide the facts. It was not a good thing for a young child to hear, but then, compared to what he'd been through already, it was not much.
"How much, Connor?" Kevin wanted to know. He knew his mother, and he knew that an offer of money would have brought an immediate 'yes' answer.
"Two payments of five hundred," Connor admitted, very quietly, as if ashamed to have bargained for Kevin's future.
Kevin looked Connor straight in the eye, his emotional face now replaced with a very determined look. "Thank you, Connor."
"I hope that you think that I did the right thing."
"Yes, yes, you did," Kevin responded, completely ignoring the fact of an exchange of money. "And I will be forever thankful for what you have done for me."
Ryan looked on at the scene, taking in Kevin's sincerity. Kevin was obviously pleased, and that was good. "That sounds great, you guys. I'm happy for you."
Connor pulled first Kevin, and then Ryan back into an embrace. "We're a pretty good little family, you guys. I love you both."
After a long moment, the group hug ended as they all released their arms.
"So," Connor said, as he stood back a step, "Are you guys going to do a little work?"
"Sure," Kevin exclaimed.
Connor looked over at the other two boys in the shop, who had, by now, downed tools to watch the three Watsons. "Well, don't forget to keep an eye on Andrew and Shane, right?"
Kevin smiled brightly. "Got it!"
It was a pretty happy group that Thursday afternoon and evening. Later that evening, after they returned from the pool and prepared for bed, Connor laid out the remaining step for the legal work, including filing the papers with the court.
Connor detailed how the lawyer would do the filing, and what effect that would have on Kevin's status. He said that he'd been assured by the lawyer that the papers would be filed the next day, and that there were no problems anticipated with finalizing Kevin's custody.
As Kevin got ready to climb into his bunk, he gave Connor another hug.
"Thank you for all of this, Connor." Kevin was a little emotional, but holding most of it in.
"I'm just glad it's working out, Kevin."
"I love you, Connor." Kevin still had his arms wrapped around Connor.
Ryan came over and put his arms around both. "I love you, too, Connor. Thanks for being such a great parent."
Connor was taken by surprise at Ryan's use of the 'parent' word. While he had sometimes thought that he was 'parenting,' he thought of himself as a caregiver, not a parent. After all, he was really only eleven, only three and four years older than the smaller boys, and it just didn't seem right, some how. The fact that Ryan thought of him as a parent was amazing.
Kevin picked up on Ryan's words. "Yeah, Connor, you really are a great parent. Any kid would be lucky to have you for a dad."
Connor was barely able to keep it together. He could be tough when it was needed, but this was difficult to accept. He could only say, "I love you guys."
There were smiled all around, as they went to bed. With some real action and positive steps being taken, they were feeling much more optimistic about their long-term chances of remaining a family.
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With Justin's and Connor's blessing, Andrew and Shane started coming over on Saturdays, as well. Justin dropped them off in the morning, around ten o'clock or so, and they spent some time in the shop and then in the back with the Watsons before they all headed over to the pool later in the afternoon.
The second Saturday, when Justin dropped off his sons, Connor went out and spoke to Justin, and invited him to come in for a coffee and take a look around. Appearing a little surprised by the invitation, Justin accepted.
Leaving the four younger boys in the front, to get busy under Kevin's direction, Connor led Justin into the back.
"This is a really nice setup you've got here, Connor," Justin said, as he accepted the offered cup of coffee and sat down at the table. "I take it that you're on your own, still?"
Connor was completely honest. "Yes," he answered. "It's just myself and my brother Kevin, along with our cousin, Ryan. My older brother, David, lives out on the coast now. He officially has custody, but we've done okay by ourselves without him actually being here, I think."
"Well it sure looks like you have done very well for yourself," Justin commented, "And at a very young age, too."
"Well, Justin, funny you should say that. I mean... about young people doing stuff." Connor looked Justin in the eye. "There's another younger person, who is quite capable, and who I think could do really well if he was given the opportunity."
Justin was watching Connor's face carefully. "Okay, Connor, what is it that you have in mind?"
"Well, Sir," replied Connor, "It's about Andrew. I know he's only thirteen, and I know that he's officially too young to be a coach, but he would do really well on the course, if he went with me, and he could be a big help to work with me if we were running the diving program."
Justin sipped on his coffee, thinking for a moment. "He's that good, is he?"
"Yes, he is." Connor was certain of that. "Isn't there any way that you could get them to let him just attend the course, even if he can't get certified?"
"You really want him?"
"Yes." Connor was emphatic.
"Does he know you're asking me?" Justin wanted to know.
"No, I haven't mentioned this to him."
"Well, I suppose you have a point, Connor." Justin reflected for a moment, as both of them sipped their coffees. Then, "Let me see what I can do. Is that fair enough?"
"Absolutely, thanks, but there's just one more thing."
Connor waited for a moment.
"Okay," responded Justin. "But what is the 'one more' thing?"
"Ah, I need for someone... you, to be available for Kevin and Ryan, should they have an emergency while I'm away."
"Well that I can certainly look after, Connor. Do you want me to come over and check on them, or do you want them to come over and stay with me?"
Connor thought for a moment. "Well, no, Justin, I don't think so. I mean, they are really motivated, and I want to encourage them, and I really think they'll be okay on their own. It's just that if they do have a problem, I'd feel a whole lot happier if they had someone they could turn to."
Justin looked at Connor long and hard. He was not sure he liked getting involved in this kind of a situation, but then, he'd selected Connor based on his reading of Connor's maturity and judgment.
"Okay, Connor," he said, finally, "That would work. They could contact me."
Connor looked quite relieved. "Thank you, Justin."
With that out of the way, they exchanged small talk for a few minutes, and then Justin stood to go. "I guess I'd better get over to the pool," he said.
Connor accompanied him out to his van, and as they passed through the shop area, Justin took in the fact that the boys were all working industriously on various machines and projects, and it appeared that Kevin was monitoring all of them.
