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CHAPTER 1



I held the bag tight against me. If there was a bomb in here, it wouldnt be too smart to jiggle it.

Running, running.

Stavross boots pounded on the path behind me.

Hey! Youve got my bag! he yelled.

My heart thumped with fear.

And then he was beside me.



Right from the beginning I was suspicious of the man. Right from the minute he got on the bus. Maybe it was because he acted so strangely about the bag. But mostly it was because of the way he looked. And because my ears started tingling at the sight of himan ancient warning of danger, not to be ignored.

Of course, at that time, at the beginning, my suspicions were just gut level. Well, it was June 20, 2002, not even a year after 9/11. Thats a date no one will ever forget. September 11, 2001, when terrorists hijacked four planes and flew them into the towers of the World Trade Center in New York and into the Pentagon and that field somewhere in Pennsylvania. This guy looked like he might be Saudi Arabian or even Iraqian, if there is such a word. He was dark skinned, with bushy black eyebrows and a bushier mustache. So maybe it was natural for me to be on the alert. We were supposed to be. Even President Bush had said that on TV.

I could tell that I wasnt the only watchful one. There was a kind of rustling, a whispering from the other tour passengers, as he came through the bus door. I think that little 9/11 alarm bell was ringing for all of us. Of course, a bus isnt an airplane. But still, who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? And then there was the bag.

He was holding one of the dorky red carry-ons the Star Tours Company had sent to each of us before the trip. It was awkward for him to carry because his right hand was bandaged, all the way from his fingertips to his wrist. Declan Taylor, our tour director, immediately reached for the bag as the man stepped up into the coach.

Hi! Declan said. Let me get this for you.

But the man pulled the bag close to his chest and shook his head. No, no, he said. Ill keep it. The words were forceful. But the intense way he clutched the bag was really strange. As if he was afraid someone would try to take it from him.

Weird, I thought. What could he have in there? Maybe a bunch of money or stolen jewels? My ears tingled ferociously.

I hadnt seen the man before. He hadnt been at last nights get-acquainted dinner. Maybe he didnt want to get acquainted.

He scared me, and I decided Id keep a wary eye on him.

I was actually glad to have something to think about during this trip, besides the passing scenery. Grandma and I were starting out on a nostalgic journey. Nostalgic for her, that is. We were going to see the Grand Tetons and Yellowstone Park in Wyoming and Mount Rushmore in South Dakota. My grandma had done this trip by car with my grandpa when they were first married. But Grandpa died last year, when I was only eleven, and we were all missing him so much. Especially Grandma.

I want to go back and see it all again, Kevin, Grandma had told me. Come with me, shed said.



To be honest, I hadnt really wanted to go. It was the beginning of summer vacation. I could have been home in Los Angeles, skateboarding, shooting hoops, playing catch with the guys. My best buddy, Justin, and I had planned to camp out in my backyard. But I was here instead. Thered be a lot of sightseeing on this tour. Im not much into sightseeing.

But my mom and dad had been all for it.

Youll see parts of the country youve never seen before, Mom said.

Therell be all kinds of wildlife, too, Dad added. Moose and elk and deer and bears.

Gnarly, I said, faking up my enthusiasm.


Mom stroked my hand. It will be such a wonderful bonding experience for you and your grandma.

Were already bonded, I told her. Not to be soppy, but I love my grandma a lot. Shes fun. She listens when I talk to her. We both like old movies. She loves me a whole lot, too. And thats basically why I was here now.

Youll bond even more, Mom said firmly.

Grandma had booked the ten-day trip way before 9/11. For a while after that we werent sure if we should go. But one afternoon Gran had a long, serious talk with my parents. I dont blame you for being worried, she told them. She offered to go alone.

We think its okay for him to go, Mom said. But its up to you, Kev.

I have to admit that for a couple minutes I was really tempted to use the big excuse Grandma had just given me and bail. But then I looked at her and I knew I wouldnt.

Lets do it, I said.



Wed flown from L.A. to Salt Lake City.

