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The ring of the bedside telephone startled me and I glared at it, my mind racing. Only one person knew I was in Redding, and he didn't know I was in the hospital. And likely wouldn't care enough to call even if he had found out.

I picked up the receiver, fully expecting a wrong number.  

"Miss Marielle Jones?" The caller stressed the first syllable of my given name instead of the last, and the crisp, masculine tone put me on the defensive. I wasn't exactly in a receptive mood for crisp and masculine.

"Yes. Who is this?"

"My name is Howard Fitzgerald. I own an import business here in Redding. I read the article about your accident in the Herald, and I'm prepared to make you an offer of temporary employment which would be mutually beneficial."

For a moment, I was too dumbfounded to respond, then I asked, "Why in the world would you think I needed a job?"

After a short silence, he said, "I don't know how to put this tactfully. According to the newspaper, your car was a ten-year-old Toyota. Your age is given as twenty-three and your residence as Ashland, Oregon, so I deduced you are attending Southern Oregon University. Since this is July, I further presumed you were vacationing here in California when you met with your unfortunate accident. Losing one's car can dampen one's enthusiasm for further vacationing, and I thought you might be interested in my offer."

He paused, no doubt to let me ruminate on his words. Except that I was actually a resident of Portland, and had just graduated from SOU, he had the rest right. While it annoyed me to find someone so darned perceptive, I was curious. "What kind of temporary employment are we talking about?" 

"I need someone to act as a driver for my mother, niece and nephew on a camping trip from Redding to Hammond, Oregon. I would pay you well."

That last sentence grabbed my interest.  But still, there was something odd about being solicited for a job via an accident report in a newspaper. Especially a driving job, when I had just wrecked my own car. "Umm...I have to stay in town until the insurance paperwork is taken care of."

"I can expedite your claim. I know all the agents."

I couldn't believe this guy. He had more brass than the pentagon. "Mr. Fitz..." I struggled to recall the rest of his name. "Mr. Fitzgerald, you don't really expect me to accept a job offer without even meeting you."

"Of course not. What time do you anticipate being discharged from the hospital?"

"About noon, I think, but..." I snapped my mouth shut, perturbed at myself for having answered him.

He went on, self-assured as ever. "One of my employees, Earl Gillespie, will be in the hospital lobby at 12:30, to bring you to my office for an interview. He's sixtyish, gray hair, stocky build. He'll have proper identification."

"I can't come to an interview. My clothes are a mess. I was in a wreck, remember?"

My protest took only seconds to register and prompt a response. "Earl will take you to your motel. I presume you are staying at one. If you'd been visiting friends or family, they would have brought you a change of clothes. I'll keep my calendar free from one-thirty to two-fifteen." 

The phone clicked dead. I plopped the receiver into its cradle. Wow! Talk about sharp-witted! Entirely by inference, Fitzgerald had figured out I was just passing through Redding. As of course I had been. On my way to meet my Significant Other in Los Angeles. Ha! Until I'd phoned him last night from the motel and learned he'd found someone thinner, tanner, prettier and more willing to please. Well, he hadn't exactly put it like that. He had said "more compatible". 

I made a face at the telephone. Men! Former boyfriend, prospective employer--both first class salesmen. Well, this time I wouldn't fall for the pitch. Mr. Fitzgerald would have a long wait.

Moving slowly, testing sore muscles, I got out of bed and walked the few steps to the window. It overlooked the hospital parking lot and its colorful patchwork of vehicle rooftops. In the distance, tree-covered hills rose to meet the ridges of the Pacific coastal range, hazy in the heat of the mid-July sun.

I turned away from the window. Oh, drat! Who was I kidding? Fitzgerald was right. Each school term ate up whatever money I'd earned the previous summer helping Uncle Frank on his farm. Now I needed money to buy another car; I wouldn't get much from my insurance on the old Toyota.

Fitzgerald said he'd read about my accident in the newspaper. An aide had brought one with the breakfast tray. I picked it up and paged through it. Sure enough, there I was. "Ashland Woman Survives Crash with Minor Injuries" read the caption under the photo. It had been taken last night, right after the accident, by a reporter who had happened upon the scene as I waited for an aid car.

He had zoomed in for a close-up, which I studied for a moment because I wasn't yet used to the short haircut. In black and white, I couldn't tell where my wispy, brown bangs ended and the bloodied forehead began. But the rest of the bob didn't look too bad.

I fingered the bandage over the gash as I read the brief article. Along with the information Fitzgerald had interpreted with such insight, it gave Buckthorn Pass as the location and near midnight as the time. It said that although my car had been totally demolished when I swerved to miss a deer, I had suffered only a mild concussion and minor abrasions.

A fit of melancholy threatened. Now cut that out, I told myself. Don't waste tears on Brandon--just chalk up that whole romance as a learning experience. Hey, it's only two years gone out of twenty-three. 

I tossed the paper aside, glad that my parents would never see the article. Buckthorn Pass at midnight. Really dumb to take off in a fit of pique. Although I'd hardly been hurt, I'd wrecked my car. That meant I should seriously consider Fitzgerald's offer of employment. No riskier than answering an ad in the classifieds. Still...

I punched the buzzer to call the nurses' station. While I waited for a response, I paced the room, letting my body get used to the challenge of moving.

"Whatcha need, kid?" An older, thin-faced nurse stood in the doorway.

"I'm sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if you've ever heard of a local businessman named Howard Fitzgerald? He called a few minutes ago and offered me a temporary job."

"Name sounds familiar," she said, frowning. "But I can't place him." Then she brightened. "But we've got a volunteer who knows everybody who's anybody in Redding. I'll have Lucille come up."

She whipped around and bustled away.

After a while, a short, gray-haired woman, wearing a floral-print smock and a pleasant smile, came into my room. "I'm Lucille. I understand you have some questions about the Fitzgerald family."

"Yes. Howard, specifically. Do you know him?"

She nodded. "I do. Although not so well as I knew his father, Arthur. Arthur and I met often because we both owned a business in town and went to some of the same meetings." She began to straighten the bed covers. "He owned and operated an import business for many years. He and Rafe Nelson, that is. Rafe was the buyer. He went all over the world, searching for those special items that made Fitzgerald's--the store, not the family--famous."

