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For Jane Resh Thomas,

my writing mentor and friend, who loved this story from the beginning.
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Trapped

Once, in a fine house on a high cliff above a frozen sea, Throckmorton S. Monkey heard the frenzied barks of the family dogs announcing the approach of a stranger.

Throckmorton, a hand-sewn sock monkey, was suspended at the time in a fishy-smelling net strung high above Annaliese Easterling’s frosting pink four-poster bed.

Dozens of stuffed animals were stored in the crowded net.

Pressed against Throckmorton’s embroidered nose was the fuzzy tail of a stuffed rabbit. A penguin’s beak poked his black button eye. An elephant’s ear, spotted with jam, stuck to his bright red rump.

Throckmorton was miserable.

Many months earlier, a lazy maid named Madge—a fisherman’s daughter—had tossed him into the odoriferous net, and Annaliese hadn’t ever bothered to fish him out.

The maid said that she was sick and tired of dusting dolls that Annaliese never played with and pressing dresses she rarely wore. Mostly, Madge was sick and tired of scooping up stuffed toys off of the nine-year-old girl’s messy bedroom floor.

Rats, rats, double-rats!

Whatever had Throckmorton done to deserve such a cruel fate?

Why, he’d done everything that a red-heeled sock monkey was supposed to do. He’d been all that a red-heeled sock monkey was expected to be:

Loving.

Loyal.

A very good listener.

And he’d never—not even once!—stopped smiling.

Nonetheless, here he was . . . netted like a common crab.

Life, he lamented anew, was so unfair.

Suddenly the doorbell rang.

Who could it be? he wondered.

Eastcliff-by-the-Sea was far, far away from it all. The manor house was old and not nearly as fine as it used to be. Visitors of any kind were rare.

Now Donald and Bailey had stopped barking, and from somewhere in the house, Annaliese was shouting, “Evan! Teddy! Come here! Come quick!”

Neither brother answered her call.

Trippety-trip, trippety-trip . . . the heels of her shoes clicked as she scurried up the servants’ staircase to the second floor.

Thrickety-thrump, thrickety-thrump . . . the soles of her shoes drummed as she scuttled through the manor’s shadowy halls.

“Miss Pine! Miss Pine! Come here! Come quick!”

Throckmorton was dying to know what the excitement was all about. If only he had bones and muscles, he thought wistfully, he’d dive into the frothy sea of pillows on Annaliese’s bed below and dash after her.

If only he weren’t so miserable . . .

Forgotten, abandoned, and unable to break free.



Special Delivery

If truth be told, Annaliese Easterling had once loved Throckmorton dearly. He’d been hugged and snuggled, bedded and cuddled. She’d tickled his ears and twirled his soft body by the tail. Daily they’d taken tea at the tiny lace-covered table in the corner of her room.

To his credit, Throckmorton had tried to accept his abandonment without bitterness. After all, he told himself, Annaliese was part of a very large—not to mention very wealthy—family. She could play with a doll or stuffed toy for only so long before some rich but distant relative sent her a new one.

Alas, doing time in the net had taught Throckmorton a cruel lesson. Now he understood that his love and loyalty, listening and never-ending smile weren’t quite good enough. And that someday, he’d need to do something so remarkable that Annaliese would never forget about him again.

Buoyed by his resolve to achieve the impossible, the burden of self-pity lightened a little. He barely heard the bedroom door swish open.

“I think he’s in there!” Annaliese cried breathlessly.

“Up in that smelly old net?” asked Miss Pine, the new nanny, whose voice Throckmorton recognized.

“I think so,” Annaliese answered. “I mean, I hope so.”

“Oh my,” the nanny sighed.

Miss Pine, who was very, very tall, unhooked the bulging net. The jumble of stuffed toys tumbled out and Throckmorton landed faceup on a furry rug—free at last!

Annaliese dropped to her knees. She brushed a plush pony’s tail out of his eyes and pulled him into a hug. “Oh, Throckmorton,” she murmured, “I’ve missed you so.”

