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CHARACTERS

Joshua Chadwick Jones—After Josh’s parents were killed in an accident while he was still a baby, he was raised by his grandfather and his great uncle Charlie on the family farm. Though Aunt Lou was not many years older than Josh, being a latecomer to the Jones family, she also took delight in caring for young Josh, and he saw her as a friend and a mother rather than an aunt.

Lou Jones Crawford—Josh’s aunt whom he had fought to keep with the family unit in Once Upon a Summer. Pretty and vivacious, yet with deep concern for others, Lou is a fitting helpmate for the young minister she married.

Grandpa—the grandfather of Joshua and father of Lou.

Uncle Charlie—the quiet yet supportive brother of Grandpa. He never married but worked along with Grandpa on his farm.

Gramps—Josh’s great-grandfather who came west to live with his two sons, his granddaughter Lou, and great-grandson Joshua after the death of his wife.

Nat Crawford—the young pastor Lou married. Josh now spends his weeks in town with Lou and Nat in order to continue his education in the town school.

Pixie—the answer to Josh’s dream for a dog of his own. She was given to Josh by Gramps, who went to great effort to find Josh a second puppy after his first pup was accidentally killed.



CHAPTER 1


An Autumn Surprise 

I DON’T REMEMBER a prettier fall than the one we had the year I was fifteen. The long Indian summer days stretched on into October with only enough sprinkles of rain to keep the flowers blooming in Aunt Lou’s flower beds and the lawn green enough to contrast with the yellows and golds of the autumn trees and bushes. Even the leaves seemed reluctant to “tuck in” for the winter and kept clinging to the branches week after week in all their fine, colorful array. The sun warmed up the air by noon each day, and the nights were just nippy enough to remind us that we’d best be spending our time getting ready for winter instead of loafing along beside the crik, pretending that this good weather would stay with us forever.

The farmers in the area took in all the crops, the women cleaned out their large farm gardens, we stayed loafing by the crik whenever we could, and still the good weather held. People started talking summer picnics and parties again, but I guess no one wanted to exert themselves enough to do the fixing, for the days went by and no one actually had a picnic—we all just sat around in the sun or took long, lazy walks through the colorful countryside.

As you probably have figured out by now, my favorite place was down by the crik. I took my fishing pole and headed there every chance I got. Most often Gramps, my great-grandfather, went along with me. He likes fishing—and loafing—most as much as I do. The only thing that got in the way of my fishing trips was school. Most all the area boys my age had given up on school and gone off to farm with their pa’s or to work in a store or something, but I still hung in there.

Part of it was due to my aunt Lou encouraging me a lot. She was sure I had a good head and kept telling me that it would be a waste, should I not use it. Her husband, my uncle Nat, chimed right in there with her. Since he was the parson in our little town church, I felt that if anyone knew the importance of education, my uncle Nat would be the man. He had gotten his the hard way, having to work his way through school and seminary on accounta he didn’t have a ma or pa to see him through, them having died when he was still quite young.

Me, I had it easy. I not only had Lou and Nat but I had Grandpa, a great-uncle Charlie and my Gramps, my greatgrandpa. All of them were right keen on me getting all the education I could.

It wasn’t a problem to me. In fact, I really liked book learning, even if our school wasn’t a very big one and most of the students were young kids or girls. Oh, a few of the boys still attended—like my best friend, Avery Garret. He didn’t care too much for school and didn’t know what he wanted to do with any schooling that he did get. I figured he just continued on because I was there—and, then, there was a certain amount of fun to be had at school. I mean, with all the girls still going and all.

Then there was Jack Berry. His pa was bound and determined that Jack would be a doctor. Jack wasn’t so sure. Truth was, he kinda had his heart set on being a sailor. Only there wasn’t any water handy-like, any big water that is. So he didn’t know just how he was going to manage to get on a boat—at least a boat any bigger than the rough-looking little two-oar one left down on the small pond near the town for anyone’s use who might want to do some rowing.

Willie Corbin was still going to school, too. I wanta tell you about that Willie. He was the biggest rascal in our community when he was younger. Used to get himself in all kinds of trouble. Folks thought that he never would amount to anything but most likely end up in some jail or something. Me, I knew that Willie wasn’t really bad; he just liked to have fun, that was all. But that all changed when Willie decided he’d rather spend his future in heaven than hell.

