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INTRODUCTION

This is a story about the adventures of Harold and Hank, two teenage

Cousins whose homes are located near the community of Watertown, California, a small agricultural town with a population of 2,500.  

The town borders the Sierra Nevada foothills to the east.  The Tuolumne river skirts the city limits to the south and west.

Harold is an outgoing and likable guy of average stature and build.  His brown hair is bleached blond from hat-less days in the summer sun. He is a year and a half older than his cousin Hank.  

Hank's features bear a strong resemblance to Harold, except for brown hair and a heavier build.  

Hank is almost always seen wearing a well-worn baseball cap.  

Both Harold and Hank are strong swimmers - attributed to hours of swimming in the river and irrigation canals.

Harold's home is located a hundred yards from the remnants of a ferry crossing, giving them easy access to the Tuolumne River.  

The river is Harold and Hank's playground.

Their constant companion is Rusty, a rescue dog of German Shepard and Labrador Retriever bloodline.  

––––––––
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*CAST OF PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Harold Hawkins

Hank Hawkins – Harold's Cousin

Rusty – Lab/German Shepard rescue dog

Betty Hawkins - Harold's Mom

Robert (Bob) Hawkins - Harold's Dad

Sheriff Taylor – County Sheriff

Deputy Ballard – Sheriff's Deputy

Tommy Martin – Owner Martin ranch

Sue Martin – Tommy's Wife

Shorty – Owner of Shorty's Second-hand store

Horace – Villain 1

Bart – Villain 2

*Any similarity to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Harold Hawkins turned and waved to his classmates as the school bus lurched forward and rumbled down the hill, leaving a cloud of red dust mixed with the black exhaust from the aging machine.

Today was the day he had looked forward to all year; the beginning of summer vacation.

Sure, he enjoyed school - most of the time. Being a 12-year-old kid, the warm days of summer promised an opportunity of freedom and adventure, a welcome change from hours of classwork, some of which he found uninteresting.

He hurried up the long gravel driveway as Rusty, his faithful rescue dog - a German Shepard and Labrador mix, came bounding down the driveway to greet him.

Together, they walked quickly to the Hawkins home situated at the crest of a hill overlooking a river.

The area around the house was void of shade trees but surrounded by flowering bushes and evergreen shrubs.

The fenced back yard contained a well-manicured lawn and a recently cultivated garden space with shoots of vegetables already poking up through the soil.

A couple of hundred yards down the hill, on the outskirts of Watertown, California, the Tuolumne River flowed quietly to the west.

"Mom, I'm home," Harold called out to his mother over the sound of her favorite country radio station playing in the background.

His Mom, Betty Hawkins, a petite, pretty lady, with short brown hair was busy in the kitchen cutting up vegetables to add to the pot roast for the evening meal.

Betty was an "outdoors" type of person, absent of the average 'housewife" look - more like an individual that spent a good deal of time away from the kitchen.

"I'm going to change and go down to the river and look around, '' Harold called out as he headed to his room.

"Not until you spade up the flower bed for the plants I brought home yesterday. I want to get them in the ground before it rains."

Harold, an average-looking kid, with straight brown hair, bleached almost blond from not wearing a cap most of the time, paused at his bedroom door, hoping that was her only instruction.

"Okay, Mom - I want to get down to the river before dark to check the duck nest I found to see if any of the eggs have hatched."

"That's fine, just get the flower bed spaded and your chores are done first."

"Okay, I'll feed Rusty when we get back from the river," Harold said as he hurried out the back door, heading in the direction of the tool shed.

The flower bed at the front of the house was not too large and the soft sandy loam made it easy to spade. Rusty pitched in to help by digging and sniffing each shovel full of dirt. In less than an hour, Harold had the earth turned so that his Mom would have no trouble planting a dozen potted plants a neighbor had given her.

As Harold turned the last shovel full, he glimpsed something shiny, partially visible in a cloud of dirt. Rusty saw it too and proceeded to paw at it.

"Hold on Rusty, let me see what it is. "Wow, Rusty, it looks like a silver dollar!" he exclaimed, after wiping it clean on the leg of his trousers.

"Boy, it looks pretty old! The date on it is 1856!" he said excitedly to Rusty who had lost interest and continued to dig a deeper hole in the dirt.

"Come on Rusty, quit making a mess, let's get this done so we can go to the river". Harold said, filling up the hole.

A few minutes later, Harold stepped back to admire his work. Satisfied, he hurried around the house to the tool shed, with Rusty at his heels.

After putting the tools away, Harold showed the coin to his Mom. "That's quite a find, Harold. It must have been lost years ago. "A neighbor once told me the Stagecoach road to gold mining camps used to pass right in front of our house," she said, handing the coin back to Harold.

"Tomorrow, I'll take it to Shorty's Second Hand Store to see if he knows what it might be worth," Harold said as he slipped the coin into his pocket.

"Don't you think it best to discuss it with your Dad first?"

"Well, probably so, but he won't be home until Monday."

"Regardless, you need to talk to your Father before you make any deals with Shorty," his mother said sternly.