She was telling me more than I needed to know, but seemed so pleased to dispense information that I didn't interrupt. She plumped and smoothed pillows as she continued. "Eventually, the Nelson boy married the Fitzgerald girl, Howard's younger sister. When Rafe died a few years ago, Arthur bought out his interest in the store from Mrs. Nelson. Well, Howard's main interest has always been jewelry--he went to a design school and everything--so right away he expanded their jewelry line from just import items to antique and estate things. And he's doing very well, so I hear."

Lucille tidied the bedside table, then paused to gaze out the window.  "I suppose, with Arthur gone, Howard will concentrate more on the jewelry."

I caught the tone of fresh sorrow in her voice. "Arthur Fitzgerald died recently?"

She sighed and nodded. "Yes. A couple days ago. A terrible accident." Her tone of voice hinted she didn't want to talk about that. She looked at me again and asked, "Have I been of any help, dear?"

I told her about the job offer from Howard Fitzgerald. "Mainly, I wanted to know if he's a reputable person."

"I see." She pursed her lips and wrinkled her brow. When she spoke again, she seemed to be choosing her words carefully. "Well, people say he's a shrewd businessman and hard to say 'No' to. But I've never heard about him doing anything shady."

I understood about the "hard to say 'No' to" part--Howard must have earned an A-plus in Assertiveness Training.

"Thanks, Lucille. I may not accept his job offer anyway, but I wanted to get a little background on him before I went with that man he's sending over to pick me up."

Lucille smiled. "That'd be Earl. Pretends to be a gruff old bear, but he's actually a Teddy. He's worked for the Fitzgeralds forever, it seems like." 

She glanced at her wristwatch. "The nurse will be along in a minute to check your vitals one more time, and then I expect you'll be out of here." With a friendly smile and a wave of her hand, she left, leaving a little whirlpool of questions in her wake.

What sort of accident had befallen the senior Fitzgerald? Howard had mentioned his mother and a niece and nephew. Where were the kids' parents? Hadn't they come to Arthur Fitzgerald's funeral? He was--had been--their grandfather. Why was Howard's mother not able to drive herself on this trip?  

As Alice in Wonderland had observed, the situation was getting curiouser and curiouser. But even if the job offer did seem like the answer to my immediate problem, I wasn't about to make any decision until I'd had that interview with Mr. Fitzgerald.

I looked down on the parking lot. A sleek black Lincoln Town Car had pulled into a visitor parking space. A stocky-built older man got out. He wore gray work clothes, the sleeves of his shirt rolled up above his wrists. Thinking he fit the brief description of "Earl" that Howard Fitzgerald had given me, I leaned forward for a better look.

Suddenly he glanced up. Even though I couldn't see his face clearly from this distance, I had the impression he was looking directly at me. I stepped back, then shook my head at my over-reaction. No way could he know what room I occupied. 

After I'd signed all the necessary paperwork, which even Mr. Howard Fitzgerald apparently couldn't facilitate, Lucille came for me. "Your escort is waiting in the lobby." She paid no attention when I grimaced at having to go downstairs in a wheelchair. "We had a nice chat, even if he was more grumpy than usual."

The Lincoln driver was Earl. Whatever "usual" was, today his square face was all straight lines, from the bushy gray brows to the narrowed dark eyes to the tight-lipped mouth. Yet, I didn't feel the hostility was directed at me. It was more the "mad-at-the-whole-world" variety. Must be his way of handling grief over the death of his employer. 

His only words were those to verify his identity when he showed me his driver's license, and to ask for the name of the motel where I was staying. When I got into the sedan at the hospital and out of it at the motel, he stayed at the wheel, not volunteering to open the car door for me. Well, Howard Fitzgerald hadn't called him a chauffeur.
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Fitzgerald's--the store--was impressive. Red brick and leaded-glass windows outside; plush carpet, cherry wood and brass-framed mirrors inside. Howard Fitzgerald's office matched the rest of the decor.

My prospective employer was tall and trim, with well-cut dark hair. He wore a conservative dark suit and a matching no-nonsense aura. On a nearby loveseat sat an older woman, dressed in a charcoal-gray pantsuit. She had blue eyes and pale gold hair, cut almost as short as mine, but more feathery. Her right arm was in a cast from wrist to elbow, but she sat as if on a throne, chin up, back straight, fashionably clad legs crossed at the ankle. Had to be Howard's mother, even if her hair and eye color differed from his.

Mother and son looked tired and drawn, as could be expected, having so recently lost a loved one.

Motioning me to an upholstered wingback, Howard settled himself in a dark-leather chair behind a mahogany desk. Several carved wooden trays held neatly stacked papers. Pens protruded from a brass holder. A closed laptop lay at his right.

Inclining his head toward the woman, he said, "This is my mother, Gwendolyn Fitzgerald. She has had the misfortune to break her arm, which is why we need someone to drive our vehicle. It's a crew cab pickup with a canopy. Can you handle that?"

I was tempted to ask why they wanted me to drive at all, given my recent bad experience. Instead, I said, "I'm used to driving farm trucks. I've helped my uncle every summer since I learned to drive."

Fitzgerald nodded. "And have you had any experience dealing with children? My niece and nephew are ten and eight, respectively."

I told him I was an only child, but had majored in education at college and had done some student teaching. He seemed satisfied with that. As he'd said on the phone, my job would be to drive to Hammond, Oregon, where the children would be delivered into the hands of their paternal grandmother, Pauline Nelson, the wife of Arthur Fitzgerald's former partner. No mention of the kids' mother. Their father had suggested the trip, so maybe he was a single parent. No explanation of where he was or why he couldn't accompany the kids. Well, those were things I didn't need to know.

Actually, the job didn't sound too bad, although it irked me when Fitzgerald went on to describe my duties as if I'd already accepted his offer. But what the heck? This was a good deal for me. A means to get back home, not only without spending any money, but actually earning some--I liked the figure he quoted.