"I just can't get over how you make this all work out, Connor," Justin said as they got to his van. "You've sure got those boys motivated, and this is one heck of an operation. I'm impressed."
"Thanks, Justin," Connor said, Justin climbed into his vehicle. "We'll see you later."
Connor watched him drive off with a feeling of satisfaction about how things were going. He was managing to get some things sorted out, and solve some problems. 'A bit at a time,' he told himself, as he headed inside to join the gang.
When Connor and the boys arrived at the pool later that afternoon, Justin knew it was time to come clean with Connor about taking over the whole program. The diving coach that Connor had been helping had given Justin his notice to work only two more weeks.
Justin called Connor into the office as they headed out onto the pool deck for the last half-hour of the public swim. Leaving the younger boys to go have fun on their own, Connor sat down across the desk from Justin.
"I need someone to take over the whole diving program, Connor, and I'd like that someone to be you." Justin was straight out with his request.
"But I'm not..."
"First off, Connor, you can do it, right now, if you need to." Justin was determined to get what he wanted. "You're capable, you're knowledgeable, and after you take the course, you'll be even better. You know the kids, and they like you, and I would have no trouble marketing the program with you running it. You've got a good reputation."
Connor felt like telling Justin that he was only eleven, and that Justin was crazy if he thought someone as young as him could run a springboard diving program. As quickly as he thought of saying that, though, Connor realized that he had established himself as a sixteen-year-old, and head of family, as well as a small-business owner. All of what he had put into 'The Watson Works' could also be put into what Justin wanted him to do.
"I don't know, Justin," Connor said. "Are you sure about this?"
"Absolutely," Justin asserted. "There's no doubt in my mind that you can not only handle this, but that you will excel."
Then he added, "Oh, and by the way, Andrew's going on the course with you. They've agreed to let him attend the first two-weekend basic coaching course, subject to the instructor's evaluation on the first night. I'd say, based on what I've seen him do, that he'll do okay. You'll have to do the advanced two-weekend course on your own, because they won't let him do that one, though."
Justin had answered Connor's question before it was asked, and that definitely helped Connor make up his mind.
Connor looked at Justin for a full minute, without talking. Finally, he acquiesced. "Okay, Justin, I'll do it."
"Thanks, Connor, from me," responded Justin, "And also on behalf of the kids whose lives you will touch."
Connor was feeling just a little overwhelmed with what he'd agreed to, and by the praise and comments that had been made. He stood to go, unmindful of the fact that Justin hadn't said anything about finishing the interview.
Justin broke into Connor's reverie. "Ah, Connor, you'll need to plan on taking over after your first weekend on the course."
Connor didn't stop, but just nodded as he left the office, and headed out onto the noisy pool deck. He slowly walked towards the deep end where he expected that his young family would be.
He shouldn't have been surprised, but Kevin and Ryan were all excited about the tasking that Connor had accepted. Andrew approached the three of them as they were standing near the diving board, talking, and was also happy for Connor after Kevin blurted out the news.
After Kevin asked the question, Connor realized that he hadn't even asked Justin about how much he'd be paid, or even whether or not he would be paid. There were obviously a few details still to be worked out.
There was a lot to think about, but he knew he had the support of his young family, and that would go a long way.
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A couple of weekends later, Connor and Andrew prepared to head off for the first weekend of the dive-coaching course. It was being held at the athletic department at the State College, in the same town where the airport was located.
Connor had carefully thought about whether or not to take the truck. Part of that consideration included the fact that Andrew was not related to him, and while Kevin and Ryan knew that Connor didn't have a license, it was different to take someone who might potentially get into trouble with him.
After the diving lesson at the pool on Tuesday night, Connor spent a few minutes talking to Andrew, and told him a little more about the Watson's circumstances. He admitted that he was only fifteen, not sixteen, and that he didn't have a driver's license.
Andrew accepted the revelation almost as a matter of course, not quite as surprised as Connor had expected.
Andrew explained that he had been a bit curious about Connor's true age. He said that he had wondered why Connor seemed to be a slow developer, physically, even though he was pretty much tall enough to be sixteen. Andrew did agree, however, to keep quiet about what Connor told him, and said that he had no problem going with Connor in the truck.
After they got home from the pool on the Thursday night, Connor sat down with Kevin and Ryan, and reviewed the plan for the weekend. They talked about how they were going to look after themselves and what kind of work they would try and do if they had any customers.
Connor also briefed them about where he was going to be staying and how to reach him if they needed to. Finally, he pointed out that they could contact Justin if they had an emergency.
Andrew arrived at the shop with Kevin and Ryan on Friday afternoon immediately after school. After quick greetings, and some last minute instructions to the younger boys, Connor and Andrew departed in the truck.
They made the journey over to the college without incident, and found the pool's location with no problem. With less than an hour to spare, they checked in, got their accommodation assignments in dorms, and then got ready for their first session.
By seven o'clock on the Friday night, they had started the first of the pool sessions in the large recreation complex. The coach trainers wanted to get the candidates to demonstrate basic rescue skills, including those for spinal injuries, before they started getting the candidates to show what diving skills they personally had.
For Andrew, it was a particular pleasure to see how he measured up, given his young age. His rescue skills had been good, his diving skills were at least in the middle of the pack, he certainly wasn't the smallest in the group. He was only a few inches shorter than Connor, at just under five-and-a-half feet, and at 120 pounds, about twenty pounds lighter than Connor.
Connor and Andrew seemed to have more lifesaving knowledge than most of the coach-candidates, and were called on to help out a bit with their peers.
When it came time for diving, Connor and Andrew were able to demonstrate that they could do basic and front dives in layout, pike and tuck positions. They then were able to show reasonable attempts at the same body positions for forward and back somersaults. Finally, Connor demonstrated his efforts at inwards dives, something that he only recently had been trying to learn. He was able to complete the skill, even if the positions and entry needed a lot of work.