Now, Throckmorton knew that his broad red smile was telling Annaliese that he’d missed her, too. However, a tad bit of resentment still lingered inside his stuffing.

“Guess what?” his fickle little mistress chirped.

She jiggled an envelope—square, stamped, and scarlet red—in front of his nose.

“A letter came for you in the mail. Special delivery! Didn’t it, Miss Pine?”
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“It did indeed.”

Since when does a sock monkey get a letter in the mail? Throckmorton’s spirits soared.

How perfectly intriguing. . . .

The address that Annaliese read aloud was engraved in a glorious golden script:

Mr. Throckmorton S. Monkey

Eastcliff-by-the-Sea

Bay Fortune, Maine

A perplexed look crossed Miss Pine’s face. “What does the S stand for?”

Annaliese rolled her eyes. “Sock.”

The nanny laughed.

“And what’s that?” Miss Pine pointed at a small yellow duck pinned on Throckmorton’s chest.

“A diaper pin,” Annaliese answered, stroking the little duck’s back. “He’s had it for as long as I can remember.”

“And who . . .” Miss Pine paused.

Throckmorton knew who had stuck the diaper pin to his chest: Olivia, Annaliese’s mother, who disappeared when Annaliese was a baby.

Annaliese quickly turned her attention back to the scarlet envelope. “I’ll open it, Throckmorton, if it’s all right with you. . . .”

“Not so fast,” Miss Pine cautioned. “We’d better wait until Judge Easterling gets home from the courthouse. Then we’ll open all the sock monkeys’ letters at the same time.”

All the sock monkeys’ letters?

Throckmorton could hardly believe his ears (which were pretzel-shaped, and in his opinion, extremely unbecoming).

“But where are the other sock monkeys?” Annaliese asked.

“Your father never said a thing about having sock monkeys when he hired me,” Miss Pine replied. “Children, yes. Sock monkeys, no. And certainly not sock monkeys who get mail.”

“Please, Miss Pine? Please may I take just one itty-bitty peek at Throckmorton’s letter?”

“No, Miss Easterling, you may not.”

“Well then, may I invite Mr. Throckmorton S. Monkey to dinner this evening?”

“But of course.”

Invited to dinner? Huzzah!

“And a place for you, too, Miss Pine,” Annaliese pleaded.

“Oh no, I don’t think your father . . . ,” the nanny protested.

“But I insist.”

“Well, perhaps just this once. . . .”

Egad!

Miss Pine accepted Annaliese’s invitation! Didn’t the young woman know her place?

Judge Easterling would never allow a nanny to dine with the family, would he?

“Then it’s settled,” said Annaliese smugly. “Did Mrs. Wiggins tell you what we’re having?”

“Lobster bisque, popovers, and banana cream pie.”

“How does that sound, Throckmorton?”

He imagined the enticing aroma of maple butter melting on hot popovers.

It sounds wonderful, he thought.

Simply wonderful.



Scarlet Letters

That afternoon, outside Eastcliff’s crumbling stone and timber walls, ancient pine trees blackened in the waning light. The winds weakened and snowflakes began to fall, like secrets from a charcoal sky.

Inside the manor’s cavernous dining room, Annaliese placed Throckmorton in an ornately carved high chair used by generations of Easterling children. She set his tray with miniature pieces of fine English bone china and a tiny, slightly tarnished silver spoon.

Throckmorton felt like royalty.

Annaliese sat on his left. Evan and Teddy, eleven-year-old twins, sat across from him. The Honorable Judge Ellis Easterling crowned the head of a polished wooden table that was long enough to seat a small army.

