
HERO TO BE SERIES

Contains all four books in the series so far.

Book one: The Feeling of Flying

Book two: Turtle Bay

Book three: Antique Adventure

Book four: Jewel Race



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      HERO TO BE BOOKS 1-4

    

    
      First edition. March 6, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Philip Rivenburg, Jr.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233142321

    

    
    
      Written by Philip Rivenburg, Jr.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Hero To Be Books 1-4

HERO TO BE | Book One: The Feeling of Flying | *Chapter 1*

*Chapter 2*

*Chapter 3*

*Chapter 4*

*Chapter 5*

*Chapter 6*

*Chapter 7*

*Chapter 8*

*Chapter 9*

*Chapter 10*

*Chapter 11*

*Chapter 12*

*Chapter 13*

HERO TO BE | Book 2 | Turtle Bay | *Chapter 1*

*Chapter 2*

*Chapter 3*

*Chapter 4*

*Chapter 5*

*Chapter 6*

*Chapter 7*

*Chapter 8*

*Chapter 9*

*Chapter 10*

*Chapter 11*

*Chapter 12*

*Chapter 14*

HERO TO BE | Book 3 | Antique Adventure | *Chapter 1*

*Chapter 2*

*Chapter 3*

*Chapter 4*

*Chapter 5*

*Chapter 6*

*Chapter 8*

*Chapter 9*

HERO TO BE | BOOK 4 | Jewel Race | *Chapter 1*

*Chapter 2*

*Chapter 3*

*Chapter 4*

*Chapter 5*

*Chapter 6*

*Chapter 7*

*Chapter 8*

*Chapter 9*

Also By Philip Rivenburg, Jr

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This collection of all four books is for all of you that have found the joy of reading. Spread that joy to others.

      

    

Here are all four books for you to enjoy in one place. Below you will find the titles and a little bit about each book contained within.

Book One {The Feeling of Flying}

This is the origin story of an unlikely hero. Meet Tom Mellon, a teenager living a life he never suspected. On an adventure he never imagined a new family in a new town. He will be tested, only to find he passes with flying colors. 

Join him on this adventure. Can you wait for what comes next?

Book Two {Turtle Bay}

Follow Tom, Uncle Gus and his friends to the land down under, where they go to help a friend in trouble. Find out what they face every day trying to keep sea turtles safe. Tom learns what it means to be a true friend, as the troubles and adventures keep coming. While they help the sea turtle rescue mission, what will Tom and his friends face next?

Stick around, joining him on his heroic journey, as you hold onto the edge of your seat during this wild ride.

Book Three {Antique Adventure}

Antiquities smugglers show up bringing danger to the family. While the gang is helping friends in Greece. The amazing discoveries are just part of the story. The little things can change everything when things aren’t as simple as they appear. 

Tom is forced to think on the fly if things are going to work out for the best. He has to learn some painful lessons when the gang goes to Greece to help a family in trouble.

Book Four {Jewel Race}

Uncle Gus remembers his past when a friend in England needs some help. A royal necklace has been stolen. the thieves try to escape in an unusual way. In this fast paced multi-day adventure across Europe, Tom fights to save some new friends while also stopping the thieves. He finds himself in a race against time and the elements, as everything seems to go wrong. This daring adventure will make you wonder if he has what it takes to win. Can he save the day without the bad guys stopping him? 
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Book One: The Feeling of Flying

*Chapter 1*

The feeling of flying above the tree tops slowly left, as he came awake.  The light coming through the window was a muted grey. He sat up rubbing his eyes trying to focus on the window across the room.  The clock radio next to the bed showed 8:15 am. With a groan that only a teenager can make he stood up and rubbed his belly.  “I’m hungry” he said out load to the empty house. Throwing on some shorts and a clean tee shirt he walked barefoot from his room heading downstairs for the kitchen.

“I need coffee” he growled in an imitation of his father, “Not a bad idea boy” he said to himself. Pulling down the can of coffee from the cabinet and filling the pot with tap water he went about making a pot of coffee. As the pot brewed he taught of what else he wanted for breakfast. He could have anything he wanted for breakfast on this third day of summer vacation.  The novelty of fending for himself hadn’t worn off yet, so he was enjoying his sense of being an adult.

The coffee was finished so he fixed himself a cup with two sugars and milk. As he put the milk back in the frig he grabbed a slice of the cold pizza left over from last night.  Standing in the kitchen with the cup of coffee in one hand and the pizza in the other he chewed slowly wondering what he would do today.  There was no list of chores to do today sitting on the kitchen table or taped to the microwave.  That must mean the day was all his. So what was he going to do with his day off today?

The wet weather made it a good day to stay inside and read.  He liked that idea because he was right in the middle of a great adventure story in a mythical land.  He was looking forward to getting back to the quest for the missing prince that was kidnapped.  He had stayed up past midnight last night reading in bed because the story sucked him in so well he didn’t notice what time it was.  He realized he was sleeping when the story had continued for twenty minutes and he hadn’t turned a page in all that time.  Bringing himself awake he put his book away and went to sleep.

Taking another sip of coffee; getting ready to go back upstairs to grab his book.  The doorbell rang jarring him from thoughts of the adventure he wanted to get back to.  At the door he looked out the peep hole and saw a state trooper along with someone else.  Slowly he opened the door, “May I help you officer?”

“May we come in son?” the officer replied.

“Sure, come right in, I just made a pot of coffee would you like some?” he asked.

The officer slowly walked into the house taking off his hat as he crossed the threshold.  He was followed, by a shorter woman carrying a briefcase. She said, “that would be nice young man” as she looked up at the officer.

The Officer cleared his throat, “Are you Thomas Mellon son?”

“Yes sir, what is this about?” he asked as pointing to the chairs at the kitchen table.  He was taking down two coffee cups as the officer spoke.