Connor figured that their skills put them on a par with a few and better than some. At least, he thought they were not totally embarrassing themselves, and he was very pleased with the way that Andrew was keeping up. He had a lot of respect for his friend's efforts.
The Friday evening session went until almost ten thirty, and they were pretty cold and tired by the time that the trainers dismissed them for the night.
The next morning, they started the day right at eight o'clock with water sessions, as the trainers attempted to try and work the candidate's own diving skills. Connor worked on his inward dives, and started the lead-up skills to reverse dives. Andrew learned inward dives and forward one-and-one-half somersaults.
The candidates spent two hours in the water, then had an early lunch while they watched some videos of diving competitions and got some instruction on diving theory. At noon, they were back in the pool for the first of a series of peer coaching sessions. Connor helped a group of three, including Andrew, with lead-up skills for reverse dives, and then Andrew helped the group work on lead-up skills for multiple rotation somersaults.
At two, they were out of the water again for another snack and a dry session. This time, they spent some time on general coaching theory and then tried out the diving harness training equipment. Then, at four, they were back in the water again until just after six for some more peer teaching.
Sunday was pretty much a repeat of the day before, in terms of overall wet and dry time. The candidates were expected to become more and more proficient in coaching their peers as well as show some improvement in their own diving skills.
By Sunday evening, as the first of the two back-to-back weekends ended, a very tired Connor and Andrew found enough energy to get changed and start the trip home.
As they drove the hour back to Franklin Lake, they talked quite a bit about how things had gone. They felt that the weekend had gone pretty well, and found that they had been able to keep up with the physical skills development and demands.
Connor said that he was impressed with how well Andrew, at age 13, had kept up with all of the older kids. Andrew, for his part, noted that there were only three 16-year-olds, with the rest being older, and said that Connor did really well for only really being fifteen. At that point, Connor wondered what the reaction would be if he told Andrew that he was really only eleven.
Overall, they felt pretty happy about what they'd managed to achieve so far. They had a good start.
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Connor and Andrew arrived home to find that Kevin and Ryan had coped just fine in Connor's absence. Kevin had done some labor for 'The Watson Works,' and had taken orders for work that Connor had to do. The shop and their trailer home looked clean and neat, and from all accounts, the boys seemed to have managed quite well on their own.
Connor and Andrew were quite keen to pass on their newfound knowledge to the diving class on Tuesday and Thursday during the evening lessons, and they felt much more confident about their ability to coach the younger kids.
By Thursday evening, Connor talked himself into trying a reverse dive, and right at the end of the lesson, he invited his class to sit and watch for a few minutes while he tried it. He got Andrew to spot for him as he did two lead-up skills, and see if he was getting enough distance out from the board to try the dive.
Once he had Andrew's assurances, Connor mounted the board again, and took his position about halfway along. He paused, talking himself through the skill, imagining what his body would do in the air, and what it would feel like.
Finally, fully committed, he started his four-step approach. He reached the end of the board, and lifted his right knee to start the take off. Down he came, on both feet at the end of the board, and then he was into the air, his arms up high. Quickly, he brought his knees up and then laid his head back.
Before he knew it, he was seeing the board a few feet away from his face and then he was entering the water. He'd done it!
Judging from the limited distance he went down under the water, Connor knew that his entry had been far from vertical, but it hadn't hurt at all, so he knew that he'd been at least vertical enough to have completed the skill.
Reaching the surface, Connor had a huge smile on his face and his raised his right arm in the air with a closed fist as a sign of triumph. Nothing he had done in his life so far matched the feeling of success and exhilaration that he felt at that moment.
The diving class, most of who were sitting on the edge, clapped. Andrew, keeping in mind his duty to provide feedback put his arm at the angle of Connor's entry. Then, after seeing the acknowledgement on Connor's face, Andrew reached out for a high five from Connor as the latter reached the pool edge.
It was a very happy and excited Watson clan that headed home that night. Connor was still on a high from his class, and the younger two were happy both for Connor and for their own developing skills.
As talk turned to the upcoming weekend, Kevin and Ryan remained very keen to be on their own for the second weekend, assuring Connor that they'd be just fine, once again.
After a short week back home in Franklin Lake, and then, for Connor and Andrew, it was off to the College and back to the springboard diving coaching course.
The second weekend of the course proceeded much like the first, with the same ratio of water and dry time. Connor was ready to demonstrate his reverse dive, after his initial successful attempts back home, and he had an opportunity on the Friday night.
The trainers provided the opportunity when they did a skills review during the first water session that started at seven o'clock. After a warm-up swimming and lifesaving exercise that lasted fifteen minutes, the coach candidates were instructed to pair-up, and run through all of the skills that they currently knew how to do. They were to start with the basics, and with the partner providing feedback, they were to keep going through the more difficult and advanced skills as far as they could.
It was done as a group exercise, with the trainers having posted a series of charts detailing all of the skills. The whole group started with their basic forward and back dives, and continued through basic somersaults.
There were only ten of the eighteen candidates still performing by the time that they got to inward dives. Connor and Andrew stayed with the group, even though Andrew hadn't actually performed the skill yet. He'd tried some lead-up skills, but said that he wanted to try it if Connor thought he was ready for it.
With Connor standing on the pool deck as close as he could, Andrew got into the backwards take-off position. Andrew mentally prepared himself, and then he was crouching down slightly in preparation for lifting his body backwards off the board. All of a sudden, he was lifting his arms and pushing with his legs, and he was moving backward and upwards off the board. He quickly reached the apex of his movement and he did a semi-pike, then straightening with his head down and his arms stretched out for a clean, almost vertical, dive entry. He had done it!
Much like Connor had done the night before back home, Andrew surfaced and lifted his arm in a gesture of triumph. Connor smiled at him, and showed Andrew the angle of entry along with the minimal height of the splash.
Although there were many other people around, it was really a moment just between the two of them.
Then the senior trainer made a comment about the nice entry and the next candidate was on the board. A few minutes later, there was only five candidates left as they started on reverse dives. Connor managed to do two fairly good ones, the second resulting in a bit of over-rotation as he overcorrected for his angle of entry.
