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Prologue
My name is Cody Austin and I admit that my imagination and curiosity tends to get me into situations that get a little dicey. I’d like to think that I’m your average sixteen year old, red blooded, American guy.
I’ve lived with my grandparents since the accident that took my mother away. When I was almost a year old, my family was in a bad accident. It killed my Mom and the guy in the other car. Anyway, that’s the past and this is now…
We moved to a small community in Tennessee when I was six years old. We had a decent place in the country. It was okay but it wasn’t quite ‘home’…
My grandparents have always wanted to live in a tropical place. Okay, they weren’t alone. We all decided to move to Belize and this is a different world. It’s amazing! Our place is on a small island just inside the Barrier Reef and about seven miles out of Punta Gorda. When the storms get too bad, we load up the boat and head over to the mainland and hide out in a jungle resort eco lodge that we purchased for an income. It’s hard to be beach bums without revenue.
We’ve only been here six months and it’s still like a dream. I honestly feel that I am where I belong.
I turn a few heads when we go into town because I have red hair and green eyes. Most of the kids around here have brown or black hair and brown eyes. They are Mayan, Belizean, American or a mixture of heritages. When your hair blinds them from the sun bouncing off of it, they tend to notice. Sierra, one of my new friends in Belize, says my hair is ‘Bronze’ like the statues in the square. I don’t know about that one.
I’m telling you though, this is a really cool place and I love it. My curiosity will soon have me in over my head…
PIRATE’S COVE
PART ONE
CHAPTER ONE
I had spent hours in the water, trying to secure the dock to the posts. Our last dock had been flattened during the hurricane. We have built this dock past code and tough enough to stand during a tsunami. I propped against the deck with my elbows and watched my grandparents setting in the solar lights. I was exhausted. I could only imagine how they felt. Taking an untouched island and taming it, is hard enough. When a hurricane sweeps through and destroys months of work, the rebuilding is slow going, grueling and frustrating.
Suddenly, I had a flashback of the devastating hurricane we had several months ago. Pa and I searched for our friends on the mainland. Willie and his son William had taken the horses from the lodge into the rainforest. They almost didn’t make it out. It was terrifying. All of our new friends braved the hurricane to look for them, screaming over the torrent winds and the pelting rain…
“Will! Willie! Where are you?” I was searching river and canals on one of our wave runners. There was so much debris flying that I was knocked from my wave runner repeatedly. William was my friend. Pa and Willie were really good friends also. Both of us worried that they had suffered injuries and couldn’t get back.
After two hours of no sign of them, I found that the horses had been put in the jungle corral. I tried to figure out the straightest route back to the lodge. We had canals that ran through the property and I stayed on the wave runner to check them out as fast as possible. Pa and the others were on foot. This was the only way that I could help.
“CODY!” I heard William’s voice. He sounded like he was crying! “Cody! Hurry! Papa’s hurt bad!”
Finally, I saw them. Will had pulled Willie into the johnboat and was trying to paddle out. Willie was unconscious. I grabbed the emergency pack off the back of the wave runner and slid over into the boat. Both my friend and his father had been brutally beaten by the hurricane that had already been rated a stage five.
Willie had blood pouring from his head, mouth, nose…I couldn’t help but wish Ma was here. “Think Austin!” I scolded myself under my breath. It was a lot of blood.
Together, we managed to clean up Willie’s wounds and bandage his head. I pulled out the small oxygen tank from the bag and put the mask over his face. Willie’s pupils were unequal and he was deeply unconscious. His vital signs were stable but depressed. I couldn’t find anything broken on his body, but he was bruised and scraped from the flying debris. Will was also battered. I hurried and cleaned and bandaged his wounds. We wrapped his ribs for support. The trunk of his body was a solid bruise.
“William! I’m going to cover you guys with this tarp, okay? We’ll tie it off tightly around the top rail of the boat and leave the front open so that you can see out!” I yelled.
“Cody, how are you going to get us out of here?” Will asked. The winds were howling but I had enough weight in the little boat now that I thought I could pull it off.
I swam around and tied the rope to the front of Will’s boat. I could only hope that by the time we got to the river that the storm had died down.
“Will, this is our strongest wave runner. I’m going to try to pull you out while you take care of your father! He could wake up combative; confused…you have to be ready to take care of him. If it gets too bad, you can pull back the tarp and use the paddles to help direct the boat but for now…just take care of Willie!” We had to scream back and forth. I had never been in such a deafening, thrashing storm before.
I pulled out my radio and tried to raise the search party. “Pa! Pa! Can you hear me?”
“Cody? Where are you? Have you found them?” Pa yelled back.
“I have them, Pa. They’ve taken a beating! Willie is unconscious. I’m in the southeast corner of the property about a mile from the corral. William and I have them secured in the johnboat and I’m going to try to pull them out.” I looked back at my friend’s worried face and felt like crying. Will and his dad were really close and poor Will was terrified.
“Be careful, Cody! We’ll head to the opening. They can’t get the helicopter off the ground yet so we’ll send a rescue boat in! Did you copy that?” I could barely hear my grandfather over the roar of the storm.
“Copy! I have to go, Pa! I’ll meet you there!” I yelled.
I looked back at Will and grinned. “Let’s do this!” The wave runner roared back to life. It pulled the boat like it was nothing.
I thought we had it made. I knew not to take it too fast because of the garbage that was floating through the canal. We were protected by the surrounding trees. I figured we had to be getting close to the rescue boat. Willie had remained unconscious and William looked totally wiped out.
“CODY! WATCH OUT!” Will yelled, but it was too late. Just as we entered the opening to the river, something hard and green and plastic slammed against me and lifted me off the wave runner and flung me into an overhanging palm tree. Then everything went black…
When I woke up, I was lying on the shoreline. The rescue boat was just pulling in and I saw my grandparents jumping off and running towards us. William was holding out an ice pack to me. “Hey Mon, are you alright?” He asked with concerned.
“Ah man!” I moaned. My head was throbbing. “Bubba if you tell anyone that I got creamed by a flying crapper, you’re a dead man!”
That’s where they found us. Laughing our butts off, covered with mud and blood and refusing to tell what happened.
I shook my head, trying to bring myself back to reality. I shouldn’t complain. We’d just started clearing and building on this native island a few months before the hurricane tore through and leveled almost everything. It could have been worse.
Since we came back to start in earnest on this place, I have stressed every muscle I own…some that I didn’t even know I had. It kills me to see my grandparents working so hard. That’s probably why I keep pushing harder.
I watch them and I can hear Ma asking Pa to take breaks, to sit down for a while…and he’s almost as bad. I can’t help but wonder if I’ll ever find a relationship like that. Yeah right. I doubt that it even exists anymore—especially for someone like me. I pulled myself up to the deck and started to stand up, using the railing for support. My legs were weak from being in the water…
“CODY!” Ma glanced up in time to witness my fall backwards into the water. She and Pa ran to the end of the dock and in one fluid motion, she dove in after me. Ma made it to my side quickly—quickly enough to hear a line of cuss words that she wasn’t aware that I even knew.
Ma looked at me for a moment. How do you yell at someone that you understand so well? Frustration was a constant part of my life. Everyone had a right to lose it occasionally, didn’t they? She just couldn’t help it; she burst into uncontrollable laughter as she struggled to get back to the deck. She pulled herself up, turned around and held out her hand. “Come on, Sugar, we’re all exhausted.”
I swam toward Ma, embarrassed that I had lost my cool. Did she really have to laugh at me? Man! When you could use a compassionate, loving grandmother, there she is… laughing her butt off at my expense.
I pulled myself up and sat beside her. Pa handed me a towel and he was grinning also. “Sorry.” I mumbled as I scrubbed my face with the towel.
“Let me guess, you forgot again.” My grandmother’s dimples were mocking the sober expression that she was trying to keep.
“Yeah, you’d think after all of these years I would remember a little thing like my legs, wouldn’t you?” I asked frustrated. I had been weightless for hours in the water and now the weight of my legs and fatigue were taking over the muscles that had dragged them around all day. I could see the contractions starting.
“Cody, I know that this is frustrating.” My grandmother sat beside me, staring out at the ocean. It was almost sun set and this place had the most beautiful sunsets in the world. “You are doing great, honey, don’t be so hard on yourself.”
“I know, Ma. It just gets frustrating and I get so wrapped up in the work that I forget sometimes. I don’t think about it…” I watched as my grandfather handed Ma a syringe and a vial of medicine. The cramps started and I was beginning to feel the contractions roll up my legs.
“Cody, Pa’s right. Let me give you a shot before the contractions get too painful. I think we’re done for today.” She held up the shot and I nodded. She was right. This would get painful unless we stopped them. It was time to call it a day.
________
Another day of hard labor had ended and my folks and I were beginning to see our island turn into my grandmother’s sketch. It was looking like a tropical paradise. After the recent hurricane, Pa and I had our doubts that we could ever get the island to look like the beautiful portrayal that Ma had drawn. I stand corrected.
I was exhausted as I sat under the shower. I pulled on a pair of shorts and joined my folks out at the picnic table. I shouldn’t complain. Ma was still working…
“Cody, are you feeling okay?” Ma asked concerned. The fatigue had to be written all over my face. It wasn’t just the hard work and the extra effort that I had to use to get things done, I wasn’t sleeping well. It seemed like the more tired I was, the worse the nightmares became.
“I’m okay.” I smiled at her. “I’m just tired and I’d like to go to bed early. I’m done for!” Eating almost took too much effort. That’s saying something for a hungry teenager.
“We are all exhausted, Cody. We probably won’t be far behind.” Ma smiled as she hugged me and kissed my cheek. She looked as wiped out as I felt.
________
I slid over onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. I love this place. I listened to the night sounds of the island. In the distance, I could hear the slap of the ocean against the beach, the gentle nay of one of our mama goats and a light whinny from Magic, my new horse.
The exotic sounds came through as well. The different birds sang back and forth and I could almost visualize their brilliant colors as I listened. I was beginning to distinguish the different insects by their light sounds and then had to grin when I heard our pair of howler monkeys swooshing past the back of my yurt. The island was at peace as nightfall came. I closed my eyes and fell asleep without another thought…
It didn’t take long to go right back to the same nightmare. There I lay, flat on my back. I could hear the constant noise of the ventilator. It was a little harder to breathe on the portable vent. The nurse and Ma put an extension on the tubing to lay me on this freezing exam table. I hated trips to Vanderbilt. They loaded me up in an ambulance and took me the two and a half hour drive into Nashville. Then, they hauled me around like a cadaver on a slab from appointment to appointment. I understood why I couldn’t go in our van. I couldn’t spend that many hours in a sitting position.
But I could feel the people staring at me and little kids pointing. I tried to close my eyes and pretend that I was asleep—I tried to shut it all out.
The first appointment was pulmonary. This doctor was pretty cool. He was nice to Ma and he talked to me and waited for me to ’blink’ my answers. “Well, Carol, I think Cody is doing well. His lungs sound clear and he seems to be doing well on his current meds...” Blah, blah, blah…the whole thing faded as I made myself sleep through the rest.
The second appointment was endocrinology. The short little Indian guy seemed nice enough. He was satisfied with my progress and stable weight, bone density and blood tests…Okay, next…
Orthopedics was the same crap. “Ms. Austin, Cody is always going to be in bed or chair and you are killing yourself trying to keep him moving with all of the different therapies. Yes, he has good muscle mass and his spine and joints are in decent shape but in the long run, he will stay on the ventilator and be confined with limited motion. That won’t improve…”
‘Hey! Jerk wad! I’m right here!’
I saw the determined look on Ma’s face and the angry glint in her eye. “It’s our time, our money and our grandson! We do whatever it takes and pray that God has a better outlook than you.”
Bless her heart; I think she wants to hit him.
I know Ma saw the smile on my face because she winked at me and whispered; “One more and we’re out of here!”
Neurology, I always hated this appointment. The neurologist sat in front of his computer and studied my chart for a few minutes. He stood up and looked down at me frowning. “Such a waste, he’s a good looking young man.” He began. “We can increase his meds, he will be more lethargic, he’ll sleep more but the seizures should slow down.” He began his normal spiel.
My grandmother interrupted; “I believe that we need to ’adjust’ his meds—not keep adding more. We don’t want him comatose; we want Cody to enjoy his life.” They got into more heated arguments about hyperbaric treatments, stem cell and other alternative approaches...
“I appreciate your effort, Ms. Austin, but Cody will never get any better. It hurts to see a child that had so much potential to lie there and deteriorate but I’m afraid that’s all that’s left for this young man.” The man couldn’t look Ma in the eye for long. Those blue eyes could pierce right through a man when she’s ticked.
We were waiting for the elevator and I saw the tears in my grandmother’s eyes. She leaned over me and whispered; “Cody, I know you are in there. I have no idea why these stupid doctors can’t see that. Don’t you dare give up! God only quits on quitters and you are not a quitter!” She kissed my forehead and held my hand the whole trip back. One thing that I did know was that my grandparents believed in me. I kept fighting my way back because of that…
I woke with my hand to my throat, gasping for air. Instead of a trach with tubing attached, I felt an Indian charm covering a tracheotomy scar. I was in a panic. I can’t breathe without the damn ventilator! Where is it? I was still wheezing and gasping for air. Trying to take deep, steady breaths, I moved my fingers, my hands and then my arms. I pushed myself up in bed slowly and looked down at my feet. That took more thought and effort but then I saw my toes twitch. I was back. The relief that flowed through me made me collapse back on the bed. It was just a dream. It happened but it’s over and I’m here now. That was so real I could still feel Ma’s tears on my cheek! Then I realized the tears were my own.
You have no idea how terrifying that was. To watch yourself, hooked to a ventilator, unmoving and unable to respond and seeing it tearing the heart out of your grandmother. My whole body was still shaking. I was covered with a cold sweat and felt like someone had punched me in the gut. The memories of years stuck in a suspended life were too fresh and too painful. When was it going to fade? When would it quit hurting?
I eased from the bed to the wheelchair and went over and fired up my computer. I hadn’t told my grandmother that I had started writing down the nightmares and my feelings about them. It was her suggestion. My grandmother is an artist. She paints, landscapes, writes…she has found ways to express herself and work out her feelings.
I admit writing does help. If I can’t work through this alone, I know that she’ll be there to help.
So, I wrote:
We’ve just finished another exhausting day at Palm Caye. I thought I could sleep, but the dream was back. I saw myself looking like a fish out of water. My eyes bugged out and I was gasping for air. It seemed like it took hours to realize that I could breathe on my own and sometimes I can’t help but wonder if I will die in my sleep.
Can you forget to breathe? Will you die because you forgot? I am so thankful that I get stronger every day and can do so much more than I could just a few short months ago. I’m afraid that one night…in the middle of the same nightmare…I will forget to breathe long enough that I will die because of it…
I went into the bathroom and threw water in my face and then went back to crawl into bed. It took awhile, but I finally fell asleep and managed not to dream for the rest of the night. I didn’t want to worry Ma about the dreams. They’ll go away eventually.
________
I slid out of bed and onto my wheelchair quietly. I wanted to go out early, take a shower outside and enjoy the morning before my grandmother made me hit the books. A guy can’t get out of school, even in paradise. Ma home schools me and most of the work is on the computer. Any questions we have, she just sits down beside me and says; “Let’s look it up and find out.” It seems like I am learning faster than I did back in a real school. I admit it; learning has become an adventure that I enjoy.
I grabbed my clothes and a towel and headed to the outside shower. My grandfather set up a slide seat. I could do all of the personal stuff without assistance or embarrassment.
“Cody, are you about ready for breakfast?” Ma yelled out the back door. I should have known she always beats me out of bed. She’s probably cleaned house and worked on her book already.
“Yeah Ma, I’ll be finished in no time!” I yelled back.
Well crap! There went the peace and quiet.
I headed down to the dock to see if I could give my grandfather a hand. “Pa, what’s up?” He had loaded several pieces of equipment and oxygen cylinders on the boat already.
“I was getting ready to go to town, Cody. Tanks need to be refilled and we have repairs to do at the lodge. We thought that you might like to spend time with your friends.” Pa knew how much I loved going to the mainland. Belize was a whole new world.
Our island (Palm Caye) is set up beautifully. Ma’s ideas and everyone’s muscles were responsible for the fantastic way it’s turning out. We have three yurts with connecting covered walkways. A yurt is a round house that has a cone type roof. The construction is far from conventional but it’s built sturdy to stand against storms and hurricanes that can bombard the islands.
I have my own yurt that has a bed, couch, table, chairs, a recliner, an entertainment center, a computer, a small library plus my own bathroom. We have the family yurt that has the kitchen, living room, dining room and family area. The bathroom is the only thing sectioned off and everything else is wide open and homey feeling. The other yurt is my grandparents’ bedroom, sitting room, master bath, and an office/studio combination for my grandmother. Both of the private yurts have little kitchenettes.
It’s like vacationing in paradise…everyday.
I helped my grandfather load the boat and we joined Ma for breakfast and homework. This is the life. You may still have chores and homework but the weather was warm and nothing seemed like work. It was just a step. Do this step and get ready for the next step. ‘No worries!’
The inside work was done quickly. We all met at the boat at the same time. Pa slid the ramp to the boat for my chair. I pulled on my vest and we were off…Wrong! We heard the racket before we saw him. Crash! Thump! “Woof—woof—woof!” We heard the deep bark before we saw the huge chocolate lab make his way around the back of the yurts to the boat. My eight month old puppy, Marley, lumbered toward us like a huge grizzly bear. He was not graceful, but he sure was fun to watch! “Marley, go get your lead!” I yelled. Marley slammed on the brakes and ran back to my yurt and then headed back with his lead in his mouth at a dead run.
“Uh Oh, brace yourself!” I laughed as Marley splashed into the water and climbed aboard the boat. Although we tried to back off to avoid the inevitable shower, we were all drenched by the time Marley shook himself dry. Ma passed towels around that we always have onboard, mainly because of Marley. He was a pain, but ya’ had to love him!
Quietly, we sat and watched our island disappear as we headed toward the mainland. This was fun. We would see our friends in town and at the lodge. Then we’d fish on the way back home.
“Cody, isn’t that Sierra and Bo at the dock?” Ma asked.
“Hey, you’re right, it is them!” I shouted and waved at two of my new friends. Bo was Sierra’s cousin and he was seventeen years old. Sierra and I are the same age. We were born the same month but Sierra is three days older. This is a fact that she’ll never let me forget.
“Do you need my help or is it okay for me to hang out with Sierra and Bo for a while?” I asked my grandparents.
“Why don’t you spend time with your friends and all of you come to the lodge for lunch? I need you there by one o’clock.” My grandmother asked.
I looked at my watch. It was only ten o’clock. We had plenty of time. Maybe we could go for a swim... “Sounds great, can we use the golf cart?”
Pa looked at me with a smile. He knew that I could handle the tricked out golf cart as well as he could. He had set it up so we could remove the seat in front and I could easily roll my chair up and secure it in place to drive. Pa modified everything he could to make things easier for me. They were planning on taking the Jeep anyway. My grandparents were going to spend most of the day together shopping for the island and working at the lodge.
He handed me the keys to the golf cart and smiled. “Let’s get it set up, Cody. I want you guys to be careful. We’ll see you at lunch.” We secured the boat and started toward the little garage that we rented to keep the Jeep, golf cart and other necessities that we used on the mainland.
Marley was running circles around us. He loves the islands and fresh air as much as I do. He loped toward Bo and Sierra barking. They were almost as happy to see me as I had been when I saw them on the dock.
I rolled up onto the golf cart and reached down and locked my chair in place. Ma put a cooler on the back and strapped it in. She always packed water, juice and snacks. I carried a cell phone in case I needed them. It didn’t always pick up in some of the places that we went to, but most of the time it worked. It gave me freedom. I’m sixteen and I can take care of myself. It’s still good to know that they’re there if I need them.
“Hey Bo, hey Sierra, can you guys hang out?” I yelled. “We can have lunch at the lodge. Whatcha’ y’all think?” Yeah, a little bit of the Tennessee came through. Some things, like accents, were hard to shake. It got worse when I tried to put on the southern drawl. Ma would cringe but Sierra loved my accent. Bo just laughed at me. It was cute to see the amused smile on Sierra’s face. That’s me—quality entertainment!
Bo grinned at me when he saw the front wheels come off the ground. “That sounds like fun to me! We have something we want to show you. We’ll ask our parents first, but we want to show you this place that we found. It’s on the way to the lodge. I think we have most of our work done…we’ll go ask.”
“Can I take ‘em, Pa?” I asked.
“Load up guys! Be careful and have fun!” Pa laughed. “Don’t forget lunch at the lodge, Cody!”
“Yes Sir! We’ll be there!” I started the golf cart and reached over and planted a kiss on my grandmother’s cheek. “Later, Ma!”
“We’ll see you later, Sugar! Have fun and be careful!” She waved as I pulled away from the garage.
________
Ron put his arm around Carol’s shoulder and said; “He’s growing up way too fast. It’s just about time to finish that project for our boy.” He was glad that Cody made friends easily. His grandson had a lot of living to catch up on.
Carol Austin smiled wistfully. Memories of his early childhood flooded her mind and then the heartbreaking years that followed. They had all worked so hard to get him to this point and by the grace of God; he was getting all that he had lost back. How can someone go from a perfect one year old to fourteen years of being trapped within his own brain to this—this perfect young man? How do you let go?
“I’m sure Cody is more than ready for the next step, honey. I’m just not sure that I am.” She admitted.
“I worry about him too, Carol. He’s having the time of his life. We’ll adjust.” He laughed as they unloaded the boat and headed to do the shopping that needed to be done. Carol was trying hard not to be overprotective and it was hard considering Cody’s recent past.
________
“Cody, we’ll check with our parents to see if we can go. Is it okay if we bring some equipment and supplies?” Sierra said excitedly. Sierra’s enthusiasm was contagious. There was something so animated about Sierra that she made me smile just to look at her.
“No problem.” I replied and reached over and turned on the radio. “Marley and I will just hang out here for a bit. No worries, Mon!” Marley was already in my face at the sound of his name.
I reached down and pulled out Marley’s ball out of my backpack and flung it toward the beach. “Go Marley!”
My grandparents bought Marley for my sixteenth birthday. He was only seven weeks old and a big fur ball. Now, he was huge! He had learned to quit knocking me over (chair and all). That got old quick. His obedience training was advancing quickly now. He hasn’t been in any trouble in a month and that’s amazing for Marley. No wiring had been chewed—or fishing rods—or shoes—or laundry baskets. Yeah, he had pretty well chewed up everything. He was still alive, so I figure my grandparents love Marley as much as I do. Ma said he would straighten up if we kept him in training nonstop. Evidently, it was working. Marley behaved most of the time now.
I reached over and grabbed a water bottle out of the cooler. I watched my dog lope up and down the beach. Fishermen that came into shore would wave and pat Marley. The people here accepted my family. No one made a big deal out of my situation. It was like they didn’t notice a difference and that makes me happy.
I loved the white sand and turquoise water. The huge palm trees swayed with the tropical winds and even with the clapboard houses here and there that were beaten and faded from the salt water spray, it looked like a beautiful painting. This is the life that we had all dreamed about.
“Cody! Meet us down at the boat house!” Bo yelled as he and Sierra ran down to the water’s edge. I whistled for Marley and he came bounding and jumped into the golf cart. I started the engine and drove down to the beach where Bo‘s father kept a nice boat house.
“What’s up? What do we need from here?” I started to get out of the golf cart to help.
“Cody, this will just take a minute. We’re going to get the blow up raft and paddles in case we need them. Then we’ll take you to this new place we found. It’s amazing!” Sierra was excited.
She was right. The golf cart was packed quickly and they were climbing into their seats. “Let’s go! We need to take the beach road to the lodge. I hope he’s there! Cody, you’re going to love this!” Sierra exclaimed. She and Bo looked like they shared an enormous secret.
“Where are we headed?” I asked.
Sierra and Bo looked at each other with secretive smiles. “It’s a secret place! We grew up here and didn’t know it existed. There is a young boy who hides there, Cody. He is like… a wild boy! Wait until you meet him!” Bo said excitedly.
“Where is this place guys and who is the boy?” I was getting curious now. My friends were so keyed up, they were becoming contagious. “When did you guys find him?” I looked at the supplies in the back. I noticed that Sierra and Bo were bringing this boy food and basic survival needs. Was he a run away? “Guys, is he okay?” I asked.
“He has lived out here for a year all by himself. He ran away into the rain forest when his parents were vacationing here. They were killed in a boating accident. He says he has no family left and that he would be put in a foster care system. So he ran away. He says he can take care of his own damn self!” Sierra was repeating what the boy said but she quickly covered her mouth in embarrassment. “Sorry! I should not have said that!” Her eyes were huge and I tried not to laugh.
I stopped the golf cart and looked back at her with a smile. “It is okay, Sierra. He sounds angry. Shoot, I would be angry. He doesn’t have any grandparents or aunts or uncles—no brothers or sisters?” I asked and watched as Sierra sadly shook her head. “Well, let’s go see what we can do to help.”
Bo touched my shoulder. “He’s not like you. He is angry and he is rude. He may hurt your feelings. He likes to insult people. He is a very unhappy boy.”
“He sounds like an American.” I stated flatly. “I’m used to rude, okay? People have trouble understanding that when things don’t work one way, you just find a different way to do them. They don’t like what they don’t understand. It’s okay. What’s this boy’s name and how old do you think he is?”
“His name is Joshua. I think he is younger than he says. He says he is twelve years old. But, I have a feeling that he is much younger than that. He is a very angry boy, Cody.” Sierra told him. She leaned over to brush the hair out of my eyes.
“Well, let’s see if we can help him to not be so angry. He probably doesn’t trust anyone. You know we are getting close to hurricane season. If he has been here longer than I have, he’s already survived a bad one. It must be awful to think you are all alone and have no one.” Sierra and Bo just looked at me. “I have grandparents, okay? They stepped in when I was still in the hospital. I was never ‘alone’ like Joshua. Yeah, I had to have missed my Mama, but I was just a baby. I see my Dad when he can make it. Joshua lost everything. He lost everyone. He has to feel awful and really alone.”
Bo looked at me. He’s told me before that I seemed more grown up that most kids our age. They never heard me complain or feel sorry for myself. My grandparents treated me like a regular kid and I acted like a regular kid. He and Sierra only thought all of my things that helped me function more or less normally were really neat. I cared about Joshua’s situation.
My life isn’t perfect. They didn’t know me when I was ranting and raving (in my head) about the unfairness of life and the ‘why me’ cries. Even trapped inside a body that didn’t want to work, I still had people to love me and care for me. Josh was a little kid with no one. He had a right to be pissed. Come on!
________
I slowly drove the golf cart down the bumpy road. Palm trees and Mangrove trees almost blocked the daylight. It was like they carved the road out in the middle of the trees to make a tunnel of green. A couple of howler monkeys swooped down and past. Marley was so startled, he didn’t even bark. The road kept getting rougher and I slowed to a stop. “Does this road go all the way back to his camp, Bo?”
“Yes it does. It doesn’t get much rougher than this. Can you see up ahead there where it looks like a dead end? Stop there and we’ll remove the brush to your left.” Bo and Sierra hopped out as quickly as I stopped again and they removed a gate that had all kinds of flora and vines weaved into it. It really just looked like part of the thick forest. I would have missed it.
“How did you find this place?” I asked. I knew that they didn’t just stumble over it, no way. It was too well hidden.
“We followed him from town. Man, he was angry! He didn’t want anyone to know where he stayed.” Sierra looked around fearfully. “You never know what kind of mood the boy will be in. He can be very hateful, Cody.”
I pulled through as they replaced the gate. We went another mile back on a dirt path that was surprisingly smooth. There were wild flowers on both sides of the path. It had been subtly created into an artistic entrance to his cove. The further back we drove, the better groomed it became. The kid had transplanted flowers, ferns, and natural floral and fruit trees. My grandmother would love this place. She was the gardener and artist of our family. Everything that she did was a creation of art. Landscaping, gardens, home decorating and even the placement of our buildings made an artistic statement. This was a young boy that had survived—God only knows what—that created this place. I was impressed.
