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      Sally O’Brian is delighted when she is asked to help the children at the school where she had taught for most of her career to plant a vegetable garden. The portion of the school yard where the Principal wanted to place the garden was wasted space, a large mud pit that had filled with water after the recent winter rains.

      She and two friends work out the details of how to drain the water, then fill the pits with extra soil to level the area out. It’s a great plan…until she hears a voice calling to her.

      “Help me!” cries an ethereal voice that only Sally can hear.

      Then, as the water level recedes and the mud is scraped away, the eighth graders uncover a human hand.

      “Get the children back inside,” yells Sally. She certainly can’t allow the children to learn that there’s a ghost in the garden.
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      1 - 1      At The Big Yellow House

      Sally O'Brian stared at her daughter. "Pat Waters wants me to help with a school garden?" Sally brushed her short blond hair back, a nervous habit of which she was unaware. In recent years, she had put on a bit of weight, but it only served to give her face a cheery appearance. Now she looked only puzzled, maybe a bit annoyed.

      Sally's daughter, Jennifer Winston, nodded. “That's what she said."

      "And you're just telling me this now?"

      "I'm sorry, Mom. She told me on Friday when I picked up Kiera. I just forgot it until now."

      Sally took a deep breath and calmed down. There was no point getting angry with Jennifer. Sally was the kind of woman who difficulty maintaining anger with anyone. "Life is too short to spend any of it being upset," Matt used to say. His death the previous year only served to accentuate the appropriateness of the comment.

      "When does she want me to come in?" asked Sally

      "I think today," said Jennifer. "If you want to drive yourself, that probably would be a good idea. And I suggest bringing a pair of boots. I think the school yard is turning into a giant mud hole."

      "I'll call her up and make arrangements for when I should come in," said Sally.

      "Sorry I forgot to tell you sooner, Mom," said Jennifer, motioning for her daughter Kiera to head towards the front door. Kiera looked up in the corner of the kitchen, laughed, and waved good-bye. Jennifer caught sight of the young girl's gesture and frowned. "Don't tell Mrs. Waters about Dad," she added.

      "I can't tell her that he passed away?" asked Sally in surprise.

      "No, Mom, you know that's not what I meant. I don't want you telling people that he's a ghost."

      "Oh, stop worrying," scoffed Sally.

      "Bye, Grampa!" yelled Kiera as she raced towards the front door.

      "She means well," said Matt, floating up in the corner of the ceiling.

      Sally looked over at her deceased husband and smiled. "I wouldn't tell Pat Waters about you anyway," she said. "I only want to share you with people I like."

      "You're still upset with Mrs. Waters?" asked Matt, floating down to the table and snuggling onto one of the kitchen chairs. It had taken him a long time to learn how to move around on this plane, and he prided himself on finally having mastered what came naturally to most other ghosts.

      "Of course I'm still upset with her," snapped Sally. She sat down at the table with the ghost. Sally had a cup of coffee. The ghost, of course, had nothing, though Matt sometimes mimicked drinking out of an invisible cup. Kiera found that quite amusing. "She didn't do anything to support me. I'm sure she was going to fire me--"

      "So you resigned before she could do that," finished Matt. "You should have stood your ground."

      "I'd have lost my retirement benefits," said Sally.

      "You wouldn't have needed them," said Matt. "You have my insurance and estate to live on."

      "You weren't dead yet, remember?" Actually, Sally didn't like remembering. They had been driving north on the Coast Highway when a truck had forced them over the median and onto the oncoming lane. Matt had lost control of his car and it plunged fifty feet over the side of the cliff, smashing up on the rocky shore of the Pacific Ocean.

      Matt had died. By some miracle, Sally had survived, but not before both of them had arrived at the "Pearly Gates." Sally's presence there was declared a mistake and she was sent back to wake up in a hospital from a coma sustained in the accident. Matthew O'Brian, being as stubborn in death as he had been in life, had refused to pass through the Pearly Gates and had returned to this plane of existence, a ghost dedicated to protecting Sally.