This happened way back after my uncle Nat preached his first sermon in our church. He had just been asked to be our new minister. Willie straightened himself right around and never did go back to his wild ways. I figured if God could make such a change in the likes of Willie Corbin, then He ought to be able to handle almost anyone. Anyway, Willie about had his mind made up that God wanted him to be a missionary. Willie found studying rather hard, but one had to admire him. He kept plugging away at it, determined to prepare himself for some kind of work with heathen people somewhere.

Those were the three fellows from my old country school who were still hanging in there. Then there were four older guys from town. We all hung around together, but I spent most of the time with my old buddies, mostly I guess because they were also from our small church. A couple of the town fellas were a little “wild,” according to Aunt Lou, and though she didn’t forbid me to see them or anything like that, still she did prefer me to make close friends with the church young folks.

I didn’t complain. I liked the church kids and we had us a lot of fun with our corn roasting, sleigh riding, skating on the pond and such.

It seemed hard to believe that me and Pixie, my little dog, had already been two years with Aunt Lou and Uncle Nat in town. We didn’t stay in town all the time. Whenever the weather was good—and as I said, it was good most of the time that fall— we went on out to the farm for the weekend to spend time with Grandpa, Uncle Charlie and Gramps, who batched together there.

I would have been hard put to try to say which place I liked best. While I was in town during the week I counted the days till the weekend when I could get back out on the farm again and chop some wood, or go to the pasture for Bossie, the milk cow I had milked so many times myself. I even enjoyed the squealing and grunting of the pigs as I sloshed the slop into their troughs. The chickens seemed to sort of sing their clucking when I poured out their water and grain.

Then as soon as Sunday night came around, I found myself hardly able to wait to get back to town and Aunt Lou and Uncle Nat again. I wondered what Aunt Lou had fixed for Sunday dinner and if she’d saved a piece of pie or an apple dumpling for me. I wondered if Uncle Nat had been called out on some sick call and I hadn’t been there to harness Dobbin for him. I thought of all kinds of things that I wanted to ask them or tell them when I got back. You’d think I’d been gone for days the way I chomped to get back again. The truth was, I had just seen both of them at the church service that very morning.

So that was the way I spent the fall, going back and forth, back and forth, and trying to grab the best of two worlds with both hands, so to speak. I would have tired myself plumb out if it hadn’t been such a long, lazy-feeling kind of fall. Even after every lick of work was done, we still had us lots of good weather for catching up on just loafing around.

Only one thing wrong with that kind of weather. It sure made it hard to concentrate on studying. I had to take myself in hand every other day, it seemed, and just make myself sit down and study. And then another strange thing happened. Miss Williams, a maiden lady who had been teaching in our school for almost forever, went and threw in a surprise that nearly rocked the whole community. She was getting married, she said, just like that!

Now, no one in his right mind ever picked Miss Williams for the marrying kind. I mean, why would you? She had lived for years and years all alone and looked like she was enjoying it, and then, real sudden-like, she says she is getting married. To a sweetheart of some thirtyseven years, she says. Now, no one in the town knew anything at all about this fella. We’d never even heard of him. But that didn’t stop Miss Williams any. She was quitting, she said, and she never gave notice or anything, just packed up her books and her bags and took the train back to some eastern city to marry this man.

Well, that left us without a teacher. There weren’t none of us sitting around grieving much. Not even me who liked school. Jack Berry didn’t try to hide his enthusiasm—he just whooped right out. A couple of the girls gave him a real cross look, but he didn’t care. He whooped again and threw his plaid cap up into the air.

“Well,” demanded Jack, “what we gonna do with this here unexpected blessing?”

“What do you mean?” asked Willie. He was already having enough trouble working his way through English without losing precious time. “Blessing? Not a blessing far as I’m concerned. Miss Williams was an okay teacher. Wisht she would have stayed around and finished the job.”

