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1


	Homestead


	Friday


	 


	 


	“Tommy!” 


	No answer. 


	“Tommy Higgins! Where are you?” 


	Mrs. Higgins stood impatiently under the arched doorway of their little stucco house on


	Orange Grove Lane. She looked across the backyard but didn’t see Tommy anywhere. 


	“Tommy!” she called again. 


	There was a sudden clatter of cans from the small wooden clubhouse in the far back 


	corner of the yard. It was partially hidden by overgrown yucca plants and shaded by a 


	stand of coconut palms. Mrs. Higgins stepped down from the back porch and made 


	her way across the lawn to the front door of the clubhouse. She knocked once. 


	Silence. 


	“Tommy,” she said. “I know you’re in there. Come on inside. Everybody’s waiting.”


	The door to the clubhouse slowly creaked open and Mrs. Higgins took this as an 


	invitation to enter. She ducked down, entered the small fort, and left the door open


	behind her. She took a seat on an upturned blue bucket. 


	“What’s going on Tommy?” she asked. “Why aren’t you inside for your party? Everyone’s here to see you.”


	“Everyone?” he said, “everyone is Uncle Ed and Aunt Clara. And they still think I’m five.”


	“No they don’t,” said Tommy’s mom. “They know very well that you’re twelve years old. And your father and I are here. Don’t we count as everyone?”


	Tommy looked at his mother.


	“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just wish . . . “ 


	“I know,” said Mrs. Higgins. “It’s been hard since David moved away. But he did send you a birthday card.”


	“Everyone has moved away,” Tommy retorted. “What few friends I had are gone. Why can’t we live in a normal neighborhood? Why do we have to live out here?”        


	“We do live in a normal neighborhood,” said Mrs. Higgins. “Sort of.”


	“But the houses are all so far,” Tommy said. “And the roads are dirt and gravel. And there are no other kids out here anymore. And all of our neighbors are old.” 


	“I think they prefer the term ‘senior citizens’” Mrs. Higgins said.


	“Oh Mom, you know what I mean!” Tommy said.


	“I get it,” Mrs. Higgins said soothingly. “But hey, once the Spring Break week is over you’ll be back at school and you’ll see your friends there.”


	“There are just a couple of kids that I would call friends,” said Tommy. “And even they think I’m a weirdo, along with everyone else at school.”


	“Well, I think you’re very nice. And smart too,” she said.


	“Of course, you’d say that,” Tommy said. “Aren’t parents required to say stuff like that about their kids?” 


	“I would say it even if I weren't your mom,” she said proudly. “Now, let’s go inside. There’s cake and ice cream.”


	“What kind?” Tommy asked.


	“Your favorite” she answered, “carrot cake and mint chocolate chip ice cream”. 


	Tommy’s eyes lit up. 


	“Okay,” he said, “it’s starting to get hot out here anyway.”


	“They walked through the back door and entered the kitchen. As they made their way toward the dining room, Tommy could hear his Aunt Clara’s squeaky voice.


	“Does Tommy still like that TV show about teddy bears?” She asked. 


	Tommy looked at his mother and whispered. “See, five years old!”


	“Oh shush,” said his mother with a slight smile. 


	The dining room table was covered with a festive blue, white, and green tablecloth. A white carrot cake covered in coconut icing was in the center of the table with twelve candles set in a circle around the top. 


	“Hey birthday boy!” shouted Uncle Ed. He was wearing a shiny, blue, pointy party hat on top of his head.


	“How ‘ya been?” He gave Tommy a gentle punch on the arm. “How’s it feel to be twelve years old?” 


	“It’s okay, I guess,” Tommy said. “I don’t really feel any different.”


	“Tommy,” squeaked Aunt Clara. “Come over here and let me look at you. I can’t believe you’re already twelve years old.” 


	Mrs. Higgins gave Tommy a look that said, ‘See, she knows you’re twelve’. 