      For some strange reason, only Sally, Kiera, and the dog Salem could see and hear Matthew. It made life both interesting… and difficult.

      Sally's son-in-law, Jack Winston, a general practitioner who worked out of a clinic in downtown Crystal Cove, tolerated Sally's occasional interactions with Matt. Her daughter Jennifer clearly did not accept the possibility that her father's ghost still haunted this realm. On the other hand, she didn't want to admit that she thought Sally was losing it. But she did insist that Sally live with them in The Big Yellow House located at the head of Dolphin Point.

      If Jennifer thought that keeping Sally close by was going to keep her under control, she was vastly mistaken. Sally had all the wiles of a teenager.

      "I'm not at all sure I want to help Pat Waters with a garden," she said to Matt.

      "But you want to help the children," said Matt.

      Sally smiled. "Yes. So I'm torn. How can I be a grump when I want to be back with all the children? I miss them."

      "But you don't miss Pat Waters," laughed Matt.

      "No. When I discovered that someone was cheating the school food program, I complained to her. She didn't really do much to look into it, and it was only when Avery Harrison did an expose feature in his paper that anyone took interest. By that time, the School Board was pointing the finger at Jerry Bender. He was a resource supervisor for the district, and eventually he resigned. Out loud, Sally murmured, “I thought it would clear things up, but then the school board began to put pressure on Pat to get rid of me. When the pressure became constant and started affecting my relationships with other teachers, I resigned. It was either resign or risk losing my benefits."

      "As I told you--"

      "No, Matt, it was more than just the benefits. I didn't want to lose my teaching credentials. If I got fired, I wouldn't be able to teach again."

      "Making a garden isn't exactly the same as teaching," observed Matt.

      "No, but it does give me a chance to see some of my students again. They should be in fifth and sixth grade by now."

      1 - 2      In Roosevelt Elementary School Principal's Office

      Later that morning, Sally sat primly in the chair in front of Principal Pat Waters' desk, watching as Pat shuffled nervously through piles of papers on her desk. It was not clear to Sally what Pat was looking for. Perhaps more time. She glanced up at Sally, an apologetic look on her face. "I have it right here," she said. "At least it was on Friday."

      "What are you looking for?" asked Sally politely.

      "The authorization for payment from the district," said Principal Waters.

      "There's pay?" asked Sally, surprised.

      Pat Waters had an aged face, indicative of more than a dozen years trying to deal with teachers and parents. Her long blond hair looked tangled and in need of a hairdresser's magical touch. Her blue eyes were vacant and tired. "It's not much," apologized Pat. "I'm even surprised that the district budgeted for the job. They've been cutting back on so many other expenses. Books, for instance. But you probably don't want to hear about my problems, do you?"

      "Not one bit," quipped Matt.

      Sally was glad that no one but she could hear Matt, though she worried that in a school with a lot of very young children, someone other than Kiera might see or hear her dead husband. She had considered asking him to stay away, but that was like telling the sun not to shine during the day. You could ask all you want, but it just wasn't going to happen.

      "I'm afraid I've been out of teaching for two years now," said Sally. "I no longer know what problems the schools are facing."

      "Right now, we're facing a big muddy pit in the southeast corner of the school yard. Someone, probably a parent with nothing better to do, saw the area and said it would be good to put a garden there. How it came to the attention of the school board is beyond me."

      Sally wasn't sure that the method by which the idea came to fruition really mattered all that much. She suspected that Pat Waters was nervous and was trying to cover it up with mindless chatter.

      "However much the pay is, I will be delighted to consider helping the children with a garden," she said. "I do hope though that there is a budget for gardening supplies. Or do I have to provide those myself?"

      "Oh, no, no need for that. Some of the parents have donated tools and equipment to use. Others have donated plants, fertilizer, and soil. Did I tell you that the place they want to put the garden is covered with water?"

      Sally frowned. "How deep is the water?"