I figured with Miss Williams already being there for thirty-seven years that she had probably stuck with the job about as long as anyone could expect her to. But even though I felt sorry for Willie, I couldn’t hide my grin. It sure did seem like a blessing. I mean with the weather beckoning one outside all the time and all. Who knew when we might have winter set in and maybe then we wouldn’t see the sun again for months? We could catch up on our studying then.

“Well,” Jack asked again, “what do we do with this here—a—hardship?”

Even Willie had to smile at that, and the first thing we knew we were all laughing. When we finally settled down we busied ourselves with some serious planning.

“I s’pose I’ll go on out to the farm,” I said. “I always do on holidays or anything.”

Jack lived just on the edge of town and there weren’t as many things to keep a boy busy at his place, his folks having no livestock or crops or anything.

“Iffen I go home my pa’ll want me to keep my nose in a book. Might as well be back in school,” complained Jack. “Fact is, I’d be better off in school. At least there we get recess.”

Willie gave Jack a withering look. Jack had the brains if he just would use them, and I think it bothered Willie some that he had to work so hard for his average grade while Jack just fooled away his time and didn’t even care what grade he got.

“Guess I’ll have me plenty a good fishin’ time,” I continued, hoping to break the tension some.

“We could all get together for some football,” put in Willie. He loved football and was good at it, too, in spite of the fact that none of us had any equipment to play the game and our folks were always worrying that someone might get hurt.

Avery spoke up then. “I’ve been thinkin’ for a long time that it sure would be fun to backpack up along the crik and spend a night or two out campin’.”

“Great idea,” I practically hollered. I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it long ago. It surprised me some to hear Avery mention it. He had never talked about it before. I had never been on an overnight hike, and with the woods looking like they did, it sounded like a first-rate idea.

Jack and Willie were about as excited as I was.

“Do you think our folks would let us?” asked Willie.

“Why not? We’re already fifteen. ’Bout time we were allowed to do somethin’ on our own.”

I agreed. I suppose I would have been pressing to get the chance ages ago if I had just thought of it.

“Let’s ask,” said Jack. “They can’t do no more’n say no.” 

The thought of them saying no just about made me feel sick inside now that the idea had begun to work on me. They just had to say yes! They had to!

“Who you gonna ask?” Avery was saying, and I suddenly realized he was speaking to me.

“Huh?” I grunted.

“You gonna ask your aunt Lou or your grandpa?”

 I shrugged my shoulders. “I dunno. I’m at Aunt Lou’s right now.”

“Think she’ll let you go?”

I thought about it. Aunt Lou was understanding enough— but she was a bit protective as well. Would she understand how much it meant to a boy to go off camping on his own? I switched my thoughts to my grandpa. He was a swell person, about as kind a fella as a boy could want to have watching over him. But I was sure he had never thought of taking off into the hills on a camping trip even if the fall work was all done. Seemed to me that he might favor me staying with the books as well.

“I dunno,” I said again.

“Well, at least you’ve got a choice,” said Avery. “Me, I’ve got to convince my ma. If I can sell her on the idea, she’ll work it out with pa.”

One thing I knew for sure, I didn’t have a ma and pa to talk it over with.

“Look,” said Jack Berry, “can you fellas come over to my house after your chores are done tonight? We gotta get our heads together and plan our attack.”

Crazy Jack! He liked to make everything sound like we were all in a war against our folks or something, but nevertheless we all nodded our heads and agreed to try to get some time with one another over at Jack’s house after we hauled the water and carried in the wood and coal.

We parted then. I think we were all sort of holding our breaths. I looked again toward the distant woods as I swung through the gate at Aunt Lou’s. Boy, did they look inviting. I could visualize, from where I was, just where the crik cut through the hills and swung around to the south. I could almost hear the rustle of the gold and red leaves and feel the gentle breeze on the skin of my cheek.

A crow called, off in the distance somewhere, and I wondered why it hadn’t already left for the South. Guess it just wanted to hang around and enjoy the good weather. Boy, the woods and fields really drew a body on such a day! I could hardly settle myself down to filling the woodbox and the coal scuttle.



CHAPTER 2

Pleading Our Case 

I DIDN’T SAY MUCH to Aunt Lou while I wolfed down the cookies and milk she had out for me. She had already gotten the word that Miss Williams was done—had left just like that and our school was without a teacher in the middle of a term.

