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Publisher's Note
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Search for Adventure

When Mr. Orlando asked for volunteers in the church's Young Helps program, I volunteered. Mom said I could. Young Helps was a program to bring church kids into the homes of elderly people to help with the housework and things like that. But I didn't get an elderly person. You could say that this book is about what I did get. 

Nobody else in the family volunteered. Penny's my oldest sister, and she used to be a lot of fun before she started high school. She would make up mystery stories for me or take me with her to the shopping center around the corner. But as soon as she got into high school, she made friends with Annette, and at night she had Spanish to work on. 

Jack and Penny are the oldest. Penny’s actually older than Jack, but everybody thinks Jack is oldest. Jack's too quick and bouncy to stop long enough to do housework for anybody, let alone people he doesn't know. 

I come after Jack and Penny, and—really—I was underage for the Young Helps program. Kids were supposed to be at least twelve. But in case you have any doubts, I'll tell you up front—I am extremely well behaved and responsible. I've never done anything out of the ordinary. When I asked Mr. Orlando if I could sign up for Young Helps he said that— seeing as it was me—he'd make an exception. 

"In fact," he told me, "I have just the person for you. Yes— this timing is from the Lord, Jean. I nearly had to tell Martha—Miss Harris, that is—that I couldn't find anybody suitable. I think you'll do just fine." 

That remark right there let me know that this Martha Harris was different somehow. He'd been holding back her assignment for some reason. 

He gave me her address and phone number. Everybody on the list to get a helper was a church member in good standing, who had interviewed with Pastor and had become acquainted with the Young Helps program before being allowed on the list. I went home and showed the address to Mom and Dad. 

Mom was making salad for dinner when I came in, and Dad was at the kitchen table, slicing onions for her because onions make her cry. She stopped long enough to glance at the card with the name and address on it. "Martha Harris," she said. She glanced at Dad. "Now isn't that odd." She said it more like a statement than a question. 

"How's that?" he asked. 

"Maybe I'm thinking of the wrong person. Do you know her?" Mom asked. 

He glanced up at her. "Sure, honey, you've seen her—Southern woman. Georgia accent. I think her parents attended our church a long time ago when they were still alive." 

"Yes, that's who I thought. She's retired here, I believe. I'll give her a call tonight. It's all right, of course. I just hadn't expected her to be on the list." Dad didn't seem to be too concerned about it, and Mom's curiosity didn't last much longer. I had no idea who she was, and since neither one of them thought to explain to me that Martha Harris wasn't elderly, I just supposed that she was. 

"Jack says there's a meeting tonight at the Hall of Heroes," Dad called after me. "You'd better hurry, because I think they're out there already." 

"Okay." I ran to my room and changed from my school clothes into regular clothes, got my boots and gloves and things, and hurried outside. 

Jack and Penny had formed their own society, called the Hall of Heroes. They both read Beowulf for school, and they said that a long time ago, heroes always feasted each other in great halls. They immediately pulled Jack’s best friend Scruggs in on it, because Scruggs is the absolute bravest, toughest, most heroic kid we know. But then of course we had to let Penny's best friend Annette in on it. 

Then Jack and Penny decided that the cut-off age for the Hall of Heroes was 13. And of course Annette agreed with this and said I was way too young to join. But Scruggs took my side like he always does, and he said if I couldn't join then he wouldn't join either. So they agreed that I should join, but I didn't get to bring any of my friends into it. 

Scruggs and Annette both said it was too hard to call ourselves the Hall of Heroes Feasters, so the boys called themselves the Sword Bearers, and the girls called themselves the Shield Maidens, and when we all got together, the whole group would be called the Hall of Heroes, or just "the Hall" for short. And that name stuck. I didn't have much say on what titles we picked. 

Dad owned a couple of empty lots a few streets over, and there was a metal storage shed on one of them. I had always called it our clubhouse, but Penny said clubhouses were for little kids. She said it would be our Rendezvous Point. Whenever the Sword Bearers and Shield Maidens were supposed to have a meeting for the Hall of Heroes, we would all rally at the Rendezvous Point. That did sound to me more like a Sword Bearer and Shield Maiden kind of thing to do. I mean, I couldn't imagine big hairy guys with horns on their helmets having a clubhouse. What would they do there? But I could imagine them rallying at a Rendezvous Point. 

The Rendezvous Point was so small that when all five of us crammed into it we only had room to talk and lay plans. We couldn't even sit down. Scruggs had found an old wooden table, and it had been a narrow vote on allowing it inside, because it cramped us even more. Its surface only measured two and a half feet by two and a half feet, and some of the Shield Maidens looked upon it as nothing but a splintery way to give up some more space. However, it was voted in after a lot of discussion and some argument. Penny and Annette got mad at me because I voted with Scruggs and Jack to keep it. I didn't like the table, but I voted with Scruggs because he let me join. 