Connor dropped out of the group after the reverse dives. A couple of candidates came forward again, to try the twisting somersaults, and Andrew came forward again when they got to forward one-and-one-half somersaults.
The final candidate completed a forward double somersault in a very tight tuck position, and then one of the trainers demonstrated a reverse somersault. The trainers noted some good improvement from the previous weekend, and then the course moved onto other lead-up skill development for the rest of the evening.
The rest of the weekend, the group worked on wet and dry skill development along with some more coaching and physiology theory.
By the time that the course had concluded on Sunday afternoon, Connor and Andrew both felt as if they'd learned a lot, and were much better prepared to run their diving program back home.
The course evaluation interviews with the trainees took place at the end of the day Sunday. Connor and Andrew nervously waited for their turns.
"I'm not sure how we did, Andrew," commented Connor as they waited to talk to the course trainers.
"Well, I think we did pretty well, Connor," responded Andrew.
Connor thought for a moment. "Yes, I suppose we did, when we compare ourselves to the rest of the group. Regardless of how they rate us, I feel that we'll be safer and better back home."
"Yes, I agree." Andrew smiled at Connor. "Thanks for getting me here."
Connor returned the smile. "I'm just glad it worked out, Andrew. I could not have asked for a better partner, and friend."
Andrew was called first, and when his interview started, he asked if Connor could sit in as well. He told the trainers that Connor had been the assistant coach for his class back home, and mentioned that he and Connor were going to be running the diving program back home.
The senior of the two coach-trainers looked at Andrew without comment, and then raised his voice to call Connor over to the table that they were sitting at.
When Connor approached the table, the trainer said, "I hear that you two are going to be responsible for the program at the pool in Franklin Lake.
"Yes, we are," answered Connor, as the trainer waved him into a chair. Connor felt more than a little nervous, wondering if they'd broken some rule by starting early. Still, he reflected, it was at Justin's direction, not theirs.
When Connor sat down, the trainer asked, "Do you two feel that you can conduct the classes in a safe manner?"
"I believe that we can," responded Connor, on behalf of the two of them. He was on firm ground here, having learned a lot about safety first from his former coach.
"I've been helping out the previous coach, as an assistant for quite a few months, and I've learned a lot. We have a rule that none of our kids tries anything without our saying so, and we are super conservative and safe when it comes to letting them try things. Until they can do really well, in the lead-up skills, we don't let them try."
The trainer listened intently as Connor spoke, trying to decide if the young man that he was looking at really did understand enough to keep his kids safe. "I see," he said. Although Justin had talked to the trainer and given his recommendations, it was still the trainer's call whether or not to certify Connor as a coach.
After a moment, as he looked from Connor to Andrew and back, the trainer said, "Well, your pool manager seems to think that you will do really well, Connor, and from what I've seen, I think so, too." He paused. "I'm going to certify you as a basic coach, and recommend that you proceed to take the next level coaching course, next month."
Connor looked at the course trainer. "Thank you," he said, simply.
"Now," the trainer carried on, looking at Andrew. "About you. You know you're too young to be certified, and you were permitted to attend the course so that you could learn a bit and help out, right?"
"Yes," replied Andrew, quickly. He hoped that his father wasn't about to get into trouble for pushing to allow him to attend.
"Now," the trainer continued, "Correct me if I'm wrong, but I can see that you and Connor have been coaching each other. What I want to know from you, Connor, is what you think about Andrew's abilities."
All eyes turned to Connor, as he answered. "Well, I've been pretty impressed with his abilities."
Connor paused, as if he had second thoughts about what he saying. "I mean... I know you must think that I am prejudiced in his favor, and I suppose that I have to admit that we have a friendship, but, here is what I really think."
As the others looked on in interest, Connor launched into his defense of Andrew. "I met Andrew a few months ago. I started helping out with the diving class shortly after I started taking lessons myself, and Andrew was one of the other pupils. What I noticed was that he was one of the more motivated kids in the class, and he also helped out some of the other kids by just telling them that they were doing good and improving... stuff like that. The more I got to know him, the more I respected him, both for his own skills, and for his ability to be a positive force in the class."
"When I see him today," Connor looked at Andrew, "I see a young man who works hard at everything he tries, and who has developed some real skills in coaching diving. He's good at spotting, at providing useful feedback, and his own skills are really coming along."
"That's what I think," Connor concluded, looking back to the two trainers.
A full minute went by, as the two trainers looked at each other, and at Connor and Andrew.
Finally, the senior of the two said, "Well, Connor, I have to agree with your assessment of Andrew's coaching skills. He certainly has demonstrated that he can help others learn to dive, and in a safe manner. That would appear to be a good criteria for us to be happy with a coaching candidate."
The senior trainer looked over at his peer, before turning back to Andrew. "By all the markers and standards that we use to rate candidates, you have passed every one, and not just barely. We've never done this for someone this young before, but we're going to certify you as a basic coach. I have to add that we acknowledge that you shouldn't be running a program on your own, given your age, and the state lifeguarding standards, but it wouldn't be right not to certify you, given your obvious skills and talents."
Andrew just stared at him, not quite believing what he heard.
The senior trainer had one more thing to say, however. "Now, you, Connor, should also be commended for making the very necessary effort to get Andrew here on this course. The fact that you recognized his talents and abilities and pushed to get approval for him to take the course is very impressive in itself. Good job!"
"Thank you," Connor said, as he leaned over and put his arm around Andrew's shoulder. A huge smile came to Andrew's face as Connor said, "Way to go, Andrew!"
The trainer also said that Andrew would be invited back for the second two-weekend course the next month, if he wanted to attend. He cautioned that Andrew would be attending only, and could not received further qualification as this time, but that he was welcome to attend if he wanted.
Andrew replied that he certainly did, and Connor agreed that it was a very good idea.