“Thomas Mellon, I regret to inform you, that at 6:35 am, this morning both, Robert B. Mellon and Mallory Anne Mellon; Those are the names of your parents, is that right? 

Thomas nodded his head, worry pasted on his face.

The Trooper continued gently, “were in an automobile accident on county route 23B at Spur Road.  Both were killed at the scene.”

The coffee cups crashed to the counter and shattered like his life just had. “There must be some mistake.” He turned toward the two strangers at his kitchen table. “They were carpooling to work this morning, and my father is a very safe driver. How could this have happened?” he asked as tears started to clog his throat.

The officer replied, “There was a collision with a deer, and the car went off the road afterwards.”

“This is Mrs. Lomax she is with the County and will see that you are taken care of while something can be worked out.” said the officer.

“You will have to get dressed and pack a suitcase young man,” she barked. “The officer and I will wait until you’re ready, but you must hurry we have much to do today.” She said rapidly.  

She would have been cute with that short brown hair and those big brown eyes if only she didn’t look like she was going to be sick.  To buy time to think Tom fell back on the manners that his mother had taught him. He got two more cups down from the cupboard and poured them full of coffee.  He carried them to the table and went to the fridge for milk and grabbed the sugar bowl as he came back to the table. He then got two napkins and spoons and put them on the table next to the cups of coffee. “Please help yourselves to milk and sugar while I’m gone I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He said

Everything was numb, so he went through the motions of packing some clothes and then got dressed in jeans and a dress shirt; he put on his good sneakers and packed some things in his book bag.  He didn’t forget to pack his book or the rest of the series since he didn’t have any idea how long he was going to be away.  When he taught about leaving the house and not coming back the tears started to build he forced them away and grabbed a hanker chief as he walked out of his room.

Downstairs the Officer and Mrs. Lomax were still finishing their coffee as he entered the kitchen.

“I have a few questions for you two if you don’t mind?” He asked. 

“We don’t mind; that’s what we’re here for.” Mrs. Lomax said.

“Where am I going to now?”

“You will be taken by us to the County Orphanage in Leeds” replied the Officer.

“What is to happen to my home and all my stuff?” He asked.

“That will be decided by the courts.  Do you know if your folks had a will?” asked Mrs. Lomax.

“Yes they did. It’s in the Just-in-Case file; that’s got all the important papers in it. I’ll go get it” Tom said.

Things were looking up now he knew where the papers are and maybe he wouldn’t have to leave home after all.  He ran into the office, went to the desk drawer and pulled out the file.  Stabled to the top of the file was a note from his father.  He paused then read the note.

Tom,

If you’re reading this something bad has happened to your mother and I.  First I want you to know we both love you and are very proud of you.  Inside you will find everything you will need to keep safe.  Now open this folder and call the name on the card stapled to the folder cover.  He is our Lawyer and will make sure that no one takes advantage of you.  Trust him with everything.  Now call him and tell him what happened and keep this folder with you and keep it safe you’ll need some of the papers inside during the next few days.

Remember we always love you.

Mom and Dad 

Tom opened the folder found the card and picked up the phone.  While the phone was ringing he folded the folder and stuffed down the back of his pants pulling his shirt over the folder.

“Good morning, Mr. Hughes’ office. How may I help you?” a voice answered.

“Good morning, my name is Tom Mellon, and I wish to talk to Mr. Hughes it’s very important”

“One moment please”

“Good morning, this is Brian Hughes how can I help you today Tom?”

“Mr. Hughes, my father was George Mellon.  He left instructions to call you in the event of his death.  I need your help. They are here to take me away to the county orphanage right now. What should I do?” Tom replied.

“Your George’s son, glad you called you did the right thing. Now who is there to take you to the orphanage? When did they arrive?” Mr. Hughes asked.

“A state trooper and a Mrs. Lomax from the county.  They got here about thirty minutes ago I guess.  The trooper told me mom and dad were killed in a car wreck. What do you want me to do?”

“Tom, take a deep breath. Things are going to be fine. Put the trooper on the phone please.”

“Okay hold on a minute,” Tom said.  “Excuse me officer, would you come to the phone please.”

“Hello, this is officer Egan, to whom am I speaking?”

“Good morning officer Egan, this is Brian Hughes, Tom Mellon’s Attorney. Would you please bring my client to my office across from the court house instead of taking him to the orphanage?”

“Yes Sir, I can do that. I will have to bring a Mrs. Lomax along Sir.” Officer Egan replied.

“By all means bring her along I wish to talk to her also, and officer thank you.” 
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Tom was escorted into the wood paneled outer office of Brian Hughes esquire. Seated in front of them at a large desk sat a very professional looking young woman. The name plate on the desk read Mrs. D Rickard personal assistant.  She looked up as they entered the room and stood up behind the desk.  

She said, “Mister Thomas Mellon, very good to see you if you please have a seat Mr. Hughes will be seeing you shortly.”

“Office Egan, Mrs. Lomax if you two would follow me please Mr. Hughes will see you now.” She said as she stepped out from behind the desk and lead them to the door on the right of her desk.  She announced them and ushered them into the office shutting the door and returning to her desk.

“Would you care for something to drink Mr. Mellon?” she asked.

“No thank you ma’am.” Tom replied.

“Please sit down sir this should only take a few minutes, then Mr. Hughes will take care of you.”

The phone on her desk buzzed a few short minute later. She picked it up and said yes sir into the phone. She then hung up the phone and stood up.

“Mr. Hughes will see you now Mr. Mellon. If you would step this way sir.” She said as she went to the door on the right of her desk. She opened the door and waved him in, closing the door behind Tom.

The office was spacious with three large windows behind the huge carved wooden desk.  The county court house could be seen through the windows.  A shadowed outline of a man stood up behind the desk and held out his hand.  