One nice thing about the shed was that it had a wooden floor. Most of the metal sheds that you buy at garden shops have no floor at all. But Dad had put in a wooden floor and put it up on skids so that he could move the around as he needed to. We bargained with him to let us use it if we could find storage places for all the odds and ends that he'd kept in it. He agreed, and we cleaned out and re-packed our garage to make room for the extra stuff.

Now the day was ending. I hurried along as fast as I could without running. I didn't want to act like I was afraid they would go on and leave the Rendezvous Point without me, so I didn't want to run. My watch showed that it was only a little after four, but the sky overhead was already dim, and there was a border of red in the west, from the sunset. If there hadn't been snow everywhere it would have seemed kind of eerie. I don't like the dark. But the snow caught the faint glow from the streetlights and the fainter glow from the dim and distant stars that were beginning to make an appearance. 

I crossed the street from a line of neat houses and trotted into one of the empty lots, and I could see the Rendezvous Point, with light from somebody's battery lamp spilling through the narrow doorway. I didn't pay attention to anything around me. But suddenly somebody jerked real hard on my scarf from behind and pulled me down backward. 

I landed plump! right on the ground. 

The jerk had also cut off my wind for a second, so I couldn't even yell or say anything for a second. 

"Hey girl, what're you doing in our lot?" A boy asked me. I was still sitting on the cold snow. I looked up, kind of blinking through my glasses, and saw that three boys were standing over me. 

"We're talking to you, girl. This ain't your property." 

"It's my dad's," I said. 

"Liar!" One of the others exclaimed. He kicked snow on me.

"It is!" I told him. I pointed at the shed, which was easily visible from where we were. "My brother and sister are over there." 

"Well they're in a lot of trouble for using our shed," the first one told me. "We put that up there." 

"Now you're lying," I told him. "My dad put that up." 

One of them grabbed me by my coat and pulled me right up to my feet. He shook me really hard, to scare me, I guess. It worked. 

"Jack!" I yelled. "Scruggs!" 

He threw me into one of his friends, but just then Scruggs' head popped out of the open doorway, and even from that distance I could hear him say to the others inside, "Hey, come on!" 

They came streaming out of the shed, all four of them, all older than I am. I don't think that my three bullies bothered to see how many of the rescuers were boys and how many were girls. It must have looked to them like a whole group of kids just streamed right out of there, ready to fight. Scruggs was holding Lumberjax, our ax handle that doubled as a sword and mascot, but I don't think he was brandishing it as a threat. Scruggs always held Lumberjax during our meetings. But these three bullies didn't know that. 

Anyway, the three boys who had stopped me ran off in the opposite direction, through the empty lot to the street, and then through the other yards until they were out of sight. Scruggs got to me first. 

"What happened?" he asked. "Who were they?" 

"Bullies," I told him. "They said I was trespassing." 

"I think that tall one is Eddy Reinbach," Scruggs said. "We used to hang out together". 

Jack and Penny came pounding up, and then Annette. 

"Sword Bearers to the rescue," Jack sang, panting. "Those kids roughing you up?" 

"They wanted to," I said. "Thanks for coming." 

"I think that's the same three who bombed us with snowballs this afternoon," Annette told Penny. She glanced at her watch in the dimness and squinted at it. "It was less than an hour ago." 

"Scruggs says one of them was Eddy Reinbach," I added.

Annette instantly became indignant, like it was my fault. "Eddy Reinbach! Everybody knows he's no good! He steals everything he can. You shouldn't be talking to kids like Eddy Reinbach, Jean! If you were old enough to use your brains, you'd know how bad he is." 

I opened my mouth to talk, but Scruggs said, "Come on, let's go back to the clubhouse." 

"Rendezvous point," Penny exclaimed. 

"Those three want to start trouble," I said. "They say it's their lot and their shed. I think we should get ready for them." But nobody even paid attention to my comment.
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Meeting of the Hall of Heroes

The rendezvous point was furnished with nothing more than the small and splintery table. At that moment, Scruggs' battery powered lamp sat on top of the table, and alongside it lay Lumberjax, our axe handle that doubled as a sword and mascot for the Hall of Heroes. Other than that the room was empty and cold. The thin metal walls didn't insulate at all. 

But with the light shining up on our faces as we crammed our way inside, it was easy to feel like this was a mysterious place, and like adventures were waiting for us everywhere. "Who has news?" Scruggs asked. 

"I do," I said. 

"Say on, Berwyn," he invited me. Berwyn is my name in the Hall of Heroes. I always forget that and answer to Jean in our meetings, but Scruggs reminds me. 

"I volunteered to join Young Helps on Sunday," I said confidently. "I got assigned to a woman named Martha Harris."

Jack groaned. "Jean! For crying out loud! What's that got to do with the Hall of Heroes!" he exclaimed. "We're looking for adventure!"

"No, Jack, that's the same woman you were asking me about at church!" Penny exclaimed. 

"The one that looks so weird?" Jack asked, startled.

"What do you mean weird?" I asked. "Weird how?"

"Not weird," Penny said soothingly. "Just—different. Like a big, tall ghost or something."