A portrait of the family’s founder hung on the wall in back of the judge. Throckmorton had often heard the story:

A long, long time ago, Henry Easterling had sailed from Scotland to the northern coast of Maine, where he’d fished the seas, felled the trees, and skinned the silver foxes of their precious furs, amassing a great fortune. Henry Easterling had built Eastcliff as his summer home, but his descendants lived here year-round.
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Miss Pine was seated in a faded brocade dining chair on Throckmorton’s right. Annaliese’s nanny wore a woodsy fragrance. Her blouse had ruffles, and she’d tied her hair back with a velvet ribbon.

Throckmorton glanced at the judge, wondering if the dreary man would notice her presence.

He didn’t.

In fact, the judge was half-finished with his bowl of lobster bisque before his eyes came to rest on Miss Pine’s plain face.

“Ah, Miss . . .”

“Miss Pine, sir. Laurel Pine.”

“Father,” said Teddy, noticeably chagrined. “You hired Miss Pine just last week.”

“Why, yes. Yes, of course.”

After that exchange, much was eaten but little was said. The judge’s gloom was contagious. Throckmorton thought that the meal would never end.

Finally—finally!—Judge Easterling scraped the last bit of whipped cream off his dessert plate.

“Children, Miss Pine, you may be excused.”

Annaliese’s dimples deepened in her cheeks. “Wait! I have a surprise,” she announced.

Miss Pine reached into her skirt pocket. She leaned across the high chair and slipped four red envelopes into Annaliese’s hand.

Pressing her lips together with delight, Annaliese delivered the day’s mysterious mail to her father. She peeked over his shoulder, rubbing her arms and shivering with excitement.

The judge nodded toward the high-back upholstered chair she’d vacated. “Be a good girl now, Annaliese . . .”

Throckmorton felt a tightness seize his throat. Those four words—be a good girl—often seemed like the only words the judge ever spoke to his daughter.

After Annaliese took her seat, Judge Easterling drew a pair of wire-rimmed glasses out of his vest pocket. Scowling, he shuffled through the envelopes.

“What in the world . . . ?”

Then, in a voice best suited for the sentencing of dangerous criminals, he read: “Throckmorton S. Monkey; Captain Eugene S. Monkey; Sir Rudyard S. Monkey; Miss Beatrice S. Monkey.”

“Huh?” Evan blurted—the first sound that Annaliese’s brother had spoken since dinner began.

The judge’s salt-and-pepper mustache twitched. “I demand to know what this is all about.”

“The letters came today,” Annaliese explained. “A man in a uniform brought them right up to our door. But Miss Pine wouldn’t let me open them. Not even Throckmorton’s.”

The judge plucked an envelope out of the short stack on the table in front of him. Right before he broke the seal, he cast suspicious eyes in Throckmorton’s direction. “If you don’t mind . . .”

Of course Throckmorton didn’t mind! He couldn’t wait to see what was inside.

“It looks like a valentine!” Annaliese exclaimed.

“Who’s it from?” asked Teddy.

“Your great-grandmama,” the judge answered with a touch of irritation in his voice. “My grandmother on my father’s side,” he clarified for Miss Pine’s benefit.

“She’s got oodles of money,” Teddy gloated.

Annaliese’s palms made rapid taps on the tops of her legs. “Read it,” she urged.

Judge Easterling cleared his throat and recited the words precisely as printed on the heart-shaped card:

Mrs. Ethel Constance Easterling

Requests the pleasure of you and your keeper’s company

At a party in honor of her ninetieth birthday

Saturday, February 14th

Six o’clock in the evening
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The Ballroom

Eastcliff-by-the-Sea

RSVP

The judge snorted. “A party? For sock monkeys?”

For joy, for joy! Throckmorton cheered to himself. A party for sock monkeys!

“On Valentine’s Day? That’s less than a month away,” groused the judge. “Why, there hasn’t been a party in the ballroom since . . .”

In his mind, Throckmorton completed the judge’s sentence: since Olivia left . . .

Not only no parties . . . no music either.

No dancing.

And definitely—most definitely—no joy.