“Tom Mellon I presume.” A deep baritone voice said. “I’m Brian Hughes, your late father’s attorney, sorry for your lost. Please sit down and let me tell you what is going on.”

“Sir, where are the officer and Mrs. Lomax if you don’t mind my asking.” Tom asked.

“Oh, those two have gone on their way.  The officer had to get back to work and Mrs. Lomax, well she was no longer needed here.”

“Once I got your call, plans were set into motion and by the time you got here everything was taken care of. So you see the County Welfare office didn’t have any claim on you anymore.  Therefore Ms. Lomax could leave knowing her job here was finished” Mr. Hughes said.

“What kind of things were taken care of Mr. Hughes?” Tom asked.

“Your legal guardian and your estate of course. Your guardian will be here in a few minutes.  Your estate will be kept in trust for you until you turn 25, you will get a college fund when you turn 18 or when you finish high school I should say.  You will get a small allowance while in college as long as your grades are above a 3.0. If they fall below that level the allowance stops until you prove that your grades have come up.  Your 4 years of college will be paid for as long as you go to a state college and keep your grades up.  If your grades are below 3.0 your tuition will be your responsibility. Is that understood?” Mr. Hughes fired off at Tom. “Don’t worry we’ll go over this again when you turn 18, just to make sure you understand, okay?”

“That’s fine, and I understand my folks had explained all that to me before.” Tom replied. “What I don’t understand is this thing about a guardian sir who is it and how come they have the right to be my guardian?” Tom asked.

At that moment a loud angry voice behind him spoke up. Tom was startled and jumped in his seat as the voice said, “I’m your guardian, and I have that right because your folks gave it to me. So if you have no further questions boy grab your stuff and let’s go.” He said to Tom.

“You have anything I need to sign? Or can we leave now?”

“Yes you will have to sign this document stating that you are taking on the responsibilities of Tom Mellon’s guardian Mr. Mellon. I will have to see some form of ID sir.”

“Very well. Where do you want me to sign? Hurry up I don’t have all day.”

After signing the papers Mr. Hughes had he turned to Tom and said, “Let’s Go.”

Tom followed the large man out of the office and down the hall running a little to keep up as he hauled his suitcase with him.  

As they left the building the man turned and grabbed the suitcase and threw it into the back of the pickup truck parked at the curb. “Get in boy let’s go home.”

Tom climbed into the truck and buckled his seatbelt. For the first time since this guy barraged in, Tom got a chance to really look at this man. He was tall and weathered, his face looked like old leather. His hands on the steering wheel were calloused and scarred but looked strong enough to crush rocks. The clothes he wore clean but looked old and worn but they fit the look of him. His hair was starting to turn grey at the temples and there was stubble on his face where he hadn’t shaved this morning. Around his eyes were deep set wrinkles etched into the tanned face. 

He just sat there with his hands on the wheel and the keys in the ignition. He was looking out the windshield not saying anything. He took a deep breath and nodded his head. He turned towards Tom and saw him staring at him intently. “Well?”

“Well what?” Tom said quizzically.

“Rob told me you were bright, maybe he was wrong,” he huffed. “If I was in your shoes and someone allowed me to ask them questions I would have a bus load of them.” Still looking Tom in the eye then he repeated himself, “Well?”

Tom nodded his understanding now, “I taught you might need a moment, and I didn’t want to intrude on your thoughts, Sir.” Tom noticed the emotions flash across the old man’s face as he spoke. When he had finished speaking he waited.

“Rob wasn’t kidding you are smart,” as the corner of his mouth lifted a little bit. “You and I have some talking to do. Did you have any breakfast before all of this?” He said with a wave of his hand towards the lawyer’s office.

“I had a cup of coffee and a slice of cold pizza, Sir.” Tom replied politely, still unsure of the man sitting next to him in the truck.

He lifted his chin and looked intently at Tom, “What’s with this Sir stuff? Don’t you know who I am?”

“No Sir, I have no idea who you are. Or why would the lawyer just sign me over to you like that. I mean I know that you are now my guardian, but that’s all I know.”

A deeply shocked look crossed his face, he then stuck out his hand for Tom to shake it, “I am Augustus C Mellon, your uncle, your father was my younger brother. It is an honor to meet you nephew Thomas Becket Mellon.” He shook Tom’s hand, “I see they named you according to family tradition also.”

“Yes, my folks told me I was named after Thomas Becket the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1100’s. Dad was named after the chemist called Robert Boyle, he found Boyle’s Law,” he said proudly. “So, are you named after who I think you are?” 

“Yep, Augustus Caesar. Now you know why I go by Gus.” He smiled and what do you like to be called Thomas Becket, surely not Archie I take it.”

Tom looked at him and softly laughed then bowed his head embarrassed, “No Sir, I go by Tom.”

Gus reached out a hand and gently squeezed Tom’s shoulder, “listen Tom, it’s still ok to find something funny, even after what happened today.” Starting the truck, “I’m hungry. You want some breakfast Tom?”

Tom looked down lost in thought about everything that had happened so far today, “yes please,” he said softly barely above a whisper.

They drove through town and stopped at a small diner a few miles out of town. As Gus climbed out, “Come on boy, they have the world’s best pancakes here.” They walked in and the little bell over the door announced their arrival.

“Take a seat anywhere honey I’ll be with you in just a minute.” Said the middle aged woman making a fresh pot of coffee standing with her back towards them. As she turned around her face bursting into a huge smile. “GUS! Bless my soul, what brings you to our little establishment this fine day?”

Gus looked up and returned the bright smile, “EMMA my love! You’re still as beautiful as ever. I would have thought you had retired by now or moved to Hollywood to be in pictures.”

“Oh you!” she waved her hand dismissively, “You know I could never give up living this good life. Besides I’m still waiting for you to come sweep me off my feet again,” she chuckled softly. 

