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How Scary Is Too Scary?

“Aaah!” cried Andrew. He grabbed my arm and squeezed it hard. I winced, but I did not tell him to stop. We were watching a Halloween show on TV. It was called The Scaredy-Cat Ghost. It was about a ghost who was so scared of everything that he forgot he was supposed to be scary himself. Parts of the show were funny, but some parts were spooky. Every time there was a spooky part, Andrew shrieked and grabbed my arm. I would probably have bruises the next day.

Now you know about the TV program, but you do not know anything about me, or Andrew, or why we were watching TV on a school night. Well, I am Karen Brewer. I am seven years old, and I live in Stoneybrook, Connecticut. I have blonde hair and blue eyes. Andrew is my little brother. He is four going on five, which is why he was the one grabbing my arm and I was the one being grabbed. We were watching TV on a Tuesday night because it was a special Halloween show, and Halloween was only three weeks away! We were already getting into the spirit. Spirit … ghost … get it? I made a Halloween joke.

“Aaah!” cried Andrew. His fingers clutched my arm again. I winced again. With his other hand, Andrew grabbed a sofa cushion and held it in front of his face. He peeped over the top of it. On the TV screen, the Scaredy-Cat Ghost was floating down a hallway in a haunted house. The Scaredy-Cat Ghost looked terrified. So did Andrew. I just felt excited, as if I were in a roller coaster car at the top of a hill, about to go down. I love being a little tiny bit scared.

When the Scaredy-Cat Ghost saw a shadow cross the hallway, he gave a little shriek. So did Andrew. He hid his face. I patted his shoulder, not taking my eyes off the screen.

“Andrew,” I whispered. “You do not have to watch this show. You can go put on your jammies and get ready for bed.”

Andrew shook his head, but kept his face hidden.

“It is okay to look now,” I told him. “It is not a scary part anymore.”

Andrew peeped at the TV. He straightened up and put the pillow down.

“This is a great show,” I said. “I love Halloween.”

Andrew nodded, his eyes glued to the TV.

“It would be fun to see a real ghost,” I said. “A real ghost, or a real goblin, or … ”

Andrew looked at me as if I were crazy, so I quit talking. But I do think it would be fun to see something real like that. I already know a real witch — old Mrs. Porter, who lives right next door. She does all sorts of witchy things. But I am not supposed to talk about that.

Now Halloween was on its way. I shivered happily. Maybe this year would be the one when I saw a real ghost or goblin!

“Aaah!” cried Andrew again. I winced again. My arm felt like Jell-O. How could he be so scared, when we were sitting in the den in our little house? The little house is cozy and snug and small and safe. It is not like our other house, which is big and noisy and crowded, but also safe.

“Andrew,” I whispered. “We are cozy and snug. Everything is fine. We are here in the little house.”

Andrew nodded. But he picked up the pillow again.

You know what? I forgot to tell you about our little house and our big house. I will do that right now, while a commercial is on the TV.
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Cozy Little and Exciting Big

It is true — Andrew and I live at two different houses. Every other month, we live in the little house with our mommy and our stepfather, Seth Engle. During the months in between, we live in the big house with our daddy and our stepmother, Elizabeth. If you are already confused, maybe you had better sit down. It gets a lot more complicated.

You see, a long time ago, Andrew and I lived at the big house all the time, with Mommy and Daddy, when Mommy and Daddy were married to each other. Then Mommy and Daddy decided that even though they loved me and Andrew very much, they did not want to be married to each other anymore. So they got divorced. Andrew, Mommy, and I moved across town to the little house. Daddy stayed in the big house, because it is where he grew up.

Not long afterward, Mommy met Seth Engle. They fell in love and got married. When they got married, Seth became our stepfather. (Seth is a carpenter. He makes beautiful furniture. He made the desk in my room.) Then Daddy met Elizabeth Thomas, and they got married. Elizabeth already had four children, so I suddenly had three new stepbrothers and a new stepsister!

That was when Andrew and I became two-twos. I made up that name for us after my second-grade teacher, Ms. Colman, read us a story called Jacob Two-Two Meets the Hooded Fang. Andrew and I are two-twos because we have two mommies, two daddies, two houses, two bikes each, two bedrooms, two sets of clothes and toys, two sets of pets…. We have two of almost everything.

This month, October, we were at the little house, with Mommy, Seth, and our little-house pets — Midgie, who is Seth’s dog, and Rocky, Seth’s cat. The little house is small and cozy and quiet, as I told you before.

Next month, we would be at the big house, with Daddy and Elizabeth. The big house is humongous and noisy and full of people and pets. Besides Daddy, Elizabeth, Andrew, and me, there are five other kids: Sam and Charlie, my stepbrothers who are so old they are in high school already; David Michael, my stepbrother who is seven like me but goes to a different school; Kristy, my stepsister who is thirteen and one of my all-time favorite people; and Emily Michelle, my little sister who Daddy and Elizabeth adopted from a country called Vietnam. Emily is two and a half and very cute.

At the big house we also have Shannon, who is David Michael’s gigundoly big Bernese mountain dog puppy; Pumpkin, who is our fluffy black kitten; my pet rat, Emily Junior (I named her after my little sister); Bob, who is Andrew’s hermit crab; and our goldfish, Goldfishie and Crystal Light the Second.

You will not believe this, but one other person also lives at the big house — Elizabeth’s mother, Nannie. She is my stepgrand-mother. Nannie helps take care of all the people and the pets. I just love her.

Oh! I forgot to mention two other things I have two of. I have two best friends: Hannie Papadakis, who lives across the street and one house down from the big house, and Nancy Dawes, who lives next door to the little house. Hannie and Nancy and I call ourselves the Three Musketeers. The last thing I have two of is glasses: I wear a blue pair for reading things up close, and a pink pair the rest of the time.

There. Now the commercial is over, you know almost everything about me, and I have to get back to my program.

“What?” Seth shouted suddenly from the kitchen.

Andrew and I stared at each other. What had happened in the kitchen? Had Seth seen a real ghost? Was it something spooky? I grabbed Andrew’s hand and pulled him off the sofa.

“Come on!”





[image: image]


A Surprise Adventure

Andrew and I raced into the kitchen.

“What is it?” I yelled. I glanced around the room. Maybe I would see a witch flying back out through the window. Maybe I would see a ghost disappearing into a cupboard. Instead, all I saw was Mommy looking surprised and excited, and Seth talking on the telephone. He wore a big grin on his face, and he made a thumbs-up sign at Mommy.

“What is it, Mommy?” I asked in an indoor voice. (Grown-ups are always telling me to use my indoor voice.) Andrew and I stood next to Mommy.

Mommy smiled and put her finger to her lips. So Andrew and I had to stand there, burning with curiosity, until Seth got off the phone.
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Finally he hung up. He turned to us with a big smile and held out his arms.

“Well, what do you say we all take a little vacation?” he asked.

“Whaaat?” said Andrew and I.

“That was Granny Engle on the phone,” explained Seth. (Granny is Seth’s mother. She is my stepgrandmother. She lives in Nebraska. Oh — I guess stepgrandmothers are another thing I have two of.)

“How is she?” I asked.

“She is terrific,” said Seth. “Especially since she has just won a trip for four to a dude ranch in Colorado!”

My mouth fell open.

“Granny entered a raffle at a fair,” Seth continued. “She won the grand prize, which is a trip for four people to a dude ranch for a week. As a special gift, she wants to send the four of us. She will go too and pay her own way. We will be leaving very soon.”

“Cool!” I said.

“It does sound like fun,” said Mommy.

“What is a dude ranch?” asked Andrew.

“A dude ranch is a place where you can ride horses and live like a real old-time cowboy,” explained Mommy.

“Oh, boy!” I shouted. I just love horses. I even have a pony of my own: Blueberry. He lives at a nearby farm. Then I thought of something. “But there are no school vacations coming up,” I said. “How can I go?” For a moment I was afraid that my little-house family would go without me.

“I will have to call Ms. Colman,” said Mommy. “We will ask for special permission to miss school. You will have to make up all the work you miss,” she warned me.

