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      I knew I’d been born into a different kind of family with each visit to Dad’s study. The walls lined with maps and photographs marking each adventure of days past. Each map with burned edges resembling something from a pirate’s chest. Globes, relics, and artifacts stacked on shelves like trophies. Tall bookshelves lined with thousands of books. Documents stacked like skyscrapers on the edge of his massive desk.

      Stories Jim Rayburn believed the world needed to hear.

      Not exactly sure what to call Dad. Pioneer, pirate, detective, crime fighter, adventure-seeker, or Indiana Jones? Maybe a mishmash of all these titles.

      Career Day at school introduced us to accountants, police officers, and engineers. Luke Wilson’s dad was a plumber and worked with toilets all day. He didn’t seem to mind.

      My dad talked about finding an old goblet on a sunken pirate ship off the coast of California. Guess who was the most popular kid that day?

      Family vacations spent in the Middle East, China, India, Alaska, or a small town in the States. I knew the Rayburns weren’t cut from the same cloth. Most kid’s visited Grandma in Iowa during summer vacation like my best friend Wyatt Olsen. We explored Native American Indian ruins.

      Dad was my Superman, and I wanted nothing more than to be like him. Maybe that’s what sons do, and it’s normal growing up stuff. But every time I visit his study, or have talks while exploring caves in the Andes, I want whatever dad has. That thing, the adventurer spirit.

      On a Tuesday, maybe a Wednesday, shortly after summer break everything changed. I snuck into Dad’s study and watched him at work. He poured over an old dusty book and nodded like it was talking back. A giant smile on his face. Dad turned, noticing me hovering next to his wide oak desk. He adjusted a lamp and nudged a stack of books to the side to get a better look. He lowered his black-rimmed glasses, “You get the car packed?”

      I nodded.

      “What’s your sister doing?”

      “Throwing a fit because she has to leave her boyfriend for a week.”

      Dad held back a crooked smile and shook his head. “Rosie’s too young for boys. Nothing but trouble.”

      “Who’s the trouble? Rosie or the boyfriend?”

      “Both,” Dad said, with a grin.

      I eased into a leather chair and was swallowed by the cushions. “I don’t think it’s serious. Billy wrote her a note and passed it along to Ashley. Said to check a box: ‘Do you like me, check yes or no?’ They haven’t even talked in person.”

      Billy Britton was one of the cool kids at Brookside Middle. He had golden blonde hair with a perfect part. Straight teeth. Name brand clothes. The guys I despised.

      Rosie, my older sister, thought she was in love. I don’t know how love works. But eighth graders have more important things to worry about. Like pimples. I’m not there yet, but have heard horror stories. A few years back Brandon Sorenson had his face peeled off because of acne. I don’t know if the story is true. But thinking about what’s coming for me in two years is terrifying.

      I think love is something you sort out when your real old like my parents.

      Dad closed his dusty book and leaned across the desk and whispered, “Ricky… hold off on love for as long as you can. Girls are nothing but trouble. Break your heart in two and stomp it on the ground,” he said, tossing his glasses on the desk. “That’s the truth. How’d the packing go?”

      I gave a thumbs up. “Followed the Rayburn Way. Big stuff on the bottom. Light stuff on top. Packing is all about organizing the puzzle pieces. Just like you taught me.”

      Dad glided to a map next to his desk. “Great! Excited about the family vacation? We leave bright and early.”

      “I guess. Where are we going again?”

      “Death Valley, the desert,” he said, tapping on the map.

      “Like sand and heat and stuff? Are we going to melt?”

      Dad chuckled, “No melting. It’ll be a nice break from the cold spring we had here in Ohio. We’re staying near Mojave State Park at a motel,” he said, handing me a brochure from the desk, “It has a pool.”

      Kid heaven. A motel on Mars with a pool would be fine by me. Those were the magic words I needed for a sweaty vacation in the desert.

      I scanned the rest of the brochure, handed it back to dad, and hesitated finding my next words. “Dad… is this a work trip?” I said, giving finger quotations.

      Dad rose from the desk, walked back to a tattered map on the wall, and stared like it was about to speak. He sighed, “Life’s an adventure, kid. The world is a big place with lots to explore. You never know what you might find.”

      “So… is that a yes, or no?” My dad often spoke in code and kept us guessing.

      “Dad's never off the clock. Work seems to find me wherever I go. We’ll see what happens.”

      I scratched my head after the vague answer. “Does Mom know?”