As Gus blushed a deep shade of red, “You will never let me forget that will you, Emma?”

“Nope! How can I? It was the only time someone’s ever done it,” she continued to chuckle. “Who’s this handsome heartbreaker you got with you?”

“Emma, this is my nephew Tom, he’ll be living with me from now on. Tom this is Emma my very first work crush.”

“Nice to meet you Tom, and don’t you believe any of his stories about us, I swear they’re all in his head and it never happened. Take a booth anywhere, you both want coffee?”

They both nodded and Tom said, “Yes Ma’am”

Emma raised an eyebrow, “Coming right up sir.”

They sat down as Emma came up with two cups and the coffee pot. She handed each a menu, Gus just handed it back, “Two pancake specials Emma if you please.”

She looked from one to the other noticed the sadness in their eyes and left to place their order.

When she brought their order to the table as she put the plates in front of each of them, Tom reached out, “excuse Ms. Emma, but can you tell me what you meant when you said Uncle Gus swept you off your feet?”

She looked at him with surprise on her face, then looked at Gus who just nodded. “Well sure sweetie,” she moved to sit next to Gus, “Move over, you big lug, give a woman some room.” As she got herself comfortable, “This might just embarrass your uncle boy, but I think he can handle it. You see I first met your Uncle Gus when he was just fifteen years old, this was the first job he ever got. He was the bus boy, and he had gotten the biggest crush on me, back then. Now don’t you believe him if he tells you he was cool back then because that’s a bold face lie.”

“One Friday night the place was packed; we were both running around like chickens with their heads cut off. He had just carried this full bucket of dirty dishes back to the dishwasher when my father, he owned this place back then told Gus to grab the broom and sweep up behind the counter. So, Gus grabbed the broom and started at the far end of the counter as I was getting drinks for one of the tables. As I turned around with a full tray of drinks your uncle was right there, and I tripped on his broom. Well, as I was falling he dropped the broom and with one hand caught the tray of drinks not spilling a drop, and with the other hand he caught me and pulled me tight to him so I wouldn’t fall on my butt. Our eyes met and I said, “My Hero,” he helped me to stand back up and I kissed him on the cheek. He got so nervous that when he tried to hand me the tray of drinks he spilled them all down his front. Five glasses of soda full of ice, some of the ice went down his shirt and he started to dance and jump around. Everybody saw it and started to laugh, including myself I’m sorry to say. My father saw the whole thing including him jumping around, with a very strict look on his face, like only my father could do he said;” and she threw her head back and gave a big belly laugh. “He said young man if you are going to dance in my diner the least you could do is put a nickel in the jukebox so we all can join in.”

She continued to laugh, and Tom joined in. Then they both looked at Gus and he was blushing, the laughter slowly stopped as Emma placed a hand on Gus’s shoulder, “You are so red right now, I didn’t embarrass you did I, Gus?” She leaned over and gave him a kiss on his cheeks leaving a prfecr lipstick kiss shining there.

Gus shook his head no, but as he went to pick up his coffee cup he fumbled it spilling some on the table, he blushed redder.

“Looks like I still got that effect on you Gus, never ever change.” As Emma got up to go back to work.

Tom watched his uncle a man he didn’t even knew existed an hour ago regain his composure after she left the table. When Gus looked at him, he pointed at his cheek, “You’ve got a little something right here Uncle Gus.” Tom picked up his knife and fork and started in on the plate of pancakes hiding a smirk. His eyes flew open wide as he tasted the first bite, “These are fantastic pancakes!”

Gus took a bite, “They’re still the best pancakes in the world.” He chewed and swallowed, “well, now that you know my most embarrassing of life’s moments, what else do you want to know about me?”

Tom looked up and swallowed, “Anything and everything that you want to tell me. But can you please tell me why haven’t I ever heard about you before?”

Gus was thoughtful for a moment as he finished his breakfast, then he had a sip of coffee, “You’ve never heard about me before?” Tom shook his head and kept eating. “I’ll be,” he looked up “I thought we had patched that up years ago. I guess not.”

“Alright I’ll tell you the story, but I’m going to need more coffee for this.” He waved at Emma and pointed at their cups, then continued. “Your father was 8 years younger than me so as we, I got older I didn’t spend much time with him anymore. You understand that right, oh, maybe not being the only child and all.”

Emma came over and cleared their dirty dishes and gave them each more coffee. They both thanked her as she left them alone to have their conversation.

“Your dad was in grade school when I was in high school and then I went away for college and keeping contact fell by the way side, because of my college load and having to hold down two jobs to pay for college. Our folks weren’t rich when I went to college, but that had changed by the time your dad went. I would come home for the day at Christmas but had to get back for work, so I would leave right after dinner. And when I was there I spent most of my time talking to dad about what I was doing.”

“I had gotten my master’s degree in engineering and had worked each summer at one internship or the other. When I graduated college I got a job troubleshooting for a small oil company. I few years later that company was bought out by one of the big three in the oil industry. I was then assigned to work on any new well that was having problems anyplace in the world. I’ve seen everyplace they drill or look for oil in my day.”

“The problem between your father and I happened when I was working way above the Arctic circle. This place was so far out that we only got one flight per month and that was for mail and supplies. I got a letter from mom, like every other month so I didn’t read it right away. Big mistake. I went back to work, then I got called up to another site 100 miles away. It would take 10 hours just to get there. As soon as I fixed one problem another one would pop up. Anyway I was there on site for a week. When I made it back to base I finally got to read mom’s letter.” He hung his head in remorse as he remembered the contents of that letter.