The trainers then stood, and shook hands with the two newest coaches, and then with a few parting comments of praise, Connor and Andrew headed to get changed and start the trip home.
It had been an amazing weekend, and they were still on cloud nine when they arrived back in Franklin Lake. They went right to the shop, and they phoned Justin to come over and pick up Andrew and get the good news.
It was a pretty happy Connor who headed to bed at the end of that Sunday. Kevin and Ryan were obviously pleased for Connor, and they all felt that they had made a very positive move to keep themselves going. There was continuing hope for their small family.
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The next month, Connor and Andrew headed off to start the second course. Connor had given Kevin and Ryan the same instructions that he'd given them the first two weekends he'd been away.
The younger boys were feeling pretty confident about their ability to look after things, and were quite cheerful when said goodbye to Connor and Andrew outside the shop on Friday afternoon.
Connor gave each of them a hug, and climbed into the driver's seat as Andrew got in on the passenger side.
A few minutes later, they were out of town on the highway, and talking about the shop, the pool, and about their brothers.
They were feeling pretty happy about the way that things were working out, but the family's good fortune and new life was not to last without some major fights on their part.
Back home in Franklin Lake, Kevin was about to receive a phone call that would dramatically change what all of them were about to do over the next few weeks.
The phone rang just before ten o'clock on Friday night, just about the time that Kevin and Ryan were about to climb into their bunks. A little surprised that anyone would be phoning so late, but thinking that it might be Connor, checking up on them, Kevin picked up the phone.
It was his uncle. He said that he had cleared it with Penny, and wanted Kevin up at the camp for the spring break, and told Kevin that he would pick him up in two days.
As he listened to his mother's brother, Kevin had two thoughts. His first thought was that his new life was over and he was going to have to go back to his old life. His second thought; that Connor had arranged for the right documents about his custody, followed immediately upon his first.
The uncle finished talking, and after a moment's silence, Kevin got up the nerve to tell his uncle that his mother no longer had custody, and that he would have to clear it with his custodial parent.
"I'm warning you, Kevin," the uncle said. "If you know what's good for you, you'll get approval from 'whoever has custody'. You know damn well that you are supposed to complete the work that your mother arranged."
"She's nothing to me," Kevin retorted, "And whatever she said before, she has no rights about me now!"
"Look, you little bastard," the uncle snarled, "I don't know what's going on with you and my sister, but I'm telling you right now that I will be there in two days, on Sunday, and you had better be ready to go."
On his end, Kevin heard the sound of a phone connection being cut off abruptly. He simply stood, shaken to the core about the conversation and absolutely frightened about what his uncle might do.
Right away, Ryan wanted to know what was going on, and who had been on the other end of the conversation that had so upset Kevin.
Kevin explained what had been said, and expressed his conviction that his uncle would indeed show up to take him and his concern that his uncle might even show up earlier than his stated time on Sunday.
The two spent the next hour or so discussing the options, while at the same time Ryan tried to comfort Kevin, and assure him that they would figure out something together. Ryan also pointed out that Connor would know what to do, and would certainly make sure that the uncle couldn't touch Kevin.
Finally, their plans made, the two went to bed, and managed to sleep fitfully, before getting up early the next morning.
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In the trailer behind the shop in Franklin Lake, the two boys woke to face the new day. By six on that Saturday morning, they were up, and getting ready.
They packed a small backpack each, and found enough money from the shop's cash supply to do what they would need.
They then opened up the shop, as usual, just before eight, and dealt with a few customers during the morning.
As the noon closing time got closer, they became a little more nervous about what they were going to do, but resolved to just do it.
They'd talked about trying to phone Connor, and telling him about the situation, but decided that they would just go. They thought that if they did manage to reach Connor by phone, he'd just want to come back to Franklin Lake right away, and they didn't want to spoil his course.
However, they were really worried about Kevin being snatched, so they decided that they'd go to find Connor and Andrew at the diving course.
Kevin and Ryan closed up the shop at noon and headed for the bus depot outside Mary's Diner. Kevin, of course had traveled by bus before, so he knew what he was doing. He got tickets for himself and Ryan, and they got on the next bus to travel to the town where Connor was.
Once in the town, they traveled on foot to the college and found the pool. It was just before three when they settled into the viewing area, and waited for Connor.
Connor had spotted them just as the class took a break, so he and Andrew came over to talk to them. Kevin let his story spill out, just managing to keep from breaking down in tears in relief at being able to find Connor and give him the problem.
Connor, not surprisingly, was gently reassuring, and made sure that they all knew that he was determined to put a stop to the uncle once and for all.
"There is no way he's going to get his claws on you, Kevin," Connor said, with a look of utter determination on his face. "We'll put a stop to this."
Thinking quickly, Connor came up with a plan. He first directed the younger boys to go get something to eat in the college cafeteria, while he and Andrew finished the day's training.
With the day's training done, Connor took them all to get some supper, and they discussed the plan that had taken shape in Connor's mind over the last couple of hours.
As soon as they were done eating, he put in a call to Jason, and got his agreement to watch the shop on Sunday, and let the local police know that they should be prepared to answer a call at the shop if the uncle showed up and caused trouble.
With that done, they all headed back to bunk down in the room where Connor and Andrew were staying.
The older boys finished their course the next day, and late in the afternoon, Andrew headed back to Franklin Lake on the bus. He'd keep an eye on the shop, and his father would back him up if there were any problem.
Then, Connor and the younger boys headed off in the company truck. Carefully traveling only in hours of darkness, and using the information that Kevin provided, they tracked down the uncle in the uncle's hometown.
If they managed to do what Connor wanted, they were going to end this once and for all.
CHAPTER
28
Connor, Kevin and Ryan arrived in the town early on Tuesday morning, and they went and set up a watch on the uncle's house. The three of them had talked a lot while they made the drive to the uncle's town, about what they'd do, and how they might be able to achieve their goal of getting the uncle out of Kevin's life forever.
