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			To Jacob, Devin and Eamon.

			Just as a fish knows nothing about water, 
we live casually, surrounded by miracles.

			— Bruce P. Brown

			




Part I

Madison, Minnesota

			




Chapter 1

			The only thing twelve-year-old Frankie Spril knew for sure was that his older brother, Sammy, was gone. Never coming back. Drowned at Schuster’s Lake. Eighteen years old, now lying underground on a bluff not far from the Sprils’ house near the edge of town. His older brother, buried in a shiny brown box with big metal handles, the box and Sammy covered with a rounded mound of just plain dirt. Everything else was confusing.

			Nobody said so, but to Frankie the whole thing felt like it was his fault. Of course, everyone was sad about Sammy. However, because Frankie worried about nearly everything, he worried he was not sad enough. After all, he and Sammy didn’t like each other. For three days before the funeral, Frankie spent most of his time propped on two pillows in his dim Madison, Minnesota, bedroom with the curtains drawn against the warm August sun. After the funeral, his father, Marty, wouldn’t talk to him and sat on the front porch, seesawing his rocking chair in short crunches, glowering across Ninth Avenue at the empty Methodist Church parking lot.

			His mother, Alice, said Sammy’s drowning was an accident, yet even she didn’t talk to Frankie much. When she did speak, it was just a whisper as she set Frankie’s bean soup and milk on the bedside table. No sitting on the bed and smoothing Frankie’s hair, just Alice Spril standing in the middle of the room staring at the closed curtains in her faded bathrobe, with her eyes puffy and her long, graying hair afrizz. And when Frankie asked why they had begun the search for Sammy by dragging the lake with big hooks, far out beyond where Sammy fell off the dock and into the water, his mother turned and disappeared down the stairs.

			For goodness’ sake, Frankie had told them exactly where Sammy fell in. Frankie was nearly thirteen years old, but they still wouldn’t believe him.

			Of course, even Frankie had to consider that no one believed him, not just because he was only twelve, but because they thought he was nuts. And that was because nearly a year before Sammy died, Frankie told his family that a nice lady named Doris, who had been dead for over a hundred years, and who, apparently, no one else could see, had come from somewhere no one heard of to help Frankie with all his fears, his wimpiness. “The Frankie Factor,” Sammy called it.

			It was true that Frankie was terrified of animals with hair, so the Sprils couldn’t have a dog. He had strange rashes on his arms with attacks of sneezing and wheezing with the slightest whiff of dust, so Alice hired a housekeeper, a stringy, unpleasant soul who smoked on the porch.

			Frankie would not eat vegetables that had touched meat, which required a set of dinner plates divided into separate food compartments. He delayed family outings with elaborate preparations. He would not leave his room without a picture of his mother wrapped in a plastic bag and his lucky rock in his left pants pocket.

			Frankie was small for his age. With little contortion, he occasionally hid in the space housing the fire extinguisher and cleaning products under the kitchen sink to consider one thing or another of what was happening or could happen. Alice said he just needed time to grow, that Frankie’s Uncle Maury had been shy and didn’t grow much until he was nearly sixteen. Frankie’s father said Frankie should sit up straight at the dinner table and walk with his head up. Sammy said Frankie was a midget and should be in the circus.

			In spite of all this, Frankie thought this dead Doris person had helped with his fears. And now, with Sammy dying and all this gloom after the funeral, Frankie, as usual, was sitting in his bedroom with his heart banging against his ribs. But then he calmed remembering back to almost a year ago when Doris first arrived.

			




Chapter 2

			On one of the thirty-seven days in 2005 that he couldn’t make it to his sixth grade class at Madison Elementary School, Frankie built a small three-legged wire stand from a coat hanger. He fastened the stand to his bedside table with several slices of silver duct tape to prop his mother’s picture upright, so while he was reading or thinking in bed, he could glance over at her and feel safe.

			The next morning had been bright with cool October sun. Frankie slipped Alice’s picture into his pants pocket. He was already late for school because he couldn’t find his lucky rock. His mother had called him three times and came up once to help look. No rock.

			Finally, Frankie worked it out in his head that arranging the books in his backpack just right would somehow make up for the missing rock. So, as quickly and carefully as he could, he arranged them—largest on the bottom, medium in the middle, smallest on top—heaved the backpack to his shoulders and approached his bedroom door. After a deep breath, he crept into the hallway, pulling the door slowly closed until he heard the click of the latch. He looked up and down the hall to assure there were no dragons or other reasons to return to his room for some thinking.