He ended the interview by assuring me the accident claim would be taken care of in an "expeditious manner" and telling me that Earl would pick me up at eight o'clock the next morning. I settled into the Lincoln for the return trip to my motel and shrugged off vague resentment at having capitulated.  Obviously, the secret to Howard's success was that he took advantage of opportunities when they arose and made his offers too good to refuse.

Gwen Fitzgerald, on the other hand, hadn't taken part in the conversation beyond a murmured, "How do you do?" and an equally terse, "Goodbye." Well, a woman who had just lost her husband would hardly be talkative.

Besides, I'd sensed tension between her and her son. Maybe she hadn't said much because he'd badgered her into taking the camping trip. She didn't look like the type who'd enjoy that sort of thing, especially with a broken arm. She seemed perturbed. Or resentful. Something a bit removed from acquiescence, anyway. 

"Mrs. Fitzgerald must still be in shock over her husband's death," I remarked to Earl as we started to pull away from the curb.

He harrumphed into his left shoulder as he checked for traffic. "Not likely. There was no love lost between them. Not for years. Not since Donna. She was a sweetheart. Too bad she died."

Who the heck was "Donna"? The implication was that she had been Arthur Fitzgerald's lover. But...none of my business, so I didn't ask. Instead I said, "Well, I admire Mrs. Fitzgerald for following her son-in-law's wishes to help the kids get over the trauma. It must not--"

"Is that what they told you?" Earl gave a snort of disgust. "Gwennie and Son don't give a damn about the kids' dad or what he wants done with them."

The man was definitely in the anger stage of dealing with his former employer's death.  I should feel sorry for him, but his attitude bugged me. No need to badmouth the other family members. "Camping with a broken arm doesn't sound like Fun City to me."

"Don't sell Gwennie short. She's an athletic old bird. And I don't mean just golf and tennis, either. She sails, rides and shoots skeet."

Okay. Enough of this conversation. Lucille called him a Teddy bear, but today at least, he was more like a grizzly. Refusing to add any more grist to his petulant mill, I looked steadfastly out the window.

As Earl threaded the Lincoln through downtown traffic, I watched its reflection in the shop windows, stretching from one to the next, as if in funhouse mirrors. Behind us galloped a chunky white Ford Explorer. I wouldn't have noticed it except my roommate had one like it. This wasn't hers. No dream catcher swinging from the rear view mirror. 

Earl turned onto a different street and the SUV followed. It seemed to me we were taking a more roundabout route to the motel than we had on the way to Fitzgerald's, but I wasn't familiar with Redding.

When the Explorer followed us after yet another turn, I looked at Earl. His head was tilted as if he were watching traffic in the side view mirror. Abruptly and without signaling, he drove into an alley. "Missed my turn back there," he muttered.

Within minutes, we arrived at the motel. I managed to exit the Lincoln and enter the motel with proper decorum, then yielded to curiosity and peeked from behind the lobby window draperies. Earl pulled onto the street. Before he reached the next intersection, the white Explorer cruised past. The man on the passenger side leaned out the window to look back at the motel. I caught a glimpse of a round face, dark mustache and dark hair. The man's right arm lay at rest on the sill of the rolled-down window, and sunlight flashed off the dial of his watch.

I looked out at the bright summer afternoon and thought maybe accepting the job wasn't the smartest thing I'd ever done. But then again, just because Earl might have got into some trouble, that didn't mean the Fitzgeralds were to blame. Or maybe they were, and that was why he was so hostile toward them.

Either way, it didn't affect me. Seven days, and I'd never see any of them again. I hoped the guys in the Ford knew that.
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First item on my agenda the next morning was the duty call home. I reached for the phone with some reluctance. Mom and Dad would have much to say about (a) the accident and (b) the job offer I'd accepted.

After the first assurances that I was all right--only the car was beyond repair--they settled down a bit and started grilling me about the job. I relayed what Howard Fitzgerald had told me.  

"What route are you taking?" Dad asked, and I pictured him hiring a small plane for constant surveillance. No need, I thought wryly. Got a white Explorer for that.

"The Fitzgeralds didn't give me details. I only know that we'll stay at three state parks. Collier, Tumalo and Honeyman."

"Okay," Dad said. "That means you're going up Highway 97, then over the Cascades."

"Honeyman?" Mom piped in from the other extension. "In Florence? Be sure to call Rhona and let her know you're coming."

"I don't know how long we'll be in Florence. Gwen Fitzgerald has an itinerary, but I don't know what stops it includes other than the state parks. I'll call Rhona, but I'll have to use a pay phone. My cell was lying on the passenger seat and it sort of disintegrated when it hit whatever. I probably won't be able to phone you again, either."

They grumbled about that, but I reminded them it would be only about a week before I'd see them again. "Gotta go. I'm not even dressed and I want to be ready before my ride gets here. Bye now. Love you."

They rang off and I plopped the phone back in its cradle. I wondered if Gwen would allow time for me to visit my cousin Rhona. Four years ago, she'd moved from her parents' farm to Florence, a town on the Oregon coast, and bought a riding stable.

I was ready when Earl and the Lincoln arrived, promptly at the appointed time. This morning, he projected a different attitude--seemed preoccupied, as if he had a great deal on his mind. Well, if Howard and Gwen had found out he was badmouthing them, he might be wondering if he would soon be jobless.

No cars followed us on our way.  Either I'd been wrong about the SUV guys, or Earl had eluded them. Without pursuit, didn't take long to get to our destination.

The Fitzgeralds lived in one of those older, established neighborhoods that spoke of carefully nurtured money. Stately homes lined a wide street between a leafy corridor of aged shade trees. In a nearby back yard, a lawn mower whirred, filling the air with the green scent of fresh-cut grass.

I nearly groaned aloud when I saw the big white pickup parked in the driveway. Not so much the size of it, which was impressive enough, but the newness. It couldn't have been more than a couple years old. Maybe I should have told Howard that the farm truck I used to drive was ancient, and dimpled as a golf ball.