“Oh, boy!” I shouted again. I started to jump up and down. I did not mind the idea of making up all the work. I was too excited about being a real cowgirl!

*  *  *

For the next few days, everything was in a whirlwind as we got ready to go. Ms. Colman gave me permission to miss five days of school. But she gave Mommy a big stack of worksheets for me to fill out. And I had a special assignment: I was supposed to keep a travel journal of my trip and share it with the rest of the class when I returned.

“Okay,” I told her. “That sounds like fun!”

“I am glad, Karen,” said Ms. Colman. “I hope you have a wonderful time.” Ms. Colman is a gigundoly nice teacher.

I have to tell you that the other two Musketeers were not as happy about my trip as I was. I wished I could take them with me, but I could not.

“I will miss you,” I told Hannie and Nancy. “I will send you postcards. And show you pictures when I get home.”

“We will miss you too,” said Hannie.

“But we will try to keep busy while you are gone,” said Nancy. “And when you get back, it will be time for us to make our Halloween costumes!”

“That is right,” I said. “By the time I get back, I am sure I will have a terrific idea for my costume.” The Three Musketeers hugged.
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A Long Way to Colorado

“Up and at ’em, Karen!” Seth said, switching on my overhead light. I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. Outside my window, it was still dark. “What time is it?”

“Five-thirty in the morning,” Seth said. “We have a plane to catch at seven. So as we cowboys would say — saddle up, partner, it is time to hit the trail.”

*  *  *

“Yee-haw!” Andrew hollered. “Giddyap, Thunderbolt!”

I pushed the luggage cart, with Andrew on top of the pile of suitcases, through the airport terminal. “Ride ’em, cowboy!” I yelled. “Hang on, this bronc is going to buck!”

I slammed on the brakes and jerked the cart from side to side. Andrew whooped and shouted and clutched at the suitcases beneath him.

“Karen! Andrew!” Mommy said sharply. “Do not play roughly in the airport. Andrew, get down from there. Karen, bring the cart over here. It is time to check our bags.”

Andrew clambered down, and I pushed the cart to the man in a red jacket and cap. We would be boarding our plane to Colorado in just a few minutes. I was so, so excited!

*  *  *

“May I have more gum, please?” I asked Seth as the plane took off. Seth handed me a stick. I have found that chewing gum on an airplane keeps my ears from getting that yucky underwatery feeling. One stick will do, but three or four is more fun.

I chewed busily and looked around the cabin. (“Cabin” is what the flight attendants call the inside of a plane. This would make more sense if the plane were made of logs.) I adjusted the overhead air-spray-nozzle thingy. I switched my overhead light on and off. I looked out the window. We were in the middle of some clouds, so there was nothing to see. I think clouds are more interesting on the ground, when they are fog.

“I am becoming bored,” I announced.

“Read one of your books,” said Mommy.

“Okay.” I dug out my backpack, which I had stowed (“stowed” is another flight-attendant word) beneath the seat in front of me. I brought out Danny, the Champion of the World. That is a book by Roald Dahl. It is about a boy whose father poaches pheasants. It is very good. I have read it four times.

After awhile I put down Danny. I was getting bored again. Andrew was asleep. I closed my eyes, but I could not sleep.

I decided to look at all the stuff in the seat-back in front of me. (“Seat-back in front of you” is yet another thing flight attendants like to say.) I read the what-to-do-in-case-of-emergency card. I noted the nearest exit. I opened up the barf bag. I pretended to barf into it until Mommy told me to stop. Too bad Andrew was asleep. I decided to do the pretend-barf thing again as soon as he woke up.

I flipped open the airplane magazine, called Soar. It is funny that airplanes have their own magazines. Maybe my school bus should have its own magazine too. I would have to remember to suggest that to the driver when I got home. Most of the airplane magazine was boring. There were articles on places for grown-ups to vacation, how to buy golf clubs, and the different types of caviar. (Caviar is tiny raw fish eggs. People eat them as a treat. Ew.)

Then I came to an article called “John Wayne, King of the Cowboys.” Since I was going to be a cowgirl for the next week, I definitely needed to read this article. It turned out to be very interesting. John Wayne was an old-time movie star. He made movies from the 1930s until the 1970s, when he died. He starred in hundreds of Westerns, including all-time classics like She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, Rio Bravo, and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. There was a picture of him in the magazine. He was wearing a big white cowboy hat, sitting on a horse in beautiful western country. (I sort of recognized him. I thought maybe I had seen him in some commercials on TV.) He looked exactly like what a cowboy is supposed to look like. I could tell why John Wayne was called King of the Cowboys, and I had never even seen any of his movies. I decided that as soon as we got home, I would ask Mommy to rent She Wore a Yellow Ribbon. I liked the title of that one.

I closed the in-flight magazine, and suddenly I felt like closing my eyes. I pictured meeting real cowboys at the dude ranch. Maybe one of them would look like John Wayne….

*  *  *

I slept until the plane landed and then woke up for the long drive from the airport to the Arrow-A Ranch. That was the name of the ranch where we would be staying. It was three hours away. By the time we arrived at the Arrow-A, the moon was high in the sky and I was ready to go back to sleep.

Seth and Mommy carried Andrew and me to our room in the big ranch house. Mommy tucked me into a twin bed and kissed me good night. Even though I was really excited about being in a new place, I fell asleep right away. A girl can take only so much traveling in one day. Cowgirl adventures would have to wait till morning.
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A Big Cowboy Breakfast

I woke up with sunshine staring me in the face. I was starved. I hopped out of bed and looked around. The room I was in was smallish and pretty, with two twin beds. Andrew was in the other bed, still asleep. I saw three doors. Two were open. Through one door I found Mommy and Seth, already dressed. They were waiting for Andrew and me.

After I pulled on a pair of pink jeans and a pink sweatshirt, Granny walked through the other open door. We all had rooms in one big line. There was also a big, old-fashioned bathroom with a gigundo tub that stood on little feet.

I decided that Andrew should get up.

“Come on, Andrew,” I said, shaking his shoulder. “Time to go rustle up some grub.” Now that I was a cowgirl, I was going to do my best to use Western expressions.

Andrew sat up and said sleepily, “What is for breakfast?”

“Um, I do not know. Maybe in the song ‘Home on the Range,’ cowboys eat beans and bacon. That might be it.”

With Mommy, Seth, and Granny, we left our rooms and headed downstairs. We were staying in a real ranch house. It was very big. Downstairs was one gigundoly huge room. Part of it was a living room and part of it was a dining room and part of it was a kitchen. In the dining room part were two long tables with benches. A big, open kitchen was at one end, with a counter you could see over.

Upstairs was a balcony that went around the second floor like a U. Ten bedrooms were arranged around the U. At the open mouth of the U was a very wide, polished staircase that led down to the living room area.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we followed our noses to the dining area.

“Good morning!” said a friendly-looking woman behind the counter. She had tossed a dish towel over her shoulder. Her blonde hair was pulled into a bun. “I’m Kate — hostess, cook, activities director, and all-around gal Friday.”

I liked her right away. Mommy, Seth, Granny, Andrew, and I took our places at one of the long benches.

I was right! There were beans and bacon. There were also eggs (fried, scrambled, poached, or soft-boiled), grits, oatmeal, pancakes with maple syrup or blueberry syrup, applesauce, biscuits, sausage patties, buttered rolls, juice (orange, apple, or tomato), and for the adults coffee or tea.

“Yum!” said Andrew, spreading butter on a biscuit. I helped myself to a big pile of food and started chewing.

Besides our family, two other families were staying at the ranch. One was a family with two kids — a girl about my age and a boy about Andrew’s. Perfect!

I introduced myself to the girl and boy. I am not at all shy about meeting new people. Their names were Jenny and Phil Webb. Jenny wore glasses (like me) and had curly brown hair (not like me). Phil had a big scab on his elbow (Andrew had one on his knee). Jenny and Phil had arrived at the Arrow-A the night before, just like we had. Their parents were Mr. and Mrs. Webb.