He took a gulp of coffee then continued, “her letter said dad was really sick and I should come home right away. It took another two weeks to make arrangements and get back home, but by then it was too late. He had died the week that I was up at that other site, and the funeral was held last week. Your father hated me for that; he accused me of not caring for dad or mom. He told me that I only cared for the money I was making. He then kicked me out and told me to go back to work. I was so ticked off that I did just what he demanded and left. I wrote mom a 5 page letter telling her how sorry I was for not being there when she needed me most. I told her exactly what had happened to keep me away. The next month I got a letter from me telling me that she has forgiven me. But Robbie never did. I later found out through a friend that your dad had found our father and had done CPR on him for 45 minutes waiting for the ambulance to get there. The neighbor walking on the street heard him screaming for help as he kept up the CPR. He always blamed himself for dad’s death because he couldn’t save him.”

“A few years later mom died. Once again I was half way around the world when I got the news that she was sick. I dropped everything and flew myself home. I got to the hospital an hour after she passed. Robbie was still with her. We planned and held the funeral for her. The lawyer stopped us both as we left the grave site. He gave us both a letter from mom and told us both to come to his office the next day.”

“My letter from mom told how Robbie had tried to save our father detailing every detail of dad’s death and the aftermath of it. At the very end she gave her last command Forgive your brother he did the best he could at the time.”

“When we met at the lawyers office the next day, we were in the hallway and as we saw each other we both said I forgive you at the same time. We hugged for a long time then went in to see the lawyer that was going to read mom’s will. It said I got the house so I could come home someday. And your dad got all of the money, because your mom was pregnant with you at the time, and mom said a little money makes it easier to have kids”

“Well anyway that was fifteen years ago. I just moved in to the house one year ago after I retired from the oil business. So don’t expect too much when we get there it’s been empty for quite a while.”  We both got up he paid the bill and crooked a finger at Emma. She came over and leaned close, and Gus kissed her on the cheek, “See you later love.” He turned to leave, and we both turned back as we stood by the door. Emma had her hand on her cheeks and a little blush in her cheeks.

As we climbed into the truck “I think that surprised her Uncle Gus.”

“Probably, I never did have the nerve to do it before. But I wasn’t going to let that chance pass, Life’s too short not to take a chance.” They pulled back on to the road and drove to Tom’s new home.
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“So, what’s it like this place that you’re taking me?” Tom asked as they drove for thirty minutes on the two lane road, pass small hamlets and groups of houses that called themselves villages.

“Right now it needs a lot of work. My mom died 15 years ago, that’s when I got the house like I said. I’ve only been living in it for the pass year. That’s good news for you. I mean it has running water, but hot and cold. Even has them new-fangled Electric lights. OH Yeah, it’s got indoor plumbing too.” Gus teased the boy watching his reaction. As the smile crossed Tom’s lips Gus continued, “The house is big and built well, it does need some work after sitting empty for so long. But I can handle most of that.” He looks at Tom as he tells him what is going to be expected of him.

“I want you to know boy, you’re not getting a free ride here. You will be expected to pull your own weight around here. So don’t go thinking that you’ll get to sit around playing video games and eating junk food all day. That’s not going to happen.” Gus looked at Tom with a firm look on his face and was surprised when he saw the smile looking back at him.

“Sounds good to me Uncle Gus. Just one question.”

Sitting back and raising his chin Gus looked at him and then back at the road, “And what’s that?”

“Are you going to follow the rule; that whoever doesn’t cook does the dishes?” Tom asked seriously.

“That depends, can you cook without making a disaster area of the whole kitchen?” Gus smirked.

“Oh, Uncle Gus you just wait until you have tasted my one pot wonders,” Tom grinned widely and settled back into the seat.

Turning onto a side road and heading for the last place on that road, the truck stopped at a rusty gate. Gus put the truck in park and got out and opened the gate. He pushed each side of the gate through the tall grass until it was held open. Getting back in they drove up a weed choked driveway pass an area that looked like something from an old horror movie. Tom stared out the windows and for the first time since he met this strange man, he was getting nervous. 

“I’m sure glad that I’m seeing this place for the first time in the daylight. You could use this place as the set for a horror film Uncle Gus.”

“Now that sounds like a great way to make money,” Gus looks thoughtfully around the place. “Nah, I think I’ll have you get the whole place back in shape instead.”

Tom’s face dropped, “How big is this place anyway?”

“Total is 12 acres, but you’ll only have to get 7 acres cleaned up by the time you go back to school. Oh, and by the way the front of the house is the easy part. Wait until you see the back and side yard.” Gus says shaking his head in doubt. “Look I’m sorry that the place is so bad. I was still busy with work and travel and to tell the truth I forgot I owned it until two years ago. That’s when I knew I was going to retire soon from the oil business, and I would need a place to live. I found the copy of the will mixed in with the rest of my important papers. So, I thought why not move back here.”

“I’ve been putting all of my efforts into fixing up the house itself, it’s at least livable now.”

At that moment they pull up in front of the house. It’s a large two story house with a covered porch on both sides of the large front door. The front door was made of stained glass ovals in each of the two French doors. Panels of frosted glass stood adjacent, letting in a defused light to the foyer. Tom stands there next to the truck looking over the house that was easily twice the size of where he had lived and lets out a soft whistle. “This place is huge,” snapping his head to look at Gus. “You live in this place alone?”

Gus chuckles softly, “Not anymore I don’t. Welcome home Thomas Becket Mellon this is your new home.” Pulling Tom’s bags from the back of the truck, “Here! Take these and put them in your room. I thought you might want to stay in your father’s old room. You know what I mean. Up the stairs and towards the left. Third door on the right, can’t miss it.” Gus walks up the steps to the porch and unlocks the door holding it open for Tom to pass through. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen it through here when your done unpacking,” as he points to the right and what appears to be the dining room.