Would I do this good if I were left on my own? I doubt it. Who knew what you would do when you had to? I slammed on the hand brake when a kid—not a howler monkey—swooped down in front of us. “Hey! You scared the crap out of me, are you okay?” I almost grazed the boy with the windshield of the golf cart. My heart felt like it was in my throat!
The boy stood in front of us with his arms crossed. He studied me and then he looked at Bo and Sierra. “I didn’t tell you that you could bring tourists, damn it, and this place is not handicap accessible, butthead, so you may as well go back where you came from!” He growled.
Marley growled as he placed a paw on my shoulder. “It is okay, Marley, this is his place. He’s entitled to his opinion.” I looked at the kid with long blonde hair that stood in front of me. Joshua had a dark tan and brilliant blue eye. He was dirty. He had on cut off shorts and nothing else. I figured he may be ten years old…maybe. Of course he was tough. He had to be.
“I can handle myself. I’m sorry the legs don’t work, but the rest works just fine. I couldn’t have told you that a year ago. So, I think I’m doing great. I don’t mean to offend or intrude. You have some serious skills man, this path, the flora and the fruit trees are pretty awesome.” The boy definitely had a chip on his shoulder.
Sierra was staring at me. She had tears in her eyes? What the heck?
Josh blinked and was taken back a bit. He insults this redhead with the bright green eyes and he comes back with a compliment? Why wasn’t the crip running back crying to his mama yet? “Who the hell are you, anyway?” Josh growled.
“My name’s Cody Austin. I live with my grandparents on Palm Caye and we bought the eco lodge up the road. I’m not a tourist, but I am new. This is Marley. Bo and Sierra didn’t mean to upset you, man. If you want me to go, I’m gone. I’ll come back for them later. If that’s what ya’ want, then that’s what you’ve got. This is your place.” I looked at the boy straight in the eye and spoke with respect. Sure, he had a crappy attitude. I figured I would have a bad attitude also if I were in this kid’s position.
“Nah, that’s alright. Sorry man, I’m not use to visitors and I’m always avoiding the law. You can’t tell anyone where I live, okay? I can’t go back. I’ll grow up here. It’s safer. Come on and drive this thing on down the path to the left.” He hopped on the back and reached over and touched my hair. “Man, I haven’t seen a redhead in over a year. I bet you stand out around here, don’t ya’?”
“Yeah, pretty much, but they’re starting to get use to me. Man Josh, this is amazing!” I guided my golf cart around and parked it just in front of a combination clapboard house and tree house.
“This is AWESOME!” I laughed. The others hopped off with Marley and I unlocked the wheels on my chair and backed out. The chair I had was an electric one with big wheels that managed the sand without a problem. I spun around to take in the whole picture. It was so nice that I couldn’t believe a kid built it. Whoa, wait a minute! I rode down to the cove. I know this place!
“Okay, now I know where I am.” I muttered to myself. I didn’t say anything else.
“Nah, you just think you do. If anyone finds out that I am here, they’ll take this place away from me and throw me into the system. You can’t tell.” He looked at me with a solemn look. “They can’t find out, Cody Austin, do you hear me?”
“I hear you, Josh. We’ll do what we can to protect you. Are you really happy back here by yourself?” I thought it would be lonely. I’m use to having people around.
“I’m happy enough. Where is this lodge of yours?” Joshua asked.
I looked at him and smiled. “It isn’t even a half mile down the road. You will be okay here, Josh, for as long as you need to be.”
“What do you mean?” Josh asked suspiciously.
“This cove is on my grandparents’ property. It’s okay. They have hundreds of acres and the cove is well hidden. I remember seeing it from the boat when we first checked out the property. No one comes out this far and there are acres of rain forest that no one will ever get through. That’s good news, Josh. No one has a right to come back here and bug you—so relax!” I said.
“Your folks own this?” Josh asked.
“Josh, don’t worry about it. This is good news, buddy, don’t look so worried. Wouldn’t you rather know who owns it rather than be afraid of who might come back here? It’s going to be okay. You are safe.” I tried to assure him.
“Well, you know adults. You gotta go to school—gotta have adults looking out for you like you’re a helpless baby. I like it here. I don’t want to go back to the states. I won’t go back. I don’t have anyone left back there.” Josh’s voice cracked and I knew that this was one lonely, scared kid. Josh was tough—he wasn’t about to break.
I looked at my watch. “We have about an hour until we have to be at the lodge for lunch. Josh, why don’t you show us around and then get cleaned up to look a little more civilized? We’ll take you to lunch at the lodge with us and then we’ll bring you back. How’s that sound?” He probably hadn’t had a home cooked meal in a year.
“I can’t go there! They’ll want to know who I am, where I’m from, and where’s my folks… You know that!” He looked so sad. Suddenly, he looked very young.
“Look, you’re a new friend of Bo’s and Sierra’s. You live nearby with family. You’ll think of something. You will like my grandparents and the folks at the lodge and they’ll like you. There are a lot of Americans that live in Belize now. People don’t drill you here like they do in the states. If you know people at the lodge, they will help you when you need it. Get to know my folks before you condemn them, Josh. They’re different from a lot of people back home. It’s just lunch, Bubba!” I slowly shook my head. Josh was one paranoid kid.
“I’ll think about it. Come on. I’ll show you guys around.” Josh said. He reached over and petted Marley. “Marley? Did ya’ name him after Bob Marley?”
“Yeah, it seemed appropriate at the time.” I answered.
“I like it.” Joshua said and started showing us around. His whole set up confirmed that Josh was a very smart young man. He showed us a small building where he had a dozen batteries running in sequence. This was a power shed! I looked up and noticed that Josh had three solar panels in the clearing, up on a platform.
Then there was another shed with a lot of barrels. Josh had set up a desalination system. That was complicated. He had a rain catchments system but then he backed it up with his own water purification and desalination set up.
This place had taken a lot of thought and planning. The clapboard house sat in front of the huge tree house. Josh had it painted camouflage that blended with the rain forest. The inside was clean. He had a small kitchen, bathroom and a big room that he had an old couch and chairs, a hammock and some tables and an icebox and hot plate. In the back there was an elevator that ran on a counter balance system.
“Come on Cody, I can get you up to the second floor.” Josh lifted me up to the upper level and stepped out from behind me.
“Josh, this is amazing. I don’t think an adult would have thought of all of this! How did you do it?” I looked down and from where we stood; I could actually see the outline of the dock to the lodge. That dock took a beating during that last hurricane.
“I used my folk’s credit cards until someone closed them out. I worked in town some. I get books from the library. I’m not an idiot, Cody! I just wanted to be on my own and not be a burden to anyone. I can take care of myself.” Josh said proudly. He did have this part of the forest tamed. He was just a kid!
“I’m impressed.” I said and looked at my watch. “We have to go man. Why don’t you come to lunch with us and meet my folks? I guarantee you’re going to like them!”
“Yeah, okay. Let me grab some clothes and I’ll run through a swim and wash up. Let me help you down first.” He quickly backed me into the elevator and lowered me down. It slid silently down to the first floor. How cool!
I looked around. Bo and Sierra were sitting in the chairs by the table, grinning. “You are right guys, this place is fascinating… Hey, where did he go?” Then I heard the splash in the cove. Josh had taken the cable down and was already getting cleaned up. We went out to the golf cart to wait. By the time I had my chair locked in, Joshua came walking up. He had on a muscle shirt, jeans, and flip flops. His blonde hair was clean and pulled back. He was clean, tanned and smiling.
“Do I look civilized now, Cody Mon?” He saw the shocked look on my face. Josh was laughing because he realized that he probably looked like a heathen when we showed up. He’d been clearing a new garden spot out of the jungle.
“Yeah, my grandmother would say you clean up real good. Hey, you’re white? I didn’t know that!” I laughed as Joshua punched me. We were all going to be friends. We felt comfortable together.
I wasn’t sure that we could keep Josh’s status a secret forever. I wasn’t sure what Ma would say. I knew that they would listen to the whole story without making snap judgments. My folks had a way of understanding things. I knew if they found out, they would figure out what was best for Josh before they just handed him over to strangers. Josh had made Pirate’s Cove a really cool place. I would have to figure out how to help make it even more civilized. This would work out…somehow.
I turned around to see Sierra staring at me and smiling. I smiled back and wondered why I felt weird every time I looked at her…and why she seemed to be feeling the same way. She was pretty. No, she was really pretty. I never had a girlfriend before and I thought of Sierra as a friend, didn’t I? I thought Taylor Swift and Miley Cyrus were pretty. (I know—fantasy girls). I had nurses, okay? None of them were all that young.
Sierra? Well, I think she smokes the fantasy girls but I had no idea how you went from friends to more. I guess that’s one more thing to figure out. I was finally able to communicate like a normal person. I have friends. Now what?
Sierra was about five foot two inches tall, a hundred pounds, golden brown eyes that were surrounded by long black eyelashes, beautiful golden brown skin, defined cheekbones, a cute turned up nose and huge dimples. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful; she was full of life and energy. Sierra was the most caring person that I had ever met except for my grandparents. Kids don’t normally care that deeply—well, maybe they really do—but they don’t have time to show it.
This girl was different and for some reason she scares the holy crap outta me!
________
“There comes our boy and he’s fifteen minutes early!” Ron Austin yelled to his wife. She was trying to place the new batteries in place that Ron was handing her. They had to replace a few weak batteries. The lodge drew a lot of power. There were solar panels on top of each cabana that provided the cabanas’ lights but they also had four large panels that supplied extra power. Most of the power was provided by a hydro plant and they also had a water purification plant for drinking water. The eco lodge was totally self sufficient. During tourist season, when the place was full, everything had to be running perfect. They loved the lodge almost as much as they did the island. It was different but still very beautiful.
Carol finished the hook up and glanced toward Cody and his friends. “Who does he have with him?” She asked. “Cody, Bo, Sierra…have you had a good morning?”
“Oh, Yes Ma’am!” Sierra answered. “Cody invited our new friend, Joshua, to lunch. I hope that is okay.”
“Of course it is! Hello Joshua, welcome to the lodge. I hope you are very hungry!” She laughed as Sierra grabbed her and gave her a big hug. Carol thought Cody had chosen his friends wisely. Sierra and Bo were really sweet kids.
“Yes Ma’am.” Josh answered. “This is a really nice place.” He hopped off and shook hands with my grandparents. “Are you replacing the batteries? These seem to be good.” He looked at the ones that they were setting aside.
“They’re starting to get weak, Josh. We’ll keep a couple for back up and probably trade the others off.” Pa told him.
“Would you sell those, Sir?” Josh asked.
“Sure, I guess. Do you have solar power?” Pa asked Joshua.
“I like to experiment. Solar is interesting and saves a lot of money. I really like how you have this set up. Do you run hydro-power as well?” Josh was fascinated.
“Yes, this place is totally self sufficient. After lunch, have Cody show you around. There are a lot of cool ideas around here and with your bright young mind, you may have some ideas that we haven’t thought of yet. Josh, those three batteries there aren’t much but you’re welcome to them—anything in the name of science. Let’s eat guys, I’m starving!”
________
Pa looked around the golf cart. “Cody, let’s fill this up after lunch and add some air to those tires before you guys take off again.” He put his hand on my shoulder and walked in beside me. Josh, Bo and Sierra followed.
The lodge was big and beautiful and there were a lot of guests. We led them back to the kitchen and to the room beyond. It was a private dining room for family, workers and their families. A nice couple came out and asked if they were ready to eat.
I smiled at them. “Sarah, Willie, this is our new friend, Joshua. Josh, these two help run this place like you wouldn’t believe! They are married and have two kids of their own around here somewhere. I have to go wash up. Sarah, I’m starving! Please, load us up on chow!” I wheeled around and planted a kiss on the pretty Mayan lady’s cheek when she leaned down.
“You are so beautiful, Sarah. Willie, you better be good to her man or I’m taking her away to the island!” I ducked the towel that Willie threw at me and headed to the back.
“You all can wash up back here. If you need the bathroom, follow Cody. Sierra, the ladies bathroom is over here.” Sarah smiled. Sierra followed Sarah. Josh and Bo caught up with me.
After Josh got past the fact I was in a wheelchair, he quickly realized that I wasn’t a wimp. I worked out and I worked hard with my folks both at the lodge as well as the island. I’m sure Josh had never seen some of the athletes that were in wheelchairs. There were a lot of guys that didn’t try to push themselves to do better. Josh finally realized that I wasn’t one of those but more like the athletes.
Josh felt bad that he had been so rude. He had a habit of being a real ass and now he felt bad about it. Josh never really knew anyone with a handicap before. He had a feeling not many were as self sufficient as his new friend.
“Cody, I’m sorry I was a butthead to begin with, man.” Josh began. “I hate people that are always judging other people. Then I was just as bad as the ones that I hate. I was being a jerk. Sorry.”
I came out to the sink to wash my face and hands. I felt comfortable with these guys and it was nice to have friends to hang out with for a change. “No worries, Mon,” I replied with a grin. “I respect what you’ve done, Josh. Ma and Pa will too. I don’t know what I would have done in your shoes. You’ve done an amazing job with Pirate’s Cove. I admit that I don’t like lying to my grandparents. When you get to know them better or if you run into problems from town, you want them on your side, Josh.”
“I can tell that, Cody. I don’t want to tell them anything about my situation though, not yet—not until we have to, okay? Let’s just be friends for now and get to know each other. I don’t trust too many people. I think I trust you. Let’s just take it a step at a time, okay?” Josh asked.
“Understood... I’m starving, let’s go eat!” And out the door I rolled.
We had a huge lunch and when we felt totally stuffed, Sarah and Willie brought out key lime pie with homemade ice cream. All of us were moaning and ready for a siesta by the time lunch was finished. We cleared the table and helped with clean up. Ma brought out medicine with a glass of milk.
Mrs. Austin looked at them. “Why don’t you all take a break? Cody needs a little physical therapy before you take off again. Cody?” She looked down at me.
“They can join us if they want, Ma. Do you guys want to work out?” I asked as they followed me out of curiosity.
“You have a gym?” Josh asked.
“Yeah, the normal kind and some modified equipment for me. Come on, you’ll like it.” Let’s face it, by now I wasn’t too self conscious about the fact that I had to do things a little bit different than other people.
They watched as I slid over onto what looked like a weight bench with a lot of pulleys—a place for my hands and a place for my feet. “This is a quad exerciser. It can operate at certain speeds on its own or you can operate the top with your own arms and it works the bottom like a walking or cycling motion. It helps keep my legs built up and I do most of the upper body work by myself unless I’m really whooped. You can get a work out on it. The regular weight benches are there.” I motioned over to the other equipment.
They all ran over and started working out on some of the cool equipment while they watched. They could see my muscles working as I warmed up. I saw their curiosity when I stopped for a few minutes while Ma set up the e stem.
“Cody, what is your grandmother hooking you up to?” Josh asked. He was fascinated.
“It’s called e stem—electrical stimulus—Josh. We place electrodes to different muscle groups and she sets the strength on this thing. It sends electrical impulses to the muscles to help them work.” I explained as I got the exerciser into a steady motion.
“It—SHOCKS YOU?” Josh asked in surprise.
“I don’t have a lot of feeling in my legs and they just don’t work right. It helps stimulate the muscles in my legs to make them work like they’re supposed to.” I explained.
“But doesn’t that hurt?” Josh asked. He still couldn’t believe we were shocking my legs on purpose.
“It really isn’t that bad, Josh. Ma turns the frequency up to where it makes the muscles feel it enough to react. Don’t look so shocked, man, it really doesn’t hurt. Ma wouldn’t hurt me for the world.” I laughed and looked at my grandmother for help.
“Josh, the feeling in Cody’s legs is diminished. There are places that he can’t feel at all. This helps his muscles to strengthen and not waste. That’s why you see all of this muscle in his legs even though he can’t use them like people without his injury can. In fact, it keeps his legs from cramping and contracting and that is actually what really does hurt that he can feel.” She explained to him.
“Yeah, his legs aren’t as skinny as I thought they would be. They’re still kind of scrawny though.” He laughed as he kidded me.
“Hey! You shouldn’t be looking at my legs anyway, man. Sierra, are my legs scrawny?” I asked. I was a little surprised when she looked at my legs and looked away really quick, blushing. I wondered how I managed to embarrass her this time.
“Not any more scrawny than Josh’s.” Sierra kidded. They all watched my work out intently. At the end of the session, Ma removed the electrodes. She slid the lift across a track that had a webbed sling on it. I lifted my bottom up and slid it under and she raised it up and moved me to a therapy table. A beautiful Mayan girl came out with lotions and oils and began massaging my tight muscles.
“Oh well, now I see why you don’t mind the physical therapy stuff, Cody Mon! If I go through all that, do I get a massage?” Bo laughed.
Willie (who happened to be the young Mayan girl’s father) came out looking at Bo seriously. “Of course you do, Boy, and I get to give it! Hop on up!” He laughed and Bo ducked his head in embarrassment.
“That’s okay, Sir. I was just kidding Cody. I meant no disrespect.” He had a deep red working up the back of his neck. He and Sierra had known Annie and William most of their lives but Willie could be intimidating. He was a pretty big man.
I rolled over and propped myself on my elbow. “Ah come on, Willie! Annie is awfully pretty. But Bo, she can put the hurt on ya’ man!” I grunted as Annie flipped me back on my face and started chopping on my back.
“Ouch! Okay, let up Annie. I was just kidding! You are a great therapist. I have the bruises to prove it—ouch—what? Do you want me to say you’re ugly?” She started flat hand slapping…
“Okay, I’m shutting up now! I want to survive this.” I put my head down and closed my eyes.
________
CHAPTER TWO
Ma walked in and checked a few places on my back and talked to Annie quietly. Evidently, I had a few more bruises and red spots. Ma constantly worried about the abuse I put my body through. She leaned down and whispered what she wanted me to do next and I smiled up at her. “Love ya, too, Ma!”
The others watched her bring the sling back and I grabbed hold and slid back into my chair. “You guys want to hit the pool? I need to do a couple laps and rest for about an hour and then I’m good to go.” I pulled my chair around and headed to the pool.
“Is he okay, Mrs. Austin?” Sierra asked concerned.
“Yes, he needs to stay out of the chair for about another hour and a half and then he should be fine. He pushes himself too hard. Time in the pool will be good.” She smiled as she walked out.
Cody had found some good and caring friends. She was positive that Sierra would soon be more than just a friend.
Josh and Bo quickly found some of my trunks in the cabana and Annie gave Sierra a bathing suit to wear. We had a good swim and lounged around talking and laughing like lifelong friends.
Pa walked into the pool area. He saw that we had wound down and were lounging in the pool. I could tell that Pa was studying Josh. I knew that my folks would realize that Josh was much wiser and sadder that most children his age. I was glad that Pa let it ride for now. He seemed to sense that the situation was complicated.
Pa leaned down and ruffled my thick shaggy hair. “Boy, it’s about time your grandmother got the shears out. Look at all that hair!”
“Shhhh! Pa, she’ll hear you!” I laughed. “I know, I know, it’s getting long again. I hate to admit it, but it is really getting hot. Give me another week, okay?”
Pa just laughed and said. “Uh huh, always another week, right buddy?”
Then he turned to Josh. “Joshua, I’ve loaded those batteries on the golf cart and threw in some extra wiring and connectors. You might need them with all of your experiments!”
Josh came out of the water in a leap and held out his hand. “Thanks, Mr. Austin! I love working with solar power.” I could tell that Josh was surprised that Pa was so nice. He actually gave him these things! My folks and friends didn’t hit him with fifty million questions—no hassle. Maybe he would see that my grandparents really were okay.
________
Ron Austin shook his head. “Nice kid,” he thought. He wondered again about the boy and his situation. Cody would tell him soon enough. Sometimes, you just have to give trust in advance. That’s usually what worked with his grandson.
“Cody, I already put gas in the tank and air in the tires. We’ll leave for the island at six o’clock. We still want to fish on the way back.” Mr. Austin started to turn and walk away. As an afterthought, he turned back. “You know, this is Friday. If your friends would like to spend the weekend on the island, they would be more than welcome.”
“Really, Pa? Hey guys! What do you think? Do you want to go to the island?” I hadn’t invited any of my friends to our island yet. It would be fun to have them on my turf. We had the island set up to where I could do everything without assistance.
Bo and Sierra’s eyes lit up but Josh seemed to withdraw.
“You too, Josh! We have pigs and chickens and goats! Wait until you meet Magic! We have paddle boats and kayaks and all kinds of cool stuff to do. What do you think?” I wanted time to be able to show Josh that he had friends now that cared.
Josh looked at the boy in the wheelchair that he had been such an ass to and wondered how Cody could be so accepting of him. He shook his head and looked at Mr. Austin. “Sir, I will have to check but that does sound like a fun way to spend the weekend. Can we let you know later at the village?”
“Sure Josh! We’ll see you guys there. Do you need anything else, Cody?” He asked me.
“No Pa, I’m set. Isn’t there any work you need me to do before we take off?” I was use to helping around the lodge.
“Today is your day, Bubba, Go and have fun with your new friends!” Pa smiled and waved and walked back down toward the maintenance buildings. Marley was chasing him and running around in circles.
“I guess we better get moving and get some things done. He means it, you know? They would love for you to visit, so think about it.” I turned to start to help myself out of the water and there stood Willie and my grandmother. They lifted me out to my bath chair like I was light as a feather. Willie took me in to help me get dry and changed and back into my wheelchair. This was embarrassing.
“Thank Willie. I could have done this though.” I mumbled.
“Yes, I know you could, Cody Austin. I needed to speak to you though.” Willie said seriously.
“Sure, what’s wrong?” Cody asked.
“Boy, you have been flirting with my wife and my daughter! I owed you payback. I embarrassed you in front of your friends. I think we are even now!” Willie laughed.
I smacked him with a wet towel. “You got me! Hey—I’m just saying—you have excellent taste in women. You should be very proud of yourself.”
“Oh, I am proud of myself, Master Cody, but when beautiful swans are in a river of crocodiles, one must protect the swans.” Willie said with a twinkle in his eyes.
“Willie! I’m not a crocodile—a snapping turtle—Paraná—but definitely NOT a crocodile!” I laughed as Willie ruffled my hair. This Mayan man was really a cool guy.
We loved his whole family. He had a brother and cousins that ran the horseback riding and the river rafting. They were a good, honest, hard working family. My grandparents lucked out when they agreed to stay on when our family bought the lodge from them. “I have to go, man! Thank you!”
I wheeled into the kitchen. “Sarah, lunch was great! Thank you, beautiful!” Sarah laughed as Willie threw my wet towel at me. I grinned and bent over and picked up the towel and winked at Sarah. “Maybe you should take this before he beats me with it.” I flipped the chair to electric instead of manual and did a quick wheelie on the way out the door.
“Show off!” Willie yelled behind me. I just waved and grinned at my friends waiting for me at the golf cart. I whistled for Marley as I loaded onto the cart and by the time I locked the wheels in place, Marley leaped over me and into the back.
“Well, I guess that’s all of us, huh?” I was spitting hair as I tried to back the cart out of the drive area. Marley had caught me right across the lips.
He had a habit of giving fleeting kisses. They got painful when he hit too hard and too fast. This time, he just left my lips feeling hairy. “Yuck, Marley!”
________
We headed back to Pirate’s Cove in great spirits. I cranked up the radio when an old Beach Boys song came on. At the top of our voices we were singing; “Help me Rhonda—help—help me Rhonda…” Josh knew every word. Sierra and Bo thought we were a bit strange—but once they grasped the words they sang along with us. I thought this had been the best day ever as we drove back the beach road to Josh’s hideaway.
Finally, we pulled up beside his clapboard house and everyone unloaded. “This has been fun! Josh, why don’t you come over for the weekend? Ma’s a great cook and we’ll have a lot of fun. I have my own yurt—but even though it is a place in the making, it’s still pretty cool. You’d be surprised at all of the innovated ideas my grandparents have. Ma is a great gardener and she paints and writes. And Pa, he’s more than a mechanic. He comes up with some pretty cool stuff. He can build anything, Josh, He could really help you out with some ideas.” I could tell that Josh wanted to come but he was torn.
“Cody, I have no parents. Don’t you think that will come up?” Josh looked at me seriously. “Your grandparents are cool, but they are adults. They always want to know who you’re folks are…”
“Then we will handle it, Mon, I promise it won’t be as awful as you might think and if Sierra and Bo go too…” I looked at my other two friends.
“Cody, I can’t stay in your yurt!” Sierra looked at me in surprise.
“Sierra, there are three yurts!” I grabbed a piece of paper and pen out of my backpack and drew out the family complex for them. I told Sierra that she could sleep in the family yurt. Bo and Josh could stay with me. My grandparents had their own yurt. There was an intercom and if she got scared, she could just call them or she could sleep with Marley. On cue, Marley gave Sierra a big kiss.
“Oh Yuck, Marley!” She shoved the big lug away. “My Mama might think that would be proper. We will ask and see. You ought to go, Joshua. You know that you will have a blast!” Sierra encouraged and Bo joined in until Josh caved.
“Okay, if you guys go, I will go. I need to get clothes together and over water plants and lock some stuff up.” He muttered as he started to walk away.
“Divide up the chores, Josh. We’ll help you get ready!” I volunteered. Sure enough, even if there were a rogue storm that happened to blow in, everything was closed up and cared for.
“We need to head toward the village so we can talk Bo and Sierra’s families into letting them come.” I said and we loaded up and made sure the gate was in place and secured.
Within an hour, we were back in the village headed to Sierra’s place. That was easy. Sierra’s fisherman Papa loved me and my parents. Her Mama…thought I was perfect. Sierra packed a bag and I left our email address and phone number for her parents. They were impressed when I promised that Sierra would email them that night to let them know that she was okay.
I liked Sierra a lot. She was one of my best friends already and she was…um…different?
Bo’s Dad was at their boat. “I planned on you working, Boy!” He shouted at Bo.
“Sir, may we help do some of the work that you intended for Bo? We don’t mind and we still have a couple of hours before we head back to the island.” I asked politely.
Bo’s father, Bobbie Lee, looked at me and the chair. I could see him assessing me and his realization that I was use to work. Although Josh was pretty quiet, he looked like a hard worker also. “I tell you what, you clean the cabana and clean out the boathouse, then you can go and I will stay out fishing this weekend. That should be fair.”
Bo looked at his father and then down at his feet. “Yes Sir.” Bo’s shoulders drooped as he started toward the house.
“Bo, Sierra and I will clean the house while you and Josh clean the boat house. We’ll be done in no time.” I told him.
By the time Bo and Josh had the boathouse cleaned and got back to their little house, I was sitting on the front porch with Sierra. “Hey, are you two goofing off?” Josh asked us and we just smiled. This had actually been fun.
Bo went in to get his bag packed and walked right back out. “Where is my house?” He asked. Everyone turned around and looked at him. “Seriously, that house has never been that clean. You two did that?” He asked.
Sierra grinned at him. “Cody knows how to clean a house. He says he cleans his own little house all of the time and helps his grandmother. Maybe he will teach you how, Bo!” She kidded.
“I’m not sure I want to learn girls’ work.” Bo mumbled.
“I guess you plan on getting married really soon then, right?” I asked him and Bo looked at me like I was crazy. “Really Bubba, if you want to be a bachelor, you have to know how to keep your own place. You have to learn how to cook and clean, do laundry, fish, and garden—OR—you find yourself one fine woman that can do it all.”
“Ah Man, okay, I will learn.” We were all laughing when we turned around to see Bobbie Lee coming to inspect our work. We held our breath as he walked through the house with a bewildered look on his face. He had come from inspecting the boathouse.
Finally he grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and walked back out onto the porch. “Son, I think you’re friends may be a good influence on you. That would have taken you a whole week and it still would not be done. Your friends are good for you.” He said as he smiled at me.
“He is a good boy, Sir.” I told him with a serious face. I knew Bo’s father could be hard.Bo was a good kid.