Howard had said "pickup with canopy", but since Gwen looked like the motor home type to me, I had expected at least a pickup with camper unit. But, no, it was just a large canopy. Matched the truck in color and design, so must have been custom made. It had wide tinted windows on each side and an unusually big door in the back. Yesterday, Howard had said Gwen would sleep in the pickup and the kids and I in a tent. I hoped the employee who was loading gear had everything we'd need. 

Gwen Fitzgerald and two children stood on the broad front porch, watching the packing process. Gwen wore what looked like an outfit straight out of a spendy outdoor-wear catalogue. The kids had on denim shorts and oversized T-shirts with designs I couldn't see clearly from the curb. In twill walking shorts and sleeveless cotton top, I was more in tune with the kids.

Earl, who hadn't spoken a word all the way from the motel, now said, "C'mon, I'll show you what you need to know about the Ford." Up the drive we went, to the driver's side of the pickup, out of view of the house.

"Ever drive a diesel?" Earl asked as he opened the door. When I shook my head, he said, "Well, only thing different is you have to wait for the glow plug to fire it up. Takes a few seconds."

"Not a good choice for a getaway vehicle."

He lips curved slightly. "Only if you leave the engine running while you rob the bank." He got in.

I caught hold of a hand grip between the back and front seats and hauled myself up onto the running board. Earl pointed out the switches and knobs for essential things like the headlights, windshield wipers, air conditioner, cruise control and so on. Automatic transmission, thank goodness.

"The manual is in the glove compartment if you want to learn how to set the controls for the radio or CD player or whatever," he said. "Or ask the kids. The rig belongs to their folks. Shelley--their mom--she drove it down from Hammond."

Why wasn't she driving it back? Not my business, but curiosity led me to pry. "She's staying in Redding for a while?"

"Somethin' like that." His gruff tone discouraged further inquiry. Well, at least I now knew why Gwen Fitzgerald was going on a motor trip; the pickup and the children had to be returned to Hammond. Whatever their parents were doing--helping settle their grandfather's affairs?--they wanted to send the kids home. 

Earl and I got out, and he opened the back door to show me the seating area. I was impressed with its roominess. A wide pull-down armrest provided some separation between the passengers. Not knowing the kids, I hoped it would be a big enough barrier.

As we stepped away from the pickup, Earl turned toward me with that look that's commonly called "sizing up". I thought he was about to comment on my qualifications for driving the big vehicle, but instead he said softly, "Keep a close watch on those kids."

The expression in his eyes conveyed deep concern--an entirely different emotion from what I'd seen in him before. Now what was that all about?

He turned away, and I followed him to the front of the house. Gwen had gone inside. The two kids were still on the porch, the girl leaning against the wooden railing with a booklet of some kind in her hands, and the boy sitting on the top step, working a hand-held electronic game. I remembered Howard had said the girl was ten and the boy, eight. They seemed awfully subdued. But then, Lucille had said their grandfather had died only a couple days ago. Their uncle must have "expedited" the funeral, or else their grandmother already had said her goodbyes to her husband and wasn't staying for the interment. Maybe she and Howard thought it would be too stressful for the kids.  

Neither of them said a word as Earl and I came up the walkway. He introduced the girl as Mickey and the boy as Tyler and correctly pronounced my name with the accent on the "elle" of Marielle. Petite little Mickey had brown eyes, and brown hair pulled back into a pony tail. Her stocky brother had blue eyes and blond hair, which I suspected was always tousled. I wouldn't have pegged the two kids as brother and sister.

Mickey murmured, "Hello," and eyed the big Band Aid on my forehead, but asked no questions. Tyler barely looked up from his Game Boy as he said, "Hi," but I was sure my image had been indelibly imprinted onto his memory screen.

A Fitzgerald employee had loaded my suitcases into the back of the canopy. Earl looked around as if checking to make sure everything was done, then he put one arm around Mickey's shoulders and gave her an awkward hug. She smiled, but her expression also revealed anxiety and uncertainty. Not looking forward to this trip, eh? Well, I'd do my best to make it enjoyable.

On the way down the steps, Earl made a fist and rabbit-punched Tyler on the upper arm. Tyler grinned at him, tucked the electronic game between his knees and put out his own little fists in boxing position.

Earl exchanged a couple more shadow jabs with the boy, then said, "Bye, kids. Don't give Marielle here a bad time. She's gonna watch out for you."

How about that? All of a sudden, he was almost affable. Obviously, to soothe the kids. He must care for them, even if he didn't like their uncle and grandmother.

But why did he think the kids needed special watching? Other than being unusually well-behaved, they looked pretty average to me.

As Earl turned to follow the path that led toward the back of the house, Howard opened the front door. I was surprised to see him at home on a business day. He called to me. "Marielle, step inside for a minute. The insurance adjuster is here with your claim settlement. He has some forms for you to sign." He went back into the house, and I stared after him, mouth agape. The man was a veritable doer de force.
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An hour later, we were well out of town. I'd spent the first few miles getting accustomed to driving a truck instead of a sedan. Beside me, Gwen sat as expressionless as she had in her son's office the day before. Perhaps she was still burdened by sorrow, or else she just took a while getting acquainted. For some reason--maybe because Earl had called her Gwennie--I found myself thinking of her as Grannie Gwennie.

On the armrest between us lay our handbags. Mine: small, blue denim pouch, department store sale rack. Hers: soft leather, multiple compartments, specialty store. I glanced at it with some degree of envy. Still, I wouldn't want to cart that thing around. If ever a handbag could be called capacious, hers was it. The kind you could use to smuggle your own candy bars into the theatre. Big candy bars.

The kids were quiet in the back seat. Tyler played his game, but had the sound turned so low that only an occasional beep ricocheted off the headliner. Mickey had stowed her word-search puzzle book and sat looking out the window. I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. She had a pointy chin, and wide upper face, giving her a pixie-ish look. She glanced up, caught my eye and gave me a shy smile. I smiled back.

"My name's not really Mickey." It was the first time I'd heard her speak since she'd said, "Hello." Her voice was soft and had an appealing husky overtone. "My real name is Michaela, after my daddy. But everybody calls me Mickey."