      "It's not that deep. It just has to be drained off." She finally found a folder on her desk. "Oh, here it is. The payment authorization form and the list of ideas the teachers and I had about what the students could do to help with the garden." She handed the folder to Sally.

      "Oh, good," said Sally, taking the folder. "I like it that the teachers were involved with this project too."

      "Yeah," said Waters hesitantly. "I think the reason they want to hire an outside person is so they can avoid being involved too much with the garden."

      "I see," sighed Sally. "Which students are going to be involved? I mean, which grades?"

      Pat Waters smiled broadly. "All of them. This is going to be a true school project."

      Sally opened the folder and glanced first at the payment authorization form. A minuscule amount for supplies. Even less for "Adult Supervision." Well, she certainly hadn't come down here hoping to make money off of this opportunity. She glanced at the list of ideas the teachers and Miss Waters had scribbled down. "Exactly how big do you expect this garden to be?"

      "The entire southeast corner of the property," said Waters. "We were thinking that each class would have their own little plot."

      Sally looked up from her perusal of the handwritten list of ideas. A couple of them seemed to have merit. Sally got the impression from some of the suggestions that a sizable fraction of the teachers would have preferred having the southeast corner of the school yard paved over with blacktop. "Do you think each class can actually accomplish all the tasks required to create a successful garden?"

      "What are you saying, Mrs. O'Brian?"

      "I guess I'm saying that some of the lower grades might not be able to do all of these tasks."

      Pat Waters laughed. "Maybe you've been out of teaching for too long. Our students are very competent."

      "I'm sure they are," said Sally. "But my experience has been that you give a child a task that is challenging but achievable. That leads to successful learning. I'm not sure our younger children can do everything you have on this list."

      "Our goal is to keep the children busy, Mrs. O'Brian. Let's leave the teaching to the teachers."

      "How did you ever get along with this woman?" asked Matt.

      Sally smiled in Matt's direction. "I guess I'm interested in helping the school out with this project."

      "How soon can you start?" asked Waters.

      "I was thinking that we would start today," said Sally. "At least, plan out what we're going to do. I have a friend who has volunteered to help. For free, of course. But I do want to follow my own plan on how to use the students."

      Pat Waters looked disturbed, but finally nodded. "I guess that makes sense. Just so long as all the students get to work on the garden in some capacity."

      Sally stood up, preparing to go to the conference room which she planned on making into a temporary war room.

      Pat stood up also. "Sally...there's something that has been bothering me for a long time."

      Sally cocked her head and stared expectantly in Pat's direction, but saying nothing.

      Pat lowered her eyes and stared at the items on her desk. "When you decided to retire, after all of those problems with the food vendors, I felt really bad that I didn't do more to talk you out of leaving us."

      Sally stared at Pat Waters, doing her best to mask her own sense of disbelief. "Pat, you were going to fire me. Or don't you remember that part of what happened?"

      Pat looked uncomfortable. "I want to make things better between us, Sally. I really would like that."

      Sally shrugged. "I suppose this is a start, then." She turned and headed out of the Principal's office.

      1 - 3       On Sixth Avenue

      Pepper Armstrong stared at the map app on her phone. This was clearly the school that Dannie Vance had told her about. There wasn't any parking allowed in the street in front of the school, but she could make a U-turn and park on the opposite side of the street. She did that and got out of her car.

      It seemed strange to be meeting at a school -- Roosevelt Elementary School -- but that's where Dannie said she would be. It was obviously Pepper’s own fault that they had to meet here. After all, she should have given Danielle some advanced notification that she would be driving up to Crystal Cove this morning. Her friend promised explanations for their meeting place would follow once they met.  That was just like Danielle Vance -- always trying to be the girl of mystery. Pepper had no idea what Dannie would be doing at a school. Had she taken up teaching? That seemed unlikely.

      Pepper checked the message on her phone. Yes, it said that Dannie would be here, along with a friend named Sally O'Brian. Perhaps Sally was a teacher. That made sense. Pepper liked her world to make sense.