Bobbie Lee looked at me quietly. “You are right. He is a good boy. Okay my son, you have pleaded your case. You have done well with the help of your friends—go and have fun. I may ride out tomorrow because I will be at the Reef fishing all day. Will that be okay, Cody?”
“Yes Sir. Why don’t you come for dinner around six o’clock? Ma and Pa love company!” Cody asked with enthusiasm.
“I will be dirty and fishy…” Bobbie Lee said.
“We have an outside shower and you are welcome to it.” I told him.
“Then I accept, thank you. Well, get going then. Don’t keep your folks waiting on you. Have fun, Bo!” He said as he looked fondly at his son.
“Thank you, Papa.” Bo said humbly. Sierra gave Bo’s Papa a quick kiss on the cheek and we were off. This was going to be a blast. Bo still looked like he was in shock. The rest of us grinned at him. Bo had it rough enough, he needed our friendship.
We managed to get to the beach at the village a half an hour before my grandparents. I put the golf cart back into the garage and Bo and Josh put the driver’s seat back in place. We made sure the garage was straight and ready for my grandparents. The local dive shop had the air tanks down at the marina so we all went down to help. Marley was running up and down the beach playing while we helped place the tanks and equipment on the boat. By the time my grandparents arrived, we had everything but the bags of groceries in place.
After my grandparents got to the docks, we were headed home in less than fifteen minutes. We were already getting the fishing rods ready and had plenty of time to fish around the reef before dark. Pa looked at my grandmother and I could see the contentment on both of their faces... Pa was grinning at me and Ma was smiling also. We were ‘home’ and all of us were thankful that we finally made it here.
________
It was dark by the time we got back to Palm Caye. We were starting to get tired. It had been a busy day. Bo, Sierra, Josh and Pa carried the stringers of fish that we had caught to the cleaning area while my grandmother hurried and placed the ramp for me to get off of the boat.
I had a little cart at the dock that we had rigged up to fit on behind my electric wheelchair. We quickly hooked it up after it was loaded to the hilt. Ma connected the hitch and I rolled to the house with Marley doing donuts around me like a race car.
“Marley, at least open the door buddy!” I yelled at him. Marley obediently grabbed the rope that we had on the sliding door to the entry way and slid it open for me to roll in. The entry way led into the center court yard between the yurt housing. We even had a separate building for supplies that was incorporated in this area and it made things really simple to unload all of the dry goods, freezer stuff and perishables between the three yurts and the storage facility. Sierra came running in to help. We unpacked that load into the walk-in freezer and placed the perishables on the table in the court yard. My grandmother began to distribute the supplies while we went back for the next load.
“Cody! This place is amazing!” Sierra told me on the way down to the boat. “It’s like you have set up your own little village. I love it. I have never seen anything like this in my life!” She started handing out boxes. I unhooked the trailer and turned around to help her load it up again.
“It’s still kind of a work in progress. It’s been a blast, Sierra. You wouldn’t believe it!” I smiled at her. I was happy to show off what we had created. We weren’t done yet. We had a lot of plans that we still wanted to finish but we were getting there. “We love it here, Sierra, every day we just to love it more. I have never felt so happy and free. It’s just really cool—ya’ know?”
Sierra stopped and looked at me thoughtfully. I’m not sure what she thought about me being confined to a wheelchair. In reality, though, I wasn’t ‘confined.’ Most of the time, she didn’t seem to notice that I was in a chair at all. That was weird.
I saw her gaze and realized that she was checking out my muscles! Sierra blushed. She glanced at my face and realized that I was watching the expressions on her face.
“What? Yes Cody, this place would not seem like work to me either. It is Beau-ti-ful!” She exclaimed and looked away to hide her embarrassment. Good Lord, was she reading my mind? That could be dangerous. I was thinking about how beautiful and perfect she was and wondered how it would feel to wrap my arms around her and kiss her and…I looked into her eyes and realized we were both thinking similar thoughts!
I realized that I was staring. Sierra blushed. “Um… Sierra, take a break. I think you might be getting too tired. You’re all flushed. I guess this can get to be work.” I said slowly. I’m sure—at this point—but I think I was blushing worse than she was.
“Oh—Bull—let’s go!” Sierra grumbled and hurried to hook the cart on the back of my chair. Then she stomped toward the house.
I followed her, shaking my head. Girls! They were so strange! I hurried behind her and was proud of Marley when he ran ahead and grabbed the pull to open the door. Now Marley, I could understand. Girls… I’m going to have to talk to Pa about this stuff. I just couldn’t understand how I offended or embarrassed Sierra this time. She looked at me weird sometimes.
“This is the last load, Ma! Hey! Something sure smells good! Cheeseburgers in Paradise! Woo-hoo!” I hollered and Sierra laughed at me. She was probably thinking; ‘Americans loved their cheeseburgers.’ But no one could deny how great they smelled!
Mr. Austin came in with Bo and Josh and a load of perfectly cleaned and packaged fish. That didn’t seem to take any time at all.
“Wow—Sugar!” Ma exclaimed. “That was record timing for that bunch of fish! We should have a big fish fry tomorrow night when Bo’s father comes for dinner. We could have it out at the palapa, what do you think?”
Pa looked at her with a big smile and wrapped his arms around her. “That sounds great! We can have a party! But for tonight, Ma, those cheeseburgers smell like heaven!”
Josh’s mouth was watering. I could tell that he hadn’t had a cheeseburger in a long time! “Hey Josh!” I laughed as I looked at him. “You’re droolin’ man!” And everyone was laughing and made Josh blush.
“Josh, I’m droolin’ too! Let’s get washed up and attack supper! Let me show you all my room.” I rolled out back into the pavilion to the yurt that was in the back. My grandmother had beautiful tropical flowers, ferns and palms strategically planted and the place looked like a little paradise. Marley ran ahead to open my door. We had a rope on every sliding door. And even as a puppy, Marley worked with me in unison. It was a neat trick and he loved doing it!
“Oh!” Sierra exclaimed as she walked into the yurt behind me. “Oh, my goodness!” She exclaimed. My private yurt was huge. The only area that was actually sectioned off was a really nice accessible bathroom and to the side of that was a small kitchen area. I had a short breakfast bar with two stools and a leaf that came out for me to roll under. Across the top, against the ceiling, was a track system that blended in with the bamboo, teak and mahogany woods that were used throughout. The only thing that made you notice it was set up for the handicap was the portable lift itself that hung neatly against the wall. My bed was neatly made. I had a large entertainment center with Play Station 3, Xbox, shelves full of games, CDs, DVDs, and a cool sound system in one area that had bean bags and swinging wicker loungers. Then in another area, I had a decent library and a really cool computer set up with all of the latest gadgets.
“Wow! Cody, you are Rich!” Bo said in wonder.
“Nah, when it comes to the high tech stuff—this is pretty intense. Ma got a lot of this with a grant. This whole computer set up is to help with my homework and research and it is set up to be accessible. So, sometimes there are advantages to being like me.” I slapped my legs. “I have a trust fund but my grandparents are pretty careful with it. What they don’t pay for, we try to find grants to cover. We aren’t rich. Well, that’s not true. We have this place, family and friends. I guess that makes us wealthy, right? We love our new home, Bo. We love Belize and the people here.” I admitted.
I was a little embarrassed because I don’t always think about all of the material things we actually have. Our family and our new friends made us feel very fortunate.
Sierra, Bo, and Josh walked around checking out my room. I could hear them talking while I had ducked into the bathroom to get cleaned up. I heard comments like; ‘This had to be the coolest thing yet.’ ‘It was so clean and organized.’ ‘Obviously, he was mature enough to have his own place.’ I had to smile. This whole set up probably seemed strange to them.
“Are y’all about ready? Burgers are finished!” Pa said. My friends jumped and looked around. No one was there!
I rolled out of the bathroom and keyed a control on the wall. “We’ll be there in just a short, Pa! I’m starving!”
This kid had his own intercom? I looked around at their startled faces. “What? Oh, I may have my own place, but they do have ways of keeping tabs on me. Actually, it’s kind of nice to know that if I need anything, all I have to do is call them. I’m alone—on my own—but I’m not. That doesn’t make much sense does it?” I laughed.
For the first time in a while Josh spoke; “It makes a lot of sense, Cody, at least to me. You have really good grandparents and a great home. Oh, and I guess you’re okay too…” we all laughed.
I hesitated for a moment and looked at Josh. It wasn’t just envy in his voice, it was sorrow. I understood sorrow. I had been hurt before. Yeah, I knew that I was lucky. Some things really hurt you so deep that every once in a while, crap resurfaces and rips your heart out.
“You’re welcome here any time, Josh. Seriously, you can come here any time. I never wanted to be an only child. I always hoped to have brothers and sisters—but hey—now I do. I have you guys! Let’s go! I’m gonna fade away from hunger if we don’t eat soon!” Before anything got any more serious, I was out of the door in a flash.
My grandmother sat back and watched all of us inhale supper. I could tell that she was happy to see me with new friends and eating like a teenager again. She had been a worried because I had lost weight. My diet had changed but it was a healthier diet. I was getting taller, working harder. Losing ten pounds didn’t sound like much but I was already a little thin. That may be good for asthma but not good if I got knocked down with pneumonia or some other illness and didn’t have any extra weight to lose. Ma was a worrier. I had come a long way. I was a strong. She just wanted to keep me strong and healthy. She was just—a grandmother. It had not been that long ago when I couldn’t communicate and had to depend on a ventilator to help sustain my life. Ma knew that I was a miracle and she refused to take that for granted. I understood.
“Why don’t you all go and talk to your cousins, Cody? They would love to meet your new friends.” She suggested. I looked at the mess on the table and hesitated.
“No Sugar, you and your friends go have fun while you can. It’s getting late. I will clean up tonight.” I have no idea how I got so lucky but when I looked into her loving blue eyes, I knew that I was the luckiest kid in the world. My grandparents loved me unconditionally.
“Thanks Ma! You’re the best!” I rolled over and gave her a big kiss on her cheek in front of my friends. “Love ya’, Ma! Come on guys. Let’s go see what Jake and Shelby are up to.” I flew out the back door with my three new friends behind me and Marley running ahead to open doors.
________
Mr. and Mrs. Austin started clearing the table. “I think Cody has found some really good friends, don’t you honey?” Pa asked her.
“Joshua is a beautiful child, isn’t he? He has the saddest eyes.” She said quietly. “Did Cody tell you anything about him, Ron?” She asked.
“No, he hasn’t told me much about him yet. Obviously, he’s an American. He is a very smart kid. That didn’t take too long to figure out. He’s really good with math, electrical… I don’t know…he just seems to understand the mechanics of things. He has a good mind.” Ron said slowly. He leaned back against the sink and looked toward Cody’s yurt.
“Well, I’m sure when he trusts us more; he will tell us about those sad eyes. Cody will be a good friend. They will let us know if they need our help.” She quickly finished the dishes. “I thought I’d go for a walk on the beach and check the animals. Would you like to go with me?”
“Ah yes, I would love to take a romantic walk on the beach with my lovely wife—to check on the goats and the pigs and the chickens. How could life be better?” He laughed at his wife’s scowl. “With you darlin’, even the chickens are romantic.”
Carol laughed at her husband. “Okay, let me call our kids (their son and daughter-in-law) and make sure the grand kids are online so they can chat for a while, okay?” She quickly ran to the phone.
It was good for Cody to be able to see and talk to his cousins over the internet. His large monitor set up made it seem like they were right there. Before they came to the islands, they made sure that all of their grand kids had top of the line computer equipment so they could stay in touch with ease. It helped. It helped Cody a lot. Now, he had friends to share with his cousins.
“Okay, I am ready. Jacob and Shelby are getting online now. We’ll have to run them off in a couple of hours.” She laughed and grabbed her husband’s hand on the way out of the door. Ah…a balmy tropical night on Palm Caye—nothing could be more like heaven on earth!
________
“Hey Code-man! Whassssuuupppp?” Jake’s face popped on the screen.
“Hi Cody, how are you? Are you having fun yet?” Shelby crowded down in front of Jake.
“Hey Brat, move over!” Jake fussed.
“You move over, you bum!” Shelby fussed back.
“Hell…lo…would you two knock it off for a minute? I have some friends that I wanted you to meet. Do I have your attention yet? Geesh!” I mumbled.
Both kids on the other side straightened up immediately. “Sorry Cody, Sorry friends, let’s try that again: Hi, I’m Jacob, this is my sweet sister, Shelby. I’m so happy to meet you. Okay, Cody? Can I go hurl now? I think I’m gonna be really sick!” Jake didn’t duck quick enough to dodge the thump on the back of the head. Both kids were grinning now and ready to talk.
“You guys are nuts! Okay, this is Sierra. She’s sixteen and lives outside of Monkey River Town on the mainland. This is her cousin, Bo. He’s seventeen and lives pretty close to Sierra.” I started introductions.
“Hello!” Bo and Sierra replied. Sierra added quickly; “Look Bo! Jacob has red hair also! Shelby, you have beautiful long brown hair! I love it!”
I looked around to Josh and saw the panic in his eyes. “Josh, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” Josh was backing away from the computer.
“Josh, it’s okay. They’re cool. You can talk to them. What’s wrong?” In spite of his dark tan, Josh was unbelievably pale.
Josh looked at me. Then he looked at the familiar faces on the screen. Finally, Josh walked over to the monitor and said quietly; “Hello, Jake—Shelby—how do you guys like California?” My head whipped around to look at Josh and then back to his cousin’s faces on the screen. I wasn’t sure who looked the most shocked.
“Josh? Joshua? You are alive? I thought—I heard—Buddy! Are you okay?” Jake stuttered as he looked at the familiar face looking back at him.
“I know what you heard, Jake. My folks are dead. I washed ashore. I almost drowned. Jake, you know I don’t have any other family! Shoot! The Navy would have turned me over to children’s services and I would be in a children’s home or foster care. I wasn’t going there. So, I made my own place. I’m staying here in Belize. The hell with them! I’m sorry, Shelby.” He said when he saw Shelby’s eyes get big and her hand over her mouth. “I just don’t want to be kicked around between a dozen of different homes. What else could I do? Don’t tell guys—please—don’t tell anyone!”
Everyone had quietly pulled stools around my computer station. We couldn’t believe that Josh knew my cousins in the states.
“Jake, he’s right. You guys can’t tell anyone that you know where he is. I don’t know what the right thing to do is exactly, but he has survived a year on his own out in the jungle and he looks pretty good to me.” I was trying to describe the situation and how responsible our young friend was.
Josh still looked like he was ready to bolt for the door and off of the island.
Shelby’s sweet face came closer to the screen. “Joshua, we won’t tell anyone. You have to make up your mind on that one. Josh, you’re only ten years old! How do you care for yourself? How do you stay all alone? I’m worried about you!”
I saw the tears start to well up in Josh’s eyes as he looked away. “Shelby, he may only be ten years old, but he’s a smart guy. He has a really cool place called Pirate’s Cove. He has a clapboard house and tree house—and solar electric—and clean water. It is really set up like a home. Shelby—it’s one the edge of the lodge’s property. No one will bother him and he has Willie and Sarah to lean on now if he has any problems. So, he’s safe. We’ll figure it out. But you can’t tell anyone unless Josh tells you to, okay? It’s his life. You have to respect that!”
Shelby looked worried. She finally said with a frown; “I won’t tell anyone, Josh—but I will worry about you. And I will pray for you. Maybe we can send you some stuff for your Pirate’s Cove. Would that be okay? We could send it to Cody for you…”
“You don’t need to Shelby—but thanks. I’m pretty set. Until we had the cheeseburgers that your grandmother made, I really hadn’t felt like I’d missed out on anything. Man, they were good! Don’t worry about me. I’m cool—shoot—I’m awesome! This place rocks! Seriously!” He moved the eye cam around for them to see my yurt.
“Yeah, Cody’s really got it rough, huh?” Jake kidded. “Cody, Mom and Dad said we can come down for Spring Break. Do you still want us or do you have enough friends now?”
“Never enough friends, Jake, ‘sides, you’re family. We’d love it! Ma and Pa will be very happy! They’ll have their other two grand kids to spoil rotten!” I laughed.
“Tell them we’ll talk to them tomorrow. Mom and Dad are going to call them and make the arrangements. We get to stay one week before they can get free. We are so ready to get out of here and enjoy the island life!” Shelby said. I loved Shelby’s smile. She was unbelievably pretty when she smiled.
“I can’t wait! Hey guys, Pa just yelled over the intercom! We have to chill for the night but we’ll talk to you guys tomorrow! Remember…”my voice trailed off.
“Don’t tell anyone!” Jake and Shelby said in unison. “Good night guys!”
I shut the computer down and twirled around in my chair and went over to the little kitchen. “Guys, do you want some juice or water?” I asked. I quickly set out fruit and chips, water and juice on the snack bar. Everyone circled around it like vultures. We were hungry again.
“Ma will be here in a few minutes. Josh, you can trust them you know that, right?” I asked him quietly. He still seemed a little pale and withdrawn.
“Yeah, I know Cody. We were good friends when our folks were stationed in Okinawa. I knew them for four years. They aren’t going to tell anyone. I just hate having to burden them with all of this.” Josh looked out to see my grandmother coming across the pavilion. “You know her well.” He laughed.
________
“Cody—Cody—wake up, Cody. This is Sierra calling…” I opened my eyes slowly. It was barely daylight. I had an emergency call set up by my bed and I looked over at it. Dang!
“Sierra, what are you doing awake?” I yawned. I was already pulling myself out of bed. “I could not sleep any more. Will you show me around the island before everyone wakes up?” She asked quietly.
“Sure. Just give me a few minutes and I’ll be right there. Are you still in the family area?” I asked as I slid from my bed to my wheelchair effortlessly.
“Yes, would you like me to fix you some juice and a cereal bar?” She asked.
“That sounds good. I’ll be there in a short.” I wheeled into the bathroom. I slid quickly over into the shower and started the water. After a couple of minutes, I managed to open my eyes.
Women! I shook my hair like Marley after I got it rinsed, hurried and washed off, shut off the water and grabbed a towel. I was glad my grandmother had left an outfit out. I wouldn’t have to wake the guys trying to find clothes, ‘sides running around in a towel with Sierra around wouldn’t be too wise. Marley had a habit of stealing towels when you least wanted him to.
I dressed quickly. I put on a splash of cologne and deodorant and brushed my teeth. I looked in the mirror. Oops! Hair…I quickly brushed my unruly hair to some resemblance of order, grabbed my shades off the counter and headed out the door right after Marley opened it. I looked good. I felt good. It was going to be a great day. I laughed as I heard both Josh and Bo snore in unison as I closed the door behind me.
Sierra was waiting on me at the kitchen table. “Good Morning! Look at you Cody, so handsome and clean—and isn’t even seven o’clock in the morning yet!”
I grinned at her. “Yeah, I’m actually use to getting up early. We just stayed up talking until like two o’clock this morning. It’s nice to have kids around my age to talk to. Are you having a good time, Sierra?” I asked as I rolled around to fill Marley’s food and water bowl.
“Yes, this is fun! I thought we could do part of the chores early so that we can explore you’re little island when the others wake up. This island is bigger than I thought it was, Cody.” She said as she lifted the juice to her mouth.
I rolled around and setting up a coffee maker and putting two cups out. “Cody, do you drink coffee?” She asked.
“Well, yeah—sometimes—but I was just setting this up for Ma and Pa. They will be up soon.” I answered. I was comfortable working in the kitchen.
Sierra seemed to think that because I cleaned my room and knew my way around the kitchen that it made me different—sweet—and I guess that was okay. We all cleaned up and kept things organized around here. I felt kind of strange when I realized that Sierra was smiling at me.
“You love them very much, don’t you, Cody?” She asked softly.
“Well, of course I do. They mean the world to me. You have no idea what we have been through together. They stuck when no one else could. They always had faith in me. Sierra, they’ve been my parents forever. I know I can count on them and they can count on me as well. That’s what our family is all about.” I answered seriously.
“I can tell and I think it’s wonderful. I am so glad your family has moved here and I cannot wait to meet Shelby and Jacob. They seem so nice! And they will be good for Joshua. Wasn’t it strange that they knew him?” She asked.
“Fate, Sierra, it had to be fate. Just think about it. They knew each other in Okinawa! Sometimes, I think things happen because they are just meant to be. There’s just no other explanation.” I smiled at her as I drank my juice down. “Are you ready to meet the funny farm?”
“Yes, let’s go before everyone else wakes up!” Sierra looked up and it was just now really becoming bright outside. It was almost seven o’clock and she heard my grandparents outside. “They are already awake?”
“Ha! Awake and showered and probably half of the chores are done. It’s a race around here in the mornings and I never seem to win.” I laughed as we rolled out the door with Marley blasting in front of us. “Ma, what do you want us to do first?”
“Look at you! Good morning! I just got the eggs and fed the chickens. If you could feed the pigs and goats, I will be down to milk after breakfast. Your grandfather was unloading the air tanks. After you feed the livestock, Cody, tell him to get ready for breakfast. Then you two can wake up your other friends. Okay? Thank you, sweetheart!” She waved as she breezed on by.
“She’s a lovely lady, Cody! Is she always so happy?” Sierra asked.
“Since we have moved here, I think we are all always happy!” I laughed and sped toward the goat barn. Sierra watched as I measured feed and put vitamins and minerals down their feeder trays. There were three does, one buck and six little kid goats.
Sierra quickly grabbed the hose to water everyone and wiped off the milk stand and the counters. Everything was neat and sanitary. “You keep your animals really clean, Cody.” Sierra commented.
“We all try to keep them clean. If you don’t, you end up having flies everywhere and disease. But as you can see, we have no flies! And the milk is clean and the animals are healthy. Ma use to work for a vet and she has always care of our animals’ health.” I explained.
“What breed are these goats, Cody?” She asked.
“They’re called Oberhasli. They are kind of the best of both worlds. They milk as much as Alpines and are high in protein content. They are high in butterfat like Nubians. They have a really good temperament which makes them the best for us. Their colors vary from this pretty reddish brown with the dark outline to solid black. As you can see Dallas, our buck is black—but the Does are the other color. And the babies are mostly colored like their dams. Except, this little black goat of the family and she is a little beauty. That’s her name; Beauty. Isn’t she sweet?” I asked as I picked her up and petted her. The smallest little kid nuzzled into my neck and then butted my ear with enthusiasm. “No Beauty! I’m not your Mama!” I laughed.
“Yes, she is very beautiful. You are very good with animals, Cody.” Sierra was surprised how gentle he was with these animals.
“Let’s go meet the newest addition.” I said as I placed Beauty back in the pen. I led Sierra to the other side of the building to an open coral that had a three sided shed in it.
“This is Magic!” I said as a young quarter horse flew around and slid to a stop in front of us. I had brought a bucket of oats. “We’ll have to take him to the other side of the island later so he can graze. Right now he just gets feed and alfalfa cubes.”
“You own a horse!” Sierra’s eyes were huge. “Oh, my goodness, he is so pretty!”
“Handsome, Sierra, he’s handsome! I use to own a horse named Starra but we gave her to Rebecca when we moved here because she was old and couldn’t travel so far without getting sick. Magic is two years old. We have to finish training him and then we’ll take him over on the barge to keep him at the lodge. But—yeah—he’s mine! Isn’t he the greatest thing you’ve ever seen?” I was proud to show off my new horse to Sierra.
“He’s amazing!” (‘You’re amazing,’ she thought.’) “Wait until the guys see him, they will be truly impressed!” Sierra held her hand out and was amazed at Magic’s gentle touch against it. She could tell that we were already gentling this good looking horse. ‘Maybe, he does have everything.’ She thought as she looked at Cody rubbing the side of his Magic’s neck as the colt leaned down to be petted.
Suddenly, we heard a clanging. “That would be Ma, telling us to move it. She has breakfast finished. Let’s run down to the dock and make sure Pa’s headed to the house and then see if the two snoring bums I left ever got out of bed. I’ll race you!” It was like I hit a second gear as the front wheels came up off the ground and I sped down the path. I actually did beat her to the dock!
Cody’s grandfather watched them racing down the path. They were fun to watch. It was time for Cody to have this kind of fun. He had missed so much all of the years that he had been ill. It was time to cram it all in.
“I heard her Son, go get the rest of the guys and I’ll meet you at the house!” He laughed at me.
I spun around on a dime and caught Sierra in my lap. Together, we sped toward the house. I was having a blast!
________
CHAPTER THREE
After breakfast and the last of the chores were done, my friends followed as I grabbed a lead and headed to the corral to get Magic. Bo and Josh looked at the handsome quarter horse. He was something else! Magic was a shiny black with a white diamond on his forehead and a thin white streak down the center of his nose. He had four white stockings that almost reached his knees. His chest, neck and legs were solid muscle and his muscles ripple as he trotted around the corral in anticipation of me taking him out to run on the beach on the other side of the island.
“Calm down, boy! There you go. Come here, Magic. Lower you head. Good boy!” Magic lowered his halter to me and I attached the lead to his halter quickly. “Let’s walk, Magic. Nice and easy, Buddy.”
My friends followed in amazement as the big horse slowly walked beside my wheelchair like it was the most normal thing in the world. He was a smart horse and he was making me look really cool right now.
It seemed like forever before we cleared the path to the beach on the other side of the island. I was use to going a lot faster but I didn’t want them to miss anything. It was very pretty here and the meadows were lush. “Magic, come here buddy.” Magic dropped his head for me to reach him. He let me slip off his halter and lead to let him run free. “Go play, Magic! Have fun!” I said and waved my arms upward. Magic spun around and took off down the beach at a gallop.
“That is a beautiful horse, Cody!” Josh told me. “How long have you had him?”
“We’ve had him for three months. I’ve had a little more time to work with him lately since we almost have the island under control. Ma has worked with him a lot. He has been gelded and he’s pretty calm. We’ll probably start him in the water before too long. Then, we’ll get him use to someone on his back.” I watched my horse run with pride.
“I’d love to help, Cody, you think maybe I could? I’ve always loved horses!” Josh said.
I looked at Josh quietly. “Sure, especially when we take him over to the lodge when we get closer to hurricane season. He’ll need to be exercised a lot more than I’ll be able to do then. Would you like to be his trainer?” I asked.
“You bet! That would be awesome!” Josh smiled a huge white toothed smile. “Thanks Cody!”
“No Josh, thank you. We’ll pay you for working him to help you out—no arguments—at least for meals at the lodge and parts you may need. We’ll barter or something, okay?” I looked at him seriously and I think Josh realized it was a good job offer. It would work out for both of us.
“You have a deal. Thanks man!” Josh said humbly.
I took them back into a cove where I had started making into my own little hide away. “This isn’t as cool as Pirate’s Cove but I just started on it. I was hoping that I could have a place where Jake and I could camp out by the time they came. Now, I’m going to have to really work hard to get it done.” I looked around wondering how in the world I was going to have a good camp by the time Jake and Shelby got there in just three weeks.
Bo looked around and whistled. “This is not bad, Cody Mon! Not bad at all!” He could see that I had worked hard to put up a bamboo and thatch roofed cabana. The thatching was temporary until I could get the second floor ready to go up. In the cabana, I already put in tables and a couple of hammocks. I had some supplies around here and there but everything was organized. Bo could see what I was planning to do. I had my blueprints to the project posted on the wall.
Josh walked over and was studying them. “You did this by yourself?” He looked around at the craftsmanship and had to admit that he was shocked. I’m sure he was a little impressed that a boy in a wheelchair was able to do this alone.
“Me and Pa’s battery powered tools. I guess I’m going to have to ask them for help now. I’ll never get this all done in three weeks.” I said sadly. I was really hoping that I could do my whole island getaway by myself but I knew I was a little slower than most and I wanted it done right.
“What if we help you, Cody? Would you mind?” Sierra asked me and all three sets of eyes looked at me hopefully. I looked around at my new friends and shook my head.
“I guess it’s time to bury the pride, right? I wanted to do it all by myself—but now—I would appreciate the help so that it gets done by the time Jake and Shell get here. Thanks.” I said.
