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Chapter 1 

CALLIE
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The bright moonbeam shimmied its way through the dark trees, illuminating everything in its path. Its glistening rays made the mountain river look like a gleaming silver snake winding through the rich, green shadows of the Smoky Mountains. The blue moonlight stretched across open ground, and the trees cast long, lazy shadows. The moon’s glow revealed a rustic cabin. The isolated home, two miles from the nearest neighbor, was part of a cozy community called Halo Notch. 

What the moonlight missed, however, was the dark silhouette of a young woman moving cat-like and silent along the warm, tin rooftop. She carried herself with practiced ease, for she had been there many times before. A whisper of coolness tickled the breeze that tugged at her chestnut-colored hair, sending a chill through her body. At a certain spot, she sat and inhaled the fragrant air of early June. She remained motionless, surveying the area for anything interesting.

Eventually, 12-year-old Callie positioned both feet flat on the toasty roof to enjoy its coziness. It was her favorite secret spot. She gazed up at the moon and admired the sparkling stars. Sometimes the moon seemed close enough to touch—especially in autumn when it was big and orange. When the sky was dark with the new moon, she sat outside and just listened to the sounds of the night. When it rained, she stayed inside and enjoyed the sound of the raindrops tapping on the tin. It sounded like someone slowly pouring dry rice all over her roof, and it made her feel drowsy and content.

A lone owl called out, capturing her attention. She listened intently, eager to focus on anything besides her worries, if only for a moment. The river's babbling became the background music for every other sound. Random breezes tickled the trees, and the young leaves squirmed. Callie became aware of the thud-thud of her heart and tried to relax her breathing. It was no use. The more she tried to breathe normally, the more out of sorts her lungs seemed to be. She yawned deeply, resolving to think about anything other than the terrible school year she had just completed. 

Callie reached into her pocket and pulled out the report card she had retrieved from the mailbox earlier that day: “Callie Johnson, 7th Grade Final.” She had the grades memorized. There was no need to look again. The D's and one F appeared ghostly in the moonlight. She wished they had been ghosts instead of the real thing. She had known they were going to be lower than ever—she had watched them fall steadily from A’s and B’s since the school year began. At least I passed to the 8th grade, she thought with some consolation. Barely.

Her thoughts hop scotched through events that caused her to quit trying at school. The girls who used to be her friends at her small school had turned against her after a new rich girl moved to town. Her old friends and the new girl had joined forces to form a gang of snobs who tormented anyone outside their little group. Callie sighed. I must be their favorite target. She cringed as she remembered the last thing her former best friend said to her: “You're such a tomboy and a loser—you'll never be one of us.” Those words cut to the heart. Good friends became enemies as the battle lines divided the Haves and the Have-Nots. And Callie felt alone on the side of the Have-Nots.

It wasn’t just a difference in income and status, however. Callie loved being outside—hiking, fishing, playing, and exploring. The girls at school obsessed about boys, gossiped, and acted like they were better than everyone else. They made fun of anything that might hurt Callie. They even laughed at her unique golden eye color.

The only friend her age who accepted Callie, no matter what, was a boy named Tommy. He only lived a few miles away, but he went to a different school. He had been her companion ever since they were babies. He was funny and easy-going, always ready to join Callie for an adventure or a lazy afternoon of fishing. Too bad he'll be gone most of the summer, she sighed, still upset about the news. The day before her school was even out, Tommy had gone off for the summer to work with his cousins at a horseback riding stable an hour away.

Still, Callie never tired of exploring the forest and enjoying its company. Sometimes she pretended she was a pioneer woman, guiding the way for explorers. At other times, she was a forest ranger, studying the habits of animals and protecting them from danger. In autumn, when the wind’s frosty breezes signaled the coming winter, she was a hunter, supplying food for her family. She knew that her pretending days were ending, and it saddened her a little. Sometimes she couldn't decide which was better—being old enough to drive and to do what she wanted, or to stay a kid just a little longer. Her birthday was coming soon. Thirteen will be good I guess. I'm already independent. I just wish Mom would let me drive since I already know how.