      There were no children in the playground. Of course, at this hour, they would all be in class. Pepper scanned the school grounds. There was no sign of her. Sighing, Pepper suppressed the thought that she hadn't been paying attention when Dannie told her where they should meet. She would just go into the school and find someone in the Administration Office. Perhaps they would know what room Sally O'Brian was teaching in. This time, she would pay attention to what they told her.

      She was almost at the school entrance when a man raced up the steps to the school and passed her. He stopped long enough to block the door to the school as he stared at her.

      Pepper stared back. "You're blocking the doorway," she said. She was annoyed with him blocking the entrance, although she had to admit that he wasn't at all bad to look at. He looked about the same age as her, probably in his late twenties. He was tall and muscular, with broad shoulders and a strong jawline. His dark wavy hair was tousled and his eyes were a deep shade of brown, sparkling with amusement. She had conflicting feelings: a flutter in her stomach and a lot of annoyance that he was in her way. He seemed to think that his good looks gave him the right to interfere with her day.

      The young man didn't respond right away. Finally, he blinked and put his hand on the door handle, as if to open it. But he made no move to pull the door open. "Are you a parent?" he asked.

      Pepper laughed. "No, no, not a parent. I'm here to see Sally O'Brian."

      "Sally O'Brian who taught third and fourth grades?"

      Pepper shrugged. "I guess so."

      "She doesn't work here anymore," said the man.

      "Oh. I guess I'm here to see Danielle Vance."

      The man frowned, then shook his head. "I'm not sure I know her either. Was she just hired?"

      Pepper struggled not to roll her eyes in frustration. "I just need to get inside to talk to someone who knows what's going on. I don't even know you. Do YOU work here?"

      The man scoffed. "Of course I do. I'm Austin Hopkins. I teach eighth grade here."

      "Well, pleased to meet you, Austin 'I'm standing in the way' Hopkins. Now if you'll just move, I will go to the Administration office to talk to a real person."

      Hopkins laughed. "You don't think I'm real? Then how can I be blocking your entrance?" He didn't wait for a response, but pulled the door open and bowed gallantly, gesturing for Pepper to enter the building. "After you, ma'am."

      "I'm not a ma'am!" snapped Pepper. "My name is Pepper Armstrong, if it's any of your business!" She hurried through the door before the smart-aleck teacher decided to play more mind games with her. He didn't, and she was able to enter the school and find a sign that directed her to Administration. She went off in that direction before Teacher Hopkins could intercept her. Pepper looked back over her shoulder and saw Austin Hopkins heading up a stairway to the upper floors.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she continued on down the hallway until she saw the door to the Administration Office just ahead of her. She was about to enter when she heard a familiar voice call out her name.

      "Pepper!"

      Pepper spun around into the arms of her best friend, Danielle Vance. "There you are, Dannie," laughed Pepper, overjoyed to see her friend. "I thought we were going to meet in front of the school."

      "It's still cold out there," explained Danielle. "I figured you'd come directly into the school."

      "I was trying to, but some busybody teacher tried to hold me up." Pepper looked around. "But why are you here at the school?"

      Danielle laughed. "I needed something to do, and I volunteered to help my friend at the school. Sally is still meeting with the Principal, so why don't we go to the conference room and catch up?" Danielle led her across the hall to a conference room. Except for a long table and a dozen chairs, the room was barren of any creature comforts.

      Pepper looked around the room. "I'm sure glad I never took the teacher track."

      "Teaching is a good profession," said Danielle.

      "Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to insult you… your friend Sally. It's just that this room is so drab."

      Danielle looked around the room. "It could use a bit of color and decoration. Maybe they fix it up for the holidays. Oh, and Sally is no longer a teacher. She used to teach here, but she retired or quit a couple of years ago. But you, tell me about you! What has been going on in San Francisco since I've been gone?"