“Let me run and see what kind of tools I can borrow from your grandfather, Cody! Give me a list. I’ll see if your grandmother will let me fix a lunch and bring it out, okay?” Sierra asked.
I quickly gave her a list and the two other muscle bound guys started pulling out materials to work with and were studying the blueprints together. I had a cooler on my wheelchair that my grandmother had stuffed bottles of water in and I tossed them each one and made sure Sierra took a bottle with her as well.
“Marley, go with Sierra and take care of her, man!” I told my chocolate lab and just as though he understood every word, Marley licked my hand and hurried to Sierra’s side. “He’ll help you, Sierra. He’s a good helper.” Without another word, we all got quickly to work as Marley and Sierra headed back to the house for supplies.
I stopped and watched Sierra as she walked down the pathway with Marley bounding around her. I have known Sierra for almost a year. We bought the island about a year ago and almost had it livable before a hurricane hit. I met her and Bo in the village.
It’s strange but I’m sure I looked at her before. You know, like you would look at a girl. She was just a friend. Now, I see her long dark wavy hair pulled back in a clip and the feminine curves. She was so petite and unbelievably pretty. Why didn’t I realize that before? Was I blind? This could really put a wrench in things. Friends were easy, okay? I think Sierra is—maybe—more than a friend? I’m in over my head!
I was thinking weird stuff. Like, I wondered how long her hair really was when she let in down and if she wore mascara to make her eyelashes look so long and dark. Suddenly, I remembered her in Annie’s bathing suit at the lodge and shuddered. I must be going crazy. She was the same Sierra that she was a couple of weeks ago. This was nuts!
________
Sierra went back to the family compound. It didn’t seem quite as far as it did when they headed out to take Magic to pasture. The day was beautiful, warm and breezy.
The path that she and Marley stayed on had been well traveled. Cody’s family had already planted beautiful tropical flowers and ferns to accent the drive path. They had rock gardens started at different locations and she saw two beautiful Koi ponds almost finished. Sierra noticed a couple of howler monkeys swinging up in the palms and the mangrove trees and wondered if the Austin family had brought them over or if they were already on the island when they bought it. She saw Cody’s grandmother in the clearing, working in their garden.
“Hello!” She waved and smiled.
Mrs. Austin stood up and shielded her eyes from the bright sunlight. “Sierra, is everything all right?”
“Oh, yes—of course—I was just coming to get tools for the guys to work on Cody’s project in the cove area.” She said quickly. She realized that Mrs. Austin tried not to worry about Cody. There was a lot between her and her grandson. Sierra’s grandmother once told her that you hold your children close with open arms. Sierra never understood that—until now. Cody’s grandmother was the perfect example. She did hold him close to her heart—she left her arms open for him to go out and grow and come back whenever he needed.
Mrs. Austin walked toward Sierra smiling, “Did our boy send a list with you?” She asked.
“Yes, he did. He has done a really great job already. He just wants to hurry and get it finished before Jacob and Shelby come for Spring Break. We offered to help. I don’t think he really wanted to share the fun, but he wants to be sure it’s ready in time. He has a lot of pride, doesn’t he?” Sierra asked.
“Yes, he does. Cody is a pretty self sufficient young man. There’s not much he can’t do.” She said smiling. She was proud of her grandchildren.
“Oh, we have no doubt that Cody can do all of this by himself. He has done a wonderful job already. He was afraid he wouldn’t have his hideaway finished before his cousins got here. That’s how we have convinced him to let us help. Cody is very independent. He is Cody. We respect him a lot, Ma’am.” Sierra answered quickly. Sierra wanted Cody’s grandmother to know that they were Cody’s friends. They respected their American friend. His handicap only made them respect him more.
As if reading Sierra’s mind, Mrs. Austin gave her a hug and started walking toward the tool shed with her. “Ron!” She yelled out to get her husband’s attention. He looked up from an engine in the runabout that he was working on. “Would you help Sierra get the list of tools and supplies the she has from Cody? I’m going to fix them a big lunch basket. They have a lot of work planned on Cody’s hideaway.”
Ron looked at the girls and motioned for Sierra to meet him as he headed toward them to get tools. The tool shed was located closer to the garden area. Sierra handed him the list and he saw that it was a long one.
“Hmmm, the boy plans on you hauling all of this back by yourself?” He laughed. He went around to the back of the shed and brought out a golf cart. “Can you drive one of these, Sierra? This one is electric—it’s simple. You just push on this peddle to go forward. Then, this peddle is reverse and then steer. Remember to turn the key off while you aren’t in it—or your batteries will run down. This isn’t as fixed up as the one on the mainland, but it will haul your things back and forth for you.” He smiled at her as he took the list and started loading up the golf cart.
Sierra was trying to help but this family seemed to work fluidly—without effort—like they knew what was on the list before they even looked at it. By the time Mr. Austin and Sierra had the golf cart loaded, Mrs. Austin came out carrying a picnic basket and a cooler.
“Are you finished? Me too! Okay Sierra, this ought to keep the guys fueled up. If you need anything else, just drive back and forth in the golf cart or Cody will have you worn out running errands for him before the day is out.” She looked at her husband and laughed; “Been there—done that!”
“Yes Ma’am! Thank you so much!” Sierra said with a smile as she sat in the driver’s seat. She pushed on the forward peddle and it jerked her head back. Her eyes got really big. “I thought you said this wasn’t fixed up?”
Cody’s grandparents lost it at the sight of Sierra’s startled eyes. As they waved to her, they promised that they would be out later to check on their progress. Sierra remembered that Cody got some kind of medication during the day—at least he did at the lodge. His folks probably wanted to casually check and make sure that he was okay.
________
There she is!” Josh yelled as he jumped down from the tree. “Sierra, did you get all of the tools that we needed? Oh cool! Cody, you’re grand dad sent us a come-along. That’s going to work! We’ll raise and lower the second story from that limb I was just on!” Josh was flushed.
Sierra could see that the guys had not been messing around in her absence. They had hauled more bamboo poles that had been stripped and laced together in a couple of walls already.
“What are you doing?” Sierra asked as she turned the key off to the golf cart and got out. They had made a lot of progress.
“Cody has several walls prefabricated out back. We put a couple more together and cut material for thatching the roof. He had more done than any of us gave him credit. Mr. Neat Nick had everything stacked and orderly! We’re use to Josh’s mess!” Bo kidded.
Sierra was handing out tool belts and began getting the battery powered tools out. She lifted out the cooler and picnic basket and took them into Cody’s little cabana that he had built and came back out. “Okay, Cody—I don’t mean to sound stupid but what is this yellow and black thing that looks like a big radio with plug-ins?” Sierra asked.
I went over and started laughing. “We can recharge the batteries for the power tools a couple of times, Sierra, and it is also a radio—like a power station—ya’ know?” I was grinning at the confused looks on Sierra’s face.
Josh and Bo came over and looked just as stumped as Sierra had been. “It’s a DeWalt? That’s a brand of power tools, right?” Josh asked.
“Yeah, it’s the name of power tools and stuff. This thing is pretty handy. We mainly use it to recharge batteries when we aren’t near a power supply. Cool, huh?” I was amazed that these guys had never seen anything like this before.
“Totally!” The other three said in unison. We all got to work.
The second story went quickly—mainly because I had the walls already prefabricated and I had made a really sturdy floor. We used the come-along to lift it up and Bo and Josh quickly nailed and lashed it into place. The walls followed quickly. As the two up top worked, Sierra and I crawled around in the sand.
“Hey, Mon, what are you guys doing down there?” Bo asked from the top of the second story.
“Are you guys done up there?” They nodded. “Good! Come on down!” Josh and Bo quickly swung down. “We about have the frame for the thatch roof finished.” I showed them. “We will weave the thatching in and out tightly because the winds get high on this side of the island. Things have to be really sturdy. What do you think? Will it work?”
Josh and Bo studied the intricate frame that Cody and Sierra had put together. The roof should be easy to do as soon as they got this frame up. “Good job, Cody! You do a lot of research that isn’t school work on that computer of yours, don’t you?” Josh asked.
“Yeah, Ma’s right. You can learn a lot with a curious mind.” I looked around to see Sierra setting up lunch for us. “Food! You are an angel!” I grabbed my stomach and fell back on the sand. “I am so STARVED!” I moaned. Bo and Josh grabbed me and threw me in my chair. They helped brush the sand off and Josh brought some water to help me get some of the grime off. “Thanks! I get into my work.” I muttered. I had gotten cruddy crawling around in the sand. It was a little embarrassing to be thrown back into the chair and someone help clean you up—in front of Sierra.
“Hey Josh, turn around. Well, I’m not as embarrassed as I thought after all—you guys are cruddy too!” Everyone was knocking sand off of each other. It felt good to have friends.
“Sierra, you walked out with food and the hunger monster hit my gut. Thanks!” I loved the way her eyes sparkled at me…ah man!
“Thank your grandmother, Cody, she knew to pack a big lunch before I even asked. I was going to try to throw in some sandwiches and fruit. She packed enough for an army!” Sierra exclaimed.
We all went into the shade to eat lunch. Everyone sat back admiring their work. In a couple of hours we did more than I could have done by myself in a couple of days. I was glad I didn’t let pride get in my way. This was going to be one really cool hideout by the time we got finished.
I had hung a couple of hammocks in the part that I had finished and Bo and Josh climbed in them with their sandwiches and colas.
“This is the life!” Bo stated.
“Yeah, this is more fun with the bunch of us. It’s kind of fun to do by yourself, but this is better. I like this, Cody, thanks for inviting me. I was a real jerk when I met you. Now, it seems like I’ve know you forever—ya’ know what I mean?” Josh asked.
“Yes, I do. I was pretty lonely when we first got here. I have great folks and I could talk to Jake and Shelby whenever I wanted. It was still lonely until I met Bo and Sierra. It has been great ever since!” I said.
“Hey, how did you guys meet, Cody? Josh asked.
Bo and I started laughing and Sierra blushed. “Sierra, are you blushing?” Josh asked. “Okay, this ought to be good—spill it!”
Bo laughed and about choked on his cola. “Sierra saw Cody at the dock with Marley. You have to understand. Marley is a really, really, good dog now. But six months ago, Marley was ALL puppy and NO discipline.”
Bo turned and looked at us as he began the story;
“Sierra and I were coming in on my father’s fishing boat. We had hopped out and were tying the boat off when we heard this commotion. ‘Woof—woof—woof!’ We heard this wild barking from this big furry puppy. It was running full speed at this poor boy in a wheelchair.
Before we could yell WATCH OUT! That puppy leapt into the boy’s lap. Wheelchair, boy and dog went flying right off the dock and into the water. Sierra was in the water before I had a chance to think. Cody was pulling himself out onto the dock—cussing a blue streak!
Ha! Ha! Ha!” Bo was holding his sides laughing, thoroughly enjoying telling the story.
“Marley climbs out and shakes water off all over Cody again and then Sierra tries to get Cody’s wheelchair out and Marley jumps back in taking Sierra and the wheelchair back in again. Cody had to swim and pull Sierra out.
He pulled himself back up on the dock, sputtering and trying not to cuss—because Sierra was there. Marley swims under the water and pops back out with Sierra’s straw hat on his head that had come off in the water when she jumped in initially. It was like a comedy routine. Everyone at the dock was laughing hysterically!” Bo was wiping tears as he recalled the events.
“Cody just sits on the dock and says; “Marley, Come!” and Marley with the straw hat on his head comes to his master. Then Cody says; “Sit!” and Marley sits by his master’s left side and he bows his head. The straw hat falls back into the water.” Bo was mimicking Marley’s bowing head and the hat falling.
“Marley looks from Cody to the hat and whines—he doesn’t move. He just whines looking back and forth, back and forth. So Cody says; “Fine! Get the hat and give it back to the lady!” Bo was wiping his eyes at this point…
“Marley plops in the water, grabs the hat, climbs back out, jumps up on Sierra’s shoulders and knocks her down!
And then—then—ha, ha, ha—he places the hat over her face and runs back to Cody and whips around to his left side and sits down.” Sierra and I were both holding our hands over our faces at this point.
“You can imagine how funny this has gotten. A couple of fishermen have retrieved Cody’s wheelchair and they are trying to dry it out. All of the fishermen and tourists along the beach and dock have been watching this comedy unfold.
Cody crawls over to where Sierra lay. She is lying there, in total embarrassment, with her straw hat over her face (compliments of Marley).
He removes the hat in a grand gesture and a very polite bow and says; “My lady,” Which sets the whole bunch of people watching into hysterics! You had to be there, Josh! It was so funny! Ha! Ha! Ha!”
Bo was quick enough to catch the banana and the peach that Sierra and I threw at him. He had tears running down his cheeks as he was reliving the event in his head. Who couldn’t like the redhead and his dog after all of that?
“Yes, it was funny to you, maybe!” Sierra scoffed. I smiled at her. I reached out and gave her hand a squeeze and winked. Sierra blushed.
“Well, at least he is behaving a little better now, Sierra. Marley hasn’t tried to embarrass us for a while now!” I laughed.
“Man, I can’t believe I missed that! You were really embarrassed, huh?” Josh asked them. Bo was rolling in the sand laughing.
Cody laughed with them. “Yeah, it might have been funny to everyone else watching, but it embarrassed the crap out of us. Good thing she forgave us, huh Marley?” Marley barked his agreement.
“Okay, I hate to be a slave driver, but it’s time to get back to work.” I rode out of the little cabana and started straightening up the frame they had been working on. I saw the gentle expression on Sierra’s face. I remember looking into those eyes…hmm…back to work!
Soon, they had the frame for the roof up, nailed and lashed into place snugly and were almost finished with the thatching. Sierra had straightened the cabana up and put things away neatly.
She still remembered the incident on the dock as it if were yesterday. At the time, she thought the boy would drown when he went into the water. She thought he looked like a prince when he had crawled over and helped her up and gave her the straw hat back. Being a teenager and a romantic, Sierra had fallen in love with that boy with the bronze hair. He was a true gentleman. Yes, it had to be funny to watch, but when she looked up into those lovely green eyes with the long dark eyelashes, and saw the kindness there, she had found a dear friend. She thought that he was the most handsome boy in the whole world. She still blushed when she thought about it.
This time it wasn’t for the embarrassment that the incident had caused but for a different reason. She was crazy about the all American boy. He seemed to find his way into her dreams constantly lately and he didn’t even know that she was alive. Not as a ‘girl’ anyway. They were just really good friends in his eyes.
________
Cody’s grandparents, strolled back the well traveled path around four o’clock. They knew if they didn’t go and get the kids to bring their activities to an end at Cody’s hideaway, they would never be ready for dinner when Bo’s father got there. Cody was having so much fun with his new friends, Carol was sure that he would lose track of time. Carol and Ron had done all of the chores for the evening before coming to check on them.
Their grandson had never had Island Company before this weekend. They knew that Cody should have already had his afternoon meds, but they also knew how important a little freedom was to him. Yes, they had waited as long as they dared.
Both of them smiled at each other when they heard the radio and four kids—their voices were almost screaming a Bob Marley song. All they could do was join in as they walked into the clearing: “No worries…’bout the day…cause every little thing…gonna be alright…woke up this morning…smiled at the rising sun…three little birds…outside my door step…singin’ this is my message to you…oo…ooo!”
“Hey kids, this is looking great! Where’s the construction crew you hired?” Pa joked. He and his wife looked around in amazement... Cody now had a two story cabana with a thatched roof.
They had fixed an elevator inside for Cody to go up and down. Obviously, Josh’s doing. They had tables and chairs made from bamboo and old wire spools. It was amazing what four kids could do in one day. “I am impressed, Cody! I have some cool things you can add to this tomorrow, Bubba! But for now, load up and take the tools back to charge up and you all get ready for our dinner party. It’s after four o’clock already!”
“Whoa, I’m sorry Pa! We lost track of time!” We hurried around to finish up and to load up quickly. “Go on guys, I have to get Magic!” I said.
“Nope, ya’ don’t!” Pa said. “Ma already bare backed him back to the corral!” He bragged proudly. “She handled the horse like a pro.”
“You did? I missed it! Darn! How did he do, Ma? Did he behave? Did he handle well?” I asked her in a rush. Man, I wished I could have watched. That was an important step. I truly was sorry that I missed my first time with someone on his back. It was important.
“He did great, Cody. I took him around by the water’s edge. I kept him in just enough to slow him down. He loves the water, so he did well. By the time I pulled him out of the water, he walked calmly all the way to the paddock. He’s a really smart colt.” She smiled at her grandson.
Cody would have loved to be the first on his horse’s back, but that wasn’t going to happen. She wanted him so well trained that he would listen to Cody’s every command and that was going to take a lot of work before Cody could ride him.
She handed her grandson his meds and a bottle of water and ruffled his hair. “Soon, very soon, you will be riding him, honey. He is really a quick learner.” She assured me.
“Ma, Josh has volunteered to help train Magic at the lodge when we take him over. I told him that we could work out some kind of deal so he could exercise him often for me. What do you think?” I asked.
Mrs. Austin looked at her grandson and realized that this was important to him. “Well, let’s see how he handles him tomorrow. Then we’ll discuss the job.” She had a feeling Josh would be a good trainer under Willie’s supervision. It may be good for Josh and Magic. “That sounds like a good idea, Cody.” They all headed back.
We all ran through showers and got cleaned up while my grandparents got the feast ready to go. By six o’clock island music was flowing, Tiki torches were lit and dinner was almost done. Bobbie Lee pulled his boat up to the dock and his son met him to help him tie off. “How’d fishing go, Father?” Bo asked.
“Fishing is good, my son, how has your stay on this fine island been?” Bobbie Lee looked around at a beautifully landscaped island. The Austin family had done a wonderful job in a very short amount of time. His son hanging around with these busy, hardworking people could not be a bad thing.
“Hello Sierra!” He hugged her to his side. Bobbie Lee grabbed a bag out of the cabin of his boat. “Where can I find this shower that Cody told me about?” He asked.
“Cody, I’m taking my father to the showers!” Bo yelled.
“Go for it! Hey! Wait a minute!” Pa handed me a beer to take to the hard working fisherman. I flew up to where they were walking and handed the bottle to Bo’s father; “From my grandfather, Sir!”
Bobbie Lee grabbed the cold bottle and toasted Ron Austin. “I thank you, Sir!” He looked down at his son and smiled. “I believe we are among friends, Bo.” He said quietly. Bo led him out back to Cody’s outside shower.
Bobbie Lee was amazed that there was hot water and soap and shampoo and a mirror to shave by—even some good smelling stuff. By the time he was finished, he felt clean enough to be going out on a date. Things were looking up for his son and now with the better fishing, they were starting to look up for him. He had not been good for his son since his wife had died. What does a poor fisherman do with a young boy and no wife? He was learning. First, he had to learn to trust and he had to show his son that he loved him. He had been way too hard on him and he realized it during this time alone on the boat. He was going to make it up to him. It was time that they moved on and began living instead of just existing. It was time to be family again, no matter how much it hurt.
Bobbie Lee had threw his dirty clothes into his bag and walked out to watch his son stand silently looking out at the ocean. “You waited. Thank you, but you should have went back to be with your friends, Bo. Have you had a good time here?” He was amazed at how much Bo had grown up over the year.
Bo fell into step with his father. “Yes Sir, this has been so much fun and we have worked all day long—hard—but it has been fun work. You must see what we have built!” He was so excited.
“I would like that, but I need to get back. No, don’t look at me like that! If we can ice the fish until morning, I will look at your work at daybreak before I take the fish to market. How is that?” He just could not let his son down again.
“Yes? We will run and ice the fish, father—go enjoy yourself!” And with that Bo took off running to get the other kids to go with him and ice the fish down for his father. He didn’t want to hold up dinner.
Mr. Austin met Bobbie Lee on the path. “They’re in a hurry, what’s up?” He asked. He watched as they raced down toward the dock.
“Bo wanted me to wait to leave until the morning so that I could see what they had been working on. I have a load of fish. He went to ice it down so that I could stay out a little longer. It could have waited…you know kids!” His voice trailed off.
Ron Austin looked at Bobbie Lee. “That’s a good boy you have there! They did a lot of work today and they’ve had a blast. I’m glad the kids found each other. Cody’s crazy about his new friends. Come and take a load off! Dinner’s almost finished.” He motioned to the chairs. The atmosphere seemed so relaxed and Cody’s grandparents acted like they really enjoyed having the kids and him there. Bo had found some nice people.
“There they come! These kids work fast in packs, don’t they?” Ron laughed.
“Nah, Honey, they’re just hungry. They move really fast when they are hungry—just listen…” Mrs. Austin smiled.
I came rolling up with a smile on my face. “Ma, I’m starving, when are we going to eat?” And I smiled even bigger when she turned with a plate stacked full just for me. “Ahhhhh! Now, we’re talkin’!” Dinner progressed with a lot of good food and good conversation. We only disappeared once and that was just to go check and add ice to the fish on Bobbie Lee’s boat. He seemed proud of his son. I think he finally realized that his boy had been growing up when he wasn’t looking. He had been too wrapped up in his own grief to notice that his son needed him—needed someone. I watched Bobbie Lee admiring his son and I knew that Bo was also getting his father back. Three years of grief is long enough. Bo deserved more. I think his Dad was beginning to understand that.
________
We were all back in my yurt, calming down for the night. I had fired up my computer and we sat in front of it again as Jacob and Shelby came on the monitor.
“Hey! It’s late! We didn’t think you guys were going to get online tonight. What have you been up to all day?” Shelby asked.
One by one, we told them about everything that we managed to get finished. Jacob’s blue eyes sparkled at the thought of the hideaway and of all the fun they would soon be part of. “Man, I wish we were there already! Save some of the fun for us, okay?” He asked.
Shelby looked at Sierra. “Sierra, I found something really cool for you when Mom and I went shopping—wait until you see it! When I can talk to you alone, I’ll tell you what I got Cody…” The two jabbered like they had known each other for years. They exchanged emails and addresses and were well on the way to being good friends.
Josh had remained strangely quiet. He sat staring off into space.
“Josh, are you okay?” Shelby asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just kind of tired. Cody tried to work us to death.” He mumbled. I had gone and got everyone a bottle of juice out of the fridge and messed up Josh’s hair on the way back. “I’m kidding, Cody. I am getting kind of tired, though. I can’t wait to see you guys! I miss Okinawa sometimes, don’t you?”
“Yeah, mainly we miss our friends Josh. California isn’t as cool as you might think—and it’s crowded. You guys have it made there!” Jacob told him.
“Well—maybe—I guess so. It’s just different without Mom and Dad. Sorry guys, I’m going to bed. I’m really tired.” Josh said and walked away.
“Yeah, we all are pretty tired. A lot is planned for tomorrow, guys. We’ll get in touch before we take them back over to the mainland tomorrow evening. Good night guys!” I said.
“Good night!” Everyone signed off. Sierra headed to the main yurt and the guys bedded down for the night. I could see Marley lying in front of the door, protecting Sierra and I had to smile. I think Marley knew that I cared a lot about the pretty island girl.
“Josh.” Cody whispered.
“What?” Josh whispered back.
“You aren’t alone any more, Man.” I said quietly.
“I know Cody, thanks.” Josh rolled over to face the wall so Cody couldn’t see the tears flowing down his face. He was crying like a stupid homesick baby! He hated that.
He missed Jake and Shelby. He missed his old friends and his old home. He missed his Mom and Dad. And it hurt. Damn it, it hurt! Normally, he could shut it out because he had so much work to do to stay alive. When you have time to think about what you’ve lost and how lonely you are—it just wasn’t fair! Why did they have to die? Why did they have to leave him alone? He was just a kid! He didn’t have anyone! Cody had his grandparents, Sierra had parents, and Bo had his Dad. Who did he have? He had no one! Something is wrong with that. It isn’t fair!
“Josh, don’t say anything—just listen. I know you’re awake. I can’t even imagine how it must feel to not have any family left. I’m not going to pretend that I do. You know you have some really good friends here and, Josh, I don’t have a brother. I’ve always wanted a brother—always! As far as I’m concerned—if you want it—you have the job. I’d be proud for you to be my brother, Josh.” I said quietly.
Bo had listened to Cody. He was proud of his new friend. “I feel the same way, Josh; we are brothers, all of us. We will be your family.”
Josh sat up and wiped the tears from his face. “Can’t a guy get some sleep around here?” He asked and got pillows thrown at him from both sides. “Okay, thanks—yeah—sometimes things really get to me. I miss the old life and Shelby and Jake, our old friends, and especially my Mom and Dad. When I think I can be okay alone, you goof balls butt in and then it all gets confused again. I could do worse, I guess. You guys are okay for friends—and for brothers—thanks!”
Cody…” The intercom squealed.
“Yes, Ma?” I answered.
“Good night!” She whispered.
“Good night, Ma!” I whispered back. Everyone rolled over and finally drifted off for the night.
________
“Cody—Cody—are you awake?” Sierra whispered over the intercom.
Ah Man! Not again! “Sierra…it isn’t even daylight yet!” I grumbled but found that I was automatically climbing out of bed.
“It will be soon. I thought you could wake Bo because his Dad has to leave early to get to market.” She whispered.
“Oh Man! You’re right! We’ll hurry. Thanks!” I rolled around to Bo’s bed. “Bo, wake up! It’s almost daylight and you wanted to show your father the hide away. Wake up!” I rolled on into the bathroom and ran through a shower. I was out and dressed and brushing my teeth when Bo came stumbling into the bathroom. “Good morning, Bubba!” I said cheerfully.
“Ah, shut up!” Bo mumbled as he climbed into the shower. “You people get up before the dawn! There should be a law against that!”
“Meet ya’ in the main yurt, Buddy, you’re Dad’s gotta go soon.” I laughed as I started out.
“Shoot!” Bo said to himself. He hurried through the shower and cleaned up as quickly as he could. He ran across the pavilion buttoning his shirt. “Is he up yet, Cody?” We laughed at him and handed him a glass of milk and a cookie as Sierra went over to re-button Bo’s shirt the right way. He had it all crooked. He was so afraid that he had missed his father.
“Thank you. Guys, we have to talk.” He mumbled around the cookie that he had stuffed into his mouth.
“Yeah, we know. Josh. We’ll work it out later Man, okay? Josh was feeling pretty low last night. We’ve all been there. We’ll help him through it, okay? That’s what brothers are for.” I looked at Sierra and smiled. “And sisters.” Sierra smiled her agreement.
“Come on, Bo, let’s take some coffee and cookies down to your Dad and show him our hideout.” I said as I grabbed the thermos and Sierra grabbed the cookies that she had wrapped.
“Hey! Cody—you said ‘our’ hideout!” Bo said with surprise.
“Well, it’s yours too now, Bubba, you guys worked hard on it—so now it belongs to all of us—right?” I said without really thinking about it. It just made sense to me. It could only be ‘mine’ if I did all of the work, right?
“Awesome! That is just Awesome! You have not a selfish bone in your body, friend. How is that?” Bo asked in shock.
“Oh yeah, I do. Don’t eat all of the cookies or you’ll find out! Race ya!” I yelled and hit full speed down the path. I beat them to the boat. We got there just in time to see Bo’s Dad jump down to the dock.
“There is my son! Before sunrise! I am impressed. Cody will make you a sailor yet, Bo! Show me this place of yours that you have worked so hard on.” He laid an arm over his son’s shoulder and gladly drank coffee and ate cookies as he listened to his son and his friends tell him about their hideout in the cove. They walked down a beautiful pathway that was lined with flowers and ferns and rock gardens and he was already impressed—even before they walked out into the clearing.
There, he stood with his mouth agape. He walked around and studied the structure made of bamboo and thatch and the creativity that these kids had conjured up into a pretty amazing two story house. He wouldn’t mind living in this himself! Maybe his son would become a builder instead of a fisherman.
“I must admit, I was thinking you maybe have built a cute little shack. But this took a lot of thought and skill. You have built a beautiful cabana—one to be very proud of!” We all beamed with pride. My grandparents were impressed. They were impressed with whatever I did. This was different. Bobbie Lee was not someone who gave praise freely. We knew that we must have done a good job.