	“You’ve gotten so big,” she said. She turned to her husband and asked. “Ed, I hope the shirt will fit him.”


	Tommy had a worried look on his face. The last time his Aunt and Uncle bought him clothes, they were two sizes too small, and they were covered in cutesy dinosaurs riding bicycles. Suddenly Tommy’s dad walked in the front door looking a little flustered. He relaxed once he saw Tommy in the dining room.


	“Hey, Tommy! Happy Birthday!” Mr. Higgins said.


	“Thanks, Dad. Where were you?” Tommy asked.


	“Oh, I just had to take care of something outside. Who’s ready for ice cream and cake?”


	Mrs. Higgins brought out some plates and set them on the table. Mr. Higgins lit the candles and dimmed the lights. Everyone sang a slightly out-of-tune version of Happy Birthday and Tommy looked like he wanted to crawl under the table. This was a change that Tommy had noticed about himself. He didn’t like to be the center of attention. And the thought of standing in front of a crowd to speak made him want to run for the hills. 


	But he somehow managed to get through the birthday serenade with a big smile on his face. As usual, Uncle Ed was a full beat behind everyone else and was still singing “YOOOUUU!” after everyone else had already stopped singing. 


	“Just lovely,” Aunt Clara said with a loving squeeze of Uncle Ed’s arm.


	After the candles had been blown out, wishes were made, cake and ice cream had been eaten, and gifts had been opened, Uncle Ed and Aunt Clara said their goodbyes and got up to leave. 


	Uncle Ed still had a paper birthday napkin tucked into the neck of his shirt. It flapped lazily in the breeze. 


	The napkin flipped up and touched his chin. He absentmindedly pushed it back down and opened the passenger side door for Aunt Clara. 


	“Don’t take any wooden nickels!” Uncle Ed shouted as he pulled away in his car.


	After they left, Tommy held up the colorful teddy bear t-shirt for his mom to see. 


	“Really?” He asked her. “Do they really know how old I am?”


	“They meant well,” said Mrs. Higgins. “Honestly, they have always been terrible about picking out gifts for anyone. Especially for young people. So don’t take it personally.”


	“I’ve asked them repeatedly not to buy me gifts,” said Mr. Higgins. “I have no use for tea towels and trivets. I don’t even drink tea!”


	“Here, you can add this to your tea towel collection,” Tommy laughed and tossed the shirt at his Dad. 


	“Thanks,” said Mr. Higgins with a smile, “I hope you had a nice birthday, teddy bear shirt notwithstanding.”


	“Yeah, it was pretty good,” Tommy said. “And I’m officially on Spring Break for a week. So, what are we going to do?”


	Mr. Higgins tried to look cheerful but squirmed ever so slightly in his chair. Mrs. Higgins bit her lower lip. 


	“Maggie,” Mr. Higgins said to Mrs. Higgins. “Would you like to tell him?”


	Mrs. Higgins, momentarily taken by surprise, smiled and said, “Roger dear, I seem to recall you said you’d handle this. Remember?” 


	“Oh, right,” said Mr. Higgins. “Well, we can’t really go anywhere this year because your mother and I have to work.”


	Tommy’s shoulders drooped perceptibly.


	“You always have to work over Spring Break,” Tommy said. 


	“I know,” said Mr. Higgins, “but this is one of the busiest weeks for the park. It’s always all hands on deck this time of year.”


	No trip to the beach or the mountains thought Tommy.


	“Can I stay at the house by myself,” he asked hopefully. He imagined the days filled with video games, action movies, and all the junk food he could eat.


	“About that,” said his Dad, “you’re still too young to stay out here on your own.”


	Tommy groaned and slumped down lower into the couch as his visions of junk food freedom slipped away. 


	“I’m sorry Tommy. If work was just a few minutes away from home then I’d say okay, but it’s a bit of a drive from here to the Visitors Center. And your mother is even farther away at the Research Center. If there were an emergency, we would be too far away to get to you quickly.” 