In my Star Tours bag Id brought my Walkman and a bunch of CDs, my new Joan Lowery Nixon novel, my much-read how-to-write-a-mystery book, and my trusty notebook, in which I planned to write my very first mystery novel following the guidelines and instructions that I would read carefully as we tooled along in our big tour bus. Tucked in the bottom of my red bag was my square of blue blanket. Thats all thats left of what was once in my baby crib. I know Im twelve years old. I know Im a boy. So what? I still sleep with it under my head at night. Id definitely croak, of course, if any of my friends knew about it. Theyd call me a wuss and worse. All of which makes it hard when I go on sleepovers, but I manage okay. Im very dexterous, which means skillful.

So on day two of the tour, when the man got on the bus, things started looking up. Suddenly I had a project. Id watch him, take notes, maybe get my whole book done, first draft, before we got home. Well, at least the first few chapters. And besides that, Id be an anonymous, unpaid security guard for the tour. Id be a bodyguard for Grandma.

I eyeballed him closely.

He was about my dads age. His jeans had a neat crease down each leg. His shirt was checked blue and white and he wore shiny leather cowboy boots. A windbreaker was draped over his right arm.

He sat in the first aisle seat, leaving the place by the window vacant except for the bag beside him. He wedged his windbreaker in at his side. I took a good look at the bandage on his right hand. It was white and bulky. He wouldnt be able to do much with that hand. With the other he clutched the handle of the red bag. He stared straight ahead. Every time I glanced across the aisle at him, my ears vibrated gently.

Our coach was more than half empty. Declan had told us last night that thered been several cancellations on recent trips. More than several, I suspected. Hed explained it was because of 9/11. Lots of people were still scared to get on a plane. Declan said almost all of Star Tours passengers had to fly to Salt Lake City, where the tour began, and the flying part had stopped them. I have to congratulate those of you who decided to follow through on your plans, he added. We cant let terrorists ruin our lives.

Thats more or less what Mom and Dad and Grandma had said, too.


When Declan made that pronouncement, I felt incredibly brave.

I looked behind me at the other brave travelers. Some of them were studying the maps and itineraries that Declan had handed out last night. Most still wore their name tags. There are just eighteen of us, hed said. Were going to be one big family for the next nine days. So lets get pally.

The reflection in my window showed me the guy right behind usa tall, giraffe shapeand the girl with him, whose name was Geneva Jenson. She was thirteen. I knew because Grandma had asked last night. The man was her dad, though he was older than my dad or the dads of my friends.

Hi, Id said at the get-acquainted dinner, stoked that there was someone semi my age on the trip. Id peered again at her name tag. Geneva. Thats really different.

Its a town in Switzerland, shed said.

I know that. Id managed not to sound irritated. Did she think I was that dumb?

And dont ever call me Genny, shed said. I hate Genny.


Okay, Genny. Ill remember. And my names Kevin, but you can call me Mr. Saunders if you like. I grinned.

Shed grinned back. Cool!

Wed talked a bit more. She and her dad were from Washington, the state, not the D.C. one. I thought she was kind of pretty, with her tufty yellow hair and navy blue eyes. But Im not much of a judge of pretty.

Now I waved to her reflection in the window, and she waved back. Then I held my hand to the side of my mouth and whispered the way James Cagney does in old movies on TV. That guy over there? With the bag? I nodded in his direction. Check him out!

She glanced across, then raised her shoulders in a what about him? gesture.

Later, I Cagney-whispered.

Declan had jumped off the bus to check that the luggage was properly stowed, but here he was, back again.

And how is everyone this morning? he asked. Declan was shrimp-small, young, and thin. He wore a great wide-brimmed cowboy hat, jeans, and a shirt that had red, white, and blue stripes, so bright they made you blink. I blinked. If we got off the coach for any reason wed be able to find him pretty easily.

His voice boomed through the mike. I have one introduction to make. The gentleman sitting behind Scotty, our driver, arrived last night from New York. His flight was late, so he missed the party. His name is Charles Stavros. Declan windmilled his arms and ordered, Everyone: Good morning, Charles.

There was an enthusiastic response of Good morning, Charles.

Charles took his good hand from the bagreluctantly, I thought, but that was probably just my imagination at work. He waved.

Stavros, Grandma whispered. I think thats a Greek name. She smiled at me. Can you hear the unanimous sigh of relief? They were half expecting Osama or Saddam. Its sad. People are so quick to jump to conclusions now. If someone looks like that

No kidding, I said. But I knew I was disappointed. There went my mystery-adventure novel. On the other handI sat up straight and stared at him. How did we know that was his real name? He could be Osama, or Saddam. I wouldnt let myself be lulled into a false sense of security, no matter what Grandma said.