She heard the lonely cry of a wolf howling at the moon. Maybe he's howling just for me, she considered. "I know how you feel," she said gloomily. She sat up straight and strained her ears to listen, trying to imagine where he might be.

Callie lived with her mother, Kate, and Grandpa, Kate's father. Callie's father, a carpenter, died in a tree-cutting accident when she was only three years old. I wonder what he would think of me now, she mused. 

Callie smiled despite her bleak mood when she thought of the good-natured kidding and fun that her family had together. Mom and Grandpa were loving and kind Christians. Callie had gone to church since she was a baby, but she had never personally become a follower of Christ. It was a personal decision; a step she knew she hadn't taken. She had been thinking about Jesus’ love for her, though, as she found herself humming songs she had sung at church. 

Callie had no siblings, and no cousins that she knew of. In fact, she knew little about her family. Outside of her mother and grandfather, she might as well have had no other blood kin. Whenever she asked about her other grandparents—or anyone else—the subject was changed. It was mysterious and frustrating. She often found herself looking for little clues or imagining what the extended family must have been like.

At least she had 27-year-old Jake McLain, a family friend who was like a brother to her. He had been an important part of her life ever since she could remember. Grandpa would sometimes talk about a time "before Jake came," but Callie couldn't remember ever being without his quiet strength, Christian warmth, and dry humor. He was part of her everyday world—kidding with her, watching out for her, and including her on hikes and camping trips. He often ate supper with Callie's family or hosted barbeques for them at his cabin. Sometimes his Granny Grace came. Callie admired him for his work as a paramedic and loved to hear him talk about his mountain rescues. She only wished he could spend more time with her during the summer. Oh well, I don't really mind doing things alone that much, she sighed, not all that excited. 

She hugged herself, securely enfolded by her father's old, soft sweatshirt that she wore over her T-shirt. She was thankful that her mother had kept some of his clothes. She imagined his strong arms sawing and hammering on the cabin he had built for them. Sometimes Callie felt his presence so strongly that she thought she could look up and he would be there; but of course, he never was. Because she was so young when he died, she had no real memory of him.

Eventually the wolf’s howls faded away, and she thought about the home she loved so much. Beautiful mountains surrounded her. Giant boulders directed the dancing river's flow. Secret hideouts dotted the hills. There was even one behind a big waterfall not too far away. A nearby mountain had a hidden cave, complete with a huge cavern and bats.

As she was considering what she might explore on her own, she noticed a small bat flying from high up in the barn to her left. His wings flapped eagerly as his trusty sonar led him into the dark woods. Callie's lips parted into a big smile. Bats were kind of ugly, but she liked them anyway. I hope he eats every single mosquito in Halo Notch, she thought, knowing she wouldn't be so lucky. The girls at school couldn't understand her love for nature, either. But she didn't care. I’m not changing for them, she thought stubbornly. 

She braided her hair for the night and secured it with the hair band she wore on her wrist. It was always pulled back in some form or fashion. Having hair in her face just slowed her down. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, thinking about her little black dog on her bed. Shadow is probably already asleep, she thought fondly. Sometimes she wished she had a bigger dog like a Golden Retriever or a pet wolf to join her on her adventures in the mountains. But she still loved her fluffy terrier. His little legs were too short to keep up with her as she ran through the woods, but he was always ready to cuddle whenever she was at home.

She was still deep in thought when she stood carefully and stretched. Slowly making her way back through the window, she touched down gently on the wood floor. Suddenly, she heard a strange noise. She spun around, catching the windowsill for balance. She almost laughed out loud when she realized it was Shadow, snoring on her bed. Callie quietly closed the window, leaving a small crack. She untied the ribbon that held her curtain back and said, “Goodnight” to the moon.

*****
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CALLIE FELT THE REPORT card in her pocket once again when she pulled off her father's sweatshirt for the night. Suddenly she realized that she wanted to talk to someone about her loneliness, the girls at school, her dread of a summer alone, and maybe even her thoughts about Jesus. Oh well, she thought as she re-adjusted her T-shirt, Mom and Grandpa are asleep. I’ll talk to someone later. She crawled into her cozy bed and tried to snuggle down for the night.