	“But there’s not going to be an emergency,” Tommy said plaintively.


	“Nevertheless,” said his Dad, “you’re too young to be left alone for that long. Besides, you’d probably spend the whole week watching TV, playing video games, and raiding the pantry for snacks. Not a very productive way to spend your week off from school.”


	“I wasn’t going to do that,” Tommy said unconvincingly. 


	Mr. and Mrs. Higgins both gave Tommy a ‘you’ve got to be kidding me’ look. 


	“So what am I going to do all week,” Tommy asked, quickly changing the subject. “Please don’t tell me you’re hiring a babysitter.”


	“No,” said Tommy’s dad, “you’re too old for a sitter.”


	“But too young to take care of myself.” Tommy interrupted. “Got it”. 


	“Thin ice,” said his mother reproachfully. 


	“Sorry,” said Tommy.


	Mr. Higgins started again. “You’re too old for a sitter and we can’t leave you here on your own, so instead you’re going to go to work with me.”


	That was it. Tommy’s dreams of video games, B-movies, and pickle chips had officially been dashed. 


	“Come on,” he pleaded. “Can’t we just try leaving me home on my own for a day or two? I can call and check in during the day. And the Juarez’s are just down the road. I could call them if there’s an emergency.”


	“The Juarez’s are too busy running their landscape business. They’re usually out of the house and somewhere on their farm tending to their plants. So that’s not an option,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“And I just wouldn’t be comfortable with that,” said Tommy’s mom, “I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my work. I’d be too worried about you all day.” 


	“But I’ll be fine,” Tommy said. “I’m the son of a Park Ranger. I can take care of myself.”


	“Sorry, Tommy, your mother and I have made up our minds on this. You’re going to have to spend the week in Everglades National Park with me. I’ve already cleared it with the park staff and everyone is excited to have you helping out this week. They haven't seen you in ages.” 


	Tommy slumped a little lower into the couch and heaved a heavy sigh. Mr Higgins noticed the lack of enthusiasm and said. "There is, however, one alternative.”


	Tommy sat up with a hopeful look on his face. 


	“You can go spend the week with your Uncle Ed and Aunt Clara up in Ft. Myers,” said Mr. Higgins.


	Tommy slumped back down onto the couch. 


	“No thanks,” he said.


	“That’s what I thought you’d say,” his dad said with a wink. “I know this doesn’t sound like fun, but you’ll be helping Ranger Frank and Ranger Shelton at the Long Pine Key campground.”


	“Ranger Shelton. You mean Big John?” Tommy perked up slightly.


	“Yep,” said Mr. Higgins. 


	“Does he still wrestle alligators?” Tommy asked.


	“Yes,” said Mr. Higgins, “on his days off, at his family’s gator farm. He doesn’t wrestle the ones in Everglades National Park. I’m certain he’ll be happy to see you. And he told me that there are some other kids about your age staying at the campground this week.”


	This sounded a little better to Tommy.


	“And to sweeten the deal I have been given permission to let you use one of our two-way radios so that we can keep in touch during the day.”


	This was even better news. Tommy sat up a little bit, a smile creeping onto his face.


	“I knew he’d like that idea,” Mrs. Higgins said to her husband.


	“But wait,” said Mr. Higgins. “There’s more. Come with me.”


	Mr. Higgins stood up and walked out of the front door to the yard. He and Mrs. Higgins stood in the shade of a tree and turned to face the house. The sun was illuminating the terracotta tiled roof, and the yellowish cream-colored stucco seemed to glow in the mid-afternoon sun. 


	“We have one last birthday surprise for you,” said Tommy’s dad.


	“Really?” said Tommy. “What is it?”


	“Close your eyes,” said his mother.


	Tommy closed his eyes. He could hear his dad's footsteps moving back toward the house. There was a rustle of tree branches and bushes, and then from the house, Tommy could hear his dad say. “Okay, open ‘em up.”