"Okay, but I would like to get his opinion before Dad gets home. Anyway, I'm going to the river to check the duck nest." Harold said as he hurried out the door and down the steps to the backyard, with Rusty trotting ahead toward the path to the river.

"Be careful, and see to it that Rusty doesn't get into the sticker bushes. You know how hard it is to brush them out!" she called out - taking notice that they were already out of earshot.

The mother duck was sitting on her nest in a secluded spot, partially hidden under wild blackberry briers that dominated the edge of the river for several yards.

Between the briers were open areas of grass and sweet-smelling mint, covering the slope leading to the clear waters of the Tuolumne River. The gap in the briers provided a perfect place to lay back in the cool grass on a summer evening and wait for the bobber on your fishing line to disappear.

Harold decided not to disturb the mother duck and continued down the riverbank to a place where he and Cousin Hank Hawkins had carved out a tunnel in the thick blackberry bushes with his Dad's pruning shears.

Space inside the briers was enlarged to make a perfect hideout, almost invisible to anyone walking along the riverbank. Layers of gunny sacks covered the dirt floor to add a bit of comfort, but one had to take special care when entering the den.

After making sure the hideout was secure, and undisturbed by Watertown kids who frequented this stretch of the river, Harold proceeded back up the slope of the hill toward home, with Rusty running ahead to chase an occasional ground squirrel scampering to his den.

It was the time of year the hillside was covered with California Golden poppies in full bloom, a sight even a twelve-year-old kid appreciated.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Harold was up and about early the next day, anxious to take the 1856 silver dollar to Shorty's second-hand store to get his opinion on how much it might be worth.

Shorty's store was something short of a museum featuring used furniture, worn-out tools, and military surplus items.  Next to the cash register was a glassed-in showcase containing a variety of items - including pocket knives, and an assortment of US. coins and commemorative medals and tokens. Outside, the building was a collection of old cars, trucks, and farm implements long past their useful life.

Harold seated himself at the breakfast table in deep thought, eyeing a bowl of raisin bran cereal and fresh milk his Mom had prepared.

"Harold, you better eat your cereal before it gets soggy!" his Mom said, as she arranged freshly washed dishes in the cabinet.

"Okay, Mom, I just remembered Hank said he would come over today. I'm going to take the coin over to Shorty's to see if he knows what it might be worth. If Hank shows up before I get back - tell him to wait for me before he heads off for the river."

"I will, but you had better be careful dealing with Shorty! He has a reputation of being a Skinflint, so don't let him talk you out of the coin before you discuss it with your Father."

"Okay, Mom, I'll just let him look at it, he has lots of coins and things in his display case so I'll bet he will know what its worth."

Shorty's second-hand store was just inside the city limits of Watertown, near the railroad tracks of a little-used spur rail line. It was just a short ride for Harold on his bike.

Leaving Rusty at home snoozing on his cozy dog bed, Harold was at the second-hand store in a matter of minutes.

Parking his bike next to an old Farmall tractor he hurried inside - a bell suspended over the door, announced his arrival.

Behind the counter, a thin, slightly-built man with a sharp protruding nose and unshaven face, looked over the newspaper he was reading and eyed Harold critically. "And what can I do for you today, young man?"

"I'm Harold Hawkins – I found this silver dollar coin buried in my Mom's flower bed yesterday and it looks pretty old - and knowing you have a collection of old coins, I thought you may be able to tell me if it's worth more than a dollar," Harold said, as he lay the coin on the counter.

"Well, let's take a look," Shorty said, as he put on a jeweler's eye loupe and picked up the coin – studying it carefully.

Harold failed to notice the excited look in the storekeeper's eyes and a slight hand trembled as he placed the coin back on the placemat.

"Well, what-ta you think?" Harold asked, eyeing Shorty seriously.

"Well, it's old, that makes it worth more than a dollar. You wanna sell it," Shorty asked - attempting to conceal the fact he immediately recognized by the mint mark and date, that the coin could be sold to a collector for at least a hundred dollars.

"I'll give you five dollars for it right now," he added, pulling the cash drawer open and laying a crisp five-dollar bill on the counter.

"No - I can't sell it now, I have to talk to my Dad about it when he gets home on Monday," Harold said, reaching for the coin.

"Wait a minute!" Shorty said with a crooked smile while attempting to grab Harold's hand. "I'll raise that offer to ten dollars!"

"No, thanks, I can't sell it now, I need to talk to my Dad - but I might sell or trade it if he says okay," Harold said, pulling his hand from Shorty's grip.

"Well, okay, kid - I have a lot of nice stuff to choose from if you wanna come back," Shorty said with a forced smile, revealing yellow, tobacco-stained teeth.

"Well, how did it go," Harold's Mom asked as he poured himself a glass of water from the refrigerator.

"He offered me ten dollars, but I think he was trying to skin me. And I didn't like the way he acted when I told him no - he tried to stop me from picking up the coin."

"Really! If you go down there again, you take your Dad with you. If he offered you as much as ten dollars, there's no telling what it might be worth."
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