After some talk about going to the camp, they decided to check out the house first
They parked the truck a few blocks away, so that it would not be seen. They got close enough to see that the uncle was home, so that was step one.
Then they got themselves set up in a vacant garage two houses down from the uncle's house, moving in closer during darkness to peer in the windows, and backing away from the house for the daytime.
They patiently watched for the next two days, waiting to see if they could gather anything more on the uncle. He did nothing but stay in his house.
They were beginning to think there might not be anything further they would see when late in the afternoon of the third day, the uncle went out in his car.
Connor thought about trying to follow him, but there was no way he could to that in the marked company truck. However, the uncle didn't take anything with so they expected he was coming back.
About an hour later, the uncle returned with a young man, who looked as though he might even be an older teen.
It was at this point that Kevin spoke up. "We have to really keep an eye on the house now. Who knows what he might do to the guy he brought home?"
Connor didn't like to think what the uncle might do, and he knew Kevin was right.
"Okay, let's figure out a watch system," Connor directed. "We'll want to focus on where we know the bedroom is."
Connor devised a rotational system where the two younger boys would watch the house together, and then take a break and rest while he kept watch.
Over that first night and all through the next day, the three of them observed what was going on. They could see that the uncle was not really hurting the young man, and it appeared that everything that happened seemed to have been agreed to in advance.
Then, in the early evening, the uncle went out again, but this time with a small pack or overnight bag.
Connor and the two younger boys held a whispered conference in their garage hideout. Connor thought the time had come to end it. He suggested that they go into the house, and tell the boy to take off, and then phone the police to have them come and search the house.
Kevin and Ryan agreed to Connor's plan, and further decided that once they'd made the call to the police, they would drive out to the camp, and check things there.
Once at the camp, there could be another call to the police, making up another story about some kid being hurt by a man.
That second phone call was sure to bring the police quickly, and they might find some evidence that would incriminate the uncle.
Kevin said he suspected the uncle had made tapes or at least photos of some of what went on at the camp. "If the stuff is still around somewhere, it might be enough to get my uncle."
Carefully, Connor and Kevin entered the house from the back, leaving Ryan to signal them with one of Connor's lifeguarding whistles if the uncle returned.
Kevin led Connor as they made their way to the basement room that he knew about. Just as Kevin had been a few times in the past, they found the young man secured to a bed and unable to move or free himself.
Connor and Kevin got the him untied, and the first thing they did was to tell the older boy to leave. The boy argued with them at first, and it appeared that the boy, who claimed to be eighteen and looked to be around sixteen up close, was used to the kind of activity that he'd done in the house.
"You don't know how lucky you are," Connor asserted, although the young man seemed to accept those words with an air of disbelief. "This man has had many kids kept in difficult situations over the years, so I would suggest you get out while you can."
"He promised me a lot of money if I'd stay with him for a week," the boy said. "I really need the money."
Kevin spoke up. "Look," he said in his high voice. "If I can show you some photos of other kids in difficult situations with this man, will you believe me then, and just go?"
Connor was a little concerned that Kevin was being optimistic that they would find something.
"Yeah, maybe," the older kid said, in what was almost a sneering voice.
"I think I know where he might have kept the stuff," stated Kevin. "Follow me."
He led them to another basement room, and to a closet. Inside the closet was another door that was not easily seen. Kevin opened that, and inside was a large filing cabinet, unlocked.
The three of them opened the top drawer and were rewarded with a row of file folders, all organized by boys' ages and names.
With one exception, the numbers started at 11 and went up to 19. The lowest number was '7' and the name beside it was 'Kevin.'
Connor felt sick as he saw it, but he knew it might convince the older boy. Wanting to protect Kevin, he went to grab it, but Kevin pulled it out first.
"Look at this one," Kevin directed the older boy.
Quickly placing it on a nearby bench, Kevin opened it up to show the first of a stack of photos of him being abused, some of which showed his uncle.
The older boy looked at the photos, and then at Kevin, staring at him. Recognition came quickly.
"Okay, you're right," the boy admitted. "I'm out of here."
Kevin picked up the folder, and took it with him as he and Connor escorted the older boy upstairs.
"Are you going to be okay?" asked Connor, looking at the older boy.
The older boy looked at Kevin. "Look, kid, I'm really sorry about what happened to you, and I want you both to know I appreciate you coming in here tonight. Thank you. I just want to get out of town, and then I'll be okay."
The older boy looked at Connor and Kevin some more, as if thinking about what else to say.
"Where are you going to go?" Connor wanted to know.
The older boy was ready with an answer. "After this, tonight, I'm going home. Minneapolis; that's home. My parents may still not accept me, but after tonight's scare, I'm ready to face them. At least I'll be safe, thanks to you two."
Connor had wanted to suggest to the older boy that he leave his name so that the police could talk to him, but wondered if that might be counter productive. Instead, he said, "If you want, you could call the police here in this town, after you get home, and say that you're willing to make a statement about what you know. Just in case they need more evidence."
Then Connor paused. "But after what I've seen in here tonight, what we saw is probably enough."
"I think I will, anyway," the boy said.
Connor then gave the boy two hundred dollars from his own wallet, saying, "Here. You'll need this to get home. It's a long bus ride."
"What's your names?" the boy asked.
Connor glanced at Kevin. "I'm afraid I can't tell you that. We'd get into trouble with something else in our lives if the police get involved. Sorry."
The older boy looked at them carefully, one more time.
"Okay." With that, he turned and quickly left the house.
Connor and Kevin were not far behind, but they had one more thing to do.
Picking up the uncle's phone, Kevin called 911. When the operator came on the line, he spoke in his high voice.
"This man attacked me at a park and took me to his house, and kept me. I've just managed to get free and get to a phone, but he might be back soon so please hurry."
With a nod from Connor, Kevin hung up. Connor figured they'd at least have call display and would quickly know where the call came from.
Connor gave Kevin a quick hug. "Okay, Kevin, let's get Ryan and get out of here."