The other family staying at the Arrow-A were Mr. and Mrs. Nemchinov and their son, who was also called Mr. Nemchinov. They were all grown-ups.

“Eat up, everybody!” said Kate, setting two more platters piled high with pancakes and sausages on the table. “A big breakfast is a Western tradition. Does anyone know why?”

“Because doing cowboy stuff makes you hungry?” I called out. I love answering questions.

“That is right,” said Kate, smiling. “Ranch hands work long hours, and they do not always have time to come back to the house for lunch. So they load up at breakfast. Then they wrap a biscuit or two in a handkerchief, slip that in their saddlebag, and eat lunch on the run — or on the hoof, you might say. And that might be all they have to eat until sundown. So do not be timid around the flapjacks and eggs. By noon, you might wish you had eaten more.”

Wow! Eating lunch on horseback! Western life sounded like so much fun, and Kate had (sort of) called all of us at the table “ranch hands.” I helped myself to another flapjack and a third slice of bacon.

The younger Mr. Nemchinov asked if the Arrow-A was still a real working ranch.

“Certainly,” said Kate. “Cattle have grazed this land for over a hundred and thirty years. And there will be cattle here for another hundred years if my husband and I have anything to say about it.”

“How long has the dude ranch been in operation?” asked the older Mr. Nemchinov.

“Why, the Arrow-A has been taking in guests nearly since it was founded,” said Kate. “But I will let my husband tell you the story of the ranch. He is the local historian. And here he is now.”

Everyone turned to see a tall man in a cowboy hat striding into the dining room.

Kate said, “I would like you to meet the owner of the Arrow-A, Mr. Jonathan Wayne.”

Jonathan Wayne tipped his hat. “Howdy, pilgrims,” he said in a deep drawl. “You can call me Jon. Jon Wayne.”

My mouth dropped open. Jon Wayne! The King of the Cowboys!
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Western Riding

“Saddle up, pilgrims,” said Jon Wayne a little while later.

All of us guests had gone to the stables, to be fitted out with horses and ponies to ride. Jon had given each of us kids a riding helmet.

He asked us how much experience we had riding horses. The Nemchinovs kept their own horses back in Maryland, where they lived. Since they were good riders, Jon gave them young, fast, energetic mounts. (“Mounts” is cowboy for horses.) Granny, Seth, and Mommy explained that they had not ridden much, so Jon gave them tamer, more sweet-tempered horses.

“How about you, little lady?” asked Jon Wayne.

Now, I knew he was not the real John Wayne. But this Jon Wayne was pretty darn close. He was very tall, he was very wide, and he dressed like a real cowboy: a Western shirt, a big cowboy hat, faded jeans, cowboy boots, and chaps. His face was almost the color of the leather chairs in the ranch living room. I thought he was fabulous.

“I am very experienced,” I told him. “I have my own pony, Blueberry, and I went to pony camp.”

“Well, then,” drawled Jon, “I reckon I will give you Mud Puddle.”

My pony, Mud Puddle, was beautiful. He was taller than Blueberry and not as fat. His coat was a lovely, shining brown the color of chocolate. His mane and tail were long and silky. I fell in love with him right away. Andrew got a smaller, shaggy, gray pony named Snickers.

The Webbs had some experience riding too. Jon picked out horses for the grown-up Webbs and ponies for the kids. All of the horses and ponies looked calm and happy and well taken care of.

“This trail we will ride on,” said Jon as he swung up into his own saddle, “is wide and easy. It will lead us to a meadow and a stream for the horses to drink from. If anyone gets into a bad patch, give a holler. And you, little fellers,” he said to Andrew and Phil, “you stick close by me.” He winked at them and they grinned.

Then we moved out. I was sitting in my Western saddle, my feet firmly in the wide stirrups. At pony camp, I had learned how to ride with an English saddle, which is much smaller and lighter than a Western saddle. On an English saddle you can really feel the pony beneath you. On a Western saddle, you feel like you are sitting in a La-Z-Boy recliner. But I got used to it quickly.

“It is pretty here,” said Jenny Webb. She was riding behind me. Her mother was behind her.

“Yes, it is,” I agreed. “Where are you from?”

“Mississippi,” said Jenny. She looked around as our ponies slowly and carefully followed the trail. We were winding down a low hill through some trees, but we could still see some tall, beautiful mountains in the distance. Their tops were purple and orange from the sun. Their lower slopes were covered with a fuzzy blanket of green trees. I heard birds calling above me. The air was fresh and cool on my sweatshirt.

“We only have hills in Mississippi,” said Jenny. “No mountains.”

“We do not have any mountains in my part of Connecticut either,” I said. “Just hills. Big hills.”

Up ahead, Jon was pointing out different birds, naming trees, and talking about the local environment.

“Beef cattle are hard on the land,” I heard him say. In the distance we could see hills dotted with brown cows. “They chew up the greenery, pack down the earth, and sometimes uproot trees. That’s why you need much more land per head of cattle than you do for dairy cows.”

Soon we had reached the meadow. We all got off our horses and led them to the stream to drink. The horses seemed to know exactly what to do. They must have been here a lot, I fig — reckoned.

Granny organized my family for some picture taking. Some of us had packed snacks left over from breakfast, and we passed them around. I pulled my travel journal out of my backpack. I uncapped my pen.

I wrote down the names of the birds Jon had pointed out. I wrote down what he had said about beef cattle and dairy cattle. Finally, I wrote this:
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Annie Hancock

I groaned softly. “I am stuffed.”

I was lying on the Native-American-style rug in front of the huge stone hearth in the living room part of the ranch house. We had finished dinner a little while earlier. I confess: I made a pig of myself.

Lying on the floor next to me, Andrew nodded, his eyes closed. Jenny Webb also moaned softly. Her little brother, Phil, just grunted.

Maybe it was being outdoors all day in the fresh air and sunshine. Maybe it was riding horses, then currying them afterward. (Currying is when you sort of do beauty parlor for your horse.) Whatever the reason, we had all been starving at dinnertime. I had piled my plate with cornbread, beans, roast beef, lima beans, salad, stewed corn, mashed potatoes … and fruit cobbler for dessert.

Now I was trying not to think about it.

“Okay, everyone, on your feet!”

I peeped out through half-closed eyes to see Kate Wayne standing above us, a big smile on her face.

“Come on, now, time’s a wastin’!” she said, clapping her hands.

*  *  *

“Oh, I’m just a poor, lonesome cowboy,” we all sang. It was half an hour later. The ranch guests, plus Jon and Kate and a bunch of their ranch hands, were gathered around a big bonfire outside. We had toasted marshmallows (I managed to eat a few) and watched the sunset. Now we were singing cowboy songs. The air was chilly, but the fire was warm. The sky was much more black than it ever looks in Connecticut, and the stars were like diamonds. I made a note to write that down in my travel journal.
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Kate and Jon and the ranch hands were taking turns teaching us Western songs. I was snuggled between my mommy and Jenny Webb, and I felt so, so happy.

“Tell us about the ranch, Jon,” asked Seth a couple of songs later. “How long has it been in your family?”

Jon Wayne stretched his long legs toward the bonfire. “Just about a hundred and twenty years,” he said. “My great-grandfather, Jeremiah Wayne, and his family ended up here because of Colorado silver.”

“Was there a silver rush here?” I asked.

“A small one,” said Jon. “My great-grandfather’s family were drawn by the rush. They bought some land, then started to mine for silver. They found some, but not enough to keep the mine open. Eventually most of the silver hunters moved on. But Jeremiah stayed.”

“Why?” asked Jenny.

“Because he had met a local girl named Annie Hancock,” answered Jon. “My great-grandmother. They fell in love and got married. And Jeremiah decided to stay here and raise beef cattle.”

“What a romantic story,” said Mommy. “And have there been Waynes here ever since?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Jon. “When Great-grandfather Jeremiah and Annie ran the place, they had the healthiest cattle in the county. Our hands were the best paid and happiest cowboys too. Seems Annie was a genius at the bow and arrow — people came from far and wide to see her shoot, and soon Jeremiah and Annie had the idea of putting those folks up in the ranch house. That’s how the dude-ranch operation started up. It was the golden age of the Arrow-A.”