“It’s a shame, that’s what it is,” remarked Aunt Lou. I guess she might have been repeating what everyone else on our block was saying, for she suddenly checked herself. She thought for a moment in silence and then continued in a lower voice, sort of confidential-like, “I think it’s exciting that Miss Williams has finally made up her mind to marry the man who has been her friend for so many years. It must have taken courage. I do hope they will be happy together.”

Aunt Lou’s eyes wandered to the tintype of her own wedding on the mantel. I looked at it too, and even their proper-like expressions couldn’t hide the light in her eyes or the triumph in Uncle Nat’s. Her eyes now got a little misty, and then she sort of shook her head and spoke quietly. “It’s just too bad it had to be in the middle of the school year like this, though.”

Still, I knew Aunt Lou was quite ready to forgive Miss Williams for her small departure from accepted behavior for teachers.

She stood up.

“Well, it shouldn’t be for too long,” she said as though to comfort me. “The School Board has already called a meeting.

They expect to have a new teacher here in no time.” She reached out and patted my shoulder.

I tried to look properly sorrowful and downed the last of my milk.

“Better get at my chores,” I said to explain why I was in such a hurry. “Some of us fellas plan to go to Jack’s for a little while tonight. Sort of plan how we will handle this—this time off—without a teacher—an’ all.”

Lou smiled her approval. “Good for you!” she encouraged. “It’s nice to see you boys are responsible enough to work it out. Even with school out for a while, I’m sure you won’t suffer much with that kind of an attitude.”

I nodded agreeably. I wasn’t expecting to suffer much either—that is, if we could talk our folks into letting us do what we had in mind.

I hurried through my chores and opened the kitchen door wide enough to call to Aunt Lou that I was leaving but would be back in plenty of time for supper. She called back a cheerful response, the approving smile in her voice. I felt a little funny about it. I mean, here she was thinking we were planning on how we could keep up with our studies, and we were thinking on how we could get as far away from our books as possible in the short time we had.

Swishing through the leaves on the ground, I didn’t let it trouble me for too long. After all, I hadn’t actually told Aunt Lou that we were thinking on studying. She had come up with that idea herself.

I was the first one to Jack’s house. He was loafing out under the apple tree in his yard, a geometry book in his hand. I knew he had been sent out there to study. When I appeared he laid aside all pretense of looking at the book and motioned me over to join him.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Aw, I ain’t said nothin’ yet,” I told him. “Have you? I mean, I thought we were gonna meet to plan things first an’—”

“Exactly!” said Jack.

“Aunt Lou thinks I’m comin’ over here to plan how I’m gonna keep up in my schoolwork,” I said rather sheepishly.

“Did you tell her that?” asked Jack, his eyes narrowing to little slits.

“ ’Course not!” Made me a little mad at Jack. He knew very well I didn’t lie none.

“Then you can’t help how she figures it,” shrugged Jack.

“Guess—not,” I sort of stammered. “Still, I wish she hadn’t seen it that way. Might make it harder when we do ask an’ all.”

Jack didn’t look quite so cocky. “Sure hope not,” he said, and I knew he saw my point.

This time I couldn’t shake my uncomfortable feeling. I had never been untruthful with Aunt Lou, and I sure didn’t want to start now, even if it did cost me the planned hike.

Avery joined us, puffing from his run and his breathless question turned my thoughts back to our planned trip. “Who’s gonna be the cook?”

What in the world was he talking about?

“Who’s gonna cook?” he asked again, his head swiveling between us. “We gotta have someone to cook or we don’t go.”

Jack was the one to respond. “We’ll all cook.”

Avery looked doubtful. “I can’t cook,” he stated flatly and then added skeptically, “An’ I’ll bet you can’t either.”

“Don’t be crazy!” Jack scoffed. “It don’t take a cook to fix a meal over’n open fire. You just stick it over the flame and that’s it.”

“You ever tried it?” asked Avery, persistent.

Jack gave him a dark look. “Thought you was the fella who was so all fired rarin’ to go. Why you gettin’ so worked up now? Stay home if you want,” he said sarcastically, and Avery quickly changed his tack.