Throckmorton remembered how Olivia’s fingers once flew across harp strings like fairies in flight. And how, when her vagabond friends brought their fiddles, flutes, tin whistles, and drums to the Eastcliff ballroom, the crotchety old manor house sprang to life.

“The least my own grandmother could’ve done,” the judge grumbled, “is asked to use our ballroom before . . .”

“Our ballroom?” Evan chided, rubbing salt in his father’s old wound. “I thought you said that Great-Grandmama still owns Eastcliff, even if she does allow us to live here.”

“She’s up to something. . . .”

A sock monkey birthday ball, that’s what she’s up to! Throckmorton was so happy, he feared his seams might split.

After taking a draught of tea, the judge stroked his five-o’clock shadow, as if deep in thought.

Miss Pine broke the uncomfortable silence. “Excuse me, sir, but where did the sock monkeys come from?”

“Whenever a baby is born into the family, Great-Grandmama Easterling makes a sock monkey.”

Now, it was common knowledge that Ethel Constance Easterling had spent most of her wild and wealthy life pursuing fickle whims, exotic places, and four husbands. Her adoration of sock monkeys was deemed just one more curious aberration of character.

“I see. . . . ,” said Miss Pine.

“We all have one,” the judge told her.

“They come with birth certificates,” Teddy added.

“I’ve never seen your sock monkey, Father,” said Annaliese. “Where is it?”

The skin above Judge Easterling’s white shirt collar reddened. “Um, I guess I don’t know where she is.”

“She?” Evan sneered. “Yours is a girl?”

“Yes,” the judge acknowledged. “Miss Beatrice.”

Although he’d never seen Miss Beatrice, Throckmorton felt sorry for the judge’s sock monkey. Through firsthand experience, he’d learned how dreadful it felt to be forgotten by your keeper.

“Well, Captain Eugene is mine,” Teddy said. “Sir Rudyard belongs to Evan, even if he won’t admit it.”

“Sir Rudyard. What a stupid name,” said Evan. “No wonder I ditched that thing.”

Sir Rudyard was hardly stupid, Throckmorton silently protested.

Au contraire . . . Sir Rudyard S. Monkey was the largest, and considered the smartest, in the long line of sock monkeys that Great-Grandmama Easterling had made. Sir Rudyard was also impeccably dressed: a white shirt and bow tie; suspenders and herringbone slacks; and a tiny round gold watch in the pocket of his paisley vest.

Abruptly, Evan pushed his chair away from the table. “Anyway, who cares? I’m not going. Teddy and I always play pond hockey on Saturday nights.”

“Hold on, Son.”

The judge distributed the invitations like a man dealing cards: “Throckmorton, Annaliese; Captain Eugene, Teddy; Sir Rudyard, Evan; and Miss Beatrice, me.”

“Great,” Evan groaned.

“Now, no more skating or games of any sort until the missing monkeys are found.”

Evan punched the air. “Aw, Father, that’s not fair.”

“Life,” the judge declared, “is never fair.”

“And perhaps it’s a good thing for most of us that life is not fair,” piped Miss Pine.

Throckmorton just about tipped over.

No nanny talked back to Judge Easterling.

Ever.

His eyes bore into her. “Would you care to elaborate?”

The corners of Miss Pine’s mouth turned up slightly and she met his gaze. “Oh, just something my favorite poet once said . . .”

The judge checked his watch. Grim and eager as he always was to retire to his study, he waved his hand dismissively. “Take care of this business, Miss Pine,” he told her, turning on his heel.

“The, um, monkey business?” she asked.

Miss Pine winked at Throckmorton.

“Oh yes, sir. I will, sir. You can count on me, sir.”



Wanted: Dead or Alive

A few hours later, in front of a massive stone fireplace in Eastcliff’s two-story library, Annaliese sat cross-legged on a brown bearskin rug. Burning logs of silver birch cast shifting shadows on Annaliese’s dejected expression.

