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Ticktock

Well, school would be starting in about three weeks, and I was pretty blue.

Three weeks left of summer, and nothing to do or see and no place to go. Jack and Scruggs were up in Canada in the Yukon, and even Jean was gone. I'd played the heroic big sister and had let her stay in Alabama instead of me.

The only person around who was near my age was Annette from up the street, and if you've read any of the other books about Peabody, Wisconsin, you already know why I'd still be blue. We had tried to be friends, but we drove each other crazy. I like horses and mountains and dog stories and taking long walks and exploring. Annette likes clothes and shoes, and she talks about boys and is kind of bossy and thinks dogs are dirty, and she doesn't like getting wet. And besides, she hates Scruggs and talks about him a lot and how he'll ruin Jack and turn him into a thug.

I think she's just saying what she's heard grownups say, because I know that some grownups do say things like that. But others like my dad and like Mrs. Bennett—they all say that Scruggs has really changed. And I suppose they should know, especially Mrs. Bennett, because she's his foster mother now.

Anyway, I did try to defend Scruggs to Annette, and I told her that he explained to me himself that he was a Christian just like I was. He had told me all about how how—while he was out in San Francisco—he’d learned that God forgives sin and helps us be people more like Him.

"Hah!" Annette said when I'd told her all that. "As if that overgrown slob would be a real Christian! He can't even wear a tie right, and he's behind in his schoolwork, and half the time he's got his pockets crammed with TNT and dynamite and things like that!"

"What's that got to do with being a Christian?" I asked.

"You just wait. I've got him all figured out. Some night he's going to dynamite Mrs. Bennett right out of her bed when she's asleep."

"Annette!"

"Oh, I've got him figured out all right. You just wait and see!"

"That's ridiculous. Scruggs is always carrying chemicals around with him because he likes science, that's all!"

"But it's always explosives!"

"It isn't always explosives," I told her. "We just hear about the explosives when they go off by accident."

"Accident, huh! Vandalism, more likely."

That was the end of that. I stopped trying to hang around with Annette. It's like trying to reason with a record playing with no "off" button.

So I was pretty glum. Renee, Freddy, and Marie, the three youngest kids in our family, got all excited when I took them to the park, and that was kind of nice for a while. But the park couldn't stay interesting forever.

At last one day when I was coming home from the Quick Mart, I saw a pickup truck in our driveway. It had a high fiber glass top on it, and overall it looked pretty beat up. I went inside the house by way of the kitchen door, put the milk I'd bought into the refrigerator, and stood undecided at the sound of voices coming from the living room.

I didn't really feel like meeting new people and getting roped into a long grown-up conversation where all I could do was listen and behave. I decided just to go back outside again to see if Mom would call me.

So I did. I went back outside and sat against the back bumper of the pickup truck.

I craned my neck around, watching the front door of the house. A small, fat robin hopped around on the driveway in search of gravel. A slight breeze whirled around, and the sweet smell of hay wafted out of the dark bed of the pickup.

I was just thinking that it must be a farm truck, when there was a definite rustle by my ear and a long, slim nose pushed at my cheek.

"Yughl" I jumped back. Something lying inside the truck had come to life.

For a minute I stared at it, and it stared at me, dark eyes bright on either side of its face, lips set in a half-smile.

I stepped closer, and its nostrils worked a little bit, trying to get wind of me.

"Are you a camel?" I asked. Camels could bite, so I felt a little hesitant about putting my hand out to it. But it stretched its long neck out to me, and I saw that it was woolly. It had a white and black coat.

"A llama?" I asked. "Is that what you are?"

I did hold my hand out to it, and it sniffed at it and then at my arm. It looked me square in the face, its nose wrinkling and its eyes sparkling. Its banana shaped ears perked forward in curiosity.

"H-hi," I said. I reached out my hand and rubbed its neck. It inspected the collar of my blouse, my buttons, and my wristwatch.

It didn't like its head to be petted, but it did like its neck scratched. But scratching a llama's woolly neck is kind of like trying to get your fingers through a shag rug. I had to stop and rest after a few minutes.

Ears forward, the llama gazed at the lawn, the driveway, the trees, and the street.

"Ah, so you've met!" someone called. The llama leaned out to watch the people coming toward us.