The bonfire crackled then. I thought about eating another marshmallow.

“Things looked a little shaky after Jeremiah died,” Jon continued. “Annie had to sell off some of the land to keep the ranch going. She did what she had to do, but I believe it took something out of her. The story is, she was never the same after that. Eventually, my grandfather inherited the land. He is the one who told me, when I was a boy, about his parents, Annie and Jeremiah. In time, when my old grandpa died, the Arrow-A belonged to my father. And it became mine last year, when my father passed away.”

I looked at our host. I thought Jon Wayne looked sad.

I wondered whether he was sad thinking about Annie having to sell some of the land, and not ever being the same. Or whether he was sad because his grandfather, who told him all those great stories when he was a boy, had died long ago. Or because he was thinking about his own father, who had died the year before. Or because of all those things.
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Western Fishing

The next day was a non-horseback riding day. Over breakfast, Kate explained that we greenhorns had to give our legs a chance to recover from the first day of riding. And she was right! My legs were so, so achy from gripping Mud Puddle’s back all afternoon.

Mommy and Seth came hobbling down to breakfast looking as if they needed crutches. “We will be okay,” Seth assured Andrew and me. “We just need a few minutes, and a couple of cups of coffee, to work out the cricks.”

It is amazing how coffee perks up grownups. By the time Mommy and Seth stood up from the breakfast table, they were almost able to bend their knees.

That morning, Jon Wayne led us guests across the meadow that spread out behind the house, down to a little river. Piled on the bank were tackle boxes, pairs of tall rubber boots called waders, and fishing poles of several lengths. Jon explained that he would teach fly-fishing to those who wanted to learn. Everyone else could do regular fishing if they wanted, or they could just laze by the bank and watch the river. Granny, Mommy, and Seth wanted to try their hands at fly-fishing. I decided I would watch them for awhile.

Fly-fishing is very, very difficult! It is more than just sticking a worm on a hook (ugh to that, by the way) and dropping the hook in the water. No. With fly-fishing, you use a complicated knot (called a fly, because it looks like a fly) as bait, and you sort of flick your fly and hook over the surface of the water. Using the fly, you try to tease the fish in the water until one of them gets so angry that it leaps up and bites the hook just to show you who is boss. Then you reel it in.

After a few minutes, Jon caught a nice little trout, which he unhooked and threw back in the water. “Catch and release,” he called it. “It is better for the river, and for the fish.” Then Jon tipped his hat and said, “You will have to excuse me now, folks. I need to go see about a sick calf.” He tipped his hat again and walked back toward the house.

I was sorry to see Jon go. He was a lot of fun, and he knew so much about Western things. But he was a cowboy, after all, and not just a dude-ranch host, so he had cowboy jobs to do as well.

I watched Granny, Mommy, and Seth fly-fish for awhile. They were not very good at it. Their lines kept getting tangled up. They did not catch (or release) anything.

I walked downstream a little way, to where Andrew, Jenny, and Phil were skipping stones across a bend in the river. We played in the water together, looking for fish and rocks and interesting hidden things. Jenny found a rock that looked exactly like an arrowhead. We went exploring down the river. We knew we could not get lost, because to find our way home all we had to do was turn around and walk upriver again. After lunch back at the ranch, Jenny taught us to play sardines. It is a kind of hide-and-seek game in which one hider and the seekers all have to crowd into the hiding place once they find the hider. It was fun! Then we went on a nature hike, and identified seven different kinds of trees and collected their leaves. It was another glorious day at the Arrow-A.
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Western Archery

On Tuesday morning I bounded out of bed early. “Up and at ’em, pardner,” I yelled, whacking Andrew on the shoulder.

“Aughhh!” cried Andrew, sitting up, wide-eyed. “You made me have a nightmare. I thought something had come to get me.”

I laughed and threw Andrew his jeans. “Do not be silly, little feller. You did not have time to have a nightmare. Come on! I smell bacon.”

Well, let me tell you: The adventure never stops at the Arrow-A. After we filled up on a big cowboy-style breakfast, Kate told us about the day’s activities.

“For grown-ups, there is a challenging trail ride,” she told us. “It includes a packed lunch, because you will not be back until the middle of the afternoon. You will see some of the West’s most beautiful scenery, though. For the rest of us, a day of fun has been planned. First we will take a short ride to a beautiful nearby rock formation. Then we will have to start getting ready for our big Western hoedown on Saturday night.”

A hoedown? That sounded gigundoly fun.

“What is a hoedown?” asked Phil.

“It is like a party and a dance and a barbecue all at once,” answered Kate.

“Oh, boy!” I shouted.

Mommy and Seth decided to go on the challenging trail ride. Granny decided to stay with us. I was glad. The younger Mr. Nemchinov went on the trail ride, but his parents stayed. And Mrs. Webb went, while the other Webbs stayed.

After the trail riders left, the rest of us met in the barn and saddled our mounts. Kate and three of the ranch hands led us down a narrow trail. We crossed a shallow stream to a rocky area. Kate pointed out a rock formation that looked like a medieval tower. She said smugglers used to use it as a lookout point. Cool!

Nearby was a small clearing, and we all got off our horses.

“Okay, now,” said Kate. “You all know Larry, Punkie, and Bill, right?”

“Right,” I called. They were the ranch hands who had come with us.

“Well, Larry is an expert with a rope,” said Kate. “Punkie can’t be bested with the bow and arrow. And Bill is our resident champion square dancer. They are here to offer lessons to anyone who wants to learn. As for me, I’ll be heading back to whip up some lunch in the kitchen. All right?”

“All right!” we cried. Jenny even punched her fist in the air.

“Okeydokey,” said Larry with a big smile. “Who wants to learn some ropin’?”

The rest of the day flew by. We all ended up taking turns learning roping, archery, and square dancing. (Archery is when you use a bow and arrow.) At noon we returned to the ranch for a quick lunch and then went right back to our lessons.

Andrew took to the roping right away. Larry showed him how to make a slidey kind of knot. Then he swung the rope in a circle over his head, let it out, and it sailed toward whatever he wanted to rope. Larry said the rope-circle is called a lasso or lariat. Cowboys usually use lassos to capture runaway cows or ponies. Andrew was using his lasso to capture —

“Hey!” I said as the rope settled down over my head.

Andrew giggled and set me free. For the rest of the day, he lassoed everything: fence posts, me, Phil, and even Beany, the Waynes’ basset hound, who simply could not escape fast enough.

“I am the king of the lariat!” crowed Andrew.

As for me, I became queen of the bow and arrow. I do not want to brag, but I have to tell you, I was a natural with the bow and arrow. Punkie lent me a smaller bow than his, and I was using only rubber-tipped safety arrows, but still. I almost always hit what I aimed at.

“I am just like Annie Hancock,” I said happily as I knocked over my fifth tin can.

“You do have a natural talent,” agreed Punkie.

I think Granny liked the square-dance lessons best. We all had a great time learning how to do-si-do, swing our partners, and turn. By the time Mommy and Seth limped in after their trail ride, the rest of us were ready for the hoedown, only four days away.

“Guess what, Mommy!” I cried. “I know how to shoot a bow and arrow!”

“That’s wonderful, honey,” said Mommy, sounding tired. She eased herself down into a big, puffy chair and groaned a little bit.

“Did you have a nice ride?” asked Granny.

“Oh, it was lovely,” said Mommy. “But I am afraid it was a little too much riding for me. I need to go soak in a hot tub.”

“Did you tell everyone what we saw?” asked Seth, sitting gingerly on the edge of the couch.

“Oh, we saw two gray wolves,” said Mommy, her eyes lighting up. “They were beautiful, just like silver shadows. And Mrs. Webb thought she may have seen a cougar.”

“Cougars are very rare around here,” said Jon, taking off his cowboy hat. “But you do see the occasional wolf.”

I looked at Andrew. His eyes were wide and blue.