			All clear. He started down the stairs.

			Even in his hurry, today he had been thinking about how his father and mother were not getting along very well and how there had been some shouting and slamming doors and how his brother was a very big person who, if he gave you a big whack, would break something inside of you, and you would have to go to the hospital where they might cut you open and . . .

			“Frankie?” Alice appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on her apron and hustled him toward the table set with a bowl of Cheerios topped with a mound of blueberries.

			He hesitated, staring at the bowl. He was late. He had missed a lot of school. A tall, scary man from school had visited his parents about his absences. Blueberries were OK. Cheerios were OK. But what about the mess in your mouth when they squeezed together? The berries mushing, the Cheerios crunching, all of it gobbed together in a sticky, gluey, purply mess.

			He gagged.

			“Not hungry?” said Alice.

			Frankie looked up. “I’ll get milk at school.”

			“I’ll drive you,” she said, shucking the apron over her head and moving toward the front door.

			“No. Please, no.”

			She pulled up and forced a smile. “Sure. OK.”

			Frankie rumbled down the front stairs. At the bottom he stopped and looked both ways. No one around. He turned right and walked quickly down Ninth Avenue Hill. He turned the corner, staying on the north side of Sixth Street, because on the other side there lived a large, gray-haired dog with googly brown eyes who was kept inside a fence. However, when anyone passed by, the dog barked in a scary way and jumped nearly halfway up the fence, and probably —if he took a run at it—could jump the whole fence and would knock you down on the ground and eat the bouncy part of your Adam’s apple so you wouldn’t be able to sing in music class and . . .

			Frankie walked faster.

			But the nearer he got to school, the more he thought about the missing rock. Why couldn’t he find it? He slowed his pace. His chest felt tight. Maybe he left it on his desk. He panted to breathe. No. Sammy had threatened to throw the rock out the window, so Frankie hid it. Why was Frankie’s breathing so strange? His left pants pocket felt heavy. Maybe the rock was there. He checked. No. He remembered that he hid the rock in a shoe in his closet. Maybe Sammy found it and threw it out the window. He was panting faster. He shouldn’t have started without the rock in the first place. He turned and walked backward toward the school. He could barely breathe, and his hands were tingling. He backed across the street and stopped near the jungle gym, grabbing one of the bars to steady himself.

			He was facing home.

			What if he just took a few steps in that direction?

			His breathing slowed. The next breath was much easier. He stood up straight and stepped toward home. Yes. This was working. No one was around. Everyone was already in Miss Lyman’s class. Miss Lyman was small as a sparrow and talked fast, like a parrot squawking. She might have sent the tall, scary man, who might just be at his house right now scaring his mother, who was alone a lot lately because his father worked late at the sawmill.

			He walked faster.

			He would check on his mother and the rock. This was working out fine. By the time he reached his doorstep, he was breathing normally.

			Alice was watching for him and opened the front door. She looked exhausted. “You OK?”

			Frankie looked around for the tall man. “Just need to check on something.”

			“Can I help?”

			Frankie glanced into the living room. No tall man. He took a deep breath and trudged up the stairs. His climbing slowed, and by the time he reached the top, his legs felt heavy as wet logs. He paused and looked down at his mother.

			“I’m OK,” he said in almost a whisper.

			“Try again tomorrow?” Alice called with a pained look.

			With a sigh, he said, “Sure.”

			He found the rock in his shoe, put it back in the shoe and shucked down to his underwear. He stood Alice’s picture in the stand and propped himself on a pillow at the head of the bed. He tucked into a ball and wrapped his arms around his knees. The morning sun slipped through the Venetian blinds and lay in yellow stripes across his bed. The rest of his class would be playing kickball while he sat wondering if he’d ever be able to go back to school. It wasn’t that he was behind in class. Far from it. Sixth grade was easy. He had taken some tests that showed he could do well even in seventh grade, but his mom held him back. He was already reading grown-up books. He did a lot of reading in his room.

			His teachers told Alice and Marty that when Frankie showed up for school, he was no trouble. He was friendly, and even though he wasn’t there regularly, he was far ahead of his classmates in reading and math. They did say he was shy and sometimes his mind wandered, but they seemed most concerned that he had missed more days than he should, and they told his parents this was not right. That’s when they sent the tall, scary man with practically no hair on his head to talk to his parents. The man carried a large leather notebook in his bony hands and spoke as if he were angry about a fly in his soup or that a dog had peed on his carpet. He sat in Marty’s chair across from Alice, Marty, and Frankie, lined up on the couch in the living room like hens in a coop.