Less than a minute later, the three of them were running down a back alley towards their truck. In the time it took them to cover the two blocks, they started to hear sirens. Connor knew the right things were going to happen.
Connor was very careful as he started the truck and started driving, making sure he did not attract any attention.
They were all a little nervous as they headed out to the camp. Connor had to grip the steering wheel hard to keep his hands from shaking.
Strangely enough, it was Kevin who was the most calm. He'd finally reached the point where he could get back at his uncle for the abuse he'd suffered, and he was composed and collected. Kevin directed them to a small road where they could park and walk down a back lane into the camp.
They entered the main area of the camp where the cabins were. In whispers, Kevin pointed out where he'd been kept and where there might, at that moment, be other boys. They spotted the uncle's car along with two others, so there was a good chance the police might catch them red-handed.
After considering things for a moment, Connor came to a decision. While one part of him wanted to simply storm the cabins and deal with whatever they could, he rationally knew that he needed to get the police involved. After all, it was just him and two small boys.
He thought about where he might find a phone, and what the delay might mean to any potential victims. Connor realized that if he did not get the police, he would not be able to help anyone.
He pulled the smaller boys back towards the back entrance road they'd come in on, moving as fast as they could in the near-total darkness.
Once clear of the main area of the camp, Connor whispered some questions. "Kevin, do you know of any pay phones around here?"
"Yes," the answer came back immediately, "There's one at the country store about half a mile up the road. The store's closed at this time of night, too, so no one would see us."
"Okay, then, lets go."
Still moving fast, the three of them quickly got back to the truck. They were all pretty quiet as Connor drove them close to the store, but parked back out of the way, not wanting anyone to see the name on the truck.
"Okay," he said, turning off the truck. "I'm going to make the same phone type of phone call, so you two just stay put here for a couple of minutes."
"As soon as I get back to the truck, we're going to take off," Connor further instructed. "I want to hit the road, and start heading home, okay?"
Kevin was still holding it together, for now. "Yes, Connor. I'm ready."
"And so am I," added Ryan.
Connor looked at the two younger boys. "Listen, you two, I'm really proud of how well you two have done over the last two days. You have both been just amazing. I love you both."
With that, Connor grabbed Ryan, who was sitting beside him, and pulled his head close enough to kiss Ryan's forehead. Then he reached across in front of Ryan, and pulled Kevin's head over to do the same thing.
With that, he said, "Okay, guys, I'll be right back," and slipped out of the truck.
Connor stayed in the shadows as best he could, approaching the country store. The phone had a small light, but he hoped that it would not be enough for anyone to identify him if they happened to see him.
He picked up the receiver. To make sure he sounded young, Connor started speaking in his high voice when the operator answered.
"I've just escaped from a man who was holding me at a camp, but I'm pretty sure there are still some others being held. You'd better get out here as quick as you can." Connor gave the address that Kevin had told him, and then hung up.
It was done.
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Happy with they had achieved, Connor started the drive back to Franklin Lake with Kevin and Ryan, making sure they got away from the camp area before it was over-run with police. Connor knew he was still not safe to get caught driving.
Stopping carefully for food and gas only when necessary, it took all night and into the first part of the day to make it back home.
Connor was worried about Kevin and wondered if he might have some kind of delayed reaction, but he was okay. After a while, both younger boys went to sleep as Connor drove through the night.
He reflected on what Kevin had been through, and thought more about Kevin's lack of emotion that night. Connor started to think about getting Kevin some counseling to deal with what he'd been through, and even wondered if they could have a few group sessions to deal with things without getting them into difficulty with the authorities.
It was worth the risk, Connor decided, if it meant Kevin's future well-being.
As he focused on the road ahead, Connor thought some more about what he and his brothers, including Ryan, had been through in the last few months. He really felt that he'd done the right thing, back when his mom had first died, and he still felt that way now.
That confidence gave him renewed strength and determination to keep going as he had, and do his best for Kevin and Ryan.
The drive back to Franklin Lake was tiring and stressful, and Connor was pretty relieved when he was able to pull into his usual spot in the front of the shop.
It was normal business hours and Andrew was in the shop, waiting. Connor had phoned him as soon as they started home, and had kept him updated a few times on the way.
Andrew welcomed them back, and the four of them had a happy reunion in the shop. Andrew knew that the three of them were safe, but it was still better to see them in person.
In addition, Andrew's father had given instructions that he was to be phoned when Connor and the two younger boys returned, so Justin and Shane arrived to join in the welcoming.
Once in the shop, Connor also had to phone his older brother, as he knew that David wanted to be kept up to date as well.
As the large group ate delivered pizza, Connor led the other two in a telling of what had happened to them. The telling was the most difficult for Kevin, but it helped them all in the process of coming to terms with what they'd seen and heard.
They followed the news that evening and the next couple of days, to see what was reported about the police raid on them camp where Kevin had been, and they were pleased to see that a number of arrests were made. That included the uncle, so that took him out of the picture as well.
It took a few days to come down from their adventure. Connor, Kevin and Ryan gradually resumed their normal activities. For Connor, it seemed as if a lifetime had passed since the day he heard that his mother had died. It seemed almost impossible for Connor to remember his even earlier life before his father had died.
So much had happened, and his life had changed so dramatically, but he'd managed to get through it, and keep going.
He'd found a new family to replace what he'd lost, and he was very grateful for what Kevin and Ryan brought into his life. While David was still part of his life as well, it was those two who were with him that were the most important.
Over the following months, things settled into kind of a regular pattern at the Watson Works, and the unit of family and friends bonded even more closely.
Ryan's father, Joe, was in and out of the hospital, but stayed in the city where the hospital was so his condition could be monitored. Connor made sure that Ryan spoke to his father regularly once a week when Joe was up to it. Connor was a little concerned about Joe's continuing battle with cancer, and what the long term effects might be, but Joe continued to make an effort to sound upbeat when talking to Ryan.