“Wolves?” he whispered. “And a cougar?”
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Western Dancing

Sometimes I forget that Andrew is only four going on five. Most of the time he seems almost as old as me. There are times, though, when he seems a lot younger than me. One of those times was right after dinner that evening. We were in our room getting ready for our line-dancing lessons. I had changed into a pair of leggings and a T-shirt. Andrew was sitting on his bed, looking out of the window at the wide, black Colorado sky.

“Karen?” he said. “I think I will stay up here instead of going to the dance lessons.”

“Andrew,” I said firmly, “I know what is bothering you. But I promise you that no wolf or cougar will come into the ranch house when it is chockful of people line-dancing to loud music. Now, come on.”

Andrew went downstairs with me.

*  *  *

If you have never line-danced before, you do not know that it is gigundoly fun. It is kind of like square dancing, except you all dance in a long line, instead of in a square.

“Mommy, come on!” I called as I sashayed forward and back to the music.

Mommy was perched carefully on the couch. She smiled and waved her hand. I think maybe she was still a little sore from riding. In fact, almost all of the grown-up guests who had gone on the challenging trail ride were either in their rooms or sitting out the line dancing. Since I had been busy all day long, I started to get tired too. I flopped down next to Seth on the couch. He winced.

“Sorry,” I said.

“It is okay, honey. It is not your fault I am sore all over.”

“Maybe you should take some Motrin,” I suggested, just the way Mommy does when I do not feel well. “And a hot bath.” It was fun pretending I was the mommy, and Seth and my real mommy were the children. “Then you can go right to bed.”

“That sounds good.” Mommy moaned. “Is everyone ready to go to bed?”

Andrew and I nodded, and I stood up. All of a sudden, over the loud music, we heard a long, ghostly howl. Then another howl started up, over the first one. Then another. It was a chorus of spooky howls.

Andrew froze, his eyes wide and frightened. I saw him look quickly toward the front door and the back door and the kitchen door. “Wh-what was that?” he whispered, his face white.

Maybe it was Western ghosts! I had been hoping for an extra-spooky Halloween this year. Maybe I would have one.

“I do not know,” I said excitedly. “Jon, do ghosts haunt the ranch?”

Jon laughed. He turned off the music, then sat next to Andrew. He patted Andrew on the shoulder, just as the long, low howls started again. All the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. It was great!

“Nope, sorry,” said Jon. “I do not want to disappoint you, Karen, but those are ordinary, everyday wolves.”

“Wolves?” squeaked Andrew, grabbing Jon’s sleeve.

Jon did not seem to mind. “Yessir, wolves. Gray wolves. They howl at night sometimes. They are talking to one another — asking how their day went, I guess.”

“You should chase the wolves away from here,” said Andrew.

“Oh, no, I would not want to do that. Many people are afraid of wolves, it is true. But wolves are not all bad. In fact, the gray wolf is endangered. People have been working hard to make sure wolves are protected.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Years ago,” said Jon, “many ranchers tried to get rid of all the wolves in the area. Now, it is true that sometimes wolves will steal a calf or an injured cow. But the ranchers found that without the wolves, the rest of nature got out of balance. For instance, wolves help keep the deer population in check. Without wolves, deer become too numerous. They eat down the vegetation, causing the land to suffer. Without trees and bushes to build their nests in, birds become endangered. Like any other animal, wolves help to keep nature working right.” Jon smiled down at Andrew.

“We are lucky to hear those wolves,” Jon continued. “Sometimes we do not hear one here at the ranch for weeks on end. That is because wolves are more scared of humans — even small humans — than we are of them. They would rather steer clear of us and the places we live. How about listening again — shhhh.”

Everyone grew quiet as could be. Andrew had a listening-hard expression on his face.

Outside, the wolves howled again, more faintly this time. They sounded farther away than they had the first time we had heard them. The howls faded, until we could not hear them anymore.

Andrew smiled. “Sounds like they went away.”

Jon nodded. “Sounds like it.” He gave Andrew’s shoulders a squeeze. “Maybe, if you are lucky, they will come back soon, and you will get to hear them one more time before you leave.”

“I hope so,” said Andrew, yawning. “I cannot wait to tell all my friends at home that I heard real live wolves. Good night, everyone,” he said as he went upstairs to our room.

As I followed him, I overheard Mommy say to Jon, “Thank you so much for reassuring Andrew.”

I turned around and gazed at Jon. Jon Wayne really was the King of the Cowboys.
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Jon Wayne’s Problem

On Wednesday morning I was itching to ride Mud Puddle again.

“Oohhhh.” Mommy moaned when I asked her to go riding with me. Mommy was eating breakfast standing up at the big kitchen counter. Seth was standing next to her, and so was the younger Mr. Nemchinov and Mrs. Webb. None of them could sit down after their six-hour ride the day before.

“I’d like to go riding too,” said Jenny.

“Oohhh.” Mrs. Webb moaned.

“I will go with you,” said Mr. Webb.

“You can go with me this morning, if you like,” said Jon, gulping down some black coffee. “I have to ride fence a little bit. No problem if you want to tag along.”

“I do! I do!” I shouted, jumping up and down.

“Me too!” said Jenny. So it was decided.

Granny said she would stay home with Andrew and Phil. Andrew wanted to work on his roping skills. I decided I would practice my archery later in the afternoon. But first I had a date with a horse.

Twenty minutes later I was in my La-Z-Boy Western saddle, sitting high on Mud Puddle’s back. Jon was on his big brown-and-white horse. I was behind him, Jenny was behind me, and Mr. Webb was behind her. We were riding slowly on a narrow trail toward what Jon called the east pasture.

“Riding fence means I have to ride alongside some of our fencing and check to see whether it needs repair,” explained Jon. “If I see a broken section, I make a note of it. Then my men and I come back to repair it.”

“It is a lot of work to keep a ranch running,” I said thoughtfully.

“Yes, it is,” said Jon. “I never realized how hard my grandfather and father worked to run this place. Until last year, I was only the ranch foreman — not the boss in charge of everything. This past year has been a lot of hard work.”

“Tell me more about Annie Hancock,” I said as we rode along.

“I never knew her, of course,” said Jon. “Most of what I know about her, my grandfather told me when I was little. Annie was his mother, and he adored her. He used to tell wonderful stories about her.”

“Like what?” I asked. I was not trying to be nosy. I am just curious. I like to know about everything.

“Well, stories about what a terrific shot she was with her bow and arrow,” said Jon. “Stories about how she could hit anything she aimed at — a leaf, a target, a spot on the ground…. What I remember best was the way Granddad always seemed to think she could do anything she set her mind to — shooting arrows, herding cattle, running a dude ranch.”

We rode along peacefully for a few minutes. It was a beautiful Colorado day. Everything felt so different from Connecticut. The birds were different, the trees were different, my saddle was different. I liked being Cow-girl Karen. I wondered if this was how Annie Hancock had felt.

“Yes, Annie could do anything,” Jon said after he had checked a length of fence. “So could Granddad. So could my dad.” He straightened up and smiled at me, but it looked as if his eyes did not know his mouth was smiling. “Me, I am not so sure about.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jenny. “You are the best!”

“I was a good ranch foreman,” said Jon, swinging back up into his saddle. “And sometimes I think I am good at running a dude ranch. But I am not sure I can do both.”

He rode on ahead. I let Mud Puddle slow up a bit, until I was riding next to Jenny. I looked at her, and she looked at me.

“Jon seems sad,” said Jenny.

“I know,” I replied. “He should not be sad. He is a great dude-ranch host! And he seems great at running the ranch.”

“He can do both,” agreed Jenny.

“But how can we convince him?” I asked. Suddenly, I felt as if we needed to. But I was not sure how. I would have to think about it.
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The Granny Chair
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The Ghost Town

“I do not want to go to a ghost town,” said Andrew firmly on Thursday morning.

“There are no real ghosts, Andrew,” said Mommy, taking another bite of flapjack.

“It is just called a ghost town because people used to live there, but no one does anymore,” explained Kate as she brought a bowl of fruit salad to the long table. “Nowadays, although no one lives there, it is still a fascinating place. You can visit an old-fashioned general store, a saloon that serves lunches, and a doctor’s office preserved as a museum. It is really worth visiting.”