“I am so glad that I waited to see this. Are you going to work on this today? Yes? What are you planning to do?” Bobbie Lee listened intently to what we shared with him. He seemed to be very proud of us. He told us that we were smart and talented and skilled. That we worked better than most adults! Yes, he was impressed.
“We will have to camp out here sometime after fishing the Reef, Bo, just the two of us. What do you think, Son?” He squeezed his son’s shoulders when Bo’s admiring eyes met his. Bobbie Lee left the dock a very proud man. His son was becoming a man. Life was good.
________
We rushed through the chores. When we made it back to the pavilion, we were surprised to see Josh all cleaned up and sitting at one of the tables with my grandparents. Josh smiled at them and waved. “Sometimes, it pays to be the last one up but the first one to breakfast!” He laughed. He was okay. That was good. Josh was one sad boy last night. He seemed comfortable with my grandparents and they were very comfortable with Josh.
“Cody, you’re Pa showed me your solar set up here and the desalination plant! He said that you help build it and you came up with the plans online. Can you show me the site that you found after breakfast?”
“I think so. It shouldn’t be too hard to find again. But now—move over! You’re eating all the bacon, Bubba!” I shoved Josh and a friendly fight for the bacon began. Carol and Ron’s eyes met over the boys heads and smiled. Their grandson one very happy boy right now and they were thankful. He needed friends and now his island life was real and well rounded. They knew the move to Belize was the right move for them. Evidently, Cody was an island boy at heart.
The dishes were cleared and we spent half the morning looking up things online for Josh and for the hideaway. We almost forgot our plans until Ma called us for lunch. We hurried and ate and then ran to the cove to do a few final things before we had to leave for the mainland. We made sure the high up stuff was done until next weekend and hoped we could talk Sierra’s and Bo’s folks into another island trip. I had enough ground work to do. I really hated to see them go back.
We hurried and talked to Jake and Shelby online and then headed to the boat. No one wanted to end the weekend. Bo and Sierra (and pretending—Josh) had school tomorrow and had to get home. As we pulled up to the dock and got off the boat, Sierra turned and told my grandparents that she had a wonderful time at Palm Caye. Bo shook their hands and Josh kind of hum hawed around a bit.
Josh shook Pa’s hand. And he couldn’t help himself—he quickly gave Ma a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks—thanks a lot.” He said gruffly and started off. They all watch him go sadly.
“Pa…” I started.
“Go ahead, Son. You have an hour—no more.” Pa said.
“Yes Sir! Josh! Josh! Wait up!” And I was flying down the road after him.
I had Josh hop on the back of my wheelchair and we flew down the road to his turn off. “I have to go now, Bubba! Sarah and Willie will help you—no matter what you need, okay? Josh, I have an idea. Go there every evening and use the computer in the office... That way, I know you’re okay and we can keep in touch. Maybe we can figure out that three way talk thing with Shelby and Jake. Okay?” I couldn’t just leave him hanging.
“They won’t mind?” Josh asked.
“No, I will set up some kind of job for you, okay? That’ll work, right?” I asked him.
“Thanks Cody, I appreciate that.” Josh said humbly.
“Hey, what are brothers for?” I said and we bumped fists and I rode away. ‘Worried, but at least he would be in contact. I could make sure my young friend was okay. Sarah would make sure that Josh ate supper there. I couldn’t help it. I was worried. I knew that Josh had survived the loss of his parents. He survived a blasted hurricane. But the pit of my stomach hurt. I was scared to death that something was just not right this time. Something was scaring the daylights out of me and it had to do with Josh’s safety. If Josh checked in at the lodge every day, at least I would know that he was alright.
________
CHAPTER FOUR
Josh made his way back to Pirate’s Cove. He had made him a pretty place and he did it all by himself. He was proud of that. Normally, he didn’t feel as alone as he did right now.
Swoosh! Swoosh! Two howler monkeys swung down pulling at his hair and at his shirt. Picking and teasing at Josh like they had gotten so use to doing with this golden haired boy. “Hey Hughie! Hey Louie! Did you guys miss me?” He laughed. The pair of monkeys raided his home and teased him every chance they got. When Josh stepped into the clearing, he moaned. “Ah man! Did you guys do all of this?” Josh ran into his house that had been royally trashed. He tried to figure out if the monkeys could have done this much damage. No way! Hughie and Louie couldn’t do this much damage! They weren’t destructive!
Josh ran to his power shed and could have cried. Someone had taken all of his batteries. He went down to his little dock and saw that someone had sunk his little johnboat. “Ah man—this is bull crap!” He stomped and cussed and kicked the sand. And he bawled like a baby—which made him even angrier. Josh worked into the night trying to clean up the disaster that he had walked into. He finally collapsed on his hammock at three o’clock in the morning with only half of the mess cleaned up.
No power—just candles. He was back to square one. The hurricane didn’t do this much damage!
Josh laid there. His muscles ached and his heart hurt even worse. He had spent weeks working for his batteries and the things that had been taken. He had taken great pride in building his own home and keeping it neat. He would eventually get it back together but it wouldn’t be the same.
Before, this place was all that he had. Now, he had friends that felt like family. He didn’t want to be alone and carry all of the responsibility of trying to make a home, maintain and protect it.
He wanted to be a kid again.
________
The next morning Josh got up and worked until he couldn’t work anymore. He had managed to bring his boat up and out of the water. If he could find some material to work with, he could fix it. Obviously, someone else knew he was back here now—but whom? Who would do this? Who would take all of his stuff?
Finally at about five o’clock in the evening, Josh decided that he would get cleaned up and head to the lodge. Willie may have some work for him and he needed to get Cody online. He would have him try to find him some cheap batteries and locks—lots of padlocks. He needed to protect what was his. Whoever did this meant to destroy Josh but he didn’t know why.
As Josh walked into the clearing of the beautiful eco lodge, he saw Annie serving one of the guests in one of their palapa areas. Cody treated Annie like a sister. It was funny how quickly Cody and his family seem to fit right into island life.
He waved and smiled and headed down to the stables. He thought he had seen Willie walk into the barn, so he followed him. “Hey Willie, do you need a hand?” He yelled.
Willie turned and smiled at Cody’s young friend. The boy had dark shadows under his eyes and looked like he hadn’t slept—like he had many worries. “Hello Joshua, are you feeling all right, boy?” He asked.
“I’m okay Willie—just working hard. You guys wouldn’t happen to have any old batteries lying around for sale, would ya’? Mine got ripped off when I was at the island.” Josh decided to be honest with Willie. He was going to be working for him. Honesty would be important.
“I find that interesting, Joshua. We have had some vandalism and theft as well over the weekend. Was anything else taken?” Willie asked with a scowl on his face.
He had a feeling he knew who was doing the vandalism and the thieving. He had to make sure before he confronted them. This young man seemed too honest. He wouldn’t take from his good friend’s family.
“Man, Willie—what wasn’t taken was trashed. At first I thought Hughie and Louie did it. They are the two howler monkeys that hang out at home. But my boat had been trashed and sunk, too. The monkeys are just a nuisance. They don’t really tear up stuff or take stuff off—unless it’s like trinkets—ya’ know—shiny things that they think are cool? They can’t haul off batteries and sink boats. I guess someone doesn’t like me too well. At least they didn’t get the solar panels—probably too lazy to climb up and get them off of the platform. Oh well, I guess I just work and replace what was taken and fix what I can. Sure made me mad, though. I wish I had caught them in the act!” He grumbled.
“Josh, grab the hose there and water the horses. When I get these guys finished, we will go eat some dinner and see what kind of business relationship we can work out. Cody called and told me he wanted me to put you to work and let you use the computer.” Willie’s voice trailed off when he saw Josh empty the water buckets and wipe them out before refilling them. Willie straightened up the tack and watched slyly from the corner of his eye as this young boy ran through the stable work like a pro. The three village boys did a lousy job. Josh wound the hose back on its rack and grabbed the rake to clear the isle way. By the time Willie had the tack cleaned and put away, Josh had the barn spotless and all of the tools put away.
“Josh, how would you like to be my new stable boy?” Willie asked him quietly.
“Seriously… I’d love it!” Josh exclaimed.
“Good! Go get washed up for dinner, son. I have some business to attend to.” Willie smiled grimly. He walked out behind the barn to catch the three village boys smoking and throwing rocks at the pregnant mares in the corral. “Boys, what are you doing there?” He roared.
The three boys ranging from fourteen to seventeen years of age all jumped off the wooden fence and stomped out the cigarettes into the dirt. Sheepishly, they looked around at Willie’s angry eyes. “Sorry, Willie, we were on our way in to clean the tack and the barn—oh—and water everyone for the night!” The oldest one said quickly.
“No, I think not.” Willie said slowly. “The work is already done as it should be by six o’clock every evening. You do not work here anymore. I need someone that I can depend on or I will do the work myself. Go home now. I don’t want you back on the property or ever teasing these animals again.”
He started to walk away when the youngest boy yelled; “You can’t do that Willie! Our fathers will beat us!”
“I doubt that, son. If that were the case, you probably would have done your job and done it well. Go on now.” Willie said firmly as his muscle bound son came up with the last of the horses and stood beside his father.
“Is there a problem, father?” Young William asked his father. Willie smiled as the boys ran to the path that led to the road. “Are they the vandals?” He asked as he put the stallion and gelding into their stalls.
“I believe so Son. Young Joshua came and did their work while they sat on the fence out back smoking cigarettes and throwing rocks at the mares.” Willie told him as they started toward the lodge. “He has had some vandalism and thieving done to his home as well.”
“Sounds like Joshua should work with you, Father.” William said quietly.
“That’s what we are about to discuss over dinner. The boy is quick and thorough. The horses do not spook around him and he has a gentle hand. I like Cody’s new friend.” They all liked young Josh a lot.
________
Josh sat in front of the computer in the office talking to me. “Willie offered me a job as stable boy, Cody! I love it! To get paid to be around horses all day—what could be any cooler than that?”
I was happy for Josh. I had thought the creeps that Willie had hired from the village were lazy and sneaky. I didn’t want to tell Willie his job. They had acted pretty cool around Willie. Okay, admittedly they called me ‘crip’ and pecker head and ticked me off. But that wasn’t the only reason I didn’t like them. They just seemed—dishonest.
“Josh, didn’t you get any sleep?” I was worried about Josh. He really did look bad and he looked troubled in spite of his new job.
“Nah, I didn’t get much sleep, Cody. I have worked my butt off trying to put my camp back in order.” Josh continued to tell me what he had returned home to. His eyes were shiny with emotion. I could only imagine the damage that had been done.
“It’ll be okay. Willie has offered me a fair wage and I can start replacing some of the stuff. He has some patch for the boat and a couple of old batteries that he gave me. That will work until I can afford more. I was really upset at first. But, I’ll fix it. Hopefully, they are done messing with me. Cody, Willie says some of the same stuff is going on here at the lodge. Do you think it was the stable boys?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised. I have an idea. Catch me tomorrow evening and I’m going to talk to Pa about a couple of things—but—be careful Josh. Willie fired those guys and they aren’t going to be too happy with you working their job. If they are the ones that messed up Pirate’s Cove, they’ll be back. Hey, tell Willie to give you the key to my storage locker, Josh. There are six combination locks and chains in there. That might help some. We’ll figure out the rest, okay?” I was worried now. All three of those island boys were huge compared to Josh. And he was alone. “Josh? Is William still in the dining area?”
“Yes. Why?” Josh asked.
“Just send him back to talk to me and get home before dark, okay? Be careful, Josh.” I sat back to wait on William. I liked Willie’s son. William was six foot, two inches tall and a muscle bound eighteen years old. He would help.
“Whasssuppp, Cody Mon?” William’s boyish smile popped onto the monitor.
“Hey Bubba, how are you?” I asked back.
“Not too bad! Is our little Josh in trouble, Cody? Is that why you called me back here?” Perceptive to a boy in trouble and a worried friend, William sat there and listened to what I had to say. I swore him to secrecy until we figured out how to deal with Josh’s family status but begged him for his help.
“Cody, I have a new dirt bike that your grandfather bought me. I have to drive it every evening and every morning just to make sure it is running good.” He said with a smile. “I know those boys. I will keep an eye on this Pirate’s Cove and Joshua—we have the right, correct? It is on the lodge’s acreage. Josh may not like it, but we will help protect him. Let me go now. I will catch him on his way home so that he will not be ambushed. I will keep in touch, Cody. You are a good friend.” William quickly left the office and hurried out of the lodge.
“Father, my chores are done. I’m going to ride my bike for a while, okay?” He asked Willie.
Willie had a feeling as he looked at his son’s face that there was a little more involved than play. “It is your time, son. Be careful.” He said quietly.
William found his way back the beach road before it was too dark. He was really shocked to know that they had a young boy living on the property alone for a year and none of them had suspected anything. This poor boy seemed to be a good kid and Cody and his grandfather liked him a lot.
William stopped in front of the gate that Cody said was disguised. The gate was flung open and down in the dirt. He could feel the alarm building in his chest. He was afraid that he was too late. William flew back the path and slid his bike under the biggest of the boys from the village. Cody was right to be afraid. They had been there waiting to jump Joshua.
“You are a bunch of fat, lazy bastards!” Josh screamed. His face was bloodied and so were his fists. He had the smallest boy down and beaten and had started on the second one that stood a good six inches taller than him and probably fifty pounds heavier.
William grabbed the biggest of the village boys and bounced him off the side of Josh’s clapboard house. He slid down the side and sat there. His eyes were huge as he looked up at William’s angry scowl. “You move dirt bag, and I will stomp your sorry ass into the sand!” William stomped over and grabbed the other boy and gave him a fling as well.
Josh looked up at him through the blood and swelling. He must have followed him, Josh thought as he grabbed the smallest of the three boys and drug him over to sit beside his fellow thieves. Out of fury, Josh kicked him as he walked away. He was spitting blood from a busted lip and was determined that he was not going to cry like a baby in front of his new boss’ son. He hurt like hell!
“Thanks, William. They jumped me. Seems like it’s my fault they got canned. Yeah, they trashed it again—even admitted that they took all of my stuff and tore up my place.” Josh stated flatly.
“This isn’t your place punk! You don’t own this property!” The oldest one bellowed angrily. He knew William made him look like a real wimp and somehow, he had to justify that. He hadn’t even seen William coming.
“That’s where you are wrong, butthead!” William roared. Now that he was only about six inches from the biggest boy’s face, his Mayan chiseled features were just a little frightening. “This is lodge land. Josh’s best friend owns the lodge and Josh works at the lodge. Cody says that Josh has a free and clear lease on this land as long as he wants it. It is YOU that are trespassing on private property and vandalizing! I think I will radio my father to bring the policemen here to take you foolish boys to jail, where you belong!”
At first the boys looked at William like they thought he was kidding. Then they noticed the radio in his hand. “You wouldn’t dare!” The big guy yelled.
“It’s simple. I will be here at six o’clock in the morning. I expect all of Josh’s things that you stole to be returned at that time. If they are not returned, I will have the police here and I will have Mr. Austin file a formal complaint. They do not like for Americans that have provided jobs and improvements in our country to be upset with the natives. They will use the three of you for an example to other village kids. It will be very bad. I hate it when they use you for an example. But—your choice! Oh yeah, wear work clothes. You have a lot to do to fix up what you have messed up. Then, I don’t ever want to see you near this place or the lodge again. Your choice! Now get the hell out of here before I change my mind and call them anyway!” William backed up a little but still towered over them to make his point.
The three boys slid up the side of the building and squeezed past him and took off running.
He turned and laughed until he realized that Josh had just collapsed onto the sand. “Josh—Josh, wake up man, are you okay?” William asked as he ran over and slid down beside him. Josh faded down into the sand. He was pretty busted up and bruised. They had beaten him badly before William made it to the cove. William ran and got water and began washing Josh’s cuts. He looked bad but he couldn’t find anything broken. “Josh, I think I need to take you back to the lodge and have my parents check out your injuries. I should have come quicker!” He held the small boy’s head in his lap. He looked so small and fragile. Cody told him how young he was. He just didn’t think he seemed that young and now he was in on this—secret. Ah Man!
“I’m—I’m okay. I was beat before I was beaten.” Josh tried to laugh as he sat up but his mouth hurt too badly. “How did you know? Cody? He promised!” Josh groaned.
“I am not telling. Cody is being a brother and you know this. He worries about you and evidently he has had a run in with those three before. He cares about you. Don’t get mad at him. He couldn’t leave you ‘hanging’. That is what he said.” William checked Josh’s back which was just as bruised as the rest of him.
“I will leave you my radio and I will be back in the morning. If you feel worse, call me. Otherwise, we will deal with these fools in the morning and then go back to the lodge when we get rid of them. I’ll help you with the stable chores tomorrow and we will get you back on your feet. You sure you will be okay?” He was still not comfortable leaving his new friend alone.
“I am going to collapse in a hammock until you get back. I’m okay. But I fight like a girl! You’re gonna have to help toughen me up.” Josh realized that he had held his own. It was just frustrating.
William ruffled his young friend’s blonde hair and scooped him up and carried him to his hammock. “You did fine, Joshua! You just need to put on some weight and muscle—and a few years! Get some rest. I will be back at first light.” With that, William turned and went out shutting the door quietly behind him. He made sure that the gate was replaced and secured and hurried back home. William was worried. Josh was a child. He was just a little boy living in a jungle. He promised Cody to keep this quiet while they figured out what to do. Cody said that he was going to talk to his grandparents as soon as Josh agreed. He wasn’t comfortable with this at all—but—he knew Cody. He knew that he was having the same problem. You don’t want to let down a friend or break a trust. But what if that would cause him great harm?
William made it back to the barn by ten o’clock. He grabbed the radio that they kept in a charger in the tack room. “Joshua, can you hear me?”
Josh groaned and rolled over to reach for the radio. “I hear you William, what’s up?”
“I was just checking. Are you okay?” William asked.
“Just peachy!” Josh grumbled.
“Call if you need anything. Night, Josh.”
________
William was back in the barn at four thirty the next morning. He had already walked the horses out to pasture after feeding them. He raked the shed row and placed the tack out for the guest to be able to assemble easily before the trail rides. He changed the water in the corral and placed some alfalfa cubes out in the outside feeder. Quickly, he ran through and fed the pigs, the goats and chickens. He ran back into the lodge with the huge basket of eggs that he had retrieved and sat them on the counter for his mother to find. Beside the basket he left a simple note;
“Mother, all chores outside has been finished. I have to go and help Joshua this morning and we will be back before lunch time. Tell Father that the three boys from the village attacked Joshua on the way home last night. I must help him put his home back in order and make sure he is okay.” William.
William grabbed his dirt bike and walked it down the road. He didn’t wish to wake the guests or his parents. Mainly, he needed time to think.
These boys ought to be brought to justice by the local constable. Yet if he brought in the constable, Joshua’s situation would be compromised. William knew that Joshua was vulnerable out in the rain forest. He was just a boy. However, this strong young boy survived a hurricane last season. Even the lodge had been damaged.
No matter how William argued and reasoned with himself, he could not justify breaking a trust. If anything happened to his new friend, he would feel responsible. “What do I do?” He saw Cody’s dilemma. He and Cody both had good families—understanding families. How would they handle something like this—send Joshua back to the states? William looked around in amazement. He had almost missed the turn off to the beach road.
William left the gate open wide as he went back. He thought; “If they know what is good for them, they better find their way here on time.”
He opened the door to find his small friend still asleep in the hammock. He walked over and grabbed a stool and watched him sleep. Joshua’s face had bled more during the night. His eyes were swollen, his cheeks and chin and mouth—were all puffy and black and blue and red. He looked awful. “Joshua, wake up friend. We have to see just how badly you are hurt.”
Josh moaned and tried to sit up. William scooped him out of the hammock and sat him down easy on the old couch. “Can I take you to the lodge now, Joshua?” He asked quietly. The boy looked like he was in so much pain and misery that it broke William’s heart.
Josh tried to stand and William jumped up to steady him.
“Crap! They beat me harder than I had thought!” Josh grumbled. He walked over and grabbed a towel and soap and walked out the door. William sat there a minute thinking that this boy had guts. He couldn’t imagine wanting to even get out of bed looking like that. He went outside just in time to see a naked boy fly by him on a cable and drop gracefully into the cove. William started picking up some of the mess while he kept his eye on his small friend.
Soon Josh came out of the water, shaking himself like Cody’s Marley. He grabbed his towel and dried off and gingerly pulled on shorts and a t-shirt. “I feel better now.”
William pulled a bottle of Motrin out of his pocket. “Take two of these, Joshua. I brought you some breakfast. Go inside and eat. There are also a couple of ice packs that I brought for you to use. I will wait out here for the village boys.”
Josh looked at his friend and took the bottle of Motrin with a grateful heart. He never really had anything but willpower to make it through the aches and pains of hard work for the past year. The idea of having any medicine handy when you needed it was something that he had forgotten about—something that you took for granted when you had a family and a home. He got a glass of water and took the two pills. He looked into the bag that William had brought and found a big ole’ breakfast burrito from heaven. When he opened the foil that had hid some of the aroma, he moaned from sheer pleasure.
He gingerly placed one of the ice packs over his left knee that was bruised and swollen. The other one he held gently to the side of his face as he devoured the breakfast that William had brought him. Josh felt cared for—and it was weird. He had been so independent for so long. He had no idea how to deal with people that actually cared for him. He had been alone too long—and he was paranoid.
________
“You are late!” William said as the boys came into the clearing at six forty five. They were all pulling wagons that were loaded with Joshua’s things. Those batteries that they had stolen probably put a world of strain on their muscles. The other things weren’t exactly light either. William had to smile. The boys were covered with sweat and they already looked exhausted.
“You know where you got this stuff—start putting it back and fixing the things that you have broken. Move it! You lazy, thieving bums! Move it, quickly!” He noticed the smallest boy looked about as bad as Joshua did and he was four years older. The second boy had a black eye and a fat lip. Yes, his small friend had done a little damage before he got there to help. That should make Joshua feel a little better. The village boys quickly started unloading Joshua’s belongings and putting them where they had taken them from.
Josh came out of his clapboard house about an hour later. William had the boys working their butts off. Things were starting to fall back into place. This would have taken Josh days to fix. The money to replace all that they had taken would have cost him months of work at the lodge.
William had helped him so much that he felt tears well up in his eyes. He fought them off and went over and offered William his hand. “I owe you, William, thank you.” He said seriously.
William looked down at his small friend. He looked better. “You are welcome. Did the Motrin help, friend? Of course it did—I can tell—or was it my Mama’s cooking?” He put his arm around Josh’s shoulder and they watched as the village boys hustled to put things back right.
Willie and Annie came barreling into the cove in the lodge’s golf cart. Annie looked at William frowning.
“Papa!” William said in alarm. He didn’t know that he would be followed. He looked at Josh in panic. “I’m sorry. I didn’t tell anyone. I promise Joshua!”
Willie came over and surveyed the damage on Josh. Then he went and looked at the three boys and the partially empty wagons. Willie said nothing. He walked through Josh’s home. Willie missed nothing. He had thought it was just someone down on their luck and that was causing no harm. Had he known that a child was living here alone, he would have checked it out a lot sooner. He should have checked it out a whole lot sooner.
He was ashamed. How long had this small American boy lived alone on this property? Willie sat down on one of the wire spools that Josh had made conveniently into a chair. It hit him. An American couple was killed in a horrific boating accident about a year ago. They never found their nine year old son and he was presumed dead. That was just before the actual hurricane hit.
This child lived through an accident and the hurricane…alone? Willie shook his head with sorrow. No child should be alone. No person should have had to endure that type of a disaster by themselves. Willie found himself admiring his new stable boy. Part of him wanted to hug the boy closely and the other part wanted to shake some sense into him.
What if this had been William? Yes, William would have survived it. William grew up in the Rain Forest. This young boy was like—who was that boy? He was like the Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn stories. He was just a child.
“Joshua, come here.” He said quietly.
Josh walked over to his new boss. Josh’s mind was on hold. Busted! Now, because he had sworn his friends to secrecy, they would also be in trouble. “Willie, it isn’t William or Cody’s fault. I have no family No aunts, no uncles—I have no one. I didn’t want to grow up in a children’s home or in foster care. I have done okay for myself. I know it has to be hard for a grown up to understand why I would choose to stay on my own. But, I did.”
William saw the boys had stopped and headed toward them. He was pretty sure that they hadn’t heard any of the conversation so far and he was going to make sure that it stayed that way. “What are you doing? You are not finished! Get back to work, NOW!” He yelled at them.
Willie saw the torment on his son’s face and in his eyes. He was being a good friend. He was proud of his son. Obviously, there had been a struggle when Joshua got home last night. That was probably where William had ridden his bike to after his chores were finished.
He wasn’t sure how much injury his son had inflicted but the village boys looked almost as battered as Joshua. He noticed his son’s fists were not bruised or cut but young Joshua’s hands were a mess. He looked at the two boys and shook his head. “This is where you came last night, William?” He asked.
“Yes Father.” William replied.
“Was the fight still in progress?” He asked.
“Yes Sir, Joshua already had the youngest finished off and had started on the second one. I just kind of ‘placed’ the older two against the house and dared them to move. I took the best care of Josh as I could and put him to bed. I told the boys to return the things they had stolen and be prepared to clean this mess up. I left a radio, checked on Joshua before I went to bed and got my chores done and came out before daylight.” Will never broke his trust with his father before this. He felt like crap.
“Father, I am sorry. I brought Josh some breakfast and some Motrin and ice packs. As quick as we were finished here, I was bringing him back to the lodge. Joshua does not trust many people because of his situation. I did not want to break his trust.” William looked down at his feet and back at Joshua. He felt so bad for letting his young friend down.
Josh looked back and shook his head. He wasn’t mad, which was surprising, part of him was just relieved. “It isn’t his fault, Willie, it’s mine. I’m sorry, Sir. I am really sorry that I have gotten everyone involved in my problems. It was unfair of me.” Josh said sadly.
Josh sat on one of the stools that he had made. He had no idea what would come next. He put his head down on the table that he had made out of a bigger wire spool. Tears that he couldn’t control flowed unchecked. He missed his parents. He missed having someone to lean on. But he had grown use to his Pirate’s Cove. He loved every inch of it. Was it all over? Were they going to send him back to the states? Were they going to make him live with some foster family?
He was doomed. He was finished. And he was tired.
Josh felt Annie’s hand on his shoulder. When he looked up, he didn’t see pity. He saw caring and understanding. Strangely enough, when he looked at Willie, he saw the same. “Joshua, you are a brave, brave boy. Just relax. We will go back to the lodge and somehow we will work this out. You must trust our parents to do the right thing. They care about you, Joshua.” She quickly bent down and kissed his cheek. She turned to look at the three village boys that looked at her with their mouths agape. They had followed her and flirted with her everywhere at the lodge. She had gotten to the point that she had been afraid to go into town by herself.
These were wicked boys—mean and dangerous. She whirled around with her hands on her hips. “You should be ashamed of yourself! How could you be so bad? How could you pick on a young boy that is stronger in spirit than any of you will ever be? You make me ashamed that you are even part of my heritage and from my country!” She yelled at them with tears in her eyes.
“I don’t think I can say this any better than my young daughter has already stated. You finish this and never, ever come back onto this property or bother my children again.” Willie wrapped his arms around Annie and Josh. “William, see to it that they do a good job. I am taking Joshua back to the lodge and have your mother check him over. We will talk later, Son, you are not in trouble. I understand.” He assisted Joshua into the back of the golf cart and gently guided them back off of the rough path.
Sarah met the golf cart wringing her hands. Willie looked at his wife. They had both wondered about Cody’s young friend. When William had gotten up so early, they knew something had really disturbed him. “Oh my, Joshua, have you been in an accident? Please, come in and let us see if we can help you.” She looked at her husband. “Where is William?” Willie helped Josh out of the golf cart and led him to the therapy building. Sarah was right on his heels. “I will take care of Joshua, Annie. Please get him to lie down on a therapy table and I will be right in. Willie, I need to talk to you…”
Willie shook his head and patted Josh on the head. He followed his wife into the infirmary. “Those village boys beat him badly, Sarah.” He said quietly.