      Dad turned back like he’d been stung by a bee. “Know what?”

      “The family vacation is a work trip.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Your face told me.”

      He felt around on his unshaven face. “Really? That obvious, huh?”

      “Like a catcher giving away pitching signs.”

      Dad lowered his head. “The one thing I know about relationships: timing is everything. I’ll break it to her on the drive.”
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      I spun a globe sitting on the end table. “Good luck with that. Mom will lose her mind. She doesn’t like surprises. Remember the last time you said,” I gave quotation fingers, “We’re on a work vacation.”

      “Kuwait?”

      I nodded.

      Dad scrambled to a shelf on the opposite end of his study. He held up a golden chalice and smiled. “You know what this is?”

      “An overpriced Sippy Cup?”

      “Nooo… A gift from the Prince of Kuwait. Saved their people from some bad guys.”

      “I remember that trip. When Rosie got diarrhea on the plane and ruined her pants. Never saw her so mad.”

      Dad lowered his head and gave a hearty laugh. “She had to wear Mom’s sweater around her waist until she could change her jeans. Oh, and the smell. I didn’t know what was worse. Rosie’s embarrassment, or the passengers having to deal with her stench.”

      I joined in with the laughter. “I love it when Rosie gets embarrassed. Nothing better.”

      Dad waved a finger. “Easy, kid. She’s still your sister. Be nice. You’ve been embarrassed many times in public. Remember when you downed a large popcorn at the Cineplex and threw up on the man’s hat in front of you? Now that’s embarrassing…”

      I quieted my laughter. “Diary of a Wimpy Kid. Who could forget?” I walked to a map on the wall and pointed. “When will I get to join you on an adventure? I’m ready…”

      Dad placed the chalice on the shelf and wrapped his strong arms around my shoulders. “You’re a twelve-year-old kid with a lot of life in front of you. They’ll be plenty of time to dream. Dad is a trained professional and what he does can be dangerous.”

      “I’m tough. Danger’s my middle name,” I said, flexing a bicep.

      Dad raised an eyebrow. “Your middle name is Lewis,” he said as he gripped my arm. “Not bad for a weakling. Enjoy childhood. One day you’ll wake up and find life moves real fast. There’s enough danger in the world to last a lifetime. Patience is a virtue…”

      I turned to leave the study after hearing the same speech many times. “I know, Dad… life moves fast… a lot of life in front of me… patience is a virtue. Got it. But one day, you’ll see. I’ll handle all the danger anyone throws at me. I will be the best adventurer the world has ever known.”

      Dad crossed his arms. “Okay, Mr. Danger. First mission is to wash up for dinner. Can you handle it?”

      I sighed and headed for the door. Before I left the study, I noticed a folder sitting on a side table. It said, “Mission: The Ambassadors.”
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      Tossed and turned that night after conversation with Dad. I was frustrated with the same answers every time I asked about a mission. A pre-teen and dealing with the impending future of pimples and pressures to fit in at school.

      But I’d dreamed of fighting bad guys for as long as I could remember. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what Dad did. Had to be more interesting than enduring another boring English class with Mrs. Wilkerson.

      I threw on clothes and made my way downstairs to join the family. The van packed and ready for the long trip to the desert. We lived in Columbus, where Dad was a professor at Ohio State University. He taught history, and some other stuff, I think.

      Rosie jumped into the front seat and yelled above the loud music blaring into her head, “How long is this trip?”

      Mom pulled her earbuds out and gave a stern look. “Thirty hours. Get comfortable. And turn down the music. We want to talk with you.”

      In kid time, thirty hours is a million. Riding that long trip next to my nemesis, Rosie, was not what I’d hoped. Maybe she’d sleep and leave me alone. Not a chance. She slapped me on the arm. “You see this line?” She drew an imaginary line with her finger between the seats. “Cross this and you’ll be sorry.”

      I smirked. “What are you going to do? Call your boyfriend Billy?”

      “Mom… Ricky is making fun of me.”

      “I did no such thing. Only mentioned her boyfriend. Is that a crime?”

      “He knows this is a sensitive subject. I have to leave the love of my life for a week. I’m not in a good place right now.”

      Mom cupped her mouth, and with all her might, tried not to laugh in Rosie’s face. She caught my eye, and I did the same. “Ricky… please be nice to your sister. She needs our support…” Mom said, bursting out in laughter.

      Rosie crossed her arms and gave a look like she’d eaten a Sour Patch Kid. She slammed her headphones on her ears and cranked up Justin Bieber, “Don’t anyone talk for the next thirty hours.”