			When Alice pointed out that despite missing school, Frankie was ahead in class, the man became huffy. He pulled out an official-looking paper from his notebook, which he waved in her face as he told her it was a Minnesota state requirement that elementary school children attend—counting lunches—a minimum of 936 hours, which he went on to explain was exactly 156 days of school. No exceptions.

			So Alice told of Frankie’s fears, but the man said none of that mattered and closed his large notebook with a sharp click.

			“No exceptions,” he repeated, arching his thin eyebrows.

			After that there was a long silence, which ended when Marty narrowed his gaze on the man, rose from the couch, leaned close, and said, “Get the hell outta my house.”

			The man stood his tall self up and hustled toward the door with Marty following him as if intending to throw him off the front porch.

			[image: ]

			As for today’s problem with Frankie missing school to hunt for a rock, when Marty came home from work, he huddled Frankie and Alice onto the couch where they stared at the floor. Marty paced in front of them, shaking his head and grumbling that the whole thing—the picture in Frankie’s pocket, Frankie’s many fears, the missing of school, the tall man—was a bunch of hogwash. He stopped and turned to them.

			“Why can’t you all act normal, for God’s sake? If Frankie wants to think things over in his room, that’s where he’ll stay—alone, no visitors—the rest of the day. Maybe tomorrow too.” Marty then stomped off, slammed the front door closed and huffed down the porch stairs. With Alice near tears and Sammy smiling in the hallway, Frankie lumbered up to his room.

			After dinner, Alice slipped away from washing dishes to bring Frankie some bean soup while Marty read the paper downstairs. For her visit, she clicked on the bedside table light, slid his desk chair next to the bed, and sat as Frankie picked at his soup, crackers, and ginger ale.

			Alice leaned toward him to catch his downward gaze and said, “You want to talk?”

			But Frankie wasn’t in a talking mood, so Alice sat until Marty called from the living room, “Alice? Did you order this magazine subscription? Alice?”

			She straightened and left the room.

			With his mother gone, Frankie felt more alone than if she hadn’t come at all. Maybe he would be spending all his life in his bedroom. His mother might visit occasionally, at least for meals, but even after many years, his father probably would never visit. His brother might sneak in and steal Frankie’s special stuff. Of course, even Sammy would never steal his mother’s picture, but the rock was a problem. He got up and checked on the rock in the shoe. He glanced at Alice’s picture in the stand on his bedside table and pulled the chair closer, thinking that in some way, tonight at least, something was looking out for him—even if it was just his mother’s picture and a chair.

			He returned to bed, turned out the table light, sat straight up with two pillows behind his back and closed his eyes. He breathed deeply and calmed, concentrating on the smoothness of his lucky rock. The room was perfectly quiet, until there was a rustling next to the night table.

			He opened his eyes.

			Standing in the dim next to his bedside chair, was a strange woman holding something in one hand.

			“Aaaaa!” Frankie yelled, pushing himself back against the pillows. At this, the woman, too, jerked back, nearly toppling the chair.

			The woman recovered at a distance, smoothed her blouse, and re-approached, raising the paddle-shaped object in her hand.

			Frankie ducked, covered his head with his arms, and yelled, “Don’t bash me! I’m just a little kid!”

			The woman stopped and dropped her hands to her sides. Her shoulders rounded. She looked exhausted. As she moved nearer, apparently not at all a threat, Frankie peeked to see that she appeared young, maybe a few years older than Sammy. She was tall and trim and pretty with bright eyes that even in the shadowy room seemed to smile through her tiredness.

			 He relaxed his arms and noticed she had a small, checkmark nose and smooth cheeks. Two strands of her thick brown hair drooped partly unfastened from a tight bun at the back of her head. She wore a white blouse buttoned to the neck and a black skirt that dropped from a thin waist straight to the floor. In one hand she held a violin. As she slumped into the bedside chair, she cradled the violin in her lap and stared at the floor as if ready to cry.

			Frankie unwrapped himself and leaned toward her. Finally, she tucked the loose hair behind her ears, took a deep breath, and looked up at him. Her brown eyes were lovely.

			“I’m terribly sorry. I’m just no good at this sort of thing. I never have been really.”

			At the sound of her soft voice, Frankie further calmed and said, “Who are you?”

			She brightened some. “Doris. My name is Doris.”

			“Are you going to bash me with your violin?”

			With a tired smile, she replied, “No, no. Nothing like that.”