Teddy had gone off on his own after dinner to look for the missing sock monkeys. He hadn’t asked his little sister to come along. Annaliese and Throckmorton joined Evan’s search instead. Down in Eastcliff’s dank, dark cellar, Evan deserted them. Annaliese and Throckmorton skedaddled back up to the library.

Miss Pine, who’d drawn a hobnailed leather chair close to the fire, held open a dark green book with a bold gold title. The story that she read aloud teemed with heroic gods, beautiful goddesses, and mythical babies with wings.

Much to his dismay, Throckmorton’s body was propped on the rug against the back of the dead bear’s head, a truly grisly state of affairs. Making matters worse, Throckmorton’s long skinny tail was trapped beneath a bloodhound’s muzzle.

He certainly hoped that the dog, whose name was Bailey, wouldn’t slobber. (Sock monkeys simply despise dog slobber.)

Miss Pine unexpectedly closed the book. “Annaliese, would you like me to tell you a story?”

“What kind of story?”

“A pirate story.”

“Sure,” Annaliese replied.

Yay hooray!

Throckmorton loved pirate stories . . . especially if they were true.

Once, he’d heard the maid, Madge, tell Annaliese that a hundred something years ago, Henry Easterling had had unscrupulous dealings with pirates. And that gold doubloons and crown jewels were stashed to this day somewhere inside Eastcliff’s walls.

Miss Pine’s clear voice interrupted Throckmorton’s wandering thoughts. “Among the swashbuckling pirates who swarmed the dangerous seas of the North Atlantic,” she began, “none was more vicious than Mallory Smyth.”

With a wicked gleam in her eye, she curled the ends of an imaginary mustache. “Mallory Smyth left no survivors . . . ‘Dead cats,’ he boasted, ‘don’t meow.’ ”

Miss Pine was just getting to the good part when Teddy strutted in, holding a sock monkey—Captain Eugene!—above his head like a trophy.

Throckmorton wanted to shout, “Ahoy there, mate!” to his nautically dressed cousin, but he didn’t dare, not when persons of the human persuasion were within earshot.

(Like all sock monkeys, Throckmorton believed that disaster would strike if a keeper ever heard his or her sock monkey speak.)

“Where’d you find him?” asked Annaliese.

“None of your business,” her brother answered. Grinning, he placed Captain Eugene, who was much smaller than Throckmorton, on Bailey’s liver-colored back.

Unlike Throckmorton, Captain Eugene looked ever-so-dapper in a gold-braided navy captain’s hat and a peacoat with tiny brass buttons.

Upon closer inspection, Throckmorton noticed that his cousin’s limbs were badly stained in some places and completely worn thin in others. Clearly, Teddy’s sock monkey had been well-loved for a long, long time—not trapped in a foul-smelling net!

Throckmorton could almost feel his stuffing turn green.

A deep, dark shade of jealous green.

“I wonder why Great-Grandmama gave us sock monkeys,” said Annaliese. “Why not teddy bears? Or puppets?”

“What I want to know is why Great-Grandmama made Father a girl monkey,” said Evan, who’d slunk into the library empty-handed. “Boys should get boy monkeys and girls should get girl monkeys.”

Annaliese drew Throckmorton into her arms, rescuing him from beasts both dead and alive. “My sock monkey’s a boy,” she said proudly. “And I’d never, ever trade him for a girl.”

Alleluia! Throckmorton rejoiced, relaxing into her embrace.

Evan slumped into the armchair closest to the snapping, crackling fire. “I’ve searched the main rooms on the first floor, the cellar, and some of the bedrooms on the second floor too. We should also search the east and west wings, but Father has the keys.”

“You’d better not disturb him,” Teddy warned. “You know how he gets . . .”

“Father gets horrible headaches at night,” Annaliese explained to Miss Pine.

“Like lightning striking between his ears,” said Teddy.

Miss Pine, who suddenly appeared weary, eased herself out of the leather chair. “Well, don’t forget the attic—that’s where most unwanted toys end up.”