Report card. Mean girls. Loneliness. Song lyrics. Her brain buzzed with thoughts that kept her awake. One moment, it was too cold. She tried to get comfortable. Talk to somebody. Then, it was too hot. Her pillow smelled funny. Do something about it now. She was hungry. Get up. She tossed and turned, trying a couple of times to move Shadow over. He's such a bed hog! Moment by moment passed, but Callie was still awake—and getting more aggravated by the second.

“I just want to sleep!” she said aloud to Shadow.

He raised his little head and wagged his tail, then flopped over and went back to sleep.

Finally, Callie threw off her covers and grabbed the report card, deciding to write “I’m sorry” on it and leave it on the table in the kitchen. As she was moving toward the door, however, she decided to at least try to talk to her mother that night. 

**CREAK**—she opened Kate’s door slowly and heard the steady rhythm of her mother's breathing. A small ray of moonlight revealed the outline of the sleeping woman. Her soft hair framed her lovely face. Callie cleared her throat. No response. She eased over to the bedside and started to wake her up but changed her mind. She worked a double shift today. She’s probably tired. Maybe Grandpa's awake. He'll know what to do. 

Callie backed out of her mother's room, slowly pulling the door closed. She stepped onto the ancient rug in the hall and descended the squeaky stairs. “Nobody could sneak around in this house,” she whispered as she tried to avoid the loudest steps. 

She heard a deep inhale, followed by a heavy, masculine snore. Oh, great. Grandpa's asleep, too. Even his snoring was warm and reassuring, though. She adored her grandfather. Kate strongly favored him in her facial features and her clear blue eyes. Callie loved those unusual crystal-clear eyes; many times, she wished that she had inherited them instead of her own golden eyes which came from no one she knew of. Her father's eyes had been more hazel.

Callie darted quickly to the small table at the foot of the stairs and searched the drawers for a pencil or pen. While digging in the drawer, she knocked the large family Bible to the floor, spilling its contents. Callie rolled her eyes at the noise and the mess of random slips of paper and church bulletins. When she tucked the papers back inside the old Bible, she noticed a sloppy handwritten note that said: 

“Ha. Ha. I took the stupid charms from your precious NOH, and you’ll never see them again. T.” 

“What on earth?!” Callie said a little too loudly despite her earlier efforts to be quiet. This makes no sense. What’s NOH? Who is T? She almost dropped the Bible again as she paced, trying to make some connection. 

She gripped the mysterious note and turned to go back to her room, almost forgetting her report card. Hurriedly, she tiptoed to the kitchen and placed the report card on the table. Trying to avoid the loudest steps, she snuck back up to her bedroom. Back in bed, she tried to figure out what the note could mean as her eyes grew heavy. Soon, she fell fast asleep, dreaming about adventure. 

And the mysterious note rested silently on her bedside table, just waiting for its secrets to be unlocked.
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Chapter 2

A PLATE OF SYRUP
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The next morning Callie woke up later than usual, glad to be out of school. She felt sluggish after staying up so late worrying about everything. One look in the mirror confirmed the rough night she had. Sometime during the night her hair had gone from neatly braided to a rumpled mess.

Her heart-shaped face was tanned from her active life. Her eyes glistened with intelligence and curiosity despite her puffy, tired eyelids. She quickly re-braided her hair and held the end of the braid securely with one hand while rifling through her bed covers for the lost hair band with her free hand. Spotting the curtain's tieback ribbon out of the corner of her eye, she used it to finish off her signature hairstyle. She pushed back the curtain to lighten her room and was greeted by a lingering fog. Even though it was already June, the morning air was cool. Callie hoped that her t-shirt and shorts would be warm enough for her first day of summer break. 

Shadow jumped around wanting to go outside. He led the way down the stairs but, not wanting to get too far ahead of his beloved master, he kept stopping to look up at Callie. She barely avoided stepping on him as they went out the front door! After the wiggly dog finished his business, he followed Callie back into the house. She tossed him a treat and set out to see if her mother had left her a note about the report card. It could decide what kind of day Callie would have.