"Aha. That's why you're wearing that Mickey Mouse T-shirt." Returning my attention to the road, I added, "I'll bet all your T-shirts have Mickey Mouse on them."

"No. Just this one. Gramma Nels bought it for me at a Walt Disney store." The easy lilt she gave to "Gramma Nels" made me think she felt more comfortable with her paternal grandmother than with the woman sitting beside me.

"I look like Daddy," Mickey went on. "Tyler looks like Mama. She's got blond hair and blue eyes." She broke off so abruptly that I glanced at her again in the mirror. I thought tears glinted in her eyes as she looked steadily out the window.

Although she was the one who'd mentioned her mother, the reference seemed to have made her sad. Come to think of it, I hadn't seen the kids' mom at the Fitzgerald house. I replayed what the hospital volunteer had told me: "The Nelson boy married the Fitzgerald girl." The kids' mom was Gwen's daughter. Howard's sister. So how come neither of them had mentioned her? Hard feelings between them? Something to do with Arthur Fitzgerald's will, maybe?

Without pausing his game, Tyler spoke up. "Daddy wants us to stop and look at historical stuff. He teaches history."

Humph. Why hadn't Howard mentioned that when I told him about my college major? Seemed like a logical reaction.

"A teacher!" I glanced at Tyler in the rear view mirror. "Wow! That's what I want to be when I grow up."

"You are growed up."

"Well, just barely. I have my teaching certificate, but no job offers yet."

Gwen twisted around a little and looked at the kids. "It's Oregon your father wants you to get acquainted with, now that you're living there. We won't do any sightseeing until we get out of California."

The kids retreated into silence. Drat! Just when they were loosening up. Well, maybe Gwen was haunted with disturbing thoughts. Maybe Earl had been wrong; maybe she had loved her husband.

She leaned forward and fiddled with the radio buttons until she picked up an FM station playing classical music. Although I didn't mind classical, I wished she would have selected something more contemporary and light, for the kids' sakes. The news came on, and mercifully was not entirely negative. The weather report followed. Continued fair and warm, with highs in the mid- to upper-80s. Thank goodness for air conditioning.

Out of the blue, Mickey asked, "What happened to your head?"

Although a little startled by the abrupt question, I was more surprised by my reaction to it. The accident flashed in front of my eyes so clearly that I toed the brake.

"Really, Mickey!" Scowling, Gwen glanced over her shoulder.

I reset cruise control and explained how I had seen a deer in the headlights, tried not to hit it, and wound up in the ditch.

"Oh," Mickey said solemnly. "Did you kill the deer?"

I envisioned the accident scene. "I don't think so. At least, I don't remember seeing the deer when the aid car came."

I hoped the kids believed me and at the same time wondered why it was important that they should. Well, darn, because they looked like they needed a friend.

We followed I-5 as far as Weed, where Gwen instructed me to turn off onto SR 97 and head north for Klamath Falls, Oregon. She took a typed itinerary out of her handbag and laid it on her lap, unfolding it with some difficulty. The fingers of her right hand seemed to be stiff, so her accident must have been recent. I was curious about it, but the way she had acted when Mickey asked about my head injury made me decide to forego any questions.

"We'll be getting into Klamath Falls about noon," she said. "After we eat lunch, we'll go on north to...," she consulted her paperwork, "...Collier Park."

"Too bad we can't stop for a while in K Falls. It has a great little museum.  Wood carvings, bronze statues, paintings, arrowheads..."

"Arrowheads!" Tyler came alive. "Can we go, Gramma Fitz?  Please, please."

"No." She looked downright annoyed. I wasn't sure if it was because of Tyler's begging, or his calling her Gramma "Fitz", or because I'd overstepped my position and made a comment that had brought a moment of discord.

She turned to look at the children, and her voice softened just a little. "Your Uncle Howard said we should get to Collier Park early in the day to be sure to find a camping space. We'll stop at a fast food place for lunch. Whichever one we come upon first. We won't spend time driving around."
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Klamath Falls had grown since the last time I'd visited the town, but we found a burger house without going too far out of our way. We ate at an outside table, where the kids "accidentally" dropped crumbs, quickly pecked up by the chirpy little sparrows. Gwen, who had ordered only coffee, wrinkled her nose at every sip. Well, it smelled strong, and I wasn't surprised when she left most of it.

In half an hour, potty break and all, we were again on our way. The kids were more charged up than they had been--they don't call it "fast food" for nothing.

"I've been to Collier several times," I told them. "Lots of neat stuff to look at. And the Williamson River to fish in." I looked at the kids in the rear view mirror. "Did you bring fishing poles?"

"I have mine," Mickey said. "Grampa Fitz gave each of us one, but Ty broke his."

"Didn't break it."

"Did, too. I saw it in the trash can."

"Children!" Again, Gwen scowled over her shoulder at them.

They subsided into glum silence. Tyler picked up his game, and Mickey stared out the window at the scenery, which at this point was spectacular. Klamath Lake shimmered blue-gray on our left, edged by forested foothills on the far side. Beyond them rose snow-capped Mount McLaughlin. I called the kids' attention to a dozen pelicans sitting on large rocks along the shoreline. The big birds were unfazed when a long freight train rumbled by on the tracks between the highway and the lake.

As we left Klamath Lake behind, I tried again for conversation. "I can see why Collier Park is one of the stops on your dad's list. It has the biggest collection of logging equipment in the country. Steam engines, horse-drawn road graders, log loaders."

Tyler perked up. "Can we climb on them?"

"In times past, yes. Nowadays, signs say not to."

"Shoot! How could we hurt them?"

"It's not the machinery the Park Department is worried about. It's you."

"Nobody has to worry about me. I'm growed up."

"Accidents happen," Gwen murmured.
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Collier Memorial State Park campground, shaded by huge, orange-barked Ponderosa pines, lay across the highway from the museum. The Williamson River, straight from the snowfields of the Cascade Mountains, ran clear and strong along one side of the park.

Several campsites were available when we arrived, and since Gwen didn't indicate any preference, I chose one of two empty ones, next to a small motor home. Alongside it, an older couple, soft-drink cans in hand, sat on camp chairs. They smiled and waved at the kids as we drove in. 