	Tommy opened his eyes and saw his dad standing in front of the shrubs outside of Tommy’s bedroom window. He was holding a bright red mountain bike. It gleamed in the sunlight. The yellow letters seemed to glow. 


	“A Valley Forge mountain bike?!? I can’t believe it!” Tommy exclaimed, “These are supposed to be the best!”


	“You were getting too big for your old bike and we thought you could use this to get around this week while you’re helping out at the campground,” said Mr. Higgins.


	Tommy stared at the bike. He ran a hand over the oversized tubing that made up the frame.


	“It’s so light!” he said as he lifted it up and down.


	“I know,” said Mr. Higgins excitedly, “the frame is made from aluminum. And I got a great deal on it. It’s last year's model and it’s an extra small frame. The bike shop said they always have a hard time selling that frame size.”


	Mrs. Higgins smiled at Mr. Higgins and said, “I don’t know who is more excited, you or Tommy.”


	Tommy and his dad looked at each other and grinned.


	“Bike ride?” Mr. Higgins asked.


	“Bike ride!” Tommy answered.


	“Are you coming Mom?” Tommy asked.


	“No, you boys go have your fun.” she said, “I’m going to put away the cake and ice cream. That ice cream is probably a puddle by now. Go on. Have a good time.”


	Tommy and his dad headed North on Orange Grove Lane, the afternoon sun glinting in the dust that they kicked up on the gravel road. 


	“How does it handle?” Mr. Higgins asked.


	“Great!” shouted Tommy, “it feels like a real bike, not a kid's bike.”


	“That is a real bike,” said Tommy’s dad. “It’s an adult mountain bike frame, just the extra small size.”


	“Too bad there aren’t any mountains around here,” said Tommy.


	“Maybe we can go to North Carolina this summer. There are some great mountain bike trails near Asheville,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“That would be awesome!” Tommy said.


	“But for now, the gravel road and the trails around Long Pine Key will have to do,” said Tommy’s dad.


	They rode north, took a right, and made their way all the way out to ‘Roberts Is Here’, a fruit stand that sells exotic tropical fruits as well as fruit smoothies.


	“Is it too soon for smoothies?” Mr. Higginsasked. “I know we just had cake and ice cream a little over an hour ago.”


	“Let’s do it,” said Tommy, “I’m hot and thirsty.”


	“That’s what I was thinking too,” said Mr. Higgins. “After a long bike ride, I think we’ve earned these drinks.” 


	“Should we take one home for Mom?” Tommy asked. 


	“No,” said Mr. Higgins, “it would never make it back home before becoming a warm cup of watery juice. She’ll have to ride here with us next time.” 


	They made their way back to Orange Grove Lane and headed for home. The sun was much lower in the sky and Tommy quietly admired the long shadow of his new bike being cast over the gravel road. He watched his shadow legs moving round and round on the shadow bike on the ground. He didn’t even realize they had made it back home, and he continued to ride past their house.


	“Where ya going kiddo?” Tommy’s dad called out. 


	“Oh!” Tommy stopped, turned around, rode his bike back to the driveway, and parked his bike in the garage next to his old bike. 


	“My old bike looks like a toy compared to the new one,” he observed.


	He noticed a layer of dust on his new bike, grabbed a shop rag and started to wipe it down. 


	Mr. Higgins smiled and said, “Don’t stay out here all night.”


	“Do you think I could keep it in my room?” Tommy asked his mom when he walked in from the garage.


	“Keep what in your room?” said Mrs. Higgins as she looked through a book about manatees. 


	“My bike,” said Tommy. 


	“There’s not enough space in your room for your new manatee,” said Mrs. Higgins as she looked up from her book. “I think it will be just fine in the garage.” 


	“Manatee?” Tommy laughed, “Mom, I don’t want to put a manatee in my room. I want to put my bike in there.”