			“Are you a new cleaning lady?”

			“No. I’m afraid I don’t know much about cleaning.”

			“What are you doing here?”

			She paused, as if thinking hard about this. “That is a very good question.”

			“You forgot what you’re doing here?”

			“No, I was just joking.” But she wasn’t smiling.

			There was a long silence before Frankie spoke again. “Well, you don’t seem to be doing anything, so did you come here just to sit by my bed with your violin?”

			Doris smiled. She lifted her gaze and tilted her head. “You know what? That’s exactly what I’m here for, just to sit with you beside your bed.”

			“That’s it?”

			“Yes.”

			“No yelling? No stealing my stuff?”

			“No.”

			He looked suspiciously at the violin. “How about that?”

			“Protection.”

			“What?”

			“You never know who you’ll meet down here.” She raised the violin by its neck as if it were a hammer. “Just in case.” Frankie covered his head with his arms again. Doris quickly lowered the violin to her lap. “Sorry. It’s just a prop. Something to keep my hands busy. I’ve never struck anyone with it. Makes me feel safer, that’s all.”

			“Safer?”

			“Kind of like your lucky rock.”

			Frankie cocked his head to one side. “Sammy sent you in here, didn’t he?”

			“No, no.”

			“How’d you know about the rock?”

			“It’s part of my assignment.”

			“Your assignment?”

			“I’m supposed to help you.”

			“How so?”

			“Not sure.”

			“Maybe with the violin?”

			With a tired sigh, Doris’s shoulders rounded again. She leaned forward to leave. “I’m sorry. This isn’t going to work.”

			“Hey. You just got here. I thought you were going to sit by my bed.”

			She rose. “This never works out. I think I’ll just be on my way.”

			“What do you mean? You’ve done this sitting before?”

			She turned and stooped to retrieve a red cloth from her violin case on the floor. “Many times, I’m afraid.”

			“How many?”

			“A hundred and sixty-seven,” she said casually as she carefully wiped the violin with the cloth.

			“Wow. What do you do?”

			“I’m supposed to help people who have problems here on earth.”

			“By sitting?”

			“Well, Karl wants me to do more than sitting.” Still turned away, she checked to see her bow was latched in the case. “He says I should get out more, be more proactive.”

			“Proactive?”

			“You know. Bold. First on the scene. That kind of thing.”

			“Who’s Karl?”

			“He runs Stations One and Two.”

			“What are Stations One and Two?”

			“That’s where I live for now.”

			 “They nearby?”

			“No. They’re in another world.”

			“Not even on the planet?”

			“Not even close. It’s hard to explain.” She bent further to lay the violin in its case.

			“You play that thing?”

			“Used to.”

			“How’d you get to playing?” Doris stood up straight. Still holding the violin, she stared at the wall across from Frankie’s bed as Frankie continued, “You play in an orchestra?” She closed her eyes. “You first chair?”

			She opened her eyes and turned back to Frankie. “Stop. Stop with the questions! You’re too young to understand. I should have known.”

			Frankie straightened and stuck out his chin. “Hey. I’m not too young. I can read any old book they give me.” He pointed to his bedside pile of catalogues. “And if this is about not going to school, my mom says it will work out fine. And whoever this Karl is, he must not have kids, because Mom says kids who have a few problems are just going through what she calls a phase, which means bad times that will go away.”

			Doris relaxed a bit.

			“Besides, this sitting by my bed and being quiet sounds good to me.” He paused and pointed to the violin. “Maybe you could play a little since you were first chair in the orchestra.”

			“What?”

			“But play quietly, please.” Frankie cupped his hands close to his ears. “Loud sounds make my head ache.”

			“No, no. I haven’t practiced in years. I just carry it to feel safe.” But as she turned again to put the violin away, she paused and looked back at Frankie, his eyes cast downward, his fingers fumbling with the covers. “Goodness. All right. All right.”

			Frankie looked up. He smiled and held his hands near his ears again.

			Doris retrieved the bow, sat in the chair, tucked the violin under her chin and nodded for him to signal.

			“OK.”

			She gently, expertly, drew the bow across the strings and played a few bars of golden tones: soft and sweet with shimmering vibrato. Frankie’s smile widened. Doris glanced over the gliding bow. She too smiled, closed her eyes and played on, swaying slightly.

			Frankie dropped his hands from his ears and took a deep breath.

			 She continued for a few more notes and stopped. “OK?”

			“Nice.”

			At this Doris sat back. She looked at Frankie. “Maybe we could start over.”