“Come on, Andrew,” I said. “We will ride there in stagecoaches!”

“All right,” said Andrew. “As long as there are no real ghosts.”

*  *  *

Twenty minutes later, Jenny and I were waiting for the stagecoach to be brought to the front of the ranch house.

“There it is!” I cried, pointing.

The stagecoach could hold six people inside, plus the driver and another person outside, up high. Jenny, Mommy, Granny, Andrew, Mrs. Webb, and I rode inside. Jon drove, with Mr. Nemchinov (the younger one) sitting beside him. Everyone else rode in an open wagon, on benches. The wagon and the stagecoach were pulled by four horses each.

“Giddyap!” I heard Jon call, and we were off.

Well. If you have never ridden in a stage-coach (and I bet you have not), then you probably do not know that it is not as comfy as it looks. In fact, it is the bounciest, jounciest, teeth-rattlingest ride you can imagine! After just a few minutes I felt as if all my bones were coming unglued. And we were sitting on thickly padded seats! You see, the stagecoach has big wooden wheels, so you feel every single rock, pebble, dip, puddle, and bunch of grass that you roll over!

“How much farther?” asked Andrew. “I am starting to feel carsick. I mean stagecoach-sick.”

“Not much farther,” Mommy assured him. “I think we are almost there.”

The ghost town, which was called Wayne Junction, sat just outside the ranch property. It did not look like a real town — more like a movie set. I saw two rows of old buildings, lining a dusty, dirty unpaved road. The whole thing could not have been more than three blocks long.

“As you see, it is impossible to get lost here,” said Jon. “You may look around, have lunch at the saloon, and shop. We can meet back here at one o’clock.”

“Ugh.” I groaned, rubbing my back. “I think I would rather walk back to the ranch. I do not want to ride in that stagecoach again!”

Mommy laughed and rubbed my back where I could not reach. “Here is the general store,” she said. “How about seeing what is inside?”

The general store was not a ghost store. Inside, it was jam-packed with a million and one cool things. It looked just like it did back in the 1870s (a sign said so). I saw wooden barrels of pickles and crackers, sacks of flour and sugar and salt, glass jars of penny candies, and that is not all. There were saddles and bridles and yokes and plows and bolts of cloth. Hams were hanging from the ceiling. I saw tins of coffee and tea. I did not know where to look first.

There were also some new-timey things: postcards, packets of aspirin and Pepto-Bismol, sunscreen. I bought some postcards to send to the other two Musketeers and to my big-house family.

Andrew and I each bought cowboy hats with some money Mommy had given us. Andrew’s was red and mine was white. Andrew also bought himself a silver sheriff’s badge.
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Then we went next door to the barbershop. Everything had been left just the way it used to look, as if the barber would be back any minute. Besides all the hair-cutting things, there were some dentistry tools. Seth read us a sign explaining that in the old West, the barber was often the dentist too. He would cut your hair, then pull your sore teeth — with no pain-killing shot! Yikes, I thought.

Next came the doctor’s office museum, which had all sorts of interesting things in it. Medicine back in the old days was pretty gross. You know the expression “bite the bullet”? You say that if something bad happens but you just have to put up with it anyway. In the old days, doctors used to operate on patients sometimes with no painkillers, and the patient would be given a bullet to bite on. Well, at the Wayne Junction museum I saw a bullet with tooth marks on it! I am not kidding. That is how hard the patient was biting when the doctor was doing whatever he was doing (and I do not even want to think about what that was).

As much as I love the cowboy days, seeing those tooth marks made me so, so glad I was born in modern times.

I wrote in my journal about the barbershop and the tooth-marked bullet and the saloon (where we had yummy hamburgers and root beer on tap for lunch) and the old broken-down spooky abandoned houses and stables. Wayne Junction was the perfect ghost town.
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The Haunted Mine

After lunch, we piled into the stagecoach and wagon again and headed back to the Arrow-A. I rode in the wagon this time, with Seth, Andrew, Jenny, Mommy, and the Nemchinovs. Punkie was our driver. This time Jon took a different route home, the long way around a big flat-topped hill. Jon called the hill a butte. He pronounced the word like this: byoot. That is what they call a flat-topped hill in the West.

The road curved around close to the butte. When we were at the base of it, Jon pulled the stagecoach team to a stop. Punkie stopped the wagon. Everyone hopped down.

“We are back on Arrow-A land now,” said Jon. “The ranch house is on the other side of this butte, about a mile and a half away. But right here before us is the most important piece of the Arrow-A’s history.”

I looked around. I did not see anything except the side of a steep rocky hill and scrubby grass and bushes on the ground.

“Step this way, everyone,” said Jon, motioning to us. He disappeared behind a large boulder. We followed him.

On the other side of the boulder, I saw an opening in the hillside — a sort of cave, with big squared-off logs set around the edges. A miniature train track, maybe three feet wide, led into the cave.

“This is the silver mine that Annie Hancock’s father, my great-great-grandfather, built,” Jon explained. “There was not enough silver to make him a rich man. But there was enough so his family could buy a small piece of land and start their ranch. It is thanks to this hole in the ground that I am a rancher today.”

“Can we go in?” I asked. The old mine looked spooky — all dark and lonesome — but really neat.

“Yup,” said Jon. “Though of course you cannot go in very far. It was boarded up over eighty years ago, to prevent anyone from going in and getting lost or hurt. Even I have never been past the entrance, though I tried to explore many a time, when I was about your age.” Jon winked at me and smiled.

I smiled and winked back. Then cautiously, with the others, I walked into the mine, following the little railroad tracks down a gentle slope into the darkness.

Heavens to Betsy, was it spooky! Black and musty and echoey and damp and chilly. As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I could make out words carved into the timbers holding up the mine. One of them said JONATHAN WAYNE 1965.

“I put that there when I was a little bit older than you,” Jon said from behind me.

“Gosh,” I said.

About twenty feet in, we came to the end of the shaft. Big rocks, piled up against huge logs jammed in every which way, blocked the tunnel. The light from the entrance behind us was pretty faint. This was the spookiest place of all.

“I bet there are ghosts down here,” I said, only half kidding. “The ghosts of miners who were killed in cave-ins.”

Jon laughed. “Sorry to disappoint you, but we never had any cave-ins here. No miners were ever killed at the Arrow-A. But the old ranch hands do say there might be a ghost who haunts the mine.”

“Really?” I said.

In the weak light I saw Jon nod. “They say my great-grandmother — Annie Hancock Wayne — haunts the mine,” he said. “No one knows why she haunts this place. I do not believe it, exactly, myself. But on the other hand, you never know. Maybe Annie is here with us now.”

I shivered. A haunted mine! And a mystery — why would Annie haunt it?
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Western Rain

When we got back to the ranch, it was cool and cloudy. I visited Mud Puddle in the paddock and told him about my morning. He looked very interested. After that, I had a snack of Kate’s delicious homemade apple pie, then practiced my archery behind the house. Saturday was the hoedown, and I wanted to be sharp for the show.

Again and again I fitted my rubber-tipped arrow into my Karen-sized bow. Again and again I shot my arrow toward a plastic target tied to a tree. I am not bragging, but most of the time I hit the target. Many times I even hit the bull’s-eye! Sometimes I did miss completely, though. Then I just gathered up my arrows and started all over again. I wanted to be as good as Annie Hancock. She was so good that people would come from all over the county just to see her shoot.

While I was practicing, the clouds grew thicker and darker. Soon it was drizzling. Then it started to pour. The ranch hands put all the horses safely in the barn. I put away my bow and arrows. Upstairs in my room, I wrote in my diary.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Downstairs, I played six games of checkers with Andrew. He won two. I won four.

Then Jenny and I sat on the covered porch, watching the rain fall in great gray sheets across the valley. The sky is so much bigger in Colorado than it is in Connecticut. It was beautiful, watching the rain, but a person can only watch the rain for so long. Soon I turned to Jenny and said, “I am bored.”

“Me too,” said Jenny.