My mom was the last one out the door. She was led by a man and his wife, both wearing work clothes, both about my mom's age.

"Her name is Ticktock," the man called. 

"Is she a llama?" I asked.

"Yes. North American stock, bred from a line of fine llamas." He ran his hand up Ticktock's neck, and she nosed at his shirt pockets, looking for treats. The woman, meanwhile, had a light halter in her hand. She gently slipped it over the llama's nose and fastened it behind its head.

"We were just going to take her for a walk," she told me. "Ticktock could stand in the truck, but she doesn't. So we have to get out and lead her every few hours."

The man took down the tailgate. The woman attached a lead to the halter. At her slight tug, Ticktock unfolded her legs, stood up, and jumped down out of the truck.

Nose wrinkling, she looked around at house and yard and gracefully followed the woman across the driveway to the grass.

"Penny, these are the Ericsons," my mom said, "Dr. and Mrs."

Dr. Ericson shook my hand. "Friend of your father," he said. "Knew him in med school before I opted out into a different field—veterinary medicine."

"Nice to meet you," I told him.

"My wife and I are just back in Wisconsin," he told me. "I was eager to see your father again and meet the family."

"You might want to set the table for lunch," Mom said. "The Ericsons will be eating with us."

I went to do as she said and to round up the little kids from the sandbox in the back yard.

I wondered why in the world the Ericsons would own a llama, but—like folks say, it's a free country.

When Freddy, Renee, and Marie came scrambling to the front of the house with me to see the llama, they all squeaked and stayed in the doorway. Ticktock looked at them, nose wrinkling back and forth in curiosity. Then she bent her neck to inspect the grass.

Freddy and Renee, both seven, had seen pictures of llamas and had read about the Pushme-Pullyou. They at last were persuaded to come out and pet the llama. Ticktock was not impressed. She gave Freddy and Renee  a once-over with her nose to look for treats but then ignored them. But Marie, my youngest sister, stayed where she was in the doorway. Dad came home a few minutes later, and after Mrs. Ericson had introduced him to Ticktock, who by now was bored with us, she put the llama back in the truck.

Over lunch, the first thing Dad and Dr. Ericson did was catch up on old news. Then Dr. Ericson got onto the topic of llamas. He told Dad that he owned a herd of forty or so.

"Forty!" Dad exclaimed. "But why? What does a man do with forty llamas?"

"Stays busy, for one thing," Dr. Ericson said. "And works on increasing his herd, like any cattle farmer."

"But for what?" Dad asked. "Their wool?"

"Maybe, except there's not much demand for it yet in the U.S."

"Well, what, then?"

"To sell as pack animals in places like Tennessee, Colorado, and California. And to sell as pets, too. They're on the upswing as exotic pets. A llama is gentle as a lamb, smart as a hound dog, funny as a kitten. And pretty clean, too. They will also alert for predators. Add two llamas to a sheepfold, and you have an amazing alarm system that will also eat up all the poison ivy on your property.”

"Expensive?" Mom asked.

"Quite expensive, although they're cheap to take care of. We paid eight thousand dollars for Ticktock, though it is possible every now and then to snap up a female for a thousand or so."

Dad whistled. "So this is a lifelong investment for you, huh?"

"Yup. Being a vet, I got a grant that helps me out financially because I can do studies on the llamas we raise. And Kate and I found a suitable tract of land that we purchased for a song."

"I hope you saw the land before you bought it," Dad said.

"Oh sure, we've been living on it for two months now. We've got barns up and a few sheds, although there's still a lot to be done to the place. It used to be a campground. It's an island on Winneca Lake, upstate about two hours."

"Hmm, and it was cheap, eh? That's odd." 

"Anyway," Dr. Ericson added, "I can qualify for another grant by making the farm an educational facility. That means that—ultimately—we'll bus school children onto it for tours and produce videotapes for other llama farmers. Right now it means I need to bring some young people up and educate them about farm life."

"I think I'm catching your drift," Dad said.

"And besides that, I need a few extra hands on weekends: Friday nights and Saturdays. I can pay any kids who work for me." Dr. Ericson glanced at me.

I glanced at Dad.