"My dad says she's a recluse," Annette volunteered. "She lives in the poor section on the very edge of town—a big wooden house that always has the draperies closed." 

"What's a recluse?" I asked.

"Like a hermit, only a girl," Jack told me.

"Jack, a recluse can be either a boy or a girl!" Scruggs exclaimed. He glanced at me. "A recluse lives alone in a city, and a hermit lives alone out in the country. And she can't really be a recluse if she goes to church."

"Well, maybe she's sick so she doesn't get out much," I said. I pictured a very tall, very old and bent over woman. "Maybe she's hard of hearing so she can't talk to people well."

"Maybe she locks kids up in her basement," Jack added. "Maybe she eats them."

"Stop it, Jack!" Scruggs exclaimed.

For a minute Jack actually did scare me when he talked about a lonely old woman locking kids up in her cellar. I knew exactly which house Annette had been talking about, and it seemed like a house that would have a huge, dark, cavernous cellar. But instead of showing that I was scared, I said optimistically, "Well, maybe this Martha Harris has got an attic we could explore or old stuff we could use." 

"I knew you were too young for the Hall of Heroes," Jack complained. 

Penny interrupted him. "Cool it, Jack. We're all in the Hall of Heroes." 

"Well said," Scruggs agreed. 

"Very well said," Annette added. "We all entered the Hall of Heroes together." Annette had a good reason to agree with that in front of the boys. Neither Scruggs nor Jack had wanted her to join at first. Annette thinks about boys and talks about romance and stuff like that. It bugs Scruggs and Jack, but especially Scruggs. 

"Okay, okay," Jack said. "I'm sorry, Jean—I mean, Berwyn." 

"That's okay, Eric," I said. Eric is Jack's Sword Bearer name. 

"If adventure beckons at Martha Harris's, Berwyn, let us know," Scruggs told me. 

There was no other business to discuss, and it was getting close to five. "Since it's Friday," Scruggs told us, "That doughty matron of the hearth and home, my mother, has invited the Hall of Heroes in for an after dinner feast."

That was the nice way to say it. Scruggs lived with his foster mother, Mrs. Bennett, and he usually bargained with her to let us come over sometimes. If he shoveled enough snow for her or found enough extra work to do around the house, she would agree to something he wanted. She was nice enough to talk to, but we all knew we had to behave at his house or he would get into lots of trouble. Mrs. Bennett loved Scruggs and was good to him, but she didn’t know a lot about kids.

"What's the feast tonight?" Jack asked. 

"Chocolate cake from the market, if you guys can each kick in a dollar."

Everybody nodded and started pulling off their gloves to find their money. We liked going to Scruggs's house because he didn't have any little brothers or sisters to bother us. But we usually had to chip in if we wanted anything. We passed him our money.

"Well, this is one Sword Bearer who will be making tracks in your direction," Jack told him. 

Annette and Penny went one way, to cut through yards and streets to get to Annette's house. Scruggs, Jack and I went another way, around the block to Scruggs' house to leave him and his gear off. 

"I wonder if those three guys that ganged up on us will try to stake out our lot and clubhouse," Jack said. 

"They say it's their club house," I reminded him.

"Rendezvous Point!" Scruggs exclaimed. Then he added, "I hope not, but Eddy's just aching for a fight." He glanced at me. "When do you start this Young Helps deal?" 

"Tomorrow," I told him. 

"Well, adventure pops up in all kinds of places. Keep your ears and eyes open. And watch out for Eddy and his pals. Don't come alone to the clubhouse—Rendezvous Point— if you can help it. They'd leave us alone, but they might get a real charge out of picking on you." 

"They were pretty rough," I told him. 

But I forgot about them pretty soon. After dinner we went over to Scruggs's house and had our feast and played Risk.

It started to snow that night as we left to go home, and everybody else decided it would be great to go sledding the next day. I felt kind of bad, because I had to go see Miss Harris and would miss out. But that was part of being brave. I had volunteered and would have to do it. I was almost a hundred percent sure that she didn't lock kids up in her basement.

​

––––––––
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Martha Harris

Miss Harris lived in an old and wooden part of town. That's the way it looked to me. All of the houses were made of wood, and they  had a kind of leaned over, tired out, unpainted sort of look. 

The morning's new snow had freshened up the hedges and the curbsides, and even the streets had suffered little enough traffic to look clean and white. But the poor houses drooped one way or another, their blind windows covered with plain and drab curtains, some yellowed with age. It did seem like the sort of neighborhood where tall and spooky old ladies might just lock little kids in basements. I began to wish that I had asked Jack or Scruggs to come with me.

She lived in the ninth house on her street, and even though I counted the mailboxes to make sure I walked up the correct driveway, I already knew which house was hers. It was about the spookiest one, but maybe that was because it was the most run down, and because it had been abandoned and empty for a long time. In fact, I had never even noticed when somebody had moved into it again. Some of the other houses were right at the street, but Miss Harris' house was set back at the end of a long, unshoveled path. I silently trudged up the narrow yard. The walk made me feel more isolated.
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