Connor continued to work hard at the business, and it brought in enough to support the three of them. Andrew was a frequent visitor and helper, and sometimes brought Shane along.
Justin, for his part, got into habit of visiting with Connor once a week on Sundays, either when he was dropping off his own boys, or picking them up. Connor valued that friendship with Justin, and deep down he knew he could count on Justin to help him out if it ever really became necessary.
Connor also continued his home study, although now he was not sure if he'd go back to school at the beginning of the next school year as he'd originally planned, or just work towards a GED in a couple more years.
All of the boys spent a lot of their time at the pool. The springboard diving program was really coming along thanks to Connor and Andrew's dedication.
Connor spoke to David about once a week, and sometimes more. With David recovering his strength, he took more of an interest in what was going on back in Franklin Lake, and Connor appreciated that he could talk to David about pretty much everything, just to help keep things straight in Connor's mind.
Within a week of getting back from Kevin's uncle's place, Connor got on the phone, and found a counselor in much the same way that he'd found a lawyer. After checking out three on the phone, he went and visited two of them.
Connor ended up selecting a nice younger women therapist who agreed that she would make a house call once a week, on Monday evenings, to talk to Kevin, but also to Ryan and Connor. She made the point that the family members closest to the situation needed to be included in the counseling sessions at least part of the time.
During his visit with her at her office, Connor told her that he'd done some research, and it appeared that it would be best if Kevin could talk a bit about what he'd gone through, but mostly about his feelings, and perhaps help him emotionally recover.
She agreed with his assessment and approach, and indicated that she would do her best. Connor was also pleased that she seemed to acknowledge his role, and readily accepted the signed guardian's consent for treatment that he provided her.
Connor didn't realize it initially, but the counseling sessions also helped him in his efforts to deal with the aftermath of his mother's death, and he observed that Ryan also benefited by being able to talk about his father's illness and absence.
Getting the help that they needed was more proof that Connor had the right instincts in his 'parental' role, and he would continue to do right by the younger boys.
About six months after the incident with the uncle and the camp, the got a little bit of closure about what had happened to Kevin. They heard that the uncle and others were sent to prison for a long time.
With their circle of family and friends, the Watsons continued with their business, with school, their activity at the pool, and just living. Connor remained the primary caregiver, although mostly in David's name.
David continued his relationship with Donna, and even hinted to Connor that they might make it permanent before too long. As a result, David remained out on the coast, but was still very much part of their lives even if he wasn't with them all the time.
For the boys of the Watson Works, there were still a number of years ahead of them before the journey of their growing up years was complete. Those years would bring more surprises and many adventures, but there was promise of a happy outcome.
###
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Wilson James was born and raised in the Pacific Northwest and currently lives on the coast in northern California. He is a sailor, has worked in and on the water, and loves to travel. He hopes that you have enjoyed “A Family Legacy: THE WATSON WORKS” and might be interested in discovering some of the other stories that he has written. For details of the print edition of this book (ISBN 978-0-557-03856-5), along with information on some of his other novels, please see:
- the author’s blog at http://wilsonjamesauthor.blogspot.com/
- e-books at https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/WilsonJames
- print books at http://stores.lulu.com/wilsonjames
OTHER FICTION TITLES BY WILSON JAMES
SONS and BROTHERS in SEATTLE
Cameron Connors is a young father trying to deal with a mother who likes the idea of children, but otherwise appears not to like her own. Cameron has managed to get his own two young sons away from his mother, but now he needs to rescue Brendan, his younger brother. As Cameron has learned over the years, his mother can be quite two-faced, and heaven help anyone who crosses Mrs. Rachael Connors. Cameron and his mother are currently in a state of cease-fire, but that could change dramatically based on what Cameron has planned for the next few weeks in order to challenge his parents for custody of Brendan.
Will Cameron succeed in creating a new family of four, or will he lose? The stakes are high, and Cameron stands to lose custody of his own two sons if he is not careful. Follow the saga of Cameron as he struggles to do what he knows he must do, and what is right.
PLAYING THE BASEBALL CARD
You are almost 14 years old. Your mother died six years ago, and you help look after your younger brother while you father works. He is a pitcher for a minor league baseball team, and he is trying to make it into the major leagues. Just when it seems that things are looking better, tragedy strikes again. Now, it’s all up to you. You have your own dreams, and you desperately care about your small family. Will you be able to make it work?
The story of Devin Robinson as the kid pitcher for the San Francisco Giants becomes well known, but what was never told is the story of Devin and Jordan’s early years. They have long since reached adult age, and they have decided that the time is now right to put the journey of their beginning part of their lives into print. This is a story for baseball fans and anyone else who wants to read about personal courage and determination.
ROBERT’S RIDE
Born in a small town in south-west Georgia, orphaned at five and finally adopted at seven. Those were the bare bones words to describe Robert’s first years.
Finally one of the lucky ones to be picked out at his foster home, he struggles to make sure his new adoptive mother likes him and wants to keep him, in spite of the fact that she really has no idea what to do with a child. She is well meaning, but rather emotionless. Robert desperately tries to figure out to read her and please her. Some of his adventures are dramatic, but some of his experiences are simply the more normal adventures of dealing with a new home, a new school, and new friends. This first story, ROBERT’S RIDE, will be followed by others in the series.
SHANE’S SCORE
Revenge, retribution, vindication, reprisal, vengeance, retaliation, punishment, and settling of scores. These were all words that could describe what action young Shane wanted to take after a family of drug lords attacked his own family. The question is: how does Shane do all that, and should he?
This brave and daring young man needs to find some new meaning in his life, and he needs to recover emotionally and physically from the attack. Shane must also deal with his concern that he might still be in mortal danger himself.
SHANE’S SCORE is a grand adventure that will take you from the small towns of New England to the streets of New Orleans to the waters of the Caribbean. This is also a story of the importance of family and friends, and how working together can produce some amazing results and positive outcomes. Is just living the best way to settle the score? Join with Shane, and the journey of his young life in SHANE’S SCORE.
###