      "First, Dannie, everyone is really annoyed with you that you just quit your job. Do you know how much work that put on everyone else's desk when you left? Who knew you were carrying so much of a workload?"

      Danielle laughed. "I didn't really think it was all that much. Besides, most of my clients were the fun clients. No one has a right to complain about inheriting any of my clients."

      "I'm just joking. But everyone was sad to hear that you weren't coming back. But you're going to get married? Tell me all about him!"

      Danielle smiled broadly. "His name is Augie Ricci. His father owns a vineyard, just outside of town here. How long are you up here for?"

      "I told you...until you're married. I'm not going to let you back out of marriage this time, Dannie."

      "We haven’t set a date yet. It could be a while. Are you sure you want to spend that much time in Crystal Cove?"

      "I just need to find a cheap place to stay." Pepper eyed Danielle expectantly. Yes, she definitely needed a place to stay for as long as she was here. She wondered if she would see Austin Hopkins during that time. No, that was absurd. She was here for her friend. And to avoid a certain other former ‘friend.’

      Danielle laughed. "Hey, I don't have a place. Not yet, at least. And to answer your question, no, Augie and I are not living together. I'm staying in a B&B that my friend Sally runs. There's plenty of room there. I'll ask her if she can accommodate you."

      "Oh, that would be great, Dannie. That way I can pressure you to set a date for your wedding. The sooner, the better!”

      1 - 4      In Roosevelt Elementary School Conference Room

      Sally O'Brian hurried across the corridor to the conference room, trying to clear her mind of her conversation with Pat Waters. She opened the door, interrupting Danielle Vance and another woman laughing at some shared joke. That must be the friend Dannie said was coming to visit.

      "Sorry I'm late," said Sally, almost automatically, then regretting her apology. There was no set time for the meeting, and the two younger women seemed to be fully engaged in their own business.

      "Sally, this is my best friend, Pepper Armstrong. She and I used to work together in San Francisco. Pepper, this is Sally O'Brian, whom I was telling you about."

      Pepper stood up and extended a hand. Sally shook it, then pulled Pepper closer to her to give her a warm embrace. "Any friend of Dannie's is a friend of mine," said Sally.

      Neither of the women responded and Sally began to feel that she was trying too hard to be friendly. She adopted a more businesslike manner. "The school has decided that a section of the playground should be converted into a garden so the children can learn responsibility and maybe some useful skills like how to grow your own food."

      "You mean food doesn't grow in Sprouts?" asked Pepper in a fake incredulous voice.

      "I'm afraid we don't have a Sprouts here in Crystal Cove, so the kids will have to get their food the hard way," replied Sally, realizing that Pepper was making a joke. She placed the folder she had been given on the table. "Here is the budget we have and a tentative plan put together by the teachers."

      Pepper and Dannie both looked at the documents in the folder.

      "That's not much money," said Danielle.

      "That's the plan?" asked Pepper. "These people are teaching our kids?"

      Sally struggled not to laugh. "The plan is not very good. I'm sure it was more like a brainstorming session than a planning session. I think Dannie and I can come up with a better plan." She glanced over at Danielle. "A plan that won't interfere with your plans to get married."

      Pepper laughed. "I'm glad to hear that. Did Dannie ever tell you about the first time she was going to get married?"

      Sally's eyes brightened. "No, not a word."

      Although Dannie tried to silence her friend, Pepper insisted on narrating an incredible tale of both a runaway bride and a runaway groom.

      "Neither of them wanted to go through with the wedding?" asked Sally in disbelief.

      "We really weren't suited to each other," said Dannie defensively. "It was smarter to discover that before we said the vows than six months later."

      "It sounds like you almost made that mistake a second time," observed Sally. "When you were dating Augie's brother, Tony."

      Pepper's eyes darted in Danielle's direction. "I thought you told me that wasn't very serious," she said.

      "I said I didn't know how serious it was, Pepper. Tony would never commit to anything. But I knew that I was in love with Augie, almost from the first time I met him."

