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Foreword 
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My journey into manhood often took me into the neighboring swamp and the peat bog that was there. The water was always crystal clear as it was fed from a spring. The water and everything in it would change when the old man who owned it would come with a huge drag line and dig the peat from the sides of the bog. When he would leave, the water would clear and the animals would return, the songbirds, turtles, fish, and alligators. 

It is the place I learned how to use my imagination to leave the noise of the day behind and search my inner self as to what I wanted to become.
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Preface 
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The Mystery of the Box Turtle Shell story is mostly from my imagination. The people involved are some I knew and some I imagined.
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Introduction 
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Each of us has our own internal compass. It will point us in different directions. The hard part of life is the dedication and the intentionality of our daily activities. 

—Wrangler

Finding your way through a deeper problem forces you to check the depth and see if it has a rock-solid base. 

—Wrangler
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Chapter 1
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It’s almost over, I can hardly believe it. Yet, there I was, crammed into my old wooden desk, waiting on the last bell of the school year. I kept my hands busy, and mouth shut by packing up my backpack with the remnants of my pencils, pens and all the other junk I had accumulated over the year. My mind was already miles away thinking about what was to be my next big adventure. I’d be traveling out of state to a two-week camp for the ‘paper route’ kids.

The ringing of the last bell brought the sounds of joy and of feet propelling everyone up and out of the building for summer vacation. Rushing towards the door brought on the high-pitched voices repeating, “School’s out for Summer!” The song filled the halls and the bodies moved like a giant snake towards the open doors to freedom.

I made my way out only stopping for a moment to say goodbye to some and thinking to myself, “good riddance” of others. All I wanted was to make it to the bike racks located at the back of the school and be gone. Gone from school for the entire summer. Freedom!

Finally making it out the door, I saw my destination and my trusty old bike waiting for me. Freedom was in sight. There it was right before me, polished to a high gloss. It was jet black with chrome fenders and had large baskets mounted on it.

One large one on the handlebars and two mounted over the back tire, one on each side. It was my work horse, my escape vehicle. It was designed to carry the maximum amount of the local newspaper, the Clearwater Sun.

Taking the key from my pocket, I unlocked the padlock and placed the chain securely in the front basket. With my backpack on my back, I hopped on for the ride home.

Maneuvering around those who wanted to stay and talk took me longer than I expected. Freedom was in sight, I just had to make it around the next corner, and I’d be gone.

Riding on the street never seemed like a good idea to me. Seeing my shortcut just up ahead, I steered straight for it. It was harder to ride through, but I enjoyed the danger of it all. The short cut trail would take me through the woods and near my secret hideaway in the swamp.

WOW! I thought. Done! Eighth grade finished, only one more year of Junior High and then it would be on to High school and a car!

My summer vacation was looking to be one of the best so far in my whole life. Great things were in store. I would be turning fourteen on my upcoming birthday in July and taking a trip out of state for the first time in my life to attend a two-week summer camp sponsored by the Clearwater Sun Newspaper. I had won the opportunity to attend the camp for hitting my target for the year on sales and customer service.

The shortcut home took me through an overgrown section filled with palmettos, scrub oaks, and tall pine trees. The thick layer of pine needles on the trail, making it slippery and challenging to navigate. I rode as fast as I could, leaning into the curves and sliding around each bend in the trail. Riding fast meant doing my best to avoid the bushes and tree limbs, while not smacking my face on anything that would knock me off and onto the ground.

Suddenly, something white caught my eye at the edge of the trail. My mind spun as to what could possibly be white out here among the palmettos and pine needles. I pressed the brakes and slid to a stop so hard and fast that I almost went over the handlebars.

After some strong words to myself, I turned my bike around to where I thought I had seen the flash of white. I couldn’t find it right away. I thought for sure that I had spotted something white, but where was it? Maybe someone had thrown some trash out here in my woods. That thought touched a nerve. Anything white would show up like a signal in the bright green of the palmetto bushes and the light brown of the pine needles.

Getting off my bike, it didn’t take long to spot something that looked like it was pure white in the palmetto bush alongside of the trail. It was a sun-bleached box turtle shell. What a prize! I thought to myself.

I had ridden this path many times and couldn’t believe I missed such an outstanding prize as a bleached white box turtle shell! How could that it be? I must have passed it a bunch of times, but how did I miss it?

There it lay, just a little off my normal path in the palmetto bushes. It had some tall wire grass growing around it, but still I’m sure I would have discovered it before today if it had been there all along.