Mickey and Tyler waved back, then scrambled out of the pickup before I'd even set the brake. I joined them and we looked around. Through the trees, sunlight shone on a patch of water. The kids turned pleading eyes on their grandmother.

"Can we explore the river bank?" Mickey asked.

My answer would have been, "Not until I can come with you." But they hadn't asked me. I was merely the driver. 

Gwen, still sitting in the cab, nodded. "Go ahead. But be careful. And don't be gone long."

She watched the children run down the path and glanced at me. "You said you'd been here before. How deep is that river? I mean, is it safe for them to play near it? I don't think either one of them can swim very well."

I shrugged. "Well, it's like most mountain streams. It has its pools and shallows and rapids."

As she negotiated the high step of the pickup, I offered a steadying hand.

"This cast is supposed to be light-weight," she grumbled, "but it's still a damned nuisance." She looked toward the river. "I guess Mickey and Tyler will be all right. They've lived close to the Columbia for over a month, now."

"At its mouth, the Columbia is as big as a lake. This little mountain river might look pretty harmless. I'd better go remind them to take care."

"If you think they need it." She snagged her handbag off the seat. "I'm going to go freshen up."

The fact that Gwen didn't know how well the kids could swim made me think she hadn't been very grandmotherly with them. Her remark about them "now living in Oregon" led me to believe they'd formerly lived elsewhere, but maybe not in Redding.

I hurried along the path Mickey and Tyler had taken. It wound among tall well-spaced pines, over ground spongy with matted needles, dry with summer heat. Eastern Oregon forests didn't have much undergrowth, but the usual willows, and other water-seeking brush, weeds and wild flowers grew along the riverbank. The dusty campground smell soon gave way to a damp, freshwater scent.

The kids were at the river's edge, in a small opening in a willow thicket. Mickey leaned over, peering into the water. Tyler hunkered beside her, poking at something with a long stick.

"See any fish?" I asked, coming up behind them.

Mickey shook her head.

"Just water skippers." Tyler teased one to make it skitter away.

The water was clear, but the bottom was not visible--it was a deep pool where the water eddied, looking deceptively calm.

The teacher in me took over. "Be careful you don't fall in."

Tyler glanced up at me. "You sound like Gramma Nels."

"Hey, that water is colder than a reindeer's right front foot."

Rising, Tyler asked, "Why is a reindeer's foot cold?"

"Because he uses it to turn over ice chunks to get to the moss underneath."

Mickey gave me a puzzled look. "Why does he use only his right front foot to turn over ice chunks?"

"Well, because he doesn't like left-overs."

Mickey groaned, and Tyler rolled his eyes.

"Yuk, yuk," I said, laughing. "You fell into my trap." But I hoped the silly exchange had made me more human to the kids. Someone other than just a chauffeur.

"Tell you what," I said. "After dinner, we'll come back here and do some fishing. For right now, why don't you kids go over to the playground? You did bring a Frisbee or bat and ball, didn't you?"

Tyler picked up on that idea right away. "Yeah, let's get the Frisbee."

"No, the Foxtail," Mickey cried, and they both raced toward the pickup.

By the time I got there, they had rooted amongst their stowed belongings and come up with the Foxtail, a baseball-sized ball with an attached long, cloth tail. They took off toward an open area, across the road and two campsites away. Three other kids of about their age sat astraddle bikes, talking, alongside the road.

The previously vacant space on our left was now filled by an older-model tan Dodge pickup fitted with a white camper. A young man with reddish-blond hair had just opened the door on the passenger side. He reached inside the pickup and lifted down a hound-type dog. As he lowered the animal to the ground, he looked toward me.

"Hi, there," he said and smiled. Friendly, like most outdoors types. Average height. Thirtyish. Features not handsome, but pleasant. Sent positive vibes, as my cousin Rhona would say. If it hadn't been for my recent unhappy love experience, I might have acted more cordially toward him. As it was, I mumbled, "Hi," and unlocked the canopy door to assess our gear.

After a moment, he spoke again. "If you're going to be around for the next fifteen minutes or so, would you mind keeping an eye on my camper? I'd like to leave the door open to let it air out while I take B and B for a walk."

Clearly, he had called the dog "B and B". Well maybe he'd bought her at a bed and breakfast establishment. I took another look at her. She resembled a basset hound, but her ears were way too short and her legs way too long to be a purebred.

"Sure. I'll be here."

They ambled away, the tan-and-white hound with her nose to the ground, reading the doggie newspaper.

I took inventory of what Fitzgerald had ordered for the trip. The cooler sat just inside the door. A quick perusal revealed some of its contents. Two percent milk, eggs, pre-cooked sausage, sandwich fixin's, six-packs of soft drinks, apples. A bag of ice on the bottom.

Two milk-carton crates, also within easy reach, held the non-perishables. One contained assorted "meal-in-a-can" type foods, a bag of gourmet coffee, corn chips, bread and bagels. In the other, I found a percolator, two pots, eating utensils, and a good selection of paper picnic products. 

Our luggage and other supplies occupied one side of the canopy. I set out a battery-powered lantern and a table-top camp stove. They looked and smelled fresh-paint new. Earl had said the pickup belonged to the kids' parents. Had Mickey and Tyler camped out on their way to Redding from Hammond? Seems like they would have mentioned it if they had.

If their dad wanted them to visit points of interest in Oregon, wouldn't they have done some of that on the way south? Since their grandfather's death was due to an accident, not an illness, it wasn't as if they'd made the trip in a hurry. Oh, well...

A thick foam mattress, covered in striped denim, took up the other side of the canopy bed. It felt pretty cushy, but I couldn't visualize Gwen preferring it to a bed at a Holiday Inn. Earl had called her "athletic" but that didn't necessarily mean "outdoorsy".

I hauled out the bag containing the tent and looked around for the best place to set up our overnight domicile.

The old couple watched with idle interest. "There's a nice flat spot over here, close to us," the man said.

"I don't want to crowd you guys."

"No problem."