	“Did I say manatee?” asked Mrs. Higgins. “Well, either way, your room is too small. Don’t worry, it will be safe in the garage.” 


	Tommy walked over to the door that led to the garage and took one last long look at his new bike before closing the door.
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	Long Pine Key


	Saturday


	 


	“Up and at ‘em Tommy!” 


	Mr. Higgins knocked on Tommy’s bedroom door. Tommy could smell bacon, eggs, and toast cooking in the kitchen. He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and made his way to the kitchen to eat his breakfast. 


	Mr. Higgins was wearing his Park Ranger uniform with a dark blue cooking apron. He loaded up a scoopful of eggs onto a plate and grabbed a couple of strips of bacon for Tommy. 


	“Order up!” said Mr. Higgins cheerily. “Are you ready for a fun day at Everglades National Park?”


	Tommy was still just a little too tired to be as chipper as his Dad, but he was excited about getting to ride his bike on the campground trails. 


	“I’m ready,” he said with a tired smile. 


	Mrs. Higgins came into the kitchen and gently tapped Tommy on the top of his head.


	“Good morning sweetheart. Don’t forget to shower. Your hair looks like a bird’s nest this morning.” 


	Tommy reached up to feel his short brown hair and looked at his reflection in the back of his spoon. There were clumps of his hair sticking out at odd angles and one big chunk of hair that was dangling over the top of his right ear.


	“Hmmm . . . “ he mused. “Looks like a Green Heron nest.”


	“ Maybe we could put it in the museum at the Research Center,” said his mom.


	Tommy laughed and shook his head. “No, I’m keeping this nest on top of my head today.”


	“Eat up kiddo,” said Mr. Higgins. “We have to leave soon.”


	Mrs. Higgins glanced at the black and white Kit-Kat clock on the wall.


	“Speaking of leaving, I’m running behind schedule. I have to get going. You boys have a good day, I’ll see you later this afternoon.”


	Mrs. Higgins hurried out the door with a long. “Goooood byyyyyeeeeeee!” and she was off. Tommy could hear her car start and the crunch of gravel as she backed onto the road and started toward the Dan Beard Research Center. 


	“Finish up Tommy. Get showered and then we’ll get going,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“Okay Dad,” Tommy said as he wolfed down a mouthful of eggs. “How about a cup of coffee?”


	“For me? Yes. For you, no,” Mr. Higgins winked.


	Tommy jumped in the shower and was dressed in record time. He and his dad loaded Tommy’s bike into the back of the pickup truck, grabbed their lunches, and headed out the door.


	“It’s going to be a hot one today,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“I’m ready for it,” said Tommy, “I’ve got my hat, sunscreen, and water bottle, plus some snacks in my backpack.”


	“Raincoat?” Mr. Higgins asked.


	“Check,” said Tommy


	“Sunglasses?” 


	“Check.”


	“Compass?”


	“Check.”


	“Scuba gear?”


	“What?” Tommy asked.


	“Scratch that last one,” his dad laughed. “Sounds like you’re all set.”


	They drove down the gravel lane past the rabbit farm to Lucille Drive where they took a right and headed west to Loveland Road. Mr. Higgins pulled onto the pavement and left the gravel road behind. He picked up speed until they reached the Ingraham Highway where Mr. Higgins honked his horn and waved as he drove past Mr. Juarez, who was headed in the opposite direction in his big white, flatbed truck.


	The open flat land quickly gave way to dense hardwoods and tall skinny pine trees. A few minutes later they were pulling into the parking lot of the Ernest F. Coe Visitors Center. 


	“I thought I was going to be down at Long Pine Key campground?” Tommy said.


	“You are,” said Mr. Higgins, “but we’re starting out here so I can help get the Visitors Center opened. I also need to grab a two-way radio for you.”


	Mr. Higgins got out of the car, took off his cooking apron, and threw it into the cab of the truck. 