I stopped dead in my tracks, put down my backpack, and bent down to retrieve the shell from its hiding place. Picking it up, I noticed something dangling from the inside of the shell.

Turning it over to get a better look, I discovered a sterling silver ID bracelet. Someone had attached it to the inside on what looked like the spine of the turtle with wire grass that grew thick here next to the swamp. Everyone that knew anything at all knew that wire grass was as strong as twine once it dried out.

As I looked more closely, I saw there was no name inscribed, just three initials, SJM. The bracelet wasn’t very long so it must have belonged to someone with a tiny wrist. I wondered how an expensive bracelet for such a small wrist had found its way securely attached to the inside of an old box turtle shell. The bracelet was stamped “Sterling Silver”. It had been engraved and had a sturdy lobster claw clasp that was not broken. I was sure it had been placed in the box turtle shell for a reason. That brought up two more questions: Who had put the bracelet tied in the turtle shell there on my path home and why they had done it? What could have been their reason?

I didn’t have time to do a whole lot of thinking about it. I needed to get home. I placed the bracelet and shell in my backpack and continued down the path.

Riding even faster to make up for the time I had lost, I arrived home in no time flat.

Parking my bike in the garage, I quickly went into my room and unpacked my backpack. I placed the turtle shell on my desk, thinking that I would do some investigating later.

After changing into my work clothes, it was time to get to work. The newspapers for my route had already been dropped off at my house. Mr. Bob, my newspaper route manager, always made sure they were in the garage in case it rained before I got home from school.

I cut the cords that held the newspapers and ads together with my Woodscraft pocketknife, laying them out to stuff them altogether into one unit. Stuffing the ads section inside the regular paper took time. Then there was the folding, placing a rubber band around each one, and packing my bike’s baskets with them.

Once that was complete, I was off to deliver my newspapers through the course of my ten-mile bicycle route. I had to do this every weekday afternoon and Sunday morning. The Clearwater Sun was the afternoon paper and the people on my route would be waiting on me to deliver them.

[image: handwritten note:
Help! My name is Samantha Jane Monroe. I have been a captive since I was ten years old. I am pretty sure I am now fourteen. I am praying that the boy on the bicycle that rides the same trail I am made to walk daily finds the box turtle shell with my bracelet attached to the inside. I have watched him many times hoping he would see me.]
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Chapter 2
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Every year the Clearwater Sun newspaper presented a challenge to all the paper boys like me. Mine was if I could raise my customer list from 50 to 75 homes, I would be eligible to go to Camp Mudd Creek for two whole weeks up in Alabama this summer. Two whole weeks away from home at a camp out of state!

I will never forget finding a letter from Mr. Bob, attached to my papers saying I had earned the trip to camp. Then the feeling of dread having to convince my parents to let me go came over me. Still, finding out that all my hard work of talking to everyone I could find, and realizing that I had made my numbers, was a fantastic feeling.

It was no time to slack off, I needed to get going. My route took me over a ten-mile oval that went through several mobile home parks, new and old housing subdivisions, down dirt roads that were either sandy or muddy and full of ruts, across a highway, and down along Lake Seminole. The people on my route were mostly good to me as I think they felt sorry for a kid on a bicycle delivering papers in all kinds of weather, doing his best to pay his own way in life.

On this afternoon, June 10th, it was a hot, muggy, 95-degrees in the shade, with only the sea breeze and the afternoon rain to cool it down some. I was about halfway through my route when I stopped to talk to Mr. Monroe.

Mr. Monroe lived down on the lake in an old houseboat he had rebuilt to live on. It was not all that big and had been made with odd parts and held together with what my granddad would have said was ‘a hope and a prayer’.

He kept it tied up to a huge old cypress tree on Lake Seminole with a plank that took you from dry land to the houseboat. He had relocated there on the outskirts of our little town of Largo, on the lake, about four years earlier.

Mr. Monroe was someone I could talk to. He would listen to all my wonderings and upcoming adventures. And he was always interested in what was happening in town stuff like if anyone new had moved in or moved out.

I would sometimes stop and talk while we’d share a glass of iced tea. On this day, as I sat on the porch of the houseboat taking a breather, I told him that I had found an old sun-bleached box turtle shell. He looked at me with a smidge of excitement as he would often save bones, shells, and other cool stuff for me.

I went on to tell him of the mystery of the turtle shell. How it had a sterling silver bracelet attached inside it with wire grass and it looked to me as if someone had done it on purpose. I asked him what he thought would make someone do that?