“Ok, I’ll be down shortly,” Tom replies as he carries his bags upstairs. Each step he climbs has a deep solid sounding echo. It makes Tom think and feel a sense of permanence, it makes him feel secure. At the top of the stairs Tom turns towards his left, following the directions his uncle gave him. The first door was ajar, he peeked in as he passed, Uncle Gus’s room no doubt. 

The next door was closed he would check it out later. By looking around and studying the layout of the house. Having a good idea of when it was built, he bet that behind that closed door is the bathroom. He moved onward to the last door.

He stood in front of that door and dropped his suitcase as the thought hit him hard. Mom and Dad are both gone. I’ll never see them again. I’m living with an Uncle I never knew I had. I’m about to enter into the room that holds my father’s past that I know nothing about. Once I walk through that door the image of the man I knew as my father will change forever. He stood there with his hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath. Then with a brave sense of resolution he pushed the door open and stepped into his father’s past.

The first thing he noticed was how bright it was in here. This room was on the front of the house; it had three windows on the front wall and two on the side. One of the side windows was centered right above the large bed. As he stands just inside the door he scans the room with his eyes. To his right is an open door leading into the bathroom. He confirmed that the room was a bathroom and that he shares it with his uncle. Next was the folding louvered doors of the closet, it wasn’t deep, but it was long with lots of room to hang clothes there were shelves built in on the ends and a full length shelf above. There was a single light bulb with a pull string in the ceiling and a wide drawered dresser on one half.

Past the closet going to the wall was a built in book case from floor to ceiling. He looked at it and placed his suitcase on the bed. He walked to the front of the house and looked out the window. He saw the large very overgrown yard that he was going to have to tame. And there in the distance on the other side of the road through the branches of the tree he saw the roof of a house. His spirits lifted, maybe there is someone other there that is close to his own age. He prayed there would be someone that might just become a friend.

Turning from the window and putting those thoughts out of his mind for now, he took in the rest of the room. This wasn’t a little kids room. This was the room of a college kid, not one into partying, but a hard working student. He knew dad was good at all types of science, but not really what he did for a living. Oh, he knew his dad had a job as a chemical engineer and worked at a lab in the city but that’s all. But this room told a different story.

There was a large stuffed armchair in the corner with a floor lamp and side table and small foot rest. There were two large bookcases holding in one case all the books on chemistry, biology, physics, astronomy, geology, propulsion, medicine, anatomy, physiology. Those were expected to be found by Tom. But what he found on the top few shelves surprised him a little bit. The books here covered: poetry, philosophy, theology, history, stoicisms, psychology, archaeology, mythology. 

Not only were there these books for the research and studying of these subjects, but also a whole shelf was devoted to fiction. There was adventure stories, sci-fi, fantasy adventures, myths from many nations and cultures. There were three unlabeled leather bound books jammed into the corner of the shelf, but before he could check them out. Gus called upstairs. 

“Lunch is ready come and eat Tom!” Gus yelled upstairs.

“Be right there Uncle Gus!” Tom quickly opened the suitcase and a dresser drawer and threw his clothes in it shutting it and ran to the door and down the stairs. “Where are you Uncle Gus? 

“Come through the dining room and take the door on your left. You’ll find me.”

“Hi, what’s for lunch?” Tom asked as he walked into the kitchen and saw his uncle.

“Glad to see you didn’t get lost,” Gus chuckled. “I know this place is bigger than your folk’s place, but you get used to it soon enough.” He said as he places the plates of sandwiches and chips on the table, then turned to get the glasses of iced tea. “Sit down and eat. Well, how’s your room? Was it what you expected?”

“The rooms fine, thank you. As far as what I expected, in a way it was. I mean I knew dad lived here while he went to college and all that. But I wasn’t quite expecting to walk into a time capsule of my dad’s life, you know what I mean?”

“I never thought of that today, sorry I’ve only been in there once or twice since I moved back here and then all I did was clean it not really look at it if you know what I mean. I didn’t want to pry so to speak, in case your dad would want to come back and pack it up, you know. I was kind of hoping he would someday.” He stared at his plate a moment, then looked up, “Hey, if you want we can pack all of that old stuff up and get rid of it or put it in the attic whatever works for you. After all it’s your room now.”

Tom reached out and touched his uncle’s arm, “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll keep it the way it is now for a while, there’s been enough change for now don’t you think?”

Gus looked up at Tom’s face with hidden pain behind his eyes and just nodded his head not trusting himself to speak. They ate their lunch in silence. After lunch Tom was going back up to his room and really unpack and check it out some more, but as he headed for the door, “I cooked.”

Tom turned around and saw his uncle sitting there with a raise eyebrow and a smirk on his face. “Well maybe not cooked, but technically I made lunch so, you have to do the dishes. House rules.”

“House rules, right. I forgot Unc. I’m a little out of it today.” Tom said as he picked up the dishes and moved to the sink.

Gus placed his hand on Tom’s shoulder as he stood at the sink, “Yeah I know I can’t believe their gone either.”

Tom turned and hugged his uncle tight and all of the pain he had felt all day, all of the fear, uncertainty, and heart breaking lost, finally let loose like a dam breaking. He held on tight to his uncle a cried letting it all out as his uncle did the same thing. Both finding a small comfort in letting it out with someone that knew the same type of pain that they were holding in. They stood that way for a long time just holding each other and crying. 

When they were both cried out, Tom looked up to his uncle’s eyes and said, “I’m so sorry that you lost your brother and sister in law today. I really miss my mom and dad. If it’s okay with you I finish the dishes after dinner. I just want to be alone for a while now, is that okay with you.”

“Yeah Tom, I feel the same way right now. Don’t worry about the dishes it’s fine. Go on. I’ll call you when it’s time for dinner.”