			“OK.”

			“Maybe I could just tell you what I know.”

			“OK.”

			“Well, you probably have heard that good people go to Heaven when they die and that bad people go to Hell.”

			“I guess.”

			“Yes. And when I died, a long time ago—”

			“You’re dead?”

			“You said you’d let me tell.”

			“Sure.”

			“So, yes, I died in prison a hundred and fifty-two years ago.”

			“Prison?”

			“Let’s just say that when I was alive, I did something stupid. Can I go on?”

			“Sure.”

			“So instead of going to Heaven—which by the way, is really The Fifty-eighth Floor of a large building called The Possible—instead of going to Heaven, I had to go to a sort of resting place between Heaven and Hell called Station One.” Doris paused as if to give Frankie time to catch up, then continued, “Station One is on the lower floors of The Possible Building, and from there they send you back down to earth.”

			“What for?”

			“We’re supposed to help people as a test to see if they’ll let us in to The Fifty-eighth Floor, Heaven.”

			“What do you mean, a test?”

			“Well, if I really helped someone with their problems, like if I helped you with all your fears. If I really helped, then I would pass the test and be on my way to Heaven.”

			Frankie was getting it. He spoke quickly. “So for you to get to Heaven, you have to be my angel?”

			“I guess so. Yes.”

			“So, if you were good at helping me at this Station One, you’d get to Heaven?”

			“Not quite yet. That’s just Station One.”

			“Oh? So, then what?”

			“If you do well with helping people, Karl sends you to Station Two where he trains you in Special Powers so then you can get to Heaven, The Fifty-eighth Floor.”

			“But so far, you’re just at the helping part, Station One?”

			“Yes.”

			“So, you’re not the cleaning lady, and Sammy didn’t send you. You’re my angel?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Neat.” Frankie uncoiled from his crouch among the pillows, smiled and rubbed his hands together. “And this Karl guy?”

			“Oh, yes. Karl runs Stations One and Two. He’s very busy.”

			After a pause, Frankie frowned. “But you’ve done this a hundred and sixty-seven times?”

			Doris nodded.

			“And you’re still just at Station One?” He pulled away slightly and asked in a quiet voice. “What if you’re not very good at being an angel?”

			Doris took a deep breath, “Karl sends you to a place you really don’t want to know about.”

			“Forever?”

			Doris looked down at the violin in her lap. “Yes,” she said quietly.

			Frankie leaned again to catch Doris’s gaze and said, “I guess we better get to work then.”

			




Chapter 3

			It was nearly dark. Frankie still lay in bed the day after Sammy’s funeral, thinking back to that night, ten months ago, when Doris arrived. At least back then, Sammy was alive, and his mother and father were talking to one another. Not like now, after everything had gone so wrong with Sammy lying out there under the ground. Frankie thought maybe if he had learned to swim, he could have jumped in the lake and saved Sammy. Frankie did feel sad about that, but even with Doris around, swimming was never Frankie’s thing.

			Just because his father had been some special kind of swimming whiz a zillion years ago, Frankie and Sammy were supposed to be champion swimmers too. That was fine for Sammy. He was growing taller with muscles popping out all over. He jumped in the city pool and learned to swim right away. The guy was a regular fish. And the more Sammy swam and dove and splashed around in the water, the more attention his father paid to him. But Frankie was small and skinny and terrified of the water. Even taking a bath was tricky. As the water crept up the sides of the tub, Frankie insisted his mother sit outside the bathroom door while he hummed the national anthem. His theory was that if the humming stopped, this would be a sign to his mother that Frankie had slipped under the water, and she was to rush in and save him. Hair-washing likewise was clunky. For this, he tilted his head far back while she cupped one hand over his brow and carefully poured water over only the back of his head to make sure none would wet his face.

			With Frankie struggling even to have his hair washed and Sammy swimming power laps, his father practically ignored Frankie. Every day after his father came home from work at the sawmill, he began teaching Sammy the backstroke, the breaststroke, the crawl, and the butterfly—even a special flip turn.

			Frankie had to admit, Sammy was amazing. In Sammy’s junior year, he set the Madison High School record in the one-hundred-meter butterfly and took second place in the Minnesota State Swim Meet. After that, his father and Sammy were best buddies. At the dinner table, Frankie and his mother would sit and stare at each other over their potatoes and lamb chops while his dad went on and on about how Sammy was the greatest swimmer in the world and was sure to win the butterfly next year and how his father’s fancy flip turn would be Sammy’s secret weapon and on and on.