“Guess we could take along a loaf a bread and some cheese,”

he stated, but he didn’t sound too enthusiastic.

“I’m plannin’ to eat fish,” I announced on a positive note.

Avery never had been fond of fish or fishing.

“Who’ll cook ’em?” he asked me.

I was getting a little tired of Avery’s gloomy persistence too.

“I’ll cook ’em, that’s who.”

“You done it before?”

He had me there. My job was to catch them. It was Aunt Lou or Grandpa or Uncle Charlie who had done the cooking of them. I hadn’t even cleaned a fish on my own. Well, I was game to give it a try. Anybody could clean and cook a fish.

Willie arrived just then and saved me the bother of convincing Avery.

The four of us settled down on the green lawn of the Berry backyard, our legs crossed in front of us Indian style. We pro- ceeded to call to order, so to speak, our little meeting to make plans for the coming camp-out.

Since none of us had ever been on one before, we didn’t know just how to approach the planning. Willie reached into his jeans pocket and came up with a stub of pencil and a sheet of folded paper. We all praised him some for his good thinking, and then we looked at one another. Jack sort of took charge.

“First of all we gotta figure what we’re gonna need,” he said, and that sounded sensible enough to the rest of us.

“Blankets,” Jack started in, as though he had been doing more camp-out thinking than geometry studying while he was waiting for us to join him.

“Yeah,” agreed Avery, “it gets pretty cold at night.”

Willie scribbled “blankets” on one side of the paper.

“Food,” went on Jack to Avery’s energetic nod.

“ ‘Food’ is too general. We gotta be ’pecific,” said Willie, waiting with his pencil poised in the air.

None of us had ever done any meal planning before.

“Bread,” ventured Avery.

Willie’s pencil scratched again.

“Cheese,” continued Avery.

“Bread and cheese! You crazy? I ain’t living for days on bread and cheese,” Jack contradicted.

“Well, you say what you want then!” snapped Avery. “Don’t hear no bright ideas from you.”

Willie interrupted before Jack and Avery had time to really get in a fuss. They never had been able to get along very well. 

“I’ve got ‘bread and cheese’; now what else do we want?” 

“We’ll need some butter ’n flour ’n salt ’n pepper for fryin’ the fish,” I put in rather knowledgeably. I had watched Aunt Lou mix the ingredients and put the floured fish in the sizzling butter many times, and her fried fish always tasted great.

“An’ what iffen you don’t catch any fish?” questioned Jack in a smart-aleck fashion.

“Then I guess you just eat bread and cheese,” I threw back at him.

“We need pans for cooking—a fryin’ pan and a kettle of some kind,” cut in Willie to keep things from getting out of hand.

“Matches!” shouted Avery in a burst of inspiration.

We all gave him looks of appreciation. Matches at a campsite we would need all right.

Our list continued on to the back of the sheet, and before I knew it Mrs. Berry was calling Jack in for supper and the rest of us realized we’d better be getting home to our suppers, too.

Avery and I left Jack’s yard on the run. Willie trotted off the other direction. It was hard to run and talk at the same time, so we didn’t say a whole lot to each other.

“When you gonna ask?” Avery puffed.

“Dunno,” I gasped out.

“Who you gonna ask?” went on Avery.

I shook my head. “Not sure yet,” I admitted.

Truth was, I still wasn’t clear on just which of my kin might make the best ally. I would sort of need to feel my way.

“Well, we can’t wait,” puffed Avery. “That ol’ School Board is likely to go and rustle up a teacher ’fore we even get a chance to enjoy the break.”

Avery was breathing hard after that long speech. I knew he was right, but I also disliked being pressured.

“I’ll ask,” I told him firmly; “don’t you worry none about it.”

We parted company at the end of Cottonwood Street, Avery heading off one direction and me the other. I looked at the sky as I ran on. I was afraid I was going to be late for supper, and though Aunt Lou might not scold, it sure wouldn’t help my cause none.

I pulled into the lane that led past the parsonage and into the backyard just as Uncle Nat was dismounting Dobbin. I came to a halt beside him, struggling some to catch my breath.

