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“Ahoy, matey! Swab the deck, scallywags!” Arrrr ...

“Pipe down, Pedro. I’m going camping, not sailing the seven seas.” Mom bought me a Macaw because she thought I might be lonely. I have to admit, having a parrot does add a lot of noise to a room.

I continued rummaging through the garage for my latest eBay purchase. Shelves of paint cans, sports equipment, and memorabilia stacked from floor to ceiling slowed down my search.

“Ah, here it is.” I grabbed the metal detector, a small metal shovel, and my backpack just as I heard GB laying on the horn outside. “GB” is my nickname for Grandpa Bob. “Mom!” I hollered into the house. “Can you come get Pedro?”

She made her way into the garage, took off her apron and held out her hand. The parrot flapped his massive green wings, circling the garage a few times before happily landing onto her extended finger. “Vote for Pedro! Vote for Pedro!” Squaaawwk!

“Have fun camping, Dominic. Behave yourself for Grandpa.” Mom handed me my Green Bay Packer cap and opened the door a crack, careful not to let Pedro fly out. “Oh, and don’t worry ... I remembered to pack your bunny slippers.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Ugh, why does she always embarrass me like that? 

GB climbed out of his old, rusty truck to help me load my bike. Talk about embarrassment ...

“What planet did that outfit come from?”

“Just something I saved up in the attic. I wanted to surprise Windsong and join the hippie reunion on the group site.” GB’s tie-dyed T-shirt and bandana took the expression “far out” to the extreme.

I was excited when my friends Forest and Sailor called to say they were joining us at Point Beach, but their grandma, Windsong, could be a bad influence on GB sometimes. This was a prime example. 

“Don't tell me you want to be a hippie, now?" I complained. The smell of mothballs filled the air as we drove off; his striped pants burning my retinas all the way to Point Beach.

Fifteen polka tunes later, we finally reached the campground. I gave a sigh of relief to see a young woman at the office window and not Ranger Rick. He gave us so much grief last summer that I crossed my fingers and made a wish he was gone.

“It’s beautiful weather for camping.” Leaning out the window with our ticket, the young lady glanced behind us. “Is that a Nimrod? Oh, wow. My parents used to own one of those campers. It’s an antique!”

Worst possible thing to say to GB.

He gave her an unappreciative frown. “Come on, ole’ Nelly.” GB coaxed the stuttering engine as we pulled through the parking lot. 

Lumbering down the road surrounded by trees and the crisp scent of  fresh pine air, we pulled up to site #127, our favorite spot in the campground. 

All that was left was to back in the trailer. We had this down to a science.

I grabbed my walkie-talkie and hopped out.

“Let me know if I’m headed for the rhubarb,” GB said into his radio.

“Say what, now?” I replied.

“—the ditch.” 

GB cranked the wheel left, slowly maneuvering Nimrod backward while I directed him. Things were going good until a station wagon pulling a gaudy, lime- green camper with bright pink curtains drove up behind us and distracted me from my post.

“Watch out for that tree!” A familiar voice hollered from the passenger seat, nearly running GB off the pavement. 

“You’re in the rhubarb! You’re in the rhubarb!” I yelled into my walkie-talkie.

GB screeched to a halt.

I turned back to see Forest, grinning like a fool and Sailor wildly waving her arms from the back seat. I was thrilled to see they made it. 

“Hi, boys ... isn’t she a beauty?” Grandma Windsong stopped in the middle of the road, hopped down from the driver’s seat, and held out her arms toward the trailer, Vanna White style. “I got it for a bargain, and the owners even threw in a canopy and a grill.”

Forest jumped out of the car with Sailor on his heels.

“Well, I see Nimrod survived another year.”

“Of course. What’d you expect?” I gave him a slug for making fun of our canvas pop-up camper. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be setting up on the group site?” GB put the truck in park and stepped down to check out Windsong’s new wheels.

I held my breath while Forest tried hard not to laugh. 

“Awesome getup, Bobby.” Windsong clapped her hands. “I really dig the groovy outfit. Too bad the reunion was canceled this year.” She flipped back her silver-streaked hair. “But the good news is, we lucked out and got the site next door.” 

