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Dedicated to my treasures, among them:



My husband, Steve, who waded through the many waves of redrafts and encouraged me to scribble, scribble, scribble



My muse Jack, the inspiration for the protagonist with a kind and adventurous nature



My muse Adi, the inspiration for Evie, a girl of grit:
confident, competitive, and courageous



All my “girls of grit” (and you know who you are!)
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Dear Friend:

Hi! My name is Barney. I’m a blue-eyed border collie and a very handsome one at that, even if I do say so myself. But enough about me.
This is a story about my best buddy, Jack Cooper, the grocer’s son. He’s a good kid who works hard and does good deeds for others. It’s not easy to get ahead, but Jack doesn’t let his empty pockets get him down.
When we’re not on the beach gathering driftwood together, we’re chasing adventure in the seaside village of Hansford Landing where we live. I can’t type, so I’ll let my favorite author tell you all about it.
This is a tale of lost treasures. As you read Jack’s story, think of what you treasure most.


Your friend,


[image: ]
 
My Treasure

(Use this space to draw or describe what you treasure)
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This Saturday began like most other days for eleven-year-old Jack Cooper. Before dawn, his alarm clock rang until he stirred and fumbled for the off button. He got up and stretched and wondered for the thousandth time what it would be like to be his friend Logan Hansford. Logan never had to get up early on Saturdays and always had lots of extra pocket money. If I had a bike like his, I could get a paper route, he thought. But I’d still have to wake up early. He sighed and mentally scratched through the paper route idea.
Jack’s dad, Murray, knocked and poked his nose through the door. “Giddyup! The early worm catches the fish!”
“Oh, Dad,” Jack groaned through a smile and hurried to dress. He pulled on his faded off-brand jeans and layered his dad’s flannel hand-me-down shirt over his T-shirt. He rolled up the sleeves two turns and smoothed the thick cuffs at his wrists. The oversized shirt was way too long but tucked in it would provide extra warmth on this brisk spring morning. He retrieved his tin whistle from his dresser. Can’t play my tunes riding a bike, he thought and smiled.
Jack didn’t let his empty pockets get him down.
He greeted his dad on the stairs with his customary “morning” grunt and descended to the kitchen where his mom, Coreena, was already elbow-deep in dough for her daily baking. The slate floor was cold on his bare feet, but his mom’s smile warmed his heart. He sat on the bench at the back door and pulled on his thick socks, rubber boots, and old wool coat. He loaded his satchel with the breakfast and thermoses his mom had packed—assorted treats, savory and sweet, all made with an extra measure of love.
Father and son headed out into the dark morning down the narrow, cobblestone street in the historic district of the old port village of Hansford Landing. Their destination? The boat dock.

      ***Here in Old Town Hansford Landing, not much had changed over the last hundred years. What it lacked in modern conveniences it made up for in the charm of a bygone era. Streets were lined with quaint buildings best appreciated at the slow pace of a pedestrian lifestyle. Friendly, cozy-not-nosy neighbors looked after each other. While some chose to commute to the nearby city of Elson—an urban hub that hustled and bustled with every sort of trendy amenity—Hansford Landing was the oasis they called home. And despite its sleepy-town façade, there was no shortage of adventure.

      ***Murray, the grocer, was proud to offer his customers fresh catch every day in the Coopers’ modest market. He wasn’t the fisherman his father had been, but he enjoyed his time on the water with his son. When their own haul was light, he would bargain for good buys from fishermen in the village. Coreena stocked their little grocery store with fresh baked goods, everyday essentials, and a few tropical treats like mangos and pineapples, reminiscent of her childhood in the Caribbean isles.
Most mornings, rain or shine, Jack and his dad took the old trawler boat out a few miles to their best fishing spots. It was Jack’s job to help check and bait the net.
This morning, while his dad went to fetch some bait from their market cooler, Jack took a break from loading the gear on the boat to appreciate the view. It was the glorious beginning of a new day. Dawn awoke, stretching its arms across the horizon as it pushed away night’s black cover. Gentle waves shimmered like a liquid mirror reflecting the golden palette of the emerging sun.
This is the reason to get up early, thought Jack. Some Saturday I’ll persuade Logan to come along. Jack pictured the image of early-morning Logan with messy hair and a misbuttoned shirt, straining through half-open eyes to see his cellphone. Nah, not very likely, Jack thought and laughed.
Murray walked up carrying a bucket of bait.
“Just finishing up with the last of the gear, Dad.”
“I hope we have a good catch today. Did you bring your lucky tin whistle?” Murray asked. “You know your tunes charm those fish right into the net.”
“Always.” Jack laughed as he patted his pocket. Though his dad’s shirt was too big for him, its deep pocket was a perfect fit for his tin whistle. “And I have a new tune for them today that Ol’ Willie taught me. It’s a good one. Those fish don’t stand a chance.”
The tin whistle had been a birthday present from a neighbor, Willie Barrett, a poor man who had little to give away. It was Jack’s most treasured possession, and he carried it with him everywhere. He strived to prove the old adage that practice makes perfect.
Fickle Weather