			But Frankie soon found that his father ignoring him had its good parts. After all, with Marty and Sammy jabbering on about diving and stroking and flipping, there was no time for telling Frankie to suck it up and stop being such a wimp. And as Sammy became a famous athlete, Frankie became the famous athlete’s little brother with lots of Sammy’s friends, even some girlfriends, coming around.

			Sammy especially liked one girl, Lucy, who was pretty and reminded Frankie of Doris. So, when Sammy and Lucy began spending time sitting on the porch holding hands, Frankie thought things were almost normal around his house. Who wouldn’t want to spend time with his famous-person brother and his beautiful, sweet girlfriend? But one day after swimming practice, Sammy huffed into the house, skipped Alice’s pot roast and cherry pie, stomped upstairs to his room, and slammed the door.

			While his father migrated to the basement to “check on something,” Frankie heard his mother from upstairs in the hallway talking to Sammy.

			“What’s the matter?”

			 “Girlfriends. Little brothers.”

			 “Open the door. Let’s talk about it.”

			No answer.

			“Is it something about Lucy?”

			With an angry growl, “I don’t need any of you.”

			“Can I help?”

			More silence.

			“Open the door.”

			“Just go the hell away!”

			After that, Lucy didn’t come around anymore, and when his mother asked Sammy to clean up his room or take out the trash, Sammy would yell at her, stomp out the door and smoke behind the garage. It was confusing. Sammy began chewing tobacco, swearing, and spitting and walking in a very showy, side-to-side way when friends were around. But after a while, even with Sammy’s wonderful swimming, fewer and fewer friends came by, and finally, none appeared at all.

			But Frankie thought maybe this was not so bad, either. Whatever had happened—even though Frankie never thought he and Sammy were best buddies—Sammy spent more time with Frankie. Mostly this was Frankie sitting out back of the garage on an old paint can while Sammy paced in front of him pounding one fist into the other. “Someone like me needs to be on his own. Friends, especially girlfriends, just gum up the works. Get in the way.”

			“You like being alone?”

			“Sure.”

			“What do you do alone?”

			“I go places.”

			“Like where?”

			Sammy, still pacing. “I’d tell you all about it, but you gotta make some improvements.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He turned and looked down at Frankie. “This lucky rock stuff? Mom’s picture in your pocket? The lady and her fiddle? You gotta cut that out.”

			Frankie was silent. He looked down at the ground expecting this was the end of the conversation, but Sammy continued. “I go to this place that only I know about.”

			Frankie looked up. “Yeah?”

			“The Canyon. It’s not far from here. It’s in the forest along the river, near Schuster’s Lake, but hidden, you know. I go out there to think.”

			“Ah.”

			Sammy bent slightly to look into Frankie’s upturned gaze. “The path along the river crosses the face of a cliff.”

			“Yeah?”

			“There are bears out there.”

			Frankie’s eyes widened. “Bears?”

			Sammy stood straight. “Yep. Ran one off the cliff a week or so ago.”

			Frankie’s eyes bugged. “Really?”

			“I’d take you out there, but you gotta cut out all this scared little Frankie crap. Just you and me go out there alone.”

			Frankie gazed at the ground again and was silent.

			[image: ]

			Frankie spoke to Doris.

			“Certainly, F.” (Doris always called Frankie “F”). “This canyon might be an excellent opportunity for you to get out more. For me too. Nothing too scary about a forest and a river. I could bring a picnic basket, some olives and a salad.”

			Frankie went on with a slight quiver in his voice. “He said there are bears.”

			Doris tightened her jaw. “Bears? I’m afraid I don’t have much experience with bears.”

			“Me either.” Frankie paused. “Sammy said he wanted to show where he ran a bear off a cliff into the river.”

			“Well, sure—a cliff? Sure. Probably some lovely views from a cliff. How are you with high places?”

			“Not sure.”

			“Me either.” She shivered.

			“Sammy says it’s a secret place. He and I have to go out there alone.” Doris relaxed her jaw and sighed as if relieved. Frankie turned to her with a concerned look. “What do you think?”

			“You could give it a try. How are you with bears and water?”

			Frankie took a deep breath and swallowed hard. “I guess I’ll be fine.”

			“I wouldn’t be much help anyway,” said Doris.

			“Yeah. I suppose.”

			Frankie reported back to Sammy. “Doris says I definitely should not go.”

			“Suit yourself, little guy. You wanna be a wimp the rest of your life? It’s OK with me.”
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