“Where is William?” She asked quietly.
“He’s making sure that they fix the damages that they did to his place. He will be home shortly.” Willie answered. “William has been very worried since he talked to Cody yesterday.”
“Where are Joshua’s parents, Willie?” She looked at her husband and saw his face was troubled and full of sadness.
“They are dead, Sarah. The American couple that was in that awful boating accident last March—you remember the one?” He looked at his wife as the realization hit her. “Yes, he is the little boy they presumed drowned but they never found the body. I am so ashamed. His camp is on this property, woman. I thought it was just a villager that was down on his luck back in the cove. It was this young boy. I would have found him, if I had just cared enough to look.” Willie rubbed his face. He still could not believe a child had survived in the jungle for so long.
“He was there through the hurricane? Oh my Lord! That precious, precious child! How did he ever survive?” Sarah knew that she would have nightmares from this. The storm had hit the lodge so hard that they were still replacing small buildings and fences. Palm Caye was also a mess. “He is a very special boy, Willie. What do we do?”
“We take care of him first, Sarah. Then we will sit down and discuss everything over lunch. I am going to go and call Ron and Carol. Ah, there is our son! Have William stay with Joshua while I talk to the Austin family.” Willie gave his son a big hug and went to try to get in touch with Ron.
“Cody and his grandparents are good people. Hopefully, they would know the right thing to do. I don’t understand international law and child custody things. I’m sure that Carol Austin knows or will find out quickly what can be done for our young friend.
________
CHAPTER FIVE
Ron Austin looked up from the engine that he had been working on. Finally! He smiled to himself. Now, let’s do the test! He went to the front of the boat and placed the wires back together to the ignition. Crossing his fingers, he gently pulled out the choke and turned the key. The engine coughed a couple of times and then turned over. He pushed the choke back in and eased the throttle forward. The smile that spread across his face was the smile of a happy man.
He had purchased this boat when they had finally moved to the islands. After they got it back to the island, it promptly decided to stop running and he had been working on it whenever he had the spare time. He had only paid three hundred dollars for the runabout and had the interior and everything redone. It looked like a new boat. The engine had been a real nightmare to fix.
“Patience” Cody was right again. It just took patience and walking away whenever he became frustrated. Patience had paid off. Now, they had another boat that they could use.
Yes, he was pretty proud of himself as he eased the boat away from the dock to take it for a spin. It ran quietly and smoothly. He would have to use it close to the island for a while until he worked out all of its little kinks. He would have taken Cody out with him but Carol had him working on his studies. Maybe he would take him out after lunch for a while.
He had been concerned about Cody. He had just picked at his food yesterday. He spent a while talking to Shelby and Jacob last night but most of the time, he had been quiet and distant. Usually, his grandson was all smiles and conversation but since they had taken Cody’s friends back home, Cody had been troubled. Ron was worried because he was pretty sure there was something that Cody was struggling to tell them. He was positive it had to do with young Joshua.
Cody really liked the boy. He and Carol wanted to ask Cody about him but they didn’t want to pry things out of Cody. He needed to know that he could trust them. He really needed to know that they trusted him.
Kids…they were work. For young boys growing up and trying so hard to be independent, it was tough. Cody fought even harder to be independent because of the accident and because he was always trying to pretend that he didn’t have a disability. Cody really didn’t wish to share how much he had already conquered with his friends. He wanted everyone here to believe that he was just paraplegic. He didn’t want them to know about the miracle that had brought them to the island or the miracle that had healed Cody’s body to the point that he was ‘just’ paraplegic.
He always tried to prove that he could do as much as any other boy his age could. The problem was Cody did more than most kids his age. He just couldn’t see it. He was a strong young man, but he struggled even when he didn’t need to. He had to always be a little better, a little smarter, and a little stronger. Cody couldn’t see what a great person that he was. He had come so far. He had achieved so much. Ron was proud of his grandson. Ron was proud of his grandchildren. He was amazed that they were so fortunate to have three beautiful kids to claim as their very own grand kids. He wished somehow that Cody would lean on them more instead of trying to be so independent.
Ron felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket and he quickly pulled it out. “Hello, Willie? Hey! Listen to this, Bubba!” He held his phone down to let Willie listen to the outboard purr. “She’s running like a dream, Willie, I’m cruising around the island now!”
“What? No, Cody isn’t with me. He and Carol are doing his schooling now. Let me shut this boat down so I can hear you better. Okay, go ahead Willie. I’m listening.” Ron Austin sat down in the driver’s seat and listened to his lodge manager quietly. He listened and interrupted very little while Willie told him about Joshua and what all he had gone through since they had taken him back home. Slowly, Ron understood why his grandson had been so quiet and so upset.
He felt awful for Josh—and for Cody. He couldn’t imagine what Josh had endured. He couldn’t begin to understand a nine year old boy losing his parents and deciding that living in a jungle alone would be better than being thrown into the American wheel of children’s services. “Willie, we’ll spend the night at the lodge if you want to get a cabana ready for us. This explains Cody’s mood lately. We’ll be there by dinner time, Willie. Let us do some checking and make sure the island chores are done for the night. Then we won’t have to hurry back. Thanks Willie. Please keep Josh there for the day.”
Ron crossed his fingers when he turned the key to the boat and wasn’t disappointed when the engine started right back up. He cruised back around to the dock, tied off, and headed toward the house.
I looked up from my studies. “Hey Pa, I heard the boat. How does she handle?” Pa smiled at me. I could tell quickly that something was bothering him.
Ron realized that Cody’s eyes were bloodshot and he had dark shadows under them. “Yeah Bubba, she purrs like a dream. We have ourselves another boat. Carol, are you guys almost done here?” Ron asked.
“We were just finishing up, what’s wrong?” She asked. The look in her husband’s eyes said trouble.
“We have some things we need to handle at the lodge. But first, we need to talk with Cody. Buddy, do you have something you need to tell us?” He had grabbed a stool and sat down and from the look on his face as he looked into my eyes, I was pretty sure that it was about Josh.
“Is Josh okay?” I asked quietly.
“Not exactly, but you already knew that. Is that what has been bothering you, Cody?” He prompted his grandson. He saw the dilemma flash through Cody’s eyes. Then he saw the tears fill those green eyes of compassion and he couldn’t take it.
“You aren’t in trouble, Cody. I wish you would have told us, though.” His grandson had a tender heart and Ron understood now why Cody had seemed so distant and preoccupied all week. Once he found out about Joshua, he felt responsible for him.
“I’m sorry. I promised not to tell and it was killing me. I didn’t know what to do. You can punish me. It’s okay! Please, just tell me nothing happened to him!” I was serious.
“Cody, did those boys give you a hard time?” He asked just to see where the conversation would lead.
“The village idiots—sorry, Ma—yeah, they threw stuff at Marley and dumped me out of the chair a few times. I can handle them… What? Did they hurt Josh?” Fear was in my voice now. They weren’t exactly skinny little island kids. They were pretty big boys.
“Yes, Josh got beat up and his place was trashed. They had taken a bunch of his stuff and tore up his home. William got there in time to keep them from finishing him off but he is pretty banged up. Cody, a lot worse could have happened. I wish you would have told us.” He said gently.
“I didn’t know what to do. I just met him last Friday, Pa. But then I heard his story and it broke my heart. Since we’ve been back here, I’ve worried constantly. I should have told you. Is Josh furious?” I thought; “Yeah, he probably won’t want me as a friend anymore.” I had to admit, though, I was relieved that I didn’t have to hide it from my folks any more.
“It broke my heart too, Cody.” Ron told my grandmother everything and she just went and put her arms around me with tears running down her cheeks.
Finally, she said; “Let’s get our work done and see what we can do through the American Embassy. We’ll find out what we can. Then we’ll spend the evening and the night at the lodge. Let’s fix lunch and I’ll do some research online. We’ll do the evening chores early and then get going. Cody, are Jake and Shelby in on this?” I nodded. “I thought so.”
She smiled when I told them about the connection between Josh and his cousins. “That goes to show you just how small the world really is. Maybe, this was meant to be.” And with that she went out and headed toward the main yurt.
Mr. Austin drew his chair closer to his grandson. “We’ll make it right somehow, Cody. We’ll make it right. We can’t bring his folks back but we will figure out what can be done that will be okay for Josh. Okay, Bubba?” He ruffled the full head of hair. “Someone is due for a hair cut!” He turned and with a smile followed his wife out.
I sat there in amazement. I figured I would be grounded for life over this one. How come when you think adults are going to go Looney Tunes on you, they turn around and are nice? I followed shaking my head.
Now, what were they going to be able to do with Josh? I knew one thing. There were three village idiots that needed an attitude adjustment. I was furious over that one. I had sworn if they dumped me and my chair just one more time—well—something or someone had to teach them better.
I wondered how badly Josh had been hurt. He was a pretty small for ten years old. Yes, he was solid muscle but those guys were huge! That ticks me off!
Before we left the island, I fired up my computer. I was hoping to catch Jake and Shelby online early. Then, blonde streaked red hair, blue eyes and freckles flooded my monitor screen. “Man! Jake! Cut that out man! Back up! You scared the crap out of me!”
Jake leaned back laughing hysterically. “Shelby, Cody’s online!” He yelled. Soon Shelby was also by the monitor. I filled them in.
Jake wasn’t laughing now. “Cody, don’t get even until I get there! That’s bull crap! Three big guys on Josh! I’ll kick their sorry butts!”
“Jacob, cut it out. Cody, let their parents deal with them, they aren’t worth the effort. Like you said; you all call them the ‘village idiots’.” Shelby told me sweetly.
“Yeah, well sometimes the village idiots need to be dealt with. Pa said that Josh and William did a pretty good job on them and made them return everything and clean and repair the mess. Who knows if they will try it again? Anyway, I have to go. We’ll be at the lodge if you need to talk to us. I’ll try to be online at nine o’clock so you all can talk to Josh if he’s up to it, okay?”
I felt better after talking to my cousins and breezed through the evening chores. We had decided to bring Magic in early. He didn’t like it too well. My grandmother ended up taking him for a ride through the surf to tire him out. I watched my grandmother in blue jeans and bare feet handling him like she had ridden him for years. Finally, Magic decided he would walk calmly into his corral. I marveled that my grandmother never got upset with him. Magic was being a real butthead.
Carol Austin hurried and put Magic away and ran to the main yurt. She was constantly on the phone all through chore time. She finally went in and came back out with a folder full of faxed documents and something that looked like an application. She stood down by the dock and talked to my grandfather for a few minutes. He was smiling and shaking his head in agreement about something.
I grabbed Marley’s lead. “Let’s go Marley. Let’s go to the mainland.” Marley ran in front opening doors for me and shutting the doors behind us.
I learned on the way over to the mainland that all of the time my grandmother had spent on the phone had granted them temporary custody of Joshua. I was shocked! I felt like I was a big responsibility for my grandparents but without a second thought, they were going to take on Josh, too! “Wow! I don’t know what to say. You guys, you are all right! Do you know that? You are about the coolest grownups I know!” I beamed at my grandparents.
“Cody, there is no guarantee that we can keep Joshua. I’m sorry. This is temporary. We will try, honey. They say if it is true and he has no family, we have a definite chance to keep him here. But for now, he is safe.” Carol couldn’t help but smile at her grandson’s joy. Josh would be good for Cody. She was pretty sure Cody had already been good for Josh. “If it is meant to be, then it will happen...fair enough?”
I hugged my dog and watched as the mainland came into view. I saw Bo and his father down at the dock. Bo was helping Bobbie Lee unload his fish for the day. Bo waved and yelled that he would be up to talk to as soon as they were finished.
Pa had placed the ramp so that I could quickly exit the boat. They had decided they would let the kids spend the night cementing this new relationship. Josh would have to feel better when he found out that we had at least temporary custody and he didn’t have to go back to the mainland—at least, not yet.
This wasn’t exactly how they had planned to spend their retirement—but life happens and the look on their grandson’s face was well worth any hardship it could possibly create.
We made our way to our little garage. My grandfather had decided I could take the golf cart again and they would take the Jeep. That gave me some wheels to run around on. I was going to wait on Bo. Ron Austin looked down at the boat and waved to Bobbie Lee. “Go ahead Cody, but don’t take too long getting out to the lodge or Sarah will skin you alive. Don’t make her hold dinner.”
“Yes Sir, I won’t! Later!” I said with a smile and headed down to the dock with just my wheelchair. “I’ll come back to get the golf cart. I just wanted to tell Bo the good news.”
Carol and Ron smiled at each other as they watched Cody fly down to the dock. He was a good kid. They were blessed to have him in their lives. They both hopped into the Jeep and headed to the lodge.
“Hey Bo, Can you go to the lodge for dinner? Bobbie Lee, would you like to come too?” I asked as I came sliding to a stop.
Bobbie Lee laughed at the boy with the shiny bronze hair; “No Mon—but Bo can go. I am too beat!”
“Cody, what are you doing here in the middle of the week? What is wrong?” Bo asked as they walked back toward the garage. His friend seemed to be very happy. So he couldn’t figure out what was going on.
“It’s Josh, Bo.” I told him and then I filled him in. Bo’s eyes turned black. His jaw was set. He was kicking at the sand and saying a few words that I had never heard him come up with before. I knew Bo didn’t like the boys but this seemed a little deeper than that. He looked like he was ready to blow a gasket.
“They have picked on Sierra too, Cody. I told her not to go anywhere without someone else. She said they were also following Annie around. I think they need someone to knock some sense into their stupid heads.”
Bo was as furious as I had been. I had cooled off a little on the trip over. At least Josh was going to have us now—but those creeps were picking on Sierra and Annie? This hit my gut hard. That couldn’t be allowed to continue! My grandparents and Willie and Sarah needed to know about this. They were looking for trouble and I just couldn’t handle another friend hurt by them.
I was just about to roll around to load up on the golf cart when I saw them. I quickly veered around the golf cart and headed down the beach as fast as the wheel chair would move. Marley was right beside me and Bo was coming at a dead run trying to get caught up.
I had tears in my eyes. I was seeing red. The village idiots had Sierra pinned up against one of the cabanas. They had torn her blouse away and were slapping her around. They were making obscene remarks to her—kissing on her—touching places that their filthy hands had no right to be.
I hit the biggest one hard—mid air—from my wheel chair. I had unfastened my seat belt and slammed on my brakes hard enough to fling myself forward out of the chair and across the biggest one’s chest. My fist met with the Robert’s nose on the fly and strangely enough—I knocked the biggest village idiot out cold.
I turned and pinned the next one as the Constable and his deputy came running toward us.
The Constable had to pull the redhead off the island boy because he had already beaten his face into a bloody pulp and he knew from the fury in the young man’s eyes, he would surely kill him.
“Cody—Cody Austin—enough! Enough now, Son, we have them.” He sat on the island boy and freed Cody’s hands from around the boy’s throat. It had been a good thing that they saw the commotion as soon as they had. It could have ended badly.
I quickly took off my shirt and handed it to Sierra. “Here, Sierra put on my shirt. Are you hurt? Do you need to see the doctor?” I know I had tears pouring down my face.
Sierra was devastated. She broke my heart.
The Constable had caught up just in time to see the American boy throw an elbow into the second boy’s face. He and his deputy tried very hard not to smile as they picked up the wheelchair and brushed the sand out of it. Then they helped the boy that had so gallantly surrendered his shirt to a lady back into his seat.
Bo held Sierra in his arms while she sobbed uncontrollably.
I told the Constable what the boys had done to Josh and his place on the lodge’s land. I told them that I had just found out that they were harassing Annie. And then when I saw them here slapping on Sierra and trying to molest her, I saw red. I lost it.
The Constable sat back in the sand and laughed. “I am sorry, Cody Austin. But if you had seen yourself flying through the air, leading with your fist, you would be laughing to. We owe you a great service. These—what did you call them—Village Idiots? I like that by the way. These village idiots have been picking on all of the girls and have been stealing and vandalizing all over the village. I will see that Sierra gets home and then I will come to the lodge and get Joshua’s story. I think these boys will be in big trouble for a long time.”
I rolled over to Sierra. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry, Sierra. Do you want me to go with you to your parents?” I reached out and pulled her into my arms.
Sierra was an emotional wreck. Her whole body trembled in my arms. She looked at Cody’s beautiful green eyes and cried harder. “You saved me, Cody, thank you so much. Thank you, Bo. I will see if my Mama will let me come out to the lodge with the Constable. I will be okay.”
I didn’t see it coming. Sierra stared at me and then she held her small hand against my face and she kissed my CHEEK! In front of everyone! Sierra pulled away from me and went with the Constable. I turned ten shades of red as I waved, spun around and got out of there. Man! How embarrassing!
Bo was laughing as he hopped onto the golf cart. I wheeled my way up to the front driver’s seat. I was so embarrassed. I was also kind of pleased. Man, what was wrong with me? Sierra was a girl! And she was sweet and pretty and crazy about me—ah man—I’m crazy about her too—great—this is just great!
Bo placed his hand over my mouth and gave it a big noisy kiss! As I was shoving him away, Bo grabbed his chest and batted his eyelashes in a girl fashion. “My Hero,” he swooned.
I shoved him away and scrubbed his pretend kiss off. “Ah, Shut Up!”
“Seriously, I was impressed Cody Mon’! You knocked that big guy out! Then you pinned the other one. I thought you were going to kill him. I barely pulled it off by sitting on the little guy. You made me look bad, buddy!” Bo was shaking his head. Everything had happened so fast. “You did well, thanks for protecting Sierra.” He was serious. Cody flew through the air and started sorting out the scum bags faster than Bo could think.
“Yeah, well that was luck.” I said. When Bo looked at me questioning, I continued. “It may look good in wrestling on TV but I could see myself missing the guy altogether and planting my face right into the sand! That was the image I had before my fist made contact with his big fat nose. I was just furious and I didn’t think. Now, we have to explain this to my folks.” I said with a scowl. I was determined we would not be late for dinner. I had some explaining to do when I got there anyway.
________
When I pulled up in front of the lodge, everyone was out front to greet us. Annie ran up and kissed me. My grandparents and Willie and Sarah beamed at me. “What?” I asked puzzled.
Josh came limping up and winked at Bo. He gave me a big loud smooch on my cheek.
“Hey! Cut it OUT!” I yelled as I shoved him back.
But Josh just grabbed his chest and fluttered his eyelashes and cried; “MY HERO!” Just like Bo had done in the village. He was cracking up.
“Man, you better be glad you already look beaten or you would pay for that one!” I growled as I backed off the golf cart. “I take it the Constable has already called here. Sorry Pa, they were hurting Sierra.”
“I heard, Son. The Constable is very impressed with you. He said he didn’t even see what was happening until he saw you flying down the beach kicking out a rooster tail from the sand in your wake. He said you saved her. I’m proud of you, Cody. I was afraid you would go looking for them. You protected Sierra. You did what you needed to do. I can’t be mad about that. They’ll be out later. Let’s check out the damage on your hands and your elbow. Did you know you broke that kid’s nose? Maybe he’ll learn something by the time the Constable gets done with him. Right now, all three are sitting in a jail cell.” Mr. Austin ruffled his grandson’s hair that was still full of sand. “You need to hit a shower first. Ma put some clean clothes out for you.”
“Yes Sir.” I had Josh and Bo following me as I headed to our room at the lodge.
“Did they tell you?” I asked curiously.
“What?” Josh smiled. “That I have a big brother and a family now? Yeah, cool, huh?” Josh just couldn’t believe this could even be happening. He may get to stay in the islands? “Thanks Cody, you’re okay.”
“Sounds like William backed you up the most, Josh.” I told him.
“Yeah, but who told William?” Josh asked.
I ducked my head and then looked back up and said; “I was really worried, Josh, I had a bad feeling leaving you there—like something bad was going to happen—and it did. I should have thought quicker. I let you down, Man, look at your face!”
“These wounds will heal. Now, I think this one might too…” His voice trailed off as he placed his fist over his heart. “I thought I would always be alone, Cody. I really did.”
“Nah, we like to bug people too much to leave you alone, Josh, right Bo?” I laughed at my buddy.
“Yeah Mon,” Bo laughed. We were good friends. Things were going to work. And Cody saved his cousin from shame and injury. He was more than a good friend. Yes, they were all brothers.
________
Later that evening, the office was jammed full of kids. Josh and I sat in front of the monitor while Bo, Sierra, Annie and William flanked around us.
“Hey!” Jacob said with a scowl. “Cody was just showing off, Sierra. He knew I would’ve kicked their sorry butts when I got there!”
“Jacob, if he waited on you, Sierra would have been hurt. Cody, were you looking for these guys when you got to the mainland?” Shelby asked me.
“No, I was too happy about Ma getting temporary custody of Josh. I thought William had pretty well set them straight. Josh kicked their butts. Willie read them the riot act. I guess they figured they could get by with their crap in the village. But the Constable had been starting to watch them. They just didn’t see it in time. I might have missed it if I hadn’t gone to the dock to talk to Bo first. It just happened. I didn’t plan that.” I looked at Shelby—his sweet, gentle, little cousin. “Shelby, we had to take care of them before you got here. If they had tried to hurt you, I would have had to kill them!”
“Kiss up!” Jake laughed.
“Butthead!” I retorted.
“So—this is family?” Joshua asked curiously.
“Yep, get use to it!” Both of the kids in California and the kids at the lodge yelled in unison.
Josh’s face glowed with happiness. “Awesome!” He laughed.
The kids talked for a good hour. Jake and Shelby would be out by the end of next week. Life was good. Our grandparents leaned over our shoulders and smiled at their two beautiful grandkids on the monitor. “They have to go now, guys! We love you! Good night!”
“Night Mama, Night Papaw! Night Cody! Night Josh! Night Bo! Night Sierra, Night.”
I got real close to the screen and made a face. “Shelby! Good night already!” I signed off.
________
We went to check on the livestock and made sure all of Josh and William’s chores were done for the evening. They had a great dinner. Things were pretty relaxed and happy.
Josh’s face hurt and his ribs seemed even sorer than they had been earlier. He had taken a heck of a beating. It didn’t slow him down much, though. He quickly grabbed the hose and went down the aisles in the barn topping off water buckets.
William and I refilled the outside water troughs. “Cody, do you really think your grandparents can get custody of Joshua?” William shut off the water faucet. He had made sure that Josh wasn’t in hearing range before he asked Cody.
“I honestly think that they can. Listen, they have taken care of me for over fifteen years. They’ve proven to the system that they could do this and do a good job. It should be pretty easy. I hope so anyway. Josh needs a break.” I answered as I threw the horses hay.
“Cody, you’ve never said anything before. Maybe, it isn’t any of my business…” William stopped and looked down at the ground.
“Yeah William, you want to know about my Dad, right?” I smiled as my friend kicked at the grass and blushed. “It’s okay, man. I have a Dad. He and his family still live in Tennessee. We’re cool. He’ll visit when he can. I love my Dad, William. Okay? He just couldn’t handle—stuff—back then and now I can’t imagine leaving my grandparents to live with his new family. I really love the warm weather and the ocean—well—I really love all of this!” I waved my arms in the air. “I get to be ‘me’ here. Ma and Pa want me and they treat me like I’m their own kid—instead of a grandkid. It’s a long story and it’s complicated. But—I still love my Dad. Things just worked out this way.”
William was surprised to see Josh standing at the door. Cody sat looking off toward the jungle deep in thought. “It still hurts, though, doesn’t it?” Josh asked quietly.
I jumped because I was unaware of Josh standing behind me. I turned around and looked at Josh. “No Josh, it did to hurt. I use to get really mad. But I’m okay with things now. Besides, I like where I am. You just get use to things, ya’ know?”
We turned to see the local sheriff pull up the drive way. We headed toward the house. We were told that the village boys would stay in jail over night and then begin six months of community service. Also, it would go on their record. That would reflect as a first offense. The second offense would send them to juvenile detention. The Constable said that he would have been a lot harder on them but the boys’ parents were furious. He said that they had good families and the boys were probably grounded for life.
The families sat on the deck, drinking ice tea and trading stories with the Constable until he was ready to go. He stood up and shook the men’s hands. Josh walked out to the car with him.
“Josh, I know the Austin family will do everything in their power to get custody of you. Son, you are a lucky boy. You are also very brave to have gone through all that you have by yourself. There are people here that you can lean on. I’m sure your life is going to get better now. You are quite a man. I would like to shake your hand.” He took Josh’s small hand in his big hand and shook it soberly. He would have loved to have just gathered him into his arms and hugged him. However, he had a ten year old at home and he knew that would embarrass Josh. So, he settled for the hand shake. He waved to the others and pulled out.
We built a fire and roasted hot dogs and marshmallows. We had a lot of fun telling spooky stories and scaring Annie and Sierra. William ran and got his guitar and we all sat for over an hour singing local songs. Then Josh and I sang some of the songs from the states. Since I thought Kenny Chesney and Taylor Swift were the greatest, I was quickly getting the others hooked on country music as well. We put out the fire to the tune of; “Everybody wanna go to heaven…but nobody wanna go now!” It was midnight before all of us managed to settle down to sleep.
Carol and Ron lay in bed listening to the kids’ happy voices. Ron propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at his wife. “I think Josh fits right in, don’t you?” He asked.
Carol looked up at him and smiled. “Cody always wanted a little brother. He never really seemed lonely before. He must have been though. Bless his heart. He just glows now when he looks at Josh. This was a good move for everyone, Ron.”
“I think so, too. I hope they don’t give us a hard time about custody. Josh should have funds coming to help cover his college expenses. He just needs to be a kid for about eight or nine years more. Hopefully, we can give him that.” Ron said. He leaned over and kissed his wife. “He might not like having to go back to school, teacher.” He laughed.
His wife just smiled at the thought. Class was probably about to get a whole lot more interesting for Cody. She would enjoy another student. They would learn from each other. This was going to work out fine.
________
CHAPTER SIX
The guys were up at dawn. We hurried through our chores. William took the lodge’s golf cart and followed me. We were going to make sure that Pirate’s Cove was all locked up before we went to the dock. Josh ran around getting all of his things together to go to Palm Caye with his new family. He stopped and looked around his home that he had built. “Cody, what are we going to do with this place?” He asked. His eyes were sad.
“We’re going to keep it, Josh, what did you think? Maybe when we come to the mainland, Ma and Pa will let us stay here while they stay at the lodge. We’ll finish the cove on the island. When Jake and Shelby come, we’ll stay there when we’re on the island and then when we are on the mainland, we’ll stay here. It’ll be fun, Josh. It won’t be quite the same as before—but it will be fun, okay?” I understood Josh’s reaction. Josh built this. He made himself a home here.
“Yeah, you’re right. You can’t have both, can you?” He muttered.
“We sure can try!” I laughed. “It is going to be okay, Josh.”
William motioned for them. “We’re out of time. We have to get going or we will make your grandparents wait. You still have chores to do at home.”
Josh helped me load the golf cart and I motioned to Marley to hop aboard. William followed with his golf cart to deliver Bo and Sierra back home. The guys bumped down the road to Reggae music. When we pulled up to the marina, my grandparents were just putting the Jeep into the garage. The boat was already loaded and ready. After we put Josh’s stuff onboard, we hurried and put the golf cart away.
I spun around. “Wait a minute, Pa, I’ll be right back.” Everyone watched as I rolled over to Sierra. I locked the wheels in place and gradually stood up. My legs were shaking but they still held my weight.
I looked down at her and smiled; “I don’t quite have standing down pat yet, but I’m working on it.” I was a little over six foot tall and towered over Sierra. I put my hands gently on her shoulders and bent down to look her in the eye.
“I am going to get a lot of kidding about this but I had to tell you that I care about you, Sierra. I care a lot. So please be careful and take care of yourself.” I bent down and gently kissed her on the lips. The electric current that went through me startled me and made my legs collapse.
“My legs aren’t too good yet. I’ll work on it. See ya’!” I sat back down in his chair, unlocked the wheels and hurried back on board. Everyone sat there with their mouths open.