	“I was wondering how long it was going to take you to notice,” Tommy laughed.


	“Second time this month,” he said with a smile. 


	Inside the Visitors Center, it was dark and quiet. They were the first ones there. Tommy turned on all of the lights while his dad unlocked the staff office set out pamphlets and brochures on the service counter and got the register ready for the day.


	The front door opened and two Rangers walked in. 


	“Good morning!” They said in unison. 


	“Good . . . morning?” Tommy said. He was taken aback for a second. The Rangers who walked in were identical twins. The effect was even more pronounced because they were both dressed in the same green Park Ranger uniform. 


	“Good morning,” said Mr. Higgins. “Tommy, this is Holly and Molly Martinez. They are our newest Rangers and just started working here a few months ago.”


	“We’re twins,” said Ranger Holly.


	“In case you hadn’t noticed,” smiled Ranger Molly. 


	“Identical,” said Ranger Holly. 


	“We even dress alike,” said Molly.


	“But only at work,” said Holly.


	“We even sound alike,” said Molly. 


	“Sometimes we even finish each other-“


	“Sandwiches?” Molly interrupted as she pulled a bag of breakfast sandwiches out of her backpack. 


	“No thank you,” Tommy laughed. “We already ate.”


	“Is that your bike we saw outside?” Holly asked.


	“In the back of the truck?” Molly added.


	“Yes,” said Tommy. “I just got it yesterday.”


	“That’s exciting,” said Molly, “I like bikes.”


	“I also like bikes,” added Holly. 


	“You probably think we have a tandem bicycle,” said Molly.


	“And you’d be right,” Holly smiled. “We do.” 


	Ranger Holly and Ranger Molly continued chatting about bikes and breakfast sandwiches as they made their way into the staff office. 


	Mr. Higgins called Tommy to the supply room and showed him how to use the two-way radio. 


	“Here’s the power button. I’m on Channel Four with all of the other Rangers in the park. You can change the channel by turning this dial here,” he demonstrated. 


	“Okay. Got it,” said Tommy. “Hey Dad, do you think I could use two of these? You know, just in case I meet some other kids and we want to play with the walkie-talkies.”


	“Well, first of all, they’re not toys Tommy. They’re real two-way radios and they’re not meant to be played with. Think of it as a tool.” 


	“Sorry,” said Tommy. “I know they’re not toys. I just thought it would be more useful with two of them. Just in case.”


	“Well . . . okay,” said Mr. Higgins. “These are the old models anyway. But that doesn’t mean you don’t have to be careful with them.”


	“I’ll be careful with them,” Tommy said with a big smile. “Thanks Dad!”


	Ranger Holly and Ranger Molly came out of the staff office, still chatting back and forth, but now their conversation had shifted to birds and lizards.


	“I’m going to drive Tommy down to Long Pine Key,” said Mr. Higgins. “I’ll be back in a little while.”


	“No problem,” said Molly


	“We’ll hold down the fort,” said Holly.


	“And the Visitor Center too,” said Molly.


	Tommy and his dad climbed into the truck, took a right out of the parking lot, and headed south toward Long Pine Key campground.


	They passed a yellow and black road sign that had a silhouette of an alligator on it. Tommy sat up a little higher in the seat to see if he could spot any alligators up ahead. 


	“It’s a little early for the gators to be on the move,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“I know,” Tommy, smiled. “But I still have to look every time I see that alligator sign.”


	“There’s the entrance to the campground up ahead,” said Tommy’s dad. He turned left off the main road and followed the long driveway toward the main entrance.


	“It’s a short drive to the campground from the Visitor Center,” said Mr. Higgins. “But a long bike ride or walk. It would be best for you to call me on the radio if you need to come up to the Visitors Center. Or you can ask Ranger Frank or Big John to give you a ride in the Mighty Mite.”


	“What’s the Mighty Mite?” Tommy asked. 