Callie's stomach growled. I wonder if Grandpa made pancakes. Oh well, I won't feel like eating them if I'm in trouble, she thought.

Grandpa was always up early. He would drink his first cup of coffee on the back porch as he read his Bible and prayed. Then, he would come inside to make breakfast. Callie rarely saw her mother in the mornings. She left very early in her old jeep to go to work, and she often worked late. Callie missed her.

She searched the kitchen for a response to her report card, or a sign that her mother had even seen it. “She's seen it, all right, Shadow. It's gone.” There weren't too many places to look. The tiny kitchen had only a few surfaces for food preparation. “Great—no breakfast for me either, ole boy.” Shadow listened to her with rapt attention. He tilted his head to the right and then to the left, puzzled. He jumped into her arms when she knelt, and she carried him as she continued her search around the house.

She looked everywhere—all over the kitchen, on the tables beside the worn couch, in the bathroom, and in her mother's bedroom. She even went back to her own bedroom thinking that her mother might have left a note in there. She dreaded the thought of waiting all day to find out what kind of trouble she was in. While she was looking for a note, she picked up the Bible again, searching through all the clippings and papers for a hint of who “T” could be. She chewed her lip and looked off into nowhere as she studied the mystery of NOH. What could it mean?

While trying to think of a plan, her stomach growled. She rolled her eyes. Maybe my punishment is no- breakfast-from-Grandpa-for-the-rest-of-my-life. She sighed. Surely not.

“Grandpa!” she yelled as she went out the back door and headed for his workshop in the barn. The insects were still “breep-breep-breeping” and “wee-ah, wee-ahing” from last night's shift. Callie smiled. She wondered how many people noticed things like the bug sounds. 

Shadow wriggled excitedly as she trotted toward the barn. "Okay, okay, you can get down.” The little dog jumped out of her arms as eagerly as he had jumped into them and followed closely as she skimmed the flower-lined path.

The distinct smell of cedar rushed over her when she opened the door. Carvings of bears, fish, deer, eagles, and other animals lined the tables and shelves in various stages of completion. Callie made sure her little skunk that Grandpa had been helping her with was still there. She had named it Huckleberry. The heavy door slowly slammed shut behind her with a **SMACK**.

“Ouch!” Grandpa said, slightly nicking his finger with a tool. “Callie, honey, don't sneak up on me,” he said slowly. His hands didn't always cooperate since his stroke the year before. Even regular activities were difficult at times. Although his speech was almost normal again, he spoke more slowly than before. He had to concentrate harder to make the things that he sold.

“I'm sorry, Grandpa.” She hugged him around the neck. She loved everything about him—she even ignored his bad habit of chewing tobacco. He was a funny, wise, and gentle companion for her. She missed the times they had shared fishing and walking through the woods. Every day she worried that he would get sick again.

‟Lookin’ for pancakes?” he asked knowingly. 

“I can't start my summer without them,” she replied, kissing him on the cheek.

He put down his tools and wiped his hands on his apron. Callie followed him as he walked slowly toward the house, carefully disguising his occasional limp with short pauses "to look at the flowers." Once inside, he made the fluffiest pancakes ever. She cut the golden circles into tiny pieces and savored every bite. They melted in her mouth, mingled with delicious butter and syrup.

Grandpa poured himself some coffee and sat down at the table across from her. "You know, I get up before your mother does,” he said, wiping a drip from his coffee cup.

Callie nodded in agreement, only mildly interested. Then she stopped, understanding his meaning. He saw the report card first! “Oh.” The pancake she was chewing suddenly felt like a big wad of gummy flour in her mouth. “I'm in trouble, right?”

“Well, it depends on how you look at it,” he said. “Your mother will talk to you later about that.”

“I was afraid you'd say that” she said, struggling to swallow her last bite. She wondered whether to ask him about the mysterious note. 