      "Listen, ladies, we need to work on this garden plan," said Sally, reluctant to break up the conversation. "I want to get a basic plan put together. If at all possible, I'd like to get the eighth graders to drain the water out of the back corner of the school yard."

      "The eighth graders?" said Pepper. "Yeah, I met their teacher on the way in."

      Danielle giggled. "You mean Mr. Hopkins? Isn't he cute?"

      Pepper looked at her in surprise. "You think he's cute?"

      "Isn't he?" demanded Danielle.

      Pepper shrugged. "Looks aren't everything," she said. She picked up the list of tasks the teachers had brainstormed. "Let's get back to this plan."

      "I don't think the eighth graders will spend much time on the garden," said Sally, "though of course we should give them the option of volunteering for a variety of tasks. I was thinking that they would be able to handle the initial preparation of the soil. I guess that includes draining the water out."

      "Will they be able to do that?" asked Danielle. "Don't they need special clothes?"

      Sally smiled. "Surprisingly, all that was anticipated. All the kids have a pair of boots and a change of clothes that they can wear while working in the garden. Yes, I know how surprising that news is. We just have to check with Mr. Hopkins."

      "We do?" asked Pepper. "Oh, sorry. Does that mean I can help with the project? You don't mind if I tag along, do you?"

      “Of course, no problem," said Sally. "I need to get rid of the water today, and then on Wednesday, we can dig up the soil and add manure and planting soil. I'd like the seventh graders to do that task." Sally was about to go on when she heard someone call her name. She paused, straining to hear the voice. Unfortunately, Pepper and Dannie began speaking at once, each trying to clarify details on the plan: how long would each task take, how the task would be done, who specifically would do it, and so on. Sally waved her hand, trying to silence them.

      "Did you hear anything?" she asked.

      Both women looked at her in confusion. "What?" asked Danielle. "Hear what?"

      "I thought I heard someone calling my name," said Sally.

      Danielle looked at Pepper, who shook her head. "We didn't hear anything," she said.

      "Never mind," said Sally. "Let's get on with the plan. I think those are good questions. We should include those parameters in the plan."

      "Sally!" called the voice, louder this time, and definitely more clearly.

      "There, did you hear that?" asked Sally.

      "What you just said? Sure," said Pepper.

      "No, someone calling my name," corrected Sally.

      Danielle looked over at her friend. She bit her lip and slightly shook her head. "It might be the wind, Sally," she suggested.

      Sally shook her head, then shrugged. "Yes, maybe it was the wind. Yeah, that's what it was."

      Sally sighed. Dannie was probably right. She was just imagining things.

      Then she heard the voice again, this time more mournful than before: "Sally, help me. Please, Sally, help me."

      Sally closed her eyes. "Don't let that be another ghost!" she whispered to herself.

      "Did you say something, Mrs. O'Brian?" asked Pepper.

      Sally looked up. "I said we should go see Mr. Hopkins."

      1 - 5     In Mr. Hopkins' Classroom

      Mr. Austin Hopkins' eighth grade class was on the third floor of the small elementary school. Sally knew Austin from when he had started teaching at Roosevelt Elementary School five years earlier, when he had graduated from the University of California at Santa Clara. Sally had been impressed with the young teacher's enthusiasm and constant flow of ideas on how to improve teaching. Most of the more experienced teachers tolerated Hopkins' excitement, knowing that over the passage of time, he would settle down to doing what actually worked. Not that innovation was bad, they would point out, but that it simply didn't make sense to change what already worked.

      As Sally, Pepper, and Danielle walked up the stairs, Pepper recounted her earlier encounter with Mr. Hopkins. Sally found the story amusing. "So, Austin still hasn't learned how to set his alarm clock, has he?" she joked. When both Dannie and Pepper looked confused, she went on to explain, "Austin had a reputation for staying up all night, then being late for work. I was always surprised that he never got fired for it, but he is really an exceptional teacher. I guess the District just didn't want to lose him."