“Whoa,” said Nat. “Where you coming from in such a hurry?”

I waited a spell till I could talk a bit more evenly and then answered, “Been over at Jack’s house—thought I might’ve stayed longer’n I intended. ’Fraid I was late for supper.”

“Well, so am I,” stated Nat, but he didn’t seem worried none. “Mrs. Miranda took a bad turn again.”

“Is she okay?” I asked.

“Seems to be fine again now.”

I thought it must be at least once a week Uncle Nat was called to the Willises to say a prayer for “the departing Mrs. Miranda,” as old Grandma Willis was called. She never had needed the final prayer yet, but then, I reckoned, someday she would and who could know just when that day might be?

I took up the reins hanging from Dobbin’s bridle and waited for Uncle Nat to slip the saddle; then I led the horse toward the small barn and the stall that waited for him.

Even though Dobbin had gone about ten miles out to the Willis place and back, he still walked into the barn with a spring in his step. As always, I admired the horse. Gramps had bought him for Uncle Nat and Aunt Lou along with a sharp-looking little one-horse buggy. When Uncle Nat went alone, he usually rode the horse, though, instead of hitching up the rig. It was faster and he figured it saved the horse some too.

When we got to the barn I slipped Dobbin’s bridle off and changed it for a halter. Uncle Nat reached for the currie comb and brush to give the horse a brisk rubdown. Without waiting to be asked, I crawled over the manger and forked in enough hay for the horse’s supper. Then I measured out his chop. I had done this many times, so I knew just how much was needed.

“Hear you’re without a teacher,” commented Uncle Nat as the two of us worked side by side.

“Yeah,” I responded without much emotion.

Nat smiled. “When I was your age I suppose I would’ve been rejoicing over having some free time—making all sorts of plans as to what I would do with it.”

I didn’t answer.

“This is really unusual for you,” Uncle Nat went on reflectively. “No school at a time of year when there is no more farm work to be done. How do you plan to fill in those long, boring days?”

I knew he was funning me some, but I also saw it as a chance—a chance to maybe put in a word for the plans we had been making.

“Well,” I said, real casual-like, “the fellas and me’ve been talkin’. Thought it might be a good time to try that there hike and—and camp-out we’ve been hopin’ to work in.”

I glanced from Dobbin, who was busy cleaning up his oats, to Uncle Nat. He never missed a stroke with the brush.

“Camping? Don’t remember your mentioning camping.”

“Well, no, we haven’t,” I hurried on. “Whenever the weather’s been good enough, there was crops and garden still to be tended. But, just as you said, that work is all done this fall. And—and truth is,” I finished in a rush, “I hadn’t really thought on it before.” I felt I needed to be totally honest with Uncle Nat.

Uncle Nat just nodded his head.

“We thought this might be a real good time,” I pressed my point.

Then I checked myself. I didn’t want to seem too eager— too pushy.

“Who’s doing the planning?” asked Uncle Nat.

“Me n’ Avery, n’ Willie n’ Jack,” I blurted out.

Uncle Nat smiled a soft, teasing smile.

“When you give that list to your aunt Lou,” he said, “I’d advise you to say, ‘Avery, Willie, Jack and I.’ ”

I ducked my head. I’d been corrected on that particular grammatical error many times—especially by Aunt Lou.

“Where’re you going?” asked Uncle Nat next.

My heart sort of skipped a bit. He had said, “Where’re you going?” just like it had already been settled.

“Thought we’d follow the crik up into the hills where it starts at the spring,” I answered, trying to make it sound like it had all been carefully figured out and approved. “Well, I just thought of it now,” I continued in my efforts toward honesty, “but I think the fellas’ll agree.”

Uncle Nat nodded.

He turned then and put the currie comb and brush back up on the peg on the wall, gave Dobbin one more sound pat and nodded for me that we’d better get in to our supper.

I followed, just a bit hesitantly. I wasn’t sure whether I’d won the round or not. Did Uncle Nat understand the need of a boy to get off on his own? Would he support me if it came to convincing the rest of the family?

We were almost to the house before he reached out a hand and let it rest on the top of my shoulder.

