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The summer sun streamed through the cabin windows as Ranger Ted brewed his morning cup of coffee. He reached over for his mug, then stopped himself. No, today he needed his special mug. After all, today was his birthday.

He went out on his front porch, settling into his comfy chair while his coffee cooled. The morning was a little chilly, the air heavy from the rain the night before. Soon the day would be hot and sticky, but for now, Ranger Ted soaked in the fresh pine scent of the crisp dawn. As he waited for his coffee to cool, Ranger Ted’s forest friends came by to say hello.
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“Morning, Ranger,” said Mr. Fox as he slunk past the porch. “How are you this fine day?”

“Oh, I’m quite well, thank you,” called back Ranger Ted. “As a matter of fact, today is...”

“Good morning!” interrupted Ms. Chipmunk. “Have you seen Mrs. Squirrel? She was supposed to meet me by the lake this morning, and I haven’t seen hide nor hair of her.” She rubbed her tiny paws together in worry.

“I’m sure she’s quite all right,” assured Ranger Ted. “She’s probably just busy with those little ones of hers.” He scratched his chin. “Although, come to think of it, I haven’t seen Mr. Raccoon this morning either. He usually pops his head in first thing in the morning on his way home from his nightly prowl. Wonder what he’s up to...”
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Before he could think more on it, though, the phone inside rang. With a sigh, Ranger Ted set down his untouched cup of coffee on the side table to answer it. It was the campsite director; something had gone missing, and Ranger Ted was needed to check it out.

Setting his wide-brimmed ranger hat firmly on his head, Ranger Ted trekked down the path to the campsite. 
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As he rounded the last corner, the speckling of brightly colored tents appeared with the shining lake in the distance. He smiled. He would never get tired of that view.

He headed on into the camp and found a rather frantic father.
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“But the apples are supposed to be right here...” the man muttered to himself as Ranger Ted walked up.

“Are you Mr. Johnson?” the ranger asked.

“Yes, I’m John, John Johnson. I’m glad you’re here. My apples are gone. Do you know what that means?” asked the man.

Ranger Ted considered this question. “That you’ll have to have bananas for breakfast instead?”

“Exactly,” said Mr. Johnson, waving a laminated meal plan in the ranger’s face. “And we’re not supposed to have bananas until Thursday! And little Johnny here will be completely distraught if he doesn’t get his apples!”

Ranger Ted watched the boy happily looking for bugs under a log. He seemed unlikely to be distraught about much of anything. “I see,” he said. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Of course. The apples were right there in the FSA – the Food Staging Area.” He pointed out a folding table set up in the dirt under a tree and then continued. “I was making the eggs, like the plan said. When I turned around, the apples were gone.”

[image: Ranger Ted and Johnny crouch together, examining small handprint-like tracks in the soft dirt near the food table.
Ranger Ted and Johnny crouch together, examining small handprint-like tracks in the soft dirt near the food table.]

“That is odd,” said Ranger Ted. He squatted down to look around the table, and Johnny plopped down next to him, considering the ground too with his little magnifying glass. Ranger Ted suppressed a smile.

The ground was still soft from the rain the night before, and there were faint markings. “They look like little hands,” said Johnny.

“You are absolutely right,” said Ranger Ted. “You’d make a pretty good ranger!” The little boy beamed. “Those are raccoon footprints,” the ranger went on. “But surely Mr. Raccoon wouldn’t take your apples....”

Suddenly, from across the campsite there came a commotion.
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“I put it right here, Darlene,” a man hollered.

“Well, I didn’t move it, Vincent,” countered Darlene.

Ranger Ted hurried over to see if he could help. “What seems to be the problem, folks?” he asked.

“Darlene here lost the oatmeal for our breakfast,” said Vincent.

“You know darn well I did no such thing,” said Darlene. “I was hanging out all our wet things to dry.” She pointed at the clothesline of sleeping bags and pillows, no doubt wet from a leaky tent.

“Well, the food’s still gone,” said Vincent. “What are you going to do about it?”

Darlene was
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