	“It’s a mini truck,” Mr. Higgins answered. “It’s just a little bigger than a golf cart.”


	“Oh, that sounds cool,” Tommy said. “Can I drive the Mighty Mite?”


	Mr. Higgins laughed. “Sorry kiddo, you’re not old enough. Maybe in a few years.”


	They pulled into the campground entrance, parked at the on-site ranger house, and walked across the road to the small white and green information booth that was situated between the Entrance and Exit lanes. Ranger Frank was leaning out of the window on the entrance lane side of the small hut, waving to an approaching car and signaling them to pull up to the window. Mr. Higgins and Tommy walked around to the back of the building and entered. 


	“Hey Gordon,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“Good morning Roger. Be right with you,” he said with a nod and turned his attention back to the occupants of the car that had just pulled up.


	On the wall beside Tommy was a large map of the campground. Tommy thought it looked a little like a misshapen kidney bean with stripes running across its middle.


	“It’s been quite a long time since you’ve been here,” Mr. Higgins said to Tommy. “Do you still remember your way around?” 


	“I think so,” said Tommy.


	Mr. Higgins pointed to a campsite on one of the “stripes” on the map. 


	“That’s where we camped when we stayed here two years ago,” he said. “That’s site 2 on Loop-D.” 


	“I remember that trip,” Tommy said.


	“And that’s the lake right there,” said Mr. Higgins pointing to the blue area beside the campground. “And there’s the island in the center of the lake.”


	“I remember that too,” said Tommy, “it was full of alligators!”


	“That island is a favorite spot for them to sunbathe,” Mr. Higgins said.


	“Isn’t ‘Key’ an old word that means ‘island’?” Tommy asked.


	“That’s right,” said Mr. Higgins, “this whole campground is on one big, long island, or key. That’s what this campground is named for. We’re a whopping three feet above sea level. And the long skinny slash pines that grow here are also part of the name."


	“When I was little I used to think that there was a really long, old wooden house key here in the campground somewhere. I imagined it to be as tall as a tree,” said Tommy. 


	“Now that would make an interesting tourist attraction,” Mr. Higgins laughed. 


	“I wonder if I’ll see an alligator walk through the campground again?” Tommy asked. 


	“That’s very likely,” said Mr. Higgins. “Sometimes they decide to lay out on the road because the pavement is nice and hot and it warms their cold-blooded bellies.”


	“Just like iguanas and other lizards,” said Tommy.


	“That’s right,” said Mr. Higgins. “But if you come across one in camp, or on a trail, you know what to do, don’t you?”


	“Give it plenty of space and don’t bother it,” Tommy said.


	“We’ll make a Park Ranger out of you yet,” said Mr. Higgins and gave Tommy a pat on the back.


	Ranger Frank had finished with the campers and turned his attention to Mr. Higgins and Tommy. 


	“How the heck are ya Tommy?,” said Ranger Frank. “I can’t believe how much you’ve grown since the last time I saw you.” 


	Tommy squirmed a little as he was suddenly the focus of scrutiny. 


	“It’s good to see you,” Ranger Frank added. “I understand you’re going to be helping me and Big John around here?”


	“Yes sir,” said Tommy.


	“Well, that’s just fine. Fine indeed,” he said. 


	Ranger Frank was wearing a dark green Ranger uniform and broad-brimmed straw Ranger hat, just like Mr. Higgins. He had a long narrow nose and eyes that seemed to be too close together. His thick eyeglasses only accentuated the peculiarity of the eyes. He had red hair and his face and arms were covered in thousands of freckles. 


	“Well, we won’t work you too hard,” he said as he applied a thick layer of sunscreen to his arms, face, and neck, “unless you look bored.” 


	Mr. Higgins left the hut and went to get Tommy’s bike from the truck. 


	There was a moment of awkward silence. Ranger Frank cleared his throat.