“What?” I said and they all looked away quickly.
Even Josh didn’t have a smart remark—he was speechless. Cody stood up! Wow!
Bo looked at Sierra. “Do you need to sit down or something? You look like you are about to pass out. Wow. Did you see Cody? He was standing! You could tell that it took a lot of effort—but he was standing all by himself! That is so cool!”
Sierra looked at William and he was smiling. He understood what had made Cody’s legs give out and he understood why she was so shaken. She was in love with that American boy. Sierra realized in that instant that Cody felt strongly about her as well.
“Yes, he sure is something, isn’t he?” William laughed.
Sierra looked at the boat to see Cody looking back at her intently. She waved her hand and blew him a kiss.
Bo looked around and shook his head. “We have to get home.”
Everyone felt like Josh was starting a new chapter of his life. They were all relieved because they knew that Josh was safe. Josh’s situation had all of them losing sleep.
________
The Austin family and Josh were soon back at Palm Caye. Everyone knew what needed to be done so they went off in different directions to get caught up. Normally the chores would have been done a couple of hours ago. The animals didn’t gripe too much—except the goats—and Magic was impatient to leave his paddock.
By noon, everything was done and all of the animals were happy and the family was starving. Mrs. Austin knew how to solve that problem and the guys could smell the barbecue on the grill. No one needed to be called for lunch. We ate under the palapa and looked out over the ocean. The fishing boats eased by, going back from their long morning of fishing. The men waved at the American family as they floated by. Marley finished off a plate of barbecue and wanted more. He was such a pig! Josh and Cody were also feeling a little piggish and refused to share.
My grandmother wanted to set my yurt up for both of us so she suggested that we forget about school today and go fishing. We hadn’t had a chance to take the boat out yet that Pa had fixed. I was anxious to take it out and see if it was as cool as we thought it would be when it was all fixed up.
We loaded up the boat and I managed to slide over onto the bench without much difficulty.
This one wasn’t wheelchair accessible, but that was okay. I was going to be sitting or stretching out on the bench anyway. I had promised my grandmother that some time during the day; I would stretch out on my stomach and give my back a rest.
Josh was the first to catch a fish. Then it was constant. We had our quota in no time at all. Pa pulled over into the shade and we all took a siesta. Josh—who never took a nap—fell sound asleep. I woke up first but stayed on my stomach and petted Marley. This was fun.
I thought about Sierra again. I was surprised that no one had harassed me after I kissed her. Go figure. I just had to—I couldn’t help it. Those boys about hurt her bad and I didn’t realize until then just how much I really did care about her. I tried not to think about girls (that wasn’t easy) but I never felt like I had much to offer. I was trying hard to get the use of my legs back. It was a long, drawn out process.
It was nice to be hanging out with Josh and Pa, fishing and taking a nap. It was really a cool way to spend the day. I propped on my elbows and watched fish float lazily near the boat. On shore, I could see some of the villagers that had come out to fish as well.
In the afternoon, you would see everyone taking a nap at the same time because it seemed like there was a lull in the fishing that no matter what you threw at them, they wouldn’t bite. It was weird, they would be right there. But they must have been taking a siesta too, because they weren’t interested in any bait. It was the way of the islands—just another way that the islands differed from the states.
I pulled myself up, secured my life vest and slid over the side. I could swim, but my grandparents insisted that unless I was in the protected cove of our island or the pool, I wore the vest. The water was comfortable and I just floated around enjoying the day.
Josh woke up on the boat and realized I wasn’t there. He jumped up so quickly that he startled Pa and woke the snoring Marley. “Cody! You scared the crap outta me! What are you doing out there?” He yelled.
He looked at Pa and grinned when he motioned Josh to hop in. Together, Josh and Marley dove off of the boat. The water felt like heaven to Josh. It was just warm enough to make the day perfect.
Eventually, Pa helped Josh back into the boat first. When he turned to help me, he saw me pull myself up on the side like a gymnast and flip into the boat. “Nice job, Bubba!” He was always amazed at my upper body strength. “I guess we better head back. It’s already six o’clock. Ma’s going to think the boat wouldn’t start.”
We were laughing at my grandfather while we watched him cross his fingers before he turned the key. “There was never a doubt!” Pa stated and we purred smoothly out of the little cove and headed home.
________
My grandmother met us at the dock. “There you are!” She exclaimed and was shocked when she saw the huge haul of fish Josh and Pa brought out of the boat. “My goodness, did y’all leave any out there?” She asked jokingly. She reached for the fish that Pa was carrying while he turned around and held out a hand to help me pivot my weight out of the boat and into my chair. “Cody, honey did you…”
“Yeah Ma, we took a siesta and I lay on my tummy. Then I went for a swim. I was off my butt for two hours at least!” I smiled at her. She worried too much.
“He did great, honey. The boys caught more fish than I did. It was like a fishing rodeo. We couldn’t rope ‘em and throw ‘em in the boat fast enough! Josh is a great fisherman.” Pa was beaming.
“I have dinner on and most of the chores done. We still have to bring Magic back to his corral—and clean all of these fish! Josh, why don’t you help Ron? Cody and I will go get Magic.” She needed time with Cody and it wouldn’t take long to finish supper.
“Yes Ma’am!” Josh answered. He was happy to go clean the fish. It was strange. He hadn’t felt lonely or crowded in days. This family thing was pretty cool. Maybe foster parents wouldn’t have been too bad. But not everyone would be like the Austin family. He had a feeling they were the exception and he had just lucked out.
I rolled beside my grandmother as she walked back the path. We stopped to look at her new ferns and tropical flowers that we had worked so hard to get started. With my grandmother’s green thumb and loving care, they were absolutely beautiful. The vivid colors were amazing. The place was going to look great by the time Jake and Shelby got there.
“You seem to have had a good day, Cody, are you enjoying having a little brother?” She asked.
“Yes, I am. He doesn’t seem like a little brother, though. He’s as mature as anyone my age. Josh has been though a lot, Ma.” I had stopped and was looking up at my grandmother. “Thanks for doing this for Josh. It was taking on a big responsibility.”
“Cody, are you going to tell Josh and your friends about the miracle you were blessed with? Have you thought about it?” She asked quietly.
“Does it really matter? They don’t know how I was before we moved here, Ma. You knew that I was inside this body. You never gave up. Do you really think they would believe us even if we told them? People just don’t believe in miracles, ya’ know? How can they believe that I only answered with eye blinks and grunts while my head was screaming to escape? How can anyone understand that about our family? We are the ones that lived through it. Besides, it seems like a different life—doesn’t it to you?” I asked as my right hand went to the Indian charm around my neck that hid the trachea scar I still had from having a trach and being on a ventilator.
“Josh needs to know that this is me now. He needs a home and a stable family. Besides, I did show them I could stand today, ya’ know?”
My grandmother smiled. “You showed them you could kiss a girl pretty good too, didn’t you?” She laughed. “Honey, every child deserves a home. We care about Josh and we know that you really care about him. It’s going to work out. If he doesn’t have any family in the states, he should be able to stay with us for as long as he wants and be a part of our family. You might want to let him in on everything—eventually.” She looked up the path and shook her head. “I think that Josh would—maybe be amazed—but I think he would understand. That’s up to you, Cody.”
“Would you look at that?” Magic was walking down the path and heading home. He had to have opened up the gate that normally blocked him on the side of the island that had pasture—again. My handsome colt came walking casually down the path.
He reached for the apple that I was holding for him but before he took it, he rubbed his muzzle against my cheek. Magic was settling down. He gently took the apple and started munching. “It might be time to start Josh on Magic, Ma. He seems pretty calm.” I laughed when the big lug kept dropping his head down to nudge my shoulder.
“Maybe, Josh needs to heal a little first. Magic needs to get use to him being around. Those boys beat Josh badly, Cody. We should start some of the hyperbaric treatments for Josh to heal a little quicker. He should wait a week before he does anything too strenuous. Sarah said his kidneys were bruised as well as his ribs. He doesn’t act like it, but he has to be really sore.”
My grandparents had purchased a hyperbaric chamber from Sicily and I usually averaged about three treatments a week. I was healing slowly. Brain cells that had been injured during the accident—well—they died off. But what the oxygen under pressure did was kick unused, lazy neurons into motion to take over the work of the dead cells. It was complicated. But it was one of the many things that they contributed my miraculous comeback.
We opened the gate to Magic’s corral and the horse shocked us by running in without an argument. Of course, he was headed toward sweet feed and hay. That was still better than what he normally did. He could be a real pain.
“Why don’t you boys go get cleaned up and dinner should be ready in about a half hour? Help Josh unpack and I’ll help Pa finish up, okay?” She headed toward the fish cleaning area and sent Josh back up to where I was.
Marley ran ahead to open to gates and Josh was laughing at him. Josh asked Cody; “Did you guys teach him how to do all of that? He’s good!”
I smiled and said; “He’s a natural. Ma works with him a lot. Pa and I try to also. He’s still a puppy so he tends to forget his manners, but he’s a pretty smart dog. He’s been a lot of company.”
We hurried inside the yurt and Josh stood there in shock and speechless. While we had been out fishing, Ma had put an extra bed, chest of drawers and an extra desk in our yurt. The room didn’t look crowded. It looked like this was the way it was supposed to be all along. All Josh could say was a simple and humble; “Wow!”
“She did well, didn’t she? Ma has a way with arranging things—rooms, barns, gardens, islands—anything! She could organize garbage, Josh. Let’s get your stuff put away and grab a shower. You stink!” I laughed jokingly. I could see the tears in Josh’s eyes and I knew that Josh was pretty overwhelmed. So, the best way to change the subject is to insult someone, right?
“I stink? Nah! Not as bad as you do, Bubba!” Josh laughed as he tried to bury my head in his armpit.
“Ah man! You really do stink!” I laughed.
We quickly unpacked Josh’s bags and I watched him gently place the picture of his Mom and Dad on his desk. Josh rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “This is great, Cody, really great. Why don’t I take the outside shower and you take the one in here?” He had quickly pulled out some swim trunks and a tank top.
I was pretty sure that Josh needed some time alone. “Sounds like a plan to me. I think we’re eating in so I’ll meet you back in the family yurt, okay?” Josh nodded and headed out. I quickly grabbed similar clothes to what Josh had pulled out. If there was enough time left, maybe we could go to the cove for a swim. I was smiling as I slid over to the shower from my chair. I really like the idea of having a brother. It was like having a best friend all of the time and that was just—way cool!
I thought of Sierra again as I got out and dried off and was combing hair. I smiled my biggest smile as I thought of that special kiss—that happened with me standing on my own two feet. I felt so tall—like a man. Sierra just melted under my lips—wow—this was pretty strange. Did Sierra felt the electric current that took my knees out?
________
Josh stood under the shower. This place was better than he could have ever hoped. He never thought that he would ever see a luxury again in his life and here he was; taking a hot outside shower with real shampoo and a good soap. He had a nice home with nice people. He had a brother. He had his own bed. It was just too good to be true. After a year of being scared and totally independent, he was just overwhelmed.
Did he deserve this? Why was this family so willing to share everything with a stranger? He was actually cruel to Cody when he first met him. Cody never held it against him—not once! Cody’s grandparents accepted him without a second thought? He had no idea there were people like this Austin family in the world. Josh thought the world to be a very cruel and uncaring place—a place that only the strongest survived. Here it seemed—they help each other survive. He didn’t know how he was going to fit in. He just hoped that he didn’t screw up.
He was pretty sure that there was a lot more to Cody’s story than anyone told him. Cody’s eyes were way too serious. He seemed much wiser than most teenagers. It seemed like—well—like he had a secret. Maybe someday he would share it with him.
……………………………….........
After a great dinner, Josh and I went to the cove. Josh walked around the hide out that we had worked on the weekend before.
“Wow, Cody! You’ve done a lot work this week. I like the way you have tied in the walls. You even made a door! This is awesome!” He was seriously impressed.
Cody’s grandmother wasn’t the only one with organizational skills. His new brother had been busy. “When did you have time to do all of this, man?” Cody had brought out more supplies and the place was starting to look as good—if not better—than Pirate’s Cove.
“Some of it I did early in the morning before chores. Then if I got bored, I came out in the evening. We had a lot done when you all went back to the island remember?” I was a little embarrassed. I had worked really hard on the place but I didn’t want to tell Josh it was because I was so worried. I didn’t want to tell him that I had tried to dodge my grandparents as much as possible because I was trying not to tell them about Josh’s situation. Or that I had snuck out in the middle of the night and worked because I couldn’t sleep.
“Yeah right, this place looks like you worked on it night and day! You know—together—I bet we can have this place super cool by the time Jake and Shelby get here. Why don’t we see if William and Bo can come out this weekend and we’ll try to get the upper decks done?” Josh was excited. This wasn’t Pirate’s Cove—but close. Cody had already put in a ton of labor hours this week on his project.
“We could ask, I guess. Sierra and Annie will feel left out, though, maybe we can see if they can come too.” I said absent mindedly. I had my grandfather help me put the little dock out and I rolled my wheelchair over to where I could ease out of it and into the water. “Ah, this feels great, Josh, come on in!”
And of course, Josh couldn’t resist doing a canon ball right next to me. “Are ya’ missing your girlfriend already, Bubba?” He teased.
“She’s not my—ah man—I guess she is—crap!” I splashed Josh and swam away. I wasn’t getting into this subject right now. How do you explain to a ten year old that you really cared about a ‘girl?’
“Yeah, well—you’re her HERO!” Josh shouted.
I reached over and pushed Josh’s head under the water. “I’m nobody’s hero, you idiot!”
Josh popped back up out of the water like a dolphin. “You’re a nut!” I laughed as Josh batted his eyelashes at me. It was hard to stay mad at Josh. But Sierra was a new subject in my life.
Girlfriend—wow—that really sounded strange. Girlfriend wasn’t the same as a girl as a friend. I missed her already.
Josh watched the scowl on Cody’s face and laughed. “It’s complicated, huh?”
“Yes, it’s complicated. I like Sierra—a lot—okay? She’s a nice girl. She’s a good friend. Okay, I’m crazy about her. Can we change the subject now?” I asked. Then Marley did his impression of a cannonball and Josh and I both were wiping water out of our eyes.
Josh decided he had better change the subject. “This is really nice out here in the evening. The sand goes out for a long ways. Maybe we can come out and do some snorkeling and work on the hideout tomorrow. Have you been diving out there yet?” It was a beautiful. The water was so clear you could see different colors of coral.
“Yeah Josh, we actually have a small reef out there and it has all kinds of cool things growing around it. There was an old barge sunk out there in 1980 and it’s covered with corral and sea life. Maybe we can get Pa and Ma to take us out diving. You’d love it.” I had motioned in the direction of the reef. It was about three hundred yards off shore.
“That sounds like fun. I really like this place, Cody. You guys chose a really sweet place. It’s the nicest island that I’ve seen around here. Of course, you guys have done a lot of work, but I bet it was pretty nice before you started on it, wasn’t it?” He was amazed at all of the mature palm trees. They had citrus trees and banana trees and some huge mangrove trees. They had to have been there a while.
“The island was hit pretty hard during the last hurricane, Josh. A lot that we had finished we had to do over. But when Ma and Pa bought the island, some of it had been cleared but most of it was native. No one had been on it to mess it up. It was pretty nice. Ma fell in love with it. Pa figured out how to make it work for us and so far it’s working pretty well.” I smiled. We had all worked hard to make it look like it did now. A couple more years, and it would definitely be a tropical paradise. We were pretty proud of it.
“That hurricane tore up everything, Cody. The lodge got hit hard too, didn’t it?” Josh asked.
He was remembering the nightmare that he had to live through. The boat capsized. His family was gone. He hung to a tree for two days thinking he was going to die. He shook his head. “We’d better get back. It’s getting late.”
I saw the look on my friend’s face. I wasn’t going to push him. He would tell me when he was ready. It was still really painful for him. I wanted him to start to relax and enjoy life now. He was safe. I never wanted Josh to have to be afraid ever again.
“Yeah, we had better move it. We still need to talk to Jake and Shelby. Hop on Bubba, I’ll give ya’ a lift!” And down the path we flew with Marley closing in fast. At least we had each other now. Josh needed this. Shoot, I did too.
________
“Sierra, this is Annie. How are you doing?” Annie was on the phone and all that Will had told her was that maybe she ought to call her friend. He didn’t explain why. Sierra would normally call her if there was a problem but she had barely heard from her in the past couple of weeks.
“Hello Annie. I’m just sitting out here on the deck. I guess I was day dreaming.” Sierra’s voice seemed vague.
“Sierra, do you want to talk about it?” Annie prompted.
“Well. Um—ah shoot Annie, I think I am in love with Cody Austin.” Sierra whispered. This was the first time that Sierra had admitted her feelings to anyone.
“WHAT?” Annie asked surprised. Sierra hadn’t seemed interested in any of the guys at school. Annie thought she was more of a tomboy. She stood corrected.
“What happened that made you think that?” Annie waited but there was silence on the other end. “Sierra, you know you can talk to me, we’ve been friends forever!”
“I—I—don’t know what to say, Annie. I have been having dreams of Cody for a while now. Do you remember when that silly dog embarrassed us at the dock? Well, since then—since I looked into those brilliant green eyes—I have dreamed of nothing else.” Sierra was whispering. This was really bugging her. Annie was grinning. Sierra never really liked boys. She thought the girls that flirted around with the guys at school were ridiculous. She’d never make a fool of herself over some immature boy! Uh huh!
“Sierra, you are sixteen. This is normal. Girls fantasize about boys and boys fantasize about girls. It is hormones or something. It will pass.” Annie laughed. Sierra was quiet. This wasn’t like Sierra. “You are really worried about this, aren’t you?”
“Annie, Cody stood up and kissed me at the dock before they left for their island. His legs went out and he fell back into the chair and I understood because my legs felt like jelly! I saw it in his eyes too, Annie! Something happened and now all I can do is think about him and dream—ah man—Annie! I dream things about him that I shouldn’t be dreaming!” Sierra whispered with a sob.
“Like what? Sierra, I dream about guys—some are just made up in my head or movie stars. Honey, there is nothing wrong with what…” Annie was interrupted.
“ANNIE! I’m serious! I dream of making love with this American boy—all in living color and it is freaking me out! I know things about him that I should not know! And it is scaring me to death!” Sierra cried.
Annie was speechless for a moment, thinking—she would like to hear more about these dreams but not being rude enough to ask for details. “Sierra, why don’t you see if you can come over and we’ll take a swim and talk? Okay?”
“’Kay, Annie, I’ll talk to you later.” Sierra whispered and hung up. Sierra wrapped her arms around her legs and rocked on the stairs. She thought that she had to be losing her mind. If she had one more sexual fantasy about Cody Austin, she would never be able to look in those beautiful green eyes again. “Argh!” She groaned as she jumped up and stomped into the house.
________
CHAPTER SEVEN
That night after Josh and I went to sleep in our newly arranged yurt, Josh tossed and turned. I propped up on my elbow and watched him. I understood nightmares and I had wished a lot of times for someone to wake me.
I didn’t know if I should wake him or not…
JOSH’S DREAM
The ocean tossed and turned as their boat bounced from one wave to another. They had pulled down their sails and tied them down as best they could. Josh’s Dad was hit when the mast flew around and if it hadn’t been for his Mom catching him and throwing him onto the deck—he would have flown off the side. They sent Josh down for a first aid kit. His Dad had a huge gash across his cheek.
Josh ran down the steps to the cabin and into the engine room. He grabbed the first aid kit from its hook on the wall. He started back up and the water rushed in.
Josh was tossed back into the engine room. He tried to walk but the current was too strong and the water level kept getting deeper. He grabbed the railing inside the engine room door and with the first aid kit swung over his shoulder and his life vest securely fastened on, he eased himself foot by foot back up into the cabin.
The water was getting deeper. There was no saving the boat. They would never bail it out quick enough with the pumps. Josh grabbed the first cabinet—then the second. He slowly eased his way back up to the deck. Josh grabbed the slide door at the entrance of the cabin and pulled himself out. “Mom, Dad, where are you?” He cried but there was no one answering. Josh realized the boat was tipping and he fought his way up to the high side of the deck.
Just as Josh reached the side railing that was now straight up in the air, the boat heaved and lunged. Then it began to flip. Standing on the side of the boat, Josh dove off just before it capsized. He plunged under the water. When he popped back up, he was choking from all of the water he had swallowed.
He pulled himself back up on the boat. The bottom had become the top. Visibility was practically nonexistent and the roar of the heavy storm and the huge waves banging against the boat drowned Josh’s tearful cries. “Mom, Dad, where are YOU?”
The storm raged on. Josh was knocked off the boat time and time again. He cried and screamed for his parents but he knew that they were gone. He knew that he was now alone in a foreign country. Josh had never been so scared or so sad in his life.
His Mom and Dad were the only family that he had. Dad use to laugh and say they were the three musketeers—One for all—all for one. They didn’t need anyone else. But now they were gone—and he was alone.
The storm raged on for hours. The boat was getting knocked further and further toward the mainland. The water was getting higher and higher.
A rogue wave came out of nowhere—it picked Josh up off of the boat and threw him mid air onto land. Josh grabbed the first thing that he hit and hung on—shivering, scared and hurt.
He was terrified when he realized he was hanging onto the branch of a huge mangrove tree. He was way up the tree—almost to the top. It was so much taller than the oak tree back home where he and his Dad had built his tree house.
Josh was too terrified to look down. So he hung on. He straddled a large limb and hung on to the tree for all he was worth. He had no idea what was going to happen next. He was exhausted.
Somehow during the night, Josh fell asleep in that massive old tree. He still was hanging on with a death grip. His body was black and blue from being tossed about and into anything in his path. He had cuts and scrapes. And he had tears that wouldn’t quit pouring. He knew his Mom and Dad were dead. He was alone. Josh hurt-both body and soul.
He woke up gradually to the sound of birds singing and the slap of the waves against the shoreline. The sun was trying to peek through the trees. Suddenly, he was hit on the head by a flying banana—then another one. He looked up in time to dodge the coconut a howler monkey was throwing at him.
“Hey! Cut it out!” He yelled at the silly monkey. Then he was hit from another direction with a mango. What the…another howler monkey! Blasted comedians! “Bug off!” He grumbled as he hurried to climb down…
Josh eased himself slowly down the tree and onto the ground. Both monkeys followed him. They were curious. Josh walked over to the shoreline and he could see supplies floating toward the island.
“Well, I may as well salvage what I can.” He muttered. He swam out to retrieve what was left of the supplies in their boat.
He found his Mom’s purse. It had cash and credit cards in it. He found suitcases and his clothes. He found an assortment of things he probably could use. The whole time he watched and called out for his parents.
Once he had salvaged as much as he could, he walked up and down the shoreline. He kept looking for his parents. He couldn’t find them. He had six credit cards, five hundred dollars, and some supplies.
Hughie and Louie (the names he stuck on the howler monkeys) continued to follow him around. He climbed a large palm tree that curved out over the ocean and lie quietly as he scanned the surrounding area.
“Well, have you guys seen anything?” He asked the monkeys. Louie actually shook his head ‘no’. “Well, keep an eye out would ya? I need to close my eyes.” Josh was so weary. His eyes burned from the salt water and lack of sleep. He thought if he could just rest for a little bit…
Josh slept for hours. He woke to one of the monkeys jumping on him. “What?” He demanded. He quickly sat up and then ducked back down and laid flat against the branch as a rescue boat came slowly along the shoreline. He listened to the men talk and as he began to understand the conversation, he began to cry.
“Damn shame, Noah! Those fools shouldn’t have been out in the storm. We keep telling these tourists when they are predicting high winds and possibly rough waters—storm flags were out— don’t go near the water! But—no—they were too experienced and they didn’t want to waste time. It’s their bloody vacation! Now, here we are taking in a couple more bodies and trying to find one little boy. You know as well as I do that we won’t find the kid. We won’t find him alive! Damn shame and you know it!” The older man griped.
“What was the boy’s name again?” The younger guy asked.
“Joshua, Josh it said on their papers. The men started calling out his name. Josh looked down into their boat and saw his mother’s hand with her wedding rings uncovered from the tarp that they had thrown over them… “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
________
I had decided that I had seen enough tears and heard enough moans. I was pretty sure that Josh was reliving the accident. Josh screamed out and slammed his fist into the headboard repeatedly. I quickly slid over onto my wheelchair and rolled over to Josh’s bed. I pulled off one of the arms of the chair and threw it on the floor.
Josh started screaming: “MOM—DAD! Don’t die! Come Back! I’m all alone!” I picked Josh up into my arms and held him close. I had to hold him tight because Josh was swinging wildly.
“It’s okay Josh, you’re not alone! I’ve got you, brother!” And I rocked Josh like a baby while Josh clung to me.
Lights flew on across the pavilion. Ma and Pa came running. Pa was on his knees by me and Ma was on the other side, stroking the small boy’s hair. Josh clung to me while he struggled awake. His hair was drenched and matted to his head. His body was covered with a cold sweat.
Carol and Ron looked at their grandson as he rocked his new little brother and saw the tears of concern and compassion flow unchecked down his cheeks.
“Do you have any idea how terrifying that had to have been?” I whispered the question. They shook their heads. How could they? “Ma, Josh is a tough kid. But no one should have to go through what he did.”
“I know honey, I know.” She patted my arm.
“Josh, wake up sweetie, wake up now. You’re having a nightmare Josh, you aren’t alone. You’re safe now. You’re safe.” She said over and over until Josh’s eyes finally came open.
He looked around and realized his new family was there with him. That was different. And he was clinging to Cody? He was sitting in his lap? He started to pull away.
Josh was embarrassed.
I gave him a bear hug. “We’re brothers now, Josh. We can hug—-dude—it’s legal. I can also kick your butt. That’s legal too.” I roughed up Josh’s hair. “Are you okay, Bubba?”
Josh slowly got to his feet. He walked over to the door. Normally, he would have just taken off running until he was exhausted. He never had anyone to come and comfort him. He didn’t have someone that cared for him. For a year now, he had to deal with whatever came because there was no one to help him through it. He just didn’t know how to act. These people cared.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what brought that on. I use to have that nightmare every night. Then it got better after I had to work every day to learn how to survive. I would be so exhausted that I would just pass out. Hughie and Louie would help by staying close. Cody, do you think we could bring them here?” He looked back at the new brother that he seemed to have acquired. Cody had actually held and rocked him—and cried with him!
My grandparents looked confused. I told them about Josh’s howler monkeys and they just grinned. What were two more animals—they already had one pair of howlers—what was one more pair? Josh looked relieved that they were more than willing to bring his monkey friends over from Pirate’s Cove.
Ma suggested they went and fixed some hot chocolate and let Josh run through a shower. Two o’clock in the morning was a perfect time for home baked cookies and hot chocolate. It seemed by the time Josh was clean and in dry sleep shorts, the hot chocolate and cookies were there for him. They smiled at him when he came through the door. “Uh, thanks guys—I don’t know what brought that nightmare back.”
“Just the new and unfamiliar surroundings probably, Josh.” Pa told him. “No one usually sleeps well in a new place at first. Everything has happened too quickly and you were tired. It will get better.”
“Yeah, it’s been a rough year. I can’t believe that it is over—that I actually have someone that wants to be my family. I never thought that could happen.” Josh stifled a yawn.
“Tired?” Ma asked. She imagined that he had to be worn out. Cody had told them that he finally pulled him out of bed and held on tight because he was afraid that Josh was going to hurt himself. She was concerned. This child had been traumatized. It was going to take time for him to be able to blend in and feel comfortable in a family setting again. It was going to take a lot of time. “Why don’t we lie back down and try to get some more sleep. Do you think you could go back to sleep now, Josh?”
“Yes Ma’am. Thanks. Are you ready to go back, Cody?” He asked.
I quickly picked up our mess and took it to the sink. I smiled and waved at my grandparents as I followed Josh back to our yurt. My grandparents had taken on another problem. Josh had a lot of problems. I knew that somehow my family was going to help Josh out. I knew we would make him part of our family so he wouldn’t have to ever be alone again.