“I'm worried about you, Callie. You're unhappy.” Grandpa could always see right through her. 

“I'm happy with you,” she teased, hoping to change the subject.

“You know, my relationship with Jesus helps me through a lot of tough times, and I enjoy His love every day,” Grandpa continued. “One of these days, you may be ready to trust Him as your personal Lord and Savior. Jesus loves you just as you are, Callie. In fact, His love is so deep that He died to pay the price for every bad thing you've ever done or ever will do. Jesus wants to be your friend, but the choice is yours.” He spoke to her gently.

Callie heard her mouth say, “I know.” From out of nowhere, a tear ran down her cheek. How does he always know what's going on with me? After a long pause, she whispered, “I might be ready, Grandpa.”

“God has a purpose for your life, Callie.” Grandpa said simply. “He made you. He wants to be there for you always—just like He is there for me. Oh, your problems won't magically disappear, but He'll help you know what to do and give you joy.”

Grandpa told her how to ask Jesus to be the Lord of her life, and for the first time, it all made sense. Something just clicked inside. And Callie made the choice. No pressure. No fear. It was time. And she was ready. Right there at the kitchen table, over a plate of syrup, Callie talked to God and asked Jesus into her heart.

Afterward, she felt...relieved. There was a joy inside of her she had never—ever—felt before. And peace. It was the right thing for her to do and the right time for her to do it. She had a new, true Friend. Someone who loved her more than any human ever could. Her problems didn't seem as big anymore. She felt free, and it was good.

She hugged Grandpa tightly. He was beaming from ear to ear. “You've got something now you've never had before, Callie,” he said with her arms still around his neck.

“What's that, Grandpa?”

He pulled back and looked deep into her golden eyes. “Everything you'll ever need.”

His answer came as a surprise to Callie. She hadn't thought about Jesus that way before.

"Callie, where is Jesus in relationship to you right now?"

"He's in my heart, Grandpa," she answered with another hug.

Grandpa smiled. He left her with that thought for a moment, taking her plate to the sink. She thought she saw him wipe away a tear just before he cleared his throat.

“Well, are you ready for your special mission?” he asked as he started toward his shop. Grandpa had a way of making even normal tasks feel special. 

“Ready,” she replied. 

She ran to retrieve her heavy backpack from the hook on the back of the door, dashed up the creaky stairs, and dumped a mess of school papers onto her bed. Good riddance! Maybe I'll build a bonfire and burn all of it. She stuffed the mysterious NOH note in her pocket, then ran down the steps, empty backpack in tow.

As soon as she found Grandpa in his shop again, he said, “These eagles go to Betty at the Eagle's Nest Tea Room in town. She sold everything I gave her last time. Jake will be here soon to pick you up.” 

Callie wrapped five beautifully carved eagles with old newspaper and carefully packed them into her backpack. Grandpa continued, “Betty will give you two hundred dollars in cash. You can use five of the dollars to get yourself a little something at the drugstore.” It was very exciting. Those eagles were the first finished carvings he had completed since his stroke.

“Thanks, Grandpa. I'm going to go wait for Jake.”

“Callie!” Grandpa called to her, “Keep your eyes open around the Eagle's Nest. Mrs. Longfellow's house next door to it was robbed a few days ago and...” but Callie was already out the door. She didn't hear the rest of his statement: “whoever did it is still on the loose.”

What she did hear was Jake's truck heading up the long driveway. Shadow had heard it too and was circling Callie's legs in excitement. He loved Jake. Callie jumped off the porch and ran right over the bouncy dog, knocking his front legs out from under him. 

“Shadow,” she pleaded, “I can't help but run into you when you are between my ankles!” He looked at her with big, forlorn eyes and allowed her to check his legs for soreness. When she was satisfied that he was okay, she cradled his head in her hands, kissed him between the eyes, picked him up, and placed him inside the house. In a flash, he was wagging his tail at her from his perch in the front window. 

Jake's dark green truck screeched to a stop, and Callie ran to jump inside.

“Guess what!” she exclaimed as she shed the backpack and placed it beside her. “I asked Jesus into my heart today.”