“I wouldn’t call it luck,” Sailor said. “You know how persistent Windsong is. She was on the phone with Reserve America trying to get site #125, but the agent said it wasn’t available. Windsong’s like ... ‘It has to be. Click the button, click the button. For the love of God click the button!’”

“Yeah, so the guy says he knows how to click buttons—it’s his job to click buttons,” Forest added. “Then he clicked a button. He hung up on her.”

I laughed. “That’s hilarious.”

“I kept calling until someone must’ve canceled, and here we are. My persistence paid off.” Windsong took the ribbing in stride, laughing along with us until a few vehicles started lining up behind our entourage. 

She hurried back in and took the wheel. “Do you mind if Forest and Sailor stay here while I get our camper situated?”

“Sure, unless you need help,” GB offered.

“Thanks, Bobby.” Windsong winked. “I think I can handle it.” 

As soon as GB cranked up Nimrod, he hurried inside—probably to find something else to wear. 

“What’s this doohicky?” Sailor spotted my metal detector and started pushing it back and forth across the gravel road. “Look at me. I’m a maid.”

“Be careful!” I nearly choked. “I spent a lot of money on that.”

“Ha, ha. Seriously, Dominic? What are you going to do, vacuum the beach?” Forest smirked as Sailor continued her antics, running around with it like a stick pony. 

“Hey, stop ...” I tried to snatch it away from her, but she was too quick.

“I know,” Sailor blurted, “I bet it’s a weed whacker.”

“What? Don’t either of you know what a metal detector is?” I raised my hands. “I thought it would be fun to look for treasure on the beach.”

GB stepped out of the camper dressed like an old man again instead of a hippie. “When I was growing up, if I needed money, I did something your generation is unfamiliar with.” 

“What’s that?” I asked.  

“It’s called work.” GB proceeded to fill our heads with stories about how he had to pull weeds out of the neighbor’s field for a dime a day, and walk five miles uphill both ways, delivering newspapers.

No wonder he’s always so grumpy. 

“Well, that was a hundred years ago, and besides, we’re only twelve years old,” I said. 

“Speak for yourself, Dominic. I’m thirteen and a half.” Forest puffed out his chest.

How could I forget? “Anyways, do you guys want to see how it works?”

Sailor handed the metal detector back to me. I turned it on, listening to the blips and bleeps as I probed back and forth over a bare spot on the ground. Lines pulsed across the screen until a solid bar formed, indicating a metal object below. 

Sailor and Forest stood with eyes wide as I vigorously scooped away the dirt with my shovel. 

“Got it!” I yelled, my voice full of excitement—but  as reality sank in, the thrill quickly diminished.

“Wow, a bottle cap,” Forest scoffed. “I would leap in the air to click my heels, but then all the change would fall out of my pockets.”

“Well, I didn’t say it would be easy. Let’s head down to the beach. Stuff washes up on the shore all the time.” I handed Forest the shovel. 

“Don’t be gone too long. Dinner will be ready soon.” GB proceeded to set up the grill.

“Radio me when it’s done.” I grabbed a walkie-talkie as we took off over a steep hill of sand and junipers toward Lake Michigan.

On the other side of the ridge, we came to an abrupt stop. Ribbons of yellow “DO NOT CROSS” tape stretched through the dunes, designating what appeared to be an excavation site.

“Guys, look what happened to the fort.” I pointed to a pile of sticks and branches scattered on the shore. It was our meeting place last year when we solved the ice cream mystery, but now only a caved-in shell remains. 

“Who would do such a thing?” Sailor fumed.

I sighed, setting my metal detector down on a log. “I don’t know, but there’s nothing we can do about it now ... unless we fix it?” 

“That would take all day,” Forest objected.

“Aw come on. A little hard work never killed anybody—remember what GB said.” I reached for a nearby branch.

“Yeah, but why should I take a chance?” Forest crossed his arms. “I’ll keep hunting for buried treasure on the beach while you two play pick-up-sticks.” 

“Fine.” I turned on my detector and handed it to him while Sailor and I tried to piece together a structure that somewhat resembled the old fort. 

The hot July sun slowed our progress. I was tempted to take a break and dip my toes into the cool lake water. Then I heard it—

Blip, blip .... Beep, beep, beep, beep ...

“I found something!” Forest yelled. 
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