      Austin greeted them with typical exuberance when Sally knocked on his door.

      "Class, we have a special treat today! Most of you remember Mrs. O'Brian. She used to teach her several years ago."

      More than a dozen of the class called out Sally's name, hooting and clapping to see her again. Sally blushed, overly pleased with the response of her former students.

      "They really do miss you," muttered Matt, floating near the door.

      "As most of you know," continued Austin, "the school is going to start what is commonly called a kitchen garden. All of us will have to play a part in the process. To help us, we have several volunteers." He turned to face Sally and her two companions. "Perhaps you'd like to introduce yourselves and tell the class a little about yourself."

      Sally noticed that he was staring directly at Pepper Armstrong when he spoke.

      Sally walked to the front of the class and re-introduced herself. "I was asked by Principal Waters to help the school with its garden. I invited my friend Danielle to help me, and we two will be working will all of the classes on the garden," said Sally, concluding her remarks. She was about to step aside when she heard the voice again. It seemed to be coming from outside the room, though Sally could not tell from where.

      "Sally, help me! Please, Sally, help me!"

      Sally searched the faces of all the students to see if any of them reacted to the voice, but none of them did. She glanced over at Matt, who shrugged. Apparently he had heard the voice also, although it did not seem that anyone else in the room could hear the plaintive call. Sally swallowed, and stepped aside, making room for Dannie to speak.

      Dannie gave a brief description of who she was, mentioned in passing that she was engaged to the son of a local winegrower, then withstood the jeers of several of the boys in the class who showed their sophistication by offering to sample some of the varieties of wine. Mr. Hopkins shushed the boys, then hurried Dannie off to the side of the room.

      "We have a new visitor to Crystal Cove," he said, waving to Pepper to step into the front of the room. "I'm sure she has a fascinating story," he added, winking at her as she moved uncertainly to the front of the class.

      Pepper graced him with a quick scowl, then looked around at the expectant faces staring intently at her. "Hi, kids, my name is Pepper Armstrong--"

      "Is that because you're really spicy or just hot?" quipped one of the boys.

      "That's enough, Jason," snapped Hopkins. "Treat our guest with respect. Please continue, Miss Armstrong."

      Pepper wet her lip and continued. "I'm actually just visiting Crystal Cove. This is my first visit to this charming community. I'm not really here to help with the garden, though I think it's a great idea."

      "How long will you be staying?" asked Austin.

      Pepper glanced at him, surprised by the question. "I don’t really know. Three weeks maybe?"

      Austin scoffed. "That sounds like enough time to give us a hand with the garden. Though hardly enough time to really get involved in the garden," he said. "You'll have to come back in the future. You know, to help with caring for the plants, and maybe harvesting the vegetables we grow."

      "Oh, I'm not sure that's necess–"

      "What do you think, class? Should Pepper come back in the future?"

      There were several woo-hoos, cheers, and clapping as many of the students encouraged Pepper to consider returning. Pepper glanced over in Sally's direction, her look pleading for support. Sally shrugged, then took a step towards Pepper. "Students, please remember that both Dannie and I will be here to support you throughout the entire project."

      Austin chortled. "I'm sure that will be great, Mrs. O'Brian, but I suspect the class wants Miss Armstrong's help also."

      Suddenly, several boys took up the chant, "We want Pepper! We want Pepper!"

      Austin made some feeble attempts to silence the chorus, but to Sally's critical eye, it looked more like he was waving a baton to encourage the chant, much as an orchestra conductor would encourage the strings to play forte.

      "Maybe it's time for us to go out and start working on the garden," interrupted Sally. "We have a lot of work to do. Your assignment, class, will be to drain the water away from the area where we want the garden to be."

      "Drain the water?" said Austin. "I was hoping we'd do more."

      Sally smiled. "Don't worry, Mr. Hopkins. There will be plenty for the class to do."