We went inside to see what the others were doing. Some people were in their rooms, napping. Mommy, Seth, Granny, and Jon were playing cards. Andrew and Phil were playing checkers.

“Hello, girls,” said Kate from behind the kitchen counter. “What are you up to?”

“That is the problem,” I said. “We are not up to much. Do you have any ideas about what we could do?”

“Well, let me think,” said Kate, tapping her finger against her chin. “We have some old jigsaw puzzles around here.”

Jenny and I said (politely) that we were not in the mood for jigsaw puzzles.

“Do you girls like to read?” asked Kate.

“Sure,” I said. “I love books. But I have already read the ones I brought, and Jenny’s too.”

“I have read mine and Karen’s also,” added Jenny.

“Did you know we have a library in this house?” Kate asked.

“Really?” I said. “A whole library?”

“It is not as big as a regular public library,” said Kate. “But guests often bring books and leave them, and we save those books for the new guests. Why, by now we must have hundreds. Including lots that I am sure two seven-year-old girls would be interested in. Let me show you where we keep them.”

Kate led us to a room on the second floor, tucked between a linen closet and one of the bedrooms. It was a small room, but it was lined with shelves from floor to ceiling. On the shelves were books and papers and stacks of photographs and magazines and all sorts of stuff.

“The library is kind of messy,” Kate said. “But finding something interesting will be fun. You can pretend you are on a treasure hunt.”

“We will!” I said as Kate went back downstairs. This was the perfect thing to do on a rainy afternoon.
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The Real Annie Hancock

Jenny and I found all kinds of neat things in the Arrow-A library. Life magazines from the 1960s (with pictures of hippies, crew-cut astronauts, and ladies with helmet hairdos). Lots of grown-up books with covers showing bare-chested, long-haired muscle men grabbing women who looked as if they were about to faint. Lots and lots of books by someone named Zane Grey with cowboys on the covers. A stack of ancient (1979 through 1992) National Geographic magazines.

There were kids’ books too, though most of them were way too old-fashioned. One was called Talks for Girls, by the Reverend Aloysius Roche. It was published in 1932. It was all about how girls should be cheerful, polite, clean, and honest. Really! Who would go around thinking you should be grumpy, rude, filthy, and dishonest? Not even Pamela Harding, my best enemy back home, would say that.

Finally Jenny found a stack of Nancy Drews. I had read a couple of Nancy Drews already, and so had Jenny. We took down the stack (there were eight of them) so we could read the titles and try to remember whether we had read them before.

Then I noticed something on the shelf, underneath where the Nancy Drews had been. It was a folder with some old news clippings. One was about Annie Hancock.

“Look!” I said. “Here is a newspaper article about Jon’s great-grandmother.”
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The clipping was from 1972. The article explained that 1972 was the one-hundredth anniversary of Annie Hancock’s birth. It mentioned how famous she had been for her archery. It quoted some old people who still remembered Annie, and what a wonderful host she had been at the Arrow-A Ranch. Last, it mentioned a man named Horace Brigham, a historian who was researching Annie’s life for an article for the county historical society.

I looked through the folder. Mr. Brigham’s article was not in it. I wanted to find out more about Annie Hancock.

“Time to be Nancy Drew,” I said to Jenny.

“Yes,” she said. “But how can we get that article? Even if we knew where the county historical society building was, which we do not, we could not get there.”

“Maybe not,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows. “Then again, maybe we can.”

*  *  *

“May we log on to the Internet, please?” I asked Kate a few minutes later. “There is a Web site I want to show Jenny. A kids’ site,” I added.

I was being cheerful and polite. And I was pretty clean. But I was not being totally honest. (The Reverend Roche would not approve.) I did want to show Jenny a Web site. But it was not a kids’ site. I was hoping the county historical society ran a Web site. I knew Kate and Jon were connected to the Web, because I had seen their computer earlier.

“Sure,” said Kate. “I will help you log on.”

Kate did, and then she left us alone. I started a search for the county historical society. (Kristy had showed me how to do searches. It is a very handy thing to know.) Bingo! I clicked on the link and called it up. Sure enough, the historical society had put some of its papers on-line, including one by … Horace Brigham! And the paper was entitled … “Annie Hancock Wayne: Pioneer All Her Life.”

After asking permission, Jenny and I printed out a copy of the article and logged off. Then we rushed back to the library with the printout.

Mr. Brigham’s article described how Annie had come west with her family from Tennessee when she was nine years old. They had settled on a small plot of land near what is now the Arrow-A Ranch when, one day, little Annie was playing in a cave and picked up a solid silver nugget the size of her thumb.

That nugget set off a silver rush that brought prospectors from all over the world to this part of Colorado. With the money from the nugget, Annie’s family was able to buy most of the land that now made up the Arrow-A Ranch. As a special present, Annie’s parents bought her a fancy bow-and-arrow set, which Annie had always wanted. Just as Jon had told us, they named the ranch — the Arrow-A, for Arrow Annie — after her.

Soon after, Annie met Jeremiah Wayne, whose family had come to Colorado in the silver rush. The Waynes had not found much silver, but they had staked out a small ranch next door to the Arrow-A. When they grew up, Annie and Jeremiah married. The two ranches merged, to become the largest ranch in that part of Colorado. It was only years later, when Annie was an old woman, that she was forced to sell off the part of the ranch that had originally been the Waynes’ property, returning the Arrow-A to its original size.

“Wow!” I said when we finished reading. “That is a great story! Annie herself was the one who started the silver rush —”

“The same silver rush that brought her future husband’s family to Colorado!” finished Jenny.

“Hey!” I said. “Maybe that is why she haunts the mine. It is the place where she found the silver nugget and changed her whole life. If she had not found that nugget, she never would have gotten her fancy bow-and-arrow set and become a famous archer.”

“Her family would never have owned the Arrow-A,” said Jenny.

“She never would have met her husband,” I added. “I am sure that is it. Annie’s ghost is not sad. She haunts the mine because that is where all her happiness began!”
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The Real Jon Wayne
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After breakfast on Friday, Jenny and I met in the library on the second floor. Everyone had already decided what they were going to do that day: Mommy, Seth, and Granny were visiting a nearby artists’ colony, to see some potters and some silversmiths. Seth is an artist with wood, and Mommy makes artistic jewelry, so they were very interested in seeing other people’s work. The Webbs had taken Andrew with them on a short trail ride. (Mrs. Webb groaned when she got back on her horse, but she did it.) The Nemchinovs headed back to Wayne Junction to do more shopping. Kate had said it was fine if Jenny and I stayed with her. She said she would even go riding with us later.

“Ready?” I asked Jenny now in a whisper.

“Ready!” she answered, and we headed into the library. We were about to put our secret plan into action — our plan to help Jon Wayne decide to remain the host of the Arrow-A. Every time he had talked about the ranch during the past week, he had seemed sad, as if he did not know what to do. He was not sure he was living up to his father’s past, and his grandfather’s. He did not seem sure that he should keep the Arrow-A going. Jenny and I had a plan that we hoped would show Jon that he was doing a great job.

The day before, when we were being Nancy Drew, we had noticed a stack of guest books on one shelf. They were books that went back almost twenty years. In them, guests had written about their visits to the Arrow-A.

Now Jenny and I read through them, looking for certain things. When we found a certain something, we carefully copied it down in a notebook.

That took us almost all morning. Then, at lunchtime, one by one, we talked to the other guests at the Arrow-A. We asked them questions and wrote down their answers.

Later still, Jenny and I went to the stable and asked Punkie and Bill if they would take us riding. While we were riding, Jenny and I interviewed the hands about Jon Wayne. We asked them questions and wrote down their answers. After we got back, we talked to Larry for a long time.

That evening, Jenny and I holed up in the library until bedtime. Kate had given us some construction paper, scissors, and glue. She had also given us permission to cut pictures out of some old magazines. We worked and worked like worker bees until Mommy and Mrs. Webb told us to get ready for bed. By then, we were just about finished with our secret project. It had taken almost all day, but it had turned out great. Jenny and I made secret signs at each other as our mommies led us away. We would put our plan into action the next day — at the hoedown.
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The Wild, Wild West

Saturday was our very last full day at the Arrow-A. On Sunday morning we would all board planes again, to take us back to the places we had come from. I knew that no matter what happened, I would never forget my week at the dude ranch — a whole week of being Cowgirl Karen.