“We’re not allowed to go in the attic,” Teddy explained. “It’s one of Father’s rules.”

Annaliese tossed her head and then flipped the ends of her plaits. “Like wearing braids.”

The gilded bronze mantel clock chimed nine times. “Well, mates, let’s call off the search party, shall we?” suggested Miss Pine. “It’s bedtime.”

“Another one of Father’s stupid rules,” Evan moaned. “Bedtime’s for babies.”

Throckmorton, however, sighed with relief.

Bedtime, at last . . . the end of a tumultuous day . . . a mighty turn of events that required serious mulling over.

But tonight?

Tonight, all Throckmorton wanted was to lie in Annaliese’s arms and dream about the great party to come.

And he did.



Rumors and Relatives

Huddled under Annaliese’s bedcovers, Throckmorton traveled in his mind back to those long-ago and faraway nights when Olivia made up silly little rhymes that she sang until he and Baby Annaliese fell to sleep:

Sock monkey, Throck-monkey, rock-around-the-clock monkey . . .

And he dreamed he was dancing beneath a crystal chandelier brimming with light.

Throck-monkey, sock monkey, hockey-stick-and-puck-monkey . . .

And he saw himself skating down a silver river of sparkling ice.

Sock monkey, Throck-monkey, lobster-in-the-pot-monkey . . .

And he became as strong as fishermen who draw crusty-shelled creatures out of the sea.

Olivia’s make-believe music had always given Throckmorton hope.

Hope that someday, he’d dance and do cartwheels.

Hope that some way, he’d skip and turn somersaults.

Hope that one day, he’d stand on his own two feet.

When he woke up the next morning, Annaliese carried him down to breakfast by his tail. Throckmorton was ever-so-grateful. Hanging upside down scrambled his brains just the way he liked them.

She wedged his body between a toaster and a cookie jar. The kitchen counter provided a perfect spot for eavesdropping and spying—skills at which he excelled.

In the alcove breakfast nook, Annaliese, Evan, and Teddy sat on wooden benches staring at empty bowls.

Mrs. Wiggins, the family’s kind but cantankerous cook, stood at the stove stirring hot cereal in a copper pot. Mrs. Wiggins and her husband, Max, the stable keeper, had faithfully served four generations of Easterlings.

Annaliese’s brothers were twins, but they didn’t look alike. Teddy’s dark curly hair resembled a choppy sea. Evan’s hair looked like a bristle—reddish-brown with a stubborn cowlick near the center of his hairline.

Annaliese’s always-braided hair was thick and crinkly, a mixture of quiet brown and creamy blond strands, not unlike the color of Throckmorton’s wooly skin. Her aunties called the color “odd.”

Annaliese had her mother’s eyes: sometimes blue, sometimes green, sometimes gray—a moody color, like the sea, ever changing depending on the light.
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When the telephone rang, the judge, with newspaper in hand, hurried into the kitchen past Mrs. Wiggins to answer it.

“Good morning, Ray.” He drew back a checkered window curtain. “You could be right—it does look like a snowstorm’s heading this way.”

Quickly, the topic turned from Maine’s wintry weather to Great-Grandmama Easterling’s surprising invitation.

“What’s she up to? I have no idea. . . . ,” said the judge. “It’s her birthday. When you’re as old and rich and quirky as she is, well, I guess you can throw yourself any kind of party you like . . . No, I don’t know why she invited the sock monkeys. . . . Why Ray, that’s crazy! I’m sure it has nothing to do with what’s in Great-Grandmama’s will. . . . Yes, I’ll call you back.”

The judge set the receiver back in its cradle.

“Sounds like your brother-in-law is stirring up trouble again,” clucked Mrs. Wiggins.

The judge kneaded the deep crease in his forehead. “Ray said that my sister Pansy said that Cousin Willie said that this whole sock monkey business has something to do with Great-Grandmama’s will: ‘No monkey, no money.’ ”

“No monkey, no money . . . what’s that supposed to mean?” asked Evan.