“Sounds like a great idea to me,” he commented. “If I didn’t have so many duties here at the church this week, I’d be right tempted to join you.”

I let out my breath in a whoosh. Uncle Nat was on my side! That should count for something, at least. For the first time, I began to hope that I really might get to go.



CHAPTER 3

A Little Help 

ALL THE WAY OUT to the farm the next morning, Saturday, I felt my insides squirming a bit. I don’t know why I was so nervous. I guess I wanted that camping trip far more than I supposed I would. I mean, I had never even thought of going camping until the day before when Avery suggested it, and now I was all het up about it. At the time I didn’t even stop to wonder about Avery. He had never been one to care much for the out-of-doors that I was aware of. He didn’t even like to fish, and yet here he throws out this surprise dream of his. But, as I said, I didn’t think about that side of it till later.

I was busy thinking about me. More than anything in the world I wanted that camping trip. I don’t know when I had ever wanted anything so much in my life except maybe when I had wanted a dog. Or when I had wanted to keep Aunt Lou instead of marrying her off to some local fella who wouldn’t even fully appreciate what he was getting.

Well, I had my dog. Gramps had seen to that. I held Pixie closer to my chest and stroked the soft hair under her chin while she wiggled and strained against me. Even she, who loved to be cuddled, didn’t like being held that close.

And as for Aunt Lou’s marrying, when it came right down to it, I highly approved of the fella she had chosen. I felt pretty close to Uncle Nat myself. In fact, I dared to hope he might put in a word for me if it came down to arguing my case with the three menfolk at the farm.

We turned the horse and buggy down the lane, and my stomach did another turn as well. It wouldn’t be long now until I would know one way or the other.

Grandpa met us at the front gate that opened up to the old farm home. He smiled his welcome from ear to ear and reached out to hug Aunt Lou. She had her arms full of baking like she always did when she visited the farm, but she accepted the hug anyway, giving Grandpa a kiss on his weathered cheek. Then Grandpa shook Nat’s hand firmly and turned to me.

“So yer without a teacher, eh, Boy?” he said.

He still called me “boy” even though I felt I had outgrown that name. Still, I didn’t resent it none the way Grandpa said it.

I just nodded my head.

“We heard the news,” Grandpa said to Uncle Nat. “Was plannin’ to come on in an’ pick Josh up this mornin’. Hope it didn’t mean a special trip for ya.”

Uncle Nat just smiled. “Lou was anxious to come out and check on you anyway. I had some time this morning, and we plan to stop in at the Curtises on the way back to town and see that new baby.”

We were met on the porch by Gramps, who patted my shoulder and hugged Aunt Lou. I could hear Uncle Charlie clattering dishes in the kitchen and guessed it was his turn for kitchen duties. He stepped to the door, dish towel in one hand and a pot in the other.

After our hellos Lou moved to set down her baking and put on the coffeepot. It didn’t matter how long it was between visits, she still took over the kitchen whenever she stepped in the door.

We all settled into comfortable spots around the room.

“So what’s this we hear about your school being closed, Joshua?” asked Gramps. Him being from the city and all, he was real interested in my education. The conversation turned to the school and the need for a teacher since Miss Williams up and left to marry her longtime sweetheart.

“Any idea how long it might be before classes resume?” asked Gramps.

He was asking Uncle Nat, not me, and I was willing to let him answer.

“The School Board is already working on it,” Uncle Nat assured him. “They hope they’ll have another teacher in the classroom within a week.”

Gramps cleared his throat.

“It’s not the time factor that bothers me,” he stated. “It’s the quality of the replacement.”

All eyes turned to Gramps.

“Meanin’?” asked Grandpa.

“Well, I don’t want to be borrowing trouble—but any teacher worth his salt would already be placed for this school year, as I see it.”

I hadn’t thought of that, and I guess the others hadn’t either, for I saw a few worried looks flicker across the faces around the room.

“We’ll just have to pray,” stated Aunt Lou. “If there’s a fault in the teacher they find, then we’ll ask the Lord to change her or him,” and she moved to put another stick of wood in the firebox as though everything was now neatly cared for.

“It’ll be nice to have you home for a bit, Boy,” Grandpa said to me.