Luckily, Saturday was beautiful and clear. It was a little cooler, as if autumn was finally deciding to settle down here at the Arrow-A. In the morning, my family and I took a nice long ride, saying good-bye to all our favorite places, taking last-minute pictures. I had brought Mud Puddle a whole apple for himself, for being such a good pony.

Then, after lunch, the party began. First, the ranch hands demonstrated their special tricks, while we guests sat on fence rails and whooped and hollered. Punkie, Larry, and Bill showed us some fancy rope tricks, spinning their ropes and jumping in and out of them and lassoing fence posts over their shoulders. Punkie even threw a tin can in the air and lassoed it before it hit the ground.

“I am going to have to practice even more,” said Andrew, looking determined. I sighed. I knew that he would be practicing on me as soon as we got home.

Then four of the ranch hands sang a bunch of songs in a barbershop quartet. That is when four people sing with no music, and make their voices blend and mix in a really neat way. They wore red-striped shirts and bow ties. They were awesome!

Then it was the guests’ turn. We showed what we had learned during the week — whether it was a song, some dancing, some roping, some fly-fishing styles, or … shooting arrows.

I have to tell you, I won the prize for most accurate shot. I was so proud! Seth took a picture of me holding up my certificate, which Jon and Kate had filled out.

After everyone had demonstrated a talent, it was time for the barbecue. The smell of barbecue cooking outside had been driving me crazy all afternoon. Now I piled my plate high, and sat on the porch steps to eat.

I was hardly finished with my plate of seconds when Kate called out, “Swing your partner, folks!”

For the square dance, the furniture had been cleared out of the living room/dining room area on the first floor. A five-piece band was set up at one end, with a guitar, harmonica player, bass fiddle, violin, and accordion. The musicians started playing, and the music was so fun and dancey that I felt as if everyone in the world would have to get up and dance to it.

We wove in and out of our square, going forward and back and around and twirling and dipping and swinging until I could hardly breathe. Granny’s face was flushed, and Mommy was laughing as Seth spun her around. Everyone was smiling and joking and the room was filled with happiness and shining faces. My heart felt as if it would burst.

Then I saw Jenny motion to me.

I sidled over to her.

“Now?” she whispered loudly over the music.

“Now!” I said. And we set our plan in action.
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Annie and Jon — Happy at Last

During a break in the music, Jenny and I dashed to my room, where we had stored Jon’s surprise. Then we ran back to the hoedown and found Jon. He was standing by a punch bowl, ladling “Western Brew” (actually it was cranberry juice and club soda) into a cup.

“Howdy, pilgrims,” Jon greeted us.

“Jon, we must talk to you,” I said in an important voice.

“It is critical that we speak,” added Jenny.

Jon raised his eyebrows. “All right. I can see that you are serious. We should find a quiet place.”

The three of us went into the study off the main room and shut the door. We sat down.

“Now, what did you want to discuss?” Jon asked. “You have been having a good time at the Arrow-A, right?” He looked concerned.

“Of course we have!” I said. “We love the Arrow-A. It is the best dude ranch ever. We are not here to complain — just the opposite.”

“We know that you are not sure you want to keep running the Arrow-A,” Jenny said. “And we think you definitely should.”

I handed Jon the folder of guest-book quotations and interviews with current guests and ranch hands. In our best handwriting, we had copied exactly what some guests had said. Things like, “Thanks to Jon, our stay here was terrific!” Or, “Thank you, Jon, for teaching me how to tie a fly.” And, “I was always scared of horses until I came here. Thank you, Jon.”

The ranch hands had nice things to say too. “Jon was a fine foreman, but he is even better being the big boss,” said Bill. “Jon handles both jobs well,” said Punkie. “If Jon wants to focus on being the dude-ranch host, I will be happy to be ranch foreman,” said Larry. Jenny and I had decorated the folder with cutout pictures of cowboys, cows, flowers, and a sunset. I was tingling with excitement.

“What do we have here?” said Jon, opening the folder.

Jon slowly read through all the pages of the folder. I saw him turn to the last page. There, I had written:
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Then Jenny and I had signed our names.

Jon cleared his throat, then slowly closed the folder. “You girls are mighty sweet to have made this for me,” he said. “And I appreciate what you are trying to do. But the Arrow-A has had its share of sadness over the years. Now, I do not exactly believe that Annie Hancock’s ghost haunts that old silver mine. But I do not exactly not believe it either. I have to wonder if the Waynes would not be better off giving up the land and moving on…. ” His voice trailed off.

“Jon, you are going to be surprised by what I have to show you,” I said, smiling. I handed him the printout of the article by Horace Brigham. “If Annie haunts the mine, it is not because she was sad there. It is because that is where she was happiest.”

Jenny and I waited quietly for a few minutes while Jon read Horace Brigham’s article. “Why, for goodness’ sake!” he murmured.

Finally he put the printout down. “I never knew that Annie’s archery career got started when she found the silver nugget. And I never knew that the land she sold off, when she was an old lady, had not been part of the original Arrow-A. Somehow that makes it less sad. I think you girls are right. If Annie does haunt the mine, it is because it is the place that made her life the wonderful adventure it turned out to be.”

Jenny and I smiled at each other.

Jon said, “Knowing that Annie’s happy memories keep her at the ranch will make me think twice — even three times — about leaving it.”

“Hooray!” Jenny and I shouted. We traded high fives, then gave Jon a huge hug.
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Back East Again

The airplane ride home was so, so sad. We were hardly in the air, and I missed the Arrow-A already.

I did not feel like listening to country music on my little airplane headphones. I did not feel like looking at the pictures Mommy and Seth had taken at the ranch. I did not feel like reading. I did not even feel like pretending to heave into the barf bag.

Andrew looked sad too. He had wanted to hear wolves howling one more time, but they had not returned to the ranch.

“I miss Jon Wayne,” Andrew said.

“Me too,” I replied. I started to tear up a little. “I wish I could live forever at the Arrow-A.”

Mommy patted my leg. “That sure was a fun week. Did you think so too?”

I nodded.

“There will be so much to tell Hannie and Nancy when we get home,” said Mommy.

“Yes,” I said, brightening. “I cannot wait to tell them all about Jon Wayne, the king of the cowboys. And Annie Hancock, who was a pioneer all her life. And about riding the range, and shooting arrows, and square-dancing at the hoedown, and —”

Mommy laughed. “You certainly do have a lot to tell.”

“And the haunted mine!” I finished. “That was the best thing of all, I think. It was so spooky! And hey, that reminds me — Halloween is coming up. And I know just what I am going to dress up as.”

“What will you be, Karen?” Mommy asked.

“I will dress up as Annie Hancock. Not the mine-haunting, ghostly Annie, but the arrow-shooting, ranch-running Annie. No one in Stoneybrook will know who she was, but that is okay. I will look like a cowgirl, and that is a good costume. But I will know that I am not just any cowgirl. I will be Annie Hancock, Queen of the Cowgirls.”

“That is a wonderful idea, Karen,” said Mommy. “And Andrew, do you know what you will dress up as?”

“A wolf!” he replied. “Listen to my howl: Ooh-ooh-arroooooo!”

Just then a flight attendant passed by. “Goodness!” she said. “I believe there is a wolf on this plane.”

Andrew laughed. “No, it was only me! Do not be scared. Wolves are endangered, you know. And they are related to dogs.”

I smiled. I felt better. We were flying back to our home and friends in Connecticut. I had a whole stack of finished worksheets to give to Ms. Colman, as well as my almost-filled-up travel diary. Hannie and Nancy were waiting for me. I hoped that someday I would return to the Arrow-A. But I knew that even if I never got to Colorado again I would always remember the Arrow-A: the things I learned, the friends I made, the land I saw.

I joined Andrew in a loud wolf howl.

And nobody even told us to use our indoor voices.
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