He looked at me like he had seen a ghost. His voice got low and shaky. With slow and deliberate words, he asked how big the bracelet was and was there any initials engraved on it.

I must have looked at him kind of funny because he asked me again. “Was it for a small wrist with initials engraved on the it?” He said in a louder, in kinda of a commanding and scary voice the second time.

I answered, “Yes! It looked as though it was for a smaller wrist and yes, it did have engraved initials. Why are you asking?”

He almost shouted out, “Were the initials SJM?”

“Yes!” I answered. How did you know that?

Mr. Monroe exclaimed in a loud voice, “It’s hers! It’s hers! I know it! It must be hers!”

I looked him straight in the eyes and asked, “Who is ‘she’ and how do you know it is hers?”

He shouted out, “That bracelet you found today on the turtle shell was my missing daughter’s. SJM stands for Samantha Jane Monroe!”

He continued, “I gave it to her for her birthday when she turned ten years old. She disappeared the day after her birthday on that very same shortcut path where you found the turtle shell. We’ve never found a trace of her, until today. It has been four years!”

I couldn’t believe my ears. He went on to tell me that the date was September the 8th, four years ago.

The people of our little town of Largo had put together search parties, combed the swamps, roadways, and neighborhoods but found no trace. Not one piece of evidence. The turtle shell with the bracelet was the first clue that has ever been found in four long years!

Mr. Monroe was so upset, excited, and frantic he jumped up and struck out running across the wooden plank that connected the houseboat to dry land. The board bounced and jumped with his every footstep nearly causing him to fall into the lake. He ran as fast as I ever saw an old man run to the first house up the dirt road that he knew had a phone. I was left standing there with my mouth hanging open not knowing what I should do.

Quickly coming back to my senses, I chased after him and found him banging on Widow Smith’s front door. It took her forever, it seemed, to hobble over and open the door.

As soon as the door opened Mr. Monroe rushed past poor Mrs. Smith, into her kitchen, and grabbed the phone on the wall.

Widow Smith turned, almost falling, and started hitting Mr. Monroe with her cane. Widow Smith started yelling at the top of her old lungs to get out of her house and be quick about it.

That’s when I realized Mrs. Smith was headed for her old shotgun that stood in the corner by the front door. I got between the two and did my best to get the shotgun and cane out of Mrs. Smith’s hands.

I was able to get Mrs. Smith to settle down and listen to the explanation of why Mr. Monroe had crashed through her front door to use the phone. Mrs. Smith settled down and sat on her rocking chair.

Mr. Monroe motioned us to stay quiet as he talked on the phone. He had taken the hits with the cane as if they were nothing and was able to dial 0 to get the operator to connect him to the Largo Police Department.

He became so overwhelmed he could barely get the information out as he talked to the police dispatcher. She was asking way too many questions for him to answer. The dispatcher must have realized there was an emergency that needed the police, ASAP.

The dispatcher gave up trying to understand the gibberish that was coming from Mr. Monroe. She had heard the word kidnapped, figured out the address the call was coming from, and notified the Police Chief. She told Mr. Monroe the officers were on the way and to stay on the line until they got there.

It was then that Mrs. Smith spoke, speaking slowly but clearly saying that she remembered that day Mr. Monroe’s daughter had disappeared. A terrible day, a terrible day indeed, she said.

Mr. Monroe waited on the phone, and I went to sit on the porch leaving Mrs. Smith to her own thoughts, there in her rocking chair. I could hear the loud sirens of the police cars even before I could see them headed our way down that long dirt road.

The police cars arrived with a huge fantail of dust following close behind each other. As the officers got out of their cars, the dust and the seriousness started to settle all around them. I had never seen the officers move so fast or with such intention.

I looked back into Mrs.’s Smith’s house to see Mr. Monroe hang up the phone. He hung his head as if he needed to gather himself before he spoke to the officer in charge. The officer’s name was Detective John Johnson. Detective Johnson was a man of slight build, graying hair, and the walk of a man in charge.

He talked to Mrs. Smith first to make sure she was all right. He then turned to Mr. Monroe. I think he recognized Mr. Monroe was in a state of shock and gave him a moment to gather his wits, before having him sit down and tell his story.

Mr. Monroe looked the Detective right in the eyes and spit out that the reason for the call was that there was evidence now that Samantha Jane was alive. He looked at me and said, “That boy, that boy, has the evidence at his house.”

Another officer, Sargent Bob Sloan looked at me and
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