Everybody ready to get under way? Declan asked.

Yes.

Definitely.

Lets bounce! someone called.

Wes a-goin, wes a movin, Declan chanted in a singsong voice.

I nonchalantly glanced again at Mr. Charles Stavrosjust in time to see him lift his left hand, kiss his fingertips, and then make the sign of the cross over the red bag.

A shiver ran up my spine and my ears vibrated.

What on earth was in there?








CHAPTER 2



As soon as we were moving, I opened my mystery notebook and wrote my title:

The Man with the Red Bag

I liked it. It was definitely grabby, which is very important in a mystery novel. Then I wrote:

Characters

I was going to have eighteen if I counted Declan. That was a lot. I chewed on the end of my pencil and wrote:


	Mystery man, Charles Stavros. Maybe Greek, maybe not. Whats with his red bag?


	Geneva. Dont call her Genny.

	Genevas father. Wheres her mother, by the way?

	Bruce Dove and

	Nellie Dovehusband and wife. Old, nice. They hold hands.

	Beth Yokomata and

	Millie Yokomatasisters. Japanese American. Young and cute. Millie is definitely the bossy one.

	Buffo Roberts and

	Blessing Robertshusband and wife. Hes an ex-football player and hes huge. Shes a beautician and shes huge, too. They have identical red, spiky hair.

	Midge Ketchikan. Dont know much about her yet. Shes about my grandmas age.

	First Texan and

	Second Texan and

	Third Texan and

	Fourth Texantwo men and two women. Theyre pardners and they stick together like burrs.

	Grandma.

	Declantour director.

	Scottybus driver.

	Kevinme.




Too many. Some of them would have to be minor characters. I wouldnt spend much time on them.

Grandma was knitting a blue scarf for my dad. She peered out of the windows happily while her needles clickety-clacked and the blue yarn snaked up from the red bag at her feet.

Knitting is very in now, she told me. Its not just for old ladies anymore.

For old men? I asked.

She nodded. Why not?

She didnt ask what I was writing, which is one of the things I like best about my grandma. If I wanted to talk to her about what I was doing, shed be interested. If I didnt want to, that was fine, too.

I closed my book and looked out at Salt Lake City. Mostly Mormons lived here. Declan knows his history, and as we drove through the city he told us all these true stories and legends about the Mormons. Like the one about the seagulls who ate the crickets that were eating the crops of the first Mormon pioneers. Its cool stuff.

When I wasnt looking out the window or taking notes, I watched Charles Stavros. You could have been fooled into thinking he was interested, the way he kept looking right at Declan. But I noticed he never even glanced out the windows. I took out my notebook and wrote: Looks like a man with a mission. But what is his mission? As a writer you must not let a thought or a good phrase slip away. I know a lot about the techniques of writing, but could I pull it off? Never sell yourself short, Joan Lowery Nixon had told us when she came to visit our class. Have confidence!

Okay, Joan.

When we stopped to see the Beehive House, Charles Stavros stayed on the bus.

Poor man, that is such an enormous bandage on his hand, Grandma said. I wonder if hes in pain.

I wonder what he did to it, I said. Hmm! What, indeed?


When the bus pulled in at Temple Square in the middle of the city, Charles Stavros did disembark, as Declan calls it. I guess that was because this was the lunch stop.

Declan held up a hand to keep us all in place while he made an announcement. His red, white, and blue shirt dazzled in the sun that came in through the windows. You can all leave your stuff in the bus. It will be perfectly safe. The coach will be locked and Scotty will be with it.

Almost all the passengers, including Grandma and me, left the red carry-ons behind. Cameras and binoculars bounced against chests. But one bag was taken off the bus. Charles Stavross.

We straggled along behind Declan in pairs or small groups.

Geneva and her dad walked in front of Grandma and me, a gigantic space between them. I decided there was another mystery there, but one was enough for me to concentrate on. I think thats a rule in mystery books. You have to focus on one thing at a time.

Charles Stavros walked alone, the red bag cradled against his chest.