Jake's smile lit up his whole face. “Way to go, Cal! You're my real sister now!” His green eyes always sparkled when he talked about anything related to God. “We have a lot to talk about.”

Callie liked the sound of that. She loved spending time with Jake—just the two of them. She didn't even want to think about sharing him with anyone else.

The two friends chatted easily as the sun blinked through the wispy fog. The ancient Smokies seemed to stretch out and yawn to welcome the day. Callie felt the NOH note in her pocket a couple of times, but never found the chance to ask about it. I’ll ask him on the way back from town, she decided. 

“Speaking of you being a sister,” Jake said, returning to the original subject, “I have a surprise for you.”

“Great! I like surprises.” Her eyes brightened in anticipation.

“Well, I hope so,” he said hesitantly. “My little sister is coming today...to spend the summer with me.”
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Chapter 3
STRANGERS
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At first, Callie thought he was kidding. She looked across the seat to see if he was smiling at all, but he wasn't. Jake absent-mindedly ran his fingers through his thick auburn hair. He was definitely not kidding.

“Did you forget that I have a younger sister in Asheville?” he asked softly.

“No, well, yes,” Callie couldn't think of anything to say. Her thoughts raced through her head. She heard herself say, “Why is she coming here? Does she know how busy you are?” She wanted to say: Well, you can just tell your sister that you are my brother, and we don't need her to mess it up. It was starting to look like Jesus was going to be the only person she could talk to at all.

“She's writing a story for a contest. Haven't I told you about her?” 

“Not really.” A story? Why can't she stay home and write her little story?

“Maybe you two can hang out together. She's thirteen.” Jake said a little sheepishly, uncertain of his own suggestion.

He's trying to sell me on this. Great. This is going to be miserable. “I'm not much into writing,” Callie mumbled.

“Actually, I think she wants to write about our culture,” he offered.

Callie could feel anger rising in her. “Our culture?! Is she from Mars or something?”

“No, Cal. She's from Asheville. She's just supposed to write about folks who live in the same geographic region but live differently.” Jake said, visibly flustered.

“If you hadn't noticed, Jake, I'm already different in my own culture. This has been the worst year of my life because of it. I don't need someone else to come in here and make me feel bad. You'll have to find someone else to help her with her little report.” Callie had never spoken to Jake that way before. She felt cornered.

The growling of the engine when Jake shifted gears was the only sound for the next fifteen minutes. Finally, Jake pulled up to Eagle's Nest Tea Room so Callie could get out. “I'll meet you here in about an hour,” he said simply as he pulled away.

Callie was so angry that she didn't see the tall, skinny man in the dirty clothes passing in front of her. “Excuse me,” she muttered when she bumped into him. He smelled like he hadn't bathed in a month. He grunted in reply and crossed the street, ducking into Al's Auto Supply.

The Eagle's Nest Tea Room was in a powder blue house with white trim on the windows and doors. Lace curtains hung on every window in the large home—a testimony to Ms. Betty’s decorating style. Patriotic sashes and flags adorned the windows and porch railings from Memorial Day through July. Flowerpots bursting with geraniums, roses, impatiens, and pansies accented the porch. The outdoorsy name “Eagles Nest” never seemed to fit the Victorian house in Callie's opinion. Even though it was much larger than Callie's house, however, Mrs. Longfellow's gigantic home next door made the Eagle’s Nest look small in comparison.

“Mornin’ Honey,” Ms. Betty called out in her southern drawl as Callie opened the door. Callie's mouth watered when she smelled Ms. Betty’s famous apple pie baking. She passed the counter and went into Betty’s office where she carefully unpacked the five eagles and lined them out on a nearby table.

“Be right there, Callie!”

Callie heard the high **JING** of the cash register, followed by Ms. Betty’s ever-elegant entrance. Callie watched as the older woman counted out ten twenty-dollar bills and placed them on the table. Her bright red fingernails clicked between each twenty, and her rings bumped into each other. She had white hair, perfectly styled, and wore lots of makeup. Her uniform—if you could call it that—consisted of ironed blue jeans and a frilly blouse. Callie guessed that she wore her bright red lipstick even when she slept. Her perfume was light and pleasant.