“Maybe we can get in some fishing,” put in Gramps, his eyes twinkling at the thought.

I nodded. “I’d like that,” I stated honestly.

“Josh has some big plans,” Nat said slowly, his eyes on my face to read if I wanted him to bring up the subject or not.

I nodded slightly so he would know I wanted him to continue. He caught it and cleared his throat to get all the eyes in the room back on him again.

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Uncle Nat went on. He waited a moment until he was sure everyone was waiting to hear the plan.

“Josh and some of his friends thought this would be a good time for them to take a little hike up along the creek and spend a few days camping at the spring that feeds it.”

Before anyone could even open their mouth to respond, Uncle Nat went on. “Sounds to me like it would be a good experience for the boys. They haven’t had much chance for camping with the usual fall bringing all kinds of farm work right along with the good weather. Now this fall is different. The good weather has managed to stay right on even after the fall work is all done. Good time for a boy to take a trip on his own.”

Uncle Nat stopped then and all eyes turned back to me.

Before anyone was able to make some kind of response, Aunt Lou made a dash for the stove where the coffeepot was just about to boil over. The eyes shifted off my face, and I silently thanked the boiling coffee and squirmed some on my chair.

Aunt Lou filled coffee cups for the menfolk and went about slicing some of her lemon cake.

It seemed much easier to discuss my plans over coffee and cake and my own brimming glass of Bossie’s fresh, cool milk. 

“Didn’t realize ya had interests in campin’, Boy,” remarked Grandpa.

“Well, I hadn’t thought much on it, there being no proper time and all, so it just didn’t come to mind. It was Avery who suggested it,” I stated honestly. “Like Uncle Nat said, the time’s been too busy when the weather’s been good enough.”

Grandpa nodded.

“Who ya got to go with ya?” asked Grandpa.

“Avery, Willie and Jack,” I answered.

“I mean for grown folk,” explained Grandpa.

I hesitated. I didn’t know just how to answer. I didn’t want to sound sassy or nothing, but I wanted to let him know that boys of fifteen didn’t need anyone more grown up than that.

“Well—ah—we—“ I started but Gramps cut in.

“I reckon a boy who can pitch bundles like a man and shovel grain to keep up to a threshing machine might be about big enough to care for himself,” he said matter-of-factly with a twinkle in his eye.

It was Aunt Lou whose face showed the most concern, though Grandpa didn’t look convinced yet either.

“Where’ll you eat?” Aunt Lou asked.

“Outdoors,” I answered. “We’ll take along the food and fix it over an open fire.”

Aunt Lou started to speak again, but I saw Uncle Nat quietly reach out and press her hand. No one else noticed. Aunt Lou slowly closed her mouth again and clasped Uncle Nat’s hand firmly.

“What do you think?” Grandpa surprised me by asking the question of Uncle Charlie.

Uncle Charlie took a long swallow of hot coffee, let his chair legs drop to the kitchen floor again, and answered without wavering. “S’pose it’d be all right.”

I was sure then that I had won. I wanted to whoop but I didn’t dare.

“I’ll give you a hand with the food, Josh,” Aunt Lou offered, and then she checked Uncle Nat’s face again to see if he’d consider that interference. A slight flush coloring her cheek, “That is, if you’d like me to,” she finished quickly.

“I’d ’preciate it,” I hastened to inform her. “Me and the boys were hard put to know what to take along, us never havin’ done any campin’ or much cookin’ before an’ all.”

“The boys and I,” Aunt Lou corrected me, but her smile took any sting out of the words.

It seemed to be settled. Grandpa never did really say yes— but he never said no either. After further discussion, it was decided that we could hike up to the spring on one day, spend three nights camped by the small pool at its base, and then return home on the fourth day. Before I knew what was happening all five people around that table were busy planning what I’d need to take along on that camping trip. By the way their list was growing, it sounded to me like I’d need me a wagon to be hauling it all.

Oh, well! They all meant well. I’d sorta do some sorting through the list myself after they’d had their fun. In the meantime I’d have to get word back to town to the other fellas. We needed to get ourselves going and out on that trip before the School Board announced they’d found us another teacher.
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