After a few hours on the water, Murray, who always stayed alert to changes in the weather, spotted a distant storm approaching. It was moving fast.
“Tighten your life vest, son,” Murray said. “This doesn’t look good.”
Murray steered the boat in a wide circle to close the net.
“Jack, come help with this pulley. The crank is sticking,” called Murray.
They turned the handle to retrieve the net, but it kept getting stuck. It finally entangled so tightly that the pulley stopped turning altogether, moving neither forward nor backward. The ropes were pulled taut as the rough sea tugged at the heavy net.
The full force of the storm was upon them. Rain beat down in windy sheets. Waves tossed the little boat like a plastic toy, breaking over the aft end and flooding it again and again. Murray turned the boat to try to ride the waves, but they surrounded the helpless vessel and continued to hammer the hull and flood the deck.
Jack continued to study the problem with the pulley and was sure he could loosen the tangle causing so much trouble.
“Leave it, Jack!” called Murray from the wheel, trying to outshout the roar of the sea.
The waves had drenched Jack, and he could barely see through the heavy rain, but he was determined. He leaned far over the edge to release that little bit of frayed rope . . . if only he could reach . . . just . . . one . . . more . . . inch . . .
“Dad!” Jack screamed. He lost his footing on the slippery deck, and a huge wave cascaded over the side, carrying him into the violent sea. In moments he could be ensnared in the net and drowned.
Murray acted quickly to fix the wheel and leapt into the water clutching the lifesaver ring attached by rope to the boat. He fought the turbulent sea for what seemed like an eternity until he caught hold of Jack and quickly fitted his arms through the buoyant ring. He put his own arm through the ring and pulled the rope until they reached the teetering boat. He labored to lift the limp boy, heavy from water-soaked clothes and water-filled boots. It seemed impossible, but in a moment of truth, Murray harnessed that super-human strength reserved for parents and other heroes and succeeded in getting them both onboard.
Murray sat Jack on an overturned bucket beside him at the wheel and patted his back as Jack sputtered and coughed and wheezed to catch his breath. Jack shivered in cold, wet clothes as his dad wrapped him tightly in an old wool blanket. Murray steered the boat to port through the relentless storm, dragging the tangled fishing net behind.
Fishermen who observed that the Murray boat was still out waited in the blustery rain, eyes fixed on the bay. When the storm-weary vessel limped into port, many pairs of strong, calloused hands labored to secure it and bring the survivors to safe, dry quarters.
Recovery

Old Doc Pendleton was called to the Coopers’ cottage. Upon arriving, he found Jack sitting with his mother by the fire, wrapped in warm blankets and sipping hot tea.
Old Doc checked him over thoroughly. “He’s going to be fine. He’s a strong lad. A little rest will be the best thing.” He left the cottage satisfied with Jack’s path to full recovery.
Throughout the evening, Jack regained his strength by a blazing fire, munching on his mother’s ginger-and-molasses cookies and sipping hot, soothing tea. Coreena periodically adjusted Jack’s clothing and coat as they hung near the fire to dry.
All was calm until Jack jumped from his chair shouting, “My whistle! Oh no! Is it still in my pocket?”
Coreena together with Jack checked every pocket in his shirt, coat, and jeans, twice, without luck. Jack’s face fell. He fought against the tears he was so sure he had outgrown. But it can hurt to lose something special and that realization struck him hard.
“Don’t worry, son. We’ll check the boat tomorrow.” Murray patted Jack’s shoulder reassuringly. But he wasn’t so sure. He shared a worried look with Coreena.