      1 - 6     In The School Yard

      With much excitement, and a fair amount of grumbling, the twenty-six eighth grade students donned their boots and raincoats and headed out to the school yard. Sally couldn't help but notice that although Mr. Hopkins was busy herding his students out towards the soggy area where the garden would be located, he was also keeping a close eye on Pepper Armstrong. Sometimes guys were not very subtle about what interested them.

      Despite her best intentions, Sally began to direct the activities as though she were back in the classroom. "Class, as you can see, we have several inches of water on the ground. We need to drain the water before we can fill it in."

      "Why can't we just fill it in?" asked Aden.

      "Unfortunately, the school's budget is a little meager," said Sally. "We can afford topsoil but we need to mix it with the natural soil in the school yard. That means getting rid of the water first."

      "We could dig a trench from the puddle over to the fence, then out to the street," suggested Elliot.

      "If we do that, then it will just flood the sidewalk," protested Heather.

      Sally nodded. "That's right. What can we do about that?"

      "Suppose we just swept the water off of the sidewalk after it finishes draining?" proposed Aden. "At least for now. We can set up a tube or a hose for future times."

      "Also,” continued Heather, “when we get the dirt Mrs. O'Brian mentioned, the hole won't be so big. That should eliminate the problem in the future, won’t it?"

      Sally was both pleased and surprised with the enthusiasm the eighth graders demonstrated. She had been afraid that they would prove too cynical to get involved, but there were enough of the students who took great pleasure in the tasks assigned to them, that their excitement transferred to others. Soon, the level of the water was visibly decreasing, and the boys were scraping the mud into the center of the pit.

      "Hey, what's that?" asked Elliot.

      "It's...it's a hand," said Mary. Several of the girls closest to the puddle of mud screamed, though a few of the guys guffawed. Sally wondered if someone was playing a joke on the class.

      "Hey, there's a hand in the mud," yelled Deleon.

      "Sally," called Pepper. "They're right. That looks like someone's hand."

      Sally hurried over to where Elliot had discovered the hand, trying her best to get the crowd of boys to move aside so that she could examine the supposed hand herself. By this time, the boys had scraped enough mud off the arm of the victim for Sally to recognize that the hand did indeed belong to a body. "Mr. Hopkins, we need to get these children out of here," she called out to Austin.

      Austin, who had been standing back, simply observing from a distance, hurried over to the muddy area. "Okay, students, back to class. Hurry up, back to class. This means you too, Aden! Move!"

      "But Mr. Hopkins, there's a body!" shouted one of the boys.

      "I know there's a body," responded Hopkins. "That's why you need to get back to class!"

      "We can help dig it up," insisted Marcus. "Gimme a shovel, let's see who the dweeb is."

      "Show some respect," said Heather. "The poor guy is dead."

      "How'd he get there, Mr. Hopkins?" asked Mary.

      "Get back in the school," yelled Hopkins, less politely this time. "Anyone who isn't sitting at their desk in the next five minutes will get marked down in deportment!"

      "My grade can't go any lower," said Aden.

      "Trust me, Aden, it can go lower," said Hopkins in a low growl. "Get your classmates back to the room."

      Apparently putting Aden in charge was what it took. Not without some undue physical encouragement, he soon had most of the students at least stepping back from the body.

      "Call the police," said Hopkins.

      Pepper had her phone out and was already dialing 9-1-1. "Hello? Yes, we found a body here. Oh, the school. How many schools do you have in Crystal Cove? Oh. Yes, Roosevelt Elementary. No, I didn't kill anyone. Just send the police."

      Pepper looked over at Sally. "You have a comedian for your 9-1-1 operator."

      "It's probably Betty Fish," said Sally. "She tends to be a bit informal."

      Within a minute, everyone in the schoolyard could hear a distant siren start wailing.

      "They're fast," said Pepper.

      "The police station isn't that far away," explained Dannie.

      "Come on, students!" yelled Hopkins. "Move your butts! Get back in class before the police start arresting you!"

      "Maybe you
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