	“I understand you just had a birthday,” Ranger Frank smiled


	“I did,” said Tommy. “It was yesterday.”


	“Did you have a big party?” Ranger Frank asked.


	“No, just some family,” he said.


	Tommy really didn’t want to think about his “party”, so he quickly changed the subject.


	“So what sort of stuff do you need me to do around the campground?” Tommy asked.


	“Oh, let me see,” he consulted a clipboard with a checklist on it.


	“I could definitely use your help picking up any trash around the campground. There’s probably not much to pick up, but it will give you a chance to ride around the campground and meet some of the campers. I know there are a few kids your age who are here for the week.”


	The thought of being on trash duty didn’t thrill Tommy. But this did present him with an excuse to go for a ride on his new bike. Ranger Frank handed Tommy a trash bag.


	“You can get started once your Dad gets back with your bike.” 


	Tommy could hear his dad talking to someone just outside the door of the Ranger hut. He went out back and saw his dad speaking with a tall, thin teenager. He was almost as tall as Mr. Higgins.


	“Hey Tommy, " said Mr. Higgins. “This is Ranger Frank’s nephew, Phil Parker. Phil, this is my son Tommy.” 


	Phil smiled and held out his hand. “Hey Tommy, nice to meet you.”


	“Hi,” said Tommy.


	“Phil is going to be helping out around here this week too, so I’m sure you’ll be running into each other here and there,” said Mr. Higgins.


	“Yeah, I’ll be around here this week.” said Phil, “Uncle Frank said I’ll be doing mostly trail maintenance and running errands between here and the Research Center.”


	“Are you driving now?” Mr. Higgins asked.


	“Yes sir,” said Phil, “I turned sixteen a few months ago. I got my driver's license right after my birthday. And I have my own car. It’s old and beat up, but it was cheap, and it gets me where I need to go.” 


	Tommy looked at Phil as if he was some sort of superhero. 


	“You can drive a car?” Tommy asked.


	“Yeah,” Phil said casually.


	“Cool!” said Tommy. 


	Phil smiled at Tommy. 


	“Here you go Tommy,” Mr. Higgins said, handing Tommy his new bike.


	“Sweet ride,” said Phil. “It looks new.”


	“It is,” said Tommy. “I just got it for my birthday.”


	“Very nice. Valley Forge bikes are the real deal. That’s way cool dude.”


	Tommy couldn't believe that this cool teenager liked his bike. He couldn’t believe that he didn’t ask him how old he was. He couldn't believe that he called him “dude.”


	Mr. Higgins patted Tommy on the shoulder.


	“Well, I have to get going. If you need anything you can ask Ranger Frank or Big John to help you. Or you can reach me on the two-way radio.” 


	“Okay Dad, I’ll see you later,” Tommy said. 


	“So what are you helping with around here?” Phil asked.


	Tommy was almost embarrassed to answer.


	“I’m picking up trash around the campground this morning,” he said sheepishly.


	“That’s cool,” said Phil, “keeping it clean for everyone. I have to go pick up some tools from the Research Center and get busy working on the trails around the campground.”


	Phil climbed into the Mighty Mite mini truck, started the engine, and gave Tommy a nod.


	“See you later,” said Phil as he pulled away and headed toward the campground. 


	Ranger Frank emerged from the guard shack and looked around.


	“Looks like Phil is off to get started on the trails. Tommy, let me know if you need anything. Big John is around here somewhere. Be sure to say hello to him if you see him.” 


	“I will. See you later Ranger Frank!” Tommy shouted as he pushed off on his bike.


	 


	Tommy could see tents and camping trailers ahead. He could see the brown and white Loop-A sign on the left. As he biked along, he scanned the sides of the road for trash. There was the occasional soda can and plastic sandwich bags. And just before he made it to Loop-A he found a brown and yellow WaBa Bar wrapper on the ground and was reminded of his lost week of TV, junk food, and video games. 
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