Tom nodded and walked back upstairs to his new room. He closed his suitcase and placed it on the floor of the closet and closed the doors. He fell onto the bed and started crying again. He yelled at God for taking his folks. He hit his pillow over and over again wishing it was the thing responsible for his parents death. He yelled into his pillow at the stupid dear that had jumped out in front of his folks. He fought everything that was responsible for the death of his folks until he was exhausted, then he fell into a deep sleep until there was a knock on his bedroom door.

“Hey Tom, are you hungry? Why don’t you come downstairs, and we’ll get something to eat.” Gus spoke softly through the door.

Tom woke up feeling better, “I’ll be right there.” He got out of bed and walked into the bathroom. After he splashed some water on his face and combed his hair he went down stairs. He found Gus sitting in the living room sitting in a chair before the silent TV. 

“How are you feeling Tom?” he asked with concern.

“Much better thanks, I guess I needed the nap,” he said sheepishly. “So, what did you have in mind for dinner?”

“How about we get a pizza? Just as long as it doesn’t have olives on it I’m good. So what do you want on your pizza?”

Tom realized he was feeling a bit hungry after all, “How about the works minus the olives of course. That work for you?”

“Yeah, that works.” Gus picked up the phone and called in the order and as they waited for it to be delivered, they talked.

“Well, it’s just the two of us now Tom. So, how about we come up with some house rules that both of us can follow.”

“You’re the adult here Uncle Gus, your house your rules. So what do you have in mind?”

“Alright then, first you get out of bed and are dressed by 7 a.m., Then we’ll have breakfast and clean up afterwards. Then I want you to start on getting the grounds put right. That means the lawn mowed, and then you can start on the side and back yards. Start next to the house first then work your way out. The back patio could really use some work. There’s a fireplace that we can grill on back there if I remember correctly. Now you’ve got to get this done asap, because everybody will be coming here after the funeral.”

“While you were upstairs, I made the arrangements with the funeral home. We’ll have to go back to your place tomorrow and pick out the clothes and things for the funeral. We’ll also pack up all of your stuff and bring it back here. So, maybe make a list of the things you don’t want to forget to bring back here. Then we’ll close down the house, shut off the power and water, cancel the mail delivery and change your address with the post office.” As he was saying this to Tom he was making notes on a steno pad.

“Uncle Gus, when is the funeral?” Tom asked as he tried to get and keep things straight in his mind. But his thoughts were swimming in his head. He was thinking of which of his dad’s suits he should pick out. And what dress would his mother want to be buried in. What were the things that he really needed and wanted to bring here for this next phase of his life. He almost felt overwhelmed, but then he just focused on each question and what had to be done to answer or fix it. He started to feel the ground settle under his feet, that floating feeling was leaving and he began to feel that he could handle this a little better. He knew it was going to be hard on Uncle Gus too, so he couldn’t fall apart not now, maybe later, but definitely not now.

“The funeral home said Friday at noon.” Gus had watched Tom’s face closely and saw the amazing control that the young man had imposed on himself. Gus realized that his nephew was stronger than he thought and a sense of pride grew in his chest. Speaking matter of factly, “So, where’s that pizza?” Just then the doorbell rang, “Speak of the devil.” Gus got up and went to the door, paid the guy and brought the pizza in, sniffing deeply. “Man this smells good, I hope it taste as good as it smells.”
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*Chapter 4*
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The next day and the days afterwards were a bit of a blur. They were filled with waves of emotions that both Tom and Gus had to deal with, but they had each other to help get through. All those little things that must be done when somebody dies were handled as they came up. That Friday they both stood at the gravesites as the caskets were lowered into the ground. Each threw a handful of dirt on each casket and walked back to the car that would take them back to the house. The ladies from Tom’s mother’s church group were there setting up the food and making sure Gus and Tom ate something. Gus and Tom sat next to each other as all the people walked by and said things like we’re sorry for your loss, or our condolences. Tom made a note to look up what condolences are after this well-meaning zoo was over.

Tom leaned over towards his uncle, “Do you feel like we’re just some animal in a zoo right now? Step right up folks and see the amazing mourning man. And don’t miss the sorrowful son sitting next to him. Right here, right now just for your morbid entertainment pleasure.”

“Hey kid, hang in there it’s almost over. Then they’ll all leave proud of the fact that they had done their part in showing their support. Just remember we are doing this for their benefit not ours. This is how they get to say goodbye to your mom and dad. They need to say goodbye as much as we do. So, just be polite and hang in there a little longer.”

By 2:30 p.m. the last car was pulling away. Gus put his arm around Tom’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “You did good son, you kept it together, your father would have been proud.” 

Tom stood there being held by his uncle’s strong arm. He flinched when Gus called him son, but it passed quickly. Something clicked in his mind then and he turned to look at Gus, “Uncle Gus, I want to tell you something, but I don’t want you to get mad.”

Gus looked at him, expecting full on rebellion after he felt the flinch as he had said the word son. “As long as you speak respectfully to me I’ll hear you out. Go ahead Thomas say what you have to say.” Gus stood up straight and looked Tom in the eye.

Tom nodded his head, and stood up to his full height, “Alright here it is Uncle Augustus,” he smirked at using his full first name, then continued. “I know you love me. But please don’t call me son anymore. In fact since you lost your brother and I lost my dad; I was wondering if there is still any need for me to call you uncle anymore. So, how would you feel about me calling you Gus, just Gus.”

Gus stood there and was quiet for a moment, then he replied, “You young man are not my equal, you are my nephew, my blood, my responsibility until you’re an adult. Let’s get that clear right here and now. You will continue to call me Uncle Gus, and I will call you Thomas or Tom. But I will never call you Tommy or son ever is that clear young man?”