As I lay back in my bed, I stretched out with my hands behind my head and looked at the ceiling—just thinking.
“Cody, are you asleep?” Josh whispered.
“No, I’m awake.” I answered.
“You aren’t going to tell anyone that you rocked me like a baby, are you?” He asked. He actually thought it was pretty cool that Cody just picked his sorry butt up and rocked him. It had been nice to just cling to somebody that actually gave a damn. He didn’t act like he was irritated but like he really cared and wanted to rock the pain away. They were guys—this couldn’t get out!
“No Josh, we’re brothers, remember?” I said seriously. Then I smiled and propped myself up on my elbow and looked over at Josh. “Unless you keep teasing me about Sierra—then I may just let it slip…”
Josh threw his pillow. I caught it and threw it back. “Thanks Cody. I appreciate you caring.” Josh said seriously.
“No problem. We’re family now, good night Josh!” I yawned.
“Good night, brother.” Josh said and turned over. He lay there for quite awhile wondering what he did to deserve this family. He didn’t think anyone could be as fantastic as his Mom and Dad. He still missed them something fierce. But it was like they knew that he would be found by good people. Maybe that’s why he ended up where he did—at Pirate’s Cove. Maybe his folks knew he would find a new family that would love him almost as much as they did…maybe…
________
When Josh woke, he was disoriented. “Where am I?” He asked out loud. He slowly sat up on the side of the bed and focused. He was home. That was such a weird feeling. Cody’s bed was neatly made. Josh looked at the clock and it was already nine o’clock in the morning.
He hurried and made his bed and ran into the bathroom. Quickly, he ran through another shower (because his hair was standing up everywhere), brushed his teeth and got dressed. He made sure the mess that he had made was cleaned up. He checked out Cody’s little refrigerator and found a bottle of juice and headed out to see where everyone had disappeared. Mr. Austin was down at the dock. Josh hurried down to join him.
“Good morning, Josh! How are you feeling this morning, Son?” Ron asked the small, pale boy. Josh still didn’t look well. The nightmare had taken its toll. Ron watched while the boy searched for words.
“I’m sorry about last night, Sir. I haven’t had that nightmare in quite a while. It seemed so real. It was like it just happened. I feel bad putting you guys through that.” Josh was looking down at his feet.
Ron hopped up on the deck and put his hand on Josh’s shoulder. “Josh, it is okay. We know that you have gone through some pretty awful stuff, Bubba. We’re here to help you remember more of the good stuff from before and less of the bad stuff. We’re here to help you look forward to building a future. It’s going to be alright.” The dark shadows under Josh’s eyes made them look even sadder. His eyes were bloodshot and even with his dark golden tan, he looked pale—sick. Josh’s shoulders drooped and his hands hung down to his sides. He was so thin. Ron knew the boy didn’t want pity, so he tried really hard not to go there. “Why don’t you go find Cody and I’ll rustle us up a late breakfast?”
Josh agreed and started walking away. He stopped for a second and looked around. “Where’s Mrs. Austin?” He asked. He noticed that the little run about boat wasn’t at the dock.
“Carol went into Belize City today, Josh. Go get Cody and I’ll fill you guys in on all of the details, okay? She had a bunch of family business to take care of and she wanted you to spend your first real day out here just getting use to everything. We’ll have a man day!” Ron laughed and waved Josh off.
Josh grinned as he jogged down the path to the hideout. A ‘man’ day! “That sounds like something you’d say, Dad.” Josh muttered under his breath. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath. His Mom and Dad would be really happy about how things were now. For the first time in a long time he actually felt hope.
He heard the hammering before he reached the clearing. When he walked out into the opening, he realized that Cody had been at it for a while. All the walls were up and Cody was working patiently inside on a table and counter that was starting to look pretty professional.
“Dang Cody, how long have you been up?” Josh asked in surprise.
“Since around six o’clock, sleepy head! I thought I would get the chores done and get started on this. Pa said we could work on it all day. Chores are done and I came out here to get started when Ma went to the mainland. Are you doing okay, Josh?” I had finally stopped and looked around at my new brother. Josh looked like he had gone through a terrible night—he was really pale and sad looking.
“I’m okay, Cody. Thanks for being there, man. Your Pa said to come and get you and we would make a late breakfast. You look like you could use a break anyway.” Josh was right.
I had worked hard and steady for the past couple of hours. I was determined to have the place finished and awesome by the time Jake and Shelby came out on Spring Break.
“Oh—okay, I guess I could eat.” I laughed and laid my hammer on the counter.
“Bo’s coming out later. They didn’t have school and his father is going to drop him off on the way back to the mainland. He may be late. I guess it depends on how well the fish are biting. Anyway, he’s spending the night.” I was looking forward to the help and the company. We had made it to Friday and next weekend my cousins would be here from California. There was a lot to still get done—and we really needed to get Josh settled in.
“Well, let’s eat and get back at it. We’ll get this all done this weekend and then we can pack it full of goodies next week and get it ready to PAR—TY!” Josh laughed.
“Let’s go, man, I’m starving!” I had Josh hop on the back of my chair and we flew down the path. I was glad my grandfather had spent so much time on my chairs because they were fast and strong. I enjoyed running up and down the paths, full speed ahead. My chairs had some serious speed and I loved shooting a rooster tail of sand in my wake. I was laughing when Josh leaned forward to try not to get any of the spray.
The boys came in laughing and joking. Pa had to laugh at the sight of Marley bouncing around the boys for attention. He was usually Cody’s number one companion. He didn’t look like he was too happy not to be the center of Cody’s world right now.
Cody stopped and reached over and put his arms around Marley’s neck. “Hey Marley, how are you doing, big guy? How’s my best buddy in the whole wide world? Yeah, that’s my man!” He was petting and hugging and Marley was suddenly as happy as a new pup. Cody had not forgotten him. Marley whipped around to Cody’s left side and sat obediently.
“Good Dog, Marley!” Cody praised him. “Go eat, Marley. Go eat and I’ll save you some bacon!”
“Woof!” Marley replied excitedly as he ran over to eat. He was now a happy dog. He had my attention—and my bacon. It was a good day.
“He’s easy!” Josh laughed as he helped set the table. “He’s a good dog, Cody, you’re lucky!”
Mr. Austin laughed. “You wouldn’t have said that a couple of months ago would he Cody?”
“No! Marley dumped me and the chair in the water on a daily basis. Man, I would get so mad at him! He ate wiring from the generator, the spark plug wire from the roto-tiller and ripped the seat up on the boat. Marley will tell you—he’s lucky to be alive and sitting here beside us today. He almost died. He would fill up his daily quota of bad stuff and then go hide under my bed for the rest of the day.” They were all laughing as they looked down at Marley who was hanging his head in shame. “But now, he’s a good boy! Isn’t that right, Buddy? You don’t have to hide under my bed so much anymore, do ya’ Marley?” Marley looked up and was smiling. His teeth bared in a funny grin. He whined and placed his head on my lap to be petted.
“Well he may have been a holy terror as a puppy, but he’s pretty cool now.” Josh stated and Marley barked in agreement.
They all sat around the table talking like they had known each other all of their lives. Josh fit right in and Ron sat back and watched the two boys. He wondered if Josh had any idea how much he completed Cody’s life. They were good together. Cody wouldn’t be lonely any more.
He just hoped his wife achieved what she had set out to do today. When it came to the government and rules and regulations, Carol was more than willing and able to go toe to toe with the big wigs. He, on the other hand, would get a little too ticked off and say a lot more than he should without the finesse’ that his wife had. It was a good thing she left the boys to him and took on the big ‘political’ boys by herself.
“I have an idea.” Ron said. “Why don’t I help you guys work on the hideout until Bo shows up? Then I’ll finish the chores out and you all can work as long as you want. I really would like to help out.”
“Really?” I asked. “That would be great! We want to get it all done by the time Jake and Shelby get here. And we still have a long way to go!”
“Yeah, we want to get all of the work done this weekend and then get it all stocked next week so that it will be ready to use when Jake and Shelby get here.” Josh added.
“Then, let’s get to it!” Ron stated and he pushed himself away from the table. “Maybe you can tell us how you and our other grandkids met in Okinawa, Josh. We didn’t get to see them much when they were stationed over there so we really don’t know a lot that happened.”
“Our Dads both worked at the hospital, Sir. My Dad was a doctor at the hospital and my Mom was a RN there. They became instant friends. Shelby and Jake are both older than I am but we all seemed to hit it off. I met them at a birthday party and we just became friends after that. I was either over at their house or they were at ours. We had a lot of field trips and they use to sneak me along as their little brother.” I had to laugh because I could picture them doing that. “Hey! Don’t laugh! I would have been totally bored with the kids my age. They saved my life over there!”
“Sounds like you were destined to be one of us, buddy, doesn’t it?” Ron asked.
“You know what? I actually have thought the same thing more than once. There’s always been one of you guys to save my butt—guess I was meant to be a little brother, huh?” Josh looked at me with a smile.
“Yes, my little brother, Josh. I don’t think I want to share. You’re just their ‘cousin’ okay? I think I want to be just a little selfish. They have each other to fight with—I didn’t have anyone until you showed up, Josh.” I had a smirk on my face.
“Well, since you put it like that…” Josh threw the dish rag at me and flew out of the door. “Meet ya’ at the cove!” He yelled. And he was gone.
I turned around at looked at my grandfather. “Pa, he’s really sad but I think with time, he’ll be okay—don’t you?”
“I think he’s going to be just fine, Buddy, let’s get to work.” Ron walked out with his grandson and they took their time getting to the clearing so Josh would have time to regroup. His emotions were going to be a roller coaster for a while. They would be patient. They would help him adjust.
________
“There you are!” Annie waved as she saw Sierra ride her bike up the lane. “What took you so long?” Annie was already sitting out by the pool with one of Carol Austin’s books. Carol offered to help her with a novel that Annie was working on and Annie was looking forward to it.
Annie had finally called Sierra again because she was still avoiding her. Sierra looked like she hadn’t slept in days. “Sierra, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m sorry Annie. I almost didn’t come.” Sierra admitted. “I’m a real mess.”
Annie raised an eyebrow when she actually saw dark shadows under her best friend’s eyes. Now, she realized that this Cody Austin thing was really driving her best friend crazy. She hadn’t thought about it before but Sierra probably thought that there was something seriously wrong with her. Her best friend was the most innocent sixteen year old that Annie had ever known.
Sierra stripped off her shorts and top. She had her bathing suit, a really nice yellow bikini, underneath. It had not dawned on Annie before. They had been friends forever. Sierra was not exactly looking like a tomboy any more. She was actually very beautiful. Sierra dove into the water and swam full out—lap after lap—like an athlete in training.
Annie grinned and put her book down. This was probably going to be more interesting than Carol’s book. Annie ran and jumped into the water and caught up with Sierra. “Hey, are we going to swim until we sink or are you going to tell me what is bugging you?” Annie demanded.
Sierra stopped and held onto the side of the pool. “Annie, I don’t know what to say! I think I’m going crazy!” Sierra griped as she pulled herself out of the pool and grabbed a towel. “I am crazy, Annie! Cody Austin is no more ready for a serious relationship than I am—we’re only sixteen years old!” She cried.
Annie grinned as she followed Sierra out of the pool. “Sierra, do you remember the ages of Romeo and Juliet?”
“ANNIE! This isn’t a book or a play or a movie! This is for real!” Sierra plopped down on the chaise lounge. “If Cody knew the thoughts that I had about him, he would run away screaming bloody murder.” She sighed and closed her eyes.
“They are that good, huh?” Annie grinned.
“Oh man, Annie! You are not much help!” Sierra scowled at the pool and finally looked at Annie and a very ornery look came over her face and her eyes glistened. “Oh yeah, they are that good!”
“These crazy dreams are killing me!” Sierra buried her face in her hands. “Annie, I have never—ever— dreamed dreams like this. Not even after—you know—when we went and saw that X rated movie that our Mamas didn’t know about? I—I—I thought that was the most awful movie in the world and that—you know—things like that really didn’t happen, right?” Sierra stuttered.
“Well, that wasn’t a very good movie, Sierra. But—um—I was kind of hoping that things like that actually happened but with a little more love and caring thrown in…” Annie found herself blushing. Shoot! She had dreamed about that movie but she hadn’t found a face to put on the…straighten up…this is for Sierra…
“It’s only normal, Sierra.” She realized that was a pretty weak explanation but she was trying to shove those sex-crazed images out of her head.
“Do you think it was because of what Robert and Sheldon were trying to do, Annie? Have they messed up my head?” Sierra was crying.
Annie quickly put her arms around her best friend and realized why Sierra was freaking out. “Ah Sierra, no honey, those boys were cruel and nasty. They wouldn’t know love or romance if it hit them between the eyes. If anything, you compared them against Cody and he won hands down. Sierra, I think you were right. I think you are in love with that handsome redhead.”
Annie held her close and felt like going and castrating all three of the boys on the spot. Sierra was really affected by what they attempted to do. Her first real crush and they had to tarnish it.
“I am in love with him, Annie, and it scares me to death.” Sierra sobbed.
“Why?” Annie asked. She couldn’t think of a better match for her best friend.
Sierra stared at Annie for a few minutes. “Because all of my life I have wanted to be a doctor, a career woman and now all I seem to care about is being in Cody’s arms—is that even NORMAL?” She demanded.
“I think that is as normal as love gets, Sierra. I think I am very jealous.” Annie whispered and stared into falls, daydreaming.
Sarah saw the girls by the pool and it looked like Annie had Sierra under control. She could tell that Sierra had suffered from the attack and she also saw that she was just a little fascinated with Cody. She shook her head and went back inside.
All of this was happening way too soon.
________
CHAPTER EIGHT
Carol Austin could not go back to sleep after Josh’s nightmare. She crawled quietly out of bed and went and stood in the shower. She couldn’t get the picture of that child’s tormented face out of her mind. He broke her heart. She couldn’t imagine any nine year old boy going through what Josh had and survive a year on his own.
Their island had suffered so much damage from the last hurricane. Even the lodge had sustained thousands of dollars in damage. A few of the workers at the eco lodge were injured. William was beat up because he went and tried to get all of the horses out of the barn. He led them deep into the rain forest to a corral so they wouldn’t be injured. Willie had sustained a head injury while going after William. It took months to clear up all of the damage and they still had a few sheds to replace. They were still cleaning up. And they all considered themselves very lucky not to have been hurt any worse.
By the time Carol climbed out of the shower, she had made her decision. She needed to purchase a couple of flash drives to put her new manuscripts on and she needed to purchase some software for her computer and more things for the boys’ schooling. Josh was several years behind Cody. He was a smart boy but he had missed a year of school. She would need to get a placement test and then go from there to make sure he didn’t skip a vital step in his education. He needed some clothes and so did Cody.
She probably could do most of this online and not have to go into the city. She had another problem she needed to address that made the trip necessary.
After last night, Carol realized that Josh needed closure. It was as simple as that. If they didn’t push the issue, his custody hearing could be postponed indefinitely. At the last minute the authorities could change their minds and send him back to the states and to the system that terrified him. The only way to make these people sit up and take notice was to get in their face and demand action.
Carol realized as she dressed for the city and the smell of coffee had drifted back into the bedroom that her husband couldn’t sleep either. She quickly dressed in her most professional light grey suit. With the beautiful blue blouse that she placed under it, her brilliant blue eyes looked sharp and determined. She lightly applied her makeup and stood back to see if she would project the image that she was looking for.
Ron stood in the doorway and gave her a low wolf whistle. “You are looking good! I would assume you’re headed into town. Please tell me where you are going and who you are going to see—is strictly business and that I don’t need to be jealous.” He was smiling when he handed Carol the cup of coffee.
Carol smiled as she turned from the mirror and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Josh needs this settled, Ron. The boy needs to know that this is his home and will be for as long as he wants. He needs this to be official, honey.” They walked into the kitchen.
“I was going to suggest you do exactly what you are doing. Great minds think alike—and just look who is coming across the walkway.” Ron motioned toward Cody who was rolling his chair quietly in their direction. He was telling Marley to be quiet. He was sneaking out to let Josh sleep as long as he could.
When I rolled quietly into the kitchen, I was startled to see my grandparents already there. My grandmother was dressed up in a snazzy business suit. She even had make up on. “Hey, what’s up?” I asked as I rolled over to the refrigerator to get a bottle of juice. “You sure look pretty today, Ma, but I don’t think you’re dressed for the garden.”
“I thought I would go and get some supplies in the city, Cody. I’m going to stop at the courthouse and see if I can get this whole custody thing settled. They haven’t answered my last three emails. It’s harder for them to avoid you when you’re in their face. I plan on staying in their faces until we get some answers. Josh needs to have this finished.” She sounded very determined.
“That’s great! I was hoping you were going to go do that, Ma. You can make them listen. I know that ya’ can. Josh does need this done.” I remembered when I was sick and needed so much medical attention. My grandmother learned to be a patient advocate. She was pretty darn good. “I think Josh would be doing a lot better if he knew that this was permanent.” I rolled around to the other side of the table and took the medication my grandmother had laid out. “What do you want us to do today while you are gone to war, Ma? Do you need anything in particular finished or started?” I asked.
“Cody, why don’t you all work on your hideout? I think Josh could use the time working with his hands while he settles. If Pa needs you for anything, he’ll know where to find you.” She smiled when she saw her grandson’s eyes light up. A whole day to work on his favorite project had to sound like heaven. “Just be very careful and make sure you take breaks.
“I’ll be sure and get off my butt, Ma!” I laughed. She worried way too much. The cove was a perfect place to go for a swim and take that break. We were going to have a great day while my grandmother was going to go play warrior politics. “You’re okay, Ma, I think we’ll keep ya!” I joked.
We helped Ma load up the boat and get headed to the mainland. Pa told Cody he would hang around and finish the chores and wait for Josh if he wanted to go ahead and get to work on the hideout. Both of us were pretty happy to have another ‘man’ day.
________
Carol met Bo and Bobby Lee at the dock on the mainland. They helped her tie off. “You sure are early this morning, Carol. What did you do, take off before the guys got out of bed?” Bo kidded her as he held out his hand to help her out of the boat. She was looking pretty fine. Bo noticed Bobbie Lee had taken a second look at Cody’s grandmother. That was just wrong. She was looking really nice this morning. “You look very nice Mrs. Austin. Are you heading into the city?” He asked.
“Yes, I have to go into the city. Josh was the only one still in bed. Cody and Ron were already up and they plan on working on Cody’s hideout.” She saw Bo’s face drop.“ Bobbie Lee, you know the boys are pressed for time to get this project finished before our other grandchildren come for Spring Break. Do you think Bo could come and help when you all are finished with the day? I could pick him up on my way back.” She offered.
Bobbie Lee looked at his son and smiled. He knew that it would break his heart if he wasn’t allowed to go out this weekend. “I already talked to Ron last night, Carol. I’ll drop him off on my way back. I just hadn’t told Bo. I was going to surprise him.” Bo’s face lit up. The boy had been a joy to have around since the Austin family had come to Belize. Bobbie Lee considered this fine lady to have a lot to do with that and he was grateful.
“Go help Carol get the Jeep out of the garage. I have your bag packed inside the boathouse, Bo. Grab it on the way back... Hurry, we have to get out before the fish go back to sleep.” He laughed as Bo ran ahead with Carol’s keys. The boy was moving. “I owe you and your husband a lot. He is a different boy now that you and your family are here. How is young Joshua doing?” He asked as he walked up the beach with his new friend.
“Josh is having it rough. He’s having nightmares and not sleeping well. I’m going to try to push this custody thing through in the city. They’ve been avoiding me.” She stated flatly. She was tired of dealing with the type of people that she was about to face.
“I know you will. Josh needs your family. Your grandson has that calming essence around him that makes the soul relax. He probably got that from you. I think you will be successful today.” Bobbie Lee was pretty certain of his statement. He had read a few of Mrs. Austin’s books. They grabbed your attention and kept you captivated throughout the story. She wrote young adult books and an adult suspense books. He was a fisherman. But he enjoyed sitting down and reading what this lady wrote.
Bo was ready to help Carol into the Jeep. He had shut the garage door and even started the Jeep for her. Carol leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You are a good boy, Bo. I’ll see you back at the island.”
They waved as she drove out of sight. “Nice lady.” Bobbie Lee commented.
“The greatest—but Papa—she is a grandmother! You shouldn’t be flirting with her!” Bo kidded him.
“I was not flirting with the lady, boy. I was respecting beauty. Those blue eyes are very beau—ti—ful!” He laughed and messed up Bo’s hair.
“Uh huh! Let’s go catch some fish, Papa, what do ya’ say?” Bo asked.
“Let’s go catch lots of fish! That sounds even better!” Bobbie Lee joked and wrestled with Bo all of the way to the dock. It was good to be back on good terms with his son. He had missed that after losing his wife. He had missed his son.
________
Carol Austin arrived at the courthouse office buildings by nine thirty. She finally found the tiny office of Children’s Services. She took a deep breath, knocked and then let herself in. There were only two people in the office. The older lady looked up surprised. “May I help you, Miss?” She asked.
“I certainly hope so. I need to speak to whoever is in charge of child placement—permanent child placement.” She quickly corrected herself. After all they were happy to let Josh stay with them. They just weren’t in any hurry to do any more than that.
The lady studied Mrs. Austin. Yes, she knew who she was. “Please have a seat and I’ll see if I can get Mr. Anthony free to talk to you.” She headed into the inner office, knowing that her boss was probably taking a nap. “Sir, Mrs. Austin would like to speak with you.”
“Tell her that I’ll call her back-tomorrow.” This was one of his standing jokes around the office. He never worked on the weekend. He was not an ambitious man. His uncle could have gotten him a more interesting job. He may have tried to work a little harder. It wasn’t much fun to sit in a tiny dump of an office all day, dealing with domestic crap.
The smile that came over Miss Ella’s face, told him that he was in trouble. “Oh, I’m sorry, Sir. Mrs. Austin is sitting in the waiting room and she looks like she’s here to stay awhile. Why don’t you go ahead and see her? She’s already here and she has driven a long way.” She had him trapped. There wasn’t a back door out of the office. He wasn’t going to dodge the lady again.
“Ella, did you set me up?” He demanded.
“Why, no Sir! How could I have done that? Would you like me to send her in, Sir?” She asked. She was trying really hard not to laugh.
Mr. Anthony looked at his watch. It was too early for lunch. “Oh, all right! Send her in and let’s get this dealt with.”
Miss Ella was smiling and friendly when she walked out into the waiting room. “Mr. Anthony can see you now, Mrs. Austin, please follow me.” She escorted Carol in and shut the door.
She hurried over to answer the phone. “Children’s Services,” she said. “No Sir, he will not be available for some time. He is in a very important meeting that could take the rest of the day. Thank you, Sir. I will put you down for the first thing Monday morning. Have a nice day, Sir.” She sat at her desk, grinning from ear to ear. Finally, the fat man in the other room was going to do his job even if she had to lock the door.
She answered the phone over and over again—with the same message. Each time she completed a call, she would hang up giggling like a child. Mr. Anthony’s Monday morning was going to be a nightmare! How fun!
The door stayed closed for an hour and a half. Miss Ella was beginning to worry. Mr. Anthony never had a meeting lasting that long in his career. Ella started to feel a little uneasy about shutting her boss in the office with a very determined Mrs. Austin and got up to check if they needed her to order lunch.
Just as she put her hand on the door knob, Mrs. Austin opened the door. “Excuse me—I’m sorry!” The sweet lady said. Ella was amazed that Mrs. Austin looked just as fresh as when she entered the office but her boss looked dazed. His tie had been loosened and he had been sweating. He had removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves and looked like a man that had been stressed to the limit.
Ella smiled her biggest smile. “Would you like me to order lunch, Sir?” She asked. She had to look away to keep from laughing when he glared at her.
“No thank you, Ella. Mrs. Austin and I are going to the restaurant next to the courthouse and then I may be out for the rest of the afternoon. So hold…” he started.
“They’re already held, Sir!” Ella answered cheerfully as her boss straightened his tie and reached for his jacket and briefcase. “Good luck!”
Carol Austin’s brilliant blue eyes met Ella’s dancing brown eyes. “Thank you, Ella. My family and Joshua thank you.” She said sincerely.
“You’re more than welcome. You are a good family and the boy deserves you. Red tape may be necessary but sometimes it just has to be slashed through and got out of the way. I hope I helped with that.” Ella said humbly.
“You’ve helped tremendously. Thank you.” When Mr. Anthony came back out of his office and saw Mrs. Austin shaking his secretary’s hand. He was pretty sure that he had been outsmarted.
He let out a sigh of defeat and shook his head. “Shall we go?” He asked and opened the door for Mrs. Austin with total respect. He could usually upset a person into messing up and allowing him to postpone a meeting for them to cool off. No, that couldn’t happen this time around. The lady had remained a lady and he ended up looking like the fool.
She did make him see that his job consisted of more than shuffling papers—this was children’s lives. He never realized how important his standing as the children’s advocate was until now. Their fate was in his hands. How could he have not seen this until now? Why did it take this American grandmother to point it out to him?
Carol crossed the street to the restaurant. She would meet the arrogant Mr. Anthony for lunch and keep calmly pushing Joshua’s case. Lord, she hated the legal mumbo jumbo that they called the system. She knew she had to play the game—but—she was so tired of the game. Then, she remembered Josh’s face. Okay, she could do this. She quickly put the smile back on her face and headed into battle over lunch. She hoped Anthony got heartburn by the time she was done. Somehow thinking like that, made her feel like smiling even more.
“There you are! I didn’t realize how hungry I was!” She quickly picked up the menu and promptly ordered the seafood salad and ice tea with a flourish.
Mr. Anthony decided he would eat his steak and potato and she could eat like the health nut. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was where her energy came from. Why hadn’t she even slowed down? “Okay, I have to ask. What kind of vitamins are you on, lady? You had to have started out early just to get to the mainland. Then, it was—what—probably a two hour drive to get to here? You still look like you are ready to take on the world. How do you do that?”
Carol laughed thinking that she hadn’t even allowed herself to take a deep breath yet. She finally relaxed. “When you have a purpose as important as a little boy’s happiness and his future, you can’t help but be driven. I watched my grandson hold this boy in his arms and rock away his nightmare and I realized that Josh was already part of our family. He was already in our hearts. He needs this to be settled. He needs this step. When you have a child that so desperately needs someone to step up for him, you find the strength and the motivation to get the job done. I will stay and fight until this is settled for him.” She said frankly.
Mr. Anthony sat back and looked at this American lady seriously. “I believe you will. No one doubts that this child has been through hell, Mrs. Austin. Had he been a child from Belize, there would not have been a problem. I have filed several motions before the court. We will go plead his case in front of the judge and see what we can do. Hopefully, he will be as impressed as I have been and we can get this settled today.” He smiled as he waved for the check.
He refused to let Carol pay. She had taught him a lesson in caring today—a lesson that he had forgotten.
________
Three hours and four judges later, Carol Austin was finally leaving Belize City and headed home. She stopped long enough to buy her computer accessories and the guys some basic clothes and thought she would wait until she could bring them into the city to pick out more of the type of clothes they liked.
Carol thought it might be fun for them to be able to go and choose some of their clothing themselves. Maybe they would take the boys out to dinner and a movie. That would be a good family outing.
Carol cranked up CCR (Credence Clearwater Revival-old rock and roll) on the radio. She felt good for someone that only had a couple hours of sleep and had been in and out of the city. Nope, she felt great. She pulled over at a store and went in and got her a bottle of water. She had grabbed her bag that had her shorts, tank top and flip flops and headed for the bathroom. She came out of the store and just couldn’t hold it in any longer. Right there in the middle of a crowded weekend group of tourists and locals, she yelled; “YEAH!” Then she did her happy dance. Applause broke out and without even an ounce of embarrassment; she swooped off her straw hat and bowed. She was exhausted. She had just about lost her voice. She had happy tears flowing down her cheeks and felt totally confident that she had managed the impossible in just one simple but hard fought day. The guys would be SO happy!
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