The group met up at the cafeteria. We had tables for eight, and by careful maneuvering I made sure Grandma and I were at Stavross table. With us were Midge Ketchikan, the two Doves, and Millie and Beth Yokomata. Millie was a paralegal, which meant she worked for lawyers. Beth was a nurse. Millie was fat, Beth was thin. Millie talked and laughed nonstop. Beth was quiet. Millie ate lots and lots. Beth picked.

Charles Stavros ordered a turkey sandwich on wheat, a green salad, and iced tea. Ordinary. Normal. Not so normal was the way he held the bag on his lap the whole time he was eating. How odd was that? Wouldnt most people put it under the chair? Hed spread his napkin, not over his knees but over the red bag that was balanced there.

The Doves smiled happily around the table. Isnt this pleasant? Mrs. Dove said. Her name suited her. She was little and gray and plump. You almost wanted to stroke her.

How many dogs do you have in your kennel? she asked Midge.

Twenty-eight. My husband was going to come. In the end he decided to stay with the animals. We have an assistant, but

The Doves nodded, understanding.

So Midge had a dog kennel. Twenty-eight dogs! What a racket at doggie dinnertime!


Charles Stavros poured Thousand Island dressing over his salad.

I have a dog, he said.

I was surprised that he was getting into the conversation.

A puppy, I should say, he went on.

Did you board her? Midge asked. Or him?

Shes a female. Yes, I boarded her, and I had a hard time saying good-bye.

What kind is she? Midge sounded sympathetic.

A golden lab. Her name is Sunshine.

Shell miss you. But shell be fine.

I took a sip of my lemonade and thought about my story. Would a really bad guy be this nice about his puppy? Would he even have a dog? Even worse, a puppy named Sunshine?

Then I remembered that characters should not be one-dimensional and I cheered up. A bad guy who loved his dog was probably excellent to have in a book. Possible, maybe, in real life, too.

Grandma remarked on how interesting her morning had been. She had been to hear the Mormon Tabernacle Choir and told about how she had heard them singing like angels once before, the last time she was in Salt Lake City. Which, of course, had been with my grandpa all those years ago. She must be missing him a lot.

I was secretly squeezing her hand under the tablecloth when I heard Millie say to Charles Stavros, My sister and I are from New York, too, Charles. Im with Stevens, Smith, and Purdue, attorneys at law, on Thirty-seventh Street. My sisters a nurse at Saint Marks.

Stavros nodded.

Then Millie leaned across the table. You know, Charles, I could swear Ive seen you before. She looked inquiringly at Beth, but Beth just raised one skinny black eyebrow and shook her head.

Im sure of it. Millie tapped her forehead. Itll come. Maybe you were a murderer and Bryson Smith got you off. Hes our defense attorney. She laughed and added, Only kidding.

I know, Stavros said, and went on eating. He was having trouble using his left hand. I deduced that he was normally right-handed and also that his injury must be recent. Id make a note of that in my book as soon as we got back to the bus.

Hey! I think I saw your picture in the paper, Millie exclaimed. Thats what it was. You were one of those guys they rounded up who they thought might be involved in the hijacking.

Everyone gasped.

Millie put her hand over her mouth. Oh, shoot! No wonder my sister bought me a T-shirt that said God, put your arms around me and your hand over my mouth.

I sat up straight. What was she saying? I couldnt believe my luck. Here was the absolute start. My novel might even turn out to be true-life, nonfiction, like that Truman Capote one. Giddyup! I was on my way.

Im terribly sorry, Charles, Millie went on. What an awful thing to even think. Just because you look She gulped. In fact, Im perfectly sure thats not where I saw you. I swear! Those were all suspected terrorists. Stupid words just pour out of me. I should wear that T-shirt every day of my life.

Charles Stavros didnt smile. Im sure you were only kidding, he said.


She was, of course. Beth scowled at her sister.

She didnt mean it at all. Grandmas face was a little pink.

The Doves made small cooing noises of dismay.

Could you pass the rolls, please? Midge asked loudly.

I took a bite of my sandwich. They were all sorry for Charles Stavros. But what if Millie was right? Suspected terrorists. I was just about positive thats exactly where shed seen him. She worked in an attorneys office, after all. What if he really, truly was a terrorist? Wouldnt it be great if shed cut out that picture? And had it with her? And we were able to identify him? But why would she have it with her? If I read that in a mystery book, I wouldnt believe it. If she remembered where shed seen it, maybe I could track it on my computer when I got home.

Beth spoke into the
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