As I spread the tarp, the man spoke again. "We're Will and Opal Bize." He nodded toward their motor home and grinned. "The Flutter Bize."

I looked at the painting on the side of their vehicle and laughed. Two cartoon butterflies, one holding a map, one holding a compass. The couple said they were on their way from Seattle to San Diego. If the decals around the perimeter of the rear window were any indication, the Bizes had fluttered a lot. 

While we exchanged chitchat, I kept one eye on the play area. The bike kids had joined Mickey and Tyler, and they seemed to be playing well together. Gwen hadn't returned to the campsite, and I began to wonder if she had gone for a walk instead of only to the restroom. I plunked the tent onto the ground and regarded it with a grimace.

"Tent building is not my strong suit," I told the old couple.

"Need some help?" The masculine voice came from behind me.

I glanced around. The man with the B and B hound had returned to camp. Although the guy apparently hadn't been jogging--he wasn't out of breath--the dog collapsed at his feet, her tongue lolling. 

"Thanks for the offer, but I have to learn to do it by myself. I was told it just pops up. All I have to do is slide these aluminum rods, A, into the sleeves, B." 

"Two extra hands will make it go up quicker."

If he hadn't had a dog that stuck by his side in spite of her state of exhaustion, I might have told him to shove off. But I couldn't totally dismiss anyone a dog trusted. Besides, he looked a lot like an old-time movie star my mom liked. Van Johnson. Which made me feel as if I sort of knew him. Even if he didn't have freckles. 

We set up the tent, which really did go up quickly. If you knew how to do it. "Very nice," he said. "Smells new."  

"Might be." Brushing pine needles off my bare knees, I nodded toward the Ford pickup. "The whole rig belongs to the family I'm with. I'm just doing the driving and lending a hand with the kids."

"Tent builder, chauffeur, companion and baby sitter." He grinned. "Talk about diversified. Is that your regular line of work?"

I considered telling him it was none of his business, but I shrugged away my reservations. Campers always made small talk. Anyway, what difference did it make if I told him? I'd probably never see him again.

"I wrecked my car near Redding and was looking for a way back home. Happened to find out about this woman who'd broken her arm and needed a driver, going to Hammond, up by the mouth of the Columbia."

"Hammond. That's right next door to Fort Stevens."

So, the guy was familiar with Oregon. Some parts of it, at least. Fort Stevens State Park lay on a peninsula between the Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean.

"Yep. The kids' dad teaches history and wants them to learn something about Oregon on their way home. So, first stop, Collier Park."

"Good choice. I hope Crater Lake and some lava beds are on the route." 

"Crater Lake is." Gwen hadn't shared her itinerary. I knew Crater Lake National Park was on it only because when we passed the turnoff, she had remarked that we would have to backtrack a ways to catch the highway that went there.

"Hey, that's great." His reddish-brown eyebrows lifted, and I noticed they were straight, except angled down at the sides. "For sure you'll want to see Newberry Crater, or Lava River Cave or Lava Butte. We'll be traveling the same roads for a while." He stuck out his right hand. "We may as well get acquainted. My name's Josh Farrell."

I didn't quite see how traveling the same route made us buddies, but what the hey? He was nice, and no hint of lust lurked in his eyes. They were a deep brown, unlike the blue or green of so many people with reddish hair.

"I'm Marielle Jones." Uncertainty flickered over his face, and I smiled. "No, really. My name is Jones."

"Oh. Well, I suppose there has to be some of you out there, for the rest of us to keep up with."

His handshake was firm and plainly friendly, no lingering clasp of fingertips or such. So why did the touch make me feel suddenly self-conscious? 

The sensation must not have been mutual because he directed my attention to the dog. "This is B and B, for basset and bounder. Beebee for short."

The dog had keeled over and lay flat. I hunkered down and let her sniff my folded fingers. "She's not exactly hyper-active, is she?"

"No. Must have inherited her energy level from the bounder." He grinned. "Actually, she's a good tracker. So long as you aren't in a hurry to catch whatever it is you're tracking."

I liked the guy's sense of humor. "So what is it that she tracks?"

"Oh, she's found a couple kids who strayed away from their parents. Nothing all that exciting. Just incidents that happened while we were at campgrounds."

So he must be an avid camper, and a Good Samaritan, as well, offering the assistance of his dog.

I patted B and B's shoulder, and she rolled one cocoa-brown eye, assessing me. When she tensed under my hand, I looked up to see Gwen returning to camp. She gave Josh a cool glance. I rose and introduced her to him and to the Bizes. She nodded to them, then tucked her handbag inside the canopy, and said she was going to take a short walk. I wondered where she'd been all this time, if not for a walk. But it wasn't any of my concern. 

"I don't believe your employer likes me," Josh remarked when Gwen had gone.

"She probably doesn't approve of casual acquaintances."

"Yeah. Some people are like that." He glanced at his camper. "I suppose I'd better tend to my own camp, and let you finish setting up yours." He started to turn away, then added, "Maybe I'll see you later on?"

Amiable and unthreatening though he seemed, I wasn't sure if I wanted to see him later. Still, there was no good reason not to. "I told the kids I'd take them fishing after dinner. If you like to fish, I might see you then."

"Oh, you bet. I wouldn't miss fishing the Williamson." He chirped to the dog and looking much aggrieved, B and B lurched to her feet and fell into step at his side.

I glanced at the play area again. A small disagreement must have developed because all the kids had quit playing. They stood in a loose circle, shifting from one foot to the other. Although I couldn't hear what he was saying, one of the bike group flapped his arms and his mouth was moving. I was about to walk over and see what was going on when Mickey gave a little toss of her pony-trailed head and stomped back toward our camping space. Tyler followed, swinging the Foxtail.

"What was that all about?" I asked when Mickey reached me. 

"Oh, nothing. Some people just don't know how to keep score."

"Yeah." Tyler flipped open the cooler lid and pulled out a Pepsi. "He kept saying he knew how to do trickanometry and he couldn't even add."

Trickanometry? I suppressed a grin. Juggling numbers might be called that.  