      I gave a thumbs up, stuck out my tongue, and Mom shook her head in disagreement.

      Dad gave a glance in the rearview mirror that needed no words. “Let’s get along, kids.” He gave Mom a gentle nudge. “And you too, big kid.”

      We drove and drove and drove. Stopped for a night in a motel. Then drove and drove and drove.

      The first stop the second day was an old cowboy town. Dad tried to convince us it was the most popular tourist attraction this side of the Mississippi. By the handful of people, it appeared Dad was lying.

      The streets were dirt covered. Men and women dressed in cowboy attire wandered the roads. A cowboy riding a horse and caressing a gun strolled by. Only a half dozen restored buildings were left in the desolate town.

      We entered what looked like an old bank and heard piano music playing. A woman in a wide ruffled dress greeted us. She handed Dad a flyer. “Welcome to Booneville. The last cowboy town in the West.”

      I knew why it was the last. Nothing to do. No video games, internet, TV’s, or nachos to speak of. I wasn’t sure why this place was so special. Lame.

      Dad slapped the back of my head, almost knocking my Ohio State Buckeyes hat onto the dirt floor. “I see those eyes.”

      “What?”

      “Let’s try to have fun. Isn’t this cool? Like living in the old days. You won’t see a dress like that in Ohio.”

      I gave a half smile and mumbled under my breath, “Because that dress is ugly…”

      “You say something, Ricky?” Dad asked.

      “Cool dress…” I said, giving a half-hearted thumbs up.

      Dad approached a long counter where a man in a wide cowboy hat turned to face the family. “Four Cokes for these fine people,” Dad said, glancing back for affirmation.

      Mom gave Rosie and me a look, and hugged Dad. “I think cowboy town is great, honey. We can find new children when we get back to Ohio.”

      Rosie and I gave tandem eye rolls.

      Dad chatted with the cowboy behind the counter. “I came here with my family when I was his age,” glancing at me. “We grew up in California and loved coming here on family trips.”

      “Was this a real cowboy town when you came as a kid?” Rosie asked, giving me a glance. I laughed, trying to avoid eye contact with Dad who was still being nostalgic.

      “Funny, guys. No. Booneville was abandoned shortly after the Gold Rush in the 1850’s. A time when California was being built up and settled. If we can put aside our sarcasm, maybe we’ll learn a thing or two.”

      One thing Dad was serious about was history. He taught it, lived it, and breathed it. Unfortunately, the family wasn’t there yet. He loved taking us around the world to discover new things. All good. But my interest wasn’t in the history as much as stopping bad guys.

      That’s how I imagined my dad spending his days. Fighting evil dictators, stopping ruthless armies, and unveiling plots to overthrow governments. That kind of history, I could get into.

      Dad put on a cowboy hat from the souvenir shop and wrapped a leather holster around his waist. He pretended to draw the gun and aim it in my direction. “Stick em’ up partner,” he said.

      I played along and put up my hands. “Oh please, don’t shoot me,” I said in a monotone voice.

      “Come on, son. That didn’t sound convincing.”

      “I’ll play,” Rosie said, rushing to a clothing rack and placing a pink scarf around her neck. She caught her eye in a long mirror, “Ohhh. I think Billy would like me wearing this.”

      Dad and I locked eyes, I tried not to vomit. “You wouldn’t last five minutes during the cowboy days,” he said.

      “I might not. But I’d look good,” Rosie said, giving a side pose.

      I hopped up and down. “I need a bathroom quick.”

      Mom pointed to a bathroom sign hanging in the back of the gift shop. I ran to the bathroom entrance and dodged a man coming out.

      Country music played in the speakers of the restroom and I did my business at the urinal. I heard a couple men talking in hushed tones. I zipped up and tried to listen.

      “That him? He looks kind of ordinary,” said a short, pudgy man with dark hair.

      I pretended to pee and focused on their conversation. A man with black, slicked hair finished his business and made his way to the sink to clean up. “He matches the photo Boss gave us.”

      “We’ll follow close behind and see where it leads,” the other man said, sporting a Los Angeles Angels jacket, and dark glasses.

      I flushed the urinal and kept my head down as I tried to scramble out of the bathroom to find my family. One man turned to dry his hands and tripped me as I walked by. My body skidded across the wet tile floor.

      The man with the baseball jacket leaned down and tried to help me up. His face looked confused
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