“These are beautiful,” Ms. Betty purred as she unwrapped the eagles. “No wonder everyone likes them!” Callie suspected that Ms. Betty would have liked anything Grandpa made. Grandpa's eyes sparkled when he talked about Ms. Betty, too, but Callie couldn't get him to admit that he liked her.

“Thanks, Ms. Betty.” Callie folded up the money and placed it in her pocket.

“You best be careful with that, Honey," Ms. Betty cautioned. "Someone robbed Mrs. Longfellow's house just a couple of days ago. The police are still trying to figure out who did it." Callie followed as Ms. Betty gathered up the eagles and took them back into the main dining area where she displayed them on a special shelf. "I don't know what's becomin’ of this town.”

“Yes, ma'am,” Callie replied with little concern. She opened the jingling door to the street, still agitated about her conversation with Jake. If someone tries to mess with me, I’ll haul off and hit ‘em! 

The morning sun warmed the air. Callie felt a light fog dissolve across her face as she stepped onto the sidewalk and surveyed her hometown. Downtown Halo Notch pulsed with the slow, easy rhythm of a small mountain village. Homes and buildings from the late 1800’s snuggled alongside those from every decade thereafter—evidence of the town’s history and growth.

Out of all the buildings in the quaint town, however, the Longfellow house was easily the focal point. The house and yard took up a whole block. A stone retaining wall stretched all the way around the property, seeming to lift the whole thing up four feet off the street. A plush carpet of green grass covered the yard, tempting Callie to kick off her shoes and sink her toes into it. Huge trees with tractor-wheel sized trunks provided a shady canopy that covered the roof of the three-story house. She counted at least ten sets of green shutters and three fireplaces.

I wonder what the crook got away with? Maybe he was lucky enough to catch a glimpse of Mrs. Longfellow. She thought about that a bit. It seemed like no one had ever seen the old woman before—she just stayed hidden in her fortress all the time. Ghost stories floated around town about this mysterious person that no one seemed to know. Only her live-in housekeeper, Ms. Hogg, ever appeared from the mansion. No one knew much about her either. For all I know, Hogg could have killed the old woman and buried her in the basement. No one would miss her. She longed to go in and look around.

The short beep of a horn shook her from her daydreaming. A silver truck with the words, “Halo Notch Vineyard” painted on its side crossed in front of her.

“Hi, Callie!” Emma called as she drove down the street toward the vineyard.

Emma was one of Callie's favorite people. Jake seemed to like her a lot. They were around the same age and liked the same things. Callie thought she had seen a spark between the two of them. Who could blame him for liking her? She was fun to be with, and all the young people from church loved to hang out with her. Callie loved having her as a Sunday School teacher. Callie waved back, reminding herself to tell Emma that she had become a Christian.

Callie walked over to the corner drugstore and meandered up and down the aisles trying to think of something to buy with the five dollars Grandpa gave her. She rarely had money at her disposal, so it was a dilemma to decide what to buy. She had a tradition: buy one thing that would last a while and one thing just for fun. She picked up a candy bar near the checkout and set out to find something that wouldn't be gone in five minutes. She looked at a box of BBs and a sketchpad. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching as she examined a squirt gun, thinking it was maybe too childish. Finding nothing that she really wanted, she paid for the candy and went outside to the coke machine to buy a drink.

After she pressed the cola button, she retrieved the frosty drink and opened the top with the bottle opener attached to the machine. She liked the fizzy sound it made when the lid popped off. 

When she turned toward the street, she noticed two police cars stopping at the Longfellow house. She crossed the street just as the officers climbed out of the cars. They paused to talk to each other for a moment, but Callie couldn't make out what they were saying. She was very curious when one officer climbed the steps to the front of the house while the other one sneaked around to the back door.

She wasn't the only one who noticed them. Other townspeople also lingered while the police officers disappeared out of sight. Moments
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