Dad shrugged. "All we have right now is Penny. Jack will be back—"

"Well, I'll take what you've got right now," Dr. Ericson said with a laugh. "She seems good with animals. What do you say, Penny? Would you like to try a hand at farm work? It's hard."

"I don't mind the hard part," I told him. "Could I, Dad?"

"We'll have to see," Dad said. "We could all drive up this Saturday and pay you a visit; how's that?"

Dr. Ericson nodded, and Dad added, "Penny can bring her suitcase. If she likes the farm, she can stay and work."
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Everything All at Once

On Thursday night we got a call from my Uncle Justin. He said that they were on their way back from the Yukon expedition.. That meant Jack and Scruggs would be coming home tomorrow.

"Now Jack can work on the farm, too!" I exclaimed to my mom.

"The Ericsons will certainly want him," Mom agreed. "But Jack might be worn out by the time he gets here."

"Just let him get a look at a llama," I said.

We were clearing up from supper when I said this. Dad looked up with a grin. "I think you're right. And maybe the Ericsons would want Scruggs along, too."

"If we could talk him into it," Mom added, with a glance at Dad.

"We'll see," Dad said. "From what Uncle Justin said on the phone, it sounds like Jack and Scruggs are good friends now. And don't forget, Scruggs likes odd animals. The llamas might charm him."

"You know, Dad, Scruggs hates to be away from Mrs. Bennett," I told him. "I think it's kind of weird that such a tough guy could be such a baby about leaving home a few weeks for the Yukon."

"Scruggs isn't a baby, Penny," Dad told me. "Now that Scruggs has a real home, he hates to be anywhere else, and that's normal. Once he gets used to the idea that his new home isn't going anyplace, he'll be ready to go out on his own."

"Do you think he'll be ready by Saturday?" 

"I don't know about that."

"Besides, you may want Jack to yourself awhile," Mom told me.

"That's so," Dad agreed.

Jack really is about my best friend, even if he is a year younger than I am. He plays hockey with the guys, and in the school yard there are kids he hangs around with—just like I play girls' volleyball and have school friends. But for important things, Jack and I are partners, and we always have been. Out of school he plays catch with me a lot, and we go places on our bikes together. 

My Uncle Justin must have called the newspapers, because some reporters showed up the next night to get a story on the Yukon trip. Not many expeditions start out from Peabody, and so it was big news.

Pastor had come over for a late supper at Dad's invitation, and so did Mrs. Bennett.

Uncle Justin’s rented car pulled in about 6:30, horn blowing and lights flashing. We all ran out to meet them. Uncle Justin jumped out of the front seat, and Jack and Scruggs hopped out of the back.

Scruggs, of course, went right to Mrs. Bennett, and Jack said "cheese" for the newspaper photographer and then hugged Mom and Dad. The three little kids were jumping up and down and yelling for Jack.

At last he got through to me and surprised me by giving me a box of candy wrapped up with a real walrus tusk (the label said).

"Hey, thanks!" I exclaimed.

"You're welcome," he told me. "You get to have the next adventure. I'm ready to sit one out."

"Not when you hear what I have to tell you," I said. Jack looked at me a little sharply, and I grinned. 

"Will there be room for Scruggs?" he asked. "On this adventure, I mean?"

I was a little surprised at how quick he was to want to include Scruggs, but I said, "Sure, but he hates adventures."

"Not anymore. He's cured," Jack promised. "We had a great time. So tell me, what's the new adventure all about? Say, what's for supper? I'm starved."

The reporter and photographer were clamoring around Uncle Justin, and Pastor was talking to Scruggs and Mrs. Bennett. Mom was trying to get everybody inside to eat.

"Llamas," I said to Jack.

"Lima beans? Yuck. I was hoping for roast beef or—" 

"No, llamas, llamas. Two-L llamas!"

"Two-L-llamas? What's a two-L-llama?"

"You know, long neck, woolly coat, and long ears?" His eyes popped. "We're eating llamas? For dinner?" 

"No, you mug. That's the adventure. Llamas!" 

"Like in Amy Belle and the Secret in Peru?" he asked. 

I used to read this mystery series called The Amy Belle Mystery Books. Jack always made fun of it, but I suspect he read them as much as I did.
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