      ***Sunday morning, first thing, before breakfast and church, Murray and Jack dressed quickly and rushed out to the dock. They hurried in silence, each carrying hope in his heart, but fearing to speak of it, as if a word would jinx the prospect of success.
A disheartening sight met them at the dock. A disheveled tangle of netting hung off the aft of the little battle-scarred trawling boat. They boarded and searched everywhere on deck and in the hold, again and again.
“Here! Here!” each shouted in turn as they rushed to every shiny bit of metal and every shard of an iridescent oyster shell that caught their eye. But each shout of hope was followed by a sigh of disappointment and a “Never mind.”
“My tin whistle is lost forever,” Jack said hoarsely, wrestling with his emotions.
Murray shook his head as he spoke quietly, “I know it was a terrible loss to you, son, but I thank God that was all we lost.” And he hugged his sad son for a long while.
As disappointment loosened its grip, Jack and Murray started to clean up the deck. Murray focused on the condition of the boat and wandered to the aft end to survey the tangled net. A shiver ran through him as he thought about the ordeal that had almost taken his son from him. He whispered a prayer of thanks and pulled out his knife and began sawing and hacking at the strands of netting stuck in the pulley.
Murray called, “Jack, let’s try to get this net loose.”
Jack joined his dad to free the edges of the net so they could pull it up from the water. As they tried to lift it, they realized the net was intact and quite heavy.
“Look!” exclaimed Jack. “The net is full!”
And so it was. After exerting significant effort to raise it, they found their net loaded with flipping and flopping fish. Murray and Jack were excited about the catch and temporarily forgot their troubles. It was a big haul, and though it was Sunday, Murray rushed to his closed market to collect the wheelbarrow and ice.
Jack pulled on his rubber gloves and began sorting through the fish by species and size. He used both hands to lift a big fat one by its tail. “Oh, I want a big butter-fried piece of this one!” Jack’s stomach grumbled, reminding him about the breakfast he hadn’t eaten yet.
As Jack was going about his sorting, a fire red object caught his eye, standing out in vivid contrast to the heap of silvery fish scales. Jack reached for it and pulled it by the edge gently through the slippery, fluttering fish until he freed it.
“Wow! What is this?” Jack was wide-eyed with wonder.
He turned the object this way and that to get a good look. It was a heavy, ring-shaped, stone, smooth on the inner side with smooth knobs all around the outside.
Murray returned with the ice and wheelbarrow, and Jack showed him what he’d found.
“This is big enough to fit on my head,” said Jack, holding it up to his brow. “What is it, Dad?”
Murray scratched his scruffy chin for some moments. “It looks like stone and yet it also seems very fragile, Jack. Maybe some type of red coral, but I’ve never seen a piece of coral like this, not this shape for sure. Let’s get the fish on ice and get home. This will take some studying to figure out.”
After they’d packed the wheelbarrow, Jack carefully wrapped the coral in his outer shirt, making a sling with the sleeves to carry it safely home.
A Rare Catch

They arrived late to church, where Jack fidgeted in his seat for an hour, preoccupied with thoughts of the mysterious discovery. With the last note of the final hymn, Jack tried to slip out quickly, but he was delayed. Each of the many congregants huddled around him, checking on his health and telling him how glad they were to see him after his harrowing accident. As soon as he could wiggle free, he hurried home to further study his find.
“What do you think it is?” Jack asked his mom.
Coreena turned it over carefully in her hands. “Well, I’m sure it’s red coral, but I can’t guess how it came to be so perfectly ring-shaped.” She handled it for a few minutes more and had an idea. “Why don’t we ask Miss Jeannie Mae at the Antiquities and Curiosities shop? She’s seen every sort of odd thing from around here and other parts of the world too. I have a hunch she may have an idea of what you’ve found.”
Jack was fond of Miss Jeannie Mae and thought of her unique assortment of wares whenever he sifted through items he’d collected on a beachcombing venture. He always brought her any exceptional find he decided would look better on one of her shelves than on one of his.
The Antiquities Expert

The next day after school, Coreena left the market in Murray’s hands and took Jack down to Miss Jeannie Mae’s store. A string of five assorted door bells jingled as they opened the shop door. It took a moment for their eyes to focus in the dimly lit entry. It smelled of salt and sage, musk and mildew, lavender and licorice all at once.
The tiny museum of a shop was packed full from floor to ceiling. Shelves bowed under the weight of unusual objects marked “rare” and “unique” collected from around the world by Miss Jeannie Mae’s seafaring grandfather. Jack and Coreena made their way tiptoeing between precariously stacked books, old seafaring devices, giant shells, and brass and glass and wooden figurines of every sort. It’s a full-time job just to keep these things
[image: Miss Jeannie Mae and her cat]
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