Tom stood there with his arms folded across his chest looking into the face of his uncle listening carefully to his words. Tom waited until he was done speaking then tilted his head to one side studying his uncle’s face, and when he saw that twinge of a smile on his uncle’s lips, he stood up straight and in a formal tone he stuck out his hand to shake his uncle’s and said, “Sir, you have a deal.” When the handshake was done they both turned and looked out over the back yard. “So, where do you want me to start working next Uncle Gus”

“How about over there on the right and move across this way. If I remember correctly there is a stone wall back there somewhere. So start along the fence and work your way back to the stone wall. If you drag it all out here and make a brush pile we’ll get one of those mulching machines and grind it all up then we can use it around the bases of the trees, and it’ll look sharp when we’re done. What do you think?”

“Sounds like a plan, any guess on how long it’s going to take me?”

“You worked pretty hard getting all of this done in the time available so, I think it should take you almost a week to get it all cleaned up back to the stone wall.” He nodded as he talked doing the estimates in his head. “It will be good if you can finish it up this week because it’s supposed to be getting a lot hotter the week after. Besides you might want to go to the park then and go swimming, maybe make some new friends. But you got to get this work done first. Agreed?”

“Agreed. I try to knock it out by the end of next week, Uncle Gus. But that does look like a whole lot of hard work.”

“Just take it a bit at a time and don’t kill yourself it’ll get done. And don’t worry I’ll be out here with you, not cutting brush you understand but painting this place. In fact I’m going to get the paint tomorrow, you have any thoughts on what colors we should paint it.”

“How about camo colors then who’d care if the grass or brush gets too tall they won’t be able to see it. Sounds like that would save a lot of work around here,” Tom chuckled, Gus joined in.

“You got a good point there Tom, but I don’t think that would make our lives easier around here. People might just call the cops thinking we’re terrorist or something. I was thinking of painting the house white, but I don’t know what color for the trim. What color do you think would work best and don’t even think of hot pink,” he chuckled.

“Does that mean neon green is out too?” Tom joked. 
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The next morning, Tom was up at 5:30 a.m. He got dressed in his old jeans and cut off sweatshirt. He carried his work boots downstairs to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. He made himself some eggs and bacon and toast and had breakfast, he washed his dishes and put them in the strainer to dry, threw on his boots and was working hard when his uncle came down for breakfast.

Gus was drinking his first cup of coffee as he looked out of the kitchen window above the sink. Tom was pulling a large arm full of brush from the back and throwing it onto a brush pile that was already as tall as he is. Gus smiled to himself, that boy is no slouch just look at how much he has gotten done already this morning. Gus finished his coffee and poured himself another one. Then he sat down at the table and made a list of the things he was going to need for the painting job. When the list and the coffee was finished he rinsed out his cup and walked onto the back patio. “I’m heading to the hardware store you want to come along?”

Tom came into view pulling another armful of brush, “I would love to Uncle Gus, but I got to keep working when it’s cool out here. It might get into the 90’s this afternoon so I want to get as much done as I can before it gets too hot.” He waves at his uncle and walks back in to the brush on the path he had cut. He disappeared and soon Gus heard the sounds of an axe chopping. 

Gus left for the store, “I’ll be back as soon as I can, be safe until then.” He yelled across the backyard and listened for a reply; he heard OK yelled back then he got in the truck and left.

A few hours later, Tom was sitting in the shade having a cool drink when Gus pulled up with the truck loaded up. Tom put his glass down and went to help his uncle unload the truck. “Where do you want to put all of this stuff Uncle Gus?” 

“We’ll stack it on that side of the driveway so it’s close to the house but still out of the way,” Gus replied. 

When the truck was unloaded and the supplies were covered with a tarp, they took a break. The temperature was climbing through the 80’s and the humidity was up there. Both of them were soaked in sweat by the time the truck was unloaded. As they sat on the back patio in the shade Gus noticed how much Tom had gotten done so far. The part that was cleaned up was fifty yards back and thirty yards across. He softly whistled, “man you got more done than I thought you would. How bad is it back there by the stone wall?”

“This part was easy. After I brought the last armful to the pile, I went for a walk back there that’s when I saw what I’m about to get into.” He shook his head disappointedly, “That next batch is full of berry bushes and grapevines, tangled up in all of the same brush that I have been cutting so far. And that stuff is really thick from here on out.” He paused and had a drink, “I was having a hard time just trying to get through that stuff. You wouldn’t know of an easier way to do this would you?”

Gus had been nodding along as Tom described what he was facing, “Nope. The way you’re doing it is the only way that I know of to get it done. Just take your time and maybe work along the whole front and then work your way back. That might leave the worst of it until later in the week when it supposed to be cooler. And if you’re really lucky I might be done painting the house and can give you a hand then.”

“Ok that’s what I’ll do then and if you can help that would be great. That stuff gets real hard to pull out when it’s full of vines holding on for dear life.” He finished his drink and went back to work. Cutting along the front, working back about ten feet and ten feet wide. Then moving onto the next ten by ten section. As he was taking a break after the two sections were done he rubbed his back and wiped his brow. He turned around when he heard Gus calling him to get cleaned up for dinner. Picking up his tools and carrying them up to the back door. He walked over and rinsed off with the water hose, enjoying the cold water washing over his back. He walked into the dark interior of the house and felt the coolness engulfing him.

“Go get cleaned up for dinner it will be ready in 30 minutes.  I know you just washed off with the hose, but you still stink go take a shower. It’ll do your muscles good; I’ll call you when it’s time to eat.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea Uncle Gus, I’m kind of disgusted with my own stink too. I’ll make it quick so we can eat soon.” He walked up stairs and as he climbed he made little noises as each step his legs hurt more than he thought they did. That shower felt great, and the hot water loosened his muscles. The soap brought him back awake. He was just standing there enjoying the water run over his head when he heard his stomach growl so loudly that it surprised himself. Drying off and putting on sweatpants and a T-shirt he walked back down stairs. The smells of dinner made his stomach growl again just
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