“If you don’t bring your sock monkey to the party, she’ll cut you out of her will?” Mrs. Wiggins guessed.

“Did you find Sir Rudyard yet?” Teddy asked Evan.

Evan shook his head.

“Don’t ask me where Sir Rudyard might be,” said Mrs. Wiggins. “For all I know, he’s been cut into rags.”

Cut into rags?

Throckmorton shuddered. In his mind he pictured that lazy maid Madge polishing the banister with his cousin’s body parts, whistling while she worked.

“I can’t believe that my own grandmother would cut me out of her will,” the judge griped, “if I don’t bring an old sock monkey to her birthday party.”

“If you don’t bring Miss Beatrice,” Annaliese clarified.

Evan’s eyes widened. “You mean that I’m not going to get any of Great-Grandmama’s swell stuff because I can’t find a stupid sock monkey named Sir Rudyard?”

Old sock monkey?

Stupid sock monkey?

If Throckmorton could’ve, he would’ve thrown father and son into that hot copper pot and turned up the heat.

“It’s not fair!” Evan ranted. “Great-Grandmama promised that I could have the sword in the scabbard above the fireplace. And the bearskin rug and the . . .”

“Son, we’re not just talking about swords and skins here, we’re talking about the Easterling family fortune.”

With a resounding bra-aanngg! Mrs. Wiggins clanged a steel lid down on her pot. “Ingrates,” she said under her breath. “The whole lot of you.”

The cook’s eyes glazed with angry tears.

“All . . . all . . . Ethel wants . . . ,” she stammered, “is, um, to see all of you . . . one more time before . . . well, you know.”

A moment of stunned silence followed. Mrs. Wiggins lifted her eyes heavenward. She fingered the bead rosary that she typically kept in her apron pocket.

“Is Great-Grandmama dying?” Teddy asked.

Annaliese looked stricken. “She is?”

“Not that I know of,” the judge replied. “What Mrs. Wiggins was trying to say is that Great-Grandmama is getting on in years. She wants to see us all together again.”

“Oh, like a family reunion,” said Annaliese.

“Sounds like she wants to see her sock monkeys a whole lot more than she does any of us,” Teddy observed.

Truer words might never have been spoken, thought Throckmorton. The Easterlings were a contentious bunch, petty and always fighting about something—possessions sometimes, but usually money.

“I’m not taking any chances,” Evan decided, sliding off the bench. “Come on! We’ve got to find Sir Rudyard NOW.”

“And Miss Beatrice,” added the judge, who’d taken a chair at the outer edge of the table.

Annaliese and Teddy scrambled to their feet.

“Let’s go!” Teddy cried.

Mrs. Wiggins brandished her wooden spoon. “Wait! Your breakfast is ready.”

“We’re not hungry!” Evan, Teddy, and Annaliese responded in unison.

From behind the pages of the Rock County Courier, the judge ordered, “Eat your porridge.”

The children stopped cold, slid back onto the benches, and ate.

Soon a second phone call distracted the judge.

The cook motioned for the children to look her way, nodding and winking as though to convey something very secret.

Mrs. Wiggins opened the cupboard door right above Throckmorton’s head. She pried off the lid of a tin coffee can, painted red with a ship sailing at sunset, and pulled out a ring of keys of various shapes and sizes.

“You’ll need a key,” she whispered to Evan, holding the largest key between her pinched fingers. “To the attic.” She pointed toward the pantry. “And flashlights.”

Evan swiped the ring of keys out of the cook’s hand. Teddy dashed into the pantry.

Evan raised his arm until it was as straight as a sword.

“To the attic,” he commanded, mouthing the words. “Tout de suite!”



Good Riddance!

Oh, how Throckmorton hated being left behind between the toaster and the cookie jar, legs splayed, limp and helpless. Adding insult to injury, a bit of porridge flew from the cook’s wooden spoon and landed—splat!—on his button eye.
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