 

[image: multi-metal-bar2]

 

I saw Josh later in the day, when I went to the river with Mickey and Tyler, but he was farther upstream. He waved but didn't venture closer, nor call out any greeting. Obviously, his help with the tent had been only the neighborly gesture I had first thought it to be. Just as well. Best not to encourage a stranger.

Mickey caught a nice-sized German Brown trout. Tyler groused about not having his own fishing pole and having to quit before he got another turn with Mickey's. But dusk was upon us; we could hardly see to bait the hook. We headed back to camp.

Gwen had turned on the lantern and set it on the picnic table. She was reading a paperback, and I was curious to see what the book title was. A non-fiction about business economics? Or was she a torrid-romance fan?

Whatever it was, her attention strayed from it for only a moment when Mickey held up her fish. "Mmm. So you did manage to catch something."

That was it. Back to her book, without one complimentary word. And fish were called cold blooded.  

While I cleaned the trout, Mickey scrounged through our supplies and came up with a roll of foil. We wrapped the fish and put it on the metal grill over the fire pit.

I started the fire and the kids busied themselves with keeping it going. We didn't have much wood and the supply quickly dwindled. When only a few pieces remained, Mickey scowled. "My fish won't get cooked."  She turned to her grandmother. "Is it okay if Ty and me go to the bin to get some more wood?  We know where it is."

The wood bin stood beside the path, on another camp loop, about halfway to the river. Not far, and there were other camps with lighted lanterns, but I didn't think the kids should go alone. I got to my feet.

Gwen closed her book. "I suppose so." She extricated herself from the bench connected to the picnic table. "I'm going for a little walk, Marielle. I'd like to retire when I get back, so please make up my bed for me."

"Um...the kids--"

"They'll be fine." She waved toward the pickup with her un-encumbered left arm and addressed Mickey and Tyler. "Take the flashlights your grandfather gave you."

They delved behind the rear seat and each brought out a flashlight with a plastic bear's head over the lens. The little flashlights provided more light than I'd thought they would. As the kids scampered away, Gwen strolled off, following the paved road that led the opposite direction. I made a face at her back. I had half a notion to disregard her orders. Seconds later, I had another half a notion. Nuts to Grannie Gwennie. I was going after the kids.

I trotted along the path, past campers who largely ignored me. Well, except for one furious white toy poodle that threatened to tear me apart. A little girl tugged on its leash, crying, "Sh'up, Josie!" I waved to Josie's people, and they waved back.

Mickey and Tyler were not at the wood bin. I stood, hands on hips, looking around. Where the heck had they run off to? They were not as well-disciplined as I'd thought. But after all, one was ten and the other was eight. Just kids. Too young to be totally responsible.

The park ranger had driven by as I'd left our camp, checking campsites to see who'd paid. If I didn't locate the kids soon, I'd catch up with him and ask him to help search. No doubt he'd know the most likely places to look.  

I'd just stepped away from the wood bin when I heard a splash and a strangled cry. Surely not Mickey or Tyler! Well, no matter, someone might be in trouble.

As I sprinted toward the river, I heard a second splash. My momentum nearly carried me headlong into the deep pool. I teetered on the brink. On the bank lay a lighted bear's head flashlight. I kicked it around so that the beam shone across the river. Two dark shapes bobbed in the water, already several feet from shore. Had to be Mickey and Tyler. I yelled for help and leapt in.

When the icy water closed around my chest, I would have yelled again, but couldn't draw breath. I slogged a couple steps, barely able to reach bottom.

Mickey caught hold of Tyler. He thrashed wildly. "Stop kicking!" she shrieked.

"Mickey!" I shouted. "Swim to shore. I'll get Tyler." She hesitated, treading water and paddling hard. "Do it!"

I'd never worked as a lifeguard, but I'd seen lots of beach movies. Frantic people could pull a rescuer down. I flipped Tyler onto his back and wrapped my right arm around his chest. He quit struggling. Probably numb with cold. Like me. 

Mickey was almost to the bank when her head bobbed under. She came up sputtering. How far away could the bank be? The current had carried us downstream, I hoped to a more shallow area where she could touch bottom. But it was the cold that would get us, not the depth. I could make it with Tyler. But with two kids? Already, my arms refused to obey my brain's commands. 

Dark shapes appeared, running along the bank. Someone had the foresight to bring a lantern. Another someone had the sense to stick a boat paddle into the water. I grabbed it. Hands pulled Tyler to safety.  I looked for Mickey. She floundered just out of my reach.

A man splashed into the water beside me. He had longer arms than mine. He caught hold of Mickey. The three of us struggled to the bank. More hands helped us out.

Panting and shivering, I sat there, too numb to move. I looked at my fellow rescue person. Josh, the camper-next-door. The B and B hound owner.

Among those who had assisted from the bank, I recognized the Bizes. With Opal clucking about "getting you out of those wet clothes", they grabbed the kids and hustled them away. Josh and another camper extended helping hands and got me on my feet. Not that I thought I could move anytime before Labor Day.

The evening's excitement concluded, the little crowd of onlookers dispersed. The lantern bearer went away, but someone had retrieved the kids' flashlights. Josh shone one down the path. Another flashlight beam jiggled toward us. The poodle owner, agog with excitement, told us the park ranger had just driven up and was waiting to question me. I had the impression she'd like to be invited for the inquisition, but my chattering teeth must have discouraged her.

Josh took a firm grip on my elbow and urged me down the path. "What the heck happened?" he asked as we walked. That is, he walked; I shuffled.

I shook my head. My lips wouldn't form words.

As we approached the motor home, Opal leaned out of the door and called to us. "Ranger Anderson is in here. You come, too. I'm making hot chocolate. But get out of those wet clothes first. Hurry now, before you catch your death."

Inside my tent, I struggled to remove soaked clothing with ten thumbs. For the first time, I truly appreciated Velcro fastenings on my sandals. When I emerged in pajamas under an oversized fleece top, Josh was waiting for me. He must have gotten chilled, too, because he wore long pants and a sweat shirt. I couldn't stop shivering. I supposed it was as much from nervous reaction as from the dunking.
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