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To Sophiana Tidarad Mah and her parents

—P. R. N.

To Macin and Amelie, with love

—A. B.


    
● ON THE ROAD ●
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After Roxie became friends with the hooligans, they were still a troublesome lot.

Helvetia Hagus, the sturdy girl with knee socks rolled down to her ankles, would often bump another child out of line, just so she could stand next to Roxie at lunchtime.

Simon Surly would punch the nose of any boy in Public School Number Thirty-Seven who dared make fun of Roxie’s big ears.

Freddy Filch would swipe a toffee candy from a classmate just to slip it into Roxie’s pocket at recess.

And wiry little Smoky Jo would follow Roxie around like a shadow, telling everyone, in her squeaky voice, that she and Roxie Warbler were a team.

Because everyone along this little stretch of New England shoreline, from the town of Hasty Pudding to Hamburger-on-Bun, and even those in the village of Swiss-on-Rye, knew the story by heart: how Roxie and the hooligans had outsmarted the bank robbers, making their small village of Chin-in-Hand proud!

None of that would have happened, however, if the hooligans hadn’t been perfectly dreadful to Roxie because of her large ears, and to Norman, her best friend, just because he wore glasses. They had teased and tormented and tripped and trapped them so often that Roxie had gone to Public School Number Thirty-Seven each morning with an ache in the pit of her stomach.

And then . . . the awful day that the hooligans had chased her into a dumpster, all piling in after her, and a truck had arrived to cart it off to a barge, which was emptied far out at sea. Somehow the children had managed to swim to an island where two bank robbers were hiding . . . .

If it hadn’t been for Norman back on the playground, who, even though the hooligans had knocked his glasses off, had figured out what was happening with the dumpster, there might never have been the dramatic rescue by helicopter that was talked about for many weeks.

Roxie, however, was a bit tired of all the attention, and was delighted when school was out for the summer, because Uncle Dangerfoot was taking her on vacation to a place called Buzzard’s Roost to celebrate her daring adventure.

“I wish you and Daddy were coming too,” Roxie said as her mother brushed her hair. Roxie’s ears stuck straight out from her head like the handles on a sugar bowl, so her hair was often a tangle.

“I do too, Love, but Papa and I have to tend the shop,” her mother said. “You’ll come back and tell us all about it. And don’t forget to take your bathing suit and sandals.”

Right that very minute, Uncle Dangerfoot drove up to the cottage in a car that pulled a small trailer. A beach umbrella stuck out one window of the trailer, and a kite bobbed from the other. Across the street, the hooligans watched, their mouths turned down at the corners.

Mrs. Warbler had tea and crumpets ready for him when Uncle Dangerfoot came up the walk. The man who had wrestled alligators and jumped from planes was not to be kept waiting, and he never began a trip without a good, bracing cup of hot tea.

He wore a jungle helmet and a tan safari jacket with brass buttons. And, as always, he carried a long slender cane, which could, in an instant, become a harpoon, a gun, an umbrella, or a walking stick, depending on the circumstances and the weather.

Nine-year-old Roxie always looked forward to his visits, for he had traveled all over the world with Lord Thistlebottom from London. And Lord Thistlebottom was the famous author of the book Lord Thistlebottom’s Book of Pitfalls and How to Survive Them.

“Come in! Come in!” said Roxie’s father, shaking the uncle’s hand and ushering him to the big easy chair with a footstool at the ready.

This time, however, instead of telling the family about his latest adventure, Uncle Dangerfoot asked, “How are you getting along with that hooligan bunch now, Roxie?”

“Well,” she replied, “Helvetia doesn’t try to tape my ears back anymore.”

Mrs. Warbler folded her hands in her lap and smiled. “Because Roxie was the only one who could hear those robbers creeping through the forest, so what would they have done without her?”

“And Simon doesn’t throw things at me anymore,” said Roxie.

Her father was smiling proudly too. “Because Roxie showed them how to dig a trench and hide in it at night when those robbers came looking for them,” he told Uncle Dangerfoot.

“Freddy Filch doesn’t hit me anymore,” said Roxie.

Mrs. Warbler made a clicking sound with her tongue. “And shameful that he ever did!” she declared. “But he’ll not be hitting you again, after you were the one to slip into those robbers’ tent and get food and water for the others.”

“And Smoky Jo follows me wherever I go, just in case I need her,” said Roxie.

“Thinks the world of our Roxie, ever since she saw her eat a bug,” said Mr. Warbler with a chuckle. “Mean and sassy as those kids can be, not a one was brave enough to eat an insect if they had to.”

“It was a grub,” Roxie explained. “Wrapped in a dandelion leaf.”

“Aha! Survival food! Page 243 of Lord Thistlebottom’s book!” cried her uncle. “Jolly good!”

“So we get along,” Roxie explained. “Sometimes I wish they wouldn’t hang around so much, but it’s better being friends than enemies.”

“Absolutely,” said her uncle. “And speaking of friends, I promised that you could invite a friend. Have you decided who that will be?”

“Norman!” Roxie told him. “He’s been my best friend forever, and he’s packed and waiting.”

“Then we shall drink our tea and be off before it gets much later,” said her uncle. When he had finished his crumpet, he turned to Roxie’s mother: “I’ve hired a housekeeper for the week to watch over the children, dear sister; she’ll look after Roxie’s every need.”

“You are so kind,” Mrs. Warbler told him.

So Roxie said good-bye to her parents and carried her small suitcase to the car. The hooligans were gone now, but three blocks away, Uncle Dangerfoot stopped at the little house where Norman was waiting with his backpack. He was a chubby boy with thick glasses, who the hooligans used to tease and torment just as they had bullied Roxie.

Norman said good afternoon to Uncle Dangerfoot, tossed his backpack into the car, and climbed in beside Roxie. And soon they were on their way.

*  *  *

It was almost five hours later, and evening, when they reached a large old house that sat back a bit from the ocean, surrounded by scraggly trees and sea grass.

Roxie’s big ears caught the sound of waves breaking onshore. She rolled down the window to smell the sea air. Though her little village of Chin-in-Hand was also not far from the ocean, it had no beach, no sand, no place for children to wade or swim; the water was cold, and there were certainly no beach houses like this one.
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Actually, she and Norman had fallen asleep on the long drive to Buzzard’s Roost and on to Windswept House where they would be staying. They were a bit groggy and very stiff.

“The Widow Bitterworth lives here with her infant son,” Uncle Dangerfoot said, “and I’m sure the housekeeper will have a good supper for us.”

“I’d just like to stretch my legs!” Roxie said, climbing out and dragging her suitcase from the car.

“I’d like to go barefoot,” Norman declared.

“Plenty of time for that,” Uncle Dangerfoot said.

“Why do they call it Buzzard’s Roost?” Roxie asked, looking around.

“Do you see that line of dead trees along the road?” her uncle said. “Buzzards seem to gather there, I’m told. Always have. Now, let me get my trunk from the trailer and we’ll go inside.”

The breeze tossed Roxie’s hair up, down, and around. It was exciting to visit somewhere far from Chin-in-Hand, where times were hard and people did not get to travel much. She felt lucky to have a somewhat-famous uncle to take her places.

Uncle Dangerfoot reached for the latch on the trailer and opened the door.

“What in thunder . . . ?” he bellowed.

Roxie stared as Helvetia Hagus, Simon Surly, Freddy Filch, and Smoky Jo came tumbling out.



● THE WIDOW BITTERWORTH ●
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The hooligans looked hot and sweaty and mean.

“About time you unlatched that door!” Helvetia complained. “The moron who built that trailer forgot to put a handle on the inside.”

“We almost smothered to death,” added Simon.

“I was squashed the whole time between a rubber raft and a deck chair,” said Freddy.

“What is the meaning of this?” Uncle Dangerfoot sputtered. “How dare you invite yourselves along?”

“Well, you never bothered to invite us, so what else could we do?” said Helvetia, wiping one arm across her damp forehead. “Nobody ever asks us to go anywhere.”

“But, how did you lock yourselves in?” asked Roxie.

“I latched the door for ’em and climbed in a window,” bragged Smoky Jo. “So where’s the beach?”

But Freddy was already scrambling to the top of a sand dune. “I see it! I see it!” he shouted, and he disappeared down the other side as the rest of the hooligans followed, braying like donkeys.

“Stop!” cried Uncle Dangerfoot, but his voice was lost to the sky, and only a gull soaring above bothered to answer.

With Roxie on one side and Norman on the other, Uncle Dangerfoot climbed the sand dune, puffing a little as he neared the top. On the beach below, the hooligans were racing toward the water, and as each wave broke on the shore, they screeched and bellowed, jumping backward and then lunging at the ocean again.

Roxie was sure that her uncle, with his cane, would go after them. But instead he pulled out his pocket watch, which could—Roxie knew—become a compass, a signal light, or a drinking cup, depending on the situation.

For now, it seemed, it was just a watch, because Uncle Dangerfoot checked the time, looked at the hooligans, and then at his watch again.
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“It is useless, I see, to contain the creatures just yet,” he said. “They are hot and so are you, so why don’t the two of you go join them, as I’m sure they will all be back again in about . . . uh . . . twenty minutes.”

How did he figure that? Roxie wondered, but the ocean looked inviting to her as well, so she and Norman took off their shoes and socks and went rolling and tumbling down the dune.

The six of them danced in and out of the surf, the waves soaking the hems of their pants. They pulled up seaweed and tossed it high in the air. They searched for shells along the waterline and let the breeze cool their faces. Roxie wondered if the hooligans were remembering the last time they were on a beach together—there on an island, building a distress marker in the sand out of rocks, afraid that the robbers would see them.

Up on the sand dune, the man who had wrestled alligators and jumped from planes was standing with his arms crossed, still holding his watch. And it wasn’t long before Helvetia said, “I’ve got to have a drink of water.”

“Me too,” said Simon. “Ocean water’s too salty.”

“My throat’s dry as an old sock,” said Freddy.

“I wouldn’t mind a hamburger, too,” said Smoky Jo. But before she left, she traced her name in the wet sand with one finger.

So they all turned, picked up their shoes, and climbed back up the sand dune where Uncle Dangerfoot was waiting.

“When I say stop, you are to obey,” he told the hooligans. “I could have paddled you, you know.”

“We get enough of that without doing anything,” Freddy told him.

They followed Uncle Dangerfoot along the dunes and down the other side. In the doorway of the big old house stood a round, apple